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      The assassin showed up while I was showering, my peach hair full of peppermint suds. I’d left my clothes in the bedroom. This plan was not working out exactly as I’d hoped.

      My spine stiffened as floorboards creaked outside the bathroom door. What, exactly, am I supposed to do next? My thoughts whirled.

      I’d known the assassin was coming. In fact, I’d lured him here, and it’d been easy, too. These people actively hunted witches, and I’d used enough magic to catch their attention since I’d gotten here. I just hadn’t planned to be stark naked when he arrived.

      A bit of apprehension skated up my spine as he drew closer. Most people were terrified of the Storm Fae—the powerful, lethal killers who used magic to keep control over much of Europe. They called themselves “knights,” like they were noble. Ha. As far I was concerned? They were murderers with no moral code.

      Right now, I stared down at my body as I worked out a plan. Soap slid over the constellation of tattoos that whirled around my arms. I’d be facing the killer in nothing but a towel … assuming I could even get to the towel. The doorknob started to turn, which meant I had about two seconds to— Not enough time for the towel.

      Mentally, I chanted a quick prayer to the God of storms. Only he could protect me now. Taru, give me strength….

      As the door opened, my pulse raced. Steam curled around me. I couldn’t see the intruder through the shower curtain.

      I ripped the plastic curtain off its rings, hastily wrapping it around my body. Then, I stared up into the eyes of the enormous Storm Fae. Bloody hells. They grew them big here. The assassin barely fit in the tiny bathroom, his body thickly corded with muscle. Golden hair hung to his shoulders.

      Taru, you sent me a beast of a fae.

      He’d come armed to the teeth, every inch of him strapped with glittering steel. His deep blue eyes bored into me, and he stood with that preternatural stillness found only among ancient fae—those who belonged to the wild forests and not to civilization. Tension tightened his jaw. If I made the slightest unpredictable movement, he’d have a blade at my throat. His powerful magic whispered around me.

      For just a moment, I had an image of what I must look like in his eyes—the naked, soapy female in a dingy bathroom with cracked green tiles. Prey. The mildewed shower curtain covered in cartoon monkeys was wrapped loosely around me. Sodden little wretch.

      Truth was, I had more power in me that he probably realized. But I’d be keeping it hidden for now, all that power trapped deep down in my belly.

      As we stared at each other, hot water streamed from the showerhead onto the side of my face. With my eyes locked on the intruder, I turned the knob. Keep your wits about you, Cora.

      “What are you doing here?” I feigned ignorance.

      He cocked his head, the movement precise. Then, his gaze lowered down my body, as if he were peering right through the curtain. Whatever the case, he was unnerving me.

      “Cora Thursday,” he said in a voice that filled the room. “Do you know what the punishment is for unlawful use of magic?”

      “Death.” Everyone knew that.

      Silence filled the room again, and goosebumps crawled over my skin. His very presence seemed to ice the steam out of the air, and yet I needed him to get into the Storm Fae’s Institute. The sheer, rocky fortress was completely impenetrable. Getting captured was my only way into their dungeon.

      Here’s what had happened: a few weeks ago, the assassins had imprisoned my oldest friend, Wren. I’d seen it all in my scrying mirror. I’d seen her sitting in the Institute’s dungeons. Unless the Storm God spared her, she’d be executed by these monsters in two weeks.

      I didn’t really have a lot of options right now. So, my plan was simple: One, get thrown into prison with my bestie. Two, bring her the medicine she needed to live. Three, use my powerful magic to blast us out of there, killing whatever Storm Fae we needed to kill on the way out. Four, return to London to gorge on pizza and beer, and forget all about this sad little episode.

      And that’s how I’d ended up in this shitty situation, wrapped in plastic and facing off with a muscled maniac.

      The killer narrowed his eyes at me. “Do you know how our captives are killed at the Institute?”

      Oh, for crying out loud, can we just get on with things?

      I didn’t actually know the specifics, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t plan to let them kill me. “All I know is those who resist the Storm Fae are sacrificed to Taru on the spot. Those who go willingly are thrown into a dungeon and slaughtered. But the good news is, the Storm God spares a few per year.”

      “Good girl. And do you know why we kill those who disobey our laws?” His voice was rich and deep, and trembled up the bare nape of my neck.

      “Yes.” I clutched the shower curtain tight to my body.

      It took me a moment to realize he wanted an actual answer.

      “Oh, you want me to…? Okay, I don’t usually have conversations with strangers while I’m naked. It’s a little awkward.”

      His keen gaze pierced me, prompting me to go on. He really did not care about the awkwardness.

      I cleared my throat, ready to trot out my knowledge. “The Storm Fae knights of the Institute hunt supernatural outlaws to keep order in the human realm. You keep supernaturals in their respective worlds where they belong, to prevent the anarchy and magical wars that ravaged the earth decades ago,” I recited like a schoolgirl. “And to keep the peace with humans, with whom you have an alliance.”

      His powerful magic thrummed over my body, making me shiver. I could actually feel his disgust for me along with his magic. “And who are the only creatures in the human realm permitted to use magic?”

      “The knights of the Institute, such as yourself.”

      “So, you’re not completely ignorant,” he said. “You live in a filthy hovel like a simpleton, but you apparently have some ability to think.”

      Yes, well … best throw me in your dungeon, then.

      He sniffed the air, then took a step closer. He seemed to be … examining me. He growled, and the low sound rumbled in my gut, sparking a primal urge to flee. There would be no running, though. I had a mission, and I’d see it through.

      He flashed his canines, a threat of domination. “You’re fae. Your magic feels powerful. You don’t belong in this realm. That means you’ve broken our laws.”

      I swallowed hard. “I got locked out when the worlds closed. I can’t open the worlds, can I? Only the Institutes can do that. I’ve just been lying low, bothering no one.”

      “Not only are you fae,” he went on, “but I can feel the strength of your magic. You’re a fae sorceress. You deserve the most painful of deaths.”

      “I’ll take the dungeons, thanks.”

      His eyes bored into me. “Let’s see it, then.”

      I blinked. For a moment, I thought he wanted me to drop the shower curtain. “See what, exactly?”

      “I want to see your magic in action.”

      What? No. He was just supposed to take me to the dungeon so I could rescue Wren. I didn’t want to put on a display of my magic. “I will go willingly to your prisons. I’ll pray for Taru’s mercy. I think that’s the best course of action.”

      “Show me an attack spell.”

      I frowned. “If I attack you, you’ll kill me right now. I’d prefer the dungeon, if it’s all the same to you. Taru could save me.”

      “It’s not all the same to me.” He drew his sword. “If you don’t attack me with your magic, I will kill you right now.”

      What the actual hells…?

      This was not part of the plan.

      He pointed the sword at me, and it crackled with powerful gray storm magic. “Attack spell or immediate death.”

      Was there any way I was actually going to make it out of this alive?

      “Now!” he barked, the tip of his sword at my throat, his voice rumbling through my gut.

      Adrenaline surged. I uttered one word, and Taru’s power filled my body. A bolt of electrical energy raced down my arm, along my fingertips—and it struck the fae in his chest. His enormous body slammed back against the wall, cracking the tile, smashing the ceramic sink. The scent of burning flesh curled through the air.

      Panicking, I scrambled out of the tub, still clinging to the shower curtain, and stumbled into the hall. I’d be able to think more clearly with clothes on.

      Sadly, though I had many impressive skills, running in a shower curtain wasn’t one of them.

      I reached my bedroom, still gripping the plastic as I searched for my one clean outfit. Now that I was seeing my place through the eyes of a fancy knight, I could understand why he’d called it a hovel. Cracked concrete walls, a stained carpet, a single mattress on the floor, and dirty laundry all over the place. Total shithole.

      I was crouched down, one foot in a pair of clean knickers, when the knife at my throat stopped me cold. The shower curtain had slipped, exposing my tattooed back, and chilly air rippled over my skin.

      I froze as I waited for his next move. If it weren’t for my powerful magic, I’d be completely vulnerable.

      My gods, he’s recovered fast. I should have hit him harder.

      I spoke slowly, gaining control so I wouldn’t stutter like I sometimes did when stressed. “I will go with you willingly. I just want to get dressed.”

      I tried to shove down the fear that I was about to die wearing nothing but a monkey shower curtain. Wren. I’m doing this for Wren.

      The killer leaned in closer, crouching over me to whisper in my ear. “I could kill you now if I wanted to.” Heat from his body warmed me.

      “But you won’t.” Good. This was promising. To the dungeons with me.

      He took a long time to answer, his blade pressed right against my jugular. I stopped breathing for a moment. One way or another, these would be my last moments in the little hovel.

      “I’ll go to the dungeons,” I breathed, “to await the execution and pray for Taru’s mercy.”

      “Stand, then, prisoner.”

      And there we were. A success, at last.

      “Fine.” I exhaled. “I just need to get dressed.”

      He pulled the knife away, but still loomed over me. “There’s no time for dressing up.”

      “What?”

      His magic crackled on his sword once more, an unspoken threat.

      Wren awaited me in the dungeons, and I didn’t have a choice.

      Gritting my teeth, I snatched a coat off the floor. It would have to do. Most importantly, tucked in one of the pockets was the medicine Wren needed to survive.
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      The bastard hadn’t even allowed me to get shoes on before we left my flat. Just the belted coat, which came to mid-thigh, and a pair of knickers. I was basically walking around like a barefoot flasher right now.

      Had this been London, I’d have been freezing my tits off the moment we stepped outside. But this was Gibraltar, a sunny little British rock on the southern tip of Spain, where the bitter cold of the north didn’t reach.

      I shoved my hand into my pocket, smiling slightly as it brushed the little plastic bag full of herbs. Right now, Wren would be gasping for breath in her cell, but once I got the herbs to her, she’d be breathing clearly again. By Friday of next week, we’d be back in London, getting buzzed at a roller disco.

      “Prisoners walk behind the knights,” the assassin snarled.

      “Seriously?”

      He shot me a look that suggested he might rip out my lungs. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      No, you look like someone who tries to fill the empty, loveless void of your life with aggression. You arm yourself with phallic symbols because masculinity and possession of a penis are what define you in the absence of real relationships. You’ve basically strapped yourself with a dozen metal dicks.

      But instead of saying that, I just sullenly said, “No,” and walked barefoot over the pavement behind him. I guess he wasn’t worried that I might escape, because I wasn’t cuffed, and his eyes weren’t on me.

      I squinted in the sunlight. I hadn’t known what to expect when I came down here to Gibraltar to look for Wren. I’d heard “the Rock,” as the locals called it, was British with a flavor of Spain. That they were just as comfortable eating a paella as they were eating a Victoria sponge cake. I’d imagined a quaint little place.

      Instead, I’d arrived to find a loud, busy mini-metropolis crammed with an international airport and tall buildings. I found more cultures and faiths crammed into one spot than seemed safe. Somehow, though, the humans here all made it work—and the Institute ruled it with an iron fist from their craggy bastion of power up on the Rock.

      Gods only knew what had lured Wren here in the first place. She’d seemed a bit depressed in the weeks before she’d left, keeping to her room, sleeping during the day. But nothing to indicate she was about to go on the run.

      If she’d stayed with me in London, we’d be eating cereal and watching soaps on the telly right now. I’d also be wearing a bra and not walking barefoot behind a complete arsehole.

      Sir Metal Dicks moved swiftly. We were off the main street within minutes. As we walked, humans looked up at him with fear, scuttling away like bugs into the shadows. That could have been the weapons gleaming from every inch of him, or the fact that he was a seven-foot slab of walking muscle, or it may have been his irritatingly divine appearance. His golden hair shined against the grim sky. No one paid me a moment’s notice, despite my insane outfit.

      I tore my gaze away from him and stared up at the Rock. A craggy mountain that loomed above the city, it dominated the vistas around it; a stark exclamation point at the end of the European continent. A low, gray mantle of clouds hung over the top, reducing what should have been bright sun to little more than a suggestion.

      I’d heard the Rock itself looked a little like a resting lion with stony paws and haunches. From here, I could make out that shape; a proud, regal stone, roaring defiantly. And if I really strained my eyes, I could see the Institute’s black parapets and towers piercing the thick clouds above the Rock’s highest peak. Ice danced up my spine as I squinted at the forbidding spires. That’s where I was headed.

      For reasons I didn’t know, the Storm Fae used a powerful glamour to keep the Institute itself hidden from human eyes, but I could see it there, piercing the clouds. A dark, spindly crown on the lion’s head.

      The scrying mirror had showed this exact fortress to me when I’d asked to see Wren. She’d been missing for two weeks when I tried the spell, and I had been shocked to find she’d ended up here. It had to be right, though. I’d used hundreds of scrying spells in my life, and never once had I screwed them up. I’d be with her in no time.

      The buildings around us grew older and more crooked as we passed into Old Town. Often, my view of the Institute would be obscured by the tightness of the back streets, but my gaze always gravitated back to that black castle. Wren’s prison. A glimmer of light glinted off one of the tallest windows, then a huge shadow crossed in front of the sun, like a dark god sweeping before it. I sucked in a breath of air, fear and shock causing me to shudder all over.

      What the hells was that?

      Maybe it had been a trick of the light, a shift in the way the clouds poured over the Rock. I tried to find it again, waited for it to show up, but it was gone. Had it been some sort of winged demon?

      Sir Metal Dicks shot me a sharp look. “Keep moving. We don’t stop until we reach the castle.”

      “What’s it like inside?” I didn’t imagine I’d see anything beyond the dank walls of the dungeon.

      “It’s entirely different than the filth you’re accustomed to.” His contempt for me could not have been clearer.

      “And the dungeons?” I asked.

      “Dirty, rank, and wet. Like you when I found you today.”

      My mind churned. Damp, probably full of mold. Wren would have a hell of a time breathing in there. She had a lung condition. From the fae language, it translated to something like the curse of breathlessness. Her windpipe would close, and the only thing that could help her was a special concoction of herbs that I’d figured out how to make when we were kids. With the right medicine, her lungs opened up.

      Not that Sir Metal Dicks would care.

      We walked in silence up a winding mountainside road. The humans that lived on the Rock had built their houses all along its gentler slope, almost to the halfway point. Occasionally, a car trundled up the one-way road. Children were playing games in alleys and old women were hanging wet clothes from lines overhead. Had I ever been as carefree as these humans? I could almost remember a few flickers of lightness, before everything had changed in one violent swoop.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      The massive Storm Fae angled his head to the side, his golden locks shifting with the movement. At last, he spoke. “Sir Oren.”

      “How many people do you have in the dungeons, Sir Oren?” I hoped only a few. It would be easier to find Wren that way.

      Oren shot me a sharp look. “That’s not your concern.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re not going to the dungeons.”

      Shitting hells. What? “I’m not?”

      “The Institute needs a powerful fae witch like you.”

      My mouth opened and closed. “You want me to join the Institute? That wasn’t—” I almost blurted, That wasn’t my plan.

      “You’ll join us only if you survive. You’ll be undergoing a series of trials with other fae witches. You’ll either die or join us as a knight.”

      No … no, no, no, no! I just wanted to get into the dungeons. I shook my head. “I’d make a terrible witch. I only know one or two spells.”

      He turned and grabbed my bicep, squeezing tight. “You’re lying. I feel the power of your magic; I saw that it was second nature to you. What are you covering up, little witch?”

      I scrambled to think of a response. I had none.

      Looked like a change of plan was in order. I’d have to find my own way to the dungeons once I got into the Institute. “Nothing. I’m not hiding anything. I’ll join your trials. What does it mean, exactly?”

      “You will compete against other fae. Most of them better born than you. You’re unlikely to survive, but you might. If you manage to win, you will become a knight, like me. You will live in the hallowed halls of the Institute, and your life will have meaning at last. Fail the trials, and the Nathair kills you. Do you know what that is?”

      I did, unfortunately, and my heart picked up speed. The Nathair was a dragon-blooded fae. So that’s what I’d seen flying above the Rock.

      How in the gods’ names did the Institute have a dragon-blood? A dark sorcerer had created them eons ago—unnaturally mixing the fae with dragons, creating a malign, corrupted monster that never should have existed. The dragon-bloods wrought destruction wherever they went, slaughtering with abandon, their souls twisted by dark magic. They could kill with their minds. In fact, they were so brutal, the other fae had hunted them nearly to extinction. I didn’t even know they existed anymore.

      “I’m going to give you a piece of advice. You’re about to meet the Nathair.”

      Oh, gods.

      Sir Oren’s fingers were digging into my arm. “You didn’t look appropriately afraid when I first met you. But the Nathair is not as nice as I am. He once severed an unsworn in two for passing on our secrets to the demons. I suggest you keep your mouth in check, otherwise you’ll feel his claws in your belly. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      Sir Oren let me go, but only after another moment of awkwardly prolonged eye contact. He took a deep breath, turned again, and continued stalking up the hill. I followed behind him until the homes and children and cars began to thin out.

      At last, when my thighs were beginning to burn and the bottom of my bare feet had been ripped to shreds by the gravel road, we reached a large set of stairs. On one side, the jagged rock towered over us, and on the other was a last row of houses. Windows shut as we walked past them; dogs barked bravely, then cowed at the massive fae’s scent.

      We reached the top of the stairs, where they ended, but I saw no entrance here. Getting in and out of the Institute would not be easy.

      Sir Oren turned to me. “Face the other direction.”

      I turned away from him and cast my gaze across the Bay of Gibraltar. Hazy sunlight glistened on the surface of the water. Huge ships floated in the bay, some cargo freighters, others British military vessels proudly flying the flag of their motherland. Turning my gaze south, I could just about see the tip of the African continent, the Atlas Mountains slightly obscured behind a misty veil.

      From behind me, a burst of magic thrummed over my skin, electrifying my senses.

      “You may turn around,” said Oren.

      When I did, I saw an enormous hole yawning open, a tunnel straight into the rock face—pure blackness, tall enough for Oren to stand.

      “Come.”

      Gathering a deep breath, I took a tentative step.

      Just one step in and I could tell the place was freezing. With only my flasher coat providing insulation, I wasn’t wearing enough to keep my hands from trembling. I stuffed my hands into my pockets, reassured by the little bag of herbs. This was why I’d come. The medicine would act like my talisman for what came next, a bulwark against the fear.

