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BOOK DESCRIPTION

The Primal of Blood and Bone

A Blood and Ash Novel, Book 6

Jennifer L. Armentrout

In the shadows and flames, Primals will fall…

And from the blood and ash, new gods will rise.

What was dreamt.

Poppy was never meant to awaken, and the consequences are devastating and far-reaching, stirring ancient powers from their slumber and transforming Casteel and Kieran in ways even the Fates couldn’t have foreseen. But what that means is the least of their concerns. For now.

What was foreseen.

The Blood Crown has fallen, but what has risen is a far greater danger than they’ve ever faced. From flesh and fire, the Great Conspirator has returned to the mortal realm, and he wants only one thing. They must stop the true Primal of Death before he regains his strength, and it won’t be easy. Even weakened, his influence is undeniable. His power, unthinkable.

Has come to be.

While the future of the realms rests upon them, they won’t stand alone. The gods have awakened—each harboring their own blood-soaked secrets. But they must navigate an unbalanced realm, where every choice—past and present—has the potential to not only undo everything they’ve fought for but also destroy the very bonds that have Joined them together.

For the Harbinger and the Bringer of Death and Destruction has risen.
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THE PRIMAL
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I floated through the nothingness, surrounded by darkness.

I had a distinct feeling I’d heard voices. His voice. Talking to me. Telling me stories. Pleading with me as a glimmer of light appeared in the dark. But then, the pain came. I remembered that. Intense, searing pain accompanied by suffocating dread that snuffed out the light.

I…

I did something to stop it.

But I couldn’t recall what the voices told me, what had caused the pain, or what I’d done.

Now, I drifted.

Wherever I was, there was no sensation of pleasure or pain. No feelings of fear or excitement, hate or love. It was as if I had been emptied of all emotion and purpose. Whatever my identity had once been, it no longer held any significance.

I was a part of the nothingness that surrounded me, and stayed like that until a light flashed, sending out streaks of silver that pierced the darkness. A pinprick of sapphire-blue appeared as the light faded, growing brighter. Bolts of stunning emerald spun from its center and twisted around the blue. Warm, rich brown followed, curling itself around the blue and green. And in the center of it all was the beginning of everything.

It started with an explosion that left behind small, pulsing lights of raw energy—pure essence.

That energy rippled outward, molding barren lands and mountains where nothing had existed before, and all those small, pulsing lights twinkling in the skies above were stars. Bright, brilliant stars that began to fall, descending upon lands no longer barren. They crashed into the earth where great winged creatures ruled, and in other lands separated by vast bodies of water to the west and east. Those stars embedded themselves deep within the ground, where trees sprouted from the land above them, nourished and grown by the star’s essence below. As the trees grew strong, so did the stars hidden beneath, each nurturing each other until they rose from the earth.

As I saw them with eyes that mirrored their beginnings and features and skins that seemed to change on a whim, I heard their names whispered through all the realms, through all time. Gods. Benevolent guardians. Wrathful prosecutors. The watchers of man. Elementals. The Fair Folk. Fates. The first gods. The Great Creators.

The Ancient Ones.

And I saw their wars, first with the great winged beasts that ruled the lands, and then with their creations.

Because they had begun to dream of what was to come.

Ten of the Ancients.

The dreamers.

The protectors.

I saw their flesh turn to fire as they burned off their essence to create the first Primals and understood why. They were desperate to ensure the balance of power remained untainted because their dreams had warned them of what would happen if it didn’t. A faint warmth sparked inside me and spread as creation changed. Gods were birthed from Primal unions—gods that would one day Ascend to Primalhood.

And those ten Ancients dreamed. They saw what was coming.

The beginning of the end.

And I saw that the end started with its very own beginning. The birth of a young god, born of two Primals and Ascended into Primalhood.

The true Primal of Life.

His insatiable thirst for life and curiosity led to the first being of duality, strengthening the truce between those who walked the land, and the winged beasts who owned the sky.

But I saw what the Primal could not. He hadn’t created them in the ways of the Ancients. He’d given the beasts a choice. And from that singular act, something unexpected happened. For the fierce beasts felt beyond the physical, and that quality was passed on to the first being of duality.

Free will.

And free will led to choice. And from choice, emotion was born.

The warmth surged into heat as I saw the Primal of Life digging into soil soaked with a mixture of the blood of the very first draken and his. And I knew he’d spent centuries tending to the fragile life he was cultivating with his breath and will. I saw him lift a babe from the soil, their eyes a shining crimson that turned into a brilliant blue, then shifted into a mosaic of all the colors in existence before settling on a soft brown as he gazed upon the Primal. And I knew what was unknown to the Primal. That the free will from the winged beasts, which had been passed on to the draken, had then been bestowed upon the mortal.

But the ten who dreamed knew.

Even as they marveled at the tiny life he held. Even as they rejoiced, full of awe and pride, they knew it was the beginning of the end.

And I understood as the warmth pulsed in my chest and silver light wrapped in crimson and gold flashed behind my eyes. Because, for them, nothing was more miraculous than the creation of life. They cherished even their most nightmarish creations. Loved them just as deeply as they did the beautiful, elemental beings they designed.

Until they didn’t.

Until their benevolence turned to apathy. They watched as the Primals grew closer to the mortals, and the first Primal fell in love—just as the ten had dreamed. They stopped seeing the beauty in creation and began to only see the grave cost of unrestricted growth as the number of mortals grew and spread, overtaking the land and destroying it in the name of new creation.

And I understood what the Ancients could not. That when they saw the Primals now unbalanced by emotion and decided to take back everything they’d created, they too felt.

I understood, as the Primals rose, and the Ancients either retreated into places of peace or were sentenced to the ground, what the ten who had dreamed only realized after it was too late.

That everything done to prevent what was coming had only ensured that it would.

Without the capability to love and hate, rejoice and mourn, gain and lose, there could be no balance. For every hardship, there must be prosperity. Hate could not exist without love. There could be no joy without knowing grief.

As the essence flowed through me, I understood that there must always be balance. Life must continue, and death must always come. Because I saw what the ten Ancients dreamed—what they saw when balance was irrevocably disrupted.

I saw Ancients who had gone to ground and ones yet to Awaken claw their way free, shaking the realms. And I knew they were no longer the great givers of life and the anchors that kept the essence of the realms stable. They were the end that erupted mountains and turned days into endless nights, toppling cities of steel and drying oceans. I saw them rise, full of ruin and wrath.

But I also saw more.

Because in the center of those swirling colors, I saw the desperate King with the golden crown of laurel the ten Ancients had dreamed—the man who had descended from that tiny babe the true Primal of Life had held in his hands. I saw it all: the great power that rose as heir to the lands and skies; she, the first Chosen to fail, who was the true Primal of Life; and what the union between the bringer of life and the bringer of bone would unleash.

Two daughters.

Two Kings.

And the Great Conspirator.

It was inevitable.

The end would come.

But I understood what was threaded through those dreams and existed in the whirling colors as they faded into the crimson-streaked darkness.

Every beginning has an end. But for every end, there must be a new beginning.

That’s what the ten dreamed.

The fall of ruin and wrath.

And the rise of blood and bone.
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CASTEEL

Thunder rumbled in the distance as the wolven next to me stood rigid, his hands balling into fists as what I’d said about the Revenant sank in. He’d sung the very same disturbing rhyme that had haunted Poppy—my wife, my Queen, my everything—since she was a child. But it wasn’t just that it was fucked up and triggered a violent storm of emotions in both of us.

It was also what that Rev—now in bloody pieces strewn across the floor—had insinuated: that he had been waiting a long time for what was his.

It took no leap of logic to know the Rev meant Kolis. And what he wanted was Poppy.

Kieran’s jaw clenched. “Absolutely fucking—”

A low rumble shook the floors and walls, causing objects in the bathing chamber to fall over.

Kieran looked at me. “That can’t be another god waking up.”

I agreed.

A sudden surge of energy filled the air, making the hairs on my arms stand up.

Stone cracked beneath us. A thin fissure appeared next to Kieran, quickly spreading in a circle around us and the bed. Another fracture formed at the foot of the bed, and more at the head and along the sides.

Kieran stepped back as yet another shallow rift split the floor beneath the bed. “What the—?”

Silver light sparked and spread along the cracks in the stone. It pulsed and held, revealing a circle with an overlapping pointed cross inside.

We were staring at an old Atlantian symbol—two symbols, actually. The circle with the line through it meant life, and the one at the top meant death.

Combined, they stood for life and death.

Blood and Bone.

As the intense brightness faded and the rumbling ceased, we both looked at Poppy. Eather emanated from under her skin, illuminating the intricate network of veins that ran throughout her body.

“My gods,” Kieran whispered.

Hope and fear I’d kept in check this whole damn time crashed together, making me sway.

She will know herself.

She will recognize us.

Those words were like a prayer to the no-longer-sleeping gods as I repeated them over and over.

“Please.” My voice cracked.

The glow faded from her veins as a mass of silver-streaked shadows gathered beneath her flesh like storm clouds in the summer. They rolled down her chest and ran over her arms and legs.

Poppy’s fingers twitched.

My legs went out from under me. I landed beside the bed on my knees, watching as Kieran pitched forward, catching himself with his palms on the bed.

She will know herself.

She will recognize us.

A spasm ran through her arm, and her knee bent slightly. Picking up her hand, I shuddered as I felt the change. “Her skin is warm. See?”

Placing his hand over hers, Kieran exhaled roughly. “It is.”

Relief left me fucking weak as her left arm jerked and her chest rose. I could’ve sworn ours did the same.

“Poppy,” I whispered, leaning toward her.

A heartbeat passed, and then her fingers tightened around mine. Kieran gripped our clasped hands, and my cheeks dampened.

She will know herself.

She will—

All I could hear was Kieran’s shallow, quick breaths as her lashes fluttered and her eyes opened.

There were no pupils. No discernible irises. Framed by thick lashes, they were orbs of pure molten silver, brimming with the essence—the eather—of the Primal gods.

I no longer felt the stone beneath my knees. Neither Kieran nor I moved.

She will know herself.

She will remember—

The air in the chamber became stagnant, and I had the distinct sense that time had ceased to function properly. Heart pounding, I inhaled, suddenly smelling the fresh, delicately sweet scent of…spring. Renewal. Life.

Lilacs.

Kieran stiffened, and because his hand still gripped ours, I saw tiny bumps rise along his forearm.

A new, slightly musty scent filled the chamber. It was like…stale lilacs. Or fallen leaves in autumn.

“Death,” Kieran murmured, a tremor coursing through his hand.

He had always picked up that faint scent on her, but we’d never understood why.

Now, it made sense.

The breath I took halted as the grip her fingers had on mine loosened, and her hand went limp.

My throat was dry, and my voice was a coarse whisper when I spoke. “Poppy?”

The back of my neck prickled a heartbeat before unfettered power flooded the chamber once more.

But it was different this time. Stronger. I could feel it pressing on me and watched as Kieran staggered, going down on one knee. What felt like a charge of energy rippled from Poppy’s hand into mine and then Kieran’s. Hot and intense, it traveled up our arms, a silver glow tinged with gold and…shadowy crimson that lit up the veins.

“Fuck,” Kieran rasped as fawn-colored fur sprouted on his arm before disappearing in a wash of light.

Every muscle in my body tensed as Poppy’s veins once more lit with eather. Somehow, I knew. I knew what was coming. “Oh, shit.”

Essence erupted from her, tearing her hand from ours and lifting her toward the ceiling. She was in the same position she had been in while in bed, her hair now flowing down like a waterfall of dark-red wine. Her gown rippled around her as tendrils of crackling essence arced from her and slammed into us.

The realm turned silver for the briefest moment before I flew backward, the power flinging Kieran to the opposite side of the chamber. I didn’t hit the wall. Neither did he. Through the pulsing strands of eather, I saw him suspended in midair.

Pressure built in my skull and then spread, clamping down on my lungs. I didn’t know what was happening. And, fuck, I couldn’t think with the heated essence racing up my back and running over my shoulders.

Then, I felt it.

A quake began in the center of my chest, where the faint essence that all Atlantians carried within them resided, eather flowing into my abdomen. The energy ramped up, expanding and growing within me until the corners of my vision turned silver, shaded with gold and crimson. Raw, burning pain seized my heart as the eather soaked my flesh, drenching every vein and entrenching deep in my bones.

The power flowing through me felt unending and inescapable. Old. Inevitable. And I could sense it changing every part of my being. That was the source of the white-hot pain: the essence shattering bones in one breath before rebuilding and fortifying them in the next. I clenched my jaw as every vein in my godsdamn body collapsed and then expanded, strengthening as the essence wrapped itself around each organ. I bore the agony of my flesh catching on fire and then hardening, starting at my feet and traveling all the way up. As it reached the base of my skull, pain exploded in my head, shorting out every sense. My hearing. Sense of smell. Sensation was the next to go—thank the fucking gods. Right before it took my vision, I saw Primal mist seeping from Kieran’s outstretched arms, swirling gold and silver.

And then I saw the mist churning around my arms in a dizzying rush of shadows and crimson.


CHAPTER 1
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CASTEEL

I stood in the bathing chamber, my eyes closed and hands splayed across the vanity’s cold marble top.

I had no idea how long I’d been standing there, but water no longer dripped from my hair.

The last thing I remembered before waking two days ago to find myself and Kieran lying in bed beside Poppy was seeing the Primal essence swirling around us.

Mouth dry, I’d turned my head to find fucking Emil Da’Lahr sitting in the armchair beside the bed, his head in his hands. When he realized I was awake, I half-expected him to start crying. I didn’t think I’d ever seen a man more relieved.

Kieran woke moments later, just as confused as I’d been. That’s when Emil keyed us in on how we’d ended up in the bed. Apparently, he’d found us out cold, slumped against opposite walls with pieces of the Revenant still scattered across the floor. But only after he’d seen me in the form of what resembled a gold-spotted black cave cat.

Fuck.

Emil probably thought he was hallucinating. Like he’d done when we consumed those wild mushrooms we found in the woodlands of Aegea when we were younger.

But, gods. He handled it, despite having no idea what was going on. Even though I knew that seeing his Queen in stasis and then finding his King and the Advisor to the Crown out of commission must have messed with him. He’d gotten Delano and Malik—of all people—to help get Kieran and me into bed with Poppy and then cleaned up the mess I’d made with the Revenant and made sure no one else knew anything was off. They’d covered for us the entire damn day we remained unconscious.

I owed Emil. I owed all three of them.

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, listening for any sounds coming from the chamber. Kieran had left a bit ago to check on things. And Poppy…

She still slept.

A surge of energy fueled by desperation and anger flooded my veins and hit the air around me, cooling the bathing chamber. I knew what the power was.

Primal essence.

I’d always felt it on some level. All Atlantians—especially Elemental Atlantians and wolven—did. But never like this.

I could feel where the eather was entrenched deep in my bones and fused with my muscles. I could feel it coursing through my veins, creating a steady hum in my blood. Opening my eyes, I lifted my head.

I saw it in my reflection.

Where the aura behind my pupils had always been a faint silver, it was now a bright glow. If I looked closely enough, I could see fine threads radiating out from the orbs of eather, piercing the golden hue of my eyes. I’d seen the same in Kieran’s, though with his already vivid, cerulean gaze, it wasn’t as noticeable. Still, what I was staring at right now, and what I’d seen when I looked at Kieran, was impossible.

At least it should have been.

Kieran and I had a pretty good idea what had made this possible. The thing that’d allowed me to not only heal from being stabbed in the heart with a blade that probably should’ve killed me but also shift into a cave cat. The same reason I knew exactly how worried Emil was when I woke, tasting the emotion in the back of my throat—thick like heavy cream.

The Joining.

It was the only explanation we could come up with. It made sense, but neither of us expected the Joining to do more than ensure our lives were tied to Poppy’s.

I knew in my bones that I wasn’t only an Elemental Atlantian anymore. And Kieran wasn’t just a wolven. We had become…something else.

What had that Rev called me? A false Primal? The bigger, badder version of a demis? I’d never heard of such a thing. Then again, apparently, there was a lot of shit I hadn’t heard of.

But I didn’t think that was what we were. I couldn’t say exactly why I felt that way, but it probably had something to do with the essence I could feel moving around in me. It was too powerful to be a false god’s or even a false Primal’s. It was cold and infinite.

Ancient.

Just like the Primal mist—the essence taking form—I’d seen churning around Kieran and me before we decided to take our power naps.

Concentrating on the hum of eather, I willed it forward. It pulsed behind my pupils and expanded until the strands churned through my irises, no longer just silver. My skin cooled and hardened, then thinned until I saw the essence gliding beneath it. My fingers slid against the counter as I tracked the swirls of eather. It wasn’t like the Primal mist I’d seen surrounding Kieran. His had been gold and silver. Mine was silver and crimson.

I watched crimson-streaked shadows flow over my bare shoulders and willed the eather to settle. It responded at once. My skin warmed as the shadows slowed and then disappeared. The chill left the air, and the glow of the eather in my eyes dimmed. There was no denying what I saw and felt.

The essence that had transferred from Poppy to us wasn’t the same. Somehow, the two she had within her had split between us.

Life.

Death.

And I had no idea what that made us. Or what it meant for the future.
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I’d just finished bathing and changing Poppy when I became aware of Kieran drawing close. My fingers halted around the delicate clasp of the necklace that held my ring.

Because of our bond as an Elemental Atlantian and a wolven, we’d always been able to sense each other’s proximity. When Poppy began her Ascension, and the Primal notam kicked in, that had stopped.

But it had changed yet again.

Sensing where Kieran was didn’t happen immediately after we woke up. I couldn’t say exactly when I’d started to pick up on his whereabouts again over the last two days, but I had. And it wasn’t the only thing that was new.

Hearing the sound of a second set of footsteps and claws rapping off the stone floor, I leaned over and placed the necklace on the bedside table. Kieran wasn’t alone, which explained the quiet knock.

“Come in,” I called, running my thumb over Poppy’s cool knuckles.

The door opened, and Kieran entered, his gaze immediately going to the bed. He knew there was no change, but it was hard to shake the desperate hope.

My gaze shifted to the others. The dark-haired Elemental Crown Guard commander remained at the door—something I’d tried to get her to stop—as a snow-white wolven padded in behind her.

Delano jumped onto the bed, brushing his head against my shoulder before lying down and wiggling to get as close as he could to Poppy.

My gaze lingered on the commander. Hisa Fa’Mar wasn’t someone who made needless small talk—she was often direct and focused. But there was too much rigidity in how she stood cloaked in the white mantle of the Crown’s Guard. I looked at her closer, opening my senses. The usual golden undertones of her light-brown skin were absent, and her knuckles had bleached white from how tightly she gripped the hilt of the sword at her waist. A sharp, acidic citrus taste gathered in the back of my mouth. Unease.

Something was up.

She kept her gaze trained away from Poppy, but my wife’s current state wasn’t the source of Hisa’s unease. Respect for Poppy’s privacy was why she didn’t stare.

“What happened?” I asked.

“We’re not entirely sure at this point,” Kieran said, staring down at Poppy as he walked closer. “But it’s not good.”

I inhaled through my nose, then exhaled slowly. “Details.”

“It appears there was an…incident in the area of the Luxe,” Hisa answered, speaking of the neighborhood in the Garden District occupied by the wealthiest mortals and the Ascended who, for whatever reason, hadn’t earned residency in one of the sprawling manors just beyond Wayfair’s inner Rise. “Multiple deaths.”

I frowned and looked at Kieran as my finger stilled on Poppy’s hand. “Mortals?” I asked, but that didn’t make sense. The Ascended were under guard. No mortals were allowed near them.

“No.” Kieran brushed the backs of his knuckles across Poppy’s cheek. “The Ascended.”

My brows lifted. “How?”

Kieran straightened with a sigh and glanced at the small dining table someone had brought in at some point. The plates of food remained largely untouched. His jaw tightened as he returned his gaze to mine.

Foreseeing a massive, annoying-as-fuck lecture coming my way in the too-near future, I sent him a look of warning.

The glow of eather behind his pupils pulsed, and then he looked away. “You need to see what happened for yourself.”

Tension invaded my muscles. “Or you could just tell me.”

“That won’t be enough.” Kieran made his way to a chest near the bathing chamber doors. “This isn’t a case of Descenters demanding to burn the Ascended in their homes,” Kieran continued.

Damn. That had escalated from them wanting to drag the Ascended into the daylight. Or would that be considered a de-escalation? I guessed it depended on the person.

“It sounds like they moved on from demanding and actually did it.” Which meant the guards disobeyed my orders and allowed mortals in. I tried to drudge up anger but couldn’t really be mad. It’d be hard to find an Atlantian who hadn’t lost someone close to them in the War of Two Kings—or after.

“Mortals didn’t do this.” He reached down and unhooked his broadsword. “Like I said, you need to see it.”

Irritation simmered like a dying fire waiting for a spark to reignite the inferno, causing the essence in the center of my chest to hum.

“He speaks the truth.” Hisa cleared her throat. “You won’t believe us otherwise.”

“I’m sure you could convince me,” I said, my hand fisting the blanket. “If you try.”

Given how tightly I clenched my jaw, I worried my teeth might crack. Kieran’s mark brushed against my mind like an earthy, woodsy breeze.

Poppy was right.

Kieran did feel like a tree.

Cas.

That was another side effect of the Joining—one that caught us both off guard when it first happened. We figured it was due to us sharing Poppy’s ability to communicate through the notam. But where she’d said it took a few moments to find each wolven’s unique imprint, it wasn’t like that for us. Unfortunately, it took no effort at times.

You need to see this.

Right now, the new ability was highly annoying.

Kieran laid his sword on the chest, placing it beside mine. “Can you all give us a moment?”

Hisa didn’t hesitate. With a nod, the commander stepped out. Delano, however, remained where he was. Kieran unsheathed the short swords strapped to his back and sent the wolven a pointed look.

He grumbled before rising and hopping down from the bed. As he prowled across the chamber, he bared his canines at Kieran and let out a low growl.

“I don’t think Delano is happy about us asking him to leave,” I remarked.

Placing the final sword on the chest, Kieran closed the door. “Well, you’re not going to be happy with what I have to say.”

“Then don’t say it.”

Kieran faced me. “If I don’t, it would not only make me a terrible Advisor to the Crown, it would make me a shitty friend.”

I held his stare. “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to disagree with what you just said?”

“Because you’re a stubborn jackass when you want to be?”

I smirked.

He glanced back at the table. “By the way, the mortal soldiers sworn to the Blood Crown have been questioned.”

I raised my brows at the change in subject. “And?”

“About fifteen thousand in custody disavowed the Blood Crown,” he said. “Double that refused. And about seven thousand or so…aggressively refused to swear allegiance to Atlantia.”

My jaw tightened. “After being given the choices we discussed?”

“Yep.”

“Set up the transfer for the seven thousand. Hopefully, they will change their minds. Those who didn’t violently refuse should be given another chance to choose, with the understanding that we will make it for them if they don’t.” I closed my eyes briefly and then let out a slow breath. Neither of those things made what needed to be said any easier. “Begin the executions for any remaining.”

My orders settled in the chamber with a weight I never wanted.

Kieran nodded after a few seconds. “Have you slept at all today?”

“For a bit,” I said. And that was the truth. I’d made myself sleep to see if I could reach Poppy in her dreams. I hadn’t.

“Cas.” He sighed. “You haven’t been sleeping more than a couple of hours. You haven’t been eating much—”

“This is what you wanted to talk to me about in private?” I cut in. “If so, can we skip it? I don’t need a second mother.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to be standing here lecturing you about the basic needs of self-preservation. But here I am,” he retorted. “And why am I here having to say this shit? Because you’re a fucking mess, Cas.”

My hand tightened around Poppy’s cold one as I fought the rise of anger. “You’ve seen me when I’m a mess. You should know that I’m nowhere near that state.”

“You’re a different kind of mess,” he argued. “Instead of feeling guilt for your brother—”

“Kieran,” I warned.

He ignored me. “You’re feeling guilt over Poppy.”

“No shit,” I spat.

His jaw flexed. “Her condition is not your fault.”

“We’ll have to disagree on that.”

“We can, but that doesn’t mean what you’re thinking is correct,” he shot back. “How were you—how were any of us—to know that a Revenant would climb its happy ass up a fucking castle wall and try to take Poppy out?”

I wasn’t sure if the Rev planned on taking Poppy out or just putting her in stasis. If it were the latter, it had succeeded and then some. “I should’ve been better prepared for something like that happening.”

“How? By not sleeping?” He raised his brows. “Based on your way of thinking, am I to blame for not being here?”

“I had you out there handling things. So, no.”

He shook his head. “If the shoe was on the other foot, and this happened while you were unconscious and Poppy was sleeping, would you think it was her fault?”

I scoffed. “No.”

He gave me a hard, deliberate stare.

“What the fuck ever,” I muttered. “I cannot believe you’re asking me to leave her side for some dead Ascended.”

Kieran’s shoulders rose with a deep breath as he leaned against the door. A moment passed. “Do you think I want to leave her side? Or that I want to leave yours?”

I didn’t answer because I knew he wanted to be right where I was.

“The only reason I’m able to is because I know you’d be going out of your mind if not beside her,” he said when I stayed silent. “Terrified that something might happen to her or she’d wake up when you’re not here.”

That was true.

“That’s why I’ve stepped up. For the most part, it hasn’t impacted the running of Carsodonia or the kingdom. But that doesn’t mean there haven’t been problems or concerns. The people are worried and confused by everything that’s happened. Learning the truth of who and what the Ascended really are and the fact that we remain at war with those who still support the Blood Crown. Then there are the wolven patrolling the streets,” he went on as I started to frown. “We also had a godsdamn god waking from under the city Atheneum. Then there’s the people’s general distrust of Atlantians. And don’t get me started on the vamprys’ entitled fucking demands.”

“You forgot the draken flying over the city every hour,” I tacked on.

“Yes, there is that,” he said with a dry laugh.

“Why are the wolven patrolling the streets in that form?” I asked.

Kieran arched a brow. “Are we required to hide our nature?”

I shot him a flat, unblinking look. “No.”

“But?”

“But the vast majority of the mortals here believed the wolven were extinct,” I reasoned—pretty fucking logically, if I did say so myself. “Seeing a wolf the size of a pony would be understandably frightening.”

He smirked. “They’ll get used to it.”

I shook my head at him.

“There’s also the fact that news has spread of what their new Queen actually is,” he continued. “You have no idea how many people have come to pay homage to Poppy. Naill and Perry keep running them off.”

Gods. Hearing that would make Poppy so uncomfortable. But damn straight, they should be paying homage to her.

“Then there are the others.” Kieran loosely folded his arms. “The ones who still support the Blood Crown—the wealthy land and business owners. While we set a curfew for their safety, at least until we can be sure all Ascended are accounted for, we haven’t been able to keep people in their homes.”

“I know.” My gaze shifted back to Poppy. “People have to work. They need to bring food home. They have families to care for.”

“And while they’re doing that, people are talking. Asking why neither the King nor the Queen has made any public appearances since we overthrew the Blood Crown,” he went on. “They fear they are being misled once again. And those who remain loyal to the Blood Crown are sowing that fear.”

My head cut to Kieran. “You want me to address them? Without my Queen beside me?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. You know I don’t think an address serves any real point at this moment in time.”

“Good.” My gaze tracked its way back to her. “Because right now, no one really knows what’s going on. They don’t even know for sure that we are in the capital. If I go out there,” I said, jerking my head toward the window, “people will know, without a doubt, that something is up. And it would take no leap of logic for them to believe that she is injured or in a position where she is unable to rule. That could give others ideas, including anyone loyal to the Blood Crown, the Revenants still roaming around, and Kolis.”

The unease that blew off Kieran at my mention of the true Primal of Death matched mine.

“Considering that motherfucker is apparently non-corporeal or whatever, he could be anywhere,” I said, even though he didn’t need the reminder. “That’s the last person we need thinking that Poppy has been weakened. That is…” I trailed off, unable to finish the thought as I drew my thumb around the ring now laying against my chest.

Kolis may already know.

Fuck.

We knew so little about the true Primal of Death. We didn’t know what he was capable of or if he could still gain strength and take on his physical form. We didn’t even know what his ultimate goal was.

Things happened too quickly after Poppy ended that bitch of a Queen for us to have any real, in-depth conversations about Kolis. Poppy had briefly fallen unconscious, and when she woke, finding her father and the missing draken became the top priority.

We’d only been able to accomplish one of those things before Poppy entered stasis to complete her Ascension.

And while Reaver was more familiar with Kolis than any of us, he had only been a child during the true Primal of Death’s reign. The only other individual who could give us more information was Nektas, and none of us had seen him since Poppy went into stasis.

“Agreed,” Kieran said. A few moments passed. “You know, when you were taken captive, Poppy wanted to come straight to the capital and burn through the kingdom to get to you.”

My lips curved up as I eyed her. That’s my girl.

“She didn’t care about being a Queen or leading an army. Her only thought was getting to you,” he told me. “But she knew she couldn’t neglect her duties. Knew everything happening was bigger than you—than both of you. She understood that if she went straight for you, not only would she be jeopardizing your life but also endangering the lives of countless others. She pulled herself together because her heart was—her heart is—big enough for you and the people. And you’re not that different. You care about the people of Solis.”

I opened my mouth.

“I know you. Shirking your duties will get to you,” he continued. “Maybe not right now, but it will.”

I snapped my mouth shut.

“You are a King, whether you prepared to be one or never wanted a crown. It’s in your blood,” he said as my gaze tracked the sliver of moonlight falling across the foot of the bed. “You need to see what happened to these Ascended.”

Rubbing my hand over my brow, I exhaled heavily. “You must be getting really tired of being the one to keep both Poppy and me in line.”

Kieran chuckled as he approached. “Someone has to do it.”

“I…” Drawing my lip between my teeth, I shook my head. “The idea of leaving her side…”

“I know.” His hand curved over my shoulder. “I won’t let anything happen to her. Nor will Delano.” He paused. “And if she happens to wake while you’re gone, I could simply knock her out before she realizes you’re not here.”

I snorted. “You would never.”

A slight grin appeared. “Depends on whether she wakes up asking a bunch of questions.”

I laughed. “We’d truly be blessed if that’s the…” I sucked in a sharp breath, realizing that we may not be blessed if that happened. Poppy could wake up with questions driven not by her curious nature but because she had no knowledge of who she was.

We both fell silent as our attention fell on Poppy. Those unspoken thoughts hung in the air like a thick, choking fog.

“Go,” Kieran said quietly. “She will be safe. And if anything happens, I will make sure you’re notified at once.”

I rubbed my thumb over her knuckles and briefly closed my eyes. I knew what I had to do.

Neglecting my duties to the realm would eventually get to me. I had responsibilities—several million of them. It took repeating that a few times for me to convince myself it was true—or at least get me to move. I may not have needed as much convincing before Poppy. But now, she was the only duty I felt obligated to see to.

I rose and leaned over, softly kissing her slightly parted lips. Then, I did what I didn’t want to do but had to.

Because Kieran was right.

I was a King.

Whether I wanted to be or not.
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The auburn-haired Elemental Atlantian riding beside me was surprisingly quiet—and he was never quiet.

Emil had joined Hisa and me as we left Wayfair, and a tart and lemony taste gathered in my throat when I glanced over at him. Unease. I couldn’t fathom what could’ve happened to the Ascended that would’ve bothered him or Hisa.

My gaze flicked up to the city as the Golden Bridge came into view, its gilded sides glimmering in the fractured moonlight. Jacaranda trees lined the road, their normally pinkish-purple blossoms taking on a paler, silvery hue in the moonlight as the rows of stately homes appeared.

Something in the air shifted as thinner, arrow-straight trees replaced the jacarandas, and we got closer to the Luxe. It felt…heavy. Not with humidity, but like Setti was trudging through pea soup.

“You feel that?” Hisa asked, speaking in a soft tone I’d never heard from her before.

“Something’s definitely off,” I said, adjusting the hood that concealed my identity. “Can’t put my finger on what yet.” I glanced at Emil as thick clouds moved in, blocking the moon. “You?”

He nodded as Hisa surveyed the shadows clinging to the courtyards’ stone walls. “I do.” He lifted his head slightly. “It’s almost like they can feel it, too.”

My gaze followed his, and I felt myself stiffen atop Setti when I saw about a dozen or so mortals standing in small groups on verandas, wrapped in their house robes. They spoke in hushed tones to one another as they followed us with their gazes, some stares worried while others were openly hostile.

I knew how Poppy felt in crowds.

One look in their direction had concern swamping me while bitter anger pooled in my mouth. Pulling my gaze from them, I quickly constructed a thick wall in my mind, shutting them out until only my emotions resided inside me.

I didn’t know how Poppy did it. If I didn’t already know how to put up mental blocks, the emotion they projected would have choked me. And she’d had to learn how to shut herself off through trial and error—no one had been there to teach her. I knew my wife was strong, but gods, the reminder was a blessing in a way. If she’d gotten through life so far struggling to block out others’ emotions, she could return to us as she was before.

Eather throbbed in my chest as a sudden sense of awareness rose. Instinctually, I glanced at the night sky, seeing nothing but dark clouds.

But I felt something.

Craning my neck, I caught sight of the shape above. My eyes narrowed—

Large wings sliced through the thick clouds like a blade through smoke, scattering the shadows across the night sky. The draken came straight at us like an unleashed arrow, beams of silver moonlight reflecting off his purplish-black scales.

Feeling a surge of panic press down on me, I tightened my grip on Setti’s reins. Not even a heartbeat later, screams erupted as Reaver dove low.

A gust of wind roared down the road, lifting the edges of my cloak as the draken’s wings skimmed the roofs on either side of us.

Emil’s head jerked up. “What the—?” He cursed as Reaver’s spiked fucking tail whipped through the air inches above our heads, nearly causing Hisa to topple off her horse.

“Asshole,” I muttered. Setti snorted with irritation, shaking his mane.

A loud, rough sound like laughter came from the draken as he suddenly veered upward, sending the mortals fleeing into their homes.

Emil slowly turned his head toward me, his brows raised. “I think I just saw my life flash before my eyes.”

That fucking draken.

Rubbing Setti’s neck to calm him, I watched Reaver extend his wings and disappear back into the clouds.

“That was…fun.” Hisa straightened in her saddle, her face pale. She cleared her throat. “I’ll ride ahead and let the others know you will be there soon.”

Emil’s gaze followed her. “I have to admit,” he said, one side of his lips curling up, “if I were a draken, I’d be doing that shit all the time, too.”

“No part of me is surprised to hear that,” I replied dryly, glancing at the homes we passed.

Night had long since fallen, but it wasn’t that late. Still, no sounds of music or conversations drifted from the open windows, covered porches, or elaborate courtyard gardens. With the pleasant weather, this area of Carsodonia should be alive with activity, even with all the businesses and establishments closed due to the curfew. Except for those who had been out on their verandas, I saw no one else.

Everything that had happened in recent days likely played a role, but it wasn’t like the mortals were forbidden to be outside at night. They could do as they pleased as long as they remained on their property.

The city was quiet.

But it wouldn’t—couldn’t—stay that way for much longer.

As much as I hated to acknowledge it, things needed to start happening if Poppy didn’t wake soon. We needed to find Kolis. Lift the curfew. Deal with the Ascended locked in their homes. And those were only a few of the decisions I’d have to make—choices I didn’t feel right making without Poppy.

My grip tightened on Setti’s reins. She would wake soon.

She had to.


CHAPTER 2
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CASTEEL

“You want to tell me what I’m about to ride into?” I asked Emil.

“Something very odd.”

His tone drew my attention. It was off. “How many dead do we have on our hands?”

“Right now?” Guiding his horse closer to mine as the street narrowed, he exhaled deeply. “About a dozen. Six in one home. Three in another.” He paused. “Four in a third. But there could be more. I left with Hisa while they checked the last known Ascended’s residences.”

I took that information in. For there to be anything left of the Ascended to count meant whoever had done this hadn’t used bloodstone.

When an Ascended was taken out with that, it left absolutely nothing behind. But that wasn’t the only way to kill an Ascended. Destroying the heart, removing their head, and throwing their asses out into the sun would take care of them, too. But those methods left something behind, even if it was just a patch of scorched ground and charred bone.

I glanced at Emil. He was entirely too quiet. “You know,” I said, scratching at the stubble on my chin, “I think this is the longest I’ve gone without threatening you.”

Emil’s head cocked as he squinted at the night sky. “Is it?”

It was. Which was a good indicator of exactly how uneasy Emil was about what he was leading me to.

“Cas?”

I glanced back at him, my brows raised.

“I don’t think I’ve told you this,” he began, his amber gaze sliding to mine, “but Poppy looks just as ravishing in armor as she does in her sleeping gown.”

“Fucking gods,” I muttered. “You really don’t have any sense of self-preservation, do you?”

He chuckled. “According to Netta, no.”

My brows rose at the mention of Kieran’s sister. “Kieran is going to neuter you.”

“Nah.” He grinned. “That would upset Netta.”

Lips twitching, I shook my head and stroked my hand down Setti’s black mane. The damn horse snorted through his nostrils and flicked his head. Clearly, he was still annoyed with the lack of attention I’d given him over the last week or so.

The grandeur of the Luxe became clear the moment we entered. The roads were wider—vast enough for carriages to pass one another—and lit by lamps that cast a bright yellow glow onto the clean, smooth stone sidewalks lined with large pots overflowing with flowers. Lawns and carriageways in front of two- and three-story homes were near replicas of one another, all painted in varying shades of cream and ivory and brightly lit from within. They had spacious, walled courtyards in the back, too.

Wealthy mortals and the Ascended lived like Kings compared to the rest of the capital, where luxuries like open spaces, electricity, and clean, running water weren’t even a consideration, let alone affordable. Even Stonehill paled in comparison. But the districts of Croft’s Cross and Lowertown, where most of those within Carsodonia lived in dilapidated homes and overcrowded apartments overflowing with disease and hopelessness, felt like they existed in a different realm altogether compared to the luxurious Garden District and its most elite neighborhoods.

I expected nothing less from the Ascended. But how could mortals live like this while others had so little? Perhaps it was because they believed they were different. Better. Blessed. More deserving than others. In reality, even with their fancy homes and fat coin purses, they were nothing more than cattle to the Ascended.

Movement caught my attention, pulling me from my thoughts. I spotted a blackish-gray wolven ahead, blending into the sweetly scented shadows. And then I saw the armor and sword glinting under the moonlight.

Guards cloaked in white mantles embossed with gold Atlantian Crests stood watch along the lane, mostly placed before homes inhabited by the Ascended. Those at the entrances inclined their heads as we passed. Sage joined us.

I felt the shift in the air immediately.

It was heavier, pressing down with the weight of a blanket made of stones, and there was a chill in the air that hadn’t been there moments before. Those weren’t the only differences, though.

The street was dark as if no power ran to the streetlamps, but I could see that several homes—almost all—were lit from within.

“We’re here,” Emil announced. “Well, we’re at the first home.”

To our right, I spotted the tall figure of Naill La’Crox. Gods, when had I seen him last? The battle at the Bone Temple? I slowed Setti as the Elemental Atlantian broke away from the group and approached.

“I was surprised when Hisa said you were right behind her,” Naill said, glancing at Emil. “You two took him away from our Queen?”

One side of my lips quirked up as I drew Setti to a stop. I approved of where Naill’s thoughts had gone.

“Kieran and Hisa believed he needed to see this,” Emil answered, bringing his horse to a halt. “And I agreed.”

“She’s not alone,” I assured Naill as I swung a leg over the saddle, landing beside a large urn that appeared empty except for dirt. “Kieran and Delano are with her.”

As I turned to face the Atlantian, he jerked to a stop, his eyes widening. Since everyone who saw me had about the same reaction, I knew he’d noticed the brighter eather in my eyes. He glanced at Emil, who lifted a shoulder.

Stepping forward, I clapped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Show me what has happened here.”

The grass crunched under our feet as Naill led us across the lawn and circular carriageway. Unease was etched into his rich-brown features. “What do you know so far?”

“That we have dead Ascended on our hands,” I answered, looking up at the large, two-story stucco home painted a pale cream. There weren’t many windows—only two on the first floor, framing the entryway, and the same above, set next to the door that led to the balcony. A soft, buttery light from either a candle or a gas lamp filled the panes. “Not how or why.”

“How they died will seem obvious,” Naill said as Sage brushed past him, her shoulders damn near reaching his hips. He gave her a brief smile that didn’t reach his golden eyes, then faced the house. “Hisa went inside this one.”

As we walked onto the veranda, I immediately noticed that something had blown the bulbs inside the wrought-iron sconces on either side of the double doors.

Glancing down the street once more, I saw verandas lit by the soft glow of entry lights. Except for the one right next door and another across the street.

Naill walked ahead of me, opening one side of the doors to a wide foyer. My gaze flickered around. A gas lantern had been placed on a nearby table by a settee. A rounded doorway to our left led to what I suspected was a sitting room. Halls were on either side of the two marble staircases.

“Careful, Sage,” Naill advised, striding toward another door in the middle of the staircase wall. “There’s glass.”

Lowering the hood of my cloak, I looked up. A golden chandelier hung from the pitched ceiling, each arm containing nothing but the edges of shattered glass globes.

“They’re downstairs,” Naill said. “You’d think having only four windows in the entire damn house, they wouldn’t go underground.”

“I suppose living so close to mortals has—or had—them paranoid,” Emil remarked. “It’s a lot harder to pull their asses from their underground chambers and into the sun.”

Naill snorted as he opened the door. A sweet yet stale scent immediately hit me.

Sage halted just inside the foyer, her hackles rising and her upper lip peeling back.

“You okay?” I asked her, tasting her unease.

The wolven nodded but didn’t follow Naill. As I entered the dark stairwell, I looked back to see her pacing in front of the front doors, her ears pinned flat.

That was noticeably odd behavior for a wolven.

“So,” Naill said from in front of me, “the eyes.”

“Yeah?” Glass crunched under my boots as I descended the steps.

“I noticed Kieran’s are different, too.”

“We think it’s because of the Joining. Not sure what it means, though.” My gaze rose, finding another blown sconce in the darkness. “Is every light in the house like this?”

“Yes,” Emil said from behind me. “And it’s the same way in the other two homes.”

“They all look like they exploded,” Naill added, reaching the bottom of the stairs. “Which is only one of the many odd things you will see.”

At the landing, Naill turned left. The hall was short, with heavy, reinforced doors opened to a chamber lit by candlelight at the end. Hisa appeared in the doorway, her long, dark braid lying over one side of her armored breastplate.

“We left everything as we found it—found them,” she informed me.

The stale scent got worse as I entered the dimly lit chamber. My vision adjusted quickly, and I took in what appeared to be a common area with several thickly cushioned chairs and two long, deep-seated couches.

One of the chairs was occupied. A head rested against the back, its short, wavy brown hair ruffled by the churning ceiling fans.

“We found two in here during our evening patrols,” Hisa explained as I walked forward. Each Ascended’s home was checked in the morning and at night to make sure they were where they were supposed to be. “There are two more in one of the bedchambers down here and another in the other.”

Rounding the chair, I looked down. A man was seated, one leg crossed over the other, pale hands resting in the lap of his trousers. Next to him, a woman lay on her side on the floor, her long, golden hair splayed across the thick, gray carpet. My attention returned to the man. His clothing wasn’t wrinkled, nor were there signs of a struggle. My gaze lifted to his face.

I stiffened.

He appeared to be in his third decade of life or so, even though he could’ve been dozens of years older—if not hundreds. But his skin was like an elderly mortal’s: paper-thin, stretched taut over bone, and a ghastly shade of white—too pale for even an Ascended.

A few small drops of blood stood out on the high collar of his white shirt. Mortal eyes wouldn’t have seen them, but I did. I reached forward and carefully moved the stiff collar to the side.

He had two small puncture wounds on his throat, the edges of the torn skin purple.

Letting go of the collar, I knelt and turned to the woman on the floor. The others were quiet as I scooped the hair away from her neck, my fingers brushing her ice-cold skin.

I found the same wounds on her throat.

Wounds I knew hadn’t been made by any weapon. Fangs had done this.

The Ascended had been drained of blood.

What the fuck?

If not for my confusion, I would’ve thought an Ascended—a vampry—dying in the manner so many of their victims did was highly ironic.

“Are the others the same?” I rose.

Hisa nodded. “The bite marks are the only wounds we’ve been able to find.”

“They’ve been drained of blood.” I stated the obvious because it needed to be said. “Which doesn’t make sense.”

“Exactly.” Naill stood in the entryway, his arms crossed.

A vampry’s blood held no value. The Ascended fed on each other for pleasure, but I’d never heard of an Ascended draining another’s blood to the point of death.

I glanced around the space. Beside the chair was a gilded table with an ashtray and a half-smoked cigar next to a wineglass. “How many Ascended were supposed to be in this home?”

“When we placed them into lockdown, there were four,” she answered, resting a hand on the hilt of her sword.

I frowned and turned to Hisa. “Someone got in and out under our watch?”

“Ma’lin and Vasilis were covering this home,” she said. “They said no one came in or out.”

I knew Kastor Vasilis. He was a wolven roughly Jasper’s age. Ma’lin? It took me a moment to put a face to the name. Nerina. She had been in the Crown Guard for many years.

“They also confirmed that the four we found dead this evening were alive this morning.” Hisa paused. “I believe them. I also believe those stationed at the other homes—where you will find the same.”

I nodded absently and turned. Crossing the space, I checked the Ascended in the bedchambers, finding what Hisa had said. “And none of them showed any signs of struggle?”

“No.” Naill shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Not even a scratch.”

I walked out of the bedchamber and jerked to a halt. My gaze swung to the two in the common area. I started to move, then turned back to the two before me. My eyes narrowed. “So, they died somewhere in the last ten to twelve hours.”

“I was wondering when you would realize the next utterly unexplainable event,” Emil said. “They haven’t turned. They’re not Craven.”

The Ascended were born mortal, so they weren’t immune to the effects any other mortal would experience if another Ascended drained their blood and didn’t destroy their heart or their head. Even Atlantians—damn, even the gods—suffered similar fates, falling into bloodlust if drained of blood and left alive with no way to feed.

“None of them,” Naill confirmed. “And as Hisa said, we’ve found no other injuries—like broken necks.”

My mouth opened, but I was struck speechless. A broken neck wouldn’t kill an Ascended unless the spinal column was severed completely, thus preventing them from turning Craven.

None of this was possible.
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I saw the same in the other two homes: All sources of light were blown, the Ascended were drained of blood, and no signs of a struggle nor evidence that anyone had entered or exited the homes was found. They even smelled the same—that sweet yet stale scent permeating the space.

“My first thought was that one of them had gone mad,” Emil said as we stood in the underground chambers of the third home.

It was just us, four dead Ascended, and some dead birds.

I stared at the metal birdcage.

The colorful winged creatures lay on shredded paper covering the floor. I had no idea what kind of birds they were.

Hisa and Naill had left to check in with the guards who were still searching the remaining Ascended’s homes.

“I know older Ascended can go some time without feeding, and we don’t know when any of them were turned, but when we realized that all of them were dead, and no one could’ve come in or gotten out?” he said, looking around with a shake of his head. “I can’t think of anything that would’ve done this.”

“Neither can I.” I stared at the woman we’d found in a chaise with a book still open in her lap.

We had to be missing something.

“Unless someone—multiple someones—are lying,” Emil suggested, lifting a shoulder. “Look, none of us can say we’d be all that shocked if one of ours sought vengeance against them. And plenty would ignore it or even help, including some mortals. Which would also explain why they didn’t turn Craven.”

“It would.” An Atlantian’s bite wasn’t poisonous. A god’s? I had no idea. I would assume it wasn’t, but I couldn’t be sure since we had been misinformed and misled on so much. “But that doesn’t explain why there was no struggle.”

“I didn’t say my statement explained everything.” He picked up a leather-bound book from a stack of many and flipped it over. “Guess they were readers.”

I tasted the tartness of his confusion and wondered if it was only because we had no answers about how this had happened. “You okay?”

His gaze flew up to mine as he hastily set the book down. “Of course.”

I arched a brow. “You want to try answering that again?”

Emil opened his mouth, then closed it. His brows knitted as the tart taste of his confusion increased, and I knew it was something else—something deeper. “Something’s different about this house,” he said after a few moments. “In the other two homes, they had a chamber used to store blood.”

I’d seen the earthen chamber stocked with vials and packed with ice to keep the blood as fresh as possible. My lingering disgust from the sight returned as I wondered exactly how many had died to fill it. “It’s fairly common.”

“There’s been talk among some of the others about destroying their reserves,” Emil shared.

I’d heard that from Kieran, who had put a stop to the idea before anyone could act upon it. That surprised me. Kieran had no love for the Ascended, barely even a thin veneer of tolerance. The only thing I could come up with was that, like me, he didn’t want anything done to the Ascended until Poppy was awake and could voice her opinion on what to do with them.

I knew what I wanted to do with them.

“This house, though?” Emil said. “It doesn’t have one.”

My brows snapped together.

“We checked. They didn’t have a stock of blood in reserve.” He scratched at his chin, shaking his head as he stared at the ceiling. The sky was painted across the plaster in bright, sunny blues. There was also a mural along the walls of the common area—a painting of the Sun Temple in Carsodonia, its golden walls glimmering in the sunlight. “Why?”

I couldn’t answer that.

Feeling my stare, he jerked his chin to the wall to his left. “I didn’t expect that.”

“The paintings?”

Emil nodded. “The books. The lack of blood on standby.” His gaze fell to the low table by the couch. “The game of chess left to be finished. The birds. It’s all so…”

“Normal?” I finished for him.

“Yeah. I didn’t expect that.” He laughed, the sound low and rough. “I don’t know what I expected. Maybe to discover that all the grandeur of their homes was nothing more than a façade. That when we went into their belowground chambers, we’d see that they lived like the monsters they are.”

I looked around the large, oval-shaped common area, its walls lined with books and smaller paintings. “The thing is, Emil, they don’t believe they’re monsters. Some have convinced themselves, despite knowing the truth, that they are blessed by the gods.”

Emil nodded once more. “Do you…?” He took a deep breath, then met my gaze. “Do you think it’s possible that some of them aren’t monsters?”

I pulled back slightly, my brows lifting.

“I mean, it’s not like they—the second sons and daughters—had a choice,” he quickly added. “They weren’t raised knowing it was all a lie.” Emil turned back to the mural, running a finger over the Temple’s golden spires. “They must have known what would happen if they refused the Ascension: submit to the Blood Crown or die.”

“Wouldn’t death be a better choice when the other option is to become a part of the vicious cycle that has done nothing but take lives?” I asked. No sooner had the words left my mouth than I thought of Poppy’s brother, Ian. My jaw tightened.

“Yeah. You’re right.” Emil cleared his throat and turned from the mural. “Anyway, regarding what happened here… It’s almost as if a spirit entered these homes, sight unseen.”

My thoughts were still turning over what he’d said about the Ascended, but they ground to a halt as his statement registered.

Almost as if a spirit…

Sucking in a sharp breath, I stiffened.

“What?” Emil asked.

“I need to return to Wayfair.” And find the one person who could tell me if what I was thinking utterly missed the mark or was possible.

I needed to find Reaver.

Fuck my life.

Emil followed me into the night. I’d never thought it would be a relief to smell the air of Carsodonia, but it was then. That sweet yet stale stench lingered.

I walked off the veranda and lifted my hood when I spotted Naill and Hisa. “Have all the Ascended homes been checked?”

“Almost.” Hisa kept pace with Emil and me as we crossed the carriageway. “It will likely take us until the morning.”

Nearing the bench where Setti waited, I walked around the large urn. “I need to know if any more Ascended are found dead, or if anyone comes forward with infor—” About to step off the curb, I stopped suddenly. “—mation.”

“Cas?” Emil said.

I wheeled around and returned to the urn. It wasn’t empty. And I had a feeling the one I’d noticed outside the first home I’d entered wasn’t either.

Kneeling, I took a closer look. In the darkness of the night, the trumpet-shaped blooms and oval leaves were such a deep shade of gray they nearly blended into the nothingness around them. Clearly, this wasn’t their natural state, and I had a feeling I knew what had done this.

I glanced back at the home, remembering how the grass had crunched when we walked. That’d happened outside of each house. I hadn’t paid much attention to it then, but I had a feeling we’d see many lawns of dead grass come morning.

Aware of Emil and Hisa watching me, I reached out and brushed my fingers over a curled leaf. The whole damn thing shattered into a fine, chalky gray dust, releasing a scent I was becoming all too familiar with.

Sweet but stale.

The smell of Death.

I straightened, looking back at the darkened home as I thought about the bite marks on the Ascended’s throats.

Spinning around, I stalked into the street. I found what I was looking for when I spotted the sweeping spires that appeared to have captured the stars from above.

“Uh, Cas?” Emil called.

I turned to Hisa. She and the rest had followed me into the street. “Have all the remaining Blood Crown generals and ranking officers been located?”

“We never had an exact roster. Only what General Da’Neer located at Ironspire,” she answered, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. “All who were located have been dealt with. At last check, three remained unaccounted for.”

That was better than I’d expected. “Assign General Aylard to oversee the remaining search,” I instructed. My jaw tightened. I was reluctant to say what was about to come out of my mouth, but if my suspicions were correct, we needed more support. “I want my father, Lord Sven, and General Damron,” I ordered, naming Perry’s father and the female wolven general close to Hisa, “to enter with a contingent of guards. But stress the importance of keeping the numbers low so as not to stir more unease among the mortals.”

Surprise flickered over her otherwise impassive features. “Their orders?”

“Two of the generals and their chosen guards are to assist with securing the Ascended,” I said.

Her head tilted slightly. “And the third?”

“I want them and their guards stationed at the Shadow Temple,” I advised. “They are to make sure nothing enters or leaves, be it mortal, god, or shadow.”

Naill’s brows lifted. “Is there a reason?”

I exhaled heavily. “I fucking hope not.”
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“I heard you were looking for me,” Reaver said the following afternoon, brushing past me and entering the bedchamber.

“Come on in,” I muttered, pushing my temper down as I forced myself to gently close the door instead of ripping it off its hinges and beating Reaver upside the head with it.

The draken ignored the comment as I crossed the chamber. He’d stopped at the foot of the bed, looking down at Poppy. His angular features appeared even sharper. “She doesn’t…”

I waited for him to finish. “What?” I asked when he didn’t.

He went to speak, then shook his head. It struck me then that he hadn’t been this close to Poppy since she went into stasis. None of his feelings showed in his expression, nor could I pick up anything from him. But neither could Poppy.

“What did you want?” he asked.

“You heard what happened last night?” I asked, walking to the table.

“Other than me almost causing Emil to piss himself?”

I almost laughed as I picked up the decanter next to the untouched plate of covered food. “Yes, other than that.”

“And something other than you actually leaving this chamber and stepping up?”

Fingers tightening around the neck of the decanter, I slowly lifted my gaze to him.

Whatever he saw on my face erased the shit-eating grin from his. “I heard something happened with the Ascended,” he said finally. “That they were killed.”

“Someone bit them and drained their blood.” Pulling the crystal stopper from the decanter, I poured myself a glass. “I don’t know how much you know about the Ascended—”

“I know enough,” he cut in as I placed the decanter down. “You aren’t going to offer me a drink?”

“No.” I lifted the glass in a mock toast.

Those vertical pupils contracted as his eyes narrowed. “You’re as annoying as that wolf. Possibly even more so.”

“Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“So you say.” I took a drink. “Anyway, since you know enough about the Ascended, then I’ll get to the point.”

Reaver was quiet, hopefully listening.

“No one was seen entering or leaving those homes,” I continued. “And those I trust are confident it’s not a situation where one of our people disobeyed orders.”

“That’s…odd.” He cocked his head, sending strands of hair against his cheek. “But I’m not sure what that has to do with me.”

“Nektas said…” I glanced at Poppy, not wanting to discuss this shit while she slept—I didn’t know what she could hear. I lowered my voice when I spoke again. “He said we stopped Kolis from returning to his full flesh and bone form. We assumed that meant he wasn’t entirely corporeal.”

Reaver stiffened, immediately getting where my mind had gone. “You think it was him?” He moved away from the bed and walked to the table. His voice lowered, too. “Just because no one saw anyone committing this crime? Or because someone said they believe your people obeyed orders?”

“It’s not just that.” I leaned against the chair. “The flowers and lawns were dead in front of those homes—and only those homes.”

He opened his mouth.

“The plants were completely gray and shattered with a single touch,” I added. “And it smelled like the houses did. Sweet yet stale. Not only that, one of the homes had dead birds in it.”

Reaver inhaled sharply. “Sweet yet… Like the Revenants smell? Like stale lilacs?”

Taking a sip, I nodded. The Revs did smell like stale lilacs. Except for Millicent—the First Daughter spoken of in that damn prophecy—who was a Revenant yet…not.

Poppy’s sister.

The scent didn’t cling to her. Come to think of it, Callum didn’t smell like stale lilacs either. Then again, they weren’t like the other Revenants.

Reaver’s brows slashed together. “Kolis has to be here. Or, at the very least, close. If not, the Blood Queen wouldn’t have acted when she did. But I don’t sense him. Neither have any of the other draken.”

“Would you have sensed him if he wasn’t fully restored?”

Reaver snapped his jaw shut. A moment passed. “I don’t know.”

“Is it possible for Kolis’s form to be more like a spirit? As in being able to move unseen but possessing enough of a physical form to have fangs.”

A single brow arched. “You do realize how…nonsensical that sounds, right?”

“Yes.” I sighed. “I do.” Taking a drink, I watched him drift away from the table. “So?”

“I suppose,” he said, stopping at the window. “Considering how he was put into stasis and how long he remained in it, there’d be little left of him but a few bones and blood.”

“What do you mean by put into stasis like he was?”

“He was impaled to his tomb with the bones of an Ancient. It wouldn’t have killed him, but it would have slowly eaten away at him until only his essence remained. I suppose that could appear as a spirit.”

Something struck me that I hadn’t thought about until then. “But he was being fed,” I said, mentioning the tomb in Oak Ambler I hadn’t been there to see. “Wouldn’t that mean he’d have some form?”

“The essence of any Primal is the Primal soul. The aru’lis is different from a mortal’s or another god’s. It has form, a shape, even if it appears as nothing more than a shadow to us.” He paused. “And the aru’lis can solidify for short periods of time.”

Meaning, there’d be fangs.

The aru’lis sounded like ancient Atlantian—the language of the gods that I barely recognized. But if Kolis was nothing more than a shadow right now, then that would explain how he could’ve entered the residences without being noticed. “Do you know how he can go from that form to his full state?”

Reaver was quiet for a long moment, his gaze shifting to Poppy.

“I only know of one way.” A shadow flashed across his face, too quick for me to decipher, as he turned his stare to mine. “I was a youngling when I heard Seraphena and Ione—the Goddess of Rebirth—speaking about it.”

My lips pressed into a flat line. “I know who Ione is.”

He let out a low, gruff huff, the sound thick with barely concealed irritation. “A vessel is needed.”

I waited for him to continue.

He didn’t.

My grip tightened on the glass. “Did you happen to overhear how one obtains such a vessel?”

“The aru’lis would need to enter the vessel at the very moment the soul leaves their body. One moment too soon, and you’d have a situation where two souls would be in one body. And no one wants that again,” he said, muttering the last part.

Again?

“The vessel would need to possess, at the very least, similar embers—the essence—as those carried within the aru’sòl,” he said. “I don’t know if it has ever been attempted or successful.”

What he spoke of sounded like something that could go south in numerous ways. My gaze drifted to Poppy as I lifted the glass. Luckily, no one who possessed the same kind of essence as Kolis was around—

My heart thumped as I realized how wrong I was. Poppy carried that essence. I likely did now, too—or some version of it. And…

I lowered the glass and turned to Reaver. “Malec would’ve carried embers similar to Kolis’s, right?”

Reaver nodded. “He is Nyktos’s son. And Nyktos carries embers of true Death as—”

“Kolis’s nephew,” I finished for him. “I know.”

“Just making sure.”

I ignored the comment. It made it sound like he doubted my intelligence. “Could Poppy have been a vessel?”

Reaver’s look confirmed my suspicion regarding his tone. “Not until she completed her Ascension.”

As I turned over his words, I remembered how stunned Isbeth had been when Poppy wielded her Primal powers. She hadn’t expected that.

I barely tasted the whiskey as pieces clicked together—pieces that shouldn’t fit but did with an undeniable truth. Isbeth wanted Kolis to return. A vessel was one way for him to do that. She had asked for Malec to be returned to her—

My flinch was sharp and involuntary as a possibility occurred to me—one that was more than a little disturbing.

“I can tell your mind has gone where mine did.”

“If you’re thinking Isbeth was actually looking for a vessel and planning to use Kolis’s great-nephew as one? Then, yes.”

“It seems probable, does it not?”

More than just probable. It was safe to assume that if Isbeth possessed the knowledge we believed she did, then she would’ve known about the vessel. But if we were correct…

“Isbeth lied to us,” I said with a harsh, biting laugh. No shocker there. But it meant Isbeth never planned to sacrifice Poppy. And the tiny sliver of good we grudgingly thought she had was also a lie. She never intended to choose between Malec and her daughter.

Gods.

I briefly closed my eyes as anger rose, stroking the essence. It took several moments to push it down. I needed to focus because…what the fuck had she—or Callum—needed Poppy for then? He’d clearly lied at the Bone Temple.

I looked at Reaver. “Had this occurred to you at any point before now?”

“Not until the Blood Queen did what she did to Malec.”

“And it never occurred to you to mention it before now?” I asked slowly, doubting his intelligence now.

“No.”

I set the glass down before I shoved it through his chest. I didn’t need to kill a draken. At least not right now. “If Isbeth had succeeded, Kolis would’ve basically…become Malec?”

“For a time.”

When he didn’t elaborate, my already thin patience nearly snapped. But then I thought about how Seraphena would respond to what my mother had done to her son. Entombing him? Dread churned inside me.

“And?” I pushed.

“As far as Kolis returning to full form without a vessel? I am not sure,” Reaver said. “Besides Sera, Nektas may know how that would be possible.”

Him calling the Queen of the Gods Sera didn’t pass me by. Sighing, I scrubbed my hand over my jaw. The stubble scratched at my skin, reminding me I needed to shave. “When will he return?”

“I don’t know.”

My hand fisted. “I thought you said he was returning for his daughter. Or was that just an idle threat?”

“If Nektas could, he would be keeping vigil at her side.” His voice was scratchier, and I noticed the blue of his irises brighten. “But he knows there is nothing he can do.”

“Then can you find out exactly what soon means?”

Reaver turned to me. “And how would you suggest I do that? I may be a draken, but it would still take me several days to travel home. And I cannot open the realms. Only a…” His features pinched. “I can try to get word to Nektas, but with most of the draken here and not knowing which gods have awakened, he’s guarding the Queen and King.”

“I’m sure they’re capable of caring for themselves,” I argued. “Besides, Poppy is their Liessa.”

“They are capable.” Reaver crossed his arms over his bare chest. “And whether she is the Liessa of my kind does not apply to Nektas.” One side of his lips curled up. “The same goes for me.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded.

“Seraphena and Nyktos are…” He paused. “They are family. So are their sons. Our bond with them is greater than magic.”

I didn’t need to ask him why he was here then. I knew the answer.

Jadis.

I’d heard from Kieran that Reaver had located Jadis—or what he seemed to believe was her—a day ago. Maybe it had been two days. I didn’t know. Either way, she was where Ires had said, deep beneath Ironspire, the citadel located in the Willow Plains. The female draken was entombed in stone, much like Nektas had been when we first arrived outside the City of the Gods to speak with Nyktos. According to Reaver, the act was unheard of since it left them vulnerable, and it would’ve taken something drastic for her to self-entomb.

Since Poppy woke Nektas with a simple touch, he believed Poppy could do the same for his daughter. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Poppy getting hands-on with a possibly crazed, self-entombed draken, but that was neither here nor there at the moment.

Reaver stepped back. “Is that all?”

I nodded, my gaze returning to Poppy. My chest clenched as the door opened. “One second.” I looked over at him. He waited. “I don’t understand something about what you said regarding Isbeth’s plans for Malec. If Isbeth never planned to sacrifice Poppy, why did she still need her? And need her to Ascend? What did she want? What does Poppy have to do with Kolis?”

Reaver didn’t answer.

I looked at him. “Is it because he knows she could end him?”

“Possibly,” he murmured and looked away.

The corners of my lips turned down. “Possibly? What kind of answer is that?”

Reaver’s gaze met mine. “The only one I can give.”

In other words, it was the only answer he was willing to give.

The draken knew something—something he didn’t want me to know.


THE PRIMAL
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Darkness surrounded me, but the void wasn’t silent.

I’ve always sensed you, it whispered. You’ve always sensed me. And I am here.

In the darkness?

I’ve been with you since birth.

That didn’t sound right.

I’ve had all your firsts.

What the void whispered couldn’t be true.

It is. With your first breath, you woke me. When your eyes first opened, I saw again. Your first words spoken echoed in my thoughts. Your first steps taken brought strength to mine. I’ve always been with you.

The whispers should bring comfort. Remind me I wasn’t alone. Instead, something stirred violently within me—a hot, acidic sensation.

Without warning, a being appeared. He looked to be made of pure gold, from the tips of his glistening hair to the soles of his feet. His skin glowed like precious metal, and the way the light hit his features sent an unsettling mixture of awe and apprehension through me. Some sort of primitive instinct warned this wasn’t his true nature. It was artificial. As if he had taken on the appearance as a disguise, stealing it from someone else. In an instant, dual bolts of icy fear and burning rage pumped through my veins. Some small, unknown part of me knew him. Pitied him. Feared him. Loathed him—

You’ve never been alone.

A coldness had snuck into the void, a chill that followed the last breath. The streaks of crimson deepened and spread, and the whispers became strange and raspy, like dry bones rubbing together.

You know my voice.

I didn’t know myself.

But I know you. I’ve always known you. And you will soon remember me.

Everything turned crimson, pulling me into it. I fell, tumbling through the many years that rushed by in a whirl of distant memories. Fleeting views of breathtakingly beautiful people with luminous silver eyes glowing with Primal essence. Expressions of either pity or venomous scorn accompanied by smothering…shame—so much shame that it coated my skin and left me feeling as if I’d never be able to wash it away. I briefly saw a man’s scarred profile, his well-shaped lips curving up and causing a dimple to appear—a smile distinctively familiar to me. The images kept coming, one after another, until I felt like I was spinning.

Then it stopped. All of it. And I was…

I was staring at gold bars.

The gold bars of a cage. And beyond that, thick and unyielding darkness.

Sucking in thin breaths that seemed to do nothing, I rocked back. Pressure squeezed my chest as my wide eyes darted left and right. Various gold-trimmed chests were to my left, stacked upon one another. To my right, was an ivory privacy screen and a bed. My chest tightened even further as my fingers curled into something soft. A white fur rug—

My attention snagged on the flimsy, sheer gown covering my legs. Hand shaking, I tugged at the translucent, light-silver material over my stomach.

Where was I?

That question led to a more concerning one.

Who was I?

My hair slid over my shoulders, falling forward as I closed my eyes. I combed through my racing thoughts. They were like a frenzied swarm, buzzing and stinging as I desperately tried to make sense of it all. I was… I was a Primal.

The one those who’d come before feared.

I was the Harbinger and the Bringer the Ancients had dreamed of before the dawn of man.

The Primal of Life and Death.

I knew that.

What I was.

But not who I was.

And I knew those two things were vastly different.

I had to know who I was. How couldn’t I? Who was I?

A tremor coursed through me as I concentrated harder. Words came to me but quickly faded away, slipping between my fingers before I could grasp them. My mouth dried as an immense weight pressed down on my chest, making each breath more difficult than the last.

Forcing my eyes open, I twisted my body toward the bed, my gaze sweeping over gold-and-white sheets, a mound of pillows, and—

Air lodged in my throat.

Inky black chains lay pooled at the foot of the bed, attached to two of the four posts. Chains. Actual chains.

Panic surged through me, and my heartbeat thundered in my ears, suffocating me with each labored breath. The tremors in my arms spread through my entire body. I was trapped. Caged—

A fine shiver raised the hairs along my arms, drawing my gaze to the bare skin. I watched the tiny bumps erupt as I stared. Except for a few freckles scattered about, the skin of my upper arm was smooth, and that didn’t feel right. It shouldn’t be.

The air cooled suddenly and shifted, snapping my head up and forcing my attention to the bars before me. The darkness beyond was no longer empty. Mist had seeped in, rolling across the floor and swirling. Thick tendrils rose like ghostly figures, twisting and swaying. They moved in rhythm as if dancing with one another or guided by an unseen hand.

Chills coursed through me as the figures dipped and swayed, drifting closer to the cage while I remained frozen, unable to look away. Their movements, somehow sensual yet eerie, captivated me. Lured me. I felt myself swaying in tune with them. My eyes started to close—

A prickle of awareness skittered through me just as a faint sound came from deep within the churning mist. I stilled, my heart lurching as I saw how close the specters were. Wisps of their misty forms curled and uncurled, teasing the golden bars. I strained to see between the dancing vapors but couldn’t see anything in the thick, churning mist. Still, I felt it. Watching. Waiting.

I wasn’t alone.

The tendrils of mist crept closer, drifting lazily between the bars, reaching for me. My breaths came in quick, shallow pants as I scooted back and pushed to my feet. It coiled like pale serpents, slipping across the marble tile. I stumbled back as the mist reached me, wrapping around my wrists.

The contact was startling, cold and stinging, sending bolts of static up my arms as thicker strands of mist glided forward, undulating across the floor. Eather stirred within me, pulsing weakly. I tried to summon the essence, but it was too weak. I was weak, unable to pull away or even shake it off. I couldn’t move as the mist slithered up my arms, and the thicker vines of it twisted around my ankles. Move. Move. Move. I couldn’t as the mist spoke, and a hundred—no, thousands—of voices whispered.

My chest rose and fell quickly as the thick ribbons of mist snaked up my legs. A choking wave of horror surged, icy and relentless, clawing up my spine as the tendrils twisted and tightened, wrapping around my hips.

“I’m here.”

My heart stopped, and every part of me recoiled at the sound of a voice that rumbled like distant thunder and echoed in my chest. The coils of mist climbed farther up my arms, stretching to wrap around my neck. They twisted, stinging my skin, tightening until only the thinnest breath could escape my lungs as the mist forced my head forward.

The streaked darkness was changing, the filaments turning from silver to crimson as the center of the mass thickened, taking on the shape of a…man.

My eyes widened as he appeared like a wraith, becoming solid as he drew closer, growing tall, shoulders broadening. The dancing specters glided to the sides, their wispy forms twining with one another like lovers.

The crimson-pierced shadows swirling around the cage moved inside the golden-bronze flesh of his chest. I tracked them up his neck and over the proud, hard curve of his jaw, then up the arched bones of his cheeks to curl at the corners of his full lips.

Everything about how he looked was familiar to me, like I’d seen similar features on another, but this man’s hair was golden. And he was…

He was beautiful in an impossible way, as if the Great Creators themselves had crafted him. Like he’d been flawlessly and painstakingly pieced together to lure, coax, and enchant. But there was something off about his ethereal beauty. It was…cold, lacking life. It was haunting, and I…

I didn’t want to look upon his beauty any longer. It wasn’t real. It was a façade. A mask. A remorseless trap. The tendrils around my neck squeezed, wringing a soft cry from me as I tried to turn my head away. The wisps around my hips pulsed and then pulled, dragging me to my knees.

The whispers ceased.

The dancing wraiths stilled.

And that perfect mouth curled in a tight-lipped smile as silver eyes with flecks of crimson locked onto mine. Shadows spun around him as he stopped just beyond the cage. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

I couldn’t take in enough air to speak as he reached out and curled his fingers around the bars.

“I’ve been waiting so very long for you,” he said, his voice achingly cold, chilling the mist wrapped around me until it brought tears of discomfort to the corners of my eyes. “For this.”

The mist around my hips squirmed its way up my waist and over my breasts.

“You’re so…” Thick lashes lowered as he leaned forward. Golden hair fell against his cheeks as he pressed his forehead to the bars. “You’re so scared, my sweet,” he said, the words ending in a hiss.

I shuddered, my fingers spasming around empty air.

His eyes snapped open, and the flecks of crimson brightened as they swirled through his irises. “I can help you, so’lis.”

I flinched, my stomach turning at the endearment, even though he spoke it softly, gently. So lovingly. I knew that word. I had been comforted by it at one time.

“I know you. I’ve always known you, my pretty flower.” He smiled again, holding my stare. “All you have to do is let me in.”

The mist constricted, forcing what little air I had left in me out.

My heart thumped wildly as control of my body returned. I pulled at my arms, unable to move them even an inch. I thrashed, trying to shake the mist from me, but it wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t breathe as pain shot through me. My skin burned, feeling as if it had blistered and cracked. I couldn’t even scream. I became frantic, desperate to free myself. The seconds ticked by, stacking and building as the agony reached the very core of my being.

He lifted his head from the bars and pushed away, beginning to pace the length of the cage.

A fire started in my lungs and spread as the corners of my vision darkened and blurred. I couldn’t feel the eather in me. It had been snuffed out, extinguished. I couldn’t breathe. Panic sank its claws in, turning my blood to slush.

“How much longer can you hold out?” he said, his voice a whisper against my trembling skin as he once more stopped in front of me. “Let me in.”

My eyes fluttered as the pointless writhing and flailing slowed. Gods, I was…I was dying. I could feel it. Could sense my life slipping away from me.

“You don’t remember, do you?” His perfect features twisted with agony. “I can help you remember.”

A sharp pain suddenly pierced my head. Images filled it, flashes of the night the Craven had swarmed the inn. I could smell the smoke and the blood in the air, could feel her grip slipping away from my hand, could taste the terror as she was swallowed. Could hear my screams as teeth tore into my skin.

“I can take away all that fear.”

It vanished with his words as pain spiked, replaced by a deep sense of restlessness as I moved silently through the halls under Wayfair, the veil hiding my scars. I was alone as I drifted like I imagined lovesick spirits did, afraid to pass on. I was so…

“I can make it so you’re never lonely again.”

With each passing heartbeat, the pain became pressure in my skull. I was in a room with dark mahogany paneling, my palms flat against a desktop, the white gown pooled at my hips. I could feel the aching clench of my jaw as I stood perfectly still, even though I felt their stares, even as I felt the smooth, cold tip of a cane gliding over the skin of my back.

“I can erase the shame.”

The pressure expanded as I screamed, hands covered in blood as I begged—pleaded with—him to open his eyes. To not leave me.

“I can make sure you never feel such loss again.”

My head felt like it would explode as I found myself on my back, staring into golden eyes. Rage tore through me as he smirked down at me, those beautiful lips that had worshipped my skin—my scars—speaking blood-soaked lies. My heart cracked and then broke as the betrayal cut deep.

“You will never feel such heartache again.”

He vanished from above me as the first stone hit me, tearing open my skin where I stood under the sun—all my fears becoming realized. I would never be accepted. Would never be seen for who I was.

“I will always see you.”

More images came at me. The pain of a bolt tearing through my flesh. The agony of red-tinted hunger and being unable to stop the swing of a blade so cruelly taking another life from me. Sitting by her side, fearing she’d never open her eyes again, that I would lose yet another person close to me. The crimson-cushioned box delivered to me, and the terror and fury that followed. Scarlet streaking soft, white fur. All the lies. The harsh truths and fear that I would turn out just like her. Bitter. Destructive.

It was all so much.

Too much.

And it didn’t stop. All the painful moments of my life kept coming in startling clarity. Gods, it was unbearable. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t relive those moments. And, gods, I knew there were more. More heartbreak. More loss. Even harsher truths. Worse times.

I didn’t want to go through it again.

I was weak.

That was the harsh truth. Everything would be so much better. So much easier if I’d just give in.

The pressure retreated as my surroundings pieced themselves back together. My cheeks were damp as I saw him reach through the bars.

The mist around me trembled, and his head tilted. “I’ve always seen you.”

He…he had.

He tipped his head to the other side and dragged it across a bar. “Don’t you want that? To stop struggling? Free yourself of the pain? The panic? The fear? I can make it stop. Take it all away. Everything will be so much better. So much easier.”

I…wanted that. An end. Silence. My lips curved up. Peace.

“Let me in.” His chin lowered, and his flesh started to thin. “Let me in. Let me in, so’lis.” His voice rose, and the whispers returned, joining him as the ghostly dancers clutched at the bars and howled. “Let me in.”

“You can trust me,” he said, his voice echoing around me. “Always.”

I’m not asking you to trust me.

My heart stuttered at the sound of his voice. One I knew mirrored his emotions, deepening with passion, turning raspy when worried or uncertain, smooth as the finest wine or silk when he teased. And when his voice softened, it was always a warning that blood would be spilled.

I would always know his voice.

And he would never ask me to trust him.

A faint tingle drew my gaze to my left hand. Through the undulating mist, I saw the shimmery gold swirl of an…imprint.

My gaze lifted to the being before me. He smiled. It was painfully beautiful and…a lie. Just as everything he promised was. Because I knew who he was.

What he was.

He had been the end of every beginning.

True Death.

But now, he was the great deceiver. The thief of life and joy. The Conspirator, a manipulator who preyed upon weakness and fear. The very first and very last murderer. A monster not by design but by choice.

“Let me take away your pain,” Death whispered. “I know you’re ready, so’lis.”

The mist around my throat loosened.

Anticipation swelled in Death.

I dragged in the thinnest breath. “Never.”

Death stared, and I saw something flicker in those crimson-flecked eyes. Something akin to confusion. And something deeper. Starker and colder. The mockery of a smile faded before it returned like a poorly concealed stain. He gripped the bars, which shattered around his hands, exploding into shimmering dust. He walked into the cage, the tendrils of Primal mist loosening and retracting, unfurling from around my neck, slipping down my arms, and sliding across my hips. I fell forward onto my hands, dragging in deep breaths as the essence slithered across the floor, returning to…

Their source.

My head lifted, and through strands of hair, my eyes locked with crimson orbs as the Primal mist coiled around his legs.

He knelt before me, his fingers brushing the hair back from my face in a gentle sweep that ended sharply. He fisted the strands, jerking my head back and forcing my spine to arch.

The cold darkness took the remaining golden bars, erasing the cage. The bed collapsed, taking the chains with it.

He leaned in, his breath cool against my ear. “I didn’t need your permission.”

Cold realization slammed into me, and that revelation echoed back through time. Death never did. I should’ve known.

“And you, so’lis,”—his other hand flattened against my breastbone, sending a wave of revulsion through me—“you still haven’t learned that.”

Searing agony erupted from the center of my chest, igniting icy flames that engulfed my entire body. The pain was ungodly in its intensity, robbing me of the ability to even scream as the darkness rushed forward, reached for me.

For us.
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CASTEEL

Walking out of the bathing chamber, I saw Kieran sitting at Poppy’s hip, one of his hands hanging limply between his knees while the other rested on her arm.

I dragged a smaller towel over my chest and headed to the wardrobe, watching him from the corner of my eye. His head was drooped forward, chin nearly touching his chest. Weariness clung to him like a second skin.

“You need to sleep,” I said, roughly running the towel through my wet hair as I glanced at the window. “There’s a couple of hours until dawn.”

“That’s my line.” He lifted his head and smothered a yawn. “I’m good.”

I grabbed a pair of breeches from the wardrobe and dropped them on a nearby chest. “You sure about that?”

“Yeah.”

“Bullshit.”

“Glass houses, man.” Kieran twisted at the waist, looking back at Poppy. “Every time I look at her, I think this will be it. The moment she opens her eyes.”

Rubbing the heel of my palm over my chest, right next to the bone-dagger scar, I glanced over my shoulder at him. Worry carved deep lines across his forehead and pooled like too-thick custard in my throat.

I tugged the towel from my waist and tossed it and the smaller one into the bathing chamber. Since I began to sense emotions, I’d learned that Kieran was particularly good at shielding his. Not that I hadn’t already known that. His composed and calm demeanor was a mask at times. Not often. Not as much as it once was for me, but it was rare to hear uncertainty in his words and not only feel his distress but also see it etched into his features.

He was going through the same turmoil I was. But I didn’t want my emotions to add to his already heavy load. It was difficult to push my concerns down when I was so worried, but Kieran had always been there for me. And right now, he needed me. So, I got myself together for Kieran’s sake.

“She’ll wake up. I know she will,” I said, grabbing the breeches.

“I know.” He turned his head to me. “It’s just that… Her skin, Cas. It’s so damn cold.”

I didn’t let myself think about that as I stepped into the breeches. Yanking them up, I turned to him. “She’ll need to feed. A lot.”

“Emil is on standby for you.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m curious why it has to be him when others are available.”

“Because it amuses me.”

“Asshole,” I muttered.

Kieran flashed a grin, but it faded quickly. His attention shifted back to Poppy. I walked to the other side of the bed and sat, brushing a wayward strand of hair off her cheek. I lifted my gaze to Kieran and could tell he was lost somewhere in his head.

“What if…?” Clearing his throat, he closed his eyes. “What if she doesn’t remember?”

Fuck. Hearing him ask the question on repeat in my mind was like taking a punch to the chest.

“If she doesn’t, then we’ll help her remember.” Leaning across Poppy, I clasped the back of his neck. “It’ll be hard on both of us. Harder on you, I think.”

He raised his head. “That’s not true. I know it would nearly kill you, Cas.”

“And that’s why it would be harder on you.” I squeezed his nape. “Because you won’t only be thinking about Poppy. You’ll be worried about me and how I’ll handle it.”

Kieran couldn’t deny that.

“Here’s the thing, Kieran. It would feel like I was dying, but I won’t lose my shit. Not when I need to be there for her.” I dropped my hand to his shoulder. “And we’ll both be there for her. Together. We’ll help her remember.”

He inhaled slowly and then nodded. “Yeah, we will.”

I squeezed his shoulder. “So, have you found quarters that will be a good fit for us to move to?” I asked, seeking to distract him.

“Still looking,” he said, his thumb smoothing over the delicate bone of her wrist. “Anything in particular I should look for?”

“Anyplace that wasn’t Isbeth’s personal quarters.”

He tilted his head back, his expression bland except for a faint quirk of his brow. “Yeah, I figured that already.”

I leaned back against the headboard. “Just making sure.”

“Uh-huh.” He drew a leg up. “You going to tell me what you discussed with Reaver?”

“Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

“Cas,” he sighed.

I rolled my eyes. “And how do you know I spoke with Reaver?”

“I know everything.”

Pressing my lips together, I blinked at him slowly.

“Whatever,” he muttered. “Reaver asked me what you wanted before he came to you.” He looked over. “And just so you know, he did it in the most impolite way possible.”

“Shocker,” I murmured, reaching over to drink the glass of whiskey I had placed on the nightstand before I bathed. Taking a small sip of the amber liquid, my lips peeled back at the bite. I then told him what I had discussed with Reaver and why.

“Did you notice the dead grass and flowers?” I asked when I finished.

“I didn’t.” He squinted. “You think it’s Kolis?”

“It makes sense.” I took another drink and then offered the glass to him. “Sort of.”

He reached over and took it. “It does. It’s what I thought, but I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to put it in your head.” Swallowing a sip, he lowered the glass to his chest. “And because I didn’t know how it was possible if he’s basically a wraith.”

“But he’s apparently not just that,” I murmured, thinking everything over. “What I don’t get is how the blood of an Ascended could do anything for him.”

“Me, neither,” he said, lifting the glass. “What made you think to have the Shadow Temple guarded?”

I lifted a shoulder. “I figured that’s where a Primal of Death would go.”

“Good call,” he remarked. “And good idea.”

“All my ideas are good.”

He snickered. “You keep telling yourself that.”

I smiled.

His gaze fell on Poppy. “The whole needing-a-vessel thing… You know what that means?”

My smile vanished. “Isbeth wasn’t sacrificing shit.”

“I’m sure you’ve already thought this”—Kieran’s gaze lifted to mine—“but what did she need Poppy for then?”

“I have wondered that.” I reached for the glass. “And I have no idea.”

Kieran finished off what was left before handing it over.

“Asshole,” I muttered, placing the empty glass on the nightstand.

One side of his lips quirked up. “By the way. I haven’t seen your brother in the last day or so.”

Inhaling deeply, I settled against the headboard once more. “Did he leave the capital?”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

Stretching out my legs, I crossed my ankles. “Have you seen Millicent?”

“No, but I get the feeling you only see her when she wants to be seen.”

He was probably right. “If I had to guess, Malik is wherever she is.”

A moment passed. “Your father is also demanding to speak with you.”

Of course, he was.

A moment passed. “What do you want done if he comes to Wayfair?”

“He’s not to be allowed in. None of them are,” I said, tipping my head toward Kieran. “Get some sleep.”

His mouth opened.

“That’s an order from your King.”

He huffed out a short laugh. “You’re already becoming a tyrant,” he muttered.

I said nothing to that.

Kieran remained quiet for a few moments. “I almost forgot. Naill has nearly an entire damn wardrobe put together for you and Poppy.”

“While I appreciate hearing that, go the fuck to sleep.”

“Whatever,” he muttered, settling in and closing his eyes.

I knew he was asleep a mere minute later. Fucking wolven. I placed my hand over Poppy’s, controlling my emotions to stop my concern from stirring Kieran. While the wolven could fall asleep at the drop of a hat, it wasn’t always a deep sleep.

My mind wandered to what he’d said about my father. I knew I couldn’t avoid him any longer. Whether Poppy was awake or not, I had to talk to him. But I wouldn’t let him see Poppy like this. She wouldn’t want that.

My thoughts drifted to my discussion with Reaver as I scanned the chambers’ shadows. The reality was, Kolis could be in Wayfair right now, and it would be hard—if not impossible—to see him.

I shifted my thoughts from that because it would only piss me off.

Emil’s words about not all Ascended being monsters surfaced. What if that was the case? I wasn’t sure how it could be. I wasn’t aware of any Ascended who weren’t predatory, but that last home…

They had no stockpile of blood.

Even more surprising, none of the dead Ascended looked like they had been on the verge of bloodlust or about to turn Craven.

Even if some Ascended weren’t monsters, it wouldn’t change how anyone felt about them.

Including me.

Right after the first rays of dawn crept in through the window, I heard pounding boots. My gaze shifted toward the sound, and I pulled away from Poppy and quietly rose. I could tell whoever it was had just reached our floor. Eather hummed in my chest as I approached the door and picked up one person’s footsteps. That pathway opened once more, telling me it was Delano.

As he drew closer, I opened the door before he could knock. He skidded to a halt, sending strands of pale-blond hair swinging back from his forehead.

“Kieran’s sleeping,” I told him.

“Not anymore,” came a sleep-roughened grumble from behind me.

I sighed. “Never mind.”

“I’m sorry to wake you,” Delano said to Kieran. “But you guys have to see this.”

“Doubtful,” Kieran muttered, face-planting the pillow.

“Yeah…” Delano gave Poppy a quick once-over. “You’re going to change your mind in a few seconds.”

My eyes narrowed on the wolven as I heard Kieran sit up. Confusion and unease practically seeped from Delano’s pores, and he was paler than usual. Stepping aside, I held the door open. “What’s going on?”

“The sun.”

My brows lifted. “What about it?”

He nodded at the window. “Look for yourself.”

Frowning, I turned and saw that Kieran had picked up on Delano’s emotions. He sent me a look as I crossed the chamber. I shrugged. Opening the window shutters wide, I rested my hands on the windowsill. This side of Wayfair had a pretty decent view of the city to our east and the Elysium Peaks and the Stroud Sea to our west.

Faint golden light crept over the city as I gazed above the homes…

I leaned out farther. Soft hues of rose, lavender, and pale gold painted the sky—the empty sky.

Which made no sense. It was dawn. I turned to the west as Kieran joined me at the window.

My lips parted in disbelief.

“I don’t see anything,” Kieran said.

Delano came closer. “Yeah, there is definitely something.”

“No, there’s—”

Reaching over, I stopped Kieran mid-sentence and turned his head in the other direction. His shock hit me like a bucket of cold water.

“Tell me,” Kieran demanded, pushing away from the window and then snapping back. He gripped the windowsill. “Tell me you’re not seeing what I’m seeing.”

I blinked just to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. “Well…”

“There’s no way, Cas,” he said, his voice turning sharp and strained. “None. That, right there.” He jabbed a finger in the direction we stared. “Is impossible.”

It should be.

But it wasn’t. Because we were both looking west, watching the sun rise above the Stroud Sea, where it should have been setting by day’s end—not rising now.

“What the fuck?” Kieran whispered.

“Yeah,” Delano replied.

The three of us fell silent, and the final verse of that damn prophecy came to mind.

Beware, for the end will come from the west to destroy the east and lay waste to all which lies between.
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I was so cold.

I was…

What was I?

I wasn’t sure.

I couldn’t think.

A thick fog clouded my mind, leaving room for only the pain—the sharp, stabbing agony invading every limb. The thumping in my temples and behind my eyes. The dryness in my throat. The gnawing hunger in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t figure out what had happened to me or where I was.

Or…who I was.

But I knew what I was.

The Primal.

The eather in my chest hummed feebly as I concentrated on my surroundings. I was lying on a bed, but whose? I wasn’t sure it mattered.

I inhaled and caught a familiar scent. It reminded me of—

Pain sliced through my head, causing me to suck in a sharp, short breath.

The soft click of a door closing pierced the quiet. Footsteps neared me. I dragged in another breath, this one deeper, and the scent increased. The footsteps halted.

“Are you…?” The source of the scent’s voice was deep and melodic. Familiar. It was his voice. The one that had captivated me when I was in the darkness. “Poppy?”

That…was…

“Can you hear me?” he asked softly. I tasted…bubbly hope tinged with a tang of desperation.

I couldn’t respond.

“It’s okay,” he said, appearing to wait for a response. “I’m here. You’re not alone.”

He fell quiet, and I wanted him to keep speaking because I had a feeling he’d been doing that a lot. I also wanted him to come closer, even though it made the hunger worse.

“I can tell you’re waking up.” He paused for a moment. “I can feel your confusion—taste it. I don’t think it’s as strong as what you feel from others, but it’s real. Unbelievable, right?” A low, rough laugh left him. “Kieran and I think it’s an unexpected byproduct of the Joining.”

Kieran.

That name felt familiar. Important. I tried to grasp why, but my thoughts were fragmented, little more than glimpses of deep violet leaves and the sound of rushing water. And I was so hungry.

Starving.

“I’ve been waiting for you to return to me,” he said after a moment.

Please, open your eyes again and return to me.

I had heard him say that to me, hadn’t I? I had while I was sleeping. He had been talking to me. Sharing memories with me—memories of us. Restlessness surged through me. I wanted to know them, but they remained out of reach.

“And I’ll keep waiting,” he promised. “However long it takes. Even if it takes forever. I’ll be right here.”

The bed dipped. My right arm warmed. Heat radiated off his body, and I felt his heartbeat. It…echoed mine. That was strange and—

Fingers glided across my cheek, sending a jolt of panic and indescribable yearning through me. The dual emotions ignited a burst of energy, striking every nerve. Power emanated from his fingertips, pulsing with it. The essence in me surged, responding to his. Driven by instinct, I harnessed the power to force open my eyes.

Everything was blurry.

Blinking several times, my surroundings came into focus. Sunlight illuminated ivory walls with gilded trim—walls with thin cracks running from the floor to the arched ceiling.

“Poppy.”

At the rough whisper, I reacted without thought, jerking upward. My legs tangled in the sheet, causing me to land knee-first on the bed as my head snapped up.

I saw him.

Time seemed to slow and then stop. Neither of us moved.

He was strikingly tall, even though he was bent at the waist, one knee resting on the mattress as if he had been in the process of lying down when I sat up.

The black breeches he wore were perfectly molded to muscular legs, and the top clasps had been left undone so they hung low on his hips, revealing a fine dusting of hair that traveled south from his navel, and lower stomach muscles that tapered into distinct, angular lines.

His chest and broad shoulders were bare, and while his body was all lean, chiseled muscle, it wasn’t flawless. Knicks and slashes were scattered across the tightly rolled muscles of his stomach and chest, having long since faded to a shade lighter than his sandy-hued flesh. One scar stood out, its raw, uneven edges a faint pink.

An image—or maybe a feeling—flashed through me, one of such inexplicable pain and heartbreak that it stole my breath. It had been my pain and…his heartbreak. That was all I knew.

I forced my stare from the scar. Tendons stood out starkly on his neck, and a shadow of stubble covered the curve of his hard, proud jawline. His lips were lush and slightly parted as if he had just taken a deep breath and couldn’t catch another one. The rest of his features were just as perfectly sculpted as his mouth, like he’d been crafted and molded by the hands of the Goddess of Love herself. Deep, rich-black hair tumbled over his forehead, brushing equally dark brows and curling against his high, angular cheekbones.

And those eyes…

Framed by a heavy fringe of coal-black lashes, they resembled twin pools of liquid gold.

I…I remembered those eyes. I always thought…

I couldn’t remember, but he was simply the most exquisitely beautiful man I’d ever seen, and he was…

Mine.

His chest rose sharply, and I tasted the thick tanginess of anguish and concern again. It was so heavy I wondered how he could bear its enormous weight.

Pressure clamped down on my temples— He shifted toward me, and the hunger returned, seizing my muscles and clamping down on my bones.

I needed to feed.

Something akin to understanding flashed across his striking features. “I know what you need,” he said in a low, soothing voice. Slowly, as if afraid to startle me, he sat on the bed and faced me.

“Come to me, my Queen.” He extended his arm.

Tension gathered in my legs as my gaze dropped to his hand. My chest clenched when I saw that his pointer finger was missing, but I couldn’t remember why it hurt me to see that. There was also a mark on his left hand—a golden swirl on the palm. My gaze flicked back to his.

An innate sense warned me to keep my distance. I knew I was powerful, but…so was he. I could sense the eather coursing through his veins. It reminded me of mine, but there was more to it. My head cocked as I inhaled deeply. His scent was amazing. Like pine, spice, citrusy snow, and power. There was also something wild and animalistic, but also something else. An element that had been in generations of those who carried his blood. Something old. Something infinite. I needed to be careful.

I was weak.

Muscles tensed as the aura pulsed and expanded until streaks of eather pierced his irises. Silvery bolts of essence laced with…crimson.

Death.

The eather within me rose swiftly, responding to the power stirring in his eyes and flowing through his veins. Deeply buried, ancient instinct seized me.

I launched myself backward, landing in a low crouch. My fingers brushed the floor, my chin lowering and lips peeling back. A low rumble came from my chest. I rose on legs that felt like they were made of jelly. A wave of dizziness swept over me, causing the chamber to tilt before steadying itself. My thoughts whirled in maddening circles as my gaze swept the chamber. For a moment, I thought I knew where I was.

My head jerked toward the sound of movement.

He was already on his feet, having moved much faster than me. The bed separated us, but I had a feeling that fact wouldn’t last much longer. I forced in a shallow breath, knowing if he came at me, there would be little I could do to stop him. That knowledge sent cold panic surging through me. My hands spasmed at my sides as I quickly scanned the chamber, spotting two doors. I needed to get out of here.

“Poppy.”

My gaze shot back to him, and my heart twisted. He sounded tortured. Broken.

“That’s your name,” he said, his tone steady again, comforting. “My name is Casteel.”

A spasm rolled through me, and my lips mouthed the word. Tasted it.

“And you are my—”

“I know what I am,” I said in a low, hoarse whisper that scratched my throat. “I know what you are.”

The muscles of his shoulders tensed. “And what are we?”

My spine straightened as I inhaled his scent once more. “You…you are the end, but I’m the beginning and the end.” Eather flared weakly in my chest, and the nape of my neck tingled faintly. My head lowered. “We are…Primal gods.”

“We are much more than that.”

More.

I closed my eyes and saw us surrounded by frothy, steaming water, our limbs intertwined, our bodies one. My eyes flew open. They’d only been closed for a heartbeat or two, but in those few seconds, he’d moved toward the foot of the bed. A few more feet and he’d be closer to both doors.

I had to act now.

“Poppy,” he said, this time in a way that sounded like a warning. His head cocked, and his eyes narrowed. “Don’t—”

I sprang forward and bolted across the chamber, aiming for the closest door. My fingers grasped the cool metal handle—

“Nope.”

Arms snagged me, jerking me back.

“What in all the realms are you thinking?” he demanded, hauling me against a wall of hard, warm muscles.

Air punched out of my lungs, the feel of him shooting through me like lightning. My eyes widened as my muscles locked. The flimsy nightdress I wore was no barrier against his bare chest and my back, nor the band of steel below my breasts.

His head dipped, the rough stubble on his cheek dragging against mine. The sensation scattered my already jumbled thoughts, and I felt his chest rise sharply against my back. “Poppy,” he breathed.

The silken shift in his tone sent a tight, hot shiver coursing down my spine.

He drew his head back, his warm breath dancing over my ear. “What are you thinking now?”

I…I wasn’t sure. The feel of him, hot and hard against me, had awakened a bizarre concoction of emotions inside me. Need flooded my body with a wave of molten desire, which was so wrong when instinct warned that he was a threat.

Yet there was an undeniable familiarity to the curve of his arms and the pressure of his chest against my back. It was as if some part of me knew him. Trusted him.

“Whatever it is.” His voice had deepened even more, his arms loosening just a fraction, conjuring thoughts of damp, humid air and needy kisses. My eyes fluttered closed as I felt my body relaxing into his. One of his hands slid across my stomach, sending another wave of hot, coiled shivers cascading through me. “I am one hundred percent on board with it.”

My eyes opened.

“But that needs to wait,” he continued, turning us. “Unfortunately.”

It was then that I realized he had moved us away from the door—both of them.

Damn it.

Shoving the strange yearning for him aside, I pulled against his hold.

“Stop.” He walked us toward the side of the bed while I’d only managed to get a few inches between us. “I know you’re confused, but I can help you.” His voice was calm, soothing the fury building within me. “There’s no reason to run from me. You can trust me. Please.”

Trust?

Instinct—sharp and unyielding—sliced through his plea like a sword through silk. Energy surged through me, and it felt different. Colder. Darker. Foreign. It…it scared me.

It empowered me.

I drove my elbow back with all the force my confusion and fear could muster, aiming for the spot under his ribs. His breath whooshed out, the sound mingling with the thud of impact, and his grip loosened just enough.

Twisting free, I spun out of his hold and staggered back.

“I’m sorry,” he said, the words and the gentle tone surprising me. I had the impression he was not someone who apologized often. “I didn’t mean to scare or hurt you. That is the very last thing I ever want to do.”

“But you have,” I croaked, the accusation spilling from me before I could even understand where it had come from. His lips parted at the sound of my voice. “You have hurt me.”

He flinched as if I’d hit him in the stomach once more. I stepped back, the sight disturbing me as I rubbed my left palm over the center of my chest. Pain erupted where I touched, shooting across my shoulders and down my arms. I started to look down.

“You’re right,” he said, exhaling roughly. “I have. And my bones will have turned to dust before I forgive myself for that.”

I took another step back, a little dazed by the honesty of his words. He spoke the truth, but…

But truths were meaningless when I knew I could bend them to my will, shaping my own reality.

As could he.

“Do you…?” Glossy waves tumbled over his forehead as he curtly shook his head and took a deep breath. “Do you remember how I hurt you before?”

A hundred different words rushed to the tip of my tongue, only to vanish before I could speak them. I couldn’t answer him. Pressure clamped down on my chest. How could I not answer that?

Did it even matter?

Yes.

No.

My stomach churned with hunger, and my chest squeezed with uncertainty.

“Okay.” He drew in another breath, this one stilted as he came closer without me realizing he was moving. “Let’s start over. Your name is Poppy. You’ve probably already gotten that.” A brief, wry grin appeared. “My name is Casteel, but I…I love it when you call me—”

“Cas—” The word burst from me, coming from somewhere deep within.

“That’s correct,” he said softly, the aura behind his pupils intensifying at my sharp inhale. “What is the last thing you remember?”

Shadows and gold flashed before me. Gold bars. I opened my mouth, but the only word that came out was, “Pain.”

He flinched again as the taste of icy agony gathered in my throat. It wasn’t mine.

My eyes widened as I stared at him. It was his pain—the kind that went deeper than physical wounds. It shocked me that he allowed me to feel it. That he would allow himself to be so vulnerable. But I didn’t want to feel that. I couldn’t.

I shut myself down.

It was like closing a door. All at once, his pain disappeared, leaving only the feeling that I should be surprised by how easy it had been. Like I had struggled to do it in the past. But why would I have struggled with something so simple? I was a Primal god.

“What pain do you remember?” he asked, several inches closer now.

I couldn’t answer that either. An image flashed in my mind: crimson and dull-white—blood and bone.

“Okay.” A muscle flexed along his jaw. “We’ll figure it out together.”

Together?

“But first, you must be hungry,” he said.

An ache rippled across my jaw. I was.

“So very hungry,” he murmured, his gaze never leaving mine. I didn’t even think he blinked. “Right?”

I stayed silent, but my hands opened and closed. It hurt to speak. It hurt to breathe. My head ached, and when I thought too hard, all I saw were crimson-laced shadows in my mind. All I heard was instinct warning me not to trust him. To… Get out before he grows even more powerful. Take him down. Do it—

“Stop,” I hissed, pressing my hands to the sides of my head.

“Stop what?” Concern colored his tone. “Poppy?”

I lowered my hands and saw him eyeing me like he could see right into me. It made me squirm. I lowered my hands the rest of the way. I needed to focus. I needed to…

Do it now. Do it before it’s too late. Don’t be—

“Weak,” I whispered as the beautiful man across from me watched.

“You’ve always been so weak and fragile,” he whispered. “I love that about you.”

“W-what?” A tremor ran through me. “I’m…not weak.”

His eyes widened. “I didn’t say you were.”

“Yes.” I drew in a ragged breath. “Yes, you did.”

His dark brows furrowed. “I asked if your head was hurting you.”

I stared at him, my stomach shifting. I’d seen his lips move. I’d heard him whisper—

“Poppy?” Was he closer? I thought he might be. “What did you hear?”

“I heard…” I folded an arm over my stomach and glanced at the doors.

“No.”

The sharply spoken word drew my attention back to him.

“The result of what you’re thinking will be the same as before,” he warned softly. “And there’s no reason to run. I won’t hurt you again.”

Don’t trust him.

His lips pressed together as he fell silent. Several heartbeats passed, his eyes searching mine. It really was like he could see right into me, and I didn’t like it.

Then, he did the strangest thing.

He grinned, one side of his mouth tipping up. It didn’t reach his eyes. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

His statement caught me off guard. “You don’t…scare me.”

“Is that so?” A tinge of satisfaction filled his voice. “Then why do you keep backing up?”

I wasn’t…

Reaching back, I felt the cool stone wall.

He lifted a brow and crossed his arms. For a moment, I was distracted by how the simple movement caused the skin of his biceps to tighten and the muscles of his chest to flex in the most fascinating manner. Heat crept into my cheeks.

Honest to gods, it was the very last thing I should be paying attention to. I could almost hear a weathered voice telling me to focus. The voice that belonged to…

I couldn’t remember. Frustration rose, and I gripped my gown tightly.

“I know you’re confused right now,” he said.

“You…said that already.”

“I wasn’t done speaking, Princess.”

A jolt ran through me when I heard him calling me that over and over, a hundred—no, a thousand—times.

“And on top of that, you must be starving. But deep down, you know who you are,” he continued. “You know who I am. Deep down, you remember how much I mean to you.”

Dryness coated my mouth, and I loosened my grip on my gown.

“Your love for me is the only thing allowing you to stand before me without going for my vein, despite how badly you need to feed,” he revealed. “You don’t want to risk hurting me.”

A shock ran through me. Was that the reason? Why I ignored the instinct? The pounding in my head increased, causing my muscles to tense. The hunger was making it so very hard to concentrate.

“Yet, I’m offering my vein to you.” His voice deepened, turning hoarse. “That is how powerful our love for each other is.”

I closed my eyes, but it didn’t stop my heart and soul from recognizing the truth of his words. He loved me. I was his—

A rush of cold rage came from nowhere, throbbing deep within me and stoking my hunger. The pang was so intense it sent a wave of dizziness through me, filling my ears with a low buzz. Fearing I might actually pass out or vomit, I closed my eyes.

“Penellaphe.”

Air leaked out of my lungs at that cold voice threaded with scorn. My fingers brushed the slightly indented, uneven skin of my left cheek.

Such a shame.

Bile crept up my throat as I opened my eyes. My heart immediately sped up as I saw the man. It was like something had unlocked the part of my mind that held unwanted memories, because I recognized the pale, ivory skin, the fair hair, and the black, bottomless eyes. I remembered everything about him.

The Duke of Masadonia.

Duke Teerman.
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No.

No, this couldn’t be real.

I couldn’t breathe as I closed my eyes again, giving my head a quick, frantic shake. He was dead. I could see him clearly, his broken body strung up and impaled to the wall by his favorite cane.

A low, flat chuckle snapped my eyes open. His bloodless lips curled into a smirk as those soulless eyes swept over me. Revulsion crawled across my skin like a thousand spiders.

A hint of too-sharp canines dragged across his lower lip. “I’ve always preferred you in white.”

Glancing down at myself, my entire being turned cold. The sleeping gown was white. But that didn’t make sense. It had been blue, hadn’t it?

“Though I think we can agree that you’re no longer as pristine and untouched as the color of the Chosen suggests,” he remarked. “Then again, when were you ever truly…untouched?”

Pressure clamped down on my chest as I realized the walls were no longer gold and cream but had darkened to mahogany paneling. I could feel their stares, the pestilence of their overly friendly hands, and the cold, smooth surface of the cane against my skin.

His head tilted, sending a lock of pale hair across his forehead. “You have been very, very ill-behaved, Penellaphe. You know what that means.”

Of course, I did.

Punishment.

Lessons that may not have scarred my skin but had stained my soul, leaving me with the sticky residue of shame that choked me and held me frozen.

“Now, be a good girl.” Teerman reached for me.

I stared at the hand missing a finger, adorned with a golden swirl.

Neither of those two things made sense. Teerman had no such imprint. I glanced up, and my lips parted. The Duke was no longer there.

He stood only a handful of feet from me. Gone was the pallid skin, replaced by warm, golden-bronze flesh.

I stumbled back and bumped into a chair. Another spasm ran through me as I noticed cream-and-gold walls. Weren’t they just…? I pressed the heel of my hand against my forehead. A whirlwind of confusion engulfed me, leaving my thoughts tangled as I saw the golden trim and sandstone walls.

I…I didn’t understand.

“Everything will be okay.” Concern filled every striking line of his features. I couldn’t keep looking at him, seeing that in his face. It hurt. “I’m going to help you,” he assured.

Don’t trust his words, instinct warned. Look at him. Really look at him.

I did, and horror seized me because, despite how genuine his worry had sounded seconds ago, Teerman stood at the foot of the settee.

What…what was happening? Was it some kind of magic—Primal essence? It had to be. But how would Teerman be able to harness such a power? He wasn’t—

Piercing pain stabbed my temples, silencing that train of thought and leaving me stunned until the torment faded.

That fucking smirk I hated was plastered on Teerman’s cruelly handsome face as he trailed his slender fingers over the wooden trim of the settee. He tsked under his breath. “I know what you need.”

I was going to vomit.

“And I’ll give it to you.” His arm dropped to his side, and I realized he hadn’t been stroking the wooden frame. It was the cane. The reddish-black wood shone in the filtered sunlight. “Just how you like it.”

I was really going to vomit.

But afterward.

He stalked closer.

Every sense felt heightened. Every muscle tensed for the next move. “Don’t…come near me,” I spat.

“You’re safe with me,” he swore.

No. I shook my head. Lies. I couldn’t fall for it. Fall for him and his pretty words, his promises of love and devotion. They were lies. He was incapable of—

The room around me melted away, and I saw gold—golden floors and the bars of a gilded cage.

I drew back, my heart racing as I sucked in a stuttered breath. I blinked rapidly. The vision—or memory—was brief. The golden bars disappeared, but it served as a potent reminder of what could happen if I believed his words.

I would be trapped.

Caged.

That would never happen again.

My heart calmed as my gaze locked with his.

Pain and something akin to sorrow settled into his features. Neither emotion looked right on his pale skin as his chest rose with a deep breath and his shoulders squared. I saw the moment he realized I was readying myself to fight my way out.

And I knew he would do everything within his power to prevent me from leaving.

Never again.

Latching onto the anger, I pulled on it, letting it entrench itself deep in my bones, seep into my muscles, and flow through my veins. Eather pulsed.

He sighed. “I guess we’re doing this, aren’t we?”

I launched myself at him.

He effortlessly dodged my attack. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

His words were like a strike of flint against steel, igniting another explosion of fury inside me. Catching myself on the bedpost, I spun and kicked out, aiming for his legs.

In the back of my head, I knew it wasn’t as fluid as it should’ve been—the twist and kick were stiff. I was too slow, and he was already anticipating my next move, easily leaping over me. I sprang up and turned as he faced me, landing a solid punch to his stomach.

Stumbling back, he let out a laugh. “Ouch.”

I swung again, but he blocked it with his forearm. Undeterred, I threw a punch toward his jaw. This time, he wasn’t fast enough to dodge. My fist connected with his face, knocking his head back. Satisfaction surged, but I didn’t waste time. I whirled toward the door.

He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back against his chest. His breath tickled my cheek as he whispered, “I know you can fight better than this.”

A low growl rumbled in my throat as I lifted a leg to stomp on his foot.

Before I could make contact, he lifted me off the ground and flung me sideways. I gasped, bracing myself for impact with the hard floor.

It never came.

I landed on the bed and bounced, momentarily stunned and confused by what had just happened.

He approached me with a smug grin, the picture of supreme arrogance except… The golden gleam in his eyes had dulled, and he looked sad.

My heart twisted sharply. I…I didn’t like the idea of him being sad—

I shut down that line of thought. It was a trick. I needed to focus. I took a deep breath and waited until he was just a step away before rocking back on the bed and pushing out with my feet.

He took the hit to his chest and staggered back. “Fuck,” he grunted. “I think you may have cracked a rib, Princess.”

I should’ve felt satisfaction, but I felt sort of sick as I slid off the bed. I rushed for one of the doors. Grasping the gold handle, I yanked it open—

A large clawfoot tub—an absolutely beautiful clawfoot tub—greeted me.

“Wrong door.”

Hissing, I spun toward the other one. He was so damn quick, planting himself in front of the exit.

I charged, my swings and kicks coming in rapid succession, but he was good—and fast—his movements so fluid it seemed like he was part of the very air around us. He deftly blocked each blow, but as he caught my next swing and pushed me back, I saw the beginnings of deep purple bruises forming on his skin. A mix of satisfaction and sorrow filled me at knowing I was causing him pain, but I also felt a twinge of guilt for hurting someone I…

Pain stabbed my temples, making me stumble. He caught me by the shoulders, and my head jerked up.

His chiseled features, rigid and severe, softened the moment our gazes met. “We don’t have to do this.”

I drew my knee up, aiming for his stomach. Groaning, he dropped his hold. Without wasting time, I turned for the other door.

He wrapped an arm around my waist with a curse and spun me back toward the bed. I let out a frustrated growl.

“Growl all you want,” he said, the line of his jaw hard. “You’re not getting past me.”

There was no mistaking his determination to keep me here. It was a fire burning in his eyes and tone, and it was all too familiar.

Never again.

I charged him, dropping low to strike with a vicious kick. He jumped, avoiding the leg sweep. I popped up, panting for breath. Sweat glistened on his brow, and a line of crimson trickled from the corner of his split lip, staining his jaw and cheek. The metallic scent of his blood filled my nostrils. Hunger gnawed at me.

I needed to feed.

If I did, I knew I could take him down instead of merely trying to escape. That’s what I should be doing. But…

Something stopped me. Was it my distrust? Getting close enough to feed would make me vulnerable. Or was it the knowledge that he hadn’t once swung on me?

It didn’t matter.

He stepped toward me, and I thrust my knee up, aiming for his groin. With swift movements, he shielded himself with his thigh and then tried to pin my arms to my sides.

Realizing he was going for the type of hold that would force submission, I let my legs buckle.

Unprepared for my dead weight, his grip slipped. He cursed as I landed on my knees. Ignoring the dull pain, I rocked back and jumped to my feet.

A wave of tingles swept up the back of my head, momentarily causing darkness to creep into the corners of my vision. Breathing harshly, I backed up until I hit the wall. Agitation and rising exhaustion grew as he calmly waited for my next move.

With one last surge of energy, I pushed off the wall and used a nearby chair to gain height. Balancing precariously on the seat, I jumped off and kicked toward him. The wooden legs scraped against the floor, desperately trying to gain traction.

My body moved swiftly through the air, muscles coiled as I started to twist and extend my leg—

The bastard snagged me in midair.

A snarl of anger tore from my lips as he effortlessly hauled me back against him. His pine-and-spice scent filled my nostrils. I struggled against his hold, his grip like an iron vise around my arms.

“I can do this all night,” he taunted, his voice low. “But I’d prefer not to.”

Fueled by anger and panic, I threw my head back without thinking, connecting with his chin. A spike of pain joined the pounding as he grunted in surprise.

“Fuck,” he swore, his grip loosening enough for me to break free. “That was unnecessary.”

I took off.

He caught my arm and spun me to the side. Lifting me, he held me close to him.

Gods, his strength was shocking.

I frantically searched for an escape route as he moved away from the door again. Unfortunately, my efforts were futile as the distance between me and my freedom grew larger and larger. Desperate to break free, I pulled my legs up and swung both our bodies backward. He slammed into one of the wooden bedposts, causing it to creak loudly. A grunt of pain escaped him as he staggered a foot to the side. Pulling my knees up again, I threw my weight back.

He went down, this time landing on the bed instead of the floor with my back to his chest.

“Let me go!” I thrashed wildly, only managing to make him tighten his hold on me.

“I can’t do that, Poppy,” he said with a hint of regret.

I dug my nails into the arm around my waist and heard him hiss in pain. That gave me a little wiggle room—just enough to create enough space to draw my arm back. I shoved my elbow into his stomach. He cursed, his grip loosening. I twisted and faced him, lifting my arm.

He caught my wrist. “What poor manners you have,” he drawled with a bloody smirk. “Hitting isn’t nice.”

Clamping an arm around my waist, he yanked me down again. Somehow, I ended up straddling him, the softest part of me pressed to the hardest part of him.

My mind went blank for a moment as I thought I picked up the sound of approaching footsteps. I wasn’t sure because I was stunned by the feel of him beneath me.

I liked it.

A lot.

A riot of sensations erupted in me—a confusing mix of desire and fear. Both were unacceptable. I needed to move, but I could feel his heartbeat thudding against my chest in sync with mine. I breathed him in, the intoxicating mix of his scent and blood sending a pleasant warmth coursing through my veins. I wanted it. I wanted him. A shudder swept through me. It was overwhelming, and for a second, I couldn’t remember why I had been fighting him.

Not safe here.

Instinct kicked in, reminding me of who he was—a liar, a thief, a manipulator…a murderer, and a monster. The rush of lust and desire didn’t fade, though.

Gods, there was something very wrong with me.

His chest rose beneath mine as his nostrils flared, his eyes darkening into pools of heated honey. A sharp pulse of desire coiled low in my stomach.

“Princess?” He lifted his head. “I can smell your desire.”

My entire body flushed hot, and my ears burned as the footsteps drew nearer.

Our mouths were so close that his lips brushed mine when he spoke. “I can practically taste your lust. Honeydew,” he murmured. I turned my head slightly, letting my eyes close.

My breath snagged in my chest as a sudden memory rose: a cold night under crimson leaves, his body hot and hard behind mine, his hand between my thighs. A warm, shivery sensation radiated from my core, so intense that it silenced everything, even the throbbing pain in my head. Even the hunger. I remembered. We’d been in the Blood Forest with others, though I’d known him by a different name then. There were guards. But that hadn’t mattered. Another shudder raced through me.

He had been the first to give me pleasure with his touch.

He’d been my first for everything.

No.

The whispered word didn’t feel like my instincts. It sounded like…

His breath coasted over my cheek, nearing my mouth. I knew I should be fighting; we were too close. This was dangerous—

He nipped my lower lip, dragging a gasp from me as a flash of heat answered his quick bite. My eyes flew open.

The faint silver aura behind his pupils brightened, and he winked.

Then, he moved.

In the blink of an eye, he’d rolled me under him. His sudden weight and the feel of him above me fried my senses. I didn’t move an inch. I didn’t protest as he gained the upper hand, catching my wrists and pressing them above my head. I didn’t even attempt to break his hold when he transferred both wrists to one hand. All I could feel was him. His body. His warmth. The wicked dart of desire coursing through me in response to being under him. How he—

“Whatever you do,” he said, raising his voice. “Do not open that door, Kieran.”

I jolted. The image of a large, fawn-colored wolf came to mind. He was…a wolven. I silently mouthed the name, feeling that it meant something, too. It was as if he was important to me. To us—

Sharp pain stabbed my head, forcing a harsh breath from my lungs. I shrank back—or rather tried and failed since there was nowhere to go.

“What’s going on, Cas?” came the muffled voice.

My heart pounded unsteadily as the pain returned with a vengeance.

His gaze held mine. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit,” the other voice said. I suddenly realized that something wouldn’t allow me to think his name past the initial acknowledgment—like the one currently on top of me. “She’s awake. I can feel her.”

That drew my brows together. He could feel me?

I heard the door handle rattle.

“Don’t!” the one above me ordered as a wave of power flooded the chamber, raising the hairs on my arms.

The handle stopped moving. A moment passed, and then, “Did you seriously just try to use compulsion on me?” the wolven demanded. “You can’t even see me, you fucker.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” he replied, not even sounding a little bit sorry.

With sheer effort, I pulled my gaze from his and turned my head toward the door. An idea took shape.

“Poppy.” His voice had lowered, and there was almost a hint of amusement in his tone. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t.”

I wet my dry lips.

He sighed. “You’re going to ignore me.”

He was right again.

“He won’t let me out,” I yelled, wincing as a fiery sting of disuse swept down my throat. “Please—”

His hand folded over my mouth, silencing me. Disbelief flooded me as I felt the rough calluses of his palm against my lips.

“What in the actual fuck?” the wolven said from the hall.

I screamed a stream of curses that only came out as a string of incoherent nonsense.

He raised a brow, his thumb moving back and forth across my chin. “I have a feeling it’s probably a good thing I couldn’t understand any of that.”

“Fuck this,” came a muffled curse. “I’m com—”

“You open that door, she’s going to make a run for it,” he warned, all amusement gone from his tone and expression, though his thumb continued its slow, oddly comforting swipes across my chin. “Or she’ll attack you.”

“She wouldn’t…” The wolven trailed off. “Fuck.”

“Yeah,” the one above me said, and the gruff way he spoke caused me to still beneath him. “Let me handle this.” His eyes closed, and his features tensed. “Please.”

My heart twisted sharply as a gap of silence fell. Eventually, one word came. “Okay.” I had a feeling it had taken nearly everything he had to say that.

A shudder of relief coursed through him. No other sound came from the wolven until I heard his retreat. I got the strange impression that he had not only left the hall but was putting more distance between himself and this chamber. That he had to. I wasn’t sure how I knew that, but more than just my heightened senses told me as much.

Several moments passed, and I kept my gaze fixed on him. The only thing that moved on him was his chest and his thumb. He appeared lost in thought, and I knew if I acted now, I could possibly overpower him. But I couldn’t look away. I had no excuse other than that.

Thick lashes fanned the slightly shadowed flesh beneath his eyes. My gaze tracked over the stubble on his tense jaw. The bruises I had given him minutes ago had begun to fade, and the skin of his lip had already healed. Gods, he was beautiful.

“Why aren’t you fighting me right now?” he asked, his voice strained, each word seeming to get caught in his throat. His thumb slipped away from my mouth. “Have you asked yourself that? I’m sure you have.” His fingers splayed on my cheek. “And I’m sure you know why.”

I did—

Searing, relentless pressure exploded in my head, making it feel like it might cave in. I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on breathing.

“Poppy,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I don’t want to fight you.”

Don’t trust him.

My eyes snapped open. His eyes glittered like polished citrine. “Let me take away your pain.”

I’d heard that before, and it had been a lie. But…

“I can help you,” he promised.

My heart urged me to trust him. Told me I could as I watched him smile just enough for the hint of a deep dimple to appear on one cheek.

“You’re in pain,” he said, his voice strained with anguish. “I can take it away. My blood is yours. My strength is yours.” He shuddered. “I am yours.”

Do it.

Take him.

I closed my eyes. My jaw had started to ache from how tightly I was clenching my teeth. I couldn’t—

End him before he sees what you’ve become.

I needed to stop him.

Kill him before it’s too late. Because I knew how this would end.

Still, I didn’t struggle against his hold.

“Such a fool. So weak. You’ve always been a disappointment.” His laugh was like cracking ice, freezing my skin. “Please, let me help you.”

My eyes stung as a different kind of ache filled my chest. How was telling me that I was a weak and disappointing fool supposed to help?

“Godsdamn it, Poppy,” he growled. “Look at me!”

I obeyed out of surprise. It was the first time he’d raised his voice at me since I woke. I expected to see a smug grin on his face, but there was no trace of that taunting laugh. His eyes searched mine intently, clearly looking for something.

A ragged breath left him. “I love you, Poppy.”

And I lo—

My heart constricted as pain exploded in my temples. His voice. His words. Despite the aching head, I knew I’d heard him say them before. And regardless of my chaotic thoughts, I knew he meant them.

Always and forever—

Back arching, I let out a cry as a crushing force clamped down on my skull, sending shockwaves through me that stole my breath.

His weight suddenly left me as he shifted back, lifting me with him to hold me in his lap. Releasing my wrists, he clasped my cheek. Ravenous hunger erupted and quickly overcame the faint charge of energy, but something else brimmed beneath the need, spreading like a wildfire and clawing at the very core of my being. It was that twisted darkness. As my gaze met his, I had the violent and blood-soaked urge to sink my fangs into his throat. Not to feed.

But to kill.

Yes.

“You need to feed, Poppy. You’ll feel better once you do,” he coaxed, his voice a seductive lure. “I’m sure of it.” A moment passed. “Take what you need from me.”

Every cell in my body was starving. My gaze zeroed in on his throat.

I should take from him. Take everything.

My stomach plummeted with fear, and I pulled back.

The arm around my waist stopped me as a pained sound came from him. “I need you to listen to me,” he said, his voice rough, his hand sliding from my cheek to the back of my head. He guided me to his throat. My nose brushed his skin as I breathed in his scent. “You need to feed, Poppy.” He cupped my cheek. “Please.”

That one word from him.

It undid me.

I could no longer stop myself. My breath danced over his pulse. A heartbeat passed, and then I sank my fangs into the vein.

A tingling sensation erupted and spread in my mouth when the first drop of blood hit my tongue. The taste…

Gods.

It was a jolt to my senses, tart and sweet as it coursed down my throat. I swallowed as unease itched at the edges of my consciousness, faint and hollow. But I was immediately lost in the warmth and texture of his blood. Thick and warm, it hit the void in my chest first. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever tasted. I wanted more. Needed more. I gripped the back of his neck.

His fingers curled into my hair as I drank deeply, my body trembling with each pull at his vein. He held me close to him as I fed, and the fog in my mind began to dissipate, taking the crimson wisps with it. I released my fangs, moaning as the cramps in my muscles started to subside, replaced by a pleasant thrill. I shifted in his embrace so I straddled him.

“Gods, you have no idea how good it feels to have you in my arms,” he said, his voice thicker. “I don’t know what will come next, but no matter what we face, we’ll do it together.”

His fingers brushed my cheek and smoothed my hair back in a slow, comforting caress as he spoke. His words were confusing at first, but his touch was a gift. And I knew that touch was important because it had been forbidden to me for so long. The sense of being here before surfaced as I drank from him.

Because I had been.

He had done this for me before. Had given me his vein when I was in need. And I knew I’d done the same for him after he went too long without feeding. We would do anything for each other.

“Because there is no way I’m going to lose you now.” His fingers moved on my scalp. “No way at all. I will always bring you back to me.”

His blood was like liquid fire, igniting a new heat and a different kind of instinct. A noise, much like a purr, came from me, and his hips jerked in response. I felt him against me, hard and thick. An intense curling sensation tightened low in my stomach. Gods, the size of him… A rush of damp heat gathered between my thighs.

“Gods,” he groaned, shuddering against me. “What you do to me.” His fingers pressed into my waist. “Will you ever know? Truly?”

I knew I wanted more of him.

Truly.

I moaned, rising so I could feel him straining against where I ached for him, thick and hard against my core. A heaviness settled in my breasts, and my nipples pebbled against his chest. Restlessly, I moved against him, fingers digging into his forearm. He let out a low groan as I rubbed against the hard length of his arousal. His hips flexed, and his hand landed on mine before sweeping down, leaving a trail of shivers in its wake. His fingers pressed into my bottom.

I swallowed hard and started to see something through the fog. Brown walls and the slow, steady rocking of a…ship. I saw myself holding a journal bound in red, and I realized I was seeing one of his memories. He was between my thighs, his eyes heated, and his lips glossy as he grinned up at me, a deep dimple in his right cheek.

“Gods,” he groaned as I continued to move against him. “I believe you know exactly what you do to me.” His hand moved back to my hip. “I can’t believe I am about to say this—” He groaned again, his hand fisting my gown. “But you need to behave yourself.”

Whatever else he said got lost in my desire for him, the need I had. For his blood. His body. To have the hard, thick length I ground against inside me. A deep guttural sound left him as I rocked against him, pressing my core against his length.

I ground against his erection, wishing there were no barriers between us, but I was too impatient. Pleasure coiled tightly inside me. I stopped swallowing, and my movements became almost frantic. The tension building between my thighs ratcheted up to a level that was almost painful. The friction wasn’t enough.

“I’ve got you,” he said, gripping my hip, but he made no move to remove the clothing between us.

I let go of his arm and reached down.

His fingers quickly wrapped around my wrist to stop me. “No.”

A whimper of frustration escaped.

“I want nothing more than to be inside you, to feel your heat when you come.” He pulled my hand as I groaned. “But that’s not going to happen right now,” he said, his voice thin and pained. “We don’t need to do that right now.”

But I needed that right now.

I needed.

“Trust me,” he bit out as he shifted, dragging me down just enough for his hard ridge to press firmly against that sensitive nub of nerves. “Take what you need.”

I cried out against his throat as a wave of shivery pleasure erupted from deep within me.

“There you go.” His hand tightened, digging into the gown, into my flesh, urging me to take what I wanted.

And I did.

He trembled as I moved against him, his cock hitting that spot with each roll of my hips. He was breathing heavily, his entire body tense and hard against mine as a quaking inferno built within me, ready to burst. And when it did, the release was intense and overwhelming, crashing over me in pounding waves of ecstasy as I took what I needed. And kept taking.

I knew he would give me everything until his body grew limp—until there was no seed or blood left in him to give. And I would take it all. Pleasure spun itself up once more.

“Poppy,” he rasped.

That name.

Poppy.

Penellaphe.

That…was me. And his name…I knew it, didn’t I? They meant something together. They meant…

No.

My brows furrowed as I slowed against him. Yes. I was Poppy. Penellaphe. Queen. The fog in my mind started to dissipate, allowing bits of coherent thought to surface.

My body locked. I didn’t want to take it all because I…I loved him.

I loved Casteel.

All at once and without warning, I remembered myself.

I jerked back so fast I fell onto my rear. He moved to snag me around the waist. Pressure swelled in my head as I panted for breath. I looked at him, unable to ignore the thick ridge of his arousal straining against his breeches. I forced my gaze upward as I hung half-suspended over the edge of the bed. The skin of his throat was bruised around two puncture wounds that still seeped blood.

My gaze crawled over his features, noting the sharper angles of his cheeks and the tension gathered at his mouth. Shame and still-lingering lust scalded my skin as my gaze fixed on the wound I’d created.

“You haven’t taken nearly enough,” Casteel said, pulling me back against his chest. His hand went to my cheek, and then he was guiding me toward his throat once more. “You need to feed.”

I wanted to tell him that I remembered him. That I remembered us, but all I could force out was, “Cas.”

He froze for a heartbeat and then leaned back. His chest rose sharply, and his eyes widened, his voice coming out as a hoarse whisper when he said, “Poppy.”

My lips parted, and a cold chill slithered through me as the pain ramped up in my head. I wanted to tell him there was something wrong with me, but the coldness invading me was spreading. The crimson haze returned, clouding my thoughts and edging out reason.

“Poppy,” he breathed, curling his fingers into my hair. “Do you—?”

My head snapped down. I sank my fangs into the flesh above the first wound. A hiss escaped him as I gripped the back of his neck. I drank deeply, pulling hard as my heart pounded.

Pain pricked at my senses, burning hot. It wasn’t mine. It was his. I was causing…

Keep taking.

His voice was strained when he spoke again. “I need you to release your fangs.”

I drank, mindlessly obeying the cold, dark need growing within me that spoke to the part of me that was the shadows in my blood, commanding me to keep feeding, to keep taking until I felt his heartbeat slow and flutter.

Until it ceased beating.

No, I didn’t want that.

I needed to stop, but I couldn’t. Oh, gods, I couldn’t stop.

Panic surged, scattering my thoughts into a chaotic frenzy. My eyes snapped open. The blood-red haze wrapped in shadows had followed me into the chamber, rippling across the bed behind us and rising like vicious swords. A smell flowed around us, overpowering the scents of pine, spice, and fresh citrus in the snow.

I knew that smell.

Lilacs.

Stale lilacs.

Death.

His voice was in my ear, sounding strained and distant. The hand buried in my hair trembled and then firmed. My grip on his neck tightened.

Just a little bit more. I just needed to keep taking until his body turned as cold as mine. Until I ended him. Death was in my blood, I was meant to do this, it was a part of my nature—

Tension seized my muscles as my thoughts echoed back to me. That…that didn’t feel right. Death wasn’t in my nature.

My attention shifted to the hand wrapped around the back of his neck. At first, I didn’t understand what I was seeing. Shadows tinged in silver and gold swirled beneath my skin. My gaze followed the display of eather beneath my flesh and the wispy tendrils of essence seeping from my fingers into the air.

I squeezed my eyes shut as his hand slid to my cheek. His fingers pressed in firmly, attempting to unlock my jaw.

A loud crash shattered the silence of the chamber. His fingers dropped from my cheeks. “What…fuck?” he growled, his voice fading in and out as I remained latched to his throat.

Something hard and rough clamped down on my shoulder, and a sound rumbled from my chest in warning.

“Get your hand off her,” Casteel warned. “Now.”

A heartbeat later, my fangs ripped through his flesh as someone yanked me backward. There was resistance as Casteel still held on to me, refusing to let go even though he’d held death in his embrace. But he was either weakened just enough that he couldn’t hold on, or the pain of his flesh tearing had momentarily stunned him. I lost my grip on him. Maybe because I hadn’t taken nearly enough blood.

Suddenly, I was airborne and flying backward. I smacked into the wall, and pain flared on the back of my head and down my spine, throwing me into the darkness.


CHAPTER 3
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CASTEEL

I fell forward onto my hands, feeling the hot gush of blood running down my throat. I ignored the pain, and my head snapped up just as Poppy smacked into the wall.

Time seemed to grind to a halt as she yelped and crumpled to the floor. Her limbs were splayed at awkward angles, her body completely still.

I saw red.

I saw fucking red. Tasted it. Became it.

Barely feeling the cold, hard floor under my palms or the fiery sting of my torn flesh, I pushed upward. Eather throbbed in my chest, sending a chill through the air as I locked eyes with the fucking draken standing between her and me.

He lifted his hands. “I can see you’re angry—”

With a roar that shook the walls, I shot forward. Rage, pure and scalding, coursed through my veins, joining the surge of essence that rose from the very depths of my being. I grabbed Reaver by the shoulder and hair, lifting the draken as if he were no heavier than a sack of grain. I saw a brief flicker of surprise in his widening eyes, almost as if he couldn’t believe I had lifted him off his feet before he quickly masked it and the room blurred in a whirl.

I hurled him across the chamber.

The sound of his body thudding against the far wall with a force that echoed brought a too-short, savage sense of satisfaction before concern for Poppy took over.

I rushed to her side, dropping to my knees. Or maybe I had fallen. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that Poppy wasn’t moving. Icy panic had a grip on me, even though, in the back of my mind, I knew she had to be okay. She was a godsdamn Primal god, but my fingers still trembled as I brushed the hair back from her cheek. Her skin was ashen, a stark contrast to the glistening blood smearing her chin and neck. She lay there, fragile and still, and it messed with my head.

“Casteel,” Reaver called.

My jaw clenched as I leaned over her, pressing my lips to her cool forehead. Slowly, I rose and faced the draken, discovering that he’d dragged his ass off the floor.

He sighed heavily. “Can we just not do whatever it is you’re thinking?”

The laugh that came from me was dark and sharp.

Reaver tensed. “Casteel—”

I shot across the chamber and tackled the draken. The impact reverberated through the chamber as I took him to the floor. Straddling him, I drew my arm back and slammed my fist down again and again.

It wasn’t enough.

I wanted him to bleed.

I grabbed him by the hair and started to rise, punching down.

“Gods, you’re worse than that wolf.” Reaver caught my hand, his vertical pupils thinning as the blue of his eyes brightened. “Done yet?”

I was nowhere near done.

“Didn’t think so.” Turning his head to the side, he spat out a mouthful of blood. “But I am.” Reaver rocked back, drawing his knees back as the hand around my fist hardened. “Don’t make me send you off to dreamland.”

I drove my knee into his stomach just as I caught sight of the ridges of scales appearing. If that fucker thought shifting would save him—

He slammed his feet into my chest, knocking the air from my lungs. Stumbling back, I hit the wardrobe. The heavy oak doors cracked, and dull pain flared across my back.

A shivery wave of energy swept over me from head to toe as I straightened and shook off the pain. “I’m going to break every bone in your body.”

Reaver rose slowly. There wasn’t even one godsdamn bruise forming on the fucker’s face. “No, you’re not.”

“And when I’m done doing that,” I said, my voice a guttural scratch against my throat, full of frostbitten wrath, “I’m going to rip your hands off.”

He stepped to the side just a few inches. “That’s not going to happen either.”

I stalked toward him, the tips of my fingers stinging. “Then I’m going to beat you with your own fucking hands.”

Reaver raised a brow, his lips moving silently as he repeated what I said. He chuckled. “That’s actually amusing to picture.”

“You won’t be thinking that when it happens.” I swung at him.

He caught my arm again, his eyes narrowing. “You should really get your nails trimmed.”

I glanced at my hand, seeing claws. My upper lip curled. “I’ll trim them on your bones.”

The draken rolled his eyes and shoved me back. “You should be thanking me instead of threatening me.”

“I’m about to thank you with my fist punching straight through your chest.” The air charged with static as the essence flared hotly within me.

“Look, you have to realize I’m not trying to hurt her permanently,” he said.

Yeah, part of me recognized that. She was the draken’s Liessa—their Queen. Well, maybe not since Seraphena was awake. I didn’t fucking know. And I didn’t care at the moment. “But you did.”

“She’ll be fine.” He paused, frowning as he looked over his shoulder. “Well, I suppose fine is relative—”

The blow I landed knocked the draken’s head to the side, driving him down to one knee. “Son of a dakkai.”

I reached for him, halting when I heard a soft moan. I spun toward the sound, my heart clenching.

Poppy.

Her hands twitched and then flattened against the floor. She pushed up, her face shielded by a thick curtain of velvety-red waves.

Seeing her snapped me out of my blood-soaked rage. It wasn’t like I wasn’t still pissed, but breaking Reaver into pieces wasn’t my priority anymore. She was.

Acid simmered in my gut as I let my newly found senses stretch. What I picked up from her would haunt me for a long time. The suffocating confusion I’d tasted from her since she woke was still there. The bitter taste of distrust was stronger. But, gods, the pain. The pain. It alternated between a red-hot burn and an icy freeze. I would do anything to take it away.

Feeling a sharp prickle on my fingertips, I watched as the claws retracted and started toward her.

The draken cursed and grabbed my shoulder. “You need to stay—”

Whipping around, I gripped Reaver by the throat and pushed him into the wall. A muscle flexed along my jaw as I forced a slow breath in and out. I had to remind myself that, for some reason, Poppy liked this draken. I held on to that thought. “You have no idea what it’s taking for me not to end your life right now.”

“The feeling is mutual,” he bit out, planting a hand on my chest and thrusting me back. “You need to get away from her.”

“Not going to happen.” I turned to Poppy. She was on her knees, arms trembling, and that fucking broke me. I called to her, but she gave no indication that she heard me.

“Listen to me.” Reaver darted in front of me, blocking my path. “There is something wrong with her. I can sense—”

I tried to sidestep Reaver as I felt the energy suddenly ramp up in the chamber. Reaver felt it, too. The scent of stale lilacs tainted every breath I took as he turned, and I stepped to the side.

Holy shit.

I stared at Poppy in shock as she stood. I was used to seeing the other side of her. Her ability to heal and even restart a heart that had gone quiet. I was familiar with all the warmth of life she could give. But there wasn’t even a hint of warmth in Poppy now as her gaze flicked up to mine. There was something else—a glint I’d seen lurking behind the ravenous hunger since she awakened.

Something that reminded me of the dark, bloody cells the Blood Queen had kept me in.

Only the faintest hint of gold and silver were visible among the streaks of midnight-hued Primal mist swirling around her legs. A few slender tendrils of essence thickened, rising at her sides and moving with the sinuous grace of a pit viper as she lifted her head. Through strands of hair, I saw her eyes.

Since she’d awakened, they hadn’t resembled the pure silver orbs of a god I’d briefly seen. Nor were they the fractured silver and green.

They were a multitude of colors now.

The hue—like spring grass—was familiar, and the silver wasn’t entirely new. But instead of a luminous sheen forming an aura behind her pupils or even streaks, it was scattered blotches throughout the green—almost like tiny starbursts. There were streaks in her irises, though. Ribbons of gold and—fuck, there it was in her eyes. Faint bands of shadowy crimson. The mass of eather twitched and snapped in the air, ready to strike at any moment.

“Fucking gods,” Reaver muttered.

“Poppy.” I gentled my voice as I stepped forward.

“If you think to handle her now, you’re out of your mind,” the draken snapped, throwing his arm out to stop me. “She’s about to go full Primal on your ass. You can’t do shit against that.”

I knocked his arm aside. “I can handle her.”

“Really?” The draken’s laugh was harsh. “You think she can’t tear you apart? End your life?” he asked, and my gaze cut to him. “In case you need it spelled out for you—yes, she can kill you and your wolf, bond be damned.”

“She would never,” I seethed.

“Poppy would never. But that, right there,” he said, jabbing a finger at her, “that is not the Poppy you know.”

Every part of my being rebelled against what he said, but there was a stark truth in it, which settled inside me like an unwanted visitor.

The air in the chamber thinned as Poppy turned her head toward the draken.

Reaver tensed, his eyes narrowing on her. “Don’t even think it.”

The chamber trembled, and the stone beneath our feet shuddered. The silver streaks swirling in the mist brightened.

His eyes widened a fraction as he muttered, “Damn it.”

Poppy didn’t lift a hand. There was no display of eather. All she did was flick the wrist of her right hand, which was all it took.

The draken flew backward and slammed into the opposite wall. The stone cracked on impact, and he landed on his knees with a groan.

I smirked. “Looks like you’re the one who can’t do shit.”

“I’m really regretting removing those chains from you,” he snarled, pushing to his feet.

“Chains,” Poppy whimpered.

My head swiveled back to her. The mist recoiled as her chest rose with a sharp breath. The sudden…sorrow I picked up from her was tangy and hard to swallow as the Primal essence swirling around her collapsed and then completely evaporated.

Our eyes met. The crimson had disappeared into the shadowy bands, and…gods. I saw what looked like recognition in her stare.

Every muscle in my body went rigid. “Poppy?”

She wiped the back of her hand over her chin. Her gaze lowered to the blood streaking her fingers. She stiffened and then flinched, letting out a short, piercing cry as she staggered to the side. Her knees buckled.

I shot forward. This time, I was faster than Reaver and reached her before he could stop me. With his sharp curse echoing in the chamber, I caught her around the waist and lowered both of us. Drawing her close to my chest, I carefully tilted her head back. “Do you…?” I cleared my throat. “Do you remember who you are?”

“Cas,” she whispered.

A shudder of relief swept through me, and I swore to the gods that if I weren’t already sitting, I would’ve ended up on the floor. A knot lodged in my throat, and my vision blurred a little. I couldn’t find my fucking voice. Likely because there weren’t words to express the relief I felt.

Trembling, she stared up at me, her breathing ragged. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

My chest squeezed. “You have nothing to apologize for, my Queen.”

“I hurt you,” she cried, her eyes glistening with tears as she stared at my neck. “Oh, gods, I hurt you.”

“I’m completely fine. I swear to you,” I assured her, feeling Reaver drawing closer. Not taking my attention off her, I smoothed my thumb over her cheek to wipe away a tear that had worked itself free. I smiled for Poppy, saying, “If you have an ounce of self-preservation, Reaver, you will stay back.”

He halted.

“Reaver—” Gripping my arm, she sucked in a sharp breath and sat up, looking over my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about him,” I told her. “He’s also fine.”

Reaver huffed.

Cupping her cheek, I guided her eyes back to mine. My heart—our hearts—pounded. “It’s going to be okay.”

Her cool fingers slid up my arm. “I lo—” With a piercing scream, her head kicked back.

Panic seized me as her body went rigid. I shouted her name as she strained in my arms.

Dismissing my earlier warning, Reaver was at our side in a heartbeat. I couldn’t hold Poppy still in my arms. I had to lay her on the floor, keeping one arm under her head as my gaze swept over her body, looking for any signs of injury. I tugged down the hem of the gown that had ridden up and did another sweep. I didn’t see anything but the smear of dried blood on her neck. As much as I wanted to blame Reaver, I knew he hadn’t caused this. “She’s been feeling pain like this on and off since she woke.”

Her eyes widened. “No.” Terror poured into that one word as she suddenly scrambled back—or tried to. “No!”

“Poppy—” I caught the fist she swung at me an inch before it connected with my face. Holding her hand to my chest, I shifted onto my knees in case she tried to swing on me again. “What did I say before? There’s no need for hitting,” I said, forcing my tone to be light and teasing. “At least, right now.”

“Let me go!” she screamed.

My heart dropped. “I can’t do that, Poppy. I’m sorry, but…” I trailed off, my body flashing cold. She stared at me as if I terrified her.

And Poppy had never truly been afraid of me. Not even when she should’ve been.

But she had been earlier when she kept backing away from me, when she looked at me like I’d been conjured from her worst nightmares. It was almost as if she wasn’t seeing me but rather someone else.

All at once, I remembered how she had said I’d called her weak. She had sounded so certain I’d spoken those words. But I hadn’t. I would never when she was the very opposite of that.

Was she somehow slipping back and forth between remembering who she was and not?

I managed to hold her still. “Who am I?”

Poppy thrashed wildly, refusing to answer.

“Look at me,” I demanded, feeling the air charge with eather. “Damn it, look at me, Poppy!”

Her eyes snapped open, revealing that dull crimson again. She started to turn her head.

Dropping her hand, I gripped her chin. “You know who I am. You just said so. And you know I love you. That you’re just as much my everything as I am to you.”

Poppy blinked several times, finally calming in my arms. The crimson streaks in her eyes faded away once more. “Cas…”

“That’s my Queen.” My smile was immediate, but I felt little relief. “Can you tell me what just happened?”

“I saw—” Poppy reared back, another scream leaving her before she clenched her jaw shut.

Cursing under my breath, I laid her out once more since that had seemed to help last time. Her jaw clenched as she twisted sideways, bringing her knees against my legs and trying to curl up. The raw anguish coming from her seared my soul like a branding iron.

A frantic sort of desperation fisted in my chest as I folded my hand around hers. “Tell me what’s wrong. Please.”

Sweat beaded on her forehead. “I…I hurt.”

An ache that was all mine gripped my chest. Taking a bone dagger there was less painful than the sight of Poppy in such pain. “I know, sweetheart.”

“Sweetheart?” she gasped. “You…you’ve never called me that before.”

“I know.” A shaky laugh left me. “It kind of just came out.”

“I…I like it.” She panted, lashes fluttering.

“Then I will make sure I say it again,” I promised, my breath ragged. “Can you tell me what hurts?”

“Everything,” she whispered.

“That kills me to hear. It really does.” I gently brushed my fingers over her shoulder as my mind raced for a way to help her. “We can get you something to take for the pain. Medicine.” I glanced back at Reaver. “Would that work on her?”

He stared at her, a curtain of hair shielding his profile. “I don’t know. The only time I’ve seen a Primal in such pain was due to a physical wound. And with that, it’s usually feeding or going into stasis.”

That wasn’t much, but it was something. “She didn’t get enough blood.” A smidgen of hope blossomed as I brushed several hair strands back from her face. “Poppy, you need to feed—”

“No.”

“It could take the pain away.” I bent over her, tucking some hair behind her ear once more. “It could help.”

“You…can’t allow that.”

“Poppy—”

Her eyes snapped open as she clutched my arm. “There’s something—” Her features contorted with agony, her nails digging into my skin. “There’s something wrong with me.”

My heart lurched at the tremor in her voice. “We’ll figure out whatever it is and fix it. Together.”

“It’s not…safe.” Her eyes opened to thin slits. “You need to stay away from me.”

“That, I cannot do.”

“I’m sorry,” Poppy whispered and then inhaled deeply. “I love you.”

A heartbeat later, the air crackled with essence. Without warning, she wrenched herself free, and my ass was skidding backward across the stone. So was Reaver.

“Fuck.” I grunted, popping to my feet the moment she let up. I’d ended up clear across the chamber.

Poppy was on her feet in an instant, and those blotches of silver churned around her pupils as the streaks of gold and thin bands of crimson brightened. Those weren’t the only changes, though.

Along the swells of her breasts, gold-and-silver shadows blossomed under her skin. I watched them spread across her shoulders and climb up her throat, just as I’d seen them move in my flesh earlier.

“I…I don’t want…to hurt you,” she rasped, the crimson streaks dulling and then brightening in her eyes.

I blinked. “I know.”

A wave of burning-cold power drenched the chamber as she twisted her neck to the side. The essence in my blood stirred frantically in response while Reaver let out a low, staggered growl.

The air charged and crackled. Lightning flashed outside, briefly turning the chamber silver. The shadows raced down her arms as the streaks of red brightened in her eyes. “I will…kill you.”

“No.” I shook my head, squaring my shoulders. “You won’t.”

She went utterly still. Not even her chest moved. Then, her lips curled into a thin smile. “You can’t stop me.”

My entire body recoiled at the sound of her voice. It was all kinds of wrong—thready and brittle like dried bones and as cold as the darkest cell.

That smile wasn’t hers.

The voice wasn’t hers.

But she was in there.

That much I knew.

Latching onto that knowledge, I stalked forward. “You won’t allow yourself to hurt me.”

Poppy’s laugh felt like ice against my skin, but I didn’t stop. Her head—her body—moved in an almost serpentine manner as she straightened. The essence in me pulsed more frantically—

Reaver crashed into me a second before the chamber flashed an intense gold and silver. We both hit the floor.

“You’re a fool,” Reaver growled, his eyes wide. “You’re a fucking lovesick fool.”

“Get off me.” I shoved him to the side and sat up.

He rolled onto his back with a groan. “You’re welcome.”

I started to respond, but the first thing I saw was the cracked, smoking stone tile right where I’d been standing.

I shook my head.

“For saving your life,” Reaver added. “Again.”

I slowly rose to my feet and turned to Poppy. She was pressed against the wall, staring at her hands. The mottled shadows were gone from her skin.

“Oh, my gods,” she rasped.

“It’s all right.” I stepped over the burnt stone. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.” She jerked her head toward me. “Don’t…come any closer.”

A sharp ache pierced my chest. “Poppy, my Queen, I have to.”

“Even she knows you need to stay away from her,” Reaver commented, picking himself up. “So, try listening to her, you idiotic fuck.”

“You need to shut the fuck up,” I snapped at him.

Shoving his hair back from his face, he turned to me. “You know what almost happened, right? Or are you living in a realm of delusion? She let loose a bolt of eather—pure eather,” Reaver said, like I didn’t have a clue. “Maybe that would’ve knocked some sense into you. But more likely, it would’ve killed you.”

My head snapped toward him as I felt a surge of essence once more coming from Poppy. I braced myself, but she gave no indication of tapping into it as she slid down the wall.

The draken moved faster this time, putting himself between us again. He gripped my shoulders, his bright-blue eyes filling with the glow of eather as smoke wafted from his nostrils. “You need to stand down.”

I knocked his hands off me. “You should listen to your own advice.”

“You’re acting like you can fix that.” He pointed at her. “All you’re going to do is get yourself killed. And then I’ll have to deal with her”—he pointed in her direction again, and so help me gods, I was about to break that finger—“afterward.”

Taking a deep breath, I stepped back. “Fine.”

Reaver sighed. “Thank the gods—”

Spinning, I kicked him in the chin. “Fucker.”

Reaver slid across the floor with a growl. Ignoring him, I turned back to Poppy as she pulled her legs to her chest. Trembling, she buried her face against her knees. Fuck. My heart cracked, my legs as unsteady as a newborn foal’s. There was no way my heart could feel any more pain.

“You need…to leave.” Her words were muffled, sounding frail, but I still heard them loud and clear.

“Like I said. Even she knows you need to get out of here,” Reaver griped.

I ignored him. “I’m not leaving you, Poppy.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the draken exploded. “Fucking listen to me. You need to find that wolf of yours and stay…” Trailing off, he turned sharply toward Poppy with a curse.

A shudder started in her tense arms and ended at her toes as a wave of icy rage so intense I had to fight the instinctual urge to take a step back rose. That anger…

My skin chilled as I stared at Poppy. It was coming from her, but it didn’t feel like her.

Reaver actually took a step back, his head cocking to the side. “You feel that?”

I didn’t respond. He muttered a curse as we both picked up the sound of pounding boots coming up the hall. I knew who it was, but for some reason, the tension in my body only increased.

A second later, the chamber door swung open as Kieran burst into the room. His presence shocked me. And the fact that he’d come back after I’d assured him that I would take care of Poppy annoyed the fuck out of me.

“Fuck me,” Reaver muttered.

“No, thank you,” Kieran retorted, stalking forward, his gaze trained on Poppy.

“I wasn’t offering,” the draken spat.

Kieran’s steps faltered as he sniffed the air. The sharp inhale that followed was a punch to the chest. After a moment, he looked at me. His eyes widened slightly when he got a good look at my throat. “She do that?”

“It’s nothing.”

Tension tightened the corners of his mouth, and his gaze darted back to Poppy. Time seemed to slow as I stared at the wolven I’d shared a crib with. Warning bells rang in the back of my head as I looked down. His hands were trembling. My gaze slowly lifted to his profile. The way he stared at her told me he was trying to reach her through the notam.

He drew back, curtly shaking his head. “Talk to me, Cas. Tell me what’s going on.”

“You should be asking me that,” Reaver said.

Clamping my jaw shut, I stretched my neck from side to side.

“I need both of you to look at her—really look at her,” Reaver instructed, but he didn’t need to tell us to do that. We already were. “Does she look right to either of you?”

Kieran said nothing. He saw what I did. She sat with her knees tucked tightly against her chest, her toes curling against the stone floor. She didn’t even seem aware of Kieran’s arrival.

“I see her.” I swallowed. “She’s beautiful.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Reaver sounded like he wanted to throw both of us into a wall headfirst. “Do you not smell the stench of death?”

Kieran swallowed. “I do,” he acknowledged. “It’s not like anything I’ve smelled on her before. But she is a Primal of Death now.”

“No, shit,” snapped Reaver. “But that smell? That stale yet sweet scent? That’s not coming from her.” Reaver dragged the back of his hand over his mouth. “When I felt her wake, she wasn’t the only thing I felt. I sensed that he was near.”

Cold air poured into my chest. “He?”

“The true Primal of Death. Kolis,” he spat.

My ears buzzed as I went completely still.

“I came here to warn you, but the closer I got to this chamber, the stronger the feeling became. I can still feel him. It’s like a godsdamn frozen fist squeezing my chest,” he bit out, thumping his balled hand on his chest. “I don’t know how, but when she spoke earlier, and when she laughed? I could hear him. And that can only mean one thing. He’s here. And somehow, he’s inside her.”

What Reaver said was on repeat in my mind. He’s inside her. My muscles cramped as I forced myself to stand still. A storm of violence brewed inside me.

“How?” Kieran asked, his voice ragged. “How can that even be possible?”

“Kolis has been freed.”

“We already know that.” Kieran’s voice hardened.

“Look, neither of you has ever known a true Primal god or seen what they are capable of—especially the true Primal of Death.”

“And you have?” Kieran demanded.

“Unfortunately.”

The way Reaver answered caused my hands to fist.

“That doesn’t tell us how something like this could happen.” Kieran’s voice thinned.

“I don’t know how it’s possible,” the draken admitted, looking at me. “You thought he had something to do with the dead Ascended. Maybe that was him…feeding, which somehow gave him more power. More strength. Or maybe he’s always been in her or connected to her.”

“No.” I shook my head, every part of my being rebelling at the idea. “He hasn’t. I would’ve sensed that.”

“You don’t want to see what is right in front of you,” Reaver shot back. “And I get it. I do. But you’re smarter than this. Or so everyone claims. He’s in—”

“Do not speak those words again,” I said, my voice low. “If you do, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

Reaver clamped his mouth shut.

For about five seconds.

“Casteel—”

“Shut up,” Kieran growled at him, then glanced at me. “Did she get enough blood when she fed?”

Reaver groaned. “It’s like no one is listening to me.”

I shook my head.

Kieran stepped closer to me, his voice lowering. “Do you think it will help if she does?”

Yes.

That’s what I wanted to say as I shifted my stare back to Poppy.

That’s all I wanted this to be.

So did Kieran because I could hear the hope in his voice—could feel it.

But the damn draken was right. I was smarter than that. And so was Kieran. Ignoring what was happening in front of us would not only make us fools but also endanger Poppy.

I shook my head.

“Reaver could be wrong,” he argued. “She may just need blood.”

Reaver growled. “I thought you were supposed to be the more rational one.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Kieran snarled as my gaze sharpened on him. “Or I will shut you up.”

The warning bells were ringing even louder now. “He’s right.”

Kieran’s head cut to me. “What?”

“You are the more rational one.”

He scowled, turning his attention back to Poppy. “All I’m saying is that there is no way for any of us to know what is going on. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions based on…vibes.”

“Vibes?” muttered Reaver.

Kieran ignored him. “We should be operating on what we know about an Ascension. What is needed. Blood.” He shifted, exhaling raggedly as a tart and sour taste gathered in my throat. “That’s being rational.”

The ability to taste emotions was fresh, but I knew what I was tasting, and my wariness grew. He was uneasy—of course, he was. But it was more than that.

Those who didn’t know Kieran like I did often thought he was cold or detached, but that wasn’t the case. He felt everything just as intensely as the next person. And right now, he was worried for Poppy—for us.

But thanks to the Joining, he was picking up the same things from Poppy that I was. And while I had been—as Reaver had put it—a lovesick fool, Kieran had never been that. Between the two of us, he was always far more rational than I was. He was always the first to face the reality of a situation, no matter what emotions he felt. Sure, he felt hope, just like any of us did. Like with Elashya, the wolven he’d loved and lost. He’d hoped she could be cured somehow, but he’d faced the reality of the impossibility.

And when shit got real, it was always Kieran who kept a level head—who quickly assessed the situation for what it was and then acted on it. He didn’t waste time on desperate hope.

But he was now.

My gaze dipped. His hands no longer trembled, but they opened and closed rhythmically. And that wasn’t the only thing I noticed. His skin had thinned just enough for me to see tiny strands of fawn-colored fur breaking through. That was a sign he was about to lose his shit—something else that had happened only enough times for me to count on one hand.

I glanced at Poppy. She hadn’t moved an inch. My attention shifted back to Kieran. I could feel his heart racing.

“Kieran?” I waited until his gaze met mine. “Why are you here?”

He stared at me for a moment. “What kind of fucking question is that?”

I wet my lower lip. “I know you.”

“Yeah, you do. So, again, why would you ask me that?”

“Because I know if I asked you to let me handle Poppy, you would do just that.” I angled my body so I could keep an eye on Poppy. “No matter what was going on.”

“True,” he said after a moment. “But not when I think you’re in danger.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Reaver turn from Poppy. “Yeah, but you wouldn’t have picked up anything from me that would’ve given you that indication. I locked my shit down so you wouldn’t feel anything.”

A muscle began ticking in his jaw. “I told you I could feel her—”

“That’s not what brought you here.”

He held my stare for a few seconds, then looked away, shaking his head. He folded his arms over the black tunic he wore. “Do you really think that’s what we should be worried about right now?”

“For once,” Reaver drawled, “I actually agree with the wolf.”

My hands fisted. “I can worry about more than one thing at a time.”

Kieran’s nostrils flared, and what I tasted from him briefly wasn’t irritation. It was thick like concern but colder. Panic. And before he put up shields, I realized it also carried a distinctive sour note. I remembered then what emotion Poppy had once told me tasted like that.

Guilt.

And I was picking that up from Kieran.

A burst of raw pain cut through what I’d sensed from him, pulling my focus to Poppy. She was trembling, her eyes squeezed shut, and her features twisted. I moved toward her before I realized I was doing it.

“Stop,” she rasped. “Please.”

I halted, almost falling to my knees as I did. That sounded like her. I’d been wrong moments before when it truly felt like my heart had shattered, and nothing could feel worse. Because now, it felt like I’d ripped the heart right out of my chest when I spoke. “I can’t do that.”

Poppy lifted her head, and the aura in her eyes flashed. That was the only warning I got.

What felt like a gust of heated wind slammed into my chest. There was no fighting the force as I slid backward. I grabbed the bedpost and managed to stop myself as she eased up.

“I don’t know why she didn’t throw you into a wall,” Reaver grumbled.

“Because she loves me,” I said, straightening.

“Well, she likes me,” Reaver countered.

“She likes everyone,” Kieran said. “You’re not special.”

I could practically hear the draken’s eyes roll as I pushed off the bedpost.

“Kieran,” Poppy rasped, sounding like she had just seen him. “You answered.”

I halted.

He froze.

A vise had wrapped itself around my heart. “What does that mean?”

“I summoned…him,” she panted.

I didn’t take my eyes off her. “Why?”

Her throat worked on a swallow. “There’s something…wrong with me.”

“It’s okay.” I softened my tone, even as I felt the eather rising in me. “I’m going to help you.”

“You…can’t.” Her fingers were leaving indents in her flesh. “He can.”

I stiffened.

“Poppy,” Kieran whispered.

His voice. I’d only heard him sound that thin and broken once before. Right before Elashya took her last breath.

Poppy pitched forward before rocking back. “You…you promised.”

That vise tightened as I tore my gaze from her. My hands clenched at my sides again. “What is she talking about, Kieran?”

His eyes closed, and he shook his head.

“You…promised me,” she rasped.

“Don’t,” he whispered hoarsely, his eyes opening. The glow of eather was bright behind his pupils. “Don’t, Poppy.”

Her head jerked back as she slammed her palms onto the floor. “You promised me, Kieran!”

I couldn’t feel my hands. “What promise did you make to her?”

“There’s something…in me,” she cried, her tone slicing my heart into pieces. “It wants me to hurt him. Hurt all of you. Don’t…don’t let me do that.”

“You won’t.” Kieran stepped forward, the veins under his eyes beginning to fill with eather.

“What in the…?” Reaver’s whisper faded as he stared at Kieran. “Both of you?”

“You won’t,” Kieran repeated, ignoring Reaver. “You can fight this. You’re strong enough. We will figure something out.”

“Listen…to me.” She leaned forward onto one hand, gasping as a wave of silvery-gold and midnight rolled over her upper chest. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, but… You…you know what you have to do.”

Kieran staggered.

He staggered.

And that terrified me. Eather swelled within me, charging the air as I shouted, “What did you promise her?”

Kieran’s eyes slammed shut again.

I stepped toward him, feeling the stone tile vibrate beneath my feet. “I swear to the gods, if you don’t answer me…”

“To stop her,” he uttered. “I promised to stop her if she ever lost control.”

My entire realm seemed to grind to a halt as I stared at him. “How?”

Kieran’s eyes opened, and his head turned to mine. Streaks of gold and silver churned in his vivid-blue eyes. “By putting her in the ground.”

“Oh, fuck,” Reaver muttered.

I knew what that meant as I staggered back a step, my knees feeling like they’d buckle under the weight of the betrayal.

He was talking about putting her into a deep stasis. The kind that would require Poppy to be weakened to the point where her mind retreated into itself, and her body gave up. The kind the gods had just woken from. A stasis that didn’t last days or even months.

But years.

Centuries.

Six words.

That was all it took for me to no longer see the man who had been at my side since birth. Who knew everything there was to know about me. Who was there for me when I couldn’t even be there for myself. Who I not only trusted with my life but also with hers.

Six words was all it took for me to do what I never thought I would.

I attacked Kieran.


CHAPTER 4
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CASTEEL

I launched myself at Kieran.

And he didn’t do a damn thing as I came at him. I was fast, but with his wolven senses and the newly developed Primal ones, he saw me. He could’ve lifted his hands. Could’ve stepped out of the way. He could’ve done anything.

But he didn’t.

Icy-hot eather pulsed in my veins as I slammed my fist into his jaw, driving him back several feet and down to one knee.

“Fuck,” he gasped, leaning onto his hand as he spat out a mouthful of blood.

My brain had clicked off. I was nothing but violent reaction as I stalked forward and grabbed him by the tunic collar before he could find his footing. Lifting him off the floor, I slammed him into the closed door, cracking the wood. He grunted, his head snapping back. His eyes locked onto mine.

“How?” I ground out, all other voices fading into the background. My chest felt like it had been ripped open. “How could you?” I shouted, lifting him away from the door and slamming him back. “Answer me!”

The eather in Kieran’s eyes brightened in a flash of silvery-gold as he grasped my forearm. “Do you think I wanted to make that promise? I didn’t, but I—”

“Had to?” I shot back, and his eyes widened slightly, either at the sound of my voice or the laugh that crawled its way out of me. He likely didn’t recognize the darkness in it. The aching coldness and the shadowy undertones. Neither did I. I didn’t give a fuck, though. “Don’t give me that bullshit. You don’t have to do shit you don’t want to do.”

“Really?” Letting go of my arm, Kieran slammed both hands into my chest. I didn’t budge an inch. “Really? I don’t have to do shit I don’t want to do? Better than anyone else, you know that isn’t true. So, you want to rethink that statement?”

“Fuck you,” I spat, the rage inside me taking hold as I stepped back and yanked Kieran from the door. Twisting sharply at the waist, I threw him across the chamber.

“What the—?” Reaver moved out of the way as six feet and some inches came barreling at him.

Kieran twisted in midair and landed in a crouch. His flesh thinned as he rose, a shadow of fawn-colored fur sprouting on his hands and arms.

“I trusted you.” The words tore their way out of me as I prowled toward him. The corners of my vision turned a shadowy crimson, but I was too far gone for that to give me pause. “I trusted you!” The words were like a crack of thunder. “I trusted you, above all others, with her!”

“And she trusted me!” Kieran thundered.

That was the absolute last thing he should’ve said.

The temperature of the chamber dropped as I lunged at him.

A heavy weight crashed into me before I could reach Kieran. I hit the floor on my stomach, hard, the impact knocking the air from my lungs.

“You idiotic fucks,” Reaver snarled. “Do either of you think this is the time for your little bitch fight? And you?” He drove his knee into my back. “You need to control yourself.”

My nostrils flared as I slid my hands under me.

“Get the fuck off him,” Kieran snarled.

“Are you serious right now?” Reaver shifted back, digging his bony-ass knee into my kidney. “Do you want me to let him rip you apart?”

“I want you to mind your own damn business,” Kieran snapped.

“Well, then. I’ll just—”

Pushing up, I tossed Reaver off my back, sending him rolling into Kieran. Their curses were lost in the pounding of blood in my head and the hum of eather in my veins as I shot to my feet. I’d heard Reaver’s words, and the sane part of me knew he was right. This wasn’t the time for this. I needed to get a hold of myself. But as my head snapped toward Kieran, that part was only somewhat sane, and the pain of betrayal cut deep, unleashing pure, unbridled rage that shredded what little sanity remained.

Kieran shoved Reaver to the side as I started toward him.

We heard the sound of fast steps at the same time. His gaze darted behind me as I spun, and Kieran cursed as Poppy reached the door. My heart plummeted.

“Poppy!” I shouted, leaping toward her as she grasped the handle. “Don’t!”

She whirled and thrust her arm toward me.

The force of the eather that slammed into me shorted out my senses as I flew backward and hit the wall. I fell onto my side, muscles spasming uncontrollably. It felt like the link between my brain and body had been severed as the draken rushed across the chamber.

He went flying into the bathing chamber, and my vision blinked in and out as I caught brief glimpses of Poppy throwing the door open. Fuck. A wave of pure panic seized me as she rushed through the doorway. I had no idea what she would do if she escaped. What was she capable of in this state? She would never forgive herself if she hurt someone.

My muscles were still twitching and not responding to any of my commands, so it took every ounce of willpower I had to force a single, strained word past my lips. “Kieran,” I gasped.

“On it.” He was already halfway across the chamber. In a heartbeat, he was gone.

My head dropped against the floor as I breathed through the burn of fading eather in my body. Fuck. It stung. But it could’ve been worse. Poppy could’ve unleashed her full power on me, but she hadn’t.

The rippling shocks were slowing, allowing me to regain control of my body. Groaning, I managed to roll onto my back. One arm flopped over my chest.

“Where…? Damn it,” Reaver swore, stumbling out of the bathing chamber. “Happy now?”

Closing my eyes, I focused on getting up. If Kieran didn’t catch up to her? Or if she went at him? Hurt him? My chest squeezed. “Go,” I forced out. “Get them.”

He stopped a few feet from me. “Them?”

“Yes.” I drew one knee up. “Them.”

The draken didn’t answer, but I heard him leave. Yeah, a part of me couldn’t believe I’d said them. That I’d fucking sent Kieran after Poppy. Fucking Kieran. Out of habit, his name came out of my mouth. At least, that’s what made sense to me in the moment.

Control of my arms finally came. I lifted one and dragged it over my face as I heard Kieran’s words.

And she trusted me.

I shut that line of thought down. I needed to do what I should’ve done before: get control of myself. Losing my head even more wouldn’t help Poppy.

Feeling like I’d been struck by lightning, I gritted my teeth against the burning pain and shoved to my feet. It took at least five minutes to do that. A harsh breath pushed out of me as I turned to the door. I put one foot in front of the other, my heart thumping erratically. I’d just reached the foot of the bed when I heard footsteps in the hall.

Two sets.

I reached out and gripped the bedpost to steady myself.

Kieran entered first, but all I saw was Poppy. My chest clenched. She was unconscious in his arms, her head resting on his shoulder. Tangled hair the color of mulled wine shielded her face.

“What happened?” I demanded, my grip tightening on the bedpost as I felt a sharp prickle across my fingertips.

“It wasn’t him.” Reaver strolled in behind them, closing the door. “It was me.”

My sharpened nails dug into the wood of the post.

“And if you want to beat the shit out of me,”—Reaver edged around Kieran—“can you at least wait until we have her secured?” He dropped into the armchair. “Because if she runs again, I’m not sure I can stop her. She nearly blew a hole straight through my chest.”

My gaze flicked to him. The golden skin a few inches above his heart was torn, the edges charred, and the center of the circular wound was bright pink. There was also a nice blossom of red along his jaw. Forcing the wave of anger down, I shifted my gaze back to Poppy. She looked small, limp, and powerless in Kieran’s arms. I wanted to snatch her away, but I doubted I could carry even a small babe at the moment.

“I don’t know how long she’ll be out, but she’ll be okay.” Kieran’s gruff voice drew my gaze up to his as he walked forward—well, limped.

I inhaled sharply as I got a good look at his face. His lip was split, the skin under his right eye was swelling, and so was his jaw.

Kieran gently laid Poppy on the bed with a wince. Straightening, he grabbed the blanket, pulled it over her legs, and stepped back. My chest rose and fell rapidly as we locked stares.

“Please,” Reaver grunted. “Don’t start fighting again.”

We both ignored him.

“Your face.” I could feel the wood splintering as my claws dug in. “Me? Her?”

“Both,” Kieran answered, his gaze moving back to Poppy. “She’s going to be…”

He didn’t need to finish.

Once Poppy woke, was herself again, and learned what she had done, she would be torn up.

And that hurt more than… The promise.

I couldn’t let myself think about that right now. I’d lose my shit again if I did, and that wouldn’t help Poppy.

“Fuck,” breathed Kieran, running a hand over his shoulder and clasping the back of his neck. “What do we do? She needs to feed, and I…” He pressed his lips together. “We can’t leave her like this.”

I let go of the bedpost. The bones of my back cracked as I straightened my spine and turned to where Poppy lay. If not for the smears of blood on her neck, she’d look almost peaceful. But crimson streaks glistened over the dried smudges.

“Nektas will eventually return for his daughter,” Reaver said. “He may know something.”

“And when will that be?” Kieran asked.

“I don’t know.”

“How is that an answer?” Kieran’s frustration turned sharp with a bitter edge of panic. “She needs him.”

“Yes, but so do Sera and Ash,” Reaver shot back.

“Ash?” I frowned.

“Nyktos. Ash is just—it doesn’t matter.” Reaver waved his hand and shook his head. “In case you have forgotten, all the gods have awakened. All of them. Including those loyal to Kolis. And, yeah, they still exist, even though everything possible was done to smoke out Kolis’s loyalists after he was entombed. Most of the draken are here, which leaves both Dalos—the true seat of power for the true Primal of Life—and the Shadowlands largely unguarded. Until Seraphena and Nyktos return to full strength, Nektas will remain there.”

“Great.” Kieran laughed harshly. “If she didn’t get enough blood, she’ll need to feed again. If not…”

He didn’t need to finish. I already knew. She could fall into bloodlust, and that was a complication we didn’t need. But I couldn’t have her at my vein.

My insides turned even colder as reality set in. “We…I can’t let her feed.” I couldn’t look at him. “If she feeds, she’ll get stronger, and if that happens…” I trailed off, letting Kieran think it over.

When he cursed, I knew he got what I was implying.

“Finally, you’re making some sense,” Reaver said.

My head whipped around to face the draken, a sharp hiss of air seeping through my clenched teeth.

Reaver’s eyes narrowed. “You’re so…catty.”

My upper lip curled. “The only reason I’m not paying you back for hurting Poppy is because you brought her back.”

A muscle flexed in his jaw as he shifted his gaze back to her. “The fact that she didn’t try to kill any of us is a good sign, I guess.”

As I backed up, I tossed a pointed glance at his chest.

He huffed. “She still held back.”

True.

If she hadn’t, we’d all be dead. But I still hated seeing her like this, being unable to help or comfort her. But… “It means she’s still in there.”

Reaver said nothing to that.

Turning, I walked into the bathing chamber on legs that were still stiff and sore, but that, too, would fade. I’d heal. So would they. Mostly. My jaw flexed, and I checked my anger. I picked up a washcloth and used the pitcher to dampen it. When I returned, Kieran remained by Poppy’s side.

“Okay.” He stepped back as I passed him. “What happened when she woke up? Did she immediately try to run?”

I told him what’d happened as I carefully dabbed at the blood on her throat. Told him how confused she’d been and how desperately she’d fought against feeding before finally giving in.

“Her eyes…” Kieran said after a few moments and then cleared his throat. “They were just pure silver when she woke after the Revenant attack.”

I nodded, glancing back at the draken. “They looked like Nyktos’s.”

Reaver dipped his head. “That’s how Primals’ eyes look—well, all except for the Queen and the true Primal of Death.”

“How do—?” Kieran lowered his voice. “How do the Queen’s eyes look?”

“Like Poppy’s, but not,” he said. I was beginning to see why Kieran wanted to punch the draken every time they shared space. “The Queen’s eyes are green and silver. We never knew exactly why but believed it was because she was born mortal.”

We’d all thought Poppy was mortal initially, but that hadn’t been the case. Her father was a god, and the bitch who didn’t deserve to be called her mother had been a demis—a false god.

I wiped away the last of the blood. “Can you reach Seraphena?” I asked. “See if she knows how…” I exhaled roughly as my fingers curled into the cloth. “How Kolis might be responsible for this.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to see her,” Reaver said. “Seraphena has been asleep for centuries. She may have been conscious enough to help when we were at the Bone Temple, but it takes a while to return to the right…mindset after being asleep for so long.”

I had to take a deep breath.

“But I will go to Iliseeum and see if I can reach her,” Reaver continued. “If not, I’ll see if any of the older gods are awake. Ione or Aios may know something. Either way, it will take me some time.”

“Do it.” I nodded, tucking a strand of hair back from Poppy’s face. “Please.”

“I will leave immediately.”

Then, he took a too long, too loud breath. My gaze lifted to him. “I have a feeling I’m not going to like whatever is about to come out of your mouth,” I said.

“You’re not.” Reaver leaned forward. His wound no longer looked as pink around the charred flesh. “She needs to be somewhere she cannot harm others or herself.” He paused, wetting his lower lip. “I’ve done some exploring. There are places here—”

“No.” I stiffened. “Absolutely not.”

Reaver’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t let me finish.”

“You’re talking about putting her in a cell,” I spat. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Okay. Then what about when she wakes and decides not to hold back?” Reaver challenged. “Then what? She’ll kill you and anyone else in her way, and then, when she is herself again, someone gets to explain that she harmed those she loves because her husband couldn’t bear to see her behind bars.”

Anger flared. “Fuck you.”

Reaver bared his teeth like it was supposed to intimidate me into agreeing. “Real mature.”

He was about to see how mature I could be. I rose.

“Cas.” Kieran stepped in front of me.

“Don’t.” My head snapped toward him. “You really shouldn’t right now.”

Kieran’s nostrils flared. “And you should really pull your head out of your ass.”

One side of my lip curled up. “You want to try doing that for me?”

He stared at me, refusing to be baited. “You know we have to make her safe.”

A wave of eather crept up my spine. “We?”

A muscle flexed along his jaw. “Yes, we, you asshole. We need to make sure she’s safe.” He started to move closer but stopped himself, crossing his arms. “So she can live with herself afterward.”

That.

That last sentence got right inside me, moving past the anger, frustration, and pain. I inhaled, but it felt choking. I opened my mouth, then closed it. When I could speak again, my voice cracked. “I swore I would never put her in a cell again.”

His eyes closed briefly, and I knew he was seeing in his mind what I was. Poppy bleeding out on the cold floor of a dungeon. I looked away.

“I know,” he breathed. “But it has to be done, and you know it. And you know she will understand once she’s herself again.”

Fuck, she’d probably thank us for it.

Knowing that didn’t make it any easier, though.

Turning from them, I sat beside Poppy. My hand trembled as I picked hers up. “I want every comfort possible made available for her.”

“Of course,” Kieran said quietly.

“Get Delano and…Emil to help,” I said, lifting her limp, cool fingers to my lips. “No one else can know.”

“Of course,” Kieran said quietly.

“Since that’s decided,” Reaver said, and I heard him stand, “I will head for Iliseeum as soon as she is…moved. You may need me if she wakes before.”

Nodding, I kissed her knuckles and then lowered her hand. There was one question I hadn’t asked yet. I didn’t want to but it was necessary. “What color are his eyes?”

“Silver.” Reaver paused, knowing who I was asking about. “When he pretended to be the Primal of Life, they were silver and gold. But once the Queen Ascended, they returned to silver and crimson.”

Red symbolized death. It was why the Blood Crown’s colors were crimson, and why the Rites were soaked in the color. Still, knowing there was this connection between her and a Primal god none of us had even known existed made me want to destroy everything in the chamber.

“Can you get Delano and Emil and make sure the space is ready for her?” I said.

“Yes,” Kieran answered.

I heard him make his way to the door. “And, Kieran?”

He stopped. “Yes?”

I closed my eyes, the words I was about to say already stinging my throat and skin. “I don’t want to see you after she’s moved.”

The air grew heavy in the silence that followed, but I knew he was still there.

“Understood,” he said, his voice vacant of all emotion.

He fell silent again, but I knew he remained. I waited.

“You should ask yourself why she asked me to make such a promise,” Kieran said.

I closed my eyes.

But it did nothing to prevent him from landing a blow that hurt worse than any fists could. “And not you.”
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“I don’t like this,” Delano ground out as he stared down at a still-unconscious Poppy.

We’d been lucky she hadn’t woken while we moved her, and it made me sick to my stomach to even think that.

Fuck.

Everything about this made me sick. The cell. The shit with the promise. The thing possibly inside Poppy.

I dragged a hand over my jaw and swept my gaze over the makeshift bed of several layers of piled fur. This wasn’t my idea of providing every comfort possible, but not only did we not have the time to get a bed down here, it would’ve drawn too much attention—even though it was deep in the middle of the night.

“Neither do I,” I said finally, lowering my hand.

Stepping back, I dropped into one of the two armchairs we’d hastily brought down. There was very little else in the cell—a small table for food, a tub, and a crude toilet behind a privacy screen. Colorful curtains of shimmering gold and cream hung on the walls, hiding the gray slabs of stone except for the area above the door, where a lit torch cast some light. Delano had insisted on doing so. He meant well, and I appreciated it, but it didn’t hide the fact that we were in a cell. The narrow, iron door was a dead giveaway. At least it didn’t have bars.

“Aurelia is at the end of the hall,” Delano said. “In case you didn’t know.”

I nodded, having relented when Reaver suggested bringing the female draken into the fold in case Poppy got out. Which wasn’t impossible. If she wanted out, she could easily go through me and the iron door.

“Want to hear something weird?” Delano asked, peering at me through several strands of pale-blond hair.

I rested my elbows on my knees. “Yeah.”

“I didn’t feel her wake up.”

My brows pulled together in a frown. “Kieran said he did.”

“I didn’t,” he repeated as he knelt, adjusting the heavy, fur-lined blanket atop Poppy. It was cold down here, and the long-sleeved robe I’d managed to get on her wasn’t particularly thick. “And I know none of the others did either.”

My attention shifted back to Poppy as I turned that new piece of information over in my head. It was quite possible that Kieran sensing when Poppy woke had nothing to do with the Primal notam and more to do with the Joining. But that didn’t explain why none of the other wolven…

I straightened in the chair. “Can you still feel the Primal notam?”

“I can.”

A measure of relief swept through me. With Seraphena awake, I had no idea what it would mean for the Primal notam. Didn’t know if it would revert back to her or not.

“It’s faint, but it’s been that way since she went into stasis.”

“And there’s been no change?”

“None.” He looked over at me. “It’s almost like she’s still in it.”

My frown deepened as I sat back, running my hand over the linen shirt Emil had grabbed for me. That didn’t make sense. Poppy was clearly no longer in stasis. “You have any idea what that could mean?”

Delano shook his head. “None.” Satisfied with the blanket, he sat cross-legged beside Poppy.

My jaw flexed as I watched him. Delano knew he couldn’t stay in the cell long. It was too much of a risk if Poppy woke with him in here. Still, I was reluctant to cut his visit short. There had always been a connection between the two of them.

My gaze swept over Poppy, looking for any hints she was stirring. When I found none, I wanted to relax but didn’t. If I did, my mind would wander to either what was inside her or the promise made between her and Kieran. I stretched my neck, trying to work out some of the tension gathering there.

“I didn’t mention this before, but you…feel different.”

Drawn from my thoughts, my brows rose. “What do you feel?”

His head tilted as he eyed me. “Power.”

That made sense. The wolven’s senses were heightened, meaning they could pick up on eather. Which likely explained why most of them took to Poppy so quickly, even before they knew who she was descended from or what she’d become.

“More than before,” he added. “You also smell different.”

“Not sure if I should be offended to hear that or not.”

He laughed quietly. “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s a scent I’ve picked up from Poppy. At first, I thought it was just her scent rubbing off on you, but I would’ve noticed it before.”

I had a feeling I knew what scent he was picking up from me that he’d smelled on Poppy, but I asked anyway. “Which scent?”

His gaze went back to Poppy. “Death.”

That’s what I figured. I rubbed at my jaw. “I think the Joining had some unexpected…side effects.”

“You don’t say?”

I snorted.

A moment passed. “Kieran feels different, too. But he doesn’t smell like you. His scent is…warmer. Fresher.”

“Rude,” I murmured.

“You know what I mean,” he replied, and I did. His gaze returned to mine. “Speaking of Kieran…”

Tension crept into my muscles. “What about him?”

“He’s not here.”

I said nothing.

Delano stared at me. A second turned to three and then tripled. “That’s not normal.”

How in the fuck did Delano realize things weren’t so-called normal when the shit went down only an hour or so ago? “He’s got things to do.”

“Is that what you’re going with?”

My fingers began tapping on the arm of the chair. “Yes.”

“Cas—”

“I think you should leave,” I stated. “I don’t want you here when Poppy regains consciousness.”

“She wouldn’t hurt me.” He leaned back, bracing his weight on a hand. “Or is it because you don’t want to talk about Kieran.”

“I don’t know what Poppy will do, but I won’t risk it.”

“And Kieran?”

“I’m not getting into it.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “So, there is something.”

“Delano.” I sighed.

He held up his hands. “Hey, I’m just worried. It’s not often you two are pissed at each other.”

A muscle began ticking in my temple. “Did I say we were mad at each other?”

“It’s obvious. He told us what was going on and then nearly bit Naill’s head off when he walked up and asked.”

My fingers kept tapping. “Do you not have something to do?”

“He’s not here,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “And you’re not asking for one of us to find him.”

Irritation surged. “I’m sure Perry is looking for you.”

His mouth quirked, and an eyebrow rose. “That’s not normal. Something went down.”

“For the gods’ sake, you wolven are worse than my mother and her favorite lady’s maid nosing around in everyone’s business,” I muttered.

“Something big went down.”

“Are you hearing anything I’m saying to you, Delano?”

“I’m selectively hearing what you’re saying.”

“Well, selectively hear this.” I held his gaze. “Nothing is going on between us. He just has something to do. That’s all.”

“Sorry. I didn’t hear that.”

“Delano.” My fingers stilled. “Enough.”

He stiffened, hearing the warning in my tone. His eyes flashed an intense winter-blue. Wolven never liked being told what to do. Or being told no.

“Fine.” Delano pushed himself up. “All I’m going to say—”

“Is goodbye.”

“Is that you two had better fix that nothing before she wakes and knows herself,” he said, meeting my glare. “Because the last thing she needs to deal with is you two being pissy with each other.”

Pissy? My lip curled in a tight, cold smile as I watched him leave. As if what was going on between us was just us being pissy with each other. His eyes met mine as he quietly closed the door instead of slamming it like I knew he wanted to. My smile immediately disappeared.

My attention shifted back to Poppy, my mind the fucking definition of troubled. I scanned every inch of her features, searching for hints that something—someone—else was lurking beneath the faint freckles and creamy skin.

Eather throbbed intensely in my chest. My grip tightened on the arm of the chair, fingers sinking through the upholstery as I thought of him being inside her. Doing what? Talking to—

The memory of her believing I’d called her weak, and how she’d stared at me as if I were someone else resurfaced. She’d seen someone who scared her.

Was that what he was doing? Telling her shit? Making her see things? Rage clawed its way through me, and I felt the wood under the upholstery crack.

Sucking in a sharp breath, I blinked to see fine dust sifting through the air, falling from the…trembling ceiling.

Fuck.

I needed to calm myself.

Taking a deep breath, I briefly closed my eyes and concentrated on the essence rushing through me. I approached it like I would if pulling back a compulsion, cutting off the flow of power. It took a few seconds longer than it should have—and I’d had a lifetime of knowing how to handle the essence in my blood. How Poppy had managed to gain such control was beyond me.

I told myself that Reaver would find someone who would know what to do and could help us. I had to believe that. I had no other choice.

Once I was sure I wouldn’t bring the whole damn castle down on top of us, I opened my eyes. Thankfully, Poppy remained still.

I lifted my hand from the ruined section of the chair and stretched my fingers, staring at the missing pointer finger. I calmly considered what I knew about the true Primal of Death, which was nothing. The gods, Rhain and Rhahar? The ones we were told were gods of death? At that moment, I couldn’t recall anything about them that might tell me how Kolis could get inside Poppy’s mind. I doubted even Kieran would’ve been able to come up with something.

Kieran.

Something that felt a lot like acid burned in my gut and chest. “Why?” I uttered as I stared at Poppy. “Why would you ask him to do that?”

There was no answer.

At least, none that came from her.

My jaw locked as I fisted my hand. Never in a thousand years would I have believed I’d lay hands on Kieran like that. Sure, we got mad at each other—more times than I could recall, actually. As Delano would say, we got pissy with each other. And we’d exchanged blows more than a few times, especially when I was doing everything I could to escape the memories of being held captive. But I’d never gone after him like that.

And all those times before had never involved Poppy—had never involved hurting her.

My jaw started to ache, and I shook my head. I knew Kieran wouldn’t want to hurt her. Fuck. I’d heard it in how he begged her not to ask. I knew that.

But, fuck…

Why? Why would she ask something like that of Kieran? The sharp, icy heat of anger rose in my chest, colliding with the dull ache that had settled there when Kieran told me what Poppy had asked of him. How could she? I looked away from her, hating the mess of fucked-up emotions building in my chest.

And why would he agree?

Why would he agree when he had to know how I would react? What it would mean.

Unable to stay seated, I rose and walked the short length of the cell as if I could somehow pace away the sense of betrayal and…

I stopped and looked at the door. Betrayal wasn’t the only emotion churning in me. Guilt was, too. And hurt. I swallowed hard as Kieran’s parting words echoed through my thoughts.

Why would she ask that of him instead of me?

I knew the answer.

Because she knew I could never do it.

I was self-aware enough to acknowledge that. I mean, fuck, I almost hadn’t been able to put her in a cell. But that wasn’t what had the anger and hurt eating me up inside.

It was that neither of them had come to me with it so we could discuss it. Be on the same page and maybe find a fucking alternative.

I turned to where Poppy lay bundled in the furs, and my lips peeled back over my clenched teeth as I looked away.

What really got me—what sank its claws into me—was that Poppy hadn’t entrusted me with her fear of losing control. She hadn’t come to me.

And she knew better.

Poppy knew I was her shelter. Her home. The foundation that helped her stand.

At least, I’d believed her when she told me that.

But she’d lied.

Poppy didn’t truly believe that.

And that cut so fucking deep that it left a gaping wound I wasn’t sure could be stitched.


THE PRIMAL
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My head hurt.

It felt like a blacksmith had taken up residency in my skull, relentlessly hammering on an anvil, each strike echoing through my entire body.

Each bone ached like an ancient tree carrying the weight of centuries. Each joint felt as if it were on the edge of shattering. My stomach and chest felt hollow, and I…

I ached.

I ached from hunger. I hadn’t taken enough blood. I couldn’t quite remember why at the moment, but it was making me weak.

And getting worse.

I was so tired. I wanted nothing more than to give in to the exhaustion, but I couldn’t.

The whispers wouldn’t allow it. They were constant, an echo behind each thought, filling the quiet between them and telling me what I needed to do. They no longer urged me to feed. But they still wanted me to escape and put down anyone who stood in my way.

I didn’t want to do what he wanted of me. Something buried deep within stopped me. Though the pounding in my head worsened with each refusal.

You can’t fight me, came the achingly cold whisper that caused tiny bumps to erupt over my skin. You’ve never been able to. So, why resist? If you just give in, the hunger will stop. So will the pain. You will be at peace. Don’t you want that?

What I wanted was for the whispers to quiet down, but even if they did, I couldn’t give in to the exhaustion. I couldn’t be weak anymore.

Because I wasn’t alone.

Keeping my arms wrapped around my knees, I slid my gaze from the floor to the male across from me.

Like me, he sat on the floor but wasn’t curled in on himself. One long leg was stretched out straight, the other bent at the knee. His arms rested loosely in his lap, and his chin was dipped slightly, causing dark waves to tumble over his forehead. The shadow of stubble along his jaw was thicker than…

I couldn’t remember.

But I knew this wasn’t the chamber I’d woken up in. It was colder. Windowless. And there was a faint staleness in the air.

I…I also couldn’t remember how we’d ended up like this, sitting silently on a cold floor, his golden gaze never straying from me.

I took a shallow breath, catching the delicious scent of roasted beef wafting from the tray on the table. My stomach shifted, the gnawing emptiness there as painful as the one in my chest. I wanted to move toward the food the male hadn’t even touched, but he sat between it and me, and I was afraid.

Not of him.

I was afraid of what I might do to him if I got too close.

I didn’t know why.

I just knew.

The pounding in my head thundered as my gaze fell to his jaw, which, based on its hardness, might as well have been carved from granite. Although his corded muscles were relaxed, I sensed that was just a façade—that he could spring into action at the mere hint of movement. The whispers confirmed that suspicion.

I found myself staring at his throat. The skin there was bruised, and I remembered a taste in my mouth. A sweet flavor that had long since faded. It had been his.

I couldn’t think his name. I couldn’t think too hard about anything. If I tried, the pain worsened, dragging me to the edge of consciousness. And I couldn’t allow myself to fall into oblivion again. A primitive sort of intuition told me I wouldn’t sleep like the dead. If my thoughts vanished—as unhelpful as they were—I would rise from my position against the wall but not as blood and bone. I would rise as wrath and retribution and wouldn’t be in control.

That’s what the whispers wanted. Control.

That same primitive intuition warned me not to allow it.

My eyelids felt heavy, but I forced them open, my gaze shifting to the floor. Only a handful of minutes passed before it found its way back to him.

I couldn’t stop stealing glances.

The gods knew I’d tried, because it hurt to look upon him for any length of time. The whispers were always the loudest then, telling me the male couldn’t be trusted. That he would make me weaker.

But I wanted to look at him.

Despite the pain, doing so calmed me—at least until the yearning came. I wanted to be closer to him. To feel his arms around me and the warmth of his body against mine.

But I couldn’t.

If I did, I would—

A series of sharp, loud raps echoed through the chamber, causing me to stiffen, and my heart to plunge. My gaze darted to the door.

“It’s okay,” the male said, his tone soft and reassuring.

My mouth was dry as I met his gaze. Was it the other one? The…the one who made me think of a large, fawn-colored wolf?

I sucked in a harsh breath as pain sliced through the area between my temples.

“We can ignore whoever it is,” the male said.

The knocking kept coming.

And coming.

Anxiety built as I tightened my hold around my legs.

“It’s okay,” the male repeated, his lips curving up. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, though. It didn’t cause a—

Pain arced from temple to temple once more, forcing a stilted breath past my lips.

His golden eyes turned luminous as his nostrils flared, almost like he felt my pain.

The knocking continued.

And continued.

Then came a voice. “I know you’re in there.”

My gaze shot to the door. There was something familiar about the feminine voice.

“And I’m going to keep knocking until you answer,” she promised. “I have all day.”

“Fucking gods,” the male muttered under his breath, briefly closing his eyes.

“I have all night if it comes to that,” she tacked on.

A muscle flexed in his jaw just as the hot taste of anger filled the back of my throat. “I’ll handle this.” He rocked forward—

I locked up, fingers going numb from how tightly I was clutching my knees. I no longer felt the soft material of the robe beneath them.

He halted, his eyes closing once more as he swore again. “I’m sorry.”

I didn’t know what he apologized for.

I watched as he stood slowly. My gaze tracked over the taut muscles of his back as his long legs ate up the short distance between him and the door.

Gripping the handle, his shoulders rose with a deep breath I thought he took to calm himself, but it didn’t seem to work. He cracked open the door. “Tawny.”

That…name…

“Hawke,” she replied, mimicking his bland, dry tone. For some reason, my lips tipped up. “Oh, I’m sorry. I mean…Casteel,” she continued as a sharp ache pierced the area behind my eyes. I breathed through it and squeezed my legs until my arms felt like they’d snap. “Or should it be Your Highness? Or do you prefer Your Excellency of Many Names? How about Your Majesty—?”

“Cute,” the male interrupted.

“Thank you.”

His sigh could’ve shaken the walls. I wouldn’t have been surprised in the least if it had. He tilted his head. “And where were you?”

“Sorry,” came a muffled voice that sounded farther away. “I had to take care of, you know, basic bodily functions.”

“Of course,” the male muttered, refocusing on the one before him. “What can I do for you, Tawny?”

“I want to see Poppy.”

I straightened.

“She’s not here,” the male replied.

“Bullshit,” she snapped. “I know she’s in there.”

“And why do you think that?”

“Because you wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t,” she said. I wanted to smile at that. “But what I don’t know is why you have her in a—”

“She’s asleep,” the male cut her off. “Something a normal person would’ve realized when no answer came after they knocked for three whole minutes.”

“I wasn’t knocking that long.”

“Yes. You. Were,” the male bit out, each word spoken with deliberate precision. “I counted.”

“That’s not weird or anything.” There was a pause. “But it doesn’t tell me why you’re here. In—”

“Don’t,” the male said. I stiffened at the coolness of his tone and the underlying thread of power that reminded me of… “Don’t finish that sentence, Tawny.”

There were several seconds of silence, and I had the distinct impression the woman on the other side of the door was debating the merits of ignoring the clear warning. Because she always—

Agony struck like lightning, sending me back against the wall.

“Is there a reason you’re only opening the door a foot?” she asked. The pain slowly eased.

“Not particularly.”

I didn’t think he spoke the truth. I slowly loosened my hold on my legs and leaned forward, planting my hands on the cool floor. My head felt like it was about to roll off my shoulders.

The woman at the door didn’t seem to believe him either. “Uh-huh.”

“Believe it or not—”

“I don’t,” she cut in.

“Poppy is asleep. I will let you know when you can see her.” He started to close the door. “Until then—”

“Nope.” A head full of snowy curls and a slender shoulder wedged itself between the doorframe and the door, and there…

“Fucking gods.” He moved quickly, blocking her as the hand at his side clenched. “What is wrong with you?”

“What is wrong with you?” she shot back. “You won’t let me see my friend. The friend I’ve known longer than you. And you won’t tell me why you’re down here.”

Down here?

I inched forward, ignoring the throbbing in my head. I caught sight of her face briefly before he blocked her once more. The hair and eyes were nearly white, except for the pupils, which starkly contrasted with her rich-brown skin. Her pretty features were recognizable to me, yet…not. It was almost as if I knew her. And there was still this…

There was a flicker of something in my chest, like a fragile flame caught in the wind.

“I’m not the one foolishly trying to force themselves into the room where the Queen”—he stepped forward, forcing her to lean back an inch or two—“and the King are.”

“The Queen is my friend, first and foremost,” she hissed.

My breath caught. That…that meant something to me. Something huge. Because the concept of a friend had been forbidden. Confusion rose as I scuttled back against the wall again.

Muscles flexed and rolled down his spine when his back stiffened. “If that is the case, then you wouldn’t be here trying to disrupt her rest.”

A low-pitched shriek of frustration came from the hall. “I know you’re lying!”

“About?”

“About her being at rest,” she snapped. If his back got any straighter, he’d crack his spine. “Just as Kieran was when I ran into him. She’s awake, and I don’t mean that in the sense that she was sleeping normally.”

A second passed, and then another, as tiny bumps erupted across my skin. “And what makes you think that?” the male asked, his voice eerily soft.

“Besides the fact that the whole castle shook a few hours ago?” she countered.

I couldn’t see his face, but I heard the smirk in his voice as the male said, “And how do you know that wasn’t me?”

“You’re not capable of that.”

“Want to bet?”

Several seconds of silence ticked by again. “No, not really,” she said, I heard a slight tremor in her voice.

I didn’t like that. My eyes narrowed on his back.

“I know she’s awake,” she said, clearing her throat. “I don’t know how to explain it or why I know she wasn’t sleeping normally before that. It’s just a feeling—and the gods know, I’ve had many weird feelings since I woke up. Look, that doesn’t matter. I’m just worried about her, and you not letting me into this chamber tells me that something is wrong,” she said, her next breath audible. “And that…gods, Casteel, that scares me.”

He tilted his head back, and my gaze fell to the fist at his side. His hand relaxed. “She’s okay,” the male admitted, so quietly I almost didn’t hear him. “But she’s…she’s having difficulty recalling things.”

“W-what?” she stuttered.

All the muscles in his back tensed again. “She’s not herself right now.”

I drew my knees to my chest again and rested my chin on them. Their conversation became nothing more than a hum as I started to sway. He was right. I…I wasn’t myself.

There was something wrong with me.

Something wrong with those whispers.

I thought it had been my instincts at first, but I no longer believed that to be true. The whispers weren’t mine, and it didn’t like how I’d come to realize that.

And those whispers…they weren’t many. It was only one. Him.

The one who wanted in.

Death.

He didn’t like that I knew that.

He whispered for me to take out the male at the door and escape. He wanted me to do that and then find the other who made me think of wolves so I could end him, too. And he didn’t want me to stop there. He wanted me to lay waste to all who crossed my path, be they mortal, god, wolven, or draken.

There will be no more pain, he whispered. No more hunger. No more fear. You won’t be weak.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Don’t you want that? Need that? I can do that for you, he whispered. You just need to give in. That’s all.

Then what?

Then you will come to me. We will be one, flesh and bone. You just need to give in to me, he lured. Enticed. Called. Sang. Give in to me. Give in.

His whispers sounded like a beautifully haunting song of mourning then, a beckoning that filled my mind with images. Blood-soaked ground and broken bones. Crimson skies and lakes of fire. The masses on their knees in worship. What I saw was terrible. What I saw felt…

Inevitable.
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CASTEEL

I sat on the floor, watching Poppy. Less than an hour had passed since Tawny finally left the hall outside the chamber.

She would be back.

Rubbing a hand over my face, I had a feeling it would be harder to convince her to leave next time. The female gave off a weird aura. I couldn’t deny that. But man had she been pissed when I wouldn’t go into detail about Poppy’s current state. She also hadn’t been happy about me refusing to allow her into the cell. I could tell she was worried about Poppy. That was apparent in her voice.

But I didn’t entirely trust her.

Like I said, her aura was fucking weird. Off. And I couldn’t pick up any emotion from her when I tried to get a read on her. There was nothing there but emptiness.

Which wasn’t right.

I closed my eyes and tipped my head back against the wall. Even if I did trust her, I couldn’t let her in. If Poppy attacked her, she would never forgive herself once she returned to herself.

A whole damn day had passed since I’d brought her down here, meaning Reaver should be returning soon. I kept telling myself that, refusing to let doubt creep in. Reaver would be successful. He would find someone who could help.

Lowering my hand, I opened my eyes to find Poppy as she had been, her knees drawn up to her chest and arms wrapped tightly around them. She’d been like that for hours. The only time she had moved was when she first woke and made a mad dash for the door. When I caught her, she’d screamed as if my touch burned. She screamed so loud, Delano had shifted into his wolven form to scratch at the door. And she didn’t stop screaming until I let her go. That’s when she retreated to her spot along the wall, where she stayed. She hadn’t drunk anything. Hadn’t eaten. Hadn’t used the privy. She hadn’t moved until Tawny was at the door. But by the time I turned around, she was pressed against that damn wall again.

Using the eather earlier had taken its toll on her, so I’d thought she had fallen asleep a few times. But every so often, I felt the pain of her hunger piercing my flesh like a thousand tiny, burning daggers. And then she would begin rocking from side to side.

I swallowed the knot in my throat, the silence of the room punctuated by her shallow, erratic breathing. “Poppy,” I called softly, careful not to startle her. “Can you look at me?”

Nothing indicated she registered my presence in the chamber let alone heard me.

My gaze moved over her, landing on her hands. She clutched the sides of her robe where it covered her legs so tightly that her knuckles turned white. I let my senses stretch out to get a read on her. A bitter taste gathered in my throat. It felt like anguish but…something more.

Drawing in a deep breath to steady my movements, I quietly placed a hand on the floor and slowly rocked forward.

She ceased her swaying, and her head snapped up. I froze. Her face was nearly leached of all color, and the smudges under her eyes had grown into dark shadows. When she stared back at me, I noticed that the streaks of crimson had faded from her irises. That should’ve been a good sign, but what I saw in her eyes—what I now knew I was picking up from her—stopped me in my tracks.

Yes, she was in pain, and it was far more profound than the physical, but I also tasted fear.

Pure, stark terror.

Dear, gods. I struggled to recall when—if ever—I had known her to be so afraid. The only time I could think of was when Kieran and I had been taken down by shadowshade—a flower found in the eastern hills of the Mountain of Nyktos that freezes those affected and turns them to stone.

She had been terrified for us then.

But now?

She appeared terrified of me.

The air was charged with currents of energy that made my skin prickle as she drew back, pressing herself against the wall like she sought to sink into it. Tensing, I saw her eyes widen with fear and…

Panic rose in her like a tidal wave about to break. “Don’t,” she rasped.

My soul withered. That word sounded broken. “Poppy,” I whispered hoarsely, loathing how I’d taunted her when she first woke up in an attempt to distract her from her desire to escape. “Please, do not be afraid of me. Please.”

Poppy flinched.

She fucking flinched, and all the hurt and anger I’d felt upon realizing she didn’t trust me in all the ways one needed was nothing compared to knowing I was the one causing her fear. I wanted to tear out my heart.

A sense of helplessness crept over me. I’d never felt so damn powerless in my life as I watched her angle her body sideways, keeping her knees pressed tightly to her chest but her head trained in my direction. There was distance between us—one that felt like miles, even though it was only a few feet.

Forcing my body to relax, I didn’t dare move forward or backward as her wary gaze remained fixed on me. Gods, shit felt really bleak in the minutes that followed. I needed to stop that line of thought.

So, I pushed down my frustration until I felt almost nothing and focused on the fact that she had at least spoken her first word since she’d placed herself against the wall. I took another breath. “You don’t remember this right now, but you can always talk to me. About anything,” I said softly, suppressing the part of me that wished that were true. “You can tell me what you’re thinking.”

She blinked, her lashes slow to lift after lowering.

“Even if all you’re thinking about is escaping. You can tell me that.” I eased myself down on my ass again. I was no longer half-leaning toward her, but I was closer. I would consider that progress. “If you’re thinking about how much I’m annoying you right now,” I said with a faint smile, “you can tell me that, just like you would anytime in the past when I frustrated you.”

Her chin tilted down, causing strands of hair to swing forward against her cheek. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t answer.

It truly was like she was in another world—one where my voice couldn’t reach her, and my presence was a threat rather than a comfort.

Gods. Despite the shit with the promise, I ached to hold her. To reassure her with a touch. Yet I knew that any attempt would only cause her more fear. So, I stayed rooted to the spot my ass had plopped down on, a silent guardian wrestling with the fear that I was losing her to a battle I didn’t have the knowledge to understand. An enemy I knew existed but couldn’t see.

The room was silent except for Poppy’s shallow breathing, a rhythm that seemed too frail and labored. Concern took hold as I let my senses stretch out toward her. What I picked up from her was a swirling mixture of fear, anxiety, and something flat. Emotionless. Empty. I concentrated on her. It was like peeling back the layers of an onion. The fear was hers, as was the anxiety and hunger, but what lurked underneath? That cold emptiness? That wasn’t her.

That was him.

Somehow, he’d bonded himself to her. Had gotten inside her—A wildfire of rage tore through me, igniting every cell in my body and stoking the essence in my blood. I was going to kill that fucker. True Primal of Death or not, he would die. He would fucking—

Poppy’s head lifted, her eyes wide again as energy charged the atmosphere. A faint glow of eather pulsed weakly behind her pupils as the splotches of brown and green in her irises began to bleed together.

Shit.

I needed to control myself better. Pulling my senses back, I cut them off as I checked my anger. It took damn near everything in me to calm my ass down.

When I could trust that my voice would be level, I spoke. “You felt that, huh? I’m not angry at you. Never at you.”

The churning in her eyes slowed and then stilled, leaving only the shadows and crimson visible. Our gazes locked, and there was nothing but a cold, vast emptiness in her stare.

I knew at once that she wasn’t looking back at me.

Tension gathered in my muscles. “Is that you?”

Her head tilted.

“Kolis.”

One side of her lips curled up slowly. “I told you once before.” The voice that came out of her was a poisonous whisper, slithering through the air toward me like a venomous viper. The hairs on my arms stood on end. “She has always been mine.”

Instantly, it was as if all my muscles had turned to stone. I saw Duke Teerman in my mind, saying almost the same words. Saw a glint of light in his dark eyes, like dying sunlight flickering in the darkness.

And suddenly I knew.

Somehow, Kolis had been in Teerman. My hand fisted against my thigh as I tried to keep my voice level. “And I told you that she has never been yours.”

The laugh fell against my skin like frozen rain. “Fool.”

I pushed down the rising eather, using what I’d learned while being held captive. I shut down any and all feelings until I was as cold as the thing staring back at me through her eyes. Getting Kolis to talk was far more productive than losing my shit. “How long were you in Teerman?”

Her head tilted to the other side, the movement disturbingly fluid and serpentine. “Whenever I chose to be.”

I didn’t look away. “How?”

That smirk kicked up a notch. “I’m going to kill you.”

The curve of my lips matched hers. “Is that so?”

“But first?” The tip of her tongue swiped over her dry lower lip. “I’m going to take everyone you care about and break them.”

I forced a yawn. “Doubtful.”

He stared back at me through her eyes. “You remind me of someone I once knew.” The other side of the lips tipped up. “He, too, loved her.”

I could feel my fingertips beginning to prickle as my nails lengthened. “Who are you talking about?”

“He was also a fool.”

“Who?”

The eyes flickered over me, then narrowed. “Doesn’t matter.”

I actually agreed with the sick fuck. “You killed those Ascended, didn’t you? Fed from them.”

He continued to smile with her lips. And, fuck, it was a grotesque mockery.

“Why am I not surprised that a piece of shit like you can gain strength from blood that is useless to everyone else?”

The crimson bands in her eyes pulsed.

I smirked. “What do you want?”

“What I deserve.”

“And what does that mean? Domination of the realms or some lame shit like that?”

“You’ll see.” That dry-as-bones laugh came once more.

“Why don’t we see now? Have a real chat, face to…well, whatever form you have. I’ll be good. Promise.” I paused, letting the moment drag out. “Unless you’re too afraid.”

“Afraid?” The hiss that parted those lips caused the air to crackle. “You are powerless against me. You’re finite, while I am infinite. You’re nothing.”

“Remember what I did to Teerman?” My upper lip rose, baring a fang. “I’m going to do that to you.”

The smirk faded as Poppy became incredibly still. She winced, a soft whimper escaping as her eyes closed tightly. A shudder racked her body.

Instinct took over, and I moved toward her.

“Don’t,” she uttered hoarsely, pressing her back against the wall. “If you…get too close, he…he may take over again.”

Heart pounding, I forced myself to hold back, even though everything in me screamed to go to her. It fucking hurt not to, but this wasn’t about me and my needs.

I settled back down. “I’m sorry.”

Poppy eyed me for a long, tense moment and then lowered her cheek to her knee. Her lips were slightly parted, her once lush and soft skin now chafed and dry.

Rubbing my hand over my chest, I considered what had just happened while working to keep my temper in check. “Can you…can you feel him?”

She gave a short nod.

My jaw clenched. “Do you know how he’s able to do this?”

Her eyes opened and then closed. “He wanted in, and I…I didn’t have a choice.”

Pressure clamped down on my chest, my heart bleeding. “How did Kolis get in?”

Her features twisted as she inhaled, the pain evident. She turned sideways again and pressed into the wall.

The pain had come on when I said Kolis’s name. I filed that piece of information away as I wet my lower lip. “Do you know who got in?”

“Death,” she rasped.

I exhaled slowly, my thoughts racing. She hadn’t said Kolis. Sure, he was Death, but if he was causing her pain when his name was spoken, there had to be a reason for that.

There must be a reason behind the bizarre shit the fuck had said, too. She’s always been his? I thought about Reaver and his reluctance to say what Kolis could want with her. But how could he believe she was his? The fuck had been entombed for hundreds of years. Possibly even over a thousand for all we knew. But he’d been in Teerman, which could explain the sick fuck’s twisted interest in Poppy. But who the fuck was this other he spoke of? None of that answered what Kolis wanted from Poppy, but I had learned something.

Besides the knowledge that Poppy had never felt pain before when his name was spoken, she’d said he wanted in, and she had no choice. So, how—?

The Rev.

My chest was tight as I inhaled sharply. The Rev had touched her. Could that have caused this? Allowed Kolis a way in through some sort of stolen Primal magic?

Not many living Atlantians even knew how to harness the essence of the gods and turn eather into spells and magic. The Unseen could be included in that group, but they had turned against the gods who once ruled Atlantia. It made no sense that they’d have anything to do with a Revenant or Kolis.

That left the Rev himself. It had to be something he’d done, or something the Revenants were capable of doing.

Millicent.

I needed to talk to her. I also needed to know what Emil had done with the Rev’s bits and pieces.

Just as I was about to stand and call out to the Elemental Atlantian, I heard the faint rumble of Poppy’s stomach. Thoughts of summoning Millicent momentarily slipped to the back of my mind.

“Are you hungry?” Fuck. That was an idiotic question. It had been days—no, longer—since she last ate. Of course, she was hungry.

“For food?” I clarified.

Poppy stared back at me for what felt like a small eternity.

“There is some food here,” I told her, tipping my head toward the table on the other side of the bed. “I’m sure there’s cheese.”

A gleam of interest flickered through her eyes.

A low, raspy chuckle left me. “Of course, cheese would catch your attention.” I felt my lips curve into my first real smile since she awakened. “I’m going to stand and get you a plate,” I told her, not wanting to startle her. When she showed no reaction, I slowly rose and started to turn before stopping. “Or would you like to come to the table?”

Poppy’s gaze lowered.

“I…I’ll take that as a no.” Swallowing hard, I turned and went to the table.

Keeping an eye on her, I was careful not to make much noise as I lifted the lid on the stewed meat and plated a few strips, quickly carving them since I figured handing her a knife wouldn’t be a wise choice. When I saw the selection of cheese, I halted.