      That’s when a disturbing thought struck me, and I stopped walking. The knights were deeply paranoid. I was probably going to get frisked. Scratch that, I was definitely going to get frisked. If they found the herbs, what then? I couldn’t let the knights take this medicine.

      I had to hide these—now. I’d come back for them, then find the dungeon.

      Still near the mouth of the entrance, I froze.

      Oren whirled. “Why are you not entering?”

      Think fast. Think fast. “One second. I thought I saw a monkey.”

      “There are monkeys everywhere,” he barked.

      I slipped out of the cave mouth, pulled the little bag out of my pocket, and tossed it into the bushes near the tunnel entrance. Then, I stepped back into the cave. “Ah. He’s gone. So, you guys get a lot of those around here?”

      His magic pulsed over my skin like a warning, and he seethed with annoyance. His patience engine was running on fumes. Then, he turned, prowling into the darkness.

      “Sorry.” I followed after him as instructed, the soles of my feet screaming by now.

      Behind me, the rock collapsed in on itself to seal the entrance off, eerily making almost no sound at all. Soft, golden lights bloomed into the air above us as Oren walked, illuminating mossy limestone walls. The walls themselves seemed to glow with faint colors as Oren approached, as if responding to his presence. It was beautiful, really; a calming ebb and flow of radiance in a rainbow of colors.

      A cold droplet of water fell on my head, then another. I breathed in the damp, thick air. I had the strange sense that the tunnel itself was breathing.

      I had no idea how deep I was, no clue if we were going up or down. As the tunnel started to branch off in different directions, I realized I’d be very confused when it came time to collect the herbs. This place was designed to disorient and confuse anyone who wasn’t in possession of a map.

      The rocks in the tunnel bit into my bare feet, but we were nearing the end of our walk now. Ahead of me, Oren was approaching a black wooden door flanked by two torches in the wall. Magic—some sort of enchantment—radiated off the door, powerful enough that I could feel it in my chest.

      Oren stopped just in front of it and pressed his palm against the wood. Instantly, blue and green light spread out from his fingertips. With a soft creak, the door opened into a steep stairwell that went upward. I followed Oren in.

      I had arrived at the Institute of the Storm Fae—and soon, I’d have to face the Nathair.
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      My thoughts about the Institute usually included words like oppressive, murderous, fascist. The one word I never expected to associate with this place was breathtaking. And yet as soon as I stepped through the magic door, that was the first thing that popped into my mind. Sleek, black marble walls reached high above to a vaulted ceiling that pierced the skies. The vast scale of the place took my breath away.

      Impossibly tall windows spanned several stories above us—open to the air and the iron-gray clouds. Wind and mist rushed in through them. Lightning flashed outside, and thunder rumbled through the stone.

      The rain picked up speed, lashing the stone floors. I hugged my coat tighter over my bare skin. Odd, because it had been sunny a moment ago, when I’d stashed my bag of herbs in the shrubs like some kind of half-naked drug addict.

      Inside the Institute, I could feel Taru’s power charging my body, vibrating along my bones. It was like lighting igniting me from the inside.

      A carpet of blue-gray flowers covered the floor beneath my ravaged feet, soothing them a bit. I swept my gaze over the rest of the hall. Floating crystals cast golden light over a magnificent black staircase that spiraled up to the upper levels. I took in the paintings on some of the walls—painted in gray and gold hues. The rainwater didn’t seem to affect them. Between the pictures, passages jutted off from the main hall like spokes from a wheel. The place was huge and distinctly un-human. And I had no idea in hells how to get to the dungeons. Did one of those passages lead to the cells?

      I’d find out at some point. If I had to become a knight to get to the dungeons, then so be it. I’d scour the whole place from top to bottom until I found Wren.

      Taru’s power flowed all around us, so strong that the hair was standing up on the back of my arms. Magic skimmed along my bones, making me sigh. I almost liked it in here.

      “This place is amazing,” I whispered. I said it softly enough that Oren couldn’t hear. I didn’t need him knowing I was impressed with his life.

      As I walked deeper into the hall, stepping over the soft flowers, I could hear someone humming. No, not someone. A chorus of people. But when I looked around the enormous circular tower, it was just Oren and me.

      “Follow me,” said Oren.

      I hugged myself as I walked, following him up the spiral staircase to an upper level. A window overlooked the stairwell, and rain lashed us as we climbed. Oren looked untouched, with his stupidly perfect hair, but my coat and hair grew soaked.

      My teeth chattered as he led me onto a stony mezzanine overlooking the hall. Across from the mezzanine railing, an exterior balcony jutted out into the air from the tower. With the stormy clouds around us, I couldn’t see much, and cold rain drenched my skin.

      It occurred to me that the very architecture of the Institute was built to convey their dominance. This place had been designed to exclude the uninitiated, to make them feel afraid as soon as they walked in.

      Oren turned to stare at the balcony, unperturbed by the rain. The knight seemed to be waiting for something—what, I had no idea. But I had the disturbing feeling in my gut that if I looked closely enough, I’d see the Nathair swooping for us. Dread flickered between my ribs. A creature that never should have existed…. If it weren’t for Wren, I’d have stayed as far away from this creepy place as possible.

      How in the gods’ names did they have a dragon-blood fae? It was hard not to think of my nightmares: dragon claws, the smears of blood and gore on the white marble…. Weirdly specific. I’d woken in the mornings covered in sweat, promising myself dragons weren’t real. That they’d all been killed for their ferocity.

      And yet, here we were.

      Through the window, a crack of light split the sky in two, illuminating a terrifying shadow in the clouds, deep and dark. Yep—I was definitely about to come face to face with my worst nightmare. I hugged myself in the damp cold, teeth chattering.

      Gods, Wren, you owe me.

      The dark shape, large as a house, swept past the window. The Nathair was circling the tower like a bird of prey.

      What I wouldn’t give to be back in London, drinking beer and eating pho with Wren. Instead, I was watching a living, breathing nightmare skimming past the windows outside.

      In the storm clouds, I caught another glimpse of giant wings beating, the sound thumping slowly like the heart of a great beast, a battle drum booming through my belly. Another arc of lightning lashed the sky, so bright I shielded my eyes. Thunder roared, rattling my ribcage.

      Stay in control, Cora. Think happy thoughts.

      I closed my eyes again, retreating for a moment to my happy place. Eating sweetened pancakes, licking sugar off my fingers in the sun outside our little shop….

      Before she’d come to Gibraltar, Wren and I had worked in a little magical shop in London. A cozy place with potions, amulets, a few shriveled demon hearts on the wall. Our friend Aenor had set it up, and Wren and I had worked there for years. We’d hang out after work, eating crepes and pies from the nearby food trucks. We never got bored.

      Then—for reasons I still didn’t understand—Wren had decided to take off for this godsforsaken place. And I had to break her out. What the hells had she been thinking?

      My thoughts were going a million miles a minute.

      But when I opened my eyes again, my thoughts went quiet.

      A powerful silhouette darkened the clouds outside—fae-shaped now. The Nathair had transformed out of his dragon form. And yet even in this body, his enormous figure exuded menace. I still took a step back, pressing myself against the balcony railing.

      I took in his powerful form as he walked, thickly corded with muscle. He had the body of a warrior, but his movements looked completely at ease—languid, almost. A dark cloak billowed behind him, and magic snaked off his body, staining the air around him with dark silver.

      I squeezed my fists tight as he drew closer, and my breath caught when I saw his face: short hair, jet black. Pale skin, and eyes the cold gray of storm clouds shot through with gold.

      I stared as something strange happened to my own magic, the pale gray-blue straining for his silver coils. Our magic twined together, and my body went hot. His aura washed over my skin—raw, powerful magic that radiated from him like heat from the sun, scorching everything it touched.

      All at once, the cold was gone.

      The Nathair stood even taller than Oren. Besides the cloak on his back, the dragon-shifter wore a black suit of leather armor, with many straps and places to hang a blade from. Unlike Sir Metal Dicks, he carried only one sword, sitting comfortably against his hip. Perhaps the ability to transform into a bloody terrifying dragon was a suitable substitute for a bunch of knives. He appeared completely in control.

      With all the other weirdness going on, it took me a moment to realize that the Nathair and I had simply been staring at each other, and no one had spoken. Only our magic was moving, still coiling together, embracing like long lost lovers.

      So, this was awkward.

      His pale eyes piercing me, the Nathair adjusted the obsidian arm guards on his forearms and took another step closer. An amused smile played about his lips, as if a half-drowned witch was the funniest shit he’d seen in ages.

      My body felt oddly electrified. I didn’t know if that was his magic, or if it was just an effect he had on people. All I knew was I wanted to run from him, fast, and find my way to Wren.

      The Nathair narrowed his eyes. “I see you brought me a new prisoner,” he said, his voice as smooth as a good bourbon. He smelled faintly of whiskey, too. “We’ll see if you are capable of becoming one of the unsworn. What do you call yourself?”

      “Cora.”

      “Cora,” he repeated. His eyes swept up and down my body. “If you disobey our rules, I’ll kill you slowly.”

      “Great. Nice to meet you, too.”

      “Full name.”

      “Cora Th-Th-Thursday,” I stuttered a bit on my name, and my cheeks flamed red. “I hear you need a witch.”

      Despite his relaxed stance, an air of cruelty rippled off him. Maybe it was his dark magic or stark beauty; the black sweep of hair, sharp cheekbones, pale skin. Maybe it was the fact that I’d just seen him in his terrifying dragon form, circling the building like a predator. But I think it was mostly the look in his gray eyes—arrogant and disdainful.

      I couldn’t exactly just ask him to direct me to the dungeons, now could I? Maybe a bit more subtlety was in order.

      “Will I get a tour of the place?” I asked.

      “No. Only the knights may know how to navigate the palace. But I have good news. I’ll let you live for now, for which you may express your gratitude however you like.”

      Express your gratitude however you like. The arrogance on him.

      Tell you what, dragon. I’ll express my gratitude by finding my way to your cells and blowing a hole in your bloody walls with my magic.
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      His glacial gaze traced down over my body again. “Do you often walk around barefoot? The blood from your feet is staining our stone.”

      This actually annoyed him. My blood actually was some kind of inconvenience.

      “I don’t typically walk around without shoes. Sir Oren busted in on me mid-shower and claimed I had no time for shoes.”

      “Hmm.” The Nathair’s placid expression remained unchanged. Not sure why I’d expected a dragon to care about the particulars of my footwear situation.

      However, Oren’s mouth twitched like it was hilarious. HA, HA, HA, bleeding feet are a scream! His expression irked me, and I wasn’t entirely sure I could keep a lid on it. Wren was set to die, and it was all a big joke to them. I gritted my teeth, trying to control my emotions.

      Darkness seeped from the Nathair’s body, a disturbing sense of wrongness that seeped into the air around him. “And why did you bring this prisoner here instead of into the dungeons, Oren?”

      “I could feel an immense power within her.”

      The smile left the Nathair’s lips as he stared at me. “In accordance with our laws, you will be put through a series of trials to test your skills. Witches are contemptible, but unfortunately, we need one.”

      I wanted to ask where the dungeon was and how I might break someone out of it, but that might come across as suspicious. Instead, I asked, “Do you have anything else I could wear?”

      The Nathair cocked his head, barely interested in this conversation. Then, he snapped his fingers. An instant later, a door groaned open in the rock, and two people walked toward us.

      A tall, stooped man wore light metal armor—black and sleek, with a shield strapped to his back and a sword at his waist. On his chest plate I spotted a crest featuring a stark, black sword. Behind him walked a woman in a long robe. A sheer veil partially obscured her face, but I could make out that she was blindfolded. She walked behind the guard with a small pile of clothes in her hands. Lightning cracked the sky, and I got a better impression of her face—beautiful, porcelain skin, full lips painted black.

      “Guard, search her.” The Nathair spoke with a quiet command that had the guard snapping to attention.

      The man took a step closer and reached for my collar. “Hello, pretty one.”

      Instinctively, I smacked his hand away. I didn’t want him touching me, didn’t want anyone here touching me. “Do you mind?”

      “You will submit to being searched,” said the guard, trying to tear my coat off like a pervert. “And I’ll enjoy doing it. You have no rights here.” He gripped my collar, trying to pull the coat off me, but I clutched it tight.

      At that point, something snapped in me. Anger surged, and I grabbed his forearm. I twisted it hard behind his back. I could’ve broken it, easily, but I stopped myself. The guard screamed, struggling against me.

      “Enough.”

      One word, one quiet command from the Nathair sliced through the air like a sword. Everyone went still, silence falling over the hall. Even I’d stopped fighting. He might not be a sorcerer, but he possessed some sort of unnatural magic—the ability to compel people with a simple command.

      Thunder rolled around the tower.

      The guard’s body was now trembling, his eyes wide. Without moving from the spot, the Nathair flicked his wrist, and the guard jolted up into the air. Every one of his muscles went rigid as he hovered above the mezzanine.

      The Nathair spoke with a quiet detachment. “You are all wasting my time. The witch is small, and yet she almost broke your arm. What is the point of you?” Silvery magic curled around the guard, pulsing like a heart.

      The guard made a strangled sound, and the Nathair jerked his hand again. The guard flew back over the railing—then fell to the ground with a sharp cracking noise that turned my stomach.

      Silence reigned over us, and the Nathair turned to me again. He stared at me as if gauging my reaction, and I felt like a butterfly pinned under his gaze.

      Internally, I was thinking something like, So I have to sneak around in a fortress controlled by this monster. But I willed my facial expression to calm, betraying nothing.

      The Nathair had his own sort of magic, different to a witch’s. My magic came from using spells, sometimes potions. But this creature—his magic was a part of him, every bit as destructive and wrong as he was. A dark, corrupted sort of power.

      “You’re only wearing a coat,” the Nathair said, his voice soft.

      It took me a moment to get up to speed again, to mentally shift gears from terrifying magic to a discussion of my outfit.

      “She’s a sad little creature,” Oren chimed in, charmer that he was. “She lives like a peasant. I expect she earns her keep as a whore, letting herself become defiled by human men. She is dull-witted. I’m not sure she’ll last long here. But she does have storm magic, and it is powerful.”

      I didn’t think I’d cared what Oren thought, but my cheeks flushed anyway. Why had he decided I was a whore? Bloody old-fashioned fae males, born centuries ago. You were either a queen or a whore, no in between.

      Bizarrely, I felt determined to prove them wrong, to destroy everyone in their trials. It was true that I had powerful deep magic inside me—far more powerful than they understood. But that wasn’t why I was here, and I couldn’t let my ego get the better of me. I had a mission.

      The Nathair glanced at the veiled woman, who stood still as a statue. “Give Cora her clothing. Then bring her to the pit.”

      The pit?

      “Is that the dungeon?” I asked hopefully.

      “No. It’s the pit,” Oren enunciated slowly. He really did think I was dim-witted.

      The woman nodded, then extended one of her arms toward me. Black satin gloves covered her bony fingers. I took her hand, and she led me away from the two knights. Even with the glove, I could feel the cold skin underneath.

      Something was off about her—I mean, something besides the veil and the blindfold. Still, she was at least female, and she had a calmer vibe then the rest of the Institute savages.

      She led me down the spiral stairs to the tower’s base, and I tried not to look at the guard’s crumpled body. Was he dead? Gods, this place was insane.

      After a jaunt through an arched corridor, she led me into something that looked like a temple. Floating crystals glittered like tiny gems and cast silver light over the small pews. The air smelled of rosemary and jasmine. At the far end, statuettes stood on a dais, interspersed with candles. Burned down to their wicks, they guttered on the altar.

      On one of the walls, a skilled artist had engraved an image of Taru. No one really knew what Taru looked like, but this was a good guess—a bit like Zeus. Tall man in the clouds, with a full mane of flowing hair and lightning arching from his fingertips. Beneath him, waves crashed against a shore full of cowering people. Lightning was immolating some of them.

      Taru, like the knights who served him, was into domination. And yet, we had no choice but to serve him. The gods were all-powerful.

      I closed my eyes and muttered the mantra that had gotten me this far. Taru, give me the strength to see this through.

      I’d nearly forgotten about the creepy woman until she spoke. “Please, come,” she said, her voice soft and melodic.

      She led me to a corner of the temple with a beautifully ornate, many-paneled screen and guided me behind it. Each pane displayed a different piece of art—scenes from the fae kingdoms. The flame-haired rulers of Elfhame, and the mad fae kings and queens of Edinnu, wrecking ships on their coastlines with their twisted magic. The sirens, hair flowing in the wind, compelled to drown sailors in tempests. More souls for Taru.

      Over the top of the screen, the woman laid out the clothes she’d brought. I picked them up to look them over. Plain black, and they looked about my size. Most importantly, they looked warm. I unbelted my damp coat and used the lining of it to dry off my skin.

      I slid into a pair of leggings, then the long-sleeved black top. Just as I was about to slip into the boots, the woman beckoned me out from behind the screen. Confused, I stepped out and moved to sit on a pew, as she directed me to do.

      The woman now held a small bowl and a towel. Slowly, she knelt before me, set the bowl down, took one of my feet, and gently rubbed it with the towel. I winced at first, but the pain went away after a while. My blood stained the water pink.

      The water soothed my aching feet, and I sighed with relief. “Thanks,” I said. “You are definitely the nicest person here.”

      “You need not thank me,” she said. “I am but a simple servant.” Her voice was soft and warm. Behind the veil, I could see the way her lips moved, but little else.

      “Do you know your way all around this place?” I asked.

      “I only know what I need to know.”

      “I’ve heard the dungeons are quite terrible,” I ventured.

      “I couldn’t say. Only the knights know the way to the damned.”

      Shit. Did I actually have to become one of these assholes to get to Wren? How long would this take?

      The woman said nothing. She just kept washing my feet.

      “What should I call you?”

      She shook her head. “I am one of the reverent sisters. With Taru’s blessing, we bring comfort to those in pain.”

      I hated Taru at times, but I owed him my life, too. Without his blessing, I might not have made it here. I’d be dead, and unable to save Wren.

      The sister pulled my other foot up and dabbed at the ravaged skin with the wet towel. Already, my other foot felt healed. When I looked at it, I saw the skin was pink and healthy and tingling with magic.

      “You pray to the god of storms also?” she asked.

      “I do. I guess, in that way, we’re the same.”

      “Blessed be you, then, daughter of Taru.” She placed two fingers against her chin, then against her forehead. Behind the veil, a hint of a smile.

      I hadn’t known they were so devout here in the Institute. The shrine, the turbulent weather just outside of the castle walls—Taru was all around us. I shivered. Would Taru’s blessing be enough to save me? I faced almost certain death here.

      As she finished cleaning my feet, the sister gestured at the boots.

      Smiling with relief, I slid my feet into the leather boots while the woman in black clasped her hands and said a silent prayer. When I was done with the straps, she stood, helping me up. She guided me back to the temple door, into the corridor.

      I swallowed hard. “Where are you taking me?” I asked. “The Nathair … I don’t know his name yet … he said something about a pit?”

      “Yes, the Pit of Damnation.”

      My chest tightened. “Damnation … that sounds … are you trying to be ironic with the name? Like, maybe it’s not all that bad?”

      “Please don’t worry about it. You just have to trap the Bone Harvester. Sorry, I’m really not supposed to tell you.”

      I cleared my throat. “The Bone Harvester.”

      The reverent sister stopped at a heavy black door covered in reinforced steel rivets and skirting. “Don’t worry. It will be better for you if you have a clear head. Taru protects.”

      With a nod, she left, and the door unlocked with a series of loud clacks. My stomach twisted. The door opened into darkness. A chilling breath of stale air with a slight hint of metal wafted over me.

      “Enter.” It was the Nathair’s smooth voice skimming over my skin.

      I stepped inside to meet my fate.
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      I found myself not in a room, but a cramped cave lit only by the faint glow of a few twinkling crystals. The walls pressed in on all sides, cold and damp. Droplets of water dripped from the ceiling, making my skin jump each time. The Nathair stood before me—just at the edge of a chasm.

      Already, my nerves were starting to spark, but I didn’t know if it was because of him or because of the pit behind him. Tendrils of his magic curled into the space, the color of pewter, adding to my sense of panic. A metallic smell wafted through the air.

      I’d find one of two things down in that pit—a graveyard of rusty pipes and dead machines or a pool of blood. The Nathair looked completely at ease in here, but he was likely used to the scent of blood.

      I pointed at the pit. “Right. So, is this your hole?” Phrasing, Cora. Phrasing.

      “The pit is the site of your first trial. Fail here, and you will not cross the threshold into our world.” His voice caressed my skin with his malign presence. This nightmarish creature could rip someone to shreds within moments. “And that’s because failure to complete this trial means death. Most don’t survive.”

      “Right. How long until I become a knight?”

      “A little overeager, are we?” His pale eyes pierced the shadows, and he sauntered closer. In the dim light, I could see that his perfect face expressed little emotion. Of course, not a big deal. Just another day at the pit-office, telling someone they were probably about to die a terrible death. “We’re not there yet. First, the pit. It serves a very important purpose. One you will become familiar with in a moment.”

      As long as the trial involved magic—and not fighting someone to the death with my bare hands—I was golden. Magic, I could do.

      He nodded at the pit. “We need to see if you belong here as one of the uninitiated. One of the unsworn. You have to prove yourself, Cora.”

      Once again, his presumptuousness irritated me. Who the hells were these people who believed that I had to prove myself? I was just here for the dungeon.

      I plastered a smile on my face. “What do I have to do?”

      He shrugged. “It’s simple. Get inside the pit, then get back out.”

      The raw power of his magic radiated into my bones. For just a fraction of a breath, I felt a deep stab of fear. My stomach plummeted, and a voice screamed in the hollows of my mind. For that one moment, my sense of self-preservation was shrieking at me to run from the monster.

      Then, I mastered my own fear. It was all over so fast, I didn’t think he could have noticed.

      He took a step closer, a flicker of curiosity in his eyes. “I can hear your heart beating when I draw near. I think that I scare you very much.”

      Okay. So, he did notice.

      I crossed my arms. “You like scaring people, don’t you?”

      He hesitated for a moment, then lifted his shoulders in an elegant shrug. He walked past me, apparently losing interest in the conversation. “Good luck.”

      Of course, I had a million more questions, but I didn’t think the Nathair wanted to answer them.

      He disappeared, crossing out of the door I’d just come through. It shut behind him, heavy iron locks slamming into place. Then silence fell, leaving me alone in near dark, with a huge pit in front of me. Tentatively, I stepped toward the edge and looked down. Only shadows greeted me.

      I could think of many things I’d rather be doing at this point than jumping into a gaping shadow pit to meet someone called the Bone Harvester. Like, I’d rather be giving sponge baths to convicts or hanging in a cage at a crossroads.

      But since I wanted to get Wren out of here, I had no choice. In no time at all, they’d realize their dim-witted peasant whore had outsmarted all of them. At least, that was the plan.

      I took a step closer to the pit. First, I had to get into the pit and get out.

      I flicked my wrist and chanted the word for light: Or. Storm magic crackled down my arm, igniting the air with blue light. But immediately, the darkness swallowed it, like shadows consuming the sun.

      What the hells?

      I tried again, a more powerful blast of magic this time. But just like before, darkness enveloped my light. I cocked my hip. It seemed they had some kind of magical spell to snuff out the light. Hopefully, I could still use some magic in the pit if I had to.

      At the ledge, I felt around for a ladder or nooks in the rock, but I found only a sheer rock face. No iron rungs I could use. After a moment, I did manage to find a few indents in the rock I could just about slide my foot into.

      I took a deep breath and started lowering myself down. My hands slid against the cold, wet rock.

      The Nathair hadn’t said a word about the Bone Harvester, but I’d use my magic against him if I had to. After all, they’d recruited me here for my magic.

      The walls grew more slippery, and I struggled to keep my grasp on the shallow handholds. Then, the handholds simply disappeared. Nothing but solid, uninterrupted rock.

      Bollocks.

      In desperation, I tried the light spell again, but even with a powerful burst of magic, it fizzled out into darkness.

      I closed my eyes, murmuring an ancient spell for sightless vision. Taru’s power trembled along my limbs, and threads of silvery magic coiled out of my body. Like an insect’s antennae, they reached out until they felt solid contours beneath me.

      The tendrils reached about fifteen feet down. I winced. It was a bit far, but I’d survive.

      Nothing to do but jump and hope for the best.

      With one last deep breath, I let go. I hit the ground hard with my shoulder, a bright flower of pain swelling up at the point of impact. Grunting, I rolled onto my other side and cradled my shoulder. Darkness swallowed me. Instinctively, I tried the light spell again—Or. To my surprise, it actually worked this time, and a dull blue light hung in the air above me. Not as strong as it should be, but enough for me to see the pit’s rocky walls. I wasn’t sure how I’d get out of the pit, but I’d cross that bridge later.

      I tried to move my arm, but a burst of pain shot through me, forcing me to groan. Pretty sure I’d broken it.

      Jaw clenched, I sat upright and scooted my bum over to lean against the closest wall. I breathed through the pain, waiting for it to go numb. Then, I whispered a healing spell. Warm magic spread through my muscles, soothing me from the inside out. As I healed myself, cold water droplets fell hard from the top of the pit. The sound echoed over my breathing.

      I finished healing myself and rose to standing. Get in, get out. That’s all I’d been told to do, so now I just needed to scramble out of here again somehow.

      Before I could figure out my exit plan, a cold blast of air spilled from the darkness ahead of me. As it did, an image burned in my mind, something beamed straight from the depths of the storm hell—an old man with blood on his teeth. I could just about smell him on the phantom breeze. I shut my eyes and turned my head away, but that didn’t help. Was this the Bone Harvester?

      All at once, pain ripped through my shoulder again, as though some of the healing magic had been stripped away. My breath caught in my throat at the brutality of it.

      Then, a voice interrupted the quiet.

      It sounded like a madman chattering wildly to himself, and the voice drew closer. Presumably, this was my new friend, the Bone Harvester.

      I shot a glance up to find the top edge of the pit, but I couldn’t see that far in the dim light. Was it possible to make it out of here before I came face to face with this Harvester? I ran my hand over the entire wall until I found a crack. I grabbed hold of it and shoved my fingers into it. I felt for a place to fit one boot, and then the other.

      Grimacing, I swung my injured arm over and felt for a spot that could hold my weight. I sucked in air and pulled myself up hand over hand, one movement at a time. My arm was already on fire, and I’d barely made it off the ground, but I was climbing. With Taru’s help, I’d make it to the top.

      Only, I didn’t.

      As I gripped for the next handhold, it simply disappeared, the rock smoothing over. The pit wasn’t ready to release me yet.

      I fell fast.
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      Luckily, I landed on my feet. I cursed, the sound through the dark like a gunshot. The other voice stopped, and somehow the silence was worse than the chatter.

      I turned to survey my surroundings. I still couldn’t see the Bone Harvester, but I could now see a tunnel that opened into the pit, just wide enough to fit a person. That was where the phantom wind, and the voice, and the smell of old blood was coming from. As much as I was not into those things, I had a feeling I had to face whatever was in there before the pit would let me out again.

      I had taken a tentative step toward it when I heard a man’s voice.

      “Hey, girl,” he said. “You lost?”

      A chill moved through me. Someone was down here … someone normal. That didn’t make any sense.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I called out. After all, I knew exactly where I was. “Though if you know the way to the dungeons, I wouldn’t mind a little input.”

      “Need a hand? I’ve got two.”

      “Still good, cheers.”

      A faint spark of amber lit the tunnel, so far away I could hardly see it. Then another, like pieces of flint sparking against each other. The spark bloomed into a distant flame, then a red ember.

      Behind the glow, a man’s face came into view: gaunt cheeks, stubble, eyes sparkling. About thirty feet away, he leaned against the tunnel wall. He flicked the lighter off, and when the next blast of wind came, it brought with it not only the smell of old blood, but something distinctly herbal.

      “Are you smoking a spliff?” I called out, my voice echoing.

      “I see a señorita, a tasty mamacita; she asks me if I’m smokin’, I tell her, baby, nah … you smokin’.” The joint flared again with a long inhale.

      I stepped closer until I could see the man a little more clearly. Against his milky white skin, his red tracksuit stood out sharply. A gold bracelet around one of his wrists glinted in the light. A crown of snow-white hair topped his head.

      And he was rapping.

      Badly.

      “I’m livin’ in the pit, don’t you know it, got shit to say about it,” he chanted. “This is my new single, innit? Oh no, I’m gonna slap ya. Gonna slap ya face, slag. With my mace, slag.”

      Was this the Bone Harvester? Taru above, I’d have preferred a centaur or something. Monsters I could fight with magic. But an old man rapping in a tunnel?

      Yeah, I was fresh out of ideas.

      “We have to hide!” From behind, a ghostly male voice brushed past my ear. I spun around, but I saw nothing with me in the pit.

      I was losing my mind. Of course I was.

      “Hide where?” A female voice this time.

      Insanely, I thought I recognized the voices. The hair rose on my nape.

      “Who’s talking?” I called out. “Are you really here?”

      “I don’t know where, but he’s coming!” The first voice again. Each time, it sounded like the speaker was standing right next to me, but I couldn’t see anyone else.

      Then, from the shadows, a woman’s body shimmered into view. She glowed, semi-transparent like a ghost.

      I recognized that porcelain skin. Long, flowing chestnut locks twined with lush flowers and framed her elfin face. A spring-green dress draped over her body. On her wrists, she wore bangles that sparkled with light like stars. A crown of diamonds glimmered on her head.

      My breath caught in my throat, eyes stinging. Here she was again, the woman with eyes the color of bluebells and cheeks like pink rose petals. I had last seen her when I was five. She had been leaning over me and smiling. My heart was ready to burst out of my chest.

      “Mum?” I could barely manage the word, but she didn’t seem to hear me.

      Her ghostly gaze was on the tunnel. She stretched her hands out, her fingers splayed. Lightning erupted from her fingertips, and the pit lit up around me. Now, when I looked up at the top of the pit, I could see the edge. It wasn’t that far.

      When I looked down again, the old man had suddenly moved closer. Now, he was doing the robot, jerking around while rapping. Smoke curled from his mouth. “I’m gonna shoot ya, with my gun. It won’t be fun, gonna shoot ya in ya head.”

      My mother’s ghost screamed, a piercing noise that had me clamping my hands on my ears. Her transparent body lifted into the air. Then, my own body joined hers above the ground. The breath whooshed out of my lungs as an invisible force flung me against the rocky wall.

      My ribs felt like they were cracking, and I fell hard to the floor. My vision had started to swim, my ears were ringing, and I could taste blood in my mouth. My chest felt like it had just been hit with a sledgehammer.

      So, this was why they called him the Bone Harvester.

      My stomach tightened as I heard the ghost voices again.

      “We have to hide!” That same phantom male voice brushing past, like he’d been caught in a loop.

      “Hide, where?” my mum said.

      I gripped my chest. The rapper had shifted again. Now, he was standing right above me, glaring at me. I summoned a blast of pain magic, the stormy power filling my body, and I unleashed it from my fingertips. It slammed into the rapper, knocking him back.

      I whirled, hurried to the other side of the pit, and made a running leap, grabbing for whatever handholds I could. Adrenaline coursed through my veins now, all but numbing the pain. I started to climb, hand over hand, leg over leg.

      The lightning flashed beneath me, and my mother screamed. An unseen force hurtled me against the wall once more, a hard slam against the rock face. I fell to the floor, trying to catch my breath. As the rapper took a step closer to me, I whispered a hasty spell for healing. Magic tingled over my body, and I felt my ribs knit together. My magic wasn’t working as it should—not as powerful as normal. But it was doing something.

      My throat went dry when I realized one of the rapper’s arms had transformed into a serrated saw, its jagged teeth covered in gore.

      I let my body charge with magic, then chanted another spell—a reflection charm, so he’d feel my injuries. Blue-green magic crackled down my arm, and I threw it at him. He slammed back into the wall, saw clanging.

      But my mother’s ghost was already screaming again, and I knew what that meant. More slamming into the wall, more fractured bones.

      A pit opened in the hollow of my stomach, and dark thoughts began roiling in my mind. When my uncle found my mum’s body, he said that’s how she’d died. Thrown into a wall over and over until her shattered bones pierced her heart. He said Taru had punished her for heresy.

      I wasn’t about to let myself meet the same fate. I’d been a good little servant of Taru, hadn’t I?

      The healing spell whispered through my bones, and my vision started to clear. Along with it, my thinking clarified.

      The old man was resilient, and I needed to hit him hard.

      The Bone Harvester started doing the robot again, swinging his saw arm. “Other rappers are just slags, walking body bags….”

      I needed my attack spells to be working at full strength, but they weren’t working here. Which meant I needed a new tactic.

      My lip curled. I charged my body with storm magic again, and Taru’s power simmered up my spine. The faint scent of lightning singed the air. I needed to time this just right.

      Taru, help me.

      My mother’s ghostly scream ripped through the air again, and that was my cue. Just as I felt myself lifting to slam into the wall, I flung the crackling arcs of blue-green magic at the Bone Harvester. The reflection spell struck him as I slammed into the rock.

      This time, I didn’t feel the impact, but the Bone Harvester sure as shit did.

      His pale eyes snapped wide open, and he crumpled to the earthen floor. Blood dripped from his lips.

      I held onto my ribs, staring at him. My bones were still a bit bruised, because I hadn’t managed to heal them completely yet. I ran my fingers over them, whispering the healing spell. The gray magic sparked and sputtered, but it was enough to soothe my injuries a bit more. I tasted the metallic tinge of blood on my lips, and I wiped the back of my hand against my mouth.

      The Bone Harvester wasn’t moving, and his infernal rapping had finally stopped. And even better, my mum’s ghost was gone. Her death loop had stopped playing. Still, my legs were shaking. I’d never wanted to think about what she had felt when she died—and the knights had forced me to experience it. They were proper sadists, weren’t they?

      I found tiny handholds in the rock and began pulling my way up. This time, the nooks and cracks stayed ingrained in the stone, and I was able to pull my tired body all the way up. At the top of the pit, I dragged myself out and flopped on my back to catch my breath.

      Then, I was looking into the coldly beautiful face of the Nathair. Silver light washed over the stunning planes of his face, and faint interest sparked in his arrogant eyes. “You survived. Good.”

      I caught my breath. “Did you see that? Did you see anything?” I couldn’t quite explain why, but I felt utterly panicked that he might have seen my mother’s ghost. It just felt personal.

      He shook his head, amusement sparking in his pale eyes. “No, but I am fascinated to know what it is you’re so desperate to keep a secret about.” He cocked his head, a smile whispering over his lips. “Is it something to do with how you arrived here, naked and barefoot? Is it true that you are a pros—?”

      “No,” I said sharply.

      “Well, I’ll find out in good time.”

      I blew out a breath. “Taru save me.”

      A flash of irritation crossed his beautiful features, but it was gone again, replaced by that self-assured smile. “Oh, Taru won’t save you, little outlaw. Taru saves no one.”

      I raised an eyebrow. How could he say that about the god he served? It was blasphemy.

      “Now, your real trials begin tomorrow. Best get some rest.”

      I let out a long breath. I really wanted to punch him in the throat and demand to get to the dungeons, but I suspected that tactic would not end well for me.

      The Nathair turned his attention toward the door, where the reverent sister stood. “See our little outlaw to her … accommodations.”

      Without so much as another glance at my crumpled body, the Nathair sauntered out of the room, taking his malign presence with him.

      The veiled sister approached, knelt before me, and offered me a small bowl. “Drink,” she said, her voice soft and delicate.

      I took a sip. It was more soil than water, but after a short few moments, I felt strength returning to my muscles and bones.

      I stood, dusted myself off, and took a deep breath. “That was something,” I said. “My magic didn’t work fully.”

      “That you could use any magic at all speaks to your strength.” The veiled woman nodded. She rose and moved for the door. “Follow me.”