Frustration and begrudging amusement intertwined as I gazed at the absurd amount of cheese in front of me. There was no way Kieran hadn’t had a hand in the choices. They were her favorites.

The hollow ache in my chest returned as I added several cubes and poured her a glass of fruit-flavored water. I eyed the silverware. She could do some damage with a fork.

Then again, she could do damage without any sharp, pointy instruments. To me and herself.

The idea of making her eat with her fingers sickened me, though. I’d rather take a fork to the eye. But I had to deal with it.

Picking up a linen cloth, I carried the plate and drink to her. She lifted her head, eyeing what I carried.

“I’m going to put this down in front of you, okay?” I kept my steps slow. Kneeling less than a foot in front of her, I inhaled her scent. Jasmine.

My hand trembled as I placed the plate and glass on the floor. I wanted to stay closer, but I forced myself to back away. I didn’t sit on the floor. Instead, I sat in the hard, uncomfortable chair.

Seconds ticked into minutes as she stared at the food, almost as if she couldn’t comprehend what she was looking at. Or didn’t trust it. I should’ve eaten some in front—

A pale hand plucked up a cube of cheese. I held my breath as it passed between her lips, and then I exhaled softly as she picked up another piece—this time, cheddar.

Poppy ate all the cheese. Her fingers hovered over the meat for a few seconds, and then she hastily grabbed a piece I’d cut up for her. I didn’t dare breathe too loudly as she ate, stopping to grasp the glass between her palms, her slick fingers glistening in the dim light.

When she finished everything on her plate, I blinked rapidly, surprised to find dampness clinging to my lashes. “Do you want more?” I asked thickly.

She gazed at the plate, then shook her head.

The chair creaked as I rose from it and cautiously approached her. She turned her body sideways, keeping her knees close to her chest. As I crouched in front of her, I noticed her hands were stiff above her knees.

“Here.” I picked up the cloth, maintaining eye contact with her as I lightly grasped her wrist. A barely-there charge danced from her skin to mine.

Poppy’s entire body tensed, but she didn’t move away. That was progress.

As I dragged the cloth between her fingers, she lowered her gaze. She was staring at the ring resting against my chest.

“It’s my wedding band,” I told her. “There’s an inscription on mine and yours.”

Her thick lashes swept up and then lowered once more. Her lips moved wordlessly, and I could’ve sworn she mouthed the words engraved in the gold.

My heart leapt in my chest. “Always and forever,” I whispered. “That has never changed. It never will.”

A small tremor ran through her as I moved on to her other hand. I was a greedy bastard, taking my sweet time wiping away any food remnants. But I was pushing my luck.

Giving her a smile I didn’t feel, I let go of her hand and picked up the plate and empty glass. It didn’t take me long to return to the table, but when I turned, she had her arms folded across her chest. She wasn’t clutching her knees anymore, but I wasn’t sure if that was an improvement.

I returned to the chair. Not much later, Poppy’s chin lowered, and her eyes closed. Her breathing evened out. The moment I was positive she was asleep, I got to my feet and grabbed the quilt. I turned back to her but didn’t take another step. She was leaning against the wall, her knees having slid a few inches away from her chest.

What if covering her with the quilt woke her?

My grip tightened as I stood there. I hadn’t been this uncertain since I was a young man. I stood there for minutes, my heart pounding and my vision blurring. Moving slowly, I gently laid the quilt over her shoulders the best I could.

She didn’t wake.

I silently backed up until I was near the door. Dragging the backs of my hands over my damp cheeks, I took a moment and then turned and quietly opened the door. Meeting Emil’s gaze, I closed the door behind me. “Keep your voice down,” I said, my hand still resting on the handle. “She’s sleeping.”

Emil’s grip on the broadsword at his hip loosened as he nodded.

“I need you to do two things for me,” I told him.

“Anything,” was his quick response.

“Get me a status on the Rev.”

“Won’t take too long to do that. I put the pieces in a cell not too far from here,” he said. “But the last time I checked, he was still in pieces.”

I frowned, not knowing how long it took a Rev to recover. “I also need you to find Millicent for me.”

Emil’s brows rose. “Okay.” He paused. “I’ll send Kieran down—”

“No,” I interrupted. “Send Delano to watch the door.”

He opened his mouth.

“Send Delano,” I repeated, opening the door again before Emil could say anything more.

My gaze immediately found Poppy. She hadn’t budged, and the quilt remained tossed over her shoulders. Wishing I could move her to the makeshift bed, I leaned against the door. The risk of waking her was too great.

I kept my eyes on her as I waited. Sometime later, I heard footsteps and hushed voices, before a knock not heard but felt came. Pushing away, I quickly slipped out into the hall.

Delano was there, his pale hair messy. I had no idea what time it was, but there was a good chance we’d woken him.

“Emil just swung by. He’s still looking for Millicent,” he informed me, glancing over my shoulder at the door. “But he wanted me to let you know the Rev is still in pieces.”

“Really?” I crossed my arms. “It’s been…what? Five days? No improvement?”

“Well, if you consider decay improvement. And the gods know I’ve never thought to say this, but…I do,” Delano replied. “So, there’s that.”

Surprise shot through me. “The fucker is decaying?”

Delano nodded. “Yeah, he appears irrevocably dead.”

Shock rippled through me as I stood there, wondering if I was so damn tired, I hadn’t heard him correctly.

Because what was being implied was impossible. Only draken blood killed a Revenant.

So, how did I kill one?
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Satisfaction gleamed in Poppy’s crimson-streaked eyes as I rose from the chair and stalked toward her.

She woke when I reentered the cell, and it clearly hadn’t gone well.

Because it wasn’t Poppy who awakened. But I hadn’t caught on to that at first. She hadn’t tried to attack or run, she’d said she was cold. Lonely. That her head hurt. So, when she rose, made her way to where I sat, and climbed into my lap, I hadn’t stopped her.

It wasn’t like I believed Poppy had returned to me. I knew better. I’d just wanted to hold her. And I had. I’d held her, desperately wishing her skin was warm and full of life instead of cold as death itself. Still, holding her felt like a dream—one that didn’t last when she tried to get me to take her from the room. First, she begged. And when that hadn’t worked, she’d tried seduction.

That technique hadn’t worked either, but the fact that Kolis had used her to try that? Bile clogged my throat, and I clenched my jaw, fighting the urge to expel the meager contents of my stomach.

The moment Kolis realized he wasn’t getting anywhere, he’d cursed me with her mouth and voice. I’d sat through it, not moving an inch, not speaking. The simmering anger grew into a rage as he used her hands to claw at herself. When she drew blood on her cheeks, I couldn’t take it anymore. Could no longer bear witness to it.

I snatched one of the blankets she had kicked aside, and the sound of stitches ripping rent the air as I tore a narrow strip off with my bare hands.

“Is someone mad?” she taunted with a dry, cackling laugh.

Turning, I wrapped one end around my fist and moved fast. Grabbing her hand, I yanked it from her face.

“What are you—?”

“Stop speaking.”

“Make me. You can use your co—”

“Shut up.” I caught her other hand and rolled her onto her stomach.

That thin, reedy laugh scraped against my skin. “I wasn’t suggesting this, but if that’s what you want…”

“Shut the fuck up.” I dropped to my knees, using them to pin her legs together. I yanked both arms behind her—

“Why?” she whimpered, causing my gaze to shoot to the side of her face. The slithery coldness was gone from her voice. “Why are you doing this to me?”

Teeth grinding, I pressed her wrists together.

“You’re hurting me!” she shouted, bucking her hips to dislodge me. “Why are you hurting me? Why?”

My chest felt as if the claws of a Craven had dug into it, ripping open the cavity. I faltered—

Poppy reared with a burst of strength, nearly throwing me off as she broke my hold on her wrists.

Cursing, I clamped my knees against her hips and grabbed her upper arms, pulling them back once more as gently as I could—it was still her body.

“Please, don’t!” she screamed. “Please!”

The scratching on the door started again. I shut myself down when Delano whimpered. I felt absolutely fucking nothing as I quickly wrapped the strip of blanket around her wrists, keeping it as loose as I could but tight enough that she wouldn’t be able to tear her way free. Once I was finished, I rolled her onto her side and rose, backing up.

“Please don’t do this,” she begged. “Please.”

Breathing heavily, I dropped into the chair.

She yelled. Screamed. She screeched and thrashed about until her voice gave out. Lying on her side, she panted as she glared at me with icy hate, Delano pawing and digging at the iron door the whole time, whining.

I ignored it.

All of it.

Until she finally quieted—either him giving up or her body giving out. Her eyes closed, and her breathing became shallow and quick but steady.

Delano’s whimpers faded but never truly went silent as I stared at the thin rivulets of blood coursing over her scars.

In that moment, I knew three things.

Kolis was weak—very weak. That was why the bonds around her wrists held. That’s why he tried what he had to escape instead of fighting. He’d wanted to distract me.

Kolis also didn’t want to feed. It would’ve strengthened him, but it also meant strengthening her—the reverse of when she refused to feed. Both were trying to keep the other weak.

And the third thing I knew without a doubt?

I was going to kill him.


CHAPTER 5
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CASTEEL

I stood, leaning against the door with my arms loosely crossed over my chest as I did what I’d been doing for what felt like weeks now.

I watched Poppy.

I watched her sleep, thinking about all the shit that must be going on outside Wayfair’s walls. The battle at the Bone Temple seemed like forever ago, and we’d been in the cell for at least a day. Maybe two. My world had stopped moving, but I knew the realm hadn’t.

I picked up the sound of someone approaching and turned my head to the side. A moment later, a knock vibrated the length of my back. Pushing off the door, I turned and opened it. I knew it wasn’t just Emil who’d returned. My gaze met eyes belonging to the last person I wanted to see. Well, maybe not the last person. More like second to last. At the very least, the third to last.

My brother had returned from wherever he’d disappeared to since I last saw him with Millicent.

And he looked like shit.

Malik’s shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of his neck, all except for the single sandy-brown strand that fell against a cheek that seemed sharper than before. The bruise on his jaw was gone, but the smudges under his eyes had gotten darker. It looked like he was getting as much sleep as I was.

“What in the actual fuck?” Malik rasped, his gaze moving from me to the cell door.

Lips pressed into a firm line, I glanced at Emil standing behind Delano. The white wolven passed me, leaving a trail of blood. Ears twitching, he kept looking back at the door—the iron door—he’d managed to score. Three of his claws had broken off. They’d grow back, but my stomach still soured. I lifted my gaze to Emil.

“I couldn’t find Millicent,” he explained, holding up his hands.

“So, you got him?” I demanded in a low voice.

“Actually, no.” Malik’s posture was as stiff as mine. “I heard he was looking for Millie. I decided to see why.”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” Emil said.

“Much to my annoyance,” Malik added. His gaze flicked to the cell door once more. “I have a lot of questions.”

“And I just need to see Millicent.”

His gaze narrowed on me. “Before you tell me why you’re down here—”

“Wasn’t planning to do that.”

He ignored me. “You’re going to tell me what the fuck is up with your eyes.”

It took me a moment to figure out what he was talking about. My eyes. Of course. He was just now seeing the brighter aura of eather. “It’s nothing.”

“Are you for real right now?”

Crossing my arms, I arched a brow.

“You have strands of eather swirling around your irises, Cas. In case you need a reminder, they weren’t there before.”

“I don’t need a reminder, but thanks. Where is Millicent?”

The taste of his annoyance was prickly and faintly acidic. “Why do you have Poppy down here?”

“What makes you think she’s down here?” I countered as Delano’s gaze darted nervously between us.

“Why would you be here if she’s not?” he challenged.

Fuck. Was the motive behind my presence that obvious?

The answer was yes.

A muscle began ticking in Malik’s temple, just like our father’s did when he was annoyed. He moved closer. “Cas,” he said, his voice low. “Gods. I know things between us are tense…”

“Understatement of the year,” Emil murmured.

Malik shot him a look of warning. “But some shit has clearly gone down, and I’m concerned.”

“There’s no need.”

“And I’m not the only one. So is our father.” Malik waited for me to respond. When I didn’t, he stiffened even more before stepping back. His gaze moved to the dimly lit corridor, flickering over the closed iron doors. The skin at the corners of his mouth tightened before he masked whatever he was feeling, but the tangy, almost bitter taste of anguish coated my mouth. “Fine. Whatever,” he said. “I have no idea where Millie is.”

My brows raised. “Really?”

Malik’s jaw flexed, and it took a couple of heartbeats for him to answer. “She left.”

I eyed him, frowning. “Then why are you here?”

A dry laugh left him as he looked away, the corners of his mouth tightening more. “The last time I chased after her, she made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want me to do that.”

I had no idea what had gone down between them or why Malik refused to tell Millicent they were heartmates, but I did remember him telling me that she hated him. It wasn’t like that was something I could forget. But now wasn’t the time to figure out the reasons behind that.

The Rev was dead.

Millicent was missing in action.

And Reaver still hadn’t returned.

Fuck.

Without saying another word, Malik turned away—

Fuck. “She’s awake.”

Malik stopped.

I glanced over at Emil and Delano. The latter no longer watched us as nervously. I took another deep breath. “But she doesn’t completely remember who she is.”

My brother spun. “What?”

“It was something Nektas warned us could happen,” I said, my jaw flexing. “I moved her down here so she…” I cleared my throat. “So she wasn’t so close to others.”

Malik stared, appearing as if he were at a loss for what to say. He turned at the waist, then faced me as he brushed the strand of hair back from his face. “Did the draken say how long she would remain this way?”

I shook my head.

He was quiet for a moment. “Damn, I…” Swallowing, he looked down. “I’m sorry, man.”

I tensed. Every part of me wanted to reject his sympathy because it meant there was a reason for it. I managed a curt nod, and Delano rose and came to where I stood. He sat, leaning into my side.

“Why did you want to see Millie?” Malik asked. “You think—?”

We all felt the shift in the atmosphere at the same time. A powerful charge of energy thinned the air, stroking the essence inside me as Delano rose to all fours, his ears flattening.

I spun toward the cell door, and Malik was beside me in the blink of an eye. “You can’t go in there,” I told him.

“And you can?”

“Yes.”

His nostrils flared. “That’s a Primal god who doesn’t recognize—”

“Uh, guys?” Emil interrupted. “I don’t think it’s Poppy. Because there’s a…ball of light.”

Malik’s gaze met mine, and we both turned. In the center of the narrow hall, a small orb of silver eather grew, crackling and spitting thin tendrils of essence.

“What the…?” Malik muttered as the fur along Delano’s back rose.

A guttural snarl erupted from the wolven as he prowled forward, head lowered. Emil’s hand wrapped around the hilt of his sword.

The realm was opening before us. I just hoped it was whoever Reaver had reached and not someone about to make an enemy of me.

Either way, I had a feeling neither a sword nor a wolven could stand against whatever was about to appear. Not when only two beings had enough eather to open the realm. The Arae, also known as the Fates.

And the oldest of the gods—the Primals.

“Delano,” I called, holding up a hand to Emil. “Stand down.”

The wolven reluctantly stepped back as a wave of tingling energy swept down my right arm. Eather swelled, pressing against my flesh.

The orb of eather lengthened, hissing and popping, and then the realm opened in a burst of silver radiance, filling the air with the scent of burnt ozone. The flash faded quickly, and where the opening of the realm had been, a male—maybe an inch or two taller than me—stood before us in black leather pants and a tunic. The strap of a small satchel crossed his broad chest. My gaze quickly swept over the light-brown hair framing a face…

My shoulders jerked as I saw the Primal god’s face. It wasn’t the shallow scar running from his hairline, over the bridge of his nose, and down his left cheek that had me standing there in stunned silence.

It was because of the sandy-brown hair, the strong jawline, and the sculpted mouth. The straight nose and high, angular cheekbones. The arched brows and tall, broad-shouldered, lean-waisted build. Which, all together, was damn near the mirror image of the man standing beside me.

My brother.

“What in the actual fuck?” Malik choked out.

I seconded that statement while glancing between my brother and the Primal god. The Primal looked back at us with precisely the same what-the-fuck expression that had to be plastered on our faces.

Emil bowed stiffly, reminding me I should probably be doing the same. The Primal was an old god. But Malik and I remained straight, too dumbfounded to do anything but stare.

“Uh…” Emil slowly straightened. “Am I seeing things, or am I looking at someone who looks eerily similar to you?” He glanced in Malik’s direction, then mine. “To both of you, actually.”

Emil was stating the obvious, but I couldn’t fault him for doing so. I kept staring at the Primal, trying to find the differences. His hair was a little shorter and wavier, more like mine.

But other than that?

It was like seeing Malik two or so decades older.

Or looking at a near twin of our father.

“If you’re seeing shit…” Malik muttered, arms lax at his sides.

“Then we all are,” I finished for him.

The Primal’s silver eyes shifted to me, and everything about him changed. It was brief—the flaring of his nostrils, the crease between his brows, and the tightening of his jaw—but I saw it before his gaze slid back to Malik. I didn’t pick up any emotion from him and didn’t know if that was because he was a Primal, he was shielding them, or it was a limit to my abilities. Still, I knew what that quick display of emotion was.

Pain.

And not the physical kind.

“He really could’ve warned me about this,” the Primal said under his breath, but I still heard the faint, melodic rhythm that was both familiar and utterly foreign at the same time. He looked at us. “Hello.”

I blinked, then stiffened as I saw that Delano had crept forward, his head lowered, and tail tucked close to his body. Before I could say shit, the Primal god extended his hand toward the wolven. Delano cautiously lifted his head and sniffed the outstretched hand.

A heartbeat passed, and then Delano pressed his muzzle against the Primal’s hand.

“Well,” Emil drawled. “I guess he’s got the Delano stamp of approval.”

One side of the Primal’s lips curled up, and, sure as shit, a dimple appeared.

My gaze locked with Malik’s. There was no way he wasn’t thinking what I was.

This Primal was of our bloodline.

It made sense. Elementals were directly descended from gods. But a Primal god?

Delano backed off and returned to my side as I felt a pulse of awareness in my chest. My hands fisted.

The Primal’s stare lifted, a slight frown pulling at his brows as he swept his gaze over the hall. He’d felt Kieran, even though no one else seemed to have even heard his approach yet—not even Delano. I filed that piece of information away as the others finally picked up on Kieran’s arrival.

A second later, he burst into the shadowy hall, his chest rising and falling quickly.

My jaw clenched as I opened my senses, linking my mind to his. Did you forget what I said?

His pace didn’t change. I know what you said.

And?

As he drew closer, I saw that the bruises were gone. Good for him.

This isn’t about us, came his response.

I shut myself off from him before he could say more. My nostrils flared as I inhaled deeply. He was right. This wasn’t about us.

Kieran’s steps slowed as he caught sight of our odd-as-shit group. “I felt…” He trailed off as his gaze darted back to the Primal. His brows snapped together, and his stare shot toward Malik. “What the…?”

“Join the club,” my brother remarked.

“Interesting,” the Primal murmured, eyeing Kieran.

Kieran returned the blatant stare with one of his own.

Emil cleared his throat. “So, are we just going to ignore the fact that he looks like he’s a long-lost Da’Neer?”

The Primal didn’t look all that surprised by the last name. His gaze flicked to Malik. “Reaver said you needed help.”

Snapping out of my stupor, my chest tightened. “Did he tell you why?”

He pulled his stare from Malik and focused on me. Maybe it was my imagination, but he seemed to do so reluctantly. “He said you may have an…issue with your Queen.”

Feeling my brother turn toward me, I nodded. “Yeah.” I glanced at Kieran as he inched closer. “We have an issue.”

The Primal’s gaze flicked to the door behind me and then swept over our group again. “You can stay,” he said to me, then looked Kieran over once more. “He can, too. The rest need to leave.”

Malik stiffened. “I don’t know you. We don’t know you. So how about—?”

“It’s okay,” I cut in. “Kieran and I can handle him.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the Primal raise a brow.

“He’s a god,” Malik argued. “Who just popped up out of nowhere.”

“I asked Reaver to return to Iliseeum to see if anyone could help Poppy.” I confirmed what the Primal had said, not missing how his head jerked slightly when I said her name. “Clearly, that’s why he’s here.”

“That’s what he says.” Malik stepped in close. “And clearly, there is more going on than what you’ve said. Cas—”

“It’s fine,” I assured him, pushing my impatience down. My brother was worried; I could understand that. But we didn’t have time for this. “We’ve got this.” I let out a rough breath. “I need to get back to Poppy.”

Malik was still for a moment, then his jaw flexed, and he stepped back. Inhaling sharply, he turned to the Primal. “I don’t give two shits what you are,” he said, his voice low. “You fuck with my brother, I’m going to fuck with you.”

The Primal tipped his head to the side. “Noted.”

“I won’t be far,” Malik said to me.

I nodded, quickly glancing at Emil. His nostrils flared, but he gave me a curt nod and followed my brother. Delano hesitated, but I knew it was for a different reason. “You know I won’t let anything happen to her,” I quietly reminded him. “Go.”

For a few moments, his blue eyes remained locked on mine. Then, he rose, darting off and quickly catching up with the other two.

Kieran came forward with a frown, his observation of the Primal almost clinical.

“I understand their reluctance,” the Primal said, snapping my attention back to him. “They should be wary. You?” His shrewd gaze roamed over me. “You don’t seem wary at all.”

“I’m not,” I replied. “Because if you fuck with us or her, I won’t fuck with you back. I’ll rip your fucking heart out and then feed it to you.”

The glow of eather behind his pupils turned his eyes a luminous shade of quicksilver. “The one that looks like me. He’s your brother,” the Primal said after a moment. It wasn’t a question. “But he doesn’t feel like you.” He glanced back at Kieran. “And you don’t feel like a normal wolven.”

“Is that so?” Kieran asked, crossing his arms.

The Primal’s half-smile raised my hackles. Mainly because I now knew what I looked like when I gave that same shit-eating smirk. “Your brother is worried about your safety.” Silver eyes lit by eather locked on mine. “That’s the only reason I let him speak that way to me.” He stepped toward me. “But you?”

Kieran tensed.

“Clearly, the female beyond that door isn’t just a Queen to you,” he said.

“She’s not.” I held his stare as we stood toe-to-toe. The aura of power he let seep out of him coated every surface in the hall. “She’s my everything.”

“Which is the only reason I’m letting you speak to me like that.” Streaks of eather flashed across his irises. “But my tolerance has its limits. I hope that won’t become a problem.”

“As long as you know I have no tolerance when it comes to her safety, no.”

A muscle ticked…right in his temple. Fuck, it was eerie to see that.

Seconds passed. Neither of us moved or spoke. Our eyes remained locked. I knew I was pushing it.

“Casteel,” the Primal said, breaking the tense silence as he spoke my name for the first time. “Reaver was not exaggerating in his description of you.”

I could only imagine what that fuck had said. “It appears he left some details out, though. Like the fact that we’re related,” I drawled.

“That he did. And more.” He looked at Kieran. “Which makes you the wolven.”

“I have a name. It’s Kieran,” he replied. “And you are?”

“Someone you likely haven’t heard of.”

Kieran raised his brows. “Why don’t you indulge me and find out?”

“We really don’t have time for that.” The Primal’s gaze went to the door.

I moved to the side, blocking his view. While I believed Reaver had sent him, he wasn’t taking a step toward her without me knowing something about him. “What’s your name?”

Silence stretched between us, heavy and strained. “If your brother and I didn’t share such similar features, your”—he shook his head—“your attitude would be a clear indicator of our relation.”

My lips pressed flat. “Your name.”

Eather flared in his eyes. “Attes.”

“Never heard of you,” I replied.

“I’m likely too old to be remembered.”

“How old?” I asked.

“Only Nektas and Kolis are older than me,” he stated, shocking the shit out of me. “That’s how old.”

“Wouldn’t that make you…?” Kieran trailed off.

My gaze sharpened on the Primal. “One of the original Primal gods.”

“Not original,” Attes corrected. “I am of the gods born of the original Primal gods.” His cool, silver gaze moved between us, then to the door. “I assume she sleeps?”

“She was asleep when I stepped out,” I told him. I had a feeling we’d know if she was awake. “What did Reaver tell you?”

“The basics.” Attes stepped back, running his fingers over the strap across his chest. “That your Queen woke from stasis with an…attachment.”

“Did he tell you she is a Primal god?” Kieran questioned.

Attes nodded.

“And did he tell you what the attachment is?” I followed.

“Kolis.” He spat the name with such vehemence it would be hard to feign such genuine disgust. I allowed myself to relax a fraction. “Reaver said he sensed him but wasn’t sure how it happened.”

“I’ve been trying to figure out how something like this is possible,” Kieran said. “I even spoke to Sven.”

I stiffened at the mention of Perry’s father.

“I didn’t give him any details,” Kieran quickly added. “But other than my father, he was the only person I could think of who might know something. Everything he brought up couldn’t have occurred.”

“I thought of something. The Revenant,” I said, and Kieran frowned. “He touched her while she was in stasis.”

Kieran inhaled sharply. “Fuck.”

“Where is this Revenant?” the Primal asked.

“Apparently, dead and decomposing in another cell,” I shared. Kieran showed no reaction to that, so I figured he’d either learned that around the same time I had or before.

Attes turned his head toward me. “How?”

“I killed him.”

His eyes narrowed. “You feel like a Primal. As does the wolven.” Eather crackled behind his pupils as he stepped closer to me. “But that’s impossible. Just as you being able to kill a Revenant is. So, what are you?”

“Extraordinarily impatient to help my wife,” I said since I couldn’t answer his question. I had no idea what the answer was. “That is what I am.”

The muscle in his temple started ticking again, more fiercely now. It caused the skin along the edges of his scar to pull taut. “There are some things I need to know first. Understand?”

My flesh cooled as the essence pulsed within me. “Understood.”

“Good,” he snarled. “What kind of state has she been in?”

“Not great.” I gritted the words, my chest throbbing.

“I need a little more detail than that,” he pressed. “What was she like when she first woke compared to now? How has her behavior been?”

Itching to get back to her, I took a deep breath and told him how she was upon waking and what had occurred since. “But even though she was confused, she was more worried about—” My voice thickened, and I cleared my throat. “She feared hurting me. Even now.”

Attes’s gaze sharpened. “It should’ve been impossible for her to fight the need to feed after Ascending.”

“I thought the same. But on some innate level, she knew who I was to her, and what was inside her,” I told him. “So much so that she fought to get away from me but didn’t use the essence against me.”

His head tilted, sending strands of hair across his forehead as he studied me. “Please continue.”

I scrubbed a hand over my chest as I turned back to the door. I told him how I’d finally gotten her to feed a little and how she seemed to sense something was wrong with her even before Reaver showed. “A few times after that, I was talking to Poppy again.”

“You’re sure?” he urged.

“Yes.”

“She summoned me,” Kieran added, and I managed to keep my expression blank. “And she knew who she was when she did.”

“And now?” Attes questioned.

“She’s exhausted. I can tell she’s been fighting him.” What felt like a fist punched through my chest. I turned back to him. “And doing so is causing her pain.” I replayed the time I’d spent with her. “She said he wanted in, and she didn’t have a choice.”

The Primal’s gaze lowered and then rose. “Has he communicated through her?”

“He…got through for a few minutes.” I raked my fingers through my hair and then dropped my hand. “I got to chat with the fuck.”

Kieran’s head whipped toward me. “What?” He unfolded his arms. “When?”

“A few hours ago,” I answered, my gaze drifting back to the closed door. There was still no sound coming from inside.

“What did he say?” Attes demanded.

“Nothing beyond that he wants what he deserves. Whatever the fuck that is,” I explained. “And threatening to kill everyone I know while trying to get me to let her out.”

“That sounds like him,” Attes muttered. “Could you tell how aware he was of his surroundings?”

I thought about that, my mind flashing to when Poppy had tried to seduce her way free. She hadn’t seemed aware of where she was. “I don’t think he’s very aware. And when he was in control,” I said, tasting the bitter, acidic rise of Kieran’s anger, “he never said my name or anyone else’s,” I told them. Come to think of it, he didn’t seem to sense the essence in me like Attes had either. “But he appears able to make her see and hear things that aren’t there—at least, that’s what it seemed like to me.”

Kieran’s stare sharpened on me as Attes said, “The true Primal of Death has unique abilities very similar to those of the oneirou,” he stated, causing both Kieran and me to stiffen. I remembered learning about the gods of dreams. “He can ferret out a person’s hidden fears and deepest shame, then exploit it.”

“What the fuck?” Kieran rasped, taking an unconscious step back.

“It’s an ability designed to only be used against those sentenced to the Abyss. There was a time when Kolis never would’ve thought of using that against anyone.” A distant glint filled the Primal’s gaze, then vanished. “That time has long since passed. So, while he would have access to those moments, he likely wouldn’t be able to sift through her memories.”

I couldn’t say shit as I stood there, horrified by the idea of Kolis being privy to anything about Poppy, let alone her worst experiences.

“Did anything happen to her while she was in stasis?” the Primal asked.

My fists clenched at my sides. “Not to her, but to me. I was attacked.”

“Sorry to hear that.” His reply was so dry and without even a drip of genuine empathy, that in any other situation, I would’ve laughed. “But I’m not sure how that would impact her.”

“We completed the Joining,” I revealed as I searched for patience I didn’t have.

A crease formed between his brows as he glanced between us.

“You’re unaware of the Joining?” Kieran asked.

“It was likely something that came about after my time,” he answered. “I only woke briefly from stasis once before.”

As Kieran gave the Primal a quick rundown of what a Joining was, I stared at the door. I wanted to check on Poppy, but considering what’d happened the last time I returned, I risked waking her before discovering exactly how this Primal could help.

If he could.

“That could’ve done it,” the Primal said when Kieran finished.

My head jerked toward him. “Done what?”

“When a Primal or god enters stasis for any reason, they are already vulnerable, both physically and mentally. What he told me sounds a lot like the binding that was once done between the draken and the Primals to strengthen both.” He described what sounded exactly like what was done between the Elemental Atlantians and the wolven. “No fusion of life forces, be it through blood or magic, is a one-way street. If one of you is wounded severely enough, she will weaken.”

My stomach churned as his words sank in, confirming what I already knew.

Kieran moved closer, his voice low. “It’s not your fault.”

“I didn’t say it was.” The Primal frowned.

“Casteel,” Kieran said.

I focused on the Primal, making sure my shields were in place. “So, that’s how he got to her?”

The Primal’s head tilted. “Her growing weaker could’ve given Kolis the upper hand, but he’s…” He shifted the strap on his shoulder, and unease settled in my gut. He shook his head. “There are different ways he could’ve gotten in.”

Kieran’s lips pursed as he dragged his hand over his head. “And what are those ways?”

Attes was quiet, his jaw flexing. Again, I was struck by the feeling there was something he wasn’t sharing. It was the same damn feeling I’d had when I asked Reaver what Kolis wanted from Poppy.

“Is there something you want to tell us?” I asked, my hands twitching at my sides.

His gaze slid to mine. “There is nothing I want to say that I haven’t already.”

Yet again, the way he said that…

“Could the Revenant have allowed him to get to her?” Kieran’s head lifted. “You never said if he could’ve been responsible.”

“I know of no magic possessed by a Revenant that could make someone act as a conduit,” Attes said. “But I’ve only been awake for a short time during the age of Kolis’s entombment. So, could such magic exist? Yes.” A thoughtful look crossed his features. “Perhaps Penellaphe knows of something.”

“Kolis can appear as a shadow. So, he could’ve gotten to her at any time. It would’ve taken just a blink of an eye, and we wouldn’t have noticed,” I seethed.

Kieran let out a low breath. “You’re right.”

I was, and my patience was rapidly wearing thin. “Can you help her?”

Attes stood still and quiet by the door for a few seconds. “I can try.”

“Try?” I whispered. “That’s not good enough.”

His chin lifted, and tension bracketed his mouth. “I only know of something like this happening once,” he ground out. “And severing that connection killed the possessed.”

Severing the connection killed…

My breath became shallow, and my body went rigid.

“What?” Kieran exclaimed.

Fear rose, insidious and suffocating. I reacted the way I had before.

Recklessly.

And furiously.

Kieran spun toward me with a curse.

He was too late.

Snapping forward, I grabbed the Primal by the front of his tunic. Fingers tightening around the soft fabric, I slammed him into the wall, cracking the stone. “This could kill her?”

His eyes filled with eather, becoming orbs of pure silver. Essence poured into the veins beneath, lighting them and the scar up. His lips curved into a tight smile.

It was a warning.

The only one.

His palm connected with my chest, sending me flying backward. I hit the wall with a grunt, the impact still rattling my bones as I landed on my feet.

Attes stalked forward.

Kieran growled, his flesh thinning as the shadow of fur began to sprout.

“If you don’t want to spend the rest of the day mending broken bones,” Attes warned him as the veins in his cheeks glowed with eather, “don’t even think it.”

Seeing that Kieran was definitely thinking it as he started to crouch, I straightened.

“That was your one shot,” Attes hissed. “Blood or not, you won’t get another.”

I forced a laugh, even though it fucking hurt to do so. “You sure about that?”

“Fates, you are—”

“Charming and captivating?” I suggested, relieved to feel the pain lessening already.

Attes’s steps faltered. “You’re so much like him,” he breathed, voice strained and cracking on the word him.

My brows snapped together. “Like who?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stared at me in that strange-ass way again. Like it pained him to do it. He blinked, and his expression smoothed out. “I didn’t say this would kill her. The other was mortal.”

Kieran halted. “You couldn’t have elaborated?”

I took a breath, hearing my ribs crackle inside. Fuck. It felt like my chest was half-caved in.

“Did he give me a chance to do so?” the Primal shot back, the eather slowly receding from his veins.

“You could’ve spoken faster,” I retorted, twisting my neck to loosen the muscles.

Attes’s head whipped toward me, and he did another strange thing. The fucker laughed. It was quick but deep. “My apologies,” he said without a touch of remorse. “What I was trying to say is that was my only knowledge of such a possession. This should work. And it won’t kill her.”

I noticed the way he took a deep breath. “But?”

“Can you control yourself if I answer?”

“Just spit it out,” Kieran said. “Delaying it will only give him time to do something idiotic.”

I ignored that comment and repeated, “But?”

“But,” Attes said, adjusting the satchel so it rested against his hip, “it will hurt her.”

I took a breath. It felt like icy fire in my chest.

“I don’t want to. It’s the very last thing I would ever want,” he said, “but it cannot be avoided.”

I stared at him as the corners of my vision dimmed.

“Casteel,” Kieran warned. “We need his help.” He stepped between Attes and me. “Poppy needs his help.”

My heart thudded heavily as I stared at the Primal. Part of me wanted to let the eather swirling inside me loose, but Kieran was right. We needed his help.

Poppy needed it.

Mouth clamped shut, I nodded. Kieran hesitated for a moment, then stepped aside and faced the Primal. “What do you have to do?”

He slid his hand down the strap to the flap of his satchel. Opening it, he withdrew a dark-gray vial. “This.”

“What is it?” Kieran eyed the bottle. “Is that some type of shadowstone?”

“No. The vial is made of basalt. The slag…the slaggiest of slag,” he said with a faint and quick grin. “It’s created where the highest intensity of dragon fire strikes a surface.”

“Dragon?” Kieran repeated.

“Yes. Dragon. As in the ancestors of the draken,” he said. I was sure Kieran realized that. “It’s the only thing that will hold their blood.”

I crossed my arms. “Please tell me you’re not using draken blood on Poppy.”

“I warned you it would hurt.”

“Well, now I know why the mortal died,” Kieran muttered. “How is that supposed to help her?”

“Normally, it would burn right through flesh and bone. Even a Primal’s,” Attes said, and my head tipped toward him. “Especially his blood.”

“Nektas’s,” I guessed.

Attes nodded, and my stomach twisted sharply. “But I know how to prevent that.”

“How?” I demanded.

“It’s not important,” he countered.

I was this close to choking the fucker out. “Then what is?”

“For Kolis to have forged a connection with her,” he said, his words slow and deliberate, as if he chose each one carefully, “she would bear his mark.”

“Mark?” Kieran frowned. “What kind of mark?”

“His.”

The word echoed in my head like a thunderclap. His. I breathed in, but the air tasted like ash.

“The symbol of death?” Kieran’s head cut to me. “Did you see anything?”

I swallowed hard, my throat dry. “I saw no mark,” I told him.

“There has to be one,” the Primal said.

My mind raced, replaying every moment that’d passed since Poppy woke. Had I missed something?

“I don’t understand,” Kieran spoke low and quick. “How would she end up with his mark? You didn’t sound all that confident that it was because of the Revenant.”

“He touched her arm, and I’ve seen her arms,” I said. “There’s no mark there.”

“With her,” Attes said quietly, his gaze on the door, “he wouldn’t need to physically touch her.”

I stiffened as I hissed, “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“That doesn’t matter either.”

My nostrils flared. “I beg to fucking differ.”

“It doesn’t,” he snapped.

“Bullshit,” Kieran snarled. “We need to know why he wouldn’t need to physically touch her.”

Something occurred to me then. “Teerman.”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed on me. “Why are you thinking about that dead fuck?”

“When I took him out, I thought I saw something in his eyes. A flicker.” I dragged my hand through my hair. “He also said that she had always been his.”

Attes stiffened.

“What?” Kieran growled, his eyes flashing a vivid cobalt-blue.

“And when Kolis got through earlier, he said the same damn thing.” I dropped my hand. “He was in the Duke. Said he was whenever he wanted to be.”

“I have no idea who you two speak of,” Attes said as Kieran took a step back.

“He was an Ascended. A vampry,” I said.

“I know what they are. Kolis created the first Ascended,” Attes said, a crease forming between his brows as he shocked both of us into silence. “Like the Revenants, their very existence is thanks to him. Therefore, they are irrevocably tied to him.”

I would have to table the what-the-fuckery in that piece of information. “Are you telling me he could’ve been jumping from Ascended to Revenant? That he still could?”

“He is linked to all his creations if he chooses to be.” Attes looked at Kieran. “Just as the Queen can do with the wolven if she so decides.”

Fucking gods.

“But Poppy is neither a Revenant nor an Ascended,” Kieran pointed out.

But her sister was.

Well, sort of. Who the fuck knew what Millicent actually was?

Attes drew in a deep breath. Once more, I had a feeling he was about to say some shit I would not be happy about. “Her blood,” he stated. “He’s a Primal god. If he’s had her blood, even a drop…” His stare cut away from me. “And if she’s had his, there’d be a link between them.”

“Even if the Duke was the one who took her blood?” Kieran asked, his skin losing some of its color.

Blood thumped in my head as I stared at the Primal.

Attes met my stare and nodded.

A deep, menacing growl emanated from Kieran, reverberating through the corridor. He spun on his heel and walked several feet down the hall, where he stopped, his hands on his waist. And I…

I didn’t move.

Part of my consciousness was still working through and absorbing what Attes had said, even as the rest of me wanted to dive right into denial. That part recognized that the chances of Poppy not even remembering something like that happening were good. I’d learned that she wasn’t always conscious after her lessons in his office. She may not even know. Not only was the Ascended skilled at taking what was not his while the innocent slept, but he also had unlimited access to her. He knew all the forgotten stairwells and hidden halls of the castle.

Though it didn’t even have to be Teerman who forged the sickening connection. Poppy had been surrounded by the Ascended and Revenants for most of her life. And her mother? Isbeth? She’d wanted to bring Kolis back. Did she have access to his blood? My mind flashed to the golden Rev, Callum. It could’ve been anyone.

Maybe he’s always been in her or connected to her.

Reaver’s words haunted me as I stood there, my lungs burning. It made sense as I thought about the Rev who’d attacked me. How he’d sung the verse Poppy had heard the night she was attacked in Lockswood and in her dreams. What a pretty poppy. She’d once thought it was the Dark One she’d heard, but later realized it was neither Malik nor me. What if it wasn’t something she’d heard that night as a child?

What if it had been him, already connected to her, whispering while she slept?

And he was finally able to forge a deeper connection.

The breath I’d taken hadn’t gone anywhere because I thought I knew. Understood. This Primal had said it. She would’ve been vulnerable while in stasis, then weakened to save me. It opened her to what had always been there.

I let him in.

Dark, thick, oily anger surged through me, stoking the essence. No sound came from me as fury-fueled eather bled into the atmosphere, thickening it with palpable tension. The sconces placed every ten feet or so flickered and then went out, plunging the hall into darkness.

“Fuck,” the Primal whispered.

Kieran was beside me in an instant, his hand on my arm. “You need to calm.”

“I’m calm.”

“Bullshit.” Kieran angled his body toward mine. “You’re vibrating with rage. Literally.”

My skin thrummed as if bolts of lightning were dancing across my pores, sending electric shivers through every inch of my body. The sconces on the wall sputtered back to life, their lights flaring wildly.

Attes swore as he stared at me—at the floor. “What in the actual…?”

Faint tendrils of shadow rippled across my feet, slipping around Kieran’s. Shadows streaked with thin strands of crimson.

In the dancing light, Attes slowly lifted his gaze.

Kieran stepped closer to me, bringing his head near mine. “Do you want her to feel this? To wake her, Cas? Because if you keep this up, it will.”

I didn’t want that.

“You need to calm yourself. For her.” Kieran clasped the back of my neck and pressed his forehead to mine. “And you can start by taking a breath. Do it.” His hand squeezed. “Do it for Poppy.”

For Poppy.

I would do anything for her.

Twisting my head from side to side, I took a deep breath. The burning in my lungs eased as I pushed the rage down. The light from the sconces steadied, cutting through the shadows sliding along the stone as the energy dissipated from the hall.

“You good?” Kieran asked.

I took another breath. “Good enough.”

Kieran didn’t immediately move. He stayed where he was for a heartbeat or two, then let go and stepped back.

Attes had leaned away slightly, his wide gaze darting between us.

“The Joining,” Kieran sighed, scrubbing his forehead. “It had some unexpected…effects.”

“No shit,” the Primal muttered. “But I’d call that more than an effect.” Eather crackled through his eyes as his stare bore into me. “That display of essence? It was h—”

“Hers,” I interrupted hoarsely. “It was her essence.”

“It’s his,” he insisted. “But it’s also something…?” He shook his head, shifting his attention to Kieran. “And you?”

“The opposite of his.”

“I…” It looked like a puff of air could’ve knocked Attes over. “I actually don’t even know what to say.”

I did. “We don’t have time for this.”

“You’re right. What in the fuck were we even talking—?” The Primal’s shoulders squared. “I remember.” He exhaled heavily. “Are you certain there are no marks? Did you look everywhere?”

The implication in his words made my skin crawl. Sucking in a sharp breath, I drew back as Kieran turned to me.

“Casteel.” Attes’s tone had softened, becoming placating as he held up his hands. “I can see that this is difficult for you, but we need to find his mark.”

I backed up, my fists clenching. I’d seen a lot of Poppy since she’d awakened. All of her except for what the sleeping gown obscured. The idea of his mark being there…

“Breathe,” Kieran murmured.

My too-tight chest rose as I breathed through the icy heat of eather throbbing in every cell of my being. “I will have to check her.”

Attes nodded. “If she’s still asleep…”

“She could wake when the door opens. She did last time,” I said. “If I go in alone, we’ll have to open the door again. And if she—or he—sees you?”

“We’ll go in with you,” Attes replied. “Give you space while you check her over.”

I rubbed at my chest. “Then let’s do this.”

Attes eyed me for a few more seconds. “There’s just one more thing.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “What?”

Attes stared at me, a slight frown pulling at his brow. He looked like he was figuring something out. I could be wrong, though. Honestly, I didn’t really give a fuck as I stalked past him, resisting the urge to bump his shoulder with mine.

“Before we go in,” Attes said, and I stopped in front of the door, closing my eyes. “If Kolis gets control, he will recognize me. And he will know why I’m here. You two need to be prepared for him to fight.”

In other words, be ready for Poppy to fight.

I nodded curtly. “Understood, but… She’s weakened. So is Kolis.”

“That’s good,” Attes said, even though his tone suggested otherwise. “We should get this over with as quickly as possible.”

I took a deep breath to prepare myself and quell the storm brewing inside me. It was futile. A lifetime couldn’t have prepared me to knowingly hurt her. So, I did what I had to do when I bound her wrists. I shut myself down as I unlocked the door and slipped into the role of who I used to be.

The rumored Dark One, the merciless Atlantian capable of doing anything to get what I wanted. Whether that was playing a potential suitor to the Duchess of Goldcrest Manor to earn her trust or cutting down any—guilty or otherwise—who stood between my goal and me.

“Casteel,” Kieran whispered softly, his concern thick in my throat. “I’m going in with you.”

It was a statement.

And a warning.

“Fine.” I cleared my throat as I stared straight ahead. The shit that had gone down between us had no place beyond this door. “I’m going to need your help in there.”

“You have it,” he said, his voice low. “Always.”


CHAPTER 6
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CASTEEL

The dim light from the corridor spilled into the cell, illuminating Poppy’s sleeping form on a pile of thick blankets. She was as I’d left her, her back to the door and the collar of the loosened robe draped around her upper arms.

As the door quietly shut behind me, I heard Kieran’s sharp intake of breath. My stomach clenched, knowing what had caught his attention.

“Casteel, what…?” Kieran’s voice was barely a whisper, but his shock was evident in the seconds before he shielded his emotions.

I turned to see him staring at Poppy’s bound wrists, his brow furrowed. The torn blanket stood out starkly against her pale skin, an ugly reminder of what I’d been forced to do and why.

“I had to,” I murmured, the words tasting like ash on my tongue. “She was clawing at herself.”

Kieran opened his mouth and then abruptly closed it as he saw the dried blood and shallow tears on her face. He went completely still.

I quietly walked to her other side. The silence was broken only by my quiet footfalls. Gods, she looked peaceful. I wanted to go to her and brush the hair from her face but held myself back. Her chest still rose in those short, shallow but steady breaths. Her legs were pressed together and bent at the knees, exposed to the cool air. I wanted to pull the robe or a blanket over her, but waking her was a concern.

I dragged my stare from her as Attes stepped around Kieran to join me. His footsteps made no sound. His eyes met mine, and then he looked down.

He jerked back quickly, his face paling so rapidly I thought he might topple over. His lips moved, forming words too fast and low for me to catch as eather lit up his wide eyes.

My stomach clenched as I shot Kieran a quick look. He seemed as bewildered as I felt. “Attes?” I asked, keeping my voice barely above a whisper. “What is it?”

He didn’t seem to hear me as he stared down at her, the scar on his face standing out in his now bloodless skin. He looked at Poppy as if she were a ghost.

Which was odd as fuck.

Kieran stepped closer to him. “Attes?”

His head drew back with his sharp breath, and he blinked rapidly. “Sorry,” he choked out. “I…”

Kieran’s eyes darted to mine. It was clear he had no idea what was going on either.

Wariness crept through me as I stepped in front of Attes, blocking Poppy the best I could. “Is there a problem?”

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “No.”

His single-word answer did nothing to assuage my growing unease. “You sure about that?”

Attes’s jaw spasmed as his eyes opened. “Yes.”

“Then what’s up with the reaction?” Kieran demanded quietly.

“It’s just…” He swallowed and glanced up at the low ceiling. “She looks like someone I…once knew.”

My brows snapped together. Someone he once knew?

“The Queen of the Gods,” Kieran surmised.

Attes nodded.

“She is her granddaughter,” he explained, watching the Primal closely. “Did you not know that?”

“I did,” Attes said hoarsely.

I assumed he still knew the Queen of the Gods, so his statement made no sense. I wasn’t buying it. My gaze met Kieran’s. I didn’t think he was either.

Attes moved to our right and took a deep breath. I turned as he knelt. He was several feet from her, but it was too close for me. “I’m surprised she hasn’t woken,” he commented. “I wonder…” Shaking his head, he rose and lifted a hand. I saw the tremor in it as he thrust his fingers through his hair. “She won’t remain this way. We need to move quickly. Let me know when you’re ready.”

My gaze flipped to Kieran. His jaw tightened. “I’ll follow your lead.”

I glanced to where Attes faced the door. He’d stiffened. Exhaling roughly, I went to Poppy’s side and lowered myself. Her breathing hadn’t changed, but it was too shallow, too fast. What felt like an invisible hand reached in and gripped my sternum, but I forced myself to focus on the task at hand.

“I don’t see anything on her legs,” Kieran said, kneeling beside me.

Flicking a quick look at Attes’s back, I carefully lifted the hem of the gown.

“Nothing on this side,” Kieran grunted.

“Hold on a sec.” I leaned over Poppy’s prone form, gently peeling back the soft fabric of her robe and the thinner material of her gown. The flickering flames cast dancing shadows across the cell as I exposed her back.

Except for a few freckles scattered along her spine, her skin was unmarked. Releasing the material, I rocked back to look at her. Her eyes remained closed, but I saw rapid movement behind the faint purplish-blue-tinged skin. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kieran doing the same to her lower body. I’d never seen his features so stoic, and that was saying something. Like me, he took no joy in this—in what felt like a violation, even though it was necessary.

“Anything?” I bit out, my voice low.

Kieran shook his head. “Nothing here.”

“Damn it,” I muttered, wanting—no, needing—to get this over with quickly. “We have to turn her over.”

Kieran’s eyes briefly closed, and his head twisted sharply to the side. When his lids lifted again, he gave me a curt nod.

“Ready when you are,” he replied, his voice as strained and clipped as mine.

We moved in unison, slowly turning Poppy’s limp form as I kept my eyes on her face. She didn’t stir, and as we settled her onto her back, I was relieved but also concerned as fuck. She wasn’t a heavy sleeper, and with her hands still bound, the position had to be uncomfortable.

My gaze swept over her upper chest, where faint lines traced veins over her pale, almost translucent skin. Pressing my lips into a thin line, I lifted my hand. Fuck if my movements didn’t feel sluggish as my fingers hovered above the neckline of her gown. I hesitated, looking toward the door. My gaze flicked there and then to Kieran.

If Attes turned at any point during this, I would rip his eyes out.

“Not necessary,” Kieran murmured, his gaze shifting to Attes’s rigid form. “I got it.”

My shoulders tightened as I stared at Kieran. Had I spoken that aloud? Giving my head a quick shake, I turned back to Poppy. Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself and grasped the fabric of her gown. With as much care and respect as I could muster, I slowly pulled down the top, revealing the pale skin of her chest.

And there it was.

Air punched out of my lungs as I stared at the crimson mark. It stood out starkly against her flesh, a symbol I’d never seen on her skin before etched between her breasts—a dark, off-center red line, slicing diagonally through a circle.

The symbol of Death.

“Casteel?” Kieran’s voice was strained. When I heard his sharp inhale, I knew he’d looked. And saw.

The brand didn’t look like a typical scar, where the skin was puckered and jagged around the edges. Instead, it appeared scaled and almost as if it had been laid upon her skin.

It didn’t belong.

A maelstrom of emotions rose, cracking the control I’d barely leashed. Icy rage washed over me, chilling my blood as I stared at the true Primal of Death’s mark. The god had branded her, claimed her like property, and placed his mark in an intimate location. Even if it hadn’t been done physically, the violation felt just as real, just as invasive.

“That motherfucker,” I hissed through clenched teeth. Eather pulsed intensely in my chest, darkening the corners of my vision.

“Cas.” Kieran’s hand curled around the one I held Poppy’s gown with, startling me. My gaze flew to his as I felt his hand move mine, releasing her gown so she was covered.

Kieran didn’t need to speak.

I already knew.

I needed to check myself.

What it took for me to do so was picturing Poppy’s smile—the real one that brought a flush to the apples of her cheeks as it reached her eyes, filling them with warmth. The kind of smile that couldn’t be forced and was utterly radiant.

I wanted to see it again.

I needed to.

Keeping calm so she could get the help she needed was the only way to ensure that.

“I’m good,” I uttered. Rage still simmered beneath the surface but the eather had calmed.

Kieran released my hand. “I know.”

“I assume you found it,” said Attes.

My gaze shifted to him, then returned to Poppy. The flickering behind her lids had slowed. “Yes.”

“I’m guessing I don’t want to know where.”

“No,” Kieran ground out. “But let’s get on with it.”

I placed my hands on my knees, my gaze fixed on Poppy as Attes walked around us and knelt on my other side.

“Where is it?” he asked quietly.

“On her chest,” Kieran answered.

“Of course,” spat Attes. “Fuck.”

I didn’t look at him as I spoke. I didn’t trust myself to do so. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“Other than you losing your shit during this? It shouldn’t.” He paused. “I’m going to have to touch her.”

A spasm of raw power rolled through me. “No.”

“Casteel,” the Primal began.

My fingers pressed down. “I’ll do it.”

“You can’t.”

“You might want to rethink that,” Kieran advised as my fingers stopped pressing down and began to tap. “Because there’s nothing he can’t do for her.”

Did he honestly believe that?

Clearly not. But I kept that to myself. Now wasn’t the time.

“There’s nothing to rethink,” Attes whispered harshly. “He cannot do it. Neither can you.”

I took a deep breath.

“Care to explain why?” Kieran shot back.

“Remember when I said I knew how to prevent it from burning straight through her?” Attes raised the strap from his shoulder and laid the satchel behind him. “It’s something I can do.”

Kieran shifted closer, his head lowering. “You’ll need to go into detail, friend.”

“Do we have time for that?” Attes snapped.

I slowly lifted my gaze from Poppy and met the Primal’s eyes. Whatever he saw in my stare caused him to shift back. “Yes.”

That muscle in his jaw ticked in unison with my fingers. “The blood will burn through my flesh first, dampening its potency enough to not go too deep into hers,” he said quickly and quietly.

Kieran lurched on the other side of me. “You’re going to…?”

“I’ll gladly let it burn through my flesh,” I said.

“Do you want to lose all your fingers?” he shot back.

My lips spread into a closed-lip smile. “I’ll still have five more.”

“And your hand and likely your entire arm?” the Primal retorted. “Because that’s what will happen. The draken blood won’t just eat away at your flesh. It will destroy muscle and bone. You willing to do that?”

I tilted toward him, my smile increasing as I saw the eather flare in his eyes. “Gladly.”

“You are…” Attes looked away, shaking his head.

“And why would you be willing to do such a thing?” I challenged, my fingers continuing to drum away. “For someone you’ve never met?”

“Do you think the same will happen to me?” His head swung back to mine. “I was old before the first Atlantian was even a flicker of a concept.” A low chuckle rumbled from him. “I’m far stronger than you.” He paused. “Who is a boy—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Kieran muttered.

“Compared to me,” he finished.

“Boy?” The laugh that left me was dark, and a chill hit the air.

“I will heal with a few days of stasis,” the Primal continued. “You, on the other hand, would end up with one hand and not be fine.”

“Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough,” I replied. “Or perhaps your hearing—or maybe your mental faculties—have weakened in your old age, worsening your comprehension skills.”

“Cas,” Kieran snarled under his breath. “Look at me.”

I held Attes’s glare.

“Godsdamn it, fucking look at me, you jackass,” Kieran hissed. “And listen.”

The Primal arched a brow.

Fingers stilling, I turned my head to Kieran. “Looking.”

“Thank you,” he bit out.

I smirked.

“Now, listen.” Kieran leaned in. “Besides the fact that we need that limb and appendages…”

I opened my mouth.

“I wasn’t done,” he growled. “How do you think Poppy will feel when she wakes up and sees that you’ve lost more fingers, a hand, and possibly an arm?”

I shut my mouth.

“How do you think she will feel knowing it was because of something you did for her?” he pressed.

I didn’t have to think about that. It would destroy her.

Kieran’s shoulders lowered. “She doesn’t know him.” He jerked his chin at Attes. “She isn’t going to care.”

“That’s rude to acknowledge,” Attes murmured.

“Cas,” Kieran said, dragging his lower lip between his teeth. “This”—a golden glow pulsed behind his pupils—“isn’t about you.”

My gaze cut back to Poppy, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Kieran was wrong, and he knew it. Poppy would still care. Maybe not as much as she would if it was me, but…

But his overall point was correct.

“Fine,” I forced out.

“Great.” Attes already held the vial in his hands when he glanced at Poppy. His gaze lingered on her. “She hasn’t woken at all,” he said, more to himself, and something akin to concern pulled at the corners of his mouth. “She won’t stay that way.” He looked at us. “One of you should go to her other side.”

Understanding why he suggested it, I rose without a word and stepped over her, settling on her other side. Kieran inched closer to her lower body and placed one hand beside her. I had a sudden flashback to the ruins of Irelone.

Fuck.

That was the last thing I needed to be thinking about.

“Okay.” Attes reached under his left arm and gripped the hilt of his dagger. “I’m just using this to pierce the vial.”

I could tell Kieran had questions as Attes unsheathed a dull-white blade. His eyes met mine. We both recognized it. It was the same kind the Revenant had used and what Callum had cursed Kieran with.

“What kind of dagger is that?” Kieran asked.

“Ancient bone,” Attes answered. “It’s the only thing that will pierce basalt. Not even shadowstone will do it.”

“Ancient bone?” Kieran repeated.

“It’s exactly what you think. Bones of the very first gods to walk this realm.”

“The original Primals?” Kieran surmised.

“No. These are the ones who created the first Primals and all you see.” Attes looked between us as we processed the newest piece of history no one fucking knew about. “It’s deadly to gods and mortals and can even do damage to a Primal.” He inhaled deeply. “A lot of damage in the wrong hands.”

My jaw clenched as I glanced down at Poppy’s face. “How would a Revenant get ahold of something like that?”

Attes frowned. “They shouldn’t. Why?”

“Not important right now.” I stiffened. “Her eyes stopped moving behind her lids.”

The Primal muttered a curse. “I’m going to need one of you to use the dagger to pierce the vial.”

“I’ll do it.” Kieran reached for the blade.

“Careful.” Attes handed it to him hilt first. “The bone will burn right through your skin.”

We knew that much.

“Noted,” Kieran murmured.

Attes’s inhale filled the cell. My gaze left Poppy’s as his grip on the vial firmed. His eyes met mine, and then he lifted his hand.

My arm snapped out as fast as a pit viper striking. I caught his wrist with my four-fingered hand. Our gazes locked as Kieran reached under our arms and lowered the top of her gown.

“I don’t need to look,” Attes said quietly. “Just guide my hand in the general direction.”

“Ready,” Kieran announced.

Attes’s gaze didn’t leave mine as I lowered his hand, not allowing myself to think about what I was doing—what I was allowing. I couldn’t.

When our hands neared Poppy, I looked down at the mark of Death. Fuck if it didn’t look like it pulsed.

Keeping the image of Poppy’s smile in my mind, I placed Attes’s hand on the mark. His flesh connected with hers for a second, and I felt a charge of energy flow from Poppy into Attes. I withdrew my hand, my gaze flying to hers. The short, shallow breaths ceased—

Poppy’s eyes snapped open, the blotches of color barely visible beneath the thick, swirling strands of crimson and shadow.

The sight of it shocked the three of us.

Her head tilted toward Attes, her pale lips curving into a smile. “You.”

Attes’s nostrils flared. “Do—”

Poppy moved faster than I thought possible.

She jerked halfway up, and her head snapped forward. There was a brief glimpse of delicate yet sharp fangs before she sank them into Attes’s arm.

“Shit,” he hissed.

I jolted forward with a much more blistering curse as Kieran tossed himself over her legs. A low growl crawled out of her. Reaching between her and Attes, I grabbed her under the chin.

“Anytime now,” Attes gritted out.

“Bad Poppy,” I muttered, getting my arm around her waist. “Let go.”

“Yeah. Don’t think that’s working.” Attes grunted as I tugged on her. “I’m beginning to think you’re delaying this.”

“I would never,” I said, pressing my fingers into the hollows of her cheeks, reluctantly acknowledging that the Primal was holding back. He held himself still. Didn’t even try to shake her off. He went from that fucker to the fuck in my book. Slight improvement.

Exerting pressure on the joints of her jaw, I forced her mouth open just enough to dislodge her. “There you go.”

“Thank fuck,” Attes muttered, drawing his arm away.

Pulling Poppy back, I grunted as she thrust her upper body forward once more, spitting a mouthful of blood directly in Attes’s face.

The Primal jerked with a curse.

“Great aim,” I murmured, relieved she hadn’t swallowed as I pushed her onto her back.

Attes shot me a dark look that didn’t last long as a low, raspy laugh parted her lips. He went rigid, his gaze shooting back to hers. “Hello,” he said as I planted my hands on her shoulders. “Kolis.”

“Why…am I not surprised to see…you here?” she said, rearing up with shocking strength.

“Fuck,” I snarled, pushing her back down.

“I was hoping you were dead,” she said in that strange, aching whisper.

“And the last time I saw you, you were impaled to the ground, looking dead.” Attes’s eyes flicked to mine, his gaze questioning.

I knew what he was seeking permission for. “Go ahead.”

“I’m ready,” Kieran assured.

She fought me, crimson streaking her chin as she fixed on the Primal. “I know,” she said, this time singing. And damn, somehow, that was more unsettling than the dry-as-bones whisper. “I know.”

I had no idea what he knew.

“Do it,” Attes demanded of Kieran.

Her lower body left the floor, lifting Kieran. With a curse, he shifted his weight down on her.

“I know!” she screamed, straining to look at Attes. “I know they weren’t of your blood.”

Attes halted, blood coursing from the wound that was already healing.

Her body shook with laughter. “I’ve always known they were his.”

The Primal paled as he stared down at her, frozen.

“Did you really think I didn’t know?” She tsked softly. “But don’t feel left out, old friend. I’m going to find every last one of yours.” She twisted her upper half to the side, straining toward him. “And I will kill them.”

“Attes,” I snapped.

“But you,” she hissed. “I will make sure you live to see it.”

“Attes!”

He blinked, pitching forward—

Fiery pain lit up my forearm. Cursing, I looked down to see crimson-and-black eyes locked onto mine as she dug her fangs into me.

Gritting my teeth, I forced out, “You really need to behave yourself.”

Attes reached around and gripped her chin. “You do realize this isn’t her, right?”

“I do, but that is her body. So, you’d better be careful,” I warned as she twisted her head, tearing more skin.

He huffed but forced her to release. As soon as my arm was free, blood splattered my cheek. She’d spat. Again.

I sighed.

“Starting with this one,” she cooed. “Going to work my way back. You will know his pain.”

“Shut up.” Attes placed his hand on her mark.

“You will understand why he loathed you,” she continued, nearly flipping Kieran. “You will know why he detested her.”

“You think I don’t already know? They were like mine.” He pushed down with more force than before. “You sick fuck.”

“Clearly, you two have history,” I muttered.

With a thick, fucking unnatural laugh, she threw her head back hard enough that I winced. I could only hope that the blankets had softened the impact.

“You have no idea.” Those churning eyes swirled and shot to me. “Oh, you really have no idea.”

“Does my expression give you any indication that I care?” I had to push her down again.

The smirk was bloody. “You don’t know—”

“You know what I know?” I cut in. “You’re out of power. Nothing more than empty threats, so how about you shut the fuck up?”

Those blood-smeared lips parted, and she went for my arm again.

“Damn it.” I moved fast enough to avoid more than the stinging graze of her fangs. “Hold on.”

This positioning wasn’t working. My gaze darted to Kieran. In a moment, he nodded.

“Back off for a second,” Kieran told him.

Attes’s narrowed gaze shot to him, but then he rocked back. Poppy surged toward the Primal.

Perfect.

Tightening my arm around her waist, I slipped beneath her as I curled my other arm underneath her throat. Poppy shrieked and snapped at the air as I flattened myself, straightening out her body in the process. She immediately tried to use her legs, but I managed to catch one between mine as Kieran trapped the other with his weight.

Attes’s brows shot up. “Perhaps we should’ve done that first.”

“Get on with it,” I hissed through clenched teeth as Poppy dug her fingers into my stomach. It could’ve been worse. Those bound hands could’ve been positioned over a much more sensitive area.

The fucker inside Poppy went wild then, realizing he wasn’t escaping this. But I felt no satisfaction as I held her body tight to mine, my eyes fixed on the Primal’s hand as he lowered it to the mark on her chest. I couldn’t allow myself to think about how we could no longer protect her modesty, how icy-cold her skin was against mine, or how it felt waxy.

With his hand on the mark, Attes looked at Kieran. “Pierce the center or lower,” he instructed. “Quick and fast. And pull your hand back even faster.”

The moment Kieran leaned forward, the body in my arms went still. “Do it,” she rasped in a voice as dry as bones. “Use that dagger to pierce flesh and bone. I will still live. I will find my way back. Do it!” she screamed. “Use that dagger and plunge it into her heart. Kill her!”

Attes inhaled sharply, eyes widening slightly as he stared down.

“You have the power to do so,” he taunted in her voice. “It will be a far more peaceful death than what is coming.”

The corner of Kieran’s lips drew taut. That was the only sign those words had any impact as he raised his brows. “Done yet?”

“No,” she seethed. “I’m nowhere near done.”

“Well, too bad.” Kieran smiled. “Because we are.”

The body settled against mine with a sigh. “We’ll see about that.”

Kieran moved fast, thrusting the tip of the bone dagger into the lower part of the vial. The hard stone shuddered as fissures rapidly spread across the slender container. My chest rose and stayed there as a thin trickle of blood seeped out, racing down the length of the vial.

The first drop hit the top of Attes’s hand with a crackle and a sizzle. Then another and another until the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. He made no sound as the thing inside Poppy laughed.

With a resounding snap, the basalt gave way, splitting apart. Blood poured forth, shimmering like liquid starlight spilling over the jagged edges.

I felt Attes jerk all the way through Poppy. My gaze shifted to his face. The pain had bent his neck, and I saw his clenched jaw through the strands of hair that had fallen forward.

“Fuck,” Kieran rasped, the scent of charred skin rapidly increasing.

The hollow, thin laughter ceased.

Kieran inhaled sharply, looked away, and then lowered his chin to his chest.

Attes tossed the broken vial aside, his head lifting. A fine sheen of sweat had broken out across his brow, and his skin had become a ghastly shade of gray.

Her body stiffened.

And I knew the draken blood had finally burned through Attes’s hand and reached her chest.

She let out a low, keening whimper, reminding me of a wounded animal. Then, she started to shake. The whimpering rose into a wail that became a scream as wisps of dark, oily smoke rose.

Attes rocked back, falling onto his ass as he drew his arm to his chest. All I saw was a glimpse of charred skin, dripping tissue, and bone.

Air rushed from my lungs as I lifted my head and pressed it to the side of hers. “I’m sorry,” I rasped, her pain slamming into me, fiery and devastating. I didn’t even try to block it. I let it burn me up like it was burning her. My eyes closed against the damp sting filling them. “I’m so damn sorry.”

Her back bowed as raw, piercing screams tore from her throat, overcoming my apologies. Her agony filled the cell, coating the walls and floor in pain, drenching my soul with it.

“It’ll be over soon. I promise.” I rocked her as I pressed my lips to her temple. Her skin was still cold but no longer waxy. It had to be over soon; I kept telling myself and her it would be as her scream cracked. The sound faltered, splintering into a hoarse rasp before fading into silence, leaving only the jagged sound of her labored breaths. She went completely limp. I felt Kieran lift himself—

“What the fuck?” he erupted.

My eyes snapped open, and I stretched my neck. “What—?”

Shock drenched me as I saw her chest. The skin there was a…fuck. It was a mess of charred flesh and puckered holes that’d better fucking heal without a single scar left behind. But the mark between her breasts…it moved. Shuddered. Wiggled and writhed like serpents—no, not like serpents.

It was serpents.

Two of them.

Thank the gods Poppy was unconscious for this.

Kieran shot forward, reaching for them, but I was faster. Lifting my arm from her waist, I grabbed them. They felt nothing like a serpent should. Their wiggling bodies were clammy, too pliant and unnatural.

They felt like death.

Two diamond-shaped heads lifted, their mouths gaping open. They let out piercing shrieks like countless tortured souls crying out at once.

“The fuck?” I choked out as I flung my arm to the side, throwing them as hard as I could across the cell.

They slammed into the wall, howling. Crimson-streaked smoke exploded from them as they shattered, swirling with an unnatural intensity as they surged toward the curtain-draped wall. The air filled with the sickly-sweet stench of death. The smoke pressed against the fabric, the crimson tendrils pulsing like living veins. The curtains began to peel back, their edges curling and graying with rot. A foul hiss filled the air. Cloth disintegrated into ash as it slithered along the wall, tracing every crack and crevice with eerie determination.

“Essence,” Attes groaned as they reached the iron door. The tendrils hesitated. “His will.”

Kieran scrambled to his feet, the bone dagger still in his hand as I slid off the blankets, drawing Poppy farther away. He jerked his arm back and let the dagger fly.

The essence dropped, pooling at the base of the door. The blade pierced straight through and struck iron, the hilt vibrating from the impact. Kieran shot forward and skidded to a stop. The mist had already scattered, disappearing like fog with the first rays of the sun.

Kieran took a step back and whipped around. “Serpents? That’s what his aru’lis looks like?”

“No, that was his vellá—how his will reveals itself,” Attes muttered as I carefully laid Poppy onto her back. “That wasn’t his aru’lis. It was his essence, the eather that is an extension of his will.”

“He can project his will like that?” Kieran muttered.

“How do you think he’s been jumping from Ascended to Ascended?” Attes drew in a thin, pained breath. “He is the true Primal of Death. There are no limits to how he chooses to project his will, especially as he grows stronger.” Grunting, he pushed himself back until he hit the wall. “He’s gone for now.”

Yeah, neither of us thought for a second that had killed the fucker.

I looked down at Poppy’s pale face and checked her pulse. It was silly. The imprint was still on my hand, and I could see the rise and fall of her chest, but I needed to feel her heart beating.

And it did, once more in tune with mine.

The relief was brief but sweet as my gaze flickered down. I swallowed hard at the harsh sight of her chest. Some of the blood was hers. Some belonged to Attes, but a few smudges shimmered faintly. I had no idea if that was Attes’s blood or the draken’s. Rising onto my knees, I looked over my shoulder at Kieran, my thumb remaining where I could feel her pulse. “There is some clean linen on the table and a water pitcher. Grab them for me.” My gaze cut to Attes as Kieran hurried to the table. “Need one?”

His head was tipped back against the wall; his eyes closed as he lifted his arm. The flesh had burned straight to the bone. Only two fingers remained. “You think a cloth will help?”

I was going with…no.

“You can at least cover it up.” Crossing the cell, Kieran tossed a cloth in Attes’s direction.

Kieran dropped onto his knees on Poppy’s other side, blocking her from Attes’s view. He inhaled sharply as he glanced at the skin between her breasts.

“It’ll heal,” I told him, even though there was no way to know what draken blood would do to the skin of a Primal that had never existed before.

His gaze met mine as he quickly wet the cloth before handing it to me. Without saying a word, he lifted the robe and gown. Both would have to be removed in case any blood had gotten onto them.

“When he…possesses the Ascended? Or the Revenants?” Kieran asked, looking at the Primal. “Is it like this? He takes control?”

Attes started to respond, then snapped his mouth shut. A moment passed. “He can see through them and take control for a limited period. Like a compulsion.”

“A compulsion only lasts minutes—if you’re lucky,” I said. “This has been a day. Maybe two.”

He was quiet again. When I looked at him, he was staring at Kieran’s back. “She was in stasis, far more vulnerable to…a deeper possession.”

Something about that seemed like a lot of bullshit. I didn’t know why, though. And I couldn’t come up with a reason for the lie. “Can he get to her again?”

“As long as she’s in stasis, she’s vulnerable.”

I closed my eyes, pushing down the rising anger. I wanted to say that wouldn’t happen, but he’d gotten to her without us knowing before. It could happen again.

“What else is he capable of in this form?” Kieran asked.

“In this state, he could influence others by inciting fears,” Attes continued. “Beyond that, I don’t know. I’ve never seen a Primal reduced to such a condition and live.”

Kieran held the pitcher for me to dip the cloth in. Gritting my teeth, I saw that a small piece of charred flesh had flaked off while I carefully cleaned the wound. My gaze flicked to her face. There was no sign that she felt it.

“She’s probably exhausted,” Kieran quietly said as he reached over and lifted the other side of the robe.

I didn’t say anything because I could taste Kieran’s concern. It increased with each pass.

“I have a theory,” Attes said, his voice rough and uneven with pain. “You said she remembered herself at some point after waking up but hasn’t given any indication since?”

“Yes.” I took the fresh, damp linen from Kieran. “The last time I could be sure I was talking to Poppy was right after she woke up. I called her…sweetheart.” I twisted my head as I worked my jaw loose. “She knew I’d never called her that before.”

“Not remembering oneself can happen.” Something dark briefly passed over his features. “But her alternating between being aware of herself and not could be because her Ascension isn’t complete.”

Kieran drew back in surprise. “How? She was asleep for about six days before this.”

“I’ve seen a Primal’s Ascension take over a month,” Attes tiredly replied as he glanced down at his hand. He had wrapped the linen around it. “There’s no set time.”

“Gods,” Kieran muttered, and I knew he had to be thinking the same thing I was. The Culling for Atlantians never took that long.

“But if her Ascension was interrupted when you were injured,” Attes continued, unknowingly twisting the knife deeper into my chest—or perhaps, knowingly. “That could also explain…how vulnerable she was to outside influences.”

I stiffened, my hand tightening around the cloth.

“Didn’t we already discuss this?” Kieran’s tone dripped scorn. “What’s your point?”

A part of me was surprised by the way he was speaking to the Primal god. I’d heard him keep a respectful tone until the moment he ripped out the throat of those who demanded less respect than a Primal god. But he spoke with about as much deference expected of me when speaking with a Primal, and no one had high expectations regarding that.

“My point is, she is likely returning to stasis,” Attes stated as I finished cleaning her the best I could with the small cloth. “Possibly even a deeper one.”

Kieran sat back, his shoulders hunching as I lifted my gaze. I stared at the wall for several moments. “And you don’t know how long?”

“No.”

A hollow weight settled beneath my ribs, the kind of ache that made me want to punch a wall. Instead, I tossed the soiled linen aside and swallowed against the gnawing helplessness.

“You should get her out of whatever she’s wearing,” Attes said after a few moments. “Just in case any of the draken blood got on it.”

I’d already planned to do that but kept that retort to myself. Glancing around the cell, I spotted the quilt against the wall. “Can you grab that for me,” I asked, jerking my chin at it as I lowered my voice.

When Kieran rose to retrieve the blanket, I cut my gaze to the Primal.

“I’ll keep my eyes closed,” he said, likely feeling my glare.

Kieran returned, and together, we stripped her of the ruined clothing and wrapped the quilt around her.

“Casteel,” Attes said when we finished. “I need to speak with you. It won’t take long.”

The message was clear, causing Kieran to fill with wariness.

“Can you go ahead?” I asked. “Get her some fresh clothes and a bath ready.”

He hesitated. “Will you be…fine?”

I looked up at him with an arched brow. “I’ll behave myself.”

“Doubtful,” he muttered, pushing to his feet. He turned to Attes. “Are you sticking around?”

“I’m just sitting still until I can regain some of my strength before returning to Iliseeum,” Attes answered.

Kieran nodded, then released a heavy breath. “Thank you for your help.”

“You’re welcome.”

Kieran then bowed to the Primal, receiving a rough chuckle from Attes. “No need for that.”

Straightening, Kieran turned to me. His gaze met mine for a brief second, then he left, leaving the door ajar.

Silence filled the cell as I brushed some limp strands of hair back from Poppy’s face. “You wanted to speak to me?”

When he didn’t answer, I looked over at him. His eyes were still closed, and once again, I was struck by how much he looked like Malik and our father. Like me if his hair was darker and his face leaner.

“You’re staring at me,” he said.

“I’m waiting for you to speak.” I smoothed my thumb over Poppy’s cool cheek. “And it’s unnerving as fuck how much you look like my brother and father.”

“The feeling is mutual.” There was a pause. “I should’ve expected this.”

“I’m learning that Reaver tends to leave key details out of discussions,” I said, figuring he was talking about that.

“As all the draken do,” he replied wryly. His eyes opened. “I was awake during and after the fall of the deities. That was when I met…an ancestor of yours.”

“Elian?” I frowned.

Attes grimaced. “He was young then—younger even than you have to be.”

“I was told it was Lailah and Theon who joined Nyktos when Elian met with him.”

“They were there. I was more so in…the background while they discussed the bonding,” he said. “So was the Queen.”

“Of course. After all, it wasn’t Nyktos who bonded the first Elemental and wolven.” I thought about how angry Poppy had been to learn that Nyktos was recognized for it. The grin on my lips was brief. “So, what are you? Our great-times-a-hundred grandfather?”

“Something like that,” he murmured. A moment passed as I frowned. “You’re nothing like Elian.”

My brows rose. “That’s a bold assumption from someone who doesn’t know me.”

“You’re of my bloodline. A strong one that is traced back to the beginning,” he replied. “Twins are not the only thing that runs in our family.”

Twins?

I glanced at Poppy, picturing two little versions of her. I sucked in a sharp breath, my stomach and chest fluttering in a…funny way.

“So do our temperaments,” he continued, drawing my gaze back to him. “We’re also known to be impulsive, which, when combined with our fiery temperaments and often-wrathful natures, can create a volatile mix.” A muscle spasmed at his temple. “Especially those more closely related—those who carry more of the essence in them.”

Well, I couldn’t argue with that. “Then I probably would’ve gotten along with your children.”

Attes laughed, then winced as he jostled his hand. “I would hope so.”

My frown returned. I was beginning to think Primals were as vague as the draken, and my patience was wearing thin. “Is that what you wanted to speak to me about?”

“In part.” He shifted his wounded hand closer to his chest. “Kolis knows just how impulsive and temperamental our bloodline is. And he clearly knows you are a descendant.”

I fixed the quilt around Poppy’s shoulders. “Sounded like you and he got along well.”

His gaze slid to Poppy, causing me to tense, and I wasn’t even sure why. He’d helped her. “We used to. Kolis was once…” His throat worked on a swallow. “He will be gunning for you and all those of my bloodline.”

My jaw tightened.

He continued to stare at her, the lines of his face taut. “But especially you.”

I lifted my hand from Poppy’s cheek. “Because of her?”

He nodded.

Muscles all along my spine tightened as I posed the same question I’d asked Reaver. “What does he want from her?”

“He…” Pressing his lips into a flat line, he shook his head. “I’m not so sure anymore.”

So, he thought he knew but was no longer sure? “What does that mean?”

“Exactly what I said.”

Irritation spiked. “How is our patience in our bloodline? I’m assuming it’s short.” Eather throbbed. The breath I took did little to calm the stir of essence. “And you should stop staring at her.”

Attes’s gaze slowly moved to mine. “Perhaps you should have told your wolven to remain with you.”

“Nah. I’m good.”

“I can feel the eather building in you—eather you should not have. Eather that doesn’t feel like anything I’ve ever felt, and I’ve lived a long time. There’s very little I haven’t felt, and that makes you dangerous.” He held my stare. “To her.”

My chin dipped as I bit out, “She has nothing to fear from me.”

“I didn’t say she did,” he replied. “And you know that.”

I did.

I worked hard not to prove him correct. “Since you know Kolis, what can we expect from him?”

“You’re not going to like the answer,” he drawled.

“Try me.”

“Beyond attempting to return to a corporeal form—a process that would take ages of deep rest unless he knows of another way?”

“I think I know how he’s doing that.” My mind flashed to the Luxe. “We’ve found several dead Ascended drained of their blood.”

“Fuck,” Attes spat. “That will do it.”

After what he said about Kolis being linked to them, I figured as much. I wasn’t at all thrilled with that confirmation, considering we had a city full of Ascended. “And beyond returning to his full form?”

His brows furrowed. “He’s been entombed for an incomprehensible length of time, much of it he would’ve spent conscious.”

Conscious while impaled in a dark hole in the ground? Fuck. I knew what that could do. “He could be crazed.”

“He was already that before he was entombed,” he said wryly. “Kolis never went to rest. Never sought to clear and reset his mind. He was unpredictable before, and he will be even more so now.” He shifted against the wall. “He must be dealt with permanently.”

“You got any tips on how to carry that out?”

Tension bracketed his mouth. “She’s in this room.” Attes’s eyes narrowed on me as anger surged. “She has the power within her.” His expression smoothed out. “But I…” He dragged his good hand over his jaw. “You should really find out what you and the wolven have become. But especially you.”

“Why?” I leaned toward him. “You think I can take him? That we can?”

He stared at me for a moment, then laughed. “He is the oldest of all the Primals. That should be impossible.”

“Should?”

“Only the Fates would know. And they…? They are even more vague and unhelpful than the common draken.” He dropped his hand. “Find out what you’ve become.”

I sighed. “I’ll add that to my to-do list.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen until she wakes.”

I said nothing to that.

“You and her?” His head tilted toward Poppy, his features softening. And I swore to the gods… “You’re mates of the heart, aren’t you?”

The question caught me off guard. “Heartmates?”

Attes nodded.

I slid an arm under her. “What gave it away?”

A rough laugh parted his lips. “A lot.” His gaze returned to mine. “The power in you mixed with that temper is a dangerous combination.”

“And you would know?”

“I’ve leveled entire cities in my anger. Inspired families to turn against one another for no other reason than I lost my temper.” His nostrils flared as he pitched forward, supporting his weight on his good hand. “And I paid dearly for it. Others paid dearly. I had to learn the hard way. Don’t make the same mistakes I made, because Kolis will do everything in his power to get you to do exactly that.”

Lifting Poppy, I cradled her to my chest as I rose. “Good thing I’m not you.”

He huffed out a dry laugh. “Yeah, I guess so.” His stare lifted to mine. “But you are mates of the heart. Your lives are not the only things linked. It means your actions will determine hers, and vice versa. If Kolis hasn’t learned that yet, he will. Don’t become the fatal flaw in her armor.”

A caustic retort snapped to the tip of my tongue, but I stopped it from passing my lips.

“She doesn’t…” Attes drew his lip between his teeth and clenched his jaw.

I held her tighter. “She doesn’t what?”

His inhale was sharp. “She doesn’t know how he fights,” he said after a moment. “But you do. It’s in your blood.”

Eyeing him, I felt myself nod but couldn’t shake the feeling that hadn’t been what he’d been about to say. It was a feeling I’d experienced multiple times.

“You need to go and take care of her.” Attes returned to his position against the wall. “I will see myself out.”

Sounded good to me.

Gathering her close, I turned to the door, then stopped before turning back to the Primal. His eyes were closed, and while sweat no longer broke out across his face, shadows had bloomed under his eyes.

I’d heard Poppy’s pain. Felt the agony. It had to be what being burned alive felt like, and she hadn’t even taken the brunt of it.

Attes had.

My chin lifted. “Thank you for what you did.”

“I’m sorry,” he breathed, his brow furrowing. “I think you were right, and my hearing has failed me in my old age.” His eyes opened to thin slits. “Because I didn’t quite hear you clearly.”

My eyes narrowed. “You heard me just fine.”

“Yeah.” A small grin stretched across his lips, causing the hint of a dimple to appear. “I did.” He drew one leg up. “But no thanks are needed. I would do any…”

Cradling Poppy to my chest, I waited for him to finish.

The smile faded from his lips. “I would do anything to fuck over Kolis.”

Nodding, I turned.

“Casteel?” he called. When I faced him, he stared back with eyes churning with eather. “Be good to her.”

I frowned. What a strange fucking thing to say. But I was too weary to point that out. “Always.”

The smile returned. “And forever.”


CHAPTER 7
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POPPY

I was in the nothing but felt it was different. Softer. Warmer.

And then I wasn’t in the darkness any longer at all.

I was…

I tiptoed down the narrow hall. Momma and Papa would be upset with me. I was supposed to be in bed, but Ian was sleeping, hogging the blanket, and I…I had the bad dream again. The one that scared Momma and upset Papa. Made his jaw do that funny ticking thing, and his eyes look like stars.

I wouldn’t tell them about the dream this time. I was supposed to be a big girl for this trip. That’s what my papa told me. So, I tried to stay in the room they’d put us in. But I didn’t like this place. Smoke stained the walls, and the floor was sticky.

And I didn’t feel like a big girl after I dreamed.

I wanted my papa.

I neared the end of the hall and peered into a room lit by a flickering gaslight. Momma had called it a taproom, but I didn’t understand. There was no tapping. I scanned the shadows. The rough men drinking at the rickety tables and the women dressed as if ready for bed were gone. Clutching the robe Momma had dressed me in, I quickly crossed the chamber. The door was open, and I saw a man standing with his back to me, his hair redder than brown in the lamplight.

My steps slowed. I was as quiet as a mouse, but Papa still heard me. He always heard us, no matter how silent Ian and I were.

He turned, a faint smile playing on his lips. “Poppy-flower…”

I took off, running as fast as I could as he knelt. He caught me, the smell of citrus and lilac replacing the sour staleness of the inn as he wrapped his arms around me.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” he asked.

“Ian took the blanket.” I clutched the front of his leather greatcoat. “And I was cold.”

Papa chuckled. “Is that truly the reason you’re not in your bed?”

I buried my heated face against his chest. “Uh-huh.”

“Poppy-flower.” He smoothed his hand down the back of my head. “Did you have a nightmare again?”

I shook my head.

“Are you telling me the truth?”

I didn’t like to lie to Papa, so I said nothing.

He sighed.

“I’m sorry,” I sniffled, my lips quivering.

“Shh, it’s okay.” Papa pulled back and clasped the sides of my face. “Don’t be sad.” He smiled at me. “What a pretty little flower you are. What a pretty poppy. Are pretty poppies ever sad?”

“No.” I giggled.

His green eyes twinkled like the stars as his smile widened. He leaned in and kissed the crown of my head. “I love you more than all the stars in the sky.”

“I love you more than all the fish in the sea,” I whispered back.

“That’s my girl.”

I felt his hands shake as he held my face. I didn’t like it. Was he sad? Scared? I never knew how he or Momma felt. They weren’t like the others in the taproom earlier.

The doors cracked open, letting in a gust of cold wind as a slender, hooded figure entered.

“Cora,” Papa called.

She stopped and turned to her right. I heard her sigh. “You should’ve known she would find a way down here.”

Uh-oh.

I wiggled myself deeper into Papa’s arms.

“Who? Where?” Papa said, and I grinned. “No one is here but a little flower.”

“Both of you are silly,” Momma said. I lifted my head and peeked over Papa’s arm. The cloak Momma wore fluttered around her as she approached us. Reaching down, she ran a hand over the top of my head. “Shouldn’t he be here?”

“He will be,” Papa assured her, straightening.

I didn’t know who they spoke of. Only that they were meeting a friend. That was why we’d stopped at the inn.

She leaned in and spoke in that way where I knew she didn’t want me to hear. “You trust him?”

“I do,” he said. “He’ll lead you to safety.”

Safety? You? Not us? My eyes widened as I glanced between them.

Momma nodded, falling quiet for several moments. She’d been really quiet since we left the castle and the city. “I don’t know—”

“He will do as he promised.” Papa brushed his fingers across her cheek. “Tell him the truth. He is bound to the gods, even as they sleep, to ensure your safety.”

“Please, don’t go back. If you do and are captured, she will never trust you again.” Momma’s voice hardened. “She’ll never let you have a second of freedom—”

“I have to,” Papa interrupted. “You know that.”

“Is it because of her?” Momma’s voice softened.

He said nothing.

“She will never leave,” Momma whispered.

“I have to try.” He clasped her cheek as I struggled to hear what he said next. “And it’s not just her I must go back for.”

Her eyes slammed shut. “I know.”

Lowering his head, he pressed his lips to her temple. “Only they matter. You must get them away from her. I—”

“Don’t say that you don’t matter.”

“I’ll be fine,” Papa assured her. My heart started to pound.

She shook her head and kept her voice quiet. “You know what she wants. And if she succeeds in using you, the very realm itself will be in jeopardy.”

I couldn’t hear what either said next, but she finally looked at me. She took a deep breath and smiled, but it looked all wrong to me. “I’m going to check again.”

Papa nodded.

She spun, disappearing back through the doors. My grip tightened on his arm. “Is Momma mad?”

“No, my Poppy-flower.”

I nibbled on my lip, gaze darting back and forth between the shadows. “Are we…not safe?”

“Don’t be scared, baby girl,” he said, drawing my attention back to him. He lifted me into his arms. As tall as he was, I thought I could touch the exposed beams of the ceiling. “I will never let anything happen to you or your brother.”

I knew he wouldn’t. He never would.

Papa carried me over to a wooden bench and sat, placing me on his lap so my feet dangled high above his. “Did I ever tell you how you were named?”

I shook my head.

A faint smile crossed his lips. “Penellaphe is a…good friend of my mother’s.”

I frowned. “Penellaphe is a goddess.”

“Yes.” He tucked an unruly wave behind my ear. “She is.”

I stared up at him, confused. The Queen had named me.

“And your nickname? Poppy? That’s because of your grandmother, too.” He laughed then, the sound rough under his breath. “Well, it’s more so due to my father. I overheard him once comparing my mother’s…temperament to that of a poppy.” A drier laugh left him then. “Unsurprisingly, it became her favorite flower.”

“I don’t understand, Papa. How could her temperament be that of a flower?”

“Well, you see, this kind of poppy is not like the ones that grow here,” he shared. “They’re found in the far east.”

“How far in the east?”

“Far, far east, Poppy-flower.”

“Oh.” I played with the strap on his shoulder. “I thought the Queen named me.”

He shifted, and a heavy breath left him as he glanced at the heavy, wooden doors. He grew quiet. A current seemed to run through him, a charge of static like Ian and I got sometimes after rubbing our hands on a carpet to shock each other. It had happened before, often after speaking with the Queen.

“Papa?”

He focused on me. “I want you to remember this. She didn’t choose your name.” His lips thinned, and I thought I saw a flicker of the pretty silver light behind his pupils. “You were not named by the Queen. You were named in honor of the Queen.”

I wanted to ask why she would lie. I didn’t think she would. But I didn’t ask. Papa didn’t seem to like the Queen anymore.

But he started speaking again, telling me a story about how he and his brother used to play with giant, winged beasts. As he spoke of watching them fly high above, my eyes grew heavy, and I snuggled into Papa.

“He’s here. And he’s not the only one,” I heard Momma say. The sound of her voice roused me, the tone tight and strained. I pried an eye open to see her bending to whisper in Papa’s ear. All I heard was, “…she must’ve sent him.”

Papa muttered a bad word and then let out a long breath. He gently lifted me from his chest. “Stay with your momma, baby.” Papa touched my cheeks. “Stay with her and find your brother. I’ll be back for you soon.”

Momma took my hand and helped me hop down from Papa’s lap. I watched him stand and turn, then followed his gaze. A man stood by the door, staring out from the crack between the two panels.

Papa cradled the back of my head. “Do…you see him?”

The man, whose hair reminded me of the beaches of the Stroud Sea, nodded. “He knows you’re here.”

“He knows she’s here,” Papa said.

“Either way, he’s leading them here,” the man said. “If they get in here…”

“We won’t let that happen,” Papa said, reaching for the hilt of his sword. “They can’t have her. We can’t let that happen.”

“No,” the man agreed softly, looking over his shoulder at me with strange blue eyes. He then tugged the hood of his cloak up. “I won’t.”

“Come, Poppy.” Momma pulled on my hand—

Everything fragmented around me as I cried out, falling into darkness filled with cold, aching whispers.
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CASTEEL

“She needs to wake.”

Blocking the doorway to the chamber, I forced myself to remain calm and collected before I did something some would consider most unfortunate.

Like starting a war with the draken.

Because I was this close to ripping Reaver’s fucking throat out.

The only thing stopping me was knowing it would upset Poppy, because, again, for some godsforsaken reason, she was fond of the draken. It sure as fuck couldn’t be because of his personality. Because that was about as sparkling as a piece of half-burnt coal smeared in shit.

Reaver stared at me, the vertical pupils of his eyes contracting and expanding. “And, yeah,” he continued, “I know you don’t like hearing that. Neither does that wolf of yours.”

That wolf? One side of my lips curved. It wasn’t a smile. More like a low snarl. “And yet, you stand here, saying what you know I don’t want to hear. That either makes you an idiot or a fucking idiot.”

The ridges of his scales became more prominent across his bare shoulders. Good. I was pissing him off.

“I’m going to be the mature one in this situation and ignore what you just said.”

I held his gaze. “I applaud you on your maturity.” I paused. “Reaver-butt.”

A low rumble radiated from Reaver’s chest. “And here I thought the wolf was the most annoying creature I’ve had to deal with. I was wrong.”

“Thanks for sharing.” I stepped back, gripping the door as the need to return to Poppy’s side rode me hard. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

“No. You’re not excused.” Reaver caught the door with his hand, his gaze flicking over my shoulder. “We need her awake.”

A wave of prickly anger swept up my spine. “Why don’t you finish that sentence? You need her awake for your own personal reasons.”

“Correct,” he said without even a hint of remorse. “And that personal reason has a name. Jadis.” Those slitted pupils thinned. “I’m not the only one who needs her freed, Casteel. Or have you forgotten that she has a father, who also happens to be the first draken ever created? One who gave his blood to help break Kolis’s hold on Poppy. One who will not hesitate to adjust your attitude.”

My skin heated as pinpricks of sharp pain erupted across my fingertips. “I haven’t forgotten.”

His upper lip curled as he glared. “Then…what? You just don’t care?”

“I have a feeling you’re not going to like my answer, so I’m going to remain silent on that.”

Wisps of smoke drifted from his flared nostrils. The draken looked like he was about to blow a gasket. Several seconds passed, and my patience waned with each one.

“She has been held in captivity for two centuries,” he said in a low voice. “You, of all people, should know what that means.”

I did.

And I really wasn’t going to take a walk down that memory lane for shits and giggles.

I was already angry enough.

“Only the gods know what has been done to her,” he said, briefly closing his eyes. “But for her to be in the state she is in now, it can’t have been good.”

Knowing the Blood Queen the way I did, he would be one hundred percent right on that assumption. In fact, Reaver likely couldn’t even imagine what had been done to the female draken, and I wasn’t that much of a dick to tell him that. Then again, I probably didn’t need to say anything.

But I wasn’t sure what Reaver expected right now. Because it was two days later, and Poppy was still unconscious.

She hadn’t woken once since we left Attes in the cell, and I carried her back to the chamber we’d been in since the new quarters weren’t ready yet. And, as Attes had warned, she had fallen into an even deeper stasis.

This time was nothing like when she first slept.

“—need Jadis to wake,” Reaver was saying. “I need to know that she is—”

“I really do not give a fuck about what you need at the moment,” I cut him off, my grip on the side of the door tightening. Wood splintered, drawing Reaver’s gaze. “All I care about is Poppy.”

“Yeah. That much is obvious,” the draken sneered. Chips of wood fell to the stone floor as my flesh began doing that humming thing again. “Did you know there were more Ascended found dead this morning? Drained of their blood?”

I knew.

Emil had updated me. Eight more. Kolis had gotten in like he had before, unseen.

“Got nothing to say?” Reaver spat. “This realm is shit out of luck with a King who can’t even bring himself to rule the kingdom he just conquered and instead has the Crown’s Advisor doing so.”

A cold, cutting laugh scraped its way up my throat as more flakes of wood drifted to the floor. “You’re going to think less of me as a King when I say I don’t—”

“Give a fuck? No need to say it. That much is evident.” He glanced at the door again, and his eyes were narrowed when they returned to me. “Don’t even think about shifting on me. Whatever the fuck you are now won’t win that fight.”

I followed his stare, not surprised to see that sharp claws had replaced my fingernails. I slowly returned my gaze to the draken. “Didn’t seem like that when we went at it before, now did it? You want to put it to a test?”

His pupils contracted once more. “What I want is for you to wake your wife up,” he hissed. “I did my part. I got Attes. He did his part. He broke the connection between her and Kolis. Now, it’s your turn.”

“Exactly how do you propose I make that happen?” Shimmery ice crawled up my throat. “Because I have tried everything, you fuck. I’ve held her. I’ve talked to her. I’ve begged her. I’ve tried to find her in dreams. I’ve even yelled at her,” I spat, ashamed to even admit that I had yelled at her sleeping form in desperation. “Nothing has worked.”

“Have you tried not getting yourself nearly killed?”

I went completely still.

Reaver smirked.

I snapped.

There was no other way to describe it. I moved before I realized I was doing it. In one heartbeat, I had Reaver against the wall, my hand around his throat. “What did you say?”

“The truth.”

A growl peeled my lips back as the vibrating in my veins hit my flesh. I lifted him, fangs bared.

Through strands of blond hair, the draken’s eyes narrowed. “Careful with those claws,” he warned softly as the sound of footsteps drew near. “You saw what can happen if you draw a draken’s blood.”

“Nah,” I drawled. “I think I’m going to thoroughly enjoy it.”

“You have no idea how badly I want to see you proved wrong.” Reaver gripped my arm. He tried to move it and failed. “But if you end up with another missing finger,”—he paused—“or a missing hand, meyaah Liessa will be upset.”

“She’ll get over it,” I said, my grip tightening on his throat until I felt his flesh hardening beneath my hand.

“She needs to wake up first,” he retorted.

Muscles tensing, I tasted ash in my throat. There was a good chance I was about to do that unfortunate thing I was trying to prevent.

“Look, I get it. You’re angry. You’re worried Kolis will find a way to get back inside her. You feel helpless and desperate. You would do anything for Poppy to wake up. I get it,” Reaver choked out. “Because I feel the same as you do. I’d do anything for Jadis to wake. But the difference is, I’ve spent a lot longer with that desperation.”

My jaw clenched. If that was true, then his repeated visits since he’d found Jadis were born of the same fruitless desperation as my yelling at Poppy was.

“What in the…?” My brother’s voice exploded from the end of the hall.

Reaver lifted his other hand, telling Malik to stay back. “Everything’s fine.”

“No,” I stated. “It is not.”

The draken’s eyes rolled.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but, Cas, you need to put the draken down,” Malik said, his voice low-pitched and steady as if he were speaking to a feral animal about to attack. “And you need to put him down gently.”

“I will if he swears not to come near this chamber again,” I said, not taking my eyes off Reaver.

The draken said nothing.

Malik drew closer. “Do I need to get Kieran?”

“No,” both Reaver and I answered at the same time. But the draken continued. “Someone has to handle the business of running a kingdom.”

I growled, and the sound was distinctively…feline.

“Besides, I was about to leave,” Reaver tacked on.

Bull. Shit.

The draken smirked at me.

My grip tightened until I saw a flicker of pain in his slitted eyes.

“Let him go,” Malik urged. “He can’t leave unless you do, and that’s what you want.”

I didn’t want to let him go. In fact, I wanted to see him bleed.

Malik cursed under his breath. “Cas,” he said, placing his hand on my shoulder. “You should be with Poppy.”

My head snapped in his direction, and whatever my brother saw in my face had him dropping his hand and taking a step back. He got an eyeful of my fangs, too.

Malik’s shoulders tensed. “She needs you.”

The only other person—besides Poppy—in this realm or beyond, who could’ve gotten through to me would’ve been Kieran. At least at one time.

But those three words…

Fuck.

I released Reaver, forcing myself to take several slow, measured steps away. Both sides of his neck were red. “Leave and do not come back.”

The draken looked like he wanted to put me through a wall, but he turned and started walking, then stopped and looked over his shoulder. “The next time you do something like that, I will not hold myself back.”

I lifted a hand and extended my middle finger.

Muttering under his breath, Reaver stalked down the hall, shaking his head.

Blissful silence followed.

“Cas,” Malik started.

Of course, it did not last. I turned back to the chamber, my gaze immediately going to Poppy.

“I’m not sure if you realize this or not,” Malik went on, ignoring me, “but you were just holding a draken in the air with one arm.”

From where I stood, I could see her chest moving steadily. Barely. I left the door ajar and turned to my brother. “I’m aware.”

“No one, not even a god, should be able to do that.” Malik watched me closely. “But things are different now. You’ve changed.” He paused. “So has Kieran.”

Yes, things had changed. Things continued to change when Poppy reentered stasis.

Malik’s features hardened. “You haven’t told me what was really going down with Poppy when you had her in that cell.”

And I didn’t plan to.

All he needed to know was what we’d told all the necessary parties. Kolis was very much active among us, even if he could not be seen, and the Ascended needed to be protected.

“And you’re still not going to tell me anything about what’s going on with you,” he finished.

I sighed. “I’ve told you everything I know. I don’t know what any of these changes mean. And that’s not a lie.”

The look on his face wasn’t what told me he didn’t believe me. It was the bitter taste of his distrust. I wasn’t sure what I could do to change that. And at the moment, I honestly didn’t have any fucks to give concerning it.

Malik’s gaze lowered, and his jaw tightened as he stared at the new scar on my chest. The wound caused by the bone dagger was no longer charred, and it was completely healed, but the mark remained. His jaw flexed. “You could’ve died.”

“I didn’t.”

“Doesn’t change that you could have.” A moment passed. “What did Reaver want, by the way?”

“For Poppy to wake up.” My gaze drifted back to the space between the door and the wall. “But I’m sure you already knew that.”

“I did,” he said, which made me wonder why the fuck he’d bothered asking. “He’s just worried about that female draken, Cas.”

“I know.” I glanced at my brother. He was still watching me intently. “Are those two related or something?”

Malik shook his head. “From what I know, Reaver was raised with her, but they aren’t related.”

Huh. Based on what Reaver had said when I had him by the throat, I figured they were either bound by blood or the heart.

“Our father is restless,” Malik started. “And worried because he doesn’t know what’s going on with you or Poppy.”

My father’s concern was understandable, considering I still refused to allow him or any of the generals or guards—outside of Hisa—to step one foot inside Wayfair.

“He’s not going to hurt her,” Malik said.

Sighing, I straightened my arms. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. “I know, because I won’t allow it.”

Malik was quiet for a moment. “You know, at first, I thought you were just being overprotective.”

In my opinion, there was no such thing as being overprotective when it came to Poppy.

“But I’m not so sure now.”

Eyeing the end of the wide hall, I said nothing to that. I could hear the soft, rhythmic pattern of muffled steps—a wolven prowling the nearby corridors. If I concentrated, I could…

“You really cannot think that he would seek to harm your wife,” my brother said. And there went any hope of concentrating. “Who also happens to be the godsdamn granddaughter of the true Primal of Life and a Primal of Death,” he said. “Our father is many things, but idiotic isn’t one of them.”

“I don’t think he would,” I admitted, exhaling roughly. “I just…” I trailed off and shook my head.

I didn’t want anyone to know that Poppy was in such a vulnerable state. That hadn’t changed. It had been hard enough to allow Tawny to see her in the state she was in.

Not that I’d had much choice.

She had shown up hours after we returned to the chamber, beating on the door with enough force that I’d actually thought she might crack the wood.

But if Poppy didn’t know herself again upon waking? If Kolis had reconnected with her? No one else needed to discover that.

Turning back to him, I faced my brother and really looked at him. I’d only seen him once since we’d stood outside the cell, and that had only been for long enough to speak about how Kolis could feed from the Ascended. We hadn’t even talked about Attes. I didn’t know if he’d spoken to our father about our great-what-the-fuck-ever-grandfather. But he still looked like shit. The shadows under his eyes were deeper, and his loose, golden-brown hair didn’t hide that his face was thinner.

“You can’t keep avoiding him,” Malik said.

I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh. “That’s rich coming from you.”

His features locked down, but I could tell my remark had struck a nerve. Not because I knew him so well—I couldn’t say that about my brother anymore—but because I tasted his emotion, the acidic anger.

“I wasn’t avoiding my family,” Malik stated. “Not in the way you’re insinuating.”

“That’s not what I was saying.”

The burn of his anger turned icy. “Bullshit.”

“It’s not.” Swallowing a curse, I rubbed at my chest. “I was more so thinking about how you would avoid Father when it came time for your royal lessons.”

Malik’s narrowed gaze remained on me for a moment, and then he looked down. His anger had faded, but I could tell he didn’t entirely believe me. I was speaking the truth.

After a moment, he cleared his throat. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want the responsibility.”

“I know.” And I did. “It was just that you were exceptionally skilled at not being where you were supposed to be.”

A slight curl of his lips formed. “Meanwhile, you were always where you were supposed to be and then some.” He brushed a strand of light-brown hair back from his face. “Times sure have changed.”

That they had.

He hadn’t been able to sit still for any real length of time, always surrounded himself with others, and was known for being a notorious prankster. While being holed up in a room with Father or Alastir drove him mad, Malik had wanted to rule when his time came. I, on the other hand, had been reserved, rather studious, and often on the receiving end of his pranks. Ruling had never appealed to me. My interests geared more toward agriculture and architecture. We were opposites. My brother had been born a leader, and I a warrior.

But we were entirely different people back then. Mostly. That realization didn’t settle like lead in my chest like it used to. My eyes strayed to the bedchamber, and I knew why it no longer affected me so deeply. All the changes I’d gone through had led me to Poppy.

I faced my brother and took a deep breath. “Have you been feeding?”

His brows pulled together. “Yes.”

“You’re lying.”

“Have you been feeding?” he fired back.

“I haven’t needed to,” I replied, crossing my arms as surprise flickered across his face. “But you clearly haven’t.”

A muscle twitched in his temple, and Attes’s image flashed in my mind. “I didn’t come here to talk to you about my feeding habits.”

“Why did you come?”

“Two things,” he answered. “We finally finished searching the Shadow Temple.”

One of the first things I’d ordered was for one of our generals and their guards to watch the Shadow Temple, figuring that was where a Primal of Death would go. So far, there was no sign of him.

Malik reached inside the inner pocket of his tunic and pulled out a slip of folded parchment, offering it to me. “And we received a message from Pensdurth.”

Before I even took the letter, I knew I wouldn’t like what I read. The metallic scent clinging to the fine rag paper made from linen told me as much.

Blood.

Stale, dried blood.


CHAPTER 8
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CASTEEL

My anger and disgust grew as I unfolded the parchment and quickly read the words scrawled in thick, rusty crimson.

The message wasn’t long or addressed to anyone in particular.

It didn’t need to be.

Your claim to Solis is as tainted as the bloodline that bore you. Our allegiance is forever pledged to the one true King of all the realms. For he has risen, and all those who stand against him and the Blood Crown will fall.

My fingers crumpling the edges of the parchment, I looked down at the signature of the jackass claiming dukedom over Pensdurth. “Eldric Ashwood,” I murmured. “Sounds like the name of an asshole if I ever heard one.”

Malik snorted.

My gaze flicked to him. “I assume you read this.”

He nodded.

I reread the first sentence. “I see Isbeth never stopped with that tainted-bloodline bullshit.”

“No, she didn’t. It was one of her favorite phrases.”

A muscle ticked in my jaw. “Are you familiar with this Ashwood?”

“Familiar enough,” Malik said. “Only a handful of Ascended were a part of Isbeth’s inner circle. Eldric was…” Malik trailed off and looked away briefly. The tart taste of unease formed. “He was one of those Isbeth sent away shortly before we left for Oak Ambler.”

“Why was he sent to Pensdurth? Wasn’t there already a Duke overseeing the city?”

“There was—or is. Goffry Beric.”

I watched him closely. “You didn’t know why he was sent there? Or where the others were sent?”

“Not until this letter showed,” he answered. “Like you, I figured she was sending them to secure the other cities or to back up those already in ruling positions there. But I couldn’t be sure.”

Since the letter came from Ashwood instead of Beric, it seemed to me that Beric was no longer in charge of Pensdurth.

“And before you ask, Millie didn’t know either. Isbeth’s trust in me only went so far,” Malik continued. “And the same could be said for Millie.”

The mention of Poppy’s sister caused my jaw to tighten. I’d been wary of her from the start but was even more so now that I knew Kolis could hijack the minds of the Ascended and Revenants.

Who’s to say he hadn’t already?

“I find it hard to believe she wasn’t privy to her mother’s plans,” I said finally.

“And how would you know what Millie was or wasn’t privy to?” Malik’s amber eyes turned cool as he held my stare. “You don’t know her. You don’t know shit about what she—” He cut himself off, his mouth clamping shut as he took a step back. “There was a time when Isbeth trusted Millie, but she wasn’t a fool, and there was only so much Millie was willing to do to prove her loyalty.”

I stiffened, having a good idea what Isbeth would’ve demanded of her daughter as proof of her allegiance.

What she would’ve demanded of him.

Malik held my stare for several more moments. “We knew about Penellaphe’s prophecy, and what Isbeth believed it meant. That’s it.”

As Poppy always said, reading emotions wasn’t a lie detector, but I believed he spoke the truth. However, I could still taste his unease. There was something he wasn’t saying.

“And how did Isbeth learn about the prophecy? Malec?”

“Callum.”

My lips flattened at the mention of the golden Rev. “I assume he’s still missing?”

“Unfortunately.” Malik sighed. “If anyone knows anything about Kolis, it’s him. The fucker is old. And he…”

“What?”

He ran his hand over his head. “It seemed like he was more puppeteer than servant to Isbeth.”

“I have a hard time imagining the bitch being okay with that.”

“I don’t think she noticed, to be honest. Isbeth enjoyed her flattery, and Callum made ass-kissing an art form.”

I was going to make an art form of ripping off the fucker’s head. “When did Callum show up, by the way?”

“Honestly?” He cocked his head. “Several hundred years ago.”

My brows rose. “Really? I never saw him when I was there.”

“I didn’t either until I…” His features tensed. He didn’t need to finish for me to understand. He meant until he gained Isbeth’s trust. Played the game. “But I got the impression he’d been around her for quite some time by then.”

Then he really could’ve been pulling the strings. “What else do you know about Ashwood?” I asked, shifting my focus back to Pensdurth.

Malik was silent for a moment. “There’s a lot you don’t know about the Ascended—about all of them,” he told me. “But Ashwood is one of the crueler vamprys. Life will not be easy for those living under his rule.”

While I was curious to learn what he thought I didn’t know about the Ascended, that wasn’t entirely relevant at the moment. Because what I did know meant that every mortal within Pensdurth’s Rise was in danger. “His rule of the city will be short-lived since he’s in open rebellion.”

Malik’s head cocked. “What are you going to do?”

As far as I knew, there wasn’t a sizable enclave of those who knew the truth about the Blood Crown and supported Atlantia in Pensdurth—nothing like the one in Masadonia. I couldn’t enlist their aid like I had when we wreaked havoc on the Teermans—the Duke and Duchess who’d once overseen Masadonia and the Ascended there. They’d helped me achieve my goal then, but it had cost innocent lives. Like Vikter’s. And that was on me.

Folding the letter, I thought about Reaver’s taunts regarding my duty to the realm. He hadn’t been entirely off the mark, but he also wasn’t completely correct.

“Have Kieran send a regiment to Pensdurth to give Ashwood and those there a chance to surrender peacefully.”

An eyebrow rose. “They won’t.” A faint smile appeared as he studied me. “As I’m sure you’re aware.”

“I am,” I acknowledged. “If those in Pensdurth refuse, then they are to secure the city and the safety of those within by any means necessary.”

“Sending a large enough regiment through the Blood Forest to carry out that order will be no easy feat,” he pointed out.

“No, it won’t.” A large group would draw the Craven like flies to honey. “That’s why our father will lead forces to ensure the contingent headed for Pensdurth can do so without loss. They can return once they’re through to the road to Pensdurth. After all, our father is…how did you put it? Restless.”

Malik stared at me for a moment and then let out a short laugh. “I’m sure you have no other reason for sending him.”

I kept my expression blank. “Of course not.”

“Uh-huh.”

I ignored that as something occurred to me. “Have we heard from the forces we sent to Masadonia?”

“We have not.”

Shit. That wasn’t good. “Have Kieran send some scouts. We need to know what is happening there,” I said. “I need to get back to Poppy.”

Malik remained. “Is there a reason you are asking me to give Kieran these orders instead of having me send him to you?”

I kept my expression blank. “No.”

“You sure about that?”

“Why would I waste time having you retrieve Kieran, only for me to tell him what I just told you?”

He arched a brow. “That response is far too logical.”

My gaze flicked up and then returned to him, the smallest sigh escaping me.

“Fine. I’ll find Kieran and let him know,” he said, backing up.

“Just one more thing.” I stopped him. “Did you talk to our father about our recent visitor?”

“I assume you’re talking about Attes.”

I nodded, figuring Kieran had given him the Primal’s name.

“I did.” He squinted as he brushed his hair back from his face. “It was kind of a strange conversation.”

My head tilted. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” He lowered his hand. “He said he knew our bloodline was a strong one, but that he didn’t know anything about who we descended from.”

“What was strange about that?”

The corners of his lips curled as he pressed them together. “Most Elemental Atlantians are proud of who they’re descended from, charting their ancestry like our mother has—she has the damn family tree painted and hanging in the palace. Our father? Nothing. And he’s only ever spoken of his parents and Elian.”

My brows lowered. “I hadn’t really thought of that.”

“Me neither. I just figured he didn’t care. But…” He exhaled roughly. “I don’t know. I just got the feeling he wasn’t being honest when I spoke to him about Attes.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“No, I guess not.”

“But why would he lie?” I said.

“Exactly. Still, it could have just been my impression.” He shrugged. “I’m off to find Kieran.”

I wasn’t sure what to think about that as I turned to the chamber, noticing the thick grooves my claws had dug into the wood of the doorframe. I stopped and looked back at my brother’s retreating form. “Malik?”

He halted and faced me. “Yeah?”

I sighed as tense silence stretched between us. Fuck. It never used to be this way. Sure, we’d had our scuffles growing up. What brothers didn’t? But it wasn’t like this.

Malik and I had talked briefly while Poppy first slept—or yelled at each other rather. And I understood why he’d stayed with the Blood Queen. It had been for Millicent. I would’ve done the same for Poppy. But things were obviously still strained between us. Who knew if we would ever return to how we were before? But he…damn it, he was my brother, and I only met Poppy when I did because of him. Because I’d been willing to destroy cities and lives to free him from the Ascended.

I loved him.

I cleared my throat. “Has Millicent returned?”

He clenched his jaw. “No.”

“You think she’ll come back?” I asked.

His gaze cut to mine. “You may still have a hard time believing this, but she wants a relationship with Poppy. So, yes. She’ll come back for her,” he said. And with that, he walked off.

I didn’t stop him a third time.

The letter from Pensdurth and the implications fell to the wayside the moment I entered the bedchamber. Quietly closing the door, I carefully made my way to Poppy’s side, navigating the thick, gnarled roots the color of ash that covered the floor.

The bed.

Poppy.

The roots had appeared within an hour of me laying her on the mattress. They climbed Wayfair’s wall, snaked their way to the window, and then came through it.

I doubted they had gone unnoticed.

At first, I had attempted to stop them, remembering all too clearly when this had happened before. The roots had come for Poppy when she nearly died among the ruins in Irelone. I was fucking panicked, and Kieran…

He hadn’t been in the chamber when we returned. A fresh, pale-violet nightgown had been on the bed, and fresh water filled the tub. Food had also been placed on the small dining table. But wherever he was, he’d sensed the panic I didn’t think to shield and burst through the door.

He’d joined me without a word, tearing the roots away from her. It didn’t matter how many we snapped, though. They kept coming, curling over her legs and spreading across her stomach and chest. Then Reaver arrived.

“You both need to stop,” the draken had said as he entered. “They’re protecting her.”

“They’re choking her!” I snarled as Kieran tossed a broken root aside.

“They aren’t choking her. They are shielding her while she rests.” Reaver’s shoulders had tensed when Kieran growled at him. “Look, Primals are a part of the eather—the very fabric of the realms. When they enter a deep enough stasis, where they are weakened and vulnerable,” he said, which made Kieran and I halt, our breathing turning rapid—“the realm itself seeks to keep them grounded to the essence—protected and shielded.”

He’d said all of that while naked as the day he’d been born. And honestly, earlier was the first time I’d seen him in clothing since he returned from Iliseeum. I’d seen his dick more than mine the last two days.

Even now, I had a hard time believing what he said as I walked to the other side of the bed. The area was left untouched. My gaze traveled over the glossy gray roots that curled around her prone form. Her chest rose and fell steadily, and my gaze lifted to her face. The scratches had disappeared, but she was so pale. The smattering of freckles wasn’t so faint now. The pale-pink scar starting at her hairline before slicing across her temple to narrowly miss her left eye, and the shorter scar cutting through her eyebrow stood out starkly.

She was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on, and I had to be the luckiest man in all the realms to call her my wife.

I ran my hand down the chain around my neck until I reached the ring at the end—my ring. I was glad I hadn’t remembered to put it back on her. The draken blood would’ve destroyed it, and it would’ve likely gotten tangled in the roots. So, I once more wore it beside my heart. My lips curved up when I remembered our conversation about what to do with it.

The cock ring remained a very tantalizing option.

My faint grin faded as I smoothed my thumb along the gold and peered between the roots. I wasn’t able to see much of her chest, so there was no way of knowing if the wound had healed or not.

“Poppy,” I called to her, letting go of the ring. I smoothed my hand down her hair. I’d managed to gather the strands and loosely braid it so it lay over her shoulder. I didn’t want her to have to worry about knots upon waking. “Please, open your eyes again and return to me.”

The sound of muffled thuds grew louder, drawing my attention to the closed doors. A slight buzz filled my chest, and my head cocked. It was more like a hum. Curious, I concentrated as I ran my thumb over the end of her braid, and the sensation of too-thick cream gathered in my throat. Poppy had said concern had a thickness like that. Emotion wasn’t the only thing I was picking up, though. Warmth hummed in my chest as my senses stretched to reach beyond the chamber. I felt the pathway open, feeding me something other than emotion. It was a unique mark. Like spring. Featherlight.

Delano.

I’d been able to sense which wolven were nearby, but this was stronger. I tried to open my senses more to see if I could communicate with Delano, but I brushed against something that felt like a void.

Interesting.

I turned back to Poppy, assuming the notam only extended to her and…

Kieran.

I felt the muscles along my spine clenching. I hadn’t seen him since the roots appeared, but I’d sensed his presence many times. Pulling my hand away from Poppy’s braid, I dragged it over my face. I knew he had camped out in the hall last night. I’d almost opened the door, but what was there to say? Nothing.

Everything.

Slowly weaving my hand through the roots, I found hers. It felt so incredibly small in mine. I lifted my gaze to the table, where Emil had dropped off several slips of parchment with requests for audiences and responses from other cities. Contrary to what Reaver thought, I wasn’t completely derelict in my duties. I’d gone over each one. All requests for an audience were from wealthy mortals who likely wanted assurances that the power the Blood Crown had allowed them to believe they had wouldn’t be stripped from them. All except one from a Lord Hawley. An Ascended. It had to be his fourth request, at least.

The letters were from commanders overseeing Oak Ambler and Three Rivers and listed their suggestions for who should be placed in charge more permanently. I’d given my opinions. But that wasn’t all. One of the first things I’d done once Poppy went back into stasis was to begin making sure the people of Carsodonia were educated on who the Blood Crown truly was. A public address couldn’t do that. Not with the size of the capital. It was being done through smaller council meetings in each neighborhood throughout the capital. Perry and Delano were overseeing that, selecting both the Atlantians and wolven best suited for…interacting with others. It wasn’t just a lesson in the vamprys. It also keyed us in to any potential loyalists to the Blood Crown.

I was doing what was expected of me.

Except truly considering how the Joining would affect her. My eyes closed. Everything except truly earning her trust. Everything except keeping my wife safe.

My chest tight and heavy, I sat at the table, my gaze latched onto her. Reaver had made a harsh point when he asked if I’d tried not getting myself nearly killed. It was why I’d been pissed off enough to grab him by the throat.

Poppy remained in stasis because of the Joining. It tied her life force to ours. She protected us, but it wasn’t some sort of pure magical bullshit. If either Kieran or I were wounded, she’d heal us without having to touch us or even be conscious. It would just happen. The eather in her would transfer to us, and I’d bet the severity of the injuries determined how much eather she expended. Perhaps if she hadn’t been in her Ascension, healing me wouldn’t have taken so much out of her, making her vulnerable to Kolis and then forcing her into a deeper stasis. And if that never had happened, she wouldn’t be in stasis now because of the draken blood.

Fuck.

If I hadn’t left that window open. If I had been more on guard. If I hadn’t fallen asleep.

If I hadn’t failed to protect her.

Agony lanced my chest, as painful as when the bone dagger had pierced my flesh. Her profile blurred. My lashes dampened.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered hoarsely, squeezing her hand. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

Only the chamber heard my apology.


CHAPTER 9
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Night had fallen with the news that my father had left to escort the regiment through the Blood Forest. It wouldn’t take more than two days—three at the most. In other words, it was only a slight delay. When he returned, I would have to speak with him.

Setting the quill aside, I folded the parchment. It was late by the time I finished reviewing documents pertaining to the smaller farming communities outside the Willow Plains. Perry had been tasked with going through the Blood Crown’s records. Unsurprisingly, they were a jumbled mess. In his attempts to put them in some semblance of coherent order, he’d come across requests from the villagers between Carsodonia and the Willow Plains—requests that had gradually grown to outright pleas for additional guards to protect them against the Craven attacks. Perry had noted they had been denied. As had the request to increase the lands used for farming. I wasn’t even remotely shocked. The Blood Crown had never cared about the mortals or their needs. It was an incredibly short-sighted mentality. These farmlands served the capital, Three Rivers, Whitebridge, and the Willow Plains. Without those villagers to tend the farms or enough land to feed the mortals, they would lose their food source, which would happen sooner rather than later. Starvation brought disease. For all her faults, Isbeth wasn’t foolish. She knew what would happen—what was already happening. Based on reports, starvation was a constant shadow over Croft’s Cross, the poorest district in the capital. Perry had also included notes on reported outbreaks of consumption. That would eventually cross the Nye River, finding the lungs of merchants and shop owners. Isbeth had lived long enough to see that happen time and time again. But it was as if they had no real plans for the future.

Perhaps she really hadn’t. After all, she wanted to see Kolis rise, and the woman was unhinged enough to jeopardize everything—including her own life—in her thirst for vengeance for the loss of her child and heartmate.

Eventually, we would clear the Blood Forest of the Craven, but that had to wait until we’d dealt with Kolis. So, I focused on what could be done now. I’d send guards in the morning—not nearly enough, but their presence would help. I’d also approved the expansion of some farmland and requested surveys for those in Croft’s Cross to discover if any had experience working the land or were open to learning. That also wouldn’t be enough in the long term. Especially not when Atlantians started migrating west, which had to happen. But there were lands closer to the Skotos. Lands such as Irelone and even Pompay could be developed for farming.

That thought reminded me of how I used to watch the farmers in the fields outside of Evaemon when I was a boy, their hands callused yet steady as they coaxed life from the earth. There was a rhythm and stability to it—a quiet kind of power in how they worked the land and provided for themselves and countless others. Leaning back in the chair, I thought about how I would watch them, wondering what it would be like to trade in the sword for a plow. Fuck. I still wondered what it would feel like to trade all this now. Except for a sword, it was titles, wars, and gods. What would it be like to give it all up for the simplicity of that life? My gaze shifted to the bed. For Poppy and I to wake with the sun, tend to the fields, and let the rest of the realm transfer into the hands of one better suited?

A warm shimmer of awareness curled through my chest, drawing me from my thoughts. I tensed as my gaze shifted to the door, flattening my hand atop the parchment I’d folded.

Kieran.

I stayed completely still and tilted my head. After a couple of moments, I heard his footfalls. A muscle ticked in my jaw as he neared the door. The hand resting against my thigh fisted. I rose before I knew what I was doing and walked toward the door, stopping in front of it.

The silence of the chamber stretched out. I knew he heard my approach. He’d probably caught my fucking scent. I looked down to see my hand hovering above the handle.

Swallowing a curse, I closed my eyes and placed my hand flat against the door. Kieran didn’t knock. He didn’t speak. I lowered my shields. My mind remained as silent as the chamber. I had no idea how long I stood there before I heard him leave and no longer felt his presence.

Chest heavy once more, I pushed away from the door. After using the bathing chamber, I toed off my boots and joined Poppy. I stretched out next to her, weary to the bone but unable to sleep. So, I did what I’d been doing since she first entered stasis. I talked to her. Shared with her how I felt when I learned that she had been taken by Alastir and the absolute terror when I saw her take that bolt to the chest. I told her how proud I’d been when she saved the child’s life in Saion’s Cove and kept talking until I found myself staring at the vaulted ceiling above the bed.

Painted gods stared down at us. All of them. Who in the fuck wanted to wake up staring at that?

I saw the auburn-haired Rhain, the God of Common Men and Endings. He bore a peaceful expression. Beside him, Rhahar, the Eternal God, reflected the same. The artist had captured two black-haired goddesses beside the gods of death. Bele, the Goddess of the Hunt and Divine Justice aimed her bow at us, and Ione, the Goddess of Rebirth, cradled an infant in her slender arms. Lailah and Theon, the twin gods of peace and war, crossed swords and arms. Wisps of wind fell from the fingertips of Saion, the God of Earth, Wind, and Sky. Aios, the redheaded Goddess of Love, Fertility, and Beauty, smiled seductively, and Penellaphe, the Goddess of Wisdom, Loyalty, and Duty—and, more importantly, Poppy’s namesake—held a book. Perus, the pale, white-haired God of the Rite and Prosperity, didn’t even exist, but the artist had also painted him, draped in gold. They all surrounded Nyktos, the King of the Gods, who was never painted with any features in the mortal realm. He was always represented as a being of brilliant, silver light.

Perhaps even the Blood Crown had been wary of truly capturing his features, given he was a Primal of Death and not the Primal of Life.

She hadn’t been painted at all.

I eyed the rendering of Perus and cocked my head. The nearly white pale-blond hair. The heart-shaped face. I squinted. There were even…freckles. I immediately thought of Millicent.

The features were so similar they could’ve been fraternal twins.

Was Perus supposed to represent Seraphena, the true Primal of Life? The Blood Crown clearly knew of her existence. But that would’ve been a really piss-poor homage to her, and why would the Ascended have done that? It didn’t make sense, but who really knew when it came to them?

Shaking those thoughts from my head, I rolled onto my side to face Poppy and smoothed my thumb over her hand. She seemed paler to me, her skin colder.

Real terror seized my heart. I didn’t know how much longer I could do this.

I cursed, knowing I couldn’t do this. But as I lay there, I wasn’t thinking about that fucking promise. I was thinking only about her.

I needed her.

Needed to hear only her voice. See only her in her eyes. Feel her warm touch, her hands guided by only her will.

I needed Poppy.

Her shy smiles. Her throaty laughter. Her blushes that pinkened her skin and sometimes even the entire length of her body. Her curiosity. Her endless questions.

Closing my eyes, I did something I had only done a few times. Maybe lack of sleep had brought me to this moment. Or desperation.

I prayed to the gods.

To one in particular I knew was awake.

“I don’t know how much longer I can wait—that any of us can, but…I need her to wake. I need to see her eyes open again and see only her staring back at me. I need her beside me, even if she doesn’t remember me—even if she never remembers me. As long as it’s just her,” I swore, my voice thick and strained. “If you bring her back to me…” Eyes stinging, I did nothing to stop the tears building in them as I filled my thoughts and voice with all the love I had for Poppy. “I will do anything. Give anything. Please, Seraphena. Bring your granddaughter back to me.”

Time crept by slowly. It could’ve been minutes, but more likely, it had been hours. I didn’t sleep. I just kept repeating that prayer over and over—

A warm breath of air stirred the hair at the nape of my neck, causing my eyes to fly open.

What in the fuck was that?

Rising onto an elbow, I glanced around the chamber, seeing nothing to explain it. I started to lay back down when I felt it: a subtle tremor running through the fingers entwined with mine. It was the faintest of movements, just a flutter, but it still sent a shockwave of sensation through me. I glanced from Poppy’s hand to her face, searching her features for any signs of consciousness. Her eyes were still closed, and the hand I held was far too cool, but—oh, gods—a rosy color had returned to her cheeks and seeped down her throat.

I opened my mouth to say her name, but it was like I’d lost the ability to speak. I tried again—

A brilliant light flooded the chamber as a wave of pure, unfettered power swept in.

Unprepared, my hand slipped free from Poppy’s, and something threw me back. I hit the wall with a grunt but landed on my feet, my head jerking up. A hum started in my blood as a silvery glow lit up the thick, gnarled roots that spilled onto the floor from the window.

Eather.

The very same Primal power swelled in my chest, responding to the charged air. The essence crackled and hissed as it flowed over the roots on the floor. The churning, silver glow swirled over the roots that draped over Poppy’s legs and then washed over the last of the roots lying across her chest.

The gleam of eather brightened to a point where it was almost too painful to look at. The roots then shuddered, and as the luminescence of eather faded, they broke apart, shattering into a fine, shimmering dust that vanished before it touched the floor or any of Poppy’s skin. Pushing to my feet, I staggered toward the bed on weak legs, knowing that the…

The Queen of the Gods had answered my prayers.

[image: ]

POPPY

My palms glided over reddish-orange wildflowers as I made my way through a field bathed in bright, golden sunlight. The tall, wispy flowers skimmed my knees as they swayed in the breeze. My steps slowed. There was something distinctly familiar about this field, and its beauty was almost magical, but all I felt was sorrow, helplessness, and inevitability.

But the inevitability of what?

You know.

Tiny bumps broke out over my skin at the whisper in the wind. It wasn’t like what I heard in the darkness. This sounded like my voice.

I turned slowly, and the field of flowers faded into a thin mist. Through the wispy vapor, I saw gold steeples, but it was the glossy black spires in the distance that held my attention.

Heart lurching, I stepped back as the wind seethed in my voice. Liar. Thief. Manipulator. Murderer. Monster.

The hem of my thin nightgown fluttered at my calves, drawing my attention. The material was white.

I didn’t like the color white.

Bitter, suffocating desolation washed over me, conjuring brief flashes of gold walls and floors. Gold bars—

The delicate, soft hum of some unknown melody suddenly filled the meadow, jerking me from the flashing images. I spun, searching the field until my gaze landed on her.

She was bent slightly, her back to me, cradling a woven basket in her arms. Her long, unbound hair cascaded across the back of her cream gown, glowing like burnt copper in the sunlight.

“Hello?” I called out.

The humming ceased, but she didn’t turn to me.

Clearing my throat, I crept forward. “Can…can you hear me?”

She straightened and placed a long-stemmed flower in her basket. “I’ve always heard you.”

I blinked, my lips parting as I stared at her. My stomach started to twist with unease. “Who are you?”

“You know who I am.”

My heart lurched. Her voice…

“And you know where you are,” she continued. “You’ve been here countless times before, in one way or another.”

A frown tugged at my lips as I turned toward the mist still shrouding the Temples and the city below. I turned to the towering slate rocks of the Elysium Peaks. My stomach twisted further. I knew this place. The cliffs were…

“The Cliffs of Sorrow,” I said.

The wind lifted a strand of her deep-red hair as clouds appeared above, casting a shadow that slithered across the meadow. “He’s calling to you,” she said, her head cocking to the side. “You should go to him.”

“What?” I didn’t hear anyone calling out to me.

“Listen. You’ll hear him.” She dipped and plucked another flower. “Just listen.”

“I don’t…” I trailed off, hearing something in the wind.

A name was being called.

Poppy.

The wind tumbled through the meadow, carrying more of his words with it. “Please open your eyes again and return to me.”

My breath stuttered. The raspy plea brought tears to my eyes.

“You hear him now,” she said, snapping my gaze back to her. The dark clouds had crested the Peaks.

“I do.”

“Good.” She held the basket closer, her shoulders going rigid. “You shouldn’t keep him waiting any longer. Go to him.”

A colder, biting wind blew across the meadow. The pretty, delicate wildflowers bent under its force, withering and turning gray. The shadows were only a handful of feet away, and the scent of stale lilacs filled the air.

“Return to him now,” she said, stepping back. “The other is almost here.”

“Who?”

“Death,” she whispered, or maybe it was the wind again. “Go.”

Tiny bumps broke out all over my skin. The flowers in her basket began to wilt, the petals graying and curling inward. “I—”

She spun, sending the long, red strands of her hair flying out. As they settled around her face and shoulders, I staggered back in shock.

Her face was heart-shaped, her jaw stubborn, and her lips full. A light smattering of freckles dotted her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Green eyes met mine.

Hand shaking, I lifted my fingers to my left cheek. It was like looking in a mirror at what I could’ve been if not for the slightly rough skin I felt against my fingertips.

It was impossible.

“How?” I croaked. “How is this—?”

The wind changed abruptly. A low moan came, sending a chill down my spine. Another joined it, and then another until a deafening chorus of anguished cries erupted from the mountains and reverberated in the air. Terror—pure and raw—gathered in the back of my throat. The once lush, green grass at our feet shriveled and turned a sickly gray as if infected by the wailing misery around us.

Toward the foothills of the Peaks, shadows of crimson-streaked silver spun above the ground—

She was suddenly right in front of me. Fear clouded her all-too-familiar eyes, but something else moved behind the horror. Something just as potent.

Rage.

“It is too late,” she whispered, the words striking a chord deep within me. She stepped back as the churning mass darkened the sky above us. “Don’t let him touch you. Don’t let him in again.” Her lips continued to move, but I could no longer hear what she said. She…just drifted away, disappearing like trails of mist as a strange but familiar awareness pressed down on me.

Shadows raced across the sky. More tiny bumps broke out over my skin as I shivered, taking a step back. My gaze lifted to the sky. The strands of crimson and silver slowed, revealing a shape in the center of the seething mass of the foreboding clouds.

A deep coldness suddenly enveloped me as the shape took the form of a male. The sluggish beat of my heart thudded heavily in my chest and then picked up, warning me that the hulking form above me was a harbinger of nothing good.

Dark laughter rode an icy gust of wind, a chilling, malevolent sound that filled the air. The crimson bands brightened into ribbons of fresh blood, just like his eyes—

He arrived with a burst of frigid wind, shattering the towering mountains. I didn’t want to look at him, but I couldn’t stop myself. Dread knotted my stomach as my gaze crawled upward. All I saw was bone. Bone and eye sockets filled with swirling blood and vast nothingness. I knew in a heartbeat I was staring Death in the eyes.

True Death.

Icy wind whipped around me as every instinct demanded that I flee and put as much space between us as possible.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t do anything but stand there as if I were already dead as Death approached. Ruddy flesh crawled over his jaw. Lips formed as his mouth opened in a grotesque smile, and in the swirling, red eyes, I saw countless pale faces going lax and watched the light of life snuffed out of them.

Streaks of gold suddenly raced above, cutting through the darkness.

The half-formed being before me jerked his head to the sky. His mouth stretched wide, unleashing a deafening howl that reverberated through my bones and shook the ground below me. Every fiber of my being felt the raw power and ferocity of that enraged roar. I stood frozen, unable to tear my gaze away from Death, my heart pounding in my chest—

“I’m here,” came the frigid, brittle whisper. “You’re so scared, my sweet. I’ll take all that fear away. I’ll take it all.”

Death’s arm lifted as skin wrapped around bony fingers. The stare cut me down until I felt small and insignificant in his presence.

“No,” I croaked.

The hand halted.

I wasn’t small.

I wasn’t insignificant.

The wind whirled around me, cold and then hot.

“I’m not afraid,” I whispered.

Death’s head tilted as golden-bronze flesh spread over the broad cheekbones.

I took a breath, and it felt different, deeper. “I’m not afraid.”

Bolts of silvery gold light suddenly pierced the darkness, streaking out and scattering the shadows. Something jerked Death back. His howl was swept away in the wind as the silver-tinged gold light washed over him, swallowing him whole. Its warmth grazed my forehead like a summer’s kiss.

Only silence followed.

Then a voice.

“Hear me, Poppy.” The softly spoken command echoed through every bone. “It’s time. Wake up.”

The flash of intense golden light tinged with silver left me numb, and then…

Sensation slowly returned, bringing a prickly wave that started in my feet and moved upward, tingling and creeping up my legs. The pins-and-needles sensation turned into a blazing fire, spreading throughout my body and increasing in intensity as it reached my stomach—my empty and aching stomach. The flames surged toward my throat.

Despite the burning inside me, I was cold. I was…

What was I?

Seeds of panic sprouted as I tried to pry my lips apart to call out, but they felt as if they had been sewn together. I couldn’t open my eyes either. It was as if they had been sealed by plaster.

Thoughts fluttered through my mind like a hummingbird, most disappearing quickly before I could grasp them as some kind of material scratched my skin. I didn’t like the feeling. I wanted to tear the cloth from my body, but I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t think.

A thick fog clouded my mind, leaving room for only the pain: the sharp stabbing invading every limb. The thumping in my temples and behind my eyes. The dryness in my throat. The gnawing hunger in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t figure out what had happened to me or where I was.

Or even who I was.

My chest hummed feebly as I concentrated on my arms and legs, but all I managed to do was curl my toes against something soft. Maybe I was lying on a bed. But whose? I wasn’t sure that mattered.

Gathering what strength I had, I managed to part my lips. A shallow breath lifted my chest as I breathed in. Pine…I smelled pine, lush spice, and something else. The scent was amazing.

I…loved that smell.

It comforted me and made my skin feel too tight at the same time, my body aching with a need as all-consuming as the razor-sharp hunger. My chest felt like it rumbled as the inside of my mouth tingled. I wanted to be surrounded by that scent. To drown in it. My fangs throbbed, and I…

I needed to feed.

That was the source of the hunger and the bone-deep, cold ache in my chest. Desperation bubbled up, stroking the strands of eather coiled in my chest. The essence flared weakly as sound slowly returned. The distant call of birds. The soft whirl of a gentle breeze. The low hum of conversation. Two males spoke in hushed voices. I zeroed in on one. At first, I couldn’t make out what was being said, but…his voice was deep and melodic. Eyes like heated honey and hard, sandy-hued flesh flashed in my mind. That ache pulsed hotly, more intense now.

What they were saying became clearer. “How many?” he demanded, his voice thin with barely leashed displeasure.

“Right now? Looks to be about the same as before. Eight more,” the other answered. His voice also sounded familiar to me. “The Ascended were all in one manor in the Luxe this time. Situation identical to the incidents from earlier.”

A feeling…of bitterness and disgust churned through me, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. My stomach cramped.

“Is Kieran there?” he asked.

Kieran.

That name felt familiar. Important. I tried to grab on to why, but a fog still cloaked my thoughts.

“No. He’s actually passed out in the Council chambers,” the other said. “I can go and—”

“Don’t wake him,” he interrupted. “Let him sleep.”

I couldn’t recall exactly what they were talking about. All I knew was that I was hungry. Starving. But some feeling in the back of my mind told me that whatever I’d overheard should have concerned me. That it would.

But I was so hungry.

I heard the soft click of a door closing, and that scent increased as footsteps neared me.

The whispers of warning picked up as a strange taste gathered in the back of my throat. Thick, like heavy cream, and tangy, with a trace of hot acid—lingering anger. I dragged in another breath, this one deeper.

The footsteps halted.

“Are you…?” He went silent, having only spoken those two words, but I knew it was him. The one whose voice strangely captivated me. “Have you returned to me?”
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CASTEEL

Hope.

Hope was such a fucked-up, powerful emotion. It had the power to make the most cynical among us believe in miracles. But it also had the power to unravel the realm.

And that was where I stood, teetering on the cusp of believing in miracles and the brink of unraveling the realm as seconds turned into minutes. I didn’t move as I watched Poppy’s chest rise and fall in the shallow pattern I’d begun to love and loathe. I couldn’t. I didn’t blink. I couldn’t. It didn’t feel like I was breathing, but my heart pounded.

Poppy’s chest rose as she took a deeper breath.

My legs felt like the tendons had turned to jelly, the bones replaced with liquid. I felt fucking weak in the knees as the shadows beneath her eyes slowly receded, no longer leaving the delicate skin there looking bruised.

I staggered toward the bed on those weak knees. My mouth opened, but my tongue and vocal cords were utterly useless. I seemed to have lost the ability to speak. Or think coherently because, at the moment, I didn’t know if I could trust that I had felt the Queen of the Gods’ presence. I didn’t know if I was seeing what I thought I was.

Had her hand moved?

Where they rested, folded against her stomach, I think her fingers twitched.

My heart slammed against my ribs as my gaze swept the length of her. Beneath the thin blanket, her foot moved, the toes curling.

My mouth dried.

She was waking.

I managed to take one more step toward the bed.

Poppy’s chest rose once more in an even deeper and longer breath.

A low, throaty hum rumbled from her chest, reminding me of a large, very content feline. The sound went straight to my cock, but I barely felt it as I sat beside her. Or fell. Her lips parted, revealing the very tips of her fangs. The taste of something sweet and sharp gathered in the back of my throat.

My arms trembled as I focused on her pulse. It matched mine.

That was a good sign.

Planting my hands flat on the bed, I leaned toward her. “Please,” I breathed. “Please open your eyes, Poppy.”

The breath she drew in then was sharper. Her lashes fluttered—

Poppy sprang into motion, bolting upright and onto her knees. The sudden movement sent shockwaves of pain through her stiff muscles. I could feel that as her head whipped toward me.

Time seemed to stop as our gazes locked. Instinct warned me that she was sizing me up, stirring the eather within. But I was a silly fuck because her eyes… They were a kaleidoscope of churning greens, blues, and browns, pierced by tendrils of silver essence. The only sign of crimson was in the aura behind her pupils, streaking the shadowy silver glow.

There was no sign of Kolis.

There was also no sign of Poppy as she eyed me like the predator I was.

But that wasn’t entirely abnormal. It even took Atlantians a few moments to make sense of their surroundings after completing the Culling. At least, that was what I kept telling myself as I stayed completely still.

I let my senses stretch out as her gaze swept over me. What I tasted was a mixture of confusion, gnawing hunger, and something hard to decipher. But it wasn’t anger or fear.

That was another good sign.

So was the fact that she was most definitely checking me out in a way that wasn’t predatory. More like needful. Or maybe not, as she shifted into a crouch with an otherworldly grace.

The eather thrummed more intensely, almost as if responding to what coursed through her veins.

Power.

Old, ancient, and unbound power. I could sense that the essence was weakened, but I knew it wouldn’t stay that way.

She was dangerous.

But so was I. The essence in me pulsed, drawing forth instincts all Elemental Atlantians carried with them: the desire to make her run purely so I could give chase, the instinct that demanded I dominate. But it was heightened. Stronger.

The threads of crimson and shadows swirled out from behind her pupils as her chin dipped. A low growl rumbled from her, and every part of my being recognized the challenge in the sound. But that wasn’t the only thing I heard in the warning.

Hunger.

Pressure seized my chest. I wanted nothing more than to give her my vein and assuage the pain she was feeling, but if Kolis was still hidden somewhere inside her…

Fuck.

Words scratched their way up my throat. “Please,” I repeated hoarsely. “Please, give me a sign that it’s you and only you.”

Poppy’s body jerked as her eyes widened slightly. Her confusion increased, but I…I tasted something sweet and sharp again. Not anticipation or excitement. Not even need. More like…yearning.

I inhaled sharply.

Her gaze lowered, and she seemed to go rigid before lifting an arm and reaching forward—

She jerked her hand back.

“What?” I glanced down, my heart fucking skipping as I realized she had been reaching for the ring. My gaze flicked back to her as I lifted my hand.

Her throat vibrated in a low warning.

“It’s okay,” I assured, keeping my voice pitched low and soothing as her gaze snapped back to mine. Hope swelled as I forced myself to lean back, giving her space. “You were reaching for this, weren’t you?” One side of my lips curled up. “Always wanting to touch things.” I laughed. It was short, but fuck if it wasn’t the realest laugh in days. “Do you want it back? It’s mine, the one you’ve been carrying, but I was wearing it…while you slept. You can have it,” I offered, reaching for the ring again.

Poppy’s lips peeled back, and the growl ended in a hiss.

My brows shot up. “That does sound…catty,” I murmured, thinking of what Reaver had said. I drew in a shallow breath. Then took another one, this one deeper. “Okay. I’ll take that as a no.” My thoughts raced until an idea occurred. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best I could come up with. If it turned out that she answered yes, then…gods, I couldn’t even think of that. I forced a smile. “I…I know you’re confused,” I said, tasting her faintly tangy, almost bitter anguish. It took everything in me not to act on that. “I want to help you with that, but I need to know something. I need to ask a question. Can you answer just one question for me?”

She eyed me as I held myself completely still and waited. Patiently. Endlessly. I would wait forever, but I didn’t need to. She gave me a quick, short nod.

“Does…does your head hurt?” I asked.

Her brows pinched, and after a moment, she shook her head.

“That’s good. Real good,” I said, my voice hoarse as relief swept through me. If I hadn’t been sitting, I probably would’ve ended up on my ass. I knew her answer didn’t guarantee he wasn’t in there, but it was another good sign. Still, I tried to keep the hope from clouding my judgment. “I know what you need. At least, I’m about ninety-eight percent confident I do. You need to feed.”

The breath she took was stilted as her hunger hit me in the chest.

“Yeah. That’s what you need.” I lifted my hand once more, saying, “It’s all right. You’re safe.”

My words elicited a strange mix of comfort and fury from Poppy. It was as if there were two parts of her. One that knew my words were a pledge—an unbreakable oath—and an angry part.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I added, only then realizing that I had misread her emotion. It wasn’t anger. It was more like I’d…offended her.

Poppy’s chin dipped as she let the eather rise to the surface. Silver-and-gold-laced essence lit up the veins beneath her eyes at the same instant the swirling streaks appeared in the flesh above her chest.

“You won’t,” she breathed, intense, blistering power surging in her voice, coating each word with the scorching heat of the sun.

The essence rippled wildly within my chest, but I could’ve shouted with joy like an ass because I didn’t hear his voice in her words. My mind was made up on how to proceed.

“I know,” I said. “You need to feed, Poppy.”

She cocked her head.

“I have what you need,” I continued, stretching my hand toward her—my left hand. “All you have to do is take my hand.”

She looked down, and I knew she was staring at the golden swirl on my palm. Her confusion rose, and then I felt it brush against my thoughts. I tasted it. Sensed it. Jasmine. Her mark. Why?

“Because I would do anything for you,” I said. Based on the way her gaze jerked to mine, I knew she hadn’t meant to project her thought through the notam.

That was something else that hadn’t happened when it wasn’t just her.

This time, I didn’t have to force the smile. My lips curved. “Take my hand,” I whispered. “Take my hand, Poppy.”

Last time, she hadn’t. But this time…

This time, she did.

The moment our fingers brushed, the air charged with power—essence—stirring the embers inside me and inflaming her hunger.

Her skin was warm.

Holding Poppy’s stare, I tugged her toward me, and she allowed it. She was stiff as I pulled her to me until she was kneeling between my legs, but she didn’t fight me. My other hand trembled as I curved it around the back of her head.

She didn’t flinch. Her wide eyes remained fixed on mine, and she didn’t snarl or hiss, but I could hear her quick breaths.

“Feed,” I urged, guiding her to my throat as I turned my head. “Feed, my Queen.”

She was still rigid against me as I stared at the wall. The puffs of her breath were warm against my throat. I waited. Her lips grazed my skin as she trembled against me. A heartbeat passed. Another.

Then she struck.

My jaw clenched as her fangs pierced my flesh, causing a dual reaction. Red-hot agony shot through my body, momentarily causing me to stiffen and my cock to harden.

Poppy tensed and started to pull back.

“It’s okay,” I told her, slipping my hand to the nape of her neck as the burning pain started to fade. “I’m fine. Drink.”

She was still for a moment, and then I felt her take her first swallow and shudder. Then I shuddered.

“That’s it,” I murmured, rubbing my thumb down the side of her throat, feeling each swallow. “Drink.”

Poppy drank, and she did so deeply. One. Two. Three swallows. She released her fangs and closed her mouth over the wound, drinking greedily. And fuck if I didn’t feel dampness building in my eyes as I let go of her hand.

She let it fall to her side, balling the material of her sleeping gown in her fingers. Clearly, she was still wary and acting on pure primal instinct as I wrapped my arm around her waist. Her shiver made me smile and eased some of the pressure in my chest.

“I’ve missed you,” I said, my voice thick and low. “I’ve missed you so much, Poppy.”

Her gentle touch sent a jolt through my body. I felt her small hand on my upper arm, then curled around the back of my neck. I had to blink a few times to clear my vision. Another shiver coursed through her, and I bit back a groan as I felt it everywhere.

“Keep drinking,” I murmured, tightening my hold on her.

Carefully, I shifted us, moving her to sit on my lap.

Holding her, I moved so I could lean against the headboard. We were farther away from the edge of the bed, and not only could I keep my eyes on the door, but I was also able to widen the gap between my legs, giving her more room to settle there without sitting on my dick. Which was hard. Painfully so.

I talked to her as I filled my head with memories of us under the willow and how I’d felt when she asked me to kiss her. I had no idea what the fuck I was saying as I filled my thoughts with an image of her dancing on the beach, her body highlighted by flames. I wanted her to remember, and I needed to distract myself.

Because I could taste the pleasure beginning to build within her—a need that had already begun heating my blood. It was a normal byproduct of feeding, one damn near impossible to ignore, but I needed to keep a clear head—unlike last time—and make sure she took enough.

Not that the change in positioning really helped, with her mouth moving hungrily against my throat, and especially not with her relaxed into me. I thought the softness of her breasts against my chest was torture, but I was wrong. When she pressed more fully against me, her hardened nipples just begging for my lips, fingers, and fangs, it nearly drove me mad.

Then, her scent thickened to a heady mix of sweetness, warm spice, and something new—something more floral as her hips began to move.

Lilacs.

Fresh lilacs.

Life. She smelled of jasmine and life. Her scent was all her. And, gods, I’d never been on the verge of crying while my dick was as hard as bloodstone before.

I almost laughed.

Her fingers slipped into my hair, and the hand on my arm tightened. Then Poppy…fuck.

I was wrong again.

Poppy purred.

My body reacted to the sound and the way it felt. My hips jerked, and my dick throbbed.

This was torture.

Keeping a hold of her, I didn’t let myself feel how she shook against me, even as each tremor echoed in my blood. I ignored her moans even as they carved themselves into my bones. And I sure as fuck didn’t let myself think about how wet and warm she was for me—

I bit back a groan, losing track of whatever the fuck I was thinking as she managed to get closer somehow. “Behave yourself,” I gritted out.

Poppy let out a disgruntled little growl.

“You sound like a pissed-off kitten.” I chuckled roughly. “You know that, sweetheart?”

Poppy stiffened against me as a riot of sensations, too fast and too many for me to even begin to figure out, erupted from her. A shudder rocked her—

She jerked back with a gasp and fell backward.

Snapping forward, I rose onto my knees and tightened my hold around Poppy’s waist.

She panted for breath, her eyes wide as they swept over my features. I couldn’t tell if she recognized me, but she appeared startled—almost as if someone had abruptly woken her from sleep.

Tension seeped into my muscles as my fingers curled into the thin material of her sleeping gown. I fought to keep my emotions level as I drew in a shallow breath. “Poppy?”


CHAPTER 10
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POPPY

Everything was sort of…hazy and fragmented, like a half-forgotten dream, as I stared at the strikingly beautiful male before me. The angles of his cheeks were sharper. Stubble covered the usually smooth curve of his jaw. Tension gathered at the corners of his mouth. My gaze lowered. The skin of his throat was bruised around two puncture wounds that seeped blood. I could taste his blood on my tongue as shame and lust scalded my skin.

“Did I take too much?” I asked, my voice coming out as a hoarse whisper.

He went completely rigid. I didn’t think he even breathed. “Do you…?” He swallowed hard. “Do you remember who you are?”

I wasn’t sure why he asked that. “Yes?”

He still didn’t move. Or blink. “Do you…remember me? Remember us?”

My heart squeezed. “I will always remember you.”

His eyes darkened, taking on a damp sheen. A shudder swept through him, and then his fingers splayed on my cheek, causing a wave of tingles to dance across my skin again. Leaning in, he brought his face closer to mine and slid his callused palm down my cheek. His fingers slipped under my loose braid and curled around the nape of my neck. “Do you remember who I am to you?”

Still unsure and utterly bewildered by why he was asking these questions, I searched the familiar lines and planes of his face.

I didn’t remember waking up—come to think of it, I didn’t even remember going to sleep, and I wasn’t quite sure where we were. The last thing I remembered was leaving the Bone Temple. After that? Nothing. That should concern me, but I was more caught up in how I could simplify what he was to me.

He wasn’t just one thing.

Casteel Da’Neer had been my first everything—first kiss, first passion, first love, and even my first heartbreak when I only knew him as Hawke Flynn. He’d been a stranger I secretly watched from the shadows of Castle Teerman, then an enigma of a guard who swore his life and sword to me. He’d become a trusted friend and then a lover. His betrayal when he revealed who he truly was—the Prince of a kingdom I had been raised to believe was the source of all the evil in our realm—had felt like it would kill me, but it had taught me that forgiveness was not as powerful as understanding, even though he’d gone above and beyond to earn my forgiveness. He never grew tired of my endless questions or curiosity. Instead, he delighted in my thirst for knowledge and hunger to experience life. He’d always accepted me for who I was and not what I was, whether a Maiden, Queen, or god, and he never held me back. Ever. He’d been willing to turn his back on his kingdom—and his family—if that was what I wanted. He would set his kingdom on fire for me, as I would for him. He had been, and always would be, my equal. He was my husband. My King. My heartmate. He was…

“You’re my everything,” I swore to him. The earthy, fresh sense of relief flowed from him. “I could never not know who you are to me.”

This time, a guttural noise came from deep within Casteel. Before I could take a breath, he wrapped his arms so tightly around me that it left no space between us. In a heartbeat, his mouth was on mine.

Casteel kissed me, but it was never just a kiss.

Like what he meant to me, it was everything. It had always been that way. Even from the very start, when I asked him to kiss me under the willow tree. I’d said please, and he’d told me I didn’t have to ask twice and never had to beg. With only the touch of his lips to mine, I’d been lost in him. In the beginning of us.

That hadn’t changed.

And it never would.

I was swept away as much now as I was then, when it had been the softest, gentlest kiss.

But gods…there was nothing gentle about how his lips claimed mine now. It was fierce, bordering on harsh, full of pent-up worry, and urgent with a bone-deep longing. His tongue swept past my lips, tangling with mine, likely tasting his blood.

Tiny shivers hit every part of me as I clutched his bare shoulders, vaguely aware of the small currents of energy that continued to radiate from his skin to mine. Molten heat gathered low in my stomach as his hand swept down my spine, sending a pulse of blade-sharp need through me, but I pulled back so I could see him. “Are you sure I didn’t take too much?”

“Positive.” He smoothed his hand over my cheek, his fingers softly trailing over one of my scars.

“It feels like I did.”

“You didn’t.”

Guilt still gnawed at me as my gaze swept over his features once more and then lowered. It was hard to look at the angry wound on his throat, knowing I had caused it—

I had caused that. With my fangs.

I stiffened, then jerked back again, catching him off guard. This time, I plopped down on my ass and lifted my fingers to my mouth. Good gods, I actually had fangs. They had come in after I—

After I ended the Blood Queen. Isbeth. My mother. My throat dried. While my head was still a bit of a disjointed mess with memories forming with hazy edges, the terror in her face and her voice was all too clear as I broke her bones and…shattered her spine before she took her last breath. Casteel had wanted me to look away, but I hadn’t. Maybe I should’ve.

Chest squeezing, I shut those thoughts down. I wasn’t ready to really go there.

“Poppy?”

I glanced up at Casteel, picking up on the concern in his voice. “I forgot,” I said, poking at my teeth. “I have fangs.” I dropped my hand.

Casteel stared at me for a moment, and then he let out a deep, throaty laugh.

“What?” I asked.

“Gods, I’ve missed you.” He closed the distance between us in one fluid motion, his palms sliding up my bare arms. The rough calluses from years of handling a sword caused a wave of heat to surge through my body as energy danced from his skin to mine. He tugged me onto my knees and against his hard chest.

“Poppy, I…” he said, his voice straining. I felt his hand tremble as he cupped my cheek.

I searched his gaze, feeling tangy anguish with a touch of bitterness brushing against my senses. My heart turned over heavily. “Cas—?”

His lips met mine, and the knot of turmoil within him seemed to loosen, unraveling slowly. The kisses were slow and infinitely tender but no less fierce than the deeper ones that bordered on madness. A tremor swept through me as my blood heated, stirring the essence beneath my skin. The spicy, smoky flavor of his lust mingled with the sweet and rich taste of his love as he circled an arm around my waist. He deepened the kiss, his tongue dancing with mine and then flicking over the tip of my fang.

I gasped as an intense, nerve-frying pulse of red-hot pleasure shot from there straight to my core. My gods. Would it always feel like that? With just a touch of his tongue to a fang? My eyes closed, and I wrapped an arm around his shoulder, burying my fingers in his hair.

He pulled me tightly to him, and I felt the length of him hard and thick against my belly.

Groaning, he broke the kiss. His head dropped to the crook of my neck. “Gods, Poppy.” He breathed in deeply. “You have no idea…” He kissed the skin next to the sleeve of my gown. “How much self-control it’s taking for me not to get between those pretty thighs of yours and then inside you.”

A surge of liquid heat pounded through me, gathering in that area he had just spoken of.

His lips grazed the slope of my neck. “I want to…” he whispered, nudging my head back, his mouth traveling up the column of my throat. “I want to fuck you until neither of us knows where we end and the other begins.”

A heady flush stained my skin as muscles low in my stomach coiled. My heart pounded. “I want that, too.”

Casteel’s hand slid up my back as he pressed a kiss to my neck. “That’s not helping when I’m trying to behave myself.”

I shivered as I felt his warm breath against my pulse. “Why would you do such an out-of-character thing?”

Casteel’s chuckle was low and smoky. “Because I’m trying to be mature.” He fisted his hand in my braid and pulled my head back more.

The hold was possessive. Dominant. And the essence flared inside me, almost as if it were its own entity, urging me to push back—to take control. But at the same time, his actions sent a wanton bolt of heated desire through me.

His chest rumbled against mine as he no doubt picked up on the scent of my desire. “Poppy,” he growled. He nipped at my skin, dragging a sharp whimper from me. “I’m trying to be responsible.”

The ache between my thighs pulsed. “It really doesn’t seem that way.”

“I know.” His hold on my braid loosened. “I’m really bad at behaving.”

“It’s one of the many things I love about you.”

“I do remember a time when you found that personality trait of mine to be quite infuriating,” he noted.

“True,” I admitted. “But, at the same time, I enjoyed that infuriating trait of yours.”

“I know,” he repeated, inhaling deeply. “The scent of your desire—the taste of it? Sweet and spicy.” A low rumble came from his chest as he closed his eyes. “I want to drown in it.”

I leaned into him, wanting him to be really, really irresponsible. His eyes reopened, and there was a…faint silver glow behind his dilated pupils.

I halted, my lips parting as I watched the aura brighten. I was pretty sure I’d never seen that in his eyes before.

“But…” He drew in a deep breath. “You’ve been asleep, Poppy.”

Something in his tone silenced the budding questions about the aura of eather. Unease crept to life, cooling the heat in my blood.

“And you weren’t just sleeping, Poppy. You were in stasis.”

I started to frown, but something about what he said stirred up memories of darkness—vast, endless nothingness that wasn’t…what? I wasn’t sure where my thoughts were going with that. “How long?”

Casteel didn’t answer immediately. “For over two weeks.”

My head jerked back as my heart dropped. “Oh, my gods.”

“Yeah,” he breathed, his gaze searching mine.

Panic threatened to take hold as I scooted back and sat down once more. Over two weeks? Anything could’ve happened in that time. “How are the people of Carsodonia handling things? What of the Ascended? The Descenters? Have there—?”

Casteel’s long, soft kiss silenced me, and for a few too-short seconds, all those concerns fell to the wayside. His kisses had that kind of power.

When he pulled away, it took me a moment to form coherent words. “You are really bad at behaving.”

“It’s a work in progress.” He shifted back. “I know you have lots of questions, and I’ll answer each and every one, but before we get into any of that, I need to know how you’re feeling.”

“Uh…”

“I’d prefer if you answered with something more than a sound.”

“I don’t know. I feel fine, but my thoughts are completely scattered,” I told him. “And I think that’s at least partly your fault.”

“Poppy,” he drawled.

“But I do feel fine.”

He palmed my cheek, tilting my head back so our eyes met. “Truthfully?”

“I feel normal for someone who has been asleep for so long and has Ascended to…” The next breath I took got stuck. “I’m a Primal now.”

One eyebrow rose. “Yes, you are a Primal goddess.”

“But I…I feel the same.” My brows knitted as I concentrated on the eather. It wasn’t just a throbbing in my chest. Instead, I could feel it humming through every vein. “The eather does feel stronger, but shouldn’t I feel, I don’t know, supremely badass?”

Those lips of his twitched. “You’re already supremely badass, Poppy.” He kissed the tip of my nose, and there was no mistaking the burst of fresh, earthy relief that swept through him. “But I’m relieved you feel the same as before.”

So was I.

But why?

Had I expected to be different after finishing the Ascension? My frown deepened. I didn’t think so, but as the fog that clouded the edges of my mind continued to dissipate, my stomach twisted sharply as I remembered why.

Cas’s hand moved, slipping under my braid. His fingers curved around the nape of my neck. “What are you thinking?”

“I was thinking about how Nektas said that a Primal god shouldn’t have two essences within them. It seemed like he was concerned with what I could be capable of—”

“He had no reason to be concerned,” Cas quickly interjected. “None at all, Poppy.”

I tried to smile, but I was sure it looked more like a grimace. It went beyond just what Nektas had said. There was the prophecy. And an instinctual part of me knew it was talking about me—or at least some of it was.

“But I didn’t really stop…Isbeth,” I said, proud of how I spoke her name without my voice cracking. “I actually turned out to be the Bringer of Death and Destruction by freeing Kolis, just like the prophecy said.”

“We didn’t really stop Isbeth,” Cas corrected, his hand tightening around the back of my neck. “And we don’t even know if that is what the prophecy truly means, Poppy. All we have are guesses and interpretations.”

That damn feeling returned; this time accompanied by an actual physical sensation: a faint tingling along the nape of my neck. There was this…feeling that I knew exactly what the prophecy meant but couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Frustration sparked. There were all sorts of thoughts floating around, but it was like trying to grasp shadows when I focused on them.

His hand left my neck. “Okay?”

I pressed my lips together and nodded as my gaze flickered over the chamber’s ivory walls. I drew in a deep breath. “Speaking of Kolis…”

Every part of him tensed, and the essence flared in his eyes. “Let’s not go there yet.”

“How can we not?” I countered. “According to Nektas, it’s up to us to deal with him—the true Primal of Death. While I was napping for an eternity, he’s been out there somewhere, doing only the gods know what. And we know so little about him—what he wants or even what his motivations are.”

“I know, but like you said, you’ve been napping for what felt like an eternity. You need to get some food in you.” Cas swung his legs off the bed and stood. “Thirsty?”

Was I? My gaze dropped to his half-unbuttoned breeches and the thick ridge of his arousal straining against the supple doeskin. The fact that he was still semi-hard was rather impressive. “Yes,” I said in a husky voice I barely recognized.

“I wasn’t asking if you were thirsty for my cock,” he remarked.

My mouth dropped open.

“I was talking about water or juice. Perhaps some tea?”

My face flamed with heat as I forced my stare northward, taking in the tightly packed muscles of his abdomen and chest—

The breath I took lodged in my throat. Next to his wedding ring, there was an inch-and-a-half scar just above his heart. It was pinker than the paler, long-healed scars. Fresher.

My heart kicked against my ribs. “Your—”

“You can have my dick later,” Cas continued. “Patience is a virtue rewarded with unvirtuous acts.”

Oh, my gods.

As he started to step away from the bed, I snapped forward and grasped his arm.

“My Queen,” he purred. “I promise. You can have as much of my—”

“Shut up.” I moved onto my knees again.

Cas’s brows shot up.

“Your chest!” I practically shouted. “I’m talking about your chest. I know that scar is new, and I know whatever happened had to be something serious to leave a mark.” My hands trembling, I placed my fingers just under the jagged bit of skin, lifting my gaze to his. “What happened?”

He exhaled heavily. “It happened when you were in stasis, and I fell asleep,” he said after a moment. “A Rev got into the room—scaled the damn wall and came through the window. He had a blade carved from bone. Burned my skin on contact.”

I knew the scar on his chest wasn’t from a burn. Anger flared hotly in my chest, stirring the essence. “He stabbed—” I sucked in another breath. “He did stab you. I think I felt it or…or sensed it.” Frowning, I tried to understand what I was remembering. “I know I felt your pain, and I tried to wake up to help you, but I couldn’t—”

“You did, Poppy.” One of his hands dropped to my arm. “Even asleep, you lent me your power and healed me.”

It took me a moment to understand how that was possible. “The Joining.”

Cas nodded.

Thank the gods. A shudder of relief swept through me but was quickly followed by a cold punch of terror in response to how close he’d come to death.

“I’m okay,” he assured me, cupping my cheek with his other hand. He tilted my head back. “You didn’t lose me.”

I knew that, obviously. But, my gods, if we hadn’t gone through with the Joining, Cas wouldn’t be here. I would’ve lost him.

“You saved me, even at great cost to yourself.” He let out a heavy breath and slid his hand down my arm, leaving a wake of tingles behind. “Healing me put you further into stasis. If you hadn’t done that, you likely would’ve woken earlier. I’m sorry, Poppy.”

Why was he apologizing? “Cas—”

“I should’ve been prepared for something like that to happen. For fuck’s sake, we are in the heart of enemy territory. I shouldn’t have let my guard down.” His lashes lowered, and the sour taste of guilt filled my throat. “If I hadn’t, that damn Rev never would’ve gotten close to you. He wouldn’t have gotten the upper hand on me. But I wasn’t prepared, and none of us…” He shook his head. “Not Kieran, you, and especially not me, stopped to think about what the Joining really meant for you. How it could impact you.”

There was no mistaking the remorse and regret in his voice, but it wasn’t just his words that made my heart ache. It was how his hand trembled against my cheek. “What happened wasn’t your fault,” I told him. “And I’m fine.”

A muscle flexed along his jaw. “Do I need to remind you that you’ve been in stasis?”

“No.” I searched his features, wanting to smooth away the crease between his brows. “Do you regret the Joining?”

“No, of course not.” He tightened his hold on my wrist, not letting me pull farther away. “I don’t regret it. I could never regret that. But I can’t say I’m happy now that I realize what it means for you. Neither is Kieran—”

“What if it was the other way around?” I cut in. “What if your power saved me—healed me or Kieran?” I frowned. “And where is Kieran? I thought…” I thought he’d be here.

“He’s likely asleep.”

Surprise flickered through me. I would’ve thought he’d be sleeping in here, but I refocused on the issue at hand. “Would you be displeased to discover that doing so would temporarily weaken you?”

His frown said he thought that was the silliest question known to mortals and gods. “No. Absolutely not. I’d be fucking relieved.”

I lifted my brows, waiting for him to get it.

He stayed silent, so I guessed he didn’t.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m glad you feel that way because that’s exactly how I feel.”

“It’s—”

“Don’t say it’s different because it’s not.”

That muscle along his jaw flexed again. “You’re right.”

I wasn’t sure if he truly believed that. “This was the purpose of the Joining, was it not?”

“It was.” He lifted my hand from his chest and kissed the center of my palm. “But knowing that it harmed you—even temporarily—kills me, Poppy.”

“I know. I would feel the same way. But there is no cost I’m not willing to pay when it comes to you.”

A ragged sound left Cas. He bent at the waist, and then his mouth was on mine, lips soft, gentle, and hungry all at once. He kissed me, taking his time as if it were the first time he was doing so and was seeking to brand the feel of my lips upon him. It was a different sort of kiss—a wrecking kind full of so much. Love. Relief. The sweetness of it brought a wave of tears to my eyes. I felt a little dizzy when he pulled back.

He rested his forehead against mine. “I know you have a lot of questions but let me get you something to drink. And I’m sure you likely need to make use of the bathing chamber.”

Did I need to relieve myself? I would think after being asleep—in stasis—for that long, I would. But I didn’t. Not urgently, at least. And that was odd. Then again, I hadn’t had anything to drink or eat in that time frame—

A hazy memory of eating formed—frantic, tearing at meat with my fingers—and then faded. It was so quick, I wasn’t even sure if it was a real memory or something I’d dreamed.

Why was I even dwelling on that?

Shaking my head, I started to rise but stopped as Cas straightened. His eyes, burning like twin amber flames, met mine.

Clasping his cheeks, I brought his head down until we were face-to-face once more. I thought about how I could feel his essence when I first woke up and how strong it felt now. How did this happen? What felt like an obvious answer occurred to me, but it didn’t make sense. The Joining. “Tell me about this—the eather I can feel and see in you.”

“I will. I promise.” He folded his fingers around my wrists and gently pulled my hands away. After kissing the palms of each, he released them. “Once you get up and see to your needs.”

Letting out an aggravated breath, I stood. “Fine.”

Amusement curved his lips as he stepped back. “The bathing chamber is through there.”

Noticing a fine crack in the stone tiles, I crossed the short distance on surprisingly steady legs for someone who hadn’t stood for so long. Cas shadowed me, though, almost like he expected me to collapse. As we neared the door, I noticed spiderweb fractures in the plaster of the wall.

I started to ask about it as Cas reached around me and pushed it open. He flipped a switch. I was relieved to see warm, white light flood the space.

“I’ll be right outside,” he told me.

I glanced back at him. He seemed hesitant to leave me alone. An ache settled in my chest, mostly warm. His concern was sweet, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was rooted in something other than me having been in stasis for so long.

“I’m fine,” I assured him.

Nodding, he pushed himself from the doorframe. Closing the door, I took a shallow breath and turned. My gaze landed on the clawfoot tub—

A shiver ran down my spine as I stood there. The strange, almost oppressive feeling of familiarity rose. It was like I’d seen this tub in this very chamber before, but I knew I hadn’t.

Still, unease prickled at my skin as I took care of my needs and then went to the small vanity. I was happy to find a brush used for the teeth and a bar of soap that smelled of sandalwood. First, I took care of my teeth, utterly distracted by how sensitive my mouth was, and then lathered the soap between my palms. I quickly cleansed my face, using the water to wash away the suds. It was strange. I didn’t feel like I’d been in bed for that long, sticky and gross. I was willing to bet Casteel had a hand in that. A smile tugged at my lips—

Memories of hearing voices while surrounded by nothing rose. His voice. Kieran’s. And there had been another, hadn’t there? Suddenly, gold flashed in my mind, and my skin turned cold.

Gold.

The golden bars of a cage.

A faint tremor ran through my hands as water dripped from my fingers. The image faded from my mind as quickly as it had entered, leaving me unsettled.

Why, in all the realms, did I see a golden cage in my mind?

Maybe it was something I’d dreamed while in stasis. I had no idea, but I decided there were far more important things to focus on. I shook the water from my fingers and lifted my gaze to the small mirror above the vanity.

Immediately, I focused on the scars. I thought they looked a little lighter, but they were still there. I couldn’t say I was disappointed, but I was a Primal goddess now. Shouldn’t I appear as flawless as those rendered in paintings and sculptures?

Sighing, I moved to tuck some loose, now-damp strands of hair back from my face, letting my gaze sweep over my—

I jerked back with a shriek.

The bathing chamber door swung open as Casteel burst into the space.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded, scanning the chamber. “Poppy?”

“My eyes,” I whispered.

“What?” He stepped behind me, following my gaze to the reflection in the oval, gold-trimmed mirror.

“My eyes,” I repeated.

“Oh,” he murmured.

“What do you mean by oh?” I shouted.

He pressed his lips together. “I probably should’ve warned you about that.”

I gaped at him—at the that he spoke of.

They were a multitude of colors—the green was familiar, and the silver wasn’t entirely new either, but the blue and brown were. And instead of the luminous sheen forming an aura behind my pupils or even streaks, they were scattered throughout the green, almost like tiny starbursts. There were also streaks in my irises—ribbons of gold and thin bands of onyx eather.

“Do you see them?” I asked, my words coming out as barely more than a squeak.

“I see them.” He stepped in closer to me. The top of my head barely reached his chest. He folded his hands around my upper arms. “They are beautiful.”

“They are…” I shook my head. “They are just like…”

“Like what?”

Whatever I was about to say faded. It was almost like I’d seen eyes like this before. But surely, if I had, it wouldn’t be something I’d forget.

“They’re weird,” I said, leaning forward to get a better look.

“They are uniquely beautiful,” he said.

I looked over my shoulder at him with an arched brow.

“I’m telling the truth.” He ran his palms up and down my arms as he turned me so I faced him. “Yes, they are different, but they are beautiful.”

“They are distractingly—”

He dipped his head and kissed me. “Beautiful.”

“I was going to go with bizarre,” I said when his lips left mine.

“Bizarrely beautiful, perhaps,” he replied without missing a beat. “You finished in here?”

“Yeah.”

Taking my hand, he led me out of the bathing chamber. I was still thinking about my eyes as he led me back to the bed, resisting the urge to rub at them—as if that would somehow change how they appeared.

“Are you going to tell me about the eather I saw and felt in you?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“It started while you were in stasis—don’t.” He caught my hand halfway to my face. “Do not prod at your eye, Poppy.”

“I wasn’t going to,” I denied.

The corners of his lips quirked as his brow rose.

“Whatever,” I muttered. “You were saying?”

Cas hesitated as if he believed I’d have my fingers in my eyes the moment he let go. He gave me a look of warning before finally letting go. I folded my hands in my lap.

“As I was saying,” he said, “it started while you were in stasis.”

I watched him turn, my gaze roaming over the corded muscles of his back and down his long legs to his bare feet. He looked a little leaner. I suspected he hadn’t taken care of himself while I was in stasis, and I was betting neither had Kieran. My heart felt heavy at the thought of them being more concerned about me than themselves. I glanced at the door.

Where was Kieran?

“Actually, I think it started even before that,” he continued as he walked to a small, oval dining table. There were pitchers and covered plates scattered across the top. “But it really kicked off right after the Rev attack. You woke up briefly.” He glanced over at me. “You don’t remember that?”

“No.” I frowned. “And this was after the Revenant stabbed you?”

“A little bit after, but yes. The whole damn castle shook,” he said as my gaze fell to the fissure in the stone floor. “You lit up with eather and then opened your eyes. We—Kieran and I—thought you were waking up, but that’s not what happened. Eather flowed out of you and slammed into both of us, knocking our asses out.”

I drew my lower lip between my teeth. “That sounds painful.”

“It was…” His fingers hovered between a white decanter and a pitcher. “Intense.”

I knew that word was an understatement. “What you’re describing is like what happened to me in the Bone Temple.”

“Except when it happened to you, it was far more badass,” he remarked, and I grinned at that. “Before we passed out and entered what I guess was our own mini-stasis, I saw the essence swirling around Kieran and inside him.” He paused, picking up a pitcher. “His was gold and silver.”

My lips parted as my heart skipped a beat. “And yours?”

“Silver,” he said, glancing over at me. “Silver and shadows.”

I leaned back, my mouth agape as words failed to escape. Shock seemed to have paralyzed my tongue briefly while my thoughts raced. “What you’re saying sounds like my abilities split between you.”

Casteel poured liquid into a glass as he said, “I think we can safely assume that a Joining with a Primal is…vastly different than a normal one.”

“You don’t say,” I murmured, rubbing my palms against my knees. “I wonder if you two have, like, full access to those abilities. If Kieran can heal with his touch or even give life. And if you…”

He arched a brow as he set the pitcher down. “Can kill with a touch? That wouldn’t be that much different than normal.”

“Except it takes much less physical effort,” I pointed out.

“Except for that.” He poured a second glass. “But as far as having those abilities, I’m not sure. We haven’t exactly tested them out.”

“We should test…” I trailed off, realizing testing said abilities either meant finding someone injured or, perhaps, injuring that person and, well, killing someone else.

“I’m guessing you just realized what testing those abilities would mean,” he said, his lips curving into a knowing smirk.

“Yeah.” I sighed. “So, I didn’t really wake up then? I went back into stasis?”

“Yes. You went back to sleep.” He looked away. “You hungry? There’s some cheese and cured meat here. Some fruit and chocolate, too. I can also have more food brought to us.”

“I…” I thought about it. I didn’t feel hungry. “I don’t think I can eat right now.”

He approached. “You haven’t eaten in a while, Poppy.”

“Neither have you.”

Casteel stopped before me, glass in hand. “I ate enough to get by, which is still more than you.”

“I’m really not that hungry, and yes, I know that’s odd.”

“It’s likely because you just fed,” he explained. “But you still need to eat, Primal god or not.”

“How do you know a Primal god needs to eat?”

“Because I say so.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll eat soon. Right now, I have questions.”

“Of course, you do.”

My eyes narrowed.

Casteel winked. “Then at least drink.” He offered me the glass with a grin that showed a faint dimple. “It’s water infused with whatever the fuck fruit…” His brow pinched before smoothing out. “There’s some sort of fruit in it.”

I took the glass, suspecting Kieran had made the drink.

“Our senses are also enhanced.” He sat beside me. “Hearing. Sight. We’re both stronger—”

“Wait.” My eyes widened. “You said you could taste my emotions! And you said you could taste—”

“Your desire?” Heavily lashed eyes slid to mine. “I did.”

I was back to staring at him, struck silent as I processed the fact that he could read my emotions. “And Kieran can do it, too?”

“Kieran’s always been able to do that to some extent, though differently. Wolven are good at scenting emotions,” he reminded me. “But I assume so.”

“You assume?” I asked.

Casteel nodded. “He hasn’t mentioned it, but I figure he’s probably seen an improvement there.”

My gaze fell back to my glass. “I’m not sure if I like the idea of you being able to read my emotions.”

“Oh, I cannot wait to correct you when you say that nothing is wrong when, in fact, you’re upset or—”

“Ugh.” I resisted the urge to throw myself flat on my back.

His grin spread. “I won’t be as obnoxious as you are with it. I promise.”

“I’m not obnoxious with it…” Seeing him give me a pointed look, I sighed. “Whatever.” I ran my thumb over the rim of the glass. “I know you haven’t tried using the more…extreme forms of the essence, but have you been able to harness it?”

“I have.” Casteel glanced at the ceiling. “It wasn’t intentional, but I feel like I could call upon it.”

My head swung back toward him. “That’s how it feels to me. Like I just need to summon the essence, and it responds. Wow.” Excitement rose, and again, a flicker of recognition tugged at the edges of my consciousness. “This is good news—great news, actually.”

“Mm,” Casteel murmured, causing my attention to sharpen on him.

Did he not think it was good?

“Drink,” he murmured.

I did as he urged, enjoying the hint of fruit in the water. Strawberries? And something else—mint, maybe? I took another drink. Definitely mint.

Casteel’s fingertips slid down my arm, leaving behind a wave of tiny bumps. It hadn’t passed me by that the only times Casteel hadn’t been touching some part of me was when I went to the bathing chamber, and when he was at the table. The way his touch lingered on my skin made me think he feared I would disappear if he let go.

His fingers grazed the top of my hand, and something about that triggered a faint memory. “I think I felt you touching me—holding my hand—while I was in stasis.” My gaze lifted to his as a new realization dawned on me. “And I think you were talking to me.”

“I rarely left your side,” he admitted quietly, and an ache bloomed in my throat. “There was a chance you wouldn’t remember who you were when you woke up.”

My heart stuttered as I lowered the glass. “That was possible?”

He nodded, running his fingers over my knuckles. “According to Nektas, it was. He said talking to you while you were in stasis could help, but I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t a guarantee.” He exhaled heavily, lashes lifting. “So you could hear me?”

“Yeah, I think so. It’s kind of fuzzy, but I thought I heard your voice.” My brows knitted at the memory of a lower, deeper timbre. “I think I heard Kieran, too.”

“He was here often.” Tipping forward, he pressed a quick kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Do you remember anything else?”

Bending slightly, I placed the cup on a nearby nightstand as I thought about that. There were brief, muddled images of places and people and more—I knew there was more. And a feeling that I needed to remember something, but nothing was clear. “I think I dreamed, but sometimes, I was just there…in the darkness.” A tiny ball of coldness settled in my chest. I’d heard another voice when I was in the nothingness. “Was anyone else in here?”

“Delano. Emil a few times.” Casteel drew his hand down the side of my neck.

He seemed to relax as he did, folding his fingers over mine and drawing my gaze.

“Tawny spent some time in here,” he added, sending a jolt of surprise through me. “I thought her presence would help.”

“She traveled from Padonia?” That wasn’t exactly a safe journey, even if the kingdom wasn’t at war. One had to pass through the Blood Forest.

“Gianna and a few others escorted her.” Reaching over, he gently squeezed my arm. “She got here safely.”

I nodded slowly, still shocked that she had made that trip, even with at least one wolven accompanying her. She hadn’t trained to protect herself like I had—still did—and she’d been afraid to make the trip to Carsodonia for her Ascension—and that was before either of us knew the truth about the Ascended.

But Tawny wasn’t the same.

That I remembered.

I shifted, dragging my toes against the floor as I prodded at a fang with my tongue. I didn’t remember hearing Tawny, though.

“Millicent also spent some time with you.”

“Really?” Another bolt of surprise pierced me. I hadn’t expected to hear that. Millicent was…well, she was a bit odd. She was also my sister.

I had a sister.

Gods, there really hadn’t been time to wrap my head around that.

I drank deeply, thinking about how Millicent had been brought into this world by the same machinations as I had. Did that knowledge bother her? I had no idea. The only thing I really knew about her, other than the fact that she was a Revenant partly due to Casteel’s blood—and gods, that was as messed up as knowing that Isbeth planned for Malik to Ascend me—and her inability to sit in a chair like a normal person.

Well, those things and the fact that she was Malik’s heartmate.

But it wasn’t her I’d heard either. The other voice had been a colder, drier whisper that was…masculine. Familiar.

Casteel touched my cheek with his other hand, pulling me from my thoughts. “You okay?”

Clearing my throat, I nodded and attempted to focus. I’d been in stasis for a long time, and I needed to know what had happened while I was. “How are things with the capital—the kingdom?”

His thumb moved over the top of my hand. “We’ve ensured that things are calm while you’ve been in stasis.”

“How did you do that?” I asked, thinking that couldn’t have been easy.

“We put the capital on lockdown at first,” he explained. “That’s been lifted, but we still have a curfew in place.”

“How has—?” Tiny bumps broke out all over my skin as the breath I took got stuck.

“Poppy?” Cas said, sounding like he was in another chamber even though he sat beside me.

Unease settled in the pit of my stomach like a creeping chill, causing my chest to tighten. My hands shook, spasming open.

Cas lurched forward, catching the glass before it hit the floor. Water sloshed over the rim, splashing off the stone as I jerked to my feet. An unseen weight pressed down on me until I felt like I would fall through the floor, choking me with dread, with the knowledge that…something had changed in the realms.

That something was becoming aware.

Awakening.


CHAPTER 11
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POPPY

Trembling, I stood there as the suffocating sense of dread shifted, becoming a pull. A need. A call just as suffocating—

Strong hands clasped my arms, the contact sending a jolt of energy through me and snapping me back into the now. My wide eyes swung up, locking on bright gold ones.

Casteel.

It was him.

His hands.

“Poppy?” He guided me until I was sitting once more. “What’s going on?”

“I…” The tension around my chest loosened.

“Talk to me, sweetheart.”

I jerked back, blinking his features into focus. “Sweetheart?” I whispered, a different feeling sweeping through me. This time, it was one of familiarity, nearly identical to what I’d felt when I saw the tub. “You’ve never called me that before, but…”

Eather pulsed behind his pupils as he stared down at me. “But what?”

I shook my head. “But it feels like you have—like I remember you calling me that.”

“I did while you were in stasis,” he said, a muscle flexing along his jaw. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know.” I pressed my hand to my chest, feeling my fast heartbeat. “I got a sudden cold chill, and it felt like…something shifted.”

“Shifted?” he repeated.

“Like something shifted in the realm—the realms,” I tried to explain. “I know that doesn’t make sense, but I got this feeling of…”

“Dread?” he answered for me.

“Yes.” My gaze flicked up to his. “I’m guessing you felt that, too?”

“It was impossible not to.” His eyes searched mine. “You don’t know what caused it?”

“No.”

He slid a hand up my arm. “And you don’t feel it anymore?”

“It’s gone,” I told him. “I have no idea what just happened.”

“I think…” Casteel’s throat worked on a swallow. “Fuck, Poppy, you scared the shit out of me.”

My eyes widened as I realized he’d been shielding his emotions. I felt the crack then—the bitter and cold bite of fear.

“But you’re okay?” he asked, cupping my cheeks and tilting my head back. “You don’t have a headache or anything?”

“No,” I assured him. “It’s probably just some aftereffects of being in stasis.”

Relief flashed in his eyes before he closed them. “Gods, Poppy. I’ve been so afraid. So fucking terrified this whole time that you wouldn’t come back to me. And I thought—fuck, I thought it was happening again.”

My heart clenched. “Casteel—”

His lips closed over mine, silencing my words. He kissed me then like a man who had spent an eternity fearing he would never be able to do so. It was a wrecking, desperate kind of kiss.

Casteel broke away, breathing heavily as he rested his forehead against mine. I could feel his entire body trembling, and…

I tasted the dull bitterness of his lingering fear, which sent apprehension buzzing through me. With everything Casteel had been through, all he had survived, he rarely felt fear. There was even a time when I didn’t think he was capable of such an emotion.

But he felt fear when it came to me. When I was gravely wounded in New Haven and when I left with Lord Chaney in hopes of preventing more heartless and senseless killing. I’d tasted his fear as he held me among the ruins of Irelone. And just now, he’d kissed me as if trying to convey all his anxiety. His fear.

What in the realms had happened to cause that? It was hard to focus when every breath I took was filled with his lush scent.

His next words didn’t help.

“There is so much shit we should be doing or talking about right now, but I need you,” he breathed, the words melding with a broken breath that seemed to have been pulled from the depths of his being. “I need you more than anything. Can I have you? Please?”

His desperate plea, spoken in a voice rough with desire, shook me. He was right. I had no idea what’d just happened or if it really had to do with me coming out of stasis. And there was so much to discuss. But none of that was important. Only he was, and he needed me.

Clasping his cheeks, I moved his head so our eyes met. “Always and forever.”

That rough, needy sound came from him again, but this time, it was part snarl. Then his mouth was on mine once more, and there was something raw in the way he handled me then—something infinitely more. Our lips smashed together. Our teeth—our fangs—clashed. My senses were spinning as he wrapped his arm around my waist and lifted me, deepening the kiss.

One second, he held me against him. The next, I was lying on the bed with him hovering above me. Then, his mouth returned to mine. The sharp edge of his fang grazed my lower lip, causing my breath to catch. I could feel him through his breeches, thick and hard against my hip. Desire flared to a point where it bordered on pain, stroking the humming essence in my chest.

A raw, needy growl came from Casteel as his fingers tangled in my hair, our kisses coming in short, rough bursts. Each sweep of his tongue ignited sparks throughout my body—sparks that would surely consume both of us if we ever lost control.

“I should be taking this slow,” he said, his voice thicker and deeper as he kissed my cheek—the scar there.

I didn’t want slow.

His hand coasted down the side of my neck, lingering briefly on my wildly beating pulse before tracing a path to my shoulder. He kissed the scar on my temple as he slid his fingers under the strap of my sleeping gown.

“You just woke up.” Casteel eased the gown down, baring my breasts. He lifted himself and looked down. A shudder went through him. “Thank the gods.”

I wasn’t sure why he’d said that as the tips of my breasts hardened under his stare, but then his hand found the hem of the gown, and he shoved it up to my waist.

“And you’ve been gone for too damn long,” he said.

Heart thumping against my ribs, I watched as he rocked back on his knees, sliding a hand down my thigh to grip my knee and pull it to the side. He fastened his gaze between my legs as cool air teased the heated flesh there.

“Fuck,” he groaned.

My skin flushed—though not from embarrassment—as he stared at the most intimate part of me. At one time, his bold gaze and my lack of experience would’ve caused me to try to close my legs. I’d been so incredibly sheltered that, despite my curiosity when it came to what Miss Willa wrote about in her journal, it had never occurred to me that a man like him could look at that most hidden part of me with such intensity—such want and need.

But now, I wanted him to look his fill.

And Casteel knew it.

He didn’t take his eyes off me as an arrogant grin formed on his lips. “You know what the prettiest part of you is, Poppy?”

A flutter moved from my chest to my stomach as his hands slid up my thighs. “What?”

He drew his bottom lip between his teeth. “Your pussy.”

My eyes went wide, and heat swamped my face. Did he just…? That was such a…crass word, but not when he said it.

Casteel’s chuckle was low and smoky. “So pink and pretty.” He placed a hand near my shoulder and leaned over me. His lips brushed my heated cheek and then the shell of my ear.

“Don’t move,” he commanded, his voice gravelly, drenched in heat, and edged with hunger.

I obeyed without a second thought, shocking even me.

He rose with a fluid grace I’d always be envious of, and I watched as he stood beside the bed. My lips parted as he shoved his breeches down his lean hips. Every part of him was beautiful. The toned muscles of his thighs and especially the scars—the proof of how strong he was at his core—that were a few shades paler than his golden-bronze flesh.

He stepped out of his breeches. My breath hitched as he reached down and gripped the hard, veiny length of his cock. Pleasure coiled tightly in my stomach as he stroked himself.

“I am too damn selfish—too greedy—when it comes to you,” he bit out, just the tips of his fangs visible as he climbed back onto the bed. “And I love you too much.”

Emotion clogged my throat, a mixture of equally powerful love and lust as I stared up at him. I cupped his cheek, feeling the stubble there. “Casteel—”

He moved fast, his lips crashing against mine. Liquid heat rushed through me as my hand slid across his cheek and into the silken strands of his hair.

Casteel lifted his head, and my eyes locked with his as he prowled over me, his strong arms and body caging me. I was at once reminded of New Haven—when he woke from a nightmare and nearly fell into bloodlust. His eyes glinted with that same edgy, wild need and endless hunger as they had then, but it wasn’t my blood he was starved for now. Nor were his eyes the chilling black they were in New Haven. They were like pools of heated honey, lit by the silver aura behind his pupils.

Casteel took me with one deep thrust. My cry got lost in his hoarse shout as he seated his entire length inside me. The fullness was almost too much, sending a burst of pleasure and a twinge of pain through me. The slickness between my thighs told me I had been more than ready, though.

I followed his gaze and looked down past where the tips of my breasts grazed his chest to where the sleeping gown was pooled around my hips. His chest rose and fell heavily as he stared at where we were joined. I bit down on my lip as I felt him twitch deep inside me.

Casteel’s fingers curled around my chin, lifting my gaze to his. He held himself completely still, buried inside me. “Are you okay?”

I flattened my hands against his chest and nodded.

A muscle flexed along his jaw. “We can stop—”

“Don’t you dare.” I lifted my hips, making me gasp and him groan.

“Thank fuck,” he grunted, and then began to move.

Each of his thrusts was deliberate and powerful, driving into me, over and over. The cool metal of his ring slid across my breasts as I arched off the bed, following his lead, seeking more of the exquisite friction that built with every motion. He hooked an arm under my thigh and lifted it. My head kicked back as the angle took him even deeper, sending bliss darting through me.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his hand folded around my throat, just below my chin. He tilted my head back until my gaze met his. “Keep your eyes on me.”

Tension curled low. The command? The…dominant hold? It sent a wicked pulse straight to my core.

“I need to see your eyes open. I need to know you’re with me,” he gritted out as he held me there, his eyes locked onto mine. There was no escape as his hips moved faster and faster, his pupils dilating.

Our breaths mingled, ragged and hot, punctuating the rhythm of our hips as thin streaks of silver eather speared the heated honey of his irises. The contrast of silver and gold was startling and beautiful as he held my stare, each thrust igniting fiery desire and sending it throughout my entire body. My breath came in short pants as the chamber echoed with the sounds of skin meeting skin. Pleasure built and spun, coiling tighter and tighter. The gentle sweep of his thumb down my throat was so at odds with his almost punishing thrusts.

“Casteel,” I gasped.

“Say it again,” he urged. “Please.”

“Casteel,” I cried out, the heat within me too intense, the pleasure too exquisite. I clung to him, my nails digging into the skin of his shoulders, urging him on. “I love you.”

As he lifted himself, the rumble that came from his chest sounded different and deeper. It was almost beastly, and my body shamelessly reacted to it with tiny shockwaves of pleasure. I could feel his climax building, his breath hitching in his chest, his body hardening, cooling…

My eyes flew open, and I fixated on where my hand rested against his shoulder. Shadows writhed and twisted just beneath the surface of his flesh.

I tried to speak as dark tendrils coiled under my splayed fingers, but his thrusts became more insistent, his strokes filling and touching me in places that sent shockwaves of pleasure radiating through my body.

I watched in helpless fascination as the smoky shadows crept higher, climbing the strong column of his throat and sliding along the carved line of his jaw and the sides of his face. The pattern of those shadows was vaguely familiar in how they pulsed and undulated with each relentless thrust of his hips, but there was also something different.

Casteel lowered his head, his lips brushing mine as he spoke one word with a low growl. “Mine.”

“Oh, gods,” I gasped.

“That’s it.” Casteel hooked his arm behind my head, keeping my body from moving with the force of his thrusts. “Come for me.”

My body clenched around him as he lifted his head. That deep coil of tension began to unravel. The first wave of intense pleasure rippled through me, and I screamed his name for a third time as the eather in his flesh changed. My gaze snapped to his, the breath catching in my throat.

My gods.

“Fuck,” he rasped, his hips rolling against mine.

Waves of ecstasy crashed through both of us as I felt him spasming deep inside me, each pulse of his cock igniting aftershocks as he held my stare. There was something in his eyes.

Something that shouldn’t exist within him.

With a shudder, Casteel dropped his head to the crook of my neck, bracing most of his weight on his arms as his hips slowed, and my heart pounded.

I watched the essence swirling across his shoulders. It was shadowy but not the shade of onyx I’d seen in my skin. His reminded me of hematite’s dark-gray hue, though Casteel’s was charcoal-gray streaked with crimson.

The essence of pure, raw death.

My hand trembled as I slid it up his arm, halted, then spread my fingers with a soft inhale.

The muscles beneath my hand bunched as the eather pulsed and then slipped under my fingers. I felt the eather as a charge of energy shot up my arm. It was cool and tingling, and it stirred the essence within me. Some of it felt and looked familiar.

But it wasn’t.

I’d never felt anything like what I felt radiating from him. It was something infinite, powerful, and…new.

“Casteel,” I whispered.

He dropped his forehead to mine, his hips slowing. “Hmm?”

“Are you…?” I sucked in a breath as I felt his length twitch deep within me. “Are you okay?”

“My cock is deep inside your warm, wet heat,” he said, the stubble on his jaw teasing my cheek as he dragged his nose over mine. “I’ve never been better.” He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Are you?”

“Yeah.” I slid my hands over his shoulders, and his entire back arched, reminding me of a feline seeking more pets. “Um, I’m not sure if you realize this or not, but I can see the essence in you.”

Casteel stilled against me, then turned his head to the side to look at the fading shadows in his flesh.

He shifted, and being that he was still buried inside me, he hit that spot. I gasped, drawing his attention back to me.

“That’s why,” he breathed.

“Why what?”

“You touched where you saw the shadows, didn’t you?”

“I did,” I confirmed. “The shadows sort of thickened and spread from your cheeks down your throat.”

Tension formed brackets at the corners of his mouth. “Did it hurt you?”

“What? No. Not at all,” I quickly assured him. “All it did was make my fingers feel like they were vibrating a little.”

His exhale was full of relief. “I felt the eather pushing to the surface when I was in you,” he said, and that flush returned. “I tried to rein it in.”

“The essence is an extension of your will, right? You would never hurt me,” I said. “So, the essence inside you won’t either. You don’t have to worry about reining it in with me.”

“You’re right about never hurting you,” he said. “But I’m not sure about that last part.”

“What do you mean?”

“Until I fully understand what having this essence inside me means, I don’t want to lose control.”

I understood that. I did. But I didn’t like the idea of him worrying that he’d hurt me. “You said the essence looked like shadows.”

He trailed his fingers over my cheek. “It doesn’t?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “It’s more of a deep-gray color with streaks of crimson.”

His head tilted, causing the ring and chain to pool between my breasts. “It looked like shadows to me, but now that you mention it, it is different. But I didn’t get—” He leaned to the side. This time, a ragged breath left both of us. “I didn’t get to the part about the crimson.”

“That bit is pretty big.”

“Like my cock?”

My lips pursed.

He chuckled and ran his nose across my jaw. “I’m not sure why it looks different.”

“Me neither,” I murmured with a slight frown. “It’s obviously the essence of death. True death—” I gasped again, my eyes widening. “Are you getting…?”

His lips brushed over mine. “Getting what?”

“You know.”

“But I don’t,” he murmured, slowly rolling his hips. “I think you should use a gratuitous number of descriptive words, just to make sure I understand what you’re referencing.”

“You know exactly what I’m referencing.”

His lips made another slow pass over mine. “Poppy?”

My breathing quickened again. There wasn’t an inch of space between our hips as his lazily churned against mine. “What?”

“I’m waiting.”

“Hard,” I snapped. “I was going to ask how you’re hard again—”

“Poppy,” He feigned a gasp. “That’s an inappropriate question to ask.”

“Are you fucking—?”

He kissed me, capturing my lower lip as he ground his hips against mine. “I’m trying to.”

“You’re trying to…?” I smacked his chest. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is horny.”

I laughed, unable to stop myself.

His chest rose with a sharp breath, and then he shuddered and lowered his forehead to mine once more. In an instant, I knew the shield he had put up around his emotions had cracked. I felt them without even trying, and my breath caught as I attempted to decipher what I was picking up from him: the sweetness of love tinged with the spicy flavor of lust. The earthiness of relief and something else. Something faint with just a hint of airiness. I knew what it was despite rarely feeling it from Casteel.

Peace.

He stiffened against me, and then the walls he built around his emotions were back up.

“Casteel?” I whispered.

“Hmm?”

My fingers moved idly down his arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

I wasn’t sure if he was telling me the truth. “You’re shielding your emotions from me.”

“Habit,” he replied, kissing my shoulder again before easing himself from me. “Are you tired?”

“Gods, no. How could I be after sleeping for so long?” I said, and he glanced at me with a smile. No dimple was visible. “What about you?”

Dipping his head, he kissed my forehead. “I’m fine. We still have a lot to discuss,” he said, rocking back as his gaze lifted to mine. His eyebrows shot up.

“What?” I asked.

“Your eyes.”

“Oh, no.” I pressed myself into the bed, slapping my hands over my face. “What about them now?”

“You’ll be happy to hear this.” He took hold of my wrists and pulled my hands away. “They look more like they did before. They’re mostly green again.”

“Really?” I blinked. “Are the other colors still there?”

He nodded. “But they’re like flecks now instead of blotches.”

“That sounds—”

“Beautiful,” he interrupted, kissing the tips of my fingers. “And I think I know why.”

“Do tell?”

“I fucked you hard enough to change your eyes.”

Another loud laugh erupted from me. “I’m sure that’s what did it.”

The smile that tugged at his lips this time was wider, and the dimple in his right cheek winked to life. “Maybe it has to do with your current mood,” he said. “Although, I do prefer my original theory: that it was the power of my—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” I warned, the curve of my lips betraying my amusement.

Chuckling, he indulged in another quick kiss. “Stay here.”

I hummed in agreement as he rose from the bed and picked up his discarded breeches. Rolling onto my side, I shamelessly soaked in the nice view of his rear. He went into the bathing chamber but left the door ajar.

I threw myself onto my back and tilted my head as I saw the painting of the gods on the ceiling. The all-too-realistic glint painted in their eyes made it look as if they were actually staring back at me…while I lay there basically nude.

Who would paint that above a bed?

Quickly tugging up the straps of my nightgown, I sat up. My gaze flickered around the chamber, landing on the shuttered window. No light snuck through the cracks.

My gaze shifted to the door as I heard the splash of water and the faint sounds of someone in the hall. Surprise rolled through me as I realized my hearing had improved.

Finally.

Grinning, I focused on the sound, and instinct took over—or better yet, the eather in me did. I could tell it was an Atlantian in the hall. How? I wasn’t exactly sure. It was just a…feeling. But I knew it wasn’t a wolven. A slight frown pulled at my brow as I wondered yet again where Kieran was.

Running a hand over my hair, I found the tie at the end of the messy braid and tugged it free. As I worked my fingers through the strands, my thoughts filled with everything that needed to be discussed and decided—the Ascended and those still loyal to them, the Revenants, and all the mortals who were likely concerned about what felt like an uncertain future for them.

And, of course, Kolis—

The image of a golden-haired man with features remarkably similar to Nyktos’s—a man with silver eyes streaked with crimson—flashed in my mind.

My stomach twisted sharply as I closed my eyes. I had no idea what Kolis looked like, but I knew that was him. How?

The bathing chamber door opened, pulling me from my thoughts. Casteel walked out, his damp hair pushed back from his face. Walking to the wardrobe, he grabbed a linen shirt and glanced at the table. He tossed the shirt over the back of the chair and then grabbed what appeared to be a pale, blush-hued dressing gown.

“Hisa found this for you,” he said, walking toward me. “It was the only one she could find that wasn’t white or red.” He paused. “Or revealed more than it covered.”

My brow arched as he walked toward me. Considering that most of the clothing here would’ve belonged to various Ascended, I wasn’t surprised to hear that.

Sitting beside me, Casteel leaned over to kiss my cheek. “Tawny brought clothes for you when she came,” he said, running the bridge of his nose along my temple. “But they were moved to our more permanent chambers.”

“Permanent,” I murmured, taking the robe from him. “It feels weird to think of any chamber here being permanent.”

“Agreed.” He rose.

Something struck me. “Do you…do you think we will have to stay here?”

“Good question.” Lifting the shirt, he tugged it over his head. “When Atlantia ruled the entirety of the realm, Wayfair was used as a secondary residence. I believe it was occupied for at least half the year.”

“Did your mother and…” I trailed off. Mentioning Malec felt awkward for various reasons— “Ires?”

Letting go of his shirt, Casteel frowned. “I think you mean Malec.”

“No. I mean…yes.” I shook my head. “I hadn’t thought of Ires until now.” Which sounded pretty bad to say out loud. “Did I find him? Was he okay?”

Casteel lowered his hands, his gaze sharpening on me as he gripped the back of the chair. “What is the last thing you remember?”

“I remember going to find my father, but after that? I don’t know,” I said, my fingers curling into the soft fabric of the robe. “Things are kind of fuzzy.”

“It’s okay,” he assured me, his white-knuckled grip on the back of the chair loosening. “Take your time.”

Drawing my lower lip between my teeth, I thought back to leaving the Bone Temple. That memory was clear. Everything else was kind of cloudy. “We went belowground to find Ires. I knew where he was.” I looked over at Casteel.

He nodded.

I remembered walking through the cavernous hallway. The ceiling started to shake. My eyes widened. “Penellaphe really was asleep beneath the Atheneum.”

“She was.” Casteel let go of the chair. “And after that?”

I tried to see through the haze in my mind before sighing in frustration. “I remember walking down the halls, but nothing more.” I was half-afraid to ask. “I found him?”

“You did.”

A heavy breath left me. “And he’s okay?”

“As far as I know, he is,” he told me. “Nektas took him back to Iliseeum, along with Malec.”

That was a relief, but thoughts of Malec dampened the comfort. Malec was in such a bad state after being entombed and then stabbed. I had no idea how he could still be alive.

Drawing in a deep breath, I remembered what I’d asked him. “So, did your mother and Malec stay here?”

“They did.”

I glanced over at him as I ran my fingers down the robe’s small pearl buttons on my lap. “Does that mean we have to?”

Leaving the shirt untucked, he returned to my side. “I’m guessing we feel the same about the idea of living here.”

“If you’d rather camp in the Blood Forest, then yes,” I remarked, earning a grin. My gaze flickered around the chamber once more. This room looked like dozens of others I knew were here. But the idea of roaming these halls again while knowing what had happened behind the castle’s closed doors and beneath its floors? I shuddered. “My memories of Wayfair weren’t bad—at least from what I can remember. But none of those memories feel real now that I know the truth. I wish that weren’t the case because so many of my memories here involved Ian and my…and Coralena and Leo—” I cut myself off, frowning when I said their names. Something didn’t feel right. But what? I wasn’t sure. I shook my head. “I don’t think I could ever be comfortable here.” Sighing, I looked at Casteel. “And I know you could never be comfortable here. Not truly.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “I think we can do whatever we like.”

“I’m not sure it’s as simple as that,” I said quietly.

“Why not?”

“I don’t think doing whatever one likes makes for a good King and Queen.”

He eyed me for a moment, and then a small smile played across his lips.

I tilted my head. “What?”

“I was just thinking about the irony. You know? I was raised by a King and Queen and attended my brother’s training, yet you are better prepared to rule than I am.”

I snorted like a little piglet. “I don’t know about that.”

“It’s true. When I was held captive, you kept it together. You didn’t…” He looked away. “You didn’t neglect your duties. The same can’t be said about me while you were in stasis.”

“What do you mean?”

“It took a lot of convincing for anyone to get me to leave your side for any reason,” he admitted.

“Am I supposed to be disappointed to hear that?” I asked. “Because I’m not. And it sounds like you took care of things when you needed to.”

“Yeah.” He exhaled. “Either way, where, when, and how long we live somewhere isn’t something we need to decide now.”

I nodded. “Why aren’t we staying in this chamber?”

“We need something a bit larger and more secure,” he said. “Preferably somewhere pieces of a Revenant weren’t scattered about.”

I stiffened, unsure if I’d heard him correctly. “Pieces?”

“Let’s just say I lost my temper and left him in many, many small pieces scattered across the floor.”

I slowly turned my head to him as I felt the essence pulse within him. An aura of eather pulsed behind his pupils as small red flecks appeared in his golden irises. “He tried to touch you.”

My breath caught, and my body—well, it had a completely inappropriate response to the sound of his voice and the growing flecks of crimson. It was smoky, cold, and full of power. Neither of those things should be arousing.

A low sound rumbled from his chest as he ran his teeth over his lower lip. “Get your mind out of the gutter, my Queen.” He paused. “Or should I say get your mind out of Miss Willa’s journal?”

The flush that hit my cheeks was immediate and spread down my throat. I lifted my chin and breathed in deeply, regretting it as I took in his scent. “I’m going to choose to ignore that.”

“You do that.”

“Anyway,” I said, “has this Revenant…pieced himself back together?”

“No. He’s dead,” Casteel shared, and my lips parted. “And, no, it wasn’t a draken. Either tearing a Rev to pieces prevents them from regenerating, or something else was at play.”

“That should be impossible, though.” I eyed him, feeling a crease forming between my brows. Casteel shouldn’t be able to kill a Revenant, but… A faint tingling erupted along the base of my neck. “Maybe it has to do with…what you’ve become. I mean, with the essence that was transferred to you.”

“Maybe so,” he said after a moment. “I wonder if that means you’ll be able to kill them, too.”

“I couldn’t before.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But I…I think so.” I lowered my hand, unsure of why I thought that. “Do we know how many Revenants are still out there?”

“Millicent and Malik hunted down all they could locate in the city,” he said. “But we don’t know how many are still out there or in cities ruled by the Blood Crown.”

“Cities like Masadonia and Pensdurth,” I said under my breath, my thoughts racing. “Not to mention the smaller towns scattered between the capital and the north, ones isolated by the Blood Forest.”

Casteel nodded and then drew in a deep breath, taking my hands. “There’s something we need to talk about before we get too deep into the shit with the Ascended and the kingdom.”

I tipped my head back, unease immediately springing to life. “Well, that sounded…foreboding.”

I’d expected him to say something teasing, but he didn’t. “Remember how I told you that you’d woken up briefly?”

The unease grew. “After the Revenant attack.”

He swallowed. “When you lent your power to me, it interfered with your Culling—the Ascension itself.”

I stiffened. “Casteel—”

“I’m not saying this as an expression of my guilt,” he quickly said. “It’s just a fact.”

The essence pulsed through me, my frustration rising. “And how do you know it’s a fact?”

“Because it made you vulnerable.”

“To what?” I demanded.

He smoothed a thumb over the top of my hand. “You woke up a second time, Poppy.” He watched me closely. “You don’t remember that at all, do you?”

“I don’t…” My brows drew together. “Was it for a couple of moments like before?”

“No.” He squeezed my hand. “You were awake for about two days.”

“What?” I inhaled sharply as I jerked back. “I was awake for two whole days?” My voice rose as the eather stirred within me. “And I don’t remember it?”

“It appears you don’t,” he said, holding my hand. “I know you probably have many questions.”

I let out a short laugh. “Yeah. Starting with what in all the realms was I doing?” A jolt ran through me. “Oh, gods, please tell me I didn’t embarrass myself by, like, running around nude.”

Casteel blinked. “What?”

“Or try to eat Kieran again,” I continued. “Oh, my gods.” My gaze darted to the door. “Is that why he’s not here? Did I try to eat him?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You didn’t try to bite him.”

“Thank gods.” My shoulders relaxed. “That’s a relief.” My gaze slid back to his. “I think,” I added in a whisper, swallowing hard. “Why do I suddenly have a feeling that trying to eat—”

“Bite.”

“—Kieran would’ve been better than what I actually did?”

“No. No.” Keeping one hand wrapped around mine, he cupped my chin. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Poppy. In reality, you once again proved how fucking strong you are.” His eyes closed briefly. “I need you to understand that you did nothing wrong.”

My lips parted as I stared back at him. “Tell me what happened.”

He ignored that and instead asked, “Do you?” he insisted. “Do you understand that?”

My inhale was shallow as tiny knots of dread formed in my stomach. “I do.”

His fingers splayed across my cheek. “When you woke up, it wasn’t just you who came back.”

My gaze lowered as my shoulders stiffened. “Something—someone came back with me?” My eyes rose to his as the knots tightened. “Who?”

“Kolis.”

My heart felt like it stuttered. For a moment, all I could hear was it pounding in my ears and that voice. That achingly cold and dry whisper.

I’ve always been with you.

“Tell me,” I heard myself say. “Tell me everything.”

And Casteel did.


CHAPTER 12
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POPPY

I sat completely still, the robe forgotten in my lap, as he explained the state I’d been in and how I’d alternated between remembering who I was and not when I woke up the first time. Or was that technically the second time? Either way, I now understood why he’d been so concerned about me having a headache.