      I followed her. With any luck, she was leading me to a soft bed and a private room. I needed some time with my thoughts, especially after what I’d just gone through. And the Nathair was right—I needed rest more than anything right now.
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      The reverent sister led me down a series of hallways that pushed deeper into the rock. Here, a damp chill rippled off the walls. Water droplets clung to the rock, shimmering in the faint light. Thunder rumbled faintly.

      Taru’s power is all around us here.

      As we walked, I thought about that drink she’d given me. Whatever was in it, my strength had returned. The ache in my muscles had all but passed, and the bruises on my arm had faded. That earthy potion was better than a healing spell.

      “What can you tell me about the Institute, Reverent Sister?”

      “True knowledge is only for the initiated. You must not explore on your own.” She turned to look at me, though I couldn’t see her face. “You must keep to your room at all times, unless you’re accompanied by a knight.”

      I’d be breaking that rule just about as soon as I could.

      “What would happen to an unsworn who left their room?” I asked.

      “The Reaper would kill you,” she whispered.

      I blinked. “What’s the Reaper?”

      “This way,” the reverent sister said, ignoring my question.

      I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but something about her seemed a bit … off. Maybe it was how she sort of glided as she walked, like a jellyfish skimming through water. Maybe her kindness alone was suspect, given that everyone else here was an arsehole. Was she the Reaper?

      Or maybe I just had trust issues, and I shouldn’t cast aspersions on the one person here who’d been somewhat nice to me.

      We approached an ornate black door etched with beautiful silver swirls. As we drew closer, the door opened on its own, joints creaking loudly. Immediately, a welcoming aroma hit me. Closing my eyes, I breathed in deeply. It smelled of burning rosemary and rain-dappled spring flowers. The reverent sister stepped aside at the threshold, motioning for me to walk in front.

      The room beyond the door was huge. Floating crystals glowed beneath towering stone arches. At the far end of the hall, tall windows overlooked a stormy vista: nothing but clouds, spears of lightning, and rain hammering the glass. I hugged myself. There was something very cozy about being inside during a storm.

      As I stepped into the room, the floors turned to soft carpet. I frowned, looking down at my feet. It wasn’t just carpet, but fur. I was stepping on the skinned hide of some beast so large he couldn’t belong to this world.

      I surveyed the hall around me, waiting for the reverent sister. Silver, silken sheets hung between marble columns to create soft partitions. As my eyes adjusted, I realized that silhouettes of people lounged behind the cloths—maybe seven or eight altogether? One looked like he was holding a hookah, smoke clouding around him.

      If there had been conversation happening in this room, though, it had died the moment I entered. I couldn’t quite tell on the other side of the cloths, but I had the sense that all eyes were on me. It wasn’t exactly a welcoming feeling.

      The reverent sister stepped inside, and the door shut behind us. No idea where she’d got them from, but she held out another tidy pile of clothes to me. “See to it that you are bathed.”

      Her voice was so gentle and comforting that I nearly missed the weirdness of the command. Before I could ask for clarification, she bowed and exited through the door, leaving me alone in a hall full of strangers, where I was apparently supposed to bathe.

      What in the world…?

      Someone behind a curtain spoke too quietly for me to understand, the start of a hushed conversation I wasn’t a part of. Whatever they said elicited a laugh.

      And here I was, getting laughed at by a bunch of featureless shadows behind sheets. What with my pit fight and the shower tussle with Oren, Wren definitely owed me several bottles of wine and a pizza or two.

      Holding my stack of clothes, I walked further into the hall. One sheet parted slightly as I walked past it. Half of a slender face came into view—a pointed chin, red lips, and a playful little mole. Her full lips pursed, and a cloud of vapor billowed out at my face. I got a glimpse of glittering, sheer fabric on her arms.

      I had the instinct to bat the mist away, even though it smelled of honey. The woman’s lips curled into a bright, mischievous smile. She flashed her pearly white teeth, her canines sharp, even for a fae. The smile then retreated beyond the veil. More snickering, more barely audible words. Tension curled around my body.

      Whoever these people were, they were obviously trying to get a rise out of me, but I wasn’t about to let them. Instead, I kept walking quietly through the room until I spotted a closed door. With any luck, that would lead me to the bathroom.

      I paused as I reached it. Someone sat by the door, hunched in the shadows. A slight little thing with dark curls falling in her face. She hugged her knees. She wore the same plain, black clothes I did. She didn’t move an inch as I drew closer. Was she sleeping?

      Another step closer, and I asked, “Is that the bathroom?”

      Her head snapped up, and a pair of deep mahogany eyes fixed on me. She wore bright turquoise eyeliner that was vibrant against her sepia skin. Her lips had been painted black, though the lipstick had all but faded now, just tingeing the edges with shadows.

      She cocked her head, the movement swift and birdlike. “You ever look up into the night sky, and you’re not looking at the stars but the darkness between them, and you think we’re not just made of stardust but of vast emptiness, too?”

      “Um, no.”

      “It’s the bathroom,” she finally answered, dark eyes boring into me. “I’m not like the others.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “But you’re not like the others, either.”

      True. I wasn’t like the others—I’d come here to rescue someone, not to join this awful place. But how had I already been marked out as different? “Who did you hear that from? We’re all fae, aren’t we?”

      Her thin shoulders rose and fell. “Never mind. You probably wanna get cleaned up.”

      Was she about to rat me out? “Tell me what you meant, first. That I’m not like the others.”

      “Neither of us are. The other unsworn are gonna make sure we remember that.”

      “I don’t understand. How are we different? We’re all fae. All witches.”

      She pointed a black fingernail at me. “Ah, but they’re noble fae witches. They speak Ancient Fae. Glittering little dukes and marquesses. They chose to come here, for the glory of their families. If they lose the trials, they return to palaces and the kingdoms ruled by their parents. We were picked up off the streets. If we lose, we die. The dragon will eat us, I think, or the rock swallows us whole. We die here.”

      I clenched my fists, unnerved for a moment. But still, I wouldn’t be sticking around long enough to get eaten by a dragon. “It’s fine. We’re not going to die.” I had really no data behind this statement, but it seemed like the right thing to say. And I didn’t plan to stay here long, anyway. “Where are you from, anyway? You sound American.”

      “Boston. Now, you’re gonna want to get cleaned up. We don’t have long.”

      “Till what?”

      She just stared at me.

      Whatever. Probably best if I just took the bath everyone was so obsessed with. Boston Girl scooted aside, and I pushed through the door into the most dramatic bathroom I’d ever seen in my life. An enormous gold tub was set into the stone, already filled with water. Steam curled from the surface and bubbles frothed. A heavy scent of jasmine hung in the air.

      Rain lashed against the tall windows. I pressed my hand against the pane of glass. Through all the clouds, I just about had a view of the dark rock. For a moment, I thought I saw a ghostly figure—a woman with flowing hair, clad in black. A siren perhaps, wrecking ships in the service of Taru. Sadness, sharp and aching, welled in my chest. Then, the vision disappeared again.

      I’d been here less than a day and I was already losing my bloody mind.

      I turned away from the window, looking at the mirrors and floating crystal lights across from me. Glass vials and potions stood on a marble counter beneath the mirror. Glancing up, I saw that the entire ceiling had been turned into a tapestry of shifting light and color, depicting moving images of a cloudy sky.

      Then, the pale blue eye of Taru emerged in the ceiling’s clouds. He was battling a giant hydra inside a cave; he had gripped one of the monster’s heads, then pushed coruscating lightning through another. Waves frothed and crashed around him.

      I didn’t particularly want to bathe with his image moving around up there, but I’d try to ignore it. He wasn’t just a god to these people; it was like he was a celebrity. I hadn’t gone more than a few minutes since I arrived in this place without some reminder of his divine presence. The Institute of the Storm Fae was starting to feel more like a monastery than a guild of assassins.

      I started stripping down, casting a wary eye up at the god’s image. As I slipped out of my clothes, the cool palace air rushed over my skin, raising goosebumps. I pulled off my shirt, shivering, then slid my knickers off, completely creeped out by the place.

      When I stepped into the bath, the water felt blessedly warm against my skin. I slid in deeper. After only a couple of seconds being submerged, any residual aches I had been feeling had disappeared. I washed my arms, scrubbed between my fingernails to get the dirt out from my fight in the tunnels.

      Shutting my eyes, I dipped my head underwater and ran my fingers through my hair. I grabbed the bar of soap on the edge of the tub, then lathered up my hair. I submerged myself again, rinsing out my hair. When I came up again for air, I froze.

      It seemed I was now surrounded by a room full of people.
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      Gods almighty, this was the second time today I’d been barged in on in the bath.

      I slowed my breathing before I responded, gaining control. “Do you mind?”

      Lightning flashed outside, shedding light on the crowd gathered around the tub. They were quiet, all of them, and each was dressed in silk. So, these were the noble recruits who ruled fae kingdoms.

      A woman with pale hair tumbling over gold satin cocked her head. “Look, Letha, it can talk.”

      Another female—the one with the red lips and mole—answered. “But it speaks the human tongue. Not Ancient Fae.” Letha’s rose-colored hair was piled elegantly on her head, a beautiful pink that matched her cheeks.

      “We’re speaking the human tongue now,” said one, a man with long green hair. Jewels sparkled on his brow. “Though it is a wonder animals like this can speak at all. She’s more like a pig than anything else, really, isn’t she?”

      Letha laughed behind her hand. “I do know a spell to turn someone into a pig. Should I try it?”

      Another male stepped forward—this one with dark hair and sharp, gleaming eyes. “Letha and I think alike. If we speak about it in Ancient Fae, the animal won’t know how much it disgusts us.”

      “Getting pretty sick of being called it,” I said.

      Laugher erupted around me.

      Letha was hysterical. “I love it when animals speak! It’s like when a cow wears a waistcoat!”

      My jaw clenched tightly as the laughter grew louder. What would happen if I unleashed some of my storm magic on them right now? A temporary thrill, followed by the stark realization that I’d ruined my chance to save Wren. I bit down hard on the impulse to slaughter them all. They reminded me so much of the children who’d surrounded me as a child, the ones who I’d always wanted to impress.

      Little Cora, the bony girl with the stutter. C-C-C-C-Cora! The more I’d tried to impress the other children, the more I’d stammer—red-faced, humiliated, unable to get my words out. Children circling me, chanting the start of my name, sharp and staccato in my ears.

      I gritted my teeth. This is no time to get lost in the past.

      Hugging myself more tightly, I focused on speaking at the top of my breath. “Kindly piss off.”

      Letha was still laughing, a little tinkling giggle. “I have to say, that was very good.” She pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Piss off. Such a human thing to say. You can tell it’s been slumming around with them for years.”

      The dark-haired male licked his lips. “I bet it’s even rutted with them.”

      “Can one of you arseholes hand me a towel?” Smooth as silk. Speaking slowly had two benefits here—I didn’t stutter, and it made it sound like I thought they were incredibly stupid.

      Letha frowned at me. “Tragic, really, that the Institute should resort to bringing wretches like these two into their coveted trials. Surely they could’ve done better than this.”

      C-C-C-C-Cora….

      I was about to curse at them again, when a new voice boomed over the hall. A male, one whose voice was clearly used to commanding a room. “What’s going on in here?”

      You’ve gotta be kidding me.

      The fae gathered around the bathtub turned their attention toward the door. Letha smiled brightly, those painted red lips sparkling like they were covered in glitter. “Look, dear Tarvis, at the thing we found.”

      The man named Tarvis circled around the tub, tousled blond hair falling in his face. He wore a thorny, platinum crown and a velvet suit, and he furrowed his brow, examining me.

      I curled my lip, baring my canines, ready to blow the whole plan to hells and just kill him with lightning. In London, I’d worked in a shop where we sold the hearts of evil males. See, my friend Aenor the Avenger might have assassinated people, but she had a moral code. She didn’t kill supernaturals willy-nilly like the knights. She killed the rapists and sadists, those who’d murdered their wives or beaten their girlfriends half to death. She made the world a better place, and I helped.

      I didn’t do most of the killing or heart-carving—that was Aenor’s job. But I’d helped tidy things up a bit. Could I imagine Tarvis’s bleeding heart on the wall? I’d have to see what kind of fae he really was.

      Where was that goth girl? She could throw me a towel, surely. We were the two losers here.

      Tarvis arched an eyebrow. “Another capture. Not a volunteer, like us. A prisoner, really. Noble fae can do what they like with prisoners.”

      C-C-C-C-Cora! If I could go back in time, I’d have fought back. I would have pushed my little tormentors in the mud, stepped on their bellies.

      Now, I reached for the soap. With perfect aim, I chucked it at his head so fast he wasn’t able to duck. It slammed into his forehead.

      Letha shrieked with amusement. “Look at the nutter! She’s madder than a king of Edinnu!”

      My cheeks went hot at that insult and shame burned into my stomach.

      Tarvis glared at me with pure hatred in his green eyes. “You’ll regret that.”

      “You’re lucky that was just soap,” I said, careful to control my breathing. “You’re lucky I’m not carving out your heart.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You little psychopath. Letha’s right.”

      “You know,” I said, trying to master my fury, “this bathroom would be lovely if it weren’t for you lot crawling all over it like insects.”

      The other unsworn were all staring at him, waiting for his next utterance. Like he was their leader. He was big, sure, but he didn’t scare me. I could feel from here that his magic wasn’t as powerful as mine—unlike the Nathair.

      “What do they call you?” Tarvis asked.

      “The name’s….” I paused, nearly certain I’d stutter. “Cora.” It came out fine.

      “Cora,” he repeated, drawing the word out on the back of a sigh. It made my skin crawl. “No, that won’t do. From now on, you’ll answer to Putita.”

      I knew just enough Spanish to know this meant something like whore. So that was the second time today. Letha covered her mouth and giggled into the back of her hand like she’d just heard a hilarious joke.

      This was the most annoying thing about traditional fae. The males could bed anyone they wanted to, but women’s bodies were shameful.

      And yet the sad truth was, I did care what they thought. I cared what everyone thought. I always wanted people to like me—even if they were awful. I wanted to be respected.

      Luckily, I was good at masking what I really felt.

      I schooled my features to calm, smiling serenely. I wouldn’t let them know they were getting to me, or that I cared one bit. I wouldn’t be little C-C-C-C-Cora, red-faced and panicking. At least not on the outside.

      So, I simply rose out of the bath, stark naked. Proud as could be. At least on the surface. “Aren’t you all so clever,” I said with a breezy smile. Water dripped down my naked body in rivulets, and I stretched my arms over my head. “I appreciate your fascination with me, but you’ll have plenty of time to learn all about me, I’m sure. Have patience. It’s just day one.”

      Letha paled, white as her friend’s hair. All eyes were on me, and a heavy hush fell over the room. Whatever they’d expected, it wasn’t this.

      I stepped out of the tub and padded across the floor, pushing through the fae gathered around, then picked up a towel. Casually, I started drying myself off, humming a jaunty tune.

      Tarvis’s mouth opened and closed. Then, he turned toward the doorway and stalked out. The other courtiers followed him.

      Letha lingered, throwing daggers at me with her eyes. “I imagine this would be the moment where someone tells you not to worry. This is the moment when you’re reassured that it will all turn out fine. It’s not true. I’m here to let you know this ends with your death, vermin.”

      She reached the door, cocked her head over her shoulder, and grinned a wicked grin. Then she was gone, and I was finally left alone to dress.

      I turned to the sink to rinse off my face. As much as I’d pretended not to care, my legs were shaking. Had I really let them get to me, just like when I was a little girl? I dried off my face, mentally tallying up what Wren owed me now. Bottles of wine, two pizzas, a homemade cake.

      I slipped on the clothes the reverent sister had given me—plain black trousers made of a thin material, a dark shirt and knickers that felt like cheap cotton.

      Wine, pizza, cake, and she had to cover a shift in the shop.

      Then again, I owed Wren plenty. She was the one who’d cleaned the rubbish off me when the other kids had dumped me in a trash heap, back when we’d both lived in Edinnu. As exiles from that insane fae kingdom, we’d kept each other’s secrets. Only Wren knew that I’d fled the religious purges of a fanatical king—a man who believed that girls like Wren and I weren’t sufficiently pious. The king’s spies were everywhere, which meant we couldn’t trust anyone. We only had each other, bound by our old bond.

      And that’s why I had to put up with this bollocks. I knew this rescue mission wasn’t going to be easy, not by a long shot, but I hadn’t prepared myself psychologically to feel like I was five again. Magic, I could deal with. Fights, I could deal with. Being humiliated again and again was something else entirely.

      I’d just have to wear my mask of detachment and remember that I was here for Wren.

      The door opened again. “Oh, for the love of the gods!” I snapped.

      It was the goth girl from Boston, her skin dappled with garnet liquid. She stared at me. “Sorry. I tried to stop them from barging in, but Letha wrapped me up with spider webs and Tarvis drowned me in a vat of wine until I lost consciousness.”

      My jaw dropped. “Oh my gods. Are you okay?”

      “Sure.” My new goth friend added, “Just wanted to let you know it’s almost time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “The real initiation.”
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      Now fully dressed in my flimsy cotton, I followed other unsworn as we were led through the Institute’s rocky halls. A tiny, cherry-haired pixie at the front was leading us, proudly clutching a silver scepter.

      Candlelight wavered over us, casting dancing shadows over the rock. Up ahead of us, Tarvis’s cloak was the deep green of forest moss, his blond hair gleaming in the candlelight. Letha’s rosy locks now cascaded over the most exquisite cream gossamer gown and a cloak the color of seafoam. She turned to me, flashing a mocking smile.

      There was no mistaking them for fae royalty, and they’d probably been preparing for this initiation since birth.

      My new friend and I had no cloaks. As I walked by her side, I tried making a mental map of our surroundings. I’d need to know exactly where I was going if I was to find Wren or her herbs. Granted, I could use a tracking spell for Wren, but those spells could be unpredictable. Knowing your surroundings was always an asset.

      Initiation. Given what a simple bath looked like here, I didn’t imagine the initiation would be a great time. Maybe some more spider web restraints, bit of drowning in a vat of goat blood….

      In any case, I didn’t have time for this.

      I glanced at Boston Girl. A ring piercing dangled from her septum, and piercings stretching all the way up her ears peeked out from her curls. A little black cat, a skull and crossbones, two shiny studs, and two rings, a short chain hanging between them. Her simple clothing was much more familiar to me than the sheer, shimmering gowns and velvety suits of the others.

      She caught my eye.

      “I’m Cora,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      “Cerridwen … but my friends call me Ree.” A pause. “Not sure why.”

      “My new friends here tried to give me the nickname Putita.”

      “I’ll just go with Cora. Nicknames can stick in places of magic.”

      I scanned her eyes, then. I’d never heard anyone say that before, but my old C-C-C-C-Cora nickname had certainly stuck for years.

      Walking so close to Ree, I felt some of her magic pulsing off her body, and it started to become clear that this girl was hiding some pretty deep power underneath that weird exterior.

      What else did she know?

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I’ve heard they have executions in this place. They kill the supernaturals they capture—those who aren’t fae, or who aren’t strong enough to compete in the trials.”

      “Yep. Once we’re done with our trials, they’re going to hold a celebration. A spectacular display of Taru’s power. And the pièce de resistance? Prisoners will be sacrificed at the Nathair’s hands. He shreds them into little tiny pieces of bone and quivering flesh with just a flick of his wrist. And if we don’t win the trials, we’ll be among the victims. Quite a party, right? Can’t wait.”

      “And only one of us can live?” I asked in a harsh whisper.

      “Only one spot available. The aristocrats are sent home to get drunk in palaces, and we die.”

      “You seem strangely resigned to the situation.”

      She fixed me with her gaze. “I don’t plan to lose.”

      Neither did I. I’d either be breaking out of here or becoming a knight.

      “If not for our magic,” added Ree, “We’d be imprisoned in the Rock right now, awaiting our deaths. We’d be the entertainment at a big party for one of these rich bastards.”

      My skin went cold. Then, I leaned in as close as I could to whisper, “Where do you think they keep the prisoners?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know. Only the knights know. Why are you asking?”

      Okay. I was acting suspicious and needed to tone it down. “I don’t know. Just curious. In case we have to … escape.”

      I slowed my walking pace a bit to give us some space. Ree fell in step, hanging back with me. None of the noble fae ahead were looking at us.

      “What can you tell me about Tarvis?” I whispered.

      Her lip quirked in a little smile, and she seemed happy to have a co-conspirator. “I don’t like to gossip.”

      “Oh, me neither. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, dish the dirt.”

      “Okay, he’s prince of the Ivory Court, one of the wealthiest fae courts. Every year, they light humans on fire to burn as living torches at their Festival of Flames. I heard he used to make out with his first cousin, and he’s constantly sporting a semi because of his silk underwear.” She looked straight ahead, then cleared her throat. “But like I said, I don’t like to gossip.”

      “Same. And his magic?”

      “Strong, but he keeps it hidden most of the time. Unless he wants to show off.”

      “And Letha?”

      “She’s the one who held my head under the vat of wine. Sharp-tongued, princess of the Oak Court. She once had a servant’s entire family impaled on the city gates because the woman had spilled a drop of milk on her precious gown.”

      Gods almighty. “What other not-gossip do you have?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “The Institute recently acquired a monster known as the Reaper. Not exactly sure what it is, only that he’s nearly as bad as the dragon-blood. They’re going to use it for battles or something. Soul reaping.”

      “And they still need us?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “Do you speak Ancient Fae like the others? How do you know all this stuff about them?”

      “Me? No, but the spirits can understand them.”

      “The spirits,” I repeated.

      “Uh, yeah. That’s what I said.”

      At the end of the hall, just in front of the pixie, a massive door groaned open. Swinging his scepter, the pixie led us through the doorway into a room with towering, arched ceiling. Images of Taru moved over the walls, though there wasn’t much else in here. Just Taru, everywhere. Always triumphing over some beast, always watching us from behind electrified eyes.

      At the other end of the hall, another doorway led to a terrace. Rain and lightning lashed outside, some of the spray and the wind reaching inside.

      The pixie banged his scepter on the stone floor, then his voice boomed over the hall. “The knights of the Institute of the Storm Fae.”

      The other fae began lining up, and I fell into line with them.

      One by one, the knights entered the hall. They all wore cloaks in sky hues—pewter and periwinkle, cauldron-gray flecked with silver streaks—each adorned with lavishly embroidered patterns.

      I’d heard about the knights of the Institutes. If this was a guild of assassins, they were its workforce, its agents of death; silent and beautiful killers. They rode out into the wild to hunt down wayward supernaturals like me, to bring us back to the fortresses. Usually, the magical outlaws were never heard from again—sacrifices to the seven gods.

      The magic rippling off the knights electrified my skin, like a wave of radiating heat.

      Out of all of them, a female knight stood out the most. A black bodice covered in razor-sharp scales hugged her curves and stood out sharply against her pale skin. A midnight cloak hung from her shoulders, fading to pewter gray at the end. Indigo satin gloves stretched from her fingertips all the way to her elbow. Looking a little more closely, I could tell her gloves were also covered in tiny scales, each gleaming like the smallest of razorblades.

      For just a moment, I felt a sharp pang to be one of them. What would it feel like to live here, elegant and powerful?

      But my admiration for the knight’s clothing was cut short by the fact that she was staring right at me like I was food, her emerald eyes predatory. She licked her lips and grinned.

      Then, I saw him as he crossed into the hall—the Nathair. Tallest among them, he absorbed all the attention in the room the way a black hole sucks in light. Maybe it was the way none of them were standing immediately beside him, the way even other knights gave him a wide berth as they walked. Maybe it was the breathtaking power of his magic.

      Were the knights scared of the dragon-blood, too? Maybe. Knights weren’t invincible. A clean hit from an iron dagger, and they’d crumple and die. But the Nathair probably didn’t even need iron. He could just shred them.

      The knights assembled in a line to match ours and stared at us from across the divide, silent. They watched us like expressionless statues.

      The pixie banged his scepter again.

      Then, from outside—one last knight whooshed into the room, moving as if riding the wind. An iron-gray cloak billowed around him, writhing like storm clouds. He touched down before the line of knights. A spiky, silvery crown rested on his hoary head. On his sun-kissed face, he wore a fatherly look. He had high cheekbones, almond eyes the color of a stormy ocean, and a full head of nearly white hair, carefully styled into a gravity-defying quiff. A long beard spilled over his chest. Gold hoop earrings glinted from his ears.

      He lifted his arms. “Taru’s blessing be upon you.”

      At his words, lightning filled the hall, then thunder rumbled off the stone.

      “Children of the Storm God, be welcome, and let us rejoice. For today, we have been granted the gift of fresh blood, new faces to join our sacred cause. You are our new unsworn.”

      He seemed … nice. Not what I’d expected from the boss of an assassin’s guild, someone who had his dragon shred people.

      From the pocket of his blue waistcoat, he produced a small silver watch and checked the time.

      “Unsworn.” He slid the pocket watch back into his waistcoat. “My name is Raegon, and I am the Grand Master of this Institute. As you should all be aware by now, you have been invited here to compete in a series of trials. Through these trials, we will determine who among you is worthy of joining our illustrious guild.”

      Invited. Hardly.

      “While you are here,” he continued, “you will abide by our rules. Follow them, and your time shall be, dare I say it, enjoyable. Disrespect our knights, disrespect Taru, fail to attend worship when required, and you will feel the wrath of the Storm God. Is that understood?”

      The unsworn nodded, and I nodded with them.

      “Good.” The Grand Master nodded his approval. “What awaits us now is a ceremony in the presence of Taru himself. As unsworn, you are to be paired with one of the knights in this hall. Then, you shall be split into two houses—the House Leus, and the House Dorcha.”

      Ah. The Ancient Fae words for light and darkness.

      Here was the thing—the other unsworn didn’t realize it, but the truth was, I could speak Ancient Fae. I wasn’t about to let them know this, though. They thought I was trash from the human realm, and I was smart enough to keep my actual skills under wraps.

      Letha shot me a vicious look that made my skin crawl. I thought of her servant’s family, impaled on her palace gates. No reason to let her know any more about me than she needed to. I’d be gone within days, anyway. None of these people mattered. I was here for Wren and Wren alone.

      “Unsworn,” Raegon called out. “The two houses will compete against each other. After every trial, the losing house loses its weakest member until only the finest candidate remains. Now, follow the knights to the terrace, where we may begin.”

      The others began to move like a procession, hands clasped and heads bowed. My gaze flicked to the strange beauty of the Nathair’s cloak—a deep silver shot through with black streaks.

      As the knights stepped outside in their fine cloaks, the unsworn pulled up their cowls against the cold and lashing rain.

      I walked onto the stone terrace with the others, clouds churning around us like a living thing. I had no cloak, so when I stepped outside, nature’s full force hit me hard. The wind whipped at my peachy hair; rainwater soaked through to my skin. The cold had my teeth chattering.

      The unsworn and the knights, though? The rain wasn’t a problem for them. Not in the slightest. It was like the water didn’t stick to the fabrics they’d wrapped themselves in; it just rolled off them. The Nathair and the other knights stood proud, like a storm wasn’t hammering us to the bone.

      The knights arranged themselves in a half-circle around the center of the terraces, and the unsworn filled in the rest. Luckily, the Nathair didn’t seem to be part of this. He stood outside the circle, watching. Good. None of us would end up paired with him.

      As I hugged myself in the cold, I surveyed the ground beneath us. Rain slammed down on angular shapes carved into the marble floor. Fae runes. I could already feel the magic working through me as I stood over them. The runes enhanced the natural flow of magic in an area, allowing spellcasters access to way more power than usual.

      Our white-haired Grand Master strode to the center of the circle and stretched his hands up toward the sky. Lightning flashed in violent arcs, tearing through the clouds. Thunder rattled my ribcage. Taru’s power hummed and buzzed around us, and my body began to feed on it. I felt the hair stand up on my nape, and my back arched.

      Looking up, the light pulsing behind the clouds started to play with the shadows. Now, I didn’t feel the rain so much. As I stared at the clouds, a face emerged. My body shook as I realized I was looking into the face of a god. The vision overwhelmed me, and I tore my gaze away from the skies to look at Raegon once more.

      “Children of Taru,” the Grand Master intoned. “It is time for you to be matched with your knights. Today, Taru decides your fates. You and your mentor will become intertwined. Master and apprentice. You will learn from each other, you will live together under our roof, and you will discover things about yourself you never thought were there. Who shall stand up and claim the honor first?”

      Tarvis, the biggest among us, stepped forward.

      Of course he did.
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      Raegon glided out of the center of the circle, and Tarvis took his place. Rain slid off his green cloak.

      “Taru.” The Grand Master stared into the sky. “We present to you a humble servant.”

      I snorted, and Raegon glared at me for a moment before continuing.

      “We ask that you, in your infinite wisdom, pair him with a knight.”

      This time, when the thunder boomed, it seemed closer, trembling the stone beneath our feet. Lightning ignited in the sky around us. Around me, the shadows stretched and lengthened—all but one, that of the man outside the circle. The Nathair’s shadow stretched into something monstrous and winged. A phantom of his dragon form loomed behind him, and it sparked a sharp coil of dread right through my heart. Talons, shredding skin and bone, blood on the marble….

      I felt his eyes on me.

      When a bolt of lightning struck the stone floor, I felt its power through my skin. The unsworn gasped at the sudden impact, but the knights didn’t flinch. The charge had incited the air with a charred scent—burnt ozone. The strike had scorched a small section of the marble floor, and the runic patterns glowed around the burn marks. A knight stood directly behind the burn marks. He wore an indigo cloak, and his long red hair shone brightly against it. A sword hung at his waist.

      He stepped forward.

      So that was how Taru matched people….

      My fists clenched. Would Taru know that I wasn’t really meant to be here—that I’d come here as a fake? Would the god of storms strike me dead? I shot a nervous glance up at the sky.

      Surely, I’d given him enough that he could do me this one favor. He owed me after all I’d done for him.

      “As Taru wills it,” the Grand Master said, “so it shall be done. Knight and unsworn, go forth together and prepare as the first to be inducted into House Leus.”

      The House of Light, to match his sunny disposition.

      Tarvis thumped his chest with his right hand. The knight stepped toward him and did the same. Then the two men crossed out of the circle, heading back into the Institute. Then there were seven knights and seven unsworn. Soon, it was going to be my turn—and I could feel the Nathair’s malicious gaze on me even now.

      I watched as Taru paired three more unsworn with their knights, my teeth chattering out of control, body shaking like an oak leaf in a gale. I couldn’t say how long I’d been standing in the storm, only that my fingers and toes were going numb. Ree wasn’t faring too well, either—hunched over, clothes plastered to her skin. Her beautiful blue eyeliner now streaked down her sharp cheekbones.

      But whatever my situation, I was doing better than Wren. She was probably in a dank hole right now, eating rats, struggling for breath.

      Clarity returned to my senses, and I focused my attention on the Grand Master … whose eyes had fallen on me.

      Raegon stretched his hand and smiled at me. “Your turn, child.” He beckoned me closer.

      Guess I’ll play along. I stepped into the center. There were only four unsworn and four knights left, including me. Two had gone to House Dorcha—Letha and one other. The other two had gone to House Leus.

      I took a deep breath and stood in the center of the circle, rain hammering my skin. The Grand Master then turned his head up to the sky and once again invoked Taru, asking for his guidance and blessing.

      The magic of the Storm God thrummed over my skin, then lightning struck hard and fast—incredibly bright. I shielded my eyes. Thunder boomed through my gut. Every muscle in my body felt electrified as bolt after bolt struck the terrace and Taru’s strength filled me to the core.

      By the time it was over, the air smelled like burnt ozone and my skin prickled all over with a delicious heat. I opened my eyes and looked around to find that the remaining knights, unsworn, and even the Grand Master had all backed away. All eyes were on me.

      Around me, the lighting had burned and cracked the stone, leaving an array of glowing embers pulsing with warm orange light. When I looked up, I saw who Taru had matched me with. And it hadn’t been someone in the circle.

      The Nathair. The floor before him had been charred, and runes glowed on the ground in front of his feet. They hadn’t been there before.

      He looked sharply at the Grand Master. “What is this?”

      Raegon smiled. “Taru’s will.”

      “This is absurd,” the Nathair murmured. His pale eyes had darkened to coal.

      Agreed. Taru is definitely screwing with us.

      The Nathair’s darkened eyes were on me, his face illuminated by the silent lightning igniting the air around us. Him. I’d been paired with him. Good thing I’d be out of here soon.

      I glanced at the sky and watched the electrical arcs lash above me, in awe and terrified of what had just happened. Was this actually Taru’s will? Why?

      When I looked at the Grand Master, I saw what could only have been described as fear behind the gentle smile on his face. It wasn’t much, and it wasn’t there for long, but I wouldn’t be forgetting that expression anytime soon. Even the Grand Master was afraid of his dragon.

      Raegon stepped into the center of the circle, carefully negotiating the burning embers around us by tugging up his cloak. Without any fanfare, he cleared his throat and pointed at the Nathair.

      “Taru has spoken,” he said, his voice short and quick. “Cora joins the House Dorcha, with you as her mentor. Go.”

      The Nathair looked me up and down, his expression completely dismissive. Without a word, he stalked off. I guess I was supposed to follow him—behind him, like Oren had instructed me.

      I followed him through the open balcony and back into the Institute. We were crossing through the hall again, the one with Taru’s image moving across the walls.

      Despite the rainwater, adrenaline made my body run so hot I could’ve sworn I was giving off steam.

      “Where are we going?” I asked hoarsely.

      “I see no reason for you to know anything in advance,” the Nathair said softly, not meeting my gaze.

      “Of course not.” The dungeons, perhaps? That would be an extraordinary stroke of luck.

      As we approached the next oak door, it swung open with a groan. I followed the Nathair into a long, winding hall. Torch light danced over dark stones, and my skin prickled.

      The Nathair struck me as someone who didn’t miss a thing—not a breath taken too quickly, not a hair out of place. It would be bloody hard getting away from him to explore the fortress.

      “Why do you think Taru chose us to be together?” I asked. “You weren’t even supposed to be a mentor.”

      He turned to me, mouth twitching with the faintest hint of a smile. “Did he match us?”

      “Isn’t that what just happened? I saw the lightning.”

      “The Storm God does not care about our affairs beyond what we provide for him.” His soft voice sliced through the silence of the long corridor. “He gorges on souls like a pig at a trough and cares for nothing else.”

      Blasphemy. I suppressed a shudder. I thought the Storm Fae worshipped Taru?

      The Grand Master was obviously pious, a personal servant of Taru. There was iconography everywhere; on the walls, on the clothes, in the freaking sky. I’d even met a reverent sister. This place was a monastery.

      Seemed the Nathair wasn’t like the others. Why did they let him stay here?

      We reached an ornate wooden door in the hallway, engraved with a fire-breathing dragon. The door opened of its own accord, revealing an expansive chamber—sleek and tidy, with doors that led off into other rooms.

      My heart sank. Not the dungeon, then. In fact, I was pretty sure this was the Nathair’s room.
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      It really couldn’t have been further from a dungeon.

      The Nathair laid his cloak down on a huge bed, its frame black marble that rose from the floor organically. A dragon crest had been embroidered into the sheets. Across from the bed, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked a stormy sky, streaks of rain falling across their surfaces.

      Why was I here?

      For one dizzying moment, I wondered what would happen if I blasted the Nathair with the full force of my magic and just ran around searching for Wren. I was powerful—more powerful than anyone here realized. I might not kill him, but I could do some serious damage. Enough to get away from him.

      But then what? I had no idea where to go, and I’d be surrounded by assassins. I needed to explore at night, when I was on my own.

      Marshaling my calm, I breathed in deeply. Keep your wits about you, Cora.

      The scent of ginger bloomed in the air, strangely welcoming. Black marble walls gleamed in the dim light. An oak desk stood in the corner of the room, along with a chair. A sheathed longsword leaned against the chair, the only weapon in the place. While Oren likely had an entire arsenal in his room, the Nathair’s walls were hung with landscape oil paintings—lush vistas, blue skies. In one, a silhouette stood by a pond, casting a shadow. Had he painted them?