I listened as he told me how Kolis could connect and communicate with those he was responsible for creating, basically possessing them as he’d done with me—something he could do, even while entombed.

I even remained calm when he explained how Kolis likely forged the connection with me. I didn’t throw up when I learned that he’d probably had my blood, and I’d had his. Though I really wanted to. Obviously, I had no memory of randomly ingesting blood, but I knew that could’ve happened without my knowledge—or my consent—at any point.

Casteel didn’t break eye contact as he explained how I’d seemed to know something was wrong and refused to feed until he convinced me. His thumb didn’t falter in its slow, soothing slide across my cheek as he said I’d fought against Kolis’s influence and had enough self-awareness to stop myself from hurting him, Reaver, and Kieran.

“You, more than any of us, made sure he couldn’t do any damage,” Casteel said, his voice low. He’d been speaking quietly throughout all of this. “You understand?”

I nodded. “I understand.” And I really did, but it all felt like I was listening to a story that didn’t involve me, except for the on-and-off feeling of déjà vu. I wet my lower lip. “What else?”

Casteel had fallen silent, watching me as if he were trying to figure out what was going on inside my mind. “You’re starting to worry me.” His gaze searched mine. “You’re too quiet.”

I was.

I hadn’t said a thing before I told him I understood. “I’m listening.” I forced myself to swallow. Then, I made myself take a breath.

“But are you processing what you’re hearing?” His thumb stilled. “Honestly?”

I nodded.

I was processing.

And I was remaining calm.

“What else?” I forced myself to ask because I knew there was more. Every part of my being said there was.

“He couldn’t get complete control of you.” His jaw flexed. “And he knew that.”

“How?” I asked, and I didn’t need to force myself to do it. “How do you know that?”

A shadow of something flickered across his striking features too quickly for me to catch. “He managed to…push forward a few times. Summon the eather through you and talk through you.”

What he said then fell like daggers against my skin. I jerked back, causing his palm to slip from my cheek. That wasn’t a forced reaction. “Continue.”

Casteel’s hand tightened around mine. “He didn’t try to get you to feed when he could have. That’s how I knew he couldn’t get complete control of you. He needed to keep you weakened.”

So weak.

The sudden image of Duke Teerman, of all people, flashed in my mind.

My breath snagged as I pushed to my feet, pulling on Casteel’s hand as the robe fell to the floor. He hesitated before letting go. I backed up, knowing he was concerned. I felt it heavy against my skin. I wanted to ease his worry, but…

But someone else had taken control of my body and thoughts, and—

I turned away from Casteel as I closed my eyes. The essence hummed through my veins, causing my fingers to tingle. I forced those thoughts to cease because I couldn’t let myself go there right now. If I did, I didn’t know what I would do.

Needing something to do with my hands, I gathered my hair and re-braided it as I faced him. “What did he make me do? When I summoned the eather.”

“When he summoned the eather,” he corrected, bending to pick up the robe. “Nothing.”

I stepped back. “Nothing?”

His stare was unwavering. “You stopped him from using it to truly hurt anyone.”

My gaze sharpened on him as I tugged the tie from my wrist and secured the end of the braid. “But I did, didn’t I?”

“He did,” Casteel corrected again and then cursed. “Honestly, I don’t know if those times were him, and you prevented him from doing real damage. Or if it was you, using it to keep us safe. But…” He ran his teeth over his lower lip. “You used the eather to push me away from you more than once.”

Okay. That wasn’t bad.

“And while you did use it to throw Reaver against a wall, it was because he and I were fighting,” he quickly added, laying the robe beside him. “Reaver sensed Kolis and tried”—his golden eyes hardened—“and failed to give aid.”

“I threw him against…?” I turned to look at the wall beside the bathing chamber. “That?” I pointed at the fractures. “Was him?”

His gaze flicked to the wall. “Possibly.”

Forcing myself to breathe again, I lowered my hand to my side. “What else?”

“You also tried to escape and managed to get out of the chamber,” he said, running his fingers over the golden chain around his neck. “You were trying to keep us safe, and you might have hit Reaver.”

“I hit Reaver?” I waited for him to elaborate, but all he did was nod, which told me it hadn’t been with my fists. My stomach twisted. “With eather?”

“He was fine.”

My fingers pressed into the soft material of the gown.

“He’s a draken.” Casteel dropped his hand to his leg. “It takes more than a random bolt of eather to hurt a draken.”

Did it? I wouldn’t know because I hadn’t seen a draken take a hit of eather. I’d seen them be struck by lightning—

But that hadn’t been normal lightning, had it? An odd sense of knowing told me that Vessa had managed to harness eather.

“Reaver is fine,” Casteel repeated, snapping me from my thoughts.

That might be true, but it didn’t undo the fact that I hurt him. “What happened after I tried to escape?”

Tension crept into his body, and he lowered his gaze. “We moved you to one of the cells beneath Wayfair,” he said as more of the muslin wrinkled in my grip. “I didn’t want to do it.” Thick lashes lifted, and his eyes locked with mine. When he spoke again, his voice had thinned and roughened. “I fucking hated putting you in a cell—”

“You had to,” I interrupted, knowing he was thinking of New Haven and what had happened there. “I’m glad you did.”

Casteel stared at me for a moment and then let out a hoarse laugh. “Kieran…” He shook his head. “He said you’d understand.”

“He was right.” I took a step toward him. “I don’t want you to feel guilty about something I don’t even remember.”

He leaned toward me, resting his arms on his legs. “But I remember.”

My heart squeezed. “You did what you had to—” A faint, fragmented image or memory formed. Me running. Being grabbed from behind and spun around to see vivid, wintery eyes. Was this when I had tried to escape? I thought so.

“Poppy?” Concern filled Casteel’s voice.

Swallowing, I glanced at the chamber door for the dozenth time. “Did I hurt Kieran?”

“You punched him when you were trying to keep us away from you. That is all.”

I cringed. That wasn’t as bad as hitting Reaver with the essence. “What…?” A tremor ran through me. “What about you?”

“I already told you. You pushed me away and made sure I didn’t get too close.”

I wanted to believe that. Gods, I needed to believe that I hadn’t hurt him. “How did he forge such a connection with me?”

Casteel sighed. “He marked you.”

I flashed cold, then hot. “What?”

“With the symbol of Death,” he said. “From what I understand, he was able to reach you while in stasis, and that was how it happened.”

I didn’t understand how that was possible. How he could forge some sort of demented bond and mark me without me even knowing—

The floor felt like it moved beneath me. “That voice.”

Every part of Casteel tensed. “What voice?”

“I…I heard a voice while I was in the nothingness.” I moved, unable to stand still. “It was like a whisper.”

“That’s why you asked if anyone else visited with you?”

“Yes.” I went to the window and took my first look at the capital since waking. Or at least, I thought it was the first time since. Scattered light broke up the sea of darkness.

“Do you remember what he said?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Just whispers that…kind of sounded familiar. But that doesn’t make sense. I never heard him speak—” I turned to Cas. “I hate that I don’t remember any of this.”

“What’s important to remember is that you could’ve really hurt us, but you didn’t.” Casteel’s eyes, shining like polished topaz, met mine as he stressed, “You did nothing you should worry about.”

“I will decide later whether to worry about what I may or may not have done because we don’t have time for that right now,” I said, and his nostrils flared. “How do you know he’s not still in me?”

My breath caught as I turned sharply. Bile rose, and there was a really good chance I might have vomited if I’d eaten something recently. He’d been inside me. He could still—

The air cooled as a charge of energy enveloped the chamber, sending a shiver racing down my spine. I spun around, eather swelling and pressing against my skin as it responded to the source of power.

Casteel.

He’d moved without me hearing and now stood not even a foot away, towering over me. My lips parted as I looked up at him. His face…

Shadows had darkened the skin above and beneath his eyes and in the hollows of his cheekbones. And his irises? Silver eather laced with crimson swirled through the amber.

I’d never seen a God of Death, but Casteel looked like one then.

And even though I knew he wouldn’t harm me, I knew he was far more dangerous now than he’d ever been. Every ounce of common sense I had in me said I should probably step back.

“I would prefer it if,” he spoke, and my breath hitched at the sound of his voice. It had completely changed, taking on a smoky undertone, each word laced with icy shadows that sent a tight shiver rippling over my skin. “You never say the words inside you and Kolis in the same sentence again.”

“I…I would prefer that, too,” I whispered. Not even I sounded like that when I tapped into the more destructive side of my powers. And apparently, I didn’t possess that much common sense. Not only was I not stepping back, but I was actually feeling something wholly inappropriate in response to that voice, the way he looked, and the power radiating off him. And that reaction was not forced.

There was something very, very wrong with me.

Casteel lifted his hands to cradle my face. His touch was cold, but it elicited a hot, needy rush of desire in me. “Kolis is no longer with you.”

“Okay,” I breathed.

“We severed the connection.” His head lowered. When he spoke again, his lips brushed mine. “I can smell your desire. Sweet and smoky. I can taste it.”

I couldn’t even try to deny that I was turned on. The ache between my thighs wouldn’t allow it.

“I am curious as to how this conversation is arousing you.”

“It’s not the conversation,” I told him, ignoring the desire to lean into him. “It’s you.”

His nose glided across mine as his fingers trailed down the sides of my neck. “Of course, it’s me.”

I started to frown.

“But that doesn’t answer my question.”

What was his question? Oh. Right. Why was I aroused right now? “I can see the essence in you and hear it in your voice.”

His hands halted at the base of my throat. “And that has made you wet?”

My eyes widened, heat flaring in my cheeks.

Cas chuckled, and…my gods, even that sounded dark and smoky. “Naughty,” he murmured, the skin of his hands warming. “We need to finish this conversation.” He caught my lower lip between his, and the ache pulsed. “So, behave yourself.”

I blinked.

Cas lifted his head. A smirk played across his lips as the shadows faded from his face. “Are you able to behave yourself?”

My eyes narrowed. “I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure I’ll knock you through a wall if you tell me to behave myself one more time.”

His laugh was lighter and warmer, sounding more like the Cas I knew.

Smoothing my hands over my stomach, I refocused on the extremely important topic. “How was the connection severed?”

“I asked Reaver to return to Iliseeum to see if anyone knew of a way.” He went to the table and turned over two slender glasses. “Luckily, he found someone.”

I pressed a hand to my stomach. “The gods are awake.”

Picking up the decanter, he looked over his shoulder at me. An eyebrow rose.

“I didn’t forget that,” I explained. “Okay. I temporarily forgot it.”

“Understandable.” He turned his attention back to the table.

“Which god helped?”

“It wasn’t a god.” Cas poured some deep-red liquid into the glasses. “It was a Primal.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise. “Really?”

“Really. And if you thought that was surprising, just wait.” Placing the decanter down, he turned with the glasses in hand and offered me one. “This Primal god is clearly an ancestor of mine.”

I tensed. “Come again?”

“Yep.” He raised the glass. “Wine?”

I took it from him. “You’re descended from a Primal god?”

“You only have to take one look at him to know.” He lifted his glass to his lips. “Looks so much like Malik and our father that it was eerie as fuck.”

“Wow.” I didn’t know why that shocked me—or why it seemed…important.

“Apparently, you’re not the only one with an interesting bloodline,” he remarked.

“No doubt.” I took a sip of what turned out to be some sort of mulled wine. I shook off the weird feeling. “What’s his name?”

“Attes.”

“Attes?” I repeated, my stomach dipping weirdly. “I…I don’t know of a Primal god with that name.”

“Neither did Kieran or I. But he knows Kolis. Not a fan.” He watched me over the rim of his glass. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, unsure why I felt so odd.

As Cas explained how the mark had been removed, I was actually grateful that I had no memory of the event. However, I was stunned that the Primal would put himself through something like that. “He used his own hand to weaken the power of Nektas’s blood?”

Cas nodded.

“Why? Why would he do that for someone he doesn’t know?” I asked, but the words I spoke didn’t sit right with me.

“I don’t know.” Cas dropped into the wingback chair. “But I imagine he knows your grandparents.”

I jerked, nearly spilling the wine. “Grandparents,” I whispered. “It’s so weird to think of the true Primal of Life and a Primal of Death as my grandparents.” I took a rather large, unladylike gulp of the wine. “How badly was he hurt?”

“You really do not want a description of that.” He leaned back, resting the hand holding his glass on the arm of the chair. “But don’t worry. He said he would heal.”

A tiny, sick part of me wanted the description, but I managed to ignore it. Instead, I moved on to something equally disturbing. “Where was I marked?”

His hand tightened around his glass. His anger rose sharply, lashing like frozen rain against my skin. “Come sit with me.”

Alarm bells rang. “I don’t know if I should.” I held his stare. “Tell me.”

A muscle thrummed along his jaw. “Your chest.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

“It was here.” He placed his hand in the center of his chest.

Blood pounded in my ears as I stood there. I’d been doing so well with everything I was being told. I had listened. I was processing, remaining levelheaded, even as I realized Kolis had stripped me of my free will.

But I wasn’t calm. I wasn’t really processing anything. I was just numb. And it took hearing that he’d touched me there for me to realize that. Disgust coated my skin, and I wanted nothing more than to take a wire brush to it. It didn’t matter that it had happened on some sort of metaphysical level. He’d touched me. He’d used me. A knot lodged in the back of my throat and my eyes stung. My skin prickled.

I wouldn’t cry, godsdamn it.

It didn’t matter if they were tears of anger. I would not shed a fucking tear. It had nothing to do with it being a vulnerability or a weakness. Crying felt like…acknowledgment. Like I was giving shape and form to what Kolis had done, making it real. And I couldn’t allow it to feel real.

Casteel leaned forward, his eyes never leaving me as he placed his glass on the floor by the chair.

A faint tremor coursed through me—through the chamber.

“Shit,” he growled, coming to his feet. “This is why I wanted you to sit with me.”

“I’m fine,” I heard myself say.

“I don’t think you are.”

“I am.” The center of my chest throbbed. “Because I’m going to kill him.”

A surge of energy coursed down my arm, followed by a sharp crack. The delicate glass in my hand and the wine inside shattered into dust. The distinct smell of burnt ozone filled the air as I stared at my empty hand. The eather ramped up—

“Sweetheart.”

The sound of Cas’s voice immediately quelled the wave of volatile rage, easing the knot that had fisted the center of my chest. The hum of eather dissipated as my gaze lifted to him.

“That was impressive,” he remarked.

I turned my hand over, not even a single drop of wine or shard of glass to be seen. It was as if neither had existed. “More like a little scary.”

“Impressive,” he repeated, taking the hand that had just obliterated some very real objects from existence without a hint of trepidation.

Without saying a word, he returned to the chair and sat, pulling me onto his lap. Folding an arm around me, he tucked my head under his chin.

“Why?” I whispered. I hated how small my voice sounded. Loathed it. “Why did he try to take control of me?”

“I don’t know. All he said was that he wanted what was his and seems to believe you are a part of achieving that.” His chest rose with a deep breath.

“You know,” he said softly after several moments, drawing his hand up my back and under the braid, “it’s okay to not be fine.”

I squeezed my eyes shut against the sting that had now become a burn.

“I don’t think many people would be okay in your situation,” he continued, kissing the crown of my head. “I wouldn’t be.”

My lips quivered as I pressed them together.

“I wasn’t after I escaped captivity.” His fingers brushed the base of my neck. “I know what it’s like to have no autonomy.”

“This whole thing with Kolis is nothing compared to what you went through,” I told him. “I’m just being…I don’t know. Overly emotional.”

“You’re not being overly emotional, Poppy, and we’re not going to play the whose-trauma-is-more-significant game.” He gently squeezed the back of my neck. “But you’ve spent your entire life fighting against those who sought to control you in one way or another. What Kolis did?” His fingers slipped back down my spine. “Yeah, it was extreme, but it’s not the first time you’ve had to fight against someone exerting their influence over you.”

Gods, he was right.

The Priestesses. The Teermans. Duke Teerman. Alastir. Commander Jansen. My mother. Even Casteel, in the beginning.

“You can talk to me.” Cas curled his fingers around my braid. “If you need to, whenever you want.”

I pressed a kiss to his chest. “I know.”

“Do you?”

My heart stuttered at the strain in his voice—at what I thought I heard in those two words. I lifted my head to look at him. My senses stretched out, but it felt like I was brushing against the stone wall of the Rise. He was shielding his emotions, but I heard it in his voice.

Doubt, sharp and cutting.

My stomach twisted with unease. “I do know that.” I touched his cheek. “Do you think I don’t?”

His jaw muscles flexed against my palm, and my stomach twisted even further as the seconds ticked by.

“Cas,” I whispered, running my fingers over his stubble. “Do you—?” A sudden and intense, red-hot echo of pain flared deep within my chest—pain that wasn’t mine.

Casteel immediately moved, grasping my shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.” The ache thumped right beside my heart, stirring the essence. “I can feel—” I tore myself away from Casteel, stumbling to my feet as pain jabbed at my skin like a thousand burning needles.

Casteel was suddenly on his feet beside me. I breathed in deeply, trying to speak, but the pain slammed into me like a scorching wind. He shouted something, but I couldn’t focus on what he said as I looked down at my arms, half-expecting to find flames crawling up them. To see blood pouring from open wounds, but they were fine.

I was fine.

But someone wasn’t.

Multiple someones.

And I didn’t only feel the pain.

Eather flooded my veins as scalding agony soaked the air, making it difficult to draw in even the thinnest of breaths. My legs shook as the taste of bitter panic and tart confusion joined the fear and icy terror. It settled over me, the weight oppressive. The sheer magnitude of it—the onslaught of their pain and confusion, their terror and uncertainty, was unbearable. I could feel myself caving under it and knew I would if I didn’t do something to stop it. And I had to. I needed to—

Steady hands clasped the sides of my face, grounding me. “Talk to me, Poppy.” Cool amber eyes lit by a bright silver aura met mine. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“Pain. So much pain and panic,” I croaked, grasping his wrists with trembling hands. “I’ve never felt anything like it. It’s so vast. So intense—oh, gods, it has to be coming from hundreds—no, thousands of people. Maybe more.”

His eyes widened. “You need to shut it out.”

“I can’t—”

“Yes, you can. You just need to picture a wall—the thickest Rise you can imagine,” he instructed. “Build it as tall as the skies—”

“You don’t understand. I can’t.” The eather pushed against my skin, and I suddenly knew what I’d felt earlier. The unease. That was the first warning. But of what? I didn’t know as the need to go to those who were hurt bore down on me. “I have to find them.”

“Find who, Poppy? And where? Because the source of what you’re feeling can’t be from here.” His thumbs chased away tears I hadn’t realized had fallen. “If it were, we would hear something. We would be notified.”

“I know, but I have to find them. They’re scared and…and confused. Almost as if—”

I cried out as another outpouring of pain and terror seized every fiber of my being. It fell like a crimson shadow over the chamber, over us, painting the walls red and soaking the floor in blood.

Casteel was speaking, but I couldn’t understand his words as I stared at my arm. It was raised as if I had attempted to ward something off…or perhaps call upon something. Shadows appeared under my skin and swirled.

Casteel stiffened against me, and I knew. I knew without asking that he had also noticed what was happening beneath my skin. “Poppy.”

I wrenched myself free of him, turning as the eather swelled inside me. I had to do something. I had to stop this. I needed to.

The essence of the Primals—of me—seemed to understand the rushing, desperate thoughts and responded at once. The eather seized control. It was like an instinct buried deep within me, never touched before, had been unlocked from the furthest corners of my mind. I didn’t think. I didn’t hesitate.

I simply lifted my arm; fingers splayed wide. Shadowy silver wrapped in tendrils of gold sparked from my fingertips, and the air no more than a foot in front of me hissed and then split open. The tear crackled and spat as it grew and widened.

“Poppy!” Casteel shouted. “Don’t!”

My eyes locked with wide, wild amber ones when I glanced over my shoulder at him. I wanted to explain what I was doing, but I wasn’t even sure I could. Because my mind hadn’t caught up with this newly discovered instinct, and there was no time.

The pain called to me.

And so did death.

A strange scent drifted from the opening—an acrid and pungent aroma that reminded me of burnt oil but sharper, smokier. “I have to.”

Casteel’s flesh seemed to thin, causing the angles of his face to become stark. Panic filled his voice. “Don’t you dare, Poppy! Don’t—”

I walked through the opening, leaving one realm and stepping into another—

Noise.

That was the first thing I noticed as the silver glow of eather faded, revealing that I stood among a small, sun-dappled cluster of four or five trees. So much noise came from every direction. What sounded like trumpets blared almost continuously, interrupting the shouts and voices coming from every direction—voices that seemed to grow louder, get closer, and then quickly fade away.

And the smell? That burnt-oil scent had increased, mixing with a damp, fishy aroma and something that reminded me of the cramped streets and crowded homes near the Rise in Masadonia.

My heart thumped as the voices grew closer, but they sounded strange. “… a flow of ash, rock, and gas that can move upward of four hundred miles per hour. There’s no escaping an eruption of this magnitude. It’s…” The voice choked, and then a throat cleared. “It’s devastation on a scale we haven’t seen in…”

I turned toward the voice, spying the shadow of someone walking quickly past the trees. I couldn’t place the accent and its sharp, quick speech pattern.

“…the loss of life will be significant.” Another voice reached me, this time feminine, and it came from behind me.

“How could there be no warning?” someone else questioned from my left. The way the man had said warning, it was like he’d dropped the r. “No signs?”

Although I had no idea what event these people were speaking of, it had to be what I’d felt.

Throat dry, I walked from the grouping of trees—

And jerked to a halt, my eyes widening and lips parting. I couldn’t process what I was seeing. Absolutely none of it made sense.

My body flashed hot and then cold as I stared past a neatly trimmed lawn filled with people scattered about, some alone and others in small groups. None of them wore anything I recognized. Gone were the graceful or even drab gowns I was familiar with. Women here wore odd, snug trousers made of some sort of strange blue material or tight skirts that skimmed the knees, exposing what many would consider a scandalous length of leg. Men seemed to favor shirts with peculiar insignias rather than fitted tunics or waistcoats. Some of the breeches were short—really, daringly short—no matter the sex. Some blouses didn’t even cover the wearer’s stomach and appeared more like a corset sheared in half. The footwear was also puzzling. Their shoes were either pointy and heeled or flat and brightly colored.

The strangeness didn’t end there. I saw hair the color of the sky and other unnatural shades. Many had tiny, often white objects in their ears, and nearly everyone held a rectangular object in their hands that they either stared down at or spoke into.

Those who passed me seemed to either be unaware of my presence or would merely glance toward me with an expression I imagined mirrored mine before quickly looking away.

Bewildered, I lifted my gaze past the people. Dizziness swept over me. I was before some sort of river full of choppy, dark water. It wasn’t the uninviting inlet that held none of the beauty of Saion’s Cove that caused my heart to thump as if it were trying to break free of my chest. It was a large vessel moving across it. A type of ship I’d never seen before, with more than two levels and taller than many homes. It had an open deck that people stood on. Beneath them were what I could only describe as several metal boxes with wheels larger and thicker than anything I’d seen on a carriage. There was more than one of the drifting platforms in what appeared to be a harbor of sorts. I could see at least three of them, one traveling in the opposite direction.

But it was what stood across the river that caused the air to slowly leak from my lungs. I gaped at the towering structures of steel and glass that reached far above the clouds, dwarfing everything around them and casting long shadows over the earth below. The buildings were as tall as mountains, yet many appeared slim, and I couldn’t even begin to fathom how they’d been built. Surely, the gods had to be involved in such a creation. But something about them seemed too cold to have been shaped by anything with blood coursing through its veins.

I took another step forward, my toes curling into the damp grass. Where in the actual fuck was I? A seed of panic took root, stroking the essence. My hands fisted as I scanned what I was beginning to think was some kind of park—

My mouth completely dropped open as my gaze landed on a colossal statue standing proudly on an island. I couldn’t decipher how far away the towering lady in flowing robes was, but it couldn’t be that far. I didn’t know what material she had been crafted from, but it carried a green sheen. She held a torch, thrusting it into the sky high above her, and a crown sat upon her head. It must be a depiction of a goddess. Perhaps she had been responsible for these impressive structures. However, she looked nothing like the renderings of the goddesses I’d seen.

I dragged my gaze from the statue and saw a bridge raised in the air like a suspended pathway with enormous stone pillars anchoring thick, web-like cables that seemed to hold it up by sheer force. It stretched far across the water and was packed with those strange metal boxes on wheels.

“…the city, located about five miles away from the eruption sight, includes the neighboring towns,” a male, speaking fast, his tone harried, caught my attention. “…has a population estimated to be three million.”

Three million…people?

I pressed my hand to my churning stomach, my gaze landing on a brown-skinned woman with honey-colored hair cut close to the skull. She wasn’t speaking as she eyed a device in her hand, but the male’s voice became louder as she drew closer.

“…with the limited warning to allow for effective evacuation, we’re looking at tens of thousands—possibly over a hundred thousand—casualties.”

Pressure clamped down on my chest. Over a hundred thousand deaths? That had to be what I’d felt. But that event clearly wasn’t here. So, why had I been drawn here?

The woman looked up, her brows rising the moment she saw me. Thick, dark lashes fluttered once and then twice as she stared.

I glanced down at myself, realizing I wore only the gown I’d been sleeping in. It was highly inappropriate to be seen in public dressed as I was—even in Atlantia, where the attire wasn’t as modest as it was in Solis.

But I could see the belly of a woman running past us—though I had no idea what she was running from—including her navel and a good portion of her breasts. So, why did this one look at me so strangely?

The woman pressed something on what she held, and the male voice cut off as her steps slowed. I felt her concern before I tasted it, which caught me off guard. I couldn’t even say exactly how I knew. I just looked at her and knew she was worried.

“Are you all right?” she asked in that strange, clipped manner that made ‘all right’ sound like the l and r were missing.

I nodded as a breeze lifted the shorter strands of my hair, tossing them across my face. My gaze was drawn to the golden hoops dangling from her ears.

She frowned slightly. “You sure?” she asked, unease radiating from her. I didn’t think it was my scars that made her uncomfortable. “Do you need help—?” She gasped, looking down at the exact moment I felt the tremor beneath us. “What in the hell?”

The essence suddenly pulsed, causing my heart to lurch as I did the same as she had and looked down. The land felt like it vibrated. I could feel something…stirring.

“You felt that?” she asked, and I nodded. Looking up, she glanced behind me. “Maybe it’s a truck. A very large one. They do that sometimes.”

Having no idea what a truck was, I scanned the park. Others had stopped, too. They stared at the river.

I walked forward, the sun breaking free from behind a cloud. Despite it warming my skin, tiny bumps erupted over my flesh. Those strange ships in the river swayed, emitting that trumpeting sound again as the dark water rippled and sloshed. Unease flowed from those gathered by the river.

“Oh, my god,” the woman rasped from behind me. “It’s an—”

“Earthquake,” someone shrieked.

What happened next was pure chaos. People in the park scattered, running in opposite directions and then veering back as the low rumble built. The jarring sounds of metal clanking and creaking reverberated around us as the towering, imposing structures started to sway.

I felt the fear before I tasted its bitterness. It was that strong. I stumbled back as terror came at me in waves.

As tumultuous water rocked the vessels, lifting their bows, people began screaming. The sounds of screeching and snapping tore through the air as the metal boxes with wheels slipped free and plunged into the water. My gaze flew to the people on the top level. They clamored toward the railings, holding on.

I had to do something.

I wasn’t sure exactly what as I walked forward. I hadn’t used the eather in this manner before, but if I could tear down stone walls with it, I could surely use it to stop a ship from capsizing.

“Where you going?” The woman whirled, grabbing for my arm. “Come on, we need to get—”

A deafening series of screeches and squawks whipped our heads up in alarm. A massive flock of birds erupted from the roofs of nearby structures, filling the sky with a frenzy of frantic flapping and piercing cries.

A deep, ominous rumbling quickly grew into a thunderous roar as a section of the ground to our left rolled and buckled, leaving a trail of unsettled earth and plumes of dirt and rock in its path.

This was no earthquake.

The moment whatever was in that ground hit the river, the water rose sharply and then sank with a loud groan and splash as it carved a path toward the statue and out beyond it. In the distance, a large segment of earth rose from the riverbed, sealing off our section. Water spilled over the uneven edges and then rushed back. Air blasted from the water, propelling chunks of earth and jagged rock into the sky as a wide stream of water shot up. Dust billowed out in thick clouds, and for a brief moment, the debris hung suspended, silhouetted against the sky. Terror surged from those around me, coating my skin in its icy heat. For several heartbeats, I couldn’t move—couldn’t even think.

High-pitched screams jolted me. The massive pieces of land and rubble that had shot into the sky returned, falling in every direction. Rock slammed into the structures’ steel sides and crashed through windows, pushing desks, chairs, and—

Oh, my gods.

People.

Tingling heat gathered in my arms and hands, and my chest pulsed with sharp, quick bursts of agony again and again—so many times I couldn’t even begin to keep track as they hit the hard ground below. I knew I wasn’t just feeling their pain. I was sensing their deaths, feeling the very moment their souls left their bodies. Without conscious thought, I started toward the buildings, knowing I could—

A large shard of rock sliced through the arm of the statue that had held the torch high. It, too, fell, the impact sending a wave of water shooting upward right before something blotted out the sun.

The woman beside me screamed and dropped to her knees. She threw her arms up, shielding her head as a chunk of land, larger than the park I stood in, plummeted toward us.

A rush of icy-hot power flooded my veins, and it felt old. Endless. All-consuming. A metallic taste gathered in my mouth as the essence pouring through me took over, shutting off my connection to the frenzied emotions around me. The essence responded at the very moment my will formed in my mind. There was no delay. Not even a second. Silver strands of eather appeared along the slab of earth, creating a web instead of spreading from my fingers. But it wasn’t just silver. Like what I’d seen beneath my skin earlier, it was a twisting kaleidoscope of gold and silver laced with shadows. The rock shattered into a fine, glittering dust.

My gaze quickly swept the sky, finding the remaining fragments that had yet to strike. The essence pulsed inside me, and those pieces, too, evaporated.

“Holy shit,” the woman gasped, drawing my attention to her. She peeked through her bent arms, her brown eyes wide. “Are you, like, a superhero or something?”

I lowered my hand. “Superhero?” I asked. I thought I’d spoken the word normally, but it didn’t sound that way to my ears.

Or to hers.

Because she fell back on her ass, her arms dropping. She stared up at me in shock, and I knew she’d heard the eather in my voice. It sounded like shadows, ice, and fire—

A shiver of awareness tiptoed up my spine, sending a wave of tingles across the nape of my neck. My skin prickled as eather suddenly rushed to my skin. The corners of my vision filled with silver, and the air around me charged. Shadows pressed against my skin, swirling with traces of gold and silver.

Something was coming.

And it was her.

I felt her in every fiber of my being—warm and summery. The One who was born of Blood and Ash, the Light in the Fire, and the Brightest Moon. The true Primal of Life. The Queen.

And my…grandmother.

I inhaled sharply, catching a scent that reminded me of spring—renewal.

Then, as quickly as I sensed her, something seemed to pull her presence back, taking the warmth with it.

But the presence of another intensified as the entire river started to writhe in a frantic dance. Suddenly, the water level dropped as if the river’s floor had vanished. I jerked back as the force of its descent created a loud, hollow sound, and the water and everything in it was pulled downward.

As the awareness of another grew stronger, I turned my attention to the ships now spinning sideways; one of them quickly pulled down as the entire river seemed to fall away. The sound of screams being cut off, swallowed by the water, would haunt me until my last breath. I should’ve saved them. That was why I’d come. But I’d wasted time. Only one ship remained, and anger at myself rose. I latched onto the fury, stalking forward as my will formed. A surge of eather left me, causing the air to crackle and fill with the scent of burnt ozone.

Strands of silver twined with gold burst forth from my outstretched hands, swirling over the ruined ground and the sinking water. As tendrils of essence wrapped around the ship, I drew my arms up and back in one swift motion, lifting the vessel from the water and returning it to solid ground. It crashed onto the land with a resounding thud, causing dirt and grass to fly up in every direction. The ship mowed down a row of what appeared to be lampposts as it stopped atop a stretch of yellow-streaked gray cement.

I turned back to the river, summoning the eather again. A shiver of awareness swept across my body, raising the tiny hairs on my arms as the ship started to topple sideways.

“It’s too late.”


CHAPTER 13
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POPPY

As I willed the essence to capture the ship, air lodged in my throat at the sound of an unfamiliar voice that seemed to drip power with each word. Warning bells rang in my head. That something I’d sensed moments ago was here. The eather pulsed, responding to what was inside him, just as it had with Casteel when I first woke. But this was different. And those warning bells were telling me that I didn’t want to engage with this stranger, that I should step back because the kind of power I sensed in him was something I’d never experienced before. It was infinite and old. I focused on the ship—the terrified screams—my chest throbbing wildly. An innate sense of knowing was birthed then, one that recognized the significance of each pulse. Each scream silenced forever.

“It’s too late for them.”

“I have no idea who you are,” I ground out.

“But I know you.”

That statement sent a shiver down my spine. “That sounded entirely too creepy.” I pulled the ship back from the abyss. “But if you’re not going to help me, can you shut the fuck up?”

A low, long sigh answered, sending another chill dancing across my skin as I brought the ship back to land. I tried not to think about how only half the people remained on the platform. Sending the vessel in the other direction, I was relieved to see those on the ground scatter, fleeing its path.

“You’ve only accomplished delaying the inevitable. Prolonging their suffering.”

I spun toward the sound of the voice, gathering the eather in me.

A tall man dressed in gray stood a few feet behind me where the woman had been crouched moments before. His dark hair was cropped close to his head, and some kind of design had been inked onto the skin along the sides of his face—a few shades darker than his brown complexion. It was a pattern I’d seen in the shadows as they climbed up the sides of Casteel’s face.

My gaze lifted to his, and my breath caught. His irises were a collage of silver-pierced blue, brown, and green.

They looked like mine. Like—

I remembered.

I’d dreamed while in stasis, but it was more than just a dream. It had been more like a vision that showed me everything. The beginning of the realms. The creation of the Primals. The first mortal. The fall of those with the same eyes as the stranger before me—eyes that mirrored the beginning of everything.

And I knew what it meant for him to have those eyes. It didn’t make sense because my eyes were similar.

I resisted the urge to take another step back as I quickly glanced around. No one paid attention to us. Most were helping the people on the ships get down and dealing with those in the buildings—the injured I could, despite what he’d said, help.

My gaze snapped back to him. “I know what you are.”

“You do.” He smiled, flashing straight, white teeth. “But you don’t.”

Well, that made next to no sense.

“But you don’t really know me. I can help them—”

“I know what you are capable of,” he cut in. “You could restore life to all those who perished, but they will not live to see tomorrow. You know this. You saw what happens if the balance is so gravely disrupted.”

I had.

Gods, I had seen this in my dreams.

“You cannot help them,” he said, his voice thick with sadness.

Eather throbbed, and I clenched my fists. “I can—”

The ground started to shake violently again, sending me staggering to the side. I turned back to the river just as the bank collapsed.

“It’s too late,” he repeated, his voice somehow louder than the chaos. “And you shouldn’t be here.”

My hands fisted tightly at my sides as I registered the sound of…were those sirens? They were different than what I was familiar with. This sound was jarring and relentless, a piercing, high-pitched wail that cut through the air. Another unfamiliar noise drew my gaze to the sky. It was a constant roar, similar to the beating of a draken’s wings but faster and stronger.

Above, a strange, fast-moving object with spinning…blades created a dizzying blur against the sky as it flew over the river. It was no beast, but other than that, I had no idea what it was.

I stared wide-eyed. “What the…?”

Another joined the oblong-shaped thing in the sky as the rumbling in the ground intensified, making it difficult for me to stand still.

The last of the water spilled down a massive, ragged opening in the riverbed. Deep and wide rifts opened in the wet soil, spreading rapidly toward the banks.

A voice boomed from the object in the sky, shouting instructions to those on the bridge. People rushed from the metal boxes and raced in both directions as ruptures in the pillars appeared, sending stone and thick plumes of dust into the air. Metal creaking, the bridge swayed. The first web-like cable snapped with a crack as loud as thunder, whipping through the air with a reverberating twang.

I shot forward, summoning the essence as another cable popped. And another. The rifts in the pillars split wider, and the entire bridge seemed to rise and then buckle.

“Stop.”

One word.

That was all it took.

Every muscle in my body locked up. I was frozen with one leg half-bent in mid-step. My will collapsed, and the essence recoiled like the cable slicing through the air.

“There is nothing you can do for them,” he said.

My lips wouldn’t even move, nor would my tongue curl around the words building in my throat.

“This entire city and everyone in it will be gone by the time the sun sets.”

No.

I didn’t care what he said or what I saw while in stasis. I refused to believe there was nothing I could do. There had to be something. Why else had I been drawn here?

Concentrating on the essence, I felt it press against my skin. The air crackled and hissed, but I couldn’t summon it forward. It was like my connection to it had been severed.

My gods. He had that kind of power?

Panic crept through me as sweat broke out on my forehead. I was utterly helpless. Anything could happen, and I wouldn’t be able to stop it or defend myself. And no one was here to help me. Casteel was back home, in our realm, and—

“There is no reason to fear me,” he said. I would’ve laughed had I been able to make the sound.

His words weren’t at all reassuring.

As I could do nothing but wait for the inevitable pain and terror to reach me, my gaze rose to the sweeping structures east of the bridge.

But the pain never came.

My breath thinned. I couldn’t sense anything—not the fear or pain, nor the pulse of death from those desperately fleeing the bridge as the middle collapsed. Things began to plummet to the ground—

No. No. No.

I pushed against the invisible restraints, screaming without sound for the essence to break free as the terrible noises of grating steel and metal blasted from across the sunken river.

White clouds rose from the ground, filling the air. The structures along the coast swayed, their reflective sides warping under the sunlight.

“They are what you should fear,” the stranger spoke, sadness clinging to each word he uttered. “Now, they rise. Not from the blood and ash, but from the ruin and wrath of all they created.”

My head turned without conscious effort toward the island with the statue. It was…gods, the island was falling apart. Trees snapped, the bark of their trunks cracking like brittle, cold bones as the ground that grew them fell away. The statue trembled, the metal quivering with a metallic groan that shook my body. Fissures appeared in her carved skirts and raced up the length of her body, the surface cracking like brittle parchment as the vibrations sent a hollow, ringing tremor through the air.

The statue shattered, sending a volley of shards into the atmosphere. I could do nothing but watch in horror as several sharp pieces pierced the metal objects hovering above, sending them spiraling wildly to the ground as smoke billowed from them. One crashed into what remained of the bridge, erupting into flames. The other disappeared into the dust clouds of the fallen structures.

A hand broke through the surface of the sunken river before us, sending mud and rock flying—one little more than bone and fragments of sinew.

The screams and chaos faded as it pulled itself free from the ground. Tendrils of eather erupted from the bony hand, crackling over the shape of a head and shoulders, shifting colors—blue, silver, gold, and crimson. Dirt fell from it in sheets as it planted a foot down.

The ground shook.

And buildings fell.

The being rose to its full height, and it had to be nearly seven feet tall. Maybe even taller. Muscle formed and thickened, wrapping over bone. It lifted its fully formed hands as if studying them. Flesh appeared beneath the sparking eather and dirt, changing from the palest white to the darkest brown. The eather dimmed, and I noticed it was entirely nude. I could safely say the being was…uh, definitely of the male sex.

The being shuddered, lowering his hands. I heard a cracking sound that reminded me of dry branches snapping. My eyes widened as delicate bones emerged from his back, slender and spindly, arching outward as they extended, gradually taking on the unmistakable shape of a pair of wings. The skeletal wings were both haunting and mesmerizing.

I had not seen that while in stasis.

But this had to be an Ancient.

The bone wings twitched as the Ancient turned his head toward us. His eyes locked with mine. I tensed, seeing that his irises were like the stranger’s: a stunning swirl of colors and eather. But this one’s eyes had blood-red flecks.

He inhaled deeply, tilting his head back once more. The essence dancing across his flesh pulsed, stoking the eather in my veins.

“We need to leave,” the stranger said, gripping my arm. “Now.”

Energy passed between us as a crackling line of hissing, silver energy appeared. The realm began to split open as the Ancient’s chin dropped. His jaw stretched unnaturally wide, and he let out a guttural howl that rose until sharp pain pierced my eardrums.

He released a shockwave of energy with a thunderous boom that shook my bones and warped the air under its sheer force. It barreled toward us, rolling over the tear in the realm, snuffing it out—

The blast of power crashed into us, and it was like being struck by lightning. My senses shorted out as the eather flickered wildly around me. I only had a distant impression of being airborne—

Air punched from my lungs as I hit the ground hard. Pain shot up and down the length of my body, stunning me. Every limb twitched. No organ seemed to be working right. My lungs were frozen. My heart stopped as years of Vikter’s training yelled at me to get up. Move. But my body seemed to be doing its own thing. Arms and legs spasming, I managed to roll half an inch as I felt the ground vibrating in a pattern of heavy steps.

Get up. Get up.

A shadow fell over me just as my lungs inflated, and my heart stuttered into an erratic pace.

Move. Move.

Grinding my teeth, I forced my quivering muscles to work. I sat up—

A gust slammed into me, knocking me flat onto my back as bony wings slammed into the ground on either side of my head.

The Ancient hovered above me, our faces close—like about five million inches too close. He had no distinct features. It was just skin stretched over bone. But there was a discoloration—no, it was the pattern of vines I’d seen on the stranger, similar to the color of Kieran’s wolven. They were longer than the stranger’s, traveling up the sides of his face, over his temples, and down his throat.

It was kind of pretty.

The featureless face, however, was pure nightmare fuel.

A dim ray of sunlight glinted off his skull as he…sniffed me. My muscles, no longer twitching, tensed up as white dust clouds drifted overhead. The churning colors of his eyes bled together.

Essence swelled as I shoved my hands against his chest—

Multiple things happened at once. The contact of my skin against his sent an intense charge of energy coursing through me, flattening me as a flash of crackling light bloomed. His hiss scorched the air, and he rose several feet into it.

Static dancing over my skin, I shot to my feet. The Ancient straightened as he lowered himself to the ground. I was nothing but pure instinct as I summoned the eather. No longer chained, it responded in a heated rush, spiraling down my right arm as I lifted it—

He was right in front of me, catching my arm by the wrist. The contact sent a rush of energy over my skin, lifting the tiny hairs on my arms as his other hand clamped down on my throat. Fingers dug into the delicate column as he lifted me until my feet dangled in the air, several feet above the ground. I gripped the forearm of the hand at my neck, ignoring another surge of tingling energy as I stamped out the spark of fear threatening to ignite. It would be far too easy for him to crush my throat, and I knew giving in to my panic wouldn’t help. I’d been in more precarious positions—okay, maybe not more precarious than this, but I could hold my own. And I—

Kha thren loru?

My eyes widened at the rough whisper. His lips hadn’t moved, but I’d heard him speak. Even more shocking was how the words spoken in an unfamiliar language suddenly made sense.

What are you?

“You’re asking me that?” I forced out in a scratchy rasp.

His lips moved this time, and when he spoke, my insides turned cold. “Asking…me…?” He spoke each syllable slowly and deliberately, his voice reverberating with…

Whispers.

A shiver of dread curled down my spine. There were faint whispers under each word. Or in them.

I wanted to be far, far away from that sound. From him.

“What are…you?” he asked.

Swinging my legs up, I kicked out with every ounce of strength I had, ramming both feet into his chest. The impact rattled the bones of my legs and hips, but the Ancient…

He didn’t budge. Not even an inch. Nor did he grunt. That kick would’ve caved in a mortal’s chest.

The Ancient looked down at my feet, still planted against his chest, and then raised his gaze. Swirling eyes locked onto mine.

My chest hollowed out as I smiled weakly. “Sorry?”

His head cocked to the side, the taut skin at the corners of his eyes creasing. I didn’t even see his arm move. I only felt the brutal swipe of his forearm against my legs, knocking them down.

Oh, that would leave a bruise.

The Ancient jerked me toward him, my legs dangling like one of those creepy dolls with a porcelain head but nothing but cotton and wool for limbs. His head lowered, and he breathed in deeply.

Was he…sniffing me again?

Tilting his head, the bridge of his nose grazed the underside of my jaw, sending a shudder of revulsion through me as he inhaled once more.

“For the love of the gods.” I swung my arm around, hand closed into a fist. “Stop smelling me!”

He caught my wrist without even looking at me.

Oh, shit.

A loud boom sounded not too far off, and the sensation of being thrust downward froze my heart. I landed hard, the back of my head cracking off the ground.

The realm disappeared for a moment, and then everything was a flashing, intense white. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the starbursts as I lay there, my brain feeling scrambled. Sensation was slow to return, starting with a dull ache in my back and moving downward—

The Ancient’s bony fingers dug into my throat, pressing the fragile bones there. I could feel them start to crack, to give way.

Fear—a deep, icy, visceral kind that I hadn’t felt since I stood at the Chambers of Nyktos and saw Casteel and Kieran fall—shot through me with the speed of an unleashed arrow. Blood roared in my ears, and my heart lurched so violently I thought it might actually break through my chest. He was going to crush my windpipe—

Nope.

Absolutely fucking nope.

My mind sped up as instinct took over. There wasn’t enough space between us for me to use my legs or hips to attempt to roll him. So, I went with the next best thing—or the worst.

Reaching down, I grabbed the thing between his legs. Gagging at the feel of him in my hand, I pulled and twisted. Hard.

The Ancient howled, stirring up the wind as he reared back and tore himself away from me.

I didn’t waste a second.

Scrambling to my feet, I started to turn—

A hand wrapped around my braid, jerking my head back. I stumbled. Fiery pain swept over my scalp as he spun me to the side and forced my neck back farther until sharp, stabbing pain shot down the sides.

“Rha lali mi,” the stranger’s voice boomed.

Let her go.

At least, I thought that’s what he said. But maybe I was wrong. Because the Ancient’s grip on my braid only tightened.

The air suddenly charged, and a crackling bolt of eather arced high. The Ancient twisted at the waist, throwing out his other hand. The churning mass of energy evaporated in a shower of sparks as the fragile bones in my neck ground together.

He was going to snap my neck!

The fear still trickling through my veins flared, reaching deep inside, but before it could sink its vicious claws into me again, rage rose in its place. And it was cold. Colder than the terror. I latched onto it, letting the fury wrap around me.

The taste of ash gathered in my mouth as I grabbed the Ancient’s arm. “I haven’t gone through everything I have only to have my neck broken.” Twisting against the vise-like hold to face him, I welcomed the agony radiating down my spine and let it join the rising fury and swelling eather. Shadows laced with gold and silver appeared under my skin. “By some naked, winged, and faceless motherfucker covered in dirt.”

The Ancient’s head snapped in my direction.

“Yeah,” I snarled. “I’m talking about you.”

Energy flooded the air, shaking the ground beneath my feet and pushing the clouds of dust and debris back as I slowly straightened, forcing the Ancient’s arm to bend. The scent of stale lilacs reached me as icy power filled my veins. My eyes met his as shadows poured from me, spilling across the ground and rising. The eather ramping up felt different than it had before. Harsher. More chaotic.

Final.

The essence rose at my sides, the streaks of silver growing vibrant as dark bands of crimson appeared.

Harnessing the essence of death, I twisted his arm sharply, smiling at the sound of the bone cracking. The being screamed, and my smile widened.

Thrusting my hand against his chest, I released all that raw energy and sent him flying—

His bone wings spread wide, halting his fall as the red and black streaks of eather swirled over his form. His arms flew out to the sides as the essence seeped into his skin, lighting up his veins as it began tearing his body apart—

Wait.

The smile slowly faded from my face as I quickly realized that wasn’t what was happening.

The Ancient was…absorbing the essence and taking it into himself, making it his. And it changed him.

Hair sprouted from his skull—a pale blond that bordered on white—growing until it tumbled down the center of his back. Tissue grew over the bones of his wings, thickening and filling out the appendages. From the membrane, dots of black appeared all over the wings, pushing through and unfurling, one after another, until the entire length was covered in glossy midnight…

I blinked and then squinted. “What in the…?”

I was looking at…

Feathers.

Actual feathers, as black as a raven.

As the last of the essence flickered out, I saw features forming. A straight nose. Sharp cheekbones, thin lips—

The ground rumbled with a deep, resonant growl as the land began to break away all around us. It was deafening—the shrieking steel and cascading stone as large sections of the ground lifted. Pockets of smoke and white, ashy clouds rose across the horizon.

A spray of mud and rocks flew up from the sunken riverbed as a bony hand punched through the surface.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned as it tore itself free, its chest heaving as it stood and walked toward the shore.

The feathered one roared, shaking my bones.

“Time for us to go.” The stranger was at my side again, his hand wrapped firmly around mine. I barely felt the shock of energy as a silvery tear opened in the air.

The being’s wings swept back with such force they sent a gust of wind rushing over the ruined land. He flew toward the one below him as fast as a draken—faster. They crashed into each other, the impact sending out a shockwave that rolled in every direction and erupted the ground below them. Chunks of earth and large rocks hurled toward us as a harsh, acrid scent blew back, bringing a searing heat.

Something slammed into me—a rock, a piece of a structure? I wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, it hurt. It knocked the air out of me and snapped my head back. I heard a grunt as I was pulled toward the opening, my body suddenly feeling like it could no longer function.

Darkness closed in at the corners of my eyes as the ground beneath us collapsed, giving way to flames.
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CASTEEL

“Are you ready to behave as if you don’t wish for today to be your very last?”

The entire length of my body vibrated with rage as I glared at the motherfucker with the tattooed face.

The son of a bitch had strolled out of the very same opening in the realm Poppy had left through seconds earlier.

I had no idea who he was. We didn’t make it to the introductions, considering he’d lifted a hand and sent me skidding across the chamber floor as the portal closed, sealing me off from wherever Poppy had gone.

I’d lost my shit. Plain and simple. Part of it was due to how easily he’d gotten the upper hand. I wasn’t used to that. But absolute terror—for Poppy—fueled my fury. I had no idea where she’d gone. All I knew was that it couldn’t be good based on what she’d been picking up. And she’d just woken from stasis. I didn’t think she had taken enough blood. She hadn’t eaten. And I wasn’t sure she fully remembered everything. She was out there somewhere, without me to back her up, facing only the gods knew what. So, yeah, I lost my shit. I launched myself at him, starting to shift without any real conscious effort. That’s how far gone I was.

The fucker put a real quick stop to it, though. He sent me one look with eyes eerily familiar that not only held me completely immobile but also kept my ass suspended with a fine dusting of gold-spotted black fur covering every inch of my flesh, claws protruding from the tips of my now-shortened fingers, and significantly longer canines.

A rough, guttural growl rumbled from my throat as I pushed against his invisible hold. The essence pulsed inside me and then just…sputtered out.

“I guess not,” the pierced-nipple fucker replied with a bored tone, knocking back brown hair as long as Poppy’s from his face. Turning away, he looked at the dining table. “What is it about the women of the Mierel bloodline that attracts such reckless men with so little regard for their lives?” Lifting a lid from a covered dish, he smiled at the array. “Oh! Cheese.” He reached for one of the cheeses I knew Kieran had prepared because it was sliced into small, bite-sized cubes.

“Where is Poppy?” I demanded.

“Not here.”

My chest vibrated with a growl that crawled its way out. “No shit.”

He paused for a moment, his fingers hovering over the cheese before picking up not one, not two, but three cubes.

“That food is not meant for you.”

“No shit,” he parroted.

I pushed harder against the invisible hold. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Where is Penellaphe?”

“Or what?” He tossed the cheese into his mouth.

“Release your hold on me and find out.” I held his stare. “Unless you’re afraid.”

He chewed slowly, his expression giving nothing away. I didn’t pick up anything from him either. “You make such threats because you have no idea what I am. Nyktos, on the other hand, did. But he still ran his mouth.”

“I knew I liked him.”

“Charming,” he murmured. “I can’t wait for you to realize who you are speaking to.”

“Obviously, you’re a god. And clearly, I don’t give a fuck.” The words came in quick, uneven bursts, each one threaded with fury. “And, like I said… That food. Is not meant. For you.”

“A god?” He laughed. “I am no god. And it would be rude of you not to allow me to enjoy this amazing array of cheeses.”

“Bullshit,” I bit out as I continued pushing against his hold. The eather responded, throbbing more intensely. My fingers twitched.

“Do you think a god would be able to do what I’ve done with you?” he asked. “Do you think a god could prevent your wolven from feeling your anger or sensing her absence?”

Well, that explained why Kieran wasn’t beating down the door. However, I didn’t know what a god, especially one as old as I assumed he was, was capable of.

He popped the cheese into his mouth, sending a tight-lipped smile in my direction. “I am no measly god.”

The first moment I could move, I was going to shove every piece of that cheese down his throat.

“And, apparently, neither are you,” he continued. He swept his gaze over me as his hand moved to the other cloche. “Who would’ve thought this would be the outcome of a Joining with a Primal?” He chuckled as if he’d said something funny. “Oh, wait. That’s right. We should’ve known. And by we, I’m not talking about you and me.”

“Figured that,” I spat, pulling on the essence once more as my lengthened canines dragged against my lip. A spasm ran through my muscles.

“Should’ve is the keyword in what I just said, by the way. Though I have a feeling some knew exactly what the outcome would be.” He prattled on, talking about something I gave no fucks about. “But I imagine, between the heartmates thing,” he said with a dismissive huff, “and throwing a wolven into the mix, it led to more…unexpected developments.” One shoulder lifted. “And in case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m talking about the Arae when I say we.”

If I weren’t already mimicking a damn statue, I would’ve been then. There was no way I’d heard him right.

“Chocolate!” he exclaimed, grabbing a chunk.

I watched him take a bite and moan like a man with a mouth wrapped around his cock. “You’re a Fate?”

A frown wrinkled his brow as he looked at me. “Why do you sound like you don’t believe me? Is it because I enjoy the finer things in life?”

“Like cheese and chocolate?”

“Nothing finer.” Finishing off the piece of chocolate, he leaned back in the chair. “I see you’ve stopped fighting my hold.”

I had. “I may be an idiot sometimes, but I’m not a fucking idiot.”

“That’s actually a welcome relief.” He stretched out a long leg. “Wish the same could be said about a certain Primal of Death.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed.”

“No need to tell me that. Your anger is like tiny claws scratching at my skin.”

My eyes narrowed. Tiny claws scratching? I held my tongue. Even I knew better than to actually fuck with a Fate despite—wait. I stared at him. “Your eyes.”

“What about them?”

I couldn’t bring myself to say it because the implication seemed impossible.

When I didn’t answer, he draped an arm over the back of the chair. “You can see them.”

“No shit.”

“But can you see this?” He tilted his head and pointed at the vine-like tattoo crawling up his face.

“The shit on your face? Yeah, I can see it.”

He eyed me for a few moments. “Only two other beings besides my kind can see what you can. The true Primal of Life and the true Primal of Death.” The hand he had resting on the table began to tap slowly. “You being able to is one of those unexpected developments. You shouldn’t be able to, Joining or not.” The skin at the corners of his eyes creased as he squinted. “Interesting.” He exhaled heavily. “My name is Aydun.”

Like I gave a fuck what his name was.

The look on his face left me wondering if he could somehow hear my thoughts.

“You ready to behave yourself?”

I clamped my jaw tight.

“I’ll take your silence as a yes.” He winked.

It was like someone had snipped the invisible strings holding me in place. Control came rushing back, and I stumbled forward, catching myself as the fur receded and my teeth and fingers returned to normal.

“Huh.” He studied me. “Now that I can see your features…”

I forced myself to take a deep breath, reminding myself of what was at stake. If I provoked him and he lashed out, Poppy would inevitably pay the price. “What about them?”

“You know exactly what. You met said what.”

“Attes,” I guessed. Considering this guy was a Fate, I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that he knew I’d had a meet-and-greet with the Primal.

“I can tell you’re going to be as problematic as him.” His gaze flicked away. “Your Queen did a very, very bad thing.”

Tension returned to my muscles. “What do you think my wife did?”

Aydun huffed. “She crossed the Primal Veil.”

My brows snapped together. “The fuck?”

His eyes rolled, and with those churning colors, it was a strange sight to behold. “Do you think this realm—the one that holds Solis, Atlantia, and even Iliseeum—is the only one? If so, I’ve truly underestimated the arrogance of the Atlantians.”

“Can’t say I ever gave it much thought.”

“Of course not.” He gestured at the other chair. “Have a seat.”

“I’m good.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

“I know.” I remained right where I stood. “Arae or not, I don’t trust you.”

The colors in his irises spun and then settled. “I did not come here to harm you. The last thing I want to deal with on top of the mess your wife’s Ascension caused is said pissed-off wife.”

“Her Ascension—”

“Don’t lie to yourself, Casteel. Or to me.”

My hands fisted. I wasn’t surprised that he knew my name. He was a Fate. But I didn’t like hearing him say it. “So, Kolis is awake. That’s not her fault.”

“You’re correct. It’s not.” He extended the other leg. “But that’s not the mess I’m talking about. What I’m speaking about is what is beyond the Veil. What your wife’s Ascension caused.”

I fought the urge to claim that she hadn’t caused anything. But that wouldn’t get me answers or tell me where my wife was. “She felt pain and death in a way I’ve never seen her experience it before.”

“She felt the pain and death of thousands—tens of thousands. And then some,” he stated, causing my entire body to jerk. “When the loss of life is that great, a Primal of Life will always be drawn to it. Being that she is a true Primal of Life, she was not immune to the need. Neither was Seraphena, but she couldn’t cross the Primal Veil as easily as your wife apparently can. Seraphena was stopped. Your wife could not be.”

I probably shouldn’t have felt pride at hearing that, but I did.

“Luckily, I was able to keep you from making the same mistake. Though imagining Holland dealing with both of you?” A grin appeared. “That would’ve been entertaining.”

“Are you…?” My chest hollowed. “Are you saying she is in some land beyond a Veil with someone named Holland?”

He nodded. “Holland is like me.”

“That’s not exactly reassuring.”

“He’s far more patient than I am. Is that reassuring?”

I didn’t even bother answering that. “I want to go to her. Now.”

He snorted softly. “That’s not going to happen.”

Feeling the essence swell, I stepped forward.

A brow rose. “She will return to you soon enough.”

“That’s not good enough, Aydun.”

“She will return unharmed, and that will have to be good enough, Hawke.” Bright silver streaked through his irises. “Unless you force me to cause you harm. And you know what happens then.” His smile was sharp like a blade. “Do you want her to be vulnerable again?”

His message was loud and clear. I halted as a surge of raw fury washed over me. The atmosphere around us charged as my nails sharpened again, pricking my palms. When I spoke, the tone had a rough, jarring edge and a low rumble. “You’re threatening her?”

The question hung heavy in the air with chilling intensity as he watched me. “No. I’m warning you.”

“That’s one and the same.”

“I suppose it is.” He crossed his arms. “You don’t fully understand that you’re no longer a singular entity. But one would think you’d already feel enough guilt over being the cause of her weaker state.”

I flinched.

Fucking flinched.

Power pulsed through my veins as I stared at the Fate, wanting to unleash the eather.

But something flickered over his features. The right side of his lips curled before quickly flattening out. It was fast, but I saw it and wondered if he wanted me to lash out.

“She’s not indestructible, Casteel.”

I hadn’t forgotten—would never forget. And it felt like a fist punching straight through my chest.

“So, tell me something, Casteel. Will you become the…fatal flaw in her armor?” he asked.

A chill swept down my spine as he repeated what Attes had said. “You’ve been eavesdropping, haven’t you?”

Aydun smirked.

Suspicion grew as I relaxed my hands. The fucker was right. Just as Attes had been. Losing my temper and getting my ass beaten down by a Fate would only hurt her. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the fury down, burying it.

“You are…unexpected,” he remarked.

“So I’ve been told.”

Aydun smiled, but it didn’t look entirely real. Almost as if he were merely going through the motions. “Well, I’m relieved to see you’re not a fucking idiot. Besides, you and I need to have a little conversation about what your wife’s Ascension truly means.”

The flesh on the back of my neck tightened.

He was quiet for a few moments. “You’ve figured it out—what your wife truly is—and you’re wise enough to keep it to yourself.”

I wasn’t sure if it was wisdom, disbelief, or distrust.

“But what you don’t truly understand is that what she is should not exist. Not anymore.”

“She is not a what,” I seethed, my tenuous hold on my temper slipping. “She is a person—”

“One whose Ascension has set in motion a chain of events that I fear cannot be stopped.” Aydun leaned forward. “Do you know how important balance is?” He went on without giving me a chance to answer. “You probably don’t. The gods went to sleep long before you were born, and even the eldest of your kind has forgotten to ensure such knowledge was passed on, despite its importance.”

I didn’t say anything, hoping he’d get to the fucking point because I was more concerned about Poppy. She was in some foreign land, and I couldn’t do shit to help her if she needed it. I glanced down at the gold imprint. She was okay. She would be.

“Everything here and beyond relies on balance, Casteel.” The chair creaked as he tipped back and picked up another piece of cheese. “Where there is prosperity, there must be loss. With love, hate must exist. Life must give way to death. And so on and so forth.”

That sounded like a load of shit, but I kept that to myself. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“But it is more than that. There must be a balance of powers, too. When there’s not, there will be signs—ones hard to ignore.”

Immediately, a hard-to-ignore sign came to mind. “The sun?”

“That would qualify as one.”

I exhaled. “There are more?”

“Many more,” Aydun said. “Her Ascension unsettled the balance and freed Kolis. The damage from her Ascension, which so many prayed would never happen, has already been done and cannot be undone. That bell has been rung. The die cast. The bridge burned. The last chapter of the story written—”

“I get it,” I growled. “For fuck’s sake, man.”

“But what you don’t get is that her Ascension was not the only threat to the balance. Penellaphe is the Harbinger. The Bringer.” The color of the ink on the sides of Aydun’s face deepened and began churning as his eyes held mine. “Of Death and Destruction.”

“Kolis,” I bit out.

Aydun smiled faintly. “He is the Great Conspirator.”

My eyes narrowed. “And?”

“And it wasn’t understood what that meant until it was too late.”

I stared at him, waiting for him to elaborate on what sounded like nothing more than disjointed thoughts. He didn’t. “Attes was right.”

“About?”

“That you are all vague as fuck.”

His lips flattened. “We wouldn’t have to be if any of you were even half as wise as Eythos. Which isn’t saying much.”

“What does this have to do with Kolis’s brother?”

“Almost everything.” He sat back. “Either way, what your wife’s Ascension has created will continue to add to the imbalance. It’s started the clock—one that’s ticking and counting down.”

I knew what he was about to say next. The words felt tattooed into my bones. “‘For the end will come from the west—’”

“‘To destroy the east and lay waste to all which lies between,’” Aydun finished with a heavy sigh. “The end has begun. And when it comes, what happened beyond the Primal Veil will seem like a blessing compared to what will happen throughout the realms.”


CHAPTER 14
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POPPY

I dreamed of blood and terror, knowing, even in sleep, that what I’d seen and felt before was nothing more than a precursor to what I saw now.

It began with a shockwave rolling down hills and across once-tranquil waters, shattering everything in its path: trees, buildings, people. Blood filled the ruined streets as a current of heat and ash raced across the landscape, igniting everything left standing and burning those who managed to survive the initial blast from the inside. The flow of death traveled wide, forcing hundreds of thousands to their knees as they clawed at their throats, choking.

Large chunks of rock fell from the sky, striking people down where they stood or walked without warning—burying villages and cities in burning ash until it looked like a fiery winter had visited the land.

The very earth itself rattled as more of the Ancients woke, sparking eruptions from other mountains, those above and below the seas. Land broke apart and sank, taking entire cities into watery graves as waves taller than the steel buildings lining the coasts crashed through them.

All the agony, terror, hopelessness, and desperation suddenly stopped, like a candle being snuffed out. One after another after another…

I knew then that what I saw was no dream.

It was the end I couldn’t escape, not even in my unconsciousness. But I couldn’t wake myself or stop what I saw until the last of the agony and terror faded.

Only then was I able to pull myself free. My eyelids fluttered, heavy and reluctant, as dull pain throbbed along the base of my skull and throughout my limbs.

The memory of chunks of earth and rock hurling at me flashed vividly in my mind. I was surprised that all I felt was a dull pain.

Forcing my lips to part, I drew in a shaky breath. The air was fresh, carrying the scent of something woodsy and sweet, like damp leaves and crushed wildflowers, and a faint but continuous hum of energy. My senses immediately sharpened.

I wasn’t in Wayfair.

And I wasn’t alone.

A presence drew closer, bringing a different scent with it—an earthy and smoky one, like rich leather. It wasn’t entirely unfamiliar, making me think of narrow, dusty stairwells and secluded chambers. Of—

My eyes flew open and fixed on a wall of glass and…fluffy, white clouds beyond it. I snapped upright, twisting at the waist. My entire world came to a grinding halt.

All I could think was that what I saw couldn’t be real, but…he was standing a few feet from me, and I couldn’t move—couldn’t even breathe—as my gaze swept over him, searching for any hints that my eyes were tricking me. He was dressed in a way I’d never seen before, wearing loose, white pants and a light-gray tunic instead of the darker colors of a guard and a layer of armor. But his hair was that sandy shade of blond and was, as he would say, in need of a trim. His handsome features were sun-kissed and weathered, and his eyes were the blue of the Stroud Sea.

My hands trembled as we looked at each other. I was breathing again. Maybe too fast. I thought the eather should be going haywire inside me, but it was calm. Practically quiet. I really couldn’t focus on that right now, though.

“Poppy,” he said in that low, gravelly voice.

His voice.

Vikter’s.

One I’d never thought to hear again.

“It’s really me,” he said, and then he gave me that slightly crooked grin of his.

I sprang to my feet, moving before my brain could really catch up with what I was doing. Closing the distance between us, I threw myself at him.

Vikter caught me with a deep chuckle, staggering back a step as I face-planted his chest. Clutching the sides of his tunic, I breathed him in as I felt his chest rise sharply against my forehead. I could feel him. He was warm. Breathing. Alive.

“Poppy.” Vikter’s voice was lower, rougher. “You’re shaking.” His arms tightened around me as I felt his chin graze the top of my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt you shake like this.”

I was quaking like a newborn colt standing for the first time but couldn’t quell the tremors. “Is this a dream?” I asked, half-afraid of the answer. “Like what Tawny had?”

“No.”

My breath snagged. “Was that a dream?”

He pressed his chin against the crown of my head. “It was a dream of a different sort.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

His raspy chuckle caused my heart to swell. “You will,” he said. “One day, when you least expect it, you’ll understand.”

A shudder swept through me, leaving my knees weak. That answer sounded so much like Vikter that it was ridiculous. “I’ve missed you.” Tears dampened my cheeks and likely his shirt. I wanted to stop them, to be strong like he’d taught me to be. Like he’d raised me. And I knew he was never that great with showing emotion, let alone dealing with rivers of tears, but I couldn’t help it. The tears kept coming. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“I know.” A strong hand folded around the back of my head. “I’ve missed you, and I wish I hadn’t left you like I did. I failed you—”

I jerked back, lifting my head as his final words to me echoed like a painful reminder. “You didn’t fail me.” His face was a bit blurry through the tears as I gripped the front of his now very damp tunic. “Do you hear me? You didn’t.”

A small smile appeared as he cupped my cheek with a palm still calloused from handling a sword. “My sole duty was to keep you safe.” His throat worked on a swallow. “I made a promise, Poppy. One I was unable to keep. And—”

I blinked back more tears, fighting to pull myself together. “I don’t care about whatever promise you made.”

“You don’t understand,” he said gently.

“I do. Tawny told me that you’re a viktor, just like Leopold,” I told him, and his jaw tightened as something crossed his features, but I couldn’t be sure what. It could’ve been the tears crowding my vision. “You did your duty. You trained me, prepared me. Without you, I know I wouldn’t be here today. You’re like a—” My voice cracked. “You’re like a father to me.”

“Poppy.” He pulled me back against his chest, holding me tightly as he once again dropped his chin to my head. “You have no idea what it does for my heart to hear that,” he murmured, his voice gruff. “You were the daughter I didn’t get to see grow. I couldn’t be prouder of who you’ve become and the choices you’ve made.” He cleared his throat. “Including saying yes to that smart-mouthed, arrogant husband of yours.”

I was crying again but also laughing. “He’s not…”

“You’re not really going to claim that boy isn’t smart-mouthed or arrogant, are you?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it.

“Didn’t think so,” he said, amusement clear in his tone. “Wouldn’t have been my first choice for you, considering we only ever saw eye to eye on one thing—keeping you safe. I don’t think he’s good enough for you.”

My lips curled into a shaky smile.

“Then again, I don’t think anyone would be good enough. But the boy loves you,” he continued while I tried to imagine Casteel’s reaction to being called boy. “You’re the most cherished part of his life, and that promise he made to you?” His fingers curled into the hair above my braid. “When he said he’d give up the throne if that’s what you wanted? He spoke the truth. So, I can’t really hate that choice for you.”

A laugh bubbled up but realization quickly snatched it away. “How did you know I got married? Or that he said that to me?”

“I kept an eye on you when I could. Don’t ask how—I know you’re about to,” he said, and he’d been right. “There are things I can’t say without the Arae being all up in arms.”

He was talking about the Fates. In the past, I hadn’t believed there were beings who could see the lives of every single living creature. It had sounded completely unbelievable to me, but that was before I came to accept that there had to be…higher beings involved. And before Tawny confirmed they were, indeed, very real.

“So, I need to be careful with what I say,” he told me.

“But I have so many questions,” I muttered.

His laugh was lighter this time, and I was betting the skin crinkled at the corners of his eyes. “I’m sure you do.”

“Can you tell me if you were, like, born again?” I asked what I’d been wondering since Tawny told me about Vikter. “Like, did you have to go through growing up again and all of that?” I pressed my lips together. “That has to be the weirdest question I’ve ever asked.”

Vikter chuckled. “Normally, I would’ve had to. But not this time.”

“Why?”

He exhaled softly. “Because the situation with you is different.”

I had a feeling that was all he could say about that. “Was…was Camilia real?” I pulled back and looked at him.

“She was. And so was my babe.” His voice thickened with grief, and there was no faking that. “They sent me to Solis upon your birth to give me time to adjust to how things had changed. It had been a while since I’d been in the mortal realm.”

“How long?”

“A long time,” he said with a raised brow. “Longer than I can say.”

My lips pursed. The gods knew I wanted to push, but I knew if Vikter could give me an exact length of time, he would’ve already. “Was it hard adjusting to the mortal realm?”

“It was a little disconcerting at first,” he said after a moment. “But even though the land and cities looked different, those who inhabited them usually remained the same.”

I didn’t know if that was a good thing or actually kind of sad. Either way, it made me think of what I’d seen earlier.

“What you saw today,” Vikter said. “Beyond the Primal Veil?”

The Primal…?

Something…strange happened. I suddenly knew the mist hid the lands to the east and west of Iliseeum and the mortal realm. How I knew that without a single doubt was beyond me.

“I hate that you had to see that,” Vikter said, drawing me from my thoughts.

Sorrow knotted in my chest. So many had died. “Before I woke up, I think I saw the end,” I whispered, realizing that I didn’t think it. I knew I’d seen the end. “I didn’t remember it until I was there. What was that place?” I asked, and the answer that sort of just popped into my head was even stranger. “It was like a…collection of lands instead of kingdoms, and it was so different. There were things there I’d never seen before.”

As I told him about the tall buildings made of steel and glass, the ships and metal boxes with wheels, he looked more and more worried that I had damaged my head. “Did you know about that place?”

“I’ve heard of lands beyond the Veil,” he said, and I frowned. “Protected much like the place you stand in now.”

My frown grew. “Where am I?”

“Mount Lotho.”

Mount…

Oh, my gods.

Lurching back, I slipped free as my eyes widened. “I’m in…”

His lips quirked. “You’re in Iliseeum.”

Shock froze me for a heartbeat before I stepped back and turned to the floor-to-ceiling windows. At least I now understood where the buzz of energy in the air was coming from. Looking around, I got my first glimpse of the chamber. It was circular and wide. Beside the bed were a few chairs and a table with a bottle and a couple of glasses.

I was in Iliseeum.

“Holland brought you here,” Vikter explained, and I figured he meant the stranger who’d arrived in the other realm shortly after I had. “He’s really pushing it with the other Arae and risking inciting their wrath by doing so—well, more than he already has. Then again, Holland likes to walk that very fine line between interfering and not.”

“What do—wait. Holland is a Fate?”

Vikter nodded.

That strange sense of knowing happened again, telling me that Holland was also known as something else.

An Ancient.

That was why his eyes resembled the one who had clawed its way out of the ground—because Fates and Ancients were one and the same.

But that still didn’t make sense.

When the Ancients fell to the Primals, they either passed on and entered a place…called Arcadia, or went to ground. That’s what I’d seen. But some didn’t.

Some remained to ensure the balance.

I rubbed my temple, wondering if I really knew this stuff or had suddenly developed an extremely overactive imagination.

Something I’d been successful at not acknowledging since I saw Holland’s eyes crept into my thoughts. But there was no stopping it. The way my eyes looked now was far too similar to Holland’s and the feathered Ancient’s.

But what did it mean?

You know, that pesky inner voice whispered.

I glanced over at Vikter, about to ask if he knew what Holland was, but something stopped me. “If you knew what Holland really was, you wouldn’t be able to say.”

A lopsided grin appeared. “Correct.”

Lowering my hand, I remembered the other part of what he’d said. “What were you saying about him walking a fine line?”

“He shouldn’t have brought you here,” Vikter explained. “The Arae are really big on—”

“Balance and not tipping the scales in either direction,” I finished for him, repeating the knowledge that came to me.

He nodded. “And Holland’s actions could be seen as him giving you aid.”

“But he did aid me,” I pointed out. “He got me out before that thing could…” My chest squeezed with nausea and a hot burst of anger. “Do whatever it was trying to do.”

His head tilted slightly as his lips pressed together, momentarily forming a tight line. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” I muttered, too embarrassed to admit that I’d gotten my ass handed to me.

He eyed me for a moment, then continued. “I’m guessing retrieving you doesn’t count as interference. If it did, he would’ve known. Though I can tell he didn’t get you out of there fast enough.” His jaw hardened. “You were fighting.”

“Trying to,” I muttered. I wouldn’t call what I’d engaged in fighting. More like an ass-kicking. And I hadn’t been the one doing it. “If the other Arae aren’t happy with my presence, why did he help? And why would they be mad?”

“He couldn’t drop you off unconscious. Your boy would’ve lost his damn mind.”

Boy.

My lips twitched, and I shook my head. “Then what’s the big deal?”

His gaze shifted away as he scratched at his chin. “It probably isn’t, and I’m just talking too much.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve always been upfront with me.”

“Yeah.”

“Even when it was something I didn’t want to hear,” I added. “But you’re not being upfront with me now.”

“You’re right.” Vikter sighed and dropped his hand. “Why don’t you go clean yourself up, and then I’ll answer your question.”

“How about you…?” I trailed off as rays of warm sunlight reached me. Glancing down, I saw streaks of dirt on my feet and calves—

Oh, my gods.

I was still wearing the thin nightgown.

My face caught fire as I folded my arms tightly over my chest.

“There’s a bathing chamber through that door to your left,” Vikter said, finding something about the ceiling to be of great interest. “I’ll be waiting.”

I wheeled around without hesitation and hurried to the chamber he spoke of. Shutting the door behind me, I leaned against it, my face still burning.

As if today wasn’t already traumatic enough.

And it sounded like it was about to get even more messed up.

“Okay,” I muttered under my breath. “I am so not going to think about the fact that I was barely clothed in front of the man I think of as a father.”

I glanced around the large room, brightly lit by windows that ran along the top of the walls. The entire space was…white. The floor. The walls. The large tub. The stall, very similar to the showers in Atlantia. The large vanity. Everything was made of white marble.

I quickly took care of the necessities. Once I was done, I took another look at the chamber. A light-gray-and-blue robe was draped over a white wooden chair. Oddly enough, there was no mirror. Sending a yearning look to the shower stall, I turned to the marble basin. There was no time for a shower. While I badly wanted to spend more time with Vikter, I needed to find out what’d really happened in that strange land. Then I needed to get back to Cas. He must be going out of his mind with worry, especially considering what he’d gone through while Kolis had me under his influence.

Kolis.

My jaw tightened. Everything Casteel had told me came roaring back as I made use of the pitchers of fresh water and the mildly sweet-scented bar of soap. But as I scrubbed the dirt from my skin and washed my face, what I’d seen earlier overshadowed what had happened to me.

Yeah, learning that I hadn’t had complete control of myself and remembering practically nothing from that time, well, it sucked. But I survived. It was nothing compared to what had happened to all those people.

Exhaling roughly, I looked down. Some of the skin on my legs and arms was a splotchy red. I grabbed a nearby towel, hoping I wouldn’t bruise now that I was a Primal since I didn’t plan on telling Cas about getting my ass handed to me. Even though he couldn’t have done anything, I knew guilt over not being there to back me up would eat at him.

Which meant I really needed to think about that before I rushed off again.

But, in my defense, I couldn’t stop myself. It was like being compelled. But for what? To just stand by and watch people die? That was bullshit. I was a Primal of Life. I could take away pain, heal, and even bring life back to those who had passed. They weren’t gifts from the gods in the way the Ascended claimed they were, but they were a gift—one I could’ve used. But Holland had prevented it.

Anger simmered as I roughly dried myself off and yanked on the lightweight robe. I inhaled deeply as I buttoned the robe and pushed down the anger, preparing myself for whatever Vikter didn’t want to tell me.

When I stepped back into the circular chamber, my heart leapt at the sight of Vikter.

Part of me still couldn’t believe it was him, and this wasn’t a dream.

He had taken a seat by the table, idly rubbing the knee of one outstretched leg. He’d injured it while fighting some Craven shortly after I arrived in Masadonia—or at least that’s what he told me when I was older and asked about it. But now, I wondered if it was an even older injury. That odd sense of knowing didn’t magically provide me with an answer, but either way, I didn’t think it was fair that such aches still plagued him.

Vikter’s gaze flicked up, his hand stilling. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat.

“Come sit with me.” He waited until I got my butt moving and sat in the chair on the other side of the table. “I need to say something to you. Something you’ll disagree with, but I still need to say it.”

I swallowed. “Okay.”

He took a ragged breath. “There were things I knew you were going through—the Duke, his lessons.”

Tension rippled along my spine, causing my stomach to dip. The reaction wasn’t unusual, but there… Something about Duke Teerman lingered on the edges of my thoughts, elusive yet unsettling.

“I didn’t know everything. I didn’t need to,” he continued. “I had to protect you, and by doing so, I couldn’t risk my position as your guard. If I spoke up—”

“You would’ve been removed or worse,” I cut in, and that was true. If he’d intervened, Duke Teerman would’ve had him demoted or made sure he disappeared. That was why Vikter couldn’t do anything, and it was something Casteel would disagree with me on.

“But that’s no excuse. And I don’t mean for it to be. Nor do I expect your forgiveness.”

“You have it.”

“I never should’ve asked for it,” he countered softly. “I just want you to know that I’m sorry you had to go through what you did. I’m so damn sorry.”

I started to repeat that he had my forgiveness, but I stopped myself. There was nothing for me to forgive. I wished there were because it was on him to forgive himself. “I understand.”

Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes briefly.

“You know, he got his,” I said. “In his chest with his favorite cane.”

A rough laugh left him. “Yeah, he did.” His throat worked on a swallow as he opened his eyes. “And he got more than that. You should ask your boy about that.”

My brows lifted.

Vikter cleared his throat. “About what you asked before—why the other Arae wouldn’t be happy with you being here. Well…” He sighed heavily. “Some of the other Arae think having you here is too much of a threat.”

“A threat to what?” I prodded, running my fingers along the robe’s sash. Again, no answer came to me. “The balance?”

Vikter hesitated.

Tension crept into my muscles as I guessed what he’d meant. “I’m a threat…to them.”

“They don’t have anything to worry about when it comes to you.” Vikter leaned over and touched my arm lightly. “But I know you and what’s in your heart. They don’t.”

“Shouldn’t they know what’s in my heart?” My fingers twisted the buttons. “They are Fates, after all.”

“That doesn’t mean they know you like that,” he countered evenly.

I looked away, my gaze fastening on the window. “What do they think I’ll do? They’re Fates.” As in Ancients, I silently added. “And—”

“And you’re the Primal of Blood and Bone.”

Swallowing a shriek at the new voice, I sprang to my feet and spun around.

A fair-haired man stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, his hands clasped behind his back.

“What the…?” I pressed my hand to my chest, my stomach clenching as I took in his all-white attire.

“You could’ve used the door, Lirian,” Vikter said. “You know, like a normal person?”

“What’s the fun in that?”

“Fun?” My heart felt like it might come out of my chest as I stared at what I instinctually knew was a Fate—an Ancient. And I knew it without sensing him. The fact that I didn’t sense his arrival was more than a little concerning. “I felt Holland when he arrived while we were…beyond the Veil. I didn’t feel you.”

“Your connection to the essence is severed here. Your powers are bound.”

My eyes darted between him and Vikter, then narrowed. “You bound my powers?”

“Not just me,” he stated, looking over his shoulder at me, revealing the deep-russet-colored pattern on his face. His eyes were a multitude of colors like mine, except there were no traces of shadows in his, nor had there been any in Holland’s. “All of us used our will to do so.”

I stiffened. “The…entirety of the Arae are using their will against me? I don’t know if I should be flattered that it took all of you or just angry.”

“It’s only a precaution.” Lirian faced me then. With his unblemished skin and broad cheekbones, the Fate was beautiful, but there was something off about his perfectly symmetrical features. Something missing. “You don’t know what you’re capable of, and you’re also known to have quite the temper.”

“You know what I’m not capable of?” I snapped, my anger resurfacing. “Destroying an entire realm. But you know what can?” I stared pointedly at him, wanting him to know I knew exactly what he was. “You.”

Lirian didn’t respond for some moments, the silence stretching my nerves as he held my gaze. “Vikter?”

He sighed and turned to me. “It’s time for me to leave.”

“No,” I said, not ready to say goodbye…and partly because I worried that I might prove his comments about my temper true if I were left alone with Lirian. “You can stay.”

“I can’t,” Vikter said quietly and approached.

“Yes. You can.” I took a step back, not wanting him to get close enough to say goodbye. “I need you here.”

The smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes was genuine but also sad, forcing me to take another step back. “You don’t need me anymore, Poppy.”

What felt like a clawed hand reaching into my chest and shredding my heart stole my breath. The back of my throat burned. “That’s not true.”

He reclaimed the step I took. “I’ve done all I can to prepare you—”

“I’m not talking about that!” My breath snagged again as the burn made it to my eyes.

“I know.” He reached out and cupped my cheek.

A knot fisted in the pit of my stomach as my hands clenched at my sides. In the back of my mind, I recognized the futility of my protests. Anxiety surged, making it feel like my skin was trying to separate itself from my body. I attempted to keep the desperate words to myself but couldn’t. “Please don’t leave me again,” I whispered, not caring that anyone was watching. “Please.”

“Poppy.” Vikter’s voice trembled as he dropped his forehead to mine. “I have never left you. You have to realize that now.”

“It’s not the same.”

“That doesn’t change the facts, though. It does not make the truth a lie.”

Feeling tears welling up, I wanted to throw myself on the floor like a small child and rage. Instead, I closed my eyes and focused on taking a deep breath and letting go for a moment. “Will I see you again?”

“I cannot answer that.”

I knew who could. Pulling back, I started to turn to Lirian, but Vikter stopped me. “He cannot tell you either.”

“He has to know,” I argued.

“I didn’t say he didn’t. Only that he cannot say.”

“You mean he will not.”

“Stop,” he chided softly, his voice hardening slightly. “I know this is hard. It’s hard for me, too. But you’ve faced harder. So have I. And you’re stronger than this.”

Out of everything he’d said, this only made me want to cry harder. Because I had so many memories of Vikter basically telling me to deal with whatever I didn’t want to face at the moment. He’d always let me have my moment and then made sure I moved on. Like when I said goodbye to Ian when he first left for Carsodonia. And then again when I missed him. The first time Priestess Analia slapped me. When I was sad about not being allowed to attend a function that Tawny was allowed to go to. After the first time I assisted with a cursed—someone infected by a Craven—and ended their suffering. After my lessons with the Duke. It may sound harsh, but it wasn’t. He allowed me to express what I felt, and then he made sure I survived it.

Like he was doing now.

“You good?” he asked quietly.

I wasn’t, but I nodded.

“Good.” He extended his hand. “Come here.”

Lirian sighed. “We don’t have all the time in the realm.”

“You have time for this,” he said, not taking his eyes off mine.

Taking Vikter’s hand, he pulled me in for a warm, tight hug. I embraced him harder, just breathing in his scent. His head lowered, and when he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “I was wrong about Leopold.”

Confusion flooded me. I started to pull back, but he held on, keeping me there.

“He wasn’t who I thought he was,” he said quickly and quietly, and something about that tugged at a distant memory. “I never actually saw him until—” He cut himself off as he glanced at Lirian, whose gaze I could feel practically drilling into us. “Ask Tawny. She’ll explain. Understand?”

I nodded, even though I really didn’t.

Vikter held me as the seconds ticked by, and I thought I should probably let go of him, but I couldn’t. I had a feeling it would be a long time before I could be in his presence again.

If ever.

But Vikter hadn’t wasted all those years with me. I dealt with it—saying goodbye. Letting out a long, slow breath, I stitched myself together and lowered my arms.

“That’s my girl,” Vikter murmured, pressing a kiss to the crown of my head.

Stepping back, he gave me a smile that creased the corners of his eyes. He didn’t say goodbye. I didn’t want him to. And I didn’t look away as he turned and left the chamber through an arched doorway I hadn’t even noticed until then. Only once he was gone did I close my eyes. Gods, I was so grateful to have a new last memory of him. I inhaled deeply, willing the tears back.

“Vikter is different than the others,” Lirian announced. “He’s even favored by the Queen herself.”

My head swung toward him.

“That is why he’s able to push the limits of what he can and cannot do and gets away with it.” His eyes met mine. “So far.”

My muscles coiled, drawing my shoulders back at the clear warning. “If you hurt him—”

“It wouldn’t just be you I’d have to contend with if I did,” he said with a faint smile that didn’t quite warm his features. “Rest assured, he’s not in any danger.”

I wanted to feel assured.

I didn’t.

“He knows and sees more than he should,” he added after a moment. “But there are things he does not know and can only make assumptions about.” He paused. “Your father is one of them.”

I frowned. “Which one?”

“There is only one.”

My brows rose. “Yeah, I know that. But I once believed—”

“I know what you believed.”

Like when Vikter mentioned Leopold, I once again felt like a memory was just out of my grasp. No matter how hard I concentrated, I couldn’t recall it. Frustration rose, and while I wanted to figure out what both Lirian and Vikter meant, I had no idea how long I’d been gone or what was happening in the mortal realm. And Casteel…

“You’re worried about your heartmate, aren’t you?” Lirian asked. The fact that he knew that was eerie. “There’s no need to be. He was prevented from making the same mistake that you did.”

My entire body went taut. “What do you mean?”

“Casteel attempted to follow you, which should’ve been impossible.” The Ancient paused. “Your husband was in the process of doing as you had done, shadowstepping—”

“What?”

Lirian sighed. “If you give yourself a moment instead of immediately asking a question, you may find that you already hold the answers within yourself.”

“Or you could just explain it to me,” I muttered under my breath, looking out the window to the clouds.

“But you went for so long never being allowed to vocalize any question, no matter how innocent or simple,” the Ancient noted as if I hadn’t spoken. My gaze flew back to his. “Didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Tension crept into my muscles. “And it is…unsettling that you know that.”

“If you think that is unsettling, then I probably shouldn’t tell you what else I know about you.”

My eyes widened at his back.

“Perhaps your history of not being allowed to ask questions is why you do so now. In a way, it has become a comfort for you,” he said, and a beat of silence passed. “You may not be the reigning true Primal of Life, but you would’ve Ascended with some level of vadentia.”

Like when the Ancient spoke in the old language before, the words somehow translated into something I could understand. “Foresight.”

The Ancient nodded. “Though it’s possible the vadentia may not be fully in place since your Ascension wasn’t exactly normal, came in stages, and was interrupted.” He tilted his head. “Perhaps it will not develop as expected.”

Driven by the need to prove that what had happened with Casteel had no impact on my Ascension, I forced myself to think about what shadowstepping could mean. Suddenly, from all the thoughts circling in my head, some of them came to the forefront. “It’s using the eather to…will oneself to their destination.” All one had to do was think of where they wanted to be and then go there. Sounded far too simple, but I knew that was all it took. “Primals and gods can do it.”

“Can gods shadowstep like the Primals?”

“No,” I said, my brows knitting as I repeated what I saw. No, what I heard. It was like recalling knowledge from something I’d read. Or almost as if I’d always known what shadowstepping was. “Gods cannot travel great distances or use it to…cross realms. They can do shorter distances and move faster than one can track—” Understanding dawned. “That’s how Atlantians have always been able to move so quickly. Because of the eather they carry.”

He nodded. “They don’t move fast enough for it to be called that, but yes, that is why. To shadowstep farther is different.”

“Opening a realm.”

“Correct,” he confirmed.

To me, they seemed like two very different things, but whatever. “So, I have this vadentia.”

“It appears you do, at least to some extent.”

I ignored the to-some-extent part and focused on the fact that I should know how to defeat Kolis now that I had this foresight.

Concentrating, I waited for the answers to come, but there was nothing.

“If you’re asking yourself how to defeat Kolis, you will not find the answers within yourself. At least, not that way.”

My heart skipped. “Can you read minds?”

“I can only assume that is what you’re doing since you asked me that question,” Lirian explained. “Vadentia has its limits, even for those whose foresight doesn’t appear to be…lacking.”

My eyes narrowed on him.

“It will not tell you anything that involves you or has to do with the future.”

“Well, that’s…incredibly irritating.” Not only that, but it didn’t really seem like foresight to me if it didn’t tell me the future.

“You would not be the first to say that, but I digress.” He tilted his head. Sunlight glanced off the blond waves that brushed his temple, turning them golden. “Back to your husband. The threat of him being able to shadowstep should’ve been nonexistent. However, the Joining has had some…unexpected side effects. If he had crossed the Veil…? The stars help us. We could’ve ended up with both of you and Seraphena where none of you belonged.”

My breath snagged. “I knew I felt her.”

“Seraphena felt the pull, just as you did,” he said. “She tried to cross the Veil, but Holland managed to stop her.”

I drew my lower lip between my teeth and immediately regretted it when I nicked it with a fang. “You said Casteel was prevented. How?”

“A Fate is currently keeping him company until your return,” he explained.

I glanced down at the golden swirl on my hand. It shimmered brightly in the sunlight, reminding me that he was very much alive. However, that didn’t mean Cas was going along with his company. My gaze lifted to Lirian’s back. “If he has been harmed in any way, I will destroy anyone who had even the tiniest bit to do with it.”

“Even if doing so places the realm at risk?”

“You should know the answer to that.”

“Enlighten me.”

My nostrils flared. “Yes.”

“Liar.”

“Fuck.” I gasped at the voice that came from behind me. Spinning around, I found the stranger from before standing there. Holland. “Why do you all keep doing that?”

“Doing what?” Holland questioned.

“Appearing out of thin air!”

“Because we can,” Lirian answered.

“Oh, my gods,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this to you all, but just because you can do something, doesn’t mean you should.”

“I also can’t believe you said that,” Lirian commented, his tone as dry as the Wastelands of the east.

“I apologize for startling you. I wouldn’t have come this way, but I was in a hurry.” Holland’s swirling eyes drifted to the Ancient behind me. “I would’ve been here earlier.” The marks on his jaw seemed to throb. “But I was delayed.”

Lirian huffed and turned.

“I was unaware you would be greeting my guest.” Holland crossed his arms over his light-gray tunic. “There was no reason to.”

“And there was no reason not to.”

Holland’s chin dipped as he eyed the other Ancient’s back. “I disagree.”

“Do you?” Lirian replied.

Were these two seriously about to start arguing? Holland clearly wasn’t happy about Lirian being here, which was odd. But at the moment, I didn’t really care about whatever happened to be going on between them or who they were. I lifted a hand and snapped my fingers, interrupting Holland as he opened his mouth. “Hello?”

The colors slowed in his eyes as they met mine. I probably shouldn’t have snapped my fingers like that. Not only were they Fates—actual Ancients—but I had several draken-sized bones to pick with Holland. “You just burst up in here and accused me of lying as if you know me.”

“You weren’t telling a total lie. More like a half-truth,” he clarified. “And need I remind you of the promise you had the wolven make?” Holland interrupted. “To put you in the ground if you lost control?”

The air fled my lungs. I didn’t need to be reminded of that. I also didn’t need to be reminded of exactly how much they knew.

“You could’ve already set fire to the mortal realm, using the draken to burn through every city between you and him to free him,” Holland continued after a moment. “That is what you wanted to do, but it’s not the course of action you took. Not because you weren’t afraid enough for his well-being or because you didn’t love him enough. You didn’t lay waste to cities because you knew that doing so would end in countless innocents’ deaths.”

I snapped my mouth shut.

The essence brightened in his eyes. “Vikter was right.”

“About what?”

Holland smiled faintly, causing the deep-brown skin at his eyes to crinkle. “He once told me you weren’t as reckless as her.”

My throat constricted as I jerked back a step.

“Seraphena, that is,” he said quietly.

I exhaled a short breath. I’d thought he had been talking about…the other her. “Oh.”

“She has…knee-jerk reactions when it comes to her temper. A hair trigger,” Holland explained. “She would’ve burned the whole realm. But you would not, and that is a good thing. You will never know the horrors of the devastation giving in to your anger can inflict.”

I thought about Lord Mazeen and the guards on the Oak Ambler Rise and about how I felt less mortal each day. “I don’t know about that.”

“Not on the scale that she’s painfully familiar with,” he said quietly, and my gaze flew to his. “But Casteel? He would burn through the realms for you.”

The memory of the shadowy, crimson-streaked eather appearing in Casteel’s flesh had me going completely still.

“And he would do so without remorse,” Lirian added. “Which is why Vikter was incorrect. It is not your presence here that worries the other Fates. It is your husband.”


CHAPTER 15
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POPPY

My lips flattened as a stinging iciness slowly crept into my veins. I moved so I could keep both Ancients in my line of sight. “You’re wrong. Both of you.”

“We’re not, and you know it. It’s not the act itself we disagree on,” Lirian objected. “It’s the aftermath. Because you love him, you believe he would feel remorse; therefore, preventing such an action.”

“I believe that because I know him,” I seethed as anger throbbed. I swore I felt the faint stirrings of eather. “You’re right about what I would do, but you’re also wrong. I would do everything in my power to prevent the loss of life, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t risk it all if there was no other way.”

“There is always a way,” Holland said simply.

I was so close to losing my patience. “You’re both completely wrong about Casteel. He’s not a monster who cares nothing for others.”

“I’m not saying that. Caring for others and remorse are not mutually exclusive, contrary to what some believe,” Holland said. “We meant no insult.”

I glanced at the other Fate. He had turned to face us. “Sure doesn’t sound like that to me.”

“I would say the same thing about Seraphena, and she is like a daughter to me, much like you are to Vikter,” Holland said as if to reassure me. Like with Lirian, he failed. “You’re still angry. Not just because of what I said about Casteel.”

“I’m not angry. I’m furious. We could’ve helped those people in some way. Saved hundreds—if not more—lives. But you stopped me from doing what I was drawn there to do.”

“Helping them was not why you were drawn there,” Lirian countered.

“Then why was I?”

Holland turned and made his way to the chairs I’d briefly sat in with Vikter. “Did Lirian offer you something to drink?”

“There’s no…” I trailed off, seeing a tray with a black carafe and slender glasses.

“A drink?” Holland picked up the carafe.

I had no desire to drink from something that had appeared out of thin air. “No, thank you.”

“You’re not going to ask me?” Lirian asked.

“No.”

Lirian frowned. “That’s rude.”

“Is it?” Holland murmured. I arched a brow at that. Turning over a glass, Holland poured liquid a color somewhere between pink and purple into it. He glanced over at me as he placed the carafe down. “May I call you Poppy? Calling you Penellaphe is…awkward for me.”

I blinked. “Why would it be awkward?”

“His wife,” Lirian said in a tone that suggested he found what he was about to say foolish. “Her name is the same as yours.”

“Your wife…” My eyes widened. “Is your wife…?”

“Your namesake?” One side of his lips curled up, and his smile warmed his ageless features. “Yes.”

Could I see her—wait. Fates got married? That seemed too…domesticated for such all-knowing beings.

“You were pulled beyond the Veil because of the Awakening,” Holland went on, leaving me no time to dwell on the fact that he was married to the goddess.

My hands fisted as he took a drink. “Because of the Awakening? And here I thought I was just pulled there to get my ass handed to me while you were—oh, wait. I have no idea what you were doing as I was being choked out.”

He lowered his glass. “He rendered me unconscious.”

I scoffed. “I know what the Fates truly are. Am I supposed to believe that an Ancient was knocked unconscious?”

“I’m not indestructible. Neither are you.”

“No, shit,” I snapped.

Holland stared at me, some kind of emotion tightening the corners of his lips. “I would’ve preferred to get you out of there before the Ancient rose because I dreaded that he would respond to you exactly as he did.”

“You mean wake up and start attacking me for no reason?”

“You must understand,” Holland said. “He never would’ve felt anything like you before: a female carrying the essence of both life and death within. He would’ve viewed you as a threat.”

“Because I’m a woman with power?” I stared at him. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“That’s what it sounds like to me,” Lirian commented.

“No, I’m—” Holland cut himself off with a frown. “Yes, that is what I’m saying,” he said, sending an arch glare toward the other Ancient. “Unless Lirian has anything helpful to add.”

Lirian remained quiet.

Holland said, “You saw the Great Creation while in stasis, did you not? You probably noticed something.”

“I noticed many things,” I said, but I got what he was getting at. “They were all male.”

“We developed into the male sex,” Lirian commented. “And even we cannot tell you why.”

“Sounds like some bullshit to me,” I said under my breath, to which Lirian scowled.

“A being such as you is completely unknown to him. Instinct would’ve led him to assert dominance over that.” Holland stopped and frowned. “We’re not entirely sure what occurred in that realm to cause them to go to ground or react in such a manner when the other woke.”

Lirian frowned. “What do you mean?”

I was this close to asking if his vadentia was failing him. “When the second one pulled himself from the ground, the first one attacked.”

Lirian’s frown deepened. “That’s…abnormal.”

“And concerning,” Holland commented.

“But not our problem at the moment,” Lirian said, his suddenly cheery tone startling me. “Anyway—”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “How do you not know what happened in the other realm? You’re—”

“We know what we are,” Holland cut in. “The Primal Veil is strong, Poppy. That doesn’t mean we can’t see through or pierce it. But doing so comes with risks. They could sense us, even while deep underground, and you’ve seen what happens when they wake.”

I had.

I could never unsee it.

My gaze went to the window as I approached it, giving Lirian a wide berth. “So, none of the Primals have ever crossed over? If that’s true, then how were mortals created there?”

“The Ancients there found a way,” Lirian answered without elaborating because, of course. “The mortals there are not like those here. Most don’t have a speck of eather in them.”

Stopping by the window, my gaze cut to him. He hadn’t said none of the Primals crossed over. I turned my gaze to the window. Beyond the glass, I saw the tops of gilded roofs piercing the thick clouds. He’d said most.

A faint tingling erupted along the nape of my neck. “The true Primal of Life and the true Primal of Death,” I murmured, squinting. “They can cross the Veil.”

“They’re not supposed to,” Holland replied, and I could feel his gaze on me. But they have went unsaid.

“You know what the ten dreamed?” Lirian asked. “Don’t you?”

I turned, catching how Holland’s forehead creased as he eyed Lirian. “I…” Tiny bumps erupted over my skin. “The dreams of the Ancients are the prophecy—Penellaphe’s prophecy.”

“All visions were once dreams,” Holland said.

I glanced between them. “Were you two part of the ten who dreamed?”

“Lirian was.” Holland eyed me from above the rim of his glass. “I was not.”

A prickle of unease crept up my spine as I stared at him, but I forced myself to keep my expression neutral. “I got the impression that most of the Ancients wanted a…cleansing of the mortal realm. Where did you fall in that line of thinking?”

“I felt the same as most did.”

Coldness seeped into my skin. “I shouldn’t be surprised to hear that since you had no problem allowing those people to die today.”

Lirian turned to me. “He had—”

“Don’t say he had no choice. I get that you can see the…threads of fate or whatever,” I said, “but that does not mean there isn’t a choice, does it?”

A muscle ticked in Lirian’s jaw.

“No, it doesn’t,” Holland agreed. “I chose not to save them because I knew it would not matter. As I told you then, it would only delay the inevitable. None who inhabit that city would have survived.”

“Which you would’ve seen in stasis,” Lirian said. “In case you’ve forgotten.”

“I haven’t.” I thought about the young woman who’d been concerned about my well-being. “Do you all just not care about those who died? Do you even know how many?”

“Too many.”

“For the love of the gods!” I exclaimed. To my credit, I only jumped a little at the sound of the third, unfamiliar voice. Heart thundering, I twisted around. “Why can’t…?” I trailed off, my lips parting as I saw the newcomer, who appeared to have walked out of the…bathing chamber.

I was pretty confident he had not been in there before, but at this point, anything was possible.

He was tall with golden-brown hair that brushed shoulders encased in a form-fitting, black tunic. I tipped my head back. He was really tall. His burnt-sienna vine pattern traveled along both sides of his jaw, thinning out at the temple and thickening once more along the hairline with a finger-width gap at the chin and forehead. There was a distinctly…feline quality to his high, angular cheekbones and eyes that curved slightly upward at the outer corners.

And I was staring.

Possibly even open-mouthed. And I loved Casteel. I lusted after my husband. Often. All the time, to be quite honest. Casteel was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. But this one…

He was…wow.

The corner of a lush and wide mouth curled up in a smirk.

Yep. I was definitely staring open-mouthed.

Heat scalded my cheeks as his grin spread. “So, this is…her?” he asked.

“Yes,” Lirian grunted.

Gods, did he have to sound so disappointed?

The newly arrived Ancient strode forward, his gaze sweeping my features and lingering only for a second on my forehead. “Interesting,” he murmured.

My brows shot up. Was he referring to my scars? The urge to touch them was hard to resist. “And who are you?”

“That is Thorne,” Holland offered, a hint of exasperation clouding his voice. “And I’m not sure what he’s doing here.”

“Did you think I’d miss this opportunity?” Thorne countered, and I fought the urge to retreat as he came unnecessarily close while passing me and then stopped not even half a foot away. He smelled of the outdoors, like untouched woodlands and…bad life choices. “If so, then you have forgotten who I am.”

I held my ground, arching a brow.

“She’s married,” Holland announced. “Happily so.”

Golden-brown hair brushed the pattern along his jaw as he dipped his head. “Is that so?” he asked, the silver flecks in his swirling eyes brightening. “How happily?”

There was something about his voice. It had lowered and smoothed, yet it sounded like a whisper and a yell at the same—

Mother.

Fucker.

My nails dug into my palms as I smiled up at him. “Happily enough to rip your dick off.”

His head drew back, the eather dimming in his eyes as he chuckled. “Just checking.”

“To see if you could compel me?” I demanded, anger spiking.

His smile was teasing. “To see if you really were our newly Ascended Primal.”

“As if I’d be here if I weren’t,” I snapped, forcing my hands open as I turned.

Thorne sat in the chair Vikter had occupied, stretching out his ridiculously long legs. “You were asking if we knew how many died. Too many,” he repeated, all softness gone from his features and voice. “The Continents beyond the Veil are not only several times larger than the lands you know but also heavily populated. Even the city you saw fall, which I believe was once a part of the Laurasia Continent, held more souls within it than the entirety of your kingdom. And that was not the only city to go to ruin, nor was he the first to Awaken.”

My shoulders curled toward my chest as I thought about what I’d heard when I first arrived in the place he’d called the Continents. “The eruption?”

Thorne nodded. “One Awakened near a volcano that had erupted in the past.” A heavy sigh left him. “The number of casualties would seem so impossible it would mean nothing to you.” Sorrow threaded each word. “It is truly more than you can comprehend.”

I believed him. And good gods, I wished I didn’t.

“Is there anyone left?” I asked, my voice still hoarse.

“There is.” Holland sat in the chair next to Thorne. “Life always prevails, Poppy. Never forget that.”

I nodded, blinking back the hot sting of tears. I had a feeling crying in front of them would be like limping in front of a cave cat.

“Before we were interrupted,”—Holland paused, pointedly looking at Thorne—“you asked if I felt the same as the other Ancients. If I agreed with the cleansing. And I said I did, but what I thought changed.”

I nodded.

Holland leaned back in the chair. “But I still ended many lives in my journey to understand what I was feeling then. Experiencing emotion wasn’t something we were used to.” He lowered his gaze to his glass. “I stood with the Primals and fought my brethren, but that doesn’t undo the horror of my actions. I still see the pain of those I slaughtered for what I wrongly believed was the greater good.” He took another drink. “You must think I am a monster.”

“A little.” I swallowed hard, not really sure what to think. I didn’t know this man, and even though he was a Fate—an Ancient—I didn’t know if I could trust him. But… “If mortals can change, then so can gods.”

“You truly believe that?” Lirian asked.

“I do,” I said without hesitation. People could change. I believed in that—I’d seen it. “And you must believe that, too, since he’s here.”

Lirian neither confirmed nor denied that, which was really comforting.

Glancing at Thorne, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d also been like Holland or if he’d been one of the ten. I decided against asking, though. What would it matter at this point?

Holland studied me for several moments before casting his gaze forward. “We all stand here today because we ensured we could no longer suffer the same fate as our brethren.”

My brows lifted. “I’m hoping you will explain that further.”

“All of us released embers of our essences to become what we are today, what others know as the Arae.” Lirian tilted his chin back. “You can look at our eyes to see that. They do not carry the gold of life nor the crimson and shadows of death.”

“Our purpose is to ensure the balance.” Holland set his glass aside. “And that those who went to ground never wake up.”

But they had.

Lirian sighed, folding his arms over his broad chest. “You were right earlier when you said an Ancient is capable of destroying a realm. They can do so with one hand and create a new one with the other. Those of us who became the Arae can no longer harness that type of power. But you were also wrong. You can.”

My jaw hit the floor.

“Eventually,” Holland tacked on. “You are like us. Like those you saw Awaken today. Which is why you were drawn there.”

“That’s…” I shook my head, my heart thudding. “You’re saying I’m a…” I almost couldn’t bring myself to say it. “A Fate?”

“I said you are like us,” he stressed. “You are blood and bone, able to wield power over life and death. And as you grow stronger and older, as your powers mature, I suspect you will develop more abilities.”

“More abilities?” Curiosity rose. “Like what?”

“That’s neither here nor there,” Holland said, picking up the carafe and pouring himself more of the strangely colored liquid.

“But—”

“You will have to live long enough for that to happen,” Lirian snapped.

I closed my mouth.

Holland’s stare moved to the other Ancient, and he said, “Poppy, you’re like an Ancient born, which was impossible until you.”

“None of this makes any sense.” Running my fingers over the buttons on the robe, I gripped the sash I’d left undone and began twisting it. I remembered what Nektas had told me, and it sounded like he’d left a whole lot out. “I know there was some sort of cosmic restart when Seraphena Ascended to the true Primal of Life, but only once a female descendant was born and had Ascended.”

Holland idly ran a finger along the rim of his glass while Thorne remained quiet beside him. “That is true.”

“So, that doesn’t explain how I’m like an Ancient born.”

“What Nektas told you was partially correct,” Holland shared, and a shiver curled down my spine at the reminder of just how much they knew and saw. “You are the result of a…perfect storm of several variables that alone are one thing but combined become something else entirely.”

“That explains nothing.”

“You are descended from Seraphena, who was born of the bloodline of the first mortal,” Holland said.

“Seriously?” I whispered.

“He wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t,” Lirian retorted, voice thin with a distinctive note of impatience. “But you were also born of a demis—a false god, yes, but a tragically powerful one. That’s a variable. Another is that you were also born of a direct descendant of two Primals, one being the true Primal of Life and another who is a Primal of Death—second only to his Queen and Kolis in terms of power.”

“A third variable is that you are a second daughter,” Lirian added.

Holland huffed as he took a drink, and I looked at him.

“The reasoning for that is roughly the same as why the Ascended covet second sons and daughters,” Lirian continued as Holland’s gaze met mine. “Is there something you want to add, Holland?”

Lowering his glass, he smiled tightly. “Only that her situation is…a little more complicated.”

I laughed then. “A little more complicated?”

“And unexpected,” Holland said. “It was not just your birth that made you what you are today. It was also the choices you and others made—choices born of all the emotions one can feel.”

“Careful,” Lirian warned softly.

“The Joining,” I whispered, feeling my cheeks heat. Did they know what had transpired during the—?

Thorne’s gaze caught mine, and I caught the slow curl of his lips.

Nope.

Wasn’t going to think about that.

Besides, what Holland had said—a single word, actually—caused my thoughts to flash to what I had seen while in stasis.

Unexpected.

It wasn’t the dreams of the ten Ancients I searched through. It was the… I sucked in a sharp breath. “When Eythos created the draken, he didn’t know the—”

“Dragons,” Thorne interrupted. “They were called dragons.”

“Okay.” I drew out the word. “Thanks for the input. But the dragons had emotions and intelligence. That’s what gave mortals the ability to feel.”

“Duality always carries uncertainty,” Holland remarked.

I moved toward the window. “And the Joining… That included one of dual life.” As soon as the words left me, instinct told me I was right. “That’s another variable. A big one.”

Holland nodded. “Those of dual life are not just closely tied to the gods. They are tied to the Primals—to a true Primal of Life. Like the first Primals and those who created them, they are beings of pure essence, able to change forms at will.”

A dull throb in my finger suddenly drew my attention. I looked down to see that I’d wound the robe’s sash around my finger so tightly that it had turned white. I unwound the sash and thought about my mother. How Isbeth had commented on my relationship—Casteel’s and my relationship—with Kieran. I’d thought she was just being crude. Had she been seeking to know if we’d completed the Joining?

My head jerked up to find Holland watching me. “Did my—did Isbeth know what the Joining could do?”

He was quiet for a moment and then said, “Isbeth knew many things. She knew that one of her daughters would be powerful. But this? She could not know what we could not understand fully ourselves.”

Was that why she’d been so surprised when I called for Seraphena? She’d said it wasn’t time. I had thought she was talking about my Ascension, but now I wasn’t sure what she meant by that.

“Isbeth was many things, Poppy, as I’m sure you know.” Something close to empathy shone in Holland’s eyes, and I looked away from it. I didn’t want to see it. “What she desired and what those who aided her wanted were two very different things. She may have realized that if she had not been blinded by vengeance and wrath.”

My heart stuttered. “What do you mean?”

“All he can say is that her fate was sealed long before you were born.” Lirian pushed off the window. “Her choices ensured that.”

I wanted to ask what choices, even though I already knew, but it was like some childish part of me still couldn’t reconcile who she was to me at one time with who she truly was.

My chest tightened as a ball of messy, conflicted emotions lodged there. She was my mother, even if I hadn’t known that for most of my life. And she was a terrible person. I didn’t know what to think or feel about her in general, let alone about what Holland had just said. Like how I’d told Casteel that my good memories of Wayfair no longer felt real, the same could be said about my memories of Isbeth.

But now wasn’t the time to allow myself to get swept up in all that. Especially not when I saw that Lirian was watching me a bit too intensely.

“You still don’t realize it, do you?” he asked quietly, but I heard the strain in his voice. “What you are.”

I held his stare until Holland spoke.

“Every new life, every new being, has to start somewhere and with someone,” Holland said, drawing my gaze to his. “And you are that someone. You are the start of a new pantheon.”

Me?

The start of a new pantheon?

I could feel a slightly crazed-sounding laugh bubbling up my throat.

Lirian scoffed, the sound almost mimicking the one I’d made earlier. “That is yet to be seen.”

It also sounded absurd to me. “How am I the start of anything? There’s just me.” The moment those words left my mouth, I felt like a fool because the how was obvious. “I am so not planning to have children anytime—”

“While I’m relieved we will not be dealing with a newly Ascended Primal with child again…” Holland stated blandly.

I frowned. Again?

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” he continued as Thorne poured himself a drink. “You were not the only one to Ascend.”

Immediately, my mind flashed to Cas and the changes he’d spoken of—the changes I saw myself. The breath I took went nowhere.

Casteel and Kieran had Ascended. But into what? No answer came. Maybe it was because I was too close to them. All I could do was take an educated guess. “So, they are…Primals?”

Lirian made that huffing sound again, this time ending it with a low, mocking chuckle.

Control of my temper slipped because I’d just about had it.

My head swiveled to where he stood. “Did I say something that amused you?”

The pinpricks of eather in his eyes flared, streaking through his irises like lightning as a muffled laugh came from the direction of the other two Ancients. “Actually, you did.”

I faced him fully then, my hands balled into fists at my sides. “Then you should share exactly what that was.”

“And you should mind your attitude,” the Fate shot back.

Without looking away from Lirian, I laughed—and it wasn’t a nice one. It sounded like one of Isbeth’s scathing and dismissive laughs but colder and more shadowy. “Now, that is humorous.”

Silver light lit up the veins beneath Lirian’s eyes as he stepped forward.

“I like her,” Thorne remarked.

“That’s enough,” Holland barked. “We don’t have time for this nonsense.”

I raised my brows at the Ancient, and the look he gave me said he wanted to flay the skin from my bones. Slowly.

Holding Lirian’s glare for a few moments longer, I slowly turned my attention back to Holland.

“Now I see Seraphena in you,” Holland remarked with a faint, fleeting grin.

The almost passing comment startled me, and I wanted to ask if he saw more of her in me. I wanted to know—

“If you’re done antagonizing Lirian,” Holland continued, “I will answer your question.”

I swallowed my additional inquiries and nodded.

“They are Primals,” he said.

I shot Lirian a smug look.

“I wasn’t finished.” Holland glanced down at his glass as if he wished it was something stronger than whatever he was drinking. “The first Primals were created from the very essence of the realms. They were not born. Instead, they Ascended in a way similar to a vampry or a demis.”

I sucked in a sharp breath as my gaze darted between him and Thorne. “You’re saying they’re false Primals.”

Holland shook his head. “Lucky for them and the realm, they already had enough eather to prevent that from happening.”

The relief that went through me was so intense I thought I might plop right down on the floor.

“They, like you,” Holland said, “are fully Ascended Primals who belong to no Court.”

I almost told him I still had no idea what he meant by that, but I stopped myself because if I asked, the gods knew Lirian would likely have something…asshole-ish to say.

So, as silly as it sounded, I asked myself, and the knowledge found me—or I found it—in the shadowy recesses of my mind. A Court didn’t have the same meaning as it did in the mortal realm. Instead, it was formed when the Ancients split their powers among the Primals they created. And it was more than just a physical location within Iliseeum.

A Court represented the sphere of influence—the type of essence the god wielded and the way it affected the mortal realm. Like with Penellaphe. She was the personification of Wisdom, Loyalty, and Duty. She drew power from the Court.

There was still something I didn’t understand, though. “He said I was a true Primal.” I jerked my chin at Lirian. “How is that possible if I have no Court?”

“Because you and the ones you Ascended are Deminyen,” Lirian spat, lips puckering as if he’d tasted something sour.

“Deminyen,” I murmured, my brows knitting. “Doesn’t that just mean the Ancient Ones?”

“Deminyen is a…class of primordial beings with no anchors—not even to the essence of the realms.” Holland paused to take a sip. “It includes the Ancients, like the ones you saw earlier.”

“So, you’re saying no other true Primals are fully Ascended?” I asked.

“Only one of those exists,” Thorne answered. “And he is not a Deminyen. He’s…complicated.”

Lirian snorted. “More like a complicated pain in all of our asses.”

The smile Thorne directed at the other Ancient sent a chill skittering down my spine. There was a familiarity in how his features cooled and the curl of his lips, one I recognized as a promise of bloody violence. I blinked as he warned softly, “Careful.”

Lirian’s jaw clenched. “Anyway,” he said, inhaling through his nose, “the three of you are unbound Primals.”

“Unbound true Primals?”

“Yes,” Thorne said, his features warming slightly as his attention turned to me. “Though there are even differences between them.”

“Like what?”

Thorne smiled again, and it was no less alarming. “Casteel.” He lifted the goblet to his lips. “He’s…special,” he said and then added with a wink, “as I’m sure you’d agree.”

I blinked again.

Holland coughed, and I didn’t think I’d heard a more forced sound than that. “So, that is what you are. A Deminyen.”

Pulling my gaze from Thorne, I glanced at Lirian, thinking of how he’d spat the word with such distaste.

He seemed aware of what I was thinking because he said, “You being a Deminyen has its…benefits. In the event of your deaths, there would be no need for one to Ascend to take your place to ensure the Court remains stable.”

“You were really eager to explain that part,” I pointed out dryly.

Thorne chuckled. That was it. That was his input.

“What he is trying to say is that it’s one less thing to be concerned with,” Holland said. “Not every god can withstand the primordial essence it takes to Ascend to Primalhood. Children of a Primal could, but unless both parents are Primals, there is always a chance they would not survive the Ascension.”

“What about Ires and…?” I trailed off. The moment I said his name, hazy memories surfaced.

“You were saying?” Holland pressed.

I pulled myself from those thoughts. I had been about to ask if Ires and Malec could Ascend. Nektas had made it seem like they couldn’t, but… “They can Ascend to Primalhood.”

Holland nodded with a look of approval. “But since Seraphena is female, the next to rise must be of the same sex.”

“Unless… Unless I abdicate?” My gaze shot to Thorne.

“Correct,” Holland confirmed. “Then it will be possible for them to Ascend. They carry enough eather in them to do so, but unlike with your offspring,” he said, and my stomach dropped to the floor at the thought, “it isn’t guaranteed. They could die in the process.”

“Then your abdication would be null and void,” Thorne commented.

My stomach had plummeted through the floor. It would fall on me.

“There is another,” Holland remarked.

“Kieran,” I murmured, but he would want that even less than I did.

Thorne eyed me as if he knew exactly where my mind had gone. His next words confirmed that. “Most would jump at the chance to have such power over not only the mortal realm but also that of the gods.”

“Yeah, well, that sounds like a lot of…responsibility,” I said. “And it would also mean that my father, uncle, and grandmother would all be gone.”

“You don’t even know them,” Thorne countered.

I stared at him. “And?”

“Their loss couldn’t affect you that greatly.”

“Are you serious?”

“Partially,” he replied. “Still, it is a lot of power.” The essence flared in his eyes. “Some would say you’d be…weak not to take it.”

“Some would say it’s better when you speak less,” I retorted.

Thorne tossed his head back and laughed deeply. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“What about this Court?” I said before they could keep asking about my reluctance to seize such power. “Is there one who can Ascend?”

The corners of Holland’s mouth tightened. “Not that I like to think of that happening,” he replied, “but there is another who can take her place.”

“So, you and Penellaphe have a child?”

His features softened. “We do.”

“That’s…nice,” I said, hoping that hadn’t come out as awkwardly as it sounded. Thorne’s chuckle told me it had. Great. “Anyway…” I cleared my throat. “What’s bad…?”

I didn’t need to finish asking what was so bad about not being tied to a Court. Dividing their powers wasn’t the only reason the Ancients had designed the Courts. Binding a Primal god to a Court was also a means of control. They used the responsibilities of the Court—the impact the Primal’s actions and death would have on the realms—to ensure they remained in check.

But with Deminyen Primals?

They couldn’t keep us in check, and that made us dangerous.


CHAPTER 16
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POPPY

“I think she figured out the bad part of being a Deminyen,” Thorne noted.

I had. But did designing the Courts that way work? Clearly not. All one had to do was point to Kolis to prove it was a failure.

Still, I returned Thorne’s smile with my own close-lipped one. “I’m not sure it’s all that bad.”

Thorne chuckled, and the sound startled me. It sounded so much like—

“I would have to disagree with that sentiment,” Lirian grumbled.

“I’m going to be the mature one and ignore that comment,” I said.

“You do realize,”—Lirian propped his back against the window—“that it’s not all that mature when you point out what you’re attempting to do.”

I rolled my eyes. Whatever.

Folding an arm over my stomach, I took a deep breath that did little to ease the tightness in my chest as I considered everything. A sense of dread built within me as my thoughts kept returning to one thing.

“You said it was the Arae’s duty to ensure the balance and see that the Ancients remained in the ground,” I said, picking up a loose strand of hair and twisting it instead of the sash. “But they woke. How?”

“I was wrong.” Lirian’s stare flickered over me as he shook his head dismissively. “You haven’t figured it out yet.”

This time, I would be extra mature and not point out that I planned to ignore that comment.

“The act of giving mortals free will,” Thorne spoke, “therefore allowing them to experience emotion, set off a startling chain of events that was both miraculous and terrible. No matter what anybody did, nobody could prevent what the Ancients dreamed.”

I stopped moving as dread slithered up my spine. I dropped the strand of hair and folded that arm around my waist.

Thorne’s eyes met mine, the colors now still. “They couldn’t prevent you.”

Unease exploded within me, every part of my being recoiling at what he said, causing me to take a step back.

“We saw you in our dreams.” Lirian watched me. “Dreams that became visions held by the last mortal oracle and as told by the goddess Penellaphe. Dreams that many saw as a warning of what was to come—the fact that balance could not be kept.”

Fingers digging into my sides, I continued backing up as if putting physical distance between us could somehow change things.

Make it so I wasn’t the cause of all the destruction and death beyond the Primal Veil.

“How?” I demanded hoarsely, looking between the two Arae. “How did I upend the balance?”

“You were born,” Lirian stated.

I gaped at him. “Wow.”

He lifted a shoulder, and I could only stare at him, unable to believe that a Fate had just shrugged at me.

“That’s not an easily answered question, as it has been in the making since the dawn of man.” Holland tilted his head. “Many tried to stop this from happening: Eythos. Seraphena and Nyktos. Primals whose names were lost to time. My brethren. The Unseen—”

“Alastir?” I gasped.

Holland nodded.

“My gods.” I spun away from him, my stomach twisting. I pressed my fingers against my mouth as bile rose. I feared there was a very good chance I might be sick.

“If it is any consolation,” he said. “Eloana’s part in Alastir’s actions was as she claimed. She did not understand the prophecy.”

“I don’t think that is any consolation,” Lirian commented.

A ragged laugh left me. Was it comforting to know? I guess. But…

I closed my eyes, my throat burning as sorrow seized my heart. “I caused all those people to die.”

“Yes,” Lirian said quietly. “Your birth stirred Kolis into consciousness, and awakening from your Ascension was the final trigger.”

I flinched.

“But it is not your fault,” Holland told me.

“My Ascension upset the balance. That caused the Ancients to wake, which led to the deaths—”

“But it was not your choice. Nor was it a result of your actions.” Holland set his glass aside. “I have a feeling that if you had known what would happen, you would have done everything in your power to ensure it didn’t—even if that meant forsaking your life.”

He was right. There was no way I would’ve chosen life, knowing it meant an untold number of people would lose theirs.

Gods. Everything suddenly felt heavy. My bones. My skin. My organs.

“The Ancients in the ground there were disturbed before your Ascension,” Thorne said, his eyes narrowing as he studied me. “The mortals were encroaching upon places…sacred to those who’d built their realm. Some started Awakening eons before because of it—their sleep full of unrest. We sensed it.”

“Are you saying they would’ve Awakened anyway?”

He took a drink and nodded. “It is quite possible.”

Possible. Not guaranteed. And even if they were bound to wake, it didn’t take away the fact that they had now because of me.

“You didn’t know, Poppy.” Lowering his foot to the floor, Holland rested his arms on his knees. “You didn’t choose this,” he repeated. “Their blood isn’t on your hands.”

My heart joined the twisting in my stomach. I could taste the sourness of my guilt as my eyes fell closed. It choked me, even though what he’d said was true.

“However, if you allow yourself to wallow in guilt that does not belong to you, then you will have the blood of hundreds of thousands on your hands.”

My eyes snapped open, and I faced him. “I’m not wallowing. I know I’m not actively at fault but knowing that my mere existence caused all that death is still a lot to process.”

“I understand,” Holland said. “But we must focus on what is at hand and what is at risk now. Not all the Ancients Awakened. There are more—ones asleep deep beneath the streets of Solis and the homes of Atlantia. And their rest has also been disturbed.”

My arms unfolded. “By my Ascension?”

“By your birth and Kolis’s awakening,” Lirian said, propping his head against the window.

Great. “How many?”

“The exact number is unknown, but that doesn’t matter, Poppy,” Holland said. “You saw what one Awakening is capable of.”

I had. “How do I make sure more don’t Awaken?”

“You already know,” he said. “You must stop Kolis.”

“But he’s a Primal of a Court. Who will rise—?” I cut myself off. “Nyktos. And…”

And Casteel? If he was like me, a true Primal of Death? Something about that didn’t feel right.

“I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

My eyes narrowed on Holland.

“But that is not an issue right now,” he continued, and someone—Thorne?—snorted. “Kolis cannot remain in the mortal realm for various reasons.” The blue and green of his eyes began to churn as what sounded like Lirian banging his head off the window came from his direction. “The first is that Kolis is a Primal of a Court.”

“His presence will influence the mortal realm,” I said, “where ours would not.”

“And you know what that means.”

I did. And I didn’t need the gift of Primal knowledge to know.

Death.

“Primals of a Court are not meant to linger among the mortals. His presence in the mortal realm has already upset the balance. The longer he remains, the more the balance tips. But…” Holland took a deep breath. “That is not all.”

“Of course, it’s not,” I muttered, my heart thumping.

“Kolis aspired to be the true Primal of Life and Death,” Lirian said. “He was stopped before. If he had succeeded, he would’ve upset the balance just as your Ascension did.” He pushed away from the window and straightened. “I doubt his goal has changed. If he succeeds now, drains you of your essence, and takes it into himself, he will become the Primal of Blood and Bone.”

At least I knew why he’d attempted to control me. He likely wanted to lead me to him so he could take my essence.

“If that happens,” Lirian said, “it will not tip the balance.”

“Well, I guess that’s good news,” I muttered.

“It will only mean your death,” Holland finished.

My mouth dropped open. “Only my death?” A laugh threatened to burst free, and once again, it wasn’t a nice one. I knew it would sound crazed. “It’s not just my death. It would mean the deaths of…” The words were hard to speak. To even consider. “It would mean Casteel’s and Kieran’s deaths, too.” My hands opened as the throbbing in my head picked up. “And likely a lot more people.”

“Many would die under Kolis’s rule.” Thorne’s voice drew my gaze. His penetrating stare seemed to have the power to see through me, to examine me from within. “Everyone, from gods to mortals and all that lies between, has the capacity for good and bad within them. A balance of both. Until they don’t. Kolis doesn’t. Any ounce of good left in him is long gone now.”

I imagined so after being entombed for only the gods knew how long—not that he wasn’t already a problem before then, at least based on what little I knew about him.

Gods.

“And that is what Kolis wants?” I asked. “To rule?”

“We can only presume to know what Kolis wants,” Lirian was quick to say. “His future is unknown to us. As is yours.”

Frustration burned through me. “So, you could see up to this point and then…nothing?”

“We saw many possibilities of what could be.” Holland loosely threaded his fingers. “Getting to this point was just one of them.”

That sounded really convenient to me.

Facing the window, I tried to process everything he’d said, but it was a lot. The weight of it settled heavily on my shoulders as I watched the clouds drift by. Maybe it was too much. The enormity of it all was daunting, and I felt the pressure building within me as my thoughts raced. But I had to deal with it.

There was no other choice.

I needed to prioritize. Focus on the most pressing issue. That’s what Casteel and Kieran would do. It’s what I did when I started the war with the Blood Crown.

“Do you believe more Ancients will Awaken? In other realms?” I asked. “I need to know if there’s a chance something will randomly pull me away again.”

“All who will Awaken due to your Ascension have.”

“They have the power to cross the Primal Veil, right?” My stomach tightened. “What will stop them from doing that?”

“I imagine they will have their hands full,” Thorne stated, crossing his ankles, “with the mortals who survived.”

Imagine? That was the equivalent of hoping. “And what type of life will those mortals face? What will the Ancients do?”

“If the mortals are lucky?” Lirian said. “The Ancients will kill them.”

Pressure clamped down on my chest. “And if they’re not?”

“They will rule them.” Thorne picked up the carafe and filled his glass once more. “Until they grow bored of doing so.”

“You mean until they decide to cleanse the lands,” I challenged. “Again.”

His gaze lifted to mine as he drank. His silence said it all.

“And we’ll do nothing about it?” I looked between the three of them. “You’re going to let them cause untold destruction and then let them rule? Based on what that one just said,”—I pointed at Lirian, and his eyes narrowed—“they will rule harshly until they decide to kill. And all the while, we’re just going to imagine they won’t attempt to cross the Veil?”

“There are rules, Poppy,” Holland began. “In time, you will understand.”

“Fuck the rules,” I seethed.

“Have I mentioned,” Thorne said, glancing at Holland, “that I really like her?”

“Yes, you have.” Lirian pushed away from the window, focusing on Thorne as Holland rolled his eyes. “Why are you even here?”

“Why are you here?” Thorne countered.

“I was here first,” the Ancient shot back.

“That wasn’t an answer.” Thorne took a drink. “To what I asked.”

“Oh, my gods.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. They were as bad as Kieran and Reaver. “So, we’re just going to ignore what happened there?”

“Why do you care?” Thorne queried.

I stared at him for what felt like an entire minute, unable to believe he’d actually asked that. “Why do you ask such ridiculous questions? How can I not care?” I stepped toward him. “How can you not care? How can none of you care?”

“It’s not that we don’t,” Holland started.

“But the rules.” It was my eyes that rolled this time. “Who created them?”

“You should know the answer to that,” Lirian retorted.

“I do,” I bit out. “Asshole.”

His eyes widened, and he looked positively affronted by what I’d said. Honestly, I couldn’t believe I’d said that to a Fate, but he was an asshole.

“Exactly what rule forbids you from doing something about those Ancients?” I demanded.

Silence.

I looked between the three of them, waiting. In the silence, it occurred to me. “There is no rule that expressly forbids you from interfering in other realms, is there?”

“There are rules that we, the Arae, agreed upon that don’t necessarily impact the balance.” Holland shifted in his chair. “But they are no less important. And we agreed that we would not engage with the Ancients in the ground.”

I crossed my arms. “Why?”

“That is not something you need to know,” Lirian stated.

“I disagree.” I stared at the two seated Ancients. “Why would you—?” I stiffened as an image of the risen Ancient came to me—mainly, his eyes. There had been crimson in them—the power of death. It was also in my eyes and the essence I’d seen in Cas. What had Lirian said? That you could tell by looking at those Ancients’ eyes that they hadn’t released any of their eather, and the ones before me—those who now called themselves the Arae—had. The reason behind their rule was obvious. “They’re more powerful than you—all of you.”

Silence.

I knew I was right.

“I can’t believe you.” My upper lip curled as I sent them a look I hoped conveyed my disgust. “The all-powerful Arae are really just cowards.”

The chamber was so quiet I could have heard a cricket sneeze outside. I asked myself if I had really just said what I had. Had I actually called the Fates—Ancients who’d been alive since the dawn of this realm’s time—cowards?

I had.

My heart thumped against my ribs as the silence stretched, but I didn’t regret speaking the truth, even though I wasn’t exactly sure where the reckless level of boldness had come from. Not that I wasn’t well versed in running my mouth.

Maybe it was because the Arae—these Ancients—were the rulers of us all, and I was so sick and tired of those with the power to change things—to make things better—doing nothing.

To me, that was worse than even what the Blood Crown had caused.

“What did you just say?” Lirian asked softly.

“I said the Arae are cowards,” I repeated. “Am I wrong? None of you wants to deal with the other Ancients because there is a good chance you will fall to them.”

More silence.

Folding my arms, I lifted my chin and waited for them to deny it as the seconds ticked by.

It was Thorne who spoke.

“You,” he said, using the hand that held his glass to point a finger, “are an abnormality.”

I frowned at him. “Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” He winked. “But we’re not cowards. At least, not all of us, Poppy.”

“Did I say you could call me Poppy?” I snapped, knowing full well it sounded childish.

“My apologies, Penellaphe.” Thorne bowed his head, but I saw the corners of his lips twitch upward. “If too many of us die, you will have a bigger problem on your hands than Kolis or even the Ancients crossing the Veil.”

“Is that so?” I could hear the derision oozing from my voice.

“Where true Primals are anchors to their Courts, we are anchors to the realms,” Holland reminded me. “If we fall, the very fabric of the realms will begin to unravel.”

“How many of you need to die for that to happen?”

Lirian angled his body toward me. “Does it matter?”

“I think it does since you all have no problem with me and those I love being in positions to die,” I shot back. “So, how many? How many of the oh-so-helpful Arae can we afford to lose? I’m sure there must be one or two brave enough to risk their precious lives to help those beyond the Veil.”

“Poppy,” Holland began as Thorne bit his lip, attempting and failing spectacularly once more to hide a smile as he lifted his glass.

“One? Two? Five?” I asked, raising my brows. “How many Arae are just…sitting around on Mount Lotho?”

Thorne opened his mouth.

“Do not,” Lirian commanded, “answer that question.”

“I was just going to ask why Holland can call her Poppy,” he replied. “And I cannot.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered.

“Look.” Lirian pressed his hands together, steepling his fingers. “We must move on, Penellaphe. Whatever Kolis plans to do as a Primal of Life and Death would not end well for anyone. We need to deal with him.”

Move on?

We?

Frustration over their inaction and the lingering sorrow of knowing I had been the cause of so much death—albeit unintentionally—threatened to drown me as it rose. But so did anger—so much anger. I felt a weak flicker of eather in my chest as my gaze locked onto Lirian. “When you say we must move on, you actually mean me. The Arae will do nothing to stop Kolis.”

“We cannot intervene.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “It is not our place to do so.”

“Not your place? Is that another important rule that doesn’t affect the balance?” I laughed, and it had a hint of smoke to it. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. You and the rest of the so-called Arae are the creators of all this.” I swept my arms wide. “Either by your hands or by your creations’. You all knew, since damn near the beginning, there was a chance all of this could happen. That an untold number of innocent people would die if I—or someone else—were to harness the embers of life and death. And you failed to stop it.”

Lirian’s mouth pressed into a thin line.

“Not only that, you failed to do anything. The Arae are the Fates. You can see what a person will face in their life: any undue hardships, abuse, pain, and terror. Unfairness.” I took a step toward him. “All made worse by a Crown—a regime—that went unchecked for centuries, manipulating, lying, and preying upon the descendants of the gods. And, worse yet, the very mortals you and the rest of the Arae rose against your brethren to protect.” The tips of my fingers vibrated. “The Arae didn’t intervene.”

He stiffened.

“Not when the vamprys were created or their numbers and power grew. Not when it resulted in a war that brought about the extinction of bloodlines, or when the Blood Crown seized control through deceit and fear.” I was another foot closer to the Fate. “Not when they rewrote history and replaced it with lies. Not when families were forced to give up their children to either be turned into Ascended or used as cattle. Not when those who actually protected others weaker than them fell victim to the Craven. Not while they held innocent people in captivity and tortured them. Because of…balance? Or was it simply because of some inane rule that no longer makes sense?”

The pattern along Lirian’s jaw started to tick.

“And now it is I who must deal with Kolis—someone the Arae knew, since the beginning, would likely do all he has done. A being who, according to a Fate, has no good left in him.” The essence throbbed a little stronger. “What exactly do the Arae believe balance is?”

Eather lanced Lirian’s swirling irises. “I know it’s hard for you to understand.”

“Actually, it’s not. At least, not to me. Because I can clearly understand that there is no balance in anything I just said.”

His shoulders lifted, becoming rigid. “You don’t, Poppy.”

“No. It’s you and the rest of the Arae who don’t. Did you not say that all have a balance of good and bad in them until they don’t? You did,” I reminded him oh-so helpfully. “You also said Kolis has no good left in him, and I’m pretty sure that means he is the definition of imbalance. And I’m really confident in the assertion that there has been nothing but imbalance.”

I stopped in front of him, and I…felt his unease. It was faint, barely there, but I could feel it.

My lips flattened into a thin, tight smile. “Your will is weakening, isn’t it?”

A muscle twitched below his right eye. “It is.”

Skin prickling, I held his stare. “The Arae are supposed to ensure the balance, but as I said, I don’t think you know what balance is.”

“And you do?” Lirian questioned.

“Apparently, more than you.”

“Poppy,” Holland called from behind me. “I understand what you’re saying,”—he paused, and I had the distinct impression that he was choosing his words carefully—“and maybe you have a point.”

“Maybe?” I looked over my shoulder at him.

“Maybe,” he repeated, his teeth clenching. “We are not without our flaws, Poppy. But the essence tells us when we’re crossing a line. And if we do, there are consequences.”

“Consequences to you?”

Holland didn’t answer, but his gaze cut away from me.

I shook my head. “If I had known what my Ascension would cause, I would never have allowed myself to Ascend. And I know what that means. My death. It’s not like I want to die—not when I’ve finally started to live.” My throat thickened, but I didn’t let it choke me. “Yet I still would’ve chosen that. Do you know why? It has nothing to do with balance and everything to do with it being the right thing to do. But none of you has or will make that same choice.”

Lirian inhaled sharply. “That is a bold statement.”

“The truth isn’t bold.” I crossed my arms and turned my attention back to him. “It’s just the truth.”

The flesh of Lirian’s face thinned as the eather expanded, blotting out much of the color in his eyes. The air charged and thickened. The hazy outline of…wings formed behind him. “I feel I need to remind you, Penellaphe, that you’re not more powerful than me.”

“For now.”

His eyes became silver orbs.

Raising my brows, I smiled. “I felt the need to remind you of that.”

Eather lit the veins beneath his eyes as the air in the chamber went stagnant. “You want to talk about balance and choice, right and wrong?” Lirian said. “Talk about failure? How about the failure of Alastir and the Unseen? Your brother-in-law.” He paused. “Your sister.”

“What?”

“Lirian.” Holland stood.

“All of them knew what you would bring upon the realms. All of them wanted the same thing,” Lirian hissed. “You dead.”

Sucking in a shallow breath, I took a step back without realizing it. My…my sister? Malik wasn’t a surprise. He could’ve succeeded when he came to Lockswood, but he couldn’t do it. He’d changed his mind. But Millicent? Malik had said she hadn’t been able to even consider killing a child—her sister. Had that been a lie? It had to be, because a Fate would know.

And that…hurt.

Though I wasn’t even sure why. I barely knew her.

“You didn’t know that?” Lirian raised his brows.

“That’s enough,” Holland warned.

“I’m sorry.” Lirian’s mouth pressed into a tight, practiced smile as he furrowed his brow in the poorest attempt of concern I’d ever seen. “But it’s just the truth.”

My heart beat once. Then twice.

I swung at him.

Lirian was fast.

His hand snaked out and caught my wrist. Holland’s shout was lost in the faint charge of power dancing from the Ancient’s skin to mine.

“I was hoping you would do that.” Lirian laughed.

Before I could take another breath, his hand clamped down on my throat and his fingers dug into my skin as he lifted me. Spinning, he slammed my back into the wall of glass. The window cracked, and dull pain flared along my spine.

Instinctually, I reached for the eather, but it responded only with a weak flutter as I grasped his wrist.

Lirian smirked as if he knew I’d tried to summon the essence and failed.

But I didn’t need it to kick his ass.

My stomach muscles tightened as I drew up my legs.

Or tried to.

They didn’t respond to the command my brain was sending to them. They remained dangling against the glass.

I tried again.

My heart stuttered as my gaze met his. I couldn’t move my legs. Or my arms or head. What air I could get into my lungs lodged in my throat. I couldn’t move at all.

Lirian smiled as that outline of wings filled in, full of crackling eather. “As I said, you’re not more powerful than me.”

Fury exploded through me like the force of a wildfire as I could do nothing more than lock glares with him.

“Let her go,” Holland commanded.

It didn’t seem like Lirian was about to do that as he held me at eye level. “We should’ve been the ones to handle this.”

“Lirian,” Holland shouted.

“That’s what I wanted.” Tendrils of heated eather started to swirl around his shoulders. “We should’ve killed you. And believe it or not,” Lirian said, “I would’ve happily carried it out. Rules be damned.”

My eyes widened as a blur of black shot across the chamber.

“I was more than willing to make that—”

Thorne appeared behind Lirian and grabbed him by the shoulder. “Release her,” he ordered. “Now.”

Jaw clenched, Lirian lifted one finger at a time and let me go. I landed on my feet, managing not to stumble.

Thorne yanked the other Ancient back, and I stepped away from the window as Lirian suddenly went airborne and flew across the chamber.

He hit a pillar with a nice, fleshy smack and fell forward, his knees cracking off the floor.

“Are you okay?” Thorne asked me.

“Yes.” My heart still pounded as I touched my sore throat. Glancing up at the Ancient, I saw that he still held his glass. Wow. “Thanks.”

“Not necessary,” he replied, lifting the glass to his lips as he turned to Lirian.

The Ancient was standing now, tugging the front of his tunic down, straightening it. He stilled as I started toward him, anger carving into the taut lines of his features.

“I’m so gonna find out how many Arae are around and exactly how many the realms can afford to lose,” I told him, ignoring the slight ache in my throat that accompanied each word. “And you know what I’m going to do once I have that information?”

Lirian smirked. “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“Poppy,” Holland called.

Ignoring Holland, I didn’t blink as I stared up at Lirian. “I’m going to come for you.”

Something flickered in Lirian’s eyes and darted across his face as I sensed his unease.

“You need to leave,” Holland said, turning to Lirian. “Now.”

Holding my stare, the Ancient stepped back and vanished with a charge of energy.

“Will I be able to do that someday?” I asked, staring at the space in front of the pillar. “Poof in and out of chambers?”

“One day,” Holland answered. “Yes.” His inhale was audible. “I’m sorry about that. He shouldn’t have behaved that way.”

Nodding, I turned to him. “Why didn’t you all kill me?”

Holland went completely still for what was likely only seconds but felt like hours. “Because it went to a vote, and the decision to end your life was not unanimous.”

I stared. “You all voted on whether or not I should die?”

“We did.” Thorne strode toward the table and picked up the carafe. He frowned.

“I know how that sounds.” Holland returned to his seat. “But we had a choice to make. Allow you to be born and grow or not.”

“Well…” What was I even supposed to say to that? “I guess I know what Lirian voted. What about you two?”

“I think it’s clear what I voted for.” Thorne placed his glass on the table and crossed his arms. “I was against it.”

My gaze flicked to Holland.

“I was also against it.”

“Why?”

Holland didn’t answer.

Irritation grew as I grabbed a piece of hair and spun it around my finger. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“You remind me so much of her,” Holland murmured.

“Do I even want to know who you’re referencing?”

“Seraphena.”

“Oh.”

His gaze flicked to my hand. “She has a habit of doing just as you are when she’s either nervous or busying her hands in an attempt not to use them. On someone.”

“Oh,” I whispered again, my hand stilling.

Holland clasped his hands behind his back. “You know what must be done.”

I did.

I was just about to ask him how him telling me what needed to be done wasn’t considered interference, but I figured it would be a waste of my time.

“Do you have any questions?”

“Can you tell me anything useful about defeating Kolis?”

Holland returned my stare with a look as lifeless as the marble statues lining the Hall of Gods.

“Whatever,” I said, wanting to leave and return to Casteel. But something Lirian had said resurfaced. “Why would my birth have anything to do with Kolis?”

A flicker of something like discomfort or unease passed over Holland’s stoic face, sending a wave of dread through me. “It’s because of what you are.”

So, it was because of the essence I carried within me? I probably should’ve guessed that at this point.

“It’s because of who you are,” Thorne added, drawing my gaze to his. “To him.”

“I’m nothing to him.” The words spilled out before I could even process them, each laced with venom that surprised me. Sure, Kolis was the enemy, and from what I knew of him, he sounded like a horrible being, but I had no personal ties to him. Still, those stinging words made it feel personal.

The splotches of blue and brown in Thorne’s gaze churned. “You are everything to him.”

I’ve always known you. A chill of revulsion crawled up my spine at the dry, brittle voice that slithered into my mind. I’d taken a step back without realizing it. Where had I heard that voice before?

Thorne stared, his gaze unwavering.

“You know what needs to be done.”

Blinking at the sound of Holland’s voice, I dragged my attention from Thorne. “I know.” I swallowed the taste of bile. “I need to end Kolis. And I will.”

“Good.” The essence flared brightly in Holland’s eyes as a silver, shimmering line of energy appeared to our right. A tear in the realm started to open. “Once you return to the mortal realm, your powers will be unbound.”

I almost thanked him. Luckily, I stopped myself and decided it was probably best to leave without saying another word. I turned to the tear, catching the faint scent of pine. My heart sped up, but I faced them. “What was the point?”

“Of?” Thorne asked.

“Of this. Today,” I said. “Our not-very-helpful chat.”

Holland laughed quietly. “It was important for you to know what you are.”

I met his stare. “I already know who I am.”

Glancing at Thorne, I turned once more.

“Poppy,” Holland called.

Damn it.

I stopped.

“Life always prevails,” Holland said.

“But you.” Thorne stepped forward, his swirling eyes meeting mine. “Only you can liberate bone and ash. Only you can liberate death.”


CHAPTER 17
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CASTEEL

The late-morning sun washed over the Peaks as I stood at the window.

Hours had passed since Poppy left. When I asked Aydun what he’d done to keep others unaware of her absence, all he had said was that they would believe she still slept. But I had a feeling he was doing something else. No one had even knocked on the chamber door.

That should concern me, but everything he’d told me about the lands beyond the Primal Veil—what had happened there and why—consumed my thoughts.

The knowledge that Poppy had felt all those deaths sickened me. Even with my newly acquired abilities, I couldn’t imagine what she’d experienced. I just wanted her in my arms and to erase the horror from her memory.

My jaw tensed until I wondered if I’d crack my molars like my body had when it hit the wall.

After Aydun had announced that the end had begun and it would be worse than what had happened beyond the Veil, he’d decided to word the why behind the devastation there poorly. Very poorly.

“The Ancients woke because of her,” he’d said. Like he wasn’t putting all that shit on my girl. “Just as we dreamed.”

Because of her.

I’d lost my shit.

Lunged at him and managed to get my hands on him. I’d seen the flicker of surprise in his eyes before he introduced my body to the wall.

Because of her.

Bullshit.

And it wasn’t denial that had me thinking that. Yeah, I got that the Ancients Awakened in those lands because of Poppy’s Ascension into a Primal with the powers of life and death, but it was not because of her. It wasn’t her fault, and I swore to the gods, if any of the other Arae said that shit to her, I would end them.

I drew in a long, slow breath as metal clinked off dishes.

The bastard was still eating.

Aydun had also told me who the Ancients once were, why some had gone to ground, and who they were now.

Unia eta eram.

Ruin and wrath.

And they were asleep, even here, likely right under this damn castle, and in the east, beneath the streets and homes of Atlantia—or what Aydun had called the Bonelands.

This whole time, we’d believed that the first Primal gods were the ones who created the realms. We’d been wrong. The truth had either been hidden or was lost to time. Regardless, I was willing to bet I knew exactly what the Fates were.

But, according to Aydun, the Ancients weren’t the problem.

At least, not right now.

Kolis remained the most pressing issue. A big one that’d kicked off a clock that was ticking down to the end. His presence alone wasn’t the only reason, though. That had to do with the other shit Aydun had spouted off.

Of course, none of it told me how to defeat Kolis.

“That would be considered interference,” he’d said.

How the fuck was everything else he’d said not considered interference?

Either way, I kept turning over his words as my gaze shifted to the Rise. I stretched my neck to ease the tension gathering in the muscles there. A draken took flight, launching off the wall.

My jaw clenched. Aydun had said a lot of shit that had nothing to do with the Ancients and everything to do with what the ruling Primal gods would do if Poppy—

“Heartmates.”

I briefly closed my eyes. He’d been doing that often—throwing out a word like he was answering a question only he was party to.

I turned, my lips thinning as I eyed the fucker and waited for him to continue.

Aydun picked up a piece of cheese.

I took a long, slow breath. “And?”

“They’re destined to bring about great change.” He chewed slowly, his head tilting. “Seen in the dreams the Great Creators dreamt ages ago.”

My brows shot up. “You’re telling me that the Ancients dreamed of all the heartmates?”

“They saw everything, Casteel. That didn’t mean they always understood what they saw, nor…” His pause was quite dramatic. “Nor does it change that the union of two hearts isn’t always good for the realms.”

I could feel the blood in my veins freeze. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that sometimes, what is born of such a union, requires sacrifices.”

“What sacrifices?” Heart thumping heavily, I stepped toward him. “And cut the bullshit. I want a straight answer.”

“Don’t we all?” Aydun lifted a plate as if he would find something other than wood beneath it. “The love between mates of the heart is incredibly strong. All-consuming. Inevitable. There is a strength in that, but there is also a weakness. It is believed that not even death can sever that type of bond.”

“And?”

“And, in a way, that is true. But also false.” He picked up his glass and took a nice slow drink.

The effort it was taking for me to wait for this fuck to get to the point was inconceivable.

“The death of an unbroken mate bond cannot sever that connection. The souls will reunite,” he said after what felt like five minutes. “But that bond can be broken at any point, no matter the…extenuating circumstances. Just as your people seal your vows, it can be rejected by one or both.”

I had a feeling he was referencing the Joining based on the grin the fuck tacked on when he said that last part. “What’s the point of you telling me this?”

“It’s something you should know.”

“Why?” The tips of my fingers burned. “I will never reject her, nor would she reject me.”

Aydun was quiet for a heartbeat. “Would you believe the same if you knew your union meant that untold lives would be lost, and the realm would be left in ruin?”

I opened my mouth to say what he likely already knew.

His eyes met mine. The flecks of color churned. “Would she?”

I snapped my mouth shut as my heart stuttered. Poppy…she was better than me. Good to the fucking core in a limitless way I didn’t possess—didn’t even want to. But I knew she wouldn’t reject me, even to save the lives of many. I knew that without a doubt.

“What if,” he continued, his voice lowering, “such a union would destroy her?”

“What?” The word escaped with a burst of air. When Aydun stared back at me, I took a step forward. “I’m going to ask once more.” I kept my voice level. “Why are you asking me this? Because I don’t see how our union ends that way.”

“As I said, it’s good to know that you have such faith in your union.” He shrugged again, turning his attention to the platters. “You will need that. As will she.”

I stared at him, having no idea if there was some sort of hidden message in the shit he just spewed or if he was messing with my head. I suspected it was the latter when he opened his mouth again.

“Do you have anything else?” he asked. “Anything else to eat?”

Every piece of food, including the chocolates and dried meat, had been cleared. “You’re still hungry?”

He leaned back, patting his stomach. “I have an endless appetite.”

“Yeah, well, unless you have an appetite for wood and stone, you’re shit out of luck.”

Looking over his shoulder at me, he pouted. The fucker stuck out his lower lip and actually pouted. “There’s no reason to be so—”

We felt the charge of energy at the same time. I spun and saw the air between me and the window warp.

Aydun stood. “About time. I thought I’d starve to death.”

I couldn’t even respond to that bit of fuckery as a streak of crackling silver appeared like a bolt of lightning, lengthening and widening. My godsdamn heart lurched as I felt her before I saw her, the eather in me pulsing just beneath my flesh.

Poppy walked out of the tear in the realm, her gaze darting across the chamber, skipping over Aydun before shooting back to him. Her delicate brows lifted as she took a step away.

“Your husband has the temper of a rabid cat,” Aydun said, striding toward the opening.

Poppy’s head jerked back as her gaze swept over the Fate. “Uh…”

Aydun gave me a one-finger salute as he entered the opening. Once he was through, the tear closed behind him with a faint pop.

I hadn’t moved. I was cemented to where I stood, the air locked in my chest.

Blinking, Poppy turned her head toward me. “Were his…nipples pierced?”

Her voice, warm and velvety, snapped me into action. Everything but her disappeared.

I closed the distance between us in less than a heartbeat. Energy hummed over my fingers as I clasped her cheeks. “Don’t,” I rasped, my voice strained and edgy as I breathed in her sweet, soft scent. “Don’t you ever do anything like that again.”

“Cas,” she whispered. “I’m—”

I hauled her against my chest, muffling her words and forcing her onto her tiptoes. A shudder rocked the entire length of my body as I slid a hand through the silky strands of her hair, my fingers tangling in the loose braid.

Her heartbeat echoed in my chest as I looped an arm around her waist. Straightening, I lifted her so that her feet no longer touched the floor. She clutched my shoulders, holding on as I walked us backward on unsteady legs. Sitting on the edge of the bed with her nestled in my lap, I held her close, feeling her warmth and assuring myself she was safe, whole, and here.

“Cas,” she whispered.

I exhaled roughly, pulling back as I cupped her cheek. I took in every inch of her face, not missing a single freckle or scar. My gaze swept down, following the strands of hair that had escaped her braid and were stuck under the collar of her robe—

My stare shot back to her throat—to the faint red marks there. They resembled fingerprints. Anger froze the blood in my veins. My gaze lifted to hers. “Who did that to your neck?”

She lifted her fingers to the bruises. “Damn it, I was hoping they’d fade.”

“They didn’t,” I bit out. “Who did it, and where are they?”

Her shoulders tensed. “I’m okay.”

“That’s not an answer, Poppy.”

She let out a sigh, her back bowing slightly. “They’re somewhere you can’t go—”

Eather thrummed in my core. “Wanna bet?”

“Actually, I don’t.” She touched my jaw, and I leaned into the warmth of her fingers. “I’m okay. I swear.”

Relief and frustration fisted in my chest, forming a fucking mess of emotions. She wasn’t being honest with me.

“The lack of a straight answer tells me otherwise.” Gripping her hips, I started to lift her from my lap.

She grasped my shoulders, refusing to move. “It was an Ancient.”

I halted, waiting for her to elaborate.

“They were what—”

“Aydun told me what they were.”

Her fingers curled into my shirt. “The guy who was just here?”

My grip on her hips loosened as my frustration retreated. “Yes.”

“Did he tell you what he is?”

“He said he was a Fate.” My gaze drifted to the bruises around her throat. “Though I have a feeling I know what the Fates are.”

Her voice dropped. “The Ancients.”

I nodded. I had suspected as much.

Poppy sent me a curious look. “I have a feeling their real identities are not supposed to be known. But I…” She scrunched her nose. “But I think the draken know. Like they can sense it or something. What did he tell you?”

I lifted a hand and brushed some loose strands of hair back from her neck. “He told me about the Ancients and said they had Awakened.”

“The Arae are the ones who helped the Primals defeat the Ancients,” she shared and then explained how they’d split their powers. “So, that means there’s at least four of them.” Her jaw took on a stubborn tilt. “Did he tell you how many there are? How many Arae?”

My head tilted. “No.”

“Damn it.”

“Is that knowledge important?”

“To me, it is.” She slid her thumbs along my collarbones. “But it’s not important right now. Did this Aydun tell you why I had to leave?”

“He did. He said you felt the pain and death of…” My chest tightened. “Too many. And it pulled you to it.”

Her thick lashes swept down. “There’s more to it. But when I crossed the Veil, it was right before the Ancient there woke.” Her sadness coated my throat. “It could sense the essences of life and death in me.”

Knowing I wouldn’t like what she had to say next, I checked my anger. Barely. “The Ancient attacked you?”

“It didn’t respond all that…” Her brows knitted as I picked up on the lingering acidic burn of her anger. “He didn’t respond all that great.”

He? Icy-hot eather throbbed deep in my chest.

“We fought—well, if you can call what we did fighting,” she said with a strained laugh. “The Ancients—the ones in the ground?” Her heart rate spiked, taking mine with it. “They are so powerful, Cas.”

My gaze dropped to the fading red fingerprints on her throat. “Aydun said as much. He also said you weren’t alone. That you were with another like him. Holland?”

“I was, but he got knocked out.”

My nostrils flared. “You were left on your own?”

Pressing her fingers under my chin, she lifted my gaze to hers. “Yes, but I kind of held my own against him. And Holland did get me out of there before…” Her chest rose sharply. “Before the city I was in was completely destroyed.”

“You shouldn’t have had to hold your own. And you shouldn’t have had to feel all that pain and death,” I said. “I would give anything to have taken your place so you didn’t have to feel any of that.”

“I know.” She slid an arm around my neck and lowered her forehead to mine. “But I’m okay. I swear, Cas. I’m fine. You can see that for yourself.”

The breath I let out was ragged. I could see that she was fine. Physically, anyway. The bruises would heal. But I could taste her sorrow and knew that what she’d seen and felt would stay with her.

“I’m okay,” she repeated. “You can see that, right?”

I closed my eyes. “I can.”

“Do you?”

I nodded, even as Aydun’s warning thundered through my head. She’s not indestructible.

Those three words haunted me. And they would continue to do so. Dread pierced my gut. What if she hadn’t held her own? The last time I’d held her like this, kissed her like this, it could’ve been the last time in this life for both of us. The mere thought of that was more painful than taking the bone blade to my chest. More terrifying than all the seconds I’d spent as the Blood Crown’s prisoner.

Poppy stiffened in my arms. “Are you all right?”

“I’m…” Her concern was thick in my throat, and I knew she was picking up the same from me. There was no point in pretending. “I’ve been so…” I closed my eyes, struggling to find words that adequately captured how fucking terrified I’d been. “When you disappeared, I had no idea where you were or what you were facing. I’ve never felt more helpless.”

She clasped my cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t.” Opening my eyes, I leaned back so we were eye to eye. “Don’t apologize for something you had no control over.” I folded my hands around her wrists. “I understand that you had no choice but to go.”

Poppy spread her fingers, seeming to enjoy the feeling of my stubble. “And I hate that you had to worry about me when I left. I…” She trailed off, the tang of guilt mixing with the warm vanilla of her empathy. “I wish you hadn’t gone through any of that. I wish you didn’t have to worry. That you were…” Her inhale was sharp as her eyes searched mine. “I wish you hadn’t spent a second afraid. I would take that from you if I could. I would do anything—”

I was moving before I knew it, capturing her mouth with mine. Her lips were so godsdamn soft. So perfect as they parted. My fingers curled around her hair as I flicked my tongue over her fang, fully intending to pull back. But her breathy moan evoked the best kind of madness.

Poppy’s fingers sank into my hair as she kissed me with a fervor that branded my soul and sent a bolt of red-hot lust down my spine.

The kiss was supposed to be just that…a kiss I couldn’t help but take before I let Poppy go. I’d planned to be responsible. Dawn had come and gone while she was away, and there was still so much we needed to discuss. Everything that had happened with the Ascended. Pensdurth. The shit Aydun had said. What had happened in the land beyond the Veil and Iliseeum. But who was I kidding?

A kiss with her was never just a kiss.

The moment I tasted her lips, felt her against me, nothing—fucking nothing—else mattered.

Desire thickened my blood as her jasmine scent increased, and the taste of her arousal gathered in my mouth—spicy and smoky with a hint of sweetness.

I needed her.

Needed to feel her and know she was here. That she was safe and well. I just needed her.

Always.

A deep, throaty groan rumbled up from my chest as she rocked against me, clearly swept up in the same madness I was. I ached for her, and my hips rose on reflex, earning me another soft moan. Her nails raked my chest, sending shivers down my spine. Godsdamn, I was so hard for her. So greedy. So addicted.

It never failed to amaze me how easily she could turn me on. Sometimes, it took only a look. A brief touch. For fuck’s sake, being in the same chamber as her could do it. No one, absolutely no one, had ever had that kind of allure—that kind of power over me. I wouldn’t want anyone else to have that kind of power.

But Poppy?

She was my everything.

And anything could’ve happened to her when she crossed the Veil. Anything could happen to her still. The reminder was cold and cutting.

Eather hummed as I stood with her in my arms. Another shudder rattled me when she wrapped her legs around my hips.

Her warmth seeped into me as I turned and lowered her to the bed. Our lips didn’t part as I rocked against her.

“Cas,” she breathed against my mouth, her fingers tangling in my hair. Her hips followed mine, arching and seeking.

Groaning at the sound of her voice, I deepened the kiss, pouring all the worry, fear, and anger I felt into it.

This felt like madness as she clutched the back of my tunic, her fingers trembling as she tugged it up. Our lips parted as I lifted myself to pull the shirt off. Her breath came in short, quick bursts as I stared down at her. She was far too dressed.

“Do you have strong feelings about this robe?” I asked, drawing my fingers over her shoulder.

Her brows drew together. “No?”

I looked closer at what she wore, remembering that she had left here in just her nightgown. “Where did you get it?”

“Mount Lotho.”

My fingers halted on the elaborate stitching as I lifted my gaze to hers. “You’re going to have to explain that.”

“Later,” she whispered.

“Indeed.”

The fingers that had been tracing the embroidery curled around the halves of the robe. With one quick jerk, I lifted her upper body. Buttons snapped and popped free as the sharp, harsh crackle of fabric tearing filled the chamber. The robe split along the shoulders and down the middle of her back and arms.

Her mouth dropped open. “You could’ve just undone the tie.”

I rocked back. “Too impatient.”

“It probably would’ve taken the same amount of time,” she reasoned. “I think the robe belonged to—”

“Guess what?” I shucked off my breeches faster than I ever had. “I don’t give a fuck, Poppy.”

Her gaze swept down my body, tracing over my chest and stomach, then moving lower as the blue, green, and brown in her eyes started to churn. Her intoxicating scent rose, and I knew she wasn’t worried about the robe any longer.

She drew her lower lip between her teeth, flashing me the tips of her fangs. My cock twitched as I leaned over her.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered, tracing a finger along my collarbone.

Fuck if I didn’t feel my cheeks warming as I slid my hand up her stomach. I pulled the gown down, baring her breasts, liking the sight of the gown pooled at her hips. She looked thoroughly debauched.

“Not as beautiful as you,” I said, my voice low and rough.

Her lips curved into a wide smile, and the sight of that shook me in the same instant it ignited a fire within. I closed my eyes, needing a moment to maintain my control—or to find it—as I felt her fingers coasting down my chest and over the taut muscles of my stomach. The featherlight touch danced lower, stopping just short. I tasted something mildly sweet, like milk and honey, and my eyes opened in realization. My heart…fuck, it felt like it doubled in size.

Somewhat mystified and utterly charmed by the boldness she displayed one moment and her shyness the next, I lowered my head and kissed her. “My sweet, shy Queen,” I murmured. “Touch me,” I ordered—or begged. Likely the latter.

She obeyed, wrapping her fingers around the base of my cock as best she could. The contact frayed my every nerve ending.

“Stroke me,” I whispered against her swollen lips.

Poppy drew her hand up my length, causing the muscles along my spine to tense. I groaned, dragging my nose over the curve of her jaw to breathe in her heady scent.

“Don’t stop.” I kissed the underside of her chin as I skimmed my hand over her shoulder.

Her arm moved between us as I palmed one perfect, full breast. I dragged my thumb over the hardened tip, kissing my way down her neck. Her breaths quickened as my mouth replaced my thumb, and I drew her nipple into my mouth.

Poppy’s grip on my cock tightened as she arched, a soft moan escaping her lips. The sound sent a jolt of electricity through my body. With a grin, I grazed my fangs over her sensitive flesh and was rewarded with a sharp cry.

“Harder,” I instructed as I moved to her other breast. Didn’t want that one getting lonely.

Poppy moved her hand with confidence, squeezing and sliding as I flicked my tongue over her rosy bud. This time, I nicked her flesh, though not enough to pierce her skin. I couldn’t risk that. One drop, and my fangs and cock would be buried deep within her.

Poppy cried out again, her body trembling as she parted her legs. Her scent was everywhere, and the taste of her skin, the sound of her pleasure, was both too much and not enough.

Aydun’s words about rejecting the heartmate bond echoed through me, eliciting a near-animalistic need within me as I lifted myself. “Poppy,” I growled, my cock achingly hard. “I need you. Now.”

Her lashes fluttered up, and her eyes met mine. The colors swirled. “I’m yours,” she breathed.

“Always?”

“Forever.”

Catching the wrist between our bodies, I pinned her arm to the bed and moved between her thighs. Her moan was lost in my shout as I sank into her.

Godsdamn. Nothing, absolutely nothing, felt as good as she did. As perfect.

I held myself still as she lifted her legs and wrapped them around me.

“Gods,” I breathed, blindly finding her mouth with mine.

Kissing her deeply, I flicked my tongue over her fang. With a breathy moan, her pussy clamped down on my cock.

Based on how tightly she wrapped those curvy legs around my hips, she really liked that. A lot. I did it again and chuckled when I felt delicate spasms.

“My gods,” she moaned. “You’re going to drive me mad.”

“That’s okay.” I moved against her. “I’m already there.”

Poppy’s arms went around me. I wanted to take it slower this time. Taste every inch of her, but I couldn’t slow myself down. Her nails scored the flesh of my back as I ground against her, loving the rush of wet desire coating my cock.

“Fuck,” I grunted, rearing back and watching my length slide out of her until only the head was still nestled between the pink folds and wisps of red. I lifted my gaze from where we were joined and let it travel over the soft, concave dip of her stomach to the valley between her breasts.

Fuck.

I could almost weep at the sight of the faint scar left behind by the bolt that had nearly stolen her from me. I hadn’t liked seeing it before. But now? I cherished that fucking scar because a patch of smooth, shiny skin marked by the memory of draken blood hadn’t replaced it.

My gaze roamed over the swells of her breasts. They heaved with her fast breaths, and the tight nipples glistened from my earlier kisses. I dragged my tongue over my lower lip and decided I needed to make time for that. I started to lower my head.

“Cas.”

Halting, I flicked my gaze up. She parted her lips enough for the tips of her fangs to show. The pink in her cheeks was such a damn beautiful thing to see.

“I want…” Poppy’s dusky lashes fluttered as the flush traveling across her cheeks deepened. “I want you to…fuck me.”

Stiffening, I groaned. And almost came right there.

It was rare for words like that to slip from her tongue, so there was no hesitation on my part.

“Your wish is my command, my Queen.” Gripping her legs, I broke her hold on me and pulled out.

Poppy whimpered. “How is that—?”

“Patience, my Queen.” I grasped her hip.

“But—”

I rolled her onto her belly, and the sharp rise of her scent screamed her pleasure with the change in position.

My Queen liked it from behind.

Her hips rose as I ran my palms over her sweetly rounded ass. I didn’t think she was even aware of how she presented it to me. My cock twitched as I parted her flesh just enough to hear her gasp. I promised myself then that I would have her ass.

Just not tonight.

“Get on your knees,” I ordered.

Poppy obeyed with a shudder.

I ran my hand up her back as I watched her ass. “Spread your legs.”

She shifted them apart, giving me a glimpse of her slick thighs and slit.

“Beautiful.” Wrapping my hand around her braid, I guided my cock, already slick with her arousal, to her entrance and then grasped her hip. “What did you want me to do, my Queen?”

Her voice was quiet, barely above a whisper, but there was no hesitation this time. “Fuck me, Cas.”

I slammed into her.

Poppy cried out as she took me deeper than before.

I held myself still as I tightened my grip on her braid and forced her to raise until only her fingertips reached the bed. I slid my arm around her waist, bracing her. “How do you want it?”

Her pussy spasmed as I withdrew, inch by inch.

A growl escaped my throat. “Soft?” I leaned forward, dragging a moan from her. “Or hard?”

I watched her throat move as she lifted her hands from the bed and clasped my arm. “Hard.”

I thrust deep into her and didn’t stop. The sound of our skin meeting filled the chamber as I pounded into her, watching her breasts bounce with the thrusts.

Pulling her back until she was flush against me, I ground into her. “Your pussy is paradise.”

She moaned. “Oh, gods.”

“You like it like this.” I nipped at her earlobe. “Don’t you?”

“Yes.” She turned her head, her mouth seeking mine.

As always, I gave her what she wanted until I felt the first deep ripples within her.

“I…I love the way you feel inside me,” she whispered.

I smiled against her cheek. “I know.”

Poppy laughed. “So arrogant.”

Giving her braid a teasing jerk, I drove her down until her chest touched the bed. Then I fucked her, driving into her relentlessly as I held her in place.

The first wave of her release took me over the edge. I came with a shout, spilling into her as she spasmed around me, milking my cock as my gaze fixed on the bluish-green veins of her throat.

Hunger twisted my gut. My jaw throbbed, and before I knew it, my arms were tightening around her, and my mouth was inches from her neck.

My lips brushed the skin there. Poppy shivered against me, either unconsciously or purposely tilting her head, exposing herself more to me. The throbbing increased.

I couldn’t feed from her. Not right now. I knew that, but her blood called to me.

All those years of restraint and self-control meant nothing in her presence. Never did. But I couldn’t. Drinking from her now would weaken her, possibly even send her back into stasis. Even knowing that, my lips peeled back.

What was I doing?

Fuck.

Pulling my head back, my eyes slammed shut as the need to sink my fangs into her vein burned through me.

The knowledge that feeding from her so soon would weaken her should’ve pushed the need down, but as fucked up as it was, it still took a couple of moments for me to do it.

Breathing raggedly, I forced myself to move so I didn’t have my full weight on her, then kept my arm around her waist and rolled us both onto our sides. Working my leg between hers, I pulled her flush against my chest.

I kissed her damp shoulder as I listened to her fast breaths. “You okay?”

“I don’t think I can move.” Poppy cleared her throat. “But other than that? Perfect.”

“Good.”

My arms tightened around her as she relaxed into me and we lay there, letting our bodies cool and our hearts slow.

My eyelids felt heavy, begging me to let them lower. Fuck, I was tired. But I had a feeling if I caved to the need to sleep, it would be a good day before my eyes opened again, and I couldn’t let that happen.

“Talk to me,” I said.

She was quiet for a moment, her confusion adding a tartness to the thickness of her concern. “About?”

“Anything,” I said, and then she wiggled that ass of hers. I groaned again.

She stilled, then looked over her shoulder with a raised brow.

My eyes narrowed on her. “You’re not talking.”

She settled back against me. Seconds ticked by. My eyelids were starting to feel like they carried the weight of iron, and my thoughts were getting a little hazy—

“I saw Vikter,” Poppy announced.

My eyes snapped open in surprise. Damn, if that didn’t clear away the remnants of my blade-sharp hunger. Using my arm around her waist, I rolled her so she was on her back. “Come again?”

“I saw him at Mount Lotho,” she elaborated, turning her head toward me.

“Really?” Damn. “How is he?”

“Good,” she said as I tasted her bittersweet emotions. “He was just like he was before. Nothing about him was different. I think he lives there.”

“With the Fates?”

Poppy rolled onto her side to face me. Her shaky breath teased the skin of my chest. “Yeah. They seem to be used to one another. He was the very first viktor. Like all the others were modeled after him.”

I frowned. “How old is he?”

She laughed. “He has to be old.” She paused and idly traced her fingertips across my biceps. “He knew we got married.”

“I’m sure he had great things to say about that.”

Her lips curled into a smile against my skin. “He said he knew you loved me.”

“He always was observant,” I remarked, remembering my interactions with the grouchy bastard. The only thing we even remotely saw eye to eye on was Poppy’s safety. And even then, we weren’t always on the same page. “I’m glad you got to see him.”

“Me, too. It’s not so hard now to picture him instead of seeing him… Instead of only being able to see him as he was the last time I saw him.” She shifted, brushing against my semi-aroused erection. “He apologized.”

I willed my dick to behave itself. “For what?”

“For not intervening when it came to the Duke.”

The mention of that fucker was the quickest way to get my dick under control. “Good.”

She pulled back and lifted her head. “Cas—”

“The Duke’s time ran out the moment I discovered what he was doing to you.” I could hear the coldness in my tone as I looked down at her. “Vikter did nothing to stop him.”

“He couldn’t,” Poppy argued. “Even if he wasn’t a viktor,” she continued, “he wouldn’t have been able to do much. He would’ve ended up reassigned or worse if he said anything.”

The muscle along my jaw flexed as I ordered myself to keep my fucking mouth shut. This was something we fundamentally disagreed on, and neither of us would be able to change the other’s mind.

“I know it’s hard to understand, but I don’t blame him. I never did,” she told me. “If I hadn’t had him, I wouldn’t be here.”

“You would’ve made it.” My gaze returned to hers. “With or without training, you would’ve survived.”

“I wasn’t talking about that.” She swallowed. “After Ian left, all I had was Tawny, Vikter, and then Rylan.”

My gaze moved away from her. It wasn’t from remorse—I’d have that guard slaughtered all over again to clear my path to her—but it was guilt because his death had hurt her.

Poppy stretched her body up to press a kiss to my cheek. “Without them, I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

I turned my head and brushed my lips over her forehead. “I do. You’re stronger than you realize. You always have been.”

She smiled as my breath stirred the hair on the crown of her head. “I told Vikter you took care of the Duke. He already knew.” She paused. “He made it sound like you did more than what I saw, though.”

I smirked at the memory. “I broke every bone in that fucker’s body. Slowly.”

“I wish I could’ve seen that.”

A grin tugged at my lips. “My Queen is quite bloodthirsty,” I murmured, running my hand up her back.

She then told me about the Ancients she’d met—the so-called Fates. “They were mostly unhelpful. And to be honest, I’m not even sure why they wanted to speak with me. It’s not like I didn’t already know that Kolis must be stopped,” she muttered. “But I don’t think they expected what happened with you and Kieran.”

“Agreed.” I drew idle circles on her back with my fingers. “Aydun seemed surprised.”

“I was…” She exhaled slowly. “The Ancients dreamed about me. I’m what they prophesied.”

It took a lot for me not to scream bullshit, but yeah, none of us could afford to lie to ourselves.

“It’s strange, you know? What the Ancients dreamed and what they didn’t. Like they didn’t see the Joining and what would come of that.” A slight crease formed between her brows. “Or maybe they did and didn’t understand what it meant or know how to communicate it properly.”

“Was anything about that prophecy communicated properly?” I asked dryly.

She laughed softly. “No, but… I started to remember things I saw while in stasis.”

“Like what?” I asked, my chest turning cold.

I worried it had something to do with Kolis, but what she told me wasn’t anything I expected. She saw the beginning of everything while in stasis. I had no idea what to say to that, but I relaxed. Right or wrong, no part of me wanted her to remember her time when Kolis was connected to her.

“And I have this feeling that I know something about the prophecy—that I’m wrong about something.” Her nose was doing that scrunching thing again, and then she face-planted my chest. “Anytime I think about the prophecy, it makes me want to scream.”

“I second that.” I worked my leg between hers. “What was it like? The other realm?”

“It’s called the Continents, and it was…strange,” she said after a moment. “There were so many people, and none sounded or dressed like us. I saw women in pants barely reaching their knees and tops showing their stomachs.”

“Sounds like a magical place.”

She smacked my arm lightly, and my lips curved upward. “The buildings were as tall as mountains, made of steel and glass. And there were so many of them.”

I tried to envision it and came up with nothing. “What else?”

Poppy then told me about the metal carriages and boats that transported them and people, the steel contraptions that flew in the air, and a statue that had stood proudly on a small island.

Had being the keyword.

None of it sounded believable, but I knew she spoke the truth.

“I think when I felt the…unease, it was the first Ancient stirring. And then when I felt the pain, it was him waking up in another part of the Continents.” Her fingers stilled on my arm. “Thorne—one of the Ancients—said the Continents are several times larger than our realm. Or were.” She paused, clearing her throat as her tangy sorrow reached me. “Anyway, when I first arrived, I could hear voices coming from these small things people carried in their hands. I have no idea what they were, but I don’t believe it was magic. I don’t think there was much of that there,” she added. “But the voices spoke of a catastrophic eruption. I think that’s what I felt at first. And it matches what I saw while in stasis. I actually saw it when it happened. I think that’s how great the death and destruction were. Actually, I know it is.”

She leaned back a bit, putting a little distance between us—enough that if I looked down, I would see her lovely breasts. That would do nothing to aid me in concentrating on what she was saying. And she needed my attention right now. Not my cock.

“It was…there was so much death. And they—” Poppy moved suddenly, and I reluctantly let go. My arm fell to the bed as she sat up and tugged her sleeping gown up—much to my disappointment.

Drawing her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around her legs. “Holland wouldn’t let me do anything to stop it, and they refused to aid the Continents.”

“Did they have a reason?”

“A good one? No.” She tipped her head to the side, sending the section of her still-braided hair across her back. “They said it was because everyone in the city would die no matter what, and…” A heavy breath shuddered through her. “I know that’s true. It was like the ground itself had cracked open to its core. Very little—if anything—could survive that.”

I placed my hand on her lower back, repeating what I said before. “I hate that you had to see that, Poppy.”

She gave me a brief, hollow smile. “But people did survive. Not there, but in other places. Thorne made it sound like death might be a better outcome. Like the Awakened Ancients would not treat them fairly. And they won’t. Not when they Awakened as…”

“Unia eta eram,” I said.

Poppy looked over at me. “Ruin and wrath.”

“Aydun told me.” I sat beside her, my thoughts going back to what he’d said. “He claimed they likely wouldn’t cross the Veil now, but others are asleep in our realm.”

“Yeah.” Poppy dropped her chin to her knees. “They told me they weren’t a concern right now, though.”

My gaze drifted over her profile. “Aydun said something similar.”

She tilted her head toward me. “Similar?”

Drawing my lower lip between my teeth, I debated what to tell her. It wasn’t like I wanted to keep this shit from her; more that I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted everything Aydun had said. A whole lot about him made me wary. “He mentioned the prophecy. Said Kolis was the Great Conspirator and that you were the Harbinger, the Bringer of Death and Destruction.”

Poppy went completely still beside me, causing my heart to lodge in my throat. “Death and Destruction,” she whispered. “Bone and Ash.”


CHAPTER 18
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CASTEEL

Bone and Ash.

A strange sensation echoed through me, reverberating in my blood and bones.

I rubbed my chest, having no idea what had caused it.

“Death and Destruction?” Poppy said, looking at me. “He said that was Kolis?”

Dropping my hand, I replayed my conversation with the Fate. “He didn’t say it wasn’t. But who else could it be?”

“True,” she murmured, the crease between her brows slowly fading. “What else did he say?”

“He said something about your Ascension,” I told her, the words tasting bitter. “About how it created something that would basically kick off…things here.”

Her chin lowered to her knee. “Something I created?”

“I assume he was talking about Kolis.”

Poppy’s brow furrowed and then smoothed as she lifted her head to look at me. “I don’t know about that,” she said. “He might’ve been talking about you and Kieran. It lines up with what the other Fates said. Basically, that I didn’t really Ascend you and Kieran. I sort of created you.”

“Created me…?” I raised a brow.

Poppy cringed. “Yeah, that sounds a little weird.” She took a shallow breath. “When my abilities split between you and Kieran, it created a new pantheon.”

My brows lifted. “I like the sound of that.”

She grinned. “Of course, you do.”

Chuckling, I reached over to tuck a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “They told you that?”

“Yeah. They said we’re Deminyen Primal gods.”

“Deminyen?”

“True Primals without a Court,” she explained. “A Court is just another word for what the gods represent—what their essence represents. But a Deminyen is a true Primal without ties to any Court. Your and Kieran’s presence in the mortal realm doesn’t impact the mortals like the Primal of a Court’s would. So, I don’t understand how that could kick off…wait. You both carry true embers, so you could take a Court if necessary.” She cut herself off with a frown. “Because it doesn’t matter.”

“It sort of feels like you’re having a conversation with yourself right now,” I drawled. “But it’s adorable.”

She grinned. “Sorry. It’s just that the Fates I spoke to clearly left some details out. You see,” she said, twisting toward me, “Aydun was talking about you. You are the other true Primal of Death.”

Her words echoed through my thoughts as I stared at her.

“It makes sense,” she said. “Alone, your presence doesn’t impact anything. But with Kolis here, it does. The same would happen if the Queen of the Gods were in the mortal realm for any real length of time.”

“You sure about that?”

“I think so—no, I’m sure. It’s the vadentia.”

It took me a moment to remember what the word meant in the language of the gods. Kieran probably would’ve known in a heartbeat. “Foresight?”

She nodded. “It came with the Ascension. I’m not sure why only I… Actually, I think that might have to do with me being a descendant of the Queen of the Gods and female. And because, technically, I’m the first Deminyen to Ascend into Primalhood.”

“Well, aren’t you special?”

She shot me an arch look.

I chuckled. “So, you are our Queen, even more so now.”

“Wouldn’t that make you even more of a King?”

“No.” I leaned back and drew up a knee. “It would make me your Consort. Just as before.”

“I still reject that notion.”

“Of course, you do,” I parroted back her earlier words.

Poppy grinned, but it faded too quickly. “You said this would continue to add to the imbalance,” she said. “Has that already started?”

“Yeah.” I scrubbed a hand over my jaw. “The sun.”

She tensed. “The sun?”

“You know how it should rise in the east?”

“Should?” She stared. “I’m going to need a whole lot more detail. And fast.”

“Well, it doesn’t anymore,” I told her. “Now, it rises in the west.”

Poppy opened her mouth. Closed it. “That can’t be good.”

“Other than freaking out the mortals, it hasn’t had much of an impact. However, it did the switch up…” Damn, that was only two days ago. It felt longer than that. Then again, who knew how long Aydun had done whatever he had to halt time? “That was about two days ago.”

“So, the effects may not have been seen yet.” She gripped the blanket. “Has anything else completely illogical happened?”

“Not as far as I know, but I’m guessing the longer Kolis remains in this realm”—lifting a hand, I ran my fingers along her braid—“the more obvious the imbalance will become.”

“What could be more obvious than the sun rising in the west?” She shook her head. “He didn’t give any examples of what else could happen?”

“No.” I tugged the band securing her braid free and slipped it onto my wrist.

Poppy was quiet as I meticulously finger-combed her hair. “This is good news, though,” she said eventually. “Not the sun thing, of course.”

Chuckling, I gathered up her hair. “Definitely not that.”

“But you and Kieran are Primal gods,” she continued as I brought the length of hair over her shoulder. “It means both of you will be powerful.”

“It does.”

She bit her lip as I skimmed my hand down her arm. Her back arched as she said, “And how do you feel about being a Primal now? You don’t seem surprised.”

“I think I got all the surprise out of me when I saw the eather swirling around me the first time,” I replied, which was true. “I’ve had some time to process it.”

Her worry thickened as she said. “But this wasn’t something you expected when you agreed to the Joining. Neither did Kieran. But…” She pulled in her lips and then released them. “So, you’re okay with it? With being a…Primal of Death?”

My hand went to her waist as I shifted onto my knees. I crowded her until she was flat on her back and beneath me. Her scent, sweet and warm, surrounded me. I kissed her shoulder. “Are you?”

A fine shiver danced over her skin. “Yes.”

I nipped at her. “Then so am I.”

She stared at me. “You make it sound like my feelings are the only thing that matters, Cas—”

Kissing her, I captured her words with a sweep of my tongue over the seam of her lips. She opened for me at once. And, gods, just one kiss, and I was full of need for her. I wanted nothing more than to sink into her tight, wet heat. And I would if the kiss continued for much longer.

With effort, I lifted my head. She pulled back with a breathy sigh, her slightly unfocused gaze searching mine.

I understood what she was looking for. “The moment I saw the essence around me, I knew it was the essence of death,” I told her. “The Deminyen thing is a shock, but I still feel the same.” Mostly. “And I’m sure some things will take some getting used to, but I’m okay with that. All right?”

Exhaling softly, she nodded. A moment passed. “I think it’s far past time we start acting like a King and Queen.”

“Unfortunately, you’re correct.”

She reached up and brushed my hair back from my eyes. “That means you need to move.”

“I know.”

Her lips curled up. “You still haven’t moved.”

“I’m working on it.” I gave her one more quick kiss and pushed myself up and off the bed. Standing, I stretched my arms, trying to loosen the too-tight muscles.

Her heady, sweet scent increased, heating my blood. Lowering my arms, I looked over my shoulder.

Poppy lay on her side, arms crossed over her breasts. Her lower lip was between her teeth as she eyed me.

“Poppy.” Her name rumbled from my chest.

She groaned. “Please put some clothes on.”

I grabbed my breeches and pulled them on as I glanced out the window, seeing that the sky looked the same as when Aydun was here. A frown pulled at my lips. My suspicions about the Fate messing with the time grew. Because night should’ve fallen by now. Securing the flap on my breeches, I shook my head. “You can look. My modesty is now protected.”

“Modesty,” she huffed.

Grinning, I faced her. Much to my disappointment, she had already pulled on the sleeping gown. My gaze lowered to the robe lying in tatters under her. Recalling what she’d said about it—or tried to—I asked, “You said you got the robe at Mount Lotho?”

“Yeah.” She glanced at it and cringed. “I think it belonged to Penellaphe.”

“The Penellaphe?” I walked to where I’d laid the robe that I’d given her before she felt the pull to the other realm.

“Yes, that one.” She paused. “She’s married to Holland.”

“Really?” I picked it up and walked it over to her. “I didn’t know the Fates were the marrying type.”

“Me, neither.”

I held the robe out to her. “Was she there?”

“If she was, I didn’t get to see her,” she said, her voice full of disappointment. She rose and turned, slipping her arms through the robe’s sleeves. “I didn’t see any of the gods while—”

I noticed as she felt the wave of awareness I did—one that reminded me of cedar and crisp morning air.

Kieran.

Poppy’s gaze shot toward the door and then swung back to me. “You can feel him again, can’t you?”

I nodded, sensing he wasn’t on our floor yet but was getting closer and moving fast. “It’s like there’s a…cord deep inside me. Similar to the bond. It ended when your Primal notam kicked into place but returned after the Joining. And it’s growing stronger,” I told her, gathering the sides of her robe together. “There’s no taste of emotion, just a sense of knowing. Woodsy. Like—”

“Cedar.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the sense of awareness amplified. I smiled at Poppy as I felt the woodsy mark brush against my mind.

She’s awake.

It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t respond.

The press of the mark got stronger. Is she…?

He didn’t need to finish the question for me to know what he was asking. I followed the pathway back to him. Yes.

Kieran had stopped moving, and I knew what he was waiting for. Permission. My eyes closed as I rested my forehead against Poppy’s. A part of me wanted to deny him entry, but as she placed her hand on my chest, I tasted the bubbles of her excitement. She wanted to see Kieran.

And I wouldn’t—couldn’t—prevent that.

Focusing on his mark, I pushed my thoughts outward. She’s waiting for you.

There was a pause, and then, Thank you.

Fuck. I severed the connection. Those two words were like a punch to the chest. Lifting my head, I found Poppy watching me.

“So, you can read emotions, sense what feels like the notam, and summon the eather,” she said. “Have there been any other changes?”

“Since I know you prefer showing versus telling…”

Her brows arched as I focused on her. Clearing my mind, I let my senses stretch out to find her unique mark. It was earthy, warm, and all her.

What did I say was the prettiest part of you?

Poppy jerked back. “Did I just hear your voice in my head?”

I stood and took her hand. “If I was asking about your pussy, then yes.”

“Oh, my gods!” She smacked my chest.

Laughing, I tugged her closer. “Stand still.”

“How is that possible?” she demanded, staring up at me as I clasped the buttons of her robe.

“I think it’s because of your notam with the wolven.”

“Like it expanded to include you?” she asked. “And you can talk with Kieran that way, too? What about the other wolven?”

“So far, I’ve only been able to mind-link with Kieran.”

“Mind-link? I’ve never thought of calling it that.”

“That’s what it is, isn’t it?”

Poppy nodded and studied me. “Is there anything else you’d like to share?”

“Most definitely.” The corners of my lips tipped up as her eyes narrowed. “But that will have to wait.”

“But—”

I kissed the tip of her nose.

“Cas—”

When the chamber door swung open, I let go of her hand.

Silence filled the space, but I kept my eyes on Poppy. Without looking at him, I heard Kieran stop—actually, it sounded like he stumbled a bit.

I tensed.

Poppy stepped forward, her fingers plucking at the material of her robe. “Kieran?”

Kieran sprang into action, crossing the distance between them and sweeping Poppy into his arms as he pulled her against him.

“I’ve been so worried,” he said. “All of us were.”

His voice was so coarse with emotion that my head turned toward him before I could stop myself.

“I’m okay now,” she assured him, her feet dangling a good foot off the floor. “Are you okay?”

“Now I am,” he said, closing his eyes, pressing his cheek to the side of her head, and inhaling deeply. “I’m okay now.”

“You sure?”

A smile—the kind rarely seen on his face—spread across it, large and wide as he opened his eyes. “Positive.”

I looked away, my gaze settling on the shuttered window. Through the blinds, I saw darkness. Night had arrived.

“You’re shaking,” Poppy said, drawing my attention back to her and Kieran.

“I’m cold,” was his lame-ass response.

As if wolven were ever cold.

Poppy’s laugh was soft. “You feel like an inferno. Wait.” Her head lifted as far as Kieran would allow. “You feel really hot.”

“It’s your imagination.”

“No, it’s not,” she argued.

“Is, too.” Kieran turned the two of them slightly, his eyes opening and locking with mine before closing once more—but not quickly enough for me to miss the damp sheen gathering there.

Knowing he was experiencing the same things I had when I realized she was the Poppy we knew, I felt him struggling to rein in his emotions. To return to his calm, even-keeled state. I knew that would be hard for him. Kieran…well, ever since Elashya, he rarely showed this kind of emotion—or even allowed himself to feel it.

But he was feeling a lot now. The vise-like pressure tightened. The rawness radiating off Kieran caused a knot to twist deep in my chest. The feeling was intense but not unexpected. However, it irritated me how it lessened the sharpness of my anger over the promise forged between them, making it feel small and almost irrelevant.

Almost.

Shifting my gaze away from them, I started looking for my boots. I’d give them time—give myself time. I took a deep breath. Eather hummed faintly through my veins as I kept my walls up, making sure there were no cracks so that by the time I faced them again, none of what I felt could slip free.

Because I had no intention of stealing Poppy’s smile.

Or Kieran’s.
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POPPY

Surprised by the depths of his feelings, I was a little stunned as I held on to Kieran’s shoulders. He always kept what he was feeling carefully tucked away, to the point where I could count on one hand how many times he’d shown any heightened emotions. But right now, he trembled as he held me against him, making me feel as if the very realm itself was a little off-kilter.

Other than Casteel, the only other person who had ever held me this way, as if they worried that I would slip away from their embrace, was…

Leopold.

The memory of the night in Lockswood flashed through my mind, brief and vivid. He’d held me tightly with arms that trembled like Kieran’s did now, almost as if he knew it would be the last time.

Squeezing my eyes shut as the memory faded, I focused on Kieran again, my arms tightening around his shoulders. My throat thickened with tears as his warmth bled through his dark-gray tunic. I never realized how good Kieran’s hugs felt. Then again, they were rare.

Feeling Casteel walk past us, I opened my eyes. He stood to the side and stared at the floor. His jaw was clenched tight, and he’d balled the hand at his side. He must be picking up on what Kieran was feeling.

Gods. I wished neither of them had had to go through what they did while waiting for me to wake up or while I was under Kolis’s influence.

Kieran lowered me, drawing my attention. Once my feet were on the floor, I gazed up at him. He looked the same, yet he didn’t. His handsome features still carried the hint of wildness all wolven had, but like Casteel, there was a day or so’s worth of growth along his jaw and lower cheeks. There was also a golden undertone beneath the warm, beige-brown of his skin that hadn’t been there before. The glow of eather behind his winter-blue eyes was much brighter, and there was a sheen to them now that I knew had nothing to do with the essence.

Kieran didn’t let go, he just clasped my shoulders as he asked, “How are you feeling? And did you feed? Are you hungry?” Glancing at the table, he frowned. “And why is that draken standing out in the hall?”

A shaky laugh, something between a sob and a chuckle, broke past the lump in my throat. “Which question would you like me to answer first?”

The color in his cheeks deepened. “How you’re feeling.”

“I feel fine. Like myself,” I said. “Casteel told me what happened when I woke earlier.”

Kieran’s chest rose with a deep breath as he sent Casteel a quick look.

“She doesn’t remember,” Casteel answered, not looking at us. He just eyed the floor.

I stiffened. There was something off about his tone. It was clipped and maybe even a little cold. I suddenly realized this was the first time he had spoken since Kieran entered.

“And you’ve fed?” Kieran asked me.

I nodded and cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

“Good. That’s good,” he said, his voice wavering and a bit hoarse. He still held me by the shoulders as if half-afraid to let go. His exhale was rough. “You’re sure you feel fine?”

“I do,” I assured him as Casteel sat on a chair, his boots in hand. “I know I don’t remember what I did while under Kolis’s influence…” A heavy weight settled in my chest the moment I said the Primal’s name. I forced myself to take a slow, deep breath. Talking about Kolis didn’t mean I needed to think about how he had seized control of me. “But I want to apologize—”

“No, absolutely not,” Kieran interrupted me, his hands slipping to my upper arms and squeezing. “You have nothing—absolutely nothing—to apologize for.”

“But—”

“There are no buts, Poppy. And there’s nothing more to say about any of that,” he said in a low and firm voice, brooking no argument. “Okay?”

“Okay.” I drew out the word, a little unsettled by his intensity. It left me wondering exactly what I had done or said.

Kieran dropped his hands. Clearing his throat, he looked over at Cas as I stepped back. “If she fed, that means you need to feed. Emil—”

“As I’ve said a hundred times,” Casteel interrupted, “there are others besides Emil.” He picked up his other boot. “And I will. Later.”

“Actually,” I said, my neck tingling again as I looked over my shoulder at Cas. “I think you can feed from Kieran now.” My gaze snapped back to him. “I mean, if that’s okay with you.”

Kieran’s gaze shot to Cas. He had frozen, the boot still in his hands. They both turned their attention to me.

“Shit. I didn’t even think of that until now,” Cas murmured. “That should be…intriguing.”

Kieran shot him a bland look. “And why would he be able to feed from me now?” he asked.

“Because he’s not really an Atlantian anymore,” I said. “And you’re not only a wolven. Which is why you do feel hotter.”

“I get that the Joining gave us some unique traits,” Kieran replied, crossing his arms. “But…”

“It did more than give you unique traits. It changed you,” I told him, surprised that Kieran, who seemed to know everything before anyone else did—to the point where Cas believed there was a changeling in Kieran’s bloodline somewhere—hadn’t realized that. “You do feel different, right?”

His brows knitted. “Yeah, but…”

“But what?” I asked.

“But…” Shifting his weight, he glanced at Cas. “It can’t have changed us so much that my blood would now be useful.”

“It did,” I said, fighting a grin as I told him what I knew about what they had become, leaving out the part that involved the Continents and the Fates. We didn’t have time for that right now. “We’re Deminyen Primals—”

“Deminyen?” Kieran frowned.

“Primal gods not tied to a Court,” I said. “And a Court is—”

“I know what that means.”

“I bet you really don’t know what it means,” I insisted, drawing a grin from Casteel.

Kieran’s brow furrowed as he briefly looked over at him. “I do. But how do you know all of this?”

“Well, you see, that is…a long story. The important thing is that I do know, and you two are Primal gods now.” I fiddled with the buttons on my robe. “You’re a Primal God of Life, Kieran.”

I waited for him to respond, but he only stood there silently, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

Reaching over, I tapped his chest. “Are you all right?”

Blinking slowly, he turned his attention to me. “You’re both serious right now?”

“Yep,” I said, popping the p. “You should be able to summon the eather, too. Have you?”

“No, but I…” Kieran rubbed a hand over his chest and shook his head. “The Revenant that attacked called Cas a false Primal.”

I stiffened. “Like my—like Isbeth? No.”

“How can you be sure?” Kieran insisted quietly.

“Because, even if I wasn’t sure, I would sense if you were something like a demis,” I said, my nose scrunching. “All gods would.”

Surprise flickered across Kieran’s face. “Shit.” He looked at Cas. “She’s actually right.”

“Wow,” I muttered, rolling my eyes.

“We were taught that,” Kieran murmured, his gaze returning to me. “But there’s no way you were taught that.”

“I wasn’t.” I lifted my chin. “I have vadentia.”

A crease formed between Kieran’s brows. “Foresight?”

“Yes,” I said. “Apparently, I got some of that during my Ascension.”

“You?” The skin smoothed out between Kieran’s brows as he stared at me. “You have foresight?”

“Yes.” My lips flattened as I heard Casteel chuckle softly from where he still sat in the chair. “Why do you sound like that’s so hard to believe?” I whipped toward Casteel. “And why do you think it’s funny?”

He held up his hands, the dimple in his right cheek visible.

“Did you just ask why I find that hard to believe?” Kieran asked, drawing my gaze back to him. “Have you met yourself?”

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s rude.”

“I think he’s just upset that you will be asking fewer questions,” Casteel remarked.

“Whatever,” I muttered, folding my arms across my chest. “Anyway… Oh, that’s why you haven’t tried to summon the essence,” I realized. “You were worried you were a false Primal.”

“Yeah. It made more sense than this.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that,” I told him. “You know what else this means? It means you should have the ability to heal.”

“Holy shit.” Kieran blinked rapidly, clearly not considering what the essence he’d seen around himself meant. Then again, when would he have had the time?

“And maybe even restore life to someone,” I continued.

“Holy shit,” he repeated, his skin losing a little color.

“I think you should sit down,” I advised. “You look like you’re about to faint.”

“What?” His upper lip curled as he shot his gaze to me. “I’ve never fainted in my life.”

“That would be a lie, sir,” Casteel said. “There was that time—”

“Shut up.” Kieran’s eyes narrowed. “That didn’t count.”

I glanced between them, curious. “What didn’t count?”

“Nothing,” he muttered.

I turned to Casteel.

“If you answer that question,” Kieran warned, “I’m going to break one of your bones to find out if I can heal it.”

Casteel mouthed later to me.

A low growl rumbled from Kieran. “There will be no later.”

Casteel smiled. “Of course not.”

“I swear to the gods—”

“Anyway,” I jumped in, turning to Casteel. “Back to the whole feeding thing. You can just feed from me.”

Casteel’s brows lifted. “Not so soon. You just awakened.”

“But—”

“He’s right, Poppy.” Kieran crossed his arms. “If you’re anything like an Atlantian after they finish their Culling, then you will need to feed more than usual.”

“It’s so annoying when you two tag-team me,” I muttered.

Casteel opened his mouth as what sounded like a choked laugh came from Kieran.

“What?” I frowned, and then my eyes widened, my face heating. “That was not what I meant!”

“Good. Because I think you like that kind of—”

“Casteel,” I hissed.

He winked at me.

“That’s not as charming as you think it is,” I spat.

Casteel laughed. “Liar.”

“Anyway,” Kieran cut in before I could respond, and the conversation spiraled further. “Is anyone going to tell me what happened earlier?”

“Going to need more details to answer that,” Casteel replied.

“It happened the night before—or maybe early in the morning yesterday,” Kieran said with a frown. “I woke up and could’ve sworn you were awake.” His stare shifted to me. “But then I felt something else. Something powerful. It reminded me of when we were at the Bone Temple and the realm opened. But every time I thought to come check, I was deterred.”

“Deterred?”

“That’s the best way I can explain it.” A look of confusion crossed his face. “I would start to make my way here and then just…turn away. This was the first time since that I wasn’t…hindered.”

“Poppy did wake, but I thought that was last night,” Casteel said with a frown.

“No, it was the night before,” Kieran insisted.

“Fucking Aydun,” Casteel muttered. “I knew he messed with the time.”

Kieran glanced at me and then back at him. “Who is Aydun, and what do you mean he messed with the time?”

“Aydun is likely what you felt. Either that or you felt when she…” Casteel paused and looked in my direction. “Crossed the Veil.”

“The what?”

“The Veil between the realms,” I said. As I explained what that meant, Kieran’s posture became stiffer and stiffer until I feared his spine might break.

“The reason why you were deterred and time got messed up was likely Aydun’s doing,” Casteel told him. “He’s a Fate—”

“A Fate was here?” Kieran exclaimed.

“Yes,” I said. “He came to stop Cas from following me.”

“Following you into a different realm?” Kieran looked dumbfounded. “You,” he said, speaking softly—too softly, “entered another realm? By yourself?”

“Uh, yes. I shadowstepped—”

“What the fuck is shadowstepping?” Kieran exploded.

“I don’t know what that is either,” Cas said.

“It’s so nice not being the one asking questions,” I murmured.

“Disagree,” Kieran grunted.

I fought a grin. “Shadowstepping is using the eather to either move really fast or will yourself where you want to go. You’re kind of…opening a doorway in the realm. Or—” I noticed Kieran actually looked a little pale. “Why do you look like I’m suggesting we fly instead of taking a few steps?”

Kieran’s brows rose. “That is not taking a few steps, Poppy. That’s opening the realm and stepping through it.”

“Yes.” I drew out the word. “Then, taking a few steps.”

“And we should be able to do this?” Casteel asked while more tension bracketed Kieran’s mouth.

I nodded and eyed Kieran. “I had to do it, Kieran. I felt…” I dragged my teeth over my lower lip as the incredulous look on his face grew. “I felt so many deaths. I had to go.”

“Okay. Just to make sure I’m clear on this,” Kieran began, moving his hands to his waist as he glanced between us. “You felt the deaths of a large number of people and decided to shadowstep—which is not like taking a few steps—into a different realm? All by yourself?”

My lips pursed. “Sounds about right.”

Kieran turned to Cas. “And you allowed it?”

“Really didn’t have a choice,” he stated blandly. “Like she said, the Fate kept me here.”

Kieran dragged a hand over his head and shifted his focus back to me. “Why did you have to go?”

“When there’s such a great loss of life, I’m sort of pulled to the source of it. I didn’t mean to cross to the Continents.” Seeing the expression on Kieran’s face, I added, “That’s what they called the place.” I tilted my head as I studied Kieran. “I’m surprised you didn’t feel it. You have the essence of life in you. Come to think of it, Cas should’ve felt something…” I trailed off as the knowledge whispered through my thoughts. “It’s because a true Primal of Life and a true Primal of Death already exist.”

A muscle ticked in Kieran’s jaw. “If that’s the case, then why did you feel it?”

My brow furrowed. “Because there’s…no one like me.”

“Wow,” Kieran replied.

Heat crept into my cheeks. “I mean, there’s no other true Primal of Life and Death.”

“Uh-huh.” His features softened.

Casteel rose and came to my side, gently tugging on a strand of my hair. “Just so you know, I agree with Kieran.”

“About what?”

“That shadowstepping isn’t simply taking a few steps.”

I stared at him for a moment and then felt a grin tugging at my lips. “Whatever,” I grumbled.

“I’m going to scrounge up some food,” he said, straightening the chain around his neck. “And you will eat.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

Walking to the table, he sent Kieran a passing glance. “I assume you haven’t eaten recently?”

He shook his head.

Casteel picked up the platter. “Then I’ll grab enough for the three of us.”

A brief flicker of surprise flashed across Kieran’s features. He quickly masked it, but I saw it. My head tilted as I glanced between them. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Of course.” Casteel paused by my side and kissed me. “I’ll be back shortly.”

I nodded and watched him as he turned to Kieran. “I haven’t had a chance to tell her about the Luxe yet.”

“What about the Luxe?” I asked.

“Fill her in?” Casteel asked.

Kieran nodded.

As Cas walked toward the door, I felt it again—that stirring of energy. I looked at Kieran and found his gaze fixed on Cas’s back. The way he looked at him… My stomach churned as I opened my senses. Kieran had his walls up, but there were cracks in them. Thin enough for a hint of…wariness to seep through.

Wrapping my arms around my waist, I thought about Casteel’s vagueness when I asked him where Kieran was. He’d barely mentioned him since I woke, and there was a tension between them that didn’t take reading emotions to feel.

The energy charge was still going, but this time, it was stronger—almost like a hum in the air. And it lasted until the door closed behind Cas.

Pulling my gaze from where he’d disappeared, I focused on Kieran.

He raised his brows.

I returned the expression.

“What?” he said, uncrossing his arms.

“Were you two communicating with each other?” I asked. “Through the notam?”

His brows rose. “You could tell?”

“I felt the eather,” I told him. “So, you two were using the notam?”

“Possibly.” He cocked his head. “And I can tell that annoys you.” A small grin appeared. “Someone doesn’t like being left out of a conversation.”

“This someone also doesn’t like that both of you can read emotions now.”

“I could always—”

“I know. But it’s easier now, right?”

Kieran said nothing to that.

“What were you saying that you didn’t want me to hear?” I asked as I walked to the table.

“He was just asking what I was in the mood to eat,” he answered.

“Really?” I picked up the pitcher of the fruity water and poured two glasses. Kieran nodded. But that was…odd. I couldn’t remember Casteel ever asking him that before. They knew each other well enough they didn’t have to.

“Yes.” Kieran smiled as I handed him a glass. “You sure you’re feeling okay?”

I nodded and walked to the armchair. “Are you going—?” I stopped, spying something on the floor in front of the chair. Bending over, I picked up what appeared to be either black and gold or brown…fur. I turned to Kieran and held the tuft between my fingers.

“What?” he scoffed. “You don’t think that belongs to me, do you? I’m not a shedder.”

“You shed.”

Kieran scowled. “Not like that.”

“Uh-huh,” I teased.

“That’s not even wolven fur,” he said.

I raised a brow. “Then what is it?”

“Cave cat.”

I blinked. “There was a cave cat in the chamber while I was in stasis? If so, I’m going to be disappointed—” Then it struck me. Could it be from Ires? I didn’t remember freeing him, but apparently, I had. And if I had gotten close to him, I could’ve picked up some of his fur.

I frowned as I turned the tuft over. But it wasn’t the right color. Ires’s fur was gray. Unless he had some sort of undercoat. Shaking my head, I laid it on the small, round table beside the chair.

“Never mind,” I murmured, facing Kieran. “I heard you and Casteel talking while I was asleep.”

“You did?” A smile appeared, this one looser and wider.

I nodded. “I don’t remember exactly what I heard, but I know I heard your voices. They…comforted me.”

He shifted his stance. “What do you remember?”

“About being in stasis?” I looked into the wardrobe, seeing a few shirts and pants. “Not much, except for darkness and…” I glanced at the swords lying on the chest and wondered where the bloodstone dagger was. I had yet to see it. “I was surprised you weren’t here when I woke up.”

“I would’ve been,” he said, scratching his chin, “but I ended up falling asleep.”

I took a sip of water as I turned back to him. “Is everything okay?”

He lowered his hand. “Now that you’re awake? Yes.”

I wanted to smile at that but couldn’t. “Are you sure? Things have felt…odd between you and Casteel.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded.

“I don’t know why you would think that.” Kieran smiled, but it didn’t warm his features. Setting his glass on the table, he crossed the distance between us and placed a hand on my arm. The contact sent a wave of energy through me and caused him to jerk. “Gods.”

“You felt it that time?”

“Yeah, man. That’s…” He shook his head. “That’s something else.”

I grinned, but it faded quickly as I stared up at him.

Kieran’s eyes briefly closed, and only the gods knew what he was picking up from me in those quiet moments because he looped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me against him.

“Two hugs in less than an hour?” I asked. “Have you been possessed by a friendly and affectionate god?”

Kieran’s laugh was low and rough. “Cas and I…” He exhaled heavily. “We’ve just been worried about you, Poppy,” he said, his voice low. “You were asleep for so long. It messed with both of us. But we’re the very last thing you need to be worried about. Okay?”

“Okay,” I murmured.

His arm tightened around me, and I rested my cheek against the chest of the man who had been my rock when Casteel was taken.

Kieran had kept me sane as we made our way across Solis to find Casteel. He’d always been honest with me and pulled no punches, even when what he had to say wasn’t easy. I trusted him with my life and, more importantly, others’ lives. He wouldn’t lie to me.

Still, I didn’t believe him.

He wasn’t telling me the whole truth. Something was up between them. Cas was hiding it, and Kieran was willing to lie about it. So, whatever it was…

It was something they didn’t want me to know.


CHAPTER 19

[image: ]

POPPY

Kieran held me for a few more moments before smoothing a hand over my hair and kissing my forehead.

“You never said what caused this great loss of life,” he mentioned as he stepped back.

Tabling whatever Casteel and Kieran were hiding from me, I went back to the window. “It was the Ancients.” Opening the shutters, I told Kieran about them and why they’d Awakened as a surprisingly cool breeze filled the chamber. He had the same reaction as Casteel when I got to the part where I told him it was due to my Ascension. I then distracted him by mentioning that I’d gone to Mount Lotho.

“The Fates?” My gaze moved over the Garden District in the distance. The waning sunlight reflected off the Atlantian guards’ golden armor as they patrolled the streets. They were little more than specks, but the fact that I could see what I hadn’t been able to before should have had me beside myself with joy. Instead, my stomach churned under the weight of what had happened in the other realm.

“They are the Ancients who stood against those who wanted to cleanse the realm.” I looked over my shoulder at Kieran. He had taken a seat in the armchair. “I think only the draken, the true Primal of Life, and the true Primal of Death know that. It’s not something that is supposed to be known.”

Kieran nodded slowly. “Do you know why?”

“They didn’t tell me why,” I said. “But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because they see themselves as…the keepers of the balance. And they know that would be impossible if they took positions of power—which would happen if it became known that those who created everything around us were still alive and well.”

“It doesn’t sound like they’ve been doing that great of a job keeping the balance,” he remarked.

“Agreed.” I moved from the window. “So, what happened in the Luxe?”

“We found several Ascended dead in their homes. Drained of blood.”

“Come again?” I blinked rapidly, not expecting that answer. “Did they attack one another out of bloodlust or something?”

Kieran shook his head. “No. All within were dead. And there were no signs of a struggle. Besides, we’ve had their homes under guard. No one was seen entering or leaving.”

Stunned, I stared at him. “But that’s…”

“Odd?” he finished for me. “Well, that’s not the only odd thing. One of the homes had caged birds, which I assume were kept as pets. They were also dead. And Cas noticed that anything alive outside their homes was dead, too—like the grass and flowers.” He leaned back. “Remember what the vines looked like at the Bone Temple? How they turned gray?”

“Yes.” Knots of tension formed in my stomach. “You think it has something to do with…Kolis?”

Kieran nodded, his gaze sweeping over me. A moment passed. “He can feed on those he created.”

I frowned until I understood what he was saying. “He created the Ascended—the first Ascended?”

He nodded again. “And the Revenants. He can feed on them—”

“To return to a more physical form,” I said, my stomach twisting. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

A small grin appeared. “It’s all right.”

My thoughts immediately flashed to my sister. If Kolis could feed on the Revenants, then she was likely in danger, even if she wasn’t like the others. “Where is Millicent?”

Kieran opened his mouth but then closed it. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?” Tension crept into the muscles of my neck. Unable to stand still, I started to pace. “Casteel said she was here. That she spent some time with me while I was in stasis.”

“She did.” Kieran’s gaze tracked me. “But we don’t know where she is now.”

Folding an arm across my stomach, I stopped to stare at one of the fissures in the wall. “Do you think she left?”

“I don’t know, Poppy.”

What if she had? I remembered how she’d run after I killed…our mother. But she had come to see me while I slept. That had to mean something. I swallowed. “How many Ascended have been killed?”

“There’ve been multiple incidents. Twenty in total.”

“Gods.”

“Does your vadentia tell you how many it would take for Kolis to no longer be in what is basically the form of a wraith?” he asked.

I opened my mouth but closed it as I gave myself a moment to think. When the back of my neck tingled, I sort of wished I hadn’t. “They were completely drained?”

“Yes.” He drank some water.

I exhaled slowly. “I don’t think there’s a known number since he’s the only one who can gain strength from their blood, but I have a feeling it doesn’t take many.”

“So, it’s possible he may be corporeal by now.” He ran his fingers along his chin. “We have guards stationed at the Shadow Temple.”

That made sense. After all, it was where the Primal of Death was…honored. Worshipping death seemed wrong.

“How did you all find out that Kolis can feed from them?”

“Attes.”

My stomach wiggled again at the mention of the Primal, and a weird mixture of fondness and sorrow swept through me. I had no idea why I felt that way when I had never heard of him before. “Did he say how old he was?”

“Old,” Kieran replied, setting his glass down and dropping his elbow onto the arm of his chair. “As in only Kolis and Nektas are older.”

“Holy…”

“Exactly.”

I thought about that as I toyed with the buttons on my robe. “Then he would have to be a Primal god of a Court.”

“If he was, we’d know his name.”

True, but that tingling sensation was at it again. If Attes was that old, it meant he was one of the first Primals born instead of created. He would’ve ruled over… “Vathi,” I whispered.

Kieran paused as he reached for his glass again. He looked as surprised as I felt to hear myself speak the name of the Court belonging to the Gods of War and Peace.

“The Primal God of War and Accord to be exact,” I said.

Kieran blinked. “Setti—”

“Is the name of Attes’s…vellám. The extension of Attes’s will, his essence. Each Primal god who oversees a Court gains the ability to summon their bloodsteed.” I frowned, having never heard nor spoken that word before. “Setti was Attes’s bloodsteed.”

Kieran stared at me, a little slack-jawed. “It’s so weird that you actually know this stuff. I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

I frowned.

“But how is that possible?” he asked. “Unless Lailah and Theon are lies.”

“They’re not.” I drifted toward him. “The only thing I can think of is that Attes…abdicated his throne and gave it to Theon.”

Kieran let out a low whistle. “He did mention that he had spent the last several hundred and then some years in stasis.”

Instinct told me that was something the Primal gods had to do to, well, basically stay sane. Something we would have to do at some point. And, gods, that was… I couldn’t even think about that. But back to the matter at hand. They didn’t hand over their Courts unless… “He must’ve planned to be in stasis for so long that he knew he couldn’t rule.”

“Maybe,” Kieran said.

I couldn’t help but wonder what could’ve caused Attes to do that. I didn’t know the answer, just as I had no idea why he would’ve endured the pain of draken blood for me. But I didn’t think that was something a Primal god did often—or at all. In both cases.

I shook my head as I glanced toward the chamber door. “Did Casteel ever say why he named his horse that?”

“Ego,” he said with a snort. “Only Cas would name his horse after a Primal God of War’s steed.”

“How did he acquire Setti?”

“The vadentia isn’t telling you that?”

My eyes narrowed.

Kieran smirked. “It was about fifteen or so years ago. Maybe closer to twenty.”

“That long?” Surprise rippled through me. I knew Atlantian horses were different than others. They were several hands taller and longer than a shire horse, able to carry two people and pull significant weight. And I knew they could live longer, but I hadn’t realized it was by that much.

“Setti is a sirtian—a breed of Atlantian horse rumored to have originated from Iliseeum. Who knows how true that is? But sirtians, if taken care of, live for many decades.” His brow pinched. “Anyway, he was part of Elian’s herd.”

My eyes shot to his at the mention of Casteel’s ancestor—the one who had summoned the gods to smooth things over between the Elemental Atlantians and the wolven after the war with the deities. Elian was obviously important to the history of Atlantia, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to that. What? I had no idea.

“We were visiting his estate—Valyn, Cas, and I. Malik was…well, we know where he was,” he continued. “Elian was long gone by then, and the estate was being run by one of Valyn’s stewards. Setti was a colt, alone in the field, filling himself with orchard grass—which was odd. Normally, you don’t see a young horse by itself.”

I’d have to take his word on that.

“The moment he saw us, he started following.” Kieran tilted his head, and his eyes narrowed. “I forgot about that.” A wry grin tugged at his lips as he glanced down. “It made Delano nervous as fuck at first.”

“Interesting,” I murmured, mulling all that over as I picked up my glass. The warhorse named Setti would’ve been Attes’s vellám. The only way for his will to have transferred to Theon was through death, and clearly Attes didn’t die. And even if he were dead, Theon wouldn’t have named his vellám the same as Attes did. That would be like naming your next child after one you lost. But Casteel found Setti when he was a colt, so how could he be Attes’s bloodsteed? This…feeling I had, one that made absolutely no sense, had to be wrong. Right?

Still, a part of me wanted to rush down to the stables to see Setti.

Gods, I needed to refocus. What had happened in the Luxe was far more important—

Something else occurred to me then. I’d been in stasis for a long time, and I knew the Ascended could go for extended periods without feeding—just like an Atlantian but not for as long. It varied on how old they were, too. “Have none of the Ascended fallen into bloodlust?”

“They had stockpiles of blood.” Kieran’s upper lip curled, and my stomach twisted.

I didn’t want them to, but my thoughts went to Ian. The idea of him living off bottled blood turned my stomach. I just couldn’t see that. Not Ian. Well, not the Ian I’d known. But he hadn’t seemed all that different when I saw him at Spessa’s End, and Vonetta said he hadn’t been threatening.

“We haven’t destroyed any of them,” he added. “Yet.”

My brows lifted. “Really?”

“Cas figured a bunch of blood-starved Ascended would be even worse to deal with.”

“True.”

“At least one of the homes didn’t have a stockpile in it,” he added after a moment.

A ripple of shock went through me. “Were they just out?”

“I can’t say for sure.”

My mind raced as I considered what that discovery could mean, and I kept coming back to one question. Was it possible for Ascended to survive without feeding?

No answer spontaneously came to me, and I wasn’t sure if that was because I only had some vadentia, or if silence was the answer.

“Are any of the other Ascended homes without any?” I questioned, trying not to get too far ahead of myself.

“I can ask,” Kieran said. “Admittedly, I hadn’t thought of doing so.”

My lips pressed together. What difference would it make? To me, a lot. “Have you heard of any Ascended surviving without feeding?”

“I haven’t,” Kieran stated. In a way, that was answer enough.

But it didn’t mean there weren’t any. And if some did and survived somehow, could Ian—?

I stopped that avenue of thought, knowing I was likely setting myself up for disappointment. “I’m kind of surprised they are still alive.”

“Cas didn’t want to make the decision regarding what to do with them until you were awake,” he answered. “It didn’t feel right to do so.”

A smile tugged at my lips despite what we were discussing. The fact that I knew Casteel wanted them dead but hadn’t made the call showed how much he valued my input. And that was…well, it meant everything to me.

“Poppy?”

My head jerked up. “Yeah?”

Kieran’s stunning blue eyes, now even brighter with the aura of essence behind them, met mine. “How are you dealing with what happened?”

I sensed he wasn’t talking about what had happened in the Continents.

“With Kolis?” I resumed my pacing. “I don’t know—and I mean that honestly. I don’t remember anything but a sense of having seen or heard something.” I sipped my water. “I have a feeling it’s a blessing I don’t remember.”

“It’s still got to mess with your head,” he said.

Turning my gaze to the window, I drew my lips inward, wincing as I scraped them with a fang. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

“Poppy,” Kieran began, but before he could continue, we both felt Casteel’s presence.

Kieran rose to get the door, and my stomach dipped as he opened it. I peered outside, a mix of excitement and anxiety balling together at the thought of seeing someone out there. The hall was empty, though.

“Naill was stationed outside when I arrived,” Kieran said, seeing where my gaze was as we heard Casteel’s footsteps. “He left when I got here.”

Had he known I was awake? Did Tawny?

Casteel walked in, balancing two silver platters and a bottle of what appeared to be wine. The air immediately filled with the rich aroma of spices and seasoned meat, waking my stomach as Kieran grabbed the bottle and Casteel placed the platters on the table.

Realizing we didn’t have enough seats, I scanned the chamber, spotting another on the other side of the bed. I started toward it—

A faint charge of energy stirred the essence in me, and a second later, the sound of chair legs dragging against the stone brought me to a halt. My brows shot up as the chair lifted into the air.

“Do I even want to know what is happening behind me?” Kieran asked as he lifted the silver dome from the largest platter.

“Probably not.” I watched the deep-gray armchair float over the bed and then lower, coming to rest quietly beside the table.

I turned to Casteel. “Did you just…?”

A dimple appeared on his right cheek. “Perhaps.”

“How is it that you used the eather to…be incredibly lazy before me?”

The dimple on his left cheek appeared. “Because I can.”

“Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should,” I told him as my chin lifted.

Kieran sent me a flat look. “That sounds too logical coming from you.”

Casteel snorted. “More like it sounds like someone is jealous.”

I ignored Kieran’s comment and focused on Cas. “Am not. Using the essence drains you. The more you do it, the more you will need to replenish it.” I said what he already knew. It was the same for Atlantians.

And it was true. So, why was I staring at one of the other chairs and summoning the essence? Because I hadn’t used the essence outside of fighting…and because I was childish. My will formed in my mind. There was usually a couple of seconds’ delay.

There wasn’t now.

The chair immediately lifted straight into the air, almost smacking into the ceiling before I stopped it.

Sighing, Kieran straightened and turned toward me. “Why?”

“Because she was feeling jealous,” Casteel answered. “And left out.”

“I was not jealous.” My head snapped toward him. “I was just…”

Facing me, Casteel cocked his head to the side, his brows rising.

“Whatever,” I muttered.

Casteel grabbed three glasses from the serving table and looked back at Kieran. “Do you also want to lift a chair into the air for no reason?”

I glared at him.

“Not particularly,” Kieran replied, his bright-blue eyes meeting mine as he carried the platter to the serving table. “Please, don’t drop a chair on my head.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” I said, adding, “but I am considering it now.”

A faint smile appeared on his lips.

“I got a little bit of everything since I wasn’t sure what everyone was in the mood for,” Casteel said.

“I can see.” I looked down at the wide array and felt the faint rise of eather. My gaze bounced between Kieran and Casteel. Neither was looking at the other, but I had a feeling they were using the notam.

“Poppy?”

Warm, honey-colored eyes met mine. “Yes?”

“Are you planning to stand while you eat?” Casteel lifted a bowl of steaming, brightly colored vegetables and a plate with various types of cheese from the smaller platter and placed them on the table. “Or do you just want to sit in one of our laps?”

“I wasn’t planning to do either.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” I reached for the back of the closest chair.

“My Queen,” he said, and warmth began to curl low in my stomach as he gave me a slow, teasing, and utterly infuriating grin that lifted one corner of his mouth. “That’s not your chair.”

I frowned. “I didn’t realize we had assigned seats.”

Casteel dragged his lower lip between his teeth. “We do now.”

“That’s—”

“I assume,” Kieran cut in, returning to the table, “that what he considers your chair is still floating by the chandelier.”

What?

Blinking, I tipped my head back.

“You forgot about it,” Kieran stated.

I willed the seat down—and not on either of their heads—then plopped into it. “No.”

Casteel smirked and sat beside me. “She did.” He glanced at Kieran.

I sank a good two inches into the chair.

“Now that no chairs are seconds away from falling on us,” Kieran said, sitting and ignoring the death glare I gave him, “I do have two pieces of news I didn’t get a chance to share. The first one is that your new quarters are ready.”

“Perfect.” Casteel pulled the cork from the bottle as I sat back, watching them. “And the second piece of news?”

Kieran picked up several rolled linens. “It’s regarding Pensdurth.”

I sat up and took a linen roll from Kieran. “What’s going on with Pensdurth?”

“We received a message from one Duke Ashwood,” Casteel explained, pouring deep-ruby-red wine into three glasses. He placed one before me. “Letting us know that his fealty remains with the ‘one true King.’”

“Kolis?” I asked. That heavy, sinking feeling hit me in the chest again. I breathed through it, refusing to acknowledge it. Doing so made it feel like he still held influence over me.

“Yes.” Casteel moved several strips of roasted beef from the platter and placed them on my plate.

The hand in my lap balled into a fist as I picked up a fork with the other. “Pensdurth may be a smaller port city compared to Oak Ambler, but it is still vital for providing food and resources to the southern cities.”

“I know.” Using a large spoon, Casteel scooped up some vegetables and set them on my plate. “I sent a regiment there to aid in him rethinking his choice.”

“You’ll like this,” Kieran said quietly, adding a small mountain of rice to my quickly overflowing plate while theirs remained empty. “Da’Silva, one of the guards sent with your father, returned this morning to inform us that they encountered a rather sizable force stationed between the Blood Forest and Pensdurth’s Rise.”

My stomach dipped as Kieran added several slices of chicken breast to my plate.

“Well, now we know where the missing generals likely went,” Casteel remarked as he cut some grilled fish into bite-sized pieces. “Exactly what is considered a sizable force?”

Kieran nodded. “Da’Silva estimated about two thousand.”

“How many did we send?” I asked as the fish Casteel had cut up ended up on my plate.

“Not nearly that many.” A muscle along his jaw flexed as he picked up his glass and took a drink.

“That’s why I sent Thad to assist,” Kieran said, referring to the brownish-black draken I’d yet to see in his mortal form.

My mind flashed to the seventeen that had perished outside of Massene, sending a wave of anger and sorrow through me. They had awakened only to die. It would never seem fair to me.

“I had planned to get your opinion on doing so, but it was one of those moments where I was deterred,” Kieran added.

“It was a smart call,” Casteel told him.

Forcing a breath, I asked Cas, “Why did your father go to Pensdurth?”

“He escorted the envoy to ensure they made it through the Blood Forest with the least number of losses,” he answered, his hand moving once more to pick up some cubes of cheese, which, unsurprisingly, also ended up on my plate.

“You sent him?” My voice rose. “And please put some food on your plate.” I glanced at Kieran. “You, too.”

Kieran inclined his head. “Yes, my Queen.”

I dropped my hand to the table with a loud thump.

His lips twitched.

“My father found himself growing restless,” Casteel explained, finally plating his own food after he poured more wine. “I gave him something to do.”

Kieran let out a barely audible snort, which, based on Casteel’s flat amber stare, he heard.

“Why was he restless?” I asked, worry for his father growing. Valyn Da’ Neer was well-trained and strong. He’d make it through the Blood Forest. However, we had no idea what was truly happening in Pensdurth or who was there. We did know that gods loyal to Kolis had awakened, though. What was stopping them from entering the mortal realm? Nothing.

Taking a bite of chicken, Kieran returned Casteel’s stare from across the table.

Cas raised a brow.

“Okay.” I looked between them. “Someone tell me why.”

“I barred my father and most of the generals from entering the city,” Casteel answered.

“Why would you do that?”

“Many of the Atlantian forces still remain outside the Rise. Having them in the city would have added to the people’s stress and concerns.” Casteel frowned in my direction. A moment later, I felt his left hand land on my knee and heard his voice whisper through my thoughts. Eat, my Queen.

My eyes narrowed on him as I slowly lifted the fork and took a bite. The fish had been marinated in a blend of spices and citrus and was quite tasty.

Squeezing my knee, Casteel smiled and speared a slice of red pepper.

I ignored that smile. “And the other reason?”

“My father would’ve wanted to speak to you. And, obviously, that wasn’t possible.” He stopped to chew, his gaze sliding to mine. “I wasn’t going to let him see you in that state.”

My breath caught as I stared at him.

“Very few are aware of what really occurred.” Kieran balanced a small heaping of rice on his fork. “We knew you wouldn’t want many to know, especially if…”

Especially if I had no memory of myself.

Or was possessed by a potentially demented Primal of Death.

I took a breath around the swelling in my chest and stared at Casteel’s profile. “Thank you,” I whispered, clearing my throat. I looked at Kieran. “Thank you both.”

“No need to thank us for that.” Casteel glanced at my plate. “You need to eat more.”

“I am.” Because Casteel showed me once again how…freaking perfect he could be. How sweet both of them were and how well they knew me. So, I made a point of shoving several forkfuls of buttery vegetables and roasted beef into my mouth.

Casteel watched me for several moments. “Good girl.”

My hand froze halfway to my mouth. A piece of chicken fell from the fork, hitting the pile of rice with a soft plop. Two very distinct emotions swirled through me. One was disbelief because…did he seriously just say “good girl” to me? The other was more of a sharp throb in an area I refused to acknowledge.

The dimple appeared on his right cheek, and his eyes went from amber to gold. The hand on my knee inched up my leg.

Scooping up the lost piece of chicken and some rice with it, I cleared my throat. “What about the other cities?”

“The ones we took remain under our control.” Kieran finished off the vegetables on his plate and reached for more.

“What about Masadonia?” I asked as the food I’d scarfed down began to weigh heavily in my stomach. “Have we heard from the forces we sent to take the city?”

Casteel chewed and swallowed the piece of beef on his fork. “We have not.” He looked over at Kieran as he picked up a bowl of fruit. “Were scouts sent?”

“They were.”

I frowned as I took a drink of the sweet, slightly citrusy wine. Were the scouts sent so recently that Casteel was just now asking about them? Silence from the regiment I’d sent to Masadonia likely meant things had not gone well. And that made the rice and chicken I’d just swallowed feel like it got stuck in my throat.

My next thoughts went to Kieran’s sister. We’d named her the Crown Regent, giving her the authority to rule in the event that neither Casteel nor I could, and ordered her to remain in Padonia with fifty thousand soldiers. She hadn’t been thrilled about it, but we needed her healthy and whole. “Vonetta’s still in Padonia?”

“She is, but not for long,” Kieran said with a mixture of annoyance and fondness. “Apparently, like Valyn, she was growing restless. She sent word that she will be en route to the capital, quote, ‘whether we like it or not.’”

A wry grin tugged at Casteel’s lips. “She’s flat-out disobeying orders now?”

“Are you surprised?”

“No.”

I grinned. “What about those who remained in Padonia?”

“They’re under the leadership of Commander Centren,” Kieran said. I thought that was a wolven somewhere between Kieran’s age and his father’s, which, well…could be any age. “We need to discuss the generals. They remain in Carsodonia for now, but we need to decide if that should continue.”

It took me a moment to remember where we had placed each general before the battle at the Bone Temple. “General Cyr is still in Oak Ambler?”

“Correct.” Casteel frowned at a strawberry and dropped it back into the bowl. He picked up another. “Keeping them here will be risky, leaving the secured cities vulnerable. While sending them and their regiments back to their posts could potentially leave us vulnerable.”

“The cities are not completely unguarded.” Kieran shifted and stretched out a long leg. “However, they’re still not as protected as they could be.”

They were far more experienced in strategy than I was, so I stayed quiet and watched them. As they discussed the merits and cons of what could be done with the generals, the pressure that had been weighing on my chest since I’d picked up on their unusual behavior started to lift. While Casteel continued to inspect the fruit, they spoke normally with each other, volleying opinions and options back and forth. Perhaps, Kieran had been telling the truth before.

He looked over at me then as he added some grapes to my plate. “What do you think?”

My brows lifted. “I think you’re both right. It’s a risk either way.” I smiled as Casteel placed a glistening strawberry near my fork. “Do we have any idea how many Blood Crown soldiers remain?”

“From our estimates, about thirty percent were killed after the battle at the Bone Temple,” Kieran said, his brows pinching.

My stomach twisted. That many died? While I had been sleeping? I sat back, stunned. It wasn’t that I didn’t expect people to die. I knew they would. But… “Where and when did that occur?”

“Much of it happened immediately after the battle while we were in the vaults beneath Wayfair and then in skirmishes beyond the capital as they fled,” Casteel explained. “The rest were those who refused to disavow the Blood Crown.”

“Did we suffer any losses then?”

“About five thousand,” Kieran confirmed.

My heart sank even further. It could’ve been worse. Many more than that had died during the battle at the Bone Temple—many whom I cared dearly for. They were all given a second chance thanks to the Queen of the Gods and Nyktos…and me, but it still hurt to think that second chance was short-lived. “How many disavowed the Blood Crown?”

“I believe…” Kieran squinted. “About fifteen thousand.”

I swallowed. “That’s all?”

“It’s more than I expected,” Casteel noted, biting into the first berry he picked from the bowl without paying much attention to it.

His comment surprised me. He’d spent time with the men when he was a Rise Guard. “But those are mortals, many who came from the poorest areas of each city and joined the Crown Guard as a way to escape poverty or were given no choice,” I reasoned. “You know they didn’t lift their swords out of love for the Blood Crown.”

“That may be true for many of them.” Casteel’s fingers absently traced the stem of his glass. “But you know they were raised to fear Atlantians—entire generations of their families told lies. We are their enemies and have yet to prove that we are different or show what our rule means.”

And if we lost our hold on Carsodonia, other Ascended and those who support Kolis would rise to take Isbeth’s place. All who renounced the Blood Crown would then face repercussions, both for themselves and their families.

“But it goes deeper for many, even those treated the most unfairly by the Blood Crown.” His fingers stilled, and his gaze met mine. “They were still bound by the oath they made—an oath to their kingdom that gave them a purpose. An identity. To them, disavowing the Blood Crown meant disavowing an intrinsic part of who they are. For many, that is all they have.”

Taking in what he’d said, my hands lowered to my lap, and I sat back. Several moments passed as I stared at the food on my plate. “I didn’t expect everyone who stood against us to suddenly stand with us. I just…”

“You just don’t want to see lives lost unnecessarily,” Casteel finished, and I nodded. “They weren’t.”

My gaze shot back to him.

“Those who violently or…aggressively refused to swear allegiance to Atlantia had to be dealt with, but the others who simply refused? Minds are not impossible to change.” Casteel took a sip. “They may have chosen wrong now, but they could choose differently in the future. We,” he said, glancing at Kieran, “knew you would’ve wanted to give them a chance.”

I exhaled roughly, relieved and so damn lucky to have them both. “I do,” I said, knowing they would also want to give the mortals a chance in place of senseless slaughter.

“The soldiers could not be left to roam freely,” Kieran said.

“Obviously,” I murmured, my brow furrowing as Casteel reached over and nudged my plate. It hit me when I picked up my fork. Had they been sent to the mines? My grip tightened. Yes, some willingly chose to work the mines, which was using the word willingly liberally, but it did pay better than other jobs. Prisoners weren’t generally paid by the Blood Crown, though. And those who were sent to the mines as punishment were forced to provide backbreaking—and often deadly—free labor. I seriously doubted there had been time to sift through the Royal Treasury to see what coin might be there to pay those sent to the mines. No minds would be changed that way. “Please tell me they weren’t sent to the mines in the Elysium Peaks.”

“They were given a choice,” Kieran began. “The mines or Harrowfeld.”

Harrowfeld was more of a penal colony than an actual city, located in the Niel Valley and closer to Three Rivers than the Willow Plains and Ironspire, where the citadel and military dormitories were located. If Harrowfeld was an option, that meant General La’Sere had either seized it before arriving in Carsodonia or after I went into stasis.

Something else occurred to me then. “How are the prisons in Atlantia? I never asked about that.”

“Not nearly as bad as those you’ll find in Harrowfeld,” Casteel said, which came as no shock. “We have more of a…rehabilitation approach for those capable of such, with several smaller colonies instead of one larger one. They’re normally stationed in or around our farming lands, which allows them to learn while serving their time.”

“And are they paid for the work they do?”

“They are given a fair amount.” A faint smile appeared on Casteel’s lips.

“I know you probably don’t like sending them to the mines or Harrowfeld,” Kieran said, sliding his fork back and forth over his plate. “But at this point, that is the best we can do. Once things are settled, we can revisit the entire penal system.”

Exhaling slowly, I nodded. That was not something we could undertake while at war with the true Primal of Death. “So, that leaves the Blood Crown with roughly fifty thousand soldiers, right?”

“Give or take a few thousand,” Casteel said.

“What about the Royal Knights?”

“We have yet to uncover the exact numbers, even after checking those held at Ironspire. We only know that Isbeth claimed there were several thousand.” Kieran’s fork stilled. “Whether that is true or not is unknown, but it seems the remaining armies likely escaped north.”

“To Pensdurth? The port city isn’t large enough to house that many soldiers.” The moment I finished speaking, I tensed. “Masadonia.”

“It’s possible,” Kieran said quietly and then straightened. “So, we need to consider all of that when deciding whether to send the generals back. I think we have to assume that the remaining armies now belong to Kolis. If I were him, I would aim for the most valuable cities. Beyond the capital, Oak Ambler, Pensdurth, and Masadonia, I would set my sights on Whitebridge.”

“And not Three Rivers?” I asked, surprised.

“Three Rivers may be larger, but to many, it sits on the cusp of civilization,” Casteel said, lifting his glass. “With little else to be protected or gained, the farther southeast one goes. That’s not to say they aren’t aware of Spessa’s End. We know they are, but moving an army east would be noticed.”

“Unless they moved them from Masadonia,” I pointed out.

“True.” Casteel took a drink. “But any movement would be seen from Whitebridge—which gives access to both New Haven and Three Rivers, as well as the Western Pass, while New Haven has the mountains to the east and the Blood Forest to the west.”

“And Whitebridge south,” I murmured, my thoughts moving to the vulnerability of Oak Ambler. “An army, not a large one, could move through the northernmost territory of the Blood Forest and enter Oak Ambler the way we left it. It’s risky, but neither Whitebridge nor New Haven have eyes there.”

“We sent word to Cyr advising just that.” Kieran cast a pointed look at my plate, and with a roll of my eyes, I lifted a forkful of rice. “They are prepared.”

“My opinion is that we send Murin back to Whitebridge and have La’Sere take a portion of her forces to Oak Ambler to support Cyr.” Casteel set the bowl down. “The rest should remain here.”

I stopped myself from asking if it was necessary for General Aylard to remain. What Casteel said made sense. It was logical and gave us the best chance to protect what we’d gained. So, why didn’t it sit right with me? Why did I feel like we were going about it all wrong?

“I agree. I also think we should keep the fifty thousand in Padonia. As far as we know, our numbers there aren’t known.” Kieran turned to me. “What do you think?”

Some would think my opinion irrelevant since it was two against one, but I knew that wasn’t the case with them. If I disagreed, they would listen. So, I thought it over and came to the same conclusion. Their plans made sense. Yet, that vague feeling of unease still gnawed at me. So, I thought it all over again. Still, nothing but a…feeling explained my hesitancy.

But I couldn’t make such important decisions on a feeling that neither I nor the vadentia could explain. “I agree,” I said.

Casteel’s gaze slid to Kieran, and he nodded as I took a slow sip of mulled wine, hoping it would wash away the lingering doubt and nagging fear that we were approaching this wrong. Strategizing as if we were going up against mortals or even the Ascended, who shared the same outcome as we did. Survival. The vamprys could not survive without mortals, which made them fallible and…reasonable.

Kolis on the other hand?

The vadentia was silent, but some deeper instinct nagged at me—one I understood even less than the Primal foresight. It warned me that Kolis would be anything but reasonable.


CHAPTER 20
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POPPY

“We need to talk about the Ascended,” Kieran announced as I set my concerns aside and refocused. “And what is to be done with them.”

For a brief moment, I was pleased with the change of subject, but it didn’t last long. To be honest, discussing the Ascended felt more difficult than talking about war plans.

Because I knew what had to be done.

Casteel watched me as I took a drink of the sweet wine that suddenly tasted sour. “They have to be dealt with.”

I set my glass down and took a breath. “What of the ones who had no stockpiles of blood? We don’t know why that is.”

“We don’t,” Kieran said. “And that’s on us. We should’ve looked into it. But, Poppy, they likely just ran out.”

“I’ve seen many Ascended in bloodlust brought on by not feeding. They turn Craven.” Casteel’s fingers tapped his glass. “I’ve never come across an Ascended who didn’t feed—couldn’t—and retained any semblance of sanity.”

And he would know. He’d seen it happen while Isbeth held him captive the first time.

I asked myself again if the Ascended could go without blood, but the vadentia was still silent.

What I did know was that no one had ever spoken of Ascended who lived without blood and did not turn Craven.

Still, a heaviness settled on my chest. I knew what had to be done, but that didn’t change the fact that…killing every single Ascended didn’t sit right with me.

And, gods, wasn’t that absurd?

Because if Isbeth had harmed Casteel? My gaze fell on the hand she’d taken the finger from. If she had harmed him more than she already had? If she had killed him? I would’ve destroyed every Ascended and not thought twice about it. So, what was the difference now? Was the essence of life rebelling against the idea of so much death? And it was death because, despite what anyone—including me—thought of the Ascended, they still lived.

Casteel laid his hand on my arm. “I know there’s a lot going on in your head. Talk to us.”

“I’m…I don’t know how I ended up being the one making these decisions,” I said. “I’m not prepared for this.”

“I don’t think many who find themselves in your position are ever truly prepared, despite the training they may have had,” Kieran said, sounding wise as usual.

I dragged my foot against the stone floor and forced myself to stay seated instead of moving about.

Casteel moved his hand to mine, stilling my fingers. Only then did I realize I had been twisting the edge of the napkin. My eyes lifted to his.

“They are not Ian,” he said softly.

Air fled my lungs, and my heart twisted. Gods, was that it? Was that why I was having such a hard time coming to a decision? When I thought of the Ascended, were my first thoughts not about all the terrible things they’d done but about Ian? Was it the hope that he had somehow been different from all the Ascended I knew? Because if some Ascended were different, then that meant Ian could’ve still been the person I knew and loved.

Gods. I was sure Vikter had said something once about clinging to knowledge based purely on one’s foolish wishes. And it was foolish. The Ascended weren’t Ian.

In truth, the moment Ian Ascended, I no longer knew who he was. And if I let that guide my thoughts now, I would be endangering both mortals and Atlantians.

I took a deep breath. “We cannot save them,” I said hoarsely. “The best we can do is prevent others from suffering their fate.”

Surprise flickered across Casteel’s face. “You sure you’re okay with that?”

“I’m not.” I cleared my throat. “But I don’t think doing what is right always feels good.”

“It doesn’t.” Kieran cocked his head. “And that sounded incredibly…adult of you.”

I pinned him with a dry-as-the-Wastelands look. “How…how will we go about it?”

“There are ways to do it without causing pain or making it a spectacle.” Casteel squeezed my hand. “That’s how we prove we’re different from the Blood Crown.”

Recalling how they loved making an example with public executions, I nodded. “Good.” Picking up my glass, I took a drink to ease the knot in my throat. “It should be done quietly.”

Kieran exchanged a look with Casteel. “I can put together a group of those best suited to carry it out—”

“No.”

They turned to me.

“We are making this choice,” I said, my hand curling into a fist. “We won’t ask others to carry out the orders.”

“Poppy.” Casteel’s hand tightened around mine. “You don’t need that on your—”

“On my what? My soul?” I interrupted. “Then why would I want it darkening someone else’s? Because it would. It should. I won’t allow another to take my place. None of us will.”

His jaw tensed and then loosened. “You’re right.”

I took another deep breath. I had to do what I knew Casteel and Kieran were so good at. What many who’d been in my position had done before. It wasn’t about not caring. Though I knew neither Kieran nor Casteel would be all that torn up, even though I also knew seeing to the end of so many Ascended wouldn’t be a walk in the park for them. It may not darken their souls, but committing mass annihilation—something that would’ve occurred if Atlantia hadn’t retreated during the War of Two Kings and instead pushed forward—would sure as fuck leave some shadows behind.

I had to compartmentalize.

Because the end of the Ascended was inevitable.

“We need to speak with the generals.” I chased a grape around my plate with my fork. “Once we’re done, we should probably do that.”

“After we finish here, we’re going to the new quarters,” Casteel countered. “And then I’m sure you’ll want to see Tawny.”

My stomach dropped, dread coiling tight.

I felt his gaze on me as he asked, “Correct?”

“Yes,” I answered quickly as I sifted through my thoughts for a reason to explain my reluctance to see her. The dread. It made no sense. Giving up on the fork, I used my fingers to pick up the grape. “I do.” And I did, but… I popped the fruit into my mouth and chewed, barely tasting its tartness. “But we have things we need to take care of first.”

Casteel fell quiet, watching me over the rim of his glass.

I moved on to a sugar-dusted strawberry. “Have any addresses been made to the people?”

“No,” Kieran answered, and I felt that faint charge of eather from them again. “There has been no real point in doing so up to now.”

My brow furrowed. “How do you figure that?”

“Two reasons. One, you were in stasis, and I would not address the people alone.” Casteel leaned toward me, his glass in one hand, and the other finding its way to my leg again.

I looked at him, but he avoided my gaze as his hand drifted up my thigh. “And the second?”

“Unlike with Oak Ambler, the people here are aware of who we are and what we stand for.”

I bit into the strawberry. “I’m not sure I follow your line of thought.”

“It would’ve made sense to address them days ago to reassure them they have nothing to fear from us,” Kieran said. “But given that they have been interacting with Atlantians and wolven daily if not hourly, they know that.”

I thought it over. “And you both think they don’t need further reassurance?”

“I think you and Casteel will need to make a public appearance at some point.” Kieran straightened the knife beside his plate. “Be seen, so it is known that all is well.”

“Really?” Doubt rose. “That’s all?”

“Do you want to give an address?” Casteel questioned.

“Not particularly, but…” I sighed. “I think it would be wise to do so, so they know who we are.”

“They know who you are,” Kieran replied. “And that you’re a god.”

I tensed. “That’s not what I meant.”

He lifted his glass. “I know.”

“Honestly, I would prefer it if they didn’t know that. I don’t want people feeling like they need to treat me like a god.”

“But you are a god,” Kieran pointed out.

Since he’d stated the obvious, I felt I could, too. “So are you.”

He stiffened. “That’s—”

“It’s not different. You are the Advisor to the Crown. Casteel is the King. The three of us are gods. The three of us rule. It is not different.”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch. “I’m not sure how we ended up having this conversation or why it matters.”

I rolled my eyes. “Neither of you feels like we should speak about who the Blood Crown truly was?”

“That is being done already,” Casteel stated. “We’ve been having town halls in each neighborhood, using the smaller venues to explain who the Blood Crown was and what the true purpose of the Rites were.”

Surprise washed through me. It never would’ve crossed my mind to do that. “How has that—?” My breath stuttered in my lungs as Casteel’s hand slipped farther up my thigh, one of his fingers a mere inch from where sharp tingles radiated.

He raised his brows, a small smile playing on his lips. “You were saying, my Queen?”

“I was asking how the meetings have been received,” I said.

“There have been many questions, and from what I gathered, a fair amount of denial,” Kieran answered when Casteel looked at him. “But the town halls have been going relatively well. I can request a more detailed report from Perry and Delano. They have been overseeing them.”

“I would like that,” I said, clearing my throat. I felt so out of the loop, almost detached from everything that had happened or had been decided while I was in stasis. “What about curfew? Can that be lifted?”

“While I would like to allow them to regain some normalcy, I’m not sure it would be a good move,” Casteel said after a moment. “The war is not over, and there is a greater threat than the Ascended among us.”

“Plus, some mortals benefited from the Blood Crown’s rule,” Kieran added. “They won’t wish to deviate from the status quo. There’s not much we can do to keep them separate from the general public, but we can stop them from attempting to free the Ascended as soon as the sun sets and thus getting themselves killed.”

That made sense. “Do the people realize there is a greater threat among us?”

“We’ve informed them that the Blood Crown is still a threat,” Casteel said, and I tensed when he dipped his pinky between the tops of my thighs, causing the gown to pull taut.

My gaze shot to him. He winked and picked up a piece of melon. Gods, he was so…him. And I knew what he was doing. He was being purposely distracting, making sure I didn’t dwell on what we’d decided when it came to the Ascended. It was working a little too well. “So, no mention of Kolis then?”

“They know who the Ascended are.” Kieran eyed the biscuit on my plate. “They’ve never heard of Kolis. Bringing him up by name would likely only muddy the waters.”

And muddied waters often led to doubt. “It would be difficult to convince them of a threat they’ve never heard of. They know who the gods Rhain and Rhahar are. Not Kolis.” I paused as that damn pinky of his began moving. Reaching out with my senses, I found his pine-and-spice mark. Meeting his half-hooded stare, I lifted the fork. I’m going to stab your hand with this fork.

One side of his lips kicked up, revealing his dimple. You would never.

I arched a brow and flipped the fork so it pointed downward. You want to rethink that?

Thick lashes lowered as he drew his lower lip between his teeth. The tips of his fangs peeked out. My Queen, he said, his finger skimming a very, very sensitive part of me and nearly sending me out of my chair. Your threats of violence are making me incredibly hard.

I inhaled sharply, heat flooding my veins.

“You two do realize it’s rude to have a private conversation,” Kieran drawled, “when I’m sitting right here, yes?”

“Is it not rude for you two to do the same while I’m sitting right there?” I countered.

Kieran’s mouth snapped shut.

I smiled at him. “And trust me when I say you are lucky you’re not a part of this conversation,” I muttered, returning my fork to the table.

“I’m sure I can guess what it’s about,” he replied, passing a knowing look between Casteel and me.

My face flamed, and Casteel chuckled. He ceased his taunting, pulling his fingers back, but his hand didn’t stray far from my thigh, his thumb sliding back and forth across a less inappropriate place. “You were saying?”

It took me a moment to collect my thoughts. “I was just saying that the people don’t know Kolis. They don’t know about Seraphena or the Ancients. But I’m not sure keeping them in the dark is wise.”

“I agree with that,” Kieran said. “But what can we tell them when we don’t know what Kolis’s motivations are or what he wants?”

A muscle flexed along Casteel’s jaw as he sat back and withdrew his hand. I missed the weight of it immediately.

“Did the Fates tell you anything about what he planned? Or does your special—but apparently sometimes faulty—vadentia know?” Kieran continued as he reached over and gently tugged on a strand of my hair when my eyes narrowed on him. “Has it told you anything?”

Unfortunately, I knew what Kolis wanted—or at least what the Arae said he did. “The Fates told me what he wants.”

They went quiet.

Knowing that what I was about to say would likely go over as well as being swarmed by barrats, I helped myself to some liquid courage. “He wants to become the true Primal of Life and Death.”

Kieran lowered his glass, his eyes snapping to Casteel as the temperature in the chamber turned frosty.

“And how, pray tell, would he succeed at that?” Casteel asked, his voice as cold and dark as looming death. “Considering you are the only such being?”

I really didn’t want to answer. “He would…need to take my essence and…” I trailed off as I felt a faint tremor in the floor beneath us.

The air in the chamber suddenly thickened and charged with power—eather—that wasn’t coming from me.

“Cas,” Kieran said quietly.

“And what?” Casteel’s flesh thinned, revealing the gray shadows beneath that I’d seen earlier. But also something…else.

“That’s it.” My mouth dried as I stared at him in the flickering light of the swaying chandelier. I caught the gleam of something silver under his skin as the shadows pulsed up his neck, swirling into the same pattern I’d seen on the Ancients.

“Casteel,” Kieran said louder. “You need to calm.”

Eather pulsed behind his pupils and arced across his irises, twisting with the crimson and shadows. “I am perfectly calm.”

A short, sharp ping from the nearby glass threw me into action.

I stretched over and wrapped my hand around the nape of his neck. Kieran cursed under his breath as the shadows in Casteel’s flesh raced down the sides of his throat toward my hand. My skin tingled at the contact. “Kolis will not take my essence,” I told him, eather pulsing through me. “It won’t happen.”

The sudden whoosh of wings and the sound of fluttering feathers startled me.

“What the fuck?” Kieran gasped, ducking as black birds—ravens—filled the chamber.

Dozens of them.

They flew in tight, spiraling circles around one another, their glossy midnight wings cutting through the air and whipping it into a frenzy.

“You’re right,” Casteel said as a raven landed on his shoulder. Tiny bumps erupted on my skin as I saw the shadowy essence gathering around Casteel’s eyes and forming in the hollows of his cheekbones. Holland’s and Lirian’s warnings struck like a hammer as I heard the essence of death and…ruin in his voice. I tasted… “He will not lay a single finger upon you because I will see him turned to rot and ash first.”

“I know.” I threaded my fingers through Casteel’s hair, my heart pounding as Kieran pushed his chair back. The pinging had turned to a ticking, and then I heard a faint crack from somewhere in the chamber. “But you know what?”

The raven’s head turned exactly when Casteel inclined his. A faint silver glow ignited in the bird’s eyes as it let out a sharp, echoing call that vibrated the air. It didn’t sound even remotely normal as a new scent reached me, one that reminded me of damp soil and moss.

“What?” Casteel’s voice thundered, yet I didn’t see his lips move as another raven landed on the back of his chair.

I had no idea what was going on with the birds, but at the moment, it didn’t matter. Cas’s skin continued to thin, and silver gleamed under it around the deepening shadows. “You will have to beat me to it,” I said, curling my lips into a smile. “And I doubt you will.”

A heartbeat passed as I held my breath.

The ravens took off, their wings cutting through the air, as Casteel snapped toward me. He moved so fast I barely saw him shift before I felt his icy lips against mine. “Is that a challenge?” His whisper echoed through the chamber and my thoughts, stirring the essence within me. “My Queen?”

The breath fled my lungs. “It is.”

His chuckle was as dark as night. “We shall see.”

Before I could respond, his mouth closed over mine. All thoughts vanished. The way he kissed me… The press of his lips? It was hard, the sweep of his tongue demanding, leaving no option but for me to part my lips. Not that I would have chosen differently. A shiver whirled its way down my spine as the kiss deepened. His tongue curled around mine, and when his lips started warming, the eather drenching the air retreated.

A shudder ran through Casteel. “It’s a shame, if you think about it,” he murmured, catching my lower lip between his. “To be entombed for over a thousand years, only to awaken to be destroyed.”

My lips tingled as Casteel sat back, the last of the shadows fading from his skin. He picked up his glass and took a drink like…nothing had happened.

I lifted my hands to my lips, tasting…bone and ash.

Ruin.

Kieran stood, blinking several times as he stared at Casteel. “You level?”

“As a board,” Cas replied idly, but his grip on his glass was tight.

“Good.” Kieran stepped around the chair. “Because I need to ask what in the fuck was up with the ravens?”

A crease formed between Casteel’s brows. “What?”

“There were ravens,” I said. “Dozens of them. One even landed on your shoulder. Another on your chair.”

“You didn’t notice them?” Kieran asked, sitting again.

“No.” The frown increased. “I was somewhat focused on not caving to the overwhelming desire to level the entire city.”

As I stared at Casteel, no part of me doubted his words. I couldn’t even deny it to myself. I’d tasted the ruin on his lips. The Arae’s warning crept through my thoughts as I leaned back.

“Well, good thing you were focused on that, then,” Kieran murmured, picking up his glass and downing the wine in one swallow. Winter-blue eyes met mine. “Can you summon a flock of ravens?”

“I have no idea,” I said, picking up the biscuit Kieran had been eyeing and dropping it on his plate. He looked like he needed it. “But I’m going to be really annoyed if he can, and I can’t.”

The furrow between Casteel’s brows smoothed out, and one side of his lips tipped up. “More like you’re going to be jealous.”

My lips pursed.

Kieran immediately started tearing the biscuit into tiny, bite-sized pieces as Casteel looked at me. “Don’t even try to lie,” he said, “and say you wouldn’t be.”

I wasn’t going to.

Because I so would be.

I rolled my eyes, holding back the laugh bubbling up my throat. It was bizarre and funny to me how they could be teasing after that. But they could.

I could.

And, gods, if that wasn’t an indicator of how much I’d changed, I didn’t know what was. It wasn’t just Casteel or Kieran who’d given me space to change. It was Delano and Emil, Naill and Vonetta. And—

Something occurred to me. “We should let the others know about our plans for the Ascended.”

“Others?” Kieran glanced at me, popping a piece of torn biscuit into his mouth.

“Like Naill and Emil. Delano. Your sister if she’s here,” I explained. “Even Malik. I’m sure they’re wondering what we plan to do, and they’re like our…I don’t know. Our Council.”

“Like our Inner Council?” Kieran suggested.

“More like our Shadow Council,” Casteel remarked. “You sure you’re comfortable with Malik being a part of that?”

“Yes,” I said, not even having to think about it despite what he’d been involved in. “Malik isn’t working with the Blood Crown or Kolis.”

“I know.” Casteel rested his elbow on the arm of his chair and drew his fingers down the length of the gold chain around his neck. “I wasn’t asking because of that.” His jaw flexed and then loosened. “Malik is partly responsible for your nightmares.”

My stomach clenched. “He is, but…” But he was Casteel’s brother. My sister’s heartmate. “He thought he was doing what was best…” I took a drink as his gaze hardened to a cool amber. “I’m fine with him being there. Are you?”

His gaze flickered away, and a moment passed. “I am.”

Kieran looked up from where he had been tracing the veining in the table. “I suggest we not openly acknowledge that we have a Shadow Council.”

Casteel snorted.

Kieran sat back, his gaze on Cas as he said, “We need to keep talking about Kolis.”

“As I said,” Casteel replied, his middle finger tapping the stem of his glass, “I’m level now.”

Kieran eyed him for a moment and then shifted his attention to me. “So, if Kolis wants to Ascend to become such a Primal, I think we can safely say he wants what the Blood Crown wanted: absolute power and domination.”

Unease blossomed. Was Kolis like far too many others? Wanting power and domination over all? While the Blood Crown needed power over the realm to survive, I wasn’t sure what Isbeth had wanted.

I wasn’t certai even she knew what she wanted.

Once again, that feeling from before returned—that we were thinking about Kolis through the lens of what we would do or want.

“From what little I know of him,” Casteel said, “I’m betting he won’t stop at seizing control of the mortal realm.”

My stomach twisted sharply as I recalled what Thorne had said to me. Most would jump at the chance to have such power over not only the mortal realm but also that of the gods.

“He wants to rule both the realm of the mortals and the gods,” I said.

“Would he stop there?” Kieran asked, and I knew he was asking about the other realm. “Can he cross the Veil?”

“Yes,” I said, picking up my glass. “I almost wish he’d try that. I don’t think it would work out so well for him.”

“But as the Primal of Blood and Bone…” Kieran trailed off as a low rumble of warning came from Casteel. He sighed. “Not that it would happen, but Kolis would be—”

“Unstoppable,” I said. “He’s been a Primal since recorded time. He won’t need a…learning curve like me. But he cannot rule the mortal realm and benefit from it. He’s the true Primal of Death, bonded to a Court. His presence will affect the mortals and every living creature within the realm.”

Kieran frowned. “You’re right. Then what could he possibly want?”

My mind flashed to the prophecy. “Death and destruction,” I said, staring at the glass I held. “Kolis can capture souls, just as Nyktos can.”

“He could keep mortals and Atlantians—anything with a soul—in a state of limbo, trapped between life and death,” Casteel said, following my line of thinking. “So, it wouldn’t be like he has no one to rule over.”

And he wouldn’t even need to Ascend to accomplish that.

My hand fisted in my lap. “We need to find him and not wait for him to make the first move.”

“He’s already made the first move,” Casteel said, his voice cool. I felt the icy eather stir in him. “When he exerted his influence over you.”

The truth in that sliced through me as sharp as a dagger. Kolis had made the first move, and while I knew little about war, I knew that meant he had the upper hand. Regaining control would be no easy feat.

“Poppy.”

Casteel’s voice drew me from my thoughts, and I looked up.

His hand closed over mine. “You should eat more.”

“He’s right,” Kieran chimed in. “You’ll need to eat more than usual. And as we discussed before, feed more.”

A smoky smile formed on Casteel’s full lips. “Something I am looking forward to.”

Muscles tightened low in my stomach as Kieran sat back with a sigh. “Thanks for sharing that,” he replied.

“I’m full,” I told them, even as Casteel reached for the bowl of fruit. “I really can’t…” I trailed off as the awareness of a draken crept over me. I glanced at the door.

Kieran followed my gaze to the door with a frown. My attention darted to Casteel. He, too, was eyeing the door.

“So, you can feel it?” I asked, curious. “That a draken is near?”

“Unfortunately,” Cas murmured.

I shot him an arch look as I concentrated on the faint hum of eather. The draken didn’t have unique imprints—marks—like the wolven. At least, not to me. And I’d never been able to know which draken was approaching before I saw them. But now? There was a sense of knowing that told me who was coming.

Reaver.

“Can either of you tell who it is?” I asked.

Kieran shook his head and picked up a linen to wipe his hands. “But I can hazard a guess.” Tossing the linen onto the table, he looked over. “You?”

I smiled. “Yes.”

There was a slight curl to the corner of his lips. “You look incredibly…smug.”

At the sound of someone’s approach, Casteel set the bowl down. “It’s Reaver, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“Great,” Kieran muttered, rising.

“I don’t know why you two have such an issue with him,” I said.

“Is that a serious question?” Casteel countered.

“You barely know him.”

“I know enough.”

“You just don’t like him because Kieran doesn’t.” Sitting back, I crossed my arms. “He’s been extremely helpful, especially while freeing you,” I reminded him. “And he’s also very—”

“If you say he’s nice,” Casteel interrupted, “I’m going to have serious questions regarding your definition of the word.”

“She thinks you’re nice,” Kieran tossed over his shoulder as he went to the door. “I already question her definition.”

I snorted. “He has a point.”

“Uh-huh,” Casteel murmured, taking a drink. “I’m surprised it took him this long.”

Frowning, I started to ask what he meant, but then Kieran cracked the door open. “What?”

I sighed at the less-than-friendly greeting.

“She’s awake,” came Reaver’s low, raspy voice.

Kieran remained firmly planted in front of the door. “And?”

“Kieran,” I snapped, shoving back from the table. “Let him in.”

He extended an arm, pushing the door open farther in the slowest manner possible. I stood. Just when I thought I would have to tell Kieran he also needed to move aside, he did.

Kind of.

Reaver wasn’t small by any means, but all I saw of him as he squeezed past Kieran was a glimpse of a bare chest.

Having no idea if Reaver was actually wearing clothing, I dared a quick glance. Relieved to find he was wearing loose black pants instead of a curtain or nothing, I stepped toward him.

He stopped a few feet inside the chamber and tilted his chin down, sending shoulder-length blond hair swinging forward. “It is good to find you awake.” He lifted his head as Kieran pushed the door closed. “And that you appear to be yourself.”

I shifted on my feet, my toes curling against the stone. “Glad to be…back to myself.” I clasped my hands together as a vague memory of seeing Reaver flying backward surfaced. “And I’m sorry for anything I might’ve done while—”

“No need,” Reaver interrupted.

“For once,” Casteel said, setting his glass down, “I agree with him.”

I glanced at the fine cracks in the wall and winced. “I really feel like there is a need, though.”

“You were not yourself.”

I hadn’t been, but still. “That’s no ex—”

“I didn’t come here for an unnecessary apology, Poppy.”

“Shouldn’t you address her as meyaah Liessa?” Casteel asked, his gaze fixed on Reaver as his finger tapped the side of his glass.

I hadn’t even caught that he hadn’t called me what roughly translated into my Queen in old Atlantian.

“The Queen of the Gods is awake,” Reaver replied, his tone flat. “Therefore, she is meyaah Liessa.”

Casteel’s finger stilled, and Kieran stiffened. “That is not what you said the last time we spoke.”

“What I said was that it has never applied to Nektas or me,” Reaver replied, crossing his arms.

“You never said Poppy was no longer your meyaah Liessa,” Casteel said, his voice dropping low.

Too low.

It was time for me to step in. “It really doesn’t matter.”

“Disagree.” Casteel’s stare remained on Reaver.

“I’d honestly prefer if he called me Poppy,” I said, stepping to the side so I stood between them. “And you know that.”

“That’s not the issue, my Queen,” Casteel said.

“The issue is that this would be really inconvenient timing for the draken to no longer serve you,” Kieran advised, his voice tight.

I tensed, my gaze swiveling back to Reaver. Did that mean the draken would be returning to Iliseeum?

“I never said we no longer served her,” Reaver responded, his tone as dry as the biscuit I’d given Kieran. “Only that the true Queen is now awake and—”

“It’s okay.” I stopped him with a wave of my hand. “Are you…leaving?”

Reaver’s brow furrowed. “Leaving to where?”

“To return home.”

“Why would I do that?” The crease between his brows deepened.

“Seraphena is awake and…?”

“You woke us and secured our pledge to give you aid,” Reaver said. “That has not changed.”

“Could it?” Casteel questioned.

“If Seraphena summons us, then yes,” he answered. “But I do not foresee that happening unless…”

“Unless what?” I asked.

He exhaled slowly. I couldn’t tell if it was from frustration or unease. “Unless our aid is needed there, and if that occurs, it means Nektas has fallen. So, let’s hope that does not occur.”

My breath caught as what he said registered. The idea of the first draken falling was hard to even comprehend. “Yes,” I murmured, swallowing as I fiddled with a button on my robe. “Let’s hope.” Knowing Reaver wasn’t one for idle visits, I cleared my throat. “Did you need something?”

“Your help,” Reaver answered, his gruff voice even more gravelly than usual. “I need your help freeing Jadis.”


CHAPTER 21
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POPPY

“Jadis?” I whispered, my eyes widening. “Oh, gods.”

Casteel was on his feet and beside me in the blink of an eye. He curled his hand around my upper arm. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Yes.” I plucked at a button on the robe. “I just…I forgot about her.” I looked up at Reaver. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve remembered.”

“A lot has happened since you woke,” Cas reminded me.

“Yes, but…” That was a huge thing to forget. “Where is she?”

“She’s in the Willow Plains, beneath Ironspire,” Reaver answered, speaking of the citadel atop the highest point in the Willow Plains, surrounded by four rivers fed by the sea. “Those who once occupied Ironspire and the dorms along the low ground were dealt with.”

I figured as much, based on what I had just discussed with Kieran and Cas. “Do I want to know what dealt with entailed?”

“Probably not,” Reaver confirmed.

My nose scrunched. “And where is Jadis in Ironspire?”

“She entombed herself beneath the citadel, and I couldn’t…”

Letting go of my arm, Casteel looked over at Reaver. His chin had dipped, and his hair hung like a curtain to shield his face.

Reaver let out a dry cough before continuing. “I couldn’t reach her in her sleep.”

Sorrow lodged in my chest as I stared at him. He rarely showed emotion, but what he struggled with now was in every strained word he spoke.

“I know…” Reaver eased the tension in his throat. “I know that, uh, there is a lot you need to get caught up on.” He lifted his head, and his gaze slid toward Casteel. “Since I doubt either of them were wise enough to spend the time since you woke and returned doing anything but copulating—”

“Copulating?” I exclaimed.

Casteel’s hand slid down my back. “It means—”

“I know what it means,” I said, deciding against pointing out that Reaver’s statement hadn’t included only the two of us, and focused on something else he’d said. “You knew I was gone?”

“I felt it the moment you left the realm.”

“Oh,” I whispered, glancing at Kieran. He had returned to the table and grabbed the last biscuit from the bowl.

“I know there are things you must do,” Reaver reiterated, “it’s just that Jadis…” He closed his eyes, and I saw the ridges of his scales become more apparent. Casteel stepped closer to me, and Kieran halted in tearing up more of his biscuit. “I don’t know how long she’s been entombed like that. And I don’t know why she did it. But I can… I know she’s not in good shape.”

“I understand. So does Casteel. And I’m sure anyone else would, too,” I said. “We’ll take care of her now.”

“Thank—” Reaver inhaled deeply, the sound reedy as he blinked rapidly. “Thank you.”

I really hoped he had a reason to thank me. I turned to look for my boots. “Do you happen to know how I can wake her?”

“Nektas believes your touch may do it since it woke him before,” Reaver said.

Based on how Casteel’s jaw tightened, and the way the eather behind Kieran’s eyes pulsed, I could tell that neither of them was thrilled with that. “I don’t know why that worked, and I don’t know if it will…” Shouldn’t the foresight tell me? I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes—

“What are you doing?” Kieran asked.

“Trying to see if the vadentia will tell me why or how it works,” I said.

“How’s that working out for you?”

My eyes popped open, and I sent him a glare.

He smirked. “Not good, I see.”

“I’m never giving you another biscuit,” I muttered, turning to see that Casteel had retrieved my boots and placed them by the chair I’d been sitting in. “At least he’s being helpful.”

“And I’m not?” Kieran replied.

I shook my head, sat, and picked up my boot.

Casteel knelt before me. “There’s time for you to get changed, you know.”

“No one will see her,” Reaver said. “I’ve made sure Ironspire remains unoccupied.”

“Then I don’t need to change.” My eyes met Reaver’s. “Jadis has waited long enough.”

“I think I’ll stay behind,” Kieran announced, glancing at me. “Someone has to.”

“Sounds good to me,” Reaver commented.

“Glad I have your approval,” Kieran drolled.

Reaver raised a brow at him and then said to me, “I wouldn’t waste time convincing him to shadowstep. Those of duality have always had an aversion to it.”

“Even you?” I questioned.

Reaver nodded.

“But you can fly.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Reaver muttered.

“Are you sure staying is what you want?” Casteel asked Kieran.

“It’s one hundred percent what I want,” he replied. His eyes narrowed on me when I started to smile. “And when you return, you and I are going to discuss you traveling to another realm by yourself.”

My smile faded.

Kieran smirked as Casteel slid on a leather baldric. “Yeah, I haven’t forgotten about that.”

I sighed as I tugged on my other boot and then stood. Casteel sheathed a blade on his chest, and we walked out to where Reaver waited in the wide, empty hall.

Kieran turned to me and clasped the back of my head. “Be careful,” he said, pressing his lips against my forehead. “You only just returned to us.”

My eyes closed and my chest squeezed at the sound of his voice, low and rough with emotion.

“Poppy?” he pressed.

I cleared my throat. “I will be.”

Straightening, he gave Casteel a curt nod before walking away. He made it a few steps before stopping, his shoulders rising as he stiffly turned his head toward Reaver. “I hope your friend is as well as she can be.”

Reaver’s jaw loosened as he stared in silence. “Thank you,” he said roughly.

What Kieran said to Reaver surprised me, but that wasn’t what had my stomach suddenly twisting into knots.

“Poppy?” Casteel said quietly.

Blinking, I dragged my gaze from Kieran’s retreating back and looked at him.

Concern filled his gaze. “You okay?”

I thought I said yes, but my heartbeat pounded as I ran through everything that had happened since Kieran entered the chamber—every glance between Casteel and him. There hadn’t been many, even during supper, though I thought they had acted normally. But when I thought back, I realized they hadn’t really spoken to each other about much outside of plans for the kingdom—at least not out loud. Kieran had told me nothing was going on, and I had wondered if maybe he’d been telling the truth, but thinking back on it now, it had been as if they barely knew each other. And the whole interaction had been…tense.

Which wasn’t normal.
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It should’ve come as no surprise that Casteel not only wanted to try his hand at shadowstepping but excelled at it.

I guessed the Fates really did have a reason to be worried about him following me to the other realm.

“Setti is going to be even angrier with me,” Casteel said as the silver flicker of eather faded behind us, revealing the citadel’s entrance hall. “Because I’m not sure how one could travel on horseback after that.”

“I know. I’m going to be incredibly lazy now,” I said, looking around. I sensed the presence of a draken but knew Reaver hadn’t arrived yet.

Remembering Kieran’s horrified expression, I grinned as I looked around. Vibrant shades of red, yellow, and blue light danced across the emblem of a circle with an arrow piercing it. The Royal Crest of the Blood Crown. My gaze moved upward. I’d only ever seen Ironspire from a distance a few times. From the outside, the spires that gave it its name seemed as tall as the Elysium Peaks, stretching like fingers encased in iron reaching for the sky. Sunlight filtered through the stained glass, filling the hollow structures with a kaleidoscope of colors and casting shadows against the iron beams and narrow walkways. I couldn’t fathom how they had been built, and that reminded me of the impossible-to-imagine buildings I’d seen in the Continents.

Buildings that no longer stood.

Chest aching with sorrow, I lowered my gaze and glanced around the rotunda’s dark iron walls. I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening to those who had survived in the Continents. I wanted—

Stopping that thought, I focused on where we were. Four hallways extended like the points of a compass, remnants of crimson and gold banners hanging from the arched entrances—charred remnants.

Ironspire was as quiet as a tomb. Eerily so.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I watched as Casteel systematically inspected each hall for any threats, the filtered light from above glancing off the iron hilt of the blade strapped to his chest. I hadn’t wanted to waste time looking for a thigh harness, and besides, what I wore wasn’t very conducive to weapons access. But now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen the bloodstone and wolven-bone dagger—the one I’d learned had been carved from the bone of Malik’s bonded wolven, Preela.

Delano’s sister.

My stomach churned at the thought of that as we entered the southern hall. “Where is my dagger?”

“In the chest.” Casteel scanned the eastern hall. “I placed it there after the Rev got into the chamber.”

He turned to me and ran his fingers along the strap securing a dagger to his torso. His hair, having grown longer than when we first met, naturally parted in the middle. When he tilted his chin to the side, glossy, black strands fell forward to brush his eyebrows. I swept my gaze over his features as he came toward me, noting that the hollows beneath his cheeks were starker, drumming forth concern. “You need to feed.”

“I will.” His gaze searched mine. “I’m sure you know this already, but I feel the need to say it. I wish you’d held off on doing this. You just woke up and then were pulled into that other realm.”

“I’m okay,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time.

“I know you are.” He lowered his voice. “But a lot has happened.”

A lot felt like an understatement. Like with Kieran, I had a feeling he was talking more about learning that I’d been under Kolis’s influence than what had happened in the Continents. Still, my mind kept flashing to the tension between him and Kieran and what he’d asked me before I crossed the Veil. Those words—Do you?—came to the forefront of my mind, causing my stomach to twist.

“Is everything okay with you and Kieran?” I asked, uncomfortable with the question.

He tilted his head to the side, and his eyes cooled to a polished amber. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I don’t know.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other as I picked up nothing from him. He had his shields up. “It’s just that you two acted kind of strange with each other.”

“Really?”

I nodded.

“We’ve been worried. Probably has us both feeling a little off,” he said, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear.

His answer was nearly the exact response I’d gotten from Kieran. It made sense, but did it really explain the distance between them? The doubt I’d picked up from him before I crossed the Veil? “I know that I can come to you with anything.”

“I know,” he said.

I didn’t feel the sharp, cutting doubt then. But I didn’t feel anything. He still had his emotions walled off, which wasn’t entirely abnormal.

“I do.” Dipping his head, he brushed his lips across my forehead. “Okay?”

Twisting a button on the robe, I nodded, even though I wanted to ask him why he’d questioned it then. Had I mistaken what I’d felt? Seen? It wasn’t impossible, but the nagging voice wanted me to push. There was also another, much louder voice, telling me to let it go. He said he knew. Both he and Kieran had assured me that everything was fine. There was no reason for me to harp on it.

Those words were familiar.

I’d heard something similar a hundred times when I wore the veil and the Ascended claimed something I had difficulty believing. Let it go. It was easier—

Casteel tucked another strand of my hair back. “I can tell a thousand different things are running through your head.”

Exhaling a long, slow breath, I shoved all of that aside. There were far more important things for me to be thinking about. “Is it that obvious?”

“A little.” He dropped his hand. “What’s on your mind?”

“Just…everything,” I said.

“Like?” He reached over and placed his fingers over mine. Energy danced between us as he gently pulled my fingers away from the button I was bound to break.

“Kolis,” I decided on. “It’s possible he’s corporeal now.”

“Seeing him will make killing him easier.”

“True.” A knot of unease formed in the pit of my stomach. I let out a slow, even breath to ease the tension gathering inside me. Feeling Casteel’s piercing stare on me, I shifted my thoughts from Kolis. “You mentioned Setti before when we shadowstepped. You named your horse after Attes’s vellám.”

“No, I didn’t. And what is a vellám?” he asked. Then I explained what it was and how Attes had once been the Primal God of War and Accord. “Okay. But I named him after Theon’s horse.”

“Nope. The vadentia—” I tapped the side of my head—“told me Setti was Attes’s bloodsteed.”

Casteel’s head cocked. “I guess it’s possible the scholars got the two confused,” he said, just as I sensed Reaver’s approach. “Especially if the names were similar.”

My brows lifted. “That’s all you have to say about learning that you named your horse after Attes’s, who also happens to be a Primal of War?”

He lifted a shoulder.

I continued to stare at him.

“You know,” Casteel drawled, “you’re adorable with your mouth hanging open.”

I snapped it shut.

The heavy doors opened then, letting in the fading rays of sunlight from outside as Reaver strode in…

Completely nude.

“For fuck’s sake, man,” growled Casteel as I quickly spun in the opposite direction.

“You do realize that draken are nude before and after shifting,” was Reaver’s bland response.

“And you realize you’re carrying pants in your hand, right?” Casteel retorted. The image of Reaver flying with pants dangling from his talons almost made me giggle. “Instead of wearing them?”

“I didn’t want to keep you all waiting.”

“For the whole five seconds it would’ve taken you to put them on?” I asked.

“Yes.” There was a pause. “I’m wearing them now.”

Casteel was shaking his head as I peeked behind me. Reaver had donned the same loose, black pants I’d seen him wearing earlier.

“This way.” Reaver’s gravelly voice echoed through the circular hall as he passed us.

“Keep close,” Casteel said. “Just in case.”

I nodded as we entered a sunlit hall. Through the many windows, I could see tall cedars and the dark-gray buildings of the nearby dorms. We entered another area, and I was immediately distracted by the dozen or so statues lining the northern hall.

They were tall, towering at least eight feet high, and held shields shaped like teardrops against their chests, their swords pointed toward the ground. The statues had been carved from a nearly translucent stone that appeared to subtly shift through shades of blue and green as we passed. It reminded me of moonstone, but the moment that thought entered my mind, I remembered what kind of stone it was.

Liminite.

Surprise scuttled through me. Similar to limestone but with the appearance of moonstone, liminite was a rare stone once mined from the southernmost point of the Elysium Peaks. My brows knitted. And if I remembered what was said about it, it had once been used in the burial rites of royalty from long-gone kingdoms.

The fact that it was so rare to see liminite wasn’t what drew my attention and held it, however.

While the statues were incredibly detailed, even down to the fingernails on the hands grasping their swords, their faces were smooth and devoid of any features.

And that was, well…creepy.

Not only that, the featureless faces reminded me of the dakkais.

I’d only seen the stone once as a child—in the Queen’s Garden. There was a statue of a mother holding her babe made of such stone. As we passed closer to one, I lifted my arm—

Casteel captured my wrist. “Why,” he said, his voice low but light with amusement, “must you touch everything?”

My lips pursed. “As I’ve said before, I’m a tactile person.”

“If you need to feel something up, I have something you can get all kinds of tactile with later,” he remarked, causing my cheeks to flame. “And I believe you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

I so did.

Letting go of my hand, he steered us toward the middle of the hall. I scowled at the fact that the statues were now out of my reach.

“I didn’t want to feel it up,” I muttered, shooting him a scathing look. His answer was a chuckle.

“This way,” Reaver said, guiding us toward a hall to our right.

Through the windows lining the hall, I caught glimpses of the white walls of one of the dormitories as Casteel trailed his hand down the middle of my back. It would be nice to come to a point where those buildings could be used to house people not training to make war.

“Have you told her about those who have come to Wayfair every day to see her?” Reaver asked as we passed several closed doors.

My head snapped toward him. “What?”

Casteel cursed. “No, I haven’t.”

Reaver chuckled.

“What is he talking about?”

“Nothing,” Casteel maintained with a smile.

“It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

“Rumors of you being a god have spread,” Reaver explained despite Casteel looking at him like he wanted to kick him through the wall.

That wouldn’t happen because I was about to kick him through a wall. “Neither you nor Kieran mentioned that.”

“Because it’s not a big deal.”

“Then why have they come?” I demanded.

“To pay you homage,” Reaver answered.

My mouth dropped open.

“They have left gifts. Tokens.”

“What?” I whispered, glancing at Casteel, watching the muscle tick in his jaw.

“Coins. Flowers. Their babes’ blankets. Candles and figurines,” Reaver rattled off. “Someone left a pig.”

“A…a pig?”

“A live pig.” He sent a frown over his shoulder. “Not sure why.”

“Perhaps they learned of your love for bacon,” Casteel remarked.

“But why would they leave a live pig?” I asked. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

His gaze slid to mine, and the color of his eyes warmed like pools of golden amber. “How do you think you end up with bacon?”

“I know how bacon gets made,” I told him. “I just don’t like to think about it.”

Reaver stopped in front of a door. “Pigs are very intelligent, emotional creatures.”

“Oh, my gods,” I muttered as he opened the heavy iron door, letting out a rush of cool, musty air. “I don’t want to think about that or the fact that anyone is leaving me gifts. They don’t need to do that, and they especially don’t need to leave me coin. Can we find out who has left that and return it to them?”

“Unlikely,” Reaver said, descending the gas lamplit stairwell.

Casteel sighed and let go of my hand. “Are you sure you like him?”

“Yes.” Reaver’s voice echoed from around the bend in the stairs. “She is sure.”

I grinned and trailed my fingers along smooth walls the color of cracked pepper.

“Careful,” Reaver warned. “The last step is steep.”

I felt Casteel’s hand on my lower back. The slight weight was comforting. Reaching the last step, I saw that Reaver hadn’t been joking. There was about a foot difference between the step and the floor. I hopped down.

Casteel simply stepped down behind me.

He winked, and my silly heart fluttered as I scanned the underground hall. The ceiling wasn’t as high as the area beneath Wayfair, and the pillars were made of iron instead of sandstone, but it reminded me of the silent, cold halls I’d wandered as a child.

Casteel fell into step beside me as the shorter hall widened out. We continued through the bowels of the citadel as I poked at a fang with my tongue. I thought about what needed to be—or should be—done. “When we return, we need to meet with the generals.”

He let out a noncommittal sound. “I’m sure Tawny would like to see you.”

My heart dropped, nearly causing me to trip. I pressed my hand to my stomach, realizing that my reaction wasn’t a one-off thing. Though what I felt didn’t make sense. It almost reminded me of when I was summoned to Teerman’s office. The dread I felt wasn’t that level of bad, but it still coated every thought of Tawny.

Casteel had fallen silent, but I felt his gaze on me.

I cleared my throat. “Do you know what this part of Ironspire was used for, Reaver?”

“The halls lead to personal quarters,” he answered. “It is likely where the Knights and generals stayed.”

It made sense. Down here, there was no fear of being exposed to the sun. But had they known what was entombed down here?

We fell silent as Reaver led us forward, my thoughts consumed with all that needed to be decided and dealt with. I could feel the stress building inside me. Less than a year ago, I would’ve laughed hysterically if someone had said I’d be in a position where I needed to decide such things. Honestly, I sort of wanted to laugh hysterically now.

The hall narrowed ahead and was barely lit. The moment we crossed it, the feeling of a dozen unseen eyes watching settled over me. Tiny bumps rose all over my skin as I scanned the walls, spying carved marks similar to those I had seen outside the chamber my father had been kept in.

For some reason, an image of Leopold formed in my mind—hair a rich, reddish brown and eyes as green as emeralds.

“Wards,” Casteel murmured, noticing what I looked at. “It would be really good for us to learn who gave Isbeth this information. I doubt Malec could’ve educated her on them so well that she could implement something like this hundreds of years later.”

I blinked away the ghostly image of Leo as Reaver said, “We’re here.”

Casteel took my hand as the hall opened into a chamber dug from the earth instead of made from iron. The smell of rich, damp soil was strong.

Together, we stepped into the space lit by two torches jutting from the walls on either side of the opening. The flames cast a flickering, orange glow over the packed dirt. My lips parted. Bones of various shapes and sizes lay scattered across the earthen floor, the white of them dulled with age, and their once-sharp edges worn smooth. Fragments of tattered clothing, stained and threadbare, clung to some.

Casteel inhaled sharply. “Fuck.”

I turned to find Reaver. He stood, his arms loose at his sides and shoulders curved inward. A visible tremor swept through him. My gaze followed his, and I…

I took a step back as shock and disbelief flooded me.

When I saw Nektas slumbering in his stone form, he had been massive and still managed to look proud and formidable.

That was not what I saw now.

I wasn’t even sure what I was looking at.

There were no sharp details of scales in the stone or the smooth spikes of frills and horns. It was just a jagged heap of stone that couldn’t have been larger than Setti.

My throat dried as I looked up at Casteel. His features were stark as he stared. “We’re sure that’s her?” he asked.

“It’s…her,” Reaver answered. His shoulders rose with a deep breath, and then he grabbed one of the torches. He neared her, lifting the torch. “If you come closer, you can see that it is.”

Casteel started forward, and I forced my legs to move.

“She wasn’t…well,” Reaver said, his tone flat, but his voice quivered. He cleared his throat. “She must’ve been weakened to…look like this.”

The light of the torch rolled over glossy, black chains—shadowstone. I followed the one lying against the flat gray stone. That was how I could tell where her head was. The chain encircled a thin section which I took to be her neck. Drawing closer, I could make out indents there that had to be her eyes and mouth. There were two growths along the top of the oval-shaped mound that I guessed were horns. The stone arched near the area of the torso. Wings, I realized. Wings pressed close to a thin body and even thinner limbs.

She was so small.

My gaze dropped to her forelimbs. Her talons were distinctive, the ridges of scales clearly visible there. I sucked in a sharp breath. Beneath her claws, I saw deep grooves in the earth. The horror that had been building inside me since I’d entered her resting place gave way to fury.

I pulled my hand free of Casteel’s and fisted both as the essence rose in me, thrumming unsteadily. I thought about the fact that the Knights’ and other Ascended’s quarters were so close to where she’d been kept for who knew how long. What she could’ve experienced down here…

Nausea churned, coating my mouth with a bitter taste as the corners of my vision turned silver. How could Isbeth do this? How could she do any of what she had done? Gods, it was such a pointless thing to wonder, but I couldn’t help myself. My flesh and blood was responsible for this, and I…

“I want to kill her,” I said, my skin humming as shame settled over me like the veil I’d been forced to wear. My mother was responsible for this. “I want to kill her all over again.”

Casteel turned, curling his hand around the base of my neck. His touch felt warm against the coolness of my skin. “You need to calm.”

“I am calm,” I stated as a fine dusting of dirt fell from the ceiling.

He bent and pressed his forehead to my temple before I felt him brush against my swirling thoughts. You’re not calm, Poppy. His fingers moved along the side of my neck, working the tension gathered there. If this chamber caves in on us, we won’t be able to help Jadis.

The shadows started to rise, obscuring the aged bones and the pieces of worn cloth. I didn’t want the chamber to cave in on us. I wanted to bring the entirety of Ironspire down and turn it to nothing but dust.

“Poppy,” Casteel murmured. “Sweetheart?”

I inhaled with a shudder and turned my head to him. I could feel my heart pounding as I locked gazes with him.

“I know,” he said, and then I heard the whisper of his voice. I know you’re angry and horrified. So am I. But that shame belongs only to Isbeth. She did this, and that’s no reflection upon you.

His features blurred, and I slammed my eyes shut. Casteel was right. This was on Isbeth. And this wasn’t about me and my feelings toward her.

He brushed his lips over my brow. “Understand?”

I nodded, and the next breath I took eased the burn in my lungs.

Casteel lifted his head and slid his hand down my back, his fingers tangling in my hair. His steady gaze held mine when my eyes reopened.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He shook his head, telling me those two words weren’t needed, but he’d earned them.

Drawing in a deep breath, I turned to where Reaver waited. “So, I just need to touch her?”

“That’s what Nektas believes,” he answered, kneeling by the entombed Jadis.

Aware of Casteel following me, I walked forward and lowered myself to my knees. I looked at Reaver, only able to see the curve of his jaw through his hair. “I’m sorry.”

His chest rose with a deep breath, and he nodded. “I couldn’t…I couldn’t break the chains,” he said, his voice so quiet, but the pain in each word reached inside me and seized my heart in a fist. “I was afraid I’d accidentally hurt her.”

“I’ll do it,” I told him.

He turned his head to me, and I saw the pain I heard in his voice clearly etched into every line of his face. It was hard to look at.

Moving my attention to the chains, I picked up the one around her neck first and summoned the eather. It responded at once to my will. There was no display of power, but it obliterated the shadowstone. Then I picked up the other, destroying it as quickly as I had the first.

Brushing the fine dust from my palms, I let out a shaky breath. I had no idea how my touch had awakened Nektas, and my so-called foresight was quiet. I lifted my hand, hesitating for a moment.

“If it doesn’t work, it’ll be okay,” Reaver assured me.

But would it?

I couldn’t see how. I pressed my lips together.

You can do this, came Casteel’s voice. Just be prepared to move quickly.

I understood why he worried. There was no telling how Jadis would react upon awakening.

Drawing in a shallow breath, I placed my hand on her talon. I felt the ridges of her scales, and the stone was warm like Nektas’s had been. I kept my hand there, my eyes glued to her sharp claws.

Nothing happened.

My stomach dropped, but it hadn’t been immediate with Nektas either. His awakening had taken a couple of moments. How many, though? Less than a minute? Two or three? I felt Reaver leaning closer.

I scanned the stone, searching for any hints of change and finding none. Disappointment threatened to rise as I concentrated on the thrumming essence. I hadn’t done that last time. I hadn’t even tried last time. But I could feel the power humming through my veins, and a glow of silver tinged in gold radiated from my hand.

But still…nothing happened.

“It may take her longer,” Reaver reasoned. “She’s still considered a youngling, and she’s deep in her sleep.”

I nodded, keeping my hand on her. Come on. I repeated those two words over and over as the seconds ticked by, the only sound the pounding of my heart. I couldn’t take back what Isbeth had done to Jadis, but I could at least bring her back to her family and loved ones. I needed to be able to do this. My skin vibrated, and my chest hummed as the aura around my hand pulsed and flickered over the stone.

“Jadis, please come back to us,” Reaver said, his voice soft and gentle in a way I’d never heard it before. “Please return to us.” The breath he exhaled was ragged, and when he spoke again, it came out as a broken whisper, “I’m sorry, Jade. So fucking sorry.”

A slice of pain cut through my chest. I closed my eyes. Desperation swelled. The heat of eather flared from deep within me as I felt Casteel kneel behind me and set his hand on my shoulder.

“Just a couple more minutes,” I said—or pleaded.

Squeezing my shoulder, he stayed silent. We waited more than a couple of minutes, but I was willing to wait hours.

I pressed a little harder against the stone and bit down on my lip until I tasted blood. What if she couldn’t—? No, I wouldn’t let myself think that.

“Poppy,” Reaver uttered hoarsely.

Frustration prickled at my skin. “Just a few—”

“It’s okay,” he swore.

My hand trembled. “No, it’s not.”

Reaver twisted toward me. “Look at me.”

“I need to focus,” I stated firmly.

“Poppy,” he uttered, his voice cracking like a frayed rope about to snap.

I turned to face him, the light from the torch casting shadows across his angular features. Pressure clamped down on my chest.

Reaver swallowed as he took hold of my wrist and pulled my hand away from the stone. “It has to be okay.”

I shook my head, staring at his long, slender fingers encircling my wrist. “I…I don’t know why it’s not working.” I searched my whirling thoughts, but no intuition held any answers for me. And I didn’t know what that meant. Lifting my head, I looked at Casteel. “I don’t understand. And the absolutely useless vadentia isn’t working.”

I turned back to Reaver before Casteel could reply, my heart lurching. Not wanting to give up, I pulled against his hold. “Let me try again.”

His gaze flicked behind me. A heartbeat later, Casteel’s arm went around my waist.

“Reaver,” I whispered.

He turned his gaze back to Jadis.

The cold dirt walls blurred as Casteel led me away. When we reached the entrance to the desolate chamber, I couldn’t help but look back.

Reaver sat before Jadis, his chin touching his chest as he pressed his hand to the rough stone of the entombed draken. He looked…lost and defeated, his shoulders trembling.

As Casteel walked me into the hall beyond the earthen chamber, there was no stopping what I’d refused to allow myself to think before—to fear. That there was no undoing the harm the Blood Queen had inflicted upon the daughter of the first draken.


CHAPTER 22
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CASTEEL

Poppy stood just inside the narrow hallway of our new quarters, fidgeting once more with the buttons of her robe. She would snap them off if she kept it up.

“While you wait for me,” I said, “you should investigate the bathing chamber. I think you will find something of interest.”

Interest sparked in her eyes, but it was dull. I hated to leave her after what’d happened in Ironspire, but there were a few things I needed to tend to.

I placed my hand on her lower back and pressed a quick kiss to the corner of her lips. “I’ll be back shortly.”

Poppy’s gaze flicked behind me as she nodded. Closing the door, I ran a weary hand over my face.

Fuck. I really needed to shave.

Dropping my arm, I turned. My gaze immediately locked on eyes as familiar as mine.

Kieran leaned against the wall at the end of the hall, arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t speak until I reached his side.

“Should I get Tawny?” he asked.

“She’s not ready to see anyone,” I said. Tension gathered in my shoulders as I looked back at the closed doors. Her reluctance to end the Ascended was expected, but her hesitation to see Tawny? Knowing how important she was to Poppy, I didn’t get it.

“I noticed she didn’t seem too keen on doing so.”

“Her anxiety spiked again when I mentioned visiting with her while we were at Ironspire,” I said, turning back to him.

“I felt that when you brought Tawny up while we ate.” Kieran tipped his head back against the wall. “She’s been through a lot, and I have no clue about half of it.” His gaze slid to mine before darting away. A moment passed. “So, I assume the generals will be conveniently unavailable until tomorrow?”

It was annoying how well he knew me. “Sounds about right,” I said, knowing Poppy would be pissed if she knew about this. But like Kieran had said, she had been through a lot. She needed time to settle.

There was a beat of silence. “You need to feed.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

A brow rose.

“Not from you.” I scratched my fingers through my hair, not even allowing my mind to go there. “I’ll handle speaking with the generals and everything.” That everything included speaking with our…what had Poppy called it? Our Shadow Council.

His gaze returned to mine. “I can handle that.”

“I know.”

He eyed me for a moment before nodding. Yet again, it really fucking annoyed me how well he knew me. Because I didn’t have to say a word. He could sense the tension thrumming beneath my skin and the edginess coiling tightly in my gut, stretching every nerve.

“Then will you feed?”

Exhaling slowly, I gave him a bland look.

“Yeah, I know me repeatedly asking that is annoying as fuck, but I also know you’re reluctant to feed on anyone but her.”

“I’ll feed,” I said. “I shouldn’t be gone too long, but someone needs to be near her until I return.”

“You okay with me being that someone?”

Tension spread to my neck and then my jaw. “She’s not a threat to herself or others. So, yes.”

Kieran’s lips twisted into a strained smile. He shook his head and let out a dry, cutting laugh.

Anger rose, bitter and noxious. “I say something funny?”

“Absolutely fucking not,” he shot back and then stretched his neck to the side.

“Good,” I bit out, the essence stirring.

A muscle started ticking in his clenched jaw as he eyed me. He’d sensed the rise of eather in me.

I pushed the shit down as irritation at him, at me, at Poppy—at all of us—for being in this fucking situation grew. There was another reason I wanted to talk to him. “I haven’t said shit to her about what happened.”

He inhaled sharply. There was no need to elaborate.

“I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” I continued.

Kieran pushed off the wall and started to turn toward the Solar and the doors to the antechamber. The moment he faced me, I recognized the stubborn, wide-legged stance for what it was. “So, are you planning to not say anything?”

“What’s there to say?”

He stared at me, his nostrils flaring. “Don’t play that shit with me.”

I smirked, my stance mirroring his. “Who’s playing, Kieran?”

“You.” He stepped forward, ignoring the look on my face that surely warned him to shut the fuck up. “There’s a whole lot of shit to be said. And you know what else?”

“No, but I have an unfortunate feeling you’re going to tell me.”

“There’s also a whole lot of shit that needs to be thought about,” he said, just like I knew he would. “Something you clearly haven’t done.”

“And what is it you think I haven’t thought about?”

Kieran didn’t hesitate. The bastard never did. “The same damn thing I told you to ask yourself—why she asked me to make that promise and not you.”

Ice trickled through my veins. He had to be fucking kidding me. As if every moment I didn’t spend thinking about Poppy, Kolis, and the kingdom wasn’t spent on that very fucking question. It was eating me up. It’d damn near consumed me while we were at Ironspire, and she said she knew she could come to me. The lie I spoke had tasted bitter. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

“Why?” Kieran demanded. “Because you don’t want to admit to yourself—”

“Because I don’t want to knock your fucking ass through a wall,” I said. “And then have to explain it to Poppy, who would be pissed.”

“Will knocking my ass through a wall get you to pull your head out of your ass?” Kieran challenged. “Because if so…” He spread his arms wide. “Have at it. I’ll tell Poppy it was an accident.”

The ice in my veins spread to my chest. The offer was almost too tempting. “Kieran.”

“Come on,” he pushed, and I felt the summery heat of his power brushing against my skin. A faint golden sheen appeared beneath his flesh. “Do it. I’ll even let you get the first couple of hits in.”

The laugh that left me caused the light from the sconces in the hall to flicker. “She just woke up.” I stepped toward him, leaving only a few inches between us. “And even if she isn’t saying shit, you know she’s overwhelmed. I’m not going to add to that.”

Kieran’s mouth snapped shut.

“And contrary to my actions, I do have restraint.” I held his stare. “But you also know more than anyone that it only lasts for so long.”

The silver aura behind his pupils pulsed as he stood there silently. His power retracted, and the golden sheen faded from his skin. Figuring he’d gotten the message, I stepped back.

I was wrong.

“Do you really think she won’t notice this shit between us?”

Not a single part of me thought that. Poppy was very observant—annoyingly so.

“You won’t be able to keep this from her,” he said, his voice low. “She’ll notice—”

“She’s not going to notice shit because you and I aren’t going to act as if there is any shit between us.”

Kieran’s laugh was less biting this time. “Are you kidding me? Someone blind, deaf, and half-dead would notice that things aren’t right. And she’s already asked.”

He had a point. And she had asked.

“Then we’d better get our shit together,” I said with a tight-lipped smile. “But if you can’t handle it, you have the room closest to the Solar. If you prefer not being in the Solar, you’ll still be able to hear if anything happens.”

Kieran snorted. “With Poppy awake, I pity any idiot who attempts to make a move against her.”

“As do I,” I replied. “But I’m not worried about the typical idiot. Kolis is out there. He could still be a wraith, or he could have a physical form now. Either way, he can project his whatever the fuck it’s called.”

“His vellá,” Kieran said.

Of course, he remembered that. For a moment—just a second—the normalcy was a relief.

I ruined that in the next breath. “Can you handle it?”

“I can handle it,” he gritted out.

“Perfect.” I moved back. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to go find the fucking generals.”

“Murin is beyond the city’s Rise.” He paused. “I believe he’s holding afternoon training if that is what you’re looking for.” His gaze met mine. “And that’d better be what you’re looking for.”

Tension continued building in the muscles of my back. Because he knew what I was like when I was wired too tightly. He knew what I needed. Fight. Fuck. Or pain. One of the three in excess worked. But since the kind of fucking it took was out of the question, that left the other two. So, I knew what he was getting at. And it was like a fucking punch to the gut.

“I’m past that point in my life,” I bit out, holding his stare. “I know who I am.”

“I would hope.”

“You should.” I rolled my shoulders back. “After the generals, I’m going to feed on someone who is hopefully not fucking Emil.”

“That may be a problem.”

I briefly closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Why?”

“Naill and Perry are both on patrol, and Hisa is with Lizeth,” he shared, smirking. “Emil is the only one in Wayfair you trust enough.”

Fuck me.

I pivoted.

“Cas.”

Every muscle in me locked, forcing me to stop.

“I won’t say anything to her.” He paused. “For now.”

My hands fisted at my sides.

“But as you know, my restraint only goes so far, too,” he said, his voice low. “I know you don’t want to put this shit on Poppy and make her feel guilty, but I don’t know how the fuck you think she’ll feel when you do finally get around to dealing with this if you keep it from her.”

I inhaled, tasting the bitter chalkiness of ash as I stared ahead. Yeah. I didn’t want to put that on her. But if she learned that I knew? If she realized what it had caused? It would break her heart.

“So, I suggest you get on with it,” Kieran said. “Because I’m not going to let you do this to her—to us.” The breath he took was shaky. When he spoke again, his voice had turned coarse. “I won’t let you do this to yourself.”
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POPPY

The sky looked…different.

My hands rested on the balcony’s smooth stone railing as my gaze traveled the endless expanse. There weren’t many clouds.

But there were stars.

Thousands of them blanketed the sky like diamonds had been scattered across it.

It would’ve been beautiful if not for how wrong it was, considering it was only late afternoon and several hours from what should have been dusk.

It had to be another sign of the imbalance in the realms—one that would continue to worsen as long as both Casteel and Kolis were in the mortal realm.

Gods. That wasn’t an outcome we had even remotely considered when we brought Malec to the Bone Temple.

I should be more disturbed than I was, but it paled in comparison to what I’d experienced in the Continents and what I’d seen carved into Reaver’s features when he realized I couldn’t wake Jadis.

Anguish.

Gods, I could still hear it in his voice.

My hands trembled against the railing. Why hadn’t my touch worked?

Like before, there was no answer.

I swallowed against the knot that had lodged itself in my throat since Ironspire. The desperation I’d felt when I willed Jadis to wake reminded me of the little girl in Saion’s Cove who had passed. Except I’d been able to bring her back. Could it be that Jadis was…no longer alive? That would explain why my touch had no impact.

No, I told myself. Nektas had sensed that his daughter was still alive. So, it wasn’t that. I’d just failed to reach her.

Hopefully, Seraphena would know what to do. Nektas would have to ask her instead of waiting for me, right?

There was only a hint of the sea in the air as I drew in a deep breath and looked over my shoulder.

Right now, I figured Kieran was setting a time to meet with the generals while Casteel went to feed—something he could’ve done inside our chambers, but I could tell he believed I wasn’t ready to see anyone.

That assumption wasn’t entirely unfounded. But it was more that I wasn’t ready to see one person in particular.

Tawny.

My stomach twisted, and I still had no idea why. It was so unlike me. Tawny meant the world to me, as did our friendship. What I was feeling just didn’t make sense.

Pulling my lip between my teeth, I lifted my gaze. From this part of Wayfair, I could see an even larger portion of the Garden District and Croft’s Cross. I looked to where the range of the Elysium Peaks rose against the vivid-blue, star-swept sky, casting a shadow over part of the city and the thick forest below.

What had Ian called it? The Dark Elms? I didn’t think that was their official name. I recalled them being called the Royal Elms, but Ian’s name for them made a lot more sense. As a child, I’d been afraid of the forest because I’d never seen the sun penetrate the canopy.

And likely because Ian had once told me that the souls of those who passed on but feared judgment haunted the forest.

A faint smile tugged at my lips as the memory of Ian holding my hand as we walked rose, but it faded as my stomach dipped. For some reason, I suddenly thought—no, I believed—that what Ian had said about the forest was true.

Shaking my head at another thought that made no sense, I looked up. White-tipped water rushed down the jagged face of the bluff in the Cliffs of Sorrow.

Shivers tiptoed down my spine as I stepped back from the railing, unsure of what unnerved me so much about them. They had never bothered me when I was a child. I’d obviously been more afraid of the woods below them. Maybe it was because I now knew that the story Ian had once written to me about hadn’t just been another of his fantastical tales.

Sotoria was real. And she was…

My skin prickled with unease as the thought trailed off. She was what? Tipping my head back, I closed my eyes and tried to find the lost thought. It felt important. Monumental. But trying to remember it was like grasping at shadows.

Frustration made my skin itchy, so I gave up. I was getting nowhere while standing there with my eyes closed. Turning, I walked back into our more permanent and much larger quarters.

The King’s Solar took up nearly the entire top floor of the eastern wing, with only four chambers outside the quarters meant for stewards or Ladies in Wait. I guessed they were empty now. Could Tawny be moved there? Perhaps Delano and Perry could take one of the chambers. Or Vonetta once she arrived. And if Vonetta took one, did that mean Emil would be staying with her? A wry grin tugged at my lips. I wasn’t sure how Kieran would handle that. Casteel seemed to think Emil would get himself killed, but I wasn’t so sure.

My stare trailed over the spacious room that had clearly been designated for meetings. In the center of the first chamber—the Solar the quarters had been named after—was a rectangular table made of light, cream-colored wood, large enough to seat at least ten. It sat on a slightly raised platform framed by marble pillars flecked with gold, and each end faced doors that opened to balconies.

I’d never explored this area of Wayfair when I lived here. All I knew of this space was that neither Isbeth nor Jalara had occupied these rooms. Instead, the King’s Solar had been used for visiting high-ranking members of society—mortal, high-ranking members.

My gaze lifted to the reason for that. The dome above was glass, as were the ceilings of the other rooms.

I drifted into the next chamber, one I quickly saw was filled with ivory-colored couches and armchairs adorned with golden accents. They’d been placed around low-to-the-floor tables trimmed in gold. The ceiling was slightly lower here, divided into smaller glass panes.

Running my fingers over the velvety backs of the chairs, I continued forward, feeling like I was walking through someone else’s living quarters, where gold was clearly a theme in the décor.

And the dining chamber was no exception. Gold accented the round dining table and chairs made of the same light-colored wood as the massive table in the Solar. It also framed the windowed dome above. At least the King’s Solar wasn’t drenched in crimson like many of the chambers in Wayfair were.

Between the lack of crimson and all the glass, I had to think this section had been built when Atlantia ruled the realm. Possibly even before that. Knowing that Atlantians had once occupied this wing made me feel a little more comfortable.

I pushed open a set of double doors trimmed in gold. “Goodness.”

My hands fell to my sides as my wide-eyed gaze locked on the canopy bed on another raised platform. It was absurdly large, wide enough to fit at least four or five people, and so long I had to wonder exactly how tall the person—or small army—this bed had been constructed for was.

Opaque curtains had been tied back against the posts, revealing a mound of pillows at the head of the bed and neatly tucked blankets. It looked soft, and I had to resist the urge to dive headfirst into the heap of pillows.

I looked up. Unsurprisingly, the ceiling was made of glass, which explained the thick curtains surrounding the bed. Once drawn, they would block out the light streaming in from above and the floor-to-ceiling window that made up the wall. The shutters on an oval-shaped window were cracked open on the other side of the bed, letting in a bit of cool, fresh air. There was a thickly cushioned, light-gray sofa that honestly could’ve doubled as a bed. A dark-gray quilt was draped over one of the two armchairs across from it, and a low table sat between them. Two doors opposite the wall of windows drew my attention.

There had better be a massive tub behind one of those doors, or I would riot.

Opening one, I was surprised to find a large wardrobe—no, not a wardrobe. What had Casteel called this? Our rooms in the palace at Evaemon had one of these. A…walk-in wardrobe? This one wasn’t nearly as big as the other, but it was still unnecessarily large, especially considering we had so few clothing items. The proof was in the handful of Casteel’s things hanging from the rods.

A still-packed saddlebag hung beside a cloak that I thought Kieran had worn while we were on the road to Carsodonia. Then again, it was just a plain cloak, so it could be anyone’s.

My gaze lifted to a wooden box engraved with the Atlantian Crest. I stretched up, running my fingers along the smooth wood holding the gilded bone crowns we’d once stored in a cigar box.

I walked on, spotting a few of the tunics and breeches Tawny must’ve brought with her. Did she know I was awake? Guilt crept through me. I knew she had to be worried, and instead of being, well, weird, I should have been assuaging her concerns.

Telling myself that I would see Tawny soon, I looked over some of the other items hanging there. Tunics. Gowns. Leggings. I tugged a gown out, seeing that it would likely fit, which meant it probably hadn’t been something just lying around. The Ascended were impossibly thin.

Letting go of the gown, I spotted the chest. Kneeling before it, I opened the lid to find a small arsenal of bows, arrows, short swords, and steel and bloodstone daggers. There were even a few shadowstone blades, though I had no idea where they’d come from. I exhaled long and slow as I spied a bundle of black cloth. I picked it up, recognizing the weight immediately. Unfurling the soft material, I revealed the bloodstone dagger and a thigh harness.

A mix of bittersweet emotions swelled within me as I stared at the blade Vikter had given me. It had saved my life more times than I cared to count, and I felt like it was an extension of me. But as I ran my finger down the crimson blade, I knew I could no longer look at it without thinking about the wolven the bone handle had been crafted from.

Placing the thigh harness on the floor, I wrapped the cloth around the dagger again and laid it next to the harness. I grabbed a shadowstone dagger, revealing a large burlap pouch beneath it. Curious, I loosened the tie and reached inside.

My hand brushed against the softness of leather, and I wrapped my fingers around a dagger’s smooth, tapered hilt.

A bone dagger.

Letting the pouch fall back into the chest, I stared at the blade that could’ve killed Casteel.

That had.

I stiffened at the whisper that sounded an awful lot like my voice. I had no idea why I’d thought that. He hadn’t died. The shimmering, golden imprint on my hand was proof of that. But…

Shaking the thought from my mind, I caressed the smooth side of the blade. The tips of my fingers tingled at the contact as I reached the deadly point. Part of me wanted to destroy the weapon, but I knew we’d need it.

It was one of the only things that could kill a Primal.

Ancient bone and eather, but…there were stipulations to that.

Primal gods had few weaknesses once they matured—a process that could take months or even years, depending on the god. But once that happened? I thought about how only a Primal carrying the true essence of Life or Death—or a Primal like me—could strike down another Primal. But there was one other weakness.

That was all the vadentia would tell me, though. It went silent then—because, of course, it did.

I returned the dagger to its pouch and laid it back in the chest. Closing the lid, I grabbed the items I’d placed on the floor.

After draping the harness over a rod, I put the daggers on the small table outside.

Eyeing the last door in the room, I muttered, “This had better not be a disappointment.”

I immediately walked toward a privacy screen with adjustable, sleek black blinds standing in the center of the semicircular chamber. A wooden stool was near the tub, and stone shelves held folded towels, various soaps, and bathing salts. But the real centerpiece of the chamber was the tub itself.

And I was so not disappointed by what I saw.

It was big enough for two—possibly even three—people, but the two pipes running out of the floor and curving over the foot of the tub sent a bolt of surprise through me. If I hadn’t been to Atlantia, I wouldn’t have known that one of them carried heated water. I’d had no idea Wayfair had anything like this—or that the Blood Crown was even capable of such infrastructure. But it made sense. After all, Isbeth had once lived in Atlantia. She would’ve seen mundane things there that most would consider an opulent luxury here.

While I was happy to see that we didn’t have to force someone to haul buckets of steaming water up several floors, it infuriated me—despite not surprising me—that, once again, the Blood Crown had possessed the knowledge to improve others’ lives but instead chose to use it only for themselves.

We could change that.

That bit of realization caused my stomach to flip as my gaze traveled over the gold-veined marble. Opposite the tub, a wide vanity stretched along the curved wall, the countertops gleaming in the dim light. Dual mirrors with brushed-gold frames hung above, and a wall partially extended across the chamber, providing privacy for someone to take care of their personal needs.

As I turned, I caught my reflection in one of the mirrors and slowly approached it. The shock of seeing my eyes earlier had prevented me from taking a closer look at myself. The scars were still present, though I thought they might have faded just a hair more, and the edges of the torn skin didn’t appear quite as jagged. If someone stood at a distance…and had poor vision, perhaps they wouldn’t even see them.

The other half a nightmare.

A tremor coursed down my arms as Duke Teerman’s words resurfaced. Not because of what he’d said. I no longer felt shame when I thought about how he spoke about me. It was how he took…liberties. And allowed Lord Mazeen to do the same. How he looked at me with those cold, black eyes that often reflected a glint that terrified me even when I first met him, and he still pretended to be kind and caring. How many times had it been Kolis staring back at me? Had he been the one who lifted the cane? Who wanted to see it strike bare flesh?

My fingers pressed into the cool marble. I hadn’t always left the Duke’s office conscious—the times when the pain of the caning had ended only when my body gave up. I had forbidden myself from even thinking about what could’ve occurred between the time my vision turned black and when I woke to find myself in my bed. I had convinced myself that it was just something that happened. And I was glad I had. Because now that I allowed myself to think about it, I needed to know what’d happened. Had that been when I was given blood?

Gods. I had his blood in me. Technically, I supposed it was Teerman’s and Kolis’s blood.

My lip curled.

Why had I even thought of that? Now, I wanted to vomit. I also wanted to scrub my skin until it turned bright pink.

But the idea that this could’ve happened—no, not an idea, not a could’ve…the blood exchange had happened. Because how else was there a bond between Kolis and me? The knowledge that it had happened, even if I had no memory of it, made me want to scream, shed my skin, let loose—

Drawing in a deep breath, I closed my eyes. There was no point in allowing it to affect me. It was in the past—one I didn’t even remember. It wasn’t like I had memories of it to haunt me. I had no reason to feel like I…

Like I what?

Had been mistreated? Abused? I had been. And I hadn’t let it shape who I was. So, I had no reason to feel like I had been…

Forced.

Assaulted.

But, gods, I had been. Even if it was just the blood. Still, I had no recollection of it. I was lucky.

My fingers started to ache from how much force I pressed down with. I eased up and straightened them. There was no reason to think about the Duke. Casteel had ensured that he was no longer a concern. Reopening my eyes, I stared directly into them in the mirror.

What would people think when they saw me?

Surely, not everyone would respond as well as Casteel and Kieran had.

Would my eyes unsettle the Atlantians—as my mere presence did with Generals Aylard and La’Sere? At least the dark-haired female Atlantian had seemed to warm up to me a little. Maybe.

Would the changes in me terrify them?

Did mortals believe I had been Chosen and blessed by the gods? Or did they think I was a false god like the Blood Crown—my mother—had tried to convince the realm once it was clear that I wouldn’t fall in line? And if they did still think that, how would we gain their trust?

Pressure settled on my shoulders, but as I stared at my reflection, I reminded myself of what I already knew. We would have to convince them with our words and actions.

Pushing away from the counter, I walked back into the bedchamber. My gaze moved past the bed to the glass wall.

I was walking before I realized it and stopped in front of it. The windows only faced the Peaks and the steep, jagged rise of the Cliffs of Sorrow.

The blood in my veins hummed, and my pulse picked up. I lifted my arms and placed my palms against the cool pane. As I stood there, an inexplicable impulse to go to the Cliffs built within me. The urge settled deep in my chest, heavy and insistent, the pull tugging at me as my breath fogged the window, demanding that I…

That I do what?

Blinking, I jerked my hands away from the glass and stepped back. My heart pounded harder as I swallowed. I had no idea why I would feel such a need to go to the Cliffs. It made no sense. Shaking my head, I turned to the bed.

It really did look soft.

I toed off my boots and approached it. Holding on to one of the posts, I stepped onto the platform, then crawled to the center of the bed, where I plopped onto my back.

It was soft.

Lying there in the quiet, I stared up at the opaque curtains as I toyed with the buttons on the robe, my thoughts roaming right to a topic I really didn’t want to think about.

The realm that was now in ruins.

What was happening there? Was the land still splitting apart or being consumed by flames? Were people still dying, though in smaller numbers since I didn’t feel the horrifying pain again?

“Stop,” I whispered. No good could come of me dwelling on that.

Though no good came from not doing so.

And that made me feel no better than the Arae.

Blowing out a ragged breath, I forced my thoughts to how we could ensure that we actually improved the mortals’ lives. I needed to talk to Casteel about my feelings regarding us ruling the mortals. But before we could do anything to improve the lives of those in Solis, we needed to deal with Kolis. And he was either…floating around somewhere unseen while doing only the gods knew what or had already taken corporeal form. The latter was oddly the better option. At least he wouldn’t be moving about without us knowing.

I knew I should get up. Casteel would return soon, and I should bathe and put on actual clothing before he did. But I remained sprawled across the bed as the seconds ticked into minutes. I had no idea how much time had passed before I felt a featherlight brush of lips against mine, and the cool graze of fingertips trailing down my throat and lower. My body responded, my back arching as the barely-there caress drifted over the swell of my breast, hardening the peak. My eyes fluttered open to…

Nothing.

Sitting up, I slowly glanced around the chamber. My gaze landed on the windows. The chamber was dimmer, the sky beyond clouded over. I slipped off the bed and stepped down from the platform. My feet carried me toward the glass, but each step was slow, as if I were walking through thick slush. The elms were darker than I’d ever seen them.

A prickle of unease skittered through me in warning, but a suffocating heaviness settled over me like a thick fog, forcing my eyes closed. The tiny hairs on the nape of my neck stood at attention as an unmistakable presence, cold and heavy, pressed against my back. Every part of my being screamed for me to turn and fight. To do something. Anything. But it was like I no longer had control of my body. I couldn’t move as the weight of an arm encircled my waist. Horror entrenched itself deep within me as the robe loosened. Icy fingers grazed my collarbones before gripping my throat. My breath stilled in my chest.

Frigid air brushed my cheek. “I’ve always been with you.”

My eyes flew open as thin fissures appeared in the window, racing outward from beneath my palms. An achingly cold chuckle turned the blood in my veins to sludge, cracking the window—

The glass exploded, thousands of sharp pieces causing me to jerk back, but there was nowhere to go. He was behind me like a solid, cold, unyielding wall. The hand around my throat yanked my head violently to the side—

The fragile bones in my neck breaking were like thunderclaps in my ears, a sound so deafening it drowned out everything as the realm exploded in a blinding flash of white.

Choking on a scream, I jerked upright, my arms thrown out as my heart threw itself against my ribs. I could still hear the cracking bone—my bone—as I stared through eather-shadowed fingers at the…intact glass across from the bed.

“Oh, my gods,” I breathed, lowering my trembling hands.

Muted sunlight filled the chamber as I twisted sharply, my legs tangling in a thin blanket draped over them. I quickly scanned the space and found it empty. I’d fallen asleep, and that…it had just been a dream. I swallowed, my throat dry. A nightmare.

A thin laugh left me as I lifted my hand to my chest, hoping to slow my heart. I was a mess, dreaming first of Casteel’s touch and then—

My fingers brushed against bare, cold skin.

Eather rippled through me as my heart lurched. Lips parting, I looked down. Shadows swirled along the taut skin on the top of my hand. I moved it.

The robe…was unbuttoned.

I inhaled sharply, and my head snapped up. Essence pressed against my skin, darkening the corners of my vision as I looked the chamber over, moving much slower this time, inspecting every shadow. I twisted at the waist to sweep the other side. The room was empty. The walk-in wardrobe door was closed. I’d left the bathing chamber door open. Nothing had changed. I saw no one.

But Kolis…

If he hadn’t returned to flesh and bone, I wouldn’t be able to see him.

I should be able to sense him, though—what felt like instinct told me I could sense any god nearby.

Someone had been in here, but they had only laid a blanket over me. Likely Casteel or Kieran.

My gaze fell to where my hand had closed into a fist against my chest. Had I unbuttoned the robe? I’d been fiddling with it before I fell asleep, so it was highly probable. In fact, that made more sense than my dream somehow manifesting itself in reality. The shadows faded from my hand as I looked down once more. The deadlier side of my eather had responded to the perceived threat, which explained my cold skin.

That reality was far more concerning. I didn’t need the power of death rising to the surface while I slept. No one needed that—especially not when I had nightmares far too often.

I turned around and faced the windows. Drawing in a deep breath, I scooted across the bed but froze before stepping down. Was there space between the bed and the platform?

Was I, the Primal of Life and Death, the most powerful—at least, one day—god to exist, seriously worried that some pervy, murderous creature was lurking under the bed?

My gods, I needed to get a grip.

Rolling my eyes at myself, I stepped down. Unsurprisingly, nothing grabbed my ankle.

But I still quickly hopped from the platform with an urgency that had very little to do with the fact that I’d wasted precious time napping.

Not that I would ever admit that to anyone.

Halfway across the chamber, I stopped. The Solar was empty, but I knew neither Casteel nor Kieran would’ve gone far. What felt like a long-buried instinct nudged at me. Closing my eyes, I felt the eather humming in my chest and veins. It knew what to do as my will formed. As I pictured each chamber I’d walked through and the hall beyond, my senses unfurled, stretching beyond the bedchamber and Solar. I could see the wide hall with four doors, two on each side, so clearly in my mind. Everything sounded muted, but I felt a presence—earthy and rich. Cedar.

Kieran.

He was in the chamber to the right of the Solar.

Surprise rolled through me, breaking my concentration as my eyes snapped open. The humming settled in my veins. Ever since the notam had kicked in, I’d been able to sense the wolven. But I hadn’t been able to do that before.

Forcing myself to move before I tried something else, I hurried into the bathing chamber. I couldn’t believe I’d actually fallen asleep after being stuck in a bed for as long as I had. Pushing the door shut behind me, I went to the tub. Having no idea how much time had passed or where Casteel—or whoever had been in the chamber to cover me—had gone, I turned on the faucets. Water poured into the tub, splashing against the porcelain base as I stepped back. I pulled the stopper on a jar of pink crystals. The soft, musky scent of sandalwood reached me. I sprinkled a handful into the rushing water and put a bar of soap on the tub’s wide ledge. Foamy bubbles had already begun to appear, filling the air with the sweet, woodsy scent as I stripped off the robe.

Spotting hooks on the half wall, I stepped from behind the privacy screen. I hung the robe, thinking about the upcoming conversation with the generals.

I doubted any would protest our decision regarding the Ascended. Knowing Aylard, he’d celebrate.

The soft fabric whispered over my skin as I lowered the straps of the sleeping gown.

The remaining generals could also—

What felt like a cool breeze brushed against my bare hip as the gown puddled on the floor at my feet. I froze, my heart stuttering. A prickly sensation crawled down my spine, raising the hairs on my arms as an unsettling awareness settled over me. My skin pimpled as I folded an arm across my chest and turned. My gaze landed on the bathroom door, and the breath I took caught in my throat.

The door was halfway open.

My body flashed ice-cold as I stared, knowing damn well I had pushed it closed.

But in my hurry, I hadn’t made sure it shut behind me.

Forcing a swallow, I crept toward the door and peered into the bedchamber. Everything was as I’d left it. I started to step back when I saw the window by the bed.

The shutters.

I’d forgotten they were cracked open, which explained the cool breeze.

A low, shaky laugh left me. The nightmare had clearly messed with my head, causing my imagination to run wild. I still sensed no one.

After turning off the faucet, I climbed into the steaming water. Sinking deep enough for the popping bubbles to tickle my chin, I kept my eyes open wide, unable to shake the skin-crawling sensation of being watched.


CHAPTER 23
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POPPY

I’d just finished washing my hair when I felt the faint throb of the notam in my chest.

“Poppy?” Kieran called out.

I looked at the stool, realizing I’d forgotten to grab a towel. My gaze swung toward the wall as the footsteps drew closer.

Damn it.

Strands of hair floated around me, and my knees broke the surface as I sank until the frothy water reached my chin.

Whoever it was halted, and then the half-open door creaked.

“Poppy?”

Briefly closing my eyes, I exhaled slowly. “I’m in here.”

As his steps drew closer, I glanced down and immediately wished I hadn’t. While bubbles still swirled on the water’s surface, they had thinned out, leaving vast swaths between the foam clusters.

Kieran stepped around the privacy screen, and in the silence that followed, I peeked up at him.

He must have bathed because he was clean-shaven and had changed into a black, short-sleeve tunic made of soft leather and fitted at the waist. The sunlight caught the golden threads of the embroidery along the shoulders and on the two front panels. My gaze lifted.

The hue of his eyes was a bright, glacial blue as his gaze swept up from the foot of the tub to mine. A muscle spasmed in his jaw, and it was only then that I realized my arms had remained nestled against my sides, and there were a lot of gaps in the bubbles near my half-submerged chin.

His jaw loosened as his gaze met mine. “Did you fall asleep in the tub again?”

My mind immediately flashed back to New Haven when I woke to find Kieran kneeling beside the tub. To say I’d been surprised to find him there would’ve been an understatement. I’d been convinced that he held no fondness for me then, and I was pretty sure I’d been right.

“No,” I said. “I heard you come in. I just forgot to grab a towel.”

Amusement flickered across his features as he looked down at me, but there was something else to his stare and in his eyes—an edginess that brought a flush to my cheeks.

“You’re uncomfortable.”

The frankness of his statement caused my brow to furrow.

“There’s no reason to be.” He paused. “It’s not like I haven’t seen it all before.”

My lips pursed. “I haven’t forgotten. And I didn’t say I was uncomfortable.”

Kieran arched a brow. “So, you’re not?”

Was I? I wasn’t. At least, not in the way I was in New Haven. And I really didn’t know what that meant or why I was even thinking about it while naked in a tub.

“Can you grab me a towel?” I asked.

“I can.”

I stared at him, waiting. “Approximately when do you think you might be able to do that?”

“Around the same time you remember that you moved a chair earlier without touching it and could simply will the towel to you.”

I opened and then closed my mouth. Damn it, he was right. “I can’t believe I forgot that.”

“Well, you’re not used to summoning things to you with your mind.”

“True.” My attention shifted to the towels stacked on the shelf. Eather hummed as I pictured the towel—

My eyes widened as one flew off the shelf.

Kieran’s hand snapped out, catching it in midair. “I doubt you wanted to be smacked in the face with it.”

“I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

“Uh-huh.” He chuckled.

Prying an arm from my side, I reached for the towel. Instead of handing it over, he knelt beside the tub, and the towel disappeared from view. My narrowed eyes lifted to his.

“So, what do you think of the new quarters?” he asked.

“Is that a question that needs to be answered while you’re holding my towel?”

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “I like them. They remind me of the ones in Evaemon.”

“You’ve never been up here before?”

“I wasn’t allowed into this section of the east wing since guests normally occupied the rooms.” I was surprised he wasn’t taking this most opportune time to launch into the lecture I knew was still coming about me crossing the Veil. “I think this section of Wayfair was built when Atlantia ruled.”

“What gave it away?” he replied dryly.

I grinned. “Casteel said his mother and Malec stayed here.” My lip curled. “Now, I’m thinking about my mother-in-law and uncle sleeping in the same bed, and that makes me think of how messed up my family tree is.”

Kieran huffed out a low laugh. “I’m sure the mattress has been replaced since then.”

“We can only hope,” I said.

“We?”

My eyes shot to his as I opened my mouth. It struck me that I had become so used to sharing space with Kieran while on the road to Carsodonia that it hadn’t even crossed my mind that he might prefer his own arrangements. That would make sense since he normally had his own quarters, but…

My fingers curled against my bare waist. Things felt different now but somehow the same. Which was entirely too confusing.

“We?” he repeated, quieter this time.

“Or whatever.” Staring out the window, I felt his eyes on me.

“Did you notice the chambers outside the quarters?” he asked. “One of them will be mine. I will be close, but not so close that I can’t escape when you two start getting on my nerves.”

I laughed. “I have a feeling that will be more often than not.”

“You are probably right,”

His tone had changed. Glancing over at him, I noticed the faint amusement was completely gone from his stare.

“There are no expectations, Poppy.”

My breath stalled in my throat.

He rested an arm on the wide ledge of the tub. “I know the Joining was…intense.”

Intense was one word to describe what had happened along the banks of the River Rhain.

I wondered if I would get to meet the god.

And why, in all the realms, was I thinking about that now?

“And we haven’t had a chance to talk about it,” he continued, jerking my focus back to him. “And what it means.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to be having this conversation in my current situation, but I heard myself asking, “What does it mean?”

His gaze didn’t stray from mine as he said, “A bond comes with a Joining. A deep connection between those who partake in the act. It’s intense.”

I nodded. “I…I know.”

“It’s hard for there not to be with that level of intimacy—one where our hearts move in the same beat, and we can more easily feel what the other is experiencing.”

Wait. Did that mean—?

“And just like with the act of a Joining, that can get…intense.”

“You need to find another word,” I muttered. “Like overwhelming or profound. Powerful. Maybe fierce.”

A corner of his lips twitched. “And it can,” he said, pausing, “intensify—”

I sighed.

“What one feels, be it emotional or physical.” Kieran leaned forward, his gaze remaining on mine. “But that doesn’t mean there are expectations.” He searched my face. “Understand?”

Swallowing, I nodded.

Kieran held my gaze for another moment. “Good.” He rose and laid the towel on the tub edge. “I’ll find you something to wear since I don’t think we should have you attempt summoning an item of clothing from another room.”

“Wise call,” I murmured.

As Kieran disappeared behind the privacy screen, I faced forward. I hadn’t expected that conversation, but it had been necessary.

No expectations.

That was…good, especially since I had no idea what I expected.

“Poppy.”

I squeaked and jerked up, swinging my head to the side.

Kieran stood there, a shirt in hand. “Are you getting out of the tub?”

“Yes.”

He pinned me with his typical bland look, and then his gaze dropped. Muttering under his breath, he dropped the clothing on the stool and pivoted. “I’ll be waiting.”

Dragging my gaze from the shirt, I looked down. My chest was entirely above the water.

And it really sounded like he’d muttered, “No expectations.”

Aaannnd I wasn’t going to think about any of that.

I stepped out of the tub and quickly dried off. Grabbing a smaller towel, I gathered up my hair and folded it in the towel, then picked up the clothing Kieran had left on the stool.

With a frown, I lifted…a shirt. A rather large shirt. Shaking my head, I pulled it over my head. The hem ended at my knees. I walked out, finding Kieran in the dining chamber, rummaging through the light oak cabinet against the wall.

“Do you think this is appropriate attire to meet with the generals?” I asked.

He glanced over at me. “No.”

“Then why the shirt? I saw clothing hanging—where did that stuff even come from?”

“As to your second question, Naill. He’s been able to work with a lot of the material left behind, so he has collected quite a number of outfits for you in a relatively short period.”

“And my first question?” I asked.

“Since we’re not meeting with the generals this evening,” Kieran said, and I stopped, “I figured you’d want to be comfortable.”

I turned to him. “Why are we not meeting with them?”

“Because I doubt Cas will be able to locate all of them in time.” He lifted a bottle containing a clear liquid. “So, he’s going to set up a meeting for tomorrow afternoon.”

“Why do I have a feeling that’s not the reason it’s not happening tonight?”

“I don’t know.” Unscrewing the lid, he gave the bottle a sniff. His lip curled. “Gods.”

“Could it be that Casteel doesn’t want me getting overwhelmed?” I replied.

“He’s not the only one,” Kieran said.

“Neither of you needs to worry.”

“Not going to happen.” He frowned at an oval-shaped decanter. “Would you like a drink?”

“Sure.” I moved farther into the dining chamber. “You know we don’t have time to waste.”

“There’s little to be done between today and tomorrow,” he countered.

I tugged the towel from my hair as my gaze flickered over the intricate detail on the crown molding. It continued along the panes framing the glass in the domed ceiling. “I’m more than capable of meeting with the generals, Kieran.”

“And you will.” He put the bottle back and picked up another, this one containing an amber liquid. “Tomorrow.” He lifted the stopper. “Did you have a nice nap?”

Now I knew who had placed the blanket over me. “I did,” I said as the nightmare crept back to the forefront of my thoughts, sending a chill down my spine.

He looked over at me. “You sure?”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat and draped the towel over the back of a chair. “So, that’s what Casteel is doing?”

“Yes,” he answered. “And then hopefully feeding.” He paused. “On Emil.”

I laughed. “Why is it always Emil?”

“Honestly?” His blue eyes sparked with amusement. “At this point, I think the Fates are conspiring to ensure that it’s him.”

I snorted. “And here I thought it was your doing.”

“I shall never admit to such a thing,” he said, moving on to a row of decanters and bottles higher up. I had no idea what he was looking for since they mostly looked the same to me. He finally settled on one and poured each of us a glass. Turning, he handed me one and nodded toward the sitting chamber.

“So, how are you feeling knowing you’re a Primal god? I’m sure you weren’t expecting to end up with an extra dose of eather.”

“I can’t say either of us expected that,” he admitted.

“Do you…feel normal?”

One shoulder lifted. “Pretty much.”

“Really?” I eyed him closely. I’d always found it a bit difficult to know exactly what Kieran was thinking.

“Yes.” He dragged a hand over his head. “At first, I was confused by what’d happened—the near-constant hum of energy in my veins and here,” he said, dropping the hand to his chest. “That was…odd at first. But I’ve gotten used to it. I’m fine. Especially now that I know we’re not false Primals. That was messing with my head.”

“Now that you know you’re not a false Primal, will you try to summon the eather? Or don’t you know how?”

An eyebrow rose. “I haven’t, but I’m sure I can figure out how to summon the essence.”

“You sure about that?” I teased.

“I am a wolven,” he replied dryly. “How do you think I change forms?”

“Oh.”

Kieran laughed, the tone deep and rich. I started to speak when I suddenly felt a chill of unease prickling my neck. It wasn’t as intense as what I’d felt when the Ancients began to Awaken, nowhere near that, but I stilled and held my breath. Could something like that be happening again? No, Holland had said it wouldn’t.

“I think the essence of life is much easier to handle,” he said, pulling my attention back to him. “You would know.”

I bit my lip, thinking of Casteel’s reaction earlier. “You’re right, but just so you know, the essence of life isn’t exactly a walk in the park to control, either. You’ll know the first time you feel that pull. And you have to be careful. With mortals, if life is given…then another is taken in its place.”

He leaned forward. “Are you saying that when all the mortals who died fighting at the Bone Temple were restored…?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” The vadentia had gone quiet. Typical. “Maybe with both Seraphena and Nyktos intervening, it ensured some sort of balance.”

“Man.” He ran a hand over his jaw. “I hope so.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “But it’s not just that. Making the choice to bring someone back?” I swallowed. “It’s easy. Too easy.”

“I know.” He reached across the space between us, his fingers brushing my leg as he placed his hand over mine, stopping me from pulling at a stray thread on the hem of the shirt. “I do know.” He squeezed and then dropped his arm. A moment passed. “It’s still easier than controlling the essence of death.”

“Yeah.” I laughed. “Still easier.” I cradled the glass against my chest. “I wonder why the essence split the way it did between you two.”

“Perhaps it’s because she,” he said, his voice dropping in a way that made me grin, “created the wolven.”

“Possibly,” I murmured. That made sense, but I didn’t think that was the only reason. But I had no idea why I thought that. Had to be the vadentia. “Did you see how Cas looked?”

“Kind of hard not to,” he replied, settling in the armchair.

“The shadows in his skin? They matched the marks I saw on the Ancients.”

“I haven’t seen them on you.” He looked at me as he slumped back. “Then again, you haven’t gone full Primal since you woke.”

“Sounds like I went full Primal when I was possessed.”

“You didn’t,” he said, looking away.

Yeah, because he and who knows who else wouldn’t be here if I had.

But Casteel…? “He hadn’t been going full Primal then either.”

Kieran squinted as he took a drink. “You and I will make sure Cas stays level,” he said, somehow knowing where my mind had gone. Maybe his mind had gone there, too.

My chest squeezed as my gaze lifted to his, my mind flipping to the promise I’d made him swear to. “And what if neither he nor I stay level?”

“Then I guess I’ll have my hands full.”

“Kieran.” I sighed. “You’re not our…”

“Nanny?” he suggested.

My lips flattened.

“I don’t think you give yourself enough credit. I’ve always thought that.” His steady gaze held mine. “But he won’t do anything to jeopardize you, and him losing control would do just that.”

“I’m not worried about him losing control,” I argued.

Kieran raised a brow as he leaned back again and took a drink.

“Okay. Maybe just a little,” I admitted, thinking about what the Fates had said. “But only because I know how hard it can be to control the essence.”

Kieran nodded, falling quiet for several moments before shaking his head. “Of all the birds,” he muttered, unease filling his voice. “It had to be ravens.” He dragged a hand over his chest. “My people see them as an omen—well, not so much any longer. But the eldest of the wolven? They did. It’s because of what they represent to the gods.” His gaze lowered to his glass. “Ravens serve as a warning,” he said. “Of death and destruction.”
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About an hour or so later, awareness throbbed in my chest, alerting me to Casteel’s presence before he returned.

I hopped up from the settee. Ignoring Kieran’s raised brow, I placed my glass on the table and darted into the main chamber.

Casteel strode into the room, flipping a switch on the wall. Warm, buttery light spilled through the space as I skidded to a halt. The sight of him never failed to make my breath catch.

“There you are,” he said, the light of the chandelier glinting off his cheekbone, as he made his way toward me. His steps slowed, and his eyes heated to a warm honey as he swept his gaze over me. He drew his lower lip in, flashing a hint of a fang. “Poppy,” he spoke, his voice dropping low.

Sharp swirls of tight, hot tingles twisted through me at how he purred my name. “What?”

His gaze slowly moved up to mine. “You know what.”

“I…” I looked down as he came forward.

“The shirt.” He stopped in front of me, dipping his head so his lips brushed my ear. “There’s only one thing more arousing than seeing you wearing my clothing.” He pressed a kiss to my pulse, then whispered, “And that’s you naked and spread open for me.”

My breath stalled for the second time in a matter of seconds.

His deep, smoky laugh sent a thrill dancing down my spine.

“I didn’t mean to be gone so long,” he said, stepping back as he ran his fingers over his baldric, finding the hook.

“It’s okay. Kieran was keeping me company.” I looked up at him, immediately seeing that his features weren’t as stark, and the hue of his lips had deepened. The hair at his temples and nape was also slightly damp. “You fed.”

Unstrapping the sword, he turned and stepped onto the dais. “I did.”

“On Emil?”

“Unfortunately,” he drawled, laying the still-harnessed sword over the back of a chair. “I’m beginning to think he actually likes it.”

I snorted. “How long before you can feed from me?”

“At least a couple of weeks,” he said. “Possibly longer.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Someone sounds jealous,” Casteel murmured, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt as he faced me. “But I likely won’t need to feed more than once between now and then.”

I groaned, hating that I couldn’t give him what he needed.

“Trust me when I say I would’ve preferred to feed from you.” Stepping down from the dais, he looped an arm around my waist and pulled me to his chest. “I’m not taking any chances when it comes to you.”

“I think you’ve forgotten what I am.”

“I will never forget,” he said as he cradled the back of my head, “who you are.”

My heart skipped and then sped up as his lips captured mine in a slow, languid kiss that ended all too soon.

With a groan, he lifted his mouth from mine. He trailed his fingers over my still-damp hair, his lashes lowering as he eyed the hair he held. “I see you made use of the tub.”

“I did.” I placed my hands on his chest. His shirt was damp. “Should I be concerned with your sweatiness since you were feeding from Emil?”

“When I went to speak with Murin, he was holding training,” he said, letting his fingers travel the length of the strand. “I decided to join them.” His lashes swept up as envy sparked. One side of his lips curled up. “Jealous again?”

“Yes.” My palms practically tingled with the need to feel a sword against them. “It feels like forever since I’ve trained.”

“We’ll make time,” he promised, his head lowering once more.

His mouth brushed over mine. I shuddered and felt his lips curve just before the pressure of the kiss increased. He lifted me onto the tips of my toes and tugged on my lower lip with a drag of his fang, eliciting a gasp from me. The kiss deepened, and his tongue slid over mine. This time when we parted, it was me who whimpered.

“Behave yourself,” he murmured.

“Me?” A throaty laugh left me.

“Yes. You.”

My fingers curled into the front of his shirt. “I do believe it was you who kissed me.”

“Lies.” He nipped my lip, the evidence of his arousal pressing against my stomach, drawing a soft moan from me as I heard Kieran approach.

“Who’s misbehaving?” Kieran asked, entering the main chamber.

“Our Queen, per usual,” Casteel replied.

“What? I was just standing here,” I said, turning in his embrace.

“I was being responsible,” Casteel continued as Kieran handed him a glass of whiskey. “And she attempted to steal away my virtue.”

Kieran’s lips pressed into a flat line as his gaze flicked over him. “I wasn’t aware you had any of that left.”

“Exactly,” I said, glancing back at Casteel. He had the audacity to look offended while Kieran’s expression was one of bland indifference. “You’re really bad at pretending to be virtuous.”

Keeping his arm around my waist, he snorted and then took a drink. “By the way,” he said, looking at Kieran, “I would avoid the Hall of Gods if I were you. Reaver has turned it into his current resting spot.”

I frowned. “Does he not have a chamber?”

“Oh, he does. But right now, he’s decided to camp out there in his draken form,” Casteel added, his thumb swiping over the side of my waist. I pictured Reaver wrapped around the statues that Ian and I used to run among. “And is breathing fire at anyone who steps even one foot in the hall.”

My heart immediately took a dive. “He’s probably just upset—”

“He nearly set Rune on fire.”

I started tugging on the laces at the shirt’s neckline, thinking of the last time I had seen the large black-and-brown wolven. Dakkais had swarmed him, and I hadn’t been able to feel him through the notam—I stopped those thoughts. What mattered was that he was alive now. Well, as long as he stayed away from Reaver.

“He’s really upset,” I said, leaning my head back against Casteel’s chest to look up at Kieran. “My touch didn’t work on Jadis,” I told him, unsure of what Casteel had told him about what’d happened in Ironspire. “I don’t know why, but…”

“I heard.” Kieran let out a heavy sigh. “That’s a shame.”

He sounded genuine, which was as surprising as his parting words to Reaver earlier. It made my chest ache even more. I pushed down the knot that had formed in my throat and stepped forward, having no idea where I was going but needing to move.

I didn’t make it very far.

Casteel’s arm tightened around me, keeping me in place.

“Poppy,” Kieran said.

My fingers twisted the laces. “Kieran?”

“You do realize that being unable to wake the draken is not your fault, right?” he said.

Nodding, I stared at the embroidery on his tunic, taking a closer look at it. The golden brocade was richly detailed, adorning the collar and shoulders in a series of intertwining suns connected by swirls and flourishes that resembled vines. I thought it had been clothing he’d found here because we hadn’t traveled with anything as fine as what he wore now, but that design?

“Where did you get the tunic?” I asked.

“What?” he said, the frown clear in his tone.

“The tunic you’re wearing,” I pointed out. “Did you find it here or…?”

He glanced down, running his fingers over the panel. “I think the shirt was here, but Naill added the embroidery.”

I stared at the design, thinking how similar it was to the marks I’d seen on the Ancients and Casteel. “He’s really good—”

“I don’t give a shit how good he is with a needle and thread,” Kieran interrupted.

“That’s not very nice,” I murmured, tensing as Kieran crowded me—us—in.

I was trapped.

Between them.

At that moment, my mind took a very inappropriate walk down memory lane, leading me back to the night of the Joining. The positioning had been different; Casteel in front of me and Kieran…

I bit my lower lip. An unexpected tightening in muscles below my navel forced me to take a sharp inhale that carried…spicy and smoky scents. My heart turned over heavily as I lifted my gaze.

The hue of Kieran’s blue eyes had brightened to a color more vivid than the Stroud Sea as Casteel’s hand firmed on my waist. My fingers ceased their mindless twisting.

No expectations.

No expectations.

Heat still crept up my neck as I felt Casteel’s mark brush against my thoughts. I’m actually going to be responsible and ignore that lovely scent of yours.

Every muscle in my body went stiff as my mind flashed between the fact that if Casteel had picked up on that, Kieran had also, and, well, I had no idea. I had no idea what to do or think about any of that. So, I wasn’t going to. Not for a single minute—or even a second. Or…

“Poppy,” Casteel said aloud, and my knees felt a little boneless at hearing the roughness in his tone that spoke of things I would not think of. He cleared his throat. When he spoke next, the silken promises threaded through my name were gone. “You do know it’s not your fault—Jadis.”

My eyes closed. “I know.”

“Do you?” Kieran asked, and I refused to listen too closely to his voice.

“Yes.”

The hand on my hip slid across my stomach, turning me around. Amber eyes stared into mine. “Don’t lie.”

“I’m not,” I insisted, holding his stare. “It’s just that I…I still feel bad that I couldn’t do what was needed of me.”

“That was their expectation of you. Not yours.” Casteel cupped my cheek. “You did what was asked of you. And that was all you could do.” His eyes searched mine. “Okay?”

Exhaling slowly, I nodded.

Casteel held my gaze for a moment longer and then pressed his lips to my forehead. “Your heart is too good.”

My brows knitted. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“I would.”

I smiled, but I honestly didn’t understand why he—or the Arae—spoke of me as if I were the…Chosen. Pure of heart and body. Neither was true. Sure, I didn’t want to burn cities, but that alone didn’t make me good.

“Did you get the instructions out?” Kieran asked, changing the subject.

“The meeting with the generals will happen tomorrow afternoon.”

I still thought the meeting could happen now.

“I’m going to clean up.” His gaze shifted to mine. “Kieran will keep you out of trouble while I do.”

“Well, that should be easy,” I said as he stepped back and walked around Kieran and me. “I often stay out of trouble.”

“Really,” Kieran drawled.

My nostrils flaring, I spun on the wolven. “Shut up,” I said and heard Casteel’s snort from the other chamber float out to us. “That also means you,” I yelled.

The echo of his taunting laugh was irritating. And, unfortunately for me, a very attractive sound.

One side of Kieran’s lips tipped up as I looked at him.

“Right now,” I muttered, stepping around him, “I dislike both of you.”

“You, Cas, and I all know that’s not even remotely true,” he replied.

I tripped.

“You okay?” Humor filled his voice.

Swallowing a mouthful of curses, I bit out, “I’m fine.”

His low laugh ended when I sent him a glare over my shoulder, but a faint smile remained. Entering the sitting chamber, I grabbed my glass and took a gulp while eyeing the drink Casteel must’ve placed on the table on his way to the bathing chamber.

Kieran arched a brow at me as he went to the credenza and poured another glass. “So, you like what Naill did with this tunic?”

I nodded, sitting on the settee. I thought about the garments I’d seen earlier.

Leaning back, I looked over the embroidered detailing. “I wonder where he got the idea for the design? It’s very similar to what I saw on the Ancients—including the Arae.”

He tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

I explained the marks that looked like ink. “I think it’s the eather. I don’t know why it appears that way, though.”

“Your vadentia really is faulty.”

“Yeah.” I sighed and tucked my hair back from my face. “It is.”

A ghost of a smile appeared. “Do all Primal gods have the foresight?”

I shook my head. “Only the true Primal of Life and the true Primal of Death do.” I paused. “And me. I think it’s meant to help us…make wise choices.”

Kieran opened his mouth.

“You don’t need to say whatever is about to come out of your mouth,” I said.

He chuckled quietly. “Makes sense. Attes didn’t seem like he expected to see Malik and Cas.”

A brief image of a man who resembled Valyn flashed in my mind, except… The image had already faded from my thoughts, but a distinctive feature lingered. “Attes looked more like Malik, right?”

Kieran nodded. “I mean, you could tell that he and Cas are related, but yeah. Malik and their father clearly got more of Attes’s physical traits.”

“Did Attes…have a scar?”

“He did. Right about here,” he said, lifting a finger and running it from his hairline across his nose, just as I’d briefly seen. “How did you know that?”

“I…I don’t know.” I rubbed my palm against my chest. “I just kind of saw him in my mind.”

Kieran frowned. “Maybe it’s from when he was here. You did look at him.”

I sat back, thinking that had to be why. “I told Cas about Setti and who Attes was in Iliseeum.”

“Let me guess.” Kieran took a drink. “He had little to no reaction.”

“Correct.”

“He wasn’t very impressed by Attes,” he said. “Nor his bloodline.”

My brows lifted. “Really?”

“To be honest, I think the feeling was mutual.”

Now, I frowned. Only Cas could be unimpressed by the fact that he descended from a Primal god. However, something about that tugged at my thoughts. Something that felt important. But like so many other things since I woke, it slipped out of reach as soon as I tried to grasp it.

Casteel reemerged, his face clean-shaven as he pulled a linen shirt similar to the one I wore over his bare chest. He crossed the chamber and draped what appeared to be my robe over the back of the chair next to Kieran.

“I ran into Naill earlier.” He paused and sent a blatant stare in Kieran’s direction as he picked up the glass he had left earlier. “Surprisingly, he’s been in Wayfair all evening.”

“My bad,” Kieran murmured, a barely-there grin on his face as Casteel moved beside me. “I was under the impression he was away.”

“Sure, you were,” Casteel remarked dryly. I smiled.

“So,” Kieran drawled, leaning back, “is everything set for the meeting with the generals tomorrow?”

“Yeah. It’s set for the afternoon,” Casteel answered, then said to me, “I know you’d prefer it to be first thing in the morning, but the time was chosen under advisement of Lord Sven.” Casteel patted my hip. “He asked about you and was pleased to hear that he would be seeing you soon.”

I smiled at that. Lord Sven was one of the few generals I actually liked. Lizeth Damron, a wolven, was the other. And, of course, Casteel’s father.

I sat straighter. “Any news from Pensdurth?”

“None,” Casteel answered. “But it’s unlikely that Thad has returned.”

“When do you think he’ll be back?”

“I would think by tomorrow night,” Kieran answered. “Or the following day.”

Casteel leaned over and brushed his lips across my temple before settling into the settee. “We should have a plan in place regarding how we’re going to deal with Kolis before we meet with the generals.”

“Agreed.” Kieran watched me as a prickly, itchy sensation invaded my skin. I wiggled to free myself from Casteel.

Spying the robe draped across the empty chair beside Kieran, I rose.

Kieran cleared his throat. “A plan will be heard and allowed to develop without knowing what state Kolis is in.”

“I think it would be wise to assume that he has returned to his physical form,” Casteel decided, his gaze tracking me. “Did the vadentia tell you how long it will take for him to return to full power?”

Slipping the robe on, I shook my head. “All I know is that a newly Ascended Primal doesn’t come into their full power for years.” As I secured the buttons on the robe, I walked back to the settee and sat. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right.” Casteel’s lips curved upward. It was a tight smile, not one of his genuine ones. “Kolis’s whereabouts are up in the air, which also makes planning difficult.”

“I can’t imagine he’s gone far,” I said. “What he wants is here.”

“Would we be able to sense him?” Kieran kept an eye on Casteel, the air charging faintly. “If he remained in Carsodonia? Like the draken can?”

Instinct told me that we could. “Yes.”

“What about his vellá?” Casteel asked, his tone level but holding a distinctively hard edge.

“Vellá,” I whispered, stiffening. The extension of a Primal’s will. My mind immediately flashed to the mist and how I had summoned it. That was only one way a Primal’s will could manifest. It could take shape and form, or remain unseen—

I sucked in a short breath. The nightmare. I looked down at the buttons on the robe. My skin turned icy as I remembered feeling someone watching me as I prepared for my bath, the sense of something cold brushing against me—

A hand touched my arm and caused me to jump. I cranked my head to the side, and my eyes connected with Casteel’s.

“Poppy.” Concern seeped through the thin, barely-there cracks in his shield. “What is it?”

My gaze dropped to where his hand was curled around my upper arm and, for a moment, I saw a different one. Golden skin stained with blood. My blood.


CHAPTER 24
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POPPY

I blinked rapidly, my heart thumping. The hand came into focus. Golden-bronze skin sprinkled with dark, coarse hairs near the wrist. It was his hand. Casteel’s.

“Poppy.” His grip firmed as I became aware of Kieran hovering nearby. “Talk to me.”

Dragging in a breath, I shook my head. “I…I think I…” I trailed off, stopping myself from telling him what was beginning to click together in my mind. That it hadn’t been my imagination earlier. I hadn’t been alone.

The words were sitting on the tip of my tongue, but I pulled them back. I couldn’t be sure I’d felt his vellá. And without absolute certainty, I’d only provoke their anger and worsen their concerns. It had nothing to do with the itchy, prickling sensation that made me want to scrub at my skin.

At least, that’s what I told myself as I nodded. “I was just thinking about his vellá.” Swallowing, I reached for the glass I hadn’t touched since it’d been placed before me and took a drink. “We wouldn’t sense it…strongly. It would be like a vague feeling of unease. Nothing like when a god is actually present—one not able to mask their essence. Some can do that. Did you know that?”

Kieran exchanged a glance with Casteel that he didn’t even bother to hide. “No, I didn’t know that.” His gaze returned to me, sharp and piercing as he slowly sat back down. He didn’t relax. He remained on the edge of his chair. “Can Kolis do that?”

“I don’t believe so. Only a certain type of god can,” I said, my grip loosening on the glass as I sorted out what floated through my head courtesy of the Primal foresight. “They would be from the Court of Lotho, though not all the gods from that Court can do it. Just a bloodline that…” My eyes widened. “These are the gods changelings descended from.”

“Makes sense.”

I nodded as Casteel’s hand slipped from my arm. I lifted the glass and sipped, letting the burn of the whiskey spread to my chest. Both Casteel and Kieran were still watching me like hawks. I briefly closed my eyes and steadied myself. “I’m fine,” I told them. “It just freaked me out thinking that he could project his will, be among us, and we really wouldn’t know.”

What I said wasn’t a lie. It did freak me out.

“Understandable,” Casteel remarked, and I couldn’t decipher a damn thing from the word. “Attes told us there is no limit to how he projects his will. What he didn’t say was what his vellá was capable of. I’m guessing it’s probably the same for him and other Primals.”

I thought about that as I set the glass down. I’d taken two large drinks and figured I should be clearheaded for this conversation. “I think that would be close to limitless for him and the Queen of the Gods…and maybe me. Us.” I nodded. “In time.”

“Close to limitless?”

“A lot can be done with it. The closer to the…object you are using your will on or for, the stronger it will be.” I thought about how I’d snapped the necks of the archers along the inner wall of Castle Redrock’s Rise without lifting a finger. “He would not be able to kill from a distance with his will alone. Up close? Yes.”

“Could he use his will to create a situation that kills?” Kieran asked.

I thought about it, and instinct told me yes. Especially him. After all, he was the true Primal of Death.

Death was his specialty.

I nodded.

Casteel’s glacial golden stare burned with the brilliance of frozen amber as it swept across the chamber. I glanced at his glass. There were hairline fractures in it.

“That’s…” Kieran cleared his throat and leaned back. “Good information to have.”

I arched a brow at that. More like terrible information to know. I reached over and put my hand on Casteel’s glass. His gaze snapped back to mine, and I smiled. A moment passed, but then he lifted his fingers, one by one.

“I think we should also operate on the assumption that Kolis has returned to full power,” Kieran stated as I rose and walked to the credenza. “That way, we don’t underestimate his capabilities.”

“I agree with that, but…” I frowned as I got an eyeful of what had to be a hundred different decanters and bottles. Who needed that many different versions of whiskey, wine, or sherry? Shaking my head, I grabbed the one I’d seen Kieran use earlier and filled a new glass. “But it’s not going to be easy to kill Kolis—and yes, I know both of you figured that. But there are only two ways to kill a Primal.” I went back to the settee and sat as I handed Casteel a drink that hopefully wouldn’t end up all over him. “One is another Primal—a mature Primal—who carries the embers of true life, true death, or both. They can strike down another Primal.”

“Does that include Kieran or me?” Casteel asked.

“I…” Tugging my hair free from under the robe, I loosely braided it as I waited for the vadentia to answer. When it didn’t, I sighed. “No. I don’t know.”

Nodding, he leaned forward, picked up the hair tie I’d dropped there earlier, and handed it to me. “What is the other way?” he asked.

“I don’t know—and yes, it’s the faulty vadentia again. I know there’s another way, but the foresight’s silent.”

“So helpful,” Kieran murmured, eyeing his glass before taking a long drink. “So, this means we have to find a way to weaken Kolis.”

Glancing at Casteel, I nodded. “Essence from an equally powerful Primal will weaken him. So will Ancient bone,” I said, mentioning something they already knew.

“The dagger’s in the chest,” Casteel answered when Kieran looked at him. “Though I imagine getting more of that will be difficult.”

I laughed. “There’s probably some in this realm, but buried…and possibly with flesh still attached.”

“Well, that’s not an option,” Casteel murmured.

“Maybe there’s more in Iliseeum?” Kieran suggested, and I nodded, even though I didn’t know. It just seemed logical. “Even if we have an army outfitted with Ancient bone, it means nothing if we don’t know where he is.”

“True.” Casteel leaned back and hooked one leg over the other. “The first thing we should do is confirm his location. Pensdurth seems like the likeliest place. Then we need to determine the size of the army he’s gathered.”

“After that?” I asked, having a feeling I already knew the answer.

His eyes met mine. “Then we go after him with everything we have. We don’t sit back and wait for him to make another move.” Faint shadows appeared along his cheeks, causing my eyes to widen. “We show no mercy to him or any who support him.”

Tension gathered in my chest. I liked the plan, as simple as it was. A lot. But… “What we have might not be enough.”

“What we have is three Deminyen Primals. He’s only one Primal god who has been entombed for a millennium.” A smile full of smoke and shadows appeared, causing the eather in my chest to hum. “We should not underestimate ourselves.”

“You’re right, but neither of you has fought with eather. Only I have. And that doesn’t mean much since my experiences are limited,” I reasoned, looking at Kieran. “Why am I being the completely rational one here? Isn’t that your job?”

“I’m a wolven,” Kieran replied dryly.

“I know. You said that earlier.”

He arched a brow. “As I said, how do you think I change forms? Stay in one or the other? Summoning the eather will likely be little different.”

I twisted toward Casteel. “And what about you? You haven’t used the eather outside of accidentally summoning random ravens.”

Casteel raised a brow as a corner of his lip curled up. “How do you think I use compulsion, Poppy?”

I pressed my lips together. “I don’t think using compulsion is on the same level as using your will to inflict bodily damage.”

“You may be right.”

“May be? Shifting forms does require more…control over the essence. Something neither of us has experience with.”

That half-grin appeared once more. “Is that so?”

I frowned. What was that supposed to mean?

“We should begin training, though,” Casteel continued. “With the eather.” A dimple appeared in his right cheek. “You can be our…instructor.”

The way he said that made it sound like something illicit. “When can we start?”

“Tomorrow,” Kieran suggested.

Before I could respond, the click of…claws rapping off stone interrupted me. Casteel tensed, and Kieran looked toward the main chamber.

“I can’t believe I heard that,” I whispered. “I have super hearing. Finally.”

Kieran arched a brow. “Congrats.”

Casteel leaned forward and placed his glass on the table. Tension bracketed his mouth. “Are you expecting anyone?”

“No,” Kieran drawled.

Eather hummed faintly in my chest as I let my senses stretch beyond me and the chamber. My stomach tightened and then dipped when the fresh, springy mark of… “It’s Delano.”

“I’ll see what he needs,” Kieran said, setting his drink on the table as he rose and quickly left the chamber.

I twisted toward Casteel. “I’m surprised the notam is still intact.”

“Because Seraphena is now awake?”

I nodded and brushed some damp hair back from his brow. Not only did the notam belong to her, but she was also the one who’d given the kiyou wolves their duality.

His narrowed eyes fixed on the doorway. “I wonder how that’s possible.”

The answer slowly came to me, the subtle prickling sensation spreading across the nape of my neck and stirring the fine hairs there. “We’re both true Primals of Life. And we’re both bonded to the wolven. But she is the true Primal of Life.” I looked over at him, and his gaze met mine. “If she summons them? If she pulls rank?”

That muscle along his jaw began to tick. “They would be hers to command.”

“Yes.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

“Let’s not borrow tomorrow’s problems,” he murmured, turning his gaze to mine. “We have enough for today.”

Gods, did we ever.

My gaze strayed to the doorway as I thought about the last time I had seen Delano. Not when we were beneath Wayfair—that was still a blur to me—but the image of him at the Bone Temple, his fur streaked with red and my dagger protruding from his chest. That was far too easy to recall.

He’d died while protecting me.

And the agony and horror of that loss had pushed me into my Ascension.

But he was okay.

All of them were.

They had been given a second chance. Something I knew in my bones could not be granted again for those who had been brought back.

“Do you want to see Delano?” Casteel asked, drawing my gaze back to him.

I hesitated for only a moment, then nodded.

“You positive?” he pressed. “If you’re not ready, you don’t have to.”

“I’m positive,” I said, even as a small trickle of uncertainty ran through me. It proved that my hesitation wasn’t only due to Tawny. What would they think when they saw my eyes? Now that I was a Primal, would they treat me differently? But it was more than that. I just felt… I wasn’t exactly sure, but I knew I wanted them to see me as, well, just as Poppy. Because these people—Delano and Naill, Perry and Reaver, Vonetta and Emil, and almost everyone I’d met since leaving Masadonia? They saw me as Poppy first and foremost.

Not as the Blessed, the Chosen.

Not as a future Queen or the Queen.

Not as a god or their Liessa.

They saw me as Poppy first. And I didn’t want that to change.

“You haven’t been awake long, and you spent a good portion of that away from here,” he pointed out. “And the rest of the time hasn’t really left you with any moments to collect your thoughts.”

“True,” I murmured.

“So, it’s understandable if you don’t want to see him.”

My gaze drifted to the doorway again, and I had to wonder when Delano—or any of them—had treated me as if I weren’t a person with her own thoughts, feelings, or ideas. I couldn’t think of a single time. The truth of that sort of smacked me in the face.

My fear of not being seen for who I was had more to do with me than anyone else. It was something I controlled. Not them.

I exhaled and stood. “I want to see him—and whoever else is here.”

Casteel studied me for a moment, rose, and dropped a kiss to my forehead. “Let’s go.”

Nervous energy caused the eather to feel like it was humming in my veins, but I didn’t allow myself to give it any thought.

Taking my hand, Casteel walked half a step in front of me as we left the sitting chamber. From the entryway, I saw Kieran standing just beyond the open doors. In front of him, Delano moved in and out of view, little more than a white blur of fur as he paced. My steps slowed, and the wolven halted at the doors. His ears twitched, and then his head turned toward the chamber.

Casteel must’ve communicated with Kieran because he didn’t try to stop Delano as he entered the short, narrow entry hall.

He crept forward, his large, fluffy head low and his tail tucked close to his body. His steps were slow and tentative, almost as if he were uncertain. That cracked my heart. He stopped just at the mouth of the Solar.

Kneeling, I searched the notam for Delano’s unique mark. Next to Kieran’s, his was the easiest for me to find. Delano?

The only sign he gave that he’d heard me was a twitch of his ears. I didn’t move, just rested my hands on my thighs. He inched farther into the chamber, his body so low to the floor that his belly almost dragged. His winter-blue gaze darted to where Casteel stood and then swiftly returned to me. A heartbeat passed.

Suddenly, Delano sprang forward, bounding across the space. I braced myself, but he slowed a foot or so away. I had a feeling Casteel’s presence had something to do with that as he sat on his hind legs before me. A shudder of relief ran through me when he brushed his forehead against my cheek, letting me know it was okay to touch him. Closing my eyes, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders.

I didn’t want to bother you. His voice was as soft as his mark. I know you’ve been resting, but I…we could sense you. And I just needed to see that you were okay.

Oh, gods.

A soft warmth unfurled in my chest, making my heart ache in the best possible way. You’re never a bother, Delano. Never.

He pressed his head harder against my shoulder. You scared the shit out of me.

I’m sorry. My fingers sank into his soft fur. I didn’t mean to.

I know. He pressed forward, resting his head on my shoulder. Just don’t do it again.

My lips curved into a smile as I clung to him, feeling the knot of worry loosen in my chest. I hadn’t realized how much I needed this until now. I’ll try not to.

You’d better. Delano pulled back, briefly rubbing his forehead against my cheek. My smile grew as his fur tickled my nose. I’m glad you’re awake.

And that I know you?

He rubbed the soft side of his muzzle against my cheek in response. I didn’t need to read his emotions to know that relief flowed through him, which made me think of Tawny, Vonetta, and everyone else. Even if they had been told I was fine, they still likely worried since they couldn’t confirm anything with their own eyes.

I should’ve made it a point to see you earlier. It’s just…

I get it. He rubbed the top of his head against mine once more. You’re here. There was a pause. You’re Poppy. That’s all that matters.

Inhaling a stinging breath, I hugged him tighter. And you’re…you’re the best, Delano.

His cold nose grazed my neck, and the emotion I picked up from his was the softest, sweetest kind of love. You should let go before Cas castrates me.

Delano’s fur muffled my laugh. He would never.

“I’m starting to get jealous,” Casteel remarked.

A low chuffing sound vibrated through Delano. Told you.

I gave Delano one last squeeze before I forced myself to let go and stand, missing his warmth and softness immediately. Delano turned, but he didn’t go far. He stood so that his side was pressed against my hip and leg.

Casteel leaned over then, brushing his lips against my cheek as he said, “Something is going on.”

Pushing the hair back from my face as I looked up, I saw Kieran coming down the short hall. His gaze found mine. A moment later, I felt his woodsy presence slipping into my thoughts.

You okay with Emil coming in?

I nodded.

Kieran looked over his shoulder. “You’re good.”

The moment I saw the auburn-haired Atlantian, the sluggish, cold unease swirling inside him reached out to me—

Shock rippled through me, and my lips parted. Wait. I hadn’t tasted his emotions before I knew what he felt. I’d just…sensed it. And now that I thought about it, that had happened several times since I’d returned from Mount Lotho. I just hadn’t realized that I knew what Casteel and Kieran were feeling before I tasted their emotions.

My abilities were changing or improving. But before I could allow myself to wonder if that meant other talents related to such had also strengthened, Emil jerked to a halt just inside the door, his gaze connecting with mine. Happiness and relief pierced the muddy cloud of unease, bubbly and light. A wide smile broke out across his handsome face.

He took a step and then stopped again, bowing his head as he began to lower himself.

“Please, don’t,” I said before he could kneel. “That wasn’t necessary before.”

“Not so sure I agree with that,” Casteel muttered under his breath.

I shot him a sharp look, which he responded to with a wink. Lips pursing, I turned my attention back to Emil. “And it’s not necessary now.”

“Thank you.” Emil straightened, the smile spreading even further. “You are a sight for sore eyes.” He strode forward, and Casteel muttered a curse. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” I said. Before I could ask what the source of his unease was, Emil was in front of me, wrapping his arms around me and lifting me off my feet.

A low, menacing growl reverberated from Casteel, echoed by Delano. The former’s reaction came as no surprise. But the latter? Delano had never acted like that toward any of them before.

Emil paid the warnings no heed and just spun me around.

“Put her down,” Casteel ground out. “Or lose your arms. It’s your choice.”

I felt Emil’s quiet chuckle as he slowed and put me down a few feet from where I’d been standing. Sliding his hands to my arms, he pulled back with a grin that was all sharp edges and bad choices. “My Queen, you look even more lovely than before.”

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Casteel muttered as Delano prowled to my side once more, eyeing the Elemental like he wanted to take a bite out of his leg.

Emil squeezed my biceps, proving he had no fear of death. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m good.”

“But you will not be in a few seconds.” Casteel moved so damn quickly. He grabbed Emil’s hand and pried the Atlantian’s fingers back until I heard a sharp snap.

“Fuck,” Emil grunted.

My eyes went wide as I swung around. “Cas.”

“What?” he countered, letting go of Emil’s wrist as the distinctive huffing sound of a wolven’s laugh followed. There wasn’t even a hint of remorse on his features. “He had it coming.”

“Oh, my gods.” I smacked him hard on the chest. When I saw that damn dimple start to appear, I stepped toward him.

Casteel caught my hand, his eyes flaring to a heated gold. “It’s inappropriate to engage in foreplay with an audience, my Queen.”

“Oh, my gods,” I hissed again, pulling my hand free as I faced Delano. “And you’re not helping.”

His ears flattened.

“At least I didn’t rip his arms off,” Casteel said as if that were some sort of defense.

Ignoring that, I glared up at Kieran. “And you!”

His head drew back. “Me? I’m just standing here.”

“Exactly. You just stood there.”

Kieran raised a brow as Emil shook out his hand as if that would help the pain. “What was I supposed to do?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Stop him?”

“Not my ship to steer,” he replied, sounding bored.

I swallowed what surely would’ve been a shriek as I turned to Emil and started to apologize. The words died on my lips.

Emil was grinning.

“Are you smiling?”

“Kind of,” he replied, his golden eyes twinkling with amusement as he straightened his two broken fingers.

I blinked slowly. “You are all so dysfunctional.”

“Well, you know you can’t spell—”

I spun on Casteel. “Do not finish that sentence.”

He inclined his head, the corners of his lips twitching. “Yes, my Queen.”

Muttering a curse, I exhaled long and slow. “What’s going on?” I asked. “You were uneasy when you entered, and I doubt it was because you suspected Casteel was going to act like a child and break your fingers.”

“A child?” repeated Casteel.

“Yes, a child who got upset because someone else was playing with their favorite toy.”

Emil opened his mouth, then pressed his lips together as if fighting a grin.

“If he,” Casteel said, facing me as he pointed at Emil, “was playing with my favorite”—his gaze dropped to below my waist, then lifted—“toy, it would’ve been his neck I broke.”

My face heated. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I sure hope not,” Casteel replied.

Crossing my arms to keep myself from doing something regretful, I decided it was far past the time to stop engaging with him. I focused on Emil. “You felt uneasy when you arrived. Did something happen?”

All humor fled from his features. “Naill informed me there appears to have been another…incident. This time in Stonehill,” Emil said, speaking of the district overlooking the Stroud Sea. “I’m not sure what happened, only that there are multiple deaths.”

My breath snagged as Casteel’s nostrils flared with a burst of anger. “Only mortals live in Stonehill,” he said. “The Ascended had better be where they are supposed to be.”

“They remain on house arrest. But even if they moved about freely, given what Naill described, they would not be capable of…this.”

“Capable of what, exactly?” I asked as Delano leaned into my legs.

“I don’t know,” Emil said breathlessly, and I felt it rise again in him. That thick, choking unease. It was like the taunting, grinning Emil had never stood in his place. “But the way Naill looked? I’ve never seen him like that.”

Concern rose. “Where is he now?”

“He returned to Stonehill. I tried to get him to stay back, but he was…” Emil shook his head and faced Casteel. “You know we’ve all seen some shit, Cas.”

Casteel must’ve picked up on what I had because he stepped forward, this time to clasp Emil’s shoulder. And, yeah, that was odd to see after he’d just broken the Elemental’s fingers. “I know,” he said, his voice low.

“But Naill…” Emil closed his eyes. “Whatever went down there? Whatever he saw?” His chest rose with a deep breath. “It’s bad.”


CHAPTER 25
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CASTEEL

The moment Poppy entered the stables behind me, Setti started trotting in place like he was on display, swishing his tail and letting out a whinny that sounded a little too excited.

“I think you’re happier to see her than me,” I remarked as I approached his side. “We should’ve shadowstepped.”

The horse turned his head from me like the ass he was. I’d wanted to shadowstep. Kieran and the others had agreed to meet us there, but Poppy had insisted on riding. And what the Queen wanted, the Queen got.

Including going to Stonehill.

Normally, I wouldn’t have had a problem with her wanting to see what was happening firsthand, but considering she only just completed her Ascension, she was vulnerable. And she knew it.

But I knew that if I argued with her to stay back, she would just shadowstep her sweet ass to Stonehill herself.

Setti nickered and lowered his head as Poppy approached.

“Traitor,” I muttered as Kieran led the horse out of the next stall and swung onto its back.

Checking the bridle, I glanced over at Poppy. Her steps were slow, her gaze fixed solely on Setti. I tensed, my grip tightening on the reins. The stallion towered over her, and…something odd was happening. Setti had never lashed out at Poppy before, but I couldn’t be too careful when it came to her.

My brows lowered as I watched her slowly lift her hand, the lemony taste of her curiosity gathering in my throat. She looked up at Setti as if she’d never seen him before.

Kieran watched, his mind linking with mine. What’s going on?

No idea.

Setti nibbled at Poppy’s fingers, bringing a small grin to her lips. He nuzzled her hand, his tail swaying as she tilted her head.

“How did no one notice?” she murmured, sliding her hand up his cheek.

My curiosity rose then. I stepped toward them. “Poppy?”

Blinking, she drew her gaze to mine.

“How did you know his name was Setti?”

I had to think about that for a moment. “One of the stewards watching over Elian’s estate told me.” I glanced at Kieran as Delano peered around the corner of the stall, his ears twitching. “Does that sound about right?”

He was watching Poppy. “From what I remember it does.”

“Setti’s been keeping secrets,” she said.

“Secrets?” My brows lifted. I knew people were waiting for us, but I had to ask. “My…horse has been keeping secrets?”

“The bloodsteed has been keeping secrets,” she corrected, sending me a quick glance. “I guess I never noticed it—or maybe it’s more like I never felt it—until now.” She smiled as Setti nudged her hand—she’d stopped petting him. “The essence.”

“The eather?” Kieran questioned. “In Setti?”

She nodded. “I’m guessing neither of you feel it?”

“Uh.” My gaze briefly met Kieran’s. “No.”

“Setti isn’t a horse—well, he’s not a normal one anyway,” she said.

The reins slipped from Kieran’s fingers. “Are you saying he’s…”

“He’s not just named after Attes’s vellám. He is Attes’s vellám.” She straightened the strap along his cheek, and fuck if Setti’s ears didn’t flicker at the mention of the Primal god. “I don’t know how or really why, but Setti’s a bloodsteed.”

I stared at her for what felt like an hour. Yeah, I was shocked as shit to hear that, but I didn’t try to refute what she said. First, it was likely the vadentia. And secondly, Setti had always seemed damn near…

I shook my head in disbelief. “How is this possible? I’ve had him since he was a colt.” My gaze crawled over his shiny coat. “Raised him.”

“I…I don’t know.” Poppy frowned as rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t think he always appeared as a colt.”

My brows shot up. “What?”

“It’s hard to explain because it doesn’t really make sense to me,” she admitted. “But I think he chose to appear as a colt when you found him at Elian estate.”

“What the fuck?” I murmured.

Poppy ducked her chin as she grinned. “I guess only Elian would’ve known. And Attes. But I don’t know how or why.”

“It has to be magic,” Kieran murmured. “How many times in battle, large or small, has Setti remained standing, unscathed, while others were struck down?”

“Too many to count,” I said. “And here I thought it was just my horsemanship keeping him alive.”

Setti let out a quick, forceful burst of air.

My eyes narrowed on the horse.

“Didn’t you say he started following you all when you saw him in the pasture?” Poppy asked Kieran. He nodded, and she came to my side. “Maybe he sensed that you’re a descendant of Attes’s bloodline, and that’s why he followed you.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Maybe?” Kieran laughed. “There is no way that you coming across the bloodsteed of the Primal god you’re descended from is a coincidence.”

Yeah, I didn’t think it was. But I had no fucking idea what to think about the fact that my horse wasn’t mine and wasn’t entirely normal. Fuck. I had no idea what kind of reveal would come next. That my father wasn’t who he said he was?

I almost laughed at that.

“We should probably get going,” Poppy said quietly. When I looked down at her, she seemed too calm about this.

But she was right.

I adjusted her cloak, making sure it hid her features, then led Setti out into the aisle. Gripping Poppy’s waist, I lifted her and swung up behind her.

Fuck if it didn’t feel different riding Setti now, but as Poppy relaxed into me, and we rode out of the stables and crossed the moonlit courtyard, it felt damn good having her with me, feeling the warmth of her body seeping into mine.

Our party of five was quiet as we passed through the inner Rise’s side gate. We took the most direct route to Stonehill, traveling across the narrow bridge, its worn planks creaking as the shadow of the western slope of the Elysium Peaks swallowed its length. The less glamorous bridge had been used for deliveries and errands the Blood Crown hadn’t wanted to draw attention to.

The night was quiet as we skirted the Garden District and took the road cradling the coast. Poppy told Kieran and me how she believed her ability to read emotions had strengthened as she stared east, where the Sun Temple’s diamond-encrusted limestone walls glittered like starlight.

“Reaver said I got my ability to sense emotions from Nyktos,” she said as we started across the bridge over the Nye River. “I wonder if Ires has the same ability.”

“Possibly,” I said, tracing a circle around her navel.

“It’s kind of strange for a Primal of Death to have that ability,” she noted.

“It actually is. The ability is similar to the empath bloodline,” Kieran said, talking about the Senturion bloodline from which we had briefly thought Poppy was descended. “And from what I remember, that was a bloodline tied to—”

“Penellaphe.”

Poppy twisted around to look at me as Kieran looked my way.

“What?” I grinned down at her. “That bloodline descended from the gods of Mount Lotho. I do recall some of my lessons.”

I saw her smile in the shadow of her hood before she faced forward again. “Perhaps,” she said, “I have an ancestor from that Court.” She turned her head. “And so would you. Right? If you truly have a changeling in your ancestry.”

Kieran snorted. “The belief that I have a changeling in my bloodline is more of a story your husband likes to tell.”

I started to grin before I caught myself, my jaw clenching, I turned my attention to the sea and the moonlight reflecting off the still waters.

“I think you—” Poppy stiffened as we left the bridge and entered Croft’s Cross.

I pulled my gaze from the sea. The top of her cloaked head grazed my chin as she sat forward. Her hands stilled, no longer idly stroking Setti’s mane. And between Kieran and I, Delano’s ears flattened.

“Do you feel that?” she asked.

I scanned the jagged, moonlit terracotta rooftops that lined the hills of Stonehill like a broken spine. This area of Carsodonia was full of the working class who paid just a little more than those who lived in the crowded, stacked-upon-one-another apartments in Croft’s Cross.

Yeah, I felt it.

Emil slowed his mount until he was to my left. His gaze met mine, and I knew he was thinking what I was. The air felt like it had the night I’d entered the Luxe. Heavy and thick. Oppressive.

“I do.” Tightening my arms around her, I drew her back against my chest.

Kieran guided his horse closer to ours. “What exactly did Naill tell you?” he asked since we hadn’t spent much time questioning Emil after he told us there were mortal deaths. We took just enough time for Poppy to put on her boots and don a harness and a dagger—a shadowstone blade instead of the bloodstone. I’d have to question her about that later, but I had a feeling it had to do with who the bone had belonged to.

None of us was that eager to learn what awaited us.

“All I know is that we have…” His strained tone drew my attention. It wasn’t like the Luxe, where he’d mainly been confused by what he saw and how he felt. He cleared his throat. “We have a lot of bodies.”

“How many?” I asked, swiping my thumb back and forth across her stomach.

Emil’s brow furrowed. “About fifty.”

“Gods,” Poppy gasped, causing Delano to swing his massive white head in our direction.

“Yeah,” Emil answered. And that was all he said as we climbed a street near the Temple of Saion, the God of Earth, Wind, and Water.

Emil guided us to our left, where the road veered and began a steady upward climb. The homes here weren’t dark like they were on the lower streets. Lamplight spilled from the windows, illuminating the shadowy figures of those watching from within.

Emil noted where my attention had gone. “They were asked to stay inside until we could figure out what had caused this…incident.”

My gaze flicked up as the road ahead grew darker. Thick clouds seemed to hang over Stonehill, blocking out the moonlight. “Good call.”

“It wasn’t me,” Emil replied. “It was Malik.”

My head cut to him. “My brother is out here?”

He nodded. “He’s the one who notified Naill.”

My jaw clenched. What was Malik doing out here?

Poppy’s hand landed atop my forearm and squeezed.

Forcing my jaw to loosen, I glanced at the roofs. A frown pulled at the corners of my lips. The streets were starting to look—or maybe feel—familiar to me.

“We’re here,” Poppy murmured, her tone flat.

Emil looked at her in surprise.

“Are we?” Kieran asked.

The Elemental blinked. “All I know is the location.” He turned forward, seeing nothing but a dark, barren street ahead.

My gaze shifted to the homes as Setti’s hooves clattered off the cobblestones. No light shone from inside any of the houses on either side. I searched the street and its thin stretch of sidewalk, spying the iron beams of streetlamps. From the road, I could see that the glass domes were blown.

Kieran mind-linked with me as he eyed the lights. Kolis.

Looks like it.

“I can feel it,” Poppy said after a moment, straining forward. “I can feel death.” Her breath was short and shallow as Delano edged closer, causing Setti to blow out a puff of air in annoyance. “You all feel it, too. It’s in the air—that thick stagnancy. The chill. It’s Death.”

Knowing she meant that with a capital D, I tugged her back against me again as Kieran glanced at her. His gaze flicked to mine, worry etched into his features.

I knew what drove that concern.

We had no idea how vulnerable Poppy remained to Kolis’s influence. She was awake, but the connection between them that had been forged was still there. I wanted to turn Setti around and take her back to Wayfair—fuck, take her as far from this city as possible. Because she wasn’t just talking about death.

And I didn’t want her anywhere near where he was or had been.

It took every damn ounce of restraint I had not to give in to the near-feral need to take her away, to protect her, as we continued on. She’d have my fucking balls if I even suggested it.

Poppy looked down at Delano, and I saw how close he was, somehow managing to avoid being trampled by Setti. I was half-worried that he would try to jump on Setti’s back to be even closer.

A bend in the road ahead appeared, and I picked up on the sound of hushed voices and movement. Seconds later, the guards’ golden armor became visible in the thin strands of moonlight breaking through the thick clouds overhead. A group stood clustered together about two blocks down, half in the street.

I spied my brother amid them, his arms crossed over his chest as he turned toward us. He backed away and took a few steps before halting. His arms unfolded and fell to his sides. Even from here, I felt his shock.

Malik moved away from the group, who hadn’t yet realized who traveled with us. That didn’t last long, though. The others turned, and their surprise was like a splash of cool water. I wanted to wrap Poppy in my cloak and hide her away, but again, she would likely grab one of the swords I’d strapped to my back and stab me if I tried.

A wry grin tugged at my lips as I slowed Setti.

Poppy looked over her shoulder. “Do I even want to know what you’re thinking?”

“Probably not.”

Bringing Setti to a stop, I swung off his back and then turned, settling my hands on her hips. She didn’t need my help, but her hands went to my shoulders nonetheless. I lifted her from Setti’s back and settled her on her feet.

Delano brushed against my legs as he came to her other side. Her hand went down to stroke the fur between his ears.

Malik’s mouth opened, but then he snapped it shut. I eyed him, quickly seeing that his face was more gaunt than the last time I’d seen him.

The fucker hadn’t fed.

Malik’s chin lowered. “My Queen.”

Poppy’s head tilted. “No—”

Behind Malik, the guards moved as if coming out of a trance. Hands swung to chests as they began to kneel.

“Oh, gods, please don’t,” Poppy said quickly. “No one has to…” She trailed off as about half a dozen dropped to one knee, their heads bowed as they echoed Malik’s greeting. “Do that,” she finished.

“They didn’t do that when they last saw me,” I drawled. Unable to be upset by the show of respect. I bent down to whisper, “Don’t forget to tell them they can rise.”

A soft sigh escaped her. “You may rise.” She waited as they stood. “And you do not need to do that again.”

“Disagree,” I murmured.

Her head snapped in my direction, her glare burning straight through the shadows of her cloak. Slowly, she turned her head back to those before her. “I…I command that you do not bow to either me or Casteel.”

My brows flew up as my surprise was echoed in those before us. The steadiness in her tone…

Fuck.

I was getting hard.

Behind me, Kieran chuckled. “Someone is catching on.” He paused. “Finally.”

Malik stared at her and then rose, snapping out of his stupor. “You’re…”

Or perhaps he had not snapped out of it.

Poppy stepped forward, Delano right with her. “Awake? Yes.”

My brother started to move but clearly thought better of it as his wide, amber eyes shifted to me and then darted back to her. “It’s good to see you, Penellaphe.”

“It’s good to be awake,” she replied.

Malik gave her a faint smile that was more brittle grimace than anything. “Though, I wish you were not here.” His gaze met mine. “She doesn’t need to see this.”

“She does,” Poppy said. Her voice remained soft, but there was no mistaking the thread of steely resolve beneath it. “We were told you were the one who notified Naill.”

Malik let out a short breath and nodded. “Yeah, I was in the area and—”

“Why?” I asked.

His shoulders tensed. “No reason other than I like—liked the area. I don’t think I will after tonight.” He dragged a hand through his hair and pulled it back from his face. “Reminds me of home.”

My eyes narrowed on him. Nothing about Stonehill, besides maybe the scent of salt in the air, could even remotely remind him of our homeland.

He lowered his hand. “I saw that Viktoria’s house was dark.”

“Viktoria?” Kieran asked.

“She works at one of the taverns in Lowertown,” he explained. “She and her husband Jathen both do. They would’ve been home by now and still up. At first, I didn’t think too much about it, but then I saw this.” He jerked his chin toward the houses. “The whole street was dark, and it…it didn’t feel right. So, I went and knocked on their door. When nobody answered, I tried the knob and found it unlocked.” A muscle ticked in his temple. “That’s when I found them and got Naill.”

“I’m sorry,” Poppy said and then proved once more how much better she was than me when she reached out and placed a hand on his arm, comforting the man who had once planned to end her life.

Malik looked down at her hand for several moments, likely reminded of the same thing. That she was better than him, too.

“Thank you,” he rasped, stepping back. He swallowed. “I didn’t know about the others at that point.”

“Can you show us?” Kieran asked.

“Perry is in one of the houses,” Malik replied, turning with a frown. “But you can enter any of them and find the same.”

Poppy stopped, her hand lifting to press against her upper stomach. “The whole block?”

“And the next one over,” Malik confirmed.

Fucking gods.

I placed my hand on Poppy’s lower back. “Where is Perry?”

“Three houses down,” he said, leading us the short distance.

There was little open space around the homes in Stonehill, with no front courtyards, only those in the back. The main door of the squat, stucco home sat right off the sidewalk. My gaze moved over the door, seeing that the sconce’s glass globe was blown, as was the one above the latticed windows.

The door opened before Malik could do it, and Naill walked out.

He pulled a Malik and stumbled to a halt. This time, Poppy stopped him before he could bow.

Naill clasped her hand without hesitation, and the only thing that stopped me from caving into the primitive urge to wrench her away was the knowledge that touch was important to her.

“I can’t even tell you how glad I am to see you,” Naill said, the deep-brown hue of his skin carrying an ashen undertone. “But I wish you were not here.” His gaze lifted to mine. “What’s inside is…”

“I need to see it,” Poppy said.

Exhaling softly, Naill nodded. “You should…” His chest rose sharply. “I would say prepare yourself, but I don’t believe that is possible.”

My jaw hardened as I nodded. He opened the door to a small foyer, and a scent slammed into us all at once. Lilacs—stale lilacs.

Delano’s hackles rose as he froze beside Poppy, his ears pinned back.

Yeah, that was a fucked-up sign if there ever was one.

“You don’t have to come in,” Poppy said to him, and then I felt faint stirrings of eather as their communication moved to something just between them. She finally sighed and moved forward with Delano at her side. Emil and Malik followed us as I lowered my hood, surveying the house’s dark interior.

Shoes had been placed by the door—boots dusty with dirt and a smaller pair of leather flats that were far less dirty.

Poppy tugged her hood down, eyeing the other sets. Two pairs of much, much smaller boots caked in mud.

“Most of the homes here are set up the same,” Malik explained as Naill led us into a tight, dark corridor. “The rooms are one after another. A sitting room—it’s empty. Then the bedchambers. They’re also empty.”

“Kitchen is in the back,” Naill said, pausing. “That’s where they are.”

Candlelight flickered at the end of the hall as we passed another blown sconce. “Are all the homes like this?” Kieran gestured to the shattered glass on the tile.

“From what I’ve seen? Yes,” Naill answered.

I filed that away as Perry stepped into our line of sight, holding what appeared to be a pale-yellow blanket. The expression etched into the brown skin of his face matched the others. It wasn’t often so many Elementals were so shaken.

“Cas.” Perry’s gaze jumped from me to the others, then behind me. He inhaled sharply. “M-my Queen—”

“Please, don’t,” she said, stopping him as I stepped around Naill. Several thick candles were lit on the kitchen counter.

And three bodies were laid out, the sheets covering them stained with blood. Two of them shared one covering. The sight of the smaller bodies would stop anyone in their tracks, but I knew the expression on the male’s face had robbed Poppy of her words.

Because it had stolen them from me, too.

Behind me, Emil cursed.

“I found another sheet,” Perry said, his voice low as we crowded into the small kitchen. “I just…I couldn’t look at their faces any longer.”

I couldn’t blame him for that.

Meanwhile, I couldn’t look away from the bloodless curve of the man’s lips.

The dead man, who had to be in his third or fourth decade of life, was smiling.

“I don’t think any family would want to see them like this,” Perry added after a beat. “If they have family.”

“If not, we’ll prepare them for burial rites,” I heard Poppy say, her voice thin but steady.

The man’s smile was almost peaceful.

Actually, it was peaceful.

I dragged my gaze from his face. A pool of blood had started to congeal beneath his head. The fatal wound was easy to locate. You couldn’t miss it. There was a ragged, red slash across his throat, evidence that whatever had been used was dull.

Who the fuck smiled like that when their death was so violent?

Kieran knelt as I swept my gaze over the mortal’s body, quickly discovering the weapon. In his pale, ghastly white hand, he clutched what appeared to be a meat knife. Blood had dried on the blade, turning a rusty brown.

My spine straightened. “He did this to himself?”

“They all appear to have done it to themselves,” Malik answered.

My head whipped to him. “What?”

My brother nodded. “Once we realized this affected more than one family, we thought it was one of the Revenants still out there—or a group of them. But as you can see, their wounds are self-inflicted.”

“Even the—” Naill cleared his throat. “Even the children, Cas.”

I didn’t believe it.

I couldn’t.

Stepping over the man’s prone legs, I gripped the sheet draped over the two smaller bodies and yanked it back.

Little girls.

Kieran stood in a rush as Delano whimpered, pressing into Poppy’s side. Taking a step back, Kieran crossed his arms.

Two little, blond-haired girls, nowhere even near the age to have such thoughts in their heads, had faces forever frozen in smiles and bloodied glass clutched in their tiny hands.

“Gods,” I choked out. “That isn’t right.”

“Tell me about it,” muttered Perry. “But there’s no bruising to indicate they were forced. And nothing in the house shows any signs of a struggle.”

“It looks like they came into the kitchen of their own accord, lay down side by side, and…” Malik inhaled deeply. “And no one on the nearby streets has reported hearing any yelling or screams.”

“There’s no way a child of that age would be capable of doing something like that.” I gestured at their bodies. “Not on their own.”

The men were quiet, and then Naill spoke, “They’re not the only ones, Cas. Out of the fifty or so we’ve found, fifteen appear to be children under the age of ten.”

Fucking gods.

My eyes slammed shut as I tried to make sense of the tragedy. “Could they be Blood Crown supporters?”

“Possibly,” Naill said. “They were taught for generations that the gods favored the Ascended, and that Atlantians were responsible for all the evil and pain in the realm.”

“Perhaps they couldn’t deal with the truth,” Perry said.

“I don’t know.” Malik exhaled heavily. “When it comes to the children, they would’ve had to be coaxed into it by their parents or caregivers. And what kind of fucking monster would do that?”

“Someone whose faith in the lies fed to them by the Ascended is greater than the bonds of their own blood.” Frustration and simmering anger hardened my tone as I opened my eyes. My gaze settled on the wide windowsill. Several potted plants sat there. I had no idea what kind they were. Maybe ferns? But they were nothing more than wilted, brittle stems and leaves curled against the sides of their vivid ceramic pots now. I looked back down at the bodies. “A fucking dinner knife.”

“Yeah.” Naill drew out the word. “It appears all of them either used dinner knives or makeshift blades like glass or sharpened stone.”

That made gruesome sense since no mortal in the capital was allowed weapons. Didn’t mean that many hadn’t snuck in a dagger or sword here and there.

“The amount of effort it would have taken to finish the job…” Perry trailed off, dragging a hand over his face.

Anger churned at the thought. “Are we sure we found them all?”

“Guards have been going from block to block, checking the homes,” Naill advised, his fingers opening and closing on the hilt of his sword. “So far, it appears it is only this block, but we should know for sure soon.”

Eather stirring drew Kieran’s and my gaze to Poppy.

She stood near the girls’ feet. Color had drained from her complexion, leaving her nearly as pale as she was in stasis. She was as still as those on the floor before her, and I picked up absolutely nothing from her as she moved her gaze from the dead plants on the windowsill to the bodies.

Perry’s gaze darted to mine, but I held up a hand, figuring the vadentia was telling her something.

Poppy’s gaze lifted. The blue, green, and brown flecks in her eyes had spread to swirl around the bursts of silver. Perry and Naill stood directly across from us, and they didn’t seem to notice the change in her until the veins beneath her eyes lit up with silver light.

“It may have been their hands,” she said, an undeniable icy heat lacing her words. “But it was not their will. This…is his will. Death’s. Kolis’s.”


CHAPTER 26
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POPPY

Casteel carefully laid the sheet back down to cover their faces and then rose. His gaze met mine. The aura of eather behind his pupils was a stunning shade of near white. “Is that the vadentia?”

“I remember. He wanted me to let him in,” I said.

Casteel inhaled sharply, then turned halfway. “Can you all give us a moment?”

Perry nodded and edged around the bodies. “We’ll wait for you outside.”

Delano leaned into me as Malik lingered at the doorway. I reached out through the notam. It’s okay. You don’t need to be in here.

Delano’s blue eyes were full of sorrow as they met mine.

“Please,” I whispered.

He hesitated and then turned, passing Emil where he stood a few feet from Malik. Naill and Perry had already cleared out, but Casteel’s brother waited a moment before turning and disappearing down the hall.

Casteel came forward and clasped my elbow. “Let’s talk somewhere else.”

I didn’t resist as he guided me into the dark hall. Kieran pushed open one of the doors to what appeared to be a bedchamber. The space was dark, but my eyes adjusted quickly enough for me to make out a narrow bed and a dresser.

Casteel’s hand slid up my arm. “What do you remember?”

“It’s something that happened while I was in stasis.” I pushed back a lock of hair. “I was in a cage.”

I felt their anger pierce their shields and was grateful for the darkness of the chamber because I didn’t want to see either of their faces. The air around us charged.

“A cage?” Casteel asked in a too quiet voice.

Kieran edged away from the door and stepped farther into the chamber.

“I don’t know how I got there or why,” I said. “And he wasn’t there at first. There was only mist.” The memory of the ghostly figures dancing in it sent a chill down my spine. “But then he was there, on the other side of the bars, talking to me. Telling me he could take away all the pain.”

Casteel went as still as a statue.

“And I…I didn’t know who I was. Not really. But I remembered all these random moments. The night in Lockswood. The Duke and his lessons.” My stomach churned as I stepped back. Casteel’s arm remained suspended for a moment before lowering. “The night of the Rite and New Haven—” I cut myself off, but the flare of eather in Casteel’s eyes told me he knew I was talking about when I’d learned who and what he was. “He made me remember all the pain.”

“He has the ability to root out someone’s fears and make them relive moments of pain,” Kieran said, his voice thinner than usual. “Attes told us. He said it was meant to punish those sentenced to the Abyss.”

My lip curled. I wasn’t sure how I felt about something like that being used on those who likely deserved to be sentenced to the hell that was the Abyss.

I ran a hand over my cheek, feeling the uneven skin as I paced the small chamber. “He promised that he could make it all stop. He wanted me to let him in.” I glanced at Casteel. He stood motionless, his eyes tracking my movements. “He said he could give me peace if I did.”

“But you didn’t,” Casteel stated. I stopped to look at him. Surprised he knew that. “You said as much when you were under his influence. That he wanted you to let him in, but you refused.”

“It didn’t matter,” I whispered. “He’d already been…” I stopped myself again. I didn’t need to finish that sentence. Because of the blood shared between us, he’d already been inside me. That still made me want to vomit. I exhaled and started walking again. “It was almost like a compulsion but stronger, like…a haunting song. I wanted to believe him. I did,” I admitted, tasting the shame in my throat. “Until I realized what he was. He did that to them.” I turned toward the door. “He got in their heads.”

Kieran looked at Casteel, who just stared at me. A moment passed, and then Casteel said, “What you’re talking about sounds like a compulsion. It would’ve been easy for him to seize control of a mortal’s will.” Thrusting his hand through his hair, he clasped the back of his neck. “Especially a child’s.”

A child.

I took another deep breath that went nowhere. “How many children did you say they found?”

“Fifteen,” Kieran answered.

The knot that formed in my throat burned. “I want to see them. All of them.”
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Even though I could tell that neither Casteel nor Kieran wanted me to see the faces of those Kolis had cruelly ended, I needed to.

I had to see it with my own eyes.

Every home I entered was the same, yet not. Some only had two people in them. Others held four. A few had upwards of six. They had died in sitting rooms, bedchambers, and foyers. And each hand, no matter how big or small, clutched the weapon of their demise. Every victim I looked at—and I made sure to look at each and every face—had the same smile that, at first glance, appeared serene.

But I knew better.

As Kieran replaced the quilt covering a small boy, I lifted my gaze to the wilted plants in the corner of the kitchen. Dead, just as the first family’s had been. No matter what house we entered, everything inside was dead.

Delano’s large head nudged my shoulder, drawing my attention. Running my fingers through his soft fur, I rose slowly. This house—the last—held a family of five. Four adults, two of whom appeared to be the grandparents, and a young boy.

“I just don’t understand.” Emil leaned against the wall. His arms were loosely crossed, but tension vibrated through his lanky frame. “What was the point of this? What did he gain from this senseless loss of life?”

“I think he wanted to make sure we knew he was still around,” Casteel said. “Let us see what he’s capable of.”

My gaze lifted to him. He stared at the bodies. “Really?” I asked.

“It’s what I did.” He lifted his gaze. “In the past and as the Dark One. Small attacks that only served as a reminder that, even though things were quiet, the rebellion wasn’t dead.”

I didn’t say anything to that as I continued to stroke Delano between his ears. Petting him was…well, it comforted us both.

“It’s a fucking nasty way to send a reminder,” Malik said. He stood by the window, his attention fixed on the dark sky. Naill and Perry had gone into a different home several houses back. “What I don’t get is how he managed to do all this without anyone sounding some kind of alert.”

“If he’s still in his wraith form,” Kieran said, “they may not have even seen him until it was too late.”

“Even if he was in his physical form, he can project his will. His vellá,” Casteel added, and my gaze shot to him. “From what Attes said, the stronger he gets, the less limit there is to how he can wield his will.”

My fingers stilled in Delano’s fur, and my skin chilled. His will… Once again, I thought about what had happened when I fell asleep. The touch against my lips, my…

Casteel twisted toward me. I dipped, nearly burying my face in Delano’s fur. I pressed my lips together. It didn’t mean that any of that had been real. It was a nightmare. I’d been asleep. And why would it have been him? He wanted what was inside of me. The essence of life and death.

But what Casteel had said about sending a message cycled back through my thoughts. When he was the Dark One, those sporadic acts of violence weren’t just reminders. They were also a tactic. A way to unsettle the Ascended.

Delano wiggled closer, and I lifted my head. His eyes met mine, and I smiled—or tried to.

“This compulsion?” Malik said, drawing my gaze to him. He had turned, all color absent from his cheeks. “Does it work on Atlantians? Wolven?”

Everyone looked at me, and I had the urge to look behind me as I straightened and glanced at the patchwork quilt. “I…I don’t…” A faint tingle stopped me. If he could use it against me, he could—no, that wasn’t right. I was different than other gods because of that disturbing blood bond. He couldn’t use it against… “He can’t use it against Atlantians. They’re descended from gods. But…” I looked down at Delano. He sat, staring up at me, and my chest squeezed. “He can use it on the wolven.”

Casteel swore. “Why?”

“Because they are of dual life, and he…can use it against wolves. Against animals.”

“What about the Ascended?” Malik asked, his chest rising sharply. “Or the Revenants.”

My eyes met his. “Yes. But I think—no, I know Millicent is different. She’s not fully a Revenant.”

Relief briefly flickered through Malik’s eyes, but then he looked down at Delano. “There has to be a way for us to know when he’s up to something like this so we can prevent it.”

“That would be nice.” Kieran crossed his arms. “But I don’t think we’re going to get that lucky.”

“I doubt we—” I sucked in a shallow breath.

“What?” Casteel stepped toward me.

“Earlier tonight, before you returned, I felt a sudden sense of unease. Not as powerful as it was when the Ancients were Awakening in the Continents.” I swallowed. “But I think—no, I know—I was feeling this. The wrongness of it. It was brief, and I didn’t understand what I was feeling at the time.” My gaze remained on the quilt. Who had made it? The older woman lying next to the boy? The mother on his other side? “Maybe if I had, I could’ve done—”

“No.” Casteel was in front of me in the blink of an eye, his hands on my cheeks. “There was no way for you to know what you were feeling. And even if you did, this still isn’t on you.” He tipped my head back so that my gaze met his. “Please, Poppy, don’t take on guilt that doesn’t belong to you.”

“I’m not. It’s just…” I closed my eyes, concentrating on the feel of Delano’s weight against my legs, and took a deep breath before I reopened them. “We can’t let this happen again.”

Casteel didn’t promise that it wouldn’t. He couldn’t. But he pressed his lips to my forehead. “I think we should return.”

I nodded. Glancing at the bodies on the floor one last time, I let Casteel lead me from the house. Once outside, I breathed in the fresh, salty air, free of the scent of death. As Casteel stopped to speak with Emil, I kept moving, unable to stay still. The shock of what I’d seen was fading.

Casteel snagged the back of my cloak before I made it too far. Stopping me, he lifted my hood and then let go. But I knew he kept an eye on me as I stepped out into the street.

Delano started to follow me but seemed to think better of it, lingering with the others instead. I was glad for the space. My mind…it started randomly showing me what I’d seen inside those homes. And each face that flashed in my mind threatened to snap my fragile grip on my anger. The small shoes that would never be worn again. The books left on a nightstand, never to be finished. Glasses on tables that would remain half full. And for what? To send us a message? A reminder that he was still here? There were any number of methods Kolis could have used instead of something so unbelievably cruel.

We couldn’t allow this to happen again.

But how did we stop what we didn’t even realize had happened until it was too late? The sense of helplessness was nearly overwhelming.

The energy pressing against my skin was icy, and as wrong as it felt, I had to stop thinking about it. If not, my grip would snap, unleashing a storm of rage. I could already taste it as a thin, metallic coating on the inside of my mouth, and feel it in the dark, shadowy energy building in my chest.

My hands fisted at my sides as I stopped and closed my eyes, once more focusing on breathing. I couldn’t give in to the anger. It would be…catastrophic if I did. And the Arae were right. I didn’t want to harm innocents. If I lost control, that was exactly what would happen.

I wasn’t my mother.

I wasn’t Kolis.

There would be time later to…lose my shit, preferably on Kolis. Promising myself that, the rage calmed to a simmering anger. It wasn’t entirely gone but it was more manageable.

Exhaling slowly, I opened my eyes, my gaze immediately locking on Malik.

He stood two homes away, alone, his back to me. I glanced to where Casteel and Kieran spoke with Emil. A guard had joined them. From what I could hear, they were getting an update on the other houses on the surrounding streets. My gaze shifted back to Malik. He stood apart from his brother, who he’d risked his life for—the same sibling who had been willing to go to any lengths to free him.

But the distance between them was more than just physical, and that made my already hurting heart ache even more. It wasn’t hate that kept them apart. They loved each other. I knew that much. It was regret, sorrow, and everything that had gone unsaid between them. I understood Casteel’s anger. He’d believed Malik had spent all these years treated as he had been while kept captive. Discovering that he’d moved about rather freely in the capital was a betrayal made worse by the discovery that Malik had led the Craven to Lockswood.

But I knew Malik had never really been free. He’d done what he needed to do to survive. He’d played Isbeth’s games but hadn’t done it for himself. He’d done it for Millicent.

I knew Casteel understood that.

I moved toward him, watching how his back stiffened. I stopped a few feet from him, my senses stretching out. His walls were up, and when he faced me, the rigidness in his posture disappeared in a flash. His shoulders relaxed as he shoved his hands into the pockets of his dark trousers, and his head tilted, his lips silently pressing into a thin smile.

“Penellaphe,” he said, his half-lidded eyes meeting mine with the practiced distance of someone unimpressed and untouched.

The change in him that had occurred between when I first saw him upon arriving in Stonehill and now would’ve been startling if I didn’t know it was just a mask—one he slipped on so easily it reminded me of how I pretended to feel when I donned the veil. Unbothered and untouched.

But it was just a façade. I broke through his shields and saw the turmoil beneath the relaxed line of his jaw and the faint smirk on his lips. I searched his features, noting the shadows under his eyes. He looked tired, and I suspected the weariness that went deeper than the bone wasn’t only because of the fractured relationship between him and Casteel.

“I was wondering,” I began, my fingers going to the buttons along the front of my cloak, “if you know where Millicent is?”

He eyed me for a moment. “I wish I did, but I don’t.”

Disappointment rose, even though I knew I shouldn’t be surprised. If he knew where she was, he wouldn’t be here. “Do you think she will come back?” I asked.

“I do.” He met my eyes, and a moment passed. “She will because you’re here, and she wants a relationship with you.”

My brows rose, and I pulled back slightly. “Really?”

Malik’s jaw tensed. “It may be hard to believe, but yes.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” I said quickly, realizing he’d misread my reaction.

He arched a brow. “Is that so?”

“Yes. I was just surprised because she didn’t really give me the impression that she would be…” I trailed off. “Not that she had a lot of time to do so.”

Millicent and I hadn’t spent much time alone. Someone had always been around—even if I hadn’t seen them. Our…mother’s Handmaidens saw and heard everything.

Which made me think about their current whereabouts. Had they, too, been dealt with? Most—if not all—were Revenants.

“But I am happy to hear that,” I said, twisting a button as I glanced toward Casteel. Our eyes met, and an eyebrow rose, just as it had done on his brother’s face. I opened my mouth, closed it, and then took a breath, returning my attention to Malik. I didn’t know everything he’d gone through, but I knew it’d broken him. Just as it had Casteel. And I knew what had done it. Seeing his bonded wolven tortured and killed in front of him. It made me wonder once more if Delano knew how my bloodstone dagger had been crafted.

The faint, one-sided curve of Malik’s lips started to fade. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

“I forgive you.”

He took a step back, the rest of the smirk quickly disappearing from his face.

I didn’t know why I’d even said that. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Malik. But…it wasn’t a lie.

“I don’t know if I’ve told you that or not. Some stuff is still fuzzy for me,” I admitted. “But in case I didn’t, I wanted to say it now. I forgive you.”

He was so still, I wasn’t sure he even breathed. “You shouldn’t.”

“You could’ve killed me,” I reminded him. “And you didn’t.”

“I betrayed Coralena.”

I managed not to react to that. “You did.”

“And you forgive that?”

“I understand why you did what you did.” I stilled my fingers before I twisted the button off. “And in the end, you did what was right. Coralena had to know that.”

Malik looked away.

“And Casteel knows why you stayed here,” I continued, lowering my voice. “I think you guys could, you know, get along if you stopped mentioning how you once planned to kill me.” I paused. “And if Casteel pulls his head out of his ass.”

The lone dimple in his left cheek appeared briefly. “You really think that?” he asked.

“I do.” I stepped back and smiled. “Anything is possible, right?”

“I guess so.” His gaze moved to mine, and the grin disappeared. “You have a…soft heart.”

I was pretty sure he didn’t entirely mean that in a good way. I fixed a smile on my face anyway. “Aren’t all hearts soft?”

He chuckled. “I suppose so, but yours is softer than others.”

“I prefer to think of it as being larger.” A moment passed, and then something occurred to me. “Did you hear we will be addressing the public?”

“I did.”

“I want you to be with us when we meet with the generals and during the address.”

Malik’s eyes widened, and then his expression smoothed out. “Penellaphe,” he drawled, pulling his hands from his pockets and crossing his arms. “While I appreciate your willingness to repair my relationship with my brother…”

I frowned.

“I think your concern is misplaced,” he continued. “It is better directed toward someone much closer to you.”

“What?”

With a lifted brow, he flicked his gaze to where the others stood. “What do you notice?” he asked. I followed his stare.

Other than another guard having joined the group? My gaze shifted to Casteel and Kieran. They, too, stood apart. Tension crept into my shoulders. Things had been somewhat normal between them when we were in the Solar, but they hadn’t really interacted with each other either.

“I don’t know how long you’ve been awake, but you must have noticed that something is up with them,” he said quietly.

“I did.” Hearing someone else say it didn’t just confirm my suspicions; it made me uneasy. Swallowing, I turned my attention back to Malik. “Do you know if something happened?”

“I don’t.” He squinted. “Neither has been in a caring and sharing mood with me of late.” He paused. “They’ve fought before, over one thing or another. It happens when you know someone for so long.”

I honestly wouldn’t know. The only people I had known for any length of time were Vikter, Tawny, and Ian, and not even those relationships could be considered lengthy.

“Especially since they were bonded,” Malik continued. “It’s almost like you share the same mind. It can be great. Also, extremely annoying. But this? Whatever is going on between them now? It’s not like them.”

I resisted the urge to turn and look. “Well, thanks for the advice, but repairing your relationship with Casteel wasn’t why I suggested having you with us. The Descenters know you. They don’t know me. And I’m sure Casteel isn’t known to many of them either.”

“He’s the King of Atlantia,” Malik said, his brows drawing together. “That is all they need to know to support him.”

“But I was the Maiden—one many were told was dead or a demis.” I reminded him of what he had said to me in the Great Hall. “And I know some Descenters likely distrust me. They would be foolish not to.”

Malik stared at me for several moments. “My brother won’t like it.”

“Your brother will deal with it,” I replied.

He huffed out a low laugh and looked over at the group. “Well, this will be…entertaining, at least.”

Smiling at that, I turned, and my gaze landed on one of the quiet homes.

Children.

My hands fisted at my sides as anger burned through the ache of sorrow. Kolis had killed children to send a message.

Because wasn’t that what this was? A tactic like Casteel had used. Kolis wanted us unsettled. He wanted to show us what he could do without even setting foot in the city.

What was stopping him from sending another?

Nothing.

Nothing, unless I stopped him.

“I saw a lot of messed-up shit during my time here,” Malik said quietly. I tore my gaze from the house and noticed he was now staring at it. “Isbeth…she was capable of many things—things you can’t even imagine.”

I swallowed but stayed quiet.

“But this? All those kids?” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen such senseless cruelty visited upon the most innocent.” His gaze returned to mine. “I hope you don’t plan to do something ill-advised.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

“If you’re anything like Millie, you know exactly what I’m talking about.” Malik’s smile was tight and didn’t reach his eyes. “Because if she saw something like that, she would want to exact some vengeance.”

I quickly looked away. While I was relieved to hear that Millicent would want to do something about this, I didn’t like that Malik suspected where my thoughts had gone.

Without saying anything, I started to make my way to Setti, who seemed to have been watching. I’d always thought the horse behaved as if he understood what was happening around him in a way that wasn’t normal for even the most intelligent horses. And I’d been right, even though I never could’ve guessed why.

As I walked, my gaze moved over the dark, silent homes. A creeping familiarity began to build as I took in each terracotta roof and weathered door.

Wait.

I stopped, looked back to where I’d been standing with Malik, and then turned, scanning the other side of the street.

I was walking before I realized it, heading in Malik’s direction again.

He shoved his hands back into his pockets with a sigh loud enough to have impressed Kieran. “Did you forget something?”

“No.” I skirted past him, spying an alley between two homes. All at once, I thought of Clariza and Blaz—the Descenters who had aided us after we freed Casteel.

Gods, how had I not thought of them until now?

I strode down the alley. Behind me, Malik cursed, and then I heard his boots pounding stone. I quickly passed a small backyard and stepped onto a street untouched by death.

Except that hadn’t been the case not too long ago.

Because when I looked down the silent road, I saw the remains of Descenters’ homes: shattered foundations and half-standing walls. Until the ones near it came into view.

“Penellaphe.” Malik’s steps slowed behind me.

“What’s going on?” Casteel’s voice came next.

“I don’t know,” Malik answered. “She just came back here.”

Casteel moved to my side and touched my arm. “Poppy?”

“Look.” I pointed across the street.

He looked. “Shit,” he muttered. “I thought this area of Stonehill looked familiar.”

“You two are just now realizing this?” Malik asked.

Casteel looked over his shoulder, and Malik muttered, “Whatever.”

As he walked off, my gaze moved back to the foundations. Anger rose when I thought of how coldly Isbeth had ended Clariza’s and Blaz’s lives. There really hadn’t been a reason to. I had already agreed to her deal, but she still killed them to show she could. Sort of like Kolis, killing these people because he could. But there had been another reason.

Isbeth had wanted to provoke me.

And she had.

The ruins were what remained of my reaction. It had happened so quickly. And, gods, the eather had spilled out of me then, a mass of silver-pierced shadows. Within a heartbeat, I had brought the home and the ones next to it down. And I would’ve done far more if Casteel hadn’t calmed me.

“Cas? Poppy?” Emil’s voice reached us. “You okay over there?”

“Yes.” Casteel turned, his eyes meeting mine before flicking to Emil. Kieran appeared behind him. “This is where Malik brought us after I was freed.”

“Damn.” Kieran stared at the ruins. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

A chill swept down my spine. No, it couldn’t be. Somehow, Kolis knew about our ties to this area. And I could think of only one person who could’ve told him. A certain annoying Revenant.

“Has Callum been found?” I asked, recalling when I’d last seen him at the Bone Temple.

“He’s missing in action,” Kieran stated.

Casteel took my hand. “Let’s return to Wayfair.”

As he led me through the alley, I felt a faint charge and looked behind me. Kieran stared straight ahead, but I had a feeling he and Casteel were communicating again. I started to ask what they felt they needed to speak privately about but was interrupted.

“Hey,” Malik called from the mouth of the alley. “You all back there?”

“Yeah,” Kieran answered. “We’re heading back now.”

Casteel squeezed my hand. You okay? he asked in my mind.

I nodded.

Malik hadn’t gone far when we walked out from between the homes, but he wasn’t alone. Naill had returned. Somehow, he looked even more disturbed than he had earlier.

Casteel sensed it, too. “Do I even want to know?” he asked.

“Something…is happening.” Naill pivoted. “I’m not sure what. But you have to see.”

Without saying another word, we followed Naill into one of the homes we’d first investigated. I quickly looked down as we passed through the small entryway. Three pairs of shoes. One set small. Gods. I didn’t want to see them again.

Casteel squeezed my hand and stopped just inside the dark hall. “I can take you back to Wayfair,” he offered. “Kieran and I can deal with whatever is going on here.”

“We can,” Kieran confirmed.

“No.” I pulled on my hand.

Casteel held on. “I know this is getting to you,” he said, his voice low as Naill moved ahead of us. “It’s getting to me.”

“It’s getting to everyone,” I said. “And I’m no different than anyone else.”

“I beg to differ.”

My chin lifted as I met his gaze. “I don’t expect you or anyone else to do what I am unwilling to do myself.”

His mouth opened and then snapped shut, his nostrils flaring. “That’s the most idiotic ideology ever.”

“Really?” I said dryly. “Because I learned it from you.”

A quiet, low laugh came from Kieran, drawing Casteel’s glare.

“Hey.” I tapped his chest with my other hand and waited until his golden gaze returned to mine. “This is one of those moments when you need to remember that I don’t need to be protected.”

Kieran’s earthy mark brushed against my thoughts. I don’t think such a moment exists for him.

He was right, but I ignored him, thankful he hadn’t said it aloud.

“I’m not trying to protect you in that way,” Casteel said. “I’m trying to prevent more nightmares.”

My breath caught as my fingers curled into the chest of his cloak. I wanted nothing more than to throw myself at him, but that would be really inappropriate, all things considered. “Thank you for thinking of that,” I whispered.

“But?”

I didn’t need to say anything else.

Casteel sighed. “Let’s go.”

I squeezed his hand, and we trailed behind Kieran, who followed Naill to a bedchamber.

“What’s going on?” Kieran asked as he stepped aside, giving us space to enter.

Perry was there, standing at the head of where the victims were laid out. “Damn if I know. I was hoping one of you all might.”

Aware of Malik slipping in behind us, I stepped closer to the bodies, keeping my attention on the woman. Even with my improved vision, it took me a moment to notice the changes.

“Look under the eyes,” Perry instructed.

The area on the woman’s face—who had to be no older than her third or fourth decade of life—had turned gray.

“Looks like decay,” Naill said as Malik knelt by the body of what I now recalled was a little girl. There was a stuffed bear nearby. “But there is no way decay would show this soon.”

“The eyes aren’t the only thing,” Perry said. “Look at the hands on the father.”

I shifted my gaze. The first thing I noticed was that he no longer held the shard of glass. The bloody weapon lay on the floor beside his hand—

His fingers twitched.

My heart dropped, and I jerked back.

“What the fuck?” Kieran stepped forward. “Did I just see…?”

“Fingers twitching?” Naill said. “Yeah. It’s been happening for a couple of minutes. Their legs and arms, too.”

I pressed my hand to my stomach. “But they’re dead.”

“Bodies can do that,” Kieran suggested. “Have muscle spasms.”

Malik looked up. “Hours after death?”

“Well, that’s the best reason I can come up with,” Kieran replied. “Because Poppy’s right. They’re dead.”

My gaze moved to the father’s face. His cheeks had also taken on a gray shade, but not one of decay. It was a chalky gray like the vines I’d seen outside. I looked down at the jagged slash across his throat. Earlier, it had been a dull shade of red, blood no longer seeping from it. Now, the edges of the skin had turned black, looking almost charred.

“Fuck,” Casteel muttered as the mother’s leg jerked. “We’ve all seen mortals turn Craven. There’s a point right before the bloodlust takes over, after the fever burns through them, when they look dead.”

“Until they start doing the twitching shit,” Kieran finished.

“But there are no wounds suggesting they were fed on,” Perry pointed out. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t any, but based on the amount of blood spilled, I can’t see how it’s possible.”

It wasn’t.

These weren’t Craven. As I reluctantly turned my gaze to the little girl, I searched the vast information swirling in my head for an answer to what was happening here. My eyes widened as I watched the girl’s lips darken as if black paint had been splashed across them—

They parted.

“Malik,” Casteel warned.

The little girl’s eyes flew open.


CHAPTER 27
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POPPY

The little girl jerked up, her bloodied fingers grasping Malik’s arm.

Malik lurched back. “What the—?”

Her mouth stretched wide, and her head snapped down, her teeth tearing through cloth and sinking into flesh.

“Fuck,” Malik snarled, falling back, the scent of blood hitting the air.

The girl had latched on like some feral animal. Casteel shot forward, grasped the back of the girl’s dress, and pulled, dragging both the girl and Malik.

“Fucking gods,” Malik hissed. “She’s not letting go.”

Naill lurched forward, grasping the girl’s cheeks. He dug his fingers into the joints of her jaw. His wide gaze swung up to meet Casteel’s. “It’s not working.”

“Yeah,” Malik bit out. “I can tell.”

“This may hurt,” Casteel said. That was his only warning. He jerked his arm back with the strength of…a Deminyen Primal.

Malik’s shout of pain got lost in the girl’s snarl as Casteel tore her free. He twisted at the waist and flung her across the chamber. She slammed into the wall with a sickening crack. I winced as she fell forward, landing face-first against the floor.

“That poor girl,” I whispered.

“Poor girl?” Malik scrambled to his feet. “I think she took a chunk of flesh—”

The girl stood, bones cracking as she did, her upper body out of alignment with her hips. Horrified, I stared as she…chewed.

“I think she did,” Kieran drawled as Malik cradled his arm to his chest. “And she’s currently eating it.”

She was.

She totally was.

“I think I might vomit,” I whispered.

The girl swallowed.

My stomach churned.

Her neck crackled as she turned her head toward Perry.

With a guttural sound somewhere between a growl and a hiss, she rushed forward.

Naill darted past Perry, snagging the girl around the waist. She went wild, kicking and snapping her teeth at the air. He grabbed her by the chin. “I’m sorry.” He twisted.

I looked away at the snap and inhaled deeply.

Naill lowered the now still body to the floor, his jaw flexing.

“Grul,” Kieran muttered.

“Excuse me?” Malik breathed. Casteel grabbed his arm, and Malik winced as his brother peeled back the torn cloth.

“You’re not talking about…” Casteel swore as he bared Malik’s forearm. There was definitely some flesh missing. “They were just an old wives’ tale. Like the lamaea.”

“The lamaea aren’t an old wives’ tale,” I said, shuddering. I would have to be disturbed by that realization later. “And neither…” I swallowed thickly, looking at the piece of torn flesh dangling from Malik’s arm. “Neither are gruls.”

“Poppy?” Casteel said, tearing off a piece of his cloak.

“Yeah?”

“Stop staring at his arm.”

“Yeah.” Blinking, I looked away.

“Can someone fill me in?” Malik asked, his voice tight.

“They’re corpses,” Kieran said.

“No shit,” Malik retorted. I peeked and saw that Casteel had wrapped his arm.

“Reanimated corpses,” he continued, his lip curling. “They’re like Craven and a type of Gyrm. Not the kind conjured by magic—”

“But made by a god,” I finished, remembering the smooth, featureless faces of the other Gyrms.

Kieran nodded. “Gyrms created by gods are usually created for a purpose—to fight, hunt, or serve. But gruls…”

I inhaled sharply, for once wishing the vadentia had stayed silent. “They’re used in the Abyss to feast on the flesh.”

“Spiritual flesh,” Kieran corrected. “But, yeah.”

I looked at him. “Thanks for the unnecessary clarification—”

Shouts erupted from outside, drawing my attention to the door.