      On second thought—who cared if he painted them? He planned to shred Wren into lumps of bone and flesh.

      My jaw clenched, and I turned away from the wall to survey him. He was pouring himself a measure of whiskey—not offering me any.

      I needed to lie low, to keep my intentions hidden, but the fatigue was making it hard to hide my true feelings. Rage was igniting in my chest as I felt less and less control over my situation.

      “I hear you shred people.” It came out even sharper than I’d intended.

      At least I didn’t stutter.

      He leaned against the desk, an amused smile ghosting his lips. I wanted to smack it off the bastard. “Is that right?” he purred.

      I crossed my arms, frustration rising. “You tell me. If I fail the trials, will you be ripping me apart as a sacrifice for Taru?”

      Darkness slid through his eyes, the smile now completely gone. “Let’s just say I’d advise you not to fail.”

      I stared at him—the executioner. The dragon-bloods had been brutal and insane, but they had their own warrior code. At least I thought. My own smile twisted as I looked at him drinking his whiskey in here.

      Would your parents proud of what you’ve become? A disgusting headsman? I wanted to ask. But I had a feeling that might result in a shredding situation.

      I crossed to the window. Maybe I could get some sense of location? But it was hard to see much with rain slamming against the tall windows and clouds enveloping us.

      When lighting flashed, I caught a glimpse of something very unexpected. A wooden birdfeeder on the stone ledge, with its own covered awning. A few crows huddled under the little sheltered area, pecking at the seeds. It looked homemade.

      I stared at it. “You made a bird feeder for your window?”

      He took off his sword. “Birds sometimes lose their way and fly into Taru’s storms around the castles. It’s hard to fly in storms. And hard to find food.”

      “Oh. Sweet. The executioner cares about the wellbeing of birds.”

      “Perhaps they’re superior to creatures who speak. There’s value in dumb creatures that keep their mouths shut.” Mockery laced his tone.

      Clearly an insult aimed at me, but I wasn’t going to rise to it.

      He nodded at a pile of clothing on the desk. “Change into those dry clothes.”

      For a moment, I wondered if I was supposed to change here, in front of him.

      As I hesitated, once again, I glimpsed my magic reaching for his, straining for him. My own, traitorous magic, trying to brush against the Nathair’s and feel that electrical warmth. I stepped away from him, disturbed by the sensation.

      He pointed to one of the black doors. “In there. That’s where you’ll be staying for the duration of your trials.”

      Bollocks. Would I have to sneak through his room to get out of here?

      I snatched the clothes off his desk and crossed to the door on the other side of his room. I pulled it open to reveal a room that felt like fresh magic. My skin prickled as I scanned the small room, the charge of magic washing over me. I closed the door behind me.

      A single candle cast warm light over a small, windowless space. Two beds flanked a black door. Good. Maybe I could use that to get out of here.

      Apart from the beds, there was nothing in the room but a tiny dresser pressed against the wall. Cramped and drafty, but clean. In any case, it wasn’t like I’d come here for a vacation.

      Teeth chattering, I peeled off my soaked clothes. In the dark room, I was shivering uncontrollably.

      Fully naked, I summoned a spell for warmth—an ancient desert spell that called on the winds of the Sahara. As I chanted the words, the water droplets lifted off my skin, and my body stopped shivering. Slowly, my muscles began to relax. I would have used the spell earlier, but something had stopped me from revealing my true powers unless it was absolutely necessary.

      Warm now, I dressed myself in the plain black clothes. Still no bra, and I wasn’t about to ask the Nathair for one.

      Just as I was sliding into my T-shirt, the second door creaked open. Ree stood in the doorway, drenched in storm water, also carrying a pile of clothes in her hands. Quietly, she shut the door behind her.

      “Are we sharing a room?” I asked.

      “Seems that way.” She yanked one of the rough blankets off the bed, then started drying herself off.

      I nodded at her door. “Where are you coming from? What’s on the other side of that door?”

      “My mentor’s room.”

      Shit. So, no way out without going through a knight’s room.

      Ree glanced around at the room. “Do you think Letha’s in a little cubicle like this? I don’t imagine she is.” For the first time since I’d met her, Ree smiled—a dazzling grin that lit up the room. “She’s probably lounging in a throne, eating a gold-leaf cake off a servant’s back right now. She’s probably quaffing champagne and having horses quarter peasants for mispronouncing her name.”

      I arched an eyebrow, smiling. “I mean, what’s the point of living if you can’t slaughter the poor for inconveniencing you?”

      “Exactly.”

      But my mind was still fixated on the door situation. “What’s your mentor like?”

      “Helgar, from House Dorcha. Some kind of ocean Lord from a palace made of coral, deeply socially awkward. More than me, even. His heart was broken two hundred years ago, and he hasn’t been the same since. Still good at killing, though, or they wouldn’t keep him here.”

      Ree seemed to have an amazing ability to learn things about people. He seemed a safer bet than sneaking past the Nathair, anyway.

      “Earlier, you said you learned things from spirits. How do you do that, exactly?”

      She plopped down on her bed. “I’m a spirit-witch. I hear whispers from the dead. They’re all over this place, and they see and hear everything. Mostly, they want someone to talk to. Happy to give them my ears. I like to hear stories, and sometimes they’re actually useful.”

      I hugged my knees to my chest. “What else do they tell you about this place? The Institute?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “The Reaper is hidden somewhere within this fortress’s depths, waiting to pull souls from people’s bodies, but you’ll never know where he is. Magic is all around us. This entire place was built with magic…. It changes as it needs to. This room, for example—it wasn’t here an hour ago. Our knights weren’t neighbors until an hour ago, either.”

      Oh … bloody hells. So that’s why the room felt strange when I’d first stepped into it. And that’s why finding Wren would not be easy. If I could get a tracking spell to work, that would be my best bet. But I’d need to be completely alone. I’d go out in the dead of night while the others slept.

      A knock on the door interrupted us, and the door swung open. A violet-haired pixie stood before us, holding a silver platter laden with two plates of food—steaming steaks, fresh vegetables, and potatoes, all covered in hot gravy. My mouth watered at the sight.

      “Eat!” announced the servant. “Then sleep. Tomorrow, the first trial begins.”

      Ree snatched a plate off the tray. “Welcome to the Institute,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Unfortunately, they locked us in the room at night. There would be no sneaking out. All night, I lay awake, debating blowing a hole through the door with my magic.

      For a few hours, I’d tried to unlock it with a spell, but it was a complex locking system that I couldn’t quite navigate. At least not yet.

      The rest of the night, I listened to the thunder rumbling through the walls. I thought of Wren wheezing in a cell—the hitch in her breath, her ribs protruding as her stomach sucked in sharply. If I did use an explosion to get to her, what were the odds I’d make it all the way to her cell alive? Not good.

      Even without her breathing problems, Wren wasn’t a creature to be kept in a cage. The woman lived life to the fullest, always up for anything I suggested. Want to get drunk on wine coolers and go to a Victorian steam fair in the park? Sure. Want to throw a sea-monster-themed fancy dress party? Indeed. Running into the freezing English Channel in December totally naked? Yes. Want to help me practice a magical spell to make a champagne fountain? OF COURSE.

      She was shit at magic herself. I mean, just dreadful. Wren had a terrible habit of ruining magical spells: wilting the champagne glasses, killing the birds I was trying to heal. She couldn’t even keep a cactus alive. It’s not like she meant to. She was just a tiny bit cursed, and that was why she had no ability to heal her breathlessness on her own. But we all had our curses, didn’t we?

      And she had her own skills. We were a team—my role was magic, and she could properly kick arse if she needed to. With the two of us together, we didn’t have to fear demons, human creeps ... nothing, really.

      Until she’d wandered onto this godforsaken rock and got herself caught. Why? I had no bloody clue. All I knew was I was furious at her for doing it.

      A phantom draft whistled through the crack of the door, a high-pitched sound like Wren’s wheezing. Without a window or a clock, I had no idea what time it was at this point. Had I been awake for days, perhaps?

      Exhaustion wracked my body.

      For just a moment, I drifted off, dreaming of the sea. I stood on Gibraltar’s shores, waves crashing over my feet. The skies clouded over, dark as charcoal. Rain soaked my silk dress and stuck the thin fabric to my body. The cold went right through to my bones, and my teeth chattered. I didn’t want to be here.

      Above, dark wings swooped through the heavens, the Nathair circling overhead, ready to kill. Large as an ancient oak and just as beautiful. Taru’s magic tugged at my belly—a white thread, pulling me further into the water. He was coming for me.

      Then, warm magic on my skin, heating me like the summer sun. Threads of silver magic curled around me. I didn’t feel Taru’s pull anymore.

      No … I felt another sort of pull. One that made my body roar with molten heat. I licked the salt off my lips.

      I slid my hands down my body, and powerful magic rippled over my bare skin. I leaned back into a muscled torso, sighing with pleasure. Warmth lit me up from inside. I was his, and his wings enveloped me.

      The scent of musk and ginger curled around me, and I ached for him. With a light touch, he traced slow circles over the hollow of my hip. Our magic intertwined in perfect tendrils.

      I needed him.

      Burning with desire, I turned and looked into the icy cold eyes of the Nathair….

      The door slammed open, and a shock-haired pixie stood in the bright light, carrying another tray of food.

      What in the ever-loving….

      Ripped from my dream, I was breathing heavily, dappled with sweat.

      Ree sat bolt upright and shouted, “Corn chowder!” Then, she rubbed her eyes, waking up.

      Gods below. It was a good thing the pixie had woken me up from my sex dream about the draconic executioner. What the hells was wrong with my head?

      “Training begins soon,” the pixie announced. “Join your mentors within the next ten minutes.”

      “Will the doors be unlocked, then?” I asked, probing, trying to figure their systems out. “They were locked all night.”

      The pixie’s brow furrowed. “And how would you know that the doors were locked? Don’t you dare go wandering around at night. Chances are, the Reaper will catch you and pull your soul right out of your body. Or the dragon-blood will pull your flesh from your bones, make an example of you.”

      “Settle down, pixie. I was just looking for a bathroom.”

      Glaring at me, the pixie slid the tray onto the dresser. Even if we were in a tiny room with no windows, at least the food was reasonable: buttered bread, sausages, eggs, and two cups of hot coffee.

      After a night of worrying, though, I wasn’t particularly hungry. I nibbled on a piece of toast, thinking about the training.

      Ree had said Tarvis was powerful, and I’d felt it, too. He oozed power and confidence. It wasn’t just that he looked physically imposing or that he knew magic, but some kind of keen intelligence sparkled in his eyes. That was possibly more dangerous than the first two combined. At least he was on my team, for now.

      Ree was attacking her food with alarming speed.

      “How’d you sleep?” I asked.

      “Good. Dreamt of food.”

      “Think if we ask nicely enough, they’ll install a clock for us?”

      “I think if we ask them for anything, they’ll start peeling our fingernails off.” Her plate was cleared in about thirty seconds. “First thing I’d ask for would be more food. They’re starving us here.”

      I glanced at my plate—mostly untouched, steam curling off the eggs. “You can have mine.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Yeah?” Her stomach growled loudly. She had a delicate frame, but the girl could put her food away.

      I downed the coffee—strong and black—hoping a jolt of caffeine would keep my senses alert. Then, I crossed to the door. “Good luck at training, Ree. Whatever it entails.”

      “You, too.”

      Buzzing with that weird mix of fatigue and caffeine, I pushed through the door into the Nathair’s room. I found it empty and silent, save for the pattering of rain against the window. I surveyed his room for a second time, hoping to get a better read on him.

      Clearly, he liked to live in luxury, but it wasn’t a showy sort of luxury. His bed looked soft, with a fluffy duvet embroidered with silver silk. His cloak lay on his bed, and I leaned in to inspect it, admiring the intricate needlework. The fabric was black as obsidian on the outside, blood red on the inside. Words were stitched in a language I didn’t know. I ran my fingertips across the silver thread, and the words started to shift, the cloak tingling with a magical charge.

      “Are you fascinated by everyone’s clothes, or just mine?” The Nathair’s icy voice startled me a little, but I didn’t let it show.

      He pulled out a tiny flask and took a long swig of it. It seemed a bit early to drink whiskey, but who was I to judge the habits of a draconic headsman.

      I shrugged. “Just interested in the language you have on your clothes. I don’t recognize it.”

      “It’s the ancient language of the dragon-bloods.”

      I frowned. “You have your own language?”

      He leaned against his desk. “Ah. You’re surprised we’re literate.” Amusement danced in his eyes as he took another swig. “And of course you are, because the dragon-bloods are primitive barbarians, aren’t we?”

      I rolled my eyes. “That wasn’t what I meant. But now that you mention it, let’s talk about the reputation dragon-bloods have. Created by a twisted sorcerer eons ago, a mixture of two species never meant to mate. Now your magic is toxic and corrupted, and violence runs through your blood. Where I come from—”

      I stopped myself there. We were not going to talk about where I really came from. That was dangerous territory indeed.

      “Never mind. The point is, I can’t say if that’s all true, but you’re not exactly making a strong case against it. And you’re awfully tetchy about your barbarian reputation for someone who shreds prisoners into pulp. Maybe take up a new occupation if you want people to think you’re civilized.”

      Already, I could feel his magic, that raw energy pulsing from him. He was looking at me with curiosity again, like he was reading my soul. “Soon, we’re going to have to find out exactly what you can do.”

      No response to what I’d just said. Nothing. Only that curious look. I guessed I should get used to that kind of thing around him.

      He wore expensive, dark clothes and a charcoal waistcoat. When he moved past me to pick up his cloak, goosebumps rose over my skin. The wrongness of his power radiated out of him, making me shiver.

      He picked up the cloak and threw it over his shoulders, and I caught a glimpse of a small silver chain around his neck that disappeared beneath his collar.

      “What are we doing for training today?” I asked. I wasn’t too worried. If it was magic, I had a good chance of beating the others at the trial.

      “Today, I find out just what kind of power you’re hiding.”
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      The Nathair led me in silence down a series of connected hallways—all windowless and torchlit. No matter where I was in the castle, the sound of distant, rolling thunder was never far from my ears, as if all these shadowy corridors were near the outside. That made it difficult to figure out if I was close to an external wall or deep inside the castle’s underbelly, where the dungeons might be.

      It must be some kind of illusion, giving the impression that the outside was always just on the other side of the nearest wall. This was probably all part of their plan, to disorient people who entered their castle. Just another method of control.

      Still, all I had to do was beat all the other unsworn, and the path to the dungeon would be mine. Wren and I would both break out of this absurd place. Brighton Pier donuts, here we come….

      For a moment, guilt wound through my gut. I really didn’t want anything bad to happen to Ree.

      I shoved the thought deep under the surface. Even as a powerful witch, there was only so much I could control. I had a mission, but I wasn’t here to save the world. If the Storm Fae were sacrificing unsworn, that guilt wasn’t on my shoulders. It couldn’t be.

      At last, we reached a door in the corridor. The Nathair motioned for me to walk in front of him.

      I cocked my head. “Oren said the unsworn are supposed to walk behind the knights.”

      He stared at me like I was an idiot, pale eyes piercing the darkness.

      I sighed, stepping past him into a cramped, dark room. A single, guttering candle on the wall illuminated an empty stone room—not unlike a dungeon cell. I suppressed a shudder. What were we doing in here?

      “Oren said you were powerful.” The Nathair sounded slightly perplexed as his gaze swept up and down my body. Clearly, I didn’t look powerful to him. “You haven’t demonstrated that power, yet. You’re hiding it, aren’t you?”

      “I haven’t needed to use it yet,” I said truthfully.

      “I want to know exactly how powerful.” His soft voice was tinged with curiosity.

      No matter what he wanted, I wasn’t about to show him the full display of my power—not unless I was about to die.

      “We’ll find out in the trials,” I began. “Won’t—?”

      Before I could get another word out, the Nathair flicked his wrist. His dark, shimmering magic shot into my chest, and my muscles seized up. Pain shot through my bones, and I was certain he was ripping my ribs right open, splaying my chest like a pinned butterfly. I felt my broken body lift into the air, helpless.

      I was completely out of control, and I felt pure anger—at him, at Wren for putting me in this bloody situation. At myself for existing.

      That’s when I understood—his corrupted magic made him a sadist. A true monster.

      He was drawing out my magic.

      My storm magic burst from my chest, filling the room with vibrant, silver light. Electricity ignited us, lifting my hair on edge, and the rumble of Taru’s power reverberated off the stone walls. Storm clouds began roiling around us, and rainwater began to fall in torrents, soaking my clothes yet again.

      The Nathair was ripping my magic out of me, violently.

      Then, he pulled his magic back. I came crashing down to the earth, and he caught me before I slammed into the ground.

      My body shook and ached with the remnants of pain, but when I touched my chest, it felt fine. Sweat soaked my body. I smelled faintly of pee, though at least the rainwater hid the fact that I’d pissed myself. In any case, my body was still shaking too violently for me to care. I wanted to vomit onto the Nathair’s expensive shirt, but I didn’t have enough in my stomach to make it happen. I retched instead.

      “What the hells?” I rasped. The storm clouds and rain disappeared around us. “Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”

      I hated him. My gods, had I ever hated anyone so much? When I looked at him again, I saw something unexpected in his expression—a line between his eyebrows, as if he were confused. My magic had perplexed him, apparently.

      For once, he seemed at a loss for words. “For an outlaw living among humans, your power is tremendous.” His velvety voice was calm—nearly a whisper—but I caught the knife-sharp edge under the surface. Despite his gentle grip on my body, he was furious. “You’re not who you say you are. Are you, Cora Thursday?”

      I swallowed hard, wriggling out of his arms to stand on my own. I’d collapse into a heap before I let him prop me up.

      I clutched my chest. It didn’t hurt anymore, but the memory of pain lingered. “Doesn’t matter who I am,” I said through labored breaths. “I have magic you want, don’t I? Who cares what my last name is?”

      His pale eyes now held an intensity I hadn’t seen before. Something about this had unnerved him.