Casteel turned. “How many did you notice this happening to?”

“This was the first house I saw it in,” Perry said, reaching for the short sword attached to his back. “So, they’re killed like Gyrms?”

“Sever the spinal cord or destroy the brain,” Kieran answered.

The father jerked up, reaching for the person closest to him.

“Kieran,” I shouted, snapping forward. I reached inside the folds of the cloak for my dagger—

The tip of a bloodstone sword erupted from the man’s face, spraying oily black blood that smelled of stale lilacs.

Dropping the father, I watched as Casteel withdrew his sword. “I had it covered,” I grumbled.

Casteel winked. “I know.” He turned to the mother, driving his sword through the center of her head.

A pain-filled shout echoed from outside, spinning me around.

“Shit.” Naill unhooked a short sword as he stalked forward. “I’m willing to bet everyone is letting themselves get chomped on like Malik—”

“Fuck you,” Malik ground out.

“—because they don’t realize what they’re dealing with.”

“Fuck you again,” Malik muttered as Naill raced into the hall.

Casteel frowned at his brother.

“Is it possible not all will turn?” Perry asked.

“It’s too much of a risk,” Casteel said. I hated to admit it, but I agreed. “Kieran, get my brother back to Wayfair.”

Kieran and I stiffened.

“And make sure the generals and commanders are aware of this,” he instructed. “We have no idea if there are more like this out there who just haven’t been found.”

My stomach sank. I hadn’t even thought of that. Thank gods Casteel had. It made sense to send Malik back since he was still bleeding like a stuck barrat, but Casteel could’ve sent Naill or any of the other guards with him.

That’s what he would’ve usually done.

“Here.” Kieran tossed me one of his bloodstone swords, his expression locked down. “You won’t have to get too close since they are…bitey.”

“Thank you.” The lightweight sword and the feel of the smooth metal against my palm felt good. I glanced at Malik. “You could try fixing,” I said to Kieran, pointing the sword at Malik’s arm, “that.”

Interest sparked. “True.”

“Let’s get this done.” Casteel stalked past Kieran, then stopped. “Be quick and careful.”

Kieran nodded, then motioned at Malik. “Come on.”

My gaze swung to Casteel as what Malik had said to me returned like a quiet but undeniable whisper. Knowing this wasn’t the time to question Casteel, I firmed my grip on the sword. We quickly made our way to the entrance and…

Walked into chaos.

“Oh, my,” I murmured.

The air was filled with the sickening sounds of ragged growls, thin hisses, and the savage clack of snapping teeth as a child raced past us, leaping to land on a guard’s back. A man with a gaping wound across his throat sprinted out of the house down the street while several ran toward a group of stunned guards. Others darted in every direction, their bare feet slapping off cobblestones.

“Destroy the brain!” Naill shouted from our left, his sword dripping dark blood as a woman fell forward. Others darted in different directions as Emil stumbled out of the house next to us, blood dripping from his hand.

“Emil,” Casteel barked. “You good?”

The Elemental turned to us, his face as pale as a white shroud. “I just…” He swallowed. “It was a child,” he said, his voice hoarse. A pang of sorrow pierced my heart. “He bit me, and I…I had to.”

“You did nothing wrong,” Casteel was quick to say.

A woman rushed out of the shadows, the front of her cotton sleeping gown stained with dried blood. I moved forward as Casteel grasped Emil by the shoulder. The snarling woman didn’t even seem to see me until I was right in front of her, but I saw her. She was young, possibly only in her second decade of life. A curtain of tight braids slapped against her cheeks as she jerked back, her head cocking. Something seemed to move inside her milky-white eyes right before I drove the sword through her chin.

“Sorry,” I whispered just as Naill had done, wincing as I lowered her to the ground.

A blur of white whipped my head to the right as Delano leapt from the shadows, his large paws slamming onto the back of a man rushing toward me. His powerful jaws clamped down on the man’s throat. Delano snapped the grul’s neck with one quick twist of his head. I inhaled deeply and quickly looked away.

“Poppy.” Casteel caught my arm as I moved forward. “Remember. They are no longer mortal. These are just their bodies. The sooner we put them down, the sooner their souls can be released.”

I took a shallow breath and nodded.

His eyes searched mine for a moment before he said, “I bet I can take out more than you.”

The guard with the child on his back finally grabbed him and twisted, throwing the boy off. “You want to make a game out of this?”

One side of Casteel’s lips curved up, and his dimple appeared.

“You’re so disturbed,” I muttered, looking away. “And you will not get as many as me.”

Casteel chuckled. “We’ll see.”

He snapped to the side, catching a woman—no, a grul—from behind, driving his sword through the base of her skull. “That’s one,” he said as he laid her down. “Or two if you count the one in the house.”

“I already had one,” I retorted, my gaze flickering around. Three shambled up the darkened sidewalk several feet apart.

Walking toward them, I shut my thoughts down and let instinct take over as the closest one noticed me. The low-pitched hiss sent a wave of tiny bumps rising on my skin as I closed the distance between us. I didn’t allow myself to look at the grul’s face. It was easier that way. I thrust the sword up, cutting off the sound with a wet give of tendon and tissue. Pulling the blade free, I looked over my shoulder. My robe spun around my ankles as I whirled, bringing the sword up. The second grul reached for me, and my blade pierced the base of its skull. Leaning to the side, I kicked out, knocking another grul back before laying the one I’d just killed down, doing my best not to notice the paper-thin skin. As I shot forward, I shoved the sword under the third one’s chin.

As I lowered it, a ragged shout snapped my head to the side. A grul had a guard on his knees, its mouth inches from the guard’s already bloody throat.

Sprinting across the narrow street, I drove my sword through the back of the grul’s…small head.

The guard grunted and fell forward onto his hands. “Thank—” His thick locs swayed as he rocked back, his amber eyes widening as blood coursed down his throat to run under his armor. “My Queen.”

“Hi,” I murmured, eyeing the wound. His pain distracted me, scalding my skin as I took in the torn skin, a jagged pale pink against his darker flesh. Exposed muscle gleamed, quivering as it clung to the ruined skin. It was bad. If he’d been mortal, he would’ve been dead instead of bleeding out like he was. Eather swelled in me, fueling a different type of instinct that was the complete opposite of what had pumped through me moments before. I glanced around, finding Casteel a block or so up the street. He spun gracefully, a movement a trained dancer would have been envious of.

“Hold on,” I told the guard, keeping an eye on the street as I placed my bare hand against his cheek.

He jerked in surprise. “My Queen.”

I crouched beside him, maintaining our eye contact as I summoned the essence. “What’s your name?”

“J-Jaeden,” he said as my palms warmed. “J-Jaeden Va’Leir.”

“Jaeden,” I said, tingly heat rushing down my arm and spreading across my fingers. “I don’t believe we have met before.”

“We h-haven’t. I arrived with General…” Jaeden shuddered, his eyes drifting shut.

I lowered my gaze to his throat and manifested my will. Gold light sparked like embers as it washed across the wound. The golden pinpricks pulsed with energy as they sped up the healing process, coaxing Jaeden’s body to repair severed veins and muscle fibers. New skin grew within seconds, covering the wound with taut, slightly ashen skin that quickly flushed from a pinkish-brown to a deeper hue.

Jaeden inhaled, his eyes flaring wide.

I smiled and lifted my hand. “Be careful.”

His lips parted as he lifted his hand to his throat. His fingers trembled. “But be brave.”

My smile grew as I rose and looked down the street. My heart dropped when I turned and saw Setti about half a block away, tossing his head and stomping. Three gruls were getting close. Setti wasn’t a normal horse, but he could feel pain—so would the Primal he was an extension of. Attes. My breath snagged in a way I really didn’t have time to dwell on.

I took off and plunged my sword into the base of one’s neck. There was no time to give the grul the respect of being laid down as a large man leapt toward Setti. I let the grul fall onto its face with a smack that made me wince and shot forward faster than intended. I bumped into the back of the grul and realized I had shadowstepped. I bounced off the man’s large frame, luckily catching myself before I fell.

“Nice,” I muttered.

The grul spun, too close for me to catch him under the chin. Jaw clenching, I swung, arcing the blade up. The bloodstone cut through the grul’s neck with the smoothness of a hot blade through wax. Blood sprayed, smelling sickly sweet like stale lilacs. The head fell as the body crumpled—

Sharp, fiery pain erupted down my forearm, startling me. “Fuck.”

I twisted to see the top of a snowy white head latched onto my arm. I swung the sword—

The older woman—the grul—lurched back, its milky-white eyes wide as blood trickled from the corners of its mouth. My blood. Gritting my teeth at the pain, I stepped toward it.

The grul spun and darted across the street, leaving me standing with my sword half-raised and my arm burning.

I frowned. “Okay, then.”

Setti nudged me from behind, causing me to stumble. I turned, shaking my arm as if it could somehow lessen the pain. “Go back to the castle.”

Setti’s ears flicked.

“It’s not safe for you here.”

He snorted and slammed a hoof down.

He definitely understood.

“Go.” I patted his side, ignoring the fiery pain. It was already beginning to fade. “Go, Setti.” I met his stare, letting the eather rise to the surface. “Now.”

Tossing his mane and snorting, he turned and took off in a trot.

“Poppy.” Casteel grabbed my right shoulder and spun me around. “You’re hurt.” His gaze zeroed in on my left arm as I looked him over. Of course, his shirt had remained pristine. “Son of a bitch.”

“Eight,” I said.

His gaze snapped to mine, his dark brows slashing together.

“How many did you get?”

He stared for a moment. “You’re not going to like my answer.” He took my arm, carefully peeling back the sleeve of the cloak. I kept my expression blank, my thoughts away from what was happening as the material snagged on the torn skin. He inhaled sharply. “Fifteen.”

My eyes narrowed. “That’s bullshit.”

“And you’re actually blocking your pain,” he said.

Surprise made me jolt. “Really?” A grin spread across my lips. “Finally.”

His stare hardened. “Only you would smile at that.” He looked away. “Where’s Kieran—? Damn it.” His gaze returned to mine as he remembered he’d sent Kieran away. “We’re heading back—”

“No, we’re not. The pain is already fading.” I glanced down at my arm, seeing that the wound had already stopped bleeding. “It’s healing. I’m fine.”

“Poppy—” Casteel frowned as he did a double take. “What the…?”

I turned, following his gaze. An elderly grul was…twisted around, its lifeless eyes meeting mine. Its head cocked. I stalked forward, twirling the sword—

“Where do you think it’s going?” Casteel drawled, dropping my arm.

I frowned as the grul climbed the trellis on a home. “That’s the one that bit me.”

We watched as the grul reached the top and pulled itself onto the slightly pitched roof. It scrambled across the tiles on all fours like…some sort of mortal spider.

Mortal spider?

Why in all the realms would I think that? Because now, all I could think about was a hairy mortal with eight legs—

The grul reached the peak of the roof and threw its head back, letting out an ear-piercing screech. Both Casteel and I jerked at the sound as it echoed and then splintered into a thin, chittering noise that lifted the hairs on the nape of my neck.

Up and down the street, the gruls stopped in mid-run and lifted blood-smeared faces. They slowly turned…toward us.

“Uh,” I murmured.

Glass shattered across the street, spraying into the air as a grul crashed through the window, landing in a messy sprawl of limbs. The repeated sound of breaking glass echoed down the street. The gruls stood, pieces of glass falling from the clothing they had died in, their heads turning toward us.

“I think we can assume that was some sort of call,” Casteel remarked. “How’s the arm?”

“Barely hurts.”

He nodded quickly. “Good. There are about twenty of them.” His stance widened. “And you’re behind.”

Before I could respond to that or point out the strangeness of them all focusing on us, the gruls surged forward in unison.

“Ready yourself,” Casteel murmured, lifting his sword.

There was no time to think. The first grul lunged, its jaws snapping inches from Casteel’s face. He twisted, bringing the sword up in a quick, brutal arc. Bloodstone cut through flesh and bone, severing the grul’s head so quickly it barely made any noise. The body fell forward as another took its place, going straight for Casteel.

I snapped forward as one of the gruls broke off, running straight at me. Its mouth wasn’t doing that gruesome chomping-at-air thing. Instead, it’d stretched out its arms as if reaching for me.

Dipping under one, I sprang up behind the grul and pierced the back of its skull. I spun as another lurched toward Casteel. I could’ve tapped into the eather, but it felt…good to swing the sword—as disturbing as that sounded. I imagined that was why Casteel hadn’t summoned his.

My blade cut through the grul’s head before it reached Casteel, his sword glinting in a sliver of moonlight as he dropped low and swung out a leg, a grul stumbling behind him, its teeth gnashing. I jumped over a body, stabbing the grul through its open mouth. My lip curled as gore sprayed.

Popping up, Casteel skewered another grul. “That’s number four.” He jerked his sword free. “Which makes it nineteen.”

“Shut up,” I snapped, spinning as a grul reached for me.

“Don’t be mad.” Casteel rammed his sword through a grul’s skull. “Maybe next time.” He shook the gore from his blade before flashing me a grin. “Is it wrong of me to take this moment to remind you how incredibly arousing I find your sword skills?”

“Probably,” I replied, feeling my cheeks warm. “So, you should keep that to yourself.”

Casteel smirked. “No promises.”

Shaking my head, I sidestepped a grul and twisted, jabbing up with my sword. The blade impaled the grul under its chin as Casteel rolled his shoulders and spun on a grul. Another lunged from the left, grasping my arm. Unlike the older one, it didn’t attempt to bite, opting instead to pull with shocking strength—because this grul barely reached my waist.

My boots skidded over stone until I dug in my heels. “Gods, this feels wrong,” I muttered, swiping down with my sword to cleave off an arm. The grul didn’t even make a sound as it reached for me with its other arm. Turning to the side, I drew back my leg and kicked out, slamming my boot into its chest and knocking it back several feet. Casteel turned, his gaze flickering from the pint-sized grul to me before plunging his sword into the grul’s neck.

I felt something yank the side of my robe before a hand clamped down on my arm. Tearing myself free, I swung the sword, getting it across the neck as the clouds thickened overhead.

That screeching sound came again, jerking my attention to the roof. The older grul was still up there.

As I pressed my lips together, the shriek ended in that eerie chattering sound again. I stepped back, wiping something wet from my face that I refused to think about. My gaze flicked to the street as the sound of glass shattering pierced the growls. Several more gruls joined, about eight or nine more running out from between the homes.

Unless they were multiplying, there were definitely more than we had originally thought.

Something wasn’t right.

The gruls went at Casteel, the intent of their snapping jaws clear: They wanted his flesh. But they weren’t doing that to me.

“Behind you!” Casteel shouted.

I turned just as a grul lunged for my back. Before it could reach me, Casteel’s sword punched through its skull from behind.

“Are you noticing anything strange?” I asked, the sound of pounding feet echoing down the street.

“If them trying to eat me,” he said, kicking a limp body aside, “while getting handsy with you is what you’re referencing?” His jaw flexed, and he slashed upward as Delano darted behind the grul, leaping on another stalking toward me. “Then, yes.”

Casteel grunted and drove his sword through a snarling grul before wrenching the blade free. “I don’t like this.”

Naill appeared, hacking through bone. Emil was with him, his sword slicing through the night sky. I caught flashes of gold armor as I spun at the sound of Delano’s yelp. My heart lodged in my throat as the grul grabbed fistfuls of his fur.

“Delano!” Perry shouted over the snarls.

Eather built inside me. This time, when I moved, I knew how fast I was going.

I reached the grul before Perry could, grasped the back of its gown, and yanked it off Delano as I shoved the blade through the back of its skull. Tossing it aside, I reached out to Delano through the notam. You okay?

Yes. Delano rose and shook his head. It didn’t get me.

A grul rushed at me as another went at Perry. The growl that came from Delano almost made me think twice about placing my face near his as I drew my sword back.

“What in the fuck?” Emil spat, his head tilting back.

The elderly grul had jumped from the roof.

I swore I heard snapping bones, but through the falling bodies, and the mist of blackish blood, I saw her rise.

A hand clamped down on my arm. Shock flooded me as the grul twisted my wrist. That was the main reason my hand opened, and I dropped the sword. Outside of grabbing me, the gruls had seemed mindless, but that was a very precise act. My wide eyes lifted to the male grul. Deep wrinkles creased the skin at the corners of his eyes and across his forehead, and I saw it again. A quick flash in the milky-white eyes—

Something glinting.

Inhaling sharply, I barely felt myself as I pulled on the essence. It rose swiftly, flooding my veins and turning my vision silver. Swirls of silver appeared on my hand, quickly followed by shadows. The essence spread, crackling and spitting. It rolled out from me as I saw Casteel spin, then washed over the two gruls. Flesh sizzled as eather lit up the gruls’ veins.

They collapsed into ash.

Breathing heavily, I stepped back and dipped, reaching for my sword as the essence settled.

“Poppy!” Naill shouted. “Behind you!”

I whirled, finding the elderly grul. My gaze rose from the bones that jutted out beneath the hem of her sleeping gown to eyes that locked with mine. There it was again. That quick flicker of light behind the pupils of her milky-white eyes. Realization slammed into me. I’d seen that gleam before. In the Duke’s eyes. I’d seen it in other Ascended. I had once believed it was just part of who they were, but I knew better now. I knew that when I saw that glint, I wasn’t looking into the eyes of the Duke, Mazeen, or the Duchess. I wasn’t looking into the mindless eyes of a grul right now. I was staring into his eyes.

Kolis.

Anger swept through me as something else—something darker and deeper, more bitter and burning—choked me.

The grul smiled, its teeth smeared with blood. I rose slowly, and it mirrored me as I saw Casteel stalking toward us, his sword at his side, dripping blood.

“So’lis.” The grul’s laugh was dry and brittle like its bones. “I’ll be seeing you soon.”


CHAPTER 28

[image: ]

CASTEEL

It was late, a few hours from dawn, and I was tired. I should be sleeping. Today would be long, but I was lying in bed, thinking about the name of the kingdom.

Solis.

It wasn’t just some mortal word. It was old Atlantian—the language of the gods. Solis was a play on so’lis, a combination of two words that formed a term of endearment used long before my time.

My soul.

Yet another way the Ascended had bastardized our culture when they named their kingdom.

After all, when Solis was formed, Isbeth had been known as Ileana. Perhaps some of the older Atlantians believed the name was rooted in the relationship between her and Jalara. But from my time in their company, I assumed there had never been any real love between them. And after Ileana’s true identity was revealed, my assumptions were proven correct. I figured Isbeth had named the kingdom in honor of Malec. They were heartmates, after all. Taking two words that meant my soul and combining them sort of made sense.

My gaze shifted from the overhead canopy to the back of Poppy’s head.

But I didn’t think the kingdom had been named after Isbeth’s undying love for Malec any longer.

Because I’d heard what the grul had said in the seconds before my sword pierced her skull. She had called Poppy so’lis. My soul. And it hadn’t been the grul speaking. It was Kolis.

He’d called Poppy his soul.

What he’d done tonight was more than just sending a message or a reminder of his presence and what he was capable of. It was a ploy to draw Poppy into the open to give her a message.

I’ll be seeing you soon.

A chill spread in my chest, and frost invaded my veins. I was calm as I lay there, but beneath the relaxed muscles and even breaths, rage encased in ice coiled, tight and sharp.

She has always been mine.

The Arae had said that Kolis wanted the essence in Poppy—the embers of life and death. But I thought about Reaver’s caginess when it came to what Kolis really wanted from Poppy. How Attes had said she was different—and the way he’d said it.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that Kolis wanted her for more than just the essence coursing through her. That it ran deeper than that. My hand fisted as I tried to stop my mind from going to its next conclusion. It was no use, though. My thoughts were already there. Had Kolis developed some sort of twisted obsession with Poppy as he watched her through the eyes of the Ascended? It was possible. But there was something else I couldn’t shake. That the obsession hadn’t started then. That it was older. The clues were there.

Solis.

The uncertainty of Isbeth’s true plans.

The knowledge that both Reaver and Attes seemed to have but were unwilling to share.

But how? How could a being entombed for a millennium be aware of Poppy? It couldn’t only be the prophecy. There had to be more.

Someone who may have some insight came to mind. That golden fuck. The Rev, Callum. He’d said he was old, and he was loyal to Kolis. While it seemed like Isbeth’s knowledge had come from Malec—and some of it could’ve—according to Malik, Callum wasn’t a servant to Isbeth. He was the puppeteer. But he was also missing in action currently, and it didn’t take a leap of logic to assume that fuck was wherever Kolis was.

Whatever the hell Kolis wanted with Poppy didn’t matter. Because instead of getting what he wanted from her, he would get me.

And I would destroy him.

Kolis may be the true Primal of Death, but I was a Deminyen Primal of Death, whose bloodline descended from destruction and war.

Kolis had said he would take everything from me? Well… A low, smoky laugh left me. Wherever he was would become a battlefield that I would reduce to ash, leaving the air thick with the scent of the blood of those who stood with him.

Kolis would not simply fall to me.

No. That would be too merciful. I would break him. Erase and unmake him.

And I would make sure all the gods bore witness to the only warning I would give them.

Come for what’s mine, and I will undo your very existence.

A faint cracking and popping sound drew my gaze upward and then down. The white curtains along the top of the bed’s canopy and the sides had been swaying in the breeze generated by the two overhead fans. Now, they were covered in a thin layer of frost.

Fuck.

A hollow, dropping sensation hit my gut. Fuck. That was me. My will—or, more appropriately, my manifested rage.

Watching the icy vines swirling down the bedposts, groaning softly as they thickened, a slow, dark, and heady satisfaction slid through me. One side of my lip curled while the frosted vines spread across the foot of the bed, their thin, feathery tendrils and jagged, fractured edges glistening as they spread outward, creeping over the blanket—

Poppy drew up her legs, shivering.

The breath that punched out of me formed a faint, misty cloud. Shit. I tamped down the fury, mercilessly quelling the throbbing essence inside me. The icy vines retracted, slipping into the shadows until they disappeared. The air warmed by several degrees but still remained cooler than it should be.

I rolled onto my side and wrapped my arm around Poppy’s waist, tucking her close to me and breathing in her sweet jasmine scent. I pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

She wiggled the curve of her ass, and my dick immediately hardened. I ignored it. She needed to sleep. So did I. Forcing my mind to empty, I closed my eyes. I must’ve finally dozed off because the next thing I knew, my arm fell against the bed, and my body tilted forward into the empty space in front of me.

My eyes snapped open and immediately went to the gap between the curtains. The bedchamber was cast in shadows as Poppy walked through slivers of moonlight, as naked as she’d been when we got into bed. For a moment—okay, maybe several—I got distracted as she stopped at the wall of windows, angling her body slightly to the left. My gaze drifted over the sweet swell of her breast and the tangled waves and curls of her hair to the thick curve of her ass an inch or two below the ends. It wasn’t my fault. Standing in the moonlight, she looked like the goddess she was.

And fuck, she was gorgeous.

But she was also just standing there, staring out the glass wall. A slight frown pulled at my lips. Had she heard something?

“My Queen?” I called out, rising onto an elbow.

She didn’t respond.

I sat up. “Poppy.”

Still no response.

Concern took root. I tossed off the blanket and swung myself to the edge of the bed. Stepping down from the platform, I quickly crossed to where she stood.

“Poppy?” I repeated, stepping in front of her.

She only stared out the window with unfocused eyes. Was she sleepwalking? If so, it would be a first. I followed her stare to the grayish rocks of the Elysium Peaks high above the forest of elms, the jagged edges softened in the moonlight.

I didn’t see shit.

Turning my attention back to her, I placed my hand on her shoulder.

Poppy’s eyes shot to mine, the flecks of blue and brown so small and still against the green of her irises that I almost couldn’t see them. “I can almost see myself there,” she said, her voice thin and distant.

“Where?”

Her gaze slid from mine, and she lifted a hand. “There.”

She was pointing at the Cliffs. My brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

She didn’t respond; she just continued staring at the Cliffs of Sorrow with her arm raised.

She had to still be asleep. Possibly dreaming. And only the gods knew what her mind was showing her after the night we’d had in Stonehill. She’d been quiet from the moment we left the streets that seemed to be owned by death. Tension curled through my limbs. I dipped my head and searched eyes that were now focused on mine. The skin under my hand was warm, and there wasn’t even a hint of crimson in her eyes. I let out a small breath of relief.

“Come on, sweetheart.” Curling my other hand around the one she still had raised, I lowered her arm. “Let’s go back to bed.”

Poppy gave no indication that she’d heard me. Concern continued to grow as I realized I would have to carry her. Bending, I slid an arm under her locked knees and another around her waist.

The moment I lifted her into my arms, she blinked rapidly and looked around. She started to pull away. “Cas—?”

“It’s okay.” I held her tighter to my chest as her head swung toward mine. “I’m just taking you back to bed.”

“What?” She clutched my shoulders. “I wasn’t in bed?”

“No.” Dipping my head, I kissed her forehead, her confusion gathering with a tartness in my throat. “I think you were sleepwalking.” I reached the bed, keeping my concerns locked down. “Hold on.”

“Sleepwalking?” Her grip on my shoulders tightened as I stepped onto the platform. “I’ve…”

Poppy didn’t finish as I laid her on the bed. Keeping my eyes on her, I swung my legs over to her other side and reclined beside her.

“You’ve never done that before?” I asked, unsure if that was good or bad. I grabbed the blanket and tugged it up.

“I don’t…think so.”

I worked an arm over her waist and pulled her tightly to my front. “Or you don’t remember?”

“I…I remember falling out of bed when I was young after having a nightmare,” she said with a shiver. “But I don’t think that’s the same.”

I didn’t either. “You saw some really messed-up stuff tonight. That’s probably the cause.”

“Yeah,” she murmured, wiggling around until her face was tucked under my chin. “Probably.”

Smoothing a hand up her back, I brushed my lips across the crown of her head. “Go back to sleep.”

“Kind of hard to do,” she said, her voice muffled, “when I’m wondering if I’ll get up again.”

“You won’t,” I promised. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Poppy fell back to sleep soon afterward. I remained awake, hoping I was right about the cause of the strange behavior and that it wasn’t what I feared.

That it had something to do with Kolis.
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POPPY

“It is unlikely that the incident in Stonehill has spread beyond,” Casteel said. “But I want the entire city checked, just to be sure.”

The meeting I’d wanted with the generals was happening now at Wayfair, though I wished it was under different circumstances. I looked around the circular chamber on the first floor of one of the castle’s many towers, not too far from the Great Hall. The room was brightly lit, casting a harsh glow across the bare limestone walls and the faces of those seated or standing near the table.

There had been no overly formal greeting when the generals arrived as there had been outside of Massene, and much to my relief, the generals got down to business the moment they arrived. That’s not to say there wasn’t a lot of staring—at me, Casteel, and Kieran.

Most looks held awe, even a little disbelief. This was the first time they were seeing the three of us together since I’d awakened. But I didn’t think it was just our presence that kept drawing everyone’s eyes. Based on how the Atlantians shifted in their seats or on their feet as if full of restless energy, I suspected it was the impact of the eather coursing through the three of us. Even the mortals seemed to feel it. The only ones in the chamber who didn’t seem impacted were the wolven and the draken.

Speaking of the draken…

My gaze shifted to Reaver. He rested near the entryway in his draken form, which meant he took up nearly half the space. He must have been in his mortal form when he entered, as there was no way he could’ve made it inside without tearing down a wall in the process. I had no idea if he was in his draken form because of what had occurred at Ironspire, or if he just wanted to make the chamber as uncomfortable as possible.

Probably the latter.

Emil and Perry didn’t look all that pleased where they stood against the wall, only about a foot between them and Reaver’s spiked tail.

Right now, he had his vivid-blue stare fixed on a certain fair-haired general I’d once threatened.

My gaze moved to the two mortals. The male stood, and the female was seated. They were siblings. I didn’t know this because they looked similar, because they didn’t. The only trait they shared was their dark hair. I just knew they were brother and sister—which felt as weird as it sounded.

When Casteel stopped them from bowing as we entered, Kieran had explained through the notam that they were the unofficial leaders of the Descenters. They were young, perhaps only in the first years of their third decades of life.

Most involved in the resistance are young, Kieran reminded me when he sensed my surprise.

It made sense. The older generations were either too manipulated or beaten down to consider resisting the Blood Crown, let alone take part in the resistance.

My gaze shifted to General Aylard. He hadn’t been one of those who’d stared at us with awe. He did so with unease and an unnecessary amount of distrust. Both emotions had lessened in the Elemental general, Gayla La’Sere, and the changeling with the sea-glass eyes, Lord Murin. But the undercurrents of both were still there.

“My regiment is searching each street of Stonehill,” General Lizeth Damron advised. Her armor, a combination of leather and steel, creaked slightly as she leaned forward and rested an arm on the table. “It will likely take the remainder of the night for them to finish.”

Seated to my right, Casteel leaned back. He had taken the lead for this meeting, mainly because I hadn’t given him much choice. I was focused on two things: stopping myself from letting the banked rage simmering in my chest out and shadowstepping to Pensdurth to find Kolis.

At the beginning of the meeting, my gaze had landed on the dagger strapped to Emil’s chest. I’d immediately seen little hands clutching a much duller blade, and what I felt then was the same as what I felt now.

Pure, unfettered rage.

It blazed through me, leaving no room for the agony of the countless lives lost. Those people didn’t deserve their fate. Those children never should’ve had their futures stolen from them. Their bodies shouldn’t have been desecrated in the way they were after death. It didn’t matter that their souls had already passed on. What had been done to them…there was no balance in that.

One question had lingered since I realized Kolis was responsible. What was stopping him from doing it again?

Nothing.

But that wasn’t right. An item in the chest in the Solar could stop Kolis. Eather thrummed through my veins.

Additional thoughts swirled. Why in the fuck had he called me so’lis?

Before I finished my Ascension, I wouldn’t have understood what the word meant. I did now.

My soul.

I glanced at Casteel, knowing he had also understood what it meant. It was part of the reason the tension had remained in his jaw since last night.

Well, that and the fact that he had found me in the middle of the night staring out the glass wall—something I still had no recollection of.

Actually, having no recollection wasn’t entirely true. When I woke this morning, I vaguely remembered standing at the window, but nothing beyond that. It had to be because of what I’d seen in Stonehill. That would mess with anyone’s head.

Delano’s soft fur grazed my arm as he nudged my hand. I reached over and ran my fingers through the fur between his ears. He had wiggled himself between Casteel and me.

“I assume Croft’s Cross has the highest populace,” Casteel stated, his focus settling on the mortals.

The raven-haired woman with the cornflower-blue eyes—introduced as Helenea—cleared her throat. With her delicate features, flawless skin, and voluptuous body not even the drab cream tunic and brown skirt could diminish, she was the kind of person I would’ve been uncomfortable around while unveiled. Helenea was that beautiful.

“We have never been able to get exact numbers for how many reside in Croft’s Cross,” she said, her voice soft and carrying an air of refinement that hinted at an education rare among Solis’s working class. “But more souls inhabit Croft’s Cross than any other district.” Her steady gaze moved to mine before it returned to Casteel and Kieran. A faint pink hue stained her ivory cheeks. “If it will take the remainder of the night to check Stonehill, then Croft’s Cross will likely take at least twice that long.”

“What about Lowertown?” I asked, and Helenea jolted a bit. I realized then that it was the first words I’d spoken since entering. “I know there are more warehouses and taverns there, but I’m unsure how many residents there are.”

“Your Majesty—”

“Penellaphe,” I corrected softly.

Helenea’s brows shot up but quickly smoothed out. “The total number who live there varies.” She glanced at her brother. Alaric was as handsome as his sister was beautiful, though his features were rougher, his skin was several shades darker from a life spent in the elements, and his eyes were more gray than blue. “It all depends on how many merchants have their sailors out to sea. But…”

“I would say roughly two thousand can be found in Lowertown on any given day,” he answered.

“And how does that compare to the Garden District?” Lord Sven asked. The general had trimmed his beard since I’d last seen him, and his golden eyes had also changed. They held a sorrow now that hadn’t been as present before.

I had a feeling he had been to Stonehill.

“As a whole, the Garden District is likely our third most heavily populated area, right behind Stonehill,” Kieran answered from my left. He’d reclined back in his chair, two fingers curled around his chin as he stared ahead, his brow furrowed. “With the Luxe holding the least number of mortals. Am I correct, Helenea?”

The pink in Helenea’s cheeks deepened as she nodded her agreement. “Y-yes, you are correct.”

Did her tone sound a little more…breathy? Interesting.

“We need to start with Croft’s Cross.” Casteel’s gaze shifted to Lord Murin and then to Sven. “Have both of your regiments begin checking the residents there.” His stare moved to the dark-haired Elemental general. “La’Sere, you will check Lowertown and then the Garden District.”

“You want to leave the Garden District until after Lowertown?” A frown pulled at Gayla’s brows. She glanced back at General Aylard. “The Garden District populace is greater than Lowertown’s.”

“It is,” he replied. “But considering those who live in this area of the Garden District, I am sure we would’ve been alerted to any activity—even a slight inconvenience—by now.”

Kieran snorted quietly as Alaric smirked.

“Aylard, I want you on the Rise and beyond,” Casteel continued.

The general surprisingly nodded without argument. Then again, someone with a dick was giving the orders.

I shifted, knocking my left forearm against the hard arm of the chair. I winced at the flare of dull pain.

A second later, Casteel’s presence bore down on me through the notam. How is your arm, my Queen?

It’s fine, I assured him. There was barely a mark from where the grul had gotten a hold of me, and it only hurt when I smacked it into something.

“What are we to say when asked about what we’re doing?” Sven questioned, his empty hand resting on the table. “I know Lizeth has been telling those in Stonehill that there was an incident, but if word has spread beyond there, just saying it was an incident won’t suffice.”

“If I may?” Alaric spoke up as I resumed stroking Delano’s head when he bumped my hand. The Descenter continued at Casteel’s nod. “I think it would be wise to do what the Blood Crown never did. Tell them the truth about what the Ascended have done.”

“It wasn’t the Ascended,” I said.

Both Helenea’s and Alaric’s postures went rigid, and bitter distrust swiftly rose within them.

Reaver lifted his diamond-shaped head from where it rested between his forelegs, the sharpened tips of his horns along the top of his head nearly grazing the ceiling.

“Then who was responsible?” the brother demanded, a challenge clear in his voice. “If not—” Alaric stiffened even further as Reaver puffed out a breath, stirring the hair along the back of Alaric’s head. “If not for the Ascended?” he finished in a tone much more subdued.

I exhaled slowly. We had decided not to broach the subject of Kolis with mortals who had never heard of him. I hadn’t completely agreed with it, but it had made sense.

But that was yesterday before Kolis forced our hands with his actions in Stonehill.

Kieran looked at me and then Casteel as several pairs of eyes landed on us. Clearly, we needed to talk.

A thought occurred to me. We were Joined, were we not? Shouldn’t we be able to communicate at the same time together? I reached out through the notam, first finding Casteel’s pine-and-spice mark and then the woodsy, earthy one belonging to Kieran.

Can you both hear me?

Yes. Kieran answered first. Then, Casteel confirmed he could, as well. Kieran frowned. Are we all…?

I didn’t know if it would work, but apparently, it does, I said, aware of everyone watching us. Except for Reaver. After likely frightening Alaric half to death, he’d lowered his head. I agree that we shouldn’t start by telling the people of Solis a lie—one that could be exposed anytime if Kolis makes his presence known.

There is a chance they will never learn about Kolis, Kieran responded.

That would require us taking him out, and that’s kind of difficult when we can only assume he’s at Pensdurth, I reasoned, scratching Delano behind his ear. While risking Kolis imposing his will again.

She has a point, Casteel responded.

Kieran was quiet for a moment. There will be a lot of questions.

That’s okay. I slid a sidelong glance at him. You can answer any Helenea may have.

“Helenea?” Kieran spoke aloud, sitting straighter.

My eyes widened, and I slowly turned my head to Kieran while Casteel chuckled under his breath.

“Yes?” she asked.

Realizing that he’d responded out loud, the color in his cheeks deepened. He cleared his throat as Delano huffed out a laugh from between Cas and me. Kieran shot a glare in the wolven’s general direction. “I assume you agree with Alaric about telling the truth?”

Nice cover, I sent him, sarcasm dripping from the two words.

Kieran stared ahead. You are in so much trouble.

“Yes.” Her brows furrowed as she glanced at her brother. “Of course…” She trailed off, clearly waiting for Kieran to say more.

He had nothing else to say.

Deciding to save him, I leaned forward. “As someone who was raised in the Blood Crown’s lies, I also agree with the sentiment. Which is why I’ve told you the truth. The Ascended are not responsible for this. They’re not even capable of it. He is,” I said, unable to speak his name. Doing so made me suddenly too aware of every inch of my body, and I hated that. I pulled my hand from Delano’s head and gripped the arm of the chair. I refused to be that affected by a god I’d never met. “Kolis.”

Alaric frowned as he glanced at his sister. “Who is Kolis?”

I ignored the way my skin felt too tight. “The true Primal of Death.”
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Kieran had been right.

They had many questions.

Especially Helenea.

We’d answered what we could, which had led to explaining that Seraphena was the true Primal of Life. I figured it was okay since the Fates hadn’t struck me down for speaking the truth. I didn’t go into everything—that wouldn’t help anything. But on Casteel’s advice, we stuck with the basics. Who Kolis was. That the Blood Crown had freed him. And that we believed he wanted to become the Primal of Life and Death and rule over the realms. By the time we finished, I’d learned a few things.

First, the generals had been filled in on Kolis but hadn’t been told the Seraphena part. Lizeth and Gayla were clearly pleased by the news. Sven seemed curious. Murin and Aylard? They were disturbed. I guessed it went back to the reason Aylard was behaving himself.

It had to do with what was between his legs instead of what was in his chest and head.

Whatever.

Secondly, Helenea believed what we’d shared. Alaric was a different story. He didn’t outright reject what we told them, but he had doubts, which was understandable. It sounded more made up than the lies the Blood Crown spewed.

“We need to discuss what is to be done about Kolis,” Sven stated the moment the mortals were ushered from the chamber. “We know very little about him. For example, I hadn’t—at least not directly, I don’t think—heard of him,” he said. From the corner of my eye, I saw Perry rub his temple. “I do recall references to…Primal magic associated with true Death in some of the old journals, though.”

“The kind of magic that killed the draken,” I murmured. “Those old journals? And they’re located in Atlantia?”

“They are.” He tilted his head. “Are you inquiring about certain information?”

“I know how a Primal god can be killed,” I said. “But I don’t know a way to weaken them first. That is information we’ll likely need.”

Casteel’s brow furrowed, but he said nothing.

“Yes. Such information would be invaluable. I’m not sure if it exists, but…” A couple of moments passed. “When we searched the Shadow Temple, it was mostly empty.”

We waited for him to continue.

“But?” Perry leaned forward as far as he could without ending up on Reaver.

“There is a vault beneath. It appeared to be a hall of records.” He scratched his beard. “There could be something in there.”

“Can you check?” Excitement filled me. “After you’re done checking for gruls?”

“I’ll go ahead and answer for my father,” Perry said. “He will never pass up a chance to sort through some dusty tomes.”

Sven chuckled. “I’ve always said that knowledge gained in books wields a stronger sword.”

Murin frowned as he silently repeated the statement to himself.

“I will need help,” Sven continued. “Particularly from someone who can read old Atlantian.”

“Do you have someone in mind?” I asked.

“He does,” Perry said. “Me.”

“Perry can assist,” Casteel permitted.

“Thank you,” Sven replied. “Hopefully, I can find something. But until then?”

“Let’s start with what we know or are at least close to confident we know,” Lizeth suggested. “We suspect he’s in Pensdurth,” she said. “We already have soldiers and a draken there. We’ll join them. Take the city.” She cast a look around the table with a tight, almost feral smile. “And smoke the bastard out.”

“We don’t know what has occurred to the forces or the draken we sent there,” Gayla countered.

My hand fisted as I glanced at Casteel. His jaw was tight, but I picked up nothing from him. Meanwhile, I struggled to keep my concern from growing into full-blown anxiety.

“That’s even more reason to go,” Lizeth replied.

“I would think it would be more reason to be cautious.” Gayla countered.

“You would.” The wolven sat back, her glacial eyes glittering as they locked with equally hard golden ones.

“We have no idea what kind of state Kolis is in,” Kieran admitted, drawing both of their gazes. “He could still be in a non-corporeal state. Or he could be like you and me. That is information we need and can learn from those who were at Pensdurth when they return,” he continued. Tension crept into the muscles of my neck. “They should be back by tomorrow.”

“And if they can’t answer that question?” Sven asked.

“Then we go to Pensdurth,” Casteel stated.

Lizeth eyed Casteel, and then her gaze shifted to me. “And what do you think, Penellaphe?”

I forced my hands to unclench. “I think…” I swallowed, my throat dry. “I think waiting until we have all possible information is wise.”

Gayla started to smile.

“But I also believe waiting could mean we lose whatever advantage we may have if Kolis isn’t fully restored,” I continued. “Which is a huge advantage. We’ve already seen what he’s capable of with his will alone—something we cannot prevent if he desires to exert it again. Once he’s fully restored? It will be even harder to defeat him.”

Kieran said nothing, but I could feel his wariness growing. Casteel, though? Nothing bled from him. Not even from his tone when he spoke.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, his lashes lowered, shielding his gaze.

“I think we…are approaching Kolis in the same manner we strategized against Isbeth and the Blood Crown,” I started, speaking what I should’ve said before.

“And how would you suggest we plan?” Aylard questioned, drawing Reaver’s attention.

Because, of course.

“As if we’re dealing with an unpredictable Primal of Death who has been entombed for over a millennium and, therefore, likely a little bit crazed,” I said, my gaze moving to his. “And able to kill dozens without even being in the city—including children.”

Aylard sat back, his hand trembling slightly against the table. “This Kolis seems to have little love for the Ascended since he’s willing to destroy them.”

“He’s willing to feed upon them to restore his strength,” I corrected. “That doesn’t mean he has no want or need of them otherwise.”

His shoulders tensed. “But, so far, he has not attacked any Atlantians or wolven. At least, as far as we know,” he stated, drawing Murin’s gaze.

Casteel’s head tilted. “And?”

“He may not be a threat to us,” Aylard said. I really hoped he wasn’t going where I thought he was. “But if he is?” he continued. “And he is this powerful now? Perhaps…”

“Perhaps?” I waited. “What?”

His lips thinned. “Perhaps we attempt to negotiate.”

Gods.

He went exactly where I thought he would.

“Negotiate for what?” Murin asked, his brow furrowed so deeply his eyebrows almost merged.

“Peace?” I asked.

“Peace is better than destruction,” Aylard stated.

Reaver drew his long head back as he eyed the Elemental, smoke wafting from his nostrils.

“Like it was for the Atlantians when they retreated beyond the Skotos after the War of Two Kings?” I questioned. His nostrils flared, and I willed Reaver not to burn the man alive. “Since it doesn’t appear as if you listened to why I fear we’re approaching Kolis with too much rationale, let me explain it more clearly. The last time the Kingdom of Atlantia retreated, it was to escape the vamprys and a demis. This time, it will be from a likely insane, true Primal of Death who will easily be able to cross the Skotos and use his will against the only land and people you appear to value.”

A muscle throbbed in Aylard’s jaw. Lizeth did nothing to hide her smirk. “I understood you the first time,” Aylard said.

“Then why would you think negotiating for peace would be an intelligent option?” Eather hummed in my chest. “Or is it just a suggestion borne of cowardice?”

Aylard’s eyes widened as he drew back, his spine straightening. He started to stand. “I am no cowar—”

“If your Queen says you are,” Casteel spoke, his voice impossibly soft, “then you are.” His fingers tapped the arm of his chair slowly as icy energy seeped into the chamber. “And I would suggest you sit down. Now.”

Aylard sat slowly, his eyes fixed on Casteel. “I…apologize if I gave you that impression.”

I lifted a brow as Reaver huffed.

“But it seems there is no real plan beyond taking our armies to Pensdurth,” the general went on. “To fight against the true Primal of Death who, by your own admission, is unstoppable.”

“I never said he was unstoppable.”

Sven cleared his throat. “While I rarely agree with anything that comes out of Aylard’s mouth, it seems you’re both suggesting the same thing.”

I blinked, disbelief coursing through me and clearly his son, who stared at his father’s back like his mind was suddenly addled. “We are not suggesting the same thing.”

The soft tap of Casteel’s fingers thudded as Sven smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You’re suggesting we approach this a bit irrationally,” he said, and I frowned. “And Aylard’s option is as irrational as they come.”

Aylard’s jaw worked as he sat back.

“The question is, what is your not-quite-rational option?” Sven asked.

The tension in my neck ratcheted up as I briefly closed my eyes, seeing the bone dagger in the chest. I felt Kieran’s stare on me and heard the continued soft tap of Casteel’s fingers. “Kolis wants the eather in me—the essence of life and death.”

Casteel’s fingers stilled.

My heart sped up as I kept my gaze focused ahead. “He must take my blood—all of it—for that to happen.”

“Fucking gods,” Kieran muttered as Lizeth’s gaze shot to the silent storm brewing to my right.

“Which means he will not use his will against me,” I forged on. “Anyone else? He will. And that includes everyone in this chamber.”

He cannot kill us, Kieran reminded me as if I’d forgotten.

That doesn’t mean he can’t harm both of you to the point where you are as good as dead, I sent back to him.

Kieran inhaled and held the breath.

“That also means that no one and no army will be able to get close enough to him,” I said, pushing the essence down as it stirred inside me. “But I can.”

Sven’s mouth moved with no sound as he leaned back.

“Exactly what,” Casteel drawled, and I stiffly turned my neck to look at him, seeing the glow of eather in his eyes burning brightly, “are you suggesting, Poppy?”

I knew both he and Kieran could feel my heart pounding, but I couldn’t calm it. “That I should go to Pensdurth. Alone.”

“Out,” Casteel ordered in a voice barely above a whisper. Still, it landed like a punch to the chest. “Everyone out. Now.”

His stare held mine, and chairs scraped against stone as everyone made a hasty exit.

Well, almost everyone.

“Leave, Reaver,” Casteel ordered.

The draken huffed out a hot breath we felt on the other side of the chamber and lowered his head, his curled upper lip revealing massive, sharp teeth.

“He’s not going to leave,” I whispered.

“Nor will I,” Kieran said.

“Fine.” Casteel smiled tightly. “We will have an audience then.”

“I don’t think—”

“Correct. You don’t think. That, we agree on.”

My head jerked back. “That’s not what I meant.”

“But it is true.” He leaned in, his chin lowering until we were at eye level with each other. “Because that is the only thing that explains why you would think, for one fucking second, Poppy, that Kieran or I would ever agree to you going to Pensdurth alone.”

“He’s right,” Kieran said.

“No one asked you,” I snapped. “Or you, Casteel. I am an adult. A Queen and a Primal god. I do not need to ask permission of either of you.”

The sharp edges of Reaver’s frills skimmed the ceiling as he tilted his head.

“All of what you said is true,” Kieran began.

“The only thing I agree with is that you are a Queen and a Primal god.” Casteel’s unflinching gaze remained locked on me. “However, you are not behaving like an adult.”

“Here we go,” Kieran muttered.

Frustration exploded. I pushed back my chair and stood. “That’s hilarious coming from you, who just ordered everyone from the chamber because you could not behave like one.”

His head tipped back to look up at me. “I ordered everyone from the chamber because I didn’t think anyone needed to witness this.” His lips curved up. “As an adult would. It’s…hilarious that you don’t understand that.”

Slowly, I lifted a hand and extended my middle finger. “Is this also hilarious?”

“It’s real…adult-like,” he replied, his lashes lowering.

I opened my mouth.

“Poppy.” Kieran grabbed my arm and tugged me until I sat. “Look at me.”

Crossing my arms, I turned my head half an inch in his direction. “Looking.”

“So mature,” purred Casteel.

My head swung toward him. “You want to see—?”

Kieran slammed his hand down, rattling the table. I jumped, but both Casteel and Reaver simply looked at him.

“You need to shut up.” The aura of essence in Kieran’s eyes pulsed as his glare slid from Casteel to me. “And listen.”

A low growl of irritation rumbled from him. “You just said we cannot approach Kolis as we would the Blood Crown. One of us running off is doing exactly that.”

I started to speak.

“Listen,” he pressed. “Not only that, you would throw a bigger hissy fit than him—” He pointed at Casteel.

“Hissy fit?” Casteel spat.

Reaver chuffed out a laugh.

“Sounds about right,” I muttered.

“—if we suggested what you did,” Kieran continued, a muscle ticking in his temple.

“That’s because it’s not the same.”

“And what makes you think that?” Casteel demanded.

“He’s not being quiet,” I told Kieran.

He shot Casteel a look of warning I knew would be ignored. “Casteel killed a Revenant. Something believed impossible. I’m betting I can do the same. So, why do you believe only you can kill Kolis?”

“Because the Fates said so,” I said.

“Why?”

I opened my mouth. I had no answer.

“Exactly,” Kieran stated.

“No, it’s not exactly. You’re missing the point. Kolis needs me alive—”

“He needs you alive until he doesn’t,” Casteel interrupted. “Which isn’t all that different from us.”

I narrowed my eyes on him. “Aren’t you supposed to be quiet?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be listening?” Casteel shot back.

“Neither of you is doing what I said,” Kieran retorted.

Blowing out an aggravated breath, I looked away. “What do you expect me to do then? Sit by and do nothing, hoping Kolis doesn’t decide to randomly kill more innocent people? People we’re supposed to protect? Just like the Arae demanded that I sit by and do nothing for the Continents—holding me back when there is something I can do?”

Casteel stilled, and then his head tilted. He drew in a deep breath. “No, Poppy,” he said, his voice gentler but not softer. “You know I’ve never held you back. Do you think I’m doing that now?”

I closed my eyes, feeling the back of my throat sting. I shook my head.

“Do you know why I’m against this?” he asked, his hand folding over mine. “Why Kieran is? I know it’s the same thing you’d feel if we suggested what you are.”

“Because…because you’re worried,” I whispered.

“Worried?” Kieran laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I don’t think that encapsulates what we feel when we think about you running off to face Kolis.”

If our situations were reversed, I would be…terrified.

“I get that you want to protect the people here. I do, too.” Casteel lifted my hand, threading his fingers between mine. “But endangering yourself is not how you do that.”

A knot lodged in my throat. “Then what should I do?”

“You should be asking what we should do,” Casteel said. “The three of us. Together.”

Eyes opening, I twisted back to him. “Is that what you’re suggesting we do?”

“I’m suggesting we at least wait until we receive word from Pensdurth. And that we get as much information as possible before we do anything,” he said, his eyes searching mine. “When I said we go to Pensdurth, I wasn’t talking about the armies. Not that I’m against bringing them. We may need them. But I meant us.”

What went unsaid rang painfully clear. “I wasn’t only thinking of myself.”

“I know.” Casteel’s gaze briefly lifted to Kieran. “We both know that. And, gods, I wish you were thinking of only yourself. Instead, you were thinking of everyone but yourself.”

I ran my palms over my legs and glanced toward Reaver. I could only see the top of his frills since he’d again lowered his head to rest between his forelegs.

“We are Joined. The three of us. We’re protected as long as you are.” Casteel leaned in until only a few inches separated us. “I, more than anyone, know what happens when one believes they can fight alone. They fall. I failed. I cannot stand by and watch you make that same mistake.”

I pressed my lips together and shivered as Casteel closed his hand around the nape of my neck. “We have to do something and soon—before Kolis is restored to full power. If he isn’t already.”

“And what would you suggest we do,” Kieran asked.

My thoughts raced for an answer since I had only considered what I could do. I thought about what they wanted before making a move—knowledge. “We need information, right? More than just what state Kolis is in. We also need to know what kind of forces he’s gathered.” I took a deep breath. “We can get that information right now. Slip in, scout the city, and slip right back out.”

“Poppy,” Kieran started.

I turned to him, and Casteel’s hand slipped away. “I know you don’t like the idea of shadowstepping, but it’s really not that bad.”

“It has nothing to do with that,” he said.

“You said we would be able to sense Kolis if he was in the city,” Casteel stated. “That should be the same for him, right? He will be able to sense us.”

“I…” I sat back. “Yes.” How could I not have even considered that? That kind of mistake was utterly absurd, defied logic, and was nothing short of ludicrous.

“We aren’t doing nothing,” Casteel said. “I know it feels like it, but you know making smart, concise decisions based on fact and not emotion doesn’t equal inactivity. That’s why you didn’t burn a path to Carsodonia when you came for me. You were strategic. We are doing the same thing here. And when we make our move against Kolis, we do so together. That’s how we walk away from this. Together. That’s how we live. And we will.” He squeezed my hand. “Okay?”

The breath I took was shallow as I nodded.

“I want to hear you say it,” Kieran said.

I closed my eyes and gave them what they wanted. I said okay. Not because I felt I had to but because they were right. The three of us did have a better chance at defeating Kolis together. But I had a feeling, and I didn’t know if it was the vadentia or fear, that better wasn’t good enough.

I worried we wouldn’t win.

Even if we managed to live.


CHAPTER 29
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POPPY

“Poppy?”

I jerked, tearing my gaze from the glass wall of the bedchamber. I hadn’t heard Casteel—his annoyingly quiet footsteps didn’t help. Who knew how long he’d been standing there? It looked like it had been more than a few seconds since he was leaning against the doorframe.

“You all right?”

“Yes.” At least, I thought so. After eating a late lunch with Casteel, I’d left the dining chamber to wash my hands. I didn’t know why I’d come to this window to stare at the Cliffs.

Again.

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.” I met his gaze. “You look quite handsome yourself.”

“Handsome?” He crossed his arms. “That’s all?”

“Mm-hmm.” Truthfully, he was absolutely stunning. Something I was sure he was well aware of. “What do we have planned for today?”

“Nothing at the moment.”

The essence inside me hummed stronger. “I can’t sit around and do nothing.”

“Why? Because you’ll likely try to shadowstep to Pensdurth?”

“No,” I denied.

His brows arched. “Poppy…”

“I won’t,” I said with a sigh. “I told you I wouldn’t.”

He was quiet for several moments. “We won’t be sitting around all day. We’re supposed to start training this evening.”

That was right. I’d forgotten.

His gaze swept over me as he drew his lower lip between his teeth, showing me a hint of fang. “But I can think of a few things to occupy the time between now and then.”

I kept my expression blank, even as heat curled through me. “Can you think of something more productive than what you have in mind?”

“Oh, what I have in mind is quite productive.”

“Uh-huh.” Passing my boots, I walked to the table before the sofa and picked up my thigh harness. “There is something we can do.”

He turned toward me. “Hopefully, it involves less clothes or none at all. But since you’re putting on a harness, I’m guessing it doesn’t.”

“You would be correct.” I secured the straps as I eyed the daggers I’d set out earlier—one shadowstone, the other the still-wrapped bloodstone blade. “We could start on our…plans for the Ascended.”

“You’re that eager to get started?”

“Absolutely not. But I’d rather get it over with.”

“I get that. But Kieran’s not here.”

Relief swept through me. I did want to get it over with, but I also wanted to delay it.

“Is there a reason you grabbed the shadowstone dagger and not yours?”

“Yeah.” My gaze fell to the wrapped bundle. “Ever since I learned how it was made…that the hilt was crafted from Preela’s bones?” A shudder ran through me. “I can’t look at it the same. Nor after seeing it strike down Delano.”

Casteel was quiet for a moment. “That’s understandable.”

“I was thinking about giving it to Delano.” I glanced over at Casteel. “Unless you think that would hurt him.”

“I don’t think it would, but Vikter gave it to you. It means something to you.”

“It does—did. But it belongs to him.” I rubbed my palms over my knees. “Even if he doesn’t want it, I won’t use it again.”

Casteel stayed silent, watching me in an intense, piercing way that made me want to squirm.

I continued dragging my palms over my bent knees. “Speaking of Kieran, I’m surprised he didn’t join us for lunch.”

“He’s likely busy with the generals.” A brief grin appeared.

There was no hesitation in his answer, and it made sense, but plenty of others could’ve handled those tasks.

“Or perhaps with Helenea,” he added.

Curiosity sparked. “You think?”

“No.” He laughed.

My lips pursed. “She was staring at him a lot.”

“I noticed.”

“Do you think he noticed?”

“Probably not.”

I watched him from the corner of my eye. “She’s really pretty.”

“She is, but it takes more than that to catch Kieran’s attention and keep it.”

Poking at a fang with my tongue, I nodded and looped my arms around my knees. “It’s odd,” I said after a moment, keeping my tone light. “Kieran being with the generals.”

A single brow rose. “Is it?”

“Yes. He’s the Advisor to the Crown. He should be here, not out with the generals,” I reasoned. “And he’s also your closest…” Friend didn’t seem like a strong enough term for what Kieran was to him—or us.

“Closest…?”

“Closest whatever.” I shrugged. “What is going on between you two?”

“The answer is the same as the last time you asked.” His head tilted. “But I can tell you don’t believe that.”

I twisted my fingers together, hating that he was right. “I don’t.”

Casteel stared at me for a moment and then laughed. I immediately tensed at the sound of it. It was dry. Cutting. “You don’t trust me?” He pushed off the frame. “Shocker.”

“Wait. What?” I watched him turn. “I didn’t say that.”

“You’re right. You didn’t say that.” He walked into the dining chamber. “You don’t trust what I’m saying. Apparently, there’s a big difference between the two.”

“There is.” Jumping to my feet, I followed him. “There’s a huge difference.”

Casteel humphed as he stopped in front of the credenza, and the deep, closed-lip sound turned a dial deep inside me straight to bitch.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. “The noise you just made.”

He picked up a bottle. “What noise?”

My eyes doubled in size. “The noise you just made, Casteel.”

“I think I was clearing my throat.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“Language,” he said softly, glancing over his shoulder at me. “It’s unbecoming of a lady.”

I was struck speechless for several moments. “I’m about to show you just how unbecoming I can be.”

“Now, don’t go threatening me with a good time,” he remarked, pouring liquid into a glass. “Drink?”

“No.” I took a deep breath and counted to ten. I made it to four. “You made a humph sound. That wasn’t a clearing-your-throat sound.”

Facing me, he cocked his head. “Are you sure?” He cleared his throat. “They sound the same to me.”

I just stared at him. “They do not—”

Casteel cleared his throat again.

“Okay, they do sound similar,” I admitted, “but that was not what you were doing.”

Watching me, he sipped the drink. “Are we really arguing over a humphing sound?”

“Yes. No!” Exasperated, I threw up my hands. “No. We’re talking about the fact that you’re not being honest with me.”

Essence flashed behind his pupils, and his jaw flexed. There was a moment—a very quick second—where I sensed his anger and something else beneath it. But it was gone too quickly. His walls went right back up.

“There are very few things I haven’t been forthcoming with you about, Poppy,” he said, the eather dimming in his eyes. “I hope you can say the same.”

My mouth opened, and I took a step back. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say to that. Only a few things you haven’t been honest with me about?”

“I said forthcoming.” When I started to speak, he said, “And, yes. There is a difference.”

The look I gave him should’ve set him on fire. “Do you think I can’t say that?”

The tendons of his neck stood out as he swallowed. “I think—”

A knock echoed through the Solar, drawing his gaze. A moment later, Delano called out, “Cas? Poppy?”

I spun toward Casteel. “Don’t—”

He stepped around me. “Yes?” he said.

“Bastard,” I hissed.

His head swung toward me, his eyes glinting. “Naughty.”

“Don’t act cute.”

“It’s not an act.” Turning away, he walked toward the sitting chamber. “I am cute.”

I stalked behind him. “You are an infuriating, egotistical—”

Delano appeared in the doorway as Casteel stopped in front of me. I bounced off his back with a curse.

He caught my arm before I fell into the chair. “Yes, Delano?” he said.

“There’s—” The wolven’s gaze darted between us. “Are you two…fighting?”

“No.” I yanked my arm free of Casteel’s grasp.

Delano blinked slowly. “You sure?”

“Yes,” I snapped.

Delano glanced at Casteel. “Do I need to hide the weapons?”

My mouth dropped open again.

“Not yet,” Casteel replied smoothly.

“Why would you need to hide the weapons?” I demanded.

Delano’s brows climbed up his forehead. “Is that a trick question?”

“What did you need, Delano?” Casteel cut in before I could make yet another demand.

“You have a visitor.” His gaze returned to mine. “Actually, Poppy does. It’s Tawny.”

My stomach plummeted, taking my anger at Casteel with it. Unease rose in its place. “She’s…here?”

“Yes.” Delano shifted his weight. “As in, she’s waiting in the hallway.”

Casteel stepped forward, partially blocking me. “I’m not sure if now is a good time.”

“I’d have to agree,” Delano murmured. “I’ll tell her—”

“No,” I said, my spine stiffening. “It’s okay.”

Casteel turned, and his pine-and-spice mark brushed against my thoughts. You don’t seem okay.

I took a deep breath. I am. I need to see her. I’m just… I didn’t know. I had no idea why seeing Tawny filled me with such dread, but I needed to get over it. “Let her in, Delano.”

He hesitated for a beat. “Okay.”

“Can you delay her for a couple of minutes?” Casteel asked.

“Sure.” Delano pivoted, strolling off as he said, “I’m sure she would like more time to list all the ways she plans to cut off my balls if I don’t let her in.”

I blinked.

“Poppy.”

Shaking my head, I closed my eyes. “I’m ready to see her. I’m just… I don’t know why I feel this way, but I need to see her. She’s my friend. I need to see my friends.” I let out a little laugh when my stomach dipped again. “It still feels strange to say that word and know it…”

“It, what?”

“That it means something.” Warmth crept into my cheeks. “I know that sounds silly.”

“It doesn’t.” His jaw tightened. “Not when you spent most of your life not allowed to have friendships.”

And when I didn’t know if what felt like friendship was real.

I had been so scared that the kindness and interest Tawny showed me was nothing more than her duty as a Lady in Wait.

But it was real.

“Want to rethink that drink?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I breathed.

“Good.” Casteel went to the credenza and picked up a slender decanter. “You’re nervous.”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked as he poured.

Replacing the decanter, he picked up the chalice. “You’re about to twist the ends of your hair off.”

Frowning, I glanced down and realized I was twisting the end of my braid. A wry grin tugged at my lips. “Holland told me Seraphena does things with her hands when she’s nervous, too.”

He handed me the chalice. “Did he tell you anything else you have in common?”

I thought about it. “Well, I apparently reminded him of her when I got angry.” My lips pursed. “Not sure that’s a good thing.”

He chuckled and returned to pick up his glass. “Perhaps you get your…feistiness from her.”

“If so, it’s better than getting it from Isbeth.”

“Nothing about you is from Isbeth.”

Except for the shape of my face, my nose, and my lips. How I’d never seen how much I looked like her was beyond me, but I appreciated the sentiment in his partial truth. Beyond shared physical similarities, I was nothing like her.

Casteel eyed me over the rim of his glass. “Want to tell me why you’re so nervous?”

I started to say that I didn’t know but then shook my head. That wasn’t entirely true. “I guess I’m worried she won’t look at me the same.”

He didn’t respond immediately. “Do you feel different?”

“I…” I poked at my fang with my tongue. “Yes, and no.”

His brows rose.

“I mean, I feel like myself, but…I don’t know. I do feel different, though I can’t explain how.” I let out a self-conscious laugh. “I’m not making sense.”

“You are.”

“Really?” I took a sip from the chalice. “Then can you tell me what I’m feeling?”

“I can’t tell you what you’re feeling,” he said, running a hand over the back of a chair, “but I can tell you that after I completed the Culling, I was myself but wasn’t. My senses were heightened—smell, taste, and sight—and I was stronger and faster. At first, all of that made it seem like the realm had changed in all these little ways. But in reality, what changed was how I interacted with everything. And that made me feel different.”

I nodded slowly. That made sense.

“You have changed,” he continued. “On a cellular level. Just as I did after my Culling and when you Ascended me.”

“I didn’t Ascend you. Not technically.”

“Well, it sounds better than saying you created me.” He walked forward.

I laughed. “True.”

His smile faded when he stopped in front of me. “I don’t want to argue with you. Not like that,” he said, clasping my neck.

There was a difference between what had just happened and our ordinary nitpicking at each other. “Me, neither.”

“Gods, Poppy. I…” He closed his eyes and fell quiet. “I love you. I fucking love you, Poppy.”

“I know.” His words reached right inside my chest, relieving some of the heaviness there—powerful words that meant everything to me. “I love you, Cas.”

Tilting his head, he pressed his lips to mine in a slow, sweet kiss. “That’s all that matters.”

I wanted nothing more than to believe that love was all that mattered. That it could somehow erase the suspicion that he was keeping something from me. That I could just believe. But I would be fooling myself.

And I had stopped doing that the moment I tossed the veil aside.

Breathing in his scent as I cupped his cheek, I pulled back and met his stare. “We—”

“Poppy?” Tawny’s voice rang out from the Solar.

Casteel sighed. “I don’t think it’s been a few minutes.”

My lips curved into a small smile as I lowered my hand. “It’s been longer than a few minutes.”

“I wonder if Delano still has his balls and all associated appendages.”

I laughed and slipped away. “For Perry’s sake, let’s hope so.” I drew in a shallow breath and took a long drink. “Coming,” I called.

Somehow, Casteel ended up in front of me. I wasn’t even sure how.

Tawny came to an abrupt halt. “Not this again,” she muttered. “Are you going to try to throw me out?”

I started to frown.

“I’m considering it.” Casteel remained in front of me for a few minutes. “But, no,” he said, stepping aside.

I took a breath—

The first thing I saw was a blur of white curls that’d once been honey-brown rushing forward.

“No need to run,” Casteel muttered.

“No need to guard Poppy,” she retorted, scanning the chamber.

Her gaze landed on me then, and she jerked to a halt, going completely still. Only the burnt-gold skirt of her gown swayed as white eyes—everything but the pupils—that were once a warm brown locked with mine.

Suddenly, I understood why I had been filled with dread when I thought of her. There was no faint tingling along my neck that I had begun to associate with the vadentia, but I still knew why I was so uneasy. It wasn’t anything she had done.

It was what I had done to her.

Tawny shrieked, startling me, the sound close to that of a large bird of prey.

“Gods,” Casteel breathed.

She sprang forward, arms opening wide. A smile broke out across her pretty face, and my lips started to mirror hers despite what I’d done—

Casteel’s features sharpened with wariness, his posture stiffening with coiled tension as Tawny lunged.

She’s okay, I assured him quickly, understanding his reaction—knowing why Kieran and the others had reacted so strangely to Tawny when she first arrived in Oak Ambler.

Tears clogged my throat as I stared at her. They’d sensed the…wrongness. What went against the fundamental balance of life and death. Without even understanding why.

“Poppy!” she yelled a second before she all but threw herself at me.

When she wrapped her arms around me, holding on like a tree bear, I didn’t think about what I was doing or if I should. I simply returned her embrace. And that was all we needed for a few moments. I didn’t even think about what I had done to her anymore.

“I feel like I keep saying this,” she said, her voice hoarse, “but I’ve missed you.”

I drew in a stuttered breath and caught the faint scent of…stale lilacs.

Death.

A shudder ran through me, and I held on to her tighter. I didn’t even know why I tried—I already knew what I would find—but I opened my senses to see if I could pick up anything from her.

In the past, her emotions were always right beneath the surface. She had many feelings about lots of things multiple times throughout the day. But that had changed when she was wounded by shadowstone and fell into a deep sleep.

My senses brushed against a void of nothingness, reminding me of what it was like when I tried to read the Ascended or a Revenant. But she was neither of those things.

What she had become…

The memory of me sitting by her side, trying to heal her after she’d been wounded, returned. So much eather had poured from me into her that my palms sometimes felt as if they were on fire. She hadn’t woken until she was being cared for by Wilhelmina—the Miss Willa. She was one of the eldest Atlantians, and I knew if anyone could help Tawny, it was her. But she wasn’t the cause of the changes in my friend.

I was.

Even though I hadn’t healed her with my touch.

“Poppy?” she whispered, making me realize I had gone silent.

I swallowed against the burn of tears. “I’ve missed you, too.”

“You better have,” she murmured, her hand fisting my braid. “I would’ve been offended if not.”

A shaky laugh left me.

Tawny pulled back just enough to give me a once-over. “How are you feeling? Are you okay? Where did you go?” she asked, one question running into the next. “Will you ever be allowed to be alone with anyone in private again?”

“I know you—” I blinked, her last question completely caught me off guard. “Why would you ask that?”

She held my stare as a slight furrow formed between her brows. “You should ask”—she cast a narrowed-eye look that was awfully close to a glare over her shoulder—“Prince Hawkethrone over there.”

“It’s King”—Casteel shoved the door shut with a finger as he returned her look— “Hawkethrone to you.”

“Whatever,” she muttered, facing me again.

My gaze darted between them as my brows inched up my forehead. “Do I even want to know?”

“I think you already do,” she said, clasping my arms. “Your husband is seriously overprotective.”

I glanced at Casteel as he lifted his glass with an unapologetic tilt to his lips. “I kind of know that.”

“Kind of?” Tawny snorted.

Casteel sent me a wink.

Tawny huffed as she looked at him. “It’s a good thing you’re nice to look at.”

Another laugh burst from me as I pulled her back to me. Gods. Only Tawny would say that without a hint of fear or concern. She was still her. That had to count for something. It had to be all that mattered.

That insidious voice from minutes ago, the one that told me I’d be fooling myself believing in what I knew wasn’t true, returned.

Sorrow choked me, and I squeezed her despite the chill of her skin bleeding through her gown, not wanting to let her go.

Tawny’s milky-white eyes widened in alarm. “Poppy?”

Casteel was at my side in a heartbeat, causing Tawny to give a start. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, the eather pulsing brightly in his eyes.

“Nothing’s wrong. I swear,” I assured him—both of them—as my heart pounded. Letting go of Tawny, I stepped back. Maybe I was wrong. But I knew I wasn’t. Bile crept up my throat.

“You’re starting to worry me,” Tawny said quietly, inching closer. She reached out, seemingly unaware of how Casteel tensed beside me, and placed her hand on my arm. “Poppy?”

I looked down at her hand, her cold skin chilling mine.

Oh, gods.

Tawny didn’t deserve this.

“Hey,” Casteel said quietly, moving his hand to my cheek. He turned my head toward his. Talk to me.

I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t say anything as I looked at her. Not like this. I couldn’t read her emotions, but I knew she was worried now, just as I knew she had been happy before. Excited. I couldn’t take that from her. Not right now.

At least that’s what I told myself—and it was partly true. What was also true was that I was a coward.

But I could live with that for a little while. So could Tawny.

Casteel swept his thumb over my cheek. “Poppy?”

Taking a deep breath, I forced a smile and pulled myself together. “I’m fine.”

The look Casteel gave me said he knew better. And he did. I found his mark through the notam and said, I’ll tell you later.

“Are you sure?” Tawny asked at the same time Casteel’s voice whispered that very question in my mind.

“Yes. I think I’m still having weird moments since I woke up,” I lied smoothly. Too smoothly. Having been raised by the Ascended, I’d had plenty of practice doing so.

Tawny’s gaze intently searched mine. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I’m good. I promise.” Taking a deeper breath, I exhaled slowly. “I really can’t believe you’re here.”

“More like you can’t believe I made it here alive.” She tipped her head to the side, sending a pale curl against her rich-brown cheek as Casteel slipped away. “And I’m shocked, too. I actually camped, Poppy. Camped. In the woods, on the ground, with only the gods know how many bugs and small critters with long, thin tails.”

The tension in me eased as I laughed. I couldn’t picture Tawny sleeping on the ground. It wasn’t that she had a delicate disposition or disliked the outdoors, but she wasn’t someone who particularly enjoyed it. “Now I really am shocked that you made it here.”

She grinned. “I did it for you.”

My stomach twisted as my mind filled with all the horrible things that could’ve happened to her on the road to Carsodonia—the horrible thing that had already happened to her without her knowing. “Not that I’m ungrateful or unhappy to see you here, but why would you do that? The trip had to be dangerous.”

“The King summoned me.”

My gaze darted to Casteel as curiosity rose. “He did?” I asked.

“I hoped her presence would get you to wake or, at the very least, help you retain your memories,” he said, and it made my heart feel all…gooey and warm despite, well…everything.

“In reality, all my presence did was annoy him,” Tawny quipped.

“That is true.”

The gooey warmth vanished, and I narrowed my eyes at him, where he had returned to his position by the wall, watching us.

Watching Tawny.

I briefly closed my eyes and found his mark. You don’t have to worry about Tawny when it comes to me.

He didn’t respond.

“And yeah, it wasn’t exactly a nice evening stroll in the park,” Tawny said. “More like a mad dash through the Blood Forest being chased by a Craven or five.”

“And it was just Gianna and a few guards with you?” I asked. When she nodded, I yanked her into my arms again, my stomach dropping. “You could’ve been…”

“Killed?” she suggested, making my stomach roil. “I wasn’t.”

“Obviously not.” I cleared my throat. “But traveling with only a wolven and a handful of guards through a war-torn kingdom is bad enough. Through the Blood Forest?” I said. “That was…reckless.”

Tawny drew her head back, her delicate brow furrowing. “Are you seriously about to lecture me about being reckless?”

I opened my mouth as Casteel huffed out a laugh. I narrowed my eyes at him again. One side of his lips curled up as he took a drink.

“Whatever,” I muttered. “It doesn’t mean it wasn’t incredibly dangerous.”

“Gianna made sure nothing happened to me,” she was quick to say. “I know you don’t like her—”

“I never said I didn’t like her,” I cut in, frowning.

Pulling away, Tawny crossed her arms. “Did you or did you not threaten to tear her apart, limb by limb, and feed her—”

“To a pack of hungry barrats if she had feelings for me,” Casteel finished for her. “The answer would be yes.”

I pursed my lips.

I had.

And she really hadn’t deserved that. It wasn’t her fault that Alastir was her uncle and wanted her to form a union with Casteel. Nor was it her fault that she was beautiful.

I sighed. “I can admit it wasn’t one of my finer moments.”

“I think it was,” Casteel remarked, his voice dropping to a purr that caused the muscles low in my stomach to coil.

“That’s a red flag,” Tawny murmured.

“I’m a walking red flag,” he replied with a grin that brought out his dimple.

Tawny looked over at him for a moment and then laughed. “There is something wrong with you.”

“I have been saying that since I met him,” I said.

“You love my wrongness,” he retorted.

I did.

“Of course, she does,” Tawny replied. “Because, clearly, there’s also something wrong with her.”

A laugh left me, and with that, I focused on the fact that Tawny was here. It was her.

She was just…changed.

I spent the next half an hour or so listening to Tawny tell me about her journey to the capital as we sat on the settee. There was no mistaking the way…life returned to her eyes when she spoke of Gianna. I wanted to ask her about that, but not with Casteel looming like an ever-present guardian.

“You want to hear something strange?” she asked, glancing down at the chalice of wine Casteel had poured for her. “I felt you when you woke. Both times.”

My stomach twisted sharply again. “Really?” I kept my voice level, aware that Casteel was listening more intently now. “Do you know how?”

“I don’t know how to explain it.” She ran her finger down the side of her glass. “I just had this feeling.” She lifted her gaze to mine. “Gianna didn’t feel it the first time, but said she did the second time. She mentioned the notam.”

I nodded, knowing that wasn’t what she’d felt.

“That’s how I learned something was…wrong,” she continued, looking over at Casteel. “He wouldn’t let me see you then.”

A hazy memory of hearing her voice and walls draped with curtains flashed through my mind, disappearing before I could remember much else. “It was for your safety. I wasn’t…myself.”

“I get it.” Her lips curled into a fleeting grin. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

My lips curved up. “Of course not.” I exhaled. “I was…under Kolis’s influence.”

Tawny stiffened. “What? How?”

I told her what I could, avoiding looking at Casteel as his wariness and anger filled the chamber.

Tawny looked furious enough to do bodily harm. “Why would he do that?”

“I…don’t know.” The memory of standing by the window and staring at the Cliffs snapped into focus. It was as if I had been looking for or had seen something. I shook my head, not wanting to talk about Kolis when I didn’t have to.

I remembered one of the questions she’d asked. “You asked where I went. Did you feel me leave?”

“Yeah. I could feel that you were gone. Not gone, as in gone,” she added. “But, yeah. Though I don’t know how.” Tawny shrugged with a quiet laugh. “Many things happen now that I can’t explain—like how I was able to talk to Vikter.”

“Vikter!” I shouted, causing Tawny to lean away and Casteel to stiffen. “Oh, my gods. I forgot. I saw Vikter.”

Tawny’s snowy brows rose. “What?”

“I saw Vikter at Mount Lotho—in Iliseeum.”

She blinked slowly. “That little bit of information doesn’t clear up anything for me.”

I quickly told her about seeing Vikter, skipping over the reason why. There wasn’t enough time for that, and I needed to ask her something. Actually, I needed to ask more than one thing.

“Before Vikter left, he mentioned Leopold. He said he never saw him,” I told her, remembering how he’d cut himself off as if he were about to say too much. “And that he was wrong about him.”

Catching sight of Casteel’s frown, I smiled weakly. “I completely forgot about it,” I told him and then refocused on Tawny. “He told me to ask you. Said you would understand.”

“Ask me?” Snowy curls toppled as she tilted her head to the side and sat back. “Is that all he said?”

“Pretty much.”

Tawny frowned. “I don’t know what he meant, but clearly he thinks I do.” She tapped her finger against her lips. “I never even met Leopold. I only knew he was a viktor because—” Her eyes widened. “Could it be that? The whole viktor part? That’s the only thing he really spoke to me about.”

“If that’s it, then he’s saying he was wrong about Leopold being a viktor.”

“Which isn’t impossible,” Tawny murmured.

Setting my chalice down, I glanced at Casteel. “But Malik said he was a viktor.”

“How did he know that?” Tawny asked.

“Coralena,” I said, even more confused than when Vikter had brought it up.

“I don’t know, Poppy. But that’s the only thing I can think of. I don’t know what more I could know.” She stared down at her wine. “Talking to him felt like a dream, and honestly, if Wilhelmina hadn’t mentioned…”

As Tawny trailed off, I refused to look at Casteel because I already knew he had a big grin on his face like he did whenever Miss Willa was mentioned.

“So,” Casteel drawled, reluctantly drawing my gaze. I imagined he was about to say something that would either infuriate or embarrass me. “Did Poppy ever tell you about—?”

“Anyway,” I said loudly. Realizing Tawny was still quiet, I looked at her. Her brows were nearly connected. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. It’s just I have a feeling that Willa said something, but…” She stared harder into the wine as if it held the answers she sought. “I have to think about it.” Lifting her glass, my eyes widened as she downed its contents.

I picked up the sound of approaching footsteps. “Do you think that will help?” I smiled, jerking my chin at her empty glass.

“Possibly.” She flashed me a quick grin that faded. “I heard about Stonehill.” Her gaze lowered. “Gianna said it was pretty terrible.”

“It was. I didn’t know she was there.”

“She said you didn’t see her. She was canvassing the other streets.” Pausing, she sent me a sidelong glance. “And I think she was avoiding you.”

Casteel let out a low laugh.

I ignored that. “Did she see…them?”

Tawny nodded.

“Is she okay?”

“As okay as one can be.” Leaning forward, she placed her glass on the table. “She heard it was the true Primal of Death’s doing. But…why? Why would he do that to mortals—to children?”

“I wish I knew. Actually, I probably don’t.” I let out a small breath as a knock sounded on the door. “But we think he was sending a message, letting us know he’s around and what he can do.”

Delano appeared in the doorway a few moments later. “Malik is here.”

“Let him in,” Casteel said.

“Malik,” Tawny murmured. “The even less friendly Da’Neer?”

My eyebrows rose.

“I heard that,” came Malik’s voice.

Tawny pressed her lips together and puffed out her cheeks.

Malik strode into the sitting chamber, a single brow arched as he glanced down at Tawny before his gaze flicked to me and then his brother. He looked a little better than he had last night—the shadows under his eyes weren’t so unforgiving.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” he said.

“Tawny doesn’t mind,” Casteel remarked.

She huffed.

Casteel winked.

“Once again,” I said, “that is not as charming as you think it is.”

“And, once again, you’re a terrible liar.” Casteel turned to his brother. “What did you need?”

“I need to speak to you two in private.” Malik shifted his stance, his hands in his pockets as he glanced at Tawny. “No offense. It’s business related to the Crown.”

Tawny sighed. “I guess that’s a nudge for me to leave so you can be all queenly.”

My lips curved up. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She picked up my braid and smoothed the ends. “I know you’ll be busy being Queen and everything, along with keeping him”—she paused, sending a pointed look over my shoulder—“entertained. But will we have time to talk more?”

“I don’t know.” Casteel took a drink. “Keeping me entertained is a full-time job.”

Tawny snorted.

“I’ll have time,” I assured.

“I’m going to hold you to it,” she warned, rising. As she walked past the brothers, she did so slowly enough to give Casteel a once-over. “You’d better be treating her like the Queen she is.”

“Always,” he replied.

“Good.” Tawny all but pranced toward the door.

“Tawny?” I called, standing.

Stopping a foot into the Solar, she turned. “Yes?”

Pressure built in my chest. “You haven’t had any…sensitivity to light, have you?”

Her head cocked as Casteel stiffened. “Not that I’ve noticed. Why?”

A little bit of relief swept in until I realized I had to come up with a reason for asking her that. “I just…wondered with…the change in your hair and eyes if it made you more sensitive to sunlight.”

“Uh, no.” Tawny smoothed a hand over the front of her gown. “But you’ll be the first to know if that changes.”

I smiled at her.

“See you this evening.” Tawny waved rather jauntily before pivoting on her heel and walking off, her footsteps fading.

The moment the door closed behind her, Casteel shook his head. “Your friend is…”

My eyes closed as the sorrow I’d checked earlier resurfaced. “Perfect.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Talk bad about her, and I will be kissing a barrat before your lips touch mine again.”

Malik’s lips curled as Casteel chuckled.

I turned to Malik, remembering that he’d been wounded. I glanced down at his arm covered by the long sleeve of his surcoat. I wondered if Kieran had healed him like I suggested, or if Malik had declined.

“How’s your arm?”

“Completely healed,” he answered with a tight smile. “There’s something I wanted you two to see.”

“You’re not going to tell us what?” Casteel asked, wariness in his stare as he set his tumbler aside.

“I’d prefer to show you,” he replied, his head tilting in the way his brother’s often did.

Curiosity rose. “When?”

He seemed to think about that for a moment. “Tomorrow morning.”

I glanced at Casteel, and he nodded. “That should work.”

“Perfect.” Malik stepped back. “I’ll see you both in the morning then.”

Casteel nodded again and watched as Malik turned and left. The moment the door closed behind him, he pushed away from the credenza. “What happened earlier?” he asked.

Knowing what he was asking about, my stomach began to twist. “Remember when we were talking about how Kolis and Nyktos can capture souls?”

He nodded.

“I think—no, I know—there are different ways to do it,” I said, my throat tightening as the tingling sensation skittered across my neck. “And it can be done with a god. But I don’t think it’s meant to be used on a mortal.”

“That makes sense. A mortal without a soul would be…”

“Basically dead, for all intents and purposes.” My throat tightening, I walked back to the settee and sat. “The mortal body can continue without a soul, but the soul makes a person who they are. Without it, they become a…” My brows knitted. “A…”

“A thanion.”

My head whipped toward him. “How did you know that?”

“Soul Eaters,” he said, dropping into the chair across from me. “They usually killed while taking a soul, but sometimes, their…victims survived.”

“And they didn’t know they had lost their soul?”

He shook his head as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “From what I can remember, they wouldn’t notice a difference at all until they started to change.” His lips pursed. “It’s almost like the vamprys, but their transformation is more internal. Like eventually developing a lack of empathy and feeling unpredictable rage or engaging in sudden cruelty. Without their souls, they lose their memories of who they were, and when that happens, they become soulless…” He inhaled sharply, sitting straight. “Is that why you asked Tawny if she was sensitive to light?”

I nodded.

He didn’t speak.

“I…I don’t know if it was because of me trying to heal her when she was wounded by shadowstone or if the essence of Death reared its head. It could’ve even been the part of me that others feared.” Shame scalded my insides, even though I knew it wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t intended to do it, but I hadn’t understood my powers then, and that lack of knowledge hadn’t stopped me. “Either way, I did that.”

His eyes shut.

My fingers curled inward, nails digging into my palms as I felt Kieran drawing near. “I took her soul.”

Casteel twisted his head to the side. “Oh, Poppy,” he whispered.

“And I…I can’t release it.” My voice thinned as an ache settled deep inside me like a weight I couldn’t shake. I forced a slow, even breath. In and then out. “I Ascended with her soul, which shouldn’t have happened,” I told him, even though I didn’t fully understand it. “And her soul?”

Casteel’s eyes opened.

“It’s lost.”

He was before me in a heartbeat, his hands folding over mine. And, gods, this was why I loved him so damn much. We’d been arguing before Tawny showed up. Something was clearly up between us, but when it came down to it—when I needed him? He was here. “It’s not your fault. You were trying to heal her. You had no idea this could happen,” he said.

“I know.” And I did. Truly. But knowing it didn’t make things better. “I have to tell her.”

“You do.” He lifted my hand and pressed a kiss to my marriage imprint. “But before we do that, let’s try to find out if there is something we can do. We can check with Sven. See if he knows of anything. Even Willa. We have time.”

“How much?”

“It all depends on the person and how long they can hold on to who they are.” He smoothed his thumb over the imprint. “And Tawny is strong.”

“She is,” I said, desperately wanting there to be something we could do.

But the vadentia was silent, and I didn’t know enough about the foresight to understand if that meant I simply didn’t know or if the silence was the answer.

That nothing could be done.


CHAPTER 30
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CASTEEL

I woke with a start, my eyes snapping open.

Poppy wasn’t beside me.

My gaze immediately lifted to the gap between the curtains, and every muscle in my body locked up. Not again.

Poppy stood at the glass wall.

Sitting up, I tossed off the blanket. “Poppy?”

No response.

My chest clenched as I stepped down from the bed.

Two nights in a row?

I didn’t think this had anything to do with Stonehill.

The stone floor was cold under my feet as I crossed it. I gently touched her arm. “Poppy?”

Still nothing.

She remained silent and stared out the window at the same area she had been looking at last night. The Cliffs.

“My Queen?” Heart thumping, I brushed some long strands of hair back from her face.

She didn’t budge, and I figured I’d probably have to carry her again. Stepping in closer, I dropped my hand to her waist.

She turned suddenly, her lips brushing my chest as she said something I didn’t pick up.

“What?”

Her chin grazed my skin as she tilted her head back. “Take me.”

I blinked. “Come again.”

Poppy repeated what I’d thought she said, sending a bolt of surprise through me.

“I would love to, but…” She wasn’t even awake, and this wasn’t the same as me waking her with my dick. “We need to sl—”

“Take me,” she repeated.

I flattened my hand against Poppy’s back as I peered down at her.

Her stare was still unfocused, her voice distant even as she said, “Make love to me.”

My entire body stiffened, and I forced myself to ignore the part of me that was always on board with what she was asking for. “Poppy, we’re going back to bed—” The warm hand wrapping around my dick shut me up real quick. Fuck. I reached down to grab her, but she slid her hand down, drawing a groan from me. “Poppy.”

Her grip tightened in a way that had me questioning whether she was asleep.

Poppy let go of my aching cock, and I suddenly felt like I was the one sleepwalking because she turned away and pressed her palms flat against the window. Her head turned as my gaze dropped. Her curtain of hair slid across her back, falling to the side as she lifted her ass.

“Fuck me.”

Two words.

And that ass? Offered up to me?

They didn’t just silence all the second guesses. They were like a siren’s song, calling to the part of me that acted on instinct—a primitive, raw instinct that seemed to find its source in the sudden pulse of essence flaring from my chest.

I dragged my gaze back up, my eyes locking with hers. The flecks of color were nearly nonexistent—just a green as pure as dew-kissed grass. The breath I took was full of her heightened scent.

I wasn’t thinking as I stepped forward, and watched the head of my cock brush her ass, leaving a trail of pre-cum. My thoughts filled with shadows as it slid down the center of her ass. I couldn’t even recall my name as I grasped her hips. The only sounds I heard as I lined her up were the squeak of her palms against the glass, and her gasp as I lifted her several inches off the floor.

There was no foreplay. No checking to see if she was ready. The moment the head of my dick found her damp heat, I thrust into her. All the way into her. Her soft cry was like lightning to my blood, burning me alive from the inside.

And there was no better way to go out.

My gaze shifted to the window as I rocked my hips, soaking in the feel of her tight, wet heat. The silver glow of eather in our eyes cast enough light that I could see our reflection in the window—her feet curled in the air, her pale, creamy thighs pressed together. She braced herself with her hands on the window and arched her back, and the glass perfectly captured the curves of her body and the thrust of her breasts. In the window, I saw her rosy lips part as she fixed her gaze on the Cliffs, the glow of eather pulsing behind her pupils.

I watched her in the reflection as I gave her what she needed and took what I wanted. I fucked her, using my hold on her hips to pull her against me, meeting me each time I rammed into her. The sound of her palms against the window mixed with that of our bodies coming together as I plunged in and out of her with mindless drive. The needy little purrs coming from the back of her throat were making me insane, causing my balls to tighten.

I slid an arm across her waist as I slammed her onto my dick. I barely heard her cry out as I pressed forward. A light flashed outside, and thunder rumbled in the distance. She bent her arms, and then I had her fully against the window, fucking her like some sort of beast as I watched us in the reflection—watched as she kept her eyes on the Cliffs. A release started to curl its way down my spine.

Storm clouds slipped over the moon, and lightning splintered the darkness as I cut my gaze to the Cliffs. I still didn’t see shit, but even if someone were there and could see us, I didn’t care. I fucked her harder. Her screams of pleasure were muted, but I felt each spasm of her pussy as she came. I didn’t stop as I pulled her back against me, moving her away from the windows. She grasped my arm as I ground against her, my stare locked on us—on her sated smile as she stared at the Cliffs. Pinpricks of light filled the corners of my eyes as I came with a hoarse shout, pumping into her. The release felt endless as we stood before the window, her thighs quivering and breasts rising and falling with each quick breath as my scent filled her and cloaked the chamber.

I didn’t even remember getting us back into bed. There was a chance I’d carried her like I had fucked her because I found myself moving above her as she lay on her belly, her cheek pressed to the mattress. I couldn’t get enough of her—the way she clamped down on me when she came, her cries becoming mewls. The sky was beginning to turn a lighter shade by the time I collapsed, half-sprawled atop her. Still buried inside her, my eyes didn’t close until hers did. Until she finally stopped staring at the Cliffs.
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POPPY

“If you can stand still…just for a moment longer.”

Frowning at the top of Naill’s head, I bit my lower lip instead of pointing out that he’d been saying that for the last ten minutes—maybe even twenty. I stood on a stool, doing my best to keep from fidgeting while he made what he’d described as quick adjustments to the smock tunic. I didn’t think I was fidgeting that much. I shifted—

“Poppy.” Naill sighed, his amber eyes flicking up as he held a needle between two long fingers.

A deep, smoky chuckle came from the general vicinity of the couch.

“If you keep moving,” Naill said, carefully piercing the fabric with steady hands, “you’ll have one hem longer than the other.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled. His frustration was better than the sadness radiating from him when he first arrived. It had only just started to ease up. I knew what he’d seen in Stonehill was getting to him.

As he bowed his head, his lips quirked. “It’s okay. We’re almost done.”

Figuring that distracting myself would keep me from moving, I asked, “How long have you been doing this?”

“Sewing?”

“From what I can see, you do more than just sew.” I almost gestured at the elaborate embroidery across the tunic’s bodice and along the shoulders.

“At the end of the day, it’s just sewing.” His brows furrowed as he leaned to the side, tucking the hem. “But my mother taught me when I was young.”

I tried to imagine Naill as a young boy, staying seated long enough to learn the art of sewing. And to me, it was an art—one I was admittedly terrible at.

“I found it sort of relaxing.” He shrugged a shoulder. “I was a bit of a…nervous child.”

“Really?” I had an even harder time picturing that since the Naill I knew was as calm and collected as a cat napping in the sun.

He nodded. “I don’t think I do well with idleness.” He rocked back and then rose. “All right. I just need you to get down so I can see what it looks like.”

Thank the gods.

Hopping down, I winced at the twinge I felt between my thighs.

Naill’s head jerked up. “I didn’t prick you, did I?”

My cheeks heated as I shook my head. “I…just stepped down wrong.”

His brows furrowed as he knelt again, revealing Casteel. My husband was seated in an arrogant sprawl on the couch—a smug, pleased sprawl. He smirked. He hadn’t needed any adjustments to his clothing when Naill arrived with an armful of garments. The sleeved and sleeveless, charcoal-gray tunics that now hung in the walk-in closet—Casteel had reminded me earlier that it wasn’t a walk-in wardrobe—had fit him so well they appeared to practically mold to him.

“Stepped down wrong?” he questioned.

“Yes.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

That smirk of his deepened until his stupid dimple appeared.

Rolling my eyes, I looked away, my mind wandering to the source of the tenderness between my thighs as Naill made a few more adjustments. Last night was…

I didn’t even know what it was.

I had flashes of memory, like Casteel and I in front of the windows. I remembered waking, though I didn’t remember how or why I’d walked to the windows. I did recall…fondling Casteel and that he’d resisted at first. But that had changed quickly—the vague memory of me asking him to fuck me had changed his mind.

And he most certainly had fucked me.

Everything was a bit of a blur, but I remembered the feeling of him as he held me against the window and took me from behind. And then in the bed, his body caging mine, pushing me over the edge again and again until exhaustion claimed us both.

When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw between the gap in the curtains was the Cliffs. I remembered staring at them last night. I remembered—

“All right.” Naill rose with the needle jutting out from the corner of his mouth. If I even attempted to do that, I would likely end up choking on said needle. “Have a look,” he said, walking past me to the walk-in closet. He opened the door, revealing a full-length mirror hanging from the back that I hadn’t noticed in my explorations.

My eyes widened as I stepped in front of it. The tunic was the same color as the one Casteel wore and made of some sort of soft material that was fitted to the chest. The quarter-length sleeves tapered gently while the tunics Naill brought for Casteel were either sleeveless or fitted to the forearms. The seam parted the tunic into halves just below the navel, revealing the black leggings I wore. The style was similar to the knee-length ones Casteel had been given and was unbelievably flattering on my shape. More importantly, it allowed for quick access to a dagger.

The pattern of vines in gold thread that caught the light was absolutely stunning. The brocaded vines climbed upward in a symmetrical design along either side of the central panel beginning near the hem. The golden swirls converged at the chest and then swept outward toward the shoulders like creeping ivy, continuing along the stiff collar and the tops of the arms. The vines covered the forearms of Casteel’s tunic. It was the same design I’d seen on Kieran’s and in the flesh of the Ancients…and Casteel.

“I figured you wouldn’t want a gown,” Naill was saying, having pulled the needle from his mouth and done only the gods knew what with it. “So, I thought something formal yet relaxed would work. But there are other tunics—”

“No, this is great. It’s like a combination of a gown and a shirt,” I told him with a smile. The length fluttered around my ankles as I twisted to the side. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

“No problem.” He scratched the back of his neck and ducked his chin. “I’m glad you like it.”

Moving closer to the mirror, I ran my fingers over the embroidery. “This design. What made you choose it?”

“Oh, man.” Naill dropped his arm. “It’s something I saw beneath the garrison in the old tombs at Aegea.”

My brows rose.

“Yeah, I know. That’s morbid as fuck, but…I don’t know.” He lifted a shoulder. “The pattern carved into the tombs always stuck with me.”

That was a little morbid. “Were they tombs like the crypts in the Skotos?”

“No,” Casteel answered. “Those were for the Forgotten Ones.”

In other words, they were for the gods who’d fought against the Elemental Atlantians. Gods that had been chained deep in the Skotos and left to die slow deaths of starvation. I shivered at the reminder of my brief time in those crypts.

“These were gods who fought alongside the Atlantians. It’s also rumored to be Lailah and Theon’s resting place—either separately or together,” Casteel continued, taking a drink from his glass tumbler. “But honestly? Who knows if that is true? It’s also said they were asleep beneath the Pillars of Atlantia.”

“We could always ask Na’Lier,” Naill said as he gathered up his spools of thread. “I heard he’s en route.”

“Na’Lier?” I asked.

“Dominik,” Casteel said, and it took me a moment to remember Jasper briefly mentioning one of the eldest Elementals still alive. “He usually guards the palace. Why is he coming here?”

“I imagine to get an update.” Naill stacked the spools in his satchel. “Other than word being sent back to Evaemon that Carsodonia was secured, and the Blood Crown des—” He paused. “Dealt with. There haven’t been any further updates.”

“Destroyed is fine,” I assured him, figuring he’d censored himself because of who Isbeth was.

“I’m guessing my mother is tired of waiting for a more detailed report,” Casteel remarked. I thought of the last time I’d spoken to Eloana.

Hopefully, she didn’t hold my anger against me. She shouldn’t. Her and Valyn’s lies had helped to protect Isbeth and endangered their sons.

“Although,” Casteel continued, his finger tapping the side of his glass, “any of the lesser-ranked officers could’ve come.”

“Agreed.” Naill straightened and draped the strap of his satchel over his shoulder.

“Thank you again for doing all of this,” I said, waving my hands around as Casteel watched me through half-lidded eyes. “I really do appreciate it.”

“It was my honor,” he said, bowing his head.

As Casteel saw him out, I headed into the closet and took off the tunic. I had no idea what Malik wanted to show us this morning and didn’t want to risk ruining all of Naill’s hard work. I donned a black blouse and a soft, sapphire-blue vest that Naill had brought with him as I felt Kieran drawing near.

Finishing the clasps on the vest, I walked out of the bedchamber just as Casteel was coming through the Solar. “Kieran has just informed me that no additional gruls have been discovered,” he announced. Kieran was behind him, his hands making tearing motions.

“That’s a relief.” My steps slowed. “Do you have a biscuit in your hand?”

“I do.” He ate a torn section. “I didn’t get a chance to eat yet.”

I looked at Casteel, and my chest tightened. When Kieran hadn’t joined us for our meal again, I’d asked where he was. Casteel had claimed he’d already eaten, just as he’d made an excuse yesterday. “Is that so?”

Casteel picked up a glass and took a drink, his eyes hard as polished topaz as he stared at the wolven.

Kieran tore off another piece of the biscuit. “I ran into Malik heading to the stables. Said he was waiting for you all.”

“He is,” Casteel said.

Kieran raised a brow. “For…?”

My gaze cut to Casteel. “You didn’t—?”

A fine shiver rolled through me without warning. Frowning, I looked down at where the sleeve of my blouse had fallen back to my elbow. Tiny bumps erupted along my forearm as the fine hairs rose. My gaze lifted and connected with Casteel’s.

“Yeah.” He lowered his glass. “I feel that.”

“So do I.” Kieran frowned at his biscuit. “It feels like…something unnatural.”

Everything to do with Tawny and my worry over what was going on with Casteel and Kieran—the argument, all of it—immediately fell to the wayside. “Something that…” The air throbbed. “Doesn’t belong here.”

Casteel’s gaze sharpened. “Do you know where—?”

A horn blasted through the air, cutting him off.

“It’s coming from the west.”

Our west? That would be the Stroud Sea. Casteel brushed past us, heading for the Solar as Kieran finished his biscuit without making a mess. “Really?”

“What?” He tossed the pieces into his mouth. “Why let it go to waste?”

Shaking my head, I followed Casteel. He stopped by the large table, grabbing the still-harnessed swords he’d left there the night before.

I didn’t wait.

Which was probably a sign that the argument hadn’t completely left my mind.

Whatever.

Yanking open the doors, I stepped out into the hall, my gaze sweeping right and then left as I tried to get my bearings within Wayfair.

“This way.” Kieran entered the hall with Casteel, who was tightening the straps on his leather baldric that held a sheathed sword. “If we go down one floor and then to the west end, some of the balconies should give us a view.”

Casteel glanced at me and shifted the sword. “Forgetting something?”

“No.”

An eyebrow rose. “Yes, you are.”

Kieran opened the door, and we quickly entered a staircase. “I have my—”

“I was talking about your lack of footwear, my Queen.”

“Oh.” My lips pursed as I glanced down at my bare feet. “Too late now.”

The hall of the floor below us was empty, and we quickly crossed it to reach the end. Kieran pushed open the doors and then skidded to a halt, his head jerking back as a horn blew somewhere again. I went to the railing, unable to see anything beyond the inner Rise, where guards in gold-and-silver armor walked along the battlements.

“We need to get closer.” I stepped back and scanned the length of the balcony. There was a staircase at the end. Kieran pivoted toward it.

Casteel stalked along the railing, his eyes narrowed. He stopped beside Kieran. “Something is happening in the water,” he said.

My gaze snapped to the nearest steps in the Rise. Walking would take too long.

But we didn’t need to walk.

I didn’t give myself time to think about what I was about to do. I crossed the distance between us and grasped Casteel’s cheek. “Will yourself to the inner Rise.”

Confusion quickly faded into realization as the essence pulsed behind Casteel’s pupils. Then, a slow smile lifted the corner of his lips. “See you there.”

“Hold on,” I said, grabbing Kieran’s arm.

“What—?”

A rush of charged air stole his words as I pictured the inner Rise in my mind. Summoning the essence, I acted on pure instinct. Casteel hadn’t looked ready to vomit when I mentioned shadowstepping. Kieran had.

A single heartbeat.

That was how long it took before the wind swirling around us shifted and became laced with the much stronger scent of the sea. We were no longer standing on the balcony—

We were directly in front of an Atlantian guard.

“Holy shit,” the man gasped, his eyes flaring wide below the rim of his steel helmet.

“Sorry,” I said.

“What the fuck?” gasped Kieran, staggering back.

I spun and caught his arm before he fell off the battlement. He bent at the waist and clutched his knees.

“You’re the…you’re…” the guard stammered, his brown skin taking on a gray tone.

A shout of surprise came from our right. Another guard stumbled in mid-run as the air in front of him distorted. Casteel appeared in the blink of an eye. It was the strangest damn thing. The space was empty one moment and filled the next.

“Y-your Majesty.” The pale-skinned guard stiffened, his hazel eyes darting to where I stood. “Your Majesties.”

Both guards started to kneel.

“Please. That’s not necessary,” I said, still keeping a hand on Kieran while making a mental note to get a message to all the guards and soldiers, telling them to knock off the bowing thing. “Especially not now.”

They halted and stared at us with open mouths.

Casteel strode forward and glanced down at Kieran. “Are you okay?”

Kieran dragged in a lungful of air. “I don’t think I should’ve eaten that biscuit.” He slowly straightened and turned to me. “Don’t ever do that again.”

“Sorry?”

“You do not sound even remotely sorry.” He wiped a fine sheen of sweat from his forehead.

“Walking would’ve taken too long,” I reasoned. “And you’re fine. Still in one piece.”

“It feels like my stomach is still sitting on the balcony.”

Casteel snorted and turned to the two guards. “Can you tell us what is happening?”

“A ship went down in the bay, Your Majesty,” the guard I nearly shadowstepped on answered.

“That’s it?” Kieran asked, stretching his neck from side to side.

“That’s all we know,” the guard said.

“That can’t be it.” I turned toward the sea. “We all felt it. Can still feel it.”

“I’m going to run ahead and see what I can find out,” Kieran said. “And I’m going to use the two legs the gods gave me.”

I rolled my eyes. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“We will argue about that later.”

Casteel smirked. “I think you’ve traumatized him.”

“Possibly.”

“Come on,” he said, and we began walking toward the section of the Rise that overlooked Lowertown and the Stroud Sea. “Do you have any idea what we’re feeling?”

I shook my head. “Just that something’s here that shouldn’t be.”

A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Kolis?”

“I…I don’t think so,” I said. “We would feel him if he were here.”

“Here,” Casteel said.

I looked down to see the hair tie he’d slipped around his wrist earlier. “Thank you,” I said, taking it.

He winked.

Grinning, I gathered my hair, twisted it the best I could, and secured it with the tie just below the crown of my head. I had no idea how long it would last as several shorter strands had already slipped free, but I didn’t have time to braid the length.

We reached the westernmost section of the Rise. I looked down at the guards and soldiers perched on the parapets, each crossbow loaded with three arrows. The only difference was what they wore. The guards wore black, and the soldiers donned gold and silver armor. None paid us any attention; their focus was on the dark sea. My gaze followed theirs as the briny wind tossed my hair over my face.

“Fucking gods,” Casteel muttered at the same moment I saw what they were all staring at.

A merchant ship slowly sank beneath the eerily still water of the bay.

“What could’ve caused that?” I whispered.

“No idea.” Casteel’s stare lifted to the ships farther out, where men struggled against the wind to turn the sails.

I looked down. The streets of Lowertown were packed with mortals and guards. Many stood near the piers while others hurried among the wagons of wares offloaded from the ships at the port. The southern section of Lowertown, closest to the area of the bay where the vessel had sunk, wasn’t visible from where we stood, but I imagined the streets there were filled, too.

“Cas!”

We turned at the sound of Kieran’s voice. He was running toward us, Naill behind him. Naill pulled back, tension tightening the corners of his mouth as he turned to Casteel. “There’s something in the water.”

That vague yet creepy statement sent a chill down my spine. I turned back to the sea. The water was still calm, and there wasn’t a single soul in it. Whoever had been on that ship had either made it to land or ended up in a watery grave.

I had a sinking feeling it was the latter given some of the things I’d felt.

“Do we have any details on what’s out there?” Casteel asked.

“They…” Naill inhaled, looking out at the sea. “No one saw what did that to the ship.” He jerked his chin toward the barely visible vessel. “But something was seen in the water. And, honest to gods, I don’t think you’re going to believe it.”

“Try me,” Casteel stated.

“Ceeren.”

My head whipped around. “What?”

“Yeah.” Naill’s grip tightened around the hilt of his sword. “Several dockworkers said they saw…creatures that were part mortal and part fish in the water right before the ship was attacked. Sounds like ceeren to me.”

I turned to Casteel and Kieran.

“The ceeren are extinct,” Casteel stated. “They were killed off before the war when Saion went to sleep.”

The nape of my neck tingled as I faced the sea. “The ceeren descended from the gods.” My fingers pressed into the stone of the Rise as I watched some dinghies drifting toward the area where the ship was last seen, the men on the wooden boats peering into the water. “And the gods are awake.”

“Fuck,” Kieran muttered. “Let’s hope they were just seeing…dolphins.”

We could hope that, but the three of us knew better. We could still feel the unnaturalness in the air.

Casteel leaned against the stone beside me. “Where is Emil?”

The sunlight vanished instantly, drawing our gazes upward to see thick, heavy, inky clouds suddenly appear along the horizon. Their edges didn’t wisp or shift with the wind whipping along Wayfair’s ivory walls. They remained eerily rigid as they slid across the sky.

“That can’t be good,” Casteel commented.

Stepping back, I focused on the clouds as they unfurled, seeping across the sky like spilled ink. I turned as the shadow fell upon the terracotta roofs of homes and businesses, most stacked upon one another with tight, winding alleys between them. The Garden District dimmed, as did the area farther east, toward the Cliffs of Sorrow. The Shadow Temple loomed like a dark void, sucking in any and all light.

“Godsdamn it,” muttered Casteel, snapping my gaze to him. He was staring toward the base of the rocky area where Stonehill had been built. “He’s supposed to be in the stables.”

Finding the tall, sandy-brown-haired Malik on the streets below took me a second. He stood with two soldiers near the narrow inlet that cut through Wayfair’s grounds, between the castle and the manor.

Naill peered over the ledge. “He’s probably trying to figure out what’s going on.” He leaned out and shouted Malik’s name.

Down below, Malik’s head cranked around. He stepped away from the soldiers, his brows furrowing and then smoothing out when he saw us. His lips moved, but I didn’t get a chance to hear what he said.

Shouts erupted from the southern border of Lowertown—shouts that quickly turned to screams, causing my heart to lurch.

A sound like thunder came from below, rising up from the businesses and cramped apartments that crowded Lowertown. I leaned out, squinting. The streets looked alive, except they weren’t. It was a mass of—

Fear slammed into me, causing me to jerk back as a horde of people barreled through the narrow streets, some on foot and others on horseback or in carriages.

Oh, gods.

Horror seized me as they pressed forward, pushing and falling, clamoring overtop one another as they ran—away from the southern border of Lowertown and the harbor, toward higher ground and Wayfair.

Soldiers spilled from the inner Rise gates, shouting orders and trying to calm the people and restore some semblance of order, but they ended up swallowed in the panic. The cries of pain were sharp, and I flinched as I backed away from the disaster unfolding on the streets. Eather hummed inside me, pulsing intently. Panic and fear rose, bearing down on me. Red-hot pain scraped my senses—

Casteel was suddenly by my side, clasping my cheeks, his face inches from mine. “Poppy, you need to shut it down.”

“I know.” My breath was thin and pained as I flinched at the deeper, aching pulse I now knew was a harbinger of death. I struggled to breathe around the onslaught and not cave to what the essence demanded—to intervene and snatch back the lives lost. It hadn’t even been this intense while I’d been in the Continents.

The wind howled, tugging at the strands of my hair and whipping them around our faces as I closed my eyes, blocking out the chaos below. I quickly erected a wall in my mind, piling stone upon stone until it was taller than any Rise. Until the panic and fear, the stinging bite of pain, and the ache of souls leaving bodies faded away, and the need to bring them back went with it.

Mouth dry, I opened my eyes. Casteel stared down at me. A silver-streaked gold gaze searched mine. “You good?”

I nodded, dragging in more air.

“Need to hear you say it.”

“I am,” I said, my voice hoarse.

“Good.” His gaze held mine for a second longer, and then his hands slipped away.

Feeling a bit steadier, I turned back to the scene below. The mass of people was getting closer to the area below us, where the land narrowed.

“Look.” Naill pointed to the dinghies in the bay.

One of the wooden boats had drifted farther away from the other two and was now over the area where the ship had sunk. Men slowly stood as they stared into the water.

Everything happened within seconds. The men…gods, they had no chance.

The sharp crack of splintering wood rang out, and the boat shattered beneath them, sucking the men under the surface of the still water as if the sea had swallowed them whole. The frantic paddling of the other men in the second boat ended as the entire vessel was dragged under, as well. My gaze flew to the third boat as I summoned the eather. The essence rushed to the surface as my will formed—

The dinghy disappeared.

There one second and then gone. No shouts. No screams. Not even a single paddle or splinter of wood floated in the water.

“What the fuck?” growled Kieran.

The flood of people reached the area below as Casteel twisted to the ledge, searching for his brother. I found him near the inlet—

A deafening roar surged as people walking, running, and on horseback pressed forward, crashing into the inner Rise’s closed gates. High-pitched, pained screams of agony tore through the air as people were crushed in their desperation to get away from whatever was in the water and reach the safety of the castle grounds.

“Get your brother,” I said, causing Casteel to jerk in my direction.

Spinning around, I took off. I heard Kieran and Casteel shout but didn’t stop. My feet slapped off stone as I pushed hard, harder—

Only when my feet pounded off grass instead of stone did I realize I’d shadowstepped to the courtyard, a yard or so from where several guards stood by the gates—gates that shook as the people pounded against them.

“Open the gates!” I yelled. “Open the godsdamn gates!”

Either the soldiers couldn’t hear me over the screams, or they were ignoring me.

The iron and wood shuddered.

Fuck it.

Slowing, I summoned the eather as my will formed in my mind. The heavy iron bar that took three to four Atlantians to lift swung up and into the air, sending the guards staggering back. The bar landed to the side with a heavy thump as the guards spun, their shock piercing the walls I’d built in my mind. The gates groaned and then swung open.

People on foot and horseback flooded the courtyard, swallowing the guards as they barreled straight toward me. My eyes connected with the wide, rolling eyes of a frightened horse as a large wagon wheel seemed to roll out from nowhere, slamming into the side of the carriage and knocking it sideways onto two wheels, flinging the driver from his seat. Shoulders knocked into mine as the weight of the teetering carriage started to pull the horse.

I shot forward as eather joined my will, stopping the carriage and then lowering it. It wasn’t exactly gentle. I didn’t have time for that. Its wheels snapped off their axles, and my attention shifted to the straps tethering the horse. I broke them, freeing the animal. I was barely able to get out of its way as it tore off, its hooves tearing up the ground. I whirled toward a shout—

Another wagon careened toward a group of young dockworkers—boys and young men barely in their second decades of life. They were quick on their feet, attempting to scatter and move out of its direct path, but there was nowhere to go. People and carts were everywhere. One, smaller than the rest with bright carrot-colored hair, tripped on—gods. He tripped over a body and went down. Another boy, a few years older, spun back and shouted a name I couldn’t make out over the pounding of feet and yelling. He rushed back and slid down to grab the younger boy as the driverless wagon bore down on them.

I threw out my hand, and the eather left me in a rush. A crackle of silver light washed over the wagon as it lifted straight into the air, its still-spinning wheels coming a hairsbreadth from the older boy who had thrown himself over the younger one. His head snapped in my direction, and his eyes widened.

“Move,” I shouted. “Move now!”

The boy scrambled to his feet, dragging the other up with him. Once they were clear, I brought the wagon back down.

I made it to their sides as I caught sight of an Atlantian soldier. “Get to high ground,” I told the boys.

The older one stared as I glimpsed my hand. Gold swirled and mixed with shadows along my skin.

“You’re her,” the young boy exclaimed, his carroty hair drenched with sweat and plastered to his flushed cheeks. He elbowed the older one in the stomach. “Micky, it’s her.”

“Uh-huh,” Micky mumbled, still staring.

“Go,” I urged them, glancing toward the soldier. Several others had joined him as they fought their way toward the open gates. “Now.”

Hoping they listened, I shadowstepped to where the soldiers were. I grabbed the arm of the closest one. Startled, he swung on me.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said.

He halted, his face paling. “Your M-majesty, I didn’t realize—”

“It’s all right,” I interrupted. “I need you to get this crowd under control and to high ground.”

The soldier swallowed. “General Aylard ordered us to the docks—”

“I don’t care what General Aylard said,” I cut in as I stepped around him, getting the attention of the other soldiers. Their gold-and-ivory cloaks rippled in the wind as they turned. “I am telling you to get this crowd under control. I will take care of whatever is in the water.”

Hopefully.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” a darker-skinned guard said with a slight head bow. “Sa’Quir, get Volour’s team to the gates. Have them stop any wagons coming in and free the horses.”

As the soldier barked out quick orders, I took a breath and turned to the gates. Hoping Casteel got to Malik, I willed myself to the docks.

The wind had calmed as the wooden boards of the dock creaked under my feet. I scanned the sea, the waters dark instead of the stunning shade of blue the sea normally was. I dragged in a deep breath and caught the scent of salt in the air, but also something else. The sickly-sweet stench of…stale lilacs.

Death.

Kolis.

The water suddenly churned violently between the docked ships. My breath lodged in my throat as something Ian had spun tales about as we walked the southern shores of the Stroud Sea as children erupted from the water, seawater cascading off creatures with the heads and bodies of a horse but gills beneath their eyes. Gilled horses with slick, pale flesh clinging to jutting, sharp bones threaded with brightly colored blue and pink coral.

Seahorses.

They were seahorses.

And they weren’t alone.


CHAPTER 31
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POPPY

Riders were crouched on their backs, and I couldn’t tell if it was seaweed or clothing hanging from them. They were in the same condition as their horses—more bone and chalky white barnacle than dull gray flesh and seemingly held together by thin strands of tendon and the very will of the sea. They held onto reins with one hand and raised shadowstone sickle swords in the other.

The horses shrieked as their hooves bore down on the sandy shore. It wasn’t a whinny or a neigh. The sound was warped, almost bird-like, and utterly terrifying.

And I just stood there, open-mouthed and in shock, as they rode right past me, dozens of them heading for the streets of Lowertown. I knew I needed to do something, but I was stunned.

Seahorses?

They were real?

Shouts from the occupied ships at the dock drew my gaze. A large merchant ship, several piers to my right, was rocking. My gaze lowered, and I saw what they shouted about.

Ceeren.

Or at least what I expected the ceeren to look like. They were climbing the sides of the ships, their upper bodies like mortals—long-dead mortals. Their flesh was like the riders’: patchy and covered in barnacles and kelp. Their lower halves were like creatures of the sea, scaled and finned—really, super-dead creatures of the sea.

How they could pull themselves up the sides of the ships with more bone than muscle was beyond me, but they looked otherworldly strong. Their nails or claws scored the wood and tore out chunks of it. If they could do that to wood, flesh and bone would be nothing.

“Archers!” a voice from the inner Rise called. “Fire at will!”

I twisted at the waist as arrows sliced through the air in a wave, their tips glinting red. Bloodstone. They struck the riders and their horses, piercing flesh and bone. The impact of the bolts didn’t knock the riders from their rotting saddles.

It shattered them.

Bloodstone, something I wasn’t sure was used as a weapon in their time, could kill gods? Well, dead gods. Did that make a difference? I didn’t know, but those riders, who had to be ceeren in full mortal form, were completely, totally dead.

My mind kept looping back to that fact. Dead ceeren were riding seahorses through the streets of Lowertown. And only two beings could raise the dead like that.

The true Primal of Death and the true Primal of Life. Instinct told me I couldn’t—not to this extent, anyway, where the power of life or death could reach back thousands of years. No. The essence would need to be tied to a Court for that.

My stomach shifted with unease as confusion rose. Like last night, I didn’t sense him. He wasn’t here, but…

His will was.

An arrow hissed past me, striking a ceeren on the side of the ship, jolting me from my stupor. What was I doing just standing here?

Stepping forward, I summoned the eather, and it responded at once, filling my veins and tinting my vision with gold-laced shadows. Essence sparked from my fingertips as I raised my right hand. I focused on the ceeren that had reached the rails of the ship. Crackling, spitting light erupted from my fingertips, arcing in the space between me and the vessel and striking the ceeren as it launched itself over the railing.

The wind picked up again, whipping at the edges of my blouse and dampening my face with mist from the sea as I searched for Casteel’s unique mark. Finding the lush scent of dark spices, pine, and winter citrus, I opened the notam to him as I sent a bolt of eather racing over the docks to take out another ceeren.

This is Kolis’s vellá. His will, I told him, as a wave of new riders rose from the sea. A volley of arrows came down, less than half striking targets. I threw out my other hand as Casteel’s presence brushed my thoughts.

Then, let’s show him what we think of his will.

I smiled as the eather followed my will, erupting in a web that descended on the ceeren climbing the ship, shattering them instantaneously.

The clang of a sword jerked my attention toward the city. Soldiers and guards met the ceeren in the streets in a clash of bloodstone against shadowstone, some on horseback and others on foot.

I found Casteel in the chaos. It was impossible not to when he moved with such predatory grace, swiping a bloodstone sword through the bony leg of a seahorse whose rider had just struck down a guard. Casteel darted toward a low stone wall, jumped off it, and spun, driving the sword through the chest of a rider. He landed in a crouch, rising smoothly as his gaze connected with mine.

He smirked, then spun on another rider.

So damn arrogant.

Not too far behind him was Kieran, wielding two swords. And on horseback was…Malik. He’d found a horse and, apparently, a weapon. I watched Casteel’s brother as I gave myself a moment for the essence to level out. I’d never seen him fight before. He charged down the narrow, steep streets, hovering over the saddle with knees locked tight on the horse’s flanks as he swept his sword in a brutal arc and cut down a rider. Movement near the bluff snatched my attention.

My stomach tightened as Casteel rushed down the incline, jumping from the rocks. I immediately recognized Delano and the blackish-gray wolven beside him. Sage. She leaped in a blur of fur and muscle, slamming into a rider with bone-jarring force. I cringed as she sank her teeth into the thin strips of skin around the ceeren’s throat. That could not taste good.

Lip curling, I started toward the wharf, knowing there would have to be fallen swords I could—

The dock suddenly rattled, causing my heart to skip a beat. I took a step back as the sea started to froth, sending sprays of water across the wood. The planks splintered with a sharp crack. A bony hand broke through like something straight from a nightmare, clamping down on my ankle, its touch cold and slimy as it yanked hard. I swallowed a yelp as dull pain shot up my leg. I lost my footing on the water-slick wood and went down hard on my back as another fist punched through the dock, splitting the boards. The whole structure shuddered and groaned as cracks raced across the space between the two hands. The ceeren’s head and shoulders burst through, and clumps of matted hair and seaweed clung to its skull as it snapped up. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female, but there was no flesh on its torso, and I could see straight into the hollow cavity of its rib cage. But it had lips and eyes—eyes that were vast and as black as an abyss except for the center that burned with the crimson glow of Death. The lips peeled back, baring jagged teeth a Craven would be envious of as it lifted its lower half from the hole.

The ceeren laughed, the sound thick and wet as it spewed brackish water that smelled like a foul mixture of something sickly sweet and rotted fish.

“I’m going to vomit,” I whispered, the bile building in the back of my throat as I unsheathed my shadowstone dagger.

The laughing stopped, and it cocked its head.

“Right in your face,” I finished, jerking upward as I thrust the blade into its chest.

Bones—soft bones—cracked a second before the ceeren shattered into repulsive-smelling ash.

Gagging, I started to rise just as the entire dock heaved, the planks buckling. Seawater exploded upward in a towering spray of foam as a ceeren erupted from the water. Another appeared behind it, coming down on the dock and causing the structure to dip.

“Shit,” I hissed as I started to slide.

Twisting sideways, I grabbed a board. The last thing I needed was to fall into the water. My fingers curled around the rough plank as a ceeren reached for me. I swung out with the blade, catching it in the side of its neck. As it broke apart, a hand gripped my calf and pulled. Muscles screamed in my arm and side as the dock heaved and sank. Water rushed over my legs as the ceeren used me to climb its disgusting—

The scent of citrus and snow enveloped me as a bloodstone sword arced above my head, slicing through the ceeren’s neck.

“Are you trying to take a swim?” Casteel put an arm under mine and hauled me from the water. “Or are you trying to play with dead things?”

“Neither,” I gasped, once more on my feet and racing back toward the shore. “Thank you.”

Giving me a wink over his shoulder, he grabbed my hand and picked up speed as the dock collapsed behind us. For once, I kept up with him.

The moment we reached the wharf, we spun back to the pier and watched it fall into the water—the violently churning water. Narrow geysers appeared as the sea seemed to spew forth creatures from its very depths. Ceeren came ashore all along the coast—not dozens but hundreds of them, either swarming the ships or emerging from the sea on horseback.

“Fuck,” Casteel muttered, yanking me to his side as we turned back to the city.

I saw Kieran knock a rider from its saddle. Naill was on the street with him, Emil on horseback nearby. Malik was closer, along the lower streets, his jaw hard as he lifted his sword and used his knees to urge the horse forward. Delano and Sage were behind him, the larger white wolven casting worried glances in our direction before a rider cut off my view. I turned my attention to the remaining piers. A sickening knot of dread balled in my stomach. The ceeren had swamped two more ships farther down the dock. And the riders…

They were everywhere. Six circled us, the hooves of their horses cracking the wood.

I snapped forward, driving my dagger into a seahorse’s chest. It’s dead. It’s already dead, I kept reminding myself as Casteel took care of the rider.

“I really wish you’d grabbed a sword,” Casteel commented as he decapitated the beast. “So you wouldn’t have to get so close.”

I dipped under his arm and sprang up in front of the fallen rider. It swung its sickle blade as my eyes locked with its pitch-black ones—

A faint glow sparked within, silver with the faintest hint of crimson.

Kolis.

Every part of my being knew he was staring back at me.

The rider jerked its sword back, leaving itself wide open. I sprang forward, shoving my dagger into its chest.

I spun as Casteel slid under a rider, splitting the seahorse across its belly. My mind flashed to how the first wave of riders had run past me. How the ceeren had grabbed for me but hadn’t attacked.

Just like the grul, once it tasted my blood.

My heart thumped as the rider dropped to the ground. Our eyes met, and the same thing happened as before. Through the limp strands of its hair and seaweed, that glow ignited.

“I see you,” I whispered, and Casteel turned in my direction. “I hope you feel this.”

The glow turned pure crimson. Its mouth opened, revealing serrated teeth. “So’—”

I shoved the dagger into its forehead. “Fuck off.”

The ceeren splintered as my gaze lifted to Casteel’s. “Kolis,” I snarled. “He’s peeping through them.”

Eather pulsed in his eyes, and his flesh thinned. Faint traces of shadows moved under his skin as he spun, driving both of his swords through the closest rider.

Water sprayed, signaling another group of riders. I cursed and stepped back. A moment later, Casteel’s voice reached me through the notam.

I don’t yet know if I can control the essence like you can. He leapt, twisting in the air as he sliced outward with both swords in a deadly arc, cutting down two riders with one fluid motion. And you just awakened.

I knew what he was saying as I jumped off a pile to gain height, striking a rider as it came ashore. I couldn’t keep using the eather. It would weaken me. But as the ceeren riders raced across the shore, I didn’t think I had a choice.

They weren’t heading for Wayfair’s open gates. They were going straight for the city, and the outer walls along that portion weren’t taller than a home. They would be no obstacle. They’d reach the most heavily populated section of Lowertown first, where the fishers and tradesmen lived, the one where the homes were tiny but bursting with families—people who were too young or old to run. And if they made it past there? Dear gods. They’d swarm Croft’s Cross and the Garden District.

A seedling of fear sprang to life as Casteel kicked a ceeren back into the water. He grabbed my hand and squeezed before letting go. In the distance, a draken flew, headed our way.

Aurelia.

I hadn’t summoned her. I couldn’t. The fighting was too close, and the flames would destroy the ships and those on them. Her staggering call of frustration told me she knew.

“They’ll destroy half the city by nightfall,” I whispered as ceeren riders circled us. “We can’t let that happen.”

“We won’t.” Casteel turned so his back was to mine. “You won’t.” His grip on his sword firmed. I’ll take care of these. You get the rest. Do your thing, my Queen. I will feed you afterward.

Eather thrummed hotly and then cooled as my gaze swept the streets. The corners of my vision turned dark as I focused on the riders reaching the bluffs. I sheathed the shadowstone blade.

“And then,” Casteel said, his lips grazing my temple, “I’m going to fuck you.” He stepped away. “Hard.”

A rider wheeled on him, letting out an ear-piercing shriek.

“Shut the fuck up.” Casteel spun and drove the blade through the seahorse’s neck and then the rider’s throat as it fell.

Icy-hot energy ramped up inside me as muscles low in my stomach curled. Leave it to Cas to manage to elicit such a response from me in a moment like this. My lips curved upward as eather spilled into the air around me in a gold-tinged shadowy mist. “Promise?”

“Always.” He snapped forward and swept out with his sword as the air around me charged.

Power rose from the tips of my toes and climbed up my legs, washing over my stomach and flooding my chest. The wind roared, rocking the lampposts lining the wharf and stirring the thick, rigid clouds above. Thin slivers of sunlight pierced through the darkness as Casteel spun, deflecting a blow with his sword. My chest burned with the essence as it continued building until the coolness of death and the heat of life crashed together in my veins. I stepped forward, the wind screaming around me as essence seeped from my pores, saturating the air. A streak of lightning cut through the sky, just below the thinning clouds. Another arced and then slammed into the water beside us as the shivering, icy heat of power washed over my head.

Something happened then.

It was like a chasm opened within me. The eather rooted itself deep. It didn’t seize control or take over. It entrenched itself in my bones and filled every cell until there was no line between the essence and me.

I became it—the Primal power itself. And when that happened, I was still Poppy, but…not. I was something more. Something vast and as endless as the nothingness surrounding me in stasis, detached from everything but the essence of the realm itself.

From the corner of my eye, I saw a rider raise its sword as Casteel kicked another back. Eather spilled into the air around me in a shadowy golden mist, rising at my sides. Thick tendrils spun and struck like vipers, funneling straight through the rider and its horse.

Casteel spun toward me, and his awe washed over me. “Holy shit…”

Mist billowed out, filling with embers of silver. My heart thundered with the pressure building within me, and I thought I saw the shadow of wings falling over the wharf. Lightning continued to tear at the sky as my will formed. Through the veil of essence that had descended over my vision, I saw Malik yank his horse around to face us. Saw his lips part and his head tip back as he followed me with his gaze.

I rose in a swirling mass of Primal mist, seeing the streets of Lowertown, the gates of the inner Rise, and those within. I rose high above the wharf, the clash of swords, shouts of pain, and cries of fear quieting as my senses stretched. All around me, tiny specks of eather appeared in the air. I acted on pure instinct, willing Aurelia away. She answered me with a call as the pinpricks of eather brightened, casting Lowertown in silver light as bright as the moon.

I inhaled, tasting the beginning and the end as shadowy silver eather overcame the gold crowding my vision. The heat retreated as my heart pumped out frosted blood.

Life no longer rose within me.

Only Death.

My arms turned at my sides, palms facing outward.

Primal essence erupted from me in a blinding flash, rippling through the air with a thunderclap that shook Lowertown. Arcs of essence radiated from me, and the air smelled of burnt ozone as the eather streaked in every direction faster than the eye could track, finding its mark with deadly accuracy.

Bolts slammed into riders and the seahorses as they crested the bluff. Strands of churning, shadowy silver roared between buildings and snaked down streets, striking riders. Eather flared in my chest, pulsing and stuttering as ribbons of twisting eather swirled across the wharf, weaving between soldiers and wolven as it shattered the riders one by one. The mist thinned and slowed around me as raw energy unhooked itself from my bones and retreated from my chest, leaving me shaking as if I’d been jolted from sleep. The distance from the clouds grew as I held on to the essence, willing it to rise like waves against the hulls of the ships and flow underneath.

Within seconds, no ceeren remained inland or in the bay. But…

But something else did.

Something ancient and forgotten was pulling itself from deep within the crevices of the seafloor. Something that had once existed in the lakes of fire found within the Abyss.

I could feel it.

My descent picked up as I dragged in a breath. It stung my throat and scorched my lungs. Feeling returned to my limbs just in time for me to land. The impact was jarring, and I staggered, my legs feeling nearly boneless. Black spots scattered across my vision.

A strong, warm arm caught me around the waist. “I’ve got you.” Casteel’s rich, deep voice was soft against the crown of my head.

Heart thumping, I clutched at his shirt, the black spots dancing in my vision. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear them away. “Cas,” I gasped. “Something is coming.”

We turned just as the entire wharf shook. Structures groaned and creaked, and fissures in the Rise cracked like thunder. The sound of screams rose from Wayfair’s courtyard.

Kieran was suddenly at our sides, his arm against my back as the bay started to froth and bubble. The water boiled.

Without warning, the realm seemed to heave with a violent force, hurling us into the air. My breath punched from my lungs as I hit the ground hard. Stunned for a heartbeat, I managed to turn my head, discovering I was several feet from Casteel and Kieran.

Dragging in a ragged breath, I rolled onto my side as the ships in the bay rocked until the hulls rose completely from the water—the retreating water.

That wasn’t good.

Not at all.

Soft fur brushed my cheek as Delano appeared at my side. He crouched over my waist and legs as the water continued to race away from the shore—

A wave shot into the air as a massive, bone-white and rotten limb—a tentacle covered in brine—whipped out of the water, slamming down on the exposed damp soil littered with dead fish. The edges smashed through a pier as another tentacle lashed through the air. Beneath its shadow, men scrambled along the deck—

No. No. No.

I summoned the eather, but it sputtered weakly. I tried again, horror shaking my breath.

The tentacle exploded the ship, flinging wood and steel beams in every direction. Eather pulsed weakly in my chest, responding to the sudden deaths—

The creature—a leviathan—came aground, its bony tentacles crashing through the tin roofs of warehouses, sending brick and boards flying.

Poppy. Delano’s fresh, springy imprint brushed against my thoughts as slivers of something I rarely felt from the wolven scraped at my skin.

Bitter fear.

I tore my gaze from the remains of the ship to see the horizon bulge—no, it wasn’t the horizon. It was the towering wall of water rising as high as the city’s Rise.

I’d never seen anything like it.

A deep, thunderous roar filled the air as the wave surged, racing toward the shore—toward us.

“Run,” I whispered to Delano. It was a desperate plea, one I knew wouldn’t matter. No one could outrun that.

“You need to run,” I told him anyway.

Never.

“Delano,” I gasped, my heart twisting as I tried to summon the eather to shadowstep us, but it only flared and then faded.

Terror wrapped itself around my heart as I willed myself to move. To get up. My muscles trembling, all I was able to do was grab a fistful of fur and hold on to Delano. Even that caused me to pant for breath.

“Please,” I whispered, my vision blurring as I twisted my head to the side, searching for Casteel and Kieran. Both were scrambling toward us as Delano sank low, pressing his body against mine.

“Poppy!” Casteel shouted, his figure blurring as he started to shadowstep.

It was too late.

Even if they made it to my side, it wouldn’t matter.

It was too late.
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CASTEEL

A sudden burst of silver light lit up the wharf.

The draken—the female, Aurelia.

She dove over Wayfair’s inner Rise, her greenish-brown wings grazing the tops of roofs as she released another stream of silver-tinged flames at what I knew was a leviathan—a kraken—but my brain refused to accept it. The creature roared, shaking the ground as it turned, slamming its limbs down. The deafening crack of another building exploding thundered through the air. The fiery eather seemed to do little to nothing to the beast.

“Fuck,” Kieran gasped. I caught a flash of gold—pure golden light.

My head snapped toward him. Gold eather swirled along his neck and cheeks. I followed his stare, and my gut clenched.

“Run!” Kieran shouted, twisting toward Sage. The wolven was on the wharf, frozen. “Godsdamn it, run!”

Sage jerked, letting out a pained howl as she turned and darted down an alley, dodging debris flying through the air.

I’d seen that kind of wave before as a young boy. The ground had shaken, and then a massive wave came inland, washing away the small city between Aegea and Evaemon. There had been no escaping it. Nothing to be done.

I knew the only chance we had was to shadowstep, but I had no idea if I could pull it off—carry the three of them. I didn’t know if I could be fast enough to come back for my brother. For Emil and Naill.

But fucking gods, I would do it.

Somehow.

I wouldn’t lose anyone.

Without thinking, I grabbed Kieran’s arm and shadowstepped to Poppy and Delano’s side. Still holding on to his arm, I kept him from toppling forward. Poppy was clutching Delano, her eyes wide and pupils dilated, the glow of essence dull.

“Get him out of here,” she bit out through a clenched jaw. “I will survive—”

“I’m not leaving you,” I snarled.

“You have to!” she yelled—or tried to. It was more of a whisper. “Take him.”

Delano’s head whipped around as he pressed down on Poppy, ears flattening as he snapped at me.

“Take him!” she screamed this time.

“Shut up,” I roared, grabbing her arm as the essence rose within me, dark and cold—

“Cas!” My brother’s voice rang out, jerking my gaze around.

Malik raced down the wharf toward us—closer to the wave that would crush him.

“Idiot,” I rasped, heart pounding. “Fucking idiot.”

“I’ll get him.” Kieran pulled free, straightening as the shadow of the wave fell over us. “I’ll—”

My eyes locked with his, and I knew he felt it when I did.

A heavy throb of awareness that sent energy dancing across my flesh and caused the eather inside me to thrum. Some instinctual part of me knew what I was feeling, what had the eather pulsing and flaring in warning, in response to the sudden Primal power drenching the air. It felt similar to what I’d picked up from Poppy when she went…full Primal.

“Cas,” Kieran rasped.

Poppy’s arm stiffened beneath my hand as I saw Malik suddenly pull hard on his horse’s reins. I turned my head to the bay.

The wave was suspended in air, its foamy white crest frozen in place, refusing to fall as if time had stopped.

That alone was enough to send a shockwave through anyone, but that wasn’t what we sensed. And it wasn’t what held my stare.

It was what was in the motionless wave. The silhouette of a figure taller than any mortal. That was what we sensed.

A Primal of Sky and Soil. Of Earth, Wind, and Water.

“Saion,” Kieran uttered, his voice raspy with shock.

The god emerged from the wave, the rippling cloth of his white pants untouched by the sea. His skin was a dark brown, his eyes pure silver orbs. He lifted his hand, and a veil of shimmering silver washed over the wave.

It collapsed, returning to the exposed earth as the eather in me began humming, throbbing—

I jerked Poppy—and, by extension, Delano—closer to me, preparing for the wave to rush the shore.

A flash of sudden, bright light streaked through the realm. When it faded, another god with skin the same shade as Saion’s stood with his back to us.

The sea rolled toward the wharf but seemed to hit an invisible wall—no, not a wall.

It was the god standing before us. He felt like a Primal, but…not.

With a swipe of his hand, the water obeyed and settled into the bay.

“Do you have any idea,” I asked, “who that is?”

“Rhahar,” Poppy whispered.

“He’s not a God of Sky and Soil,” Kieran said, slowly crouching behind Poppy and Delano. “He’s the Eternal God.”

“He’s also Saion’s cousin,” she said, and I knew the fact that she knew that would hit her later.

Rhahar turned, the pure silver of his eyes locking on us—on Poppy.

Delano rose, his chest vibrating in a low growl as I shifted forward so we both blocked her.

Rhahar lifted a brow, one side of his lips tipping as he started toward us.

I shot upright, moving so I stood in front of Delano. “Do not come one step closer.”

The smile spread and then faltered as his eather pressed against my skin. “Holy…” Rhahar’s head cocked to the side. “Fuck.”

“Did he just say fuck?” whispered Poppy.

“I did,” he replied. There was a pause, and when he spoke again, I picked up on an accent I hadn’t heard before—a cadence that rolled and lifted with each word. “Is there something wrong with that?”

“No. Not really,” she said, sounding a little breathless as I felt her trying to move. I wished she would stop doing that. I could feel her exhaustion bearing down on me. “It was just unexpected. You’re a Primal god and all.”

“And?” he asked as I tried to get a read on him. I picked up absolutely fucking nothing.

“Kind of seems inappropriate,” she said. “That’s all.”

That eyebrow rose again. “Do you say fuck?”

“Yes,” was her response.

“Poppy,” Kieran said under his breath, “it’s probably best to stop talking.”

Rhahar’s gaze flicked to him, and his head tilted again. “Attes was telling the truth.”

I stiffened at the name, but before I could respond to that, the bay erupted.

“Oh, no,” Poppy muttered, her worry pressing down on me. “Not again.”

The funnels started to spin, generating streaks of essence that shimmered.

“It’s okay,” Rhahar assured us.

None of us was reassured.

Except for Delano.

The fluff of fur had stopped growling and was eyeing the Primal god with curiosity instead of hostility.

The funnels crackled, turning into pure eather as the ground shook. I had no idea what the fuck the kraken was up to, but by the sounds of it, another warehouse had bitten the dust.

Eather whirled through the form of Saion as the clouds above him thickened once more. With a sweeping motion, the essence surged across the bay, hissing and spitting through the air. I didn’t take my eyes off the Primal god before us, but the essence had done something. The kraken roared.

“That’s close enough,” I warned, feeling the essence pressing harder against my flesh.

“We’re here to help.” Rhahar’s steps slowed. “We would’ve been here earlier, but…we had our own issues to deal with.”

“What issues?” Poppy asked.

I could feel Kieran’s sigh. I could hear the exhaustion in her quiet voice as the wharf shook. From the edge of my vision, the kraken lurched backward, fighting against the pull as it was dragged back toward the bay.

“That thing over there was freed from the Abyss,” he explained, nodding toward the kraken. “We’ve had our hands—” He lifted a hand as a thrashing tentacle swung in our direction, flinging it back.

“Sorry,” Saion called from the bay. Whatever else he’d said got lost in the kraken’s screeching.

“We had our hands full,” Rhahar continued, his gaze lifting to the city. “As did you.” He leaned to the side, trying to see Poppy. He failed. I blocked him.

The eather dimmed to a bright glow behind his pupils. “I mean no harm.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you mean,” I stated. “We don’t know you.”

His stare locked onto mine. A long, tense moment passed. A muscle flexed in his jaw. “You look like him.”

“Attes?” Poppy said as Delano sniffed at the air.

“Kyn.”

I had no idea who the fuck that was, and I didn’t care. Maybe this Primal god was a friendly. They were helping—

The kraken reared, snapping a tentacle free and smashing it into the side of a ship.

Maybe.

But Poppy was weakened, and I could sense her energy waning even more.

“Do you all need help with that?” Kieran asked, his voice tight.

“He has it under control.”

The limb slammed into a nearby pier, causing Poppy to jump. My hands fisted.

“You sure about that?” I said as I felt Poppy nudging Delano to get off her.

Rhahar nodded. “The leviathan existed before the Primals ruled these realms. They are as powerful as any god, even in this form,” he said, and I figured that meant it had been created by the Ancients. Why, was anyone’s guess. “And we have to refrain from really using the essence while in the mortal realm to avoid…other issues.”

Delano grumbled, stepping to the side as I focused on Poppy’s mark, linking with her. Please stay behind me.

A moment later, I heard her. I still can’t believe we can communicate like this.

It’s coming in handy right now, I told her as Rhahar glanced toward the bay. I know you don’t want to listen, but you’re exhausted. I can tell.

Water splashed as the kraken was dragged into the bay. Finally.

“The kraken wasn’t the only…thing to attack,” Poppy said.

I didn’t hear her moving around, so there was that, but I did hear footsteps slowly approaching us. I tensed.

Malik, Kieran said.

Hearing his name reminded me of how I wanted to punch him for coming right toward the wave.

Rhahar turned back to us. “What else?”

“Ceeren,” I answered, and Rhahar’s gaze sharpened. “Dead ceeren,” I added.

“And seahorses,” Poppy said.

Rhahar blinked. “Seahorses? That’s…” He shook his head and looked at the darkening clouds. “They were gone before I even reached maturity.” His chest rose with a deep breath. “Kolis called them.”

“Figured,” I said, letting myself relax a fraction. “Is there anything else we should be worried about that might have gotten out of the Abyss?”

“Yes.” His attention shifted back to the sky. “He is the true Primal of Death. All those who serve within the Abyss serve him.” His eyes narrowed, and his fingers twitched at his sides. He swore, then glanced back at us. “Sorry about the cursing.”

“It’s fine.” Poppy sighed.

“I wish it were,” he muttered, and all the tension that had left me returned. “Ash was right.”

“Ash?” Kieran questioned.

“Nyktos,” he clarified.

The Asher. Made sense.

Delano looked at the bay and the still-fighting kraken, its limbs flailing.

“What…was he right about?” Poppy questioned.

“He said it was a diversion.” Rhahar stepped back, and I wondered if he was having a more detailed conversation in his mind. “The attack here and the one on the Shadowlands. One was a diversion.”

There was something vaguely familiar about that.

Iliseeum, Kieran told me through the notam. Where Death reigns.

Rhahar’s attention shifted back to the sky. “Son of a bitch, he was right.”

Kieran stepped forward. “You want to key us in on what he was right about?”

“That it was…” Rhahar’s nostrils flared as the shadow that had not lifted deepened over the wharf and the bay. The dense clouds started to churn. “A trap.”

Lightning flared overhead, arcing from one thick cloud to the next. When the blinding flashes receded, thin streaks of crimson seeped from the center of the inky mass, spreading across them like veins of fire. A heavy, choking sensation settled over me.

Poppy pushed to her feet, swaying. Kieran steadied her.

Eather pulsed, filling Rhahar’s eyes as he turned to us. “He’s coming for—”

Water exploded from the bay as Primal mist spilled out of Rhahar. He shot into the air like an arrow as the kraken’s tentacle broke the surface.

Instinct seized me. I grabbed Poppy by the waist as red-tinged lightning struck in rapid succession, hitting the wharf and the bay as the wind lifted Rhahar toward his cousin.

Lifting Poppy in my arms, I held her to my chest as eather bled from Saion, distorting the air around him as the kraken’s limb lashed through the air like a jagged spear of bone.

Poppy shouted, her fingers digging into my shoulders—

A sickening crack reverberated through the air as crimson-tinged lightning struck the spot where Saion and Rhahar had been, and it kept coming, one strike after another, each with a clap of thunder that would shatter the eardrums of any mortals on the ship or the wharf.

Silver light erupted in a mass of crackling, hissing sparks. I could no longer see the Primal gods or the kraken as the air warped and started to roll.

“Get down!” Kieran shouted, dipping to grab Delano.

I spun, glimpsing my brother flattening himself to the ground as I pressed Poppy into the wharf.

An intense, scorching wave of power rippled through the air. My jaw clenched as I saw Malik grab on to anything he could as the release of energy traveled across the wharf. Windows shattered throughout Lowertown as the slender palms dotting the landscape snapped. Buildings all along the lower street collapsed.

It’s okay, I told Poppy through the notam as she jerked beneath me. It’s okay.

Roofs peeled back on the structures behind them as the shockwave howled, and the ground trembled beneath us.

It’s all right, I reassured her, even as the earth cracked, splitting into thin fissures, and the sound of the rocking ships echoed all around us. I kept telling her it was okay until the screaming roar of unfettered power receded, and the weak rays of the evening sun fell upon the wharf.

“Cas,” Poppy whispered, the press of her fingers against my chest surely leaving bruises.

Exhaling raggedly, I dipped my head and kissed her forehead before rising just enough to look over my shoulder.

Several of the remaining ships were gone, destroyed, and where the two Primal gods had been…

Aurelia flew low over the sea. Her mournful call, low and aching, rolled across the clear skies as she circled the bay.

The Primal gods were gone.

The ground began to shake.


CHAPTER 32
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POPPY

“When you summon the essence, you’ll feel the warmth of it,” I told Kieran as he placed his hands on the man’s broken leg. The unconscious mortal had been found in the rubble of one of the warehouses. “Then think of something that makes you happy.”

Kieran’s crystalline-blue eyes lifted to mine. “That’s all?”

I nodded. “The essence does the rest.” I smiled despite how it made my entire face ache to do so. “You can do this.”

That earned me a quick grin. “All right.” Taking a deep breath, Kieran closed his eyes. “Here goes nothing.”

Maybe he hadn’t healed Malik.

Resting on my knees beside the prone mortal, I felt the moment the power, warm like the summer sun, rose within him. The eather in me didn’t react like it did when I felt it stir in Casteel. Strangely, it sort of comforted me.

Golden swirls appeared in Kieran’s warm-brown cheeks and spread down the sides of his throat and arms, swirling to where his hands rested above the torn, bloody trousers and the obviously broken bone. Gold-tinged eather sparked from his fingertips and flowed over the man.

I lifted my gaze to the injured mortals and Atlantians lying in haphazard rows across the dusty floor of a warehouse located about a street or two from the bluffs leading to Wayfair. The cool breeze coming in from the buildings’ open doors and windows didn’t dispel the scent of blood and sweat. Under the dim light cast by gas lanterns, around two hundred had been brought here, over half suffering from life-threatening injuries—well, less than half now.

Kieran’s eyes opened. “Holy shit,” he whispered and stared at where the essence began knitting the man’s broken leg bone. His gaze snapped to mine. “It’s working.”

My answering smile hurt a little less. “It is.”

There was something…adorable about his awe as he refocused on the man. Almost childlike.

A weary sigh left me as I shifted my gaze toward the back of the warehouse, where stacked crates shielded those neither the Healers nor I had reached in time. Ten Atlantians. Twenty mortals. So far. It had taken nearly everything in me not to place my hands on them and restore the warmth to their bodies.

I couldn’t.

A life for a life.

If I brought a mortal back, another would be taken to keep the balance. It wasn’t the same for gods or Atlantians, but I couldn’t bring an Atlantian back and not a mortal. There was no balance in that.

At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

Soft fur tickled my cheek as Delano leaned into my side. Turning my head, I pressed my face into the side of his neck and let myself relax into him for just a few moments.

A minute was too long.

Poppy, Delano called.

I’m fine.

Pulling away, I used my hands to push myself up. Luckily, I didn’t sway as Delano stood. If I had, he would have dragged my ass from here.

Ignoring the stiffness in my body, I watched the servants from Wayfair rush in and out of doors, carrying baskets with clean linens and anything that could be used for bandages for a few seconds and then turned. I looked for the fair-haired Healer, Syrus, finding him kneeling next to an Atlantian guard. Casteel was with him, his dark head bowed. I looked away before Casteel lifted the white sheet he held, already knowing the man had passed.

Eleven Atlantians.

So far.

The lower streets were still being searched, and I knew those found dead weren’t being brought here.

Chest heavy, I started to walk, though I did so with company. Delano was at my side, and Emil and Hisa were only a few steps behind me. The auburn-haired Atlantian was quieter than I’d ever known him to be. I let my senses stretch out as I slowly moved between the beds made from blankets we’d had the servants bring. Those conscious stared either at the large, snow-white wolven or me. Or at my two shadows, whose hands rested on swords as if ready to strike if someone so much as twitched in my direction. Probably at all of those things. I was too tired to care about the stares or worry about what they thought as they looked at me.

Something caught my attention. I wasn’t sure what, but I glanced toward the front of the warehouse just in time to see a cloaked figure carrying an empty basket. The figure was slender and tall, and as they neared the doors, a breeze lifted the hood just enough for me to glimpse white curls.

Tawny.

My wry smile froze as my stomach lurched.

No.

Nope.

I didn’t have time to think about that.

Turning, I kept walking until I stopped at the feet of a man with a pile of bloodied bandages wrapped around his stomach. I started to kneel—

Another faint quake struck, drawing a chorus of groans and muted curses as my gaze lifted to the ceiling. The slivers of moonlight seeping through the gaps in the rafters were widening.

“It’s holding,” Hisa advised quietly.

But for how long? went unsaid.

“And that one was weaker,” Emil added.

It was.

The quakes had been happening every hour or so since the gods vanished, fading in strength with each pass.

I had a bad feeling about those quakes. Bad enough that I couldn’t let myself think too hard about them because I didn’t have the strength to deal with the answer.

“I think it would be wise to move anyone who can be to…” A wave of dizziness swept up the back of my neck and over my head. Inhaling sharply, I fought the icy-hot pressure that followed. It bore down on my skull, making my head feel like it was seconds from cracking open.

Don’t pass out.

“Poppy?” someone called, sounding as if they were outside.

Do not fucking pass out.

Delano nudged my hand, and I blinked several times as the pressure retreated—pressure I wasn’t sure was due to only having taken enough blood from Casteel to be able to use the eather to heal or something else.

I opened my eyes to find Casteel standing several rows away, his gold eyes fixed on me. A muscle ticked along his jaw. His brother was beside him, speaking to him quietly. I remembered he’d said he had something to show us.

“I’m sorry?” Turning away, I began to kneel beside the man again. “What did you say?”

“I was saying we can move them to the Wayfair gatehouse,” Emil suggested. “It’s large, pretty clean, and more secure.”

“I think that’s a good idea.” Eyeing the pile of bandages, I leaned over the man. “Can you start on that?”

“Of course.” Emil started to turn but stopped. His shoulders tightened as he faced me. “You’ve done enough, Poppy.”

“I haven’t.” All one had to do was look around and see all the carnage to know that.

“You have.” His voice lowered as he stepped closer. “You’re exhausted and barely standing. You need to rest.”

Rest?

How could I do that when people were still injured? I was the Queen. I shouldn’t rest while others suffered. And how could I rest when doing so inevitably led to silence and time—time to think about why this had happened and what it meant. If the attack on Lowertown was just a trap designed to lure out one or more Primal gods, then I would have to acknowledge that sinking, suffocating feeling that it had been successful. I would have to think about what had happened in Stonehill and the little hands clutching those dinner knives.

I would have to think about what the grul had whispered to me.

So’lis, I’ll be seeing you soon.

My soul.

And I would have to think about last night and how I’d stood in front of the window. My memory was still hazy around the edges, but I had a feeling I knew why I’d stood there. Why I’d asked Casteel what I had. Somehow, someway, I had known that he was watching, and that the attack on Lowertown wasn’t just a trap but a response.

A reaction.

And, worst of all, resting would give the seeds of fear that had taken root in the very core of my being time to grow. Prove that my biggest fear was no longer losing myself to anger and not being able to control my powers.

Because Kolis had done all of this in a little over a day with his will alone.

And that was terrifying.

So, no.

I couldn’t rest.

“I’m okay,” I said, opening my eyes. I stared at the crack in the rafters. “I promise.”

Emil sighed, his doubt rolling off him in waves. “Please, go easy on yourself, Poppy. We only just got you back.”

My gaze shot to him. He was already walking off to begin moving those who could leave, and for some reason, his parting comment made me want to cry.

Shaking my head, I turned my attention back to the man. What was up with these bandages?

“He’s right,” Hisa said. “You’re exhausted. I can see it.”

I can feel it, Delano told me.

“I’m okay.” I carefully peeled back a layer.

Delano grumbled, plopping his furry butt down beside me as I eyed the man. He looked to be in his third or fourth decade of life, but his skin was swarthy, weathered by years under the sun. Only the skin around his mouth was pinched white from pain now. Working on the dock was backbreaking work for little coin. Men like him didn’t live long.

It took a few seconds for the reason for all the bandages to become clear. Something was sticking out of the man. Taking a breath to prepare myself, I lifted the last couple of completely soaked cloths.

“Good gods,” Hisa whispered.

A piece of board jutted from pink, ropey—

Oh, gods.

I quickly lifted my gaze, swallowing the bile threatening to rise and the anger—the bone-deep rage—that built with each injury I uncovered.

“It’s okay,” came a reedy voice.

Startled, I looked down to see the man’s eyes open to thin slits.

“I…I know it’s bad,” he said, a trickle of blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. The time between the rise and fall of his chest lagged. “There are others who…who need your…touch.”

Swallowing a lump this time, I set the soiled linens aside. He knew what I could sense. Death was close. “What is your name?”

“Harland,” he rasped. More blood leaked from his mouth. “Can you…can you tell my wife…and boy that I…I’m sorry?”

“What for?”

“For not…coming home,” he said, shuddering. “And…tell them…that I love them. Please.”

I inhaled, my nostrils stinging. “What are their names?”

“Tamsin,” he said. “And…Corvin.”

“There is no need for me to tell Tamsin and Corvin that or apologize,” I said, placing my hands above his wound. “Because you will do so yourself.”

A tear snuck free at the corner of his eye. “But…”

“Shh,” I urged, knowing he couldn’t be awake for this. I summoned the essence, and when I spoke next, it filled my voice. “Close your eyes, Harland, and sleep.”

“Did you just use compulsion?” Hisa asked, surprised.

So was I.

The compulsion worked shockingly fast. The man’s eyes were shut, his jaw lax. I didn’t even have to push very hard, likely because of how weak he was. “I had to. The pain would’ve been a shock to his system, killing him before I could do anything,” I said. “I need the wood removed. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes.” Hisa moved around Delano, her armor creaking softly as she lowered herself to the man’s other side. She gripped the wood, her eyes trained on me. “Say when you’re ready.”

Taking a breath, I cleared my mind and summoned the essence. It flared weakly, causing my heart to stutter, and then flooded my veins. “Now.”

The wet, sucking sound and the subsequent slithering squelch turned my stomach.

It was a sound I never wanted to hear again.

Eather rippled through my veins, flowing from me and into the man. There was another sound, like raw meat sliding across a slick surface, as his flesh began to repair itself. Gods, I wished my hearing had stopped working. I desperately tried to ignore what I was hearing.

It took a couple of minutes to heal Harland—that was how grievous his injury was. By the time his breathing evened out and fused, shiny pink skin appeared, and my hands were trembling. I glanced at his face, no longer seeing the tight lines of pain.

“That’s enough.”

I looked up as Hisa rose, using a linen Casteel had handed her to clean her hands. My gaze shifted to him, and the air stalled in my chest. The intensity in his stare was blade-sharp, unyielding, and absolute as he stared down at me.

Mouth suddenly dry, I rose. “There are more injured.”

Casteel took a step forward. “Tell me something, my Queen.”

I inched back a step as Delano stood, his head cocking.

Casteel reclaimed the small distance I’d gained. “What was the point of showing Kieran how to heal if you’re just going to continue doing it?”

I edged back again. “There are still so many—”

“I wasn’t done.”

I snapped my mouth shut, fully aware of the attention on us.

Eather pulsed behind Casteel’s pupils. “Despite being close to passing out?”

I lifted my chin and clasped my hands behind my back, hoping they’d stop shaking. “Are you done now?”

His tight smile was a warning.

“I’m not close to passing out,” I argued.

“You and I both know that is not true.” Casteel looked down at the wolven between us. “Isn’t that so, Delano?”

He nodded his big, traitorous head.

Casteel’s stare returned to mine. “You have done enough. Kieran will handle it from here.”

I’ve got it, Kieran said through the notam.

Frowning, I saw him at the end of the row, his eyes on us as he bent over a mortal.

“Aye. ’is Majesty is right,” came a rough voice from behind us—a mortal whose broken arms I’d healed a little while ago. “Ya done enough.”

“You don’t need to call him that,” I advised.

“And you don’t need to hurt yourself,” another voice said. This time, it was a guard. I rolled my eyes. “Let him take you back.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted.

“Ya almost passed out before you fixed up Harland,” a different mortal said, an older man with deep lines in his features. “I saw ya.” He coughed and winced. “Never thought I’d see a god pass out—”

“I wasn’t about to pass out.”

“She was,” Hisa argued, and my eyes widened on her. She cringed, a rare expression for her. “Sorry, but you need to rest.”

“Traitors,” I muttered. “I’m surrounded by traitors.”

Casteel smirked.

“My Queen.” He extended his hand.

I stared at his open palm as if it were a serpent. Don’t make me pick you up and carry you out of here.

My gaze flew to his.

Because I will.

Even though he didn’t speak out loud, the message in his tone was clear. There was no room for argument.

Shoulders loosening, I sighed. “Fine.”

Casteel wiggled his fingers.

Rolling my eyes, I smacked my hand onto his with enough force that a few of the older men—the ones less moved by being in the presence of gods and wolven—chuckled.

“Ain’t she a fiery one?” one of them muttered as Casteel tugged me to his chest.

Casteel gave them a half-smile. “You have no idea.”

I’m going to hurt you, I told him while smiling sweetly up at him.

In the best possible way, he replied, wrapping his arm around my waist. I gasped as he lifted me into his arms. The chuckles came again, stroking the essence in me. Clutching his shoulders, I glared at him.

“Hold on,” Casteel said with a wink.

Eather rose in him, and in the next breath, we were in our bedchamber.

“I really wish we hadn’t discussed that you could do that,” I muttered.

“I would’ve figured it out anyway.” Pivoting, he started walking.

The bathing chamber door swung open before us. “You can put me down.”

“I will.”

A light flicked on, casting the space in warm, buttery light. I was pretty sure he’d touched neither the door nor the light. And I was also pretty sure if I used the essence to turn on a light, I’d probably accidentally rip the whole switch from the wall.

He placed me on the tub ledge and then leaned over me, turning on the tap. Water poured from the faucet. His gaze returned to mine. “Stay there.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“What if I make you?” he countered, going where the towels were.

“I’d like to see you try.”

“I actually don’t.” He returned, dipping the hand towel under the water. “With as exhausted as you are, it wouldn’t be much fun.”

I snorted at that.

Casteel was quiet as he picked up my hand and washed away the blood that had dried there. He cleaned both as I watched him, his brows furrowed in concentration as he checked between my fingers.

“I know you’re annoyed with me,” he said once he’d finished. “But I’m not going to allow you to put yourself into stasis again.”

I started to deny that being a possibility, but when he looked pointedly at my trembling arms, I sighed.

“I know you want to help people,” he said, tossing the soiled linen into a basket before making quick work of the hooks on my vest. “I understand that it is an instinctual need. But you also have to look out for yourself.”

“I know,” I whispered, letting my forehead fall onto his shoulder, breathing in his scent. “Do you know how many were killed?” I asked.

“Other than those in the warehouse?” He peeled the vest aside and let it fall to the floor. “Malik said there were about twenty found among the debris. All mortal.”

I closed my eyes. “So far?”

“So far.” He curved his hand around the back of my head and gently pulled me back. His lips brushed my forehead. “Arms up.”

I wearily lifted them.

He tugged off the blouse that smelled of blood and…dead ceeren. “That is less than I expected.”

It was.

“Stand for me, my Queen.”

I dragged myself to my feet.

Casteel tugged my leggings and undergarments down. I placed a hand on his shoulder to steady myself as I stepped out of the dirty clothing.

Thank the gods I hadn’t kept the pretty tunic on.

“I don’t think you’ve ever removed my clothing so…clinically before.”

Casteel let out a low chuckle. “You think I don’t feel anything while undressing you?”

Before I could respond, he took my hand and pressed it to his groin. My breath caught as I felt him through his breeches. He was hard and thick, straining against my palm.

“Does that change your mind?” he asked.

“A little.”

“A little,” he scoffed, pulling my hand away. “That is the wrong word choice when your hand is on my cock.”

I laughed, and it sounded weird in the bathing chamber, especially after everything that had happened. But the laugh brought a faint smile to his lips and softened the harsher lines of his features.

“You’re going to get cleaned up. Then, I’m going to feed you,” he said, straightening. “And then you will sleep.”

“What happened to fucking?” I asked.

Casteel’s eyes flared to a bright amber. “The only thing I want more than that is for you to be healthy and strong.” He held on to me as I stepped into the tub. “The fucking can—and will—commence later.”

“Promises, promises,” I murmured, sinking into the warm water as he turned it off—

A slow rumble filled the chamber. The chandelier started to rock, the glow bouncing off the white walls.

The tremor ended fairly quickly, but my heart was still pounding. I pulled my knees to my chest and watched the swaying of the chandelier slow, suddenly cold despite the hot water.

“Hey.” Casteel’s voice was soft as he clasped the nape of my neck. “This one was weaker than the last.”

“It’s not that.”

“What is it, then?”

My chest constricted as I dragged my gaze from the chandelier to his face. Words climbed their way up my throat, lodging there. Just two words, but speaking them made it real. Gave them life. They were two words I didn’t think someone in my position, responsible for not one but two kingdoms, should ever say.

I couldn’t.

Because I was brave.

I was fearless.

However, when I spoke, I didn’t sound brave or fearless. “The quakes?”

He lowered to his knees beside the tub, his eyes never leaving mine.

“I think I know what they mean,” I said. I didn’t want to say more.

But I had to.

“I think one of the Primals who helped us…” I swallowed. “I think one of them died.”
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CASTEEL

I jolted awake, my sharp inhale piercing the silence of the bedchamber as the essence throbbed. My mind immediately went to Poppy.

She was in my arms, lying on her side. She wasn’t standing by the glass wall again.

Letting my head fall back onto the pillow, I waited for my pounding heart to calm. What had happened when I woke a few hours ago to find her standing at the wall wasn’t anything like the two nights before. Poppy hadn’t acknowledged my voice or touch this time. It’d scared the fucking shit out of me when she just stood there, staring at the darkness beyond. I’d eventually guided her back to the bed but didn’t shut my eyes until she slept.

This shit wasn’t normal.

It had to be the stress of what’d happened in Stonehill, then the attack on Lowertown, and, well, everything. It was getting to her. I could tell as much as she’d sat in the tub, her legs drawn close to her chest. After saying what I’d already suspected, that a Primal god had fallen, she hadn’t spoken again. I’d cleaned her up and then fed her from a wound I created on my wrist. Having her at my vein would’ve been too much for us both. Not that my blood hadn’t affected her—both of us—but she was clearly exhausted and quickly fell asleep afterward. Only then did I leave her long enough to clean myself up.

A soft whimper snapped my head off the pillow.

“Poppy?” My sleep-roughened voice scratched against my throat.

She shuddered against me, her breath hitching, fingers twisting in the blanket. Another broken cry escaped her as her lashes trembled.

Shit.

Kieran had said she’d barely slept when we were apart, and when she did, she always had nightmares. But as far as I knew, she hadn’t had any since we were reunited. Fuck, I’d barely had any since she became mine. Her breathing picked up as she jerked, likely caught in memories of the night the Craven had scarred her—or any of the other countless things that’d happened since.

“It’s okay.” Lifting an arm, I gently scooped strands of hair back from her face. Her body tensed. “I’ve got you, and nothing—absolutely nothing—can touch you.” I pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re safe.”

A tremor ran through her, and the tension seeped out of her muscles. She shifted, wiggling her ass as if seeking to get closer. It would be adorable, except we were both nude, and her wiggling ass was rubbing against my cock.

I held myself still, ignoring the heat gathering in my gut. She needed her sleep. Both of us did, but especially her. Sleep was important after a Culling. So was food and blood. And she would probably need to feed again soon—

Fuck.

My dick throbbed as I thought about her fangs at my throat—better yet, at the vein on my inner thigh as she stroked me—

Why was I thinking about that? Clearly, I was a glutton for punishment.

I scooted my hips back, hoping it would help. It did. For about five seconds. Poppy grumbled something incoherent under her breath, sounding like a very frustrated small animal, and squirmed until her ass was once more nestled against my cock. The humming sound that came from her then was breathy and soft. Pleased.

“For fuck’s sake,” I groaned, my molars grinding.

Poppy stiffened, then her chest rose. Her eyes fluttered open, her head jerking to the side. Our eyes locked. In the dim light of the approaching dawn, the splotches of green, blue, and brown in her eyes swirled wildly around her pupils before slowing and shrinking into flecks of vivid color.

“Hey,” she whispered, her voice husky with sleep.

The greeting drew a smile out of me. “Hey, yourself.”

Blinking a few times, she wet her lips and then swallowed. “Is there a reason you’re staring at me while I sleep?”

“Would you think it was creepy if I said there wasn’t?”

“A little.”

Chuckling, I dropped a kiss onto her forehead. “You were having a nightmare.”

“Oh.” She turned her head, and a pink flush crept into her face.

I kissed her cheek, this time brushing my lips over her scar. “Was it about Lockswood?”

“I…don’t exactly remember.” She closed her eyes.

I lifted my head, my gaze sharpening on her profile. Poppy remembered her nightmares. They were so visceral that it was as if she relived those moments. Why would she lie?

“Cas?”

“Yeah?” I forced my voice to stay light.

“If I was having a nightmare,” she said, once more opening her eyes and turning her head to me, “then why is your…cock hard?”

Muscles in my abdomen clenched at hearing her say that word. Cock.

“I’m pretty sure that’s what woke me,” she continued.

“It’s your fault.”

Her lips pursed. “How is it my fault?”

“Once you settled from the nightmare, you started wiggling your ass against me,” I told her. “And I, being thoughtful and not wanting to wake you—”

“Really?” she said dryly.

“Yes. Really. I tried to move away. But then you grumbled at me, sounding like an angry, feral cat.”

Poppy’s eyes widened. “I did not!”

“You’re right. You sounded more like an angry kitten as you plastered that ass against my cock.” I paused, fighting a grin as her cheeks flushed a deeper pink. “Then you made a noise—”

“I don’t believe any of this.”

“—that sounded like a happy but feral cat having just been fu—”

“Ass!” Poppy tried to ram me with her elbow, but all she ended up doing was jamming it into her own side with a grunt.

I laughed. “Nice.”

“I’m about to show you nice,” she growled.

I sighed. “You’re back to sounding like an angry feral kitten.”

“You’re so fuck—”

“Able?”

Her brows pinched together. “What?”

“Fuckable.”

“Oh, my gods.” Rolling her eyes, she flopped onto her back with the grace of a lamaea. The cream blanket had slipped, drawing my gaze down to the faded scar between her breasts. A shudder went through me, and I locked up. In a heartbeat, I saw her tangled in roots, bleeding out before me.

“Cas?” She touched my shoulder.

Blinking, I pushed down the blade-sharp panic. “Poppy?”

“You okay?”

I exhaled slowly, watching as she lowered her arm. My gaze followed the movement over the rise of her breasts and then below, exposing the pink tips. “I’m perfect.”

“You sure?” Doubt crept into her voice.

“I’m staring at your nipples,” I said. “So, yeah, I’m sure.”

“Cas.” She sighed, her tone flat despite how her scent increased. “How about before you were staring at them?”

“Before?” I drew my lip between my teeth and watched the buds harden. “I was thinking about how I’m going to punish you.”

“What?”

“For waking me,” I reminded her. “With your ass.”

“Oh, my gods.” She turned her head, but I saw her grin. My lips turned upward.

Neither of our grins lasted. It was almost as if she suddenly remembered what had happened yesterday in the minutes after waking because I felt it the moment she did. Her grief was tangy with undercurrents of acidic anger and…something else. Something bitter.

Her walls went up then, shutting me out. I wasn’t sure she even realized she knew how to shield her emotions. It was probably something she did without even thinking.

“We should get up,” she said, rolling away from me. “A lot probably needs to be addressed.”

Poppy pushed up, baring that ass. Lust fisted deep in my stomach.

She froze and glanced over her shoulder at me. Her gaze touched mine and then drifted downward, to where I knew my erection was tenting the blanket. The flush returned to her cheeks as the warm, heady scent of jasmine increased. Her gaze snapped back to mine, and the colors shrank to churning flecks.

Fuck.

Moving fast, I snagged her around the waist and hauled her against my front. “Do you remember what I promised when you were in the bath?”

Those plump, pink lips parted, and her scent grew stronger.

“Oh, yeah. You remember.” I nipped her ear, causing her to jerk. “And I know how I’m going to punish you.” I shifted her so she was half on her side and half on her stomach, then hooked an arm under her thigh and lifted it. “Though I know you’ll enjoy it.”

“Cas—” Her protests ended in a moan as I entered her.

“Gods,” I groaned, feeling her tight heat in every nerve ending. “Like I said, always wet for me.”

Poppy shuddered as I used the hold on her leg to draw her against my chest, freeing my other hand. “We should…” She gasped as I closed my hand around her breast and started to move.

My lips coasted over her cheek. “We should what?”

“Not be doing this,” she said, her hips rocking to meet my thrusts. “We have—” She gasped when my hips moved. “Stuff to do.”

“We do.” I ran my thumb over her nipple. “Perhaps you should stop pushing your ass back on me then.”

“I’m not.”

“Liar,” I whispered, pinching the sensitive nub of flesh.

Poppy cried out, her tight, wet core tightening around my cock as she gripped the arm I had under her leg. I moved slowly, letting myself get lost in the feel of her as my hungry gaze traveled the length of her body. My stare fixated on the paradise between her thighs as she followed the pace I set. “Touch yourself.”

Her hips stilled. “W-what?”

“Touch yourself,” I repeated, forcing myself to keep the pumping rhythm of my hips slow, even though the thought of her doing what I asked brought me to the edge of control. “Play with your pussy.” I nipped on her earlobe. “Like you did for me before.”

Her sharp inhale went straight to my cock as I watched the flush spread across her chest. Her fingers tightened around my arm.

I moved my hand from her breast and grasped hers. Her breathing quickened as I pulled it to the juncture of her thighs. “This.” I moved her finger. “Tell me what it’s called.”

“Cas…”

“Tell me,” I urged.

She turned her cheek toward me, burying her heated face in the pillow.

“I want to hear you say it,” I said. “And not with your head buried in the pillow.”

“You’re ridiculous,” she muttered but lifted her head. A moment passed. She whispered the word, but I heard it. “Clit.”

“That’s right, my Queen. I want you to play with your clit, Poppy. While I fuck you,” I said, the words seeming to vibrate from my chest. “Please.”

Another shudder swept through her and me as I watched her hand drift and then hesitate a few inches above where my cock slowly moved in and out of her. Her fingers twitched. The color in her chest and face deepened. I stifled a groan, loving her shyness as much as I did her boldness. Those two sides of her—sin and innocence—were an addictive mix.

From my angle, I couldn’t see much of my cock entering her, but I didn’t miss the moment her hand slipped between her thighs. And I didn’t dare blink as she moved her fingers against the bundle of nerves. Her movements were tentative at first, but as I played with those pink nipples and whispered in her ear, telling her how good she felt, her ministrations became more confident. Firmer. Wilder. Uninhibited. It didn’t take long before I started to feel her tight, wet core spasming around my cock.

Letting go of her leg, I pulled her hand from between her thighs and brought her glistening finger to my mouth, sucking the sweetness from her skin as she continued to come.

“Honeydew,” I groaned, pinning her hand to the bed as I rolled her beneath me.

I drove into her, the force of my thrusts pushing her deeper into the mattress. The realm fell away. All I was focused on, all I could feel or think about, was her. The hand I held to the mattress curled, her fingers digging into the sheet as my release powered down my spine. Shadows tinged in crimson rolled through the skin stretched taut across my knuckles as I spilled myself deep inside her.

My hips were still rocking, my cock still spasming as I dropped my head to the pillow beside hers. The release felt endless, and by the time my hips finally stilled, and my breathing slowed, my awareness of our surroundings returned.

The air in the Solar had shifted. At first, I wasn’t sure what it was. It was almost like a whisper of…awareness against my skin.

Poppy stiffened beneath me.

Then, all at once, a jolt of undeniable awareness ran up my spine.

Someone was in the chamber, and I had been too damn distracted to notice. Both of us had been. But I knew what happened when I got distracted.

The memory sent a rush of icy rage through me, stroking a deep, primitive instinct. A hum filled my ears and hit my skin, my blood, and then my bones. It was the same ancient, powerful instinct I’d felt when I saw that Revenant touching her. A veil of shadowy crimson fell over my eyes.

I was moving before I even thought about it, letting the Primal essence take hold.


CHAPTER 33
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POPPY

The sudden bang of the door crashing was like a clap of thunder as Casteel’s upper body whipped around.

He shifted to the side, shielding as much of me as possible. Well, he was doing the best he could since my leg was still curled around his waist, above his ass—his bare ass.

Primal essence poured out of him, drenching the air and stirring the eather inside me as his flesh rapidly cooled. And it was every part of him, including his thick length, that was still very much inside me. The contrast of heat and coolness sent a very inappropriate dart of pleasure through me.

“Put the fangs away,” came Reaver’s familiar dry, gravelly voice. My eyes went even wider.

A wholly different kind of heat infused my skin then. While he’d been nude in my presence more times than I cared to recount, I wasn’t just naked. We were naked. And Casteel’s cock was now prodding my thigh, still—

Okay, I didn’t need to think about that. Instead, I should have been wondering if it was possible to will myself into the bed.

Casteel let out a low, guttural snarl of warning that raised the tiny hairs on my arms. The sound snapped me from my haze of desire. I’d only heard him make a noise like that twice before. Once when he was on the verge of bloodlust and then again when he was lost to the madness of hunger.

But this sound?

It was different.

The deep growl continued, rumbling from Casteel as his fury gathered, cold and acidic, in the back of my throat. It conjured up images of smoke and ice. I’d heard that in my voice a few times—the ancient, unfettered power—but I’d never heard it in his before.

I swallowed, my throat dry. “Reaver? You need to leave.”

“Can’t do that.”

Casteel’s flesh hardened under my palm, feeling like cold granite as deep-gray shadows appeared, gliding along the flesh of his back and over his shoulder, widening as some of them disappeared under my hand. Shadows streaked with faint strands of crimson began to swell with the eather in me, stoking my primal instinct. It warned of a very real threat to one’s life.

Namely, Reaver’s.

Crimson-streaked black shadows continued to spread, and I felt the eather gathering in Casteel. The shadows slipped into the air around him—no, not shadows. Primal mist seeped from him, churning and thickening as it rolled across the rumpled blankets. My heart lurched as my wide gaze swung to his profile. Seeds of panic started to take root in my chest as those swirling tendrils of midnight crested the hard line of his jaw.

Instinct screamed that he no longer saw the draken as a friend or even a reluctant ally who’d once helped free him—just like when we’d been in New Haven, and he’d reacted this way to Kieran. He saw him as a threat.

To me.

And while Casteel normally wouldn’t respond all that well to being interrupted during such an intimate embrace, this wasn’t a normal reaction for him. It was the eather—the darker, deadlier energy I sensed when he drank from me.

And I knew beyond a doubt that Casteel was about to attack. And as a true Primal of Death, even a newly Ascended one, he could and would kill Reaver.

I quickly thought about something happy. It wasn’t hard. Immediately, the thought of our time in the lilac-filled caverns of Spessa’s End came to mind. “It’s okay,” I said, focusing on him and projecting my emotions—how being there had calmed me—through the eather to him as I gently grasped the nape of his neck. I started to speak, but something prickled against my palm. Something soft. It reminded me of hair. Or fur.

What the…?

The Primal mist suddenly vanished, and the eather drenching the chamber eased. I started to relax as I lifted my hand.

Tiny specks of silver light erupted all over Casteel’s golden-bronze skin. “Cas—?”

I shouted as his jaw snapped out of its socket with a crack and his canines jutted forward, thickening and lengthening.

What in the actual—?

Fear punched through me as I reached for him, having no idea what was happening. His back bowed, and the sound of the sheets tearing snapped my gaze down. His palms—his fingernails. They had sharpened. My head snapped up as I heard his joints popping. And then I knew what was happening.

Casteel…

Was…shifting.

My lips parted in shock as I heard bones breaking and fusing back together. The fur I’d felt moments before sprouted from the silver specks all over his body—black fur spotted with gold. He whipped around, a growl rumbling from deep within his chest.

Cas…

Had shifted.

Into a cave cat.

I had to be hallucinating.

But there was definitely a very large cave cat prowling across the bed, the fur along his belly grazing my legs.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing as he crouched, his ears twitching as he sniffed the air.

“What…?” I whispered, his ears flicking again as his tail swished across my stomach. I froze at the feeling of his fur.

It was…soft.

I blinked once and then twice, but the cave cat was still there. I rose onto my elbows, the shock beginning to wane. “What. In. The. Actual—?” My volume increased with each word until I screamed, “Fuck! Are you kidding me?”

Casteel jerked at my screech. I’d startled him. Probably not wise, but honestly, I couldn’t care less.

Because he was a fucking cave cat!

I jerked upright. “A cave cat! Oh, my gods!” I shrieked, this time causing Reaver to jump. “The fur! The fucking fur. And Kieran…that asshole didn’t—”

“Poppy,” came Reaver’s dry, gravelly voice. It irritated me. Deeply.

“What?” I yelled, my hands balling into fists.

“You might want to take it down a notch,” he advised. “Or five hundred.”

“He’s a cave cat!” I shouted.

“I can see that—”

“And he shifted before I did?” I leaned forward. “What in the fu—?”

“Don’t!” Reaver stepped into the chamber from the doorway. “Don’t grab at him.”

Casteel sank lower, lips vibrating as he let out a snarl of warning.

“I’m not here to hurt her,” Reaver said.

“Of course, not,” I exclaimed. “He knows that—”

“He doesn’t know shit right now, other than he wants to tear my throat out.”

My gaze snapped back to Casteel. His chin had lowered, and he bared his really big, really sharp teeth.

This motherfucker was a cave cat!

“Yeah, I see them, big boy,” Reaver said. “Mine are bigger.”

The rumble deepened, and muscles rolled and flexed under his thick fur.

“I’m warning you.” Reaver unfolded his arms. “You come at me, you’ll regret it.”

Casteel’s ears flattened as his claws dug deep grooves into the wood of the footboard. I knew I should do something, but the part of my brain that was still functioning on logic recognized that he wasn’t actually a cave cat, even as I stared at the thick, spotted black fur. He’d only just shifted into one. The vadentia told me it shouldn’t be possible. Only true Primal gods could shift after Ascension. Deminyen Primals were more like Ancients. It took time for them to gain the kind of power needed to shift one’s being. Not days, weeks, or even years. It should take centuries. And it wasn’t just the Joining that’d enabled this. I wasn’t sure what had. It felt like I was missing a key piece of information, but I couldn’t focus on that right now.

The very big, larger-than-Kieran-in-wolven-form—maybe even as large as Kieran’s father Jasper in his wolven form—cave cat was ready to attack. I saw it in the power building in his hind legs, but it wasn’t just that. It was also his emotions. They poured out of him in a way they rarely did, and there was no mistaking them: sharp anger and feral distrust.

Clutching the blanket to my chest, I scooted forward—

Then rocked back when his long tail whipped into me from the side. My mouth dropped open. “Did you just hit me with your tail? Your tail?”

Beneath the spotted fur, bands of muscle along his back rippled as he tensed further.

“Cas.” I rose to my knees again. “Look at me.”

His tail swished, but he remained fixated on Reaver.

“I don’t think he’s going to do that,” the draken said.

I shot Reaver a quick look of warning. “You really need to learn how to knock.”

“I did.” He started to lift his arms but stopped when Casteel growled. “Neither of you answered.”

I almost pointed out that that should’ve implied we were busy, but I needed to get Casteel under control before explaining basic manners.

A sound came from Casteel, reminding me of steam escaping a thin fissure. He was…

“Stop hissing at Reaver,” I ordered, drawing in a shallow breath. I stretched forward and placed my hand on Casteel’s side. He stiffened as my fingers sank into his fur. Gods, it was dense and… “Your fur is soft,” I whispered, feeling the shiver of muscles beneath my palm as I slowly drew my hand along his side. “Really soft.”

His torso vibrated as a low, humming sound radiated from him.

My eyes widened. “Are you…purring?”

He was.

That was good…and cute. It was also what I heard when he drank from me.

Fucking gods.

Focusing on him, I opened my senses and found his mark. There was something stronger than his pine scent and the citrus-in-snow scent of his blood. There was the spice scent—the wild, lush spice scent.

My heart, which was already pounding fast to match his, skipped a beat. The scent had always been there, but it had really only been an undertone until now. Now, it made me think of how his movements had always reminded me of a large feline.

I filed that piece of information away and opened the connection between us. Casteel? You know Reaver. I kept petting him. You can’t attack him just because he tends to barge into chambers.

Other than the ear movement, he gave no indication that he’d heard me, but the pathway was open.

The sound of footsteps reached us, and Casteel lifted his head, sniffing the air. I focused on the connection.

Cas, look at me. You need to look—

“Emil?” Reaver yelled over his shoulder, breaking my concentration. “Do not come in here. Casteel is being particularly catty right now.”

The footsteps stopped.

“I was wondering what was up with all the shouting.” Emil paused. “Is he a cave cat again?”

My head jerked up in disbelief. “You knew he could shift into a cave cat?”

From the depths of the chamber, Emil stumbled over his words. “Uh, yeah. And he probably wants to eat me again.”

“Why would you want to eat Emil?” I demanded in a voice that was part whisper, part scream. “And why did I not know about this?”

Just as I caught a glimpse of auburn hair, Casteel leapt.

I snapped forward and wrapped my arms around him. His weight dragged me to the edge of the bed before he broke my hold and landed on the stone floor with a surprisingly soft thud. I fell forward, my hands smacking down on the wooden board at the foot of the bed—the deeply scratched board.

Gods, his claws were sharp.

“Motherfucker.” Reaver stretched his neck from side to side as the ridges of scales appeared in his flesh and deepened in color. “We don’t have time for this, but if you want to do this, then we’ll do this.”

“No one is doing anything!” I crawled forward. “Stop! Stop it right now, Casteel Hawkethrone Da’Neer.”

I don’t know why I thought using his full name would make a difference.

It didn’t.

Casteel shifted his weight back and launched himself.

I reacted on instinct, throwing my arm back as I summoned the essence.

“What the—?” A flicker of shock swept over Reaver’s face a second before he skidded across the floor.

Reaver crashed into Emil as the door slammed shut before them.

Casteel landed heavier this time, a foot from the door and right where Reaver had been standing. A deep, guttural snarl of frustration erupted in a roar as he lunged and slammed into the door.

I scrambled off the bed—

He whipped around, a lower, deeper growl rumbling from him as my eyes locked with silver orbs streaked with shadow. The fine hairs all over my body rose.

My muscles locked up as a different kind of instinct tried to take over—one that warned me I was in the presence of one of the deadliest predators—

Wait.

“Fuck that,” I muttered, my spine straightening. I wasn’t afraid of Casteel. Ever. Even in this form. Because I was the deadliest predator. A voice that sounded a lot like mine whispered, You really think? I ignored it. “Don’t you dare growl at me!”

He cocked his head to the side, his whiskers twitching.

I took a deep breath but kept my senses open. What I picked up from him was wild—a mixture of frustration and anger tinged with a ferality that reminded me of when he had fallen into bloodlust. “Glad you can understand me. So, listen. You’re still Cas. You’re in there. I know you are. I need you to control yourself.”

Claws scratched against stone as he prowled toward me.

I tensed for half a second. “And I need you to do it because you really need to explain how the fuck you shifted before me.”

His tail swished.

Having no idea what kind of response that was, I slowly lowered myself to my knees and extended a hand.

A long moment passed as he held himself still. I didn’t think he was going to move, but then he lifted one big paw, then another. He approached, each step precise. I didn’t move or breathe too deeply. I just waited. And I would wait for however long it took.

The soft fur on the side of his head brushed my palm.

“Cas, I need you to come back. I need you,” I said softly as I reached out through the notam. I need you to show me you haven’t forgotten who I am. Please.

The massive feline tilted his head, his face inches from mine. I went incredibly still, really hoping he didn’t try something foolish because I didn’t want to knock his furry ass through a wall.

His breath puffed, as cool as a winter’s breath, blowing the hair back from my face.

“What are you—?” My eyes went wide when he licked my cheek with an oddly rough tongue. I blinked. “You… Did you just lick me?”

He retreated with a chuffing noise that sounded a lot like a laugh as I reached up and wiped the streak of dampness from my face.

“You seriously licked me,” I mumbled, feeling a charge of eather.

A heartbeat later, a stronger burst of energy danced across my skin as silver eather dotted his fur. What happened next wasn’t as dramatic as it had been when he shifted. I didn’t hear bones cracking and realigning or see his body change forms. This was quick. The shimmering light swept over him, and in the next second, Casteel was crouched before me, his golden eyes locked on mine.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice low and rough with a distinct purr to it that caused my brows to rise. A shudder ran through him, and then his wide, amber eyes swept over me.

“I’m fine,” I assured him.

Swallowing, he leaned back and bowed his head. His shoulders rose with a deep breath, and then he looked at me through strands of glossy, dark hair. “So, you think my fur is so very soft?”

I stared at him for a moment and then snapped forward, smacking his arm. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you could shift! That’s such—”

Casteel moved fast, and his lips were suddenly on mine. The kiss was fierce and deep, and the taste of wildness on his tongue made my heart race. He parted my lips as his still-rougher-than-usual palms coasted down my sides and over my back, leaving shivers in their wake.

Casteel tilted his head as a growl rumbled against my chest, the sound distinctively feline. His hands slid down to cup my ass, and heat unfurled low in my belly as his grip firmed. I knew I needed to put a stop to this. Reaver was still out in the Solar, and he clearly had a reason for coming here. But I didn’t stop Cas as my knees left the floor. Nor did I say a word when he positioned me over his cock. Instead, I kissed him back with the same fervor. I was lost in him—in his taste, his kisses. Completely lost as I felt the head of his cock at my entrance, slipping through the wetness.

He captured my cry when he pulled me down and thrust up. My eyes snapped open, and my breath caught at the sudden stretch, pleasure tinged with a sharp bite of discomfort. He felt…thicker, which didn’t make sense.

Casteel rocked forward, driving me onto my back, his mouth still moving over mine. I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his waist. Lifting my hips, I met each thrust as I clung to him. His movements were hard and fast, and my back scraped the floor. This wasn’t even fucking. No, it was too feral for that. It was…rutting. Wild and utterly sensation-driven. I didn’t even know what I was doing when I shifted my legs and dug my knees into his hips, taking control and rolling him.

Casteel’s eyes snapped open in surprise, his plump, damp lips parting as I stared down at him.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did I.

I pressed my hands against his chest and moved, lifting myself up and down, grinding on him as the tension built in my core. His hands clamped down on my hips, the veins in his forearms bulging. His back bowed, his body straining as my head fell back. The coiling knot fisting deep in my core started to unravel. He snapped up, his hand tangling in my hair as he yanked my mouth back to his. The kiss was harsh and messy, his fangs scraping against mine, our tongues tangling as all that tight, curling tension unraveled. His mouth swallowed my cry of release, and mine smothered his groan. I could feel his cock spasming as I went limp against him, his tight hold on me the only thing keeping me upright. Our lips parted, and for a couple of moments, there was only the sound of our breaths slowing between us.

“Never, Poppy.” he rasped, the grip on my hair loosening. “I never forgot it was you.”

I shuddered against him.

“Never,” he repeated, his mouth finding mine in a gentle, soft kiss—

“If you think I don’t know what’s happening in there,” came Reaver’s voice, causing both of us to stiffen, “you’d be wrong.”

My eyes snapped open.

Casteel’s sigh turned into a deep growl. “I’m going to kill him,” he said.

I rested my forehead against his. “No, you’re not.”

“He saw you naked.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I really don’t need that reminder.”

“Hold on,” he muttered, and I did just that as he eased himself free of me and rose. He placed me on the edge of the bed and then dropped his hands on either side of my legs.

“Are you two done?” Reaver demanded.

“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Casteel said, ignoring Reaver. “I was caught off guard by a presence in the Solar, and my mind went to the Rev who’d gotten in. And with what has happened the last two days…I don’t know. Instinct took over. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“You didn’t,” I told him.

Reaver’s sigh made it through the thick door.

“I did, though.” Casteel leaned in and pressed his forehead to mine. “I think the only time I’ve heard you scream like that was when a snake was involved.”

My cheeks warmed. “Admittedly, I was caught off guard, but I wasn’t afraid of you.” I touched his cheek. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wanted to,” he said, his voice rich and smoky, “but I wanted to wait until you shifted first.” He swallowed, and I swore I felt his skin warm under my fingers. “I only shifted once before, and I…I didn’t want to do it again. I wanted to share that with you.”

I felt the sincerity of his words. He wasn’t teasing. “I never would’ve been able to keep that to myself.”

His laugh was as velvety as his purr, and that was…well, it was something else.

“Did you not recognize me at first?”

“I did but… It’s hard to explain.” His breath coasted over my lips. “I knew who you were in a…primal way.”

“And what about Reaver and Emil? It didn’t seem like you recognized them at all.”

“Kieran said the whole shifting thing seems to work like when the wolven shift at first,” he said. “The first couple of times are difficult. It can be easy to lose yourself in the more…animalistic side of your nature.”

“Makes sense,” I murmured.

Drawing back, his gaze met mine, and I could tell he knew I didn’t think that. He grabbed the blanket and tugged it over my shoulders. “It’ll be the same for you.”

My stomach tumbled in a mixture of excitement and a little bit of fear at the thought. I rarely heard Kieran’s or the others’ bones snap when they shifted.

“Did it hurt?” I asked. “Shifting?”

“It wasn’t exactly pleasant the first time, but it sounds worse than it feels.”

“I really need to speak to the two of you,” Reaver said from the other side of the door a second before it swung open.

Casteel sighed, and my lips twitched. Reaver really had no sense of self-preservation.

“You okay?” Casteel asked me.

“Don’t mind me,” the draken said dryly. “I’m just standing here staring at your naked ass.”

Casteel stiffened, and I could tell he was searching for patience. A moment later, I heard his voice through the notam. I was rough with you afterward.

I flattened my palm against his cheek. I enjoyed it. A lot.

His chuckle was deep and rumbly. I could tell, but that doesn’t erase the fact that I was rough.

I’m not so easily breakable, I assured and kissed him softly. I’m fine.

“Still staring at your ass,” Reaver remarked.

Casteel twisted at the waist and tugged a blanket over my bare legs. “That is the second time you’ve entered a chamber where she was without permission and were able to walk out. There will not be a third time.”

I grabbed the edges of the blanket, making sure nothing…unmentionable was showing.

“Understood?” Casteel demanded.

Reaver’s nostrils flared as they locked eyes. “Understood.”

Casteel turned back to me. “I’ll grab you something to wear.” He kissed the corner of my lips and then straightened. “Sit tight.”

As soon as he moved away from the bed, Reaver opened his mouth.

“Whatever it is, it needs to wait,” Casteel interrupted as he disappeared into the closet, “until she has a chance to put some clothes on.”

“I don’t understand what the problem is,” Reaver stated, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s just flesh.”

“It’s beautiful flesh,” Casteel replied, returning with a robe. “And it’s not for your eyes.”

“But your dick is?” Reaver challenged.

I glanced down and saw that Cas was, in fact, still completely nude, He hadn’t grabbed himself anything to wear yet.

And he was still semi-hard.

Oh, my gods.

Smirking at the draken, Casteel crossed the chamber. My gaze dropped to his arousal, and warmth flared in my cheeks and between my thighs.

“Poppy.” Casteel’s voice was pure silk, drawing my gaze to his. He bent so his mouth was only inches from mine. “If you keep looking at my dick like that, I’m going to have to kick Reaver out of this chamber.”

“I would like to stop looking at your dick,” Reaver commented.

“You sure about that? I think you like staring at my dick.”

Shaking my head, I stared at the canopied bed top. It was way too early—

“That would be the wolf,” Reaver replied. “Not me.”

Oh, my gods.

I once more wondered if I could will myself into the mattress.

“Leave,” Casteel growled. “We’ll let you know when you have actual permission to enter.”

“You’d better make it quick,” Reaver said. “I doubt either of you wants to be mid-coitus—”

“Coitus?” Casteel huffed out a low laugh.

“The first time you meet her,” Reaver finished.

It took a moment for his words to register, but when they did, my heart lurched, and my head jerked down. “Her?”

“Yes. Her. The One who is born of Blood and Ash, the Light and the Fire, and the Brightest Moon,” he said. “The true Primal of Life and the Queen of the Gods and Common Man.”

I almost let go of the blanket.

Reaver tilted his head back. His lips curved into a rare half-smile. “She’s coming.”
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CASTEEL

My head still felt scrambled from shifting so, honest to gods, I didn’t think I’d heard the draken right.

But then I heard Poppy’s gasp, and her shock was like a burst of cold wind against my senses.

My head swiveled toward her. She was as still as a statue, strands the color of deep-red wine tumbling over her…gloriously nude chest. Shit. She’d dropped the blanket.

I snapped forward, draped the robe over her shoulders, and drew it around her.

She didn’t even seem to register my presence as she squeaked, “Really?”

“Really,” Reaver replied.

Poppy’s concern filled my throat with a sensation that reminded me of swallowing too-thick cream. She was staring at the draken with wide eyes and didn’t protest as I worked her arm through one sleeve of the robe and then the other.

“Why?” she asked.

“I assume she has many reasons to visit,” he answered as I started on the buttons along the front of her robe. “I imagine some of them have to do with what happened yesterday.”

“And where were you yesterday?” I asked, even though Aurelia hadn’t been able to do much, so why would Reaver?

“I was in Ironspire.”

Well, that answer shut me up.

“She probably also wants to meet and thank you,” Reaver added.

“Thank me?” Poppy whispered. “For what?”

“For finding both of her sons and setting them free.”

Her gaze darted to mine and then back to Reaver. “Oh.”

Feeling Reaver’s curious stare, I finally reached the last of the buttons and bent my head so we were at eye level. “Hey,” I said quietly. “You okay?”

Her lips parted, and she nodded before her attention shifted back to Reaver. “How are…how are they?”

“Ires and Malec? I’m not sure,” he said as I stepped away and quickly grabbed the first pair of pants I found, pulling them on. “When I returned to Iliseeum to find someone to help you, I didn’t have time to check in on them. And Sera and Ash were busy.”

“Ash?” Poppy’s brows drew together.

“Nyktos,” he corrected himself as I stepped down from the bed.

And thank the gods she said more because I was seriously starting to worry if she was okay. Rhahar had told us that. “Right. He is known as the Asher.”

“Yep.”

I tied the stays on the leather pants. “Is he coming, too?”

“No.”

That was good news, considering the last and only time I’d met him, he hadn’t been all that friendly. Hopefully, Seraphena would be different.

But as I secured the flap on my breeches, one of Aydun’s warnings resurfaced, and my jaw clenched.

“Seraphena is coming,” Poppy stated before I could answer. “She’s really coming here. To the mortal realm.”

“Yes.” Reaver drew out the word, and the concern she’d felt before returned, spiking sharply. Even the draken picked up on it as I returned to her side and dropped my hand to her shoulder, squeezing gently.

Reaver’s usually impassive features softened, and that, right there, was why I hadn’t harmed the infuriating draken—well, seriously harmed him anyway. “There’s no reason to be worried, Poppy. You are, after all, her grandchild.”

Poppy blinked once and then twice. “But what about Millicent? She’s not here. Does Seraphena know that?”

“Likely not.”

Poppy’s gaze lowered, and she fell silent.

“How much time do we have?” I asked.

“She could show at any moment.”

That was a real helpful answer. “Can you get Kieran for me?”

Poppy’s eyes widened. “Perhaps it would be better to get someone else.”

“He’ll do it,” I said.

“Can I get the wolf? Yes.” Reaver paused. “Will I?”

“Yes, you will,” I snapped. “You will do exactly that because it will make Poppy happy.”

Reaver looked at Poppy as if he were seconds away from praying for her to disagree with my statement.

“It would make me happy,” she said. “Especially if you two don’t start fighting.”

The draken sighed. “Whatever.” He pivoted on his heel.

“Hold on,” I told him. “I want to talk to you really quick.” Ignoring whatever Reaver said under his breath, I turned back to Poppy. “I’ll be right back.”

Surprisingly, she nodded. I’d expected her to demand to know why I wanted to speak with Reaver privately, but then again, her mind was likely elsewhere. Dipping, I kissed her cheek. “I’ll only be gone for a few moments.”

Pulling myself away from her was hard. I didn’t like leaving her when she was like this, but there was something I needed to address.

They’ll come for her.

Drawing the bedchamber doors partially closed, I turned to where Reaver waited. “Keep walking.”

Hands fisting at his sides, he turned. “Lead the way, then.”

Brushing past him, I walked us into the Solar. I had no idea how good Poppy’s hearing was now, and I didn’t want her to overhear. Glancing around, I spotted the balcony doors and started toward them.

“Are you going to try to throw me off the balcony?” Reaver asked.

I opened the doors. “Don’t tempt me.”

Reaver’s chuckle was raspy. “You do realize I would just shift if you did.”

“I’d make sure you couldn’t,” I replied as we stepped into the dim, gray light of dawn. Cold air curled around us, drawing a frown from me. “Fuck, it’s colder than it should be…” I squinted as something drifted past my face. Several small, white flakes. “Is that snow?”

“Yeah.” Reaver stood with his back to the railing, his arms crossed. “I’m guessing this isn’t a normal weather pattern here?”

“No.” It should be warm at this time of year. Not as hot as in the summer months, but it never snowed in Carsodonia. Not even on the coldest days of what was winter here. I inhaled sharply. The imbalance Aydun had warned about was rearing its head again.

Pushing that aside, I turned my attention to Reaver. “How much do I need to worry with her coming here?”

Reaver frowned. “As I told Poppy, she has nothing to worry about. She is of Seraphena and Nyktos’s blood.”

“Not sure how much weight that carries,” I told him. I was confident she’d answered my prayers, but I wasn’t willing to risk Poppy’s safety or well-being on the assumption. Especially not after what Aydun had said would happen if Poppy proved to be an…issue. They’d come for her. “Nyktos wasn’t all that friendly when we met him.”

“He can be that way.”

“And the way Nektas talked, there was a chance that neither of them would be especially welcoming of Poppy because of who she has become.”

Reaver frowned. “Seraphena would rather slit her own throat than harm her son’s child.”

“That doesn’t mean she won’t.”

He frowned. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. If Poppy proves to be a threat.” His gaze met mine. “Same goes for you.”

Tension crept into my muscles. I didn’t give a fuck about me when it came to them. It mirrored what Aydun and Attes had said way too closely. The Fate had said more, though. “Whether she is a Primal or a mortal, Poppy is good to the core. She will not be a threat.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

“And if you’re wrong?” I held his stare. “I don’t give a fuck what or who she is. If she goes after Poppy, I will destroy her.”

The essence hummed in my blood as I held Reaver’s stare. He didn’t like what I’d said. Too bad. “And I have a feeling that’s not an impossible task.”

His lips thinned. “Possibly not, but even with there being a Primal of Life and Death, such an act would cause the kind of destruction you’ve been blessed to have never seen.”

“You think that would stop me?”

“No.” He lifted his chin. “But if you so much as lift a hand against her, you’ll have Nyktos to contend with. As well as Nektas.”

I remembered what he’d said about Seraphena and Nyktos being family. “And you?”

He held my stare. “You can count on it.”

“And?”

Reaver stared, then chuckled under his breath. “Well, it appears we’re on the same page then.” He inclined his head. “I’ll go find your wolf.”

I didn’t stop him when he turned. I waited until he had crossed the Solar and then entered.

They’ll come for her.

My hand fisted at my side as I stared at the large, oval table. They. Aydun had been talking about Seraphena and Nyktos. And the other reigning Primals.

And if they did?

The Ancients Aydun had warned about—those who slumbered in this realm and Iliseeum—would be the very least of their problems. Not even Kolis would be a threat they needed to be concerned about.

I would be their problem.


CHAPTER 34
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CASTEEL

When I entered the chamber, Poppy was still on the bed, staring at her hands. I wasn’t even sure she was aware of my return.

My heart pounded faster than it should, mirroring hers, and had been since Reaver showed. I quickly crossed the floor. “Poppy?”

She jerked a little and lifted her head. Her eyes were wide, the blotches of color swirling.

I sat beside her and asked a question she was probably getting tired of hearing. “Are you okay?”

She inhaled deeply, her chin lowering.

The lack of verbal response only increased my worry. She looked so damn lost.

Dipping my head, I put the tips of my fingers under her chin and lifted her gaze to mine. “Talk to me, sweetheart.”

She looked up at me then, her lips curving upward at the endearment.

The sides of my face felt oddly hot. “What’s going on?”

Poppy tilted her head and pressed her cheek into my touch. I fucking loved that. Thick lashes lowered as she took another deep breath. “I didn’t even think to ask them—the Arae.”

“What do you think you should’ve asked them?”

“I could’ve asked them about her. Like what she thought of me. Millicent. Everything.” She paused. “I doubt they would’ve answered, but…I’m trying not to panic.”

“About what?” I slid my thumb along her cheekbone.

“Her,” she said. “She’s the true Primal of Life. The Queen.”

I relaxed. A little. “You’re a Primal, Poppy. And a Queen—”

“She’s the Queen. The Queen of the Gods and Common Man,” she argued.

Locking away my concerns regarding Seraphena, I smoothed some shorter strands of her hair behind her ear. “And she’s your grandmother. You’re her flesh and blood.”

Poppy rubbed her hands together. “Like I don’t…” She trailed off, her nose scrunching.

“You don’t what?” I prodded.

“I…I don’t know how I’m supposed to act toward her,” she admitted.

I should’ve known this was what held her in a state of near immobility. Poppy, my beautiful Queen and Primal, was so incredibly strong and as endlessly kind as she was brave. But the way she had been brought up as the Maiden had affected how she interacted with people. She had so little experience meeting new people and being allowed to interact with them. And that included Coralena. Even her interactions with Ian became limited. She only had Tawny and Vikter for far too many years.

“Just be who you are,” I said.

The look she gave me said she wasn’t impressed with my answer. “That’s the problem. I don’t know how to be myself with someone like her. Should I treat her as the Queen, or should I be more familiar with her—actually, how does one behave in the presence of the Queen of the Gods? I wish Millicent were here. I think it would be easier if she were.”

I nearly choked on a laugh. Had she spent any time with Millicent? Even five seconds? “I’m not sure that would make things easier.”

“But her being here would at least take the attention off me.”

Biting my lip, I shook my head. Clearly, Poppy underestimated how much attention she garnered.

“What exactly are you worried about?” I asked.

She lifted a shoulder, and a moment passed. “What if she’s upset about my Ascension? And that is why she’s coming.”

While I was right there with her when it came to that concern, I couldn’t let her see that. “I seriously doubt she will be displeased,” I told her—and myself.

“How can you be sure?” she persisted. “Maybe that’s why Millicent isn’t here.”

Good question. “Because how could she be anything but pleased to know you?”

“I can think of one good reason,” she stated blandly. “Actually, two or three reasons.”

I knew exactly what she was thinking. “She will not hold Isbeth’s crimes against you.”

“Or the fact that we handed her son over to Isbeth, only to have her plunge a dagger into his heart?” she countered.

“We didn’t know she would do that,” I said, placing my hand over hers and stopping her before she rubbed the skin of her palms raw. “She’ll understand.”

She drew her lower lip between her teeth. “I hope so.”

“None of us knows much about Seraphena—actually, we know very little.” I drew her hands apart and placed one on the bed. “But I can’t imagine she is the type to hold the sins of a parent against the child. And I don’t think she would’ve answered my prayers if that were the case,” I shared.

Her eyes shot to mine. “Your prayers?”

Nodding, I clasped her cheeks. “After we dealt with the thing with Kolis, you fell into an even deeper stasis,” I reminded her. “We didn’t know how long you would remain in it.” My chest felt heavy. The desperation I’d felt was still too real. And the guilt was still there, despite what Poppy had told me. At least it wasn’t as unbearable as it had been. “I was desperate for you to wake up. To return to me. To us. I didn’t know how much more I could take. I was going out of my mind with worry.”

“Cas,” she whispered.

Gods.

Every time she called me Cas was a miracle.

I cleared my throat. “I prayed to her, and she answered. I don’t know how, but I know she did. You woke up not too long after that.” I smiled. It came easier this time. “If she was displeased with you, why would she have answered my prayers?” I took her hand in mine, the one with the imprint. “And if I’m wrong? Then fuck her.”

She blinked, then stared at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Fuck her? You’re speaking about the Queen of the Gods.”

“And?” I brought her hand to my lips and kissed the golden swirl. “If she holds you responsible for what you had no say in, then she isn’t worth the dirt under a pile of horse shit.”

She just stared at me with wide eyes.

“I’m speaking the truth…” I paused, sensing Kieran nearing the Solar. “Sweetheart.”

That earned me a soft laugh. “You’re right.”

“Of course, I am.”

She rolled her eyes and then let out a soft breath as she glanced down at herself. “I should change.”

I could tell she was still worried, and I could only hope—for all our sakes—that Reaver was right.

“It feels grossly inappropriate to be in only a robe while meeting the Queen of the Gods.”

“With its shit ton of buttons,” I said, “it’s a rather fancy robe.”

Poppy sent me a look of doubt as the Solar’s main doors opened. Kieran appeared, looking like he’d either slept in the tunic he wore or hadn’t slept at all.

“That draken said you needed me,” he said, his gaze darting between us before returning to me. “He also said you shifted.”

Before I could say a word, Poppy sprang off the bed. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”

“Well—”

“Especially when I was holding his fur!” she yelled. I was actually grateful I hadn’t told her.

Her anger was distracting her from her worry.

“I figured he would want to tell you,” Kieran replied.

“Likely excuse,” Poppy huffed and then spun. “You’re lucky I need to get changed.”

Kieran leaned against the door. “Is this why I was summoned?”

“Did Reaver not tell you?” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I watched Poppy disappear into the closet.

“Are you seriously asking me if that fucking draken was clear and helpful?” he countered.

I snorted. “The Queen of the Gods is coming.”

Kieran pushed off the doorframe. “Come again?”

“You heard him right.” Poppy’s voice reached us from the recesses of the closet.

“You’re talking about her? Seraphena?” Kieran said, his voice lowering.

I sent him a look. “Why do you always whisper her name?”

“I don’t.”

“You do,” Poppy shouted.

Kieran stared at me. “You two aren’t shitting me?”

“We’re not,” I confirmed.

Kieran took a step and then staggered back one.

I straightened. Fuck, was he going to pass out? I mind-linked with him as I glanced toward the closet, hearing what sounded like a hanger hitting the wall. You all right over there?

Kieran’s entire body jerked. Clearing his throat, he nodded. Just wasn’t expecting you to say that.

Join the club.

“Damn. Okay—” Kieran paused. We both looked at the closet when a little growl of frustration came from within. His brow furrowed as he turned his attention back to me. “You shifted?”

“Reaver let himself in. Caught me off guard.” I loosely clasped my hands. “I recognized Poppy instinctively but not Reaver or Emil.”

“As I said before, it would probably help if you shifted, went for a run, and spent some time with that side of yourself. It’s the only way you’ll learn control.”

I nodded, wondering exactly when the fuck we were supposed to find time for that. Besides, what I’d said to Poppy before was true. I wanted to experience that with her.

I wanted to experience it with both of them.

You’re concerned. Kieran’s voice reached me through the link. And don’t tell me you’re not when you clearly are.

I let out a quiet, dry laugh. It’s fucking annoying how well you know me.

Kieran just pinned me with a bland look.

Dragging my hands over my face, I quickly told him what Aydun had shared.

He clenched his hands at his sides. You really think that’s a valid concern? That they think Poppy will become a threat?

You did, didn’t you?

Every muscle in Kieran’s body tensed.

I exhaled slowly. But regarding what Aydun said, he didn’t mention Seraphena directly. Just said ‘they,’ but… I glanced toward the closet, hearing Poppy moving about. I’m likely more of a concern to them than she is.

Kieran snorted.

I looked over at him. He was staring straight ahead, his jaw tense. Fuck. My attention returned to the closet. I hadn’t needed to get that jab in.

You’re wrong.

My gaze returned to him. About?

I never thought Poppy would be a threat. I never did, he said. That’s not why I made the promise.

I frowned. Then why did you?

You should ask her.

The subject of our conversation strolled out of the closet, wearing breeches and a gray vest over an ivory-hued shirt. It was the closest thing to white I’d seen her in since we’d left Masadonia. She carried two shirts—both black.

“I figured you should be completely clothed when she arrives.” She tossed a shirt toward me. “And that you would prefer one that doesn’t look like you’ve spent the last year sleeping in it.”

“I would.” Kieran smiled at her. “Thank—” His head jerked back, hand snapping up to catch the shirt Poppy launched right at his face. “Was that necessary?”

“Yes.” She crossed her arms as Kieran tugged his tunic off. “You could’ve told me about his little cave-cat thing.”

“Little?” I huffed.

Kieran smirked.

Fucker.

“What were you doing in that closet, by the way?” Pulling the shirt on over my head, I stepped down and shoved the ends of it into the waistband of my breeches. “It sounded like you were having a fight with the hangers.”

“And losing,” Kieran added.

“I couldn’t decide what to wear,” she said as she drifted from the chamber.