      I leaned against the rough stone wall. “You could have just asked me to demonstrate my power.”

      “But a clever person would never show their hand that way to someone they didn’t trust.” That infuriatingly tranquil voice. “And you seem clever enough.”

      I hoped he couldn’t see the shaking of my legs. “Was that the training session? Are we done here?”

      “No. Your raw magic is powerful, but I want to make sure you can actually use it. Tonight, you will be tasked with identifying a creature with no physical body.”

      “Like a spirit?”

      He arched an eyebrow. He seemed to have composed himself again. “Exactly. Somewhere in this room, there is an ephemeral muttering a phrase. Your training task is to learn the phrase, say it aloud, and I will return for you.” He turned back to me, a wicked smile on his lips. “The problem is, when you face your trial tonight, you won’t be in an empty room. You’ll be assailed on all sides by the other unsworn, trying to take you down. Perhaps another level of challenge is in order.”

      He disappeared into the darkness.

      And as he did, rocks started hammering me from all sides, slamming into my limbs and back.

      Screw you, dragon.

      I chanted a shielding spell as fast as I could, and a dome of silver magic rose around me. Then, I focused on expanding it. I pushed the shield out from me until it pressed against the walls themselves. Now, I could move around the room freely, while the rocks were trapped against my shield.

      Still, I had to concentrate to keep it up, and my caffeinated mind was going a million miles an hour.

      I traced my fingers over my ribs again, still stunned to find myself uninjured. I felt completely rattled from the Nathair’s invasive investigation into my skills. But if I were going to pass all my trials, I needed to master control of myself no matter what was going on around me.

      I closed my eyes, thinking of strolling along Brighton Pier in the summer, getting donut sugar all over my lips. I breathed in deeply, my body calming.

      “Alright, then,” I said, my voice echoing back at me. “Now I need to make a ghostly friend.”

      The candle had snuffed out, leaving me in complete darkness. I could do a spell for light, but juggling too many spells at once wouldn’t be ideal. Magic was like a power tool; it would get the job done quick and easy, but if you used several at once, it got tricky.

      With the shield around me, I concentrated on chanting the spell for the dead.

      Slowly, even more magic spilled from me, enveloping me like a fine blue mist. Thunder grumbled distantly. The smell of burnt ozone hit my nose, and I could’ve sworn a soft breeze filtered through the closed room. Then I heard it.

      The voice was faint, barely more than a whisper. I concentrated hard on it, trying to pick out where it was coming from, what it was saying. It was a man, I thought. Someone chattering, maybe, or babbling. It had to be the spirit. Sorry, the ephemeral.

      I shut my eyes again, trying to visualize the face of the person talking. Flashes came, like lightning in the dark behind my eyelids. It was an impression—less than an impression; barely more than a suggestion of features. A tall, gaunt spirit huddled against the wall. He was talking, but it was in a language I didn’t understand. Spanish, I thought. I opened my eyes, my senses cleared and open, and then I saw him.

      He crouched against the far wall, his back to me. His body glowed faintly blue. It looked like he was wearing a uniform—tattered cloth with red and white trim. His hair was a disheveled mess, his beard thick and unkempt.

      “Hello?”

      His muttering seemed almost neurotic, like he couldn’t control it, couldn’t stop. But the Nathair hadn’t asked me to try and talk to him. He’d asked me to repeat the phrase.

      The words were coming quickly, almost too fast for me to catch them—not to mention the fact that they were in another language.

      Then, the man in the corner stopped muttering entirely. I watched him as he rolled his shoulders and ran his fingers through his black hair. That was when I saw the iron shackles around his wrists. Slowly, he turned around, and when I saw his face, my throat tightened. A huge gash on the side of his cheek bled profusely onto his coat. His skin was the color of curdled milk, and his eyes … they were two great, big, black holes.

      The poor wretch.

      “Sálvame,” he pleaded.

      My breath quickened, and I took a step closer.

      “Sálvame, por favor, sálvame….”

      I hardly spoke any Spanish, but now, the meaning was clear. Help me, please, help me.

      I took another step closer. “How?” How could you help the dead?

      He screamed the words now, the sound of his voice reverberating inside of my skull. His face turned purplish, the black orbs of his eyes seemed to deepen, and his lips stretched over his yellowing teeth. It was enough to make me lose my concentration, just for an instant. The shield grew weaker for a moment, and a rock hurtled into my back before I slammed the shield up again.

      “How do I help you?” I asked.

      What was I doing? I wasn’t here to help ghosts. I was here to become a knight and get into the dungeons. And yet he sounded so pitiful.

      “Sálvame, por favor, sálvame….” He rose and started shambling toward me, his manacled hands stretched.

      Taru, bless me with the gift of your healing.

      The words, even though I’d said them in my mind, hummed through me. I shut my eyes, clenched my jaw, and sent whipping arcs of healing magic directly into the ephemeral in front of me.

      The room filled with magic and light. It crackled and rippled around me, striking the ephemeral, the walls, the floor. The entity screamed, a blood-curdling sound that made my stomach freeze. After a moment, when the magic had died down, I could smell burning all around.

      That was … unexpected, but apparently healing magic only worked on the living. And I had nearly dropped the shield again.

      “I can’t help you,” I said. “No puedo … I don’t even speak Spanish. I can’t help you. You’re dead. Muerto. I’m sorry about your current muerto situation—”

      Was I losing my mind? I had the phrase now.

      The ghost disappeared once more into the shadows.

      “Sálvame,” I called out. “Nathair! Dragon Boy. I’ve got your phrase. Sálvame, por favor, sálvame! Ahora!”

      I clutched my ribs where one of the rocks had hit me. The door swung open, and there stood the Nathair—an enormous silhouette with light filtering in behind him.

      “Well done. You completed the task.” Was that a hint of mockery in his voice? “And it only took you … four hours.”

      “Four hours? It didn’t feel like that long.”

      Then again, time could pass differently when you used powerful magic—and I’d lit this room up with my magic today.

      “You’re going to have to be faster than that if you want to win tonight.”

      “Taru’s power will help me.”

      A slow, infuriating shrug of his shoulders. “Win on your own merits, not by the grace of the gods. When you accept their help, you accept their ownership.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” I said between clenched teeth. He had no idea how much I knew that lesson.

      “Touched a nerve, did I? I knew you were keeping some interesting secrets, Cora Thursday. I’ll just have to find out what they are.” He turned and walked calmly from the room.
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      My footfalls echoed off the tunnel as I navigated the rock in my high heels, thinking back on my day.

      Something strange had happened that afternoon. I’d found a dress on my bed when I’d returned from training—a beautiful, sheer dress dappled with tiny black pearls. Someone had left it on my bed with a note in tidy, elegant handwriting: Make yourself presentable for tonight.

      The Nathair had let me use his bathroom to bathe and fix myself up. Just like his bedroom, it had been lush, but not extravagant—sleek rock, a single, stark shard of reflective glass for a mirror. Steam had filled the room from the burbling bath as I’d soaked myself.

      When I’d stepped out of the bath and dried myself off, I nosed around and discovered that he had a facial routine I found pretty enlightening. They say you can learn a lot about a man by the contents of his bathroom. Today, I learned that the Nathair cared about the way he looked and that he liked a good bath bomb. On that, at least, we could find a bit of common ground. He also shaved with a straight razor, one with an ornate silver handle.

      That razor was sharp enough to cut clean through a neck, and I had a feeling he’d left it out on purpose. Like everything about him, it was elegant with a lethal edge. It hadn’t been an accident that it had been there, so I decided not to touch it. It was probably a test, and I wasn’t in the business of failing those.

      Now, I walked by his side. Once again, my traitorous magic was straining for his. It felt like an unsettlingly intimate touch, and I sensed a bit of sweat beading on my forehead.

      He wasn’t wearing a cloak tonight, but a black suit that had been tailored to fit his muscled body perfectly. He smelled disturbingly good—a mixture of musk and ginger—and his strange magic pulsed around my body.

      A golden orb of light gilded the masculine planes of his face, and I stole a quick glance at him. Maybe dragon-bloods had been made from corrupt magic, but his beauty was downright unnerving—the dark sweep of lashes against his pale eyes. Straight, dark brows. Lips gently curled at the edges. Cheekbones that could cut a girl’s heart into pieces if she was dumb enough to let them. A stark and cruel beauty.

      In his human form, the only indication of his draconic heritage were the small, black scales on the backs of his knuckles, and a gleaming black scale on the back of his neck. I wondered if those scales stretched all the way down his spine. A brutal, red scar ran over the back of one hand. Taru had burned him—the scars from the Storm God could never fully heal. I wondered how many he had on his body.

      The Nathair might have been looking slick, but I wasn’t looking so bad myself right now. The dress I’d found was made of the sheerest of black fabrics, plunging to a deep V at the front and dipping down the back to expose my tattooed back. The cold tunnel air kissed my exposed skin.

      The dress’s silky material skimmed against my waist, its fabric oddly sensual and distracting. It fit me like a glove. I had no idea how they’d known my exact measurements, but it was like it had been tailor-made for me.

      In fact, the sensual brush of the material over my skin had a strangely mystical feel to it, like a magical signature. I ran my fingers over the fabric at my hips, and a hot thrill rippled along my hipbones and into my fingertips. I tried not to think about the fact that that was where the Nathair had touched me in my dream.

      My pulse raced at the strange sensation. Golden light dazzled off the tiny black beads.

      “Where did this dress come from?” I asked.

      “I left it on your bed.”

      “Where did you get it from? How did someone know my size?”

      “I created it, and I ascertained your measurements by observing you.”

      My pulse was moving faster. “This is your magic?”

      “Yes.” Mockery danced in his gray eyes. “Enjoying it, are you?”

      My lip curled. It was oddly perverse that the magic of a draconic executioner should feel so sensual. “No,” I lied. “It feels invasive.”

      “Really?” He sounded infinitely amused. “That’s not what your racing heart says. Perhaps you like the feel of my unnatural magic on your body. What was it that you called me? Corrupted?” A dangerous edge to his quiet voice. “You seem like a pious girl, devoted to Taru, but maybe you desire corruption.”

      I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to shut down any mental images his comments might evoke. “You think very highly of yourself, don’t you? Your arrogance is probably the most impressive thing about you.”

      “You hardly know a thing about me.”

      I couldn’t let his needling sidetrack me—or the sensuous feel of his magic. I had to focus on my actual purpose. I had a number of onerous tasks tonight. Win the trial, get the herbs for Wren. Survive. If I was correct, this tunnel would open up to the same place where I’d come in yesterday.

      Had it really been just yesterday? Bloody hells.

      In any case, I’d stashed the herbs at the end of this tunnel. I couldn’t exactly grab them in front of the Nathair, but I could at least check if they were still there.

      At last, we reached the end of the tunnel, and the rocky door slid open on its own accord. Moonlight streamed into the tunnel. Would I be able to get out of here if I needed to? I’d probably have to blast my way out.

      “Does that just open automatically for knights when you approach?” I asked.

      His gray eyes were sharp as a knife’s edge. “I can’t think of a single rational reason why you’d need to know the answer to that.”

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I was just curious.”

      He cocked his head. “Your cheeks flush a little when you lie.”

      Bloody hells, he didn’t miss a thing, did he? “I-I-I just go red sometimes,” I stuttered.

      I braced for the inevitable comment on my stammer, but he didn’t say a thing. Instead, he shrugged and crossed out of the tunnel into the humid night air.

      I followed after him, casting a quick look at the shrubs. My heart leapt at the sight of the little plastic bag under the leaves.

      I breathed in deeply, the air heavy with the wholesome scent of olive trees. At night, from this vantage point, we had a view of the glittering lights of the city rolling away beneath us. Across the bay, Spanish lights twinkled.

      Headlights lit up the road, and a black car pulled up—a Porsche.

      When it had slowed to a stop, the Nathair opened a back door for me. I slid into the seat and smoothed out my dress. While the Nathair got in on the other side, I fastened my seatbelt. With dark glass in front of us, I didn’t have a view of the driver. He could be a three-foot-tall pixie, for all I knew.

      The car began to roll down the Rock, following winding roads flanked on both sides by trees and wildlife. I ignored the disturbing feeling of the Nathair’s magic licking my body through the dress. “Will you tell me where we’re going now?”

      “We are going to an exclusive club in the heart of the city. There, you will face your first trial. I hope you haven’t forgotten what you learned earlier.”

      “What did I learn earlier? How to talk to ghosts jabbering in Spanish?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “How to juggle holding a magical shield while using other types of magic at the same time. We both know your magic is powerful, but I don’t imagine you’ve practiced many spells in the middle of a battle before. If you had, the Storm Fae would have found you sooner.”

      “Right. And why are you all dressed up?”

      “It’s the kind of place women can’t go unless they’re on the arm of a man. Blend in a little while you get the lay of the land. Once there, your task will be simple: Find the ephemeral and trap it before the other unsworn do.”

      I had a feeling he was leaving out some key details. But whatever the case, Wren was counting on me.

      The car rolled down the hill, until at last it pushed into the city proper. Here, the buildings looked old, crammed over narrow streets. Made of stone, many were painted in fading pastels, giving the impression of bygone grandeur.

      We pulled past bars and parked cars crowding the road, and I had the sense of a subtle kind of ambiance floating through the air—a feeling of things going on out of sight. This seemed like a place of secrets, with strange sigils on doors, shadows shifting from one dark nook to the next.

      All I knew was, there was a lot more to this place than met the eye.

      When the car pulled off the main road, it slowed to a halt in an alley. The Nathair stepped out first, then moved around the car to open my door. I tugged up the hem of my dress, then slid out of the car. As soon as I shut the door, the car started slowly reversing away from us. A briny scent tinged the air here, and I surveyed my surroundings.

      Across from where I stood, a sign on an ancient fortress read King’s Bastion. I’d heard about this place as soon as I’d showed up in Gibraltar. Once, centuries ago, it had been a seaside military fort complete with cannon, arsenals, and soldier’s barracks. Countless people had died fighting here. And now? You could drink beers in the bowling alley inside, or watch the latest movies in the cinema within its walls.

      But it seemed that wasn’t where we were going, because the Nathair was heading for a black door inset into another ancient stone building.

      The Nathair knocked on the door. A moment later, a man in a black suit opened it. At the sight of the Nathair, his face went pale, and his jaw dropped. He stared up at the dragon-blood looming above him.

      “Right, you’re here for the…” said the man. “To help with the problem. I didn’t think it would be you in person, I thought … I heard about the, the shredding….”

      The man didn’t seem to be able to get a full sentence out, and the Nathair simply breezed on past him into the hall.

      I stepped in after him, into a long corridor with dim red lights along the walls. Already, I could hear the sound of soft music playing. The smoky smell of cigars tickled my nose.

      “I will be leaving you as soon as we make it to that door,” said the Nathair. “All you need to know is that when you hear the number twenty-six, your trial shall begin. Understood?”

      Twenty-six? “Got it,” I said. “And I’m supposed to help those on my team, so that everyone from House Dorcha remains. Right?”

      A line formed between his eyebrows. “Yes, but it’s not always that simple. Those from the same house may decide to gang up on one of their own members.”

      “Why?”

      “The weakest member of the losing house is sent home. Or, in your case, killed.”

      “At your hands.”

      He ignored that comment and went on. “They may wish to demonstrate they’re not the weakest. And on top of that, if someone dies in a trial, no one from that team is sent home until after the next trial.”

      “So, they’d get a free pass.”

      “Precisely.”

      So not only would Tarvis and his Leus friends be trying to kill me, Letha might as well.

      Given everything he just told me, I should be a bundle of nerves right now. But with the dress and the atmosphere, I felt like I was in a movie. I felt like an actress dressed to the nines, about to enter a scene where men played high-stakes poker over glasses of scotch and money moved around by the millions.

      As I stepped though the doorway, I saw that I was partially right. In the dimly lit club, people sat around circular tables. Men in expensive suits smoked cigars and drank cocktails. The women between them wore fine silk gowns and glittered beautifully with jewels.

      Except they weren’t playing poker.

      “Three and two, thirty-two, buckle my shoe,” called a man sitting at the head table. Beside him was a huge wire sphere filled with plastic bingo balls. He pulled out a pink one. “Sixty-nine, favorite of mine!”

      Laughter erupted around us.

      They were playing bingo.

      So that’s where the number twenty-six came in. I’d just have to wait till someone called it.

      As I looked around some more, I spotted some of the unsworn from House Leus lurking like gargoyles in the corners, their expressions made of stone. Dressed in gray velvet, Tarvis stood in the shadows, his eyes scanning the crowd. A delicate platinum crown gleamed from his head of wild blond curls.

      The unsworn kept to the edges of the room, but they weren’t exactly blending in. They probably had no idea how to act around humans. For just a moment, I caught a glimpse of Letha, her rosy hair cascading over a cream gown.

      “Twenty-five, duck and dive!” the bingo man called out.

      Hungry eyes followed me as I snaked my way around the tables and toward the bar, and a man with a silver beard winked at me.

      A portly bartender with a mustache was cleaning off the oak bar. “Can I get you a drink, miss?”

      I didn’t have any money, but that wasn’t going to stop me. “Bourbon. On the rocks.”

      He nodded and pulled a bottle of amber spirits off the shelf. When he told me how much I’d have to pay—I couldn’t believe whiskey was so cheap here—I waved at the silver-bearded man. He smiled and waved back. “On my friend’s tab.”

      I took a sip of my drink and tried to tune into any sense of ephemerals. There would be one in here somewhere, and it was my job to trap it. I had a feeling that as soon as the bingo caller announced twenty-six, all hells was gonna break loose. Speed was what I needed here.

      Speed and subtlety.

      I watched Ree step through the doors, looking magnificent in a figure-hugging silver dress with blue feathered earrings, her dark eyes sparkling. Helgar loomed over her, gnawing on a chicken bone like some sort of feral beast, a festive Christmas sweater under his cloak. Glowering, he turned abruptly and left Ree to her own devices. She started walking over to me as soon as she saw me, and a few other unsworn streamed in behind her.

      Smiling, she reached me at the bar and pulled the whiskey out of my hand. She took a sip of my drink, nearly downing it. “Sorry. That was weird, wasn’t it? I’m a little nervous.”