I caught up with Poppy in the sitting chamber. “So, how jealous are you that I shifted before you?”

Poppy spun on me, sending me a look I imagined she had just directed at Kieran right before she threw the shirt at his face. “You know, you shouldn’t even be able to shift this soon.”

“Seriously?” Kieran said, walking in behind me.

“I guess I’m just special,” I said, grinning when she rolled her eyes.

“Is it because of the Joining that he can?” Kieran asked.

“I don’t think so,” she replied, carefully pulling her hair from where it had gotten snagged under the collar of her shirt. “Because I know I can’t yet."

“Let me guess.” A faint smile played across Kieran’s lips. “Your vadentia isn’t telling you why.”

“Unfortunately, you are right.” She sighed. “But I keep thinking I know why. Like it’s—”

The air suddenly charged and crackled as a presence surrounded us.

Her presence.

It was like a warm summer breeze that carried the fresh scent of…lilacs. I knew in my bones and blood that the Queen of the Gods, the true Primal of Life, had arrived.
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POPPY

A sudden awareness pressed down on me, warm as a golden sunset. I’d felt that when I stood at the Chambers of Nyktos, but that wasn’t the image that came to mind now. Instead, I saw a meadow full of…orange-red poppies. I’d felt her then, in a dream right before I woke.

Essence flared and throbbed, and a slight tremor shook the walls, scattering the image in my mind. Tiny goose bumps erupted on my skin as the realm opened with a soft crackling sound. A sparking orb of eather pulsed and lengthened a few feet behind Casteel.

Uncertainty tightened my chest, causing my breath to hitch in my throat as Kieran moved to stand in front of me. Gold-tinged silver light poured out of the tear, intense and blinding as it filled the chamber.

Kieran threw up his hand to shield his eyes. “Good gods.”

I repeated Casteel’s reassurances, trying to ignore the rapidly building uncertainty surrounding how she would respond to me. She and I were bonded by blood but in a tainted, wrong way. How could that not skew the way she saw me? And how would she handle what Casteel and Kieran had become? And everything with her sons?

My knees felt like they were made of jelly. And, gods, that made me feel like the girl from before. The one who, despite her suspicions, hadn’t asked questions or peered beneath the thin veneer the Ascended wore like a mask. The girl who took her lessons without any real fight, whether they came in the form of Priestess Analia’s sharp slaps or Duke Teerman’s favored cane. The girl who hadn’t even realized she’d been kept in a cage. The daughter of a traitorous false god who had allowed her heartache and tragedy to spoil any good in her. The product of rape—and that is what Isbeth had done. There was no prettying it up, and it would be wrong to do so. How could she not wonder if I would somehow turn out like Isbeth? That I, too, would become spoiled?

A presence, cool and crisp like snow falling among the pines, brushed my mind. Your heart is beating too fast, sweetheart.

A jolt ran through me as Casteel moved to stand beside Kieran. Without taking his eyes off the pulsing tear, he reached around until his hand found mine. Energy danced between us as he threaded his fingers with mine and squeezed.

I let out a ragged exhale.

That simple gesture was its own kind of magic, stronger than the eather coursing through the three of us.

My knees strengthened. My heart slowed. My mind quieted enough for me to remember that I wasn’t the girl who’d been forced to wear the veil of the Chosen. I hadn’t been her in a long time.

I was Penellaphe Da’Neer. I wasn’t timid, and I didn’t need to be protected or set free. I was vicious and even a little murderous when needed. I was Poppy—wife, Queen, and Primal. I had faced down Craven, Ascended, and everything in between and had the scars to prove it. I’d ended the Blood Crown.

Freed myself.

Most importantly, I was nothing like my mother.

And if the Queen of the Gods was disgusted by me, then…fuck her.

My chin lifted as the light receded, and then I saw her.

Well, I saw part of her since Casteel’s and Kieran’s enormous frames blocked most of her.

All I could make out was a cascade of long, silvery hair flowing over her shoulders in soft waves and loose curls—hair that was just like Millicent’s. I saw no crown. Did they even have crowns? Yes. Yes, they did. And so did we—and not the Atlantian crowns.

But none of that was important at the moment.

I leaned to the side to peer around Casteel, catching a glimpse of what she was wearing. My lips parted in surprise. Her arms were bare except for a gold cuff on her upper left biceps. Her gold-trimmed black tunic was fitted across the chest and waist before flaring out at the sides, ending at the knees of her breeches, just above her boots.

I didn’t know what I’d expected her to wear, but she was the Queen of the Gods. I supposed I’d pictured her in some sort of ethereal, flowing gown—not for her to be dressed like…well, me.

I really needed to stop thinking of her as her. She had a name.

Seraphena.

Willing the eather to calm in my veins, I stepped out from behind Casteel and Kieran. Every thought fled my mind except for one.

Millicent.

She looked exactly like Millicent.

The hair. The smattering of freckles across her nose, cheeks, and forehead. The slightly less narrow nose and wider, fuller lips. Millicent was leaner, whereas the Queen was full-figured, and her features were more mature than my sister’s. Still, Seraphena was nearly the mirror image of her. I searched for my features in her face and found a hint of them in her high cheekbones and slightly pointed chin.

A cloying sensation blanketed my skin. It felt an awful lot like…jealousy.

My head kicked back in surprise. I was…jealous. I knew it was irrational, but I didn’t take after her like Millicent did.

I looked like my mother.

And maybe my father. But when I thought about him, all I could see was Leopold’s face—

My stomach twisted sharply, and I shook my head. Gods, I was being silly.

Refocusing on Seraphena, I started to speak when I saw that she wasn’t even looking in my direction. Eyes the same shade of green as…well, part of my eyes, and pierced by silvery-gold streaks, were fixed on Casteel and Kieran. She stared at them so intently that I wasn’t even sure she was aware of my presence. My senses stretched out, but it was like coming up against a thick wall. Unease skipped through me as footsteps echoed from down the hall.

“Your Majesty,” Kieran’s low voice broke the tense silence as he lowered himself to a knee.

Oh, my gods. We were being so disrespectful. She was the Queen of the Gods, and we were just standing there. I started to kneel but halted as my attention focused on Casteel.

He was wary, very much so, and hadn’t so much as budged an inch.

“Please rise,” the Queen of the Gods requested. “Such formalities are not necessary.”

I was only vaguely aware of Kieran rising. It rattled me to hear her voice in the here and now instead of in distant impressions of a time long before mine.

But not as much as how she was staring at Casteel and Kieran.

Something was wrong.

The air in the chamber thickened as Seraphena stepped forward, the webbing of veins beneath her eyes lighting up with eather. “This is…” Her gaze darted between them. “This is impossible.”

Casteel angled his body so he was once more positioned partially in front of me.

Tension gathered in my muscles, and the essence throbbed. I so did not like how she was eyeing them. I sidestepped Casteel, or at least tried to. He mirrored my movement.

Seraphena lifted a hand. Without looking behind me, I knew Reaver had entered the Solar, and she was sending him a message to stay back. The tiny hairs on my nape lifted.

“Is there a reason my granddaughter hides behind you?” Seraphena asked.

“She’s not hiding,” Casteel replied.

“Doesn’t seem that way to me.”

“Then you’re mistaken.”

Hiding? I wasn’t hiding—

Feeling my chest and throat warm, I realized I was once more staring at Casteel’s back… and now Kieran’s, which meant I was sort of hiding. Unwillingly, but still.

“You should step aside,” Seraphena said, the eather continuing to fill the chamber with barely restrained energy. “Both of you.”

“Now, you see…” Casteel’s tone and stance epitomized someone unbothered, but I knew better. Especially when he spoke that softly. “You telling us to step aside makes me feel like maybe we shouldn’t.”

Clearly, he hadn’t been exactly truthful regarding what he’d said during his pep talk earlier.

“I’m not hiding,” I said. “They’re just being…them.”

A snort came from behind me.

I moved to the side just as Casteel did.

“I see,” Seraphena remarked.

“Cas,” I hissed, my eyes narrowing. Gripping the back of his shirt, I held him in place and stepped forward.

His shoulders tensed, but he didn’t attempt to block me this time. My gaze went to Seraphena. Her stare remained locked on Casteel. I didn’t think she had looked in my direction once, and I was, well, starting to get annoyed. “Is there a reason you keep staring at him and Kieran?”

“That’s a good question,” Casteel remarked.

The Queen stiffened, and several moments passed before the essence faded from her veins and dimmed in her eyes. Her attention finally shifted to me.

The moments of silence that followed felt like an eternity as she studied my features just as I had hers. I knew the moment she saw the scars. Her lips pressed together firmly, and a bolt of eather streaked across her eyes like lightning. I raised my chin. What had Kieran once told me? Among my people, scars are revered. And his people were mine.

Seraphena’s gaze lifted to mine, her expression smoothing out.

Uncertain of what she was thinking or what was going on with how she’d stared at them, I smiled in a way I hoped didn’t look as weird as it felt.

“Hi,” I said, waving. I stiffened, my cheeks warming. “Did I just wave at you?”

The corners of her lips tipped up ever so slightly. “You did.”

I wanted to smack myself.

Seraphena gave Kieran a small smile as Casteel dipped his head and brushed his lips against my temple. “You’re perfect,” he whispered.

Seraphena’s lips curved into a fuller smile, which was much better than her eyeballing Casteel as if she weren’t sure what to make of him.

She approached me silently. Casteel was immediately on guard, his sharp gaze fixed on her. She slowly lifted her hand, and I sensed that Casteel wanted to intervene but held himself back. She cupped my cheek.

Her touch was warm, and a buzz of energy danced across my skin. I breathed in the light but unmistakable scent of lilacs, fresh and spring-like. She made no sound as her gaze tracked slowly over my features, this time not lingering on the scars.

Her throat worked on a swallow, and when her lips parted, I noticed a slight tremor. It seemed like she wanted to say something but held back. A rosy flush spread across her freckled cheeks. Realizing she was a few inches taller than me, I tipped my head back a little to meet her stare. Her emerald-and-silver eyes were glossy as she breathed in deeply.

The gold cuff glinted as she dropped her hand and stepped back. “Well.” She cleared her throat. “I was hoping not to make this awkward.”

“I think you failed at that,” Reaver commented.

Casteel and I looked over our shoulders to where Reaver stood near the door.

“I did.” She sighed, drawing my gaze back to hers. “But did you expect anything less?”

“Not really,” Reaver answered.

“I’m not…great in social situations,” she offered when we refocused on her.

“Neither am I,” I admitted, some of the rigidity easing from my muscles. “At least you didn’t wave at me.”

“Well, that’s not as bad as me staring at…” Her gaze flicked to Casteel, lingering for far too many seconds before sliding to Kieran, who was staring at her like…well, like he was staring at the actual person responsible for the creation of his people. “Who, I assume, is your husband.” Her arched brows rose. “Or husbands?”

I did not hear her correctly.

There was no way.

Casteel or Kieran—possibly both—made a sound similar to a choked laugh. I knew then that I had heard her right.

“In case you haven’t realized, you’re making things more awkward.” Reaver strode toward the credenza and picked up a small carving knife I’d had no idea was there or why. “The one nearly standing on top of her is the husband.” He pulled an apple from a sack. “Not sure what you’d call the wolf.”

Said wolf sent him a glare.

“I hadn’t been expecting such a warm welcome,” Seraphena tacked on, sarcasm dripping from her tone.

“Sorry about that.” I shot Casteel a look that promised we would most definitely be talking about that later. He simply raised an eyebrow in return. “But you were staring at them in a…quite concerning way.”

Seraphena’s gaze slid back to them, eather streaking across her eyes. “Because I am concerned.”

Essence pressed against my skin as I pulled away from Casteel, my senses heightening.

Obviously picking up on the rise of eather, Seraphena’s gaze flicked to mine. “I’m concerned about what I’m picking up from them. They feel like…”

“Primals?” I suggested. Both Kieran’s and Casteel’s head jerked in my direction.

“Yes.” A slight crease formed between her brows as she looked at Kieran. “You feel as if you carry the embers of life inside you.” Silver streaked through her eyes as she addressed Casteel. “And you. You feel like you carry the embers of death. Attes mentioned something like that, but it’s impossible.”

Again, I felt a weird twinge in my chest upon hearing his name.

“How?” she demanded.

“They are Deminyen,” I said. “Or the three of us are, rather.”

Reaver halted mid-slice, and I realized he may not have overheard us when he waited in the hall.

“Deminyen?” Seraphena repeated. Her gaze lowered and then shot back up. “Did the three of you complete a Joining?”

That was the very absolute last question I wanted my grandmother to ask me. I could feel the heat creeping into my cheeks as I forced my voice to level. “Yes. It was, um, a very run-of-the-mill type of Joining.”

“Run-of-the-mill?” Casteel murmured under his breath.

I ignored him.

“It seems to have had some…” Kieran tilted his head to the side. “Unexpected results.”

Seraphena’s laugh was short and throaty, and I felt some of Casteel’s wariness ease. “I would say.” Her smile was a little wider now, more genuine. “This…could be good. Really good.”

“That’s your opinion,” Reaver muttered.

Kieran smirked at him as awareness pulsed through me again. Another draken was nearing the castle. More than one. Aurelia and Nithe. Had Thad returned from Pensdurth?

Reaver paid no attention to that as he sliced into the apple. “By the way, Millicent isn’t around. Not sure where she is.”

“That’s a shame,” Seraphena said with a soft sigh of disappointment. Her gaze drifted back to Casteel and Kieran, then to me. “I think…we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.” Her brows furrowed a little again as her gaze roamed over my features once more. “I would’ve been here earlier, but…we had to deal with some issues.”

“We heard,” Casteel said.

Surprise flickered across her face. “You did?”

“Rhahar told us before…” I trailed off as her face tightened and her back stiffened. There was a glassy sheen to her eyes. My breath caught. “Did he…?”

Seraphena closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Rhahar is…he’s gone.”


CHAPTER 35
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POPPY

The breath I took went nowhere as I pressed my hand to my stomach.

I knew it.

But I had hoped I was wrong.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, hating that apologies were all I could give her. “He was protecting us—the city. If he and Saion hadn’t shown up…”

Seraphena nodded, her throat working on a swallow.

“Sera,” Reaver called, his gravelly voice soft in a way I’d only heard it once—at Ironspire.

“I’m okay,” she assured him, her eyes opening. The glint of unshed tears was still there, and her hands were fisted tightly, but her voice was steady. “Rhahar was so incredibly brave to make the choice he did. He had a split second to make it, and he did. He gave his life not only for his cousin but also for the realms.”

Hearing about his sacrifice made my chest ache, even as confusion rose. “I…I don’t understand.”

“Rhahar belonged to a Court Nyktos and I created, one not tied to the essence of the realms as Saion’s Court is. If Saion had perished?” Seraphena’s gaze lifted and roamed over the walls and ceiling. “I do not believe we would be standing in this chamber right now. It would be underwater.”

That made sense. It was why I had hoped I was wrong. The release of power was nowhere near as bad as it should have been when a Primal fell. But I didn’t understand how or why Seraphena and Nyktos had created a Court for Rhahar. Or why he’d felt like a Primal god. So many questions rose. I started to ask one of them but stopped myself. It didn’t feel right to badger her with questions.

“I am truly sorry,” I repeated.

A small smile appeared. “He knew what could happen when he left for this realm. As did Saion. It was a risk both knowingly took.”

I nodded, even though I was sure that knowledge didn’t make his death any easier to process. I didn’t know Rhahar, but I was still saddened by his death. I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if I’d known him for as long as she had. But I did know what loss felt like. I knew how heavy and sharp it was. How it felt nearly impossible to overcome.

“Rhahar said Nyktos believed it was a trap,” Casteel spoke up.

Her gaze returned to him. “He did, and it was.” She cleared her throat and blinked several times. I knew before she spoke that she would do what I would when desperately trying not to let how much I was affected show. She would change the subject. “I know Ascensions can be difficult.” She paused, the essence pulsing vividly in her eyes. “Yours more than anyone else’s.”

My stomach twisted sharply as my mind flashed from Kolis to feeling her presence in the field of poppies. “It was…” I glanced up at Casteel, noticing the tic in his jaw. “What it was.”

Her brows rose.

I stepped closer to Casteel. “But I’m fine now.”

“I’m relieved to hear that,” she said, and I heard the sincerity in her voice. “But I wasn’t just speaking about the Ascension and what happened during it. I meant what happened afterward.”

She was talking about the Continents.

“How…bad was it?” Seraphena asked.

“It was…” How could I summarize what I’d seen? Only two words seemed appropriate. “Horrific.” A knot of sorrow lodged in my throat as Casteel folded an arm around my waist. “And devastating.”

Seraphena’s eyes closed. “I knew that. Gods, I did.” Damp lashes lifted. “I tried to go. You shouldn’t have had to face that without me.”

Without me.

Hearing that caused a wholly different kind of emotion to choke me. “I know you tried to cross.” I cleared my throat. “I felt you before you were stopped. But I wasn’t alone. Holland was there.”

“Who is Holland?” Kieran asked, and I realized I’d never mentioned him by name while around him.

“I know who Holland is,” Reaver announced, having sat in one of the armchairs with his apple.

“Good for you, Reaver-butt,” Kieran snapped.

The draken’s eyes narrowed.

“He was one of the Fates,” I told him before turning back to Seraphena. “My Ascension destroyed that realm.”

Casteel stiffened beside me. “Poppy—”

“It’s true. It did,” I said quickly, looking at the Queen. “Right?”

Seraphena didn’t look away. She held my stare, and she didn’t mince words. “Yes.”

“What the fuck?” Casteel growled, stepping forward as Kieran’s head whipped toward her.

I threw an arm out to block Casteel as Reaver moved to stand, the knife halfway through the apple. “It’s the truth. That’s all.”

His gaze flew to mine, the amber of his eyes having cooled to a polished citrine. “It’s not your fault.”

“He’s right,” Seraphena said. “It happened because of your Ascension, but it’s not your fault. You didn’t…choose any of this.”

“I know.” The words tasted a bit bitter.

A moment passed, and then another, before Casteel exhaled heavily. Stepping back, he wrapped his arm around my waist again and pulled me to his side. Tense silence enveloped the chamber.

“This isn’t going at all how I planned,” Seraphena murmured.

“You had a plan?” Reaver once more settled in the chair, cutting through his apple.

“I had the idea of one.” Seraphena inhaled deeply. “Anyway, I’m sure you all have many questions, but first, I need to thank you on behalf of Ash and me. You brought my sons—” Her breath caught, and her eyes closed. “You brought my sons home.”

Anguish, raw and powerful, pierced her shields and slammed into me. I’d never felt such sorrow before, and the glimpse of what she felt was brief. I didn’t even get to taste the tangy bitterness or the acidic burn before her shield was back in place. Still, it was long enough for me to know it wasn’t just agony I sensed in the storm of emotions.

It was also rage.

Scorching, devastating rage that could level cities. That fury mixed with a heavy, choking, helpless sort of sorrow that only a mother could feel. I didn’t know how she bore such torment.

The arm around my waist tightened as Seraphena’s eyes flew open. Streaks of eather swirled through her irises, making me jerk back. Only then did I realize I’d moved toward her, guided by instinct—the need to ease her pain.

Lowering my outstretched hand, I stepped back against Casteel. “Sorry,” I whispered. “I wasn’t thinking—”

“I am the one who should apologize.” She blinked away the glistening sheen in her eyes, swallowing thickly. I suddenly realized Reaver was standing. “I’m fine,” she assured him.

A muscle flexed in his jaw as he watched her for a few seconds and then dropped into the chair by the table again, picking up the piece of apple he’d sliced.

“You would think I’d have better control of my emotions after so many years,” she said with a weak laugh, then cleared her throat. “But my sons…”

“It’s all right,” Casteel said as I reached down and placed my hand on his. His fingers curled against the front of my vest, just above my navel. “We cannot imagine what you and Nyktos felt.”

“I hope none of you ever has to find out.” Inhaling through her nose, she tipped her chin, her gaze meeting mine. “But because of you—because of all of you—both of them are with us now. There are no words to truly express how grateful we are.”

“You don’t have to thank us.” I shifted from one foot to the other, feeling a dull throb of awareness—the approach of…wolven. Many of them.

Behind me, Casteel glanced at Kieran. He was frowning and looking toward the Solar. “How is…Ires?” I asked.

The essence brightened in her eyes and then dimmed. “Your father is resting and recovering.”

My cheeks warmed. Your father. It was hard to think those words, let alone speak or hear them. I started to ask if I could visit him, but was the time right? Did she want me to spend time with him? Would he even want to see me? I exhaled. “And Malec?”

Her lips pressed together. “He is as good as can be expected.”

“We didn’t know that was what…she planned,” I told her, feeling like it needed to be said. “I know that isn’t an excuse, and I don’t mean it to be, but—”

“Reaver already told us that none of you knew what would happen.” Seraphena closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then reopened them. “We love our sons, both of them. Even when they anger us. That love, though, doesn’t blind us to their faults.” Shaking her head, she appeared to struggle with what to say next. “Malec…he has always been independent, needing to forge his own path despite the risks,” she said. Reaver whistled softly under his breath, and her lips pursed as she seemed to prepare herself. “We understand why what was done had to be done.”

Shock rippled through me, mirrored in Casteel and Kieran.

Seraphena’s gaze lifted to Casteel. “That doesn’t mean we were happy about it.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to be,” he said, his thumb swiping across my waist. “Neither would my mother.”

The fresh, springy breeze of a wolven’s imprint brushed against my mind. Poppy? came Delano’s voice. Is everything okay?

Focusing on his mark, I opened the singular pathway to him. Yes.

“Eloana,” Seraphena said. “She loved him.”

Another dose of shock swept through me, momentarily severing my connection with Delano.

“How—?” Casteel paused, his thumb stilling. “How do you know that?”

Delano’s voice reached me once more. We’re being…pulled to Wayfair, but I don’t know why. We feel something…unexpected.

I almost laughed. Something unexpected?

“Neither Nyktos nor I were asleep at the time,” Seraphena explained as I glanced at Kieran. His jaw was tight as he pulled his gaze from the Solar and met mine.

I knew what was happening. It was the Primal notam. And as I’d told Casteel, since she was the true Primal of Life, her presence in the mortal realm was strengthening the original notam.

Everything is okay, I told Delano. I think you’ve been called here because the true Primal of Life is here.

There was a beat of silence, and then, The fuck?

I managed not to laugh. Yeah.

“We never met her, but we…checked in on them—in the least creepy way possible,” she said. “Malec…he did love your mother.”

Casteel’s laugh was short and cutting. “He had an interesting way of showing it.”

The skin at the corners of her mouth pulled taut, but then she nodded curtly. “He treated your mother like the Queen she was until…”

“Until he didn’t,” Casteel finished.

“Until he met her.”

I knew at once that she meant Isbeth, and I had a hard time holding her gaze.

“That doesn’t absolve him of responsibility,” she was quick to say. “Malec made many choices.”

“They really were heartmates?” Casteel asked. “Isbeth and Malec?”

Her gaze flitted away. “They were.”

Casteel tensed behind me. “Then why did you all refuse the heartmate trials?”

“The answer to that question is complicated,” Seraphena said.

I’d always wondered why they’d refuse something like that for one of their sons, but then I realized something. It was partly the timeline surrounding everything, and also instinct. “When did you go to ground?”

“Before the War of Two Kings,” Kieran answered.

Watching her, I shook my head. “That’s not true.”

Seraphena’s gaze returned to mine, and a moment passed before she sighed. “Vadentia?”

I nodded.

“Well…fuck me,” she muttered. I almost laughed. “It was nice being the only one with foresight.”

“You didn’t go to rest before the war. Right?”

“We went to ground after the end of it.”

“You all…you were awake during the war?” Casteel asked, his voice pitched low. His arms fell to his sides, and Kieran stiffened.

“Yes,” Seraphena said.

“And you did nothing?” he demanded. I turned sideways to keep an eye on him. “You did nothing when entire bloodlines were eradicated?”

Her shoulders drew back. “You don’t understand.”

“Damn right, I don’t,” Casteel shot back, the ripple of eather in his voice snapping me from my thoughts.

I placed a hand on his chest as Reaver’s attention shifted to him. Cas. I reached out to him. He took a deep breath, and the eather dimmed.

“We are not to interfere in the mortal realm unless it is to prevent a great catastrophe,” she explained.

Kieran’s eyes widened. “A war isn’t a big enough catastrophe?”

Oh, gods, now he was doing this? The calm, logical one?

The tension returned to the corners of Seraphena’s mouth. “There are rules,” she began, and I nearly groaned. “Rules I don’t personally agree with and do my level best to skirt.”

Casteel laughed, and I stiffened. The sound was low and…shadowy. And I wasn’t the only one who’d picked up on it. Kieran inched closer to him. “Your level best clearly wasn’t good enough.”

Eather pulsed from Seraphena, hot and intense. “Your father would disagree with that.”

Casteel jerked back. “What?”

“All I can say is that we weren’t as uninvolved as the histories will have you believe.” Seraphena’s shoulders relaxed as she calmed the essence in her. “We went to ground shortly after the end of the war.”

“What convenient timing,” Casteel remarked coolly. I was still stuck on the whole mention of Valyn. “You slept through every atrocity committed by the Ascended.”

The chamber was tomb silent, the only sound being a wolven howling outside as Seraphena stared at Casteel.

“Cas,” Kieran warned.

He held up a hand, silencing the wolven, and I hoped to the gods ravens didn’t start flying in. “A whole lot happened after that war. It wasn’t like the suffering and death ended with it. You know that, Kieran.”

Casteel was right.

And it needed to be said.

With the Blood Crown able to grow unchecked, many had suffered and died. We would never know the full extent of the damage, but the anger that always occupied thoughts of the gods sleeping the last several hundred years away wasn’t as intense as it had been in the past. The difference? I thought I knew why.

“It’s because of Malec,” I said.

Seraphena went completely still.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Poppy,” Reaver advised quietly.

“I think I do,” I countered, my heart thumping. It wasn’t the vadentia. It couldn’t tell me the past exactly. It was the emotion I picked up from her. I thought of what Holland had said about me not knowing the scale of devastation Seraphena did—something she was responsible for. “It’s because Malec was entombed. You went to sleep to stop yourself from…causing harm.”

“Harm?” Seraphena laughed, but the sound was without humor. “More like to stop myself from destroying the whole mortal realm in my grief and anger because I couldn’t deal with what I’d done.”

“What did you do?” I heard myself ask.

“I…” Her voice cracked. She closed her eyes, and I saw her fingers twitch at her sides. “I helped entomb my son.”

I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t expected that. Casteel and Kieran seemed just as shocked. The three of us stood there in silence.

“Why?” I whispered.

She didn’t answer for several moments. “The same reason we refused the heartmate trials. The risks were too great.”

“What risks?” I asked, feeling Casteel’s arms wrapping around me again.

Her gaze slid to mine. “Kolis.”

Casteel’s hand fisted against my stomach as the chill radiating from him cooled the length of my back. “What does he have to do with your sons?”

“Everything.” She didn’t say more for a long moment. “Malec wasn’t the only one who made poor decisions. Ash and I made choices, too—hard ones we believed were the only way to prevent Kolis from being freed and unleashing death and destruction no less devastating than the Ancients Awakening. But…” She shook her head. “In the end, our choices built the road that Malec and Ires inevitably traveled down.” Her gaze met mine. “And now that road ends with you—all of you.”

I watched her turn, the length of her tunic fluttering to reveal a white dagger strapped to her upper thigh.

“We don’t have much time, and there are things we must discuss—and do,” she said, walking toward the credenza. “The wolven already feel my presence.” Stopping at the table, she picked up a decanter and pulled the stopper, pouring some amber-hued liquor. “The longer I am in this realm, the more the notam will strengthen in my favor. We cannot allow that to happen. You will need their help.” She picked up the glass and faced us. “Kolis hasn’t only been freed.” Her emerald-and-sterling gaze met mine. “He’s coming for you.”
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CASTEEL

Coming for you.

Muscles tensed in my neck as my head cut to Reaver. The draken was busy flipping the carving knife as our conversation about what Isbeth actually needed Poppy for cycled in my head.

“He wants to become the true Primal of Life and Death,” Poppy said, and my gaze shifted back to Seraphena. “We know we need to stop him.”

I watched her, thinking about what the grul—Kolis—had called Poppy.

My soul.

I felt Poppy’s hand fold around mine. The warmth of her touch was a stark contrast to the coldness of mine.

“And we failed to prevent him from coming back,” Poppy said, causing me to frown. “We won’t fail at this.”

“You didn’t fail. Not really.” Seraphena took a drink. “You stopped him from inhabiting my son’s body, which would’ve made him stronger and faster—”

“I’m sorry? What?” Poppy exclaimed, and I cursed. “Isbeth needed to sacrifice someone she loved for the ritual,” she said.

“That’s what we thought,” Kieran was quick to say. “And, apparently, no one”—he glared at Reaver—“felt the need to correct us until recently.”

Catching the knife, Reaver returned Kieran’s look with a bored one.

Poppy twisted at the waist to look up at me. “What were we wrong about?”

It was Seraphena who answered. “Given what was done, it appears Isbeth plotted to use my son as a…vessel for Kolis’s aru’lis—his soul. Which would’ve been…” She inhaled sharply. “I can’t even think about that. And I don’t need to,” she said, sounding like she was convincing herself as much as us. “You were able to prevent that from happening.”

“For it to have worked, it would’ve needed to happen the moment Malec’s soul left his body.” My attention shifted to Seraphena. Eather had seeped into the veins beneath her eyes again. I refocused on Poppy. “I kept meaning to bring it up, but more happened.”

“But…” Poppy’s brows knitted, and I knew the moment she realized what that meant. The breath she took was sharp and shallow. “So, she wasn’t…?” Her laugh was quick and sounded brittle. “She wasn’t making some…grand and unexpected sacrifice.”

I tightened my arms around her as Kieran moved closer. I wished she’d never had to learn this. I’d rather she have the lie, as fucked up as that sounded.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, brushing my lips across her temple as Seraphena watched us. Her grip on the cup was tight enough to crack the glass.

“It’s all right.” Poppy laughed again. Fuck if it was all right. “To be honest, I’m not even surprised.” She exhaled softly. “All right, then. So…I’m going to be honest.” Her chin lifted. “I’m not sure what difference preventing him from taking Malec as a vessel ended up making—other than it being incredibly disturbing. He still found a way to return to power, and clearly, he has. His will alone…” Her shoulders squared. “Well, we know what his will is capable of.”

“If he had succeeded in taking Malec as a vessel, he would’ve practically returned to full power. And yes, he is powerful now, but also still weak.” Seraphena turned, trailing a hand along the gilded molding on the wall. “If not, he would’ve killed both Rhahar and Saion. And he would’ve already come for me.” Her lips twisted into a vicious smile eerily similar to ones I’d seen on Poppy’s lips. “The fucker has quite the massive bone to pick with me.”

Poppy blinked.

“Do you have any idea where Kolis might be?” she asked.

“We’re thinking Pensdurth,” Kieran said, crossing his arms. “But we aren’t sure. We sent a regiment there and are waiting to hear from them.”

“Do you think he’s fully corporeal now?” Poppy asked.

“Unfortunately,” Seraphena muttered. “He has a buffet of Ascended and those reborn from death,” she said, her lip curling, “to feed upon. And they’re likely coming to him in droves, happily marching to their deaths.”

“Even the Revenants?” Poppy asked. I knew her thoughts went to Millicent.

Fuck.

If that was where she’d disappeared to…

“You meant to say the abominations,” Seraphena sneered.

I tensed as Poppy’s anger gathered hot and acidic in my mouth.

“If the Revenants are anything like many of the Ascended, they likely didn’t have much choice,” Poppy stated coolly, and I knew those words were fueled by the love she already felt for the sister she barely knew. “But you may not know that, given you’ve been sleeping.”

Shit.

Seraphena’s gaze flicked to her, and I heard Kieran mutter a similar curse. I kept my eyes on Seraphena. Eather hummed through me. If she so much as made a move toward Poppy…

“Ash was right,” Seraphena murmured.

“About?” I asked.

“He warned me about her.”

My arm tightened around Poppy’s waist, ready to shove her behind me if necessary. “Is that so?”

“He warned me that she was like me.” Her eyes narrowed on me. “Do you think I can’t feel the essence rising in you?”

“Do I look like I care if you can?” I retorted.

Her head tilted slightly as she eyed us. “I approve of your repetitive need to protect her. It’s endearing,” she said. “But unnecessary.”

“Because you’re no threat to her?” I asked, keeping my tone level.

“No,” Poppy said, slipping out of my arms, only to come up against Kieran, who now partially blocked her. Rolling her eyes, she gently shoved him aside. “Because I can handle myself.”

Seraphena smiled at me. “Exactly.”

A moment passed before Poppy said, “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“You didn’t?” Seraphena countered.

Poppy’s fingers curled against the front of her vest. “I didn’t intentionally mean to be rude,” she amended. I had to fight a grin. My Queen had meant what she said. “But you have been asleep.”

“I was, but I was also there to witness the very first of the Chosen be turned into Ascended by Kolis without choice,” she said, sending a bolt of surprise through the three of us. “Neither of us has any way of knowing if the Revenants of this age had a choice, but I should’ve been clearer in what I said. What was done to them is an abomination. They are not who they were before. They’ve become nothing more than reanimated flesh with no desires other than to serve their creator.”

Poppy was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know if that is true for all of them.”

“It’s not for a few of them.” Seraphena sipped from her glass. “I know my other granddaughter is not like other Revenants.”

Poppy’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Good. I think Millicent may…” She shook her head and cleared her throat. “I’m hoping you will be a little more helpful than the last people I asked about stopping Kolis.”

“I assume you asked Holland?” she said with a wry grin as she started to walk again, prowling along the wall. “And he likely said something along the lines of, ‘I cannot answer that.’”

Poppy’s lips curled up. “You must’ve been on the receiving end of that answer.”

Seraphena huffed out a dry laugh. “More than a time or a thousand.” She stopped at the doorway to the Solar, her head cocking to the side. “I’ve never understood what they do and don’t see as interference.”

“Glad I’m not the only one confused by that,” I muttered. “So, any help will be greatly appreciated.”

“You will have to kill him,” Seraphena said, looking at Poppy. “And it will have to be you.” Her gaze shot to mine before returning to Poppy. “And he already knows that.”

Poppy turned to me. “You do?”

“I was told that,” I bit out. “Doesn’t mean I agree with or believe it.”

“Why?” Kieran demanded. “Why does it have to be her?”

Seraphena’s gaze moved from Poppy to me. A moment passed. “Because she is the Primal of Life and Death.”

“And she’s also a badass. We are well aware of that,” I said as Poppy turned back to me. It was my voice. I could hear the shadows in it. “But you also entombed Kolis before.”

“We did. It took an army, and we lost many in the process,” Seraphena said. “And Kolis is not without supporters. Gods who have hidden their loyalty to him are now awake. Then there are the Ascended and Revenants who will join him.”

My brows rose as she plucked up one of the straps I used for my swords. Watching her, I couldn’t help but think about Millicent, and not because she looked so damn much like her. Also because she had the same habit of picking up and touching shit like she’d never seen the item before.

Then again, so did Poppy.

“If I know him,” she continued, “he will work hard to convince more to come to his side.” She laid the strap down as Kieran shot me a look. “He can also be very convincing. He will gain an army in addition to those he’s summoned from the Abyss.”

“What,” Poppy asked, “did he summon from there?”

“We’re still trying to determine exactly what he freed. That is what we’ve been dealing with, by the way,” she said. “They don’t answer his summonses without making some pit stops along the way. Right now, we know he summoned the sekya.”

“The fuck is that?” I muttered.

She arched a brow. “They go by many names—shrew, ni’mere, furie. They are half mortal and half really large bird.”

Poppy’s mouth dropped open.

“But,” Seraphena stressed, “they have not entered the mortal realm.” She paused. “Yet.”

“Yet?” Poppy murmured. “That’s…reassuring.”

“At least we stopped the lyrue from escaping.”

“Do I even want to know?” Kieran asked.

“They were one of Eythos’s attempts at creating dual life that didn’t go so well.” Her head cocked. “Imagine a wolven unable to control their shifts, with an insatiable hunger for flesh.”

Kieran’s mouth snapped shut.

“Unfortunately, most ended up in the Abyss upon their deaths, which means Kolis controls them—he controls everything that resides there, even the creatures created by the Ancients.”

“I guess it’s a good thing we have one,” I said, glancing at Reaver. He’d gone quiet, just sat there with his chin nearly touching his chest. “And that we have you and Nyktos.”

“But you don’t have us,” she said.

My gaze snapped back to her. “I’m going to need you to repeat that because I’m sure I didn’t hear that right.”

Seraphena grimaced. “You heard me right. We are Primals of a Court. There is only so much we can do—only so much any of us can do.”

I opened my mouth, but Poppy spoke first. “That’s why Rhahar sacrificed himself.”

“I knew that,” Kieran said, and Poppy narrowed her eyes at him. “But there is also the Blood Treaty that says only gods born in the mortal realm will have full power.” He looked back at Seraphena. “I don’t know why you or Nyktos cannot fight, but it doesn’t mean you don’t have any power.”

“Because if they fight in the mortal realm, they will end up destroying most of it,” Poppy murmured, her eyes widening. “That’s why Saion was…struggling to get the leviathan under control. He wasn’t able to use his full power.”

“Correct,” Seraphena confirmed.

Poppy looked at Kieran, her eyes glittering with an adorable amount of smugness. He struggled to remain impassive and not smile in the face of it.

“Was Kolis born in the mortal realm?” I asked.

“He was,” she answered. Of course, he was. “Those not born in the mortal realm aren’t without power. And luckily, I happen to know a Primal without ties to a Court who isn’t a baby Primal like you all.”

“Baby?” Kieran muttered. “Who’s a baby?”

Reaver snickered. I’d thought the fucker had fallen asleep. “She means the three of you. But especially you.”

“Okay, Reaver-butt,” Kieran snapped.

The draken picked up the knife and started flipping it.

“Sorry.” Seraphena’s smile grew as she glanced at me, and fuck if that expression didn’t unnerve me. “It was just something a friend called newly Ascended Primals.”

“You’re talking about Attes,” I surmised.

She nodded.

Poppy tipped her head. “There’s something I don’t understand. Lirian—”

“Lirian?” Kieran interrupted.

“Another…Fate,” she answered.

Seraphena chuckled at Poppy’s tone. “We call him Lir-ass, and I can tell you know why.”

“Gods, do I ever,” Poppy muttered. My eyes narrowed, and I made a mental note to ask her about that later. “He made it sound like the Deminyen are the only Primals without a Court, but clearly that’s not the case. Attes is one. So was Rhahar.”

“They are not the same. Attes ruled a Court but went into stasis,” Seraphena explained. “Another rose to take his place.” She paused. “Temporarily. But he has not shown any interest in retaking his crown.”

There was a slight pull to Poppy’s brows. “That’s why he’s not considered a Deminyen,” she said quietly.

“And Rhahar was technically still only a god, even though he was given Primal authority,” she said as if that explained everything.

“When will Attes return?” I asked, glancing at Seraphena.

“He’ll be here soon.”

“I know who he is to me,” I said.

A funny look crossed her features, a mixture of amusement and a little concern. “You do?”

I thought I did.

“You should already know that you can trust him, but just in case he hasn’t earned that right, I can tell you that I trust him with my life, and he hates Kolis with a passion.” Her gaze returned to Poppy, and I thought I saw a slight wince. “And has for even longer than Ash and I.”

“Well, I guess that’s good,” Poppy murmured.

Seraphena studied her granddaughter for a few moments. “You will not be without aid, Poppy. If shit goes south, we will not leave you hanging.” She lifted her chin. “That is a promise.”

Poppy sucked in a shaky breath as she nodded. I could’ve sworn I felt Seraphena’s oath etch itself into my bones.

“There is something we must take care of before I return to Iliseeum,” Seraphena said as Reaver rose. “We must bring Jadis home.”


CHAPTER 36
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POPPY

We shadowstepped to Ironspire.

Of course, Kieran remained behind. I still found his aversion to shadowstepping amusing. It rivaled my dislike of serpents.

I glanced over at Seraphena. I kept stealing glances and had been since we arrived in the entrance hall, waiting for Reaver to join us.

He, too, had refused to shadowstep.

Did she dislike serpents, or was she fond of them? Millicent struck me as the type to keep one as a beloved pet. It was a strange thing for me to think of all things considered, but she was…family. I wanted to know more about her.

I wanted to know more about Ires, too. My father.

But now didn’t seem like the right time to ask those questions. I had more important things to focus on. Starting with whether or not Reaver had informed Seraphena about our first trip to Ironspire.

As Casteel did what he’d done last time and left to check the halls, I peeked over at the Queen of the Gods and found her watching me.

She blinked and quickly looked away. Pink colored her cheeks as she eyed the iron beams and the stained glass above. “Sorry,” she said quietly. “It’s just that you look like…”

I tensed. “Please, don’t say my mother.”

Her lip curled slightly, and her gaze returned to mine. “I think you look more like my son, which is…”

“What?”

“Confusing,” she murmured. “But it makes sense.”

My brows rose. Of course, it would make sense. I had no idea why it was confusing.

Seraphena laughed softly. “That probably made no sense to you.”

I figured there was no point in lying. “It didn’t.”

She inhaled deeply. “There are…things I need to tell you,” she said, her voice dropping as she glanced to where Casteel was checking out the eastern hall. “Later.” Her head tilted. “He’s very protective of you.” She smiled as her gaze returned to mine. “Not that you don’t already know that.”

My lips spread into a smile as the subject of our conversation moved to the southern hall. “He is.”

“Ash is the same way,” she said after a moment, drawing my gaze back to her. She had picked up a strand of hair and started twirling it around her finger.

I immediately thought about what Holland had said. That, like me, she did things to keep her hands busy when nervous or trying not to use them. I hoped this was the former.

“He knows full well that I can take care of myself,” she continued, her smile softening. “But you would never guess that based on how he behaves. It is as endearing as it is annoying.” She paused. “As I’m sure you know.”

I laughed. “I do.”

“I can hear you both,” Casteel announced as he exited the southern hall. Looking over at us, he arched a brow and made his way to the western hall.

“We know,” Seraphena called, the green of her eyes twinkling with amusement. It faded quickly, though. “Damn, he looks so much like him.”

I remembered then what Rhahar had said. I’d completely forgotten it in the aftermath. “Kyn?”

Her head jerked toward me, and she nodded curtly. “How do you know about him?”

“Rhahar said it,” Casteel answered, crossing the entry hall. “It seemed I reminded Attes of someone, too. He never said a name, though.”

I didn’t miss how Seraphena’s features tightened. “Kyn was Attes’s brother. His twin,” she said, surprising me. “They were nearly identical. I supposed they would’ve been considered fraternal twins, just as Malec and Ires, but they shared far more physical similarities. Just minor differences, such as hair color.”

Casteel stopped to stand next to me. “Attes looked like an older version of my brother, Malik, and was damn near a spitting image of our father.”

Seraphena frowned, likely at the name so similar to her son’s, but seemed to let it go. “You’re not twins, though?”

Casteel shook his head. “You’re not going to tell me anything more about my ancestry?”

“Nope.” Her smile returned. “I’ll leave that up to your father.”

Her smile had the knowing edge of someone who knew something another did not.

It was slightly unnerving.

“What happened to Kyn?” Casteel asked.

It took a moment for the vadentia to do its thing. It didn’t tell me what’d happened to him, but it did tell me who he was. The Primal God of Peace and Vengeance.

Seraphena’s eyes met Casteel’s. “Attes killed him.”

I choked on the breath I took and coughed. “Sorry,” I croaked as Casteel turned to me in concern. “I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

Seraphena winced as Casteel rubbed the center of my back while I struggled to not wheeze in front of the Queen of the Gods. “It should be me who’s apologizing. I can be a bit…blunt.”

“He killed his brother,” Casteel said, “and we’re supposed to trust him?”

“He killed his brother and still helped break Kolis’s influence over Penellaphe,” she countered.

“Those two things seem grossly unrelated,” he responded.

“Oddly, they aren’t,” she said, causing me to frown. “Kyn was loyal to Kolis.” Essence crackled through her irises. “The fucker deserved it.”

I opened my mouth and then snapped it shut. All right, then.

I felt Reaver drawing close. Casteel’s head tilted, eyes narrowing slightly. “What does Kyn have to do with Attes helping us?” he asked.

Seraphena didn’t answer for a moment. “You will have to ask him.”

Casteel smiled, but there was no hint of his dimple. “I will.”

“Good.” Seraphena’s smile was unnervingly wide. “I’m sure that will go…well.”

Cas’s smile faded.

Okay.

Time to change the subject.

I cleared my throat. “Did Reaver tell you that I tried to wake Jadis?”

Pulling her stare from Casteel, she nodded. “Thank you for trying.”

I shifted, uncomfortable with the gratitude when I hadn’t been able to do it. “Nektas thought I could wake her.”

“You will be able to,” she said, sounding so damn confident my stomach tumbled. “Jadis just needs…coaxing.” The skin around the corners of her mouth pulled taut. “But the eather in you? Even being a baby Primal, it’s powerful enough to wake her. She just has to want to.”

The iron doors groaned as they opened, and I dared a quick peek in that direction.

“At least he’s wearing pants instead of carrying them this time,” Casteel muttered.

I cracked a grin.

Reaver approached, his chin down and fair hair shielding most of his face.

Seraphena stepped forward and placed a hand on his arm. “Ready?” she asked softly.

Reaver nodded, then led us toward the northern hall. We followed, hoping Seraphena was right, and I could wake Jadis this time.

“You mentioned seeing Holland and Lirian,” Seraphena said as we crossed the large vestibule. “Was that when you crossed the Veil? Or when you were in Iliseeum?”

Surprised, I glanced over at her as something that felt a lot like disappointment rose. She’d known I was there but hadn’t come to see me?

“I sensed your presence there,” she continued as we passed under the arched opening. “But I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to come to you.” Her gaze slid to mine. “In other words, I was quite pissed off that Holland had stopped me from crossing the Veil. We had it out once I sensed his return.”

My disappointment eased as I wondered if that was what had delayed him. “I met Holland in the Continents—that’s what the place was called,” I explained, scanning the imposing liminite statues. In the sunlight of dawn, the stone was more gray than lavender. “Then Lirian while I was at Mount Lotho. Then there was…” I trailed off, frowning.

“Aydun,” Casteel finished for me. The sudden feeling of something not being as I remembered rose.

Seraphena jerked to a halt. “Aydun?” she repeated. Reaver stopped and faced us. “The…Fate, Aydun?”

“If we’re speaking about an Aydun who has his nipples pierced,” Casteel replied as I scanned the hall—nothing looked different, “then yes.”

Seraphena’s lips flattened. “When did you speak with him?”

“When Poppy crossed the Veil,” he explained as we started walking again. “He was there to make sure I…behaved myself.”

Seraphena let out a breathy laugh.

“They were worried he would follow me to the other realm,” I added, not missing how she’d responded to his name. “I’m guessing you’re aware of him?”

“Unfortunately.”

“He did sound like he was familiar with you and Nyktos,” Casteel commented. “And he eats more than that draken does.”

“Reaver is still a growing youngling,” Seraphena said, and my eyes tracked the pink staining his cheeks before he faced forward again. “He needs to eat often.”

“Aww,” Casteel mocked, an amused smirk playing across his lips. “Does Reaver-butt also need extra nap times?”

Reaver’s head snapped around, and his upper lip peeled back. A low rumble started from deep in his chest—

“He does need extra sleep,” Seraphena answered.

Casteel’s smirk spread. “And does—?”

I smacked his chest with the back of my hand.

“Ouch.” He laughed and looked down at me. He moved so quickly that I nearly tripped over my feet when I felt the sharp nip of his fangs against my earlobe. “So incredibly violent,” he purred. “I like.”

Flushed, I shot him a look of warning.

“A lot,” he murmured.

“What did Aydun speak to you about?” Seraphena asked, starting to walk once more.

Casteel’s jaw flexed. “He gave me a history lesson, then told me what would happen if Kolis wasn’t stopped. Other than that, not much.”

My gaze darted between them. Both seemed like there was more they weren’t saying. “Can Aydun be trusted?”

“No Fate can be trusted.”

“Not even Holland?” I asked, glancing over the teardrop shields and the swords pointed to the high, arched ceiling. Something felt different. “He spoke as if you two were acquainted.”

“We are.” She paused. “I trust him…to the extent that I know he means me no harm.”

“That’s an odd way of phrasing it,” Casteel noted.

She glanced back at us. “The Fates have one goal: keeping the balance. And they will do anything to maintain it.”

Considering I was here, they really hadn’t done a great job of that. “Do you know how many Fates there are?”

Casteel’s gaze slid toward me as Seraphena tipped her head to the side. “I cannot say. They seem to be very cagey about their numbers.”

I huffed. “I met three of them in Mount Lotho—Holland, Lirian, and Thorne.”

“Thorne?” Curiosity rang from her tone. “Him, I haven’t met. I know of two more.”

So, there were definitely six. “Do you know how many of them need to be alive to maintain the realms?”

Once more, I felt Casteel’s stare as Seraphena let out a throaty laugh. “Why? You planning to end one?”

I said nothing as we reached the end of the hall, not sure how she would respond if I said yes. Then again, my non-answer was an answer, wasn’t it? I took one last look at the hall—

Jerking to a stop, I turned around, my gaze swinging to the statues. It was them. Something was different about them.

“Poppy?” Casteel questioned.

“Just a moment,” I murmured, quickly counting the statues. There were fourteen. I knew there had been a little over a dozen the last time, though I hadn’t counted them. It couldn’t be that.

My eyes moved from the teardrop shields to their swords—the swords. I sucked in a sharp breath.

“What’s going on?” Casteel asked.

“Weren’t the swords pointed at the floor the last time we were here?”

Frowning, Casteel looked the statues over. “Honestly? I don’t remember. I wasn’t paying attention to them.” He looked over his shoulder. “Do you remember, Reaver-butt?”

“No,” the draken growled. “And stop calling me that.”

Smirking, Casteel turned to me. “You think they changed?”

I did, but statues didn’t just move around, especially not eight-foot-tall ones. If something was up with them, wouldn’t Seraphena pick up on it?

Dragging my stare from them, I turned. “Sorry. I think I just remembered wrong.”

Casteel looked back as we started walking again, the skin between his brows creasing.

“So?” Seraphena looked back at me, her brows raised. “Which one pissed you off that much?”

“Just one?” I replied, pushing the weirdness of the statues aside. “It wasn’t Holland—well, I am irritated with him, but not to that level.”

Her lips curled up. “I should talk you out of whatever you’re thinking.”

“But you’re not going to,” Reaver cast over his shoulder.

Her smile widened. “Nope.”

Now, my brows shot up. “Really? You’re the true Primal of Life.”

“I’m also extremely petty and prone to acts of violence when angered,” she replied.

“Well, now we know where you got that from,” Casteel murmured.

I shot him a glare as we neared the end of the hall.

Seraphena’s eyes glimmered as long, icy-blond hair fell across her shoulder. “No, I’m not the one to go to if you need to be talked out of committing violence. Ash, on the other hand? He is far more…”

“Calm? Thoughtful?” Reaver suggested. “Less vindictive?”

Seraphena’s lips pursed. “Thank you for all the helpful examples, Reaver. But yes, Ash is more likely to talk you out of it.”

“That seems backward,” I admitted.

She snorted. “I can’t argue with that. But I don’t know the answer to the question either.”

Damn it.

“By the way,” she said to Reaver, “I’m not that vindictive.”

“Uh-huh,” Reaver hummed.

Casteel’s mark brushed against my mind like a gentle caress of pine and winter. We will be talking more about this interest in the Fates later.

I didn’t answer. I’d hoped he’d forget about that interest, as I doubted even he would be on board with me wanting to kill a Fate.

“Earlier,” Seraphena said, “when I spoke of my sons, you felt my emotions.”

“I did.”

“And you wanted to…ease them?”

“Yes.” Wind rattled the windows. “It’s an urge that’s hard for me to ignore.”

She nodded. “You got that from Ash’s side of the family,” she told me, and my curiosity piqued. “He can sense emotions. As could his mother. She could also do more.”

Captivated by the little details, a smile spread across my face. There was so much I didn’t know about where I came from. “I can…taste emotions—well, now I kind of just sense them,” I told her. “Is it like that for him? The tasting part?”

“Taste them?” Her nose scrunched. “Now, I’m curious to know what something tastes like. But no, he can just read what another is feeling.”

“That’s probably why they changed,” Casteel noted.

“You’re likely to see an increase in your abilities as time passes,” Seraphena said. “A sharpening of your senses. It doesn’t happen all at once.”

“You said Nyktos’s mother could also do more?” I asked.

“She passed long before I came to be,” she said, “but from what I know, she could influence someone’s emotions.”

I thought about what I’d done at the Chamber of Nyktos and how Alastir had claimed the Atlantians would see me as a Soul Eater. It used to bother me to even consider that. Now? I didn’t worry if some out there still believed that. I had bigger things to be concerned with.

“She shared lineage with the Gods of Sleep,” Seraphena continued. “They can do something similar—invade one’s dreams to discover their secrets and manipulate what they see.”

My eyes widened at that.

“Sounds like a fun time,” Casteel remarked.

Seraphena snorted, but her humor quickly vanished. “There’s only one left.” Her voice tightened. “When Kolis stole Eythos’s embers, it caused a…catastrophic shockwave. Many gods were lost. Entombing Kolis had a more minor impact, but there was still one. Nothing comes without a cost.” She saw that Reaver had stopped in front of the door. “Kolis can do something similar. He can root out someone’s worst fears and insecurities, amplify those emotions, and then make them live through it. It’s an ability unique to a true Primal of Death so they can ensure those sentenced to the Abyss are punished…effectively.”

“Gods,” I muttered. I remembered Kieran mentioning that Attes had said as much, but I was still somewhat horrified by the idea that the ability even existed.

“You may develop something like it.” She glanced at Casteel. “Both of you may. But be wary. Being newly Ascended Primals, you’re both susceptible to such tactics.”

My stomach hollowed. Kolis had done just that while I was in stasis. The memory was still fuzzy around the edges, but that was how he’d gotten inside my head.

Casteel’s jaw tensed. “Any way to not be so susceptible?”

“Unfortunately, not.” A rush of cool, musty air filled the hall as Reaver opened the heavy iron door. “All you can do is be aware of it and fight against it. Block it out.”

“Creating a…mental shield is something I’ve never been that great at,” I said.

“Actually, you have been doing it,” Casteel said as I followed Seraphena into the stairwell.

“I have?”

“Yeah. I figured you weren’t exactly aware of it.”

“I had a hard time with that myself,” Seraphena shared. “I honestly didn’t realize I was even doing it until Ash pointed it out to me. It took a long time for me to realize that it was tied to the essence inside me. I had to will the shields instead of picturing them.” She looked over her shoulder as Casteel closed the door behind us. “You should try that.”

“I will,” I murmured, thinking it sounded too simple. But if I was doing it without knowing it, then it probably was just that easy. If there were any moments when I was myself while under Kolis’s influence, then I must have put up shields to push him out, at least temporarily.

“Have you been here before?” Seraphena asked.

“No—well, I mean, not before the last time. Though it’s possible I was here as a child before I was sent to Masadonia and don’t remember.”

“How…?” Ducking her head, she tucked several strands of hair behind her ear. “How was your childhood?”

“It was…. It wasn’t bad.”

“Is that the truth?” she pressed.

I could feel Casteel’s stare drilling into the back of my head. “Yes. I mean, it could’ve been worse. I don’t remember much before my mo—before Coralena and Leopold tried to take me away. After, I was…” Seeing Seraphena’s shoulders stiffen, I pressed my lips together and winced when I scraped them with my fangs. I wasn’t sure how honest I should be. Suddenly, Seraphena’s pace slowed.

“Watch out for the last step,” Reaver advised as he had the last time, then disappeared around the bend. “It’s steep.”

I felt Casteel’s hand on my lower back. “I’d been injured, and that time is kind of a blur, but I was taken care of.”

“By Isbeth?” Seraphena asked as we entered a shorter hall that widened out.

“Yes.”

She slowed so that I walked beside her. “Were you happy? As a child?”

Gods, that was a hard question to answer. “I don’t know,” I admitted, laughing awkwardly. “I was taken care of, and I had my brother—” I stopped when Seraphena halted mid-step. “I mean, Ian,” I clarified.

“He will always be your brother,” Seraphena said, walking once more.

Yes. He would.

I breathed through the pain that always accompanied thoughts of him. A heartbeat later, I felt Casteel’s fingers curling around mine. “How did you know about Ian?”

She didn’t answer immediately. “Vikter.”

“Oh, yeah.” He had spoken about Seraphena as if he were familiar with her.

“You were saying?” she pressed.

“I was Chosen by the Gods,” I continued with an eye roll. “So, I was treated well.”

“But?”

I peeked at Seraphena. Her gaze was trained on Reaver as she twisted her fingers. “But that was when they first placed me in the veil, and no one but Ian was allowed to speak to or touch me. He spent as much time with me as he could, but he had his schooling, so I was often alone.” I exhaled long and slow as Casteel squeezed my hand. “I thought I was happy, but I…I was lonely.”

She remained silent as we trailed behind Reaver. “We have far too much in common, Poppy. I imagine it is the same with Millicent.”

My heart turned over heavily.

“You mentioned a Coralena? I do not know her.”

“I…I was told she was Isbeth’s Handmaiden and had fallen in love with a merchant’s son,” I told her.

“Leopold?” she said, the skin at the corners of her mouth tightening. “And you were told they were your and Ian’s parents?”

“Yes.” I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her, but I decided to be upfront. “I was told Leopold was a viktor. I don’t know how much of that is true because Coralena…well, she was a Revenant.”

Seraphena’s features sharpened.

“But she wasn’t like the other Handmaidens. She couldn’t have been,” I quickly added, remembering how Isbeth had told me that Coralena used magic to conceal her lifeless blue eyes from me. “She knew some or all of what Isbeth planned, and with Leopold’s help, she took Ian and me away. She went against Isbeth and… She died because of it.”

Seraphena’s brow furrowed. “That is unusual. Are you sure she was a Revenant?”

“That’s what Isbeth said, and Millicent confirmed it,” I said. “But I was told that Ian was their son.”

Seraphena inhaled sharply. “Revenants cannot reproduce.” She swallowed and picked up a strand of her hair again. “But it’s possible she conceived Ian before she became a Revenant. That doesn’t explain how she maintained a sense of self, though.”

It didn’t.

“Is it possible Coralena wasn’t entirely mortal?” Casteel questioned. “Like Millicent? Or perhaps she descended more directly from a god—one who perhaps woke before you?”

“Is it possible? Yes.” Her expression smoothed out. “I will ask Ires.”

She spoke again as we passed narrow, arched openings dimly lit from within. “I grew up in Wayfair when the capital you know today was larger and its own kingdom. I, too, was Chosen. Not by the gods but for a god.”

“Nyktos?”

She nodded. “I spent most of my childhood alone. Except for Holland.”

My brows rose. “The same Holland I know?”

“I knew him simply as a knight tasked with my training.” She glanced at me. “Like you knew Vikter as a Royal Guard. Except I was trained to kill Nyktos,” she added, and I nearly tripped.

Casteel’s head swung toward her. “Come again?”

Her lips tipped up. “It’s quite a long, convoluted tale.” She looked over at us. “I will tell you about it someday.”

This time, when my heart skipped, it did so with hope—hope for a real, true familial bond not weighed down by deceit. “I’d like that.”

Her smile widened. “As would I.” She let go of her hair, and it slowly unraveled. “And Ires. He would like to see you and your sister once he’s well enough.”

The shadowy hall ahead blurred. I wanted to say that I’d love to do that but could only nod since I didn’t trust myself to speak. This was my first time meeting Seraphena in the flesh. I didn’t want to sob all over her.

A moment passed. “I wasn’t surprised when I learned of your name.”

My heart kicked up for some reason. “Isbeth named me after the goddess Penellaphe.”

Her nostrils flared as eather coursed through her eyes. “Is that what she said?”

“Yes…” A strange tingling sensation swept up the back of my neck and head as Casteel’s steps slowed. The narrowing hall ahead disappeared for a moment, replaced by walls of aged wood that carried the scent of smoke.

Your name wasn’t chosen by her.

I sucked in a sharp breath at the sound of Leopold’s voice, and I blinked rapidly.

“The goddess Penellaphe and I are very close,” Seraphena said. “And both your father and his brother spent a lot of time in her company. I think he may have had a boyhood crush on her.” She laughed softly, the sound light yet heavy. “She is your namesake, but he chose your name.”

You were not named by the Queen. I named you after my…mother’s dear friend.

A tremor coursed up my arms as Leopold’s voice echoed faintly in my head. But that didn’t make sense. He wouldn’t have known about Seraphena’s friendship with Penellaphe. And he wouldn’t have named me. He wasn’t my father.

“Are you okay?” Casteel asked quietly.

I didn’t know the answer to that as I tried to see Ires’s face, but I only kept seeing Leopold, which was strange because, as the years passed, I’d struggled to recall his features at all. But now? I could easily see the proud lines of his jaw and how his chin ended in a slight point. His broad and high cheekbones and pine-green eyes. I’d been told I was a replica of Coralena when she was younger, but that had been an obvious lie. I looked like Isbeth and, inexplicably, Leopold. Confusion swirled through me as I stared ahead. Perhaps it was because I didn’t remember seeing Ires before I went into stasis, and his features had transposed onto my memories of Leopold. But that also didn’t feel right. And why would Isbeth lie about being the one to name me? I almost laughed. Did she need a reason?

Something occurred to me then. Did Seraphena and Nyktos know about Malec and Isbeth’s son—the one Alastir had killed on Eloana’s orders? She had to. They were still awake then.

Casteel reached over as we walked and pressed his fingers under my chin. “Poppy?”

“Y-yes,” I said. “I’m fine. Just thinking about everything.”

Doubt joined the concern etched into his features. He started to speak when Reaver stopped at the mouth of the sunken chamber and turned to Seraphena. “She’s not in—”

“I remember what you said.” Seraphena cupped his cheek. “I’m ready.”

Feeling the low hum of eather, I wondered if Sera and Reaver were communicating with each other through the notam—something I couldn’t do with the draken. They could sense my will, but it wasn’t like how I could communicate with the wolven—and Cas. Either way, I took his hand and stepped into the sunken chamber, wanting to give them some space. Pushing aside thoughts of Malec and Isbeth’s son, I glanced around. The first thing I noticed was that the packed earth was now clear of the tattered clothing, broken bones, and debris. I lifted my gaze to Jadis’s misshapen form. An ache blossomed in my chest.

Reaver entered first, walking to the wall to lift a torch. He turned, casting light toward where Jadis rested. “Where is—?” Seraphena jerked to a stop with a ragged cry. “Dear gods, my poor girl.”

My throat tightened as I watched her stagger forward and drop to her knees at Jadis’s entombed form.

Tears burned my eyes. Sorrow and anger radiated from Seraphena as she shook her head.

“Jadis has always been small.” Firelight glanced off Seraphena’s cheeks, catching the glisten of crimson tears. “Like her mother. That’s what Nektas told me once. But…” She wiped furiously at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “But she should be larger by now, even in her rest. She should’ve grown if…”

Seraphena couldn’t seem to finish. She didn’t need to. Jadis would’ve grown if she’d been in a physical state to be able to. And knowing Isbeth—knowing what she did to those she held captive—the draken had likely been starved and wounded.

Reaver remained standing but moved back several feet from them. He stayed quiet as he stared at Jadis. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how long he’d spent doing only that since he found her.

I slipped my hand free of Casteel’s, wanting to go to Seraphena, wishing I knew her well enough to offer comfort. I held myself back and folded my arms tightly. The same anger I’d felt the first time I came here swelled, coating my insides with an icy rage. The eather stirred but I willed it to settle. This wasn’t about me and my anger and disgust.

Casteel shoved a hand through his hair. “How long do you think she was entombed?”

“I really don’t know,” Seraphena mumbled. “Decades?” She placed a trembling hand near the two growths atop Jadis’s stone head. “Over a century? Maybe longer.”

“Ires came to look for Malec two centuries ago,” I said. “But I don’t believe she was entombed for that long.”

Seraphena’s head cut to me. “Why do you say that?”

“Because Isbeth used her to kill Revenants. That was how Coralena died, and that was less than twenty years ago.”

Seraphena nodded as she turned her attention back to Jadis. “Isbeth will answer for this. She will answer for all her crimes. That, I promise you.” Heat traveled with Seraphena’s words, searing her vow into the earthen walls. “And she will pay gravely for them.”

My breath snagged. “Her soul…?”

“Is in the Abyss.”

“Good,” I said, feeling Casteel’s eyes on me.

Seraphena’s head lowered. “She is still your mother.”

“And she was a horrible monster,” I said. Seraphena looked over her shoulder at me. Words bubbled up, and for once, I didn’t stop them. “I used to struggle with who she was to me, how she treated me, and who she actually was. I no longer do.”

The moment I said that, I realized how true it was. It felt like an immeasurable weight had been lifted from my chest. She was my mother. She had been kind to me once, and maybe, on some level, she loved me. But she was also a cruel creature who had killed Ian in a fit of anger. Who’d tormented Casteel and Malik. Who’d overseen the torture of Preela and so many others. I truly hoped her soul spent an eternity drenched in nightmares of her own making.

“I’m glad you have come to terms with that,” Seraphena said quietly. “Though I also wish you never had to.”

Nodding, I drew in a shallow breath and glanced at Casteel. He gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Unfolding my arms, I walked forward, and he followed close behind. As I approached, I heard Seraphena whispering to Jadis. I knelt on her other side.

“When you touched Nektas and woke him, it’s because you carry the embers of life and death in you,” Seraphena said, running her hand over the bumpy stone. “A draken feels that kind of power, even at rest, and even if they don’t fully understand what they are feeling.”

“And here I thought it was just your penchant for touching things,” Casteel said, closing in behind me.

Seraphena smiled at that. “Jadis would’ve felt it when you tried last time, but she was likely…afraid and didn’t understand what she was feeling.” She closed her eyes. “She’s awake.”

Reaver’s head lifted as I looked at her. “How do you know?”

“I can feel it through the notam,” she explained. “Place your hand beside mine and summon the essence.”

I did as she instructed and put my hand beside Jadis’s wing. Closing my eyes, I willed the essence to the surface. It responded at once in a heady rush and flooded my veins.

“Jadis, baby,” Seraphena called softly. “Come back to us.”

I could feel Reaver shifting his weight toward us when nothing happened. “Sera,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Give it time,” Sera whispered.

Panic began to swell as desperation filled me once more. I pushed harder, my heart pounding. If this didn’t work, would she ever return to them? I didn’t—

I jerked as the stone beneath my hand heated. My heart leapt. I felt the vibration of a faint tremor. “Something is happening.”

“What?” Reaver exclaimed. “I don’t see any—”

Stone cracked like thunder, silencing him. I pulled my hand back as a chunk of it fell away from her talons, revealing worn-down black claws with dull edges.

Thin fissures appeared along her torso, spreading over her wings, limbs, and head. Her stone form shuddered at the same instant I felt Casteel’s arm around my waist. Lifting me onto my feet, he drew me away as Seraphena leaned back. Reaver had frozen, his mouth open as if still caught in the middle of what he had been saying.

Sections of stone slid to the ground, revealing thin, leathery wings. They drooped at her sides, one hanging at an unnatural angle. Greenish-brown scales appeared along her tail, her torso, and across her slender neck. A serpentine head lifted a few inches as she drew her head back. Her horns—oh, gods. They had been sheared off, cut in the middle, leaving ragged stumps behind. Jadis turned her head past Seraphena, past me—

A fine layer of stone slipped from the side of her face as she opened her eyes. Vibrant blue eyes locked on Reaver, and he…gods, he dropped to his knees. Or fell, losing his grip on the torch. Snapping forward, Casteel caught it.

Reaver pitched forward and barely caught himself with his hands.

A wave of shimmering, silver light swept over the draken as Jadis shifted, becoming even smaller. Her wings retracted, and her tail disappeared. The scales along her hind limbs gave way to legs that were a shade of copper tinged in gray and without the luster of her father’s coloring. Her skin was stretched tight over bone and riddled with…scars left behind by claws and teeth—like the marks left on my body. Wounds that hadn’t healed properly.

I swallowed the bile rising in my throat as Casteel turned his head away.

The bones of her hips jutted out as if they sought to break free of the skin. Her stomach was sunken, and her arms were no bigger than twigs. Tangled strands of black hair streaked with crimson covered her face and chest.

She was so…godsdamn thin, emaciated, her arms trembling under the weight of holding her upper body up.

“Jadis,” Reaver rasped.

I clasped my hand over my mouth as the female draken scrambled back against the wall, her feet slipping on the ground. She pulled her knees to her chest, and a noise escaped her: the dry, hoarse, unintelligible croak of unused vocal cords.

“Jade,” he whispered.

She twisted away suddenly, pressing her hands against the sides of her head as the noise scratching from her throat grew louder and louder until I realized it was just a single word, repeated over and over.

“No. No,” she cried, tugging at her hair with her dirty hands. “No. No.”

Even without being able to sense Jadis’s emotions, the anguish and terror she experienced were palpable. I desperately wanted to ease her suffering as tears welled up in my eyes.

“It’s okay, Jadis.” Seraphena scuttled forward on her knees. “I’m here. It’s okay now.”

Jadis shifted toward the sound of Seraphena’s voice, quieting.

“You’re safe.” Seraphena spoke softly and carefully as she continued inching closer to the draken. “You’re free, and we’re here with you.” Reaching her side, she slowly curled her fingers around Jadis’s fragile wrists. “You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.”

Bony fingers loosened around her hair, and she lifted her head. I caught a glimpse of hollow cheeks and pale, chapped lips. “S-Sera?”

“Yes, sweet girl. It’s me.” Seraphena smiled, but it looked like it hurt her to do so. “I’m here.”

Jadis’s hands shook as she held them out in front of her. “Is…t-this real?”

Gods.

“Do you feel my touch? That’s real,” Seraphena assured her. “This is real.”

Jadis clamored forward and clutched at Seraphena’s blouse and hair. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I’m sorry—”

“No, no, sweet girl.” Seraphena wrapped her arms around Jadis, and I blinked back tears. Holding Jadis tightly against her, Seraphena smoothed her hand over the back of her head. “You don’t need to apologize for anything. Okay?”

The breath I took went nowhere as Jadis’s response, broken by sobs, was hard to decipher. I couldn’t look anymore. I turned away as Seraphena worked to calm the draken.

Reaver remained on his knees, his features stark as he stared at them. I could tell he wanted to go to her but was holding himself back. I went to his side and placed my hand on his shoulder. The ridges of his scales were sharp. He didn’t react—not a single flicker of movement or breath.

The soft thud of leather straps and swords hitting the ground drew my attention. I looked over to see Casteel straightening. He pulled his shirt over his head and quietly and slowly approached. “Here,” he said, his voice low.

Seraphena glanced back and took the shirt. “Thank you.”

Casteel silently moved back as she returned to Jadis. He picked up the straps and swords he’d left on the ground. It took a bit of time for Seraphena to get the shirt on Jadis, and I didn’t think she liked the smell of Casteel—or anyone but Seraphena.

“We’re going to get you home to your daddy,” Seraphena said as Jadis huddled against her, swallowed by the shirt. “He’s waiting for you.” Running her palms over Jadis’s arms, Seraphena said, “Reaver is going to take you home—”

Jadis shook her head wildly. “No. No—”

“It’s okay,” Seraphena said, her tone soothing. “You don’t need to shift. I’ll open the realm for you two. But I can’t return yet.”

Jadis continued to shake her head as she clutched at Seraphena. “No. S-stay with me.”

“I can’t, sweet girl. I can’t return yet,” Seraphena told her as Reaver stood. “But I won’t be long.”

Reaver inhaled deeply, his features contorting with anguish before smoothing out. “I want to take you home,” he said, taking a step toward them. “Okay? I—”

“No!” Jadis shouted, and I winced at the pained sound she made as Seraphena gasped. “I don’t w-want to be here.”

“We’re going to take you home.” Seraphena shifted onto her knees. “You’re not going to stay—”

“I didn’t w-want to wake!” she screamed. And, dear gods, my heart truly broke then. “I d-don’t want to be h-here anymore.”

Casteel inhaled sharply, his jaw flexing as Reaver…gods. Reaver’s normally sandy-hued flesh paled, and the outline of scales on his skin became more visible. He looked like he’d taken a dagger to the chest.

Seraphena held the draken to her, her eyes closed as she cradled Jadis. “But we want you here. We need you here with us. We love you so very much,” she whispered. “So very much, Jadis.”

Jadis’s hoarse cries shook her and Seraphena. I stepped back. Casteel did the same, and I knew he felt the same as I did. We didn’t belong here. We shouldn’t be witnessing this.

As Seraphena spoke quietly to Jadis, my gaze went to Reaver.

He remained where he stood, his brow furrowed, lips pressed into a thin line, and hands clenched into fists at his sides. His chest rose with ragged, uneven breaths that bled agony into the air with every exhale.

“Reaver,” Seraphena called, her voice thick with barely suppressed emotion. “I summoned Aurelia. She will be here shortly to take Jadis home.”

The unspoken message was clear. She was asking Reaver to leave.

He looked like he would argue for a moment but then bowed his head, his hair falling forward and shielding his face. With a nod, he turned on his heel. Chest aching, I watched him leave the chamber.

Seraphena’s gaze flicked to us as she rocked the too-small draken pressed against her. She didn’t need to vocalize what she needed. Taking my hand, Casteel led me out, but it felt like some part of me would remain there, with all the parts of Jadis I knew would also stay.


CHAPTER 37
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POPPY

We didn’t speak until we returned to the sunlit hall.

There was a knot in my throat. “That was…”

Stopping by one of the windows, Casteel laid the strapped swords on the floor and pulled me into his arms. “Yeah.”

I rested my cheek against his bare chest, feeling his heartbeat. “I wish I could’ve helped her. Took away her pain.”

“I know.” He ran a hand over the back of my head, and we stayed that way until I felt the presence of a draken drawing near.

I looked up to see a statuesque woman wearing a loose, gold tunic and nothing else, carrying something dark in her hand. Her hair was as black and glossy as shadowstone, and her skin was a warm, rich brown. I almost didn’t recognize her since I’d only seen Aurelia in her mortal form once, and that had only been for a few seconds.

Stunning, cobalt-blue eyes met mine as her steps slowed. She bowed her head, then lifted the balled-up black material. “Reaver asked me to give this to you when we crossed paths earlier,” she told Casteel.

He turned and took what appeared to be a shirt.

“That was thoughtful of him,” I said, considering…everything.

“He said something about you all being as prudish as mortals,” she added.

Casteel, the least prudish person I knew, arched a brow.

“Do you know where they are?” I asked.

“I do.” Aurelia started forward but stopped, the lean muscles of her thighs tensing. “She’s not…” Her chest rose with a deep inhale. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”

Wrapping my arms around myself, I wished I could lie. “Yes.” I glanced down the hall we’d come from and then at Casteel, who was scowling at the shirt. “You should prepare yourself for the worst.”

Aurelia closed her eyes, her lips pursed. Then, with a slow breath, she nodded again and turned, her footsteps quiet and quick. Within seconds, I no longer saw her.

“Does Reaver think I’m an adolescent boy?”

I faced Casteel. “What?”

Lifting his brows, he held out the shirt. “I’m bigger than he is, yet he picked out a shirt that wouldn’t even fit him.”

The tunic was…smaller than one would’ve logically chosen. “I’m sure he was in a hurry and grabbed what he could.”

“Uh-huh.” He pulled the shirt on over his head. The stitches stretched along his shoulders, and I swore I heard some pop as he jerked it down over his waist. His hands fell away, and he met my gaze. “I can barely breathe.”

Despite everything, I laughed. “It is tight.”

“Tight is an understatement.” He bent, and I half-expected the tunic to rip up the center of his back as he picked up his straps. “I would call him an asshole because he is one, but right now, he gets to be an asshole.”

My smile faded as I remembered the look of absolute desolation on Reaver’s face. “I’ve never seen him look like that.”

“Do you know what their relationship is?” Casteel slipped the strap over his chest, the simple act loosening the stitches along his biceps. He sighed. “I thought they were related, but apparently, they were only raised together.”

“He’s never really talked about her much, so I’m not sure.” I drifted over to the window. “Whenever he did speak about her, I heard the sadness in his voice. I know he believed she was already gone.” Her hoarse words echoed in my mind. “She said she didn’t…”

“She needs time.” He sounded closer. “To get through what she’s been through.”

What she’s been through…

The breath I took was sharp. It stung, and the dense, scale-like foliage of the cedars blurred. I knew only a fraction of what Casteel had suffered while in captivity. How long did it take him to get through? “Did you…?”

He leaned against the window’s ledge. “Did I what?”

My fingers dug into my sides as I looked at him. I had a faint memory of him talking about how he’d dealt with the trauma he’d experienced, but I knew we hadn’t had that conversation. “Did you not want to live after you were freed?”

Turning his head, he was silent as he watched the wind sway the branches, shaking their deep bluish-green needles. “I wasn’t thinking of anything when I was first freed. Or it felt that way. Maybe there was too much going on in my head.” He squinted as the warm rays of sunlight sliced over a cheekbone, magnifying the natural hollow beneath it. “But later? Weeks, months, and years later? Yeah, there were times I didn’t want to wake up when I went to sleep.”

Pain lanced my chest, and I forced myself to breathe through it.

“Don’t.” He turned to me, the line of his jaw hard like the iron surrounding us. “Don’t pity me, Poppy.”

“I don’t,” I said, ignoring the sharpness of his tone.

He crossed his arms. “You forget I know what you’re feeling.”

“Well, you must not be that good at deciphering it,” I countered, angling my body toward him. “I feel sad that you wished not to live. I empathize. I’m angry that you experienced what you did. And I feel helpless because I can’t do anything to change it. What I don’t feel is pity.”

He silently held my gaze for a few seconds and then exhaled roughly. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize, Cas. I get it.”

The aura of eather pulsed behind his eyes as he let out another breath, this one less harsh. “You do. We don’t have the same past, but we both have things we don’t want to be pitied for.”

We did.

I ran my tongue over the backs of my teeth. “How did you cope?”

“I didn’t. Not really.” His throat moved on a swallow. “I drank the memories away. Fucked them out of my head. And when that didn’t work, I was reckless with my life and Kieran’s.” A faint pink stain climbed up his throat as his words struck a chord of familiarity in me. He exhaled slowly. “I used to think I got my shit together before I started planning to find and free Malik. That having that goal cleared my head or was proof I cared about life, but that’s bullshit. My plan was reckless as fuck.”

“It was,” I agreed, resisting the urge to reach out, touch him, and ease the pain I knew he shielded me from. But he wouldn’t want that. Not right now. “You didn’t care about life even then?”

He inhaled through his nose and continued watching the cedars. “I cared about life—Malik’s. I cared about Kieran’s. So, I stopped doing extremely dumb shit. But mine?” He shook his head. “No.”

The ache expanded in my chest as I followed his gaze.

Several long moments passed before he said, “Ask what you want to.”

“It’s annoying how well you know me.”

He responded with a low chuckle. “The answer is yes, by the way. I care about my life now.” He pushed off the window when we felt Seraphena, then dipped his head and kissed me softly. “Ask me why later.”

I met his eyes. “I will.”

Draping his arm over my shoulders, we turned to find Seraphena coming up the hall. She was pale, her eyes glassy.

“Aurelia will return shortly,” she told us. “She knows she is needed here.”

“How was Jadis before she left?” I cringed as soon as the words left me. “I mean, I know she wasn’t…good.”

“I understand.” Seraphena’s faint smile was reassuring. “She calmed. I think it just being the two of us helped.” She glanced at the rotunda and sighed. “Did Reaver return?”

“No,” Casteel answered.

She looked over at him and then did a double take.

“Reaver.” He sighed. “This is the shirt he thought fit me best.”

Seraphena mashed her lips together, but it didn’t stop the smile. It only created a grin with puffed-out cheeks.

“But it was nice of him to even think of getting you one,” I offered. “Especially since he wasn’t…”

The amusement vanished from Seraphena’s face. “It was hard on Reaver—it’s going to be hard on him,” she said. How she said it gave me the impression that she knew that firsthand. “But they’ll be okay. We’ll make sure of it.” Her gaze returned to me. “I need to get back, but I have to talk to you about something first.” She paused. “Alone.”

Casteel stiffened beside me, but I spoke before he could. “Whatever you need to discuss with me can be said in front of him.”

“You’re right. It can be said in front of him.” She held my gaze, and something in her stare caused tiny balls of bloodstone to form in my stomach. “But it doesn’t need to be.”

That comment caused the balls to multiply. There was a heavy meaning there I didn’t understand—or want to. “I want him here,” I said.

Seraphena looked like she wanted to argue.

“She wants me here,” Casteel began, and my head cut toward him sharply. His voice was soft—too soft—when he finished. “So, you’ll have to physically remove me.”

Her head tilted. “You think I can’t do that?”

“I think you can try,” he replied with a curl of his lips, causing just a hint of his right dimple to appear. “Keyword being try.”

Eather flared in her eyes, momentarily turning them pure silver.

“Okay.” I stepped in before it went further. “What did you want to talk about?”

I would’ve had better luck talking to the wall. Neither looked away from the other. Casteel still had that smirk on his face, and the curl of her lips matched his. The air charged, and a sharp gust of wind whipped through the hall, tossing strands of hair across my face. I had no idea which of them was responsible for that.

“You know,” I said, stepping between them, catching the strands of wind-tossed hair, and tucking them back. “It’s almost like you two are related.”

“Thank you,” Casteel murmured.

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Sounded like it to me,” she replied.

“For fuck’s sake.” I threw up my hands. “You know what? I’m going back to Wayfair. You two can stay here and try to out peacock each other.”

Both heads turned to me.

“Out peacock each other?” Seraphena asked, her brow furrowed.

“You know how peacocks are,” I said.

“I don’t think we do.” The wind settled as Casteel arched a brow. “Please, tell me how peacocks are.”

“They’re always fluffing their feathers at one another,” I told them. “And puffing out their chests.”

“I don’t know if that’s true,” Seraphena murmured.

I stared at her. “Whether it’s true or not isn’t the point.”

“Then that wouldn’t make sense,” Casteel stated.

Seraphena nodded at him. “Exactly. What would be the point?”

I gaped at them.

“Right,” Casteel said.

“Oh, my gods,” I screeched like a large bird of prey, throwing up my hands. “Now, you two are getting along?”

Laughing, Casteel kissed me. He stepped back before I could push him away, so I settled on glaring at him.

“You’re lucky,” Seraphena said, drawing Casteel’s gaze. “You clearly love my granddaughter.” When she stepped back, the air lightened. “And you amuse me. But I would suggest you be careful with your words when around Nyktos.” Her smile was scorching. “He won’t find you as amusing.”

The look I sent Cas warned that he needed to think about what came out of his mouth next.

He inclined his head. “Duly noted.”

She eyed him for a moment longer, then stepped back. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private, just in case anyone wanders in.”

I seriously doubted anyone would happen upon us, but we followed her past the hall with the liminite statues. I eyed them warily. They appeared as they had when we entered.

Seraphena stopped in front of a door. Based on how she turned the handle, I had a feeling it hadn’t been unlocked. She pushed it open.

The air within the chamber was stagnant. A large, cherry-colored oak table was situated on a section of raised floor in the middle of the space, surrounded by chairs and framed by two iron pillars. Items were scattered across the surface. Some of the seats were positioned near the edge of the platform as if the last person to make use of their red cushions had stood in a hurry. There were far more comfortable-looking chairs with thicker padding and gilded wood finishes to the right of the table. They, too, were draped in crimson velvet. This place must’ve been used for meetings only attended by mortals. The curtain-less windows along the back wall were evidence of that.

“Thank the gods,” Seraphena muttered, drawing our attention.

She bypassed the platform, her quick steps taking her to a tall, wide armoire against the wall. The intricately carved doors had been left open, revealing rows of glass bottles and decanters.

Casteel snorted. “Thirsty?”

“I need a drink for this conversation,” she replied.

Well, that was reassuring.

As Seraphena inspected the contents of the armoire, I drifted toward the platform. A piece of parchment had been rolled out and held in place on the table with a crystal weight on one corner and a steel dagger stabbed through the other. It was a map of Solis.

I glanced at Seraphena. She trailed her fingers over the various bottles’ necks, pausing before moving on and finally settling on a squat, crown-shaped decanter. Pulling the cork, she gave the brown liquid a dainty sniff. “Sherry. Would either of you like some? Or…?” She peered at the other bottles, stretching to see the ones lined up on the higher shelves. “Or pretty much any other liquor you could desire?”

“No, thank you,” I said. It felt kind of wrong for the Queen of the Gods to serve us.

“I’m good.” Casteel turned, taking in the chamber.

“Contrary to what you two may be thinking, I don’t drink that much.” Seraphena poured some sherry. “I know that’s likely hard to believe when you’ve seen me make a run for liquor twice in only the span of a few hours.”

I grinned.

“Did you know Primals have an extremely high tolerance?” Placing the bottle down, she glanced over her shoulder at us. I shook my head. “Well, except for me since I was born mortal.” She picked up her glass and turned. “And yes, that was unnecessary information.”

My grin spread but faltered when I saw the paleness of her face.

Seraphena drew her lower lip between her teeth and glanced between us. “Gods, this is going to go over like a ton of shadowstone covered in dakkai shit,” she muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. The imagery those words created caused my lip to curl.

“Okay.” She dropped her hand. “When you were with Holland earlier, did he tell you anything about your…ancestry?”

“Only that you and I are direct descendants of the first mortal created by Eythos.”

“Come again?” Casteel snagged an arm around my waist and pulled me to him.

“I forgot to tell you that,” I said. “It didn’t seem important.”

He looked at me as if I had just said needing air to breathe wasn’t important.

“You are of the Mierel bloodline, and we descend from the first mortal.” She folded an arm across her waist. “Did he tell you why you have become who you are?”

“You mean why I’m this kind of Primal? Basically, because I’m the second daughter of that bloodline. And…” My cheeks warmed. “And because of the Joining.”

“That is all he told you?” she asked. When I nodded again, her sigh was more of a groan. “Of course, he left out vital information.”

My eyes narrowed as I recalled the back-and-forth between Lirian and Holland. “He did say it was a bit more complicated.”

Seraphena barked out a short laugh. “Complicated? That’s one way to put it.” With a frown, she picked up the small crystal ball. “What do you know about Sotoria and the Cliffs of Sorrow?”

I jolted, surprised by the question and…strangely uncomfortable. “Ian told me her story once—about her picking flowers and Kolis…” The memory of the field returned once more. I shook my head. “I thought it was just a legend, but Nektas told us it was true. Kolis fell in love with her, and when she ran from him and fell to her death, he went to his brother to have her brought back to life. But Eythos refused.”

“Love,” she huffed, stepping onto the platform. “Do you think it’s possible to fall in love with someone you only saw once?”

“No,” I said. The dream took shape in my mind again. I recognized the field now. It was the meadow at the foothills of the Cliffs. There had been a girl with deep-copper hair…picking flowers.

“Sounds kind of absurd,” Casteel said, drawing me from my thoughts.

“Agreed.” Her shoulders bunched. “But he was obsessed with her. So much so that he refused to let her go, even in death.”

“Yeah,” Casteel said with a frown. “Nektas told us that’s why Kolis stole his brother’s embers, which allowed him to become the Primal of Life. But he said Kolis couldn’t take all of them from Eythos.”

“And you ended up with some of the essence in your bloodline—in you,” I added.

She took a drink. “Did he tell you that Kolis brought Sotoria back?”

“No.” My thoughts raced. “He…brought her back after she crossed into the Vale?”

Seraphena’s head lowered. “He did once he became the Primal of Life. And he did it more than once.”

“My gods,” Casteel uttered. “What a sick fuck.”

Eather flooded her eyes as she held the paperweight in a tight grip. “Eythos tried to help Sotoria as much as he could, attempted to keep her out of Kolis’s reach. As a Primal of Death then, he could capture her soul upon her death. With the help of the Primal of Rebirth, he made sure she was reborn.”

“Wait.” I stepped to the side. “So, she died multiple times?”

Seraphena nodded.

“How?” Casteel asked, his tone flat as he gently squeezed my hip.

“The first time—well, the first time after being brought back?” She exhaled heavily. “Kolis held her captive for quite some time. She had no hope for freedom and…”

I pressed a hand to my chest. “She ended her life?”

“In a way.” Seraphena placed the crystal down instead of throwing it, which is what she looked like she wanted to do. “Sotoria was reborn many times—the exact number is unknown. But since first learning about all of this, I discovered that every life ended either at Kolis’s hands or because of him. She could not escape him. Not in life or death.”

Nausea churned as I took a step forward, needing…I didn’t know what I needed. Space? Something. The strange discomfort and unease grew as Casteel’s gaze sharpened on me. I moved around the sitting area, seeing the Cliffs in my mind. “Why are we talking about Sotoria?”

“Because the three of us are connected.” She halted by the middle of the table. “We share the same blood.”

I blinked once and then twice. “Holland really left out some important details.”

“Your family ancestry truly is more interesting than I believed,” Casteel murmured.

Seraphena snorted. “It was why Kolis was drawn to her. She carried more eather than any other second daughter or son. Just as you did.” Seraphena’s gaze tracked over the forgotten chairs to Casteel. “Perhaps that is what drew you to my granddaughter.”

Casteel stiffened, but I responded. “Actually, no. It wasn’t that. And I still don’t see how this relates to anything.”

Her gaze lowered as she took a rather impressive swallow of the sherry. “The three of us were seen in the dreams.”

“Of the Ancients?” I questioned. She nodded. “So, she’s also part of the prophecy?” I asked.

“Sotoria is the prophecy,” she corrected.

“What?” I gripped the back of a chair. “How can that be when it was said to be me?”

She hummed under her breath and ran a finger over the hilt of her dagger. “The extremely short version of how that can be is that Sotoria was always prophesied to be a great power. Eythos somehow learned that, and when one of my ancestors—our ancestors—summoned him, he saw an opportunity and seized it. He placed the embers of life with Sotoria’s soul, to be reborn united. But he could only do it because Sotoria and I share the same bloodline. He thought doing so would somehow change the outcome because he believed Sotoria would be reborn with the embers of life and would be able to defeat Kolis.”

“This is so confusing.” I let go of the chair. “And I feel like there is way more.”

“There is so much more. But you’d have to be there to understand it fully,” she said with a brief smile. “Still, those details are quite necessary to where we stand today.”

“So, you were reborn as Sotoria,” Casteel said, that damn shirt stretching tight across his back and shoulders as he crossed his arms.

“No. I was just a vessel for her soul.” The chair moved without her touch, and she sat. “It didn’t work as Eythos planned. Either because I wasn’t a second daughter or because Fate intervened. And yes, I do mean one of those fuckers. I’m betting it was one of them.”

A short laugh escaped me, drawing her gaze. “They are…definitely fuckers.”

“I third that statement,” Casteel remarked. “What happened to her soul then?”

“When I was about to Ascend, I had her soul removed since it wouldn’t have survived the transition. She would’ve been…”

A shiver curled across the nape of my neck, my mind flashing to Tawny. “She would’ve been…trapped. A lost soul.”

Seraphena nodded. “I had her soul placed somewhere safe.” Her hold on her glass tightened. “I absolutely refused to allow her to be used as a tool. She spent far too many lives with no control.” Her gaze met mine, and my stomach curdled. “We planned to release her once Kolis was entombed. I wanted…” She swallowed and leaned back in the stiff chair. “I wanted to give her a choice. To either cross back into the Vale or be reborn without the threat of Kolis.”

“I assume that didn’t happen,” Casteel commented.

“No.” She set the glass on the table. “No one thought it was imperative to inform us before we entombed Kolis that he was connected to her since he had fed on her so many times throughout her lives. The moment she was reborn, he would have sensed her.”

I’ve always sensed you.

My hands fisted against my sides.

“We couldn’t free her and risk waking Kolis,” Seraphena continued, and Casteel turned halfway toward me. “And her soul, well, it was no longer where we placed it, thanks to one of those fucks otherwise known as the Fates.”

My heart rate was slow, but I could hear the blood pumping in my ears.

“It took me many years to find a lead for who could have ended up with it.” Anger flashed in her eyes, and her hand balled into a fist on the table. “A certain annoying-as-fuck Revenant, who seemed to be everywhere. Ca—”

“Callum?” Casteel snarled. “Please, tell me it’s not that golden fuck.”

Seraphena’s lip curled. “I wish I could.”

My lips parted. “Gods, he is old.”

“Very old,” she confirmed. “He was Kolis’s first Revenant. And his most loyal.”

“Great,” muttered Casteel.

“Wait.” I frowned. “How did Reaver not recognize Callum?”

“Reaver was a small youngling when Callum was…active and about.” She ran her fingers along the rim of her glass. “They never crossed paths.” Her gaze lifted to Casteel. “But it seems you all have.”

“Unfortunately. He was very tight with Isbeth,” he spat. “Though we don’t know for how long. He either wasn’t around a century or so ago, or Isbeth kept him hidden until recently.”

“Of course,” Seraphena murmured.

“There’s something I don’t understand,” Casteel continued, the skin between his brow creasing. “How did he get her soul? How is any of that possible?”

“Souls are…as fragile as they are resilient,” she said. I frowned at the contradictory statement. “But for them to be held in what is akin to stasis, they must be stored.”

“Stored?” I repeated. “For how long?”

“A millennium. If not longer.” Seraphena winced. “I know how it sounds, but the soul…it is like they’re asleep.” Something about how she said that didn’t inspire confidence. “But it would need to be kept in something nearly unbreakable—a vessel forged when the breath of a dragon met the flesh of an Ancient, creating a very special and very unique diamond.”

It felt like I lost sensation in my hands as I immediately saw the jagged, uneven diamond and heard Isbeth’s voice. “The Star?”

Seraphena’s gaze cut to mine. “The Star diamond. Yes.”

I looked at Casteel. “Isbeth had The Star—” I swung back to Seraphena. “Unless there’s more than one.”

“It is unlikely there would be,” Seraphena said. “Plus, she…had to have it. And she likely would’ve gotten it from Callum.”

“I’m not going to even ask how a soul is kept in a diamond,” Casteel muttered.

“Probably best.” She forced her hand open, allowing blood to rush to her bleached knuckles as she lifted her gaze to meet mine. “But that’s the only way it was possible.”

Why was she looking at me when she said that? Turning away, I wrapped my arms around my waist.

I thought about what Holland had said about Isbeth. “Isbeth knew a lot of stuff she shouldn’t have. We assumed it was because of Malec,” I said with a slight cringe. “Why would Callum have her soul?”

“Because he is Sotoria’s brother,” she said.

My mouth dropped open.

“Okay. So, they were siblings.” Casteel dragged his fingers across his chin. “But he was loyal to Kolis and working with Isbeth to free the sick fuck?”

“Yep.” Seraphena picked up her glass and took another long drink. “When Sotoria died, Callum should have been with her, but he was busy sowing his wild oats with a dairy maid or something. He was beside himself with guilt. Felt responsible. So did Kolis. Kolis went to Sotoria’s family after her initial death, and of course, they knew what he was. They were terrified. But Callum wasn’t. He wanted to see his sister. He wanted to apologize. And when Kolis told him he couldn’t allow that, Callum…slit his own throat.”

“For fuck’s sake,” muttered Casteel, shaking his head. “So, that’s when Kolis brought him back?”

She nodded. “And don’t ask me why he would be loyal to the monster who terrorized his sister. The fuck’s head isn’t on right—not even after having it decapitated more than once.”

Obviously, she and Callum had some bad blood between them.

A muscle ticked in Casteel’s jaw. “Even more of a reason to hate the fuck.”

“But Callum isn’t like the other Revenants. He is full of wants and needs.” Her fingers tapped off the wood. “He has a soul.”

“Do you know how?” Casteel asked, and I immediately thought about Millicent. “What makes him different?”

“There’s a little bit of magic to creation, an unknown part. But whenever life is created, and I mean true life that comes with free will, a sense of self, a lis—a soul—it is birthed from what the creator feels at the time of creation,” she explained. “When I created the wolven, I felt joy at creating new life, knowing I would never do so again after my sons. I felt love, for the kiyou wolves always held a special place in my heart. And excitement for a new beginning. Plus…” Sounding wistful, she slowly shook her head. “I felt relief in knowing the descendants of Iliseeum would have guides and companions in a realm unfamiliar to them. I also felt pride. All those feelings shaped the wolven.”

“Wish Kieran was here to hear that,” Casteel said. So did I.

Which made me think of something. “Everyone believes Nyktos granted them dual life. That’s bullshit, by the way,” I said, and Seraphena smiled. “How did he pull that off?”

“I was there, but only one knew my identity.”

“Elian,” murmured Casteel, clearly thinking of his ancestor.

She neither confirmed nor denied that, while I tried not to be disappointed that the answer was so…simple.

Casteel exhaled heavily. “What was Kolis feeling when he created Callum? Annoyance and general fuckery?”

Seraphena snorted. “He told me he felt sorrow and anger for the life that was lost, desperation to somehow undo what was done, and…” Her jaw tensed. “And joy for being close to one who shared Sotoria’s blood.”

“Ew,” I groaned.

“Pretty much,” she said. “However, with the rest of the Revenants, he felt only a duty to create life—which he had to. By then, the embers of life he’d stolen from his twin were losing their strength, and there was a threat to the balance. And it worked. Though how long that façade of life would’ve continued working is anyone’s guess.”

I turned that over in my mind. “That could explain why Millicent is different, too. I imagine Isbeth felt similar emotions. Well, that and the eather she carried in her blood.”

Casteel leaned against one of the pillars framing the platform. “How did Kolis create the Revs, though? He wasn’t creating new life like you did with the wolven.”

“He reanimated them with his blood and will,” she answered.

Casteel cast a frown in my direction. “We learned that Isbeth was creating Revs with the blood of a King or a future King.”

Seraphena’s brows snapped together. “She needed powerful blood, and my son’s would not have worked. A King or a future King of an Elemental bloodline would be powerful enough to restart a heart, but it would’ve taken more than that.”

“Magic,” I surmised.

She nodded. “Forbidden magic not even known to us.”

I looked out the window, seeing the sun start to fade. “But it is likely known to the Fates.”

“And Callum,” she said.

“Yeah,” I whispered, my throat drying as my gaze connected with Seraphena’s. There was something she wasn’t saying.

Something that complicated things.

“So.” Seraphena cleared her throat. “The only way we could prevent Sotoria from being reborn and waking Kolis was to ensure the Mierel bloodline ended with me.”

“That didn’t happen.” Casteel unfolded his arms. “Obviously.”

“I was already pregnant with the twins before we entombed Kolis.” Her gaze lowered. “If we had known…”

My blood was pounding even harder in my ears, and my stomach continued to churn as I heard that voice.

I’ve had all your firsts.

“It meant we could never allow our sons to have children. Both Malec and Ires were aware of what would happen. We didn’t hide it from them. They fully understood the risks.” Seraphena looked up. “So, that was why, as hard and unfair as it was, we denied the heartmate trials. Isbeth was already pregnant, proving to Ash and me that Malec would not take the necessary precautions. And it’s why I helped to entomb my son. He could not be…trusted not to make the same mistakes.”

With your first breath, you woke me.

“It was one of the hardest things Nyktos and I ever did.” Her voice thickened, and eather flared in her eyes. “But we had to. So Sotoria wasn’t reborn as the second daughter to become the giver of blood and the bringer of bone.”

Casteel pushed off the pillar. “The Primal of Blood and Bone.”

When your eyes first opened, I saw again.

“Born in a shroud of crimson and gold.” Eather pulsed behind her pupils. “Bearing a royal mark, the symbol of Death.”

My knees felt weak. My nostrils burned.

Seraphena swallowed. “But fate finds a way, doesn’t it?”

I’ve always been with you.

Casteel slowly turned my way, his eyes widening.

“No.” A tremor started in my legs. He moved toward me, but I kept backing up. “No.”

Seraphena stared at me, and what she felt pierced her walls once more, flooding the chamber with threads of guilt and sympathy that wove through my hot, undeniable anger. “It’s true. You’re Sotoria.”


CHAPTER 38
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POPPY

You’re Sotoria.

The words echoed in my head, my heart thundering. Each beat was a deafening roar that silenced all other sounds until I heard Casteel’s voice.

And felt his shock whip through the chamber like a burst of cold wind.

“That’s impossible,” he stated harshly. His tone brooked no room for argument as the haziness surrounding the dream I’d had while in stasis evaporated.

“I know it’s hard to hear and believe, but it is true.” Seraphena rose and placed her palms flat on the table. Her eyes met mine. “I carried your soul within me.”

“No,” I repeated hoarsely, even as I saw her clearly in that field of poppies along the Cliffs of Sorrow.

“It’s why I’ve been able to connect with you, even while in stasis,” Seraphena insisted, her voice calm save for a slight quiver. “I’ve never been able to reach Millicent.”

“You’re wrong,” Casteel bit out, those two words raw and volatile.

“I wish I was—gods, do I ever.” Her head bowed. “I never wanted her to be in this situation again.”

Again.

The word was like a clap of thunder. The chamber seemed to blur and fade at the edges as if the realm were unraveling around me.

It was like I was there. I saw her holding that basket as the sky turned to crimson-streaked midnight. She’d spoken to me before I heard Seraphena’s voice calling to me, pulling me out of reach of the cold shadows.

You know who I am, she had said in a voice that…sounded like mine. And you know where you are. You’ve been here countless times before, in one way or another.

I flinched, feeling the essence vibrate in my chest.

And she had warned me. He’s almost here.

Death.

But it wasn’t her.

Because I saw now what I’d seen in that dream.

I saw myself.

The fear I’d felt then had coated my skin as different, fleeting images formed in my mind, glimpses of places I didn’t remember traveling and faces I had no memory of. They melded together as voices rose around me and the air charged with energy. I had a sinking feeling the images were real.

I thought about how uneasy I felt looking upon the Cliffs. How I found myself staring at them without even realizing it—even while I slept.

“She’s not in any situation,” Casteel argued with a swipe of his hand. “You don’t know—”

“A Primal cannot lie,” Seraphena cut him off. “We can skirt the truth. We can omit it. But we cannot tell a blatant lie.”

His head jerked back as if Seraphena had slapped him. Like me, he knew she spoke the truth. His breathing was heavy, his heart pounding fast in rhythm with mine.

“I’m sorry,” Seraphena uttered, her arms trembling. “I never wanted this for you.”

The chamber vanished for just a moment, and I saw gold.

“Bars,” I whispered, stumbling backward. My legs hit a chair, and I sat. Or fell. I wasn’t sure which, as I remembered what I’d briefly seen while in stasis. “Gold bars.”

Casteel whirled toward me, his piercing amber gaze lit by eather. “Poppy.”

I gripped the chair, my fingers slipping over the smooth wood. “A gilded cage.”

Seraphena’s eyes slammed shut.

“What are you saying?” Casteel asked.

“I saw it in stasis. I was in one when he got inside my head. I didn’t know what it meant then. I still don’t.”

“Kolis kept Sotoria in a gold cage,” Seraphena said.

I jerked back, a thousand denials screaming in my head as icy rage poured off Casteel, causing the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck to rise. I swung toward him and sucked in air. Shadows blossomed under the flesh of his throat and traveled upward, swirling across his cheeks—

My lips parted as Seraphena staggered back, catching herself before she stepped off the platform. We both stared at Casteel as tendrils of crimson pierced the darkness, and his skin thinned until the bone was visible.

The silver gleam of bone.

All I could think of was the bone dagger that had pierced his flesh and the knowledge I didn’t want to accept that’d come to me.

Eather swallowed the golden hue of his irises in a flash of silver, changing them. They flamed like burning coals—black like the Ascended’s but lit with the glow of fire.

He looked nothing like the man I was familiar with. Instead, a God of Death stood there. The essence in me flared in response to the display of pure power. I had a strange urge to run, and for him to chase, causing my stomach to tighten.

There was something seriously wrong with me.

The red in his eyes brightened, and he cocked his head. Seraphena glanced at the windows just as I heard…the croaks of ravens. They appeared outside a second later, their talons scraping—and wings beating—the glass.

I inhaled and twisted back to him. “Cas.”

His entire body stiffened at the sound of my voice, and the frigid fury retracted instantly, the churning mass of shadows and crimson seeping back into his flesh. Within a breath, the bone was no longer visible, and I felt the rate of his heart slowing.

I forced a swallow. “Are you…okay?”

Casteel’s eyes slammed shut, and his striking features contorted. “Gods,” he choked out. “You’re asking me that?”

“Uh…” Still holding on to the arms of the chair, I pitched forward. “I’m not sure if you realize it, but I, like, totally saw your bones.”

He blinked. “My bones?”

I nodded and then looked over at Seraphena. She was back to staring at him like she wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. “Right?”

“Holy fuck balls,” she whispered.

Okay. She had definitely seen it, too.

“I’m fine.” Thick lashes lifted, and I was relieved to see warm-amber eyes, but while usually warm and inviting, they now held a depth of sorrow that seemed to stretch through time. He crossed the space between us and knelt before me, placing his hands on my knees and squeezing them gently. “Are you okay?”

“I…I don’t know,” I admitted.

He held my gaze for a moment and then nodded. “We’ll figure it out,” he vowed. “Then we’ll make sure you’re okay. All right?”

“All right,” I murmured.

“This is why I wanted to speak to her privately.” Seraphena’s voice reached us, the tone blade-sharp. “So she had time to process before dealing with anyone else’s feelings.”

I tensed.

But Casteel only smiled at me, flashing a hint of those dimples. Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss to my forehead and then rose. He crossed his arms and tested the limits of the ridiculously ill-fitted shirt, standing before me like a guardian. “I understand why you wanted that,” he said. “I should’ve kept better control of myself.”

Seraphena watched him. “Glad you’re at least self-aware.”

“I may not always be, but I am always aware of her,” he stated. “Before we talk about anything else, I want to make one thing clear. She’s not Sotoria. She is Penellaphe Da’Neer—Poppy, if she allows it.”

My breath snagged as my chest swelled. Gods, I couldn’t love this man more.

“You’re right,” Seraphena said. “She is Sotoria reborn. But, at the end of the day, who Sotoria was is gone, and she is Penellaphe.”

Casteel nodded curtly. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

Her gaze shifted to me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I opened my mouth, closed it, and then tried again. I felt…numb. Like I had when I learned Kolis could influence me. Detached. “I think I would like something to drink now.”

A small smile appeared on her face. “Understandable.” Turning, she went to the armoire, picked up the bottle, and poured me a glass. “Casteel?”

“I’m good.”

Seraphena turned and started toward us, and I went to rise.

“I got it.” Casteel moved forward, took the short, square glass from Seraphena, and brought it to me.

“Thank you,” I said and took it. Energy passed through our fingers as they brushed. I took a sip of the rich liquor, barely tasting the slight hint of caramel as Casteel moved to stand beside me. “I…I don’t even know what to say.”

Which was true. All I could think about right now was whether Ian knew about this? Was that why he’d told me Sotoria’s story—what was considered a legend now and all but forgotten by the masses?

“You mentioned that you saw something while in stasis,” Seraphena said, skirting the platform.

“A cage.” A muscle in Casteel’s jaw flexed.

The gilded cage Sotoria had been kept in…like a pet. Or, more accurately, a prisoner.

My stomach churned. I wasn’t sure my next drink helped. “I only briefly saw that.”

“Did you see anything else?” Casteel asked as Seraphena approached the sitting area.

“I think so—no, I did see other things—but…” Frowning, I tried to make sense of what I remembered, but it was like trying to view a portrait in the darkness. “It’s like the memories are hazy and out of focus.”

“It was like that for me after my Ascension.” Seraphena sat across from me.

“But I remember seeing people I didn’t recognize and places that looked nothing like anything today. Almost as if they were from a different time.” I forced myself to let go of the chair arms. “I saw her. I remember that now.”

“Sotoria?” she questioned.

I nodded. “I saw her at the Cliffs. She was picking flowers—poppies.” A thin, hoarse laugh parted my lips. Her? She? I couldn’t think of her as me. “It was right before I woke.” My gaze lifted to Casteel as my mind reeled from the fragmented memories, quickly piecing themselves together. “She told me to listen. Said you were calling to me. And I heard you. You asked me to open my eyes.”

Casteel’s chest rose sharply. “I did.” He swallowed. “I did ask you to do that.”

“And I heard you calling to me.” I faced Seraphena. “You said…it was time for me to wake up.”

“How did you do that?” Casteel asked. “I tried to reach Poppy in her sleep but couldn’t find her.”

“I had help from a God of Dreams,” she told us. I think we both had questions, but she continued. “It took a bit, but he was able to find you.” She watched me closely. “Is that all you remember from that dream?”

I started to say yes but couldn’t force it past my lips. “She warned me he was coming.”

Casteel turned his head to the side and stretched his neck. “Kolis?”

“She didn’t say his name. But she said Death. So, yeah…” I cleared my throat. “The dream was pleasant up to that point.”

His gaze snapped to mine. “What do you mean?”

I lifted a shoulder. “It was warm and sunny, and she was humming something. A song.” I took another drink. “But then the sky turned dark, and I—” I stiffened, my heart dropping. “I saw someone else.”

“Kolis,” Seraphena said quietly. It wasn’t a question.

“He was…mostly bone. Crimson bone. And I was…” I didn’t need to say that Kolis had scared me. It was likely clear in the tremor running through my hand. But just moments ago, Casteel’s appearance hadn’t frightened me at all. It had… Heat crept up my throat. Yeah, I wouldn’t think about that at the moment. “She vanished then, and it was just him. But when I saw her, it was like looking at myself without scars in the mirror.” My gaze went back to Casteel. “I just remembered that.”

A faint smile appeared, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“What you saw was a dream.” Seraphena paused, tucking some hair back. “But he was there.”

The air slowly leaked out of my lungs, even though I had already known that.

“I felt him.” Eather pulsed through her eyes. “Smelled him.”

“Stale lilacs,” I whispered, rubbing my palm against my thigh as the grul’s words echoed in my thoughts. How the ceeren didn’t harm me. I thought about the nightmare—the touch before I dreamt of him snapping my neck. Because it was him. His touch.

My skin suddenly felt sticky. Dirty. Like it did when I thought about having drunk Teerman’s blood or having him take mine. I wanted to wash my skin until the sensation vanished.

A rush of messy emotions drove me to my feet. I moved around the chair, holding the glass to my chest. Casteel turned, his gaze searching. “I can’t sit.”

He said nothing as he crossed his arms once more.

I drank, but my throat remained dry. “When I heard him in stasis, before the dream? It made me feel…”

“What?” Casteel asked quietly.

I swallowed. “Pity.”

“Penellaphe,” Seraphena’s voice sharpened.

“Poppy,” I corrected her.

Something flickered in her eyes, but it was gone in an instant. “He is a pitiful excuse for a man. Do not pity him.”

“That wasn’t all I felt,” I added. “I also felt seething hatred, and…” Fear. I’d felt choking fear. I could feel it even now, the residual terror clinging to my skin.

My eyes lifted and met Casteel’s. His beautiful face betrayed no emotion, and his shields were up. I picked up nothing from him. I knew I could force my way in if I pushed, but I didn’t need to.

I knew what he felt.

And I knew he could hear what I hadn’t said.

He’d likely tasted the fear radiating from me.

Calming the whirling essence in me, I backed away and neared the wall. “You said he could sense Sotoria. He woke up or…became aware when I was born.”

“He would have,” Seraphena confirmed.

Turning, I went to the window. The sun had long since risen. I breathed in and then slowly let the breath out. Suddenly, something Seraphena had said earlier came back to me.

“Hold on, I’m related to Callum?”

“Yeah.” Seraphena drew out the word. “We may never have a family reunion,” she said sardonically. “For obvious reasons.”

What in the actual fuck? I stared at the trees but really didn’t see them. Callum? My…my brother? Absolutely not. He wasn’t anything to me. While I may have been Sotoria, I wasn’t her. I wasn’t.

“And here I thought Malik would make family dinners awkward,” Casteel muttered.

The comment eased some of the tension building in me, and a laugh burst free. “You have—” It hit me, and I spun around. “I look like Sotoria. Unless Callum has a really poor memory, that means he knows who I am—or was.”

“He would.”

Stunned, I slowly shook my head. “He’s been around me.”

“And he never said anything?” she asked. “Gave any indication?”

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. We didn’t have long conversations.” I racked my brain for any clues he could’ve given me and couldn’t come up with any. But that could be because my head felt like it really couldn’t handle any more information. “He was always…amicable toward me.”

Casteel huffed. “He has a way of being infuriating while being civil.”

“True.” I paused. “I did kill him once for annoying me.”

Seraphena laughed. “That makes my heart happy to hear.”

That was kind of disturbing.

But so was the fact that her statement made me grin.

I turned back to the window, thinking about the last time I’d seen Callum. It was at the Bone Temple, and I’d thought he looked surprised when Isbeth seemingly chose to sacrifice Malec. But perhaps I’d read his expression wrong. It was kind of hard to see when his face was painted. I thought about what Holland had said regarding those aiding Isbeth having different end goals.

Why had he never said anything? The question fed a part of me that wanted to deny what Seraphena said. The same part that wanted to ignore that she couldn’t tell an outright lie.

Sipping the sherry, I resisted the urge to bang my head off the window. “How did I not know I was…reborn? I’ve never had a single memory of another life—or lives.”

“You probably did as a child, but they faded as you got older,” Seraphena said. “At least, that’s what Ione said.”

My heart jolted in surprise at the Goddess of Rebirth’s name. It was surreal to be here with Seraphena and hear her speak about other gods who always seemed more like fables to me. “You talked to her about me?”

“I did. I wanted to know if you would remember your past lives.”

Knowing what I did now about Kolis, I had a feeling it was a blessing I didn’t remember anything.

Still, a part of me needed to know.

I drew in a breath that felt too thin. “Ian said that Kolis’s appearance frightened Sotoria, causing her…” My brows lowered as a strange memory surfaced—a village and screams. I shook my head. “Causing her to run. And she fell. It sounded like an accident.”

“It was.”

“I cannot believe she ran off a cliff,” I muttered.

“I had a hard time believing it myself. But what I didn’t fully appreciate then was that the gods were very much present in the mortals’ lives in Sotoria’s time. Being terrified of the Primal of Death would have been a normal reaction.”

I guessed so. “The second time she died…she was pushed to take her life?”

Seraphena hesitated. “Yes.”

My eyes closed. I wished I couldn’t imagine what had been done to someone to drive them to such an act, but I could. Imprisonment. Loss of choice. Assault. The end of hope.

“She didn’t die by her own hand, though,” Seraphena said, and my eyes opened. “She managed to speak with Eythos and asked him to end her life.”

“And he agreed?” Casteel asked.

“He did. I think he had an idea of how to help Sotoria by then.”

“Or try to,” I corrected. “It sounds like Kolis always found her.” I rested my forehead against the cool window, searching every part of my being for an emotional connection to this past. The horror. “I…don’t feel anything.”

“What do you mean?” Casteel’s voice was closer.

“I don’t feel anything I should when I think of her and what she experienced—what I experienced.” I sighed, realizing how that sounded. “I mean, I feel anger and sadness, but it’s what I would feel for anyone in such a situation. It doesn’t feel…”

“Personal?” Seraphena finished for me.

I nodded.

“Ione explained that while you may look like Sotoria, and your soul is hers, you are your own person,” she explained. “You may share certain characteristics with your past—dislikes or hobbies—but you have your own memories and your own distinct personality based on the life you are living now. Not hers. So, it makes sense that it doesn’t feel personal.”

I closed my eyes as a measure of relief swept through me. After feeling like I’d just begun finding myself, I didn’t want to be told that I was someone else. But the relief was short-lived. “But to Kolis…”

“He will see you as Sotoria.” She confirmed what I knew already.

The rush of icy fury that rolled off Casteel caused my heart to skip. I turned to him without conscious thought, our gazes locking.

“Then I will take his eyes, and he will see nothing,” he gritted out. “That, I promise you.”

My breath snagged as his roughly spoken words lingered in the space between us, seeming to ink themselves on my flesh and carve their way into my bones, becoming an unbreakable bond.

“Careful with promises,” Seraphena warned. “A vow made by a Primal cannot be broken, and I have no idea if that applies to either of you.”

I had a feeling it did.

“That’s okay.” A cool, shadowy smile curled one side of his lips. “I have every intention of fulfilling that vow.”

My heart thumped as I fought to stop the trickle of fear that threatened to grow into a tidal wave. We weren’t dealing with an Ascended or a demis. We were talking about the true Primal of Death.

Seraphena’s mind seemed to go where mine had. “A newly Ascended Primal has weaknesses. If wounded severely enough, they can be put into stasis. And if the damage is substantial, a fledgling Primal can be killed. That’s true for the three of you.”

“But we’re Joined,” I said. “As long as I—” My body flashed cold as knowledge slithered into my thoughts. “No.”

Seraphena exhaled heavily as Casteel frowned. “What?” he asked.

“A true Primal of Death can break any bond,” she said. “If you were to fall to him in battle, it would sever the bond. They would not die.”

Cas stiffened as understanding dawned. A trickle of fear became a steady stream. “And if he went after Cas or Kieran?” I asked, even though I knew better. “Would they still be protected.”

Seraphena took another breath. “If either of them dies by his hand or will, the Joining won’t protect either of you. It would be like it never existed. He would be able to kill them.”


CHAPTER 39
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CASTEEL

I was having an out-of-body experience.

You’re Sotoria.

The words Seraphena had spoken to Poppy slammed into me like a bolt of lightning to the chest, splitting me in two.

I was listening, taking in information and communicating, but half of me was reeling with disbelief, the floor feeling as if its very foundation was on wheels. I struggled to make sense of what she’d said, trying to understand how it was possible.

But my other half heard the fucking truth in her words, and a rage I’d never felt before built inside me, encasing my bones in icy wrath. Things clicked into place. Reaver and Attes’s caginess. What that fuck had said when he was inside Teerman and the grul, and…

For some damn reason, I thought about what Aydun had said. Not the bullshit about rejecting heartmates or destroying the realms or her, but the part about having faith in our union. Was that why he’d said that shit? Because of…who she used to be?

And what that meant?

My jaw clenched as I directed my attention back to them. I understood what had gone mostly unsaid.

He would see her as the one he’d been obsessed with for only the gods knew how long. The girl he’d inadvertently killed, then stole his brother’s essence to have. The woman he’d ripped eternal peace from. The object of his twisted desires that he’d kept caged and likely committed unknown atrocities upon.

I knew—fucking gods, I knew—he wanted that.

She was his agenda.

His motivation.

His goal.

But she was mine.

“If he goes after you or Kieran,” Poppy said, her voice hoarse, “the Joining won’t protect either of you. He can kill you.”

The thick, heavy bitterness of fear and anxiety lodged in my throat, and my heart rate skyrocketed.

Poppy.

Those were her emotions choking me. The chaotic rush of my thoughts ground to a halt as I looked at her—really saw her. Suddenly, I no longer felt split into halves. I was whole, and every part of me was focused on Poppy.

Her chest rose and fell rapidly, her breaths quick, shallow pants. The blood had drained from her face, making her freckles and scars stand out starkly. Her mouth opened and closed as her lashes fluttered.

I’d never seen her like this.

Ever.

I stepped closer. “Poppy?”

“I think my lungs…have stopped working.”

It had never been so easy to pack up my shit and put it aside. I was before her in a heartbeat. Taking the glass from her fingers, I set it on a nearby end table and clasped her cheek, guiding her eyes to mine. “Your lungs are working just fine,” I told her. “Just focus on your breathing. You need to slow it down.”

Her lower lip quivered, and I felt the eather in her rise violently. “I can’t feel myself breathe.”

Shit.

“It helps to count to four between each breath,” Seraphena said from behind me. “Inhale. Hold for four. Exhale for four.”

I nodded and wrapped Poppy’s much smaller hand in mine, drawing her palm to my chest. I didn’t think she heard anything Seraphena had said. “Count with me, my Queen. Take a deep breath with me and hold it for four. Okay?”

Eyes impossibly wide, she nodded jerkily.

“Inhale,” I said, taking a slow, deep breath as she took hers. I concentrated on her mark, finding the earthy warmth that was all her. “Now, hold.” One. Two. Three. Four. “And exhale.”

Poppy exhaled.

One. Two. Three. Four. “Inhale.”

She obeyed as I ran my thumb over the top of her hand. We did that until her heart slowed and some of the color returned to her face. It could’ve been seconds or minutes. It didn’t matter.

I kept her hand against my chest and my other on her cheek. “Better?”

“Yes,” she croaked.

“Good. Because I want you to hear this. You won’t lose us, Poppy.”

Ether pierced the blue and green hues in her irises, leaving the blotch of brown unmarked. “He’s the true Primal of Death—”

“Doesn’t matter who or what he is.” I smoothed my thumb over her cheek. “I won’t let him hurt any of us. Neither will Kieran. But, most importantly, you won’t.”

A tremor ran through her as she pressed her lips together.

My heart twisted sharply. “Right?”

“Right,” she repeated softly.

My stomach tightened. “Poppy,” I said, dropping my forehead to hers. I found the cord that connected us. Nothing, absolutely nothing, has kept us apart. Weakened us. Not my dumb shit. Not the Blood Crown’s armies. Not Alastir and the Unseen. Not Isbeth. We are strong. Fucking unbreakable. There is nothing I won’t do for you. There isn’t anything you won’t do for me. And the same goes for Kieran.

I know, came her whisper.

I held her stare. We won’t leave you, Poppy. We will not fall. Especially not to that fuckboy of a Primal.

“Fuckboy?” she gasped out loud.

“Yeah. Fuckboy.”

A hoarse laugh left her as her thick lashes swept down. “I panicked. All I could think about was losing you—either of you.”

“I know, sweetheart.” That earned me a quick upturn of her lips. “But we’ve got this.”

She exhaled slowly. “We do.”

I searched her gaze. “You remember, right? What you are? Fearless.”

She inhaled, the trembling fading. “I run from nothing.”

I smiled. “And no one.”

Poppy closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me.”

She took a deep breath and moved. I didn’t want to let her go but thought she needed to stand on her own. And I had to let her.

“I’m sorry,” she started, too much color returning to her cheeks. “I’ve never had anything like that happen before.”

“It’s okay. I know how you felt. Really.” Seraphena slowly sat. “I often have times when I can’t control my anxiety. It’s like I lose control of where my mind goes, and my body decides to feel like it’s trying to kill me.”

Poppy nervously toyed with the clasps on her vest. “Really?”

Seraphena nodded with a smile. “It’s how I knew the breathing technique. I’ve lost count of how many times Ash has had to use it on me.”

I watched as Poppy fell silent. Her breathing was normal, her heart rate slow, but I could still pick up the lingering taste of embarrassment and the faint metallic taste of doubt. I wanted to get her out of here. My gaze went to Seraphena.

Meeting my stare, she gave me a barely discernible nod. I started to relax.

“I’m about to say something that will upset you both,” Seraphena said.

There went the slight feeling of ease. My jaw clenched.

She placed her hands on her knees, and my stomach twisted when her gaze slid to me. “And I’m going to need you to remain calm.”

“I’m calm,” I replied coolly, receiving a look of doubt from Seraphena.

“He is.” Poppy stepped forward.

“Okay.” She tapped her fingers on her knees. “There is a reason Eythos believed Sotoria would be able to kill Kolis—the reason I couldn’t, and why I said only you can. It is the Primal’s weakness. Love.”

I stiffened, my mind immediately going to something Isbeth had said. Shit. Not just her. Millicent also.

“Love,” Poppy repeated, and Seraphena nodded. “You’re telling me Casteel would be able to kill me because I love him? That love is my weakness?”

Seraphena’s eyes met mine. “That’s what I’m saying.”

“That is…” I shook my head as incredulity gave way to anger. “That’s utter bullshit.”

Seraphena grinned, but it was brief. “You know it’s true. The vadentia should confirm it.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t change that it’s still, as he said, bullshit.” Poppy’s face scrunched up. “I can’t believe that’s the other way to kill a Primal.”

“Primals were never meant to love. They were to be beyond such…mortal needs and desires and, therefore, unable to be swayed one way or another by such emotions,” she said. “But a long time ago, during Eythos’s reign as the Primal of Life, and before his brother betrayed him, a Primal did the unthinkable and fell in love.”

“The unthinkable?” Poppy muttered, crossing her arms.

“Unthinkable to the Arae, at least.”

Poppy rolled her eyes. “Of course, they are involved in this.”

“Supposedly, the discovery that a Primal could love was one of the times they decided to intervene in fate.” Seraphena lifted her shoulders. “They worried that love, held within the heart of a Primal, could become a weapon.”

“Love can’t become…” Poppy trailed off, then shook her head. “It’s not love that becomes the weapon. It’s the Primal because of their love.”

“Is there really a difference?” Seraphena countered. “Either way, the Fates intervened, thinking that if falling in love could destroy a Primal, they would be less likely to do so.”

“And how did that work out for them?” I lifted a brow.

“Not great, since many still fell in love,” she replied. “But from the moment the first Primal did, each one does, knowing that the one they cherish above all others could become the sword to end their existence.”

“That’s messed up,” Poppy murmured. “Why wouldn’t the vadentia tell me this?”

“Likely for the same reason the Arae made it so. Balance.”

Poppy’s eyes rolled. “Well, Casteel would never harm me,” she said. “So…whatever.”

“I would hope not,” she replied, her gaze sliding to me. “Because if he did, he would not live for long afterward.”

Poppy blinked.

“If I ever hurt her, you wouldn’t have to worry about coming after me.”

“Good.” Seraphena inclined her head. “You don’t sound surprised by that.”

“I’m not.”

Poppy whirled on me. “You’re not?”

I felt tension forming brackets around my mouth. “Isbeth said something about never wanting the weakness Primals had. I didn’t understand until Millicent mentioned it.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Poppy reached over and pushed me slightly, earning a raised brow from Seraphena.

I easily caught her hand and pulled her to my chest, wrapping an arm around her waist. She stared at me for several minutes, squinting. “You’re not going to kill me.”

One side of my lips curved. “No shit, Poppy. That’s why it wasn’t at the top of my list of things to discuss.”

Her eyes narrowed as she placed her hands on my waist. “It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Agreed.” My eyes searched hers. “So, why do you appear angry with me?”

“I’m not!”

My brows rose.

“It just makes me mad that I even have to think about this,” she told me.

“Okay.” I fought the upward curve my lips were determined to take. “But you’re still yelling at me.”

“No, I’m not!”

“You just burst one of my eardrums.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry.” I turned my head. “Can’t hear you.”

“Oh, my gods,” she muttered, twisting so her attention was on Seraphena. She didn’t see my smile, but I wondered if she felt my relief. Because she wasn’t panicking. She sounded like herself: a fascinating mixture of innocence and wickedness.

“You two remind me of Ash and me,” Seraphena commented.

“Really?” I drawled. “Have you stabbed Nyktos?”

“Casteel!” Poppy exclaimed, smacking my chest.

“Because she has stabbed me,” I continued.

“Oh, my gods!” she hissed, swinging her hand again.

I caught her wrist as I lowered my mouth to her ear. “So incredibly violent,” I murmured, then added for just her, It makes me incredibly hard.

“You are so incredibly dysfunctional,” she hissed.

“You know what I think?” I drawled. “That you forgot you can’t spell dysfunctional without—”

“Don’t—”

“Actually,” Seraphena interrupted. “I have stabbed Ash.”

Poppy stopped fighting and turned to Seraphena. “You have?”

“Yep.”

“Must run in the family,” I muttered.

Shooting me a glare that should’ve lit me on fire but only made me hard, Poppy pulled out of my hold. This time, I let her go. Luckily, she moved to stand in front of me. I doubted she’d want her grandmother to know I was aroused.

“I have questions about you stabbing Nyktos,” Poppy said.

Seraphena grinned. “We really don’t have time for that.”

“We don’t.” She sighed, but her shoulders straightened. “So, I’m Kolis’s weakness.”

“You are.”

I didn’t like where this was headed. Neither did my cock.

“It’s an advantage,” Seraphena said, avoiding my narrowed stare. “An ugly one Eythos believed Sotoria could capitalize on by convincing—”

“Stop right there.” Stepping forward, I crossed my arms. “Please, tell me you’re not suggesting she—”

“I’m not suggesting that she do what was originally planned.” Seraphena met my gaze. “Trust me.”

“I don’t,” I stated, and Poppy turned on me. “Not right now,” I added.

“I get it. I do.” Seraphena stood and smoothed her hands down her breeches. “If you knew half of what I’ve had to do, you would know that is the very last thing I would ever suggest.” She focused on Poppy. “You won’t have to convince him anyway. All you need is this.” She reached down and unsheathed her dagger. “I want you to have it.”

I focused on the weapon. It was white, and the pommel had been crafted into a full moon. Flames were carved into the grip, and vines had been etched into the cross guard in precise detail.

The moment my gaze shifted to the blade, I knew what it was. “Ancient bone?”

“Yes.” She flipped it in her hand and offered it to Poppy, handle first. “Careful with the blade. It will burn your skin if you touch it.”

“Really?” Poppy carefully wrapped her slender fingers around the grip. “I’ve touched the Ancient bone dagger in the chest,” she explained, glancing up at me. “It didn’t burn me.”

Seraphena frowned. “It should.”

“It didn’t. See—”

Both Seraphena and I moved to stop her, but Poppy already had her finger on the exposed bone blade.

“Fucking gods,” I muttered, wanting to rip it from her hands.

“It doesn’t burn.” She looked between us. “There’s only a faint tingle.”

“A faint tingle?” Seraphena sounded doubtful. And confused. She looked at me. “Does it burn you?”

“It did when it stabbed me.”

Poppy’s features tightened as she glanced at Seraphena. “You don’t know why?”

“No. I’ll see what I can find out, though.” Her nose wrinkled, much like Poppy’s had. “It has to mean something.”

When Poppy finally stopped touching the blade and turned it, I saw that it wasn’t bare. Chiseled into the bone was a snarling wolf breathing fire.

The detail was astonishing. Damn. Malik would lose his shit at seeing such craftsmanship.

“It’s…beautiful,” Poppy whispered, glancing back at Seraphena. “I can’t possibly accept this.”

“It is beautiful, but you must accept it.” Seraphena clasped her hands.

Every muscle in my body tensed as Poppy stared at her.

“Only you can kill him,” Seraphena said. “And I promised Kolis I would hand this very dagger to you so you could drive it through his heart.”

Poppy stared at her for a moment and then her gaze dropped to the dagger. “Then I will make sure I carry out that promise.”

Seraphena’s eyes closed as she nodded. When they reopened, I saw the glint of unshed tears in them. “I’m sorry this falls on you, Poppy. It isn’t fair. Eythos…well, he fucked up. And we failed to prevent this.”

I told myself to keep my mouth shut.

It didn’t listen.

“But if you had succeeded in preventing this, Poppy wouldn’t be here,” I told her. “I never would’ve met her. I wouldn’t have become a better man—which is, admittedly, a work in progress. But without her…” My chest tightened, and I felt Poppy’s hand on my arm. I cleared my throat. “As fucked up as it sounds, I can’t be disappointed that you didn’t succeed.”

The Queen of the Gods’ gaze met mine. “Neither can I.” She exhaled slowly. “I must leave.”

“I understand.” Poppy paused. “Just one more thing. I would like to visit with Ir—with my father.” The center of her cheeks turned pink. “When he’s feeling better, and the realm isn’t threatened.”

The smile that graced Seraphena’s face was the kind I cherished most when it graced Poppy’s. Big, warm, and genuine. “I’m sure he would like that.”

Poppy grinned tentatively. “I’m…happy to hear that.”

Seraphena stood before her, silent for a moment. “I’m terrible at goodbyes, even temporary ones.” She lifted her arms and then halted. “Can I…give you the most awkward hug known to man?”

The skin around Poppy’s eyes crinkled as she laughed. “Of course.” She lifted her arms and then remembered she still held a dagger with a very sharp, dangerous point.

“Here.” I took it from her and secured it to the strap across my chest. Hopefully, the damn shirt wouldn’t rip down the center and expose my skin to the bone.

Stepping back, I watched Seraphena envelop Poppy in a hug. It did look a little stiff, but not that awkward. I realized then that this was the first time I’d seen Poppy embraced by someone who shared her familial blood. And fuck if that didn’t do something to my chest.

And make me think of Malik.

I was done with that shit: the distrust and lingering feelings of betrayal despite knowing what had driven his actions. None of it mattered. It sounded unbelievable, but I was just…over it. Maybe it hadn’t happened instantly but rather had been happening since I’d learned why.

They parted, but Seraphena held on to Poppy’s hands. “You’re not alone in this. You will have our support, and I will see you again. Hopefully, with Millicent.”

Poppy nodded.

Seraphena stepped back, her gaze turning to me. “And you.”

I raised my brows.

“Take care of her.”

I lifted my chin as I spoke the vow I was willing to fulfill, “With my sword and my life.”
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POPPY

As fast as the Queen of the Gods had arrived, she was gone, her lingering presence—warm like the summer sun—slowly fading.

“Poppy,” Casteel said softly. I couldn’t pull my gaze from where she’d last stood. “I cannot imagine what you must be thinking or feeling,” he continued.

“Neither can I,” I said and then let out a short laugh. It sounded silly, but it was true.

Thoughts kept coming, one after another, and I didn’t really know what I was feeling because I felt so much. I was happy I’d met her, grateful that she seemed fond of me, and that I liked her as a person. I appreciated her capacity for caring for others who weren’t of her blood, her fierceness, and, yeah, even the fact that she had apparently stabbed Nyktos at some point.

It made me feel less…murderous.

I was relieved that she sounded like she would be there for us—for me—in whatever capacity she could. I also felt a yearning to spend more time with her. To get to know Seraphena better. And that led me to want to get to know my father. And Millicent, too. Because maybe, just maybe, Ires could start to feel like a father to me. And maybe I would like Millicent, and she would like me.

After losing Ian, I realized how badly I needed that.

So, there was hope when it came to forging a relationship with Seraphena—with all of them.

But it was all dampened by what she’d told me about Sotoria. It even overshadowed the sorrow I felt for Jadis, which made me feel selfish. But I’d just learned that I had lived and died who knew how many times all because of Kolis. I couldn’t dwell on that. Couldn’t even begin to untangle how it made me feel. Because I suspected that I would no longer feel numb or detached from those lives—Sotoria’s past—and it would…it would wreck me if I felt it all.

I couldn’t afford that.

But the knowledge that the Joining would not offer the protection we believed? My stomach twisted into tighter knots.

I loathed what that made me feel. It was the same nearly all-consuming emotion I’d felt when I realized Kolis had killed Rhahar with his will alone.

And I couldn’t feel that.

I had to be brave. Fearless.

Feeling Casteel’s intense stare, I took Seraphena’s advice and willed my shields in place. I had no idea if they worked, but the knots in my stomach loosened a bit, and my racing thoughts calmed, allowing me to do what Cas and Kieran were so damn good at. I prioritized what I needed to be concerned with and placed the past I couldn’t remember at the very bottom—or tried to.

I failed.

Because my very next thought proved I had no idea how to do that.

I’m Sotoria.

My heart skipped at the intrusive thought, and my mind immediately started spewing out denials. It seemed impossible. Unreal. But it was real. I wasn’t the girl who’d fallen off a cliff, though. Not really—

“Poppy.”

Gods, I was terrible at prioritizing.

Drawing in a shallow breath, I forced a smile and decided I should fake it until I made it. “We should head back.”

He didn’t respond.

I peeked over at him.

Casteel watched me, his arms crossed, testing the seams of that ridiculously tight shirt.

He did make it look good, though.

I shuffled uncomfortably, my fingers running over the clasps on my vest. “Why are you staring at me?”

“Because you’re beautiful.”

My chest fluttered, but I managed to keep my voice bland as I said, “Really.”

“Yes.” He tilted his head, and a moment passed. “I can tell a thousand different things are running through your mind.”

I snorted. “Is it that obvious?”

“A little.” Turning from me, he picked up Seraphena’s glass and moved to the liquor cabinet. “What would you like to drink? Sherry? Or…” He picked up a decanter with some liquid that matched his eyes. “Whiskey?”

“Do you think we should be having a drink right now?”

“What I think is that there will never be a time where drinking is more suitable.”

I snorted like a pig—not a piglet. “True, but—”

“We’ll head back soon.”

“But,” I repeated, “we need to check on things in Lowertown and see if Thad returned from Pensdurth.” Another thing occurred to me. “Plus, we have to find out what Malik wanted to show us.”

“We will do all of that soon.” Casteel glanced over his shoulder at me. “Just a drink. Then we return.” He grinned, that dimple in his right cheek peeking out. “So, whiskey?”

I sighed. “Sure.”

Casteel flipped over two fresh glasses and poured. “The one thing I can’t complain about when it comes to the Ascended in and near Carsodonia,” he said, walking the drinks over to me and handing me a glass, “is that they actually have good liquor.”

I didn’t know there was a difference between the liquor in Masadonia and that in the capital. I hadn’t really had many chances to sample the offerings.

He sat on one of the longer couches and leaned back as best he could with the swords and dagger strapped to him. “Sit with me?”

Cradling the drink, I made my way over to him and sat. I took a sip, surprised by the liquor’s smoothness, but it still made my stomach churn. Though it wasn’t the whiskey doing that. It was why I knew Casteel wanted to linger here.

“So,” he drawled, and I tensed. “You going to tell me why you want to kill one of the Fates?”

I blinked, not expecting that question. “I was hoping you’d forget that.”

He snorted. “You should’ve known better.”

“I asked them if they were going to do anything about the other realm.” I rubbed my thumb across the glass. “They said they couldn’t because there were rules.” I rolled my eyes. “And, well, I kind of lost my temper.”

“Is that so?” he asked with a hint of amusement in his tone.

I shared with him how I’d told them I thought their idea of balance made no sense. “I called them out on how they’ve stood by and done nothing when things clearly weren’t balanced, and the conversation sort of escalated from there.”

“How so?” There was no amusement in his tone then.

“I realized that the reason they didn’t want to intervene was because they were weaker than the Ancients who were Awakening. I called them cowards, and Lirian didn’t take it well. He started running his mouth.” I took a drink. “He brought up how others had tried and failed to, well…you know.”

“No.” His tone was flat. “I don’t.”

I took a deep breath and braced myself. “To kill me.”

Casteel remained quiet.

That wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. I glanced at him. His jaw was set, and the glow of eather behind his pupils was vivid. “He said even Millicent wanted me dead.”

A muscle in his jaw throbbed. “What else did he say?” he asked.

“Well, at that point, I kind of swung on him, and he responded by basically freezing me. He ran his mouth a little more, and that’s about when I promised that I would find out how many of them could die before the realms unraveled.”

“You plan on carrying through on that?” he asked after a moment.

I looked at him. “I do.”

“Good.” The smile that graced his lips was vicious. “Because if you didn’t, I would.”

The corners of my lips tipped up. “Well, let’s hope they can afford at least one of them dying.”

Casteel nodded curtly, took a drink, then pulled his lower lip between his teeth. When his gaze returned to mine, the eather in his eyes had calmed. “I want to know how you’re really handling everything.”

The muscles in my neck tensed.

“You need to talk about it,” he pressed.

I wasn’t sure what I needed, but I knew it wasn’t that. Because I had a feeling if I thought about what he wanted me to talk about, my mind would go to how he was handling the news. Whether it changed things for him—just a little. Because how could it not? My stomach twisted. Of all the things I should be worried about, that should be at the bottom of the list. I knew that, but it was important to me. Because he was. “There’s really not much to say,” I said, my gaze flicking to the table. “Besides, there’s something more important we need to discuss.”

“Doubtful,” he murmured.

“You told me to ask you later why you care about your life,” I reminded him. “It’s later.”

Seconds ticked by in silence. I peeked at him.

Our eyes met, and I felt like I could fall into the pools of amber.

Then he said one word.

“You.”

My lips parted on a sharp inhale.

“It was meeting you,” he continued, my heart picking up speed, thumping heavily. He took a drink. “You know how you said you started to live when you met me? It was the same for me. I was merely existing for so long, driven only by vengeance.”

“Cas,” I whispered, twisting toward him.

His inhale was swift, and his eyes slowly closed, thick lashes fanning his skin. Lowering the hand holding his glass to his thigh, he swallowed. “What I felt for you made me care about myself again. Care about life.”

Tears clogged my throat as I stared at him. “I might…cry.”

Casteel’s eyes opened, and his gaze swung to mine. “I didn’t tell you that to make you cry.”

“I know, but it’s…” Sweet wasn’t a powerful enough word. I blinked back the tears and set my glass on the floor. Moving closer, I touched his cheek. “I love you.”

His eyes searched mine. “I know.”

Sliding my hand back, I sifted my fingers through his hair. “I love you so much.”

He lowered his forehead to mine. “I know, my Queen.”

My fingers tightened around his hair. Eather flashed behind his pupils as his gaze dipped to my mouth. Under his stare, an aching heaviness settled in my breasts. I brought his mouth to mine. His lips tasted of those powerful words, and I knew then that he was what I needed. His kisses. His touch. The feel of his body against mine. Because I knew nothing else could occupy my mind then. Being with him had that kind of near-magical ability.

I was moving before I knew it, climbing into his lap. He straightened and moved his glass out of the way as my knees stopped where his swords rested.

“Comfortable?” He tipped his head back and took another drink.

“Yes.” I placed my hands on his shoulders and slid them down.

“Careful,” he warned. “The dagger may not burn you, but it can pierce your flesh.”

I glanced at the bone dagger. “I know.”

A half-grin appeared, revealing the dimple on his right cheek. “You totally forgot the dagger was strapped there.”

“Maybe.” I reached for the hilt and undid the strap, freeing the blade and holding it between us.

“Should I be concerned?”

“You tell me,” I remarked, my eyes tracing the wolf etched into the blade. “It really is beautiful, isn’t it?”

“It is,” he said, setting a hand on my hip to steady me as I leaned over and set the dagger on the end table. “You just had a whole lot of heavy shit laid at your feet, Poppy.”

“Yeah,” I murmured, straightening and turning my attention to the straps of his baldric.

“You seriously have no memories of Sotoria?”

“Nothing beyond what I dreamt while in stasis.” I drew my fingers down a strap.

He was quiet for a moment. “Maybe that’s why you keep standing at the windows.”

My gaze lifted. “Keep? It thought I only—”

“You did it two nights ago.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. “I don’t remember that.”

“But you remember the nights before that?”

“Mostly,” I said, feeling him tense. “I don’t remember why I was standing there, but I do remember us.”

He nodded as my gaze lowered. Did some part of my subconscious somehow remember being Sotoria? Was that part stronger while I slept? It was the only thing that made sense. I wished it didn’t.

“Seraphena said maybe I remembered more about her when I was a child.” I returned my focus to the straps. “But I don’t recall being weirded out by the Cliffs then.”

“And now?”

I nodded as I found the buckle on his side.

“Maybe your Ascension unlocked some feelings associated with things related to Sotoria,” he suggested.

That made sense. But I didn’t like that it did.

“And you don’t remember the nightmare you had?”

“No.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. I only remembered the…gold bars.

“You’ve always recalled them before,” he said as I toyed with the buckle. “What is different—what are you doing?”

Having unbuckled the harness, I felt the weight of the sword shift. “Nothing.”

He took another drink as my fingers moved to the other buckle. “Doesn’t seem like nothing, my Queen.”

Unhooking the second sword, I placed my hands on his chest and ran them under the now-loosened straps. With the shirt like a second skin, I felt how his muscles tensed. “You know, I don’t really mind the shirt. You look good in it.”

“Of course, I do.”

“Arrogant.”

Cas winked. It was still a little infuriating how sexy he looked doing it while I appeared as if I had a twitch if I tried.

I dipped my head and kissed him. I tasted the woodsy flavor of the whiskey on his lips. Nipping at his lower lip, I wiggled closer, seating myself more fully in his lap. He hissed when I pressed down. His lips parted, and he swallowed the gasp that slipped free when I felt the hard length of his cock right against where I wanted him. The kiss deepened, and I felt his heart rate picking up, its beat mirroring mine. His hands landed on my hips—both of them. I had no idea where his glass had gone.

“Poppy—”

I kissed him again, silencing him as I leaned in. The contact of my breasts against his chest, even with layers of clothing between us, caused my nipples to tighten to almost-painful points. He kissed me as a raw, needy sound escaped from the depths of his being, eliciting a fine shiver from me.

Heady heat flooded my veins and between my thighs. Gods, I wanted him. And that need emboldened me. I reached between us, my palm slipping over the hard ridge. I felt him spasm inside his soft leather breeches and practically melted.

“Fuck,” Casteel groaned, his hips rising. “Poppy.” One of his hands closed around mine, and my stomach curled low and tight at the thought of him guiding my hand over his length. The pang of desire was so intense that my breath stuttered and—

Casteel pulled my hand away. “That’s not why we’re sitting here.”

My eyes popped open in surprise. Stunned, I watched as he lifted my hand and brought it to his lips.

He kissed my imprint.

I tried to speak, but my throat constricted and nothing came out. Was he…rejecting me?

“I want you to talk to me, Poppy.” His eyes met mine.

Stiffening, my fingers curled around nothing. “But that’s not what I want.”

“It’s what you need.”

“No.” My gaze dropped to his lap. “That’s what I need.”

“Poppy,” he grunted, his chest rising sharply. “You’ve been through a lot of shit in a short period of time. You killed your mother.”

“I’m fine with that.”

“Then you fell into stasis, where a psychotic Primal god was able to get into your head,” he continued. “You woke up to learn that you’d been under his influence, then were pulled to another realm, only to witness its destruction.”

“Haven’t forgotten that,” I said.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “You fought an Ancient. Without me,” he tacked on with a low growl. “That alone is a lot to deal with.”

“Are you done listing things I remember?”

“No.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Then there was Stonehill. Then Tawny. Then Lowertown,” he went on. “And now, all of this.”

I didn’t want him to continue, so I decided to quiet him the best way I knew. I lowered my mouth to his.

Casteel caught me by the shoulder and held me back. “And you just found out that your—fuck,” he said, and my stomach once more felt like it curled inward. He shook his head. “You just learned that you lived only the gods know how many lives.”

“I know.” I rocked back, swallowing hard against the knot forming in my throat. “I was there for the conversation.”

He ignored my snarky retort. “It has to have messed with your head.”

“Did it mess with yours?” I blurted before I could stop myself.

Casteel didn’t answer immediately.

When he did, the one word he uttered was like a sucker punch to the chest.

“Yes.”


CHAPTER 40
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POPPY

Yes.

The word echoed my heartbeat as I stared at him.

“How could it not?” Casteel asked.

Now, those four words joined the pounding.

“Of course,” I murmured, rapidly blinking as I scooted back.

I knew what I needed now. And it still wasn’t to talk. It also wasn’t him. It was distance. Space.

He tilted his head, his hands moving to my hips to stop me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I gripped the arm of the couch, but he held on. “Can you let go?”

“No.”

“Let go.” I met his stare and let the eather surface enough to charge the air. “Before I make you let go.”

An eyebrow rose, and a heartbeat passed. He slowly lifted each finger as he held my gaze.

Scrambling off him, I stood and stepped back before bending to pick up my glass. I took a large gulp of whiskey and immediately regretted that life choice. The burn hit like fire and clawed its way down my throat, causing my eyes to water and my lungs to seize.

“You okay?” Casteel asked, the corners of his lips twitching.

“Yes,” I wheezed.

“Sure sounds like it.”

“Shut up.” I turned and made a face as I glanced down at the whiskey. I was never touching it again.

“I think that was karma,” he continued. “For you not answering my question.”

My grip on the glass tightened. “Of course, you would think it was karma.”

“Poppy.”

I stepped onto the raised platform, mimicking his tone when I said, “Casteel.”

His sigh was impressively loud. “Talk to me.”

I set the glass on the table and walked to the map of Solis as I searched for something to say that had nothing to do with what he wanted. Luckily, I found it. “Aren’t we supposed to meet with your brother?”

“We will.”

“We should do that now.” I kept my gaze on the map. “And seriously consider having a public address to assure the people they are safe and talk about the things that are happening in the realm. You know, like the sun.”

“We will discuss that once we talk.”

“We are talking.”

“Not about what we should.”

“No.” I ran my fingers over the hilt of the steel dagger holding down one edge of the map. “We disagree on what we need to discuss.”

“That doesn’t change that we need to talk about it.”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t pretend you’re actually invested in that map, Poppy.”

My jaw ached from how tightly I clenched it. I closed my eyes. A small section of my thoughts was operating somewhat logically. I had been through a lot. And I did have many things dropped on me. Stuff I didn’t think I could truly process even if given a lifetime to do so. Casteel was concerned. He was being gentle and caring. Thoughtful. Loving. My brain told me all that. But my heart…

It went in a totally different direction as it dropped to my toes. And when it did, it woke up the other part of my brain—the bit that couldn’t believe someone like him wanted someone like me. Except it wasn’t the old insecurities about my scars or how I didn’t have the willowy beauty coveted by the Ascended. I knew he wanted me. I had just felt how much.

This was a newer, deeper fear. And it didn’t matter that I knew I was being a little ridiculous—it was fueled by not wanting to think about all that stuff.

I cleared my throat. “We should head back.”

“Not until we talk,” he countered.

Irritation joined the frustration, rising sharply as I opened my eyes. “You want to talk?” I faced him. “How about we talk about what’s up with you and Kieran?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s not important right now.”

“So there is something.”

“For fuck’s sake, Poppy.” Frustration flared through him. “That’s not what I said.”

“Fine,” I bit out.

A moment passed. “Why don’t you trust me with how you’re feeling?”

I stared at him for a moment, thinking I hadn’t heard him right. But I had. “What do you mean? Not wanting to talk about all that shit has nothing to do with you.”

His jaw flexed. “It sure seemed like it did a few minutes ago.”

Inhaling sharply, I smoothed my hands down my sides. He was right. It did have something to do with him. “Let me rephrase. It has nothing to do with me trusting you.”

Casteel said nothing for a long moment, then cursed. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, you probably shouldn’t have,” I agreed. “We need to return. There are too many important things we need to be doing.”

He lifted his gaze to mine. “Nothing is more important than what we’re doing—or attempting to do—right now.”

My hands fell away from my sides and fisted. “You do realize I can just return without you, right?”

“You would never.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Yes.”

My gaze fixed on his knowing half-smile, and like with Lirian and many other times, I sort of lost my temper. “Fine, Casteel. A lot has been thrown at me.” Eather flared inside me, hot and ready. “I don’t even remember seeing my father, but sure, let’s chat. Do you want to start with what I unfortunately do remember? Like killing my mother?”

The smirk disappeared.

“And yeah, I am fine with that. It’s true.” I stepped forward. “She needed to die. But I can still hear her bones cracking—bones I cracked. Or should we talk about how it feels that I did who knows what while under Kolis’s influence?”

“You didn’t do anything, Poppy.”

“Sure.” I smiled, and it felt sharp. “Or we could talk about how anytime I think of the Continents, all I hear is the sound of thousands of people screaming in pain and fear? Or what it was like not to be able to do anything to help them?” My chest hummed. “Or how about that I see those little girls clutching dinner knives in their hands when I close my eyes? Or Tawny’s face?” I should have asked Seraphena about thanions. Damn it. “And think about how I ruined her.”

He leaned forward. “You didn’t—”

“No.” I swiped my hand through the air. “You wanted to talk about how I feel. That’s how I feel. You don’t get to say I don’t.”

Casteel shut up real quick.

I should’ve followed suit, but I didn’t. “We could talk about the shock of seeing my grandmother for the first time. Or what it’s like to know that my own flesh and blood was responsible for the state Jadis was in. It feels like shit, in case you were wondering.”

He inhaled sharply.

“But I’m guessing what you really want to talk about is Sotoria,” I said, my voice hitching on the name. “Well, you know what I want to talk about? What has your head messed up? Is it how I’m no longer just Poppy?”

“What?” Casteel jerked back.

“Is that what’s messing up your head?” I demanded. “I mean, you just found out your wife has apparently lived dozens of lives and has a psychotic true Primal of Death obsessed with her. That has to be it.”

Casteel stood. “It’s not.”

I laughed, but it sounded scratchy. “Really?”

“Okay, it is.”

Drawing in a stinging breath, I crossed my arms as a sharp ache blossomed deep within my chest. My clothing felt too tight, my skin sticky.

“But not how you must be thinking,” he said, stepping forward.

“And how am I thinking about it? Seriously.” I turned sideways. It was a genuine question because I had no idea what I was thinking.

“I’m thinking it’s all kind of insane.” He took another step forward. “It doesn’t sound real.”

A low laugh escaped me. “Well, we can agree on that.”

“But it is real,” he said. “And none of that changes that you’re still Poppy to me.”

I scoffed and looked at him. “Really? I thought Primals couldn’t lie?”

His chin dipped. “I’m not.”

“Or maybe that doesn’t apply to Deminyen Primals,” I countered, my neck tingling. Instinct told me that what I just said was wrong. The same rule did apply to Deminyen Primals. But what defined a lie wasn’t as black and white as one would think. There were half-truths—sugar-coated ones. Well-meaning falsehoods. But it all depended on the motivation that birthed the lie. Deminyen Primals couldn’t tell lies fueled by manipulation. “Or maybe you’re just not Casteel anymore?”

He raised his brows. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know.” I threw up my hands. “All I know is that you—” I stopped myself, clamping my mouth shut. I had a sinking feeling I was seconds away from embarrassing myself.

“What do you know?” he asked. “And don’t you dare say, ‘nothing.’”

I faced him. “Nothing.”

He let out a dark, shadowy laugh that elicited two unique reactions in me—for very different reasons. “It’s a good thing I find your anger arousing.”

“You sure about that? Because it sure didn’t seem that way a few minutes ago.”

“A few minutes ago, you felt exactly how aroused I was,” he retorted. “And in case you’re wondering, if you had your hand on my dick right now, you’d find the same thing.”

The heady flush his words conjured caused me to do the very last thing I wanted to. I opened my idiotic mouth. “No, thank you. I really don’t want to be rejected twice in a row.”

Casteel straightened to his full height, and in the silent seconds that passed, I wanted nothing more than to crawl under the table and hide.

And repeatedly punch myself.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I pressed my fingers against my forehead instead. “I can’t believe I just said that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I know I’m being ridiculous. I mean, you just told me I was the reason you cared about life again.” I rubbed my forehead. “So, can we pretend I never said that? Okay? Thanks.”

“I didn’t agree to that.”

Swallowing a carriage full of curses, I dropped my hand. “What if I said please?”

“This is the one time that word has no effect on me.”

“Great,” I muttered, resisting the urge to pull my hair.

“Is that what you think?” His brow furrowed. “That learning who you once were has affected how I see you? How you make me feel?”

I wanted to scream yes but lifted a shoulder in a shrug instead. “I don’t know.” I folded an arm across my waist. “Hasn’t it, though?”

“I think…” He exhaled heavily and shoved a hand through his hair. “I think I fucked up.”

“No,” I was quick to deny. “This isn’t on you. It’s me, so you—” I gasped, jerking back as Casteel appeared directly in front of me. “Gods, you move even quicker now.”

“I do.” He stood there, his arms at his sides, towering over me.

Swallowing, I took a step back, bumping into the table. “I don’t think that was necessary.”

Eather seeped into his irises as he stared down at me. “It was.”

“Nah.” I reached down and gripped the table’s smooth edge. “You could’ve just walked over here like a normal—”

“Nothing,” he cut in, clasping my cheeks. His voice dropped and thinned until it became a shadow against my lips. “Absolutely fucking nothing will ever change what I see when I look at you or feel when I think of you.”

Words failed me as I stared up at him.

“And I never see you as just Poppy,” he continued. “Not when all I can see is my everything. My world.”

A shudder ran through me.

Casteel dropped his forehead to mine. “There are no moments when I don’t need you with every fucking fiber of my being.” His hands slid back to delve into my hair. “And you know that, Poppy.”

“I do,” I whispered, my eyes closing. And I did. “I don’t know why I reacted like that.”

“You just found out you’ve lived dozens of lives,” he said quietly. “That probably has something to do with it.”

A shaky laugh parted my lips. “Probably.”

“And it’s not just that.” Lifting his head, he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I did fuck up by pushing you to talk before you had a chance to process any of what has happened. I’m sorry.”

I inhaled a shaky breath that caught in my throat. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not, though,” he said, his voice a whisper. “Something like this can’t be okay.”
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I stood before a single closed door, my palm pressed against the cool stone.

I didn’t even know why I’d come here after returning from Ironspire, but here I was, standing before a chamber I wasn’t even sure others knew about.

The Vault.

It was accessed through a door to the left of the dais within the Great Hall and tucked at the end of the narrow, dimly lit hall often used by servants where the passage split in two.

I hadn’t come that way.

I’d shadowstepped from the Solar to avoid being followed by Delano, who was guarding the chamber while Casteel went to speak with Kieran to see if there were any updates from Pensdurth. And to locate Malik.

But Pensdurth wasn’t the only reason Casteel had gone to Kieran instead of summoning him to the Solar. He wanted to fill him in on what we’d learned.

“Do you want to tell Kieran or…?” Casteel had asked when we returned to Wayfair, leaving it open-ended.

I could’ve kept Kieran in the dark. That was what I wanted. The fewer people who knew about the whole Sotoria thing, the better. But that would’ve been foolish. Keeping that kind of information—any information at this point—to ourselves was incredibly dangerous. Kieran needed to know. Others would need to know so we could prepare for what Kolis may do.

So, I took the coward’s way out and asked Casteel to tell him. I didn’t want to have the conversation. The gods only knew what I would say to humiliate myself again.

Something like this can’t be okay.

I ran my fingers across the rough sandstone blocks, seeking the hidden door’s nearly invisible seam. It only took a few moments before my fingers brushed the minuscule gap.

Recalling the areas Isbeth had touched to open it felt like muscle memory since I’d watched her do it a hundred times—maybe more. Stretching up, I pressed on the smaller block of stone, counted down five, and pushed again. The section of stone shuddered, telling me I was successful. Stone whispered against stone as I shoved the door open.

Cool air rushed over me as I stepped into the pitch-black void. Tiny bumps rose on my skin as I stood in utter darkness. No electricity fueled the lights in this area. There had been gas lamps and torches, but they’d likely burned out weeks ago. Still, I remembered where the torches were and had planned for this.

Shutting the door behind me, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I pulled on my memory of the Vault, visualizing the dozens of torches lining the walls that lit the cavernous space. Eather stirred as my will formed in my mind.

The soft whoosh of flames igniting in quick succession shattered the silence.

A wry grin tugged at my lips. Gods. Having this ability as a child would’ve either been spectacular or a complete disaster that ended in me burning something down.

I opened my eyes. Torchlight now flickered and danced across the walls, casting an amber glow over the crates of jewels.

Diamonds of every shape and size. Emeralds the color of the sharpest blade of grass. Sapphires that resembled the deep blue sky at dawn. Piles of rare jewels such as Royal Jade—a milky-green stone—and Blood Ruby—prized for its deep crimson color. There were even black opals and the Twin Stone, which currently shifted from black to white as the torchlight reached it.

I walked between the crates, passing the closed velvet boxes and carelessly left jewelry scattered across the display tables. There was so much wealth in just the collection of jewels and jewelry.

Even more existed in the area of the Vault situated below Wayfair, where the coins were stacked.

Something like this can’t be okay.

This could feed every soul in Carsodonia and beyond for years. Instead, it was just squirreled away here. Backs broken, and lives cut short to unearth the stones. Bones shattered, and flesh burned to mint the coins. All so it could be hoarded, ensuring that those who had so little had even less.

As I proceeded and moved forward, disgust with Isbeth, the Blood Crown, and myself filled me. I was haunted by memories of playing with the jewels as if they were nothing but trinkets. Then again, I had been a child and unaware of the value of such beautiful things.

I needed to make sure the others knew about this, and we needed to plan how to use it.

Because it would no longer remain here. Not a single coin or jewel.

But right now, I was here for one thing in particular.

As I neared the staircase, I turned to the right and saw a pathway between crates that led to a door. I walked under the rounded archway and turned the handle, the wood groaning as I pushed it open. I took one step inside and stopped, the eather coiling and twisting tightly.

Roses.

I could smell the faint trace of Isbeth’s perfume.

Something like this can’t be okay.

Jaw clenching, I walked in. The torches lit on my command. I passed the plush crimson chaise I could still see Isbeth lying upon in a lazy yet elegant sprawl, and the equally lush chair I sat in, my legs dangling until, as the years passed, I could finally reach the floor. My gaze fell upon the gilded stool and ruby-adorned vanity, a sapphire-encrusted brush on its surface. I picked it up.

Strands of dark hair were tangled between the bristles.

Something like this can’t be okay.

I replaced it and lifted my gaze to the glass case behind the vanity and what I sought within.

It wasn’t the empty shelf where the Blood King’s crown once sat. Nor the shelf where the Blood Queen’s crown had rested. It was what sat between them. Skirting the vanity, I stopped in front of the glass.

It sat cushioned on crimson velvet, its irregular sides and pointy edges glinting a luminous silver.

The Star diamond.

Something like this can’t be okay.

I reached for the small knob on the door and found it locked. The key… Isbeth or one of the Handmaidens always carried it with them. It had probably been on her when she took her last breath.

The thick glass shattered, falling to the floor with a tinkling sound in a waterfall of glittering shards as I placed my palm against the surface. I reached inside, halting with my fingers an inch from the diamond. Part of me didn’t want to touch what I couldn’t help but think of as a tomb now.

Pressing my lips together, I wrapped my fingers around it. Turning from the case, I sat on the armchair’s edge and extended my fingers. The diamond was the size of my palm and sort of shaped like a star. I turned it to the side. Kind of. I stared at it.

I still didn’t feel anything.

I didn’t know what I’d expected. A charge of energy? A flash of something? Because if her soul was also mine, and it had been in this diamond, wouldn’t I feel something?

It just felt like a diamond, sort of shaped like a star. It didn’t feel special. But…

But hadn’t I been drawn to it as a child? I often stared at it as Isbeth brushed her hair before holding court or tinkered with the countless jewels. I remembered wondering what was so unique about it.

A few years before she sent me to Masadonia, Isbeth had taken it out of its case, knelt beside me, and said, “The most beautiful things in all the kingdom often have jagged and uneven lines…”

I knew then that she spoke of my scars. And when she said that beauty was often broken, barbed, and always unexpected, I believed she had also been talking about me.

But now I wondered if she’d been referring to herself.

Because she was even more broken and barbed than I thought if she could do all she’d done. And no part of me believed she’d had no idea what had been held in this diamond.

Callum must have told her. And with that knowledge, she was able to understand the prophecy.

Disgust and anger churned as I ran my thumb over the diamond’s uneven side. How could Callum allow what had been done to his sister to happen over and over? I had no answer for that. It was the same when I thought of Isbeth. I supposed they had allowed desperation and grief to twist them into something unrecognizable.

How could I share their blood?

That thought made me think of Millicent. Had she known about this? She knew about the prophecy, but did she know about this? I shook my head. Even if she did, what would it change? It didn’t mean she supported it. She was, after all, just like me: a pawn moved across a board built long before we were born. She had been designed to be the First Daughter…

Because it had been written in the prophecy.

As I sat there in the silent Vault, it struck me that Isbeth had likely only had Millicent because she needed a second daughter.

A harsh, short laugh left me. Gods. It was so obvious, yet we’d assumed that what Isbeth had planned had gone awry with Millicent. That she hadn’t been able to Ascend due to Casteel being so weak and tried again with me. In reality, she just needed two daughters born of the first mortal.

She had saved Millicent, though.

But what Millicent and I would never know is whether she had saved her daughter because of the verse that said—Together, they will remake the realms as they usher in the end. Because of that, she knew Millicent needed to be alive. Or was it done out of something akin to familial love? It was probably the former, but that was going on the assumption the verse was about Millicent and me.

It didn’t matter either way. Because at the end of the day, Isbeth had ensured Kolis was free to come for one of her daughters. And, gods, that was…

It was beyond sick.

All of this was.

The facets of the diamond glimmered as I exhaled slowly and lowered my hand. How could any of this have happened?

Better yet, why hadn’t Eythos just found a way to let Sotoria die and stay dead? My eyes sprang open. If he had, I wouldn’t be here.

And, gods, that messed with my head.

So did the realization that this could be why I’d felt different since awakening. Not as if I were someone else but that I was…changed.

So did the fact that I was the object of Kolis’s obsession. To be honest, I wished he only wanted to take the embers and kill me. It was preferable to the alternative. Because that…

That made me think of the bars I’d seen and everything Kolis had put Sotoria through. It made me think of Teerman, his lessons, and what I didn’t remember—what I wouldn’t allow myself to remember.

I squirmed, my hand tightening around the diamond as my skin crawled. Itched. I shook my head again as if that could somehow make the feeling of being soiled go away. Prove none of this was real. That his love was the reason I had to be the one to kill him—something the Fates failed to mention.

Something like this can’t be okay.

But it didn’t matter.

Because Seraphena had spoken the truth when she said he would come for me. And I could see what would happen when he did.

He would bring death.

He already had to Stonehill. Except this time, it wouldn’t be against people I’d never met with names I’d never heard.

Because of his sick obsession, Kolis would bring death to everyone I cared about. That’s why people had already died. Why more would.

I could see it so clearly—like having a vision. And it…terrified me.

People I cared about would die. They would die despite the Joining. Survival wasn’t guaranteed. And I? I would be lucky if I died with them. Something bitter and slick made my chest tight.

Fear.

I didn’t choose this.

I’d had no say in what Eythos decided or my mother plotted. Eythos had decided to take my life and turn it into a weapon. She had plotted to take my life and use it as a tool for revenge.

My entire life had been this way until I chose myself in New Haven. Chose to have experiences. To love. To live. At least, that’s what I naïvely believed. But had any of it been a choice? Or had it been fate? Had it been the Fates?

The possibility of that shouldn’t affect me. I should be used to it. But it did. That rage I’d felt since Stonehill clawed its way out of where I’d tucked it away. It moved through me like smoke from flames smoldering for what felt like eons. The essence followed, coiling and stretching.

Something like this can’t be okay.

Opening my eyes, I forced a breath—in and out—then looked at The Star resting in my palm. I was wrong when I said it was like a tomb.

It had been a prison.

My fingers curled around the diamond’s uneven edges as the essence inside me pulsed hotly, my veins catching on fire.

Eather erupted from my hand in an intense, silver-gold glow tinged in black as the fury settled in my chest, heavy and hot. It sharpened every breath and heartbeat until the diamond caved in with a sharp crack.

I opened my hand. The remnants of The Star slipped between my fingers, catching the distant torchlight in a fleeting, faint glimmer before falling as dust to the floor.

Something like this can’t be okay.

The truth in those words crawled deep inside me.

But it had to be.

Because I could feel everything tied to it not being okay rising from that tight, aching place in my chest. It burned my throat and stung my eyes. And once freed, it felt like every thought and feeling surrounding how not okay any of this was would be overwhelming. Like I wouldn’t be able to control myself. And that was weak, wasn’t it? I couldn’t afford that. Not now. If I let it happen, it would be devastating.

I had to pull myself together.

I couldn’t be afraid.

I needed to be strong.

Brave.

I had to be okay.


CHAPTER 41
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POPPY

“Poppy?”

Delano’s voice jolted me, and I blinked several times. Once I realized I was standing in front of the glass wall again, staring at the gray, rocky face of the Cliffs of Sorrow, I sucked in a sharp breath.

“You okay?” Delano asked.

“Yeah,” I said, even though my heart pounded, and I had no idea how long I’d been standing there. Since I returned from the Vault? I rubbed my temple and faced him, forcing a smile.

Concern filled his winter-sky eyes from where he stood in the doorway. “Are you sure? I called your name twice.”

“I’m sorry. I must’ve zoned out.”

Delano shifted his weight, his uncertainty clear. “Is your head hurting?”

“No.” I lowered my hand when I felt his relief. “I was just trying to remember something.”

He cocked his head. “Does rubbing your temple help with that?”

“Not really.” I laughed. “Is everything all right?”

He nodded. “Just figured you could use some company while you wait for Cas.” He paused, and my smile became more genuine. “Especially since you’re back.”

The smile froze.

“Yeah,” he drawled, a white-blond lock of hair slipping across his forehead as he dipped his chin. “I know you weren’t in the Solar this whole time.”

Damn it.

“How did you know?” I asked.

He lifted a shoulder.

I eyed him. The notam wasn’t that sensitive, but Delano had always been different. He seemed to recognize the notam even before I entered the Culling.

“So, what were you staring at?” he prodded, drawing me from my thoughts.

“I guess the Cliffs and the Dark Elms.”

His head tilted again. “The Dark Elms?”

“The forest.” I turned and gestured to the elms in the distance. “That’s what Ian called them.”

Delano strode forward, his features marked with curiosity. “Interesting. We’ve been calling them something similar.”

I arched a brow. “Because they look like the sun can’t penetrate them?”

“That, but mostly because they give off…weird vibes,” he remarked, staring at them. “Not necessarily bad, just…unwelcoming. Like they’re already occupied.”

A wave of surprise washed over me. “Can the wolven sense spirits?”

His brows shot up as he looked over at me. “We can sense the unnaturalness that accompanies them. Sometimes, we don’t always know that’s what we’re feeling.”

My eyes widened. I’d been half-joking when I asked that. My attention shifted back to the Dark Elms. Hadn’t Tawny once mentioned seeing a spirit in the—

Tawny.

My chest felt as if it were being split open as I thought about having to tell her what I’d done. How did one go about confessing they’d taken someone’s soul? Better yet, how did you tell your first true friend they would eventually sour and rot from within and become something monstrous without it?

Feeling Delano’s stare, I drew in a ragged breath. “Ian told me the forest was full of spirits too afraid to pass on and face judgment.”

“Really?” Delano tipped his head back. “He may have been on to something. That’s probably what we’ve been feeling.”

Well, now I had even more reasons never to go into them.

“Sometimes, I wonder if Ian was part Seer,” I said with a shake of my head. “He told me so many things that I believed were just fantastical stories that are now turning out to be true.”

“Maybe he was.” Delano angled his body toward me. “Leopold and Coralena were his parents, right?”

“Yes, but…” But what? I frowned. It felt like I was forgetting something, but nothing came to me. “That’s what I’ve been told. But I honestly don’t know for sure.”

“I wonder if Millicent knows.”

I pressed my lips together. She might. I could ask her. That was if I ever saw her again. Something quite…horrifying popped into my head then.

Eythos was my great-grandfather, which meant Kolis was my great-granduncle. And while I’d already known that, it was before I learned about the whole Sotoria thing.

My upper lip curled in disgust. Did Kolis realize that? Would it matter?

Probably not.

Ew.

Shaking those thoughts from my head, I glanced at Delano. He practically vibrated with curiosity.

“Did you happen to notice that it was snowing this morning?” he asked.

I blinked. “What? It was snowing?”

“Well, flurrying,” he replied. “But yeah.”

“It has never snowed here,” I murmured, frowning. “Was it even cold enough for it to snow?”

“I don’t think so,” Delano said. “But then again, it takes a lot for me to feel the cold.” He crossed his arms. “I guess it’s more of the whole destabilization thing.”

I sent him a curious look.

“Kieran filled us in.”

“Oh,” I murmured, wondering when that had happened. Had it been before Stonehill or more recently? It felt like there was so much I hadn’t been present for. “I guess it’s good that only the weather…” My lips pursed. “And the path of the sun has been affected.”

“Yes,” Delano said. “Only the path of the sun.”

The way he’d said that made me laugh. “I suppose I shouldn’t phrase it that way.”

His gaze slid to mine. “You know I’m dying to ask about her,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper.

“Seraphena?”

His eyes glimmered with interest. “Yes.”

“Go ahead and ask,” I said, welcoming the diversion.

“How was she?”

“She was…” I paused, struggling for an appropriate adjective. “Casteel would probably say temperamental. I would say blunt. And…” I trailed off again with a frown. “Okay. Maybe a little temperamental.”

Delano’s eyes widened.

“Toward Casteel,” I quickly added. “They had moments of…misunderstanding. But she was actually nice and not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“An…ethereal being in a flowing gown,” I answered after a moment. “But she was dressed like I am and had a mouth to rival a dockworker.”

Delano grinned at that. “She sounds…normal.”

“Surprisingly so,” I said. “She mentioned that she couldn’t linger in this realm for long without causing the notam to revert back to her.”

“I’m not surprised to hear that. I could feel it here,” he said, unfolding his arms and touching his chest. “Right next to yours.”

Curiosity rose. “Does it feel different? My notam and hers?”

His brow furrowed under the edges of his hair. “Hers was…warm and fresh.”

“Fresh?” I stared at him. “Am I not fresh?”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, his lips twitching. “I meant…the notam feels fresh. Like the first winds of spring. Cut grass and lilacs. Light. Yours is more earthy and hot. Heavier.” His head cocked as my frown increased. “Unless you’re mad—like killing mad. Then, it’s…yeah, it’s something else.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have asked.

“It feels icy-hot then.”

“Well.” I took that in. “At least it doesn’t make you think of rot and decay.”

Delano laughed.

My lips tipped up at the sound, and I found myself taking in his profile. He was once more staring at the Dark Elms. My thoughts found their way to his sister. He never spoke of her. I didn’t even know if he had any other siblings. “Do you have a brother?” I asked.

“A younger brother. Ronan,” he answered, his faint smile fading. “And a sister.”

“Preela?” I whispered.

His eyes flew to mine, and then he let out a short laugh. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you know that. Did Cas tell you?”

I shook my head. “I knew she was Malik’s bonded wolven, but I didn’t realize she was your sister until I saw Malik with you in Padonia and spoke to him later.” I clasped my hands together, my throat dry. I hoped Delano didn’t know how she died and what had been done to her before Jalara took her life. Glancing back at the low table where the dagger remained wrapped, I took a deep breath. “Malik did tell me something else.”

“The gods only know what that could be,” he joked, but his eyes narrowed slightly as I tried to smile. His shoulders squared. “What did he tell you?”

I opened my mouth, closed it, then took a deep breath and walked over to the dagger. “I don’t know how to say this without just saying it.”

“I’m starting to get worried.” He followed me.

I cursed myself for making this worse as I picked up the wrapped dagger. “The bloodstone dagger that Vikter gifted me… I know Coralena gave it to Leopold, but not how Vikter ended up with it.” I should’ve asked him when he said he’d never seen Leopold. “I can only imagine the Fates had a hand in all of it.”

Taking a deep breath, I turned to Delano. “The bone used to craft the handle?” I met his stare and saw a realization begin to dawn. “It belonged to Preela.”

Delano’s lips parted, but no words came out.

“I didn’t know until Malik told me.” I glanced down at the wrapped dagger. “To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about how it’d come to be, which was…well, shitty of me. But once I learned…”

“I…” Delano cleared his throat. When he spoke next, his voice was thick. “That’s why you’ve been using a shadowstone dagger.”

I nodded and lifted my gaze to his. His eyes were glassy. Gods, if he started crying, I would collapse into a messy pile of tears. “I wanted to know what you’d like me to do with it.”

Delano blinked several times, his gaze lowering to what I held. “Poppy…”

“I’m okay with whatever you want to do,” I continued in a rush as I offered him the bundled dagger. “If you want to keep it or burn it…whatever.”

His chest rose sharply. “It belongs to you.”

I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Vikter gave it to you, and I know how much he meant to you.” He raised his head. “I couldn’t possibly take the only physical reminder you have of him.” He smiled. “Losing that would make you sad, and I cannot have that.”

Tears clogged my throat because…gods, how could he be worried about how I felt in this moment? Delano…he was too pure.

“I have my memories of Vikter, and they are so much more important than this,” I told him, meaning it.

“And I have my memories of my sister,” he said quietly, stepping closer.

“I know. But this? It doesn’t belong to me, Delano. If you don’t want it, I understand. But I won’t use it again.” I drew in a ragged breath as an image of him flashed in my mind, his snow-white fur stained with blood. “To be honest, even if it had nothing to do with your sister, I don’t think I would ever be able to use it again after it—” My voice cracked, and I had to take another breath. “After it was used to hurt you. So, whether you take it or not, it won’t be used by me or anyone else ever again.”

“Poppy.” He repeated my name, this time roughly.

Neither of us spoke for several moments, and then he placed his hand over mine. A fine shudder went through him as he closed his eyes.

“I’ll take it,” he whispered.

Unfurling my fingers, I felt a throb of awareness signaling that Casteel was near. I pressed my lips together as Delano lifted the dagger from my hands.

“Thank you.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” I said.

“I know.” Holding the bundle to his chest, he looped his arm around my shoulders and tugged me to him. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with it,” he said, his breath stirring the top of my head, “but I’m so damn grateful I have a choice.”

I blinked damp lashes as Delano leaned in to press a kiss to my forehead.

When he stepped back, a lopsided, sweet and boyish smile tugged at his lips. He didn’t say anything as he left—I imagined to be alone. I needed that, too.

I inhaled deeply, grateful I had a few moments to myself. I took several deep breaths, hoping to ease the stinging in my throat as I wiped under my eyes. Lowering my arms, I shook out my hands, my gaze creeping over the chamber before settling on the glass wall and the gray Cliffs beyond.

Where I had died.

That felt so…wrong yet right to think. I took a small step toward the glass—

Awareness skittered through me, drawing my attention from the Cliffs. I felt both Casteel and Kieran, but only the latter appeared in the doorway. My eyes locked with winter-blue ones.

Kieran stepped into the chamber and then stopped. His chest rose with a deep breath. “Cas told me.”

I smiled. Or at least I thought I did. “Bet you weren’t expecting that.”

“Were you?”

What he asked was such a simple question, but the answer halted in my throat. Swallowing, I turned back to the window and the Cliffs. Had I been expecting to learn that I’d been reborn more times than one could count? No. But had I suspected something from the moment I woke—maybe even before then? Yes.

“I don’t know,” I said finally. “It doesn’t matter, though.”

“You’re right.”

His response drew my gaze back to him.

Kieran crossed the space between us and grasped my upper arms. He didn’t look away as he lowered his chin. “Poppy,” he said, his normally flat tone rough and low. “That’s who you are. That’s who you will always be. And that is all that matters.”

The tension in my chest loosened—not by a lot, but a little. And at that moment, it was enough. “Thank you,” I said, my voice shaky.

Kieran didn’t respond. It was almost as if he sensed there was nothing more to say. The breath I let out was stilted as a mixture of…wariness and bone-deep sorrow pressed on me. No, not just sorrow. I felt anguish. The bitterly cold kind that pelted my skin. It was quick and vanished as fast as it arrived. Lifting my head, I met Kieran’s gaze. He gave me a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes as I opened my senses. Kieran’s shields were up, but I picked up faint traces of sadness and threads of almost bitter wariness. But what I’d felt was stronger. More intense. Familiar. What I’d felt wasn’t from Kieran. I stepped back and looked toward the doorway.

Casteel stood there, his features smooth except for the tension bracketing his mouth.

That anguish was coming from him. And the reason it felt familiar was because I’d felt it before when we first met in Masadonia. It was that same anguish that had always been there under the surface of every teasing word and smile. It was the near-constant anguish for his brother.

But Malik wasn’t the source of what I’d briefly picked up from Casteel a bit ago. It couldn’t be.

I stepped toward him.

The tension left his mouth. Before I could speak, he did. “Malik is waiting for us.”
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The air was cool despite the time of year in Carsodonia as we traveled along a wide street deep within the Luxe.

I’d asked Casteel if he was okay before we reached the stables. He assured me he was. When it was clear I didn’t believe him, I got a smile without a dimple and a soft, sweet kiss.

He had done what I did when asked that question. He’d told a white lie. Considering how often I’d done it, I couldn’t hold it against him, but the reason behind his anguish haunted my thoughts.

I feared I knew what it had to do with. Or whom.

Kieran.

It was telling that he hadn’t traveled with us and instead opted to stay back and discuss setting up a public address with the generals. Off the top of my head, I couldn’t think of a time that had happened before I awakened.

Whatever was going on between them—between the three of us—had briefly fallen to the wayside with Seraphena’s arrival. But Casteel had agreed to talk. And that would happen as soon as we were done with whatever this was. As we crested the circular driveway of a stately home at the end of a quiet street, I told myself I wouldn’t allow myself or him to distract me.

Because I needed to know what had happened between him and Kieran that could have caused such pain—the deep kind of heartache.

Setti slowed, causing me to focus on my surroundings. Several horses were already tethered to a hitching post beneath the shelter of a carriage house—one bearing the gold-and-white saddle of either a general or a commander.

“Nice house.” Delano, who’d joined us, eyed the home’s ivory stone façade and ornate pillars framing wide steps leading up to a veranda. Other than a slight redness to his eyes when we joined him outside the stables and the lingering hum of sadness, he seemed okay.

“All the homes here are nice,” Casteel replied, drawing Setti to a halt. “Unlike Croft’s Cross.”

“Only the wealthiest mortals live in this section of the Garden District. Most of the homes are occupied by the Ascended. No Ascended live in the other districts,” I said. “At least from what I can remember.”

“That hasn’t changed.” Malik dismounted.

“Yet,” I murmured, my gaze flickering over the homes across the street as Casteel swung off Setti.

Many houses would soon be empty, which would go a long way toward alleviating the cramped confines of Croft’s Cross. That thought made me feel a little better—a tiny bit.

Making sure the hood of my cloak remained in place, I jumped off Setti’s back, landing on my feet as Casteel turned to assist.

“I could’ve helped you.”

“I know.” Stretching up, I kissed his cheek. Or tried. I ended up kissing his hood.

I stepped back and made my way toward the stairs. Malik was already at the door. As I passed two large urns on either side of the steps, my gaze flicked to the wilted flowers within and then lifted to the baskets hanging from the veranda ceiling. The stems draped limply over the sides, and the plants were clearly starved of water.

“So, what are you showing us?” Casteel asked his brother.

Malik opened the doors. “Follow me.”

Delano and Casteel exchanged a look as we walked inside. A pleasant scent reached me.

“That smell.” Delano sniffed as he closed the door behind us. “Apples and cinnamon?”

“That’s surprisingly…homey for a house occupied by the Ascended,” I remarked.

Malik crossed beneath a chandelier, heading for a door tucked into a shadowy corner of the stairwell. He opened it, and I tensed, knowing why we were headed downstairs. He hadn’t wanted to show us something but rather someone.

My hand reflexively went to my thigh and the shadowstone dagger I’d grabbed and hidden there before leaving the Solar. Not that I really needed it if push came to shove. I could level this house if I had to.

“The Ascended Kolis drained,” I said, entering the lamplit stairway behind Casteel and trying to shake the unease I felt at entering the home of an Ascended. “Were those homes near here?”

“Several avenues back,” Casteel answered.

The stairs emptied into a foyer of sorts, and I saw hats hung next to closed, colorful parasols and delicate, drawstring reticules. The sight of something so…normal was unsettling.

Malik opened the doors ahead, revealing a wide hall with golden vines molded into the walls and ceiling. The female Descenter from earlier waited at the end before an open archway. Seeing her surprised me.

I glanced at Casteel. He frowned and remained silent, though I knew he was thinking the same as I was.

This was the very last place I’d expected to find a Descenter.

Taking a deep breath, I cleared my thoughts and walked ahead. I needed to focus on whatever this was about.

Helenea bowed her head as Casteel and I neared, her nervous gaze bouncing to Malik and then behind us as if she were looking for someone.

“I was told you met Helenea earlier,” Malik said.

“Yes.” Casteel drawled the single word with a raised brow.

Before I could chime in, I was immediately distracted—and confused—by what I saw within the large chamber. And I wasn’t the only one as Helenea quietly closed the door behind us.

The space appeared as if it was bathed in sunlight, an illusion created by the windows painted along the walls and the soft blue skies and heavy-limbed oaks rendered inside the painted frames. The bright, overhead lights made it feel like we weren’t underground, but in a chamber above.

Both Casteel and Delano came to a halt as I scanned the chamber. I saw Emil standing by a lit fireplace, speaking to a male—an Ascended dressed in dark trousers and a loose shirt. They looked to be having a rather important conversation and seemed unaware of our arrival. A handful of other Ascended sat around a table, playing some sort of card game. Another female with glossy, dark curls and cool-brown skin was curled into the corner of a settee, her attention fixed on the book in her lap. None of them were dressed in fine silk or draped in elaborate jewels.

These Ascended were already nothing like the ones I’d seen at Wayfair or Castle Redrock in Oak Ambler. Or even in Masadonia. They looked…ordinary.

Malik cleared his throat.

Across from us, Emil’s head jerked up as the male Ascended turned and stopped moving. The card game halted. The book in the woman’s lap was forgotten. They all stared with dark eyes, and even though I couldn’t feel anything from them, it was clear they were either nervous or afraid.

I quickly glanced at Casteel and found him looking around the chamber. Stepping forward, I reached up to lower my hood. “Hello,” I said, because I honestly had no idea what else to say.

The Ascended moved at once. All of them. I’d frozen, but Delano moved forward, hand on his sword as if he believed they might attack.

They didn’t.

All of them lowered to one knee on the floor as they bowed their heads and placed one hand to their chest and the other on the thick carpet.

I continued to stare.

“This is…unexpected,” Casteel murmured.

“I told them it wasn’t necessary,” Emil announced. “That it would probably just make things awkward. But here we are. No one listens to me.”

Delano’s head tipped as he pinned a look on the Atlantian.

Malik stepped to the side. “Allow me to introduce you. This is Queen Penellaphe, as I’m sure you’re all aware.” I jolted at hearing myself addressed as such—I would never get used to that. Malik turned to Casteel. “And this is my brother, Casteel. The King.”

Several of the Ascended trembled when Casteel stepped forward and lowered his hood.

“This is Mira,” Malik said, nodding at the woman with the book and the dark curls. “The blonde is Raina.” The woman who had been playing cards lifted a hand in acknowledgment. “Beside her is Regis,” he continued, referencing the male Emil had been speaking to. “The other two men are Everett and Wesley. And…” Malik leaned forward, looking toward the back of the chamber, where a broad-shouldered male with deep-brown hair knelt. “That is Heath.”

“Your Majesties,” Mira spoke, drawing her gaze back to mine. Her head was still bowed. “It is an honor to meet you.”

Slowly, Casteel looked at me.

I shook my head. If he was at a loss, I had no idea where he expected me to be. “Um…thanks?” I said and immediately cringed. I gave my head another shake and managed to pull myself together. “I’m sorry, but why is it an honor for you to meet us?”

Dark curls toppled over shoulders adorned in a simple sweater as the Ascended lifted her head. “We may be Ascended, but you are a god. It’s an honor.” She paused. “Especially since none of us thought we’d ever see one.”

Several heads nodded.

I supposed that made sense.

“You may rise,” Casteel said, his features unreadable as the Ascended obeyed.

They stood before us as silence filled the chamber. Finally, Mira spoke again. “Thank you for coming to see us.” She clasped her book to her stomach. “We wanted to thank you.”

“All of you,” the dark-haired Regis added, his olive-toned skin lacking the typical warm, golden undertones found in it.

I stiffened. “For what?”

“For taking the capital,” he said.

“And killing the Blood Queen?” Casteel questioned.

“Especially that.” Raina nodded.

My brows lifted in surprise. “You’re…happy about that?”

“Yes,” Everett answered with an eager nod. “Extremely.”

I was sure I’d fall over if even a gentle breeze flowed into the chamber. It took several moments for me to collect my thoughts. “Can you tell us why you’re not bothered, Mira?”

She glanced at Malik, and he nodded. She seemed just as nervous as Helenea had been. She cleared her throat. “At one time, I would’ve been saddened to learn of her demise—all of us would’ve been.” There were several nods of agreement. “But that was before we learned what the Blessing truly was. And that we had been lied to.”

“And exactly when did you all come to this realization?” Casteel asked, crossing his arms.

“None of those given over in the Rites—not the second or third sons and daughters—know the truth,” I reminded Casteel. “They only learn after the Rite.”

“Oh, I know,” he replied.

“I wish I could say it changed the very night of our Rites,” Mira said, glancing at the others, “and that we were…smart enough to realize then that we were being lied to when no god appeared before us.”

A twisted, brittle smile formed on Regis’s face as he picked up the conversation. “Instead, what awaited us was confusion, pain, and death. And…this.” He extended his arms. “A life where the only sun we will ever look upon is the one I painted.”

My gaze went to one of the faux windows. A sun shone brightly beyond the oak limbs.

“They didn’t tell you what was about to happen?” Delano asked.

Raina shook her head. “They hardly said anything at all.”

“One would think the absence of gods would be all it would take,” Casteel said dryly. “That should’ve been all you needed to know to realize you were being lied to.”

“You’re right,” Wesley admitted. The brown-haired Ascended looked the youngest of all of them, likely only eighteen or so when he Ascended. “We should’ve listened to our suspicions, but…” His features pinched. “But if I’m honest…”

“That would be nice,” Casteel replied.

Wesley’s pitch-black eyes lowered. “We were cowards, Your Majesty.”

A tight, barely-there smile crossed Casteel’s features. I stepped forward. “How old were you when you had your Rite?”

“Nineteen, Your Majesty.”

Suspicions confirmed, I inhaled sharply. “You were not a coward, Wesley. You were young.”

“I was your age, Your Majesty.” He lifted his head. “You are young, but you were able to confront the truth.”

“I had help,” I said, feeling Casteel’s stare. “When did you all realize you had been lied to?”

“Many small things built upon one another,” Regis said, his gaze moving to mine. “Inconsistencies that didn’t add up.” He took a shallow breath. “It slowly became clear that everything we had been told about the Ascended wasn’t true. Like the choice not to walk in the sun. As you know, we were told it was a choice made with respect to the gods, but it quickly became clear that was not the reason. There were also other things we weren’t warned about—”

“Like what?” Casteel interjected.

“Bloodlust,” Everett said, swallowing. “We were never told we would need to…feed.” His voice quivered slightly, and the skin around his pale-pink lips tightened. “Nor about the hunger that comes with that.”

That’s true, I reminded Casteel through the notam. He didn’t respond, just dispassionately swept his gaze over the Ascended.

“It was…difficult to acknowledge that we’d been turned into”—blond hair slipped over Raina’s shoulders in loose waves as she dipped her head—“something so frighteningly similar to the monsters we’d feared our entire lives.”

“The Craven,” I surmised.

She closed her eyes with a brief nod. “We are nothing like those who took us.”

Her expression was sad. I wanted to believe her, almost desperately. My gaze moved to where the other male Ascended stood, quiet and listening.

Casteel exhaled slowly. “So, when exactly did you admit the truth to yourselves?”

“I can tell you the exact moment for all of us,” Mira uttered, her already quiet voice becoming nearly fragile. “The following Rite for each of us, when we were allowed to re-enter the Temple of Perus,” she said, speaking of the crimson-stoned Temple hidden away in the Elysium Peaks. “And we saw what…what had become of the third sons and daughters.”

My chest tightened. Images of what we’d found beneath the Temple of Theon rose. The bloodstains. The bones, some of them small. I had never stepped foot inside the Temple of Perus—a Temple dedicated to a god that never was—but I suspected that whatever they had seen in there mirrored what we’d found beneath the one in Oak Ambler.

Casteel frowned and glanced toward Emil. “The Temple of Perus was searched, was it not?”

He nodded. “We found nothing abnormal.”

“What you would be looking for would be gone by now,” Regis advised. “The…tombs where they kept them were in a maze of tunnels. I doubt any of us could find them again.”

Them.

Babes. Children. Eather hummed in the center of my chest, and Delano stepped closer to me.

Casteel’s head turned to Malik. “Can you find the tombs?”

He shook his head. “I was aware of them but never allowed to enter.”

Static danced across my fingers, causing several of the Ascended to shift back a step. Except for the silent one. His brows rose, and his alabaster face was marked with curiosity. “Is it possible the tombs are still…occupied?”

“Not after the last Rite,” Mira said. I barely breathed around the throbbing in the center of my chest. “We were not involved in it but…heard what occurred.”

I already knew, but I needed to hear it. “What did you hear?”

“Apparently, orders were given to…fill the tithes with crimson,” Mira said, her voice thin and strained.

The breath I took burned its way into my lungs, and I took a nearly involuntary step back.

“The stockpiles,” Casteel bit out. “That’s how they were able to hoard so much blood?”

Mira’s gaze lowered as she nodded.

“We only heard about it after it was done,” Helenea said, speaking for the first time since we’d entered. She swallowed thickly. “The stockpiles consisted of more than just Atlantian blood. It was also taken from the third sons—” Her voice caught as her sharp, icy sorrow pierced my shields. “And daughters.”

“All of them?” I asked. She nodded. “Was one of them your sibling?”

“Yes.” Helenea’s shoulders stiffened, but her lips quivered. “My sister.”

The essence tightened in my chest. “I’m sorry.”

She lowered her gaze. “Thank you.”

“What about your second-born sister?” Casteel asked.

“She Ascended,” Helenea said. That was all she said.

I assumed she wasn’t here, or she would’ve been introduced as such. “Who gave the order? The Blood Queen?”

“No. The Hawleys,” Wesley forced out through a tight jaw. “Lord Edmund and Lady Laural Hawley did. They were close to the former Queen and often handled portions of the Rites.”

My fingers twitched. “Are they still among us?”

Casteel’s nostrils flared. “They are.”

“It’s a damn shame they still breathe this air,” Wesley muttered.

“Are you familiar with them?” I asked Casteel.

Anger radiated from him in icy waves. “They have requested an audience multiple times.”

“They will be getting that audience shortly,” I said, returning my gaze to Wesley. “And they will not be breathing this air for much longer.”

One side of the Ascended’s lips curled up. “Then I must thank you again.”

“Wesley once served in their home,” Malik explained.

That was all I needed to hear to understand Wesley’s comments.

“You said you did not partake in the last Rite,” Casteel said, his gaze narrowing on Mira. “I was under the impression it was required.”

“It is, but we did not attend,” she answered, her chin lifting. “We will never step foot in that Temple—or any of the Temples—again.”

“Really?” Casteel’s tone was as dry as my throat.

“Yes,” she answered. “The Temple does not spark memories of joy. Only terror and disgust.”

“And the Blood Queen allowed your absence?” I asked as the eather calmed, allowing Delano to relax his stance.

“Thanks to you,” she replied with a faint smile. “She was too distracted with what was happening throughout Solis to enforce attendance or dole out punishment for not being there.”

My head cocked. “If she wasn’t too distracted…”

“We would’ve been killed,” Regis stated. “Just as those before us were. And we accepted that.”

I blinked. “Those before you?”

“The other Ascended who refused to take part in the Rites,” Malik answered from where he leaned against the wall, his arms crossed much like his brother’s. “Or the…entertainment.”

Casteel’s sneer was encased in ice. “How admirable.”

“It was not admirable, Your Majesty.” Mira’s fingers tightened around her book. “It simply was.”

He stared at her, unblinking, while my thoughts raced. Because of Ian, I had to believe that not all Ascended were the same. I’d hoped he was different—and that others were, too. The possibility that my hope wasn’t based on wishes alone left me feeling off-kilter.

Mira cleared her throat. “We heard what you offered in Oak Ambler. That you were…willing to give us an option. Correct? We heard about your demands: to not take part in the Rites and to not feed on mortals unless they’re willing.”

“How did you hear about that?” I asked.

“Me,” Helenea said. “I heard about the offer through the Descenters there.”

I stared at her. “I have so many questions for you. So many.”

She swallowed again.

“Are you still…willing to give us that choice?” Raina asked.

I had been.

“If you disagreed so resolutely with what was happening,” Delano said, his wintry eyes hard as he surveyed the group, “what did you do to stop them? Other than sit in here and play cards?”

“That’s a good question,” Casteel tacked on.

Malik started to speak, but I held up a hand. “It is a good question. One I want to hear them answer.”

Mira looked confused as she tilted her head. “How could we do anything? They are far stronger than us. They would’ve snapped our necks before we could raise even a hand against them. Just like those of us who tried to intervene in the past.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said as Casteel’s and Delano’s surprise washed over me. The lack of confusion from Emil and Malik was noticeable. “How are they stronger than you? I was under the impression that all Ascended shared the same level of strength.”

Mira appeared even more baffled. “Your…brother? Ian?” she started, and I stiffened. “I apologize, Your Majesty,” she quickly added. “I’m sorry for your loss. Ian was…”

“Magnificent,” the quiet male Ascended murmured, drawing my gaze.

“What is your name again?” I asked. I wanted to know—needed to.

“Heath,” he told me. “Heath Purcell.”

“He spoke with you, right?” Mira pressed. “Ian?”

I dragged my gaze from Heath. “Only briefly, and we were never alone.”

Her face tightened. “I understand.”

“What is it you understand?” My eyes shifted to Malik, my thoughts flashing to the home with no stockpile of blood. Had we been wrong in our assumptions? Hope threatened to swell. “That you appear to already know?”

“I cannot answer for anything regarding Ian.” Malik’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think he entirely…trusted me.”

“He didn’t distrust you,” Heath stated evenly, but his tone was thin around the edges. “He knew where your true loyalties lay and wouldn’t have risked drawing unnecessary attention to you.”

Malik’s surprise mirrored mine. Clearly, Heath was well-acquainted with Ian. And, gods, so many questions rose then. It was hard for me to silence them, but it wasn’t yet time to give them a voice.

Casteel’s hand pressed against my lower back. He’d moved closer without me realizing it. “Talk.”

Mira nodded, her gaze returning to mine. The longer I stared at her, the more I realized that her eyes, while black and unending, weren’t nearly as cold as other Ascended’s. The hope grew. “We agree to your demands, Your Majesty. As we said before, we have no intention of taking part in any Rites. We have no desire to hurt mortals. Nor do we wish to serve a Crown that took us from our families and cursed us to this mockery of an existence.”

“And…” I drew in a shallow breath. “Why should I trust that you speak the truth? That as soon as things settle, you won’t just go back on your promises?”

“I can vouch for them,” Helenea said. “They—”

I held up a hand. “No offense, but I do not know you, either, so that means nothing to me.” I lowered my hand and focused on the Ascended. “Again, I want to hear from you why we should trust what you claim.”

“We are not like the Blood Queen nor the ones who call themselves Lords and Ladies,” Raina said. “We…we don’t behave as they do.”

“As in?” Casteel prodded.

“We don’t feed.”

My heart skipped. “At all?”

“How is that possible?” Delano demanded. “Don’t you need blood?”

“Blood is a source of strength and energy, but it’s not necessary to exist. That is just another lie fostered by the Blood Crown,” she told us. “In reality, blood is just a…”

“It’s an addiction. A high,” another said. Heath. The male who’d said Ian was magnificent. “A feeling of euphoria,” he continued. “Of living. But it’s not real. It’s just a taste of another’s life, and that one taste leads to the desire for more. It’s almost impossible to break, but it can be done. I did it. All of us have. Your brother did. And he was…he was so very young into his Ascension when he did. It takes most years to end the addiction.”

“We may not age. We may be…killed in the same ways as others, but our strength? Our needs? They are those of a mortal,” Raina said. I suddenly felt as if I needed to sit down. “We are the Unbound,” she continued. “We do not feed on blood.”


CHAPTER 42
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POPPY

Casteel quietly stood beside me on the veranda as I stared at the wilted flowers in the urns, my mind replaying everything we’d just learned.

Part of me couldn’t believe it. There were Ascended who didn’t feed.

At least not on mortal blood.

“We feed on wild blood—the blood of beasts,” Regis had explained. “Not often. Only when we feel the bloodlust upon us.”

My mind immediately flashed to the birds we’d found in the other residence.

“And what happens if you’re unable to do so?” Casteel had actually asked something important while I’d tried not to cringe, telling myself I ate all manner of meat. What they did wasn’t all that different.

“Since we’re not trying to maintain the strength of the Ascended, we do not need to feed often. Usually, a few times a month,” Wesley had told us. “But when we cannot stop the bloodlust from coming upon us, the same thing that happens to the Ascended happens to us. We go mad.”

“And when that happens,” Heath added, “we are put down. That is the oath every Unbound takes and makes with one another. That is what we’ve done in the past and will have to do again.”

Shock had once again slammed into me, and all I could do was listen as they explained more. According to Raina, many had been unable to stave off the bloodlust during what Heath had called the withdrawal period. They had found greater success in gradually replacing mortal blood with wild blood, much like a mother weaned a babe. Still, it wasn’t easy. And some chose to meet the sun.

Gods, it felt like someone had reached into my chest and squeezed.

Delano leaned against the pillar, angling his body toward me. “What are you thinking?”

Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. “Just…I’m thinking about the courage it takes to walk out into the sun, knowing what pain awaits.”

“It does require a lot of courage.” The breeze lifted the ends of his pale hair when his gaze drifted to Casteel. “It’s an act of true honor.”

One none of them should’ve found themselves having to do.

Footsteps neared, and Emil stepped onto the veranda. Casteel turned. “How long have you known about this?” he asked.

“Not long,” Emil answered, coming to stand beside us. “A few days.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us?”

“That’s on me,” Malik said as he walked out with Helenea. “I asked him not to say anything until I spoke with them.”

A muscle ticked in Casteel’s jaw. “And why would you do that?”

“I wanted to give them a choice.” Malik crossed his arms and faced his brother. “You know, since they have been afforded so few of them.”

“So, instead of telling me, you told Emil?”

“I was talking to him about the house we went into,” Emil explained, squinting as he stared at the clouds. “How normal it all looked and how it wasn’t what I had expected or seen in some of the other homes.”

“It seemed obvious to me that he,” Malik said, nodding toward the auburn Elemental, “had an open mind.”

“And you thought we wouldn’t?”

“I thought she likely would,” he said, glancing at me. “But I told you there was a lot you didn’t know about the Ascended. You didn’t seem interested in hearing more.”

“It wasn’t lack of interest, Malik.” Casteel’s voice was level, but the anger and frustration in it were apparent. “I just had other, more important shit on my mind.”

“I know.” Malik’s head tilted. “That’s why I told you before—”

“Before we made the mistake of killing them?” I finished for him.

He nodded and kept his gaze on his younger brother. “I never would’ve known about Mira and the others if it weren’t for Millie.”

My heart skipped. “She showed you this?”

“Yes. But, technically, she had no choice.” A brief grin appeared. “Long story. And to be honest, I didn’t believe it when I first met them. Ascended, who feed on wild blood? Who are willing to meet the sun instead of taking mortal blood? Bullshit. Of all the Ascended I’ve known, I’ve never met one who would lower themselves in such a way to survive. But the thing is, Cas, I hadn’t met all the Ascended. I only met the worst of them. Unlike Emil, who hadn’t had much one-on-one time with them, I was blinded by my experiences and couldn’t even consider the possibility there was a different way for them to live. Not until I saw it for myself. Which is why I wanted you all to come here.” He met our stares. “I wanted you to hear what they had to say in their own words.”

Casteel fell silent. His shields were up, but I imagined he was feeling about a dozen different emotions. Because I was.

“How many are like this?” I asked.

“There are about two thousand Ascended in Carsodonia.” He rocked back slightly on his heels and glanced at the quiet Descenter. “You think roughly twenty percent of them?”

Helenea nodded.

“A Descenter,” Casteel commented, drawing her gaze. “I wouldn’t have guessed, in a thousand years, I’d find one cozying up to the Ascended.”

“You wouldn’t find me cozying up to the Ascended in a thousand years.” Helenea’s voice was steady, but she clutched her skirt in a white-knuckled grip. “Those in there? They are not the Ascended.”

“How could you see them as anything but vamprys?” I asked.

“Because I am willing to see the truth,” she said. “Whether or not it fits my narrative or beliefs.” Her grip on her skirt eased, and her attention shifted back to Casteel. “The Descenters may have started as a resistance group against the tyranny of the Blood Crown and as supporters of Atlantia, but our ideology has grown beyond that.”

“How so?” Casteel mused.

“It includes all those who have had their freedoms stripped away. And that includes the Ascended.”

My brows rose. “All of them?”

“We believe they should be given a choice—a chance to live without pain being inflicted upon them or inflicting pain on others. So, technically, yes. All.” Her fingers straightened as she let go of her skirt. “We do not believe the same for those who choose to continue as Ascended, however.”

So many thoughts rushed through my head. “Do all Descenters feel this way?”

“Sadly, and perhaps unsurprisingly…no. We are not a monolith.”

“And what happens with the ones who don’t support this ideology?”

Her brows knitted. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Delano repeated.

“We deliberate, vote, and then act upon the will of the majority as a whole.”

“Civic rule,” Casteel murmured, and I frowned. “In other words, a democracy,” he elaborated. “Where all choices are designed by the will of the people.”

I turned back to Helenea. “And that works?”

She smiled and then laughed softly. “I know it sounds as unbelievable as Ascended who don’t feed. But it does work—though not always smoothly or without problems. But this way, we can ensure that no single person or entity becomes the will of the Descenters.”

No single person or entity…

I liked that idea. A lot. But… “It’s hard to believe.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Malik said with a slight frown. “After all, Atlantia is a kingdom of civic rule, where the King and Queen carry out the will of the people.”

“Oh.” My stomach turned as heat crept into my cheeks. “I didn’t know that. I haven’t been Queen long and…” I trailed off, realizing the more I talked, the more uninformed I sounded. Casteel had spoken of something similar when we discussed how Atlantia was governed.

Casteel’s hand slid down my braid on my back. “There really hasn’t been much time to educate you on all Atlantia’s inner workings or the terminology used.” He lowered his head, and I felt the press of his lips on my temple as he reached out through the notam. You have nothing to be embarrassed about.

“You may not have been Queen long,” Helenea spoke, “but you have accomplished more in that time than those who came before you.” She glanced at Casteel and Malik. “No offense to your parents.”

“None taken,” Malik replied.

The burn of embarrassment eased enough that I could refocus. “What about your brother? Does he feel the same as you do?”

“Not exactly, as I’m sure you’ve guessed based on what he said when you met him,” she admitted. “But he’s coming around.”

“And your sister?” I asked. “Is she…?”

The smile that played across her lips was sad. I immediately locked my senses away. “She tried to live as the Unbound, and we…we did everything to help her. But…”

“She met the sun,” Malik quietly finished for her.

An ache settled in my chest. “I am sorry.”

A sheen filled her blue eyes. “It was her choice. I wish it had been different, but I find relief in knowing she wasn’t alone when she died.”

I looked at Malik, figuring he had stood with Helenea’s sister.

“It was Millie,” he said. “Not me.”

“It is almost always Millie,” Helenea added. “I don’t know how she does it.”

My lips parted. I didn’t know what to say, but I felt…awe that she could do that—be with those who took their last breaths. I felt pride in knowing that someone who shared my blood could be so…selfless. And what Millicent did, what she provided for those who could not go on, was selfless. Because it must hurt. Seeing so many choose to die because of what had been done to them had to linger.

Casteel’s hand moved in a slow, soothing pass down my back. “What about the other cities?”

“I know there are pockets of the Unbound elsewhere,” Helenea answered. “But how many? It’s hard to say, as we must be careful about what gets communicated.”

So, around four hundred in Carsodonia? That wasn’t many, but… “How many of the other Ascended do you think would be willing to live off wild blood? Become Unbound?”

“I wish I could answer that.” Malik’s brows knitted. “Most don’t know it’s even a choice. Isbeth and Jalara kept a much tighter rein on the Ascended population before things started kicking off. And it wasn’t easy for any Descenters to get close to them. So, those who refused to live the way of the Blood Crown were executed, and others were incentivized to report those they suspected of being blasphemous.”

I nodded, exhaling slowly as my gaze drifted to the door behind him. “Ian… He was Unbound?” I asked, needing to hear it confirmed.

“He was.” Malik waited until my attention returned to him. “And Millie introduced him to the Unbound way of life.” He paused. “And taught the Ascended there was another way to live.”

My breath burned even more fiercely in my lungs, stinging my eyes as a mix of relief, gratitude, and sorrow—so much damn sorrow—swelled within me. Rapidly blinking to keep the tears at bay, I turned away and started down the steps.

Casteel snagged me around the waist and descended a step. He pulled me to his side and clasped the back of my head. Dipping his chin, he kissed my forehead. A shudder went through me. I wasn’t sure if the tears I fought were happy or sad—perhaps both.

“How did she learn?” Delano asked as I pressed my cheek against Casteel’s chest and looked up at his brother and Helenea.

“Revenants need to feed.” Malik’s jaw tightened. “And it’s…messier for them since they don’t have the necessary hardware.”

Fangs.

“The golden fuckboy looked like he had some sharp teeth in that mouth of his,” Casteel noted.

“They have slightly sharpened canines, which are good for tearing skin but not piercing it,” Malik explained.

I winced. “Millicent doesn’t feed on mortal blood, then?”

Something passed through Malik’s eyes before he nodded. I didn’t know what it was. His walls were up and firmly in place, but I had a feeling it was more complicated than a simple yes or no.

“You didn’t give them an answer,” Malik said after a moment. “About whether or not you would offer them the same thing you extended to those in Oak Ambler. And for that, I’m glad. I want you to think about it. Talk to Kieran and think it over instead of making a rash decision.” He blew out a breath and unfolded his arms. “It won’t be easy if you decide to give the Ascended a choice—those who deserve it.” He walked down the steps, brushing past us until he stopped in the driveway and faced us. “I can’t promise there won’t be failures. But you will be granting many a chance to live again.”

Tamping down the mess of emotions threatening to rise, I lifted my head. “We will discuss this.”

Malik nodded and then, without another word, returned to his horse. He didn’t ride off, though. He was still waiting for us.

After we said goodbye to Helenea, Casteel slid his hand off my back and took mine. I liked Helenea. A lot. Casteel led me to Setti as my gaze lingered on the home’s doors.

“You want to go back in,” Casteel said. “Don’t you?”

“I want to run back in there and ask Heath to tell me everything he knows about Ian. So badly.”

He faced me. “You can.”

“I can, but I shouldn’t.” I sighed and looked up at him. “Not right now. We need to discuss this with Kieran. But first…” I paused. “First, we have a Lord and Lady to visit.”
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CASTEEL

The ride to the Hawley residence was quiet. I knew Poppy was lost in thoughts about Ian and Millicent. I knew she was probably also making room for thoughts of the Unbound and what it could mean for the Ascended. I was quiet because I didn’t know what the fuck to think about the Unbound.

It still seemed impossible, but the idea of giving those who still fed on mortal or Atlantian blood a choice made my skin crawl—whether or not they knew it was a possibility.

I was sure Poppy thought this could be a new beginning for the Ascended. Meanwhile, I saw it as a gigantic risk and pain in the ass we didn’t need or have time to deal with.

But…it couldn’t be ignored.

Arriving at the Hawley residence provided a distraction. We followed Malik and the wolven guard stationed at the home into the sprawling mansion and through a grand, windowless atrium.

“Good gods,” Delano muttered, staring at the lavish furniture scattered about.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” the wolven, Dain, replied as he opened a side door in a sitting chamber that had clearly been enjoyed the night before. Used glasses sat on end tables next to dried-out pastries and slightly hardened cheese on gold platters.

When we reached the narrow hall, I turned to Dain and took the key from him. “Your presence here is no longer required.”

“Thank fuck,” he muttered and then blushed when Poppy arched a brow. “My apologies, meyaah—”

“No need,” she replied. “I’m sure the Hawleys have been a fucking joy to deal with.”

Dain’s lips twitched and then spread into an uneven grin. “They have been…an experience I long to forget.” He bowed his head. “I will check in with General Damron to see where I am needed.”

As the wolven headed back upstairs, I turned to Malik. “Is there anything we need to know before we head in there?

“They’re going to piss you off.”

“Great.” Unlocking the heavy iron door, I yanked it open. Instantly, the overpowering smell of musk slammed into us.

What is that? Poppy asked through the link.

My lip curled at the thick scent that seemed to cling to the walls. Something you’ll probably not want to know about.

There was a pause. Is it…sex?

Dirty sex. And not the fun type.

“Ew,” Poppy murmured.

“Ew is an understatement,” Delano remarked from behind her.

The floors under my muddy boots were made of cold, slick, black marble. Crimson velvet drapes hung from the ceiling, fringed with gold that glittered under the oversized chandelier, dripping with actual diamonds and rubies. But the limestone statues were a testament to what happened when one had more money than taste. Some of the sculptures had been depicted as eating. Others drank from a red chalice. At least two appeared to be having sex. All were nude and incredibly detailed.

“Who eats grapes like that while naked?” Poppy whispered, staring at a statue with grapes dangling above her open mouth.

“You don’t?” Malik drawled.

My head snapped in his direction, and a low, warning growl rumbled from my chest.

“Relax.” My brother chuckled. “It’s just an innocent question.”

“Perhaps it would’ve been if you hadn’t been groomed to wed my wife,” I snarled.

Poppy sighed.

Malik didn’t say anything, but the fucking smirk on his face said he found my response highly amusing. I wondered if he’d feel the same when I ripped his tongue out.

Sending him one last look of warning, I headed down the hall. The air got warmer. The drawing room was just as gaudy. Diamond-encrusted lampshades, gold-plated furniture with long-since-extinct animal prints, more naked statues, gilded—

“Why in the actual fuck are there so many mirrors?” Delano muttered.

“They enjoy looking at themselves,” Malik replied, his eyes narrowing on the hallway at the far end of the chamber where a sound like a dying cat echoed through the air.

Poppy stopped beside me, her lips pursed. “Well, now we know why they haven’t heard—”

My brows rose as a sigh so exaggerated it could’ve powered a mill for a year followed.

“Should we let them finish?” she asked.

I looked at her. “Why would we—?”

“Yes! Yes!” who I assumed was Lady Hawley screamed. “Fill me up!”

“Oh, my gods,” Poppy whispered, her cheeks flaming.

A groan, much like a large beast’s mating call, interrupted her.

“I think they’re finished.” Malik leaned against a granite fireplace. “Hopefully.”

For fuck’s sake.

I followed the sounds of panting to a set of double doors with what appeared to be a very…diverse orgy carved into it. Wood cracked and splintered as I planted my boot in the center of it, breaking the lock as I kicked it open.

A pale-haired woman twisted at the waist, her dark eyes glinting in the low light. Who I assumed was Lord Hawley was still beneath her as blood-red lips peeled back in a hiss, revealing slightly elongated canines.

“You sound like a strangled barrat when you come,” I said. “That is if you weren’t faking it.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Lady Hawley snarled.

“Your worst nightmare.” I paused. “Clichéd, but true.”

“How dare you?” Lord Hawley huffed from beneath his wife.

“Because I can.”

The Lord sputtered as he gripped his half-dressed wife’s hips and lifted—well, more like tossed—her aside. She landed with a shriek and bounced, nearly tumbling off the bed.

Lord Hawley jerked upright, his pale chest looking like he’d gotten into a fight with a feral cat and lost. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you will not speak to me like that. I will have your tongue, you filthy—”

“He will speak to you however he pleases.” Poppy’s voice was like a scorching wind, silencing him as both Ascended’s gazes darted behind me. “Get out of that bed before I drag you both from it.”

“You have five seconds.” I took a step back. “And you’d better use one of them to put your dick away.”

“And your breasts,” Poppy added before pivoting on her heel.

They scrambled from the bed, the Lady tugging the front of her dressing gown together. I wasn’t sure why she bothered when the white fabric was little more than gauze. I didn’t take my eyes off them as the Lord fumbled with his breeches. Still having no idea who I was with my features hidden, the Lady breezed by me with a flick of her tangled blond hair. Lord Hawley sniffed as he passed as if smelling something rotten. I rolled my eyes and followed the male out to the drawing chamber.

“Prince Malik.” Lady Hawley’s black gaze gleamed with hunger as she swept his body with a long glance. Stopping in front of him, the bodice of her gown hanging loosely from her shoulders and barely covering the swells of her breasts, she toyed with one of the buttons she had forgotten to clasp. “You may be a traitorous bastard, but you do look quite…tasty.”

“Fuck off,” my brother replied.

Her laugh grated like nails against glass. “How brave you are when you think you no longer have a collar around your throat.”

“How dead you will be when I snap your neck,” Poppy answered, stepping in front of Malik.

Lady Hawley huffed, her lip curling. “Oh, your kind is so deliciously arrogant.”

“Deliciously?” Lord Hawley laughed as he went to the table and picked up a chalice, his gaze skipping over Delano. “More like pathetic.”

“Is that so?” I asked.

The female hummed as she also turned to Delano. Drawing her lower lip between her teeth, she eyed him. “Another wolven. I wonder if you will answer what the other would not.”

Delano said nothing.

“Do you prefer to fuck in this form?” she asked with a high-pitched giggle. “Or in that of a wolf?”

“That is enough,” Poppy said.

“And who are you to decide when anything is enough?” Lord Hawley faced Poppy. “Let me tell you. You may think you have authority over us, but you’re no one.”

“No one?” Poppy’s cloaked head tilted toward Malik. “You failed to mention what idiots they were.”

“I did,” he replied.

“Idiots?” The lady spun on her.

“Yes. Do I need to explain what that is to you?” Poppy offered as I saw the vampry’s muscles tensing. “Foolish. Unwise. Of low—”

Lady Hawley sprang toward Poppy. Delano and Malik both moved to intervene. I stood back, my lips curling upward.

Poppy caught Lady Hawley’s arm. With a flick of her wrist, the bone cracked. The vampry’s howls of pain weren’t much different than those of pleasure as she dropped to her knees.

“How dare you?” Lord Hawley gasped. “Who do you think you are?”

“Penellaphe Da’Neer. The Queen. And the Primal of Life and Death.” Poppy lowered her hood, the air charging with the kind of eather even these fools could feel. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

I was instantaneously hard.

Lord Hawley’s already pale skin turned translucent while his wife shrank back. “You…you’re…” His head swung in my direction. “You’re…”

I lowered my hood.

Lord Hawley stepped back.

“You’ve requested an audience with us several times,” I said, my lips curving up. “Yet you don’t seem all that grateful that you have one now.”

Cradling her broken arm, Lady Hawley started to stand.

“Did I say you could rise?” Poppy stopped her.

The vampry jerked to a halt, her sharp features turning even starker.

Inching closer to his wife, Lord Hawley cleared his throat. “We apologize.” A practiced smile spread across his too-pink lips. These fuckers were well-fed. “We weren’t aware you would finally be answering our summons.”

I watched his chin lift. It was quite amusing to see the vampry attempt to regain control of the situation, treating his arrogance like a shield or sword.

He stopped behind his wife. “I wanted to discuss—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you wished to discuss,” I interrupted, already done with this.

Lord Hawley’s shoulders drew back, and his mouth opened.

“And you will not speak unless it’s to answer our questions,” I continued. “Do you understand? That is a question. Nod if you understand.”

His nostrils flared, and he nodded.

I looked at Poppy as I linked with her. Do you have any questions for them?

Her response was immediate. No.

You sure? Even after what we’ve learned.

What did Mira say? That they ordered the tithes to be filled with crimson?

One side of my lips curled up as I eyed the vamprys. They did.

I am beyond positive.

Poppy stepped forward.

“Do you think you’ve won?” the female asked.

“Shut up, Laural,” the male gritted out.

“Why should I?” she countered. “I know how this ends.”

“Do you?” Poppy questioned.

The female nodded. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you think you’ve won? Now that you’ve taken the city?”

“I haven’t answered because it’s a silly question,” Poppy replied. “Asked by an even sillier…creature.”

“You haven’t answered because you know you haven’t won.” Through the strands of her hair, I saw her lips twist into a sneer. “Long live the Queen.”

Essence flared in Poppy’s eyes as she glared down at the vampry. “My mother is dead.”

Lady Hawley laughed. “No one truly dies now.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded.

She winced as she leaned back, jostling her arm. “It means exactly what I said.”

“Laural,” Lord Hawley snapped. “You need to stay silent.”

“No.” Poppy’s smile was as sharp as the dagger strapped to her thigh. “Let her speak.”

Lord Hawley’s jaw tensed, but he wisely kept his mouth shut.

“The true King has risen,” Lady Hawley said. “And he will take back everything that is his.”

“And what do you think belongs to him?” Poppy asked.

“Everything,” she whispered.

Poppy’s laugh rang out, and the air crackled with the heat of the sun. “Nothing here or in Iliseeum is owed to him.”

“Is that what you think?”

“That is what I know.” Poppy took a step toward the Ascended. “His days of ruling have long since passed.”

“He’s only just begun. And you—none of you—will be able to stop him.” Hair fell back from Lady Hawley’s face as she tilted her head. “You look like your mother. Well, except for the scars.”

I snapped forward, stopping only when Poppy held up her hand. I forced myself back and reached out to her. One more word…

I let the warning linger. If she mentioned Poppy’s scars—the beautiful proof of how strong my girl was—even once, she would no longer have a tongue to speak with.

“She had such high hopes for you,” she continued. Eather throbbed in my chest.

Poppy knelt before the vampry, causing Delano to reach for his sword out of reflex. “You know so much, don’t you?”

The Lady laughed.

“So, tell me, why would my mother want Kolis to return?” Poppy asked. My brows drew together. “Was it simply to see Atlantia burn? Was she truly that predictable?”

“She was.” Lady Hawley lifted a shoulder. “But she wanted more. They planned for you to sit by his side.”

My hands fisted, but I checked myself.

“Now, you will lay at his feet,” the vampry’s voice lowered. “Where you’ve always belonged.”

I saw red, but Poppy was so damn fast when she wanted to be. Her hand was around Lady Hawley’s throat before I even took a step, eather pulsing through her and lighting up her veins.

“I have never belonged there,” Poppy said as the vampry’s body jerked and then stiffened. And I…

I froze.

Poppy’s fingers pressed into Lady Hawley’s throat. Eather sparked from her fingertips and seeped into the vampry’s flesh. A wave of essence rolled through the Ascended, lighting up the network of veins first in her legs and then in her torso and arms.

“And I never will again,” Poppy whispered.

My heart pounded as Lady Hawley threw her head back. Eather spilled into her eyes, burning them from the inside and pouring out of her mouth. The Ascended shuddered, fissures racing across her flesh. Her skin cracked and flaked off, the bits drifting up before fading.

Within seconds, Lady Laural Hawley was gone, except for a pile of clothing. The Lord tried to run but didn’t make it far with Delano and Malik there. They drove him to the cold marble floor while I stared at Poppy as she rose, the green in her eyes vivid.

It was Poppy. Her eyes. The rage that swirled through her. But that voice? When she said she’d never belonged there—would never be there again.

It hadn’t sounded like her voice.


CHAPTER 43
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POPPY

“We need to talk about the Ascended,” Casteel announced to what he’d coined our Shadow Council.

Though with Vonetta not due until tomorrow now, it wasn’t our full Council gathered to eat and for discussion.

“I was hoping you’d invited us all to supper to talk about the fact that the Queen of the Gods was here in the flesh—live and in person,” Emil stated. I frowned at him.

“We’re not discussing the Queen,” Casteel interrupted.

“But—”

Kieran raised his hand to silence the Elemental. “Please, continue,” he said to Cas.

“Malik showed Poppy and me something this afternoon,” he continued as my gaze moved to Malik.

His presence was a surprise. I’d half-expected him not to show. He was the last to arrive in the Solar, but was here now, sitting at the large oval table beneath the glass dome.

“We met with several Ascended today,” Casteel continued. “Ascended who call themselves the Unbound—those who do not feed on mortal or Atlantian blood but that of beasts.”

Kieran looked at his glass, his shock splashing against my skin like cold rain. I was surprised that Kieran hadn’t been informed before the meal since Cas had retrieved him right after we returned to Wayfair. It left no room for us to speak but definitely gave them time to do so.

“They do not feed at all?” Kieran questioned.

As Casteel explained what it meant, I forced myself to take several bites of the food heaped on my plate. I wasn’t sure how much Kieran and Cas thought I ate.

“And how many of these Unbound do you think there are?” Naill asked.

“Several hundred in Carsodonia,” Malik answered.

Naill blinked slowly and leaned back. “And the Descenters support this?”

Malik nodded.

I cleared my throat. “Before we took Oak Ambler, I offered the Ascended there a choice,” I reminded those at the table. “They had to agree to no longer feed off the unwilling, be willing to forfeit any and all positions of authority over mortals, and concede to Atlantian rule.” Temporarily, I mentally added, knowing I still needed to discuss with Casteel that I didn’t think we should rule over mortals.

“They didn’t accept the offer,” Kieran stated.

“But the Ascended there likely never knew there was another way to live or that it was even possible. We didn’t know,” I said. “And now that we do, the offer can be made under new terms. They can choose to live as the Unbound or die as the Blood Crown did.”

Silence greeted me.

“I know having death as an option doesn’t seem like much of a choice,” I said, figuring that was what had caused the silence, “but we cannot have the Ascended preying upon the people.”

“If they accept the terms, the mortals will not be happy.”

The one who spoke surprised me. I turned my head to where Tawny sat at my right. She wasn’t officially a part of the Shadow Council, but she had shown up right before everyone else arrived. I’d asked her if Gianna might be interested in joining us, which had earned me a very amused look from Casteel, but I figured if anything needed to be discussed that neither should be privy to, we could wait until they left. But Tawny had declined for the wolven, explaining that Gianna was on patrol in the Luxe.

“They are just learning the truth of the Ascended,” she continued. “And now they will be asked to be okay with them living among them?”

“I…” Casteel said, “actually agree with you.”

Tawny narrowed her eyes at him.

“I don’t expect them to be thrilled, but…” I leaned back and dragged my toes over the stone floor. “But killing them outright is something the Blood Crown would do. We have to—”

“Prove you’re different?” Malik suggested.

I nodded.

“But what about those who participated in the cruelest crimes carried out by the Blood Crown?” Kieran countered.

“They should not be given the option,” I said. “I did not give the Hawleys an option.”

“Thank the gods,” Tawny muttered.

I looked at her. “You knew them?”

“Unfortunately,” she said, lifting her glass. “Met them once. That was enough.”

Considering how they’d behaved with us, I completely understood her sentiment. “We would just need to discover those who have committed such crimes.”

“I have a feeling they will out themselves,” Casteel stated. “Just as Duke Ashwood did.”

He was likely right. The Ascended were…terminally arrogant. The Hawleys were evidence of that.

Kieran picked up a bottle and topped off Casteel’s drink. “You agree with this?”

“I do,” Casteel said, picking up his refilled glass. “I agree with the motivation behind wanting to do so, but I don’t necessarily agree with giving them a choice.”

I set down my glass as the wine turned sour in my mouth. “What?”

“I don’t think they should be given a choice,” Casteel repeated, his gaze meeting and holding mine. “What I thought before stands. I think they should all be killed.”

Malik sat back, his jaw hardening.

“You know I have no love for the Ascended.” Casteel shifted to the side in his seat and rested his elbow on the arm of the chair. “No Atlantian does.”

“That’s not true,” I said.

“Two Atlantians do not represent the whole.”

“I know, but that could change once the Atlantians know it’s possible for the Ascended to live differently.” I took a deep breath, surprised by Casteel. He’d been there. Saw and heard what I had. “And I completely understand why you hold no love for them.” I then glanced at Kieran and the others. “Why none of you do. I’m not asking for that.”

“But aren’t you?” Kieran pressed. “You may not be asking him or any Atlantian or person wronged by the Ascended to welcome them with open arms, but you are asking for their acceptance.”

I opened my mouth to deny that but fell silent. Was that what I was asking? I was, but I also wasn’t.

“As Tawny pointed out, you’re asking them to accept those who have done nothing but lie and prey upon them for centuries—something that will be nearly impossible,” Kieran tacked on.

“It’s not impossible. The Descenters are proof of that,” I reasoned. “And yes, the Blood Crown has lied to them.” I placed the fork beside my plate. “Just as they lied to me and Tawny. But I’m not talking about the Blood Crown. I’m talking about the Ascended.”

“They’re not the same?” Casteel countered, swirling the wine in his glass.

“How can you see the Unbound and the Ascended as the same?” I asked them. Neither answered. I took another deep breath. “The Blood Crown consists of the oldest of the Ascended—those who were created before the War of Two Kings and immediately after. They knew what they were. They created the lies that manipulated the people of Solis and turned them against Atlantia. They took the second sons and daughters, convincing them that they would receive the Blessing of the gods—second sons and daughters who were taught to believe the Ascended spoke for the gods. Innocent children who had no idea their siblings were being used as cattle for those who’d sworn to protect them.”

“They’re no longer children,” Casteel stated over the rim of his glass.

“And they grew up to help facilitate those lies.” Kieran set his glass beside his plate. “And strengthen the Blood Crown’s grip on the people of Solis.”

Irritation prickled at my skin as I looked between them. “And what choice did they have?”

Casteel’s brow rose. “Is that a serious question?”

“Yes,” I said, managing to keep my tone level instead of shouting the word at him.

He huffed out a short, cutting laugh as he looked away, shaking his head in disbelief.

“What’s so funny?” I demanded.

“Nothing,” he said, taking a drink.

My stare was fixed on his profile as the seconds ticked by in silence. I was completely at a loss for what to say. I didn’t anticipate Casteel being completely supportive despite meeting the Unbound, but I knew he was frustrated and angry, even though he was shielding his emotions. Was it at the situation in general or me?

I shifted, discomfited by the thought. It wasn’t like we never argued, but the only times I could recall him being angry with me were when I, well, did something rather reckless. And even then, his anger had always been rooted in concern. I ran my tongue along the backs of my teeth.

This felt different.

My heart turned over heavily, and my very next thought was to relent and smooth things over. I opened my mouth…

But the necessary words wouldn’t come as I heard Vikter’s voice in my mind—something he’d said to me when I wanted to spend time with Tawny instead of being squirreled away in a dusty, forgotten chamber training. “I’m asking you to give the Ascended a chance to choose for themselves, just as we gave the mortals who chose to remain loyal to the Blood Crown a chance to change their minds.”

“That is not the same thing,” Casteel replied. “The Ascended have killed.”

“So did those soldiers,” Malik commented. The others remained quiet.

Casteel didn’t say anything to that.

“If we decide to give the Ascended a choice,” Kieran stated, breaking the tense silence, “we have to convince everyone to get on board with that. It won’t be easy.”

“Doing the right thing rarely is,” I murmured. I was sure Vikter had said that to me at some point, too.

“That sounded incredibly…adult of you,” Kieran remarked.

I watched the tic in Casteel’s jaw. “I have my moments,” I said.

Tawny snorted quietly.

“You definitely do,” Kieran murmured.

Dragging my gaze from Casteel, I looked at him again. “What do you think?”

Kieran lowered his gaze to the table. “I think you will be challenged if the Ascended are given a choice.” His fingers curled inward. “And I think you will also be met with opposition if they aren’t.”

“That’s not an answer or an opinion,” I said. “It’s just a statement of fact.”

“He feels the same as I do,” Casteel spoke, and my chest clenched. “He wants to see the Ascended burn, but he will side with you.”

I stiffened. “But—”

“You asked what choice they had.” Casteel brought his gaze to mine. “You saw today that they did. They had a choice to live knowing what the Blood Crown truly was and what they were bound to become or die with their humanity still intact like those who met the sun the first chance they got. They had a choice, Poppy. You will be giving them a second chance.”

Frustration rose, but I pushed it down, fully understanding where they were coming from.

Why had I expected Casteel to be open to this? I glanced at the others. Were any of them? My gaze lingered on Delano as he stared at his plate. Meeting a handful of Unbound couldn’t undo centuries of hostility and heartache. It didn’t erase the pain of loss that everyone in this chamber had experienced at the hands of the Blood Crown. I got that. But the thing was, they hadn’t been born into those lies. They hadn’t been groomed since birth to believe them. They had no idea what it was like to confront the truth and be forced to face the role they played in it. “That’s not much of a choice.”

Casteel’s gaze met and held mine. “What would you have chosen?”

I pressed my lips together.

“You would’ve chosen death.”

My hands dropped to my lap. “When you believed I was dying, you Ascended me, believing then that I would become a vampry. So, what does that say about you?”

“She has a point,” Kieran murmured.

Casteel’s jaw flexed. “No, she doesn’t.”

Irritation prickled at my skin. “How do I not have a point?”

“Because we are not the same, Poppy. And I thank the gods every day for that.” He sipped his wine. “Because if we were, I would surely be dead.”

“Poppy did try to kill you,” Kieran reminded him, and another soft, delicate snort came from Tawny.

“She wasn’t serious,” he remarked.

I had totally been serious when I thrust that dagger into his chest after learning what and who he was. And he knew it. “What does any of that have to do with what we’re discussing?” I asked.

“Everything.” Casteel leaned toward me and lowered his glass. “I’m a selfish bastard—”

“No truer words have been spoken,” Malik commented under his breath.

On the other side of the table, Delano’s eyes widened, and Perry shifted in his seat.

“I’m a selfish bastard,” Casteel repeated, “who was willing to do anything to save you. Which included having you forever hate me for taking that choice from you. As long as it meant you still breathed.”

I sucked in a thin breath as Tawny murmured, “That’s actually…sweet.”

“And, as I’m sure you know, I’m not all that forgiving or understanding. When you look at the Ascended, you understand the situation they were placed in,” Casteel continued. “Just as you looked at me and understood why I lied to you. When I look at them, I see those who did nothing to stop what the Blood Crown did to my people, me, you…and what they would’ve done to you if they still had control over you.”

The glow of essence behind his pupils pulsed, prodding at the eather inside me. The air in the chamber cooled. “You’re able to make peace with what they are, therefore allowing you to give them a chance. While I wouldn’t look away or feel even an ounce of regret if all the Ascended were pulled out into the sun to burn.”

I stared at him, my fingers loosening and straightening as I willed the eather to calm. Words I wanted to say piled up in my head and collided. I understood why he felt the way he did and knew my ability to give the Ascended a chance was because my suffering at their hands was nothing compared to what Casteel and far too many others had endured. And I knew, deep down, that Kieran was right. I was asking him—all of them—to possibly accept those who’d taken part in a system that preyed upon them.

But even knowing all of that, sentencing every Ascended to death had never felt like something I would do. It wasn’t that I couldn’t. And while it felt like I was only beginning to discover who Poppy Da’Neer was, I just knew it wasn’t who I was at the core of my being. That was why I had resisted when we first discussed this.

But if Casteel couldn’t get behind this…

Picking up my glass, I took a drink and cleared my throat. “So, what do we do?”

“Talk to the Ascended like you wanted,” Casteel said. “Give them a choice, and then we’ll do what we can to assist those who choose to live with the Unbound.” His gaze moved to Malik. “You will take the lead.”

“Gladly,” his brother replied.

After everything he’d just said, I hadn’t expected that to be his answer. “Are you okay with this?”

Casteel’s gaze flicked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

I frowned. “Yes, it does. If you cannot find peace with it, then neither will I.”

“I will be at peace with it.”

“Cas.” I sighed.

“I’m speaking the truth,” he said, his gaze returning to me. “I know what you see when you think about the Ascended, Poppy. You see Ian.”

The breath I took went nowhere. I couldn’t even respond.

“And because of that, you need to give them a choice. A chance.” Casteel leaned in and folded his hand around the nape of my neck. It was as if we were the only ones at the table. “If you need that, then so do I. It’s as simple as that.”

I could hear my heart pounding. “No, it’s not.”

“It is.” Casteel pulled me toward him until our faces were only inches apart as he said, “Because I will never be at peace if you’re not.”

The breath I took scorched my throat. “You’re sacrificing your peace for mine,” I whispered. “It’s entirely one-sided.”

“It’s not.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “Because if I had my way, it would be you sacrificing your peace. And you’d have to live with my actions. That is what you’re giving up.”

“And you aren’t giving up anything?”

“All I’m giving up is vengeance. And that isn’t worth your peace.” He paused. “Or that of my incredibly self-absorbed brother—”

Malik’s huff was a reminder we were not, in fact, alone.

“My experiences with the Ascended cloud my judgment,” Cas admitted. “Not acknowledging that wouldn’t just make me a shit King. It would also make me a selfish bastard unworthy of you.”

My throat tightened as a jumble of emotions swirled in my chest, making tears well up in my eyes. “Why do you have to be so…perfect?”

From the chair beside me, Kieran groaned. “As if his ego needed stroking.”

Casteel’s lips curved into a smile as they brushed mine. “Because I am.”

“Case in point,” a gravelly voice muttered.

Reaver.

Gods, he’d been so quiet, I’d forgotten he was here.

I had no idea how Reaver had even turned up here. I’d gone to the bathing chamber, and he was at the table when I returned. I guessed neither Casteel nor Kieran had the heart to bar him entry after everything with Jadis.

Sending a look that promised violence over my head, Casteel lowered his gaze to mine. He kissed me, and I found his unique mark. I love you so very much, Cas.

A shudder went through him as he kissed my forehead, the warmth of his lips lingering when he straightened.

“So sweet,” Tawny whispered. I was beginning to think she needed to slow down on the wine.

“In case you’re wondering, I second Casteel’s thoughts.” Kieran’s gaze met mine. “And I didn’t expect anything less of you.”

I reached for my glass with trembling fingers. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

Kieran smiled faintly. “It’s what is needed.”

Taking a shaky breath, I looked at the others. “What do you all think?”

“You know how I feel,” Emil said. “They should get a choice.”

My gaze shifted to Naill. “It won’t be easy,” he said after a few moments. “And it will be difficult for people to wrap their heads around, but I agree.”

Prodding at a fang, I shifted my gaze to Delano and Perry.

“It will be difficult to convince the entirety of Atlantia to get behind this,” Perry said. “There’s a lot of history to overcome. But it is the right thing to do.”

“Delano?” I whispered.

He was quiet for several moments, and I struggled not to let myself read him. “Those we met today? They aren’t like the Ascended I’ve met.” His bright-blue gaze lifted to mine. “But my…my sister once said something.”

Malik stiffened.

“It was when we were younger and during a time when things between the Atlantians and wolven weren’t great,” he said. I saw Perry’s hand move under the table. A smile briefly crossed Delano’s face as he glanced at the Atlantian and then continued. “It was something like, ‘if we judge all Atlantians by the worst among them, then we are no better than the worst ourselves.’”

“Sounds like something she’d say,” Malik said quietly.

Delano looked at him and then sighed. “So, yeah.” He cleared his throat. “I agree.”

I blinked rapidly against the sudden burn of tears.

“I agree,” Tawny announced. “Even though my opinion doesn’t matter.”

My laugh was shaky. “It does matter.”

“I know.” She grinned around the rim of her glass. “I was just attempting to be humble.”

My gaze lifted to Reaver.

“I honestly do not care,” he remarked.

All right, then.

He looked at us. “What I do care about is that Thad has not returned.”

That changed the mood at the table.

I exchanged looks with Cas and Kieran.

Kieran’s features momentarily pinched as if he were about to throw himself on his sword. “I hoped they would arrive tonight, but something must be decided if we don’t hear anything by the morning.”

“I can go,” Malik offered.

I paused, pushing some grilled fish around on my plate.

Casteel lowered his wineglass and cast his brother a long look. He wasn’t the only one staring at Malik. Everyone was.

Except for Reaver.

He was eating.

“What?” Malik asked, looking around the table. “Someone should go. And until we know what has happened, we shouldn’t send another regiment.”

Kieran dropped his elbow to the table and ran a hand down his face. “Here we go again.”

“You’re not going,” Casteel stated, lowering his glass.

Malik arched a brow and met his brother’s stare. “And why not? I know how to get to Pensdurth and remain unseen in the process.”

“I’m sure you do.” Casteel leaned back and eyed my plate. “But that doesn’t change what I said.”

“Is that so?” Malik demanded.

“It is.” Casteel held his brother’s gaze as he reached over and scooped up a spoonful of sliced cucumber and onion marinated in some sort of vinegary dressing.

A slow, tight-lipped smile crawled across Malik’s mouth as Casteel placed the cucumber mixture on my plate. I recognized that kind of smile. I’d seen it on Casteel’s face a time or a thousand. It was a sure sign that Malik was seconds away from committing an act of violence.

Emil glanced at Perry, who then fixed his gaze on his plate, while Delano sank a good five inches down in his chair.

Reaver leaned forward, momentarily blocking my view of them as he grabbed half of the roasted fowl.

“You do realize that I’m your older brother,” Malik stated, his finger tapping the stem of his glass.

Eat. Casteel’s voice drifted through the notam, his stare fixed on Malik. “And you do realize that I’m the King, right?”

Tawny’s eyes darted back to Malik as she drank her wine.

“Last I checked, being King doesn’t mean you can give orders without any explanation.”

Tawny’s gaze shot back to Casteel. It was almost as if she were watching some sort of match—one she was engrossed in.

“Actually,” Casteel drawled, leaning back in his chair, “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what a King can do.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kieran pinch the bridge of his nose.

“Sure. If said King has no aspirations of being a good one.”

Naill’s lips pursed.

“I don’t think he has any interest in being a good King,” Reaver said around a mouthful of food. “Unless it involves his Queen.”

Kieran’s eyes closed.

“While your comment was completely unnecessary,” Casteel said to Reaver, “I never had any interest in being a King, let alone a good one.”

Malik’s mouth opened.

“Really?” Tawny said.

“Really.” He also tapped his glass with a finger. “Unless it has to do with my Queen.”

I resisted the urge to argue. Cas wasn’t giving himself enough credit. He did care.

“Huh,” murmured Tawny.

“Why do you have such a problem with me going?” Malik pressed. “Our father is missing, Cas.”

The cucumber and onion soured in my stomach.

“I know.” Casteel took a drink. “But I don’t believe for a second that is what fueled this offer.”

“What do you think did?” Malik challenged. “Me planning to try to join up with Kolis?”

Reaver stopped with a forkful of mashed potatoes halfway to his mouth. “Is that what you plan to do?”

Malik’s golden eyes shot to the draken, narrowing slightly as his lips thinned.

“It’s a valid question,” Reaver stated flatly and then shoved the potatoes into his mouth. “Since you brought it up.”

I worried Tawny might pull an eye muscle, glancing between the three of them as she finished her second glass of wine. Or was it her third?

“I don’t think that’s why you want to go,” Casteel replied, thank the gods.

Emil lifted the wine bottle and tipped it in Tawny’s direction. She nodded eagerly.

“Care to elaborate?” Malik asked.

“Not particularly,” Casteel responded.

Malik’s finger stopped tapping, and the mask of insolence he wore began to crack.

I figured it was time for me to speak. “I’ll go.”

Casteel’s head whipped toward me. “Absolutely not.”

“That won’t work on me,” I stated, putting my fork down.

His eyes narrowed as essence pulsed through them. “Want to bet?”

“It would be a boring bet because you would lose,” I countered.

“Oh, man,” Delano murmured, fully halfway down in his chair now.

“Mother and Father are fighting,” Emil remarked under his breath. “Again.”

I frowned at him, then shook my head.

“We already discussed this, Poppy,” Casteel said from between clenched teeth.

“We discussed me going there to kill Kolis,” I corrected, catching how Malik’s brows shot up. “Not going there to see what’s happening.”

“Actually,” Kieran drawled, “I’m pretty sure we covered that, too.”

“Not really,” I argued. “I’m talking about popping in and out before he even knows I’m there.”

Kieran turned a bland look on me. “Does the length of time matter?”

“Well, I mean…” My eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t, but—”

“I’m so glad our conversation really left a lasting impression on you,” Casteel cut in.

“It did, but—”

“You know what it means when you use the word but,” he said.

“I understand what words mean, Casteel. But that conversation took place before,” I said. “It’s not like he’ll immediately know which Primal god is there. It will take him a few moments,” I said, unsure whether I was right or not. I had no idea how I felt to other gods. “There’s a difference between him sensing just one of us versus all three. I would leave quickly, and it will take me maybe half a minute to get there—”

“What?” Tawny lowered her glass.

“She can shadowstep,” Reaver answered, eyeing the fish on my plate. “Move through and between the realms using eather.”

Tawny blinked as I picked up my glass. “I’m going to pretend that made sense.”

“Samesies,” Emil murmured.

“It’s something gods can do,” Perry explained. “We do the same to a lesser extent when we want to…move fast.”

I continued once the impromptu lesson was over. “We have to do something, Casteel. Your father is there. So is Thad. We cannot wait any longer.”

Kieran’s inhale was audible. “Poppy,” he began. “You’re—”

“Do not say I’m the Queen, and therefore, should not be endangering myself,” I cut in, lifting my plate and extending it past Tawny to Reaver. “You should know better.”

“Technically, since you are the Queen, you should not be endangering yourself,” Kieran replied. “But this is…different,” he said, speaking the last word with a heavy emphasis only Casteel and I understood.

I stiffened. “It’s not.”

“It is,” Casteel said quietly. His chest rose as he took a breath.

I took a deep breath, but it didn’t help with the irritation. I placed my drink on the table before I did something reckless and childish, like throw it at one of them. “Actually, you’re both right. It is different.”

“Glad you’re using common sense,” Casteel remarked.

“And because it’s different,” I said, “it has to be me.”

His finger stopped tapping. “Forget what I said about common sense.”

“Already did,” I retorted.

“Clearly.”

I looked away before I knocked him out of his chair.

Tawny raised her brows. “Your eyes are almost glowing,” she noted, head cocking as she studied me. “It’s pretty…and freaky.”

“It’s—” I jerked forward. “My eyes!”

“Your eyes?” Tawny repeated, glancing toward Kieran and Casteel like they knew why I’d shouted that. “Is there something wrong with them?”

“What do they look like to you?” I leaned in close to Tawny and then stood, bending toward Delano, who grinned at me. “What colors are they?”

“Uh, colors? They’re green and…” Curls fell back as Tawny straightened her head. “Silver.”

“Streaks of silver,” Delano added.

“That’s all you see?” I asked. Both of them nodded. I twisted toward Casteel and Kieran. “And you guys?”

Kieran frowned. “I see what I did before.”

“Same,” Casteel told me.

“Is there a reason you’re asking?” Delano asked.

Confusion rose. Why would they not see what Casteel and Kieran—? The answer suddenly came to me. “Uh, no…” I smiled. “I was just curious if you could still see the streaks of eather.”

That is not why you asked, Casteel’s voice reached me.

They can’t see the colors, I responded as Kieran watched Cas and me. Pausing, I brought him into the conversation. Only the Arae—the Ancients—the true Primal of Life, and the true Primal of Death can. And Deminyen Primals. The others don’t have enough essence in them to see them.

Casteel smiled. Well, aren’t we special?

I rolled the eyes we’d been talking about. “Anyway, back to what we were discussing. I should—”

“Poppy,” Naill said, drawing my gaze to him. “No one here is going to agree to you going to Pensdurth alone.”

“I second that,” Tawny tossed out, causing me to stare at her. She frowned. “Don’t look at me like I’m a traitor. I’m not going to agree to you shadowhopping—”

“Shadowstepping,” Reaver corrected.

“Whatever.” Tawny flung a hand up, silencing Reaver. The draken’s brows flew up, and he looked positively affronted by her gesture. “I’m not going to agree with you going to an area where a murderous Primal of Death might be hanging out,” she continued. “It’s reckless and dangerous, and for me to say something is reckless, you know it has to be.”

“It is dangerous,” Delano commented. I was surprised that he hadn’t disappeared under the table by now. “We don’t know what’s happening there.”

“And you are the very last person who should be anywhere near Pensdurth,” Casteel stated.

“I’d likely be the safest going anywhere near there,” I argued. “Neither of you”—I gave both Cas and Kieran a pointed look—“can go. For a multitude of reasons.”

Casteel clenched his jaw so hard I thought he might break a molar. Kieran just crossed his arms.

“She’s right,” Reaver stated.

My breath hitched as I looked at him.

“Out of everyone in this chamber or realm, she would be the safest.” He finished off the last of my fish. “Relatively speaking.”

“Because she’s a badass Primal god now?” Tawny asked.

Before I could say anything, I felt Casteel lean forward. “You did know,” he said to the draken, and the temperature in the chamber dropped.

My heart started pounding as Reaver’s eyes met mine. “I always knew,” he said. “Not everything, but the basics.”

I looked away, having no idea what to say to that. Or what to think. How to feel.

Across from us, Emil frowned. “Why do I feel like I’m missing a very important part of this conversation?”

“Agreed,” Malik muttered, his gaze flicking between us.

“Son of a bitch,” Casteel snarled.

I turned to him. His flesh…had begun to thin.

“Oh, shit.” Emil straightened. “Is he about to shift? I don’t want my day to end almost being eaten.”

“Well, now I have even more questions,” Tawny murmured once more from around the rim of her glass.

I had no idea how I could quickly explain it, but I wasn’t worried about him shifting into a cave cat. As tiny bumps erupted on my skin, I was more worried about him going full Primal.

“Did it, at any point, occur to you to tell us?” Casteel demanded, tendrils of shadowy eather piercing the whites of his eyes. “That having that piece of information might’ve been helpful?”

“He has a point,” I whispered, reaching under the table to place my hand on Casteel’s leg.

“I couldn’t.” Reaver took a drink.

“Bullshit,” Kieran snapped.

“It’s not bullshit.” He set his glass down. “I was sworn to keep my mouth shut.”

“By who?” I demanded.

“Nyktos.”

My mouth dropped open.

“How?” Kieran leaned forward. “You were still asleep when he was awake.”

“That wasn’t the only time he was awake,” Reaver said. And he was right. Nyktos had said he’d been awake on and off. “And he was already awake when we were awakened. I spoke with him before I left Iliseeum. And you don’t disobey Nyktos.”

“Why?” I asked, unable to understand why they wouldn’t want me to know as soon as possible. “Why would he demand that of you?”

“He wanted Seraphena to be with you when…” Reaver trailed off.

He didn’t need to finish. I knew what went unsaid. Nyktos wanted Seraphena to be with me when I learned about Sotoria. That…

I looked at Casteel, seeing his glare still fixed on Reaver. Cas?

Jaw ticking, his gaze shifted to me.

That makes a difference. I squeezed his knee as I opened the notam to Kieran, telling him the same. It does.

Neither looked like they agreed, and I understood their anger. I did. Could having that information have assisted them when I was under Kolis’s influence? Maybe. Maybe not. But Reaver shouldn’t have been the one to explain any of that anyway. I would’ve had questions he likely couldn’t have answered. And—

“Is someone going to tell the rest of us what you are all talking about?” Malik answered.

The three of us said nothing, and an awkward silence descended as my attention shifted to Malik. My senses opened, and all I picked up from him was confusion and curiosity. If he’d known about the whole Sotoria thing, he would understand what wasn’t being said. Did that mean Millicent didn’t know?

“Okay, then.” Malik cleared his throat. “So, I will go then.”

“Back to this again?” Casteel snapped. The essence was calmer, but the chamber remained chilly.

“Well, you still haven’t said why,” Malik replied.

Casteel’s lips flattened. “I think you want to go to see if Millicent is there.”

I coughed, spraying a fine mist of wine onto my plate.

“You okay?” Casteel turned, placing his hand on my back.

“Yes,” I wheezed, taking the linen cloth Tawny handed me. “You think Millicent is there?” I asked Casteel.

A muscle tightened in his jaw. “I don’t.”

The but went unsaid.

Dabbing at my chin, I turned to Malik. “Do you think she’s there?”

The muscle that ticked on his face was in his temple. “I don’t know where she is. She could be anywhere.”

“But is there a reason she would go there?” As soon as I asked the question, the answer came to me. It wasn’t the vadentia. It was my common sense Casteel had believed wasn’t present.

Kolis could call upon the Ascended and the Revenants—summon them. It would be like a compulsion. They were his creations. “Have there been any reports of the Ascended attempting to escape? Like trying to do so without the ability to stop?”

“Some have tried, especially those with dwindling stockpiles,” Naill answered with a curl of his lip. “But not like they seemed unable to stop themselves.”

That brought me a little relief, even though it didn’t mean he hadn’t summoned the Revenants. If he had, would it even apply to Millicent since she wasn’t exactly a Revenant? I didn’t know. But I knew Malik worried it would. One look at him, and I felt it coating his skin. If she’d gone there, it had to be because she had no choice. I couldn’t believe the same person who stood by the Ascended as they met the sun would willingly join up with Kolis.

But I now understood Casteel’s refusal to send Malik. He knew Malik would stay if Millicent was there, and it would likely end in his death.

Casteel was trying to protect his brother.

“We need to give Thad and the others until the morning,” Kieran said, eyeing the bottle of wine Emil had a death grip on. “Let’s table the discussion regarding Pensdurth until then.”

There were murmurs of agreement, and then our Shadow Council pretty much scattered from the Solar. Tawny was the last to stand. Casteel had tracked Malik’s movements and still stared at the doors.

“You should talk to him,” Kieran suggested as he stood. “Make sure he doesn’t do anything idiotic.”

Casteel gripped the arm of his chair. “And you think he’ll listen to me?”

Kieran sighed. “Good point.”

“Perhaps you should both speak with him,” I suggested. “To make sure he doesn’t do anything.”

“Good idea.” Tawny plopped back down. “Then Poppy and I can have some alone time.”

Casteel’s gaze swept over us. “Why do I feel like that would be a bad idea?”

“You probably think everything is a bad idea,” she retorted, reaching for the wine with a tilt of her head. “You probably only enjoy bad ideas.”

“Go,” I urged before Casteel could respond to that. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He hesitated.

“She’s not.” Tawny topped off my glass and then hers. “I will attach myself to her like a tree bear.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I told her.

“We shall see.”

Casteel exhaled, briefly glancing at Kieran and then me. Poppy…

I’m not going to run off to Pensdurth, I assured him.

Promise me.

The hand resting in my lap curled into a fist. I promise.

And I wouldn’t break that promise. At least not tonight. But if we heard nothing by tomorrow? I would go.

He hesitated for a handful of seconds and then bent forward to cup my cheek, his lips brushing over mine. “Behave.”

Tawny snorted.

Pushing back from his chair, he stood. “Let’s go talk to my brother.”

Kieran walked around the table and stopped at my side. He stood there silently for a moment as Casteel stepped off the platform.

I peeked up at him.

He waited.

I sighed. “I’m not going anywhere. I swear.”

“You’d better not,” he said, squeezing the back of my neck.

Rolling my eyes, I crossed my arms. Kieran nodded at Tawny and joined Casteel.

The moment the door closed behind them, Tawny looked at me. “I half-expected Kieran to kiss you before he left.”

“I’m not even going to respond to that,” I muttered, picking up my glass.

Tawny giggled. “I thought the Da’Neer brothers were about to engage in fisticuffs.”

“Fisticuffs?”

Her head bobbed. “Are your suppers always that entertaining?”

My thoughts flashed to the one in New Haven when Casteel had announced his intention to marry me. “They can be even more…entertaining.”

Her eyes widened. “Do tell?”

“Sometimes, people start their suppers with their hearts in their chest.” I took a drink of the sweet wine. “And end them missing said heart and dead.”

“Oh.” Tawny looked away. “Wow.”

I smiled.

“So.” Tawny drew out the word. “You going to tell me what Nyktos forbade Reaver from telling you?”

My grip tightened on the glass.

“If not, I’m going to be offended, and you know how I get when I’m offended,” she added. “It will probably end with one or both of us not behaving. Then Casteel will never leave you alone with me.” She turned in her chair, flashing the widest eyes possible. “Do you want to be responsible for that?”

I shot her a bland look.

“And do you want to stress me out?” she tacked on.

“How am I stressing you out?”

“Because I know something is stressing you out. Except for the whole Ascended business, you were weirdly quiet and, I don’t know, still throughout dinner. And you’re never still.”

I frowned.

“I have a feeling that whatever made you quiet has to do with what wasn’t said. How do I know? Because after Reaver said he always knew, you went quiet and still again.”

Inhaling a deep, slow breath, I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I…” A hoarse laugh parted my lips. “It’s going to sound impossible.”

“Good thing I believe in the impossible,” she replied. “I mean, look at me. How can I not?”

I did look at her. I knew I should take this time to tell her what I’d done to her—why she believed in the impossible. But when I spoke, it wasn’t about that. “Do you know the legend of Sotoria?”


CHAPTER 44
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POPPY

What was I doing?

No answer came to me as I stood with my eyes closed, the unseasonably cool breeze tugging at some strands of hair that had escaped my braid.

I’d asked myself that a hundred times since Casteel left to see if any word had come from his father or the others at Pensdurth and to speak with his brother more regarding our new plans surrounding the Ascended. He’d asked if I wanted to go with him.

I politely declined and came here.

Though I didn’t know why. As Queen, I should be checking with him. Guilt churned.

Casteel had hesitated when I said no, and I knew he wanted to ask if I was okay. As Tawny would say, I’d been quiet and still this morning.

But she took over that role last night when I told her about Sotoria. She was shocked and disturbed, even though she tried not to show it. Who wouldn’t be?

I hadn’t thought to ask Casteel about Malik, and if he had convinced him not to go to Pensdurth, and as a wife—his partner—I should have. That added to the roiling my stomach was doing. It wasn’t that I didn’t care. I did. The very last thing I wanted was for Malik to run off and get himself killed. And I was worried he had a reason to: That Kolis had summoned the Revenants, and Millicent had gone, unable to resist his influence. My chest squeezed so tight it felt like no air could get in.

I didn’t know why I hadn’t shared any of that with Casteel as he’d rooted through the bowl of sugary fruit, picking out the unbruised strawberries and putting them on my plate. It had been on my mind but so had everything else.

Maybe the everything else was why I was here.

Opening my eyes to the overcast skies, I breathed out, heavily and slowly, and lowered my head.

I couldn’t believe I’d come here.

The meadow was really just an outcropping of the Elysium Peaks, roughly positioned at a height just above the spires of the Shadow and Sun Temples and in the shadow of the mountains’ continuous rise.

Pink and violet wildflowers dotted the grass all the way to where clusters of tall elms crowded the base of the Peaks. The blanket of pretty, delicate-looking flowers ended only a handful of feet from the edge Sotoria had fallen from.

Where had the poppies gone?

Or had they never grown here, and what I’d seen in stasis had been a figment of my imagination?

Tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear, I turned slowly. It was so quiet up here. The sounds were the wind and the birds singing to one another.

I pressed my lips together, turned to the Cliff’s edge, and began walking. The meadow was surprisingly peaceful. It didn’t feel like it should be, but it was. I tried to imagine Sotoria making her way up here to pick flowers. It must have taken the better part of a day to do so.

I soon heard water splashing off the stone, and then the grass and wildflowers gave way to packed, rocky soil. My steps slowed and then stopped. Taking a deep breath, I looked down. Pale-gray rocks jutted out, forming small, narrow ledges between the sheer drops. Halfway down and beneath one of those ledges, white-tipped water spilled down the rocks, misting the air as it fell before vanishing into a lake as dark as a night sky. My gaze shifted to the banks of the lake, where the elms grew so thickly and abundantly, there wasn’t a single hint of the ground below. I followed the swath of trees to where Wayfair’s towers were visible.

I didn’t feel anything.

Just like I hadn’t when I held The Star. Perhaps that was why I’d come here—to see if I felt connected to the Cliffs. To see if being here made me feel sorrow or anger. Anything. But I didn’t feel a connection to this place. All I felt was annoyance with myself.

If this was where I had…well, run myself off a cliff, shouldn’t I feel something?

How embarrassing.

I found myself staring down at the face of the Cliffs once more as I fiddled with the hooks on the vest I wore.

Had Sotoria landed on one of those ledges below? Or had she fallen between them into the lake? Had it been quick, where she struck a hard rock at the right—or wrong—angle? Or had hitting the water killed her? The height would’ve made the impact devastating, and the fall would’ve been fast but not quick enough that she wouldn’t know what was happening—what was coming. I had to think, though, that her death had been instantaneous, giving Kolis no time to intervene. There had been no suffering.

That had come later.

Gods, why was I even thinking about this? It was beyond morbid, especially since I wasn’t just considering some random woman in a distant past. I was wondering how I’d died.

Because I was her.

I wanted to scream that I wasn’t, but the lie couldn’t even crawl its way up my throat. I was Poppy.

But I had been Sotoria.

Sighing, I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. I really shouldn’t have come here. There were so many other things I could be doing. Training. Working with Casteel and Kieran on how to control the essence. Finding a way to weaken Kolis. Anything would be more productive than this, including crossing the Veil and entering the Continents to see what new catastrophe the Ancients—

My eyes snapped open as my hand fell away from the clasps on my vest.

The Ancients.

Being they, too, carried the essence of life and death, they were more powerful than Kolis. And they wouldn’t be considered baby Primals either. They were—

“Also completely unhinged,” I muttered. Bringing the Ancients into this would be like fighting fire with oil.

And I didn’t need them.

I already knew what would kill Kolis, and I didn’t need him weakened to do it.

I ran my fingers along the hilt of the bone dagger strapped to my thigh. The grip warmed to my palm, unlike the bloodstone and wolven-bone dagger that never quite did so. I looked down, wondering what material the handle was made of. It was light.

Pressure coiled in my chest as I stared at it. What was I waiting—?

Awareness throbbed in my chest, causing my breath to catch. I turned as the air charged, raising the hairs on my arms. Silver eather sparked a few feet from me, rapidly spreading to form a thin streak of essence that quickly widened.

A second later, Casteel stepped out of the tear in the realm. My breath snagged again, but for a totally different reason. Clad in black leather pants that accentuated his height and a tunic cut perfectly to fit the breadth of his shoulders and chest, his nearly otherworldly beauty and the aura of eather in his golden eyes made him look every inch the way I always imagined a god would.

The breeze lifted strands of his wavy, dark hair, tossing it back from the slash of his brows.

I swung my arm in an awkward wave. “Hi.”

A single brow arched. “Hello, Poppy.”

Feeling my cheeks warm, I crossed my arms. What was up with all the waving I was doing lately?

Casteel’s gaze darted behind me and then quickly returned to mine. “What are you doing here?”

“I…don’t know.”

He was quiet for a moment. “As in, you have no recollection of coming here? Or you decided to come here but don’t know why?”

“The second thing you said. I…” I started to tell him that I’d wanted to see if being here made me feel anything, but the words got lodged in my throat. They sounded silly and pointless in my head. Besides, I wasn’t even sure that was why I was here.

“You what?” he asked, watching me closely.

I shook my head and lifted a shoulder. “I’m not even sure what I was about to say.” Ducking my chin, I cleared my throat. “Have we received word from Pensdurth yet?”

“Not as of an hour ago,” he answered, and the knots in my stomach tightened. “When I returned to the Solar and you weren’t there, nor was the bone dagger, I thought you’d gone to Pensdurth.”

I pulled my arms tighter around me. “I agreed not to.”

He took a slow, almost tentative step toward me. “Can you blame me for fearing that anyway?”

“No,” I admitted, exhaling slowly. “How did you know I was here?”

“I wanted to be where you were,” he stated simply, like he’d walked from one chamber to the next. “So, I willed myself there.”

“Damn,” I murmured. “I didn’t even realize we could do that.”

A faint grin appeared. No dimple. “I imagine there are many things we can do that we haven’t realized yet.”

“You’re probably right.” I thought about the fact that he’d shifted. “I still can’t believe you shifted before me.”

“Do you know why?”

I sighed as I tried to communicate the jumbled knowledge. “Primal gods can shift pretty much whenever they want after they Ascend, but with Ancients—which I guess we’re the closest to as Deminyen Primals—it can take months, years, or even centuries. You shouldn’t have been able to shift so soon. It’s not like you have more eather just because you’re an Atlantian.”

“Like I said before, I’m just special.”

I laughed. “Hey, don’t take my line.”

His lips parted on a sharp inhale as he stared at me.

“What?”

“Your laugh,” he said, his gaze sweeping over my features. “Hearing it always does shit to my chest.”

“Good shit?” I whispered, feeling my chest start to do weird stuff.

“You know the answer to that.” His head cocked. “Can I ask you a favor?”

I nodded.

“Can you move away from the edge?”

My brows lifted. “Are you worried I’m going to accidentally run off it ag—” I stopped myself with a wince.

“You don’t have a reason to do that, right? So, I wasn’t thinking that,” he replied smoothly. “I just don’t like seeing you so close to a cliff’s edge.”

“I wouldn’t die if I fell.”

“But it wouldn’t feel good.”

“I don’t know.” I turned back to the edge. “I think I would just…land on my feet.”

“Let’s not test that out,” Casteel said, his scent wrapping around me, telling me he’d moved closer.

I hadn’t considered testing it out. But now that I’d said it, I kind of was. My heart rate kicked up. I could almost see myself doing it—choosing to leap. My stomach flipped, and I forced myself to take a step back.

Birds sang in lilting bursts as silence fell between Casteel and me. I could feel the heat of his body directly behind me now. That was how close he stood. I wanted to turn into it, but I couldn’t move.

Casteel hadn’t really touched me since Ironspire. He hadn’t woken me when he returned last night, and he had already been gone from bed this morning—and Casteel always needed convincing to leave a bed I was in. He wasn’t even touching me now, and it seemed he was always touching some part of me. This wasn’t normal.

The next breath I took was thinner, and the silence that stretched between us didn’t help. I searched for something to say. Luckily, I found it. “How did your talk with Malik go?”

“About as well as it would have if he was telling me not to go to Pensdurth if I thought you were there,” he said. “But he’s staying put.”

The for now went unsaid.

I ran the tips of my fangs over my lower lip. “If we find out Millicent’s there, it doesn’t mean she’s there willingly.”

“I know.” He paused. “But if we find out she’s there, there will be no stopping Malik.”

I glanced back at him, and our gazes briefly met. “Would you still try to stop him?”

“No,” he admitted after a moment. “I wouldn’t be able to.”

That wasn’t true.

Casteel would definitely be able to stop Malik. The fact that Casteel was powerful enough to will himself to where I was without knowing where it would take him was proof of that. But it was likely already hard enough for him to demand that Malik do something he wouldn’t do himself.

“So, this is where it happened,” Casteel said, jarring me from my thoughts. “Makes sense you’d be curious about the place.”

“It does?”

“Yeah.” He shifted behind me, and I felt his shoulder brush mine.

“I…” Those silly words rose again, but I didn’t stop them. “I thought I would feel something coming here.”

“Feel what?” he asked after a moment.

“I don’t know.” I squinted as I lifted my gaze to the thick, gray clouds. “Sadness? Anger?”

“And you don’t feel that?”

I shook my head. “I should feel relieved that I don’t.”

“You should only feel whatever you feel,” he said, and I peeked over at him. He stood shoulder to shoulder with me, his gaze trained on the lake and elms below. “As long as you let yourself feel.”

“I am.”

His shoulders rose with a deep breath. “No, you’re not.”

Shaking my head, I looked away. “You’re wrong.”

“Tell me how I’m wrong.”

Staring up at the thick clouds, I searched for how to put my feelings into words. “I don’t feel anything right now. Just…numb. But…” I crossed my arms. “I knew where Isbeth kept The Star.”

When Cas didn’t respond, I continued. “It was in Wayfair’s Vault. I forgot about it until yesterday. There are a lot of coins and jewels there, too. More than enough to better the lives of those here,” I added. “We need to use it. All of it.”

“What about The Star?” Casteel asked, glossing over that I’d just told him there was unfathomable wealth stored away.

I exhaled roughly and stepped back. “I didn’t feel anything when I held it.”

“Did you think you would?”

“Shouldn’t I have?” I rubbed my hands over my arms. “If my soul was kept in it for hundreds of years.”

Casteel didn’t respond because, seriously, what could anyone say to that?

I turned to him, my gaze landing on the gold chain around his neck. “I destroyed the diamond. That was how angry I was,” I said. “Not because I felt something while holding it, but because I…”

“Because you what?” he asked quietly.

Something like this can’t be okay.

My eyes closed. “Because I didn’t choose this.”

“Poppy,” he rasped. For a brief moment, what he felt pierced my shields. Rage and sorrow washed over me—raw, intense, and so heavy it felt like my chest might cave in under its weight.

I didn’t want him to feel that.

He stepped toward me, and the prickly feeling returned, crawling across my skin. As the instinct to fight or flee kicked in, I shifted from one foot to the other. I wanted the flight. And I never wanted that—okay, if serpents were involved, then yes. But normally? No. And that irritated me.

Casteel had halted, his features stark and sharp as he locked his eyes on mine. I suddenly realized I had taken a step back.

I swallowed, my throat dry. I knew I needed to say something, but the sudden awareness of a draken somewhere nearby cut through me. I twisted toward the city and then looked up. “A draken is coming.”

“I really don’t care.”

“You should. If a draken is coming here, there’s a reason.” Sensing it was Reaver, I turned to him. “And you know that.”

“Just because you feel a draken doesn’t mean one is coming…” He trailed off as a large, winged shadow glided through the clouds over the Garden District, headed straight for us.

I raised a brow. “You were saying?”

His nostrils flared.

Reaver broke free of the clouds, his purplish-black scales glittering in the fractured sunlight. His wings stretched out as he descended, landing behind a cluster of elms.

“Why do you think he landed there instead of in the meadow?” I asked.

“It’s Reaver,” muttered Casteel. “Does anyone know why he does anything?”

I snorted as I turned and started toward the elms. I’d never been more grateful for Reaver’s impromptu—

I yelped as Casteel appeared in front of me. “Gods!” I shrieked. “Why do you have to do that?”

He smirked at me.

Rolling my eyes, I moved to walk past him, but his hand shot out and wrapped around my arm. My head snapped toward him as the essence pulsed through my veins. I knew he felt it. The eather flared behind his pupils—

Casteel laughed. It wasn’t the shadowy, dangerous one or his smoky, sensual laugh. It was deep and amused.

I drew my head back. “What’s so funny?”

“When I stopped you just now, you sent me a look that said you were a second from either punching or stabbing me.” The dimple I’d been searching for since yesterday winked to life in his right cheek.

“And that amused you?” I demanded. “Wait. Why am I asking? Of course, it did.”

The humor faded from his lips. “This conversation isn’t over.”

I nodded, and he let go. I started walking again, catching sight of Reaver moving through the elms—

He was naked.

“For fuck’s sake,” Casteel muttered as I came to a complete stop with a sigh. “You had clothing with you yesterday.”

“And?” Reaver stopped before us.

As Casteel stood at my side, I kept my eyes north of his waist. His hair hung forward like a veil, shielding his face, but I kept seeing the devastation carved into his features when Jadis refused to travel home with him. I hadn’t really had a chance to speak with him since, especially considering how supper had gone. “How are you doing?”

“Great.”

I winced at his clipped response, wishing there was something I could say or do. Or perhaps wishing I hadn’t asked the question. “I’m so—”

“You are both needed at Wayfair,” he cut in, his raspy voice low. “Thad has returned.”
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CASTEEL

Poppy was quiet as we shadowstepped to the hall beyond Wayfair’s entrance. And she was shielding her emotions. She had been doing that a lot lately.

Once more, I thanked—in other words, cursed—Seraphena for that little piece of advice.

I glanced at Poppy as we walked the long corridor where crimson banners had once covered the windows lining the hall. When I returned to the Solar and found her gone, fear had gripped my heart. I really had thought she’d gone to Pensdurth, even though I tried to convince myself she wouldn’t.

She could be a little reckless, but not like that. Still, there had been a chance. Thank the gods I found her.

I had been trying to give her space, even though it made me feel like I wanted to crawl out of my skin. She needed time to process things without worrying about what I felt.

The moment I’d found her at the Cliffs of Sorrow, I was no longer sure that had been the right move.

My mind flashed to when I woke to finding her standing at that damn window. It hadn’t gone like when she’d asked me to take her—something I now didn’t feel entirely comfortable with because her voice had sounded a lot like right before she ended Lady Hawley.

Fuck, it messed with my head to even consider that it might not have been only Poppy I held that night. That it could’ve also been who she used to be—the part of her that kept drawing her to the window and the damn Cliffs. My jaw clenched as we entered the Hall of Gods.

Hisa was waiting for us, standing at the center of the statues with their smooth, featureless faces tilted up to the arched ceiling. Emil and Delano stood behind her, decked out in knee-length, dark-gray tunics similar to the ones Naill had dropped off for me.

“This way,” the commander requested.

I glanced at Poppy. She was staring at the vases between the statues, now filled with some kind of brightly colored wildflowers, and then to the corridor leading to the Great Hall. The two ruby statues honoring the Blood Queen and King had been removed, thank fuck.

Emil and Delano fell into step behind us as we crossed under the rounded entryway of the atrium—the very active atrium. Realizing that this was the first time many of them were seeing Poppy, their Queen, I edged closer to her.

Guards stood at attention as we entered, their postures rigid as they inclined their heads. They had gotten the message not to bow. The mortals? Another story.

Servants rushed alone and in pairs through the large, circular chamber, some carrying empty trays and others freshly washed laundry. They all ground to a halt when they caught sight of us. Quietly spoken conversations ceased, smiles froze, and the eyes of both young and old grew wide.

Even though the servants had been vetted, I was of the mind that trust was rarely absolute. I kept my senses open, quickly sorting through the wave of emotions. Cool surprise gave away to the bubbly sweetness of awe, but there was an undercurrent of bitterness, too. Fear.

And fear either made people incredibly wise or fatally foolish.

Their wariness was expected, but I had a feeling it wasn’t because of who we were. The astonishment ran deeper than deference as if there was some kind of instinctive recognition. I hadn’t paid much attention to their reactions before when I crossed paths with mortals. I couldn’t really ignore it now.

All at once, the mortals seemed to snap out of their daze and dropped to their knees, heads bowing as the hush of the atrium stretched on.

“There is no need to bow before us,” I spoke. “Rise to stand with us and not beneath us.”

The ripple of shock echoed in each face as they shuffled to their feet, hesitant and unsure. Considering how the Blood Crown had demanded reverence, my words were likely the last thing they expected. But it was Poppy’s response—the emotions that filtered out to me through her shield—that caught my attention. It tasted like warm, buttery cake. Approval.

My lips curved up, knowing she liked what I’d said. She didn’t want to be worshipped. And contrary to what some likely believed, neither did I.

“Please, return to your duties,” Hisa commanded in a tone that sounded surprisingly friendly for her.

The servants exchanged quick glances and then scattered, nearly bouncing into one another as they did. A few lingered for a handful of seconds, their eyes trained on Poppy, before quickly spinning around and rushing off.

“I’m surprised they didn’t approach,” Poppy commented quietly, nodding at the guards in the hall.

“They’ve been instructed not to,” Hisa explained. And then quickly added in a rush, “Not in a way that suggests they are not allowed, but in—”

“I understand,” Poppy interjected, smiling at Hisa’s back. “Thank you.”

I sensed Kieran’s nearness as Hisa led us down one of the northern halls lined with closed doors trimmed in gold—doors I suspected had been recently painted ivory to cover the crimson.

“The generals are also in attendance,” Hisa advised, her steps slowing.

“Sounds good,” I told her, realizing we weren’t going to the chamber where we’d met with the generals last time.

Hisa stopped in front of a set of double doors toward the end of the hall, knocking once before pushing the doors open to reveal a large, circular chamber likely not used by the Blood Crown during the day due to its tall windows.

Placing a hand on Poppy’s lower back as we entered, I scanned the chamber, taking note of the smaller antechambers on either side. Mostly empty settees and armchairs surrounded an oval table in the center of the space. Chairs scratched over the stone floor as their occupants pushed back and stood to face us, murmuring greetings. All the generals we’d met with before were present. So were Naill and—

“Poppy!” a familiar voice exclaimed. A second later, Netta rushed out of the antechamber, nearly knocking her brother aside.

My lips lifted into a grin as Kieran shot his sister a glare.

Netta streaked past me like I was nothing more than an old, worn boot, her tight braids streaming out behind her. She threw her arms around Poppy, causing her to stagger back several steps.

“Wow,” I muttered. “Don’t mind me. I’m just invisible.”

“You and me both,” Emil said under his breath. “But you’re not sleeping with her.”

Tilting my head, I peered at him as Delano coughed quietly. Emil’s stare met mine. I arched a brow. “Come again?”

Emil seemed to realize what he’d said and immediately pivoted on his heel, heading toward a serving table where decanters, pitchers, and glasses had been laid out.

I turned back to Poppy. Netta still had her in a fierce hug, lifting her onto the tips of her boots. My lips flattened. “Please don’t break my wife, Netta.”

“Shush it,” Netta replied, and I caught Poppy’s muffled giggle.

Gods, that sound…

It was light and infectious. My grin was looser when I looked up, catching General Aylard’s stiff posture as he stood between the dark-haired La’Sere and General Murin. He watched Netta and Poppy with an air of impatience and something akin to disgust.

Resisting the urge to peel Netta off Poppy before the damn wolven snapped a rib was as hard as not giving in to the desire to snap Aylard’s neck. I forced my legs to move past them. After everything, Poppy needed this. Her ribs would be fine, and Aylard could go fuck himself.

I made my way to where Kieran stood by the end of the table. “Thad?”

He’s in his chambers, he replied through the link. He’s injured.

I stiffened, now understanding why he’d been so late returning. How badly?

He’ll recover.

Before I could question him further, he said, How’s Poppy?

A muscle in my jaw ticked, and I debated not answering him. But even I wasn’t that big of a dick. I found her at the Cliffs of Sorrow.

His head cut toward me and then went to where Poppy stood with his sister. What the fuck was she doing there?

Trying to see if she felt connected to them.

Kieran exhaled slowly. Makes sense that she would. A moment passed. Did she?

I shook my head.

Not sure if that’s good or bad.

Neither was I.

Kieran pulled his gaze from her. Your father has returned, too.

My head swung toward him, but before I could question him, Poppy spoke. “We apologize for keeping you all waiting.”

“We’re glad you finally…decided to join us,” General Aylard replied. “We were worried there would be another long absence.”

I started to step forward, my hand dropping to the hilt of a dagger, but Poppy’s smile stopped me. It was sharp, like the blade strapped to my chest, and the eather stirred inside me, responding to the rise in hers.

“I’m sure,” she said. The uncertain girl from before, the one who was worried about what Seraphena would think of her, was gone. A Queen had spoken. A Primal god held Aylard’s stare until he backed up, and Netta moved to stand behind her, her arms crossed as she eyed Aylard with open dislike. Please, don’t throw the dagger, her voice came through the link. He’s not worth the effort.

Smirking, I lowered my hand as Sven stepped forward with a smile. “We haven’t been waiting that long, Your—” He caught himself. “Penellaphe.”

“Thank you. I do hope the rest of you weren’t as concerned as Aylard,” Poppy said, sending the general a pointed look.

Aylard’s throat bobbed on a swallow.

Poppy’s smile increased.

Beside me, Kieran sighed and then gestured toward the table. “Shall we sit?”

With a nod, Poppy started to go but stopped and turned back to Sven instead. “Have you found anything of use in your research?”

“Not yet, but Perry’s still looking,” he answered.

“Please let us know if there is any way we can assist.”

“Of course.” Sven bowed his head.

Poppy walked toward us with a smooth, predatory grace that all eyes in the chamber followed. She was unaware of both things, but her next actions? She knew exactly what she was doing when her shoulder skimmed Aylard’s armored one, forcing him to take a step back. Grinning, I pulled out the chair at the head of the table.

“My Queen,” I murmured.

With a roll of her eyes directed at me, she sat. The others followed suit, with Kieran taking the chair on her left and me to her right. Netta sat beside her brother, but neither Emil nor Delano took a seat, leaving two open as they moved to stand beside Naill.

Eyeing the empty seats for a moment, I leaned back and shifted my attention to the generals as Poppy cleared her throat.

“We were told Thad returned,” she said.

“He has,” Sven replied from where he sat between Aylard and Damron, a slight frown pulling at his brow. “I assume Reaver did not advise you of his condition?”

Poppy stiffened beside me. “No, he did not. Was Thad injured?”

“He was,” Kieran answered, shifting closer to Poppy. “But he will recover.”

Worry bled into her features. “What happened?”

“General Da’Neer will be able to go into better detail when he rejoins us,” Lizeth offered, and I felt the faint splash of Poppy’s surprise sneaking past her shields, quickly followed by woodsy relief.

No sooner had she finished speaking than the sound of footsteps drew my gaze to the closed doors. Two pairs. A knock came, and Emil opened them.

My brother was the first to enter, his white linen shirt tucked into dark trousers that seemed to hang from his tall frame. My gaze lifted to his face. The shadows beneath his eyes weren’t as stark as they had been, but with his hair pulled back into a knot at the nape of his neck, there was no way I didn’t see how lean his face had gotten. I’d noticed it yesterday, and he’d fed at some point, but I doubted it had included much food. He wasn’t taking care of himself.

The second set of steps ground to a halt. I slowly moved my stare to the man behind my brother.

My father had shed his armor, opting for the plain black uniform of a common soldier. His sandy-blond hair was longer than I recalled, damn near reaching his chin. When our eyes met, the first thing I thought was how much he looked like Attes.

“Valyn?” Poppy called quietly, leaning forward in concern—

I frowned and focused on her. It wasn’t concern I was picking up from her. It was the coolness of shock, nearly equal to what my father was feeling.

I reached out to her through the link. Is something wrong?

Poppy’s brows knitted as she still stared at my father. I exchanged a glance with Kieran. Clearly, he had no idea what was going on.

Malik dropped into the seat beside me. “This is awkward,” he murmured.

Awkward was an understatement when it came to how things were between my father and me after learning what my parents knew when it came to Isbeth. But this? This was something else. Poppy continued staring at him.

Malik leaned toward me, his voice low. “I don’t think now is a good time to bring up the Ascended.”

“Figured,” I replied, watching our father. He still hadn’t moved.

Then Malik cleared his throat. “Father?”

As if coming out of a trance, he blinked rapidly and shifted his gaze to his daughter-in-law. “I apologize. Was a little caught off guard.”

“No need to apologize,” I assured him. “It’s understandable.”

“It’s good to see you,” he replied, his stare darting back to me. “Both of you.”

Those three words were loaded.

Emil cleared his throat. “Would anyone like something to drink?”

Several hands lifted as Sven looked at him and said, “If there is wine, then the answer is yes—always yes.”

“There is wine,” Emil replied, turning to the serving table. Playing host, he quickly handed my still-standing father a glass and then served Sven.

“Water,” I called, glancing at Poppy. She nodded. “Three of them,” I said.

My father seemed to recover and began walking toward the seat beside Malik. “I hope I didn’t keep everyone waiting too long.”

“Not at all,” I said as he sat.

“What does everyone know so far about the…situation in Pensdurth?” my father asked as Emil placed water in front of Poppy, Kieran, and then me.

“We know you encountered a sizable force outside the city that Thad was sent to assist with. I would’ve thought he’d make quick work of the opposition, but we were told he was injured.”

“Nearly half the forces were dealt with when Thad showed,” Father answered. Poppy cringed, knowing dealt with meant they’d been burned alive. “The remaining army fled toward Pensdurth.”

Surprise flickered across La’Sere’s face as Emil placed what appeared to be wine in front of Netta without her asking. “You allowed that?”

“Trust me when I say that was not our plan, but we didn’t have a choice,” Father replied. “Should have expected what happened, but hindsight is twenty-twenty, or so they say.”

“Exactly what happened?” Murin asked.

“You need to know something first to understand why we didn’t expect it,” Father said, reaching for his glass. “My regiment was tasked with making sure Bram’s division crossed the Blood Forest without any losses. That turned out to be easier than expected.”

Surprised, I raised a brow. “Really?”

My father nodded. “We encountered less than a dozen Craven, and they were…well, they had clearly been turned quite some time ago. It was no issue to deal with them.”

“That is a surprise,” Poppy stated slowly. “I know parts of the Blood Forest are thinner, like the section we traveled through when we left Masadonia,” she said, glancing toward me. “But the section between Carsodonia and Pensdurth is thick.”

“Most of it is,” Father confirmed. “But the southernmost point closest to the coast is thinner. That is the route we took.”

“Really?” She sat back. “I was always told…” She trailed off and pressed her lips together. “I see that was another lie.”

“The lies regarding the Blood Forest served a purpose,” Malik stated. “If people believed that there was no easy avenue of escape, they’d be less likely to attempt such a thing.”

“It was a successful lie,” Poppy said, sipping her water. “How did you all discover the route?”

“We spent much time scouting the Blood Forest,” Kieran answered. “Fun times.”

Poppy snorted before directing her attention to my father. “Please, continue.”

“As the soldiers fled, and before our regiment could give chase, Craven swarmed us,” he said, his grip tightening on his glass. “Hundreds of them.”

“Hundreds?” Poppy whispered. Aylard paled, and Damron swore.

My father nodded as Malik reached forward and picked up a circular, onyx-hued paperweight.

“How many Craven do we suspect are in the Blood Forest?” Netta asked.

“No one knows exactly,” Malik said when Poppy looked at him. “The Blood Crown didn’t keep detailed records, but I once heard thousands were speculated.”

“That’s…” Netta took a long gulp of her wine. When she set her glass down, Emil refilled it. “Problematic.”

“Very much so,” my father agreed, “especially since these were…fresh. Very quick-footed.”

“Fresh?” Poppy set her glass down. “Do you think they were turned after the battle at the Bone Temple?”

“I’m nearly a hundred percent confident of such, which I will explain shortly,” he advised. “Thad assisted the best he could with the Craven but left it mostly up to us.”

“How many losses did we incur?” I asked, resting my elbow on the arm of the chair.

“About fifty,” he said, glancing toward me.

“Fifty trained soldiers lost to the Craven?” Aylard questioned.

My father looked across the table as Malik rolled the paperweight on his palm. “I’m surprised it wasn’t worse.”

“We crossed paths with some Craven on our journey here,” Aylard started. “We suffered no—”

“How many Craven did you encounter at once?” Poppy interrupted. “Ten? A dozen. Maybe two at most?”

“Never more than a dozen at a time, if that,” Damron said, her blue eyes narrowed on Aylard.

“And have you ever dealt with a swarm of them?” Poppy pressed. “Coming at you all at once with the same goal in mind. To feed?”

Aylard stiffened. “Well, no—”

“I have. The first time, I got the scars you always stare at,” Poppy stated, and I ran my fingers over my lips to hide my grin as La’Sere shifted uncomfortably in her seat—probably wishing she hadn’t sat beside the imbecile. “So have Casteel and Kieran. As have Naill, Emil, and Delano. And now Valyn has learned the kind of destruction a horde of them can wreak,” she continued. “If you had, then you would know that only losing fifty is a miracle.”

Aylard’s jaw tightened, and his shoulders stiffened, but he wisely stayed quiet.

Poppy turned back to my father, who didn’t even attempt to hide the smile that crinkled the skin at the corners of his eyes.

“After we dealt with the Craven, I made the call to stay with Bram’s regiment in case there was another swarm,” he shared as Malik’s paperweight scraped the wood. “Not to mention, his division needed support. The half that fled to Pensdurth outnumbered ours, but we believed they were mortal. They were in the sun, after all.”

“I’m assuming they weren’t?” I said, glancing at Malik’s hand. Scrape, scrape, scrape went the paperweight.

“Some were.” He shifted in his seat. “Before the Craven swarmed us, we were engaged with several who ran and struck them down.” He paused. “They did not stay dead.”

“Revenants,” Poppy said.

“I have no idea how many of them were that, or how many Thad got.” He lifted his glass. “It took less than half a day to cross the remaining distance to Pensdurth’s Rise.” He looked over at Poppy. “The city had gone silent.”

Poppy sucked in a sharp breath. Sensing my confusion, she said, “Any quiet city or village we encountered on our way to Carsodonia was never good.”

“As in nearly every mortal had been turned Craven or captured for feeding,” Kieran elaborated. “You think the fresh Craven were citizens of Pensdurth?”

“We do,” he confirmed. “We met combatants near the Rise. That’s when Thad was injured.” A muscle ticked in his temple. “By a spear.”

“A spear?” I repeated. Malik’s hand stopped moving. “I was unaware such a weapon could pierce a draken’s flesh.”

“Normally, it can’t.” My father set his glass down as Malik began rolling the paperweight between his palm and the surface again. “However, these were spears that appeared to have been designed solely to take out a draken. They were ten times the size of a normal one.”

“How badly was Thad injured?” Poppy demanded, her hands pressed against the table.

“It got him in the chest, just below the shoulder. He was able to make a controlled landing, but we couldn’t get it out immediately.” My father grimaced as Malik continued to roll that fucking paperweight, and it kept scrape, scrape, scraping— “Eventually, we did, and that’s something I do not care to repeat.”

I reached over and smacked my hand down on Malik’s. His stare lifted to mine. I raised my brows as I removed my hand, one finger at a time.

Holding my glare, Malik matched my speed and slowly lifted his fingers.

“What caused the delay?” Kieran asked as Father immediately snatched the paperweight without even looking at it.

My lips twitched when Malik slumped back, eyeing our father’s hand. It reminded me of the countless times he’d done that when one of us was annoying the other.

Father’s next words obliterated all thoughts of the fucking paperweight or the many toys he’d taken from us in the past. “We were delayed in doing so because after Thad was struck, we were greeted at the Rise.”

“Kolis?” Damron asked.

“Varus,” he said.

“Who?” Kieran frowned.

“A god,” my father bit out. “A rather full-of-himself god.” Pausing, he looked over at Aylard. “And yes, an actual god.”

Aylard motioned for Emil to refill his glass.

“I do not believe he is the only one there,” he said.

“How many do you think there are?” Poppy asked, and I wondered why she thought my father could answer that.

“If I had to wager a guess?”

She nodded.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if there were as many as were in my regiment,” he said, meeting her stare before looking away.

“You took how many with you?” La’Sere’s armor creaked as she leaned toward the table. “Two hundred?”

“Two hundred and fifty,” Valyn corrected.

“Fucking gods,” Kieran muttered.

We knew some gods would side with Kolis, but that many? We hadn’t expected that. “Did this Varus have anything to say?”

My father exhaled as he lifted his gaze to mine. “Only that we would receive word from Kolis soon.”


CHAPTER 45
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POPPY

I was still trying to get past the shock of what I realized—felt—when he first entered the chamber. Something that I hadn’t been able to sense before my Ascension.

Valyn had been keeping more secrets than previously known.

Big ones.

But at the moment, I couldn’t really focus on that. What he’d just said took center stage.

We’d be hearing from Kolis soon.

My lips pressed into a thin line as Kieran frowned. “That’s all?”

“That’s it,” Valyn confirmed. “Then he disappeared from the Rise, and we left without further incident.”

“His message sounds more like a threat to me,” Casteel noted, his finger tapping off the side of his glass.

He was right.

“That puts us at a serious disadvantage,” Sven said, lifting his glass as he glanced at Emil. “And I know that’s obvious, but I felt it needed to be stated.”

Murin looked so pale I thought he might pass out as Emil navigated Reaver’s tail. “We have one god—”

“You have three Primal gods,” I interrupted, leaving out the Deminyen part.

Valyn’s head swung in Casteel’s direction.

“And I think that evens out the playing field,” I finished.

“You really think that?” Gayla asked, no challenge in her voice.

“Were you in Lowertown when the ceeren attacked?” When she nodded, Casteel smiled tightly. “Then you know what your Queen is capable of.”

“A god perished in Lowertown,” Aylard graciously reminded those within the sandstone walls.

“A god sacrificed himself for the realms,” I fired back. “And his name was Rhahar.”

“Fuck,” Valyn muttered, dragging a hand over his face. “Malik told me what happened in Lowertown, but I didn’t know it was Rhahar.” He lowered his hand and looked toward Casteel. “So, what does this mean for you?” He jerked his chin at Kieran. “And Kieran, I assume?”

Casteel smiled as he let the essence rise to the surface. There were several curses and gasps when the shadows made an appearance.

Malik sat up and leaned away. “Gods, fucking unnecessary,” he muttered.

Valyn simply stared, the paperweight nearly falling from his grasp. “That’s…unexpected.”

Smirking, Casteel turned his stare on Aylard. The Elemental quickly found the wall across from him very interesting.

“Wait.” Vonetta twisted toward her brother. “Are you telling me you can do that?”

“I got the other side of Poppy’s abilities.” His brows rose as he took a drink. “And no, I’m not into show-and-tell like Cas.”

For a moment, I thought Vonetta might punch her brother.

The eather within me suddenly rose, responding to the more intense pulse in Casteel. Kieran felt it, too. We both looked at him.

His jaw flexed as he attempted to calm the essence in him.

“Does Kolis know about you two?” Valyn asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Casteel said.

Eyeing his glass, Valyn nodded. “Then that is an advantage.”

“It’s not our only advantage,” I shared. “Another Primal god will be arriving soon. An old one.” I glanced at Valyn as I drew my lip between my teeth. “A god of war.”

Valyn’s knuckles had bleached white from how tightly he held the paperweight. One quick glance at Casteel and his brother revealed that both had noticed it.

“A Primal God of War?” Sven questioned. “Theon? Lailah?”

“No. A much older Primal god,” I said, quickly explaining that it was a Primal who’d abdicated his crown and Court upon going into stasis.

Sven knew what the Courts meant. Half the chamber did not. As I explained it, I noticed how Casteel watched his father. Valyn stared straight ahead, his hand closing and loosening around the paperweight. I opened my senses. He had his shields up, probably because of my presence since he didn’t know that Kieran or Cas could also read emotions now, but there were cracks in it. That surprised me. He was as hard as Casteel to pick up emotion from, but he was exhausted, and his mind was likely on many things.

What I picked up from him wasn’t exactly unease. Uncertainty, maybe? There was something under it, though. The nutty flavor of resolve or acceptance.

Valyn’s gaze met mine, and I could tell he realized I knew. I thought back to how Seraphena had suggested Casteel speak to his father about how she had interfered in the War of Two Kings. But did that mean Seraphena knew who Valyn was? What he was? How could she not?

“And when is this Primal god coming?” Gayla asked.

“Soon,” I said. “But that was all we were told.” I cleared my throat. “The Queen of the Gods also shared that she, and by extension Iliseeum, would give aid. There will only be so much they can do given the effect the Primal gods tied to Courts have on the mortal realm while in it, but we are not standing against Kolis alone.”

There were several nods from around the table, but I could easily sense the building unease.

“We need to decide what our next course of action should be,” Lizeth said, drawing my attention.

“I spoke with the King earlier regarding a public address,” Hisa stated from where she sat beside the female wolven. “After speaking with Sven and some of our commanders, I believe we can do that tomorrow.”

“I feel it’s important to assure the people that we will do everything we can to keep them safe and that they hear it from us,” I said when several pairs of eyes landed on me. “Especially after the attack on Lowertown. But regarding Kolis?” I glanced at Valyn. “Was there any indication what kind of shape Kolis is in?”

“No.” Valyn sighed.

I let out a frustrated breath. “And how long ago did Varus give you his message?”

The skin at the corners of Valyn’s eyes crinkled. “Close to two days ago.”

My gaze met Casteel’s as I opened the notam to him and Kieran. We’re not going to learn what kind of condition Kolis is in without going there ourselves.

Agreed, Kieran communicated. We need to decide whether we wait to see what Kolis’s next move is or make one ourselves.

My gaze swept over Lizeth and Hisa, and I thought about what I’d overheard them say to each other before. Be careful, but be brave.

Hopefully, Attes arrives soon, I told them. But I don’t think we should wait long and let Kolis make another move. He attacked us twice already.

Nor do I, Casteel replied, his gaze lifting and sweeping over the generals. “We need to prepare for battle.”
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We decided to send scouts to watch the road for any movement. Ships would also be sent north toward the Bay of Bones, which lay between the ports of Pensdurth and Carsodonia.

And both were decided with the knowledge that Kolis and those two hundred and some gods wouldn’t need horses or ships to reach the capital.

Siege plans were discussed before things cycled back to the public address. Murin brought up his concerns regarding possibly inciting panic, and I honestly had no idea how either conversation ended. My thoughts were consumed by the fact that we could hear from Kolis at any moment. I hadn’t even realized people were standing to leave until Casteel touched my arm.

Blinking, I looked over at him. He didn’t say anything, but his gaze was heavy with concern. I quickly scanned the chamber, spying Valyn by the door. Pushing thoughts of Kolis aside for the moment, I glanced around the chamber, no longer seeing Malik.

Damn it.

“We need to speak to your father,” I announced. “Now.”

Casteel’s brows drew together, but he didn’t question me as I shoved back from the table and stood. Reaching out through the notam, I asked Kieran to follow.

Hurrying from the table, I hated not lingering to speak with Vonetta since it felt like a small eternity since I’d spoken with her, but this couldn’t be delayed.

When I crossed the chamber and stepped out into the hall, Valyn was no longer at the doorway. I saw him standing several doors down with his back to me.

Delano and Naill moved to follow us, but I motioned for them to stay back, even though I knew Kieran trailed behind us. Valyn’s shoulders squared as I approached. “We need to talk,” I said, my voice low.

“I know.” He thrust a hand through his hair. “Somewhere private.”

I glanced around, seeing one of the halls that led toward the Queen’s Garden. My lip curled, but it would work. “Follow me.”

I didn’t wait for him to answer; just headed toward the rounded archway, passing the guards stationed there. They bowed their heads and turned, prepared to follow. “Please stay at your posts,” I told them as we walked out into air that was even cooler than that morning—too cold.

We were quiet as we crossed under the breezeway and stepped onto the path. Weeds had begun to grow between the marble pavers, something I couldn’t remember ever seeing as a child. It worsened as we passed under the stone arbor. Creeping vines had found their way across the path, the small yellow blooms wilted due to the cold. Hedges once neatly trimmed had begun to blur at the edges and grew irregularly. Hardier blooms had spilled from their mulched beds as I veered from where the night-blooming roses grew. I kept walking, wanting to ensure we were far enough away from prying eyes and ears. We walked past the branches of the jacaranda trees, their limbs heavy with trumpet-shaped blooms that were a dull shade of pink instead of their normal vibrant hue.

A marble statue of who I assumed was Aios appeared behind the overgrown hedges. Stopping, my gaze swept over the spikes of blueish-purple blooms and the carpet of tiny white flowers at the foot of the statue that reminded me of snow. I turned, checking the distance between the castle and us.

“This should work,” I said, noting that Kieran lingered just beyond the jacaranda trees, close enough to hear but not too close. Casteel stood in front of some bushy shrubs, his boots planted on the pink petals the blossoms had shed. I made sure I stayed close because I had no idea how he would respond to this.

Valyn sat on a stone bench and dropped his arms onto his thighs, staring at where his hands dangled between his knees.

“Does anyone want to tell me why we’re out here?” Casteel asked, crossing his arms.

“Your father has something he wants to share,” I suggested.

“He does?” Casteel arched a brow and stared down at his father’s bowed head.

My eyes narrowed on Valyn. He’d better.

Lifting his gaze to mine, Valyn cleared his throat. “I don’t know where to start.”

Casteel stiffened, and Kieran stepped forward, his gaze fixed on him.

I could easily think of where. “You’re not Atlantian.”

“What the fuck?” whispered Casteel, and I inched closer, letting my shoulder rest against his.

“I am Atlantian,” Valyn said, glancing at his son. He looked like he’d aged years in the time it took for us to come out here.

“I can sense the eather in you, Valyn.” I had my suspicions regarding what he was, especially with Setti, and where the bloodsteed had been discovered. And, of course, with what Seraphena had mentioned. “You are not just an Atlantian. And I’m betting it has something to do with Attes.”

Valyn turned his head slightly at the name. “I’m half-Atlantian. My mother was an Elemental, and…”

“Your father?” It was almost as if he couldn’t say it.

“Was—is—a god,” he admitted. Casteel’s body was so taut he practically vibrated with the tension. “My father went to sleep when the rest of the gods did.” Exhaling heavily, he reached back to rub his neck. “I imagine he’s awake now. Likely in…Vathi.”

“Your father?” I shifted my weight as the air hummed with the rise of eather. A breeze picked up, stirring the jacarandas’ limbs.

He nodded. “He’s Attes’s son.”

Casteel looked at me, and I let out a long breath and nodded. “Fucking gods,” he muttered, unfolding his arms to shove the hair back from his eyes. “Attes is my great-grandfather?”

“He is,” Valyn said, his gaze searching his son’s face.

“And exactly who is your father?” Casteel demanded as I leaned into his side. I ignored the faint charge of energy that danced from his body to mine. After a moment, the contact seemed to help him. Some of the tension faded from his body. “Since I’m guessing it wasn’t the man you claimed died when you were a boy.”

Valyn took a deep breath. “Elian.”

“That’s…” Casteel trailed off, shaking his head as my suspicions were confirmed. The history I’d heard was that Elian was an ancestor, perhaps a great-grandfather, and King of Atlantia at some point before Valyn. And I didn’t think anything Casteel had been told disputed that.

“I know you probably think this is just another lie—”

“If it isn’t that,” he interrupted his father, “what would you call it?”

“I’d call it something I was warned to never speak of,” Valyn replied. “Not even your mother knows.”

That surprised me. Clearly, Casteel was shocked, too, because he went silent. Then, so did his father. I glanced at Kieran. His face was blank, but I assumed he was just as shocked.

“Why don’t you tell us what you are?” I said, ending the tense silence. “You’re not a godling.” That was the result of a mortal and a god, and obviously something that hadn’t happened in many years. The vadentia was silent on what happened when it came to a god—who was apparently only two generations removed from the Ancients—and an Elemental Atlantian.

“No. I’m a…demigod,” he muttered, dropping his hand as he looked up. “Not a demis or a deity. Just a demigod.”

“Just a…?” A short laugh escaped Casteel. “Can you harness the essence?”

“I’ve remained in the mortal realm far too long for that. I have more in me than a normal Elemental, but I can’t summon it.” He looked away from Casteel with a heavy sigh. “Not like you can.”

Slowly, it all clicked. “You weren’t born in the mortal realm.”

“No, my father took my mother back to Iliseeum before she gave birth.”

My brows knitted as I turned sideways. “Why would he have done that, knowing it would weaken you?”

“I can’t answer that, Penellaphe. My father rarely spoke of it or how any of it came about.” He cleared his throat and straightened. “He wanted to pretend he was just an Elemental—and he pulled it off somehow.”

I watched the pink blossoms sway behind Kieran’s still form. “Magic,” I whispered, my neck tingling. Powerful, old magic. “Was it because of the war with the deities?”

“I used to think so.” Valyn squinted as he stared at the statue. “But he was hiding what he was before the war. Again, it wasn’t something he talked about, and I knew not to bring it up.”

“Why?” Casteel bit out the word.

“Apparently, my grandfather had…” He dragged his hand over the stubble on his jaw. “All I was ever told was that Attes angered the Fates by messing with the threads of his bloodline. I’m not sure exactly why that would do such a thing, but I know damn well I wasn’t the first demigod. I might not even be the last.”

I mouthed threads of their bloodline. I supposed that made sense if Attes wasn’t supposed to reproduce. But why would that be the case? Why would the Fate’s—

And the second daughter, with blood full of ash and ice…

The prophecy.

Blood full of ash and ice. What did that mean? My thoughts raced. From blood and ash… Ash could mean ruin. Destruction. Their kingdom rose from blood and ruin. But ice? I wasn’t sure. The answer felt like it was right in front of my face, but I couldn’t see it.

I held my arms tighter to my chest. “And that was all?”

“Besides that, and Elian warning me to keep my bloodline to myself, yes.” His eyes met mine—eyes so much like his sons’. Like Attes’s. My chest squeezed as he said, “And that’s the truth, Casteel. Shit.” He dropped his hands to his knees and rubbed them. “Just talking about it has me half-expecting the Arae to appear.”

If they did, they would have me to contend with. And right now, I doubted they wanted to test how that would pan out. “I think they know better.”

Valyn frowned.

I quickly moved on. “I kept thinking there had to be something up with your bloodline—why the essence seemed to be…stronger in you than in Kieran,” I told Casteel as I glanced somewhat apologetically toward Kieran, who returned my look with the enthusiasm of a rock. “Like how you can shift already.”

Valyn’s brows went up as Casteel cut his stare to me.

“And then there is Setti.” I stopped to look at Valyn.

He leaned back on the bench, reminding me of Malik when he’d taken the paperweight.

“You do know what Setti is, right?” I asked.

“I do—and no, I don’t know how or when he ended up on my father’s estate. Or why.”

Casteel said nothing to that as he crossed his arms once more.

Something occurred to me. “Can other gods sense you?”

“I think they may sense something. Like I feel different than other Elementals. But not that I’m a demigod,” he said, glancing back at Cas and then me. “Why couldn’t he sense it?” Then his gaze snapped to the trees. “Or Kieran, for that matter?”

“Good question.” Casteel’s expectant gaze turned to me. “And don’t say it’s because you’re special.”

I snapped my mouth shut. Damn it. “I don’t know why neither you nor Kieran felt it. It probably has to do with me being a Primal of Life and Death.” Another thing occurred to me. “And I guess the draken never sensed it either…or just failed to mention they sensed all that essence in you.”

Casteel snorted. “How likely is it that it’s option two?”

Highly.

My thoughts jumped from one thing to the next, landing on what I’d thought when I held the Ancient bone I’d found in the chest.

What Casteel had been stabbed with.

That had…killed him.

I took a step back and glanced toward the castle. Oh, gods… My chest squeezed painfully. A Revenant wielding a bone dagger couldn’t kill a Primal, but used against a fledgling Primal, a god, demigod, or anything else in between? Yes, it could, but I…I had brought him back, even while in stasis. That was the power of the Joining and… The nape of my neck tingled faintly. It was also the power of the essence in him. His bloodline.

“Who is your grandmother?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I never met her.”

Frustration burned through me. “And you’re sure she was an Elemental?”

“She has to be. I’m not a full-blooded god or deity.”

He was right, but…

I resisted the urge to turn and kick the statue as I felt Casteel’s stare on me. “I wonder how forthcoming Attes will be.”

Valyn didn’t respond.

“You need to tell Malik. And you should do it soon,” Casteel stated. “Preferably before Attes gets here.”

“I will.” Valyn met Casteel’s gaze. “I know this probably seems like another lie to you, but—”

“It is a lie,” he cut in. I stiffened before wedging my arm between his and the side he had it tightly pressed against. Turning my head, I kissed his biceps. “But,” he added with a heavy breath, “I get it.”

Surprise widened Valyn’s eyes, and he seemed about to speak but didn’t.

Casteel cleared his throat and turned to me. Our eyes met, but I couldn’t read a thing in them as I felt his presence brush against my thoughts. I’ll meet you back in the Solar.

I nodded and reluctantly slipped my arm free. He lowered his head and softly brushed his mouth against mine. I drew my still-tingling lip between my teeth as I watched him stiffly turn and leave the way we’d come, silently brushing past Kieran.

My eyes met Kieran’s, and without having to say a word, he gave me a curt nod and pivoted, following Casteel. Folding my arms across my waist, I stared at the empty pathway while worry for him settled in.

“He says he gets it,” Valyn said, drawing my gaze back to him. “But if I hadn’t destroyed our relationship by keeping the truth about Isbeth from him, I fear I have done so now.”

“I…think he just needs some time to process everything.” After all, that was what I needed after learning about Sotoria. It was why I hadn’t followed him despite badly wanting to.

“You really think so?” he asked. “Like he said, it is another lie, Penellaphe.”

“It’s a lie I believe he understands. And I think Malik will, too.”

Valyn was quiet for a moment. “I can only hope you are right and Eloana will also understand.”

The mention of his wife reminded me of what Seraphena had said once again. Unfolding my arms, I glanced at the empty path and swallowed a curse. Casteel had forgotten, too. I turned back to Valyn. “Seraphena was here.”

He frowned.

“The true Primal of Life,” I elaborated as I opened my senses. His confusion felt genuine. “That is Seraphena. She is the Queen of the Gods.”

He still looked confused.

“The reason that is not known is a long and complicated mess we really don’t have time for,” I told him. He looked like he wanted to argue that point. I couldn’t blame him. “But I think you know her as Nyktos’s Consort.”

He sat straighter when I said Consort. His gaze trailed to the statue behind me. “I’m guessing she told you we’ve crossed paths?”

“She did, but only said it was during the War of Two Kings. She said I needed to ask you about it.”

“I don’t know why she didn’t just tell you—actually, I suppose I can imagine why. It’s probably something she doesn’t want to think about.” He rubbed the knee of his outstretched leg. “It was after the battle at Pompay. It was chaos, so many dead and dying on both sides. And Jasper…he was gravely wounded and unconscious.”

My lips parted, but I stayed quiet.

“I was trying to get him to safety. I couldn’t lose him when we had all already lost so much. I—” He squinted. “My focus was on him. I knew better, and Jasper…he would’ve kicked my ass if he’d known how distracted I allowed myself to become.” He shook his head. “He was on me before I even realized he was there.”

I had a sudden, sinking suspicion that I knew who he spoke of.

“Drove a sword through my lower back.” Valyn let out a rough laugh. “It wasn’t a killing blow, but that was on purpose. He was many things…” His jaw tightened. “But Malec still had some level of honor.”

Gods, I wished I wasn’t right.

“He still believed that a man should look another in the eye when he delivered death. We fought, but I was wounded even before he stuck me like a pig. So was he. But Malec…he was stronger and faster. Got the upper hand.” A distant look crept over Valyn’s face. “I can still see him lifting that sword, aiming it right at my throat. I hadn’t accepted death. Couldn’t. Not with Eloana at home and knowing what would happen if Malec succeeded. He would’ve taken back Atlantia and…well, I’m sure you can imagine what would’ve happened next.”

I could.

“We’d thought the gods were asleep by then—or, at the very least, most of them. So, when she showed, appearing out of nowhere between Malec and me, I didn’t realize who she was.” His hand stilled on his knee. “Malec came so close to striking her. I swear the blade kissed the skin of her throat. And he… I’d never seen a man look like he had then. Horrified.” He was quiet for a moment. “He said one word. Mother.”

I suddenly wanted to sit.

“Then she knocked his ass out.” He laughed as my mouth dropped open. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I had the same reaction. She saved me. Saved Atlantia.” Wonder crept into his features as he shook his head. “Thus choosing the realm over her son.”

And she had chosen the realm. Because if Malec had succeeded, Solis would’ve been even worse off.

Gods, I…

I didn’t know what to say.

Even with what Seraphena had told us, I was shocked. And again, I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been for her to stand against her son not once but twice. The kind of loyalty to duty that took was unthinkable. But if she hadn’t stopped Malec? Eloana would’ve likely met Malec’s wrath for trying to kill Isbeth.

Neither Malik nor Casteel would’ve been born. Nor would I have.

I didn’t think Seraphena knew what she was doing when she intervened or what that decision would instigate. It set in motion a chain of events that led to the one thing she’d attempted to prevent when she helped Eloana entomb Malec.

“That…yeah. That used to haunt my thoughts,” he shared quietly. “For decades. Until I managed to accept it as something I’d never fully understand and made myself forget. I didn’t think about it again until we learned about your bloodline.”

It took me a few moments to find my words. “Did anyone else know?”

“Eloana. But like me, she believed it was the Consort.” He scratched his jaw and drew his leg back, bending it at the knee. “She put her hands on Jasper. I remember seeing her do that before I passed out. I think I know why now.”

Good gods…

Seraphena had healed Jasper—maybe even saved him. And she could because she was the true Primal of Life. If she hadn’t, and she’d only saved Valyn, there was a chance Kieran wouldn’t be here. There would’ve been no Joining.

The ramifications of Seraphena’s choices left my head feeling like it might spin off my shoulders.

“Thank you for telling me,” I said, stepping back. “You will speak to Malik?”

“I will do so as soon as I leave this garden.”

Nodding, I started to turn.

“Penellaphe.” Valyn stopped me. “The message that was given? There was more.”

I slowly faced him.

“I thought it best I not share this part in front of my son,” he said. “Or any of the others.”

My stomach knotted as I worked to keep my expression indifferent. “Well, this should be pleasant.”

“The god that met us at the Rise. Varus? He said you need to return so you can serve at Kolis’s side.” He let out a ragged breath, and then his jaw tightened. I felt greasy, cloying disgust. “Or refuse and serve…beneath him.”


CHAPTER 46
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CASTEEL

Night had fallen by the time I returned to Wayfair. I’d been gone longer than I wanted to be and still wasn’t sure what to think of what my father had shared.

Was I angry? Sure. Did I understand why he’d kept quiet? Yeah—if the reason he claimed was the truth. I hated doubting that.

Growing up, I’d never doubted my father. Neither had my brother. Our father was larger than life—a hero to the people of Atlantia and to us. There had only been a few things I’d questioned my father about, and that had come after I met Poppy, and his plans regarding her hadn’t changed. But having to question if he was telling the truth? That hadn’t come until it was revealed that Ileana was Isbeth, and my parents had always known.

The truth of our bloodline hit me in the gut, and my steps slowed as I neared the gas lamplit breezeways. I didn’t doubt that. I’d seen the truth in Poppy’s eyes.

I wasn’t sure what was more unexpected: that Elian was my grandfather or that Attes wasn’t a distant ancestor with whom I only shared physical similarities.

Fucking gods.

What would Malik think? I was wondering that as I stopped halfway down the path and stretched my neck to the side. “I thought you were too afraid of shadowstepping?”

“Never said I was afraid.”

“Sure didn’t seem that way to me,” I replied.

There was no response.

I considered simply walking away or shadowstepping to the Solar, but I turned around instead. My eyes locked with Kieran’s bright, winter-blue ones. The fucker had been on my ass since I left the gardens, following me first to the Blood Forest, where I had hoped to find a Craven to work out my thoughts on with a sword, but there hadn’t been any, only barrats. And they had run the moment they sensed me—something that would make Poppy happy to learn. The Craven-free woods were concerning since the portion closest to the capital was thick and normally crawling with the cursed bastards.

Considering what we’d learned upon my father’s return, Kolis could control the Craven in a way the mortals had once feared I could. So, I had a feeling I knew where they were.

With nothing to do but think while scaring overgrown rodents away, I shadowstepped to the area along the southernmost tip of Carsodonia that sat in the shadows of the Elysium Peaks. Both times, Kieran hung back. He didn’t say a word, even though he knew I was aware of him.

He had been keeping an eye on me, just as he had more times than we cared to remember after I was freed.

“I’m not going to do anything idiotic,” I told him.

Standing near one of the deep tears in the ground left behind by carriage wheels the day of the Lowertown attack, he crossed his arms. “I hope not.”

I huffed out a short laugh that barely eked out from between my clenched teeth and started to turn but stopped. My fucking jaw ached from how tightly I was holding it closed. But, boy, did it spring right open then. “You really think I’m that unstable?”

His brows pinched. “Why the fuck would you say that?”

Aware of the guards lining the breezeway doors, I kept my voice low as I stepped toward him. “Isn’t that why you’re following me?”

Kieran’s eyes widened.

It took a moment for me to realize that what I thought I said wasn’t what I’d asked. Instead of saying you’re following me, what came out of my mouth was, “Isn’t that why you agreed to be the one to put Poppy in the ground?”

“Is that why you think I agreed?” Kieran asked, unfolding his arms.

I pushed down the essence when it started to rise, but the air still cooled. “It’s not?”

Kieran stared back at me, his brow smoothing out. He started to speak but snapped his mouth shut, his shields cracking. For just a few seconds—if even that long—I felt the sudden, hot spike of essence in him and tasted the tart coolness of his disbelief.

“Fucking gods,” he said finally with a laugh drier than mine. “You really haven’t thought about it at all, have you?”

My back stiffened.

“You couldn’t have.” He moved toward me with slow, measured steps, stopping about a foot away. “Not if you think that has anything to do with why Poppy asked me to promise that, and I agreed.”

I felt a muscle ticking in my jaw. “I’ve been thinking about it between more pressing concerns, like dealing with the fucker to our north and the moments when I’m not considering how Poppy’s entire life was blown up.”

“Or learning your father is a demigod?” he questioned.

“That is nothing,” I said, my hand cutting through the air, “compared to what Poppy learned.”

“No,” he said after a moment. “It’s not.” He paused again. “But that fucked-up comment you just made tells me you haven’t said shit to her about it.” The glow behind his pupils flared. “Not that I needed confirmation of that.”

My hands fisted as I held his stare. Seconds passed with only the guards on the inner Rise moving along the battlements.

“Want to know why I followed you?” Kieran asked. “Poppy didn’t ask me to.”

“I’m sure she wanted you to.”

“And I’m sure you’re right,” he admitted. “But even if she didn’t, I still would have, in case you wanted to, you know, be reasonable and talk the shit out since neither of us expected that to come out of your father’s mouth.”

Well, we could agree on that. We hadn’t expected that.

Kieran stepped back. “You’re returning to the Solar?”

I nodded, forcing my hands to loosen.

“Good.” He started to turn and then stopped. His stare bore into mine. “You’re running out of time, Casteel.”

Something about the way he held my gaze and how he said that made the hairs on my arms stand up. “For what?”

“To talk to Poppy. Clear the air or whatever you want to call it.”

“Why?” I asked, my voice dropping to a harsh growl. “Are you going to do what you already warned and tell her?”

Kieran said nothing for a long moment, and the chill prickling over my skin shot down my spine. “Let’s hope that’s all that happens,” he said and then turned without another word, heading toward the gatehouse.

I stared at his retreating form, admittedly unnerved but mostly pissed.

Mainly because I knew I needed to talk to her. But, fuck, when was the right time? Between fucking skeleton ceeren attacking, her learning she was Sotoria, or right before a public address meant to calm the people?

Fuck.

I turned back to Wayfair, my gaze lifting to the top floor of the eastern wing. A dim light shone in the window of the sitting chamber.

Silencing my thoughts, I shadowstepped to the Solar. The chamber was empty, but the shawl draped over the back of the armchair wasn’t Poppy’s. First off, it was white. It also carried the faintest scent of stale lilacs and…something syrupy and slightly floral. Peaches.

Tawny had been here.

Walking forward, I began to unbuckle my baldric. Not knowing if Poppy had already fallen asleep like she had the night before, I stayed quiet. As I neared the bedchamber, a sweet, woodsy scent reached me. Poppy’s voice echoed from the bathing chamber before I could even let my gaze settle on the bed. My gaze flicked to the golden light spilling from the half-open door.

“I’m in here.”

Entering, I laid the baldric on the chest by the door opposite the couch. Despite my conversation with Kieran, a slow grin stretched across my lips when I heard a splash of water. My steps couldn’t carry me fast enough, but fuck if I didn’t jerk to a halt when I passed the privacy screen and saw her in the tub.

The sight of her went straight to my dick.

Poppy was nestled on one side of the tub, the foamy water barely concealing the swell of her breasts and doing very little to hide the shadowy curves beneath the surface. She shifted slightly, her legs pressing closer together. A single tantalizing knee pierced the sudsy water, and I drew my lower lip between my teeth, slowly lifting my gaze to hers. Strands of wet hair the color of deep-red wine clung to her throat, and a pretty pink flush stained her cheeks.

“Enjoying yourself?” I asked, my voice roughened by the lust coursing through my blood.

“Yes.” Her voice was softer, breathier. Her flecked eyes darted away as I tasted faint, lemony unease. “It’s a rather nice tub.”

“It also contains a rather nice view.” Stepping forward, I sat on the ledge. “How long have you been in there?”

“Long enough that my skin has pruned.”

Reaching over, I scooped a tendril of wet hair from her cheek and tucked it back. “I didn’t mean to be gone so long.”

“It’s okay.” Her knee disappeared beneath the water. “I figured you needed some time.”

“I’m not sure there’d be enough time to really grasp all of that,” I admitted.

Her chin dipped until it nearly disappeared beneath the water, her gaze sweeping over my face. “You okay?”

I knew she was asking about the shit with my father, so I ignored the twinge in my chest. “Yeah, I am.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” I dipped my fingers into the water, finding it still very warm. “It’s…” Thinking about what Kieran had said, I watched the bubbles scatter across the surface. “It was unexpected.”

A grin appeared. “That’s an understatement.”

My lips curved, responding to her smile. “True.”

She watched me as I straightened and pulled my hand from the water. “What are you thinking?”

“Honestly?” Reaching down, I tugged off a boot. “Not sure.”

“Are you…angry with him?”

I thought about it as I removed the other boot. “I’m perturbed.”

Her brow rose at my word choice.

“But if he was telling the truth about the Fates, then I’m not angry.” I set the boot beside the other. “Worrying about the Arae getting pissed isn’t exactly something my generation was concerned with—unless you were a wolven. They always act like the Fates watch from every bush and tree.” My grin was fleeting. “But my father’s generation and anyone older? They felt the same as the wolven. If true, my father wouldn’t want to tempt fate.”

“But how do you feel about everything?” she asked, her fingers flicking the water’s surface by her knees.

“The same.”

“Cas.” She sighed.

“Seriously. The same.” And that was the truth. “At first, it was…ground-shaking, but who my grandfather or great-grandfather is doesn’t change who I’ve been. It just makes my ancestry almost as interesting as yours.”

“I think it actually does change who you’ve been,” she replied dryly. “But I get what you’re saying.”

I cocked my head. “You really think that’s why I have more eather than Kieran?”

“I do. It makes sense. But…I feel like something else explains why you can shift already. And kill a Revenant.”

“We don’t know if Kieran can,” I reminded her. “Need to find one to know that.”

“True.” She paused. “By the way, I think Valyn was telling the truth.”

“Think?” I cocked my head.

Her head bobbed. “It’s not like the vadentia is telling me anything, but I just don’t see why he’d lie.” She paused. “Especially after what he told me when you and Kieran left.”

I cast her a sidelong glance. “Do I even want to know?”

“Remember what Seraphena said?”

It took me a moment. “Fuck. I forgot.” I stood. “You asked him?”

“I did.” Poppy’s chin lifted. “It was also…unexpected.”

I didn’t move as she told me how Seraphena had saved my father’s and Jasper’s lives at the Battle of Pompay. But she hadn’t just saved their lives. She had chosen them over her own blood—her son.

Yeah, that was unexpected.

I swallowed, my chest knotting. “Did he say if she told him why?”

“I don’t think it had anything to do with me—like she knew your father would eventually be connected to me.” Her nose wrinkled adorably. “Because if it was that, why would she intervene after doing so much to prevent Sotoria from being reborn?”

“You’re right. It wouldn’t make sense.”

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“That she did all of that, yet when she intervened for whatever reason she had, she ensured I would become…this.” Poppy’s gaze lowered to the water. “If she hadn’t, Malec would’ve likely been reunited with Isbeth, and she never would’ve gone down the path she did.”

“And you wouldn’t have been born.”

“Neither would you or Kieran,” she said. “Seraphena ended up guaranteeing that I was born, and the Joining could happen. That’s what’s crazy.”

Fuck.

It was also unnerving. “Sounds like…fate.”

A crease formed between her brows. “It does, but…” she murmured as I pulled my shirt over my head. Her expression smoothed out when I dropped the cloth. The tips of her fangs appeared when her gaze drifted over my chest and abdomen.

“You’re distracted.” I undid the flap on my breeches.

Her knee disappeared, but the tip of her rosy breast appeared above the water. It was only for half a second before foam lapped over her skin. Still, lust fisted in my gut.

I’d never been jealous of godsdamn bubbles until then.

“No, I’m not,” she insisted, her stare glued to my hands.

I smirked. “You forgot what you were saying.”

“I did not,” she argued. “Why do—?” She sucked in a sharp breath as I shoved the breeches down.

Raising a brow as I stepped out of them, I looked over at her. She was staring at my cock. “You were saying?”

The tip of her tongue darted out to wet her lower lip. “What?”

Chuckling, I sat on the ledge, swung my legs over the side, and let them drop into the water. “You were saying something before you got distracted by my dick.”

The flush in her skin deepened.

“I love your blushes.”

“Is that why you constantly say stuff to make me blush?”

“Possibly,” I murmured.

She shook her head. “I was about to say I don’t think it was the actual Fates. It seemed like they wanted to prevent my birth.”

Cold fury built in my chest. “All of them?”

“Well, I can’t say for sure what Holland and Thorne wanted, but why would they risk it?”

Why would they?

Unless one or more disagreed with Lirian and decided the risk was worth it.

For their sake, they’d better hope that was the case.

Poppy’s gaze dipped and then quickly lifted. The green of her eyes was brighter. “Did you…did you talk to Kieran?”

“I did.” That was true. My gaze lowered to the shadowy juncture between her thighs, and damn if my mouth didn’t water. When had I last tasted her?

“How did that go?”

“Great,” I lied, grinning at her exasperated huff. “I really don’t want to talk about anything that leads back to my father or great-grandfather while nude.”

Her grin returned. “What do you want?”

“You really need to ask that?”

I expected to hear her laugh, but she fell silent as her gaze lowered. “Do you…?”

“Do I what?”

Her chin dipped, grazing the surface of the water. I briefly tasted something astringent, almost like unripe fruit. Uncertainty?

“Poppy?”

“It’s nothing,” she whispered, her gaze still lowered.

“Don’t,” I said. Her lashes lifted. “Don’t shut me out.”

“I’m not.”

“Prove it.” I reached for her, curling my fingers around her chin. “Because something is clearly on your mind.”

Poppy bit her lower lip, giving me a peek of a small but sharp fang. “It’s silly.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t even know what it is, so how can you say it’s not?”

I swept my thumb across her chin. “How can you know what I will think when you won’t tell me what it is?”

Poppy’s eyes narrowed slightly, and it was hard not to laugh at her expression. She reminded me of a lallas—a wild cat found in the High Hills of Thronos. The feisty felines were only a little larger than my palm and had perpetually disgruntled expressions.

“Fine,” she muttered, exhaling roughly. Her eyes closed, and pink crept across her cheeks. “Do you really want me?”

My lips parted in disbelief. Struck silent, I stared at her. Godsdamn, that was a silly question. But before I could say that, her eyes opened. And what I saw in them—the fear and uncertainty—was like a punch to the chest. Her question wasn’t silly. She was serious. And I didn’t know if I was angry that she would even ask that or heartbroken.

I kept my voice level as I drew my thumb below her plump lip. “Why do you ask that?”

The pink in her cheeks deepened. “Because of everything with Sotoria.” Her breath came out in another ragged exhale as she rushed on. “I know you said before that you do, and that’s why it’s silly. So, I wish I hadn’t said anything, and you hadn’t brought logic into it. Then we wouldn’t be—”

Leaning over, I silenced her with my mouth. The kiss was hard. Brutal. Poppy stiffened, her lips parting on a sharp inhale. I took advantage, slipping my tongue inside to find hers. I kissed her with a force that answered her question, and by the time I lifted my head, we were both a little breathless.

“I don’t just want you,” I told her, splaying my fingers across her warm cheek. “I need you, Poppy. I will always need you.” Pulling back, I met her slightly unfocused stare. “None of that shit matters, Poppy. And that’s the damn truth. Understand?”

Her throat worked on a swallow as she nodded.

Holding her stare, I knew we should talk about this. Fuck, there was a lot we should be talking about. And I was sure Kieran would have some shit to say. But right now, I needed to prove to her that I spoke the truth. That learning about Sotoria hadn’t changed a damn thing.

I let go of her chin without breaking eye contact and leaned back. “Come here.”

It took a moment for her dazed look to fade. When she didn’t move, I repeated my command. “Come here, Poppy.”

Her eyebrow rose, and the gleam in her eyes shifted. Hardened. The essence inside me hummed as the Poppy she’d grown into resurfaced, replacing the uncertain girl from seconds earlier. The air between us thickened. I found myself anticipating whether she would continue to resist or give in. Either would delight me.

The water stirred as she leaned back, dipping to briefly reveal two hardened nipples. “Why?”

Her refusal caused my blood to thicken and the eather to hum. The need to…dominate was sharp, pounding through me so intensely that it quickened my breath. That urge wasn’t entirely unfamiliar. All Elementals craved control, but this was different. Animalistic. Primal. “Because.”

The flush spread down her throat. “And?”

I could feel the energy in her blood stirring, dancing across my flesh, echoing in my blood like a second pulse. “Poppy.”

She didn’t look away. Not for a second. Her chin jutted up, and fuck, her stubbornness made me so hard it was nearly painful. “Casteel.”

“You do not want me to ask you,” I said, my voice dropping, “a third time.”

I could see the shiver that swept through her as her chest rose with a shallow inhale. The flecks in her eyes began to churn, and her thick lashes lowered halfway. The next breath I took was full of the sweetness of her rising arousal, and I knew I had her.

She pushed away from the side of the tub, still fucking holding my stare, and I didn’t think anything could be more arousing than her defiance. But her submission nearly unmanned me. Under the water, her knees brushed my feet.

I bent forward and wrapped my fingers around her chin again. This time, I felt her shiver and heard her breath catch as I brought my mouth close to hers. “Good girl.”

Poppy stiffened at the exact moment her scent increased.

“You hate that.” I laughed as I slipped my other hand under the water to clasp her hip.

“What gave it away?” she demanded as I slid my fingers over her thigh.

“Because,” I said, my lips brushing hers as I sank my hand between her trembling thighs. “It also makes you…” I plunged my finger into her, jaw clenching when her back arched. A tremor ran through her, her lips pressing together. I thrust my finger in deeper. “Wet.”

She had nothing to say to that.

Grinning, I slipped my finger from her tight heat. Letting go of her chin, I gripped her hips and lifted her onto her feet. Her startled gasp got lost in the throbbing in my veins as my gaze tracked the beads of water sluicing down her skin, over her puckered nipples, and along the curve of her stomach to the wispy hair between her thighs that was now right in front of my face. I pulled her between my thighs and slid my hand down to lift her leg until her foot rested on the ledge beside me. It bared her to my eyes. Fuck. Her pussy wasn’t pretty; it was perfect. And it was mine. I barely felt her hands land on my shoulders as I put my face right where I wanted to be, breathing in her scent until my chest vibrated with a growl.

“Cas,” she gasped, starting to pull back.

The snarl that came from me made the growl seconds ago sound like something a small creature would make. Poppy stilled, either hearing or sensing the warning. At that moment, I didn’t give a fuck which one. All that mattered was the decadent, wet flesh a breath away from my tongue.

“Cas,” she repeated in a whisper.

I closed my mouth over her clit.

Poppy’s entire body jerked, and I somehow had the presence of mind to wrap my arm around her waist to keep her steady.

“Gods,” she cried out, her knees buckling as I sucked on that bundle of nerves.

I held her up as I tilted my head, running my tongue over her lower lips and then inside her. There was no slow seduction, no teasing licks. I fucked her with my tongue as her nails scored the flesh of my shoulders. I didn’t let up until she spasmed around my tongue, and I felt drunk on her release. Until I was mindless with the need to be deep inside her.

Rising, I hooked her leg around my waist and lifted her. “Honeydew,” I murmured, my lips brushing hers before my mouth descended as I turned us. She moaned into the kiss that tasted of her, pressing her chest to mine. Water rolled against the sides of the tub and over the ledge as I lowered us, drawing her down on my cock until I was buried deep inside her.

“Fuck,” I rasped, every nerve ending stretched.

Poppy shook and dropped her forehead to mine, her body trembling. “We’re getting water everywhere.”

We were. I could hear it sloshing. “Fuck if I care.”

Her laugh turned into a moan as her knees clamped down on my hips. The sting of her nails relented and then disappeared. Her fingers slipped into my hair as she pressed her forehead against mine. My hands flexed on her hips, but before I could move her, she lifted herself and sank back down. Then, did it again.

“Like that?” she whispered, stealing my breath and heart all over again at the reminder that this was all still so new to her.

“Yeah, my Queen.” The words sounded guttural. “Like that. Like however you want.”

Poppy planted her hands on my chest, pushing me until my shoulders pressed against the tub. At first, her pace was slow, unsure, and beautiful, but then she found her rhythm.

My head fell back as every part of me seemed to exist in her tight grip. The strength of her legs kept me still as I feasted on the sight of her fucking me. With her flushed flesh, breasts swaying, and hips churning as her eyes whirled with eather, she looked every bit the Primal goddess. I could feel my release building, sense the eather pressing against my skin, cooling and hardening my flesh as the raw energy built inside me.

A sudden flash of sharp pain hit the base of my cock. It was gone in the next breath as I felt myself…swelling. Not my entire dick but the base as that near primal urge to claim, dominate, and join us to prove she was mine surged once more.

Poppy gasped, her body stiffening before she started to lean back. Fighting to rein in the essence, I took over. I folded my arms around her and pulled her flush to my chest, holding her still as I thrust into her. The air crackled around us as I clutched the back of her head, burying her face against my neck as I ground against her.

“Feed,” I urged.

There was a moment of hesitation, and then her fangs pierced my throat. The pain was worth it, disappearing the moment she released her fangs, and her mouth closed over the wound. Her pussy spasmed on my dick with the first swallow. There was no way I would last. Not as she came and fed. Feeling like I couldn’t get deep enough, I slammed her down on me, over and over, until I came with a shout, likely heard in the courtyard below. I saw the arm wrapped tightly around her and noticed the glint of silver bone in my forearm.

For some fucked-up reason, Kieran’s words about running out of time pierced my haze of pleasure as I spilled into her. Suddenly, I knew what that something in his stare and voice that had the hair rising all over my body had been. I’d seen it in his eyes and heard it in his voice before. I’d seen and heard the same from his father.

What I saw and heard wasn’t a warning or even a threat.

It felt like a premonition.


CHAPTER 47
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POPPY

“Open your mouth.”

Arching a brow, I did as he requested. A second later, a slice of cantaloupe passed my lips. As I chewed the juicy, mildly sweet fruit, I settled deeper into Casteel.

“Comfortable?” he asked, the bowl of fruit he searched through hovering just above my lap.

“Uh-huh.”

Casteel was all lean, hard muscle, honed from a lifetime of fighting and wielding a sword. But nestled between his legs with my back to his chest as we lounged in bed, I decided he was a surprisingly comfortable spot to rest against. Especially when discussing something like a public address.

We’d decided to keep it short, acknowledging that the people were likely concerned about what had occurred in Stonehill and Lowertown. What we told them about Kolis would be brief, leaving it to the smaller town halls held in each district for us to go into more detail about who Kolis was. We would assure them we would keep them safe and fight for them.

“If Attes happens to show up between now and then, should we have him at the address?” I asked as Casteel pulled out a piece of banana.

“I doubt his presence will help.”

“Is that an opinion based on anything but your apparent dislike of him?”

“Probably not.”

“At least you’re honest,” I murmured. “He is your great-grandfather.”

He rooted around in the bowl some more. “No need to remind me.”

I giggled. “I can’t believe you already don’t get along with him.”

“Once you meet him, I’m sure you will understand why.”

But I already have, a voice that was completely mine whispered, causing me to frown. Technically, I had while under Kolis’s influence, but—

“While I think the people seeing that another god is on our side is good, I don’t think it’s necessary to formally introduce him or for him to be beside us,” he said, “He’s another god the people have never heard of. It will only further complicate things.”

“Good point.” I toyed with a dainty ribbon dangling from the neckline of my nightgown as he lifted a glistening strawberry to my mouth. I bit down, chewing slowly as I turned things over in my mind. “I know we decided to move against Kolis whether Attes shows or not, but how soon is soon?”

He was quiet for a moment. “In the next day or so.”

My heart kicked against my ribs. He said it so casually, it was as if we were discussing taking a trip for pleasure. Then again, he was a descendant of a Primal God of War. “Okay.”

“You sure you agree with that?” he asked after a few seconds.

“I’ve wanted to go to Pensdurth for days,” I reminded him. “So, yes.”

His chest rose against my back. “But?”

“But…it’s war,” I said, staring up at the canopy, caught between enjoying this closeness and intimacy with Cas and loathing the necessity for such a discussion. “Not with just the Ascended or Revenants but against gods.”

“We will take them, Poppy,” he assured me. “They won’t be able to stand against us.”

“I know.” And I did. My chest squeezed. I did.

“Want more?” he offered.

I shook my head. “People will die, Cas. And I know people always die in battle, but there will be no second chances this time.” An image I couldn’t get out of my head flashed in my mind. Crimson-streaked, snow-white fur. I never wanted to see that again.

Casteel had placed the bowl beside us and wiped his fingers clean by the time he wrapped his arms around me again. “Then we need to do everything in our power to make sure we suffer as few losses as possible.”

“Yeah,” I breathed, knowing that was easier said than done. Letting go of the ribbon, I dropped my hands to his arms. The feel of his skin soothed me in a way I wasn’t sure I would ever fully understand. “How do you think the generals really feel about making our move even without Attes?”

“Hard to tell,” he said with a sigh, his hand flattening against my stomach. “But I think Damron and my father are on the same page. As well as Sven.”

“I think we should have Sven stay back with Perry. They haven’t found anything that can weaken Kolis yet, but that doesn’t mean they won’t. And we’ll need that if I’m not successful.” As in, if I didn’t get a chance to get close enough.

“We will be successful,” he replied, his thumb making slow, idle sweeps. “But I agree. A commander can be pulled forward to lead Sven’s regiment.”

“And the other generals?”

“La’Sere?” His chin grazed the top of my head. “I believe she’s onboard. Murin is up in the air.”

“Aylard likely isn’t,” I muttered.

“That’s because he’s a coward.”

He was many things, a coward included. But… “He’s afraid of dying. Most people are.”

“There are worse things than dying.” His thumb circled my navel. “Someone as arrogant as Aylard should know that.”

“Has he always been that way?” I asked, curious.

“Our paths didn’t cross often in the past,” he shared. “But I was not impressed when it occurred.”

I snorted, and it was quite an unattractive sound. “I get the feeling he’s not as…” I searched for the right word. “Respectful toward the wolven as he is toward Atlantians.”

“Your suspicions would be on point.” Casteel shifted, leaning back an inch or two.

“Am I making you uncomfortable?” I looked over my shoulder. “I can move?”

“Absolutely fucking not.” His arms tightened, and then he continued once I settled back into him. “You know issues were brewing between the wolven and Atlantians again.”

I did. Alastir had also spoken of such, which was one of the reasons he’d wanted Cas to marry Gianna.

My lip curled.

“Atlantians like Aylard are part of the reason. I’d like to say we are without bigots, but that would be a lie that would only serve to empower those like him.” His thumb began moving again. “Not many view the wolven as less than, but one is enough.”

Anger sparked, stirring the essence. “That doesn’t even make sense. The wolven are closer to the gods.”

“Such hatred rarely makes sense.”

Gods. I’d seen that enough in Solis to know it was true. “Do you know why? Is it because of the war with the deities?”

“Some of it. Both sides killed many.” Cas drew up a leg, bending his knee. “But some of it stems from the lack of space those like Aylard believe was worsened by the increasing wolven population. As if they were taking something they had no right to.” Casteel scoffed. “They seem to forget that, since day one, Atlantia belonged to both the Atlantians and the wolven.”

One could argue it belonged more to the wolven, considering their unique ties to the true Primal of Life. I had a feeling Cas would agree.

“But Aylard will fall in line,” Cas continued. “People like him always do.”

I cocked an eyebrow at that, unsure if it was a good thing, even if it benefited our needs. I shifted my thoughts from Aylard. “We also need to deal with Masadonia. I think it’s safe to assume—unfortunately—that the scouts I and then you sent will not be returning.”

“I fear I have to agree with that,” he said, arms clenching and then loosening as the heaviness of the loss settled in my chest. “But we’ll handle Kolis first and then deal with whatever awaits us in Masadonia.”

I nodded, figuring Masadonia had remained an even fiercer Ascended stronghold. Whether or not it was on Kolis’s behalf didn’t matter. Taking on the Ascended after Kolis would be like fighting Craven, who were little more than bones.

“If we have time tomorrow, I want to train. With a bow,” I added. “It feels like years since I picked up a bow. And I would also like to train with the sword.”

“That can be done.” His lips brushed my temple, drawing a smile from me.

It didn’t last, though, as my mind returned to what would happen when we arrived in Pensdurth. What needed to be done.

His thumb stilled above my navel. “Poppy?”

“Stop reading my emotions.”

“Should I lie as you have and say I will?”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

His chuckle was quick. “What are you thinking?”

Knowing we needed to be on the same page, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You know what has to be done, right? What I have to do.”

Casteel went quiet.

Turning around, I rose to my knees. Our gazes locked. “I am his weakness—”

“Then why do you have Sven digging around looking for something to weaken him.”

“I asked him to do that before I learned the truth,” I reminded him as I placed my hands on his chest. “And we still may need that if I end up not getting close enough.”

That muscle along his jaw started to tick. “I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

My chest twisted. “I don’t want to be, but I have to.”

Essence flared in his eyes as they hardened into cold citrine. “You don’t have to do shit.”

“That’s not true,” I whispered, sliding my hands up. The bite mark on his throat had already faded to a faint pinkish-purple. “I wish it was. I really do. But it must be done if we want a future—for us, for those we care about, and for both Solis and Atlantia. You know this.”

“Actually, I don’t.” He grasped my wrists and lowered them to his chest. “And neither do you. We just know what we’ve been told.”

“Cas—”

“Did the vadentia tell you that love was a weakness?”

“No. But it did tell me there’s another way,” I reasoned. “And I think that is something Primals are supposed to learn instead of just knowing.”

He arched a brow. And, yeah, that sounded as ridiculous to me as it likely did to him. “But it’s not the only way. A stronger Primal can kill him.”

“You’re right. But—”

He lowered our joined hands to the space between us. “How do we know we’re not stronger? That I or Kieran isn’t stronger?”

I tensed. The very idea of him or Kieran going up against Kolis one-on-one terrified me. “We are too new at this—”

“Who says?”

I opened my mouth.

“The Fates?”

I snapped my mouth shut. Had they? No. But they were concerned enough about Casteel that there could be a chance he was stronger than them already. I drew my lower lip in. But even if that was true, it didn’t mean he was stronger than Kolis.

“We are Deminyen Primals, right? You descended from the true Primal of Life and a Primal of Death. I’m descended from a Primal of War, and both Kieran and I are Joined to you.” His hands slid to my elbows. “There is no telling what we’re capable of.”

There wasn’t.

We were something new.

“And he may still be unaware of what Kieran and I are. He won’t be expecting us to pack the kind of punch we’ll deliver.”

Hopefully, Kolis wouldn’t be prepared. But… “We know how to kill him. We need to do what we know.” My shoulders straightened. “And what I need from you and Kieran is to make sure I can get to him.”

Casteel’s jaw worked as he looked away. Several moments passed as I watched the shadowy essence start to appear beneath his flesh, then disappear. “You can’t expect me to be okay with this.”

I closed my eyes. “I don’t.”

I wasn’t even okay with this.

I kept that to myself, though.

Exhaling roughly, I reopened my eyes. “But you can’t expect me to hang back.”

His eyes cut to mine. “I’m not asking that.”

“It’s what you want. You don’t want me to do what needs to be done, therefore endangering both you and Kieran,” I said. “And that is not something I will do.”

Casteel shook his head. “What good is not endangering us if you’re putting yourself in a position that could end in your death?”

Slipping a hand free of his grip, I cupped his cheek. “He’s not going to kill me.”

The eather pulsed behind his pupils once again. “He killed Sotoria in the past.”

Coldness pierced my chest. “Based on what Seraphena said, I have a feeling that…escalated over time. And I won’t give him that chance.”

He said nothing to that, just leaned his head back. My hand dropped to his chest. Silence stretched out for so long that I started to squirm. Then, he spoke. “He didn’t behave like a man in love when he was in control of you.”

I rocked back, my hand slipping away. “What do you mean?”

“He used you to try to seduce me into taking you out of the cell,” he bit out. “A man in love wouldn’t think of that.”

Staring at him, I tried to imagine what had been going through his head during that. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. “Kolis…he doesn’t seem like a normal man in love.”

“Some things are universal.” His stare returned to mine. “What he sounded like to me was a man obsessed, and that is not the same thing as love.”

“Do they have to be mutually exclusive?” I questioned. “Because I’m obsessed with you, and I love you.”

He stared at me.

I sighed as my attempt to lighten the mood failed. “I understand.”

“You do?”

I did.

“You want to believe another way will work. If our positions were flipped, so would I,” I said. “But that’s not our reality. This is. We have to agree on that. Okay?”

Another stretch of silence passed before he nodded.

I thought his acquiescence would bring me some relief, but it didn’t. Tension had entrenched itself into my very core and didn’t ease, even when he tugged me to his chest. The taste of his lips and the feel of him when he rolled me beneath him, didn’t extinguish the tension slowly growing into dread. Because even though he’d nodded, I saw the truth in his eyes and the set of his features.

And, gods, as I clung to him, kissing him just as fiercely as he did me, I loved him for it. Loved him so much. But I also feared what I saw.

Casteel hadn’t acquiesced, and if he tried to prevent me from getting to Kolis or attempted to do so himself, it would end in disaster.

In death and destruction.
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I’ve always been with you.

I woke with a start, my heart thumping as my gaze fixed on the darkened canopy overhead.

The nightmare wasn’t like those I had of Lockswood, where it felt like I was reliving the night. This clung to me in fragments—flashes of gold bars, a cold touch, and his voice.

Kolis’s.

A shiver coursed through me. Dragging in a shaky breath full of Casteel’s pine and lush spice scent, I turned my head to the right. He lay on his back, the arm closest to me tossed above him, and his head turned slightly away. The blanket was gathered around his hips, leaving his upper body bare. I watched his chest rise and fall in a slow, deep rhythm.

I wanted to get as close to him as possible, snuggle up to his side, but I knew it would wake him if I did. He needed his sleep. The fact that my nightmare hadn’t woken him was proof of that. So, I resisted planting myself against him.

My gaze lifted to his face. The striking planes and lines of his features were smooth. The only time he ever looked vulnerable—even somewhat mortal—was when he slept. That hadn’t changed, even though the Joining had changed him in ways we couldn’t have anticipated.

Letting out a slow, even breath, I lifted my gaze to the canopy above again. Had it even been a nightmare? Was it a memory?

My heart turned over heavily. Was that what it was? Broken pieces of a memory and not a nightmare?

Stop it, I ordered myself. Immediately, something worse invaded my thoughts.

The message Valyn had shared with me.

Refuse and serve beneath him.

The disgust I’d felt rolling off Casteel’s father now swirled inside me, making my skin feel slick and oily. I wanted to chalk it up to a crude threat meant to unsettle me, but it was so similar to what Lady Hawley had taunted. And here I’d thought what she said was the worst. To serve at Kolis’s feet.

I would do neither.

I would do what was required.

Kill him.

And soon.

Thank the gods Valyn hadn’t said that in front of Cas. If he had, the conversation we’d had before going to sleep never would’ve happened. No one would have to worry about me being the one to shadowstep to Pensdurth.

Casteel would’ve done it.

I couldn’t think of that as I rolled onto my side, willing myself to return to sleep.

It did not come.

Because I also couldn’t stop myself from thinking about what Isbeth knew when she plotted Kolis’s return—when she ensured that Sotoria would be born again. What if she knew everything? What Kolis had done to Sotoria. What he’d likely want from me.

My skin warmed uncomfortably as my stomach turned.

I didn’t know why I was shocked and repulsed. After all, she’d known what had been in The Star. She knew exactly what she was doing when she took possession of the Star diamond and what would happen when she freed…Sotoria’s soul. Sure, she might have been given the brainwashed Callum version of events, but still. Her actions were already abhorrent.

How? How could anyone do that to a stranger, let alone their child?

The silence of the chamber gave no reply, nor did the vadentia.

Frustrated, I closed my eyes. I tried to sleep for what felt like hours but was likely only minutes before my eyes reopened. Through the gap in the curtains, I saw that the sky beyond the window was dark and endless. With no moonlight, I could only make out the shape of the cliffside. I couldn’t look away. The pull was too great. And no longer entirely inexplicable, was it? I was drawn to the Cliffs because I’d first died—

Stop it.

I was her but not. That’s what I’d told Tawny. It’s what Kieran and Casteel had both said. So had Seraphena. Still, some tiny parts of me must belong to who she was, who I used to be, even though I felt nothing while holding The Star or while standing on the Cliffs.

A restless sort of nervous energy built inside me, making me want to squirm and kick my legs. I held myself still, like when I was a child and woke in the middle of the night convinced that the Craven had crawled out of my nightmares and into my bedchamber.

Only you can kill him.

My breath snagged in my throat. You won’t have to convince him.

As I lay there, the hazy fragments of the nightmare swirled, almost as if they sought to piece themselves together. The gilded cage and the chests. The bed and its chains—gods, there had been chains. And, somehow, I knew they hadn’t always been there. They had been added, though not after the first time. Or even the second. The—

Stop.

I needed to rest, but here I was, standing at the—

I sucked in a short breath, my entire body jolting. Jerking back a step, I spun around.

I…I wasn’t in bed.

Dear gods. I didn’t even remember getting up, walking to the glass wall, or putting on and buttoning the robe I was wearing.

Lifting my trembling hands, I ran them through my hair. How could I do all of that and not even realize it? Sure, I’d been so caught up in my thoughts at times that I’d done things I didn’t remember. Like getting a drink. But not this. Standing here, I felt like I was losing my mind. Because I knew—gods, I knew—that I’d been standing here for more than a few seconds.

Something like this can’t be okay.

I lifted a hand and pressed it against the cool glass. The fragments continued swirling in my thoughts, each coated in bitter fear, soaked in pity that turned to icy hate, and drenched with shame. They were trying to piece themselves together to tell a story I didn’t want to learn.

Slender beams of silver moonlight broke free, creeping across the Cliffs’ pale, jagged rocks and climbing the rock face as the clouds passed overhead. Moonlight reached the—

I went completely still as the pale light washed over the peak of the Cliffs, momentarily bathing the meadow in light. I saw it then—the still, shadowy form of someone standing. Watching.

The moonlight faded, once more obscured by the clouds. My heart thundered against my ribs as I stared into the darkness, unable to see anything now but knowing what I’d seen in those brief seconds.

I yanked my hand back. My breath came in short bursts as I opened my senses. I didn’t feel Kolis.

So much so that he refused to let her go.

Kolis wasn’t here.

Even in death.

I hadn’t sensed him the other nights. Neither had Casteel. But he didn’t have to be here to watch, to see. He would only need an Ascended.

Or a Revenant.

My mind returned to the night I’d asked Casteel to take me while I stood in front of the glass wall. Had I known on some innate level that he was watching through another’s eyes? And had I…provoked him for some reason?

He’d watched Casteel and me. I’d ensured it, even if I didn’t consciously realize I was doing it. That made me feel that stickiness on my skin again. Made me want to peel the flesh from my bones. Made me feel…

Rage.

Pure, unadulterated rage that was all mine—all the versions of who I once was. In that moment, I could fully accept that. Because the fury had festered and grown for centuries. Now, it burned through the shock and blazed out of control.

Essence flooded my veins as I turned from the window, quietly crossing the bedchamber, my will forming in my mind. I stepped into the dining chamber, having the presence of mind to put some space between Casteel and me so as not to wake him. I kept walking, guided by instinct, until I reached the Solar. The air charged before me as a thin, silvery line appeared and widened, stretching wide, creating a gap. The earthy, slightly sweet scent of elm trees enveloped me as I walked through the tear, my feet leaving the smooth stone to meet the damp, cold grass at the Cliffs of Sorrow.

I turned sharply, scanning my surroundings until I found the Cliff’s edge where I’d seen the form.

It was empty now.

But I knew I wasn’t alone.

Calming my pounding heart, I listened to the night as I stood there, fingers twitching at my sides: the wind stirring the reedy grass and wildflowers and tossing my hair across my face. The trilling calls of nightbirds singing to one another. The steady rush of water over rocks, splashing and slipping over the deep crevices and edges. I focused, seeking the sounds under them. The soft smack of birds hopping through the branches of the elms crowding the Peaks. The rustle of critters moving quickly through the grass—

My head tilted to the left as I picked up something larger and heavier, cracking a twig. The deeper thud of weight shifting. Either I was hearing the silent watcher or a tree bear.

If it was the latter, I was about to regret this life choice.

I zeroed in on the sounds and crossed the meadow faster than I’d seen Casteel move. I would let myself be impressed by the speed later.

I shot into the thick shadows beneath the elms like an arrow unleashed, not even slowing as the form took shape—tall, slender of shoulder and build, dark-haired. Wings painted in crimson, the tips stretching to the pale skin of his hair and jawline. Later, I would also let myself enjoy the flicker of surprise I saw in the Revenant’s lifeless, pale-blue eyes as he jerked back a step.

There was no time for that now.

I slowed as I walked toward him, briefly taking in his features. He appeared young, a boy barely on the cusp of manhood—too young for this to be his fate. The tragedy of that usually would’ve caused my chest to ache with the unfairness of what had been done to him. And maybe later, my good heart would ache. But right then, I didn’t give a fuck as I kept an eye on his hands in case he went for a weapon.

Eather warmed my throat. “Hello.”

The moment my voice hit the air, the Cliffs went silent. No birds sang. No critters moved. The Revenant, however, did not remain still.

He spun on his heel.

Snapping forward, I grabbed him by the back of his neck. “Going somewhere?”

I didn’t wait for an answer. I dug my fingers into his skin and lifted him off his feet, hurling him away.

My strength stunned me as I turned, watching the Revenant fly through the air as if he were nothing but a small pebble.

I would definitely be impressed by that later.

The Revenant smacked into the trunk of an elm with a crack like thunder. He landed on his hands and knees. As I prowled toward him, the scent of stale blood reached me, turning my stomach. The Revenant started to push up.

I decided to help him.

I drove my knee into his chin, snapping his head back and making him topple backward. I didn’t give him a chance to recover. Bending, I grabbed his throat again and lifted him, slamming him into the elm, splintering the bark, and sending a shower of serrated leaves cascading to the ground.

With a quick look, I spied the long, spike-like dagger strapped to his thigh. He reached for it at the same moment I did, but I was faster.

Wrapping my fingers around the iron hilt, I tore it from its sheath. The blade was black. Shadowstone. And long—nearly the length of my forearm.

Perfect.

I thrust it into the center of his chest between his lungs, just below his heart. The Revenant grunted as he grasped the hilt.

“Nope.” Grabbing his arm, I yanked his hand away and twisted.

He let out a shout of pain as the bone snapped and broke through his skin.

“We’re not done yet,” I told him.

Those pale eyes widened a fraction as I gripped his right arm and gave it the same treatment. This time, his cry of pain was sharper, and his body quaked.

Stepping back, I took in my handiwork. He was impaled several feet from the ground, with his arms hanging at limp, awkward angles. He looked like one of the porcelain marionette dolls Isbeth had given me, except he was somehow less creepy.

“You’re not going anywhere,” I said.

He remained silent, chin tucked against the ragged rise and fall of his chest and dark hair resting against the painted wings on his face.

Gripping a fistful of hair that seriously needed to be washed, I jerked his head up and stared into those lifeless eyes. They looked like a Revenant’s, but then I saw it. The flicker of eerie light in the pupil.

“Kolis,” I called softly.

The Revenant’s jaw clenched.

“I know you’re in there,” I said.

The light in the pupil pulsed.

I held his stare. “I assume you wanted to talk.”

The pulse of light flared brighter.

“So, let’s talk.”

Silence.

Frustration sparked, stirring the eather as I fought the urge to find out if I could kill a Revenant. I had no patience for this. It was the middle of the night, cold, and it wouldn’t take long for the Revenant to heal his broken bones. Casteel would likely wake soon, too, and I really wanted to be back before that happened because he would not be happy.

Not even remotely.

“You don’t want to talk? Do you prefer watching like the perverted creeper you are?”

A flash of red overtook the light in the pupils.

I forced a smile. “Or are you a coward?”

The aura turned pure crimson, and the Revenant’s lips peeled back over bloodstained teeth.

“There you are,” I said, stepping back.

A low tsking sound came from him. “I’ve always been here, Sotoria.”


CHAPTER 48
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POPPY

A shudder crawled over my skin, partly because of what he’d called me and because it was the voice I’d heard in stasis. “Do not call me that.”

“But it is your name,” he responded, his voice strengthening. “You are her.” Those milky eyes lit by crimson swept over me, slow and deliberate, making my skin crawl. “Finally.”

My palms tingled with the desire to introduce them to his face. I wanted nothing more than to give in to that need, but instinct whispered it would be a mistake—that he’d exploit any emotion I showed and gain power and control from eliciting a response.

And I refused to give him that.

I had to deal with him like I did Isbeth. Keep calm. Give nothing away.

I forced the tension out of my muscles. “That’s not my name.”

He laughed, spitting blood. “Would you prefer I called you Poppy?”

“I’d prefer that you crawl back into the hole you came out of and die, but I have a feeling you won’t do that for me.”

“It is the same,” he said, ignoring my comment. “Sotoria. Poppy.”

My brows furrowed. The same?

“Come now, Sotoria,” he said in an almost singsong way, the bloody smile increasing as his gaze swept over the shadows surrounding us. “You weren’t the smartest when I first saw you here.”

I drew back my head, offended.

“You were naïve, gullible, and easily frightened,” he continued, his tongue skimming over his bloody teeth. “But you learned. You became smarter. Stronger. And now, you’ve awakened. You have the knowledge inside you to answer your own question.” He paused. “So…toria.”

The way he said it. As if the name were two words… Because it was in the language of the gods—the Ancients.

So’ meant my or mine.

And toria meant garden. Flower. Or…

I inhaled, but it didn’t feel like I took a breath. Toria meant pretty flower.

Poppy.

My pretty flower.

My pretty poppy.

I was hot and cold all at once, moving back another step without realizing it. That rhyme. It really had been him. My ears buzzed, drowning out all other sounds. I couldn’t feel the cold ground beneath my feet or the breeze lifting the strands of my hair for a moment.

The sharp, humming noise ended as abruptly as it’d started. “Were you there that night? In Lockswood?”

“I’ve always been there, Sotoria.” He almost sounded…disappointed. “Why don’t you believe me?”

Anger and disgust rose and began swirling around one another. I knew I would lose control the moment they collided. “That’s not what I meant. Did you have something to do with that night?”

“No,” he answered, just as I heard the faint crunch of a bone fusing itself back together. “I need and want you alive. Why would I have had anything to do with a situation that could have so easily gotten out of hand?”

That sounded way too logical. “Because you’re insane?”

The crimson burned in the Revenant’s pupils. “Careful, Sotoria.”

“Go fuck yourself, Kolis,” I retorted, mimicking the exaggerated rise and fall of his pitch.

His smile faded. “I see the bitch’s blood has tainted your tongue.”

“Are you speaking of my mother?” Thicker clouds gathered overhead.

“Not that bitch,” he seethed. “The other bitch. Seraphena.”

“Do not,” I said, grabbing his healing arm, “call her a bitch.”

“Which one?”

“Either,” I snarled, snapping the bone once more.

The Revenant’s howl ended in a disturbing, raspy laugh as I repeated the process on the other arm. “You do realize you’re not harming me, right?” he said.

“I do.”

“Vicious,” he hissed, blood leaking from his mouth and running down his chin. “You used to be so sweet, like sugar dipped in honey.”

Well, now I knew I wasn’t anything like Sotoria because no one would ever describe me like that.

“Your blood tasted like it, too.” My stomach churned. “It changed a little each time. Less sweet. More sweet. This time…” The Revenant drew his lower lip between his teeth. “It tastes like…honeydew.”

No.

Bile clogged my throat.

He did not say that.

“But sweeter,” he whispered.

“You’re not good with adjectives, are you?”

“And you’re not good at knowing when not to speak,” he countered. “Are you?”

Lifting a hand, I extended my middle finger.

The aura in his eyes flashed an intense crimson. “I see you’ve forgotten what happens when you show me disrespect.”

“Want to know what I think of that?” I lifted my other hand and extended that middle finger, too.

He stared at me for several long moments. “Want to know when I first tasted your blood?”

“Couldn’t care less.”

“I’m talking about in this lifetime,” he went on. “And I’m not talking about the very first time I tasted your blood. That was before you could even stand on your own.”

Before I could…

For fuck’s sake.

I couldn’t process that revolting statement—didn’t even want to try. “I’m not interested in this walk down nightmare lane.”

“Oh, but I am very interested in taking that walk, Sotoria.”

My hands fisted at my sides. “Do not call me that.”

“I’m talking about the first time Teerman had his fangs in your skin,” he said, his voice dropping along with my stomach. “I have to wonder how you never knew.”

“I don’t,” I lied. “Did you—?”

“He wasn’t supposed to do that, but I spent so much time inside him.” He tipped the Revenant’s head back against the bark. “Your blood was to be drawn and vialed. You were not to be fed upon. But he inherited some of my…” His head lowered. “Desires.”

I was going to vomit.

In his face.

“I didn’t expect that to happen,” he cut in. “He managed to control himself until you first bloomed.”

“Answer my—” Wait. First bloomed? He couldn’t seriously mean what I think he did.

He chuckled, the sound like dry bones scraping together.

He did.

“Then he couldn’t control himself. Or was it I who couldn’t?” He lifted the Revenant’s shoulder in a painful-looking shrug. “Perhaps both of us. Though he handled…his lessons. That was all him.”

My skin tightened.

“Watching your sweet flesh bleed was quite…arousing, however.”

I needed to stop listening to him. Everything he said could be a lie meant to mess with my head—and it was working. My heart slammed against my ribs, and my stomach continued to churn.

“It didn’t happen always, but when you slipped into oblivion, we couldn’t help ourselves.” The Revenant’s body tipped forward. “He was smart enough to take from your vein where it wasn’t visible, and you wouldn’t look. After all, my pretty flower was so obedient then, submissive to the Priestesses. You would never…explore such forbidden, shameful areas.”

At first, I didn’t know what he was talking about. He sounded fucking unhinged. Or maybe it was more that I didn’t want to understand because I was stuck in denial. But my body understood. My skin prickled and itched, starting to feel like a foreign entity instead of a part of me. Because…

I did know.

I knew exactly where. And I had been taught—groomed—not to even think of that area, let alone touch it outside of bathing. And I was always in so much agony after Teerman’s lessons that it felt like the pain was everywhere—

Or was that also an illusion of denial? Had I known the two couldn’t be related and just hadn’t understood what was happening at the time? My chest tightened, and my fingers twitched.

“It’s such a decadent vein.” His voice rumbled and thickened while my skin felt like something was alive beneath it. “I drank from there before. The one near your prettiest flower. And you know what, so’lis? You liked it then just as much as you liked it before.”

I lost it.

There was no other way to describe my response.

“Shut up.” Lunging forward, I grabbed the hilt of the Revenant’s dagger as I drove my knee up, slamming it into the area between his legs. “Shut the fuck up, you sick fuck.”

His body spasmed as I twisted the blade, but Kolis laughed. He howled.

“Keep laughing,” I seethed, gripping his hair with my other hand. “It only makes you sound as unstable and weak as you are.”

That shut him up.

“I know what you want,” I said, holding his stare as the essence flared in me, turning the corners of my vision gold streaked with silver and shadows. The wind picked up, whirling across the meadow.

“Is that so?” he whispered.

“It’s not going to happen,” I bit out. “Keep sending your Revenants to watch, and I will end them. I don’t care. But know this, you weak, pathetic…fuckboy.”

The Revenant blinked. “Fuckboy?”

“You heard right.” I smiled. “And hear this. I’m going to kill you, Kolis.”

He went completely quiet and then said, “Then you’ll have to do better than this.” He pulled against my hold until strands of hair snapped. “You’ll have to be smarter.”

“Thanks for the advice.”

He laughed.

And then his arms lifted—his healed arms.

Fuck.

He saw the moment I realized it. “Yeah.”

He gripped the sides of my head and swung his forward. Pain exploded behind my eyes as he slammed his head into mine.

“Fuck,” I gasped, letting go of him and stumbling back.

I couldn’t believe he had used such an immature move, but then again, it wasn’t his head he’d just cracked.

And he’d seriously cracked the Revenant’s head. Or at least I thought so. My vision was a little wonky at the moment, but it sure looked like blood was pouring from the center of the Rev’s forehead. Maybe he’d cracked mine, too, because warm liquid ran down my face, as well, and there appeared to be two of him.

Gripping the dagger, he tore it free and landed on his feet. I pushed aside the sharp, thudding ache behind my eyes, summoned the eather, and—

He threw the dagger—or daggers—directly at me.

Son of a bitch.

Throwing out my hand, I stopped the blade about an inch from my face—my actual face—and shattered it. “Nice try.”

“I wasn’t trying.”

He twisted sideways as if to run, but I lurched forward. He reached behind him, pulling a—

Godsdamn it!

A second dagger had been strapped to his back. It must’ve blended in with his black shirt. I should’ve checked. I knew better.

I jerked to the side, my breath catching as the dagger whizzed past my cheek. I felt a sharp, stinging pain as the Revenant crashed into me. I hit the ground hard, air punching out of my lungs as fury at myself clawed at my insides. I couldn’t believe I’d allowed him to get the upper hand. I was better than this.

“Just like old times,” he said, straddling my hips as he winked an eye through the blood. He grabbed my hair, yanked my head up, and then slammed it down.

Starbursts exploded in my eyes as I swung out, eather pulsing through me.

He caught my wrist and slammed my head back down again, tumbling my already thoroughly scrambled brain. “Tell me, Sotoria.” He leaned over me as the air charged around us. A presence filled the meadow—a powerful, old presence that felt…vaguely familiar. “Tell me what you think I want.”

“How about I tell you?” came a deep voice with a melodic lilt, much like the Atlantians but thicker.

Kolis snapped the Revenant’s head up, and his bloody lips pressed into a thin line. “Of course,” he muttered. “It’s you.”

A blur of leather-encased legs passed my head a second later, and then a rather large hand gripped the Revenant’s throat. In the next heartbeat, he flew backward and crashed into the same tree I’d thrown and pinned him to earlier.

“Poor tree,” I murmured.

A tall and broad form in all black stepped into my line of sight. Dimly, I knew he was a god—a Primal god—as I dragged my dazed gaze up. A sheathed sword was strapped to his back, and a dagger to each hip. Gods, he was tall. Maybe an inch or two taller than Casteel. The breeze lifted strands of light or maybe dark-brown hair from the collar of his tunic as he turned to look at me.

“Poor tree?” he repeated, his silver eyes beneath a proud brow fixed on me.

I heard him.

I really did.

But I couldn’t respond as I saw his full lips part. His jaw flexed, the chiseled shape unsettlingly familiar. In the back of my mind, I knew I should get up or at least sit up, but I was frozen as my gaze lifted, and I stared at him. At the shallow scar cutting across his left cheek and traveling across the bridge of his nose to end at his hairline.

I blinked once and then twice as those features finally cleared and pieced themselves together. Or maybe it was my jumbled thoughts finally working together cohesively.

My heart started beating fast as my eyes locked with luminous, silver ones. His warm, golden-bronze skin paled, and he seemed as…stupefied as me.

I knew him.

Recognized him.

Not because he so clearly resembled Casteel—he looked more like Malik and was nearly the spitting image of their father.

But because I’d seen him before while in stasis, slipping…falling through countless images of places and people. And he…he had been one of those people.

“Attes,” I whispered hoarsely.

The Primal flinched.

Confused, I wondered if I had yelled his name.

A low, crackling laugh slithered out from behind Attes. “Shocking, isn’t she?”

Attes spun back toward the Revenant as I finally snapped out of my stupor. I scrambled to my feet, groaning at the wave of dizziness that joined the pounding in my head.

“Kolis?” Attes barked out a short laugh that sounded like one of Casteel’s. “You look…unimpressive.” He paused. “As usual.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” he responded as I walked forward. “Just like you kept telling yourself that you’re not in—”

“Shut up,” Attes cut in, his entire posture stiffening as I skirted him.

The Revenant was still on his knees and listing to the side in an odd way that suggested something important—like maybe his back—was broken. That explained the crackling sound of his laugh.

I spared Attes a quick glance. “Thanks for…helping,” I muttered, my cheeks warming because I had needed help in the first place and because I didn’t sound even remotely genuine.

Attes didn’t reply.

Kolis did. “Are you really, Sotoria? Thankful?”

My hands balled. “I told you to stop calling me that.”

“Did you hear that, Attes?” He swayed forward, the crimson aura in his eyes pulsating. “She doesn’t want to be called—”

His words ended in a grunt as his body was pulled backward by the dagger piercing his chest.

I turned to look at Attes. I hadn’t even felt him move or heard him unsheathe the dagger. He was that fast. “That won’t kill a Revenant.”

“I know.” He stared ahead, one side of his lips curling up to reveal…a dimple in his left cheek, just below the scar. “Still felt good to do it.”

Dragging my stare from him, I watched as the Revenant coughed up blood…and something thicker. My lip curled as I advanced.

“You need to stay back from him,” Attes advised.

I ignored that. “I’ve got this.”

“You do?” he scoffed.

The Revenant let out another burst of crunchy laughter.

My spine stiffened. “It may not have looked like it when you arrived,” I said, keeping my eyes on the Revenant, “but I do.”

“I’ll take your word for it. So, no need to keep walking—”

I rammed my knee into the Revenant’s face, knocking his head back against the tree. “That was for the headbutt.” I grabbed the hilt of the dagger and tore it free. The milky-white blade momentarily surprised me.

“Careful with that,” Attes warned as the Revenant tilted forward.

I thrust the bone dagger through the Revenant’s throat, impaling him to the tree once more. Blood sprayed across my hand.

“Gods,” muttered Attes, his voice closer. “That also won’t kill a Revenant.”

“I know.” I wiped my hand on the front of his tunic. “Still felt good.”

What sounded like a barely-there laugh came from behind me.

“You still in there, Kolis?” I knelt so I was at eye level with the Revenant, searching for the crimson glow and finding it. “Good.”

The Revenant’s lips spread into a grotesque smile as blood poured from his mouth. Those lips moved.

“What? I can’t hear you?” I smiled tightly and held his gaze. “Oh, you can’t get the words out around the dagger in your throat? That’s why it’s there.”

The crimson aura flickered, and I lifted my hand.

“Maybe don’t touch him,” Attes said as I touched the Revenant’s cheek. “Or…go ahead and do it.”

“You’re not coming for me, Kolis.” I summoned the eather. Golden light streaked with silver filled the corners of my vision. “I’m coming for you.”

The essence ramped up, burning through me in an icy-hot rush. “And it will not be to serve at your feet.” The crimson aura pulsed and expanded as I pulled the eather to the surface. “Nor beneath you.”

Essence erupted from my hand, a pulse of gold streaked with silver and shadows threaded with faint tendrils of crimson.

Attes’s sharp curse got lost in the crackle of eather as it seeped into the Revenant’s flesh, lighting up the veins under eyes that still glowed with Kolis’s essence.

I smiled, even as the scent of burning flesh began to rise. I didn’t move. I didn’t look away as the eather rippled through the body, burning through organs and bones. Eather swept up the Revenant’s legs, obliterating them, his torso, and then his chest and shoulders.

The pupils turned pitch-black just as the essence climbed up his throat. Within a second, only the bone dagger remained, still buried in the tree.

So, apparently, I could kill a Revenant.

Pulling the dagger free, I rose and turned to face Attes.

The Primal stared.

I did the same. We stood there in silence as I wondered if I’d really seen him while in stasis, and then I mentally smacked myself. Of course, I had. I’d seen him. I likely knew him from…before. Which probably explained the weird wiggling sensation in my chest and stomach whenever someone mentioned him.

“Why did you flinch when I said your name?” I asked, the question coming out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

The corner of his eye twitched.

I dragged in a short breath. “You just did it again.”

He stood there, silent and looking at me like he was seeing a spirit.

“You…” My grip tightened on the dagger’s hilt. “You knew Sotoria, didn’t you?”

That earned another quick grimace, which was answer enough for me. Because if he’d known Sotoria, then he likely knew…stuff I didn’t need to think about. Kolis had already pulled the veil back more than I ever needed.

Flipping the dagger, I held it by the blade and offered it to him.

He didn’t move.

“This is yours, right?” I wiggled it.

Thick lashes swept down and then up as his eyes widened. He reached for the dagger. “Fucking Fates, woman, you’re burning your…” He frowned, eyeing my steady hand. “It’s not burning you.”

I guessed Seraphena hadn’t told him. “It tingles but doesn’t burn. It does burn Casteel,” I said as he took the blade by the hilt. “Not sure about Kieran.”

His eyes lifted to mine, streaks of eather swirling through his silver irises.

“Don’t know why.” I shrugged, glancing down at my hands. The thick clouds overhead had moved on. Blood smeared my fingers, glistening in the moonlight. “Guess I’m special.”

“Special?” he repeated, his voice lower and thin.

“I am the Primal of Blood and—”

“Incredibly Foolish Actions?” he interrupted.

My head jerked back. “Excuse me?”

Whatever had held him quiet had vanished. “What are you doing out here?” he demanded, quickly glancing around the space. “Especially here, of all places?”

My spine went rigid.

“By yourself, with a Kolis-possessed Revenant?” He sheathed the dagger, not to his hip but to his chest, where another dagger was also secured.

How many weapons did he have on him?

“Do you understand what Kolis is? What he is capable of? That’s a rhetorical question, by the way.”

If he was anything like his great-grandson, at least five more weapons were hidden.

I glanced down, catching how the pant leg above his right ankle was thicker.

“You have to know because I’m sure Seraphena warned you about exactly what he can do,” Attes continued.

My gaze shifted to his left leg. Yep. Another dagger was hidden there, in his boot. I don’t know why I found that funny. Maybe because it was so bizarre. A laugh bubbled up my throat, and a tiny bit snuck out before I pressed my lips together.

Attes went quiet. For a second. “Did you…?”

I peeked up at him.

He looked utterly dumbfounded. “Did you just laugh?”

Figuring it would be wise to stay quiet, I kept my mouth shut.

“I would love to know what’s funny about…actually.” He held up a hand. “You know what, I don’t think I do want to know.”

I arched a brow as he stepped back, turned sideways, and thrust a hand through his hair. My chest warmed with something that reminded me of…fondness. Had we been friends?

“Do you have any idea…?” A muscle throbbed in his temple as he faced me. “What you would have done if I hadn’t shown up?”

“I would’ve done what I did in front of you.”

“Didn’t look like you were anywhere near doing that,” he gritted. I had hoped he’d somehow magically forgotten that. “I cannot believe you were out here—”

“Look, I already have a husband—” I stopped myself before saying and a… I frowned, unsure what to call Kieran. I shook my head. It didn’t matter at the moment. “—who feels entitled to lecture me on my so-called recklessness. I don’t need—”

His brows lifted in an incredulous arch. “So-called reckless?” He stepped forward. “There’s no question about it. That’s exactly what this was. And where is your husband?”

“He’s…” My mouth snapped shut when I felt him—his presence—throb in the center of my chest. My shoulders slumped as a streak of crackling eather lit up the space behind Attes. I really wished he couldn’t shadowstep. Or was afraid of it, like Kieran was. “He’s not in bed, sleeping.”

“No,” Casteel growled, stepping from the tear in the realm. “He is not.”

Every muscle in my body tensed as I watched Casteel prowl forward. He must’ve pulled on the tight leather breeches in a hurry because they were unclasped and hung dangerously low on his hips. He wore nothing else besides fury-filled eather that settled over his flesh as thick as any cloak. His skin revealed the deep gray-and-crimson shadows beneath it. Tendrils of essence slid through the flesh of his arms and across his chest, swirling along the packed, taut muscles of his stomach and disappearing under his leathers.

The moment I heard his voice, I knew I was in trouble. And it was confirmed the moment my eyes met his.

I had no one to blame but myself.

Swallowing a sigh, I stepped toward him.

“Cas—”

Casteel was in front of me in less than a heartbeat, his fingers, cold as a winter morning, curled around my chin. I sucked in a gasp as he tilted my head back and to the side. “You’re bleeding.” The veins beneath his eyes darkened. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine,” I assured him. “It was just a nick—”

“Just a nick?” Crimson-laced shadows lashed through his irises and filled his voice.

“Yes. I’m sure it’s already healed. I’m…” I trailed off as his hand slid to the nape of my neck. The shadowy eather deepened in his flesh as it flowed up the sides of his neck.

Casteel pulled his hand away and turned it over slowly, revealing the smear of crimson across his fingers. “Just a nick, too?” he asked, his voice cold.

“Yeah, it’s just a…bump.”

“Glad to see she was left in good hands,” Attes’s voice came, low, flat, and hard.

Casteel’s gaze lifted, and he slowly turned his head toward Attes.

“Do you have any idea what she was doing?” Attes demanded.

“I can only imagine.” Casteel’s words sliced through the air with the sharpness of frostbitten bloodstone. “But why don’t you tell me?” His head cocked. “Great-grandfather.”

My eyes widened.

Attes’s inhale was swift. “Well, I see that horse has fled the stable.”

“Indeed.” A muscle flexed under the eather rolling along Casteel’s jaw. “What are you doing here, Attes? With her?”

“Apparently, making sure she doesn’t get herself injured too badly,” Attes replied. “Since you weren’t cap—”

“Don’t,” I warned, twisting my neck to shoot the Primal a look of warning, “finish that sentence.”

“No.” Casteel’s voice dropped with that one word, sending a chill crawling up my spine. “Please, do.”

“Please, don’t,” I said, placing my other hand against Casteel’s chest. His skin had cooled even more. He stepped to the side.

Attes fell silent. Thank the gods.

Casteel, however, did not. “Or did you just realize what a fucking idiotic thing that was to say?”

I matched his steps, staying in front of him. “Cas,” I tried again.

“What did I tell you last time, boy?” Attes growled, and I felt more than heard him approach.

Boy? I grimaced. Hearing Vikter call Casteel boy was amusing. Coming from Attes and being said to Casteel’s face? Not so much.

Casteel’s lips curved into a tight smile. “You might need to refresh my memory.”

“He doesn’t need to,” I cut in, pressing more firmly against Casteel’s chest.

“That is,” Casteel continued as he wrapped his fingers around my wrists, “if you can even remember what you said in your incredibly advanced age.”

Oh, my gods.

Attes’s laugh wasn’t nearly as chilling as what had come out of Casteel, but it was threaded with the same promise of violence. “I can kick your ass despite my incredibly advanced age. How about that?”

Casteel lowered my arms. “I’m about to sound incredibly clichéd, but I would love to see you try.”

“You won’t be seeing any of that.” I stretched onto my tiptoes, briefly considering reaching out to Kieran. I quickly dismissed that idea because I had a feeling he couldn’t help.

“If that’s true, then why are you hiding behind your wife?”

Oh.

Shit.

I didn’t even have a chance to react. One second, I was in front of Casteel. The very next, I was behind him, staring at his tense back muscles.

“Not anymore,” Casteel growled, getting right up in Attes’s smirking face. “So, what are you going to do?”

“Nothing.” I shot forward and threw my arm out against Casteel’s chest. “Neither of you is doing anything.”

They weren’t listening as they sized each other up.

“Do not make me separate the two of you,” I warned. “Because I can and will.”

The curve of Casteel’s lips matched Attes’s as I felt a throb of awareness. I quickly looked at the sky, then returned my gaze to them.

“Cas, you need to be angry with me,” I said, attempting to squeeze between them. “Not him. He’s done nothing but say some really idiotic things.”

“Oh, I’m angry with you.” Casteel’s swirling eyes remained fixed on Attes. “And we’ll handle that later.”

“I didn’t think I said anything idiotic,” Attes replied.

“How about we handle it now?” I managed to force myself between them. “You can lecture—” I squeaked—like a field mouse—as I was gently scooted back several feet. “What the fuck?”

“That wasn’t me,” Attes stated.

“No shit,” I snapped, glaring at Casteel. “I’m starting to get really angry with—”

Reaver broke through the clouds, scattering them as he extended his wings. He landed behind Casteel with a heavy thud, sweeping his wings back as his talons dug into the ground, sending bursts of soil and rock into the air. Smoke wafted from his nostrils as he puffed out a breath.

“Did someone call for backup?” Casteel asked.

My head snapped back to him. “You need to stop talking.”

“Why do I have a feeling that only happens when he’s asleep?”

“You, too,” I snapped, pointing at Attes as I stalked forward. “Both of you need to shut up.”

“That’s not going to happen,” came Reaver’s gravelly voice. I dared a quick peek at him, and yep…naked. “Both like to talk. A lot.”

“You wound me, Reaver,” Attes replied.

The draken snorted. “I’m sure I did.”

A muscle ticked in Casteel’s jaw. “He’s naked, isn’t he?”

“Of course,” I muttered, crossing my arms.

Attes frowned and finally, finally broke eye contact with Casteel to glance at Reaver.

“The people of this age are quite prudish,” Reaver stated.

“Not wanting your dick out near my wife doesn’t make me prudish,” Casteel shot back.

Attes’s silver gaze slid back to him, and his jaw loosened. “I think I actually agree with that.”

Reaver sighed.

“What are you doing here, Reaver?” Casteel asked. He still hadn’t pulled his stare from Attes.

“I sensed what felt like some shit about to go down,” he replied. “And when I felt Poppy’s rising frustration, I figured that whatever it was would at least be entertaining. I was not wrong.”

Drawing in a deep breath, I closed my eyes. It didn’t pass me by that his comment meant he was still bonded to me. But at the moment, I didn’t care.

“So, what is happening here?” Reaver asked.

“Well,” Attes drawled. Without even opening my eyes, I felt his stare.

I tipped my head back. “I saw someone on the Cliffs. I knew it wasn’t Kolis in person but figured it was him tagging along with a Revenant or Ascended. So, I decided to send him a message.”

“And you decided it without waking me?” Casteel asked.

I cracked open an eye. Those shadow-laced golden eyes were on me now, which I supposed was an improvement. “You needed your sleep.”

“I’m not going to even dignify that with a response.”

“Isn’t that a response?” I retorted.

Casteel lowered his chin.

“Why would you think that was who was on the Cliffs just because you saw someone out here?” Attes asked.

Um…

“That’s a good question,” Reaver chimed in.

I opened my other eye. “It’s a long story that doesn’t matter.”

Casteel went to speak but…

“At all,” I stressed. “I came and killed the Revenant. That’s it.”

Attes laughed. “Yeah, that’s it. That’s all I stumbled upon.”

“I know that’s not it,” Casteel said. “Because you were bleeding.” He turned his stare back on the Primal god. “Why don’t you tell me what you stumbled upon. But first, tell me how you managed to do so.”

Attes stiffened to the point he nearly matched my posture. I didn’t intervene because his appearance was awfully convenient.

“Waiting,” Casteel murmured.

“So am I,” Reaver added.

Attes’s jaw flexed. He took a step back and held Casteel’s stare. “I’m not your enemy.”

“I hope not, for your sake,” Cas replied coolly. “But that didn’t answer my question.”

A moment passed. “I suppose not.” Attes stretched his neck to one side and then to the other. “I was arriving, as expected. I stopped to see Setti. Figured it was a good idea to make sure he wasn’t left to roam the realm by himself.”

I swallowed a scream.

“Then, I felt the Primal essence,” Attes continued. “I followed it. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Casteel murmured, and I saw the doubt I felt etched into his features. “And why the fuck did you think Setti would be roaming the realm by himself?”

Attes tilted his head, and…gods, while the two may not look identical, they were clearly of the same damn bloodline when it came to temperaments.

“Yes. That’s all. And do I really need to answer that question about Setti, considering where we are right now?”

The smirk returned to Casteel’s face, and I hit my breaking point with him—both of them. “You know what?” I unfolded my arms. “If you two want to stay out here and continue trying to out-threaten each other, go ahead. I’m going back.” I pivoted and glanced at Reaver. “Have fun.”

Then, without waiting, I shadowstepped back to the Solar.


CHAPTER 49
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CASTEEL

“We will be holding the public address tomorrow—or in a few hours, actually,” Kieran was saying. He had shown up seconds after I arrived, having sensed Attes’s presence. Neither the Primal nor I had lingered long after Poppy left. “We felt it was important to assure the people we were doing everything we could to keep them safe.”

“And then?” Attes demanded, his silver gaze darting to the Solar’s archway.

My eyes narrowed on him. “Then we proceed with our plans.”

Attes leaned back in his chair. “Exactly what are those plans?”

“We go to Pensdurth,” I said, figuring there was no point in bringing up what Poppy and I had discussed earlier since, with Attes’s arrival, it was now moot.

“I figured as much,” Attes replied, his attention shifting again to the doorway. My fingers started tapping the arm of the chair. “But I was hoping for more detail.”

“We will lay siege to the city,” I stated.

Attes’s gaze returned to mine, and his brows rose.

I smiled tightly at him.

He’s here to help. Kieran’s voice reached me through the link.

My grip on the glass tumbler tightened. I know.

Then maybe stop staring at him like you want to murder him.

I don’t want to murder him. Lifting my glass, I drank some whiskey. Yet.

And that yet depended on one factor.

Poppy.

My mother and father had taught Malik and me to respect our elders, but I was having a tough time honoring that as I sat across from Attes.

Kieran sent me a look of warning as the Primal god said, “I assume laying siege involves some level of detailed planning.” His gaze flicked to mine just as I felt a draken nearing. “Or at least I would hope so. You are of my blood, after all. Strategy should be an innate skill set.”

“The planning is as detailed as it can be,” Kieran interjected. His posture was much more relaxed than mine. Then again, it could be because it was the middle of the night, and he looked exhausted. “We were able to gain little information about what exists beyond Pensdurth’s walls, but we know they have spears large and powerful enough to wound a draken.”

Attes’s head turned to Kieran. “Was one wounded?”

“Thad,” I answered.

His nostrils flared. “How badly?”

“He was hit in the shoulder. He’ll heal.”

A muscle ticked in his temple. “Thad is one of mine—or he was.”

Surprise flickered across Kieran’s face as a heavy thud came from above, and the entire wing of Wayfair shuddered. The sound of talons scraping stone followed as the chandelier swayed.

I lowered my gaze. “What do you mean yours—or was once yours? I was under the impression they served Seraphena and Poppy.”

“It’s a bit convoluted.” He idly scratched his jaw. “The draken serve as protectors of each Court and can choose to bond themselves to the Primal of that Court.”

“Like the wolven and Elementals?” Kieran murmured.

“I guess so,” Attes said as the balcony doors swung open, and Reaver strolled in. Beside me, Kieran groaned under his breath. “However, the true Primal of Life can supersede any bond a draken may have with another Primal god. I’m guessing it’s the same for,”—his gaze shot to the doorway—“her.”

My jaw clenched.

“It is.” Reaver crossed the chamber, his dick swinging. “Unless Sera asserts her authority.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” Attes remarked as Reaver stepped onto the dais.

“Where’s Poppy?” the draken asked.

Likely convincing herself she didn’t want to throttle us. When I returned to the Solar and immediately checked on her, she still wanted to. The look she had given me before slamming the bathing chamber door in my face almost had me cupping my private parts.

“In the other room,” Kieran said. “Why are you here?”

Attes arched a brow, his gaze sliding to the draken.

Reaver shrugged. “To make sure everyone gets along.”

Kieran snorted. “You’re here to keep the peace, Reaver-butt?”

“Speaking of asses.” Recalling the shawl left in the sitting chamber, I lifted a hand. A heartbeat later, it hit my palm. “I don’t want your bare ass on my chair.”

Attes’s lips twitched as Reaver sighed and snatched the shawl from my hand. He shook it out, eyed it with a frown, and then tied it around his hips. The shawl was nothing more than layers of lace and didn’t hide much, but it was better than nothing.

Reaver looked up through a sheet of blond hair. “Happy?”

“Not really.”

The fucking draken still sat.

“Do I want to know why a shawl just flew through the air?” Poppy’s voice floated out from the other room.

Normally, my gaze would’ve been glued to the entryway. Seeing her after only a short time apart was like seeing her for the first time. It never failed to physically affect me, and I might be a little addicted to that gut-punch feeling. But this time, my gaze stayed trained on Attes.

Because his was glued on the archway.

“Reaver needed something between the chair and his bare ass,” Kieran announced.

I knew the moment she entered because Attes’s jaw tightened, and he looked away fast, seeming to find the grain in the table fascinating.

“You do realize that’s Tawny’s shawl?” Poppy said. When I looked at her, she had stopped inside the Solar, her brows knitted. She wore a plain dressing gown the color of the elms that complemented the fiery waves now cascading freely down her back.

“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” Reaver said, reaching for the bowl of fruit I hadn’t brought back to the bedchamber earlier.

Poppy opened and then closed her mouth as she stepped onto the dais. The emerald flecks in her eyes churned slowly as she looked at Kieran. “Are they still arguing?”

My lips flattened.

“Not exactly,” Kieran drawled, watching Reaver with a frown as the draken pulled an apple from the bowl.

“Good.” Poppy started to walk past me, clearly heading for the seat on Kieran’s other side.

I wasn’t having that.

Snaking out an arm, I snagged her around the waist. She grunted softly as I pulled her down onto my lap.

The center of her cheeks flushed as she managed to sit as far from me as possible, perched like a little statue on my knees. “You do realize there are many chairs?”

“I do.” I smiled at her. “But I’m your favorite chair.”

The crease between her brows deepened.

“I’m guessing you two are still fighting.” Reaver bit into the apple with a crunch.

“We’re not,” Poppy insisted.

Kieran sent both of us a curious look. “What are you two fighting about?”

“Nothing,” she answered.

“She saw someone on the Cliffs and decided to pay them a visit,” I said at the same time as she did. “Without waking me.”

“And that someone turned out to be a Revenant,” Attes chimed in as he leaned back once more, crossing his arms. “Possessed by Kolis.”

Kieran tipped forward, his gaze narrowing on her. “What the fuck, Poppy?”

“What?” she shot back as I sipped my whiskey. “I didn’t realize I needed permission.”

“No one said you did.” As I lowered the glass, I kept it out of her reach. I had a feeling she was about to get animated. “But I am confident you promised you wouldn’t run off alone.”

“I do not recall ever making that promise.”

Poppy ignored the look I sent her and picked up the dressing gown’s sash.

“I assume you suspected it was a Revenant,” Kieran surmised. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have gone out.”

“I did.” Poppy glanced toward the Primal and then me. “I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep.”

Had she had a nightmare? Or just woken up naturally? And had she knowingly gone to the glass wall? I didn’t know. But the fact that her movements hadn’t woken me warned me that I needed to feed again, sooner rather than later.

“That’s when I saw someone out there,” she continued. “And I think—no, I know—Kolis has been keeping an eye on…us, using the Revenants.”

Attes’s head tilted. “You haven’t cleared the city of them?”

“We believed we had.” My arm tightened around Poppy as she moved to stand. Her disgruntled, barely audible growl tugged at my lips. “But in case you haven’t noticed, the city is enormous, with countless places to hide.”

“You should find those places fast,” he advised, his attention returning to Poppy. He blinked several times. “They are weaknesses.”

I swallowed the no shit, and felt I deserved a pat on the back for doing so.

“We know,” Kieran said, his stare drilling into Poppy’s profile.

Poppy exhaled loudly. “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said, peeking at me. “I didn’t see any reason to when I knew I could handle a Revenant—”

“But that wasn’t just a Revenant. So—” Attes inhaled sharply as I cut my stare to him. So did Poppy. The ticking in his temple increased. “It was Kolis using a Revenant, Penellaphe.”

She stared back at him. “I know. I wanted to warn him to stop watching.” Her back relaxed a little. “And you can call me Poppy.”

Fuck if I agreed with that.

Especially when the fucker smiled at her.

“You talked to him, then?” Kieran sat back, his hand balling into a fist on the table. “Did he say anything?”

“Nothing of value.” She tilted her head, sending waves of deep-red hair falling forward while I concentrated on not losing my shit. “To be honest, he sounded…unhinged.” Her fingers began twisting the sash, and then she lifted her chin. “You knew him, right?”

Attes’s stare slid past her as Reaver finished the apple and picked up another. “Unfortunately.”

“Is he…unstable?”

The Primal’s laugh was dry. “Yes. No? It all depends on what he’s dealing with.”

“For example?” I asked, thinking I already knew the answer as Kieran glanced at me.

“Certain things make him, as you would say, unhinged,” Attes said after a moment.

“Like…me?”

Attes’s gaze shifted back to her, eather swirling in his eyes. He said nothing.

“Seraphena told me about Sotoria and the Star diamond,” she said. “And about Kolis’s obsession.”

Attes shifted his jaw from side to side. “Yes, you would be one of those things.”

Beneath my fingers, I felt thin fissures forming in the glass.

So, he clearly knows about her past. Kieran’s voice reached me.

Clearly. My mind went to his willingness to endure excruciating pain for her—for Sotoria. I had a feeling he knew a lot more.

“But otherwise, he’s incredibly calculating and precise. Always several steps ahead. And he rarely acts without purpose,” Attes continued, now eyeing the untouched glass of whiskey Kieran had gotten for him. “When it comes to…you.” His stare returned to Poppy. “He has always lost control.”

Kieran’s fingers brushed mine as he pried the glass from my hand and placed it on the table.

“In the sense that he becomes unpredictable. Recklessly so,” Attes added, reaching for his glass. “That is the weakness.” His eyes lifted to mine.

“You said there were things?” Poppy questioned, her voice steady, almost like she was unbothered by the topic. But I knew better. I tasted her lemony unease and something thicker, greasier. Slimy. Disgust. I moved my thumb across her hip, knowing it usually soothed her.

“His brother,” Attes said, and Reaver looked up. “Nyktos, and Callum.”

“Explain,” Poppy insisted and then tacked on what I felt was unnecessary, “please.”

“Kolis loved Eythos. Still does. And I know that sounds unbelievable, but it’s true,” Attes explained. “And Callum is tied to…Sotoria.”

“He’s jealous of Nyktos,” Reaver said, turning the apple in his hand. There was little left but the core. “He tried to break him and couldn’t. Then he tried to change him—to shape and mold him. He couldn’t do that either.”

Poppy nodded. “Well, Eythos is long dead, and we have no idea where Callum is—if he’s not with Kolis. And Nyktos…I’m not sure he can enter the realm.”

“He can, but only briefly,” Attes said. I couldn’t help but wonder what the fuck would happen with three Primal Gods of Death in the mortal realm. “The Blood Treaty? It’s off the table at this point. So, all the Primals can. But they’re weakened and have to be careful.”

Poppy wiggled an inch or two closer to me. “I’m sorry about Rhahar.”

Attes smiled at her, and it was blinding.

She cleared her throat. “What were you all talking about before I came in?”

“The supposedly detailed war plan you have concocted,” Attes said, sipping his whiskey. His lip immediately curled.

“Not to your liking?” I asked.

“Tastes like dakkai piss,” he muttered.

I laughed. “Well, you won’t want to drink anything else in this city if you think that tastes like piss.”

Poppy wrinkled her nose.

“That’s a shame.” He took another drink, his lips peeling back with the swallow. “So, they have spears that can wound a draken?”

“They do,” Kieran said. “Those would have to be taken out first.”

“I can handle that,” Reaver offered.

“No,” Poppy said. “I can—or one of us.”

Reaver lowered the apple core. “I know how to…bob and weave.”

The image of his large, winged ass doing that almost made me laugh.

“I know you can.” She softened her voice. “But we could do it from a safe distance. You would have to get close—too close.”

“Then can I burn those who control the spears?” Reaver asked.

Poppy sighed. “Yes, you can burn them.”

With a nod, he returned to nibbling on the apple, getting every bit of remaining flesh.

“We also know that around two hundred or so gods have gathered in Pensdurth,” Kieran added.

“I assume you aren’t outfitted with shadowstone,” Attes stated.

“We have bloodstone and a handful of shadowstone weapons,” I said, moving my thumb in a slow circle on Poppy’s hip. “But not nearly enough of the latter to arm more than a hundred or so.”

“Bloodstone,” Attes murmured. “Angry tears left to petrify in the sun.” He leaned to the side. “It can wound a god. Put them down for a bit if you get them in the head or heart. But it will not kill them.”

Similar to an Atlantian. Well, except for the head.

“Millicent had shadowstone,” Poppy said. “She had to get it from somewhere. Perhaps Malik knows if there is a stash.”

Leaning forward, I pressed my lips to her cheek. “I’ll ask.”

“The ones we arm should be your strongest warriors,” Attes said. “And not just physically. They should only be those immune to compulsion.”

“We can hopefully thin out the gods,” Poppy said, looking at Reaver. “Once we take out the spears, you, Aurelia, and Nithe can hit as many of them as you can. Like in Oak Ambler. Hopefully, we can get some gods in that.”

Reaver nodded. “That, we can do.” A rare smile appeared. “Gladly.”

“Kolis has no draken, right?” Kieran asked.

“No, he has something worse,” Attes said.

“Great,” Poppy muttered. “What?”

“Naberius,” he stated like we knew what the fuck that meant.

“And that would be?” I asked.

“Kolis’s vellám,” Attes shared.

“What?” Poppy jerked sideways and would’ve toppled right out of my lap if I hadn’t been holding on. “His version of Setti is a draken?”

“It’s not a draken. Not really,” Reaver said. “Just as Setti is not really a horse.”

This motherfucker knew what Setti was this whole time?

“Naberius is the essence of a dragon,” Reaver stated.

Poppy gaped.

Attes, who was, of course, staring at her, slid his fingers across his mouth to hide his grin. “Speaking of velláms, how is Setti?”

“You saw for yourself, didn’t you?”

“How did Setti end up here?” Poppy jumped in before Attes could respond.

The Primal was silent for several moments. “I figured he would be better served here while I was in stasis.”

“That is a vague-as-fuck answer,” Kieran noted.

Attes lifted a shoulder as Poppy eyed him, her eyes slightly narrowed. Her lips parted—

“Sera’s vellám is the same,” Reaver announced.

“What?” Poppy shrieked again, causing Kieran to jerk. “Wait. Does that mean—?” Her shoulders deflated. “No, it doesn’t.” She never looked more crestfallen than when she twisted toward me. “I don’t have Courts, so I don’t get a vellám.”

Fighting a laugh, I patted her hip. “Well, you do get Kieran and me. We’re not as amazing as the essence of a dragon.”

Reaver rasped a laugh.

“But I like to think we’re pretty amazing.”

“Yeah.” Poppy sighed, deflating even further.

“Wow,” Kieran murmured.

“Sorry,” she said. “But the essence of a dragon?” The wistfulness in her voice was adorable.

I doubted this Naberius was. “Can it be killed?”

“Other than by killing Kolis? Cut off its head or take it out with eather. Only a fool would get close enough for the former—unless Nab is sleeping, which I imagine is often,” Attes said, and my brow furrowed. “And only a very powerful Primal can do the latter.”

“Could you?” Poppy asked. “When you ruled Vathi?”

Attes’s features did something that made the scars stand out less. His expression softened. “I could do some damage to Nab, but I couldn’t kill him. I’m not even sure Seraphena could.”

“Damn it,” Poppy muttered, and I saw Reaver’s head start to tip down. I hoped he smacked it off the table.

“There’s no way you can get close enough to Kolis then,” I said to Poppy, not feeling even an ounce of shame for the relief I felt.

Attes tensed, the skin at the corners of his mouth turning white. “I’m about to say something your husband won’t like.” His gaze flicked to Kieran. “The other one probably won’t like it either.”

“Then don’t say it,” Kieran advised.

“He doesn’t need to,” Poppy said as she leaned into my chest. The moment she did that, I knew Attes had been right. I wouldn’t be happy. “Naberius won’t attack me because…because Kolis won’t.”

Kieran’s spike of eather matched mine.

“I don’t like it any more than you two do.” Attes dropped his hand. “But it’s the reality. One we have to deal with.”

“I know,” Poppy said quietly. “And they do, too.”

Maybe Kieran did.

I didn’t.

“I just need you all to make sure I get to him. Then…this will all be over.”

“Finally,” Attes whispered.

My thumb stilled against Poppy’s hip as I focused on the Primal. He wasn’t looking at me or Kieran. He was back to staring at her. The control I had on my anger was already weakening. The current topic didn’t help. And I was so fucking done with him looking at Poppy like…she was special to him.

“You know what I would like to know, Attes?” I asked, the eather thrumming in my chest.

Poppy’s head snapped toward me.

Attes dragged his stare from her and lifted his brows. “Yes?”

“Why do you keep staring at my wife?”

Reaver’s head snapped up, the essence pulsing behind his slanted pupils.

“It’s okay.” Poppy touched my arm. “I saw him before.”

“You did?” Kieran asked. “When you were under Kolis’s influence?”

“No. When I was asleep.”

I slowly turned my neck to her as Kieran’s brows rose.

“Not like that,” she quickly added. “When I was in stasis.”

Attes’s eyes widened.

“Only briefly, though,” she added.

I figured it had to do with her past—perhaps some buried part of her that remembered her time as Sotoria. “That didn’t answer my question.”

“I will never hurt her,” Attes said. “If that is what you think.”

That was not what I was thinking.

The Primal’s stare returned to her. “I’m sorry, it’s just that she…”

“Looks like Sotoria?” Poppy finished for him. He nodded. “And you knew me?” she added.

The muscle in Attes’s temple was back to ticking. “Yeah, I did.”

I focused on the feel of Poppy’s hand on the center of my chest, right next to the ring. “And what type of relationship did you have with her?”

“Casteel,” Poppy hissed, her cheeks flaming.

“No, he has every right to ask that question.” Attes dragged a hand over his face, then dropped it. His eyes met mine. “We were friends. That was all we ever were.”

Just friends.

I didn’t believe that for a second.


CHAPTER 50
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POPPY

My gaze traveled over the golden threads Naill had painstakingly sewn into the dark-gray tunic’s shoulders and bodice, my mind not on the public address taking place in less than an hour.

Friends.

Attes and Sotoria had been friends. I honestly didn’t know how to feel about that. Not because I had no real memory of it or because Casteel clearly wasn’t thrilled about it—something I found amusing, despite knowing it shouldn’t be. That probably said something not so great about me, but Casteel truly had no reason to be worried or jealous.

I mean…come on.

I didn’t know how to feel because Attes would’ve had to know her while Kolis held her. After all, being a ruling Primal of War, he wouldn’t have been able to spend any length of time in the mortal realm. How could I still feel…fondness for him?

How could we have been friends, and he did nothing to help me?

There had to be more to it—

Wait.

“Not me.” I stared at my reflection, biting my lip. “Her.”

Something like this couldn’t be okay.

But it had to be.

The backs of my eyes burned, and I pressed my hand to my stomach. It trembled as energy stirred within me. My throat…it didn’t sting, but it did feel itchy and full of pressure. I wanted to scream. That’s what itched and built pressure.

Instead of screaming like a maniac, I drew in a deep breath and held it for several seconds like Seraphena had suggested. Then, I exhaled slowly. I had no idea if it helped, but I no longer feared screaming. Perfect timing because I felt Casteel’s return.

I turned from the mirror and walked toward the Solar. The sight of Casteel was no small miracle. It made my breath catch in my throat and pushed the darker thoughts to the edges of my mind. I came to a complete stop and took him in. I hadn’t seen him when he left to check on the preparations for the address, as Tawny and Vonetta had been busy applying paint to my lips and eyes and attempting to do something with my hair other than leaving it in a braid. It had ended with half my hair up and the rest cascading down my back.

Dressed in a fitted tunic with the same golden embroidery and black breeches, he looked every inch the god he now was.

Gods, he was stunning. And he was looking at me in the same way. The mad fluttering in my chest moved to my stomach and lower as he prowled toward me.

An image of the gold-spotted cave cat flashed in my mind as his dark-spice-and-pine scent enveloped me.

He stopped and cupped my cheek. My breath hitched again at how the aura of eather pulsed in his eyes, and the energy danced from his flesh to mine. “You look so incredibly beautiful,” he said, his tone low and thick as he lowered his head. He kissed me then, causing a slow burn to unfurl under my skin and heat to ripple through my body. His mouth moved hungrily against mine, likely undoing all Tawny and Vonetta’s hard work. “And so exquisitely powerful.”

I leaned into him, my hands settling on his sides. Hearing him call me beautiful would never get old. But the last part? Exquisitely powerful? That nearly stole every ounce of reason I possessed, leaving me aching for more than just the feel of his lips. I wanted to feel him inside me, thick and hard, stretching me. I thought of how he’d seemed to swell while inside me in the tub, remembering the bite of pain and razor-sharp pleasure. My inhale was shaky as a pulse of desire darted to my core.

A low, rough sound rumbled from him as he snaked an arm around my waist and pulled me to his chest. “My Queen,” he murmured. “Behave.”

My fingers pressed into his sides as I felt the thick, hard length of him against my belly. “How am I not behaving?”

Cas’s nose brushed mine. “I can taste how wet you are for me,” he said, nipping my lower lip. “And, sadly, we do not have time for that.”

The flush that hit my cheeks had nothing to do with shame and everything to do with red-hot lust. And…just like in the tub, a little relief. He still desired me as fiercely as he had before learning about Sotoria. And while he’d told me exactly that, showing me had a far greater impact. “Later?”

“You should already know the answer to that, my Queen.” His fingers threaded through my hair. “But in case you truly do not, rest assured, there will be a later. And when it comes, I will fuck you until the word later has been erased from your memory.”

A throbbing pulse of desire followed those words, already causing me to lose my ability to speak.

And Casteel knew it.

His laugh was low, dark, and full of smoke and shadows. “Everyone is at the Temple.” His entire tone shifted. “Including Attes.”

I pressed my lips together. “You really shouldn’t dislike him. He’s your family, and you don’t even know him.”

“I know enough.”

“You—”

“He said he was friends with Sotoria, yet he still breathes.”

All the wonderful heat vanished from my body.

“And he still breathes because he clearly didn’t intervene on Sotoria’s behalf.” His eyes searched mine. “You can’t tell me that hasn’t crossed your mind.”

Obviously, it had. I had just been thinking about it. “There has to be more to it.”

“I’m sure there is.” He tucked a stray hair behind my ear. “And I probably won’t like that either.”

“Cas,” I repeated. “Can you just try to get along with him? He is helping us—he has helped us. That is all that matters right now.”

His jaw flexed. “Would it make you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Then…I will try.”

“Promise?”

He sighed and briefly closed his eyes. “Promise.”

My head cocked. “Why did promising that sound like you just suffered a mortal wound.”

“Because it felt like I did.”

A laugh escaped me. “You’re ridiculous.”

An eyebrow rose. “Ridiculously—”

“No.” I placed my fingers over his lips. “Don’t finish that.”

Chuckling, he nipped at my fingertip. “I’ll be nicer. For you.”

“Thank you.” I smiled. “I wonder if he has spoken to Valyn. Or talked to Malik.”

“They were talking when I saw them—Valyn and Attes. Malik just showed up as I left. Hopefully, Father spoke to him last night. If not, well…”

It would be awkward.

And talk about timing. If Valyn hadn’t returned yesterday?

“You ready?” he asked.

I nodded.

Casteel straightened, dropping his hand to mine. He took the lead, seeming to know my mind wasn’t in the right place. I felt a rise of eather—

“Wait!” I shouted.

Casteel slowly turned his head toward me. “I think I just lost an eardrum.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, you didn’t.”

He arched a brow.

I kept forgetting to talk to him about the future of the kingdoms—about who should rule them. It had just resurfaced, but…was now the right time to discuss it? When everyone, including nearly the entire capital, was waiting on us? We needed more than a handful of minutes to talk about it.

Cas waited, his gaze expectant. “Did you have something to say?”

“Just that I…love you.” I gave him a big smile.

He blinked those ridiculously long lashes. “That’s why you burst my eardrum?”

“Your eardrum is fine.” I sighed.

“I don’t think you realize how loud you are,” he replied, the corners of his lips twitching. “But the temporary loss of hearing was worth it to hear those words.”

Now, my smile was as genuine as it was big.

One side of his lips curled up. “You ready now?”

I nodded.

“You sure? I don’t want to lose the other—”

“For fuck’s sake, I am going to burst your eardrum in a minute.”

Cas chuckled deeply, his golden eyes warming. “You are so incredibly…violent.”

Which was one of the many, many reasons we needed to discuss the future of the kingdoms.

Stretching up, I kissed him. “I’m ready. No more shouting.”

Cas shadowstepped us to the Sun Temple with both eardrums intact.

When the silver light faded, it took me a moment to recognize my surroundings. The last time I’d been in the Temple was as a young child, but I quickly recalled the vast cella—the Temple’s main chamber.

The day was overcast, but that didn’t dampen the radiance of the space. The gold veins in the ivory floors shimmered, and the diamonds encrusting the tall limestone pillars framing the steps leading to the pews and the alcove circling the cella captured what light there was, casting fractured beams of warmth across the wide chamber. As Casteel turned, my gaze swept over the raised dais and the golden throne, its back carved into the shape of a sun. It shimmered with an almost otherworldly light.

Had Seraphena ever sat upon that throne while the Temple was empty?

Casteel’s hand tightened around mine, and I dragged my gaze from the throne. We crossed the cella, our steps echoing through the hollow chamber. While I was curious to explore the glittering halls and sun-drenched chambers, there was no time for that.

I could hear the crowd gathering outside.

Climbing the spiral staircase to the High Chamber where the others waited, I expected the flutter of nerves to grow into those large birds of prey. But they didn’t. Nor did my heart begin pounding with anxiety. The realization caused me to stop.

Casteel, a step above me, turned. “Poppy?”

I looked up at him. “I’m not nervous. I mean, I’m a little nervous, but that’s it.”

“That’s a good thing.” He cocked his head. “Right?”

“Yeah.” And it made sense.

Cas studied me for a moment. “Is there another reason you stopped?”

I drew my lip between my teeth. “I guess I’m just surprised.”

He continued staring at me for a few seconds, and then his lips curled up in a faint smile that came close to making the dimple in his right cheek appear.

“We should probably keep moving,” he said.

Squashing the disappointment, I nodded. He squeezed my hand, which was almost as good as glimpsing the dimple. Almost. We continued up what felt like a never-ending staircase. By the time we reached the short hall, my calves were burning, which I felt was quite ridiculous, considering I was a Primal god. Stealing a quick glance at Casteel as I heard Emil, I saw that he appeared utterly unbothered by the fact that we’d just climbed a thousand steps.

Of course.

“He won’t kill me,” Emil said, his hushed voice reaching us.

“Emil,” was Vonetta’s quiet whisper.

Oh, dear.

“While I normally find your confidence attractive—”

“You find everything about me attractive,” Emil cut in.

“I also find it inflated in this situation,” Vonetta continued. “He may not kill you, but he will definitely break something. Many somethings.”

“As long as it’s not my dick—” Emil’s head snapped up as we rounded the corner. Vonetta hastily stepped back. A wide smile broke out across Emil’s face. “There you two are. We were starting to get worried.”

“Sure, you were,” Casteel replied.

Vonetta stared at the floor as if she might find the answers to life written in the limestone. I fixed my gaze on her, and she cast me a quick look, her lips pursing.

“We were,” Emil insisted. “What would we tell the crowd if our Queen and King went missing?” He stepped aside, his easy grin not fading. “Everyone is waiting for you inside.”

As we passed between them, Casteel looked at Emil. “By the way,” he said, not even trying to keep his voice down, “he is definitely going to do worse than break your dick.”

My head snapped toward Cas as Kieran stepped out at the end of the hall. “Why are we talking about breaking dicks?” His gaze moved behind us. “In front of my sister.”

“We aren’t,” I said before Casteel could open his mouth. “Only he is. And no one knows why.”

Kieran frowned.

So did Casteel. Why would I be talking about breaking dicks?

Good question. I didn’t have to look behind me to know Emil had likely gone as pale as an Ascended. And Kieran’s not going to do that to Emil.

Want to bet?

I rolled my eyes. No. Because I would win. At least, I thought I would. But based on how his smirk grew, I was beginning to think I was overconfident.

Kieran eyed his sister and Emil. “And what are you two doing out here?”

That question didn’t help.

“I was making use of the privy, if you must know,” Vonetta replied. “It’s that time of the—”

“Never mind,” Kieran interrupted. Now, he appeared as sickly as a Craven. “Forget I asked. Gods.” He held the door open. “Everyone is inside.”

As we entered the High Chamber, I glanced at Vonetta.

She sent me a quick grin.

Keeping my face blank because I could feel Kieran’s stare boring into me, I faced forward. The High Chamber consisted of two rooms, and people were scattered across both spaces. But my gaze was immediately drawn to a head full of tight, snow-white curls.

My stomach twisted sharply. I still hadn’t told Tawny what I’d done. And I’d had ample time at this point. I was being a coward. As she stepped out from behind Perry and his father, I noticed she wasn’t alone.

The only wolven who wasn’t a child and shorter than me stood beside Tawny, her golden-blond hair falling over her shoulders in loose waves.

With her flawless golden skin, wide-set winter-blue eyes, and absurdly perfect figure, Gianna Davenwell was as beautiful as the first time I’d seen her—even more so as she smiled at something Tawny said.

Casteel’s gaze followed mine as Hisa skirted Delano and Naill. So…do you think they have something going?

I don’t know, I told him. Tawny had never expressed such interests before, unlike when a male caught her eye. But I didn’t think that meant there hadn’t been any, especially considering the world we came from. Such attraction wasn’t outright forbidden in Solis among the nobility, but it hadn’t exactly been something welcomed. Tawny might not have felt comfortable discussing her attraction. Or perhaps she, like me and many of the second sons and daughters, simply hadn’t gained enough experience to know what she liked.

I wanted to ask, but I also didn’t want it to seem like a big deal. Because it wasn’t. Not to me or anyone else in this chamber.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true.

Tawny’s relationship with anyone was a big deal because of what I’d turned her into.

She turned, and a smile crossed her lips. When she smiled like that, it was impossible to think of her becoming cruel and cold.

Tawny sidled up to me, her voice low as she drawled, “Sooo, Attes?”

Looking around, I didn’t see him, even though I felt he was nearby. Maybe he was in the other room. “He just arrived last night.”

“He is quite…virile.”

“Virile?” I coughed.

Her lips were mashed together as she smiled, which was quite the expression. “Yes.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“That’s because you’re…dickmatized.” Tawny’s gaze traveled across the chamber.

“Tawny,” I whispered, swallowing a laugh as I saw Kieran frown.

“Twice over,” she added.

I started to turn.

“Meyaah Liessa,” Gianna spoke, drawing my attention as she dipped her head. She started to bow.

I shot forward, nearly running straight into Malik as Casteel let go. “That’s not necessary,” I assured her.

Gianna straightened, the center of her cheeks flushing. “Sorry,” she said softly. “It’s habit.”

“It’s okay.” I glanced behind me as Malik intercepted Casteel. I faced them, smiling. “Thank you for making sure Tawny got here in one piece.”

“No need to thank me,” Gianna replied, loosely clasping her hands in front of her lavender tunic while Tawny stared at me with raised brows. “It was an honor to do so.”

Tawny laughed. “She is lying. It was likely more of an enormous pain, considering the amount of complaining I did.”

“That’s not true.” Gianna’s perfectly bowed lips spread into a grin. “Entirely.”

I kept smiling, even though Tawny was still staring at me weirdly. “I’m still shocked that Tawny slept outside of four walls and a roof.”

Tawny snorted. “You and me both.” She turned to Gianna as she looped an arm through mine. “I’ll be right back,” she said, starting to steer me around.

“It’s good to see you,” I said to Gianna.

Surprised, Gianna blinked. “Same.”

“Poppy,” Tawny whispered as she all but dragged me past Delano’s curious gaze. “Why are you smiling like that?”

My brows knitted. “What do you mean?”

“You’re smiling with your whole face.” Tawny stopped at the entryway to the second chamber. “Like your whole face.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“Really?” Tawny sighed. “You were smiling like this.”

Then, she smiled, her mouth half-open and cheeks so wide they looked like they were full of cotton.

She looked ridiculous.

“I was not,” I hissed.

“You were,” Kieran remarked, his shoulder brushing mine as he entered the other chamber. He looked over his shoulder. “And it was kind of disturbing.”

My mouth dropped open as he joined Casteel and Malik, who spoke in low voices. I turned back toward Tawny. “Was I really?”

She nodded.

I cringed. “Even with my mouth open?”

“Maybe not the mouth part,” she said.

Thank the gods.

“But it was a huge smile.”

I sighed. “I was trying to be…friendly. You know, because I…”

“Threatened to feed her to barrats?”

I didn’t need to confirm that. “And because you two seem…friendly. Close.”

Pale brows arched, creating wrinkles in her warm-brown skin. “We do?”

Okay, perhaps both Casteel and I had misread their relationship. “Or not?”

“I’m kidding. We are friendly.” Tawny giggled, a white curl falling against her cheek as she leaned in. “And close.”

“Exactly how close?”

Tawny grinned as she straightened, brushing an imaginary piece of lint from her gold-hued gown. “Well…”

“Tawny,” I pressed when she fell silent.

She glanced up, her pale, nearly colorless eyes dancing with…joy. Life. So much, that it was a relief to see. It also hurt. “We are—”

“Penellaphe,” Valyn’s voice rang out from the other chamber. He stood in the entryway. “It’s close to time.”

Damn it.

“We’ll talk later,” Tawny said, turning to a serving table.

We would.

We had to.

But not just about Gianna.

“Here.” She all but shoved a glass of wine into my hands. “Drink this. You’ll do great.”

“Thank you.”

The trace of stale lilacs was barely noticeable as she hugged me and whispered, “Just don’t do that smiling thing again.”

“I’ll try not to,” I told her, my voice dry.

She laughed. “There are a lot of people out there, Poppy.” Her arms were slow to loosen. “If it gets to be too much, just look above them. Okay?”

“Okay,” I told her.

Giving me one last squeeze, she let go. I turned to where Valyn waited.

I joined him. “This feels familiar, doesn’t it?” he asked.

My mind flashed to Oak Ambler. “It does.”

“You will do as amazing as you did then.” He ducked as we passed under the archway. “I have complete faith in you.”

“Thank you.” I took a sip of the dry wine. “It will be easier with Casteel here.”

“Perhaps,” he said with a half-smile so similar to his sons’, his gaze finding them standing with Kieran. A sweet, almost bubbly emotion rose in him as he stopped. Noticing my stare, he laughed softly. “Sorry. I’m still not used to seeing them together. Much to my shame, I had accepted…” His voice faded, taking his smile with it.

“I understand.” I touched his arm lightly. “I’m glad what you expected didn’t come to fruition.”

“Me, too.” He exhaled heavily. “Eloana knows Malik is alive and well. I wish I could’ve seen her face when she learned the news.” A wistful smile appeared. “She would’ve cried and then got upset with herself for crying.”

Taking another sip of wine, I nodded. Despite the complicated history between his wife and me, I could sympathize. “I know the feeling.”

Resting his hand on the hilt of his sword, he looked down at me. “Eloana loves both of them with every fiber of her being. More than she loves Atlantia. She…” He angled his body toward me, his voice lowering. He appeared like he wanted to say more, and I had a feeling I knew what it was. He swallowed and looked at his sons, then returned his gaze to mine. “I spoke to Malik last night.”

“How did that go?”

“Surprisingly well,” he said. “Come to find out, he already had his suspicions.”

My brows rose at that. He did? I looked at Malik. Even though he was with Cas and Kieran, there was a distance between them that went beyond the physical. He was silent as he stood close enough to be included in whatever they discussed, but something about him felt absent. It made me think that his silence might be due to having nothing to say but also because his focus was elsewhere. On Millicent.

“Where is Attes?” I asked.

“He was here, but I think it was a bit overwhelming,” he shared. “The attention.”

Tawny’s comment immediately came to mind.

“He’s around. Where, though? I have no clue,” he added. “But I believe they are ready for you.” Valyn bowed slightly as Casteel stepped away from Kieran and his brother. “I will be right behind you all.”

I started to turn but stopped. “Valyn?”

He inclined his head.

“I try not to hold grudges,” I told him, aware that even though I spoke low, Casteel could hear. “I’m not always good at it, but I…” I let out a long breath. “I understand why Eloana lied. It’s not something I will hold against her. I don’t think her sons will either.”

Valyn nodded, his smile tight as he blinked rapidly. “That’s…” He cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

When he stepped away, I didn’t stop him.

What was that about? Casteel’s voice came through the notam.

I met his eyes. I was just telling him something he needed to hear.

He tilted his head as he took my hand, then pressed his imprint against mine as he brushed his lips across my forehead. Malik asked if we planned to bring up the Ascended.

Gods, that had entirely escaped my mind.

I told him it was something best left to the town halls so our message would be clear, and we could answer their questions.

Good call.

His lips pressed against my temple. He also shared that he and Helenea started speaking to the Ascended they believe will be open to living like the Unbound. He didn’t get a chance to mention that.

I nodded as I glanced past Casteel. Malik now stood with Kieran, his features set in cool indifference. I wondered why he wore a mask among those who knew him.

How did that go? I asked as Cas grabbed my hand and guided me forward.

So far, so good.

I felt a smidgen of relief, even though I knew the path forward with the Ascended wouldn’t be easy.

“Ready?” Kieran asked as we approached.

I nodded as Vonetta stepped in behind us and took my glass.

“Are you sure you do not want to be announced formally?” Hisa asked.

“We’re positive,” Casteel confirmed.

As Hisa stepped back, Vonetta’s bright gaze met mine. “You’ve got this.”

I took a deep breath, realizing I really didn’t need to. “I do.”
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CASTEEL

My heart beat slow and steady, mirroring Poppy’s as we neared the balcony’s open doors. Whatever previous nerves she had regarding the address seemed to have vanished, but I kept her hand wrapped firmly in mine.

“The curve of the balcony will help project the sound, as will the limestone and marble mixed with the gold.” Kieran’s gaze met mine. “So, keep that in mind if you’re about to say something you don’t want half the capital to hear.”

I huffed out a dry laugh. “Noted.”

Poppy nodded and then sent Malik a pointed look. He currently appeared as if he were attempting to disappear into the wall.

“I’ll be right behind you.” He sighed.

His obvious discomfort was as amusing as it was strange. The Malik I’d grown up with would’ve loved to bask in the attention of such a large audience.

But he wasn’t that Malik anymore.

Poppy’s small hand squeezed mine, drawing my attention forward. Hisa and my father appeared on either side of the doors, and they opened them in unison, letting in the cool breeze.

The crowd below immediately quieted, and then silence descended on those farther out.

Poppy and I stepped out beneath the overcast sky, followed by Kieran and Malik.

Poppy sucked in a sharp breath when she got an eyeful of everyone staring up at us. Her heart sped up a little but quickly calmed as she scanned the city.

With the number of mortals below, it was shocking how quiet it was, save for some scattered coughs and the cry of a babe. People crowded the courtyard, filled every street of the Garden District, and watched from open windows. There wasn’t a bare spot as far as the eye could see, and not one Primal god lurking about to stare at my wife.

I glanced down at Poppy. Our eyes met, and her lips curved up. Fuck, if my heart didn’t skip then. Resisting the urge to kiss her, I refocused. The faster we got this over with, the sooner I could taste her lips.

There was no better motivation.

We walked to the center of the balcony and the gentle curve jutting out over the courtyard. Still keeping our hands joined, I placed my other on the cool railing, feeling the smoothness of the stone and the roughness of the crushed diamonds. Poppy did the same—

A whooshing sound snapped my head to the right as Malik jerked to his left. His eyes widened as silvery-gold flames erupted from the stone torch. One by one, the others followed—igniting in a rippling line across the Sun Temple walls until the torch to Kieran’s left sparked to life, casting a silver glow on the crowd below.

“Those torches,” Malik uttered as murmurs swept through the crowd in a wave. “I’ve never seen them lit.”

I looked down at Poppy.

“That wasn’t me,” she said, her head lifting.

Following her gaze to the veil of clouds, I squinted as the faint scent of…lilacs reached me.

“Seraphena,” Poppy whispered.

A large, winged shape took form in the sky—no, not one. Three.

The draken.

They broke through the clouds. Brownish-green scales. Ash-colored ones. Purplish-black. Aurelia. Nithe. And the fucker. A pulse of unease and awe swept through the crowd as the draken’s wings stretched wide. People began to move, bumping into one another.

“It’s okay,” Poppy called out, her voice carrying over the crowd with a distinctive throb of eather. “They are not here to harm.”

“If you say so,” Kieran muttered.

Poppy shot him a murderous glare, but the people…damn if they didn’t calm.

“They’re not going to land…” Malik trailed off as Aurelia descended first, landing on a spire.

Nithe was next, coming down on the spire to our left, his long, black tail wrapping around the stone column.

A dark shadow fell upon us, and Kieran stiffened. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he muttered.

The Temple shuddered as Reaver landed on the spire directly above us, drawing Hisa and my father out.

I watched, somewhat fascinated, as he climbed his massive ass down the spire, his claws leaving grooves in the stone as his spiked tail whipped behind him in an arc. He planted a huge talon on the flatter roof at the spire’s base and stretched until his head was close enough that I could likely smell his breath if I inhaled deeply. My gaze shifted to Kieran, whose head was only a few inches from Reaver’s.

He stared straight ahead, arms crossed with an expression that said he couldn’t be any less impressed.

Reaver puffed out a breath that rolled over us.

Kieran’s nostrils flared, and eather pulsed behind his pupils.

And that damn draken made a chuffing sound a lot like a laugh.

“Behave,” Poppy warned. I had no idea if she was talking to Kieran or Reaver.

It didn’t really matter because, as we faced the crowd, I saw that whatever momentary calm had held them immobile had disappeared. They began to lower to their knees in groups of tens and then hundreds. The young and the old, bending the best they could. Even the youngest lowered as voices rose, shouting about the gods and being blessed until it seemed like the entire city had bowed.

Poppy exhaled softly. “We did not come here for you to bow before us.” She spoke with only a slight tremor to her voice. “Nor for us to stand above you as conquerors or gods. We are your—” Her words ended suddenly, her eyes widening as we felt it simultaneously.

A shift in the realm.

A presence or awareness similar to a god’s but different. Darker. Oily.

Poppy stiffened beside me as Kieran stepped forward.

What are we feeling? Kieran reached out through the bond.

I don’t know, I sent back, scanning the area below. The crowd was still kneeling, glancing at one another as the silence continued. The swell of confusion and uncertainty was hard to push out. Poppy?

Her response was immediate. Something is here. I don’t know what. It feels like a god…but not.

A gust of hot air blew against our backs as Reaver lifted his head. Like stone cracking, a low, rhythmic clicking sound reverberated from deep within his throat. The sound built, becoming a low growl of warning. Aurelia and Nithe repeated the unsettling sound as I continued to scan the people below. Unease grew from the mortals, rippling throughout the crowd. Gold armor glinted as soldiers turned to look up at us.

“Cas.” Malik’s voice was low as I felt my father step onto the balcony. “What’s going on?”

Before I could answer, a low murmur rose from one of the streets to our right, intensifying with each passing second. We turned as those filling the street flanked by stately row homes, their brick facades painted ivory and crimson, began to rise slowly at first and then with a speed that bordered on panic. The heavy thud of hooves echoed alongside the clattering of carriage wheels against the cobblestones.

Poppy pushed back from the railing as two Atlantian soldiers rode out from one of the side avenues blocked by the several-story row homes and turned onto the street ahead of us. Beneath the steel helmets, their stares were fixed straight ahead, faces devoid of emotion. My gaze snapped to the black carriage pulled by white horses—and not just any type of horse. They were sirtians. Atlantian horses.

And not a soul led those horses.

No one sat on their backs or in the driver’s seat.

“I’ve got a not-so-great feeling about this,” muttered Kieran as those below rose swiftly when the Atlantian riders bore down on them.

Neither did I as the soldiers drew to a halt. They didn’t dismount. They didn’t even move. They remained facing forward.

“I feel nothing from them,” Poppy whispered. “Absolutely nothing.”

“What the hell?” my father muttered.

I saw immediately what had garnered his response as the carriage turned onto the courtyard below, baring its side to us. You couldn’t miss it.

It was the Royal Crest of the Ascended—a circle with a slightly off-center line cutting through it—but painted in crimson instead of gold. Depicted as such, there was no mistaking what it had always represented.

Death.

The essence rising in the three of us spiked as the carriage door swung open.

A dark-red, sharp-heeled boot appeared first, the pointed heel striking the cobblestones with a crack, followed by the slow sweep of a matching gown that flowed like spilled blood from the carriage.

The deep crimson gown clung to long legs and rounded hips. My gaze lifted as tension seeped into every muscle. A lacy veil was draped from the head, the wind lifting the scalloped edges that ended just at the waist.

My heart kicked up, mirroring Poppy’s as the figure below glided toward the Temple, paying no attention to the frozen mortals. The veiled head tilted back.

“No,” Poppy whispered.

That single word was like a crack of thunder in my head as she shot toward the railing. She clasped the stone as the figure raised gloved hands, gripped the edge of the veil, and lifted.

Time seemed to slow.

Sound disappeared.

Inch by inch, what stood below was revealed. An impossibly narrow waist. Dark-auburn hair. A chest nearly exposed by the deep cut in the gown’s bodice. Lips painted red—full lips curved in a tight smile. A narrow nose pierced by a ruby. High cheekbones. A face shaped like the one standing beside me.

When the veil was lifted completely and left to stream down her back, I knew the eyes would be dark but not as black as an Ascended’s. A part of me thought I knew the moment Poppy did when she whispered that single word.

But it was impossible.

What stood below us, what stared up at us with a mocking twist of blood-red lips, had died. Had been torn apart at the Bone Temple until nothing was left.

But she was here.

And the bitch was smiling up at us.

Isbeth.


CHAPTER 51
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POPPY

A low hum filled my ears, rising like a swarm of angry bees as I stared down at her.

The Blood Queen.

My mother.

“Isbeth,” someone whispered, either Valyn or Malik. Murmurs from those inside the Sun Temple and below joined the buzzing.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

It couldn’t be real.

I had to be hallucinating—we all were. My gaze shifted to the mortals—to those who had halted. They stared at the figure draped in crimson in open wonderment while others farther back pressed closer to see what had gained such rapt attention. They saw her. The sound of bloodstone scraping against sheaths momentarily pierced the buzzing as the soldiers below drew their swords.

She didn’t react to them—not a quick glance or even a flinch. Her dark gaze remained fixed on us—on me. My heart pounded so fast that my chest actually hurt.

She was truly standing there.

Isbeth.

It couldn’t be.

I stepped back as a tremor started in my fingers. “Impossible.” The corners of my eyes filled with gold-and-silver light.

Someone said my name—perhaps Kieran or Delano. I could feel them closing in on me, but I wasn’t sure from where because the buzz was now a roar in my veins. It wasn’t just loud; it was scorching hot. “I killed her.” Heat flowed into my voice. “As in, there was nothing left of her but a stain on the Temple floor.”

“I know.”

I knew that voice. Would always recognize it, no matter what. Casteel.

“Then tell me how,” I said, heat flowing into my voice. The air charged. Stinging, icy-hot energy throbbed, and the air seemed to contract toward me, clinging to my skin. “How is she standing before us?”

“Poppy?” another voice said softly. I also recognized it. Kieran.

My skin tingled and hummed. “How?”

If he answered, I didn’t hear it. My mind was racing forward. This had to be some sort of trick. It had to be Kolis’s doing. She couldn’t be real. But some part of my mind slowed until only cold logic existed. Just enough. Before the pure rage and sweltering power drowned out everything. I knew Valyn had been correct.

In those last seconds, I had the sense to warn both Casteel and Kieran not to expose what they were. Then, the rage and power poured into every part of my being, stripping away every other sense and leaving nothing behind. Whoever I was now or in the past vanished in an instant. Instinct seized control, tearing through the tethers keeping the Primal essence in check. Whatever emerged shredded the shock holding me immobile. For the briefest second in my mind, I saw the Ancient clawing its way out of the soil as it freed itself.

I snapped forward and gripped the railing. I didn’t shadowstep. I was beyond that as eather tensed the muscles of my arms. I launched myself over the balcony.

The weight of the realm seemed to fall away as searing, crackling air reached up and seized me. The wind caught shouts of surprise and screams. I smelled burnt ozone as the air sparked and then ignited. Flames erupted and then were extinguished in the rush of air.

I landed, my knees bending, lowering me into a crouch to absorb the impossible impact. My fingertips grazed the ground, setting the grass on fire. Smoke wafted from the blades as they collapsed into ash. Darkness crept into the corners of my vision—a mass of shadows streaked with faint traces of crimson—as my head kicked back and my gaze locked with dark eyes shaped like mine. I rose slowly.

The smile on her face grew as a shadow fell over both of us. Shouts turned to screams as massive wings extended above us, slowing a draken’s descent.

Reaver landed amid the fleeing soldiers and mortals, coming down hard on his hind legs, then the front. The impact sent several people toppling to the ground, but not her.

She remained standing with that fucking smile on her face and those fucking eyes trained on me as Reaver’s neck snapped forward, his mouth stretching wide to release a roar that even I felt inside me.

She didn’t even twitch.

But she would.

My lips curved into the same smile as hers. Tendrils of churning mist spilled from me, silver spinning around gold banded by shadowy crimson. I saw nothing but her as I stalked forward.

The realm didn’t quake; it caught fire with each step, then so did the air as I rose. Wisps of mist churned, lashing out as flames seared the breaths of those foolish enough to remain close.

In the distance, I heard shouts—voices panicked but not afraid. Voices that threw out demands. Orders. Pleas.

“You,” I whispered, drawing the mist back. It spun and thickened, coiling tightly like a pit viper as I stared at her.

She tilted her head back, and the fiery eather throbbed. “Daughter.”

That voice.

Her voice.

Soft and smooth. Sultry. Wretched. Ruinous.

An icy heat ramped up inside me as the mist spun and coiled tighter, the shadows deepening and the crimson brightening as the fury built. I saw Jadis, her bones jutting in her bare skin, her eyes hollow. I heard her begging to die. I saw the spilled blood of innocents in the cavern in Oak Ambler. I heard the cries and pleas of countless families that had gone unanswered. I saw the state she had pushed Casteel to, his eyes burning like a blood-starved Ascended’s. I saw the life go out of Ian’s eyes and Duke Teerman leaning over me, his pale face flushed, and lips smeared with crimson.

Her smile continued to widen until I saw a flash of white teeth—slightly sharpened canines. “Do it,” she whispered, but it was a shrill scream in my head.

Fear drenched the air, and I took it inside me as I drew in a breath. I welcomed it. Fed on it. Used it.

Death woke inside me, cooling the fire in my veins. Ice drenched my skin as the golden power of life flickered and went out, swallowed by the achingly cold and dark essence of death. The air contracted and expanded. Flashes of lightning erupted overhead, streaking from one cloud to the next.

“Strike me down, Daughter,” she urged. “I’m sure that will help with…” She glanced around with an idle flick of a slender wrist. “Whatever you planned with this.”

Eather gathered in my chest as the coldness streaming from me snuffed out the flames spreading across the courtyard. I didn’t know what this thing was, but I refused to think of her as Isbeth. It didn’t matter. It would turn to ash.

The shouting was closer, clearer. It was a name, and I felt the presence of a Primal. Attes.

“Do it.” She drifted closer, her hips swaying. “Show them what you can do. Show them what they were not allowed to see at the Bone Temple.” Her voice carried. “Show them what the Queen of Flesh and Fire is capable of.”

My chin lowered as essence sparked from my fingertips. Mist spun, rising behind me as the shadow of twin arcs fell over her. The spinning ball of eather in my chest started to unravel—

“Penellaphe!”

Her laugh was like broken wind chimes as she lowered herself onto her knees. As she dared to bow before me. “Show them who they should fear.”

“Stop.”

The voice sent a jolt through me. I cranked my head to the left as…Valyn dipped under Reaver’s head.

“You need to calm,” he ordered, his voice low and strained. He straightened as Attes stopped on Reaver’s other side.

Calm?

Essence erupted, spilling down my arms. Lightning struck the ground an inch from Valyn. Wind roared through the avenues and whipped around the houses, catching curtains and sending them flapping through open windows.

“Maybe not tell her to calm,” Attes spoke. “In my experience, that never ends well.”

Valyn’s jaw tightened. “Penellaphe,” he tried again. “Look around you. Look.” He tentatively stepped closer, the strands of hair blowing back from his face. “Please.”

My gaze flicked away. I saw the faces of those who lingered. Pale faces.

“This is what she, or whatever the fuck this is, wants,” Valyn said.

“Excuse me?” she huffed. “As usual, my dear Valyn, you have no idea what I want.”

A sound came from my throat. A hiss. My head snapped back toward her.

“Look at them,” Valyn demanded. “See them.”

My attention shifted back to the remaining crowd. I saw faces gray with shock and fear. I felt terror, cold and stinging.

“I wouldn’t—” Attes fell silent as Valyn reached up and grabbed my foot.

My head cut down as the essence spiraled around my palms.

“Listen to me, Penellaphe,” he demanded, his gold eyes flashing. “They aren’t afraid of her right now.”

They’re not…

My gaze swung back to the people, and I tasted the bitterness of their terror as those nameless eyes were latched onto me. Young. Old. Some frozen. Others crying.

Me.

Not her.

This wasn’t what today had been about. I should be assuring them of our protection, assuaging any concerns. Not frightening them.

My gaze swept back to her, to the smirk prettied up in red. Valyn was right. She wanted this—if this was her. This is what she had always wanted.

It was all she knew.

But I knew better.

Sucking in a sharp breath, I calmed the storm of essence and rage. It wasn’t easy. All I managed to do was shove it down and bury it deep.

But I did it.

Because I wasn’t her.

I lowered myself in front of her.

Her pale neck straightened. “Daughter—”

“Don’t,” I warned, knowing that nobody out here needed to hear whatever came out of her mouth next. I took one step forward.

Clasping her hands, she tilted her head to the side in acknowledgment. “I’ve only come to speak with you. Not to make war, my Queen.”

I choked on a laugh, and my chest felt like it burned. “Don’t say another word.”

Her head lowered demurely. Something the woman I knew could not even begin to possess.

“And get the fuck up,” I spat.

Casteel’s presence brushed against my thoughts as she made something as simple as standing an art form. You need to get her out of the public eye. I’ve cleared the Temple.

My fingers spasmed as I dragged in a breath, then immediately regretted it as I stiffened. Roses. I smelled roses. You want me to bring her into Seraphena’s Temple?

We really don’t have a choice.

I stared at her bowed head, knowing he was right. But I couldn’t move. My heart thumped against my ribs as fury at the monster before me and disbelief that she was here coiled tight around blade-sharp sorrow. Because this could be my mother. It all swirled into a knot I wasn’t sure I could untangle. Cas?

My Queen?

My chest twisted sharply. It can’t be her. I killed her.

I know.

It was hard to breathe. But…she smells like roses.

It doesn’t matter, Poppy. Whatever that thing is, one truth remains. She’s nothing to you. His response was immediate. And I know you won’t allow her to think, for even a second, that she has affected you. Get her inside, and we’ll figure it out. I know you can do it.

My hand fisted, and I inhaled through my nose. He was right. I was too strong to show this thing any bit of me. “You will start walking toward the front doors of the Sun Temple. You will not speak or look at anyone. Do you understand?”

Chin still lowered, she nodded. “Yes.” Thick lashes swept up, and her dark eyes met mine. “My Queen.”

Stepping aside, I extended my arm. She dutifully started forward, head down and hands clasped. No sway to her hips. I hadn’t been sure she knew how to walk in a way that wasn’t like she was engaging in some illicit activity. Either this wasn’t her or… Or she was doing what she had done for centuries. Acting. The beleaguered mistress. The broken lover. The benevolent Queen. The loving caregiver. All acts.

Aware that Valyn and Attes trailed behind me, I followed her. I didn’t look at the crowd. I couldn’t get distracted by what I knew I would see on their faces—confirmation of how poorly I had handled myself.

Heavy clouds gathered overhead filling the air with the scent of rain. Their shadows seemed to follow us as we climbed the wide steps. As we passed under the colonnade, the doors swung open.

She stopped before me. “Penellaphe?”

“What did I say?” I halted behind her.

“I know what you said. I listened,” she replied, looking over her shoulder at me. “Now, it’s your turn to listen.”

Essence rose, pressing against my flesh as I stopped myself from picturing my hands around her throat.

“If I don’t walk back out of here,” she said softly, “this city will be a tomb by the time the sun sets.”

A chill swept down my spine.

She strolled forward, and I warned myself not to react. The moment she stepped inside, a soft whoosh echoed around us, and the torches along the exterior wall and framing the doors flickered and went out.

It was almost as if Seraphena was displaying her displeasure. I winced, mouthing, “Sorry.”

Then I said out loud, “Valyn?”

“Yes, my Queen?”

“Make sure the people are safely returned to their homes.”

He hesitated for a moment. I knew he wanted to follow us, but I would not allow him to be around whatever this thing was.

His armor creaked softly as he gave me a rigid bow. “Yes, my Queen.”

Exhaling slowly, I entered behind her as Attes followed. My gaze swept past the pillars and across the darkened cella to Casteel. He stood on the dais in front of the throne, arms crossed over his chest and impossibly still. He wasn’t alone. At his side was a fawn-colored wolven.

Kieran.

He stood impossibly still, head lowered, and bright-blue eyes fixed on her.

The doors shut behind us.

And just like that, the thing before me dropped its act.

Her tinkling laugh echoed through the cella. “There you are. Both of you.” She proceeded forward, her hips swaying. “I was starting to get worried.”

Casteel’s lips curved up at the corner. Unfolding his arms, he hopped down from the dais. Kieran followed, his claws scraping off the stone. “I’m sure you were.” His steps were slow, measured. “I would like to know what you did to the soldiers to allow you entry.”

“Versus cutting off my head?” she mused. “I can be very convincing. As you should know, Casteel.”

Kieran’s lip lifted as he growled.

She tsked softly. “Now, now. We will have none of that, will we, Penellaphe?”

Casteel’s gaze lifted to mine.

“She says if she doesn’t walk back out of here alive, the city will be a tomb by night,” I told them.

He showed little reaction to that. “Pretty sure you’re dead.”

She glanced around as she trailed slender fingers over the pillar’s golden veins. “Are you?”

“Yes,” I answered.

The hem of her gown glided over the floor as she turned. “If I am dead, then what am I, as I stand here before you?”

“An annoyance?” I suggested as Kieran crept forward, no longer making a sound as the powerful muscles in his back rolled under his fur.

“That’s not very nice, Penellaphe.” Something flashed in her eyes. “I raised you better than that.”

“You didn’t—” I stopped myself, my chin lifting. This wasn’t her. It couldn’t be. She had to be something else. Another god? One like a changeling? But the vadentia was silent. “What are you?”

“Do you think you and the true Primal of Life are the only ones who can restore life?” she questioned. “He, the true King, resurrected me.”

“From what?” I demanded. “You were nothing more than ash by the time I was done with you.”

“And we rise from ash, don’t we?”

Casteel’s eyes narrowed as eather briefly pulsed in his eyes. Luckily, she was focused on me—well, who was behind me. I stepped sideways so I could still keep an eye on her.

“You…” Her dark gaze moved slowly over Attes. “You, I have not seen before.” Her lips tipped up as she extended a slender arm, her other hand trailing down the swell of a breast.

My eyes rolled so far back that they nearly fell out of my head.

“It is an honor to meet you,” she said.

Attes arched a brow, keeping his hands to himself. “Can’t say the same.”

She eyed him for a moment and then let out another peal of laughter. She lowered her hand. “You are why I’m here.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of white in the hall at the end of the alcove.

I reached out through the notam, finding the springy, fresh imprint. Stay unseen, Delano. I don’t know what she is or if it is her.

“Is that so?” Attes replied as Casteel held out his hand, motioning for Kieran to stay back.

She doesn’t smell right, Delano said.

To me, she smelled like Isbeth: roses. But wolven had a much more heightened sense of smell. What does she smell like?

Rot, he said.

I stiffened.

“The true King is not pleased by your presence,” she said.

“The one you call the true King is nothing but an impostor,” Attes stated. “One who knows I don’t give two fucks what pleases him.”

“But he cares about what pleases you.” She paused as her gown dragged over the step. “Attes.”

Tension bracketed the corners of his mouth. It was the only sign that what she’d said had sparked something in him.

“And you should know better than anyone not to interfere,” she continued. “But here you are again.”

“And here you are, on Kolis’s behalf,” Attes countered. “Was he too cowardly to come himself?”

“He’s quite busy.” Her head tipped, sending thick waves sliding over her shoulder. “But you know what would’ve happened if he had come. After all, he made you a promise he has yet to fulfill.” She drifted along the edge of the threshold, letting her gown fall over the steps. The scent of roses turned my stomach. “And he will.”

Attes’s lips thinned and eather streaked across his silver eyes.

I had no idea what they were talking about as I glanced at Casteel. He watched them with a frown.

“But your presence has, let’s say, escalated things.” Her gaze slid sideways to me. “There’s no need to march your armies north to Pensdurth, my dear.”

My spine went rigid.

“Someone’s been talking,” Casteel murmured, slowly climbing the steps.

Raising a brow, she gave Casteel a once-over. It struck me then that she seemed to have no reaction to the eather in him. Would a demis normally feel that? No, the vadentia answered. Demises were not true gods. Their ability to sense the essence was little better than a mortal’s. So, if she wasn’t a demis, if she wasn’t Isbeth, then what was she? Because she didn’t feel like a god.

“Who?” Casteel demanded softly.

“The same as always.”

My mind immediately went to our failed plans regarding Oak Ambler. Isbeth had known we were coming. She had prepared for it. It could’ve been because she’d simply thought ahead or because someone had told her. However, not many knew about our plans, and those who did never would’ve risked their King or Atlantia.

Casteel’s smile was easy, but I felt the tension gathering in his muscles. “That’s not an answer.”

“No, it’s not.” Her gaze returned to mine. “Kolis wants to speak with you.”

“Kolis can go fuck himself,” Casteel replied.

Her laugh was low and throaty. “And he would love if your husband and”—she glanced at Kieran and winked—“your dear friend would join you.”

A fine shiver erupted along the nape of my neck.

“And you.” She nodded toward Attes. “He would really love for you to join Penellaphe for a chat.”

The shiver spread down my back as her gaze returned to mine.

“You have until noon tomorrow.”

“Or?” I asked.

“Or this city will be owned by the dead,” she said with a beautiful, red-lipped smile. “And that is no idle threat.”

“He’s not that powerful.” I stepped toward her. “Not after being entombed for so long and only just awakening.”

“Penellaphe,” she chided. The muscles beneath Kieran’s fur rippled. “He’s been well taken care of for centuries. He’s only been recently freed. There is a big difference between the two.”

My body flashed cold, and my gaze darted to Casteel. That was not what we’d understood. “Why would we believe that?”

“You don’t have to.” Clasping her hands, she took a step back. “Fail to arrive by noon, and you will find out whether I speak the truth.”

“You and he must think we’re fools,” Casteel snarled. “If you believe we will come to chat.”

“I never believed you to be a fool.” Her head tipped. “Reckless? Stubborn? Yes. Never a fool.” Those thick lashes swept down, then up as she turned her gaze to me. “You will come to Seacliffe Manor.”

My fingers curled against my palms. “Why do you think that?”

“Because the Chosen will not let a city full of innocents perish.”

Casteel made to step forward, but Kieran blocked him.

“A Fate will be there,” she added. “To make sure the conversation remains…appropriate. He”—she nodded at Attes—“can confirm that is how things are done.”

I glanced at him. He said nothing.

“Now, I will see myself out. Your soldiers can escort me to the Rise, and I will be allowed to leave.” She turned with a swish of her gown. “If not, there will be no need to wait until noon to see exactly how strong the true King is.”

“Why would he care what happens to you?” I asked.

She sent a smile over her shoulder in answer. Passing Attes, she looked him over once more. The throaty, sensual sound that came from her was so Isbeth it took everything in me not to rush after her, grab her head, and put it through the door.

The moment she was gone, Delano burst from the hall, running along the alcove. He leaped over several rows of pews and landed behind Kieran. He brushed past the larger wolven to come stand beside me.

I knew we needed to discuss Kolis and his demands as I watched Kieran prowl toward the staircase we’d taken earlier. My focus should be on that, but…

But I couldn’t.

Because every part of my being knew what Kolis’s request was and what he planned despite the claim of a Fate being present. I knew the moment they were mentioned. It wasn’t the vadentia telling me anything. It was a different kind of instinct.

So, for right now, I focused on something a little less horrific. Isbeth.

“Malik,” Casteel called flatly. “You can come out now.”

It should have concerned me that I hadn’t been aware of Malik’s presence. Blinking, I turned to the sound of footsteps. Malik appeared from the same hall Delano had been in.

Sorry, Delano leaned into my legs. He wouldn’t leave.

Malik looked unsettled as he stepped out from between two pillars, his features drawn. Gods, he did look like Attes.

“I’m just going to say what everyone is thinking,” Malik stated.

“That neither you nor Delano can follow a simple request?” Casteel crossed his arms.

“Other than that.” He walked between two pews. “That thing that was just in here? It really seemed like her.”

I sucked in a breath.

Casteel’s head whipped toward me. The eather was once more humming in my ears. It couldn’t be her.

“What if it truly was Isbeth? It did look like her.” My gaze returned to the door. “Sounded like her. Smelled like her.”

“What did Lady Hawley say?” Malik looked between Casteel and me.

“‘No one truly dies now,’” I bit out. A faint tremor went through the nearby walls, rattling the sconces. “She couldn’t have been serious.”

“Unless Kolis did bring her back,” Casteel said, a muscle flexing along his jaw. “Can he do that? Restore someone reduced to dust?”

“He is the true Primal of Death.” Attes walked forward. “As long as the soul remains intact, it is possible.”

“How, though?” Kieran asked as he came down the steps, feet bare but wearing his dark leather pants and carrying his tunic. He must’ve undressed before shifting. “Doesn’t Nyktos still rule the Shadowlands?”

Attes answered, but my thoughts were rushing too furiously from one thing to the next for me to listen. All I could focus on was the possibility that it had been her. That she was still alive. That after everything, she wasn’t spending an eternity in the Abyss, paying for her sins.

Where was the fairness—the fucking balance—in that?

Another tremor ran through the walls. Attes sent me a look.

“Seraphena said Kolis freed those in the Abyss,” Kieran mentioned.

The floor beneath my feet shifted slightly, causing Delano to lift a front paw.

“She mentioned creatures. Not people,” Casteel said, his attention on me. “And wouldn’t she have known if Isbeth was freed?”

One would think so, but… Seraphena had also just awakened, and they had their hands full.

It wasn’t impossible.

And there was only one way to find out.

I summoned the essence. The air crackled and hissed softly.

“Poppy!” Kieran lurched toward me.

Casteel was faster, firmly wrapping a hand around my arm. My gaze shot to his.

What are you doing? he said through the notam.

The essence pulsed hotly, pressing against my skin as the hissing grew. Silver flashed in the room, the scent of burnt air filling the cella.

I need to see if it was her, I told him. If it was, I will kill her after I kill Kolis. Again.

His grip tightened as he stepped into me and clasped my cheek. “You need to calm.”

“I am calm.”

His head tilted slightly, brows rising.

“I’m not going to Pensdurth,” I told him. “I’m going to Iliseeum.”


CHAPTER 52
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POPPY

Kieran’s brows slashed together and then smoothed out. “Nyktos.”

“Nyktos has to know if her soul is still in the Abyss.” I spun toward Attes. “Right?”

HeAttes nodded.

I twisted back. “We can shadowstep there.”

Kieran tensed.

“It’s just stepping through—”

“We are not having this conversation again,” Kieran said.

I sighed and refocused on Casteel. “We don’t have much time and need to discuss this stuff with Kolis. But—”

“You’re right,” Attes interrupted. “We don’t have much time, and I’m not sure what we do have should be spent on this.”

“It’s a good thing no one asked your opinion,” Casteel replied as he smoothed a thumb over my cheek. Lowering his head, he brushed his lips over my forehead. “Let’s do it.”

The line of my mouth relaxed as Attes muttered something behind me. He understood, and the relief was instantaneous. It almost—almost—loosened the knot of dread in my stomach.

“You think you can do it?” Kieran asked. “Shadowstep into Iliseeum?”

I lifted a shoulder. “If I can shadowstep to the Continents, I don’t see why not.”

“The Continents?” Attes asked.

“I’ll have to tell you about that later.”

“I’ll remain here with these two since I assume you’re,” Kieran told Attes, “going with them.”

“Why the fuck not?” Attes sighed.

“I’m sure that’s the only reason,” I said to Kieran.

He tipped his head, his stare turning flat.

Fighting a grin, I stepped back, a little surprised I could still smile. “You ready to do this?”

Cas nodded.

I turned from them, calling upon the essence to open the realms as I held an image of Nyktos in my mind. The air charged with energy as an irregular circle of eather appeared, crackling and spitting as it doubled in size. The silver light pulsed and then contracted.

A frown tugged at my brows. I summoned the essence once more. The same thing happened, this time taking on more of an oval shape, only about a foot wide and narrowed at the top and bottom.

“I don’t think it’s working,” Kieran noted.

“I don’t understand,” I muttered, pushing harder with my will.

The tear lengthened to about my height, and I felt Delano’s wagging tail smack my leg. “Finally—”

I heard a sharp pop, and light burst outward in a shimmery wave of silver eather toward the throne and the Temple doors.

The tear still didn’t open.

“Is it supposed to do this?” Malik asked.

“No.” I placed my hands on my hips. “What the…?”

“Let me try it.” Casteel stepped forward, his chin lowered as Attes crossed his arms.

I felt the essence rise in him and the push of his will. The tear in front of me widened another few inches. If he managed to open it…

Silver light pulsed as the center of the opening flared. The scent of…sandalwood drifted out.

“Are you kidding me?” I muttered, eyes narrowing on his smug smile.

He winked. “Looks like I’m more special—”

“Uh, guys?” Malik said, stepping back as he bent and grabbed a fistful of Delano’s fur. “I don’t think it’s opening.”

The sudden awareness of power—old, unfathomable power—bore down on us, snapping our heads back to the tear.

“I think something is coming through,” Kieran finished, his hand going to where his short sword would’ve usually been strapped to him as Malik continued pulling Delano back.

Casteel threw his arm out in front of me as the opening pulsed and—

Delano yelped as a head popped out.

An actual head with golden-brown hair—and, yes, shoulders—popped out of the tear.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Attes muttered.

The head lifted, and I immediately recognized the high, angular cheekbones, the eyes with the distinctively feline upward tilt at the corners, and the burnt-sienna markings along the sides of his face.

“Thorne?” I gasped.

Eyes that were a kaleidoscope of blue, green, and brown met mine as the silver light of the tear sparked and flickered. “Hello, Penellaphe.”

“Hi.” I drew out the word as tension poured into Casteel. “Uh…” I shook my head, feeling as if I should introduce him for some reason. “This is Casteel. And—”

“And Kieran,” Thorne finished. The lines of Kieran’s features tightened. “The one who has the wolven in a headlock—”

Wait. What? I looked back, and…yep, Malik had a growling Delano in a headlock.

“Is Malik. And the very unfriendly, fluffy ball of fur is Delano,” he continued. My brows shot up. “And you.” He turned narrowed eyes on the Primal. “I’m going to pretend I don’t see your ass here.”

Attes folded his arms. “Fine by me.”

Thorne’s head straightened. “So, I know everyone.”

“Of course, you do.” I swallowed, unsettled by his presence and the fact that he appeared as if he were only a head and shoulders. I quickly glanced at Cas and Kieran. “This is one of the Fates I was telling you about.” I shifted my weight. “What…are you doing, Thorne?”

“I think I should be asking you that.”

“I…was trying to open the realm.”

“I know.” Thorne’s gaze moved over Kieran and then to Casteel.

“Okay?” I said.

“You can’t.”

“Why not?”

Strands of eather whipped through the churning colors in his eyes as his gaze remained locked on Casteel. “Because.”

My patience thinned. “You going to add to that?”

“No.”

I took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. “And why not?”

The corners of Thorne’s lips twitched. “Because.”

“Oh, my gods.” I pressed two fingers to the center of my forehead as Kieran’s narrowed gaze darted between Casteel and Thorne. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. We need to talk to Nyktos.”

“I know.”

I stepped forward. “And? Is there a reason you’re preventing it?”

“Yes.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I snapped, and Casteel’s hand caught the back of my tunic, stopping me from moving any closer. “Is there something wrong with you right now?”

Attes huffed out a laugh.

“There is always something wrong with me. I can be…dysfunctional.” The glow of eather danced across his…angular cheeks. “But right now, it’s the fact that two Deminyen Primals are attempting to enter Iliseeum. That can’t happen.”

“Why not?” I demanded. “I was there before.”

“You were brought by a Fate,” he replied, the other side of his lips tipping up. “You were invited.”

“Do I have to be invited?”

“Not really.”

“Oh, my gods!” My hands fisted as Casteel jerked me back farther. “I need—”

“Do you need to be conscious and in one piece?” Thorne questioned.

“What kind of fucking question is that?” Casteel asked, his voice low and dark.

“A valid one.” A slight grin appeared on Thorne’s lips. “Because if I hadn’t stepped in, both of you would’ve been hit with the power of the wards put in place by the Arae. And that would’ve…stung.”

My heart turned over heavily as I cast a wary glance at Kieran. “Why are there…?” What had the thing that could be Isbeth said? That Kolis was busy. “You’re keeping Kolis out.”

“Right now, Iliseeum is a one-way realm. You can leave, but to enter, you must either be the Queen or born in Iliseeum. Which means, only he”—he jerked his chin toward Attes—“who I do not see, can return.”

“Is there a reason?” Kieran asked. “Did Kolis do something else?”

“He’s always doing something.” A moment passed. “He’s trying to…pay a visit that no one wants. If we drop the wards, he’ll get in, and that would be bad.”

“Okay.” I exhaled, my mind racing. “Then can you talk to Nyktos—?”

“No.”

“Why not?” I bit out.

“Because….it would be considered interference.”

My mouth dropped open.

Attes tipped his head back and sighed. “I fucking hate them.”

“How,” I began, “is raising a ward to protect Iliseeum against Kolis not considered interference?”

“That is a good question.” His head tilted slightly, and the mark along his jaw pulsed. “Except the ward wasn’t put up to protect Iliseeum.”

Kieran’s frown deepened. “Then why?”

The realization hit me like a spark against tinder, igniting a fiery rage. “It was raised to protect your asses.”

“Correct.”

“Unbelievable,” I snarled as Casteel jerked me back again. “Actually, it’s completely believable. Was it Lirian’s dumbass idea?”

Thorne chuckled, the sound eerily familiar.

I took that as a yes. “So, I guess that also means you can’t tell me if Isbeth’s soul is in the Abyss?”

“You guess correctly.”

My nostrils flared. “Do you have any idea how utterly, unrepentantly irritating you are?”

“I do.”

“At least you’re self-aware.” I supposed I could add that attribute to cowardly and selfish.

“Mostly,” he replied. “By the way, the wards aren’t just because of how cowardly and selfish we are. The Queen is also in trouble.”

My breath stalled. I wasn’t sure I believed they couldn’t read minds. “What?”

“She did something she was not supposed to do.”

I stared at him for what felt like a small eternity. “And that was…”

“Shh,” he said, and my brows flew up. “Never mind, thought I heard Lirian’s…dumb ass.”

I pushed the eather down “Did you harm her?”

“I did nothing,” he replied. “And, no, she was not harmed. She’s simply in a…time-out.”

“A time-out?” Attes repeated under his breath and then laughed. “Bet that went over well.”

“Oh, definitely didn’t almost have to put Nyktos down.”

I blinked. “What could she possibly have done?” I demanded.

“If you want to know, you’ll have to ask her.”

“How the fuck”—my scream echoed off the gold walls—“am I supposed to do that when I can’t enter Iliseeum?”

“That is a really good question,” Thorne said.

I inhaled sharply. I had to turn away before I tried to grab Thorne and do something I’d likely regret. This was unbelievable—all of it. No answer to what I needed to know and proof of how cowardly and selfish the Arae were. Not to mention the fact that Seraphena was in trouble for something.

“Don’t be angry with me,” Thorne advised. “I don’t make the rules.”

I threw up my arms. “Actually, you do!”

“Oh, yeah. I do.” A pause. “Kind of.”

No amount of deep breathing could calm me. “Do you have a reason for still being here?”

“And do you like what you see?” Casteel asked.

What the?

I whipped back around, my body tensing as shadows appeared along Casteel’s face, almost in the same pattern and area as the markings on Thorne’s.

The Fate’s smile spread. It was a stunning—and really creepy—smile. He’d also been staring at Casteel the entire time. “I’d better.”

What kind of answer was that?

“Is there a fucking reason you’ve been staring at me?” Casteel demanded. “Without blinking? Once?”

Thorne hadn’t blinked.

“Yeah,” Thorne answered, then finally blinked and looked away from Casteel. “Can I call you Poppy yet?”

“No,” I growled. “Absolutely not.”

His smile fell. “Maybe next time.”

“There will never be a next time.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Penellaphe.”

I barely stopped myself from arguing, considering he was a Fate. “You can leave now.”

“Rude,” he replied with a deep…smoky laugh. “Don’t think you can break through the ward.” His humor vanished. “You will not be able to. You will hurt yourself.”

Glaring at him, I crossed my arms.

Thorne’s gaze flicked back to Casteel and then over to Attes. “You’d better keep quiet.”

Attes rolled his eyes.

Thorne’s smile kicked up a notch when his attention returned to me. “Until next time.”

“I hope there isn’t—”

Thorne disappeared, and the tear closed behind him, leaving only the faint smell of burnt ozone.

Malik let go of Delano. The wolven spun and snapped at him. Malik narrowed his eyes. “Next time, I’ll let you get obliterated by a Fate.”

Delano huffed and then bounded over to me. I reached down to pet him.

“So,” Kieran said, turning to us. “That’s a Fate?”

“Unfortunately,” Attes said. “And they are all varying degrees of that.”

My head cut toward him. “Do you know how many there are? I’ve met that jackass, Holland, and Lirian.”

“There’s also Aydun,” Casteel said.

“I know of two more.” Attes frowned. “Why?”

I let out an aggravated breath. “I need to know how many can die before the realms unravel.”

“Fucking gods,” muttered Malik as Attes slowly turned to me.

“Well, let’s hope,” Casteel stated, his voice threaded with disdain as shadowy essence flashed in his eyes, “that the realms can afford to lose two.”
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“Someone has betrayed us,” Casteel announced to the packed Solar, his fingers idly spinning a bloodstone blade. “And it has to be someone in the chamber while we discussed our plans regarding Pensdurth.”

We’d returned to the Solar shortly after the incident with Thorne. The Shadow Council had been summoned, with the edition of Valyn, Hisa, and Attes. We were missing Perry since he was with his father and the unofficial members—Tawny and Reaver. Casteel’s father and the Commander of the Crown’s Guard were the only two Casteel, Kieran, and I agreed could be trusted beyond doubt.

“Are we positive the thing masquerading as Isbeth was telling the truth?” Valyn questioned from where he sat across from Casteel on the other side of Kieran. “It could’ve just been an educated guess.”

“It could’ve been,” Kieran replied, shifting in his chair. “But add that to how Isbeth—the one we know was truly her—knew about our plans regarding Oak Ambler, and it lessens the odds that she made two educated guesses.”

Casteel’s attention shifted to his brother. “Were you aware of anyone who could’ve been working with the Blood Crown?”

Malik shook his head. “If someone told Isbeth about your plans to arrive in Oak Ambler earlier than expected, she never let on.” His half-closed hand rapped silently off the table. “I know I’ve said this already, but she wasn’t forthcoming with her plans—whether she didn’t fully trust me or because she simply chose not to. The only one she held counsel with was Callum.”

I exhaled slowly at the mention of the Revenant. My…brother. No. That didn’t sound or feel right.

Several tight braids fell against Vonetta’s cheek as she leaned forward. “I can think of three who could be the rat.” Her winter-blue eyes met mine. “And I bet you can think of the same.”

“Murin, Gayla, and Aylard,” I stated.

“It’s got to be one of them,” she said, glancing around the table. Emil and Naill nodded. “Possibly more than one.”

Valyn swore as he exchanged a look with Hisa. “I know the three you’ve named have been…difficult to deal with.”

“Difficult?” huffed Vonetta.

“But for them to not only be working with the Blood Crown but also with Kolis?” he said, dragging two fingers over his brow. “That’s the kind of treason that goes beyond politics.”

“I think we can safely assume the Blood Crown and Kolis are one and the same at this point. But Alastir was also conspiring with the Blood Crown,” Casteel reminded him as he leaned forward and picked up the water carafe. “He did so because he believed it was in Atlantia’s best interests.” He topped off my glass, then sat back, once more spinning the dagger with effortless precision. “It’s possible this person believes the same.”

“Alastir belonged to the Unseen—not that I’m excusing his actions by stating that.” Valyn lowered his hand. “Only pointing out that there was significant history there.”

“Who’s to say there hasn’t been history with this person?” Kieran countered. “We don’t know how long they’ve been feeding information to the Blood Crown.”

“It’s hard to think of any of them being responsible. Even Aylard,” Hisa said, speaking for the first time since the meeting had been called. “But I swear to you.” Her steely gaze met mine and then Casteel’s. “I will find out who it is.”

“I’d love to assist,” Vonetta offered.

Hisa nodded.

Flashing a tight smile that promised violence, Vonetta leaned back and let her elbows rest on the arms of her chair. On her other side, Emil looked at her with a curve of the lips that said something entirely different.

Likely feeling my stare, Emil’s gaze shifted to me. I raised a brow. He immediately faced forward. Across from him, Naill smirked.

“Finding the traitor in your midst is important,” Attes spoke. He was another who had been quiet until now. “But there is a more pressing issue.”

My chest tightened as I reached for the glass. “He’s right. Kolis has demanded my presence.” I took a drink. “I’m to appear before him by noon tomorrow, or he will attack Carsodonia.”

The table went tomb-silent.

Naill was the first to break it. “With what army? We outnumber any forces he could’ve gathered.”

“He has over two hundred gods,” I reminded him.

“And we have three of…whatever you all are,” Emil countered, his golden eyes flashing angrily. “And a Primal of War. Fuck those two hundred cunt gods.”

My brows shot up.

“Kolis wouldn’t need an army or two hundred cunt gods,” Attes interjected. “If that Isbeth—or whoever she was—spoke the truth.”

“What truth?” Vonetta demanded.

“That Kolis isn’t as weak as we previously believed,” I stated. “That he was being fed for hundreds of years.”

“Fed from…” Vonetta trailed off, tension bracketing her mouth.

I knew she was thinking about the pit beneath the Temple in Oak Ambler: the bones, many of which were small. The dried blood. Hundreds of years’ worth of Rites, and who knew how many innocent mortals who simply disappeared…

“Kolis could’ve been in a stasis instead of withering away,” Attes continued. “He would be at full power or damn near close.”

“If that’s the case, why wouldn’t he have attacked by now?” Malik demanded, having moved out of his typical slouched position to sit forward.

“That’s not Kolis’s style,” Attes answered, and my gaze dropped to his hand. His finger—the thumb—tapped off his glass, and I knew if Casteel didn’t have the dagger in his, he’d likely be doing the same thing. “He’s all about the show. Even to his detriment.”

“What could he possibly hope to gain by meeting with you?” Vonetta asked. “He has to know we won’t negotiate for peace.”

“That’s not what he wants,” I said quickly. “He wants to become the Primal of Life and Death.” Aware of three sets of eyes on me, I cleared my throat. I wasn’t being entirely truthful. And Kolis could still very well want to become that for all I knew. No one else needed to know about…Sotoria. At least, not like this. We didn’t have time for the questions that revelation would spawn, and I couldn’t afford to delve into any of that right now.

My gaze flicked up from my glass to meet Delano’s. He sat silently on Emil’s other side. The look in his eyes… I wondered if he knew—if he’d overheard something.

“So,” Naill drawled. “It sounds like a trap.”

“I would normally agree with that statement.” Attes looked up through several locks of sandy-brown hair. “However, he’s requested that a Fate be present.”

“What the…a Fate?” Emil exclaimed.

“It’s a common practice—or it was during my time—whenever a meeting between two or more Primals was held, and there was a concern that things could go sideways or agreements not be honored,” Attes explained. “The one requesting the meeting would summon a Fate to oversee it. Normally, the Fate would be the one to deliver the message to the other Primal.”

Casteel’s gaze flicked to the Primal as the dagger danced between his fingers. “Normally? Then it would be considered abnormal for a Fate to not be the one to deliver the summons?”

“Abnormal, yes, but not unheard of.” Attes glanced at Casteel, his gaze dropping to the dagger. “It all depends on the Fate.”

“And how lazy they are?” I suggested.

Valyn coughed on his drink, his eyes widening on me. Hisa and Naill were looking at me the same way.

“Exactly,” Attes confirmed with a faint smile.

They turned astonished eyes on him.

“If you’d met one and were in their presence for two seconds, you would understand,” I said.

“I can agree with that,” Delano murmured. “They are not as…expected.”

Vonetta jerked forward, her braids swinging as she turned her head to Delano. “You met a Fate?”

“A little bit ago.” Delano’s gaze bounced between us. “I’ll have to tell you later.”

“I don’t understand,” Malik stated. “If Kolis wants to become the Primal of Life and Death, I assume that requires…” His gaze shot to Casteel as the dagger stilled in his hand. “Things to go sideways. At least for Penellaphe,” he added.

“Poppy,” I corrected.

“So, does Kolis think he can…do what? Convince you to go along with that?”

“I have no idea what Kolis thinks,” I replied. And, gods, that was the truth.

Malik stared at me and then looked at his brother. “I don’t like this.”

Casteel didn’t respond, likely because it was unnecessary. None of us liked this.

“Again, Kolis likes to put on a show that builds anxiety and fear,” Attes said. “This wouldn’t be the first time he’s done something like this while asking for something he knows will be refused.”

“He sounds…lovely to deal with,” Vonetta muttered.

“You said the Fate is there in case things go sideways,” Kieran broke in. “What exactly does that mean?”

“It normally means no one can be harmed or worse,” Attes answered.

“Normally?” Casteel repeated, his gaze fixed on the blade as it twirled over his knuckles.

Attes sighed. “Yes, normally. I don’t know how the rules apply in this situation.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, loosely clasping my fingers.

Attes’s gaze briefly met mine. “You are not a Primal of a Court, and I do not know if that changes things.”

Kieran’s gaze slid to mine as his mark brushed against my thoughts. I assume your vadentia is silent?

Unfortunately, I sent back. If it did change the rules, then whatever shield the Fate provided would be irrelevant.

But then, why would he summon one? What would be the point?

Gods, I hoped it was Lirian.

“Poppy wasn’t the only one summoned,” Casteel stated. “Kieran’s presence and mine were also requested.”

Valyn stilled. “All three of you—the King, the Queen, and the Advisor to the Crown?”

“Actually,” Attes began, “that is not what was said.”

The blade ceased spinning, and Casteel’s gaze shot to Attes. “I was there.”

“Then you know what was said. Penellaphe was requested.”

“Poppy,” I corrected, this time with a sigh.

“And?” Kieran stated.

“And your presence and his was tacked on,” Attes said. “The words were that he’d love it if you joined her. That is not a direct invitation.”

“Not to sound repetitive, but…” Casteel paused. “And?”

“It means none of the rules the Fate’s presence should guarantee applies to you or him,” Attes shared. “As you two were not summoned. She was.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

“And?” Casteel repeated with a tight-lipped smile.

“Is that the only word you can speak now?” Attes snapped.

“I have a whole vocabulary of words I could be using, but they’d be wasted,” Casteel replied. “Whether or not these protections—ones you’re not even sure will extend to Poppy—cover us doesn’t matter.”

“We’re going,” Kieran finished.

Tension crept into every muscle as my fingers twisted together. None of the protections… Gods, was that not confirmation of what I’d known the moment Kolis said he’d love for them to attend?

“Casteel,” his father started.

“I don’t want to hear it.” Casteel started flipping the blade again.

“I know you don’t.” His father wasn’t swayed. My eyes met Attes’s. “But in no situation should the three highest-ranking members be present for such a meeting.”

“The three of us were present for the battle at the Bone Temple,” Casteel pointed out.

“That’s different,” Valyn said, his voice steady.

“Is it?” Kieran asked. “Because it makes no sense.”

A muscle ticked in Valyn’s temple.

“Besides.” Casteel shifted, slouching slightly. “The kingdom would not be without guidance. Vonetta is here.”

Vonetta’s stare darted between the three of us. She looked like she was about to speak but thought twice about it.

Valyn took a deep breath. “I strongly advise that you not do this.”

“You can advise all you want.” His thick lashes lifted as he pierced his father with a look that held a warning. “It won’t change anything.”

“No.”

The table fell silent again.

Then Casteel’s neck turned. “What?”

“I said no.” I spoke louder. “If you two accompany me, you will not leave.”

The dagger halted between two fingers.

That wasn’t the only reason they couldn’t go, but it was the main reason. I knew I had to get close to Kolis. That meant going along with his…desires to an extent, despite what Seraphena had said. And that would never happen with either of them there.

Kieran leaned forward. “Poppy—”

“There is no other reason for why he would’ve phrased the summons like he did.”

“Pretty sure I just made it clear that whether the protection extends to us or not doesn’t matter,” Casteel replied, his tone flat.

“I know, but…” I looked at Attes. “What happens if I make a move against Kolis to defend either of them?”

“You will be…put in a time-out,” he answered.

“Time-out?” Emil repeated under his breath.

I inhaled through my nose. “Which means, he can harm the two of you, and if I intervene, I will be punished—and I will intervene.”

“He won’t get a chance to harm us,” Casteel stated.

I stared at him. “I don’t think you’ve been listening—”

“I’ve been listening,” he interrupted. “If these rules don’t protect us, they also don’t apply to us.”

My gaze flicked to Attes.

He nodded. “He would be correct.”

“That still doesn’t change things,” I said, untangling my fingers. “I don’t know Kolis well, but I know enough. He’ll goad you—both of you.”

“He will,” Attes confirmed.

“And he’ll say things that…” Pressing my lips together, I rose, unable to stay seated. “He’ll say things that you will react to.”

Casteel’s gaze followed me as I moved behind the chair. “You think I don’t know that?”

“I think you do—both of you.” I glanced at Kieran, who’d gone quiet. “But I also think it’s completely different once you hear him.”

“When did you hear him?” Vonetta asked.

“Before you…woke up for real?” Delano questioned, earning a confused look from her.

“No.” I exhaled roughly. “It’s a long story. I’ll have to tell you all later. But trust me, he will say stuff to provoke a response.”

“How about instead of asking them to trust you,” Casteel said, his voice low, “you trust us to keep our cool?”

“I do trust you, but—”

“There should be no but following that statement,” he cut in.

I gripped the back of the chair. “You don’t understand, Cas.”

“I don’t understand,” Malik chimed. “Yeah, again. But why wouldn’t you want them there? Why would you argue to go alone?”

“She won’t be alone,” Attes said. “I will go with her.”

A muscle flexed in Casteel’s jaw.

“And that would be allowed?” Malik asked.

“It was not requested that she go alone.”

Malik’s gaze moved between us. “This still doesn’t sound wise to me.”

“I’m not going there just to listen to whatever nonsense Kolis has to say.” I turned and stepped off the dais. “I’m going to kill him.”

Naill twisted in his chair to face me. “Wouldn’t that be in direct violation of the rules?”

“That’s the point.” One of them. “The Fate will put me in…a time-out.” The edges of the tunic snapped at my knees as I began to pace. “I’ll survive that, right?”

Attes didn’t turn around. “You’re a true Primal of Life and Death. I don’t even know if a Fate can kill you. At least, not one.”

Oh.

I hadn’t even considered that.

“But you’ll likely end up in stasis…for a time,” he finished.

The sharp rise of eather came from where I had been seated, both icy and hot.

“I don’t see the point in this conversation,” Casteel stated.

“What would you do the moment the Fate moves to put me in stasis?” I demanded to the back of his head. “Would you allow it?”

Casteel didn’t respond.

I looked at Kieran. “You?”

He stared at me with an almost desperate look in his eyes. “Poppy—”

“Neither of you would allow it,” I interrupted. “I don’t know if they can kill either of you, but I do know you would attack them. And I cannot—I refuse—to allow that.”

“You refuse?” Casteel’s voice was soft.

“Yes. I refuse.” I made another pass between the pillars. “The last thing I need to worry about is what is going to happen to you while I’m there to kill the true Primal of Death.”

“And what if there is no Fate?” Casteel shot back. “What if this is just a trap?”

My stomach dove. “That’s…possible. But he won’t kill me.”

“How can you say that?” Vonetta asked.

“Because I can. I know.” I kept moving as the eather thrummed in my chest. “I’ll have to—”

“Explain it later?” Delano finished, his brows raised.

“Yes. Later. After I deal with the asshole,” I said.

Emil frowned as he leaned forward. “You guys did the Joining, right?”

I inhaled deeply, really wishing that hadn’t been brought up with Casteel’s father present. “Yes,” I clipped, refusing to look in Valyn’s direction.

“Then even if Kolis attacks one of them—”

“Death by Kolis’s hand or by his will severs any bond,” I stated, and for the third time, the table went silent. “They will have no protection.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Casteel stated.

“It does.” I stopped behind him. “The point is, I will survive—”

“The point is you think we won’t be able to control ourselves,” Casteel bit out. “Or is it just me you think won’t be able to, even if it jeopardizes you?”

My brows snapped together. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

“That’s exactly what you’re saying—what you’ve been saying,” Casteel fired back. “You don’t trust that I will do the right thing.”

Air hitched in my lungs. “And I don’t understand now, just like I didn’t understand before, why you would say that.”

Casteel didn’t respond.

“Can you explain it?” I asked, my heart thumping.

“I’m sure Kieran can.”

“What?” My gaze shot to Kieran. He shook his head, his eyes closing. “What are you talking about?”

Nothing but silence ensued as everyone began shifting uncomfortably in their seats.

“Casteel,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you have to understand—”

“As I said,” he interrupted. “I understand perfectly.”

“What do you understand?” I demanded, my patience wearing thin as unease and anxiety bloomed. “And how about you actually turn around and look at me when you explain it?”

“I understand,” he stated. With a charge of eather, the bloodstone dagger vanished in a ripple of shadowy essence streaked with crimson.

“Gods,” muttered Vonetta.

“I understand,” he repeated, rising to face me, “that you do not believe I’m capable of doing what is needed, no matter what that might be—no matter how hard or difficult it could be.”

My confusion continued to rise as I looked at him. “I’m really not following.”

“Let me ask you something, Poppy.” Casteel walked onto the step. “If you felt like you couldn’t control your power, if you felt yourself becoming unstable, would you come to me?”

“I think this meeting should be adjourned,” I thought I heard Kieran suggest, but my heart was pounding too loud to be sure as I stared at Casteel.

He came down the last step. “Would you trust that I could keep you level? That I would be able to stop you from losing control?”

My chest stuttered. “Yes,” I whispered.

Casteel inhaled sharply. “That’s a lie, Poppy.”

“No, it’s not—”

“If it was true, you never would’ve,” he cut in, slicing his hand through the air, “asked Kieran to be the one to put you in the ground.”
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Horror exploded in my chest as I stared up at him, frozen to where I stood.

Casteel held my gaze, the lines and angles of his face impossibly harsh as things…everything started to click together.

His doubt when I’d said I knew I could come to him.

His comments about me trusting him.

How Kieran and he interacted—or didn’t. The distance between them. The tension.

Oh, gods.

He’d learned what I’d made Kieran promise.

“Everyone needs to leave.” Chair legs screeched over the stone as Kieran stood. “Everyone out. Now.”

I didn’t know if everyone listened or how fast they left. It was only when Kieran appeared behind Casteel that I found my ability to speak.

“How…how did you find out about that?”

“It was when you were under Kolis’s influence,” Kieran answered. “In a moment when you had control, you summoned me.”

“Oh, my gods.” I stepped back, wiping my damp palms down the sides of my tunic.

Casteel remained silent, his lips pressed together.

“And asked me to fulfill my promise,” Kieran finished.

“I don’t remember.” I took several more steps back, my gaze moving between them. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It wasn’t my—”

“Not you,” I stopped Kieran. “Cas, why didn’t you talk to me?”

Eather flashed in Casteel’s eyes. “Why did you think I couldn’t handle it? How could you—?” His voice thickened and filled with pain. “How could you ask him to do that?”

My heart cracked at the sound of his voice. “You weren’t there. You were being held captive.”

“It’s more than that. If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” he said. “You wouldn’t be asking me to stay back because you don’t think I can handle myself.”

“That has nothing to do with it. You know you wouldn’t just stand by as Kolis says some of the most disgusting things you can im—”

“What things?” His eyes narrowed on me. “What did he say to you through that fucking Revenant?”

“It doesn’t matter—”

“See! Right there. You’re showing exactly how much you trust me.”

“It has nothing to do with you! I don’t want to think about what he said, let alone repeat it.”

Casteel went quiet.

Drawing in a too-short breath, I stepped toward him. “What I asked Kieran to do had nothing to do with me not trusting or believing in you. It had everything to do with me not wanting to put you in a situation I knew would destroy you.”

“And you thought it wouldn’t destroy Kieran?” he fired back.

I looked at Kieran. He had sat on the edge of one of the armchairs between the balcony doors and the table. “No,” I whispered. “I made a choice. And I…chose you.”

“Sounds like you chose the exact opposite.”

“Fucking gods,” Kieran muttered, staring at his hands. “You’re being a fucking idiot right now.”

Casteel barked out a harsh laugh.

“It’s not funny.” Kieran looked up. “I told you that you needed to talk to her. If I’d known it would turn out this way, I would’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“Something you’re clearly good at,” Casteel retorted.

Kieran rolled his eyes.

My heart cracked as I stared at them. I’d never heard them speak to each other like this. And I’d done that—to them. To us.

“Cas.” I reached for him, my hands trembling. “I’m—”

“Don’t.” Casteel moved back, his jaw clenched.

My heart didn’t just crack then. It nearly broke as I lowered my hands. I felt the burn of tears crawling up my throat and folded my arms across my waist.

Casteel blinked several times and looked away. “I thought you knew,” he said, his voice rough. Raw. “That I would do everything to keep you safe, even from yourself.”

“I do know that,” I swore. “But if I lost control, you wouldn’t have had time to stop me. You have to remember this was before the Joining. Before what we’ve become.”

“And now?” His gaze returned to me. “What’s your excuse for now? For thinking I can’t handle myself with Kolis or the Fates?”

“Because I know you would do anything to keep me safe. You would not be able to—”

“Stop myself?”

“Am I wrong?” I asked.

“You’re not,” Kieran stated. “And that’s his problem.”

“Shut up,” Casteel growled.

I looked between them. Was it? Possibly, but it wasn’t only that. I had messed up. I never should’ve asked Kieran—no, I’d needed to make sure someone knew when to step in. What I should’ve done was tell Casteel. I had ample time. And I never should’ve made Kieran keep it a secret from Cas. It didn’t matter that I thought I was protecting their relationship. Intentions meant so very little when things went wrong. It was something I knew.

But he also had to know his limits.

“It wasn’t easy for me to ask that of Kieran,” I told him, swallowing. “He didn’t want to agree. He wasn’t happy about it. And I shouldn’t have asked him not to tell you. I should’ve told you.” My chest ached. “I’m sorry, Cas. I’m so sorry. I never meant—” I squeezed my eyes shut, shaking my head as I turned away. I reopened my eyes to see that the sky had darkened beyond the balcony doors. “I never meant for you to feel this way. For me to make you feel this way. I was wrong.” I whirled back around. “And I will spend the rest of my life making sure you know that.”

That muscle in his jaw was throbbing again as he looked away.

“But you’re also wrong.”

His gaze shot back to me.

“You need to recognize that you have limits for what you can and can’t do—limits that I love you even more for,” I said. “You need to stop…”

“Stop what?”

Part of me wanted to apologize again. Do and say whatever was needed for things to return to normal—if things could. And, gods, that thought didn’t just terrify me. It threatened to break me. But I needed to say this because this wasn’t only on me.

It wasn’t on him or Kieran.

It just was.

“I know I’ve hurt you, and I hate,”—my throat scratched with the force of that word—“that. I know I fucked up.”

“Poppy.” Kieran turned his head toward me.

“No. It’s true,” I said, meeting Casteel’s eyes. “And you need to stop lying to yourself.”

His lips parted.

“You cannot go with me tomorrow. This doesn’t change that.” I pressed my hands together. “Nor does it mean I don’t trust you. All it means is that I will not risk you—either of you.”

He turned sideways and stared at the wall for what felt like a small eternity. “You agree with this?”

“No,” Kieran answered. “But she’s right. Our presence will be a distraction, and neither of us will allow the Fates to harm her.”

Casteel’s jaw rolled as he shook his head. “That’s bullshit.”

“Cas,” Kieran said. “It’s what she meant about lying to yourself.”

His hands twitched at his sides as he turned back toward me. “You are risking yourself and demanding that I accept it.”

Blinking back tears, I said, “He won’t kill me.”

“You don’t know that!” he shouted, causing the glass in the room to rattle. “You have no idea what he feels now. The fucker has been entombed for how long? That’s a hell of a lot of thinking.” He thrust his hand through his hair. His fingers shook. “He tried to use you to seduce me. What man in love would do that?”

“You asked me that before, and my response is the same. Who the fuck knows why he does anything? He’s the one who fell in love with someone after seeing them pick flowers. He’s not exactly logical.”

“You’re not being logical,” Casteel snapped. “You’re just going off what others said.”

“He’s been watching us!” I yelled back. “Why else would he be doing that?”

“Because, like you suggested, he’s fucking out of his mind?” His chest rose. When he spoke next, his voice was softer. “What if I’m right? What then? We won’t be there to back you up.”

“I will have Attes.” The moment I said it, I realized it was the absolute wrong thing to say.

Casteel’s flesh thinned until shadows appeared in the hollows of his cheeks, and silver bone gleamed in his jaw. “Yes. Attes. The Primal who not only can control himself but is clearly in love with you.”

“What?” I screeched as Kieran jerked toward Casteel.

“It’s the only reason he would’ve been so willing to burn his fucking hand off for you.”

“He did burn it off,” Kieran said. “But it came back.”

“And you saw how painful that was. I also know you’ve seen how he’s always looking at her,” Casteel went on. “He’s only been here for a day and looked at you more than I do in a week. And I’m constantly staring at you.”

“It’s because I look like—”

“You look like yourself, Poppy.”

“I…” I pressed my hand to my chest. “I can’t even think about or consider that right now. Because that’s…”

“What?” he demanded.

“Fucking disturbing!” I screamed, causing Kieran to jerk. “He’s your great-grandfather.”

“I didn’t say it was fun,” he muttered.

“Oh, my gods.” I turned, tugging my hair back.

Casteel’s chest rose. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “We are stronger together, not apart. We could defeat Kolis together. You wouldn’t even need to get close to him.”

“Maybe,” I said tiredly. “But there will also be a Fate there who would surely intervene.”

“One who won’t intervene if it’s you?”

“They are the ones who told me I needed to be the one to kill Kolis. Not the three of us,” I argued. “And he’s going to let me get close.”

“That comment doesn’t help,” Kieran interjected.

“But it’s the truth.” I moved toward Casteel, stopping short of reaching for him again. I couldn’t bear to see him step away from me or tell me not to touch him. “I’m sorry. I know this is hard—or maybe I don’t know. But you need to stay here. Both of you.”

Casteel inhaled through his nose. “That’s it? An order from the Queen?”

“It’s an order from your wife,” I said. “One I beg you to listen to.”

“Okay.” Casteel blinked, and the break in my heart widened when I saw the glassy sheen in his eyes, and I sensed his emotions for just a second. “So be it.”

He turned without a word and started toward the door.

“Cas,” I whispered. When he didn’t stop, I followed. “Casteel.”

He still didn’t stop. And he didn’t look back as he reached the hall.

Let him go, Kieran told me through the notam. Give him time.

I planted my hand against the wall as the door shut behind Casteel.

There was silence, an aching quiet that was so unfamiliar. I felt lost in it as I backed away, so lost I had no idea how to get back to where I was supposed to be. Where he was supposed to be.

“I never wanted him to think…” My voice caught as I turned. I could feel the tears burning my eyes. “I never wanted to cause problems between you two.”

“I know,” Kieran said, his tone too soft, too gentle as he stood. “And he knows that, too.”

“He does?” I blinked rapidly to keep the tears back.

Kieran stepped closer. “He knows he would never be able to put you in the ground. That’s what’s pissing him off. It makes him feel…” He shook his head, his shoulders rising. “Weak. As if he can’t control everything. And in case you haven’t noticed, he has control issues.”

“No, really?” I laughed, and it sounded all wrong. “Oh, gods, Kieran, I’m sorry. I should’ve—”

“Stop.” He grabbed my shoulders. “You did what you felt was right. It wasn’t completely wrong, and you’ve accepted what you did. You’ve apologized. Now, it’s on him.”

I pressed my lips together.

“He needs to do what you said. He’s got to stop lying to himself.” He ran a thumb over my cheek. “And you know this isn’t easy on him. It’s not easy on me. The only difference is, I know my limitations. He…” His gaze moved toward the door, and his features tensed before smoothing out. “He’s always struggled with that.”

It was hard to imagine Casteel struggling with anything, but I knew that was foolish of me.

“You need to focus on what is to come tomorrow,” he continued after a ragged breath. “You think you can do that?”

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Yes, I can.”

“I know. I just needed to hear you say it.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. And then he pulled me to him. “It’ll be okay.”

Would it?

I dropped my forehead against his chest. It wasn’t entirely graceful. I might’ve hurt him a little, to be honest. “Will it be okay?” I’d sensed Casteel’s emotions. He’d felt a lot—some things more concerning than others. But there was… There had been an acidic bitterness that had quickly soured. “He felt betrayal. How do you get past that?”

“You would know.” He smoothed a hand over the back of my head. “You did.”

He was right. But this…felt different.

“I hope Cas was right,” Kieran said after a few moments.

“About what?”

“That Attes is in love with you.”

“What the fuck?” I groaned and pulled back. I’d momentarily forgotten about that.

Kieran chuckled. “Hey, all I’m saying is that it makes me more confident in his ability to back you up.”

I shook my head. “I’m not going to even think about that.”

“Probably a good thing.” He paused. “When’s the last time you fed?”

“Last night.”

“That’s good, but do you need to feed again?”

I shook my head. “I don’t feel weak at all.” Which was true, but I could tell Kieran was worried. I knew he was on the verge of offering, but I couldn’t do that right now. Letting out a breath, I drew in a deeper one. “You should see if you can find Cas. Talk to him. Not for me. For you two.”

“I doubt he wants to see me right now.”

“You know that’s not true.”

Kieran’s brows rose in doubt.

“Go,” I urged him. “I need time to pull myself together because I still need to speak to Attes about tomorrow.”

Kieran hesitated. “You sure?”

I nodded.

“All right. I’ll see if I can find the asshole.”

My lips curved into a weak grin. “If you do, can you tell him that I…”

“I’ll tell him,” he said, knowing what I couldn’t say without bursting into tears.

“Thank you.”

Kieran’s warm lips pressed against my forehead. The touch lingered in the minutes after he left. I wished it’d lasted longer because I kept seeing the glassiness in Casteel’s eyes, remembering the feeling and taste of the betrayal he felt.

I smacked my hands over my face and breathed deeply. I couldn’t cry. If I did, I wouldn’t stop. I didn’t have time for that.

Because betrayal wasn’t the only thing I’d sensed.

There’d also been determination.

Casteel hadn’t really agreed to stay back. Deep down, I knew it was impossible.

He wouldn’t be able to.

It wasn’t in him.

And I loved him even more for that.

I just hoped he loved me enough to forgive me for what I was about to do.

Lowering my hands, I looked down at them. The fingertips were smudged with red.

Blood tears.

I wiped them on my pants and not the pretty tunic.

Okay.

I needed to focus.

I was the Queen.

I was the true Primal of Life and Death.

I needed to get my shit together and figure out how to summon a Fate.

Did I just call out to them? No. It was like when I summoned the draken. It was using my will. At least, that’s what the vadentia told me.

Clearing my mind and closing my eyes, I summoned the eather and willed a Fate to answer.

And waited.

For…nothing.

I cracked an eye open. Then the other. The Solar was empty. Frustrated, I tried again, pushing harder—

Energy charged the air, followed by a powerful, old presence and the scent of sandalwood.

“I told you there’d be a next time.”

Groaning, I turned to find Thorne standing there. “Of course, it had to be you.”

“Could’ve been worse,” he replied. “Lirian could’ve answered.”

He had a point.

Not that I would admit that.

“I need a favor.” I got right to it.

“I know.”

“How—?” I stopped myself.

A slow smile appeared. “You want me to ensure Casteel cannot follow you to Pensdurth.”

“Can you?” I asked.

“I can.”

“Can you do it without harming him?” I clarified.

His smile kicked up a notch, and again, there was something familiar about it. “I will just prevent him from opening the realm. He would have to travel the old-fashioned way. And things should be…over by then.”

Over.

The way he’d said that…

A chill curled down my spine.

“But a favor is not free.”

“What?” I demanded.

He cocked his head, causing a lock of hair not pulled back into his knot to slide against his cheek. “A favor for a favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

“One of my choosing.” Thorne arched a brow. “Can I call you Poppy?”

“That’s your favor?”

“No.”

My hands closed. “Then, no.”

He sighed. “Do you accept?”

I eyed him. I didn’t think his favor would require something…disturbing. Hopefully. Damn it. It didn’t matter. Whatever it was, Casteel was worth it. “Yes.”

“You sure?” His voice dropped, the teasing quality gone. “You sure this is what you want?”

I nodded without hesitation.

Something flickered across his features and in his eyes that chilled my blood. “Done.”

Thorne disappeared before I could take another breath, leaving me staring at where he’d been.

What I’d seen on his face, in his eyes? It had looked like…disappointment.
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Attes and Valyn returned with Reaver just before the sun set.

Seeing them side by side was…a different experience. Their features were so similar, even their mannerisms. They could almost pass for twins except that Attes looked a decade younger than Valyn. And considering he was likely thousands of years older? I couldn’t wrap my head around it, so I didn’t even try.

Neither Valyn nor the Primal asked about what’d happened with Casteel, thank the gods. But I could tell Cas’s father wanted to, especially when I saw him staring at me as I gripped the arms of the chair.

I couldn’t let go. If I did, I’d likely shadowstep to wherever Casteel was so we could talk things out.

But I couldn’t.

I had responsibilities that went beyond Casteel and me. A duty that affected the lives of everyone in the mortal realm and Iliseeum—possibly even the Continents. What would stop Kolis from eventually turning his sights on that realm and making things worse?

We finalized plans for tomorrow. Reaver and Aurelia would leave in the morning and fly toward Pensdurth, staying close just in case, as Attes had put it. He didn’t elaborate on what that meant, but he didn’t need to.

In case things went south.

We decided to meet in the Great Hall at ten to noon. I didn’t pick the location. Valyn did. I only left the chair I sat in to retrieve Seraphena’s dagger.

Attes had stared at it before taking it, hilt first. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen this.”

“Did Seraphena not wear it?”

“Not after we entombed Kolis and learned about your…about the soul thing,” he said, glancing over at me.

I quickly averted my gaze. I was having a hard time looking at him.

Casteel had to be wrong. But even if he was right, if Attes had been in love with Sotoria, that didn’t mean he was in love with me. We were different people.

That was just the truth.

“Nyktos requested I make this,” he continued, his brow pinching. “I carved it from my bone spear.”

“It’s beautiful,” I murmured as Reaver walked by where we sat in the Solar, apple in hand. I had no idea where he’d gotten it. He stopped in front of the balcony doors.

Attes smiled briefly. “Thank you.” He handed the blade back to me. “We need a plan.”

“I have to get close to him. I know what that means.”

The Primal looked down at his hands. “Do you really know what that entails?”

“I do.” My cheeks warmed as Valyn looked away, his jaw working. “And I’d rather not go into it in present company.”

Attes sat back.

“I do have a question,” I said as what I knew about Attes crept into my thoughts. “Wouldn’t Kolis question your presence? He knows you hate him.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I think we stick with what’s true,” Attes said. “I’m there because I don’t trust him.” He paused. “And I’ll act like I didn’t know you were going to…”

Offer myself to him.

Got it.

“I need to be able to hide this,” I said, waving the dagger. “But have easy access to it.”

“A forearm sheath,” Valyn suggested. “I can get one for you.”

“Perfect.”

Valyn met my eyes. “What can we expect once it happens?”

I glanced at Attes.

“You may feel a quake—it will be long. There will be some level of destruction, mostly limited to Pensdurth,” Attes explained. “Then there will be shockwaves. They won’t lessen until Nyktos Ascends to become the true Primal of Death.”

Valyn nodded. “What about Poppy? What will the Fates do—other than put her in a time-out.”

Attes’s jaw tightened as he glanced at me. “They will likely use eather. It won’t be pleasant.”

“I figured,” I murmured.

“I don’t know for how long,” he added. “It will depend on how angry they are. But I will get you back here before you go too deep into stasis.”

I forced a smile of thanks. “I can’t imagine the Fates will be that upset.”

“I wouldn’t take that to mean anything,” Reaver said, drawing my gaze to him. “They won’t hold back when it comes to putting you in stasis. They will right the balance.”

There wasn’t much to say after that. Valyn and Attes rose to leave, the former stopping first. “Thank you.”

I stood in the Solar’s hall. “For what?”

“For making sure my son does not go.”

Nearly choking on my breath, I nodded.

Valyn bowed his head and then stepped out.

Attes lingered in the threshold. “You okay?”

“Yes.” I squared my shoulders. “Of course.”

He eyed me for a moment, and then his gaze flicked behind me. “See you tomorrow.”

I closed the door and exhaled roughly.

“You’re a terrible liar.” Reaver’s voice carried.

Turning, I went back and dropped into the chair.

“You going to tell me what’s wrong?”

“No.”

“Okay.” He bit into the apple and gazed at the sky beyond the windows.

Neither of us spoke after that, and he left sometime later. I should’ve been mentally preparing myself for what was to come and what it would take for me to end Kolis, but my head was with my heart. Was I doing the right thing by giving Casteel his space? Should I find him? Would apologizing again help? Had I been wrong to place some of the blame on him? Question after question circled in my mind. The closest answer I could come to was that we were both at fault in varying degrees. How did one fix something like this? It was fixable, right? I didn’t know. I’d never been in a situation like this before, and I wasn’t sure who I could even go to for advice. Tawny had never been married or in a long-term relationship. I wasn’t sure about Vonetta, but she was Casteel’s friend first, and the very last thing I needed to do was shove another Contou in the middle of us.

So, I remained where I was, waiting for Casteel to return or, at the very least, Kieran. Minutes turned into hours. My muscles ached from how rigid I sat. It had to be past midnight when I forced myself to accept reality.

Neither was returning.

Did that mean Kieran had found Casteel? Or was he also mad? He hadn’t seemed that way when he left, but Kieran had always been hard to read. That hadn’t changed.

What if I’d ruined them?

The breath that left me felt like it took all the air in the chamber with it.

I pried my fingers from the arms of the chair and stood, drifting back to the bedchamber like one of the wraiths in the Dark Elms Ian had spun stories about.

I undressed silently, changed into a sleeping gown, and crawled into bed. I didn’t look toward the Cliffs. I lay on my side, facing the side Casteel slept on, and waited.

And waited, every part of me tense as if my body were poised to rise at any moment so I could go to Casteel. Anxiety and desperation crawled through me, causing my legs to shift restlessly beneath the soft blanket.

Kicking the blankets off, I rose and began pacing as my heart thumped and my stomach continuously twisted. I had no idea how long I wore a path on the floor in front of the bed before I finally crawled back under the covers. Crossing my arms, I balled my hands and drew up my legs. I held myself tight, trying to keep from breaking apart. And that was how I felt. As if I were on the edge of shattering.

I couldn’t allow that.

I clenched my jaw and blinked hard, refusing to give in to the rawness trying to claw its way free.

I couldn’t go to him.

I wouldn’t.

When sleep finally came, it came quickly, pulling me under so deeply that I couldn’t be sure if what happened in the darkest hours of the night was real or if I’d dreamed of him slipping into bed behind me.

His pine-and-spice scent enveloping me.

His strong arms wrapping around me, his body cooler than usual as he gathered me to his chest.

His voice, low and shadowy in my ear as he pressed his wrist to my mouth and told me to feed.

None of it felt real.

Not the tingling of the first drop of his blood on my tongue nor the heady taste—decadent, lush, and tinged with a wildness that was stronger now than when I’d first tasted it. Even the heat that built with each draw from his wrist felt like a dream borne of desperation.

When my eyes opened to the gray rays of dawn, the haze of sleep still clouded my thoughts. I was alone, and the spot beside me was cold, seemingly untouched. But I felt flushed, stronger. And his taste…

My breathing turned shallow.

His taste lingered in my mouth and on my lips, as did the feel of his hand on my thigh, parting them as I fed. It still felt branded on my flesh. I could feel us even now, my body rocking, driven by need and instinct. Him behind me, inside me. It all burned and blurred together, but I knew it had been real.

Casteel had returned to me.

But he hadn’t stayed.

He wasn’t here now.

He’d come and made sure I was fed, that I was strong. He’d sated my needs, then left. And that was…

It was ruinous.
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I forced myself to eat the breakfast Kieran brought. It wasn’t exactly a well-balanced meal, mostly strips of crispy bacon—my favorite kind: both salty and sweet.

I hadn’t looked Casteel in the eyes since he left the Solar the evening before.

I stopped myself from asking Kieran if he’d found Casteel no less than a hundred times. Kieran wasn’t volunteering the information, and there had to be a reason for that.

One I couldn’t face right now.

The bacon tasted like sawdust.

And each time I was about to summon the essence to find Casteel, I heard the raw pain in his voice, saw the unshed tears in his eyes, and sensed the betrayal he felt.

I couldn’t risk seeing that again before I left. It would shatter me.

When Kieran ducked out to do only the gods knew what, the reality of what was coming became more real with each passing moment. No matter what happened in Pensdurth, I would not be returning to Carsodonia conscious. Either I’d be in stasis or…

Pressure clamped down on my chest. Everything felt like it was happening too fast. My breathing thinned, my heart stuttered.

I forced a slow exhale.

Gods. I wished I’d told Casteel I loved him. Just one more time in case things didn’t go as planned.

I wished for a lot of things as I bathed and then dressed. I wished for silly things: to swim in the sea and walk barefoot in the snow. To finish Miss Willa’s diary. I wished for this to be the last time I was forced to do something I didn’t want to do. To have a future where all my choices were mine. I wished I had time to know my father. To know Seraphena and Nyktos. To have a normal conversation with Millicent. To see Ian one more time. I wished I had done right by Tawny and told her what I’d done. And I wished I had told Casteel about the oath I had Kieran make.

I could only make one of those things happen.

Strapping the sheathed bone dagger to my forearm, I didn’t look in the mirror as I left the bedchamber. I knew what I looked like.

I’d donned all black—black breeches, a long-sleeve shirt, and a sleeveless waistcoat I had first thought was for Casteel but discovered it fit me perfectly, cinched at the waist.

It reminded me of something I’d seen Millicent wear.

It took an absurd amount of time to find some parchment and a quill—almost as long as it took to braid my hair. I’d gotten used to Casteel doing it.

I couldn’t think about that.

For some reason, what I searched for was stored in the liquor credenza in the dining chamber.

I quickly wrote what I needed to—what I knew—not letting myself dwell on what I was writing. I knew the letter was impersonal and a far cry from how the conversation should’ve gone, but I’d wasted too much time. It had only taken about two minutes when I finished. I read over it, hoping it made sense and wishing I had thought of going to Sven as I’d instructed in the note.

But as the quill hovered over the parchment, my veneer of control cracked enough that the drop of ink that splashed off the bottom of the letter wasn’t the only thing. I hastily wrote one more line.

I am so incredibly sorry.

Dragging in a shaky breath, I started to return the quill, then grabbed another slip of parchment. This letter was shorter and less destructive. Once I was finished and the ink had dried, I folded both and wrote a name on each. One to someone I felt like I’d known for most of my life, and another to someone I barely knew at all. I closed my eyes and focused on the image of the person I knew could deliver both. I summoned the essence and stepped through a tear into what I thought should be a sitting chamber, except it was absent of anything to sit on and was dark with heavy curtains pulled over the windows, allowing only a few thin gaps of light to sneak through.

“Fuck—”

I jerked back as a blade sliced through the air inches from my face. My head snapped to the right.

Malik stood there, breathing heavily and…sweating. His golden eyes were wide as he stared at me. “Do you know how close you came to me cutting off your nose?” he exclaimed.

“Sorry.” I took several steps back. “I wasn’t expecting you to…” I trailed off, staring.

Malik was shirtless.

But that wasn’t why I stared. Dark ink covered nearly the entirety of his damp chest and continued over the lean—almost too lean—muscles of his stomach. Broad strokes disappeared under the band of his breeches.

I snapped my gaze up, not looking long enough to really know what I saw, but I was pretty sure I recognized hands and a face—a familiar face.

“I was training.” Malik turned sharply and bent, picking up a sheath. He shoved the sword into it and then picked up what appeared to be a tunic.

“Why are you doing it by yourself?”

“Easier that way.” He straightened and tugged the tunic over his head. “I assume you needed something?” He thrust a hand through his damp hair, shoving it back from his face. “That was so urgent you couldn’t knock.”

“Yeah, I’m new at this using-the-eather thing to find people. Sorry about that, too.” Shoving down what I’d seen inked into his skin, I stepped toward him. “I need a favor.”

He frowned and glanced at my hands. “Okay.”

“There is a chance I won’t return—”

“What the fuck, Penellaphe?”

“Poppy,” I corrected. “I know. It’s a small chance—”

“How about no chance?” His brows slashed together.

“But there is a chance,” I insisted. “And you have to know that. It must have crossed your mind.”

His jaw locked.

“There was something I needed to do but didn’t, and if I don’t make it back…” I lifted the letters. “Can you make sure these get to them? It’s important.”

He stared at them as if they were full of spiders.

“Please.”

“Fuck,” he muttered and snatched the letters from my hand. “Tawny?” He turned the other over, and his shoulders bunched. “Millicent,” he whispered, his gaze lifting to mine.

“I don’t know anyone else who would be willing to find her if she doesn’t eventually show up,” I said. “But it’s important.”

His gaze returned to the letters, and a long moment passed. “I’ll make sure they get them.” He let out a breath, then looked up. “But whatever is in them? You can tell them yourself.”

“I plan to. That,”—I gestured at the letters he now held—“is just in case.”

He nodded, and a few seconds passed. “If you see Millicent…”

“I will bring her back,” I said, hoping it was a promise I could keep.

“Okay.” Malik pressed his lips together. “But…but you’ve got to come back.” His voice hoarsened. “I can’t…” He cleared his throat. “I can’t lose my brother.”

My heart squeezed. “I know.” I swallowed and blinked rapidly. “I need to go.”

Malik said nothing as I started to turn. “Millicent will be pissed if you don’t return.”

I turned back and felt my lips spread into a small smile. “I wouldn’t want that.”

“Trust me.” His laugh was raspy and thick. “You do not.”

Rubbing my chest, I took a thin breath. A moment passed. “Take care of yourself, Malik.”

His gaze rose.

“Promise that. No matter how this ends, you’ll start taking care of yourself,” I urged. “The Ascended need you, and…if things go south, your family will need you, too. So will Millicent. Promise me.”

Malik’s chest rose, but it didn’t fall. “Yeah,” he said, his voice rough. “I promise.”
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It was ten to noon.

I hadn’t sought out anyone to say goodbye. Not Tawny or Vonetta, not even Delano, Naill, or Emil. All but Tawny knew what I was about to do, and I didn’t want to say goodbye. It felt too…permanent and unsettling.

I was already unsettled enough.

As I stood in the Great Hall, taking in all the changes made to the space, I wondered if I should’ve left a letter for Casteel.

I hadn’t been able to do that.

What would I have said that wouldn’t have caused me to break down? Nothing.

Casteel wasn’t here.

I couldn’t look at Kieran as Attes milled about, eyeing the Atlantian banners that replaced the crimson ones—the ones bearing the sun and the sword and arrow crossed evenly in the middle. Instead, I stared up at the glass dome. The paint had been scratched away, allowing the sunlight in. How long had it been since that had happened? Hundreds of years?

Lowering my gaze to where Attes stood near the statue, I knew we could’ve left by now.

Wait.

The statue.

I frowned and turned to it. It was pale, taller than the ones in the Hall of Gods, and richly detailed from the heavy-soled caligae to the shield and spear clutched in the figure’s stone hands.

Ian had once told me how hard it was to paint and carve hands. That it was the most difficult part of the body to render realistically. I wasn’t sure why. I would’ve thought faces would be since so many of the statues were devoid of features. Like this one. My gaze flicked up to the head.

I moved toward it. I had thought it had been a statue of Nyktos, but I remembered what Reaver had said and how he’d said it. Obviously, Isbeth wouldn’t have had a statue of Nyktos in her Great Hall.

Not when she worshipped who she believed was the true King.

Kolis.

I was moving before I realized it, eather rising to my fingertips. The moment I placed my hand against its side, the statue shattered.

“What—?” Attes whirled, his brows rising as he watched large chunks of marble and limestone disintegrate into dust. He turned his head to me. “Did that make you feel better?”

“The statue was of Kolis,” I explained.

Before anyone else could respond, the Great Hall’s large doors opened. I turned, my heart in my throat, even though I knew it wasn’t Casteel.

Delano burst in, the doors swinging shut behind him as his blue eyes swept the Hall and stopped on me.

“How did you know we were here?” Kieran asked.

Delano didn’t answer as he took the wide steps at the entrance two at a time. He was in front of me in a heartbeat, and then his arms were around me.

“I went to the Solar,” he murmured. “We thought you would be there.” He paused, and I had a feeling he was sending a glare over my head at Kieran. “I was afraid I would be too late.”

I smiled against his chest. “You aren’t.”

His arms tightened around me. Gods, Delano gave good hugs.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” he said quietly. “So don’t take too long.”

“I won’t,” I whispered.

With one last squeeze, Delano let go and stepped back. I smiled at him. He didn’t return it. The breath I took felt tighter as I turned to Attes. “We should go ahead and leave.”

“You sure?” he asked, crossing the Hall. “We still have a few minutes.”

I nodded and glanced at Valyn. My senses were locked down, but there was no mistaking the anger etched into his features. Pressing my lips together, I faced Kieran and stepped toward him.

I can’t, he said through the notam. Tension bracketed his mouth. He swallowed. I’m sorry. If I touch you, I won’t—

I understand, I assured him. “I’ll see you when I get back,” I said out loud, surprised by how steady my voice sounded.

Kieran nodded, his jaw so tight I wondered if his teeth were cracking.

I turned to Attes. “Okay. Let’s—”

The throb of awareness in my chest stole my breath. I froze as the charge of eather danced over my skin. I couldn’t move. I was too afraid I was hallucinating. Was I so desperate to see him that I had conjured him from thin air? A second passed, and then another.

The scent of spice, pine, and freshly fallen snow surrounded me.

With my heart in my throat, I spun. My eyes locked with amber ones framed by a heavy fringe of lashes.

Casteel looked as worn down as I felt. He had faint shadows under his eyes, and his features were stark. The tunic he had worn to the address was wrinkled, and his hair looked like he had spent the night running his hands through it.

I was still frozen. The only thing that moved was the fast rise and fall of my chest and the rapid beat of my heart.

Casteel’s eyes slammed shut, and then he was in front of me, one hand fisting my braid and the other cupping my cheek. Both hands shook.

“Cas,” I breathed.

He kissed me, and there was nothing slow or gentle about it. It was a fierce clash of tongues and teeth. It wasn’t nice. It wasn’t a seduction or a reward. It was a devastating claim, full of desperation and anger, yearning and fear. It was too much, yet not enough as I clung to him, and his grip tightened. We kissed until we were both breathless. Until the blade-sharp edge of all those emotions eased a little. We kissed until there was no more time left, and it took everything in me not to hold on to him when his mouth left mine.

Casteel’s hands were still trembling as he dropped his forehead to mine, his eyes open and wide, the golden hue pierced with swirling streaks of eather and crimson-laced shadows. His throat worked on a swallow, and his lips parted.

I placed a finger over them. “I love you, Casteel Da’Neer,” I whispered. “And I will return to you.”


CHAPTER 55
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POPPY

The moment Attes and I shadowstepped into Pensdurth, I knew I was surrounded by Death.

I felt it in the bitter dryness clinging to the unnaturally cold air and seeping through my clothing, leaving my skin feeling like it was coated in slime. It was also in the oppressive heaviness of the air. I could see it in the chalky gray grass, the bare branches that framed the road leading to Seacliffe Manor’s entrance, and the dark, gray clouds tinged in crimson. I could also smell it in the stench of stale lilacs that had replaced the briny scent of the sea. I heard it in the utter absence of life and the unnerving silence of the city.

Death.

Kolis.

I looked behind me. The inner Rise was tall, but Seacliffe Manor sat on a bluff overlooking Pensdurth. No one was on the Rise. Or in the streets. I saw no horses or livestock of any kind, and everything was gray and washed out for as far as I could see: the rocky hills leading up to the bluff, the tall, reedy grass of the meadows surrounding the inlet that led to the Bay of Pensdurth… Everything was dead.

My gaze drifted over the ships filling the bay. They loomed like phantoms, their sails slack in the still waters. I started to turn when something in the water caught my attention. I squinted. Even with my improved vision, it was hard to make out what I was seeing. There were lots of shapes—bloated, floating…

Oh, my gods.

They were bodies.

Hundreds of them.

I jerked back, horror clamping down on my chest. Sucking in a sharp breath, I quickly turned away. My eyes clashed with Attes’s.

His jaw was tight. “You will likely see worse than that.”

Swallowing the bile threatening to choke me, I looked at Seacliffe. I can handle this. I’ve seen horrors before. “Great.”

Attes followed my stare. “You ready for this? To do what it will take to get close to him?”

Something like this can’t be okay.

I did what I’d been doing from the moment the thing that called herself Isbeth had shown and delivered the summons. I didn’t give myself a chance to think as I faced him. “Yes.”

His gaze returned to me. “Your mind isn’t on your husband?”

“My mind is always on him.” I adjusted the sleeve, making sure the bone dagger was hidden. “But he’s not my focus right now.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. “You do realize he’s going to show up here.”

“He won’t.”

“Penellaphe—”

“Poppy,” I said. “And he won’t. I made sure of it.”

Surprise flickered over his features, tugging the skin around his scar. “What did you do?”

“Made a deal with a Fate.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “That likely wasn’t wise.”

“It probably wasn’t,” I admitted, then turned and started to walk away. We had a bit of distance to go. And, of course, it was mostly uphill. It had to be noon. Technically, we were here, so Kolis would just have to deal with it…for the short period he had left to breathe.

“Hold up.” Attes stopped me. “I need you to understand something I didn’t get a chance to say yesterday.”

I bit down on the inside of my lip, unsure if I wanted to hear this because Casteel’s words immediately whispered through my mind.

Attes stepped in closer, lowering his voice. “I made Sera a promise that I would do everything in my power to not allow any harm to befall you.”

My breath caught. “Did she ask that of you?”

“She did, but she didn’t need to. I know how important you are to her and Nyktos.”

“They don’t know me,” I blurted, feeling my cheeks warm. “I mean, I know I’m important to them—to the realm—”

“Your importance to them has nothing to do with any of this,” he cut in, his eyes narrowing. “You’re of their blood. That is all that matters to them.”

A sudden tightness bloomed in my throat. I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I nodded.

Attes’s mouth opened and then closed as he eyed me. His stare was nearly as intense as Casteel’s. “Look, I don’t know much about your relationship with them, but since I know they just woke, there probably isn’t much of one.”

A choked-sounding laugh left me. “I barely know them.”

“Well, they would like to get to know you,” he said.

Seraphena had said pretty much the same, yet hearing it still surprised me. I wasn’t sure why since Seraphena seemed to care for me. Actually, that wasn’t true. “I know they did everything they could to prevent me from being born.”

“They did,” he said, not mincing words. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t grateful you were.”

Looking toward the manor, I clenched my jaw to stop my lower lip from trembling. Hearing that filled my chest with warmth and what felt a lot like hope. No one would ever replace Leopold, Coralena, Ian, or Vikter, but I wanted a family—I wanted that connection.

“Can I tell you something?” Attes said quietly, and I nodded again. “Seraphena didn’t want you to be born because she didn’t want this for you. I know that doesn’t change shit, but she never wanted you to be in this situation, and if she could, she would take your place. So would Nyktos. Neither wanted this for you.”

Something like this couldn’t be okay.

I sucked in a ragged breath and blinked rapidly against the dampness in my eyes.

“Fuck,” Attes grunted. “Now I’ve gone and upset you. That wasn’t my intention. I’m—”

“I know.” I cleared the hoarseness from my throat. “It’s okay.”

Attes looked like he didn’t believe me for one second. He exhaled heavily. A moment passed. “Either way, if things start to go south in there.” He jerked his chin toward the manor. “We get out. You don’t fight me. Understand?”

Drawing in a deep breath, I exhaled slowly. “I do.” I turned quickly. “We should probably get moving.”

Attes quickly caught up with me. “I’m serious about what I just said.”

“I know.” And I did.

But I also knew that if things went south—if I failed somehow—there would likely be no escape. And even if there was, it wasn’t in me to run. Especially not when running meant leading Kolis right back to those I would die to protect.

A breeze lifted a shorter strand of my hair, carrying another scent that turned my stomach as it joined the stale lilacs. “But it’s worth whatever favor I may need to repay.”

Attes was quiet for several moments as we walked. “For your sake, I hope it is.”

“It is,” I stated.

“And his,” he added.

My fingers curled inward. I hadn’t been lying when I said Casteel wasn’t my focus right now. I could compartmentalize. I would’ve been able to, even if I hadn’t seen him before I left. But talking about him wasn’t helping. Especially with Attes, his great-grandfather, who may or may not have been in love with a much, much older and different version of me.

Gods, I had so many questions about all of that. Not the love part, just everything else.

I peeked over at him, then quickly looked away when his head started to turn. I clamped my mouth shut. Now wasn’t the time to walk down forgotten memory lane.

“What?” Attes asked.

“Nothing.”

“You want to say something,” he replied as he ran a hand over one of the daggers strapped to his chest.

“Are those daggers made of Ancient bone?”

He frowned. “One is. There’s not enough of that bone to go around for more.” He paused. “And I seriously doubt that’s what you wanted to ask.”

“How would you know?”

He went silent, dropping his hand.

“Because you know me—or knew me? Or, at least, a version of me, I guess.” My lips pursed as we walked under some bare branches that rubbed together like dry bones. “Gods, that sounds weird to say out loud.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “You remember nothing about that time? I know there was a chance you did as a child.”

“I could’ve remembered much more as a child, but anyone I could ask is dead.” Except for Millicent. She had been around when I was young. “I only remember bits—like seeing your face, flashes of other people, and…other things.”

“Other things?”

“Yes.” I could feel his stare on me. “How did we know each other?”

“Not sure if this is the time for that.”

“What better time is there?”

“Literally any other time,” he replied wryly.

I sighed. “Whatever.”

The breeze picked up, and the scent increased. It wasn’t just a sweeter smell. It was sickly-sweet with a metallic tinge. I had a feeling I knew what it was.

“I met you—I mean, Sotoria—when Kolis brought her back the first time,” he said, and my gaze cut to him. “He…trusted others to be around her then. To guard her when he couldn’t.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it. Then I laughed. It sounded harsh. What did I say to that? Where did I start? “And you were one of those guards?”

“I was.” He sighed heavily. “We became acquainted.”

“And you didn’t see anything wrong with what Kolis was doing?” I asked before I could stop myself. “While you were becoming acquainted?”

A muscle ticked in his temple. “I never said that.”

“Then why didn’t you do something?” I demanded.

His silver eyes flashed to mine. “I never said I didn’t.”

I stared at him, my gaze traveling over too-familiar features and lingering on the scar. What came out of my mouth was something I’d never thought to ask. “How did you get that scar?”

“How did you get yours?”

“Craven,” I answered. “I was a child when my father and…when the people I was with were attacked.”

“Your father?”

“The man I believed was my father.” The smell was getting stronger. It smelled rotten. “Leopold and—” Attes’s loud cough drew my gaze. “You okay?”

Attes coughed loudly, drawing my gaze, then blinked rapidly.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he croaked. “Inhaled wrong.”

“Primal gods can inhale wrong?”

He cleared his throat, blinking rapidly. “You still can, right?”

I wisely kept my mouth shut because, knowing my luck, I was seconds away from choking on a gnat.

“What did you say his name was?” he asked.

“Leopold.” I frowned at him. “Why?”

“Just wasn’t sure if I heard the name right.”

Something about his response didn’t sit right with me. Primals couldn’t tell outright lies, but I more than anyone, knew one could omit the truth. “You didn’t answer my question about the scar.”

“I’ll tell you about it after.”

My eyes narrowed. “That’s bullshit. I told you how I got mine.”

A grin tugged at his lips. “I know.”

“Glad we’re on the same page,” I grumbled, turning my attention back to the manor. “You going to tell me the real reason you choked…” I trailed off as we rounded a slight bend, and the dead trees thinned out enough for me to see the sweeping colonnade.

My steps faltered, and my stomach dropped as I stared at the things hanging between the ivory pillars. Swaying.

I now knew for sure what the smell was.

Rot. Decay.

I also knew where the Blood Crown had gotten their penchant for displaying bodies.

“I warned you,” Attes said quietly.

He had.

He had said I would see worse. My gaze crawled over the colonnade. There had to be dozens of them hanging there. Likely mortals. Servants? Most of their clothing was stained and torn, but I could make out the black uniforms of Rise Guards on some of them. Had they resisted? Or had this been done out of cruelty?

“Kolis’s taste in décor leaves much to be desired,” Attes remarked.

My gaze lifted to their heads. Bile rose. Their faces were obscured by white veils or shrouds. Eather thrummed as I picked up my pace.

This wasn’t just Kolis making himself feel at home with his morbid decorating choices. The white veils were a message.

The eather hummed violently in my chest, causing the tips of my fingers to tingle. Anger and disgust churned as the breeze lifted the edges of the veils. Why? That was the question that kept repeating itself. Why do this? What purpose did this serve? Why did life mean so little? The eather in my blood heated.

“You need to calm,” Attes stated.

“I am.” I headed for the steps.

The sudden contact of Attes’s hand around my forearm as he stopped me sent a jolt of energy coursing through me that was quickly followed by an odd sense of familiarity. My gaze flew to the fingers wrapped around my forearm and then slowly rose to his. “You’re going to want to let go.”

Tension gathered at the corners of his mouth. “I would love to.”

My fingers twitched. “Then what’s stopping you?”

He moved his stare to the colonnade. I followed his gaze, my breath catching as I saw thin cracks forming at the bottoms of the pillars and spreading across the steps. I felt the faint tremor in the ground beneath us then.

“You’re calm?” he asked, his voice low.

Clearly, I wasn’t.

“I can only imagine what’s going through your head right now, what you’re feeling,” Attes said, keeping his voice barely audible.

What I was feeling? I was furious, disturbed, and a hundred other things as my gaze returned to the swaying bodies. My lungs burned as I pressed my lips together. I tugged on my arm.

His grip tightened on my arm. “You’ve seen worse, Poppy.”

My entire body jerked as my head snapped in his direction. “When I was Sotoria…?”

A muscle flexed along his jaw. He nodded curtly. “And you’ve seen worse in this lifetime.”

A wave of tiny bumps broke out over my skin. I had thought exactly that minutes ago, but I knew he couldn’t have known that. “How would you know?” Something occurred to me. “Seraphena?”

The muscle by his temple ticked now, and his silence was the answer. It hadn’t been Seraphena.

“How?” I repeated.

Attes remained silent, and for some reason, possibly the vadentia, the image of a large bird of prey flashed in my mind.

I sucked in a short breath. “Have you been watching me—watching us—while in stasis? Like Seraphena did?”

His nostrils flared. “We really don’t have the time to go into this, especially when you make it sound like that. Like it’s something disturbing.”

“How else is it supposed to sound?” I demanded.

“Not like that,” he muttered. I opened my mouth, but he cut me off. “He can feel your essence, Poppy. He knows you’re here. He’s known from the moment we got here. And now he knows you’re angry.” His chest rose, even though I didn’t hear him inhale. “You’re already fucking up.”

My head snapped back. Denial flooded my system, but it quickly faded.

“We should leave.” Attes glanced toward the manor. “This isn’t going to work.”

“What?” I pulled on my arm again, but he held on. “We can’t leave. If we do, he will attack Carsodonia. People will die.”

“So be it—”

This time when I wrenched my arm free, I broke his hold. “I am not leaving.” I stepped back, hands fisting as my gaze fell on the cracks in the stone pillars. “You can go, but I’m not.”

“Poppy—”

“You’re right. I am fucking up,” I admitted, tearing my gaze from the evidence of such. “I can lock it down. I will. You can believe that or not, I don’t care. Either way, I’m not leaving. What you do is up to you.”

Attes swore as he shoved a hand through his hair in a way that reminded me so much of Casteel that I had to look away.

Turning, I faced the colonnade. I didn’t close my eyes. I forced myself to see the bodies hanging there as I did what I said I would. It wasn’t easy—it was like trying to gather tattered clothing in a windstorm. But I had to. I was desperate to do so because I had to end this, and I was willing to do whatever was needed.

So, I did what I swore I would never do again. I took a deep breath and did what I was forced to do when I donned the veil. It wasn’t real. I wasn’t slipping anything over my head, but I could feel the weight of the golden chains. I forced myself to become nothing so I wouldn’t feel anything. Not the anger, the disgust. Not even the sharper, suffocating emotion that hid itself behind the rage. I didn’t just shut it down. I cut myself off. I changed. Adapted. For the last time, I became the Chosen. And when I opened my eyes, I was able to see past the bodies just as I had seen past the Ascended’s lies.

“Poppy,” Attes said softly.

“I’m level.” I started to walk and climbed the steps. “Are you coming or not?”

Attes didn’t answer, but he followed. In the very recesses of my mind, I acknowledged that I knew he wouldn’t leave me.

I passed the bodies, aware of Attes behind me. I turned my attention to the doors. Unease prickled the nape of my neck as I lifted my gaze to the entrance’s double doors. It was unguarded.

I arched a brow, a bit insulted by the fact that not even one guard greeted us. Glancing at Attes, I found him eyeing our surroundings with a frown. “I guess we just let ourselves in?”

Attes’s gaze moved to the doors and then to me. He nodded, and then, somehow, he ended up in front of me. Pushing open the doors, cool air rushed out to greet us. We walked into the wide hall that branched off into several smaller ones. The sound of distant…laughter came from somewhere ahead of us.

“Come on.” Attes stalked forward.

Wondering who the fuck could be laughing, I followed. I kept an eye on the halls we passed. Even though Kolis’s presence choked out the sense of anyone else, I knew there were many gods here.

The laughter increased the farther we traveled into the surprisingly clean manor. As did the sound of…

My back stiffened. “Please, tell me I’m not hearing what I think I am.”

“Unfortunately, you are.”

Moaning.

I heard soft moans and deep, harsher groans.

The laughter was hard enough to comprehend, but the sounds of sex? What in the actual fuck?

Attes abruptly veered to the right, and I almost walked into his back. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I think we’re where we need to be.”

I turned my head. Two men stood at the end of the hall, in front of the closed doors to what I assumed was Seacliffe’s Great Hall.

Their faces were painted like Callum’s and Millicent’s had been, in the shape of wings that extended from the hairline to the jaw. But these were a deep, dark red.

The laughter and moans continued and echoed from the Hall, the sound grating on my nerves and stretching my patience thin. Not only did Kolis know we were coming, there were also hundreds of bodies in the bay, and dozens hanging from the colonnade. And this was what was occurring? A sex party?

A tear in the veil formed.

Something like this couldn’t be okay.

The eather pulsed but I quickly stitched the tear before the anger, unease, and thin threads of fear buried under everything else could rip me from the nothing.

The Revenants moved to open the doors, but I beat them to it. Lifting a hand, I summoned the eather and blew the doors off their hinges.

I may have donned the veil, but I had not become the Maiden.

I prowled forward as the heavy wooden doors crashed against the walls with a loud crack that drew startled shouts from those inside the chamber. All I saw were flashes of crimson and skin—lots of skin. I didn’t look long enough to see anything else. I couldn’t the moment my eyes landed on him.

Kolis.

He sat in a lazy sprawl at the other end of the Hall on the dais, one leg draped over the gleaming red arm of a throne—a throne made of rubies and maybe garnets. Its seat was wide, and dark-red wings stretched out on either side.

The only source of light was artificial. Windows were blocked by crimson curtains. The dome had been constructed of stone, and I suspected we were surrounded by Ascended, but I knew there were gods here.

Many.

I could feel them in my blood.

The Hall had gone quiet except for the heels of my boots as I walked down the short set of steps. My eyes narrowed on the figure who remained seated, golden hair shining under the bright light of the chandelier. He was looking left, so I only saw the profile of one broad cheekbone and half of a sculpted jaw. But it was enough.

I recognized him.

Maybe from stasis. Perhaps from before. It didn’t matter. The fucker was still looking to his left. I sent a quick glance in that direction. A woman stood before him, draped—unsurprisingly—in crimson silk. Her arms were stretched above her, back bowed to pull the material taut against her nearly exposed chest. She appeared to be dancing. And she wasn’t the only one in the wings of the dais. Others were dressed the same, their skin displaying the pale and smooth quality of the Ascended.

My gaze shifted back to Kolis. He was shirtless and wearing only white linen pants. A gold band encircled his right biceps.

“Poppy.” Attes’s voice carried a warning.

It struck me then that I didn’t sense a Fate.

“Nice of you to join me, Sotoria.”

Every muscle in my body tensed. Kolis still hadn’t looked at me. “I told you not to call me that.”

“And I told you it’s your name. It is how I knew you.” His head finally turned toward us.

The similarity to Nyktos, his nephew, was clearly seen in the carved jaw and high cheekbones, but Kolis’s symmetrical features were almost…delicate. Perfectly pieced together.

As we stared at each other, it made sense that Death would be crafted to be beautiful. It served as a comfort when death came and a lure when one fought to live.

“You didn’t come with who I hoped,” he said.

“I didn’t.”

Kolis’s eyes were a bright crimson as they drifted behind me. One side of his full lips curved up. “Should’ve expected it would be you.”

Attes moved to the side and into my peripheral vision. “Where is the Fate, Kolis?”

“Around.”

“Bullshit,” the Primal replied.

“You will not speak to the King like that,” a voice rang out.

My gaze snapped to a tall, slender male with hair as pale as Delano’s and eyes the color of an Elemental. But he wasn’t an Atlantian.

He was a god.

“Who the fuck are you?” I demanded as I glanced around the Hall, picking out what had to be at least a dozen or so Revenants dressed in crimson breeches and tunics. I didn’t see a gold or pale-blond head. No Callum. No Millicent. So far.

“Language,” Kolis chided.

My head shot toward him, and his smile widened.

“Varus,” Attes answered. “Varus of Kithreia. Can’t believe you’re still alive.”

“Same goes for you.” The god crossed his arms. “That won’t hold true if you speak to the King that way again.”

“It’s all right.” Kolis tilted his head. “Attes has every right to be…displeased.”

My brows rose.

“Has he told you why he hates me, Sotoria?”

“One could easily guess,” I retorted and saw Attes send me a look that said he was wondering if this was my idea of seduction. “And do not call me that.”

“I bet you couldn’t guess, so’lis.”

“I don’t care,” I said, which wasn’t true. I wanted to know. I just didn’t care to hear it from him.

“Ah, yes. You want to get down to business.” He leaned forward slightly, and I saw faint shadows slide across his neck and bare chest. He lifted a golden goblet from the floor. “To find out why I summoned you.”

“I would like to know where the Fate is,” Attes stated.

“I imagine he is somewhere.”

I didn’t believe him. And based on the tension in Attes, he didn’t either. Technically, saying that the Fate was somewhere wasn’t a lie. The stitches in the veil strained, letting a trickle of ice hit my veins. I cut it off. It didn’t matter. I only needed to get close to him. And if a Fate wasn’t here, that was better for me. Maybe I wouldn’t end up in stasis again. “Where is the woman who claimed to be Isbeth?”

“Your mother? She hasn’t returned from her visit with you.” He took a drink. “I do hope you welcomed her with open arms.”

My stomach twisted, and I barely managed to stop myself from asking if it had really been her. That also couldn’t matter right now.

Kolis’s gaze briefly flickered to my side, his smile thinning as he eyed Attes. “So, where is that…husband of yours?”

“You asked me to come,” I said. “Not him.”

“Actually, if I recall correctly, I said that I would love for him and the wolven to come,” he replied, gaze snapping back to me as he lifted the goblet. “You didn’t obey.”

My skin prickled as if a swarm of biting ants had been unleashed. “That’s because I chose to come. I didn’t choose to obey you.”

Again, Attes sent me a look that screamed I needed to change tack. But based on how my last interaction with Kolis had gone, I doubted he would believe it if I came in fawning all over him.

“What choice did you have when I presented you with an option I’m sure you found distasteful?”

The veil was completely in place when I said, “You threatened the lives of people I don’t know. People who served the Blood Crown. I’m not here for them.”

A single eyebrow rose. “Really?”

“Really.”

Eyeing me, he took another drink. When his hand lowered, a sheen of crimson remained on his lips. “So, where is he?”

“I’m not here to discuss his whereabouts.”

One finger tapped off the side of his cup. “And what do you think you’re here for?”

“Apparently, to see exactly how far my patience can be stretched.”

The curve of his lips faltered as the air charged. “Sotoria—”

“My name is Penellaphe,” I cut him off as I forced myself to walk forward. “You may have known me as Sotoria, but if you have any interest in knowing me now, you will do so by knowing who I am now.”

His head cocked in a fluid, serpentine manner that caused a chill to spiral down my spine. “You want me to get to know you as Penellaphe?”

I lifted a shoulder. “I want to survive.”

Kolis’s gaze flicked to Attes and then returned to me. “Is that so?”

“I know how this ends.” I took a few more steps forward, noticing the ones who tensed weren’t Revenants. They remained like statues. It was the gods who grew wary. “My soul won’t be reborn this time. That is,” I continued, speaking words that tasted bitter, “if I do what I’ve apparently done in the past.”

“And what is that?” he questioned.

“Fight this,” I forced my voice to remain level. “Fight you.”

Kolis went completely still. “This is quite the change in attitude since our chat on the Cliffs.”

“It’s not. Not really. What I told you is true. I know what you want.”

“You also said I would not get it.” He leaned back. “Then, you threatened to kill me.”

It wasn’t like I expected him to forget that. “I did.”

“You changed your mind that quickly?”

“No.”

“I’m confused.”

“I have a temper. I often say things I don’t always mean.”

Kolis took another drink.

“And I said you wouldn’t get what you wanted,” I continued. “Which is a fight where you get to destroy cities and people.”

Lowering his goblet, he dragged his fangs over his lower lip. “And what do I get?”

“My submission.”

Kolis’s chest rose, and it didn’t lower. “Your submission?”

I nodded.

“And what part of today has been an act of submission?”

“I didn’t say my submission would come easily,” I told him.

He stared at me and then laughed. “Why would I believe this? When that one joins you?” His idle smile faded. “I know Attes. He would not go along with this.”

“I don’t trust you,” Attes answered. “That’s why I’m here.”

“As if I didn’t know that already. But I didn’t ask you.” The idle grin returned. “I’m waiting.”

My breath hitched as my heart turned over. Kolis’s low chuckle screamed what he thought of Attes’s reason. It was pitiful. We really should’ve fleshed that out.

Attes was closer. “I just told you—”

“I would suggest you allow her to answer,” Kolis stated, his tone easy—friendly even. His smile increased, and it…creeped me out. It wasn’t real. It reminded me of mine as I stood beside the Teermans. It was practiced. Fake.

“Sotoria?”

“Penellaphe,” I growled, my mind flashing to what Casteel had said. Oh, gods, if I was wrong, this would blow up in my face while also being incredibly embarrassing. “It’s because he loves me.”

Kolis’s smile faltered as his gaze darted to Attes.

“Right?” I said, rushing on. “He doesn’t want me to get myself killed or…”

Kolis’s eyes snapped back to mine. Strands of dark eather swirled in them. “Or what?”

“Or worse.”

Kolis’s jaw rolled. “I must admit, I am caught off guard.” He paused. “Did you tell her?”

“Yes,” Attes answered before I could.

“And what did that make you feel?” Kolis asked of me.

Fucking gods, I couldn’t even answer that if I wanted to. All I could do in that moment was convince myself that Attes was simply going along with what I had said. “Nothing,” I said. That also tasted bitter. “I don’t know him.”

“Interesting.” His jaw loosened. “I’m sure that stung, Attes.”

The Primal had no response to that.

“I know you never summoned a Fate.” I filled the silence. “If you had, they would be here. So, I’m guessing you wanted me to come, and you wanted to force my hand by threatening or harming those I care about.”

“Well.” Kolis chuckled, lifting his goblet. “I must be as transparent as glass, Penellaphe.”

I had no idea if him using my name was good or bad.

Kolis finished off what was likely something best not thought about and then leaned forward, drawing his leg from the arm of his throne. He set the goblet down and straightened. “Leave. Everyone but Penellaphe and Attes.”

I dared to take a deep breath as the vampry on the stage scurried off. Doors opened behind us, but I didn’t look. I kept my eyes on Kolis as he stood. His gaze didn’t leave mine as footsteps hurried across the stone. He didn’t speak until the doors had closed.

“Tell me something, Penellaphe.” He walked to the edge of the dais. “What if I don’t believe you?”

I’m not afraid, I told myself as an icy slicing motion cut through my chest. He does not scare me. “What can I do about that?”

“I have a few ideas.” He reached the edge of the dais.

“If it requires the death of the only person besides us in this Hall, we’re already going to have problems.”

He lifted a brow.

“I may be submitting, but that doesn’t mean I’m for senseless killing.” I held his stare. “You’re the true Primal of Death. Not a psychotic murderer.”

“Really?” he drawled. “You may be the first to think that in…gods.” He laughed. “How long, Attes?”

“A long fucking time,” the Primal muttered. “But as you can see, she still has some of her original…qualities.”

I stiffened, telling myself not to focus on that. I’d have to ask about it later.

“That she does.” Kolis’s voice dropped, and it took everything to suppress a shudder. “What if I wanted a little senseless killing?”

“Depends on the killing.”

“Like?”

“If it involved a Fate or two, I wouldn’t mind.” I said the first thing that came to mind.

Real surprise shot across his striking features. “Really?”

“I’m not exactly fond of them. For a multitude of reasons,” I said, then decided for some extra realness to add. “Especially Lirian.”

Kolis barked out a short laugh. “Interesting.”

I watched him as he moved along the edge of the dais. If he would just get down here…

“What if I needed proof of your willingness to…submit?” he said, stopping directly above me. “What if I wanted to fuck you in front of Attes?”

A low growl rumbled out of the Primal as I went numb. Completely, utterly numb. My heart thudded. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let things get anywhere close to that happening. “If you want that, then I misjudged you. And you might as well prepare.”

“For what, Penellaphe?”

“For a fight.” I let the eather surface just enough that I knew he felt the heat of life and the coldness of death. “I may not win, but I know I will hurt you. Badly.”

He went still again, his gaze unflinching. “You haven’t misjudged me.” Without warning, he jumped down, making me jolt. “I would never do such a thing with a woman I loved.”

Something in the words chilled me straight to the bone.

It made me think of what Casteel had said.

“I don’t know, Penellaphe.” Kolis stood several feet from me, the closest he’d ever been in the flesh. “I’m not sure if you can fulfill the offer you’re making.”

His statement caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”

“You’re kind. You always have been. And yes, I know this. I’ve known you for your entire life.”

Yeah, I was going to ignore that. “Do not mistake my kindness for weakness.”

“You see the good in the most rotten beings, demand fairness for the least just, and believe in second chances for those who would only waste them. You’re not like Seraphena.” He spat her name with venom as a foot of space disappeared between us. “You’re not conniving. You don’t seek retribution. You’re not a murderer like she is. So, do not act as if you are.”

A sharp, stifled burst of air escaped from my nose.

His crimson-streaked gaze narrowed. “Is there something you find funny?”

“You think you know me.” I spoke as I crossed my arms so my left hand was near the hook on the forearm sheath. “Clearly, you do not.”

“Do tell?”

“I do tend to see the good in those others only see the worst in.” I flicked the hook. “I do demand that even those who are unjust are due fairness. And yes, I refuse to live in a world that doesn’t believe people can be better and change if given a chance to do so.”

He leaned back with a low laugh. “It sounds like I do, in fact, know you.”

“But I can also see when there is no good left. I demand justice for the wrongs committed by those who thrive on inequality. And I believe second chances are earned, not freely given.”

Kolis arched a brow in challenge. “And?”

I stepped forward. Only two feet left between us. I slipped my fingers under my sleeve. “But when I do seek retribution, I am more vengeful than those whose blood I share.”

The essence pulsed in his eyes. It wasn’t the only thing I saw in him, though—in the part of his lips. There was also interest. Lust.

“How vengeful?”

Less than a foot. I curled my fingers around the dagger’s hilt. It immediately warmed to my skin. “Trust me,” I said. “You don’t want to find out.”

“I don’t know about that.” His gaze slipped over me as crimson shadows appeared in his flesh. “I think it would be quite enjoyable.”

No, you won’t, I vowed silently.

Kolis’s smile returned, widening. “Attes?” he said, erasing the space between us.

I held myself still as he stared at me. I didn’t breathe in his scent. I didn’t flinch as he folded an arm around my waist. I didn’t vomit in his face as he tugged me against him. I didn’t let myself dwell on the feel of him against my stomach.

“You may want to look away,” Kolis instructed.

I focused only on the dagger as his head lowered. I was so focused that I didn’t feel his lips on mine. I was nothing but a weapon—the blade I withdrew as my lips moved against his. His groan was ragged, and I let my lips curve into a smile right before I bit down hard on his lip in the same instant I thrust my right hand out.

Kolis jerked.

Letting the eather rise, I slammed both hands into his chest and shoved him.

He flew backward, crashing into the side of the dais. He hit the floor on his ass, bracing himself with one hand as his other hovered over his chest—near the dagger I’d shoved straight into his heart.

My heart racing, I wiped the back of my hand over my mouth as Attes shot to my side, the bone dagger in hand. His attention was on Kolis as I lowered my hand. Black and crimson streaks rippled out and spread across Kolis’s chest.

“Ancient bone,” Kolis rasped, lifting his head. There was nothing in his expression. Nothing at all.

“Not just any Ancient bone,” I said. “You should recognize it. After all, it is the dagger Seraphena promised you she would hand to me. Too bad she’s not here to see this.”

“Yes.” Blood trickled from his mouth. “Too bad.”

Kolis gripped the hilt.

I tensed.

Attes stiffened.

“I would’ve loved to see her face.” He yanked the dagger free, his gaze flipping to mine. A wave of shadowy eather washed over the dagger, collapsing it.

My lips parted, and that buzz returned to my ears.

“But your expression will do.” Kolis rose, and fast—too fast for someone who should’ve been mortally wounded. “Ouch.” He ran his hand over his chest. “That stung.”

Had I missed?

No.

I hadn’t. I knew where the heart was.

“Did you really think, Penellaphe, that you knew what I wanted?” He smiled, and there was nothing practiced about it. It was wide and gruesome, blood smeared over his teeth. “I may be, as some would say, unstable. Perhaps even desperate.”

I felt Attes circle an arm around my waist and draw me back.

“Do you really think I’m so desperate, so insane, that I would still love the bitch who helped entomb me for over a thousand years?” Kolis demanded. “I had a lot of time to think things over. To get over it. I’ve moved on, so’lis.”

Oh, gods.

Casteel had been right. He’d been right about Kolis.

I felt the essence rise in Attes as the scent of burnt ozone reached us.

“Where are you going?” Kolis asked. “I still want you—well, I want what’s inside you, Poppy.”

The crackle of the realm starting to open tore through the air. A strange scent reached me, a mixture of citrus and lilac—

“And when I’m done with you?” Crimson and midnight swirled through his flesh as it thinned. “You know where I will go,” Kolis hissed.

I summoned the eather, letting it rush to the surface even as the tear in the realm opened. The scent of…citrus and fresh air grew, and I knew Attes wasn’t taking me to Carsodonia. He was taking me to Iliseeum. Because he could cross with the wards. Kolis couldn’t. The tear would seal behind us, and I knew Kolis would go where he threatened.

To Carsodonia.

To Casteel.

And to Kieran.

I dug in my heels and shoved my elbow into Attes’s stomach, tearing myself free. I locked gazes with Kolis as Attes shouted—

The realm exploded in crimson and night.

What sounded like a clap of thunder came from within me, sudden and sharp, and then…then there was nothing.
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CASTEEL

Somehow, someway, Poppy had done something.

“Is there a reason you wanted to come here?” Kieran asked.

Besides that, being in the Solar made me feel like the walls were closing in on me? No. I had no good reason for being in the Great Hall. I just didn’t want to stray too far from where Poppy said she would return.

And she would return.

She had to.

And when she did, she had a lot to answer for. After I held her.

At least down here, I couldn’t hear Nithe’s restless calls as he circled the bay.

But it had also been where I last saw Poppy. And Kieran, the jackass, knew that.

“Is there a reason you all followed me?” I threw over my shoulder as I walked forward.

“You know exactly why we followed you.”

Yeah, I did.

They were making sure I didn’t do something unstable. Untrustworthy. Unpredictable. Like shadowstepping my ass to Pensdurth. What they didn’t realize was that I’d already tried.

I couldn’t open the realm.

Poppy had known I would follow and had somehow prevented it. My mind immediately went to the Fates.

Lifting the bottle of whiskey, I took a long swallow. It burned all the way to my gut. Over half the bottle was gone, but it had absolutely no effect on me. Not like it used to back then, when I felt more like a thing than a person. Which meant it wasn’t helping loosen the knot of anxiety in my stomach or dull the blade-sharp threads of fear that kept slicing through my chest every couple of minutes.

Poppy was with that sick fuck, and I was here, sidelined like someone more of a hindrance than an ally.

Fuck.

Did she know I had held her after she fed? Watched her sleep?

I took another drink as my gaze flicked around the Hall, my gaze shifting to the empty dais.

“What happened to the thrones?”

“We melted them down,” Delano said as he walked along the main alcove, his form appearing and then disappearing behind the Atlantian banners hanging from the alcove walls.

I looked around, thinking something was missing. My gaze landed on the center of the Hall. “The statue?”

“Poppy destroyed it,” Delano stated flatly from the shadows. I didn’t need to look at him to know he was pissed. “Before you decided to show up.”

My hand spasmed around the bottle as I continued forward. Reaching the dais, I hoisted myself up and sat my ass down.

I took yet another drink that did absolutely fucking nothing as my eyes landed on Kieran.

“You can keep glaring at me all you want.” His steps slowed. “You’re not going to run me off.”

“Or the rest of us,” my father said as he strode down the sweeping steps at the mouth of the Hall. Hisa followed behind him but stopped just inside, wisely keeping her distance. Both were dressed as if ready for battle.

I, on the other hand, had no weapons.

Their words felt like a call to war that I was more than willing to rise to. After all, I’d already run Emil, my brother, Naill, and Netta off.

“Want to bet?” I asked.

“I have no interest in making foolish bets.” My father sat on one of the marble benches framing the steps leading to the alcove.

I shifted my gaze back to Kieran. He stood impossibly still, arms folded over the daggers strapped to his chest. I didn’t want them here to witness me trying to drink myself stupid and failing. “None of you needs to be here.”

“Disagree.”

I couldn’t tell if Kieran knew Poppy had done something. Part of me said he didn’t. The other half refused to listen to that part. “I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize Poppy.”

She was already doing a bang-up job of that herself.

Gods. Did she think I didn’t know what she would have to do? That it was also one of the reasons she hadn’t wanted me or Kieran there? She would have to get close.

Fuck.

“I didn’t say you would,” Kieran answered.

I let out a dry laugh. “That’s bullshit. The fact that I’m here is because you feared I would do exactly that.”

“No. That’s at least partially bullshit, you jackass. And you know it,” he replied. “We’re not there because Poppy and Attes were right. The agreement with the Fate and whatever protection it offers does not extend to us. He would come right at us.”

“He would try,” I corrected, arguing for the sake of being an asshole. “And you said partially. Care to elaborate?”

His jaw tightened. “You know what you would do the moment Kolis opened his mouth and spouted some nonsense.”

“Hmm.” My attention shifted to Delano as he descended the shorter stairs. The dagger at his hip caught my attention. The color and shape of the hilt were familiar. I lowered my gaze, catching a gleam of dark red. Slowly, I lifted my gaze to Delano’s. “Is that the bloodstone dagger?”

“It is.” He sat on the bottom step.

My head tilted.

Don’t, warned Kieran through the notam, his arms unfolding.

Of course, he knew what I was about to do. I’d made it clear that I wanted to be left alone. They refused. That didn’t mean I wasn’t willing to go low—even lower than how I ensured Emil and Netta didn’t follow me.

I doubted the latter would be speaking to me anytime soon.

Kieran shifted his weight. This isn’t easy for me either. For any of us. None of us is okay with remaining here while she’s there.

My grip tightened on the bottle.

The difference is, we’re not acting like assholes, Kieran reached out through the link again. You’ve already said some nasty shit. You don’t need to add to that.

I said some truthful shit. Nasty, truthful shit I had also spewed at Malik concerning a certain missing Revenant. If you want me to stop, you know what to do.

Eather pulsed from Kieran as he lowered his chin.

I smirked around the rim of the bottle. You’re going to need to put me into the ground instead of Poppy. Something you should have no problem doing.

There was a slight flinch—a crack in his resolve to wait this out. You think I don’t know what you’re doing? Kieran interrupted. We’ve been here before. Didn’t work then. Not going to work now.

He was right. We had been here before. Years ago, when drinking, fighting, and fucking did nothing to silence the shit I didn’t want to think about. I’d lashed out at him—at everyone. But I was a hell of a lot meaner now.

You should be checking on your sister, I advised as I lifted the bottle. Then again, she’s probably busy getting fuc—

Kieran severed the link, shutting me out.

Ouch.

I laughed, then took a drink as I shifted my focus back to Delano. I knew exactly how to get him out of here. “The same one made from the bones of your sister?”

“Fucking gods,” Kieran muttered.

Delano’s chin lifted. “It is, Cas.”

“You don’t think that’s weird? Or disrespectful?” I shook the bottle, sloshing the amber liquid as I forced my mouth to keep moving, to speak the words that tasted sour and bitter. “I mean, that’s your sister’s bones—”

The bottle shattered in my grasp, showering me with glass and whiskey.

My father let out a low whistle as I opened my fingers, letting the neck of the bottle fall to the floor. I turned my head to Kieran.

“I think you’ve had enough,” he stated.

I hadn’t drunk nearly enough, considering I was still sober. “I think you can go fuck yourself.”

Kieran’s lips twisted into a thin smile. “And I think Poppy would be very disappointed in you if she heard the shit you’ve been saying.”

I stilled.

“What?” Kieran stepped forward. “You don’t want to hear that? Just like you don’t want to face the truth about why she asked me to put her in the ground? Why she wouldn’t put that on you?”

I was in front of him in less than a heartbeat, toe-to-toe. “I’m not talking to you about this.”

“Of course, you aren’t. Because that would require you to pull your head out of your ass and acknowledge that you’re weak.”

“Fuck,” whispered Delano.

Eather hummed as I locked gazes with Kieran. “What the fuck did you just say?”

“They heard me,” he retorted. “So I know you did. But I can repeat it for you. You’re fucking weak when it comes to—”

I grabbed the collar of his tunic. “You want to rethink what you’re about to say.”

Kieran laughed, the sound short and harsh. Delano stood. “Yet again, you’re asking someone else to think when you won’t.”

A tremor ran through my arm, and I felt the eather pressing at my skin. My fist tightened around his tunic.

“I told you last time,” Kieran said while Hisa descended the wider steps at the Hall’s entrance. “You want to do this? Let’s do it.”

The corners of my vision turned a deep gray.

“I’ll let you have the first punch.” Kieran leaned in. “Come on, Cas. That’s what you want to do.”

I wanted nothing more than to lay hands on him.

“No.” My father held up his hand, stopping Delano and Hisa as they moved closer to us. “Let them fight it out.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Hisa said.

“It won’t be the first time,” my father responded. “And it will be much more interesting than listening to my son insult those who care about him.”

Kieran didn’t blink as he held my stare. Another tremor ran through my arm.

I shoved him back. Not as hard as I could have. He only moved a few feet. “That’s the last chance I’m giving you.”

Kieran straightened and stretched his neck. I saw his flesh begin to thin, and he returned his stare to mine. “I was wrong.”

Crimson threaded the shadows, crowding my vision.

“She’s not your weakness.” His chest rose with a deep breath as he widened his stance. “You’re hers.”

Will you become the fatal flaw in her armor?

I snapped, crashing into Kieran and taking us to the floor. He took the brunt of the fall as I straddled him. Like he offered, he gave me the first hit. Didn’t raise a hand as my fist slammed into his jaw, knocking his head to the side.

Kieran spat blood, then faced me, lifting his head from the floor. “Did that make you feel better?”

No.

Absolutely fucking not.

Grabbing his tunic, I cocked my fist back—

The realm suddenly tilted as a wave of dizziness crashed over me.

“Cas?” Kieran’s face blurred as I blinked several times.

Disoriented, I felt my body list to the side.

“Cas?” Kieran sounded like he was a hundred miles away as he lifted onto his elbows. “What’s wrong?”

“I…” Cold sweat broke out across my forehead. My skin was suddenly clammy.

Pain lanced my chest, causing me to sway as my father’s and Delano’s voices faded in and out.

Kieran caught my arm, steadying me. “Talk to me.”

Something was wrong.

I needed to tell him that, but I couldn’t get my tongue to work as a hollowness opened in my chest, wide and aching. I tilted, half-falling, half-dragging myself off him. I planted my hands on the cold marble floor, my breath caught somewhere between a gasp and a curse. A dull tingling sensation erupted along my palm, and then darkness.
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POPPY

One moment, I was standing. The next, I was airborne as red-hot pain tore through me—blinding and absolute. My chest locked tight, lungs seizing before I could even take another breath or scream.

I crashed into something hard—maybe a pillar? Whatever it was, it knocked out any air that was left in my lungs. Falling forward, I couldn’t get my arms or legs to work to stop the fall. I hit the floor with a sickening crunch of bones as a fire raged in my skin and under it, shorting out my senses. I lay there, the realm dark and silent, completely absent of light and sound.

No.

The realm wasn’t dark. I realized my eyes were closed as waves of agony coursed through my body, locking every muscle. The breath-stealing fire lessened with each pass but all that did was leave room for other pain. A dull ache in my ribs. A burning in my shoulder. Each breath I took required effort as I lay there, the scent of death and…charred flesh filling lungs that felt shrunken.

The charred flesh…

It was mine. It was where the essence had hit me. I could feel it: the torn, seeping skin. It wasn’t a direct hit, and it wasn’t a killing release of eather. Either the blow to his heart had weakened him or—

My hearing returned, bringing with it the sound of something dripping, and the smack of bare feet against stone. Something I couldn’t afford to acknowledge skittered down my spine, stroking the eather. Bitter acid gathered in the back of my throat, along with a faint metallic taste. I peeled my eyes open. I was staring at the dome, which meant I was still on my back. Get up. I needed to get up. I knew this. I couldn’t remain down. Vikter had drilled that into me, but my brain was having trouble getting the message to my arms and legs.

A deep voice hummed softly. “You really thought you could fool me.”

We had, but that didn’t matter. What did was the fact that I needed to get control of my body and move.

“That you could take me on.” His laugh filled the silent Hall.

The essence throbbed as I pulled on every ounce of willpower I had in me. I managed to roll onto my side with a groan. The Hall spun, a dizzying rush of crimson and ivory before my vision cleared and everything came into startling clarity. Red furniture. White walls. Red smeared on the marble tile. Something in a messy heap, smoking—something in black with golden-bronze skin.

Attes.

My heart stuttered as I stared at the body lying on the other side of the Hall, closer to the door. The chest of his black tunic was torn open, and blood pooled under him. He wasn’t moving, and the sickening smell of burning flesh wasn’t just mine.

The sound of footsteps drew closer and then stopped.

Kolis.

Move.

My fingers spasmed, and then my hand. Move. A rush of pins and needles swept up my arm. Fight. Squeezing my eyes shut, I focused on the hot feeling in my chest. Not the pain. I forced all my attention on the essence as white crossed into my line of sight. Pants. White pants drenched in crimson. The thin material was pulled taut, lifting and then stretching over knees as Kolis knelt beside me.

“You’re lucky, so’lis.” His blood-streaked hand appeared. Cold fingers grazed my forehead, causing me to flinch. His chuckle deepened, becoming rough. “That you are so loved.”

My insides withered.

“He took a direct hit for you—for someone who doesn’t even remember all he’s done for you. All he sacrificed for you.” Kolis’s fingers trailed over my temple. “Or perhaps I should say all he forced others to sacrifice for him.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, and I didn’t really care. Not when all I could do was roll onto my side. Not when he was touching me.

“He’s not dead,” Kolis shared. “Not yet. Not until I want him to be.”

That was a relief.

A sick one.

Feeling had returned to my legs, the muscles there twitching painfully.

“Unlike you, I made promises I intend to keep.” Kolis drew his fingers over my cheek, and my heart lurched as I realized he was tracing the scar there. “I can’t believe you actually stabbed me.”

The spasms in my calves and thighs settled.

“I wasn’t expecting that.” Kolis let out a laugh that was soft and disgustingly pleasant. His fingers slid over my lips, tugging on the lower one. “I know. I know. I should have. But I will admit, you caught me off guard. I didn’t expect the attitude mixed with the offer of submission.”

Each breath I took became easier.

“It was possibly the most contradictory spectacle I’ve seen in a long time.” His hand was now coasting over my throat, lingering briefly where my pulse had slowed. “But you’re probably wondering why I’m not nearly as weakened as you likely believed I would be.”

I wasn’t.

The thing that looked like Isbeth had said he’d been fed while entombed. Clearly, that had been the truth because he was just about as weakened as Casteel had been when I plunged the dagger into his heart.

But I had wounded Casteel.

And I knew I had wounded Kolis.

I could hear it in his voice: a strain under each word, a bite of pain that thinned his breath.

“I may have been little more than bones when I was freed, but I was never weak. I’ve never been weak—not like my brother or nephew. That was something they never understood.” His hand slipped lower. “But they will.”

I held myself still, giving the essence time to heal what it could so I could fight—do some real damage. That was all I could think about because I knew I wasn’t defeating him. I wasn’t getting out of this. Healing from the blow of essence would nearly drain me. I knew I didn’t have it in me to even shadowstep. I was weaker than when I entered Iliseeum, but even then, I wouldn’t have won.

But this wasn’t about winning anymore.

It wasn’t even about surviving.

I gasped as the sick bastard’s palm pressed into my injured shoulder.

Kolis’s hand stilled. “Gods, it has been so long since I’ve heard that breathy sound coming from your lips.” The edges of his hair tickled my forehead. “It still makes me hard.”

My body went cold.

“Maybe I stopped loving you long before now because I don’t think causing you pain should elicit such a response,” he mused as I gritted my teeth. “But I did love you, so’lis. You ruined that.”

Even if I could muster up the effort to tell him I didn’t give a fuck, I wouldn’t have wasted my breath.

His face appeared above mine as he leaned over me from behind. The skin at the corners of his mouth was pinched white despite the smile. A sheen of sweat glistened on his brow.

“By the way, you’ve always been terrible at keeping in what you’re thinking and feeling.” His palm moved away from my aching shoulder, and I immediately wished it had remained there. The curve of his lips widened. “You have tells. A slight squint of the eyes, a twitch of the fingers, a shallow swallow, a too-quick inhale.” His lips grazed the bridge of my nose. Pain rippled across my chest, causing me to inhale sharply. “Just like that.”

Kolis moved suddenly, twisting his body so he was above me, his knees on either side of my hips. My gaze lowered to the wound in his chest. The tear in his skin remained, leaving the edges of the flesh jagged. Blood no longer poured from the wound, but it hadn’t healed, and that had to mean something.

“You were right, you know. About what I want. At least, part of it.” His hand was moving again. “I do want you.”

He’d said that once, and it was enough.

“What’s inside you,” he repeated, his breath coasting over my cheek as his hand slipped under the shirt and brushed the bare skin of my stomach. “But I don’t want to destroy cities. I want what is due to me. What I am owed.” His fingers slipped lower, pulling the band of my breeches taut. I couldn’t focus on that—any of it. I wouldn’t. “However, I do want a bit more than a little senseless killing. Starting with that husband of yours. His arrogance reminds me of…” His head lifted, his gaze moving to Attes. “Not just him. Not even Kyn.” His eyes narrowed, and then he muttered something in the language of the gods as my skin crawled. He spoke it too fast and low for me to hear past the buzzing that had started in my ears. “Anyway, he will die. So will that wolf with him.”

Fear started to slither its way through me—

No.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t give in to that. I needed to stay calm. My heart pounded, though, because how the fuck was I supposed to be calm in this situation? He was going to kill me. Then, he would turn his sights on Carsodonia.

“I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen…” His hand slipped away, delving into the hair above my braid. He jerked my head back, sending a wave of fiery pain down my spine. “And I need you to pay attention, Poppy. So, open your fucking eyes and listen, or I will make you, just as the Duke did.”

The Duke.

Teerman.

For a moment, I wasn’t lying on the floor of Seacliffe Manor’s Great Hall. I was in Teerman’s favorite office with its dark walls and crimson furniture. I could feel the cold, smooth desk against the bare skin of my chest, and the even colder, smoother surface of his cherished cane against my back.

My eyes snapped open as rage burned straight through the cold terror and pain. I met his stare.

Kolis smirked. “I had plans for you. For him.” Streaks of midnight eather lashed across the crimson of his eyes. “I wanted to fuck you while I drained you, and I wanted him to watch.”

My eyes didn’t squint.

“That’s what I wanted him to see before I ended your life.” His lips parted, revealing the tips of large fangs. “I wanted the last thing he saw to be my cock slamming into you while I tore your throat out.”

My fingers didn’t twitch.

“You may think that’s excessive. Maybe it is.” Kolis’s lips touched mine as he spoke. “But the so-called King is arrogant and disrespectful. And you.” He bit down on my lower lip. “You are nothing more than a whore.”

I didn’t swallow.

“So, I’ll have to make do with telling him how you screamed for mercy as I fed from you. And you will scream, so’lis.” His tongue caught the blood on my lip. “And then, after your heart stops and I take your essence within me, I will take your soul. You know what that means, don’t you? I can bring you back. And I will.” He twisted my head to the side, baring my throat. “This won’t be the end of you, so’lis. So, you’d better not displease me. And give me what I want.”

Kolis’s lips brushed my pulse.

Essence sputtered and then thrummed, unfurling from the pit in my stomach. It was hot and cold but nowhere near as intense as I’d felt it before.

“And just in case you forgot,” he whispered. “I only want your screams.”

Eather poured into my veins.

“This is going to hurt,” he promised.

I lifted my arm, ignoring the pain flaring across ribs that had yet to heal whatever fractures they had in them.

“A lot.”

Fangs scraped my throat.

I sank my fingers into his hair, jerking his head back. Crimson-and-black eyes locked with mine. “You will be the only one screaming.”

His upper lip curled. “You bi—”

I slammed my knee between his legs with enough force to squish everything there.

The bastard didn’t scream. Not yet. He roared as he let go of my hair and reared back, cupping himself. Blood drained from his face as he started to list to the side.

The corners of my vision turned silver and gold as I rolled my hips inward, drawing my legs up. My jaw clenched against the agony in my back and shoulder. I kicked out, planting both boots into his chest and knocking him back. He hit the floor, and I didn’t waste time. Hissing through the pain, I sprang to my feet, unleashing a bolt of pure energy, I let out a ragged breath as I stumbled. Golden light streaked with silver and faint shades of black and red arced and crackled. The essence slammed into his shoulder, sending him sliding across the floor. I knew it wasn’t enough to kill him—I knew it was probably causing me more harm than him—but I kept it up, channeling everything I had in me into it.

Kolis writhed on the floor, his back bowing as Primal mist spilled out of him, a thin, churning mass of crimson and black that quickly faded. When I felt the eather pulsing and flickering inside me, I let go and extended my hand. Conjuring the image of the dagger I’d seen Attes holding, I used what was left of the essence.

A heartbeat later, the bone dagger smacked against my palm. Stalking forward as he rose to his knees, I drove mine into the side of his head. He went down again, and I followed, pressing my boot into what was left of his balls.

I wasn’t escaping.

I was going to die by Kolis’s hands, breaking the bond forged by the Joining. I didn’t want to die, but a sense of calmness washed over me as I dropped, aiming once more for his heart. It reminded me of Spessa’s End, when I held the blade to my throat. I hadn’t wanted to die then either, but I was ready if it meant protecting Casteel and those I had come to know and love.

And I was ready to do it now, too.

I just needed to fuck Kolis up enough that it would give Casteel and Kieran time to fight and save themselves and as many as they could.

That was all that mattered now.

I drove the dagger down with a scream, burying the dagger in his chest. Kolis grunted, his body jerking. Blood sprayed across my hands as I yanked the blade out and slammed it back down. I stabbed him over and over as a raw, hoarse sound filled my ears, and shimmering crimson coated my hands and dripped down my face. My throat ached, and that sound—the pained screaming—was coming from me as I lifted the bone dagger high once mo—

I didn’t even see Kolis’s fist.

I felt it, though.

Pain exploded along the side of my head as I was flung sideways. I hit the floor and rolled until I smacked into the side of the dais. Groaning, I forced my arms to move. I pushed up onto my knees and spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. A different sort of buzzing droned then, muting my hearing. I rocked back and started to stand—

The floor began to tremble as my vision went in and out. Head and face throbbing, I felt the tile crack beneath my palms before I gripped the edge of the dais. Using that for support, I dragged myself upright and turned.

What I saw standing there looked nothing like a man. Instead, it was a being that was more crimson bone and churning shadows than flesh. I wouldn’t have even known it was Kolis if not for the bloodstained white pants. My gaze lifted to the blurry image of wings behind him—wings that reminded me of a draken’s.

Kolis was in front of me before I knew it, and something struck my chest, knocking me back against the dais again. My eyes locked with red ones that glowed with an unholy fire as I went to take a breath, but I couldn’t seem to get enough air into my throat or chest. I felt something hot and warm running down my stomach as a faint icy yet burning sensation rippled across my chest. Confused, I looked down.

A leather-wrapped hilt jutted from the center of my chest. It wasn’t flush against my skin. A sliver of the blade was visible, revealing the dull-white of Ancient bone. Of Attes’s dagger.

He’d stabbed me.

The fucker had stabbed me.

With trembling arms, I lifted my hands and gripped the hilt as I moved my gaze.

His fleshless mouth opened wide in a grotesque smile. “Figured I owed you one.”

“You missed,” I breathed, the taste of blood stronger. “You missed…my heart, you jackass.”

His laugh was like dry bones. “I didn’t miss.”

I pulled the bone dagger free—

Kolis’s arm clamped around my waist, trapping mine as his other hand fisted my braid and yanked my head back roughly. Before I could take another breath, he struck.

I screamed.

I couldn’t stop it. The pain was too sudden, too shocking. I screamed as his fangs pierced the skin of my throat, tearing deep. Muscles in my body locked up as my hand opened on reflex. The dagger slipped from my fingers. I didn’t hear it fall.

The fiery agony of his bite didn’t let up. He didn’t pull his fangs free. He kept them buried as he drank, taking long, hard swallows as he held me to his cold chest, slick with both his blood and mine.

The eather pulsed wildly as a primitive sort of instinct took over, pushing my body past the paralyzing pain. There was no skill in my attempt to free myself. I became panic, anger, and fear. I went wild against him, kicking at his legs as I strained against his hold. Nothing worked. Nothing dislodged him. Stopped him. He kept feeding, kept taking my blood—my essence—into him, and it felt like his fangs hadn’t just pierced my skin but had lodged deep in the very core of my being. My chest rose and fell rapidly as I tried to summon the eather, but I couldn’t pull on it.

“Stop,” I whispered, begged—or thought I did. I couldn’t be sure. It sounded like someone else was screaming it as I fought.

The edge of the dais dug into my back as he trapped me between it and him. It didn’t matter. My legs no longer kicked. I couldn’t even feel them.

Oh, gods.

I couldn’t feel my hands or arms, either.

Oh, gods, I wasn’t ready.

I wasn’t.

I didn’t want to die.

I wanted to see Casteel.

I wanted to hold Cas, tell him how much I loved him. I wanted to see Kieran, witness his rare smiles. I wanted to apologize to Tawny. I wanted to feel Delano’s soft fur as I hugged him. I wanted to get to know Millicent, my father, my grandparents. I wanted to live—to really live.

I didn’t want to die in Kolis’s arms.

Not again.

But I was. I could feel the coldness of death slipping through my veins and seeping into my muscles. I felt death entrenching itself in my bones. The essence thrummed hotly in the center of my chest. The swaying lights above me dimmed and then darkened. For a brief few moments, I didn’t feel the nerve-wrecking pain. There was nothing. But it didn’t last. The agony yanked me back, and I realized I was on the floor with Kolis above me, feeding, taking. And he no longer had to hold me still.

I concentrated on the embers of eather as I closed my eyes. I didn’t try to reach Cas through the notam. I wasn’t even sure I could because I couldn’t feel it, but I wouldn’t do that to him anyway. I didn’t want him to know for as long as possible. I wanted him to have hope, even if only for a few more minutes. So, I focused on a memory of him. That was all I could see as some soul-deep tugging motion started in my chest. It felt like hot claws digging in, but I kept the image of Casteel in my mind—one of him reclining against the headboard, his chest bare and dotted with faded scars, his skin flawed but perfect, nonetheless. His head was tilted to the side, his full lips curved in a half-grin, revealing that infuriating dimple in his right cheek. His eyes were the color of heated honey under dark lashes. He was beautiful. He was…

My heart.

My soul.

My King.

Casteel Da’Neer was my everything, and I would never stop loving him. Not in this life, whether it be my last, or if I was brought back. I would always love him. I held on to that image for as long as I could, my lips moving soundlessly, speaking three words…I love you. I love you. Over and over I spoke them as I began to shake, as the air around us charged and hissed. I love you. I love you—

A faint shiver of awareness danced across my skin.

I felt…something.

Powerful.

Cold and unyielding.

I dragged in a shallow breath that carried the scent of fresh lilacs and…citrus. My chest froze, and my eyes fluttered open.

My vision was fuzzy at the edges and blurred in the center, but I thought I saw a flash of intense light as the quaking inside me seemed to spread to the walls and the ceiling.

I thought I saw movement in that light before my vision faded away, before I faded: someone standing, tall and broad-shouldered, face obscured by a helmet made of black stone. I thought I saw something else prowling forward, head low and snarling.

I thought I saw a large wolf with fur the color of bright moonlight.
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CASTEEL

The next thing I knew, I was flat on my back, staring up at the glass of the domed ceiling.

It didn’t look right.

The clouds. They hadn’t been there before. Dark, heavy clouds stretched across the sky, their fragmented edges tinged in…

“Casteel,” my father’s voice boomed, snapping my gaze from the sky. He loomed over me, concern etched into his features. “There you are.”

I felt his hand on my face then as I squeezed my eyes closed and then reopened them. “What happened?”

Delano’s head appeared behind Father’s. Then Hisa’s. “You passed out,” Delano said, his bright-blue eyes searching mine. “For about ten minutes.”

Ten minutes?

“Something happened while you were out,” my father said, and I realized his face was taut, his features sharp. “There was an earthquake.”

“It was…a large one,” Hisa said. “I don’t know the damage yet. None of us wanted to leave you.”

An earthquake?

I refocused on the dome. There were splinters in the glass. My gaze slid over the walls, and I saw fissures there, as well.

“It felt like when Rhahar died,” Delano said, his voice shaky. “But worse. Longer. I thought the whole castle might come down. There was some damage to the western tower. Nothing serious.”

My father exhaled, and a small smile appeared. “I think Poppy did what was needed.”

What was…?

What the fuck had just happened? Fog clouded my brain as my gaze moved back to my father’s and was slow to scatter. It took me a few moments to remember tackling Kieran. Hitting him…

I’d suddenly gotten dizzy. My chest had felt hollow. There’d been a dull tingling in my palm.

Poppy.

I jackknifed off the floor, nearly knocking heads with my father. My mind screamed that she had to be okay because I was still here, but something…something was wrong. Something had happened. My heart pounded as I flipped my hand.

The golden swirl was still there.

My head jerked back. “Kieran?” I croaked.

“I’m here.”

I moved toward the sound of his voice, grasping the front of his tunic. My gaze swept over him, searching for…something.

“You’re really starting to worry me,” he said.

“How do you feel?” I rasped.

“Other than my aching jaw?” His brows slanted. “Fine.”

“Did you feel dizzy at all?”

“After you punched me hard enough to rattle my brain?” he said. “Yeah.”

I let go of him and looked at my palm again.

“What’s going on, Cas?” Delano was on his knees on the other side of me now.

“I…” It didn’t make sense. The imprint was there. Kieran and I still breathed. And he didn’t seem to feel anything. Poppy had to be okay, but the dizziness, the aching hollowness…

I looked at the marriage imprint swirled across my hand, ending just below my missing finger. It was still there…

But it didn’t shimmer like usual.

It had dulled.
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CASTEEL

My heart stuttered again.

“Something happened to Poppy.” I scrambled to my feet, slightly unsteady.

“What?” Kieran rose quickly.

“I don’t know. But I know it did. I can feel it in my bones.” I took a step back. “It’s something bad enough that it affected me.”

“Casteel.” My father was slower to rise. “We felt the quake. Attes told me we would feel that once Kolis was killed. Which means…” He braced himself. “You may be feeling Poppy in stasis.”

“No,” I interrupted. “This doesn’t feel like that.”

“Cas,” Kieran said, stepping in front of me. “I know what you’re thinking, but Poppy’s fine. Neither you nor I would be here if not.”

“Look,” I snarled, lifting my hand. “Look at the imprint. Does it seem different to you?”

Kieran’s warm fingers encircled my wrist. His brow furrowed as he stared. I tasted his icy shock before it skittered across his features. His eyes snapped to mine.

“Fuck,” he whispered hoarsely.

“What?” Panic crept into the single word Delano spoke.

“I need to go to her.” Tearing my hand free, I summoned the essence and focused on an image of Poppy, waiting until I caught her jasmine scent—sweet, earthy, warm, and all her.

I couldn’t find it.

This wasn’t like when I tried to shadowstep earlier and learned I couldn’t. I could feel her then. I just couldn’t open the realm to Pensdurth.

This was different.

My chest turned cold as I lifted my gaze to Kieran’s. “I can’t find her mark.” My voice sounded strange. Guttural. Thin. “I can’t find her, Kieran. I can’t feel her.”

Panic flashed across his features. “Does that mean she’s not in this realm?”

“I don’t know.” I thrust my hand through my hair. “Why would she leave?”

“Did you feel her absence the last time she left?” Kieran demanded as Delano took several steps back. “When she went to the Continents?”

“I don’t think so. But the Fate—Aydun—was here. His presence could’ve messed with things.” Turning from him, I closed my eyes again, refocused on Poppy, and found…nothing. “Fuck!”

“Okay. We need to stay calm,” my father started.

“Fuck calm.” I spun on him—on them. “I fucking knew I should’ve gone!” My heart slammed into my ribs. “That this was the wrong decision. That we were stronger together. I fucking knew it!”

“Cas.” Kieran stepped forward.

The ground beneath us started to shake, and plumes of dust fell from above. I fisted my hands. If this was like when Rhahar had died, a god—a Primal god—had fallen. One that ruled over a Court.

Fuck.

I couldn’t think of that right now.

“If something happened to her,” I seethed, “if a single hair on her head was touched, I won’t forgive—”

The presence bore down on me at the exact moment Kieran stiffened. Soul-deep, unending coldness settled on my shoulders, stirring the embers of eather. The presence felt heavy and thick, coarse and wrong against my flesh, like cold fingers trailing down my spine. It left a slick feeling behind.

Delano seemed to notice it next, his body tensing.

A shadow crept over the Great Hall, drawing our stares upward. The clouds thickened and spun, their edges tinted in…crimson.

“Kolis,” I growled.

The sky turned ink-black in a heartbeat. Crimson bolts pierced the darkness, and in the distance, I heard Nithe’s staggering call end abruptly.

Then I heard something else.

A humming sound that rose and fell. “Do you hear that?”

“The…the humming?” my father said.

“Yeah. But it’s not just a hum.” I lowered my gaze. The sound seemed to come from above and below. “It’s singing. It’s a song…”

And it was haunting. Melancholic.

Hisa gasped at the same moment something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye.

“What was that?” my father demanded.

Hisa strode toward one of the many windows. “Something just fell. I think it was…”

Another thing came down, just a blur of black plummeting through the open air to the ground beyond the window. I heard the impact then. It was…fleshy.

“Oh, my gods,” Hisa breathed as another fell and another as she raced to the second floor of the alcove and turned to look back at the domed ceiling. From her view, she could probably see some of the higher floors. “They’re falling from the balconies.” Her face paled to a shade of white as she looked down at us with her palm pressed to her chest. “They’re jumping.”

They’re jumping…

The singing.

“Watch out,” Hisa shouted.

My father’s head cranked back as Hisa launched over the railing. A body fell, their arms spread wide. They hit the glass, punching a hole straight through it. I couldn’t look away as they fell into the hall, smacking into the stone. Blood immediately stained the light-brown uniform. It was a mortal, responding to the…call of Death. To Kolis’s will. What had Poppy said? My father jumped as another crashed through the dome. It affected mortals and those of—

Another fell toward the dome.

Hisa’s scream darkened my soul as the body hit the floor with a sickening thud. It shifted, still limbs replaced by brown and white fur. That kind of fall…not even a wolven would survive that, no matter what form they were in. The scream echoed what I already knew. What I had seen in the brief moments as she fell silently. Short blond hair. Skin reflecting the scars of battles fought and won. My father staggered to where the wolven lay, and Hisa darted across the hall, falling beside my father. Her hands trembled as she reached for her.

“No, no,” she whispered. “No. Oh, my gods, no.”

My father looked up, and I would never forget the horror on his face. The disbelief.

Seeing it snapped me into motion.

“It’s Kolis! He’s calling them to their deaths!” I shouted as I spun, locking my gaze on Kieran first and then Delano.

They were still, their faces blank as the haunting song grew closer. Another body came through the dome, landing on the dais.

I saw both wolven reach for a weapon. Kieran went for the one strapped to his chest, and Delano’s eerily steady hand lowered to his hip and the bloodstone dagger.

I heard Poppy’s voice. If he’s the cause by hand or will, the Joining won’t protect either of you.

I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t think. I shot forward as I shouted for my father, knowing I could only make it to one of them. Knowing I was making a choice.

I slammed into Kieran and took him to the floor again. I shouted at him as the bodies kept falling like leaves in the northern parts of Atlantia, one after another after another—some mortal, others wolven. I grabbed his wrist and wrenched his arm back as my father raced past me. Kieran fought. The fucker was strong. He pulled against my hold, trying to lift the dagger to his chest. Driving my knee into his stomach, I twisted his arm as I saw Delano turn the bloodstone blade inward, his hands gripping the bone hilt.

“No!” I shouted, putting pressure on Kieran’s wrist as my father collided with Delano, ripping the wolven’s dagger from his grip.

There was no time to feel relief. “Sorry,” I grunted, snapping Kieran’s wrist. “It’ll heal.”

He didn’t make a sound as the dagger fell from his fingers, didn’t even flinch as he reached for the second dagger, unsheathing it with startling quickness.

“Motherfucker.” I shifted over him, grabbing that arm—

The glass dome shattered, drawing my gaze upward as Kieran yanked at my grip. Crimson-laced eather streaked through the clouds, and the presence poured into the Great Hall.

Kolis was here.

My gaze shot to my father. He was still fighting with Delano, who was trying to get to one of his swords. I looked over my shoulder to see that Hisa held her cloak.

“Hisa!” I yelled at her. “He’s here!”

“There’s no honor,” she whispered, but I heard her as I saw the cloak become a death shroud. “There’s no honor in this.”

I felt my grip slip.

My head swung back to Kieran. He had the blade at his chest, piercing his tunic.

Fuck.

I didn’t have time for this.

Not holding back, I jerked Kieran’s arm back and snapped that bone, too. As the dagger clattered off the floor, I didn’t have time to root out all his weapons or fight him like my father did with Delano. I gripped Kieran’s head and slammed it into the floor. The crack of his skull off the stone was lost in the shock of the gilded doors swinging open and slamming into the wall.

Kieran’s body went limp as a mass of midnight and crimson whirling mist entered.

The singing stopped.

The Primal mist unfurled, revealing Kolis. His face was more bone than flesh, his eyes burning like hot coals. And he was a fucking mess.

His throat had been torn open, leaving strips of flesh hanging from fresh, pink skin. A chunk of it was missing from his shoulder. His chest was ripped open, exposing fractured ribs, and his stomach hadn’t fared much better. Something had clawed at him. Blood and clumps of tissue stained the front of his white pants.

Please, gods. Tell me Poppy had done that to him.

Kolis’s head lowered, and the mist contracted as I rose.

It happened so fast, yet it felt like time slowed to a crawl as his blood-red gaze flicked to Hisa. Bone cracked as her neck twisted sharply to the side and kept cracking. She jerked as blood leaked from her nose and mouth and then didn’t make a sound as she tipped forward, her body falling across Lizeth’s.

Kolis’s head turned to my right.

Delano stiffened, then shuddered. Crimson poured from his eyes and nose. His mouth opened, and blood—gods, blood gushed from it as his knees collapsed and his head fell back.

My father caught him as he shouted. I staggered back.

“What did I tell you?” Kolis’s voice boomed.

My father’s head jerked up, his eyes locked with mine and widening.

I halted.

Everything came to a stop inside me. My heart. My lungs.

“What did I promise?” Kolis’s voice slithered through the Great Hall.

The flesh peeled away from my father’s face, his throat. His armor shattered as Delano slipped from his arms, crumpling to the floor. Exposed muscle ripped and splintered. His spine snapped. Bone crunched and turned to ash.

“I promised both of you,” Kolis hissed. “That I would kill everyone you held dear in front of you.”

Valyn Da’Neer didn’t make a sound as he held my gaze.

He didn’t scream.

He didn’t groan.

My flesh went taut. My insides cold.

The last thing he did was move his eyes from mine to Kolis. The last words he spoke sounded wet and broken. “He will kill you.”

Kolis laughed.

He laughed as my father fell beside Delano in an unrecognizable heap of blood and bone.

A buzz hit my blood, and the corners of my vision darkened. The air around me charged as I stared at my father. He was gone. His last words a threat.

Delano was also gone. My last words spoken to him a taunt.

Hisa and countless others were gone.

I couldn’t sense Poppy.

And I knew they would all still breathe if I had not remained here.

Something dark and needy, hungry, unraveled inside me.

“What is it about this bloodline that’s so stupidly arrogant?” Kolis questioned, his voice strengthening and becoming less garbled. “I can’t wait to hear what you have to say.”

“What,” I said, the air chilling around me until I could see my breath, “did you do to her?”

“What did I do to your precious Poppy?” His laugh crawled over my prickling skin. “Your pretty flower?”

The distaste in his tone, the loathing… I twitched.

“She thought she could kill me.” Kolis’s laugh turned my stomach. “That I would still be in love with her.”

My fingers spasmed.

“A thousand years entombed is a long time,” he growled. “I was conscious for quite a bit of it. Had a lot of time to think. Had even more for whatever I felt for that bitch to wither and die.”

What had I said? Kolis had not behaved like a man in love when he controlled Poppy. Energy ramped up inside me. No one had listened to me. And I’d been right. Everyone, including the true Primal of Life, had been wrong.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I drained her—”

I threw my hand out as I turned to him. Dark-gray-and-crimson-streaked eather erupted from my palm. The bolt of essence flew across the chamber.

There was a flicker of surprise as Kolis waved his arm. The bolt collapsed an inch from his chest. “Parlor tricks,” he laughed. “Adorable.”

I fully turned.

His eyes flared with crimson, but it was a dull pulse.

The essence swelled in me. In my mind, I saw what could not be seen by those with the essence of life in them.

I saw marks of death.

The torn arteries that still hadn’t healed. The fluttering essence weakened by the use of eather. The sluggish beat of his heart and the inch-long wound there, where I knew Poppy had planted the Ancient bone. She had wounded him deeply. Maybe even Attes. Perhaps even whoever had intervened and fell, causing the ground to tremble.

At the moment, the only thing that mattered was what that meant.

“You’re weak,” I said. “I can sense it.” My head cocked. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

“I see the slut gave you some powers—”

I shot across the Hall. Kolis started to rise, mist seeping out of him. I prowled forward, the bodies sliding out of the way as the eather slipping through my veins took hold. My flesh hardened as Primal mist spilled out of me, thicker and moving faster than what surrounded him.

Kolis’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck?”

I launched into the air and through the stinging, churning mist. It tore at my skin and burned, but the pain didn’t stop me as my nails sharpened and strengthened. It couldn’t stop me.

He didn’t have the power to do so.

Not right now.

Crashing into Kolis, I thrust my hand into his ruined stomach and slammed him into the wall. He grunted as the impact cracked the gold-veined marble.

Kolis stared at where my hand was now buried below his sternum and then lifted his gaze to mine.

“My Queen,” I spoke, my voice filling with shadows and smoke, “gave me more than just parlor tricks.”

Tearing out ropey tissue, I gripped a fistful of his hair and pulled him back from the wall. My head snapped down, lips peeling back. I sank my fangs deep into his throat and didn’t release them.

Pain erupted in my chest as he slammed his fist through it. Skin tore. Muscles snapped. Bones broke. I held on as I drank, pushing downward.

We hit the floor, cracking the stone. Still, I held on, drinking fast and hard, easing the burn of pain as my gaze landed on what had become of my father. My vision changed, contracting and lengthening until I only saw him through a thin slit.

The rage turned to an icy fire in my veins. Dual pain ripped through my back, right at my shoulder blades. This wasn’t Kolis. No, it was my bones—vertebrae expanding and shifting, breaking through my skin, unfurling.

Tearing through the flesh of Kolis’s throat, I jerked my head back and rose, lifting him from the floor.

Kolis’s brows lowered, and his eyes narrowed. “What the…?” His gaze shifted behind me, and his expression smoothed out, his lips parting. “Impossible.”

My vision rapidly expanded and returned to normal as I spat a mouthful of blood into his face. “What did you do to her?”

I twisted, throwing Kolis with a shout of rage. His body smacked into the floor, shattering several tiles.

He hit the ground and rolled. I didn’t give him a chance to recover. I was on him instantly, grabbing him.

“What did you do to her?” I shouted as I dragged him from the floor, twisted at the waist, and tossed him between the pillars and out the window, shattering the glass.

Blood poured down my chest, mine and his, as I prowled forward. My feet left the floor as I shadowstepped outside.

Sunlight broke through the remaining clouds, and I saw a shadow on the ground before me. Twin arcs that swept high as another quake ripped through the ground. Something exploded, drawing my gaze. Beyond the Rise, a smoke plume rose from the city as the sound of distant screams were swept away in the roar of the wind. I scanned the bloodstained ground, and the bodies littered about. So many. Most mortals—servants who had done as…

Kolis wasn’t here.

The eather rose—

A shock of pale-blond hair matted in crimson stopped me. Arms and legs broken into unnatural angles.

It wasn’t Delano.

But…

My chest seized. I turned sharply, willing myself back to the Great Hall, returning to them.

Hisa and Lizeth.

Delano and my father.

Kieran.

I staggered, then my legs gave out. My knees hit the ground.

Delano was gone.

So was Hisa.

Lizeth.

My father.

My fucking father.

None of this was supposed to happen. My mind raced back over the years. I was supposed to free my brother. I was supposed to take the Maiden. I was supposed to end the Blood Crown. Poppy wasn’t supposed to stop me from following her—from preventing this.

None of this was supposed to happen.

My trembling hands balled into fists as I pressed them against my bloody chest. My heart. I couldn’t feel it beating. I hadn’t felt it since Kolis arrived in the Great Hall.

Poppy.

She was hurt. She had to be.

I had to get to her.

I tried to focus on her, but like before, I couldn’t find her mark.

I couldn’t—

I jerked my left hand from my chest and opened it. Blood covered my palm. Heart thumping, I wiped at it with my other hand, over and over—

Bone.

All I saw was flesh fading into silver bone. I couldn’t see the imprint. I couldn’t feel her.

The roar of rage and eather built and built as the crimson-streaked mist poured out of me and spilled into the air.

I couldn’t sense Poppy.

My head kicked back, and a scream tore through me. The sound burst forth, turning into pure ruin the moment it hit the air. I slammed my fists into the stone.

Marble and gold exploded as patches of my flesh faded along my arms, replaced by the gleam of bone.

Inky black vines burst from the holes beneath my hands, slipping past my fists and rapidly spreading across the bloody floor. Thinner branches broke off, slipping over the bodies as I turned my head to Kieran.

With another shout that shook the walls and shattered what glass remained, I sent him from the Great Hall.

The doors slammed shut, leaving me alone with them.

The vines unfurled across the floor, gently wrapping them, moving over the others as a black bird landed on the floor before me. Then another and another. Ravens poured in through the dome as the vines climbed the walls, overlapping one another as they stretched over the windows and sealed the doors.

Pain—soul-deep pain—entrenched itself deep inside me, and there was this snapping motion. A coming undone as…something shifted inside me. All the desperation and sorrow carved ruin into my bones. Panic and rage collapsed into ashes of wrath.

I tipped forward, unused muscles along my shoulder blades twitching as wings slammed down on either side of me—wings with silver feathers tinged in dark gray and threaded with crimson.

The fluttering of smaller wings came, flapping wildly as snow began to fall. I suddenly understood Aydun’s words about our union because something was rising from within me. It was a thing—a powerful thing that had always been there. Waiting. Watching. Caged. And it was cold. Unending.

And it tasted of ruin and wrath.

It promised death and destruction. And I would unleash it, from the west to the east, laying waste to all in between.
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KIERAN

Snow fell from thick, gray clouds, dusting the greenish-brown scales of the draken perched atop the wall encircling Wayfair. I strode across the courtyard, the brown and dried-out grass that had been a lush green just a week ago, crunching under my boots.

Aurelia’s long, slender neck drew back as she lifted her head. A call rang out.

Ignoring the chill biting through my long-sleeved tunic and thicker surcoat, I stopped. Guards rushed across the frozen ground, sending flurries swirling in every direction. The heavy, iron and stone gate groaned as it was pushed open. A lone cloaked figure astride a white mount rode in, the falling snow clinging to the horse’s mane. The gate was quickly closed to ensure that no one else was allowed near the castle.

We’d learned how badly that could play out.

The horse’s hooves cut through the snow as the rider made their way to where I stood. Misty, white clouds billowed from the horse’s nostrils as the rider stopped. They swung off the saddle, landed on the frost-coated ground without a sound, and crossed the space between us, lifting gloved hands and lowering the hood of their cloak.

“Kieran.”

I unfolded my arms and inhaled, taking what felt like the first real breath since…everything had gone to shit. “Father.”

He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t stop to ask about the differences in me that he must sense. Knowing him, he probably already knew, even though I hadn’t said a word to him about it in the letter I’d sent. He pulled me to him, folding a hand that always seemed larger than life around the back of my head. “It’s going to be okay.”

A shudder hit me, and for the first time since I was a pup, I almost believed the power of my father’s words alone could make everything okay.

But I knew he didn’t have that kind of power. Not when he’d said the same words when the wasting disease had begun to shorten every breath Elashya took. Not when he’d said them when I learned Cas had gone after the Blood Crown.

But I clung to my father as if I were still that pup who believed in the power only their father could wield.

A raven’s call ended that real quick, though.

My father stiffened at the low, throaty croak that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once, piercing the air with its long and hollow call.

He pulled back, his blue gaze briefly drifting behind me. From where we stood, I knew he could only see Wayfair’s spires and turrets. Letting out a heavy sigh, his gaze met mine. “Where is he?”

That felt like a loaded question. “I’ll show you.”

My father fell into step beside me as we started up the hill. He was silent. Following his gaze, I saw that he was eyeing the burned-out shells of the once-sprawling manors.

“They were empty,” I said. “Mostly.”

His gaze slid back to mine.

“The ones that weren’t? Well, it was no loss,” I said, looking forward. “How is Mother? And Renara?”

“Both are doing well.”

I sent him a quick glance.

“Your mother is worried,” he added, squinting. “She has no way of knowing about everything that has transpired, but…”

But she would sense the loss and the unnatural shift in the realm. All wolven would, no matter where they were.

He cleared his throat. “Valyn?”

My hand fisted as cold wind gusted down the hill, tugging at my father’s cloak. “Burial rites were held for…for what remained.” I forced my hand to relax. “As well as for the others.”

Others.

Like Hisa. Lizeth. Like…

His jaw flexed and then loosened. “Delano?”

Fuck.

My chest ached as I looked away and gave a curt nod.

He was silent for a moment. “Neither Eloana nor Delano’s family are aware?”

“We have not sent word.” What was left of Wayfair’s inner Rise came into view as we neared the crest. “Figured that was news best shared in person.”

“Agreed.” He rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “Can’t wait too long, though.”

“I know.” Gods, did I ever. Nearly three weeks had passed. Damn. That made me think of something. “Have you seen Na’Lier?”

He frowned. “Dominik?”

“Yeah, we were told he was coming to the capital but not why. He should’ve made it by now.”

“I’m sure he’s fine.”

Under normal circumstances, I would think that, too. It would take a lot to kill the eldest Elemental. But it wasn’t improbable.

“Is Netta…?” My father trailed off as Wayfair rose from the horizon, looming above the broken Rise. “Gods…”

“Yeah,” I muttered.

His gaze traveled over the destruction. A good portion of the wall lay in piles of rubble, shattered into pieces no bigger than my fist. What stood was all jagged and broken edges, one strong wind away from collapse. All that remained of the section that had held back the elms and faced the Cliffs of Sorrow was ash that had either blown away or was lost to the snow.

“Netta is inside,” I answered the question he didn’t get to finish.

“I thought the battle happened in Pensdurth.”

“It did,” I exhaled. “He was…angry.”

“And the castle?”

My gaze lifted to Wayfair. The once-ivory walls were smothered in inky black vines that glittered with the ice that encased each limb and stem. “That’s him, too.”

There was nothing more to be said as we walked through the courtyard. The ashen grass and deep grooves in the earth held my father’s attention. I didn’t pick up much from him in terms of emotion—probably because he didn’t know what to feel.

“He’s furious.” I found myself attempting to explain all of it, even though I’d done so in the letter. “I think he believes that if he had gone with Poppy to Pensdurth, none of this would’ve happened.”

“Maybe he’s right.”

My gaze cut to him. “Seriously? You know Cas. The moment Kolis looked at her in a way that was even slightly offensive, he would’ve lost his shit.”

“Perhaps.”

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

He watched the ravens circling one of the turrets and then looked down. “I see Cas has graciously left the steps bare.”

I snorted. “Care to share what you really want to say?”

“I’ve said what I wanted to.” His steps were quiet while mine thudded off the stone. “And not what you don’t want to hear.”

I inhaled. “I want to hear it.”

“Maybe him losing his shit was exactly what was needed.”

I stopped at the top of the stairs, facing him. “He would’ve gotten himself killed if he’d lost his shit.”

Joining me under the alcove, my father waited for me to continue.

“If you die by Kolis’s hands, it breaks any bond. The Joining wouldn’t have protected him,” I said.

He shifted his attention to the doors. “Where is she?”

What felt like a fist punched through my chest.

Where is she?

My father had asked the question, but all I could hear was Cas’s roar, demanding the same.

That was roughly when the inner Rise had been destroyed.

“Iliseeum,” I said finally.

My father stiffened.

“Attes—the Primal I wrote about—told me. I tried to tell Cas but…” That had not gone well and ended with the manor being destroyed. And Attes…well, it hadn’t ended well for him either. I rubbed at my chest. “She was taken there. She was injured,” I forced out in a low voice. It wasn’t like Cas hadn’t realized that, but he didn’t need the reminder. Fuck. The city didn’t need the reminder. “It’s the only thing I can come up with to explain why we’d still be here but not able to feel her.”

“She’s alive, then.”

She was.

“That’s all that matters.”

It was.

And wasn’t.

I dropped my hand, my jaw working as I reined everything in. We didn’t need two out-of-control Deminyen Primals.

“If she’s in Iliseeum, she’s with family then,” he said, shaking the snow from his silver hair. “That means she’s safe.”

Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded and stepped forward.

“What you were saying about what would’ve happened if Cas went to Pensdurth?” my father said. “He’s never gotten himself killed before.”

True. “But there’s a first time for everything.” I reached for the door again.

“Kieran.”

Hearing the quietness in his tone, I shut my eyes. He didn’t speak. Several moments passed in silence. Not even the damn ravens made a sound. “We fucked up,” I rasped, the eather thrumming. “We shouldn’t have let her go without one of us. We should’ve been with her. We should’ve—” The tremor in my voice caused me to shut my mouth.

My father placed his hand on my shoulder. The weight was grounding. “You both did what you thought you should’ve done at the time. Just as Poppy did.”

“He didn’t,” I whispered, turning to him. “Cas didn’t do what he thought he should.”

“I know, son.”

I opened my mouth, closed it, and then tried again until I could speak what I hadn’t been able to before. “When Poppy learns about Delano…”

“You’ll be there for her.” He squeezed my shoulder and then dropped his hand.

I would.

Would Cas?

Clenching my jaw, I opened the door. “Fuck—”

I threw up my hand, the essence pulsing hotly down my arm as a flurry of wings and small, dark bodies darted past me. I called the eather back before it reached my fingertips as the ravens veered to my left. My father ducked with a curse.

“Fucking ravens,” I muttered, pushing the essence all the way down. Godsdamn it. I’d rather deal with Reaver than them.

Straightening, my father looked over at me, some of the color leaching from his normally warm olive tone.

“Get used to them.” I walked inside. “They’re everywhere.”

He followed me, letting out a low whistle as he scanned the grand vestibule. The vines had shattered the windows and crawled their way in. Their thick, gnarled tendrils crept and twisted along the walls and snaked their way around the columns as if they wished to squeeze the gold from the marble. They slithered across the ceiling, their knotted limbs seeking and finding every crack like the fingers of something hungry. And maybe they were. If you looked at them long enough, you could see the heartbeat echoing the one in my chest.

“Is the entire castle like this?” my father asked as the scent of damp soil and moss increased, and the air grew colder.

“The first floor and much of the second,” I answered, approaching one of the four arched entrances to the Hall of Gods. I ignored the chill that accompanied entering the space once designed to honor the gods.

Now?

Now, it was just a space fallen to ruin.

My father’s steps halted as he stared down at one of the vases. They were the only things that remained—that and the vines that blanketed the walls and pitched ceilings.

He knelt, taking a closer look at the poppies. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to. He’d likely never seen anything like them.

A thin layer of frost encased the flowers, freezing them in time. Beneath the glittering ice, you could see the vivid orange-red hue of the petals and the lush green of the leaves. Somehow, the poppies lived beneath the ice.

Movement snagged my attention. My gaze flicked up. A raven peered down from a tangled mess of vines, its silver orb eyes watching us. It wasn’t the damn bird that unnerved me, though. It was the crimson-streaked shadows pulsing through the vines.

“The Great Hall is straight ahead,” I said, knowing my father’s presence had been felt.

Damn, Cas had likely known the moment he crossed into the capital.

“Is he alone?”

“Attes is likely with him,” I told him. A huge part of me was still shocked that the Primal had returned after the blowout between him and Cas.

He rose, and we were about halfway across the chamber when we heard the quiet click of…heels. Frowning, I turned toward the larger atrium.

No one wearing heels would be in that part of the castle.

“Wait here.” I stalked toward the large, circular chamber.

Anger pumped through me as I briefly glanced at the wide staircase and then scanned the hall ahead. I didn’t have time to deal with whatever fool had managed to get into Wayfair.

A heavy thud echoed from the hall straight across from the stairs—the one that led to the dining and meeting chambers. The muscles in my neck tensed. “I thought I said wait.”

My father huffed from behind me. “And I thought you knew better than to issue such a ridiculous order to your father.”

I could feel the veneer of calm I’d been wearing for the last several days begin to crack as the clicking grew louder. I prowled into the middle of the atrium and jerked back a step the second my eyes locked on the pale-blond-haired female. It was her—

No, it’s not Seraphena, you dumbass. You would’ve felt her. This was the other her. The moment I realized that, my jaw unlocked.

Was this some sort of mirage? No one had seen her since Poppy was in stasis. But no, it was her.

Poppy’s sister. She strolled down the center of the hall as if out for a fucking walk in the park, her fitted cloak swishing around the ankles of her pointed-toe boots.

“I see some redecorating has been done in my absence,” Millicent said, the delicate lines of her brows arched. “I like it.”

I stared at her, too stunned to speak.

“Though I would’ve pared back some of the vines. Less is more, or so they say.” Millicent’s steps slowed, and her pale-blue gaze flicked behind me. “Who are you?”

“Jasper,” my father stated.

“Hello.” She gave a jaunty wave and tilted her head, sending several pale curls falling over her shoulder. “I’m—”

“I know who you are,” my father stated.

Blinking, I snapped out of my stupor. “Where in the fuck have you been, and how did you get in here?”

Millicent’s ruby-red lips parted.

I turned to my father. “And how do you know who she is?”

“She’s the Queen’s sister,” he answered blandly. “And it’s obvious. She looks like her.”

He was right.

And also wrong.

Millicent did share Poppy’s heart-shaped face, pointy chin, and cheekbones. The shape of their eyes was the same, but Poppy’s nose was thinner, and her mouth was smaller. Millicent was leaner and had a face full of freckles that were only visible now that the damn paint was absent from her face, but Millicent…

She was a dead ringer for her grandmother.

“Answer my question,” I demanded.

Crossing her arms, she met my stare. “How did I get in here? Or where have I been? Which would you prefer I answer?”

My patience thinned. “Either one, Millicent.”

She flashed a sugary-sweet smile I’d seen on Poppy every time she had to speak to Aylard, and fuck if that didn’t hurt. “How did I get in here? I know so many ways to get onto the Wayfair grounds and into this castle that your head would spin.”

Damn.

That wasn’t good to hear.

I needed to know all those many entrance points because I’d been confident we’d secured them when we first took possession of Wayfair.

“Then I’m sure you know there’s a main entrance.” Distrust brewed as I held her stare. “Why didn’t you use it?”

“Well, considering the current state of things…” she said, waving an arm around, “I had no idea what I would be walking into. Figured I’d better get in and check things out first.”

“Makes sense,” my father chimed in.

Millicent gave him a blinding smile. “Thank you. I thought it was a very senseful thing to do.”

The deep, long breath I took didn’t do shit for me as I resisted the urge to tell her senseful didn’t fit that sentence. “Where have you been?”

“Where have you been?” she parroted.

My nostrils flared. I didn’t even ask what kind of question that was. The answer would make as much sense as her throwing the question back at me did.

She shifted her weight from one heel to the other, and the corners of her lips tightened as her gaze darted around the atrium. “Where is my sister?”

What came out of my mouth might shame me later. “Like you give a fuck about your sister.”

Millicent stiffened.

“Kieran,” my father said, his voice low.

“No.” A muscle ticked in my jaw. “She’s been gone. If she cared enough, she would’ve been here.”

Something akin to pain flickered across her face as she sucked in a sharp breath, but I figured I had to be imagining it because I wasn’t sure Millicent was ever in the right frame of mind to experience that.

“You have no idea what I do or don’t care about,” she fired back.

“And you know what? I don’t—” A deep moan cut me off, drawing my gaze to the empty, dark hall behind her. Remembering the thudding sound, I took a step forward. “Millicent?”

She clasped her hands in front of her. “Yes?”

“What was that sound?”

“Why would you think I know what the source of the moaning in your haunted castle is?” she countered.

My father started forward, obviously at his wit’s end. “I’ll check it out.”

“No. No need.” Exhaling loudly, Millicent rolled her eyes. “I’ll go get him.”

“Him?”

She was already moving down the hall…humming.

My father looked over at me.

“I don’t even know what to say about that. Her.” I shook my head. “Whatever.”

Luckily, Millicent didn’t take her time. She disappeared around the bend in the hall and then reappeared a second later, dragging a…person-sized sack along the wall.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I muttered. What now?

“You know, I could use a little help.” She dragged what was clearly a person straight into the base of a heavy pedestal. “Oops.”

My father met her halfway and took the rope from her. He started to lift whoever was in the sack.

“I wouldn’t waste precious time or effort on him,” Millicent said, her arms swinging at her sides. “Thank you, kind gentleman.”

My father only looked at her and then dragged the sack a bit more gently as she skipped back to the atrium.

“Who is he?” I asked as my father let go of the rope.

“He is why I’ve been gone.” Millicent knelt and untied the rope at the top of the sack. Pulling the burlap back, she revealed matted, blood-streaked golden hair and—

“Callum,” I spat.

“Yep.” She rose. “I’ve been chasing him clear across the kingdom as he tried to get back to his daddy.”

“Daddy?” My father frowned.

“Kolis,” I said. “It’s not really his father but…” Picking up on another set of footsteps echoing from the corridor opposite the Hall of Gods, I dragged a hand down my face. Who now? Knowing my luck, it would be Reaver. “Where did you find him?”

“Somewhere between Lockswood and it doesn’t matter,” she replied as Callum’s pale face tensed. “Hold on.”

Before I could say a word, she reached between the halves of her cloak and spun. There was only a brief glint of crimson—bloodstone—before she plunged the blade into Callum’s chest.

My father’s brows lifted as the Revenant’s body jerked once, twice, and then stilled.

“Bloodstone burns like a bitch.” She wiped the blade on the burlap and rose, sheathing it. “I figured if anyone knew anything about Kolis, it would be him. He’s a fucked-up treasure chest of fucked-up information.”

I stared at Callum. Having him here a few weeks earlier could’ve changed everything. I kept that to myself. The less conversation with Millicent, the better. Glancing over to the hall, I spotted Malik.

A barely-there smile appeared on Cas’s brother’s face when he saw my father. It did little to soften the harshness of his features, but there was some measure of relief in his expression.

“Malik,” my father called after a deep inhale.

Seeing Malik was almost like looking at Valyn—a man he’d known his whole life. It had to be hard.

And he hadn’t even seen Attes yet.

Millicent stiffened, muttering under her breath, “Fuck my life.”

Malik was still several feet from the mouth of the hall, but he heard her. His already bloodless face paled further. He jerked to a stop as he entered the atrium, his wide eyes finding her immediately.

His chest rose sharply as he came forward as if in a trance and stopped a few feet from us. “Millie.”

Millicent’s arms once more crossed over her chest. “Prince Da’Neer.”

Malik flinched. It was quick, but I saw it before his expression smoothed out. “Where…?” He suddenly seemed to notice Callum. His gaze flicked back to her. “That’s where you’ve been?”

“What’s it to you?”

He raised a brow. “I could’ve helped you.”

“I didn’t need your help.” Her head cocked. “Clearly.”

“You could’ve told me,” Malik said, undeterred. “You could’ve told anyone. I’ve been worried—we’ve been worried.”

“We?” Millicent laughed.

“Yes. Me.” Malik knocked back strands of his hair. “Your sister.”

“My sister doesn’t even know me,” she replied. “So, how—?”

“I don’t have time for this,” I interrupted before I lost my shit dealing with this. Because I was about ready to. I looked at Malik. “Fill her in.”

“I’d rather be filled by those faceless half-dog things that crawled out of the ground—wait.” Millicent’s nose scrunched in an all-too-familiar way as Malik’s jaw hardened. “That didn’t come out right.”

“You don’t say,” my father murmured.

“I’d rather be filled in by a horde of rabid draken,” she said, pausing as she turned her cheek. “Well, come to think of it, if the horde of draken was in mortal form and rabid, I wouldn’t exactly mind being f—”

“We get it,” Malik bit out, his cool golden gaze turning to a blazing amber.

Millicent’s head straightened as she locked eyes with Malik. “Are you sure? I have no problem going into very precise and obscene detail about how I’d prefer to be—”

“I’m positive,” Malik cut her off.

“Great. You both are on the same page,” I ground out. Millicent started to speak. “No,” I stopped her.

Her eyes narrowed as she silently mouthed no.

I glanced at Callum. His lashes were fluttering. “And do something with him.”

Millicent looked down and sighed. Turning, she kicked the back of his head, definitely cracking his skull. “Something ordered.” She looked up with a smile that bordered on bizarre. “Something carried out.”

I stared at her for a moment.

Nobody responded as my father and I left the atrium.

“She’s…different,” he commented as I led him back through the Hall of Gods.

I snorted.

Understatement of the year.

“What’s up with those two?”

“They’re heartmates,” I replied, walking under the arched doorway. I felt his surprise. “Careful. The vines are all over the floor in here.”

There was no avoiding them as we approached the double doors to the Great Hall. They hissed as we crushed them under our boots. I stopped and snapped off some vines hanging limply from the gold trim.

Facing my father, I took a deep breath. “No one but Attes is inside,” I told him. He’d been aware of the Primal god’s presence. But beyond that? I didn’t know. “He’s—”

“I know who Attes is,” my father cut in, those few words heavy with meaning. “And I know who Valyn was to him.”

I shouldn’t be surprised. My father seemed to know everything.

I exhaled, glancing back at the doors. “You need to prepare yourself. Cas…he won’t be as you remember.”

My father’s gaze met mine. “I’m ready.”

I didn’t think he was, but I reached for the handles and pulled. There was resistance. Because, of course, there was. I had to grit my teeth and pull harder, only for the resistance to disappear without warning. Catching myself with a curse, I ignored the dark, smoky chuckle that echoed from the depths of the Great Hall.

Cas…yeah, he was in his asshole era.

I threw open the doors and stepped inside. A tall figure leaning against one of the columns straightened. It was Attes. He wasn’t bleeding. Which was a surprise.

My father stepped in behind me, but I knew he wasn’t even aware of Attes yet. How could he be with everything else going on?

Ravens flew between the thick, jagged icicles hanging from the domed ceiling, unaffected by the brutal cold of the chamber. Ice coated the tangled vines traveling across the floor, climbing pillars, and filling the alcoves. They were thicker in here and seemed more…alive, a glossy dark network of veins with a white sheen that stretched all the way to the dais and up its sides, then across the floor. They pulsed at Cas’s feet, surrounded by tendrils of deep-gray-and-crimson mist.

He sat on a throne crafted by a dark rage.

It loomed like an omen, its frame sculpted from the remains of those I suspected had served Kolis. After all, he had gone to Pensdurth. Each bone was fused together by the black vines that wove through ribs and spiraled through the eye sockets of the skulls that made up the back.

And what sat on the throne was a being I barely recognized and couldn’t connect to through the notam. Couldn’t even get a read on it. It wore his clothes, and the fingers that idly tapped on an armrest constructed from what I guessed were the bones of actual arms moved like his. But what sat there wasn’t the man I’d known my whole life and loved deeper than a bond forged in blood.

I heard the breath leave my father the moment he saw Cas—saw the face that was part shadow and part silver bone and flesh. Saw the golden eyes pierced by strands of dark crimson.

In the days following Kolis’s attack, I had time—in between dealing with Cas—to think. That’s how I knew that what was before us was what the prophecy had foretold. The truth of what the Ancients had dreamed had been right in front of us the whole time. Inside us, but always a part of him.

Poppy was the Harbinger, just as we’d believed. And Kolis was the Great Conspirator. But the death and destruction Poppy would bring to the realms was not what Kolis would unleash.

It was the choices and actions of Kolis and of old gods long forgotten. Of the three of us. The Ancients had seen this but hadn’t understood.

It could never be clearer than it was now.

What the prophecy had foretold…

What it had always warned would come…

It had never been Poppy. Or even Kolis. It had always been him.

Casteel.

The wings were not visible, but a crown the color of the darkest night and shaped like jagged bone antlers rested upon his head. He sat upon the remnants of ruin and wrath, a throne of bone and ash.

The Primal God of Death and Destruction.


THE THRONE OF BONE AND ASH

Blood and Ash, Book 7
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Poppy and Casteel’s journey has led them to the edge, and the stakes are higher than ever in the final chapter.

With Kolis’s dark power growing, threatening everything they hold dear, and the Fates weaving their twisted threads, nothing is as it once was—and nothing will ever be the same. 

Because the prophecy has unfolded. A new god has risen, unleashing death and destruction, and everyone involved will be tested in ways they never imagined…


THE OFFICIAL BLOOD AND ASH COLORING BOOK

By Jennifer L. Armentrout

Coming November 4, 2025

Click here to purchase.

Bring the world of Blood and Ash to life—your way.

From the desperation of golden crowns to the awakening of the Harbinger and the Bringer of Death and Destruction, this official coloring book invites you to journey through the captivating epic that began with a Maiden and a golden-eyed guard.

Featuring over 50 stunning original illustrations inspired by the New York Times bestselling Blood and Ash series, this immersive collection captures the heart-pounding romance, fierce battles, and unforgettable characters that have enchanted readers far and wide.

From stolen moments beneath a willow tree to vows forged in fire, step into the world of Poppy, Casteel, Kieran, and more as you reimagine iconic scenes from across the novels—and discover a few surprises along the way.

Whether you’re a devoted fan or a newcomer to the realms, this coloring book is the perfect companion for those who dare to rise from blood and ash.
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DISCOVER THE FLESH AND FIRE SERIES

BY JENNIFER L. ARMENTROUT

A Shadow in the Ember

Flesh and Fire Series, Book One

Available in hardcover, e-book, and trade paperback.

Click here to purchase.

#1 New York Times bestselling author Jennifer L. Armentrout returns with book one of the all-new, compelling Flesh and Fire series—set in the beloved Blood and Ash world.

Born shrouded in the veil of the Primals, a Maiden as the Fates promised, Seraphena Mierel’s future has never been hers. Chosen before birth to uphold the desperate deal her ancestor struck to save his people, Sera must leave behind her life and offer herself to the Primal of Death as his Consort.

However, Sera’s real destiny is the most closely guarded secret in all of Lasania—she’s not the well protected Maiden but an assassin with one mission—one target. Make the Primal of Death fall in love, become his weakness, and then…end him. If she fails, she dooms her kingdom to a slow demise at the hands of the Rot.

Sera has always known what she is. Chosen. Consort. Assassin. Weapon. A specter never fully formed yet drenched in blood. A monster. Until him. Until the Primal of Death’s unexpected words and deeds chase away the darkness gathering inside her. And his seductive touch ignites a passion she’s never allowed herself to feel and cannot feel for him. But Sera has never had a choice. Either way, her life is forfeit—it always has been, as she has been forever touched by Life and Death.
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A Light in the Flame

Flesh and Fire Series, Book Two

Available in hardcover, e-book, and trade paperback.

Click here to purchase.

The only one who can save Sera now is the one she spent her life planning to kill.

The truth about Sera’s plan is out, shattering the fragile trust forged between her and Nyktos. Surrounded by those distrustful of her, all Sera has is her duty. She will do anything to end Kolis, the false King of Gods, and his tyrannical rule of Iliseeum, thus stopping the threat he poses to the mortal realm.

Nyktos has a plan, though, and as they work together, the last thing they need is the undeniable, scorching passion that continues to ignite between them. Sera cannot afford to fall for the tortured Primal, not when a life no longer bound to a destiny she never wanted is more attainable than ever. But memories of their shared pleasure and unrivaled desire are a siren’s call impossible to resist.

And as Sera begins to realize that she wants to be more than a Consort in name only, the danger surrounding them intensifies. The attacks on the Shadowlands are increasing, and when Kolis summons them to Court, a whole new risk becomes apparent. The Primal power of Life is growing inside her, pushing her closer to the end of her Culling. And without Nyktos’s love—an emotion he’s incapable of feeling—she won’t survive her Ascension. That is if she even makes it to her Ascension and Kolis doesn’t get to her first. Because time is running out. For both her and the realms.
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A Fire in the Flesh

Flesh and Fire Series, Book Three

Available in hardcover, e-book, and trade paperback.

Click here to purchase.

The only thing that can save the realms now is the one thing more powerful than the Fates.

After a startling betrayal ends with both Sera and the dangerously seductive ruler of the Shadowlands she has fallen madly in love with being held captive by the false King of the Gods, there is only one thing that can free Nyktos and prevent the forces of the Shadowlands from invading Dalos and igniting a War of Primals.

Convincing Kolis won’t be easy, though – not even with a lifetime of training. While his most favored Revenant is insistent that she is nothing more than a lie, Kolis’s erratic nature and twisted sense of honor leave her shaken to the core, and nothing could’ve prepared her for the cruelty of his Court or the shocking truths revealed. The revelations not only upend what she has understood about her duty and the very creation of the realms but also draw into question exactly what the true threat is. However, surviving Kolis is only one part of the battle. The Ascension is upon her, and Sera is out of time.

But Nyktos will do anything to keep Sera alive and give her the life she deserves. He’ll even risk the utter destruction of the realms, and that’s exactly what will happen if he doesn’t Ascend as the Primal of Life. Yet despite his desperate determination, their destinies may be out of their hands.
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Born of Blood and Ash

Flesh and Fire Series. Book Four

Available in hardcover, e-book, and trade paperback.

Click here to purchase.

The line between love and obsession has never been wider.

While Sera is finally free of Kolis and back with those she loves, not everything is calm. Memories of all she’s endured still haunt her, but Sera finally has hope for a future with the other half of her heart and soul. Nyktos desires, loves, and accepts every part of her—even the monstrous bits she still battles.

More than ever, Sera and Ash have everything under the realms to fight for, and Nyktos has no doubt Sera is fit to be the Queen of the Gods. But she must find that faith within herself if they hope to convince the other Courts to support them against Kolis and make Iliseeum and the mortal realm better, safer places for all.

But as Sera begins to piece together the importance of her bloodline and the true meaning behind the foreboding prophecy, it becomes clear that everything that has happened and is yet to come is much bigger than Kolis and his dark obsessions.

They cannot help but wonder exactly how much influence the Fates have had and what their ultimate goal is. What Sera does know for sure is that they can trust very few—including her.

A battle between the gods is brewing, and heartbreaking losses are imminent with the true Primal of Death strengthening. With a family of the heart willing to battle by their side, can Sera and Nyktos stop Kolis before he destroys the realms, or will it all disappear in a fiery inferno of blood and ash?

And the line between justice and vengeance has never been so thin.


VISIONS OF FLESH AND BLOOD

A Blood and Ash/Flesh and Fire Compendium

Available in hardcover and e-book.

Click here to purchase.

For fans of the Blood and Ash/Flesh and Fire series, here’s an excerpt of VISIONS OF FLESH AND BLOOD the comprehensive companion guide for series’ background, history, reader-favorite information, art, and reference materials. Combined with original short stories and scenes from some of the world’s most beloved characters, as well as never-before-seen visual enticements, it’s a treat for the senses.

Told from the point of view of Miss Willa herself, the compendium acts like research material but reads like a journal and cache of personal notes, allowing the reader to revisit the characters and history they so love yet view things in a different way.

Here’s the special excerpt to whet your appetite.

THE KING AND I

Dearest Diary,

I have just arrived back home after some time away, indulging my wandering spirit and restless soul. As you know, I often take off for parts yet unknown in my quest for life. This time was no exception, and I have certainly returned with memories I will carry with me and an encounter I cannot wait to capture within these pages.

As I have done in the past, I rode off with merely a direction in mind, letting the Fates guide my travels and experiences. When I eventually reached the forest outside Oak Ambler, I looked for a place to rest, having been traveling for several days by that time. Lucky for me, I came upon a more than adequate hunting cabin. Even luckier for me, the door was not barred.

Seeing as I didn’t know the state of the flue in the fireplace, I decided to forgo setting a blaze in the hearth and instead contented myself with getting heat from the many candles I found situated around the space.

By the flickering light of burning wicks, I settled in with my meager meal of salted and dried meat, some cheese, berries, and bread, jotting notes in you so I may remember all the encounters and experiences I’d relished thus far on my sojourn.

My eyes growing heavy, I rested my head on my folded arms and dozed, dreaming of the dashing, brawny, and ridiculously handsome friends I dallied with two nights back—they were so much fun. But I’ve already told you about them in a previous entry. Let me get back to my night in the cabin.

I knew I hadn’t been resting long, but sounds outside the door suddenly stirred me awake. I didn’t know if it was an animal—it was hunting season, and I was sure the wildlife were being driven from their homes in fear for sport—or if it was something or someone else—I was, after all, squatting in someone’s residence, even if it appeared to be a temporary abode.

Pulling the dagger from my boot, I remained seated, hiding the blade in the folds of my cloak and waiting to see what might happen. You may wonder if I was frightened, but given how long I have lived, I find that not much scares me. Concerns me? Absolutely. And so I was, concerned how things might play out.

When I heard and saw the knob on the door turn, I knew my supposition of it being an animal was incorrect. I was definitely about to be confronted by someone on two legs. I only hoped they were benevolent.

As the wooden slab swung in, the light of the full moon outside haloed and silhouetted a tall and broad form. From what I could see in the shadows, they were otherwise occupied with retrieving something from a bag slung across their chest and hadn’t yet realized they weren’t alone. I remained silent and still, simply observing as the figure took two steps through the doorway, the light of the candles finally reaching the fine features of his handsome face.

The candlelight must have registered then, for he looked up, an expression of shock and alert rising. He dropped the bundle he had retrieved from his pack and immediately drew his sword from its scabbard. When he did, the pommel and blade glinted in the fire’s light, and I saw the design, the craftsmanship that had been captured in countless artistic renderings and on the pages of books spread across the kingdom. I was sitting in front of none other than Elian Da’Neer, current King of Atlantia.

Even in the low light of the room, his black hair glinted blue, and despite the look on his gorgeous face—now shifting a bit to anger—his straight nose, high cheekbones, and proud jaw that appeared carved from granite lit something within me.

He still had yet to speak, so I gently and quietly laid my blade on the table and stood slowly, raising my hands in front of me, palms out in a placating gesture.

I bowed my head and addressed him, calling him Your Majesty. That seemed to disarm him a bit, and I saw his rigid stance in his long, lean, and toned body relax a fraction. I went on to say that I meant no harm or disrespect and that I was merely a weary traveler looking for a place to rest for the night. I added that I had every intention of compensating whoever owned the cabin for my time spent. I pointed to the bag of coins I’d left on the mantel.

The King sheathed his sword and took a few more steps into the room, shutting the door behind him and closing out the chill from the autumn night beyond. While that should have put me at ease, the room seemed somehow smaller with the two of us now closed within it. He had a strange pull about him that drew you in and held you captive, though most enjoyably. I swallowed hard and met his golden-amber gaze.

He asked me my name, and I replied, putting as much respect into my tone as I could muster. Surprisingly, what I saw cross his features next wasn’t what I expected. It wasn’t confusion or uncertainty, it was recognition. He asked if I was the Seer, one of the newly created Council Elders, and I confirmed. That seemed to disarm him entirely for some reason. He picked up what he’d dropped earlier, set his pack aside and pulled out the chair opposite me, settling into it with a weary sigh and gesturing for me to sit across from him in the spot I’d vacated earlier.

He joked and asked if I planned to use the blade on the table, gracing me with a devastating smile that had my insides quivering as he flashed a set of dimples that made my heart skip a beat. He was clearly a descendant of the Court of Vathi with features so fine. I returned his grin and dropped the dagger into the bag I had hung over the back of the chair.

I asked the King if he wanted some wine. When he agreed gratefully, I pulled out my skin and extra cup and poured him a generous helping, topping off my serving, as well.

He asked what I was doing in his hunting cabin. So, I told him about my wandering soul and thirst for adventure and how I regularly used out-of-the-way shelters to rest during my journeys, making sure to compensate my unknowing hosts generously.

As the night wore on, and the wine continued to flow, Elian became more comfortable—he even told his guards to set up camp farther into the forest. I felt myself relaxing, as well. I had seen him, of course, knew of his legacy, how he’d summoned a god and singlehandedly smoothed things over between the wolven and the Atlantians after the war. Still, I’d never had the pleasure of being in his company except from a distance and for a very short time.

As is my way, even without libations, my comments turned flirty, and my innocent touches became more numerous and intentional. I could tell that Elian was not unaffected. I caught him swallowing thickly on more than one occasion, his Adam’s apple bobbing and casting shadows on his graceful neck.

With the wine working its way through my insides and the candle flames and body heat warming my skin, I found myself shedding layers of clothing as the night progressed. He had done the same, simply making himself more comfortable, and I suddenly realized how comfortable we were becoming.

It is well known throughout the kingdom that the King and Queen have an open marriage. They have children, of course, and I truly believe they love each other in their way, but it’s no secret that the Queen prefers women and has no issues with the King taking lovers.

With that knowledge firmly affixed to the forefront of my mind, I bolstered my courage and stood, approaching Elian where he sat slumped in his chair, a bit away from the table, legs spread in ease. I situated myself between his thighs and looked down at him, attempting to convey with a look alone what I desired, testing the temperature of the waters and hoping he’d take the plunge with me. He stared up at me earnestly, his gorgeous, glittering eyes going a bit heavy-lidded, his chest rising just a bit faster with his breaths.

I slowly, oh, so slowly, reached out a hand, moving toward his face in increments, waiting to see if he’d stop me. Instead, he grabbed my fingers and put my palm flat against his cheek, turning into it and kissing the inside of my wrist. My belly fluttered, and heat suffused me at the touch of those soft, pillowy lips to the sensitive flesh there.

He breathed in deeply, and I knew he could scent my arousal. I wasn’t the least bit ashamed. Quite the contrary. I hiked up my skirts with my free hand and settled myself firmly on his thigh, letting him feel what the night had done to me, the heat and dampness that had settled at my core.

He groaned when I rocked myself on his leg and let my head drop back in bliss, our still-linked hands falling to the base of my neck right above the ruffled bodice of my gown.

Before I could even take a breath, he had freed my breasts from the confines of their trappings, the air caressing my nipples and making them bead. It wasn’t exactly comfortable seeing as I was still clothed, but all thoughts of discomfort fled when he lapped at first one rosy bud and then the other, massaging one with a thumb as he took the other into the wet, hot cavern of his mouth. He licked and laved, making me nearly pant with want.

I ran a hand up his free thigh, twisting my wrist so I could palm the steely length of him where it struggled to be free of its soft leather cage. Elian groaned again and renewed his fervor at my chest when I applied just a bit of pressure and squeezed, dipping an index finger behind the flap of his breeches to gently scrape along his length with a blunt nail. That made him hiss and raise his head to look at me.

The look in his eyes was nearly indescribable. The closest I can come is to say he looked as if he were starving.

I deftly undid the ties at his waist and groin with one hand and tugged at the hem of his shirt with the other. He ripped the tunic over his head and then attacked my clothing with such haste and intensity I feared I’d be down to one gown for the remainder of my journey.

He pushed me back and off just enough that we could both rid ourselves of what remained of our clothes, and then he picked me up, swinging me into his powerful arms with no more than a thought before carrying me through to the bedroom area of the cabin.

He laid me on the soft covers, and I unabashedly slid back, dropped to my elbows, and bared myself to him, flashing him a sultry smile. He didn’t miss a beat, he simply dove, devouring me so masterfully and thoroughly that I saw stars when I crested that peak and fell over the other side. He didn’t stop at just one, though. He circled that tight bundle of nerves and nipped at its hood. He thrust his wicked tongue into me as a prelude of things to come. He inserted one and then two fingers inside me, twisting and turning and hitting that spot deep inside that had me gasping for breath and soaking his digits.

When he kissed and nipped his way up my body and took my mouth in a fiery and passionate kiss, I knew I wanted to taste him as he had done with me. I flipped us, taking him a bit by surprise if the startled gasp was any indication, then kissed and licked my way to his impressive length, caressing from the root up and swirling my thumb over his tip as I looked into his eyes and showed him with my expression how much I wanted him.

When I took him into my mouth, his hips bucked off the bed, and he reached to grasp my hair—not roughly but none too gently either, the slight bite of pain blending with the pleasure and the power I felt pleasing him thus. I used my hand to caress as I alternated between steady suction and pressure with swirling loops of my tongue. I felt him stiffen further, felt his body tense, and readied myself to indulge in him when he suddenly stopped and pulled from me.

I pouted and told him that we were just getting to the good part. He laughed, flashing those incomparable dimples again, and then pulled me up onto the bed with him, kissing me intensely and seductively. He moved his tongue across mine in a way that reminded me of what he had done earlier, and I almost came again from that alone. When he lowered a hand and inserted three fingers this time, I almost combusted from the sudden intrusion, and all before he had even moved. At the first gentle glide and thrust, I did shatter once more, the cry rising from within and breaking our connection as my muscles locked.

I was so entranced I didn’t register his movements and could only gasp when he entered me to the hilt in one smooth motion. The bite of being filled was only compounded by his length hitting that spot inside once more in a way that was so pleasurable it almost hurt. I shook and craved to move my hips, rotating them just slightly, needing to feel that surge and retreat, but he only chastised me with a chuckle and held me in place, prolonging the pleasure.

He teased, kissing and licking my neck, nipping my shoulder, then retaking my mouth with leisurely conquest. Then, he finally moved. I could only call to the gods as he elicited a firestorm of feelings and sensations inside me, across me, within me. Could only hold on as he took me relentlessly, as I dreamed he would. As he punished me with pleasure and nearly killed me with desire. I felt as if I were floating above myself.

Thinking I couldn’t possibly take any more, he struck, his fangs burying deep in my throat, sending me careening into the abyss again. He hummed a little, took one more deep draw, and then stiffened, his back bowing as he emptied himself within me.

Elian surprised me after. Seemed he was a cuddler. We lay entwined on the bed, talking for hours until the sun rose. And when he returned from his hunting excursion, I was waiting for him as he’d asked me to be. He told me he let his guards know to keep their distance, and we spent another night as we had the one before. And another after that. He actually had to send one of the wolven into town to buy me a new gown because it didn’t survive his insatiable hunger on that second day.

Now, every time I see him at a formal kingdom function or run across a piece of artwork or book with his likeness, it sends me back in my memory to those days I spent with him in our very own woodland oasis.

And I have to say, it brings me a perverse kind of pleasure knowing that if anyone finds my journals, this one in particular, they will know that I once had a brief fling with a King.

Willa
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