      “It’s fine. This place is filling up fast.”

      “Good thing we’re working as a team. Got any strategies?”

      “Not really, just—”

      “Pick up sticks,” the man with all the balls called out. “Twenty-six.”

      It was like someone flipped a switch. Tarvis roared, extended his arms, and a field of lightning enveloped him, sparking around his blond hair. I’d expected the bingo players to run, or at least scream.

      Oddly, they kept playing.

      A phantom wind rushed into the room, forcing an old man’s hairpiece to take flight. He didn’t even notice. He was too busy waiting for the numbers to come so he could fill his card in.

      I stood rigid, trying to sense the ephemeral around me, but I didn’t have a read on him yet.

      Tarvis snapped his head to the side and glared at empty space. He brought his hands together, lightning crackling between his fingertips. He pulled back his arm, ready to throw a ball of magic across the room—at the ghost? I still wasn’t sure.

      But before he could throw it, an invisible force struck him in the chest and sent him flying.

      He slammed into a table, causing an explosion of glass and bits of wood. The bingo players just kept scribbling numbers on their cards, shifting their chairs a bit.

      Another unsworn—a male from the House Leus—stepped into the center of the hall, ghostly tendrils of purple magic curling from his hands and whipping around his body. One translucent tentacle shot across the room, but it was as if the magic had struck an invisible barrier. Sparks of light erupted in all directions, and the unsworn followed, suffering the same fate as Tarvis.

      Still, the players just kept cheering the numbers, writing them down. Either they couldn’t see the magical warfare, or they’d seen worse before. Maybe a poltergeist haunted this place?

      Whatever the case, the ephemeral was here, and it was incredibly powerful. It was also becoming clear that attacking the spirit wouldn’t work.

      I needed to come up with a new plan, fast.
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      The chaos around us simmered down a little, but it felt like the eye of the storm. Some of the unsworn were looking at each other, puzzled, as if they’d lost sight of the entity. I concentrated, shutting my eyes and muttering a little chant to Taru under my breath. Slowly, an image started to form in my mind—just like it had done in training.

      The creature we hunted looked like a red aura, just mist and smoke. When I opened my eyes again, I was tracking it as it slithered around the bingo players, then clung to a rail-thin man sitting at a table a few feet away. I wasn’t sure why the other unsworn couldn’t seem to see it anymore, but their heads swiveled around as if searching for their mark.

      “Legs eleven!” called out the bingo man.

      The mist slid off the thin man’s bony shoulders and zipped across the room to land on a woman in a gold dress. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Fifty-nine, Brighton line!” said the bingo man.

      The mist whooshed across the room again, this time to an olive-skinned man smoking a cigarette.

      It was almost as if the ephemeral was responding to the bingo numbers….

      “I have an idea,” I whispered to Ree, watching as it whooshed yet again. “It’s moving from table to table—from player to player.”

      “I can hardly see it, but if you say so.”

      “What if the spots on the tables are numbered?”

      “What do the numbers have to do with the spirit?”

      “It moves to whatever number is called out.”

      Ree narrowed her eyes. “So, you’re thinking that we could maybe get the ephemeral to come to us?”

      “If we join the game. Maybe.”

      “Worth a shot.”

      With Ree by my side, we moved closer to the tables. I had no idea where the ephemeral would move next, or how the tables were numbered. The unsworn around us were tensed, hands crackling with magic.

      “Three score and ten,” the bingo guy called out. “Number seventy!”

      The ephemeral shifted again. Letha seemed to home in on the movement. She locked her gaze on the red mist as it curled around another player.

      She channeled her magic, creating a swirling vortex of light around her, then pointed at the red cloud. It was still halfway across the room, but it seemed to stretch toward her. My heart swooped. She was on my team—which meant I wanted her to do well, but not too well. Only one person won this thing in the end, and it had to be me.

      She looked like she was trying to hold onto it with her mind, gritting her teeth. Sweat dappled her brow.

      Her power wasn’t enough.

      The ephemeral lashed out at her from a distance, vines of red smoke arcing through the air. Where they struck the side of her face, they left deep, bleeding gashes that had her screaming. Brutal.

      “Follow me,” I whispered.

      With Ree by my side, I rushed over to an empty table and sat. On the table, someone had laid out tiny bingo booklets and Sharpies to mark the numbers inside. I snatched a booklet and marker and waited for the next number to be called.

      Ree did the same, then pointed at the number on the table. Thirteen. Once Bingo Man called that number out, the ephemeral would swoop over to our table.

      The bingo guy plucked a ball, read it, then held it up. “Royal salute, twenty-one!”

      The ephemeral shifted again, hopping around the room and settling across the shoulders of an ancient man in a houndstooth suit, his face creased with age. One of the other unsworn made his move, racing toward the bingo player with his hands splayed, his green hair trailing behind him like seaweed. He was the one who’d first called me a pig when I was in the bath. Pretty sure his name was Affian.

      Affian grabbed the elderly man by the collar, red mist coiling around them. And this was as close as anyone had got to the ephemeral. Too bad Affian was from the House Leus. I was starting to wonder if my wait till he comes to me strategy was a bust and House Leus would win.

      Magic crackled down Affian’s arms. Then—fast as lightning—the human’s wrinkled hands shot out and grabbed Affian by the head. The elderly man bit him in the neck.

      Affian groaned with pain and let go. The old man calmly returned to his seat and picked up his bingo card, blood running from his mouth and over the houndstooth suit.

      How had an ancient human taken on Affian?

      “What in the seven hells is going on?” Ree asked. “A possession, maybe?”

      “Looks that way. We just need Bingo Man to call out number thirteen so we can trap him. Any idea how to hasten that along?”

      She nodded. “I might know a spell.” She rose and started across the room.

      If we wanted to trap this creature, we had to make it believe we were players. There was a reason why this trial had taken place in this arena, in this club. Head-on attacks simply weren’t working.

      Now, Ree was about halfway across the hall. That’s when Letha met my eyes. She stared, then pointed at me. Blood streaked her face, and she rushed over to where I sat.

      “You lazy little slut,” she hissed. “Why are you just sitting there? We’re losing. House Dorcha is losing. Affian from House Leus has come the closest so far, and you’re just resting there. Any second, he and Tarvis are going to win this. Do you want to die?”

      I drummed my fingernails. “Maybe I have a plan.”

      “If we lose, your head will be first on the execution block.”

      “Unlucky for some, number thirteen!”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the red mist began barreling toward me. On its path, it morphed into the roaring face of a demon, its jaws opening as it hurtled across the room.

      The force of it hit me like a truck. It was like my entire nervous system went into overdrive and turned numb all at once. I couldn’t feel my fingers, just my legs shaking. My teeth chattered uncontrollably, and I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t hear myself think, but in my head, something else roared.

      Tarvis charged, running toward me like a bull, knocking down tables as he went. His hands started glowing with magic. The bastard wasn’t about to let House Dorcha get the advantage. But this was what I’d prepared for—holding up a shield while my mind worked on other magic.

      Though the ephemeral had seized my body, causing me to jerk and spasm uncontrollably, I found a way to quiet my mind enough to summon my magic. Taru’s power sizzled between my ribs. Then, a flash of white magic burst out from my chest, creating a shield around me strong enough to absorb Tarvis’s attack. Now, Affian was joining in, hurling fiery magic at me.

      Their lightning bounced off the shield, ricocheting to the ceiling and walls. Some of it even struck Affian, pushing him back. The scent of burnt flesh filled the air.

      On the other side of the room, the bingo started to roll again. In seconds, this demon would jump out of me, and I’d lose the advantage. I turned my magic inward, imagining a cage made of lightning with a cloud of red mist inside of it.

      The ephemeral seemed to be struggling, heaving and groaning like an ancient ship. I could feel its rage vibrating like a cello string, and if I lost control, the demon would rip me to shreds. And House Leus would certainly kill me, too. After all, I was in the lead.

      The bingo set stopped turning, and the announcer opened the hatch, but I wasn’t ready yet.

      Then, from the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Ree kicking the wire bingo set. Tiny balls shot out everywhere, and silence filled the hall for just a moment.

      Then, all of the bingo players tilted back their heads. Each of the people around the tables opened their mouths and unleashed a cacophony of earsplitting screams.

      Ahead of me, Tarvis fired off another bolt of magic. This time, my body shook from the strain of keeping his lightning away. I could feel it in my chest—the pressure, the heat of his magic—but my shield held.

      Inside of me, the ephemeral screeched along with the bingo players, a sound that rattled the backs of my teeth. Mentally, I called on Taru’s help. The Nathair had told me not to count on the gods, but it had always worked for me in the past.

      With Taru’s electrical power building in me, my magic closed around the ephemeral with a psychic snap. My ears popped, and I exhaled a harsh rush of air. From my mouth, a small orb of crackling light zoomed out.

      Ree snatched the sphere in midair, a smile lighting her face. “Looks like we have a winning team—House Dorcha.”

      The other unsworn gaped at us, while the bingo players looked like they were waking from trances.

      Slowly, I let the shield fall around me.

      Ree tossed the trapped demon to me. “Sorry that you all are inadequate, House Leus.”

      Tarvis was staring at me, his head cocked, blond hair falling in his eyes.

      I held the orb of glowing, crackling magic up at him like it was a bingo ball. “Lucky for some,” I said. “Number thirteen.”

      Affian narrowed his eyes at me. Magic ignited his hand. “Is the trial really over, though? No one officially called it.”

      Oh, screw you. I scrambled to raise my shield.

      To my surprise, Tarvis stepped in front of him. “It’s over,” he barked. “We lost.”

      Affian still held a crackling bolt of magic in his hand. But before he could argue back, he fell to his knees, grimacing, his body contorted with pain.

      The Nathair stepped out of the shadows, a strange smile on his face as he watched Affian twist in agony. As the Nathair approached, all the other unsworn stepped away.

      “Indeed,” he said in that disinterested tone, “the trial has ended, because the soul has been captured. You may return to the Institute on foot.”

      He held out his hand to me, and I dropped the ball of magic into his palm. He stared at it, then glanced at me, his face expressionless. “You’ll be walking up to the castle,” he said. “Follow the others. Oren will be guarding you all.”

      I nodded, suppressing a smile. I’d be annoyed at having to walk in heels if it weren’t for the fact that this would give me the perfect opportunity to snatch the bag of herbs.

      When I crossed out into the fresh air, I breathed in deeply, letting myself finally smile. I’d survived tonight. I’d proved that I wasn’t the weakest on the team, so I was increasing my chances of becoming a knight. Within a week or so, I could be navigating the fortress independently, searching for the prisoners before the execution.

      My feet ached as we walked up the hill, all of us quiet after the first trial. When we reached the entrance, I lingered at the back. I cloaked myself in a shadow spell for just a moment, giving myself cover, then quickly snatched the herbs from under the shrubs.

      I shoved them into my cleavage, then crossed into the tunnel with the others.

      But as we walked deeper into the tunnel, my mood was dampened when Affian turned to me, eyes shining in the darkness. He leaned in closely, his body smelling of salt, and he whispered, “You cost a spot to a noble fae who deserves it. You’ll be the first to go, animal. I’ll slaughter you like swine.”

      Ah. And that was a good reminder—as long as I was here, I could never let my guard down.
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      In the dead of night, Ree’s chest rose and fell slowly as she slept.

      Me? I was wide awake, pressing my ear against Helgar’s door. The buzz saw sound of his snoring penetrated the thick wood. The cold stone floor chilled the bottoms of my bare feet.

      Now that I actually had Wren’s medicine in my hand, I was desperate to deliver it with every fiber of my being. After watching one of House Leus’s unsworn get cut from their team—literally cut; they had sliced his palm open with a dagger and sent him home—I knew my days here were already numbered.

      Sure, I could wait, train, possibly even become a knight. But Wren was struggling for breath now. The thought of her hacking and coughing, the gut-wrenching sight of her ribs pushing out against her skin as she wheezed—I had to act now. After all, I had the cure right here, and there was no way I could sleep without trying to give it to her.

      I was going to search for my bestie in this creepy fortress. I just had to open the bloody door first.

      I’d been practicing on the lock for about two hours already, using an unlocking spell and a lot of trial and error to work through all the possibilities. It was a byzantine locking system, probably made by Victorian engineers who’d known exactly how to trap people inside.

      I shivered a little in the thin clothes the Institute had given us. The shirt was flimsy, and I still didn’t have a bra. Not to mention that I only had one outfit.

      Magic thrummed inside of me as I reached again for the door’s locking mechanism with my mind. I shifted the gears and cogs, twisting them with my magic until—click.

      I exhaled and closed my eyes, whispering a silent prayer of thanks to Taru.

      I snatched the bag of herbs from under my pillow, then stood before the door a moment to gather my thoughts before I opened it.

      I couldn’t go through the Nathair’s room. Slipping past him wouldn’t be easy. I had a feeling he didn’t miss a thing, even when he slept. Plus, he made me think of blood and gore and other terrible things. Helgar, on the other hand … he seemed like he was halfway in another world already. Add in a sleeping charm, and he’d be completely knocked out.

      Carefully, I pressed my ear against the door again, listening to the sound of Helgar’s snoring. Reassured, I held my breath and pulled open the door as quietly as I could.

      Slowly, I stepped in just a little, keeping the door open behind me. I padded quietly on my bare feet.

      Helgar’s room smelled like the sea. A huge shark’s head hung from one of the walls, its mouth opened wide to reveal its many rows of razor-sharp teeth. Weapons lined the walls, and bottles of booze cluttered every surface. A barrel of ale stood next to the bed, the stink of it invading my nostrils. On top of the barrel, a glass of beer had been spilled on its side.

      So, he was off his trolley, which was good news.

      Lightning flashed, and I jumped a little. Rain hammered against the floor-to-ceiling windows and thunder shook the glass.

      Helgar rolled over in his bed, and I froze for a moment. Once he settled, snoring again, I muttered a sleep charm to deepen his rest. My chest buzzed with magic; as soon as the charm was complete, I tossed it at him like a ball. He stirred when the magic struck him, but an instant later, he was snoring even louder and slower. The magic curled around his tree trunk of a chest.

      With a racing heart, I skimmed close to the wall, keeping in the shadows. Then, growing bolder, I hurried along the wall and reached the door. His wasn’t locked, and I inched it open. Carefully, I slipped outside and into the corridor, shutting the door carefully behind me.

      Shadows writhed over the dark stone here. A few torches lit the hall, but they were spaced far enough apart that darkness claimed most of it—not the worst thing, given that I was trying to escape notice. Thunder grumbled through the stone.

      Tiny problem. I wasn’t exactly sure where I was supposed to go. In fact, I needed divine intervention for this one.

      First, I chanted the Ancient Fae spell for navigation. A tiny silver ball no bigger than a penny hovered in the palm of my hand. Then, I mouthed another silent prayer to the Storm God, believing the magic could do with a little boost.

      “Taru, god of storms. I don’t know my way around here. I need to find the dungeons … please show me the way.”

      The ball then shot out of my hand and sped down the hall to my left.

      For a panicked moment, I thought I was going to lose sight of it, but the ball stopped at a corner, waiting for me. As I approached, it zoomed off again, but I paused. I’d hidden myself a bit with magic, but an ancient creature could scent me fast. If I turned the corner and ran into the Nathair, he’d kill me on the spot, probably with more sadism than he’d employed to test my magic. Still, there was no going back now. The only way out was with Wren. One way or another, my unsworn days would end tonight.

      Fear whispered over my skin as I stalked silently down black halls, all of them identical. Was this spell actually working, or was I being led on a merry chase? I had to take it in faith that the ball was leading me down the right path.

      Faint voices echoed through the hall ahead of me, and I froze where I stood, tightening my grip on the herbs. I had to use the little ball for navigation, but it was also a liability if anyone saw it.

      My muscles tensed as the ball of light suddenly ducked to the right, into a dark passage that jutted off from the main one.

      Then, at the far end of the corridor, shadows darkened the floor as two men approached from around a corner. Not wasting another second, I lurched into the passage and followed the light. It zipped ahead of me, moving quickly. I quickened my pace.

      It was at the end of the passage that I noticed the spiral staircase heading down. A faint blue glow radiated from below. I took the first step down, listening for the sound of footsteps. Nothing but the slight umbling of thunder. I kept going down the stairs.

      Already, I could sense suffering, thick in the air and tinged with the smell of blood and cortisol. The emotional weight of the prisoners pressed on me like rocks on my chest. How was Wren doing down here? Because I could hardly breathe.

      I felt more determined than ever to get the herbs to her.

      Steeling my resolve, I picked up my pace and hurried down the steps, the air growing warmer as I went further down. Beads of sweat began to pop along my forehead, the back of my neck. My mouth went dry, and no matter how much I licked my lips and swallowed, I couldn’t be free of the sensation.

      Noises floated up from the bottom of the stairs, making the hairs on my arms stand on end. The sound of steel on steel, maybe? Like two knives scraping against each other.

      Was someone fighting down there?

      My fingers had a death grip on Wren’s medicine by the time I reached the bottom. Peering around the corner at the foot of the stairs, I found a long corridor lit with torches of blue fire. It looked like it stretched on a hundred feet at least, and the light wavered over barred cells.

      It wasn’t the sight of a pair of thin hands dangling out of one of the cells that made my heart beat a little harder. It was Oren, sitting on a stool, sharpening one of his blades with a whetstone.

      With his back to me, at least he couldn’t see me. His blond hair shone in the torchlight. I shoved the herbs into my pocket.

      I wasn’t sure if he was the Institute’s jailer or if he just enjoyed torturing people. Whatever the case, this made things a hell of a lot more difficult—and I risked discovery as soon as he turned around. Still, Wren and I had been through worse. I could handle this.

      Perhaps a sleep charm was in order.

      Shutting my eyes, I concentrated on summoning another soporific spell. The Storm God’s power filled me, and my ribs vibrated as the charm coalesced inside of my hand. I stepped into view and tossed the spell at Oren’s enormous back.

      When it hit him, he stiffened, then slouched and fell altogether with a resounding thud. The sound of his whistling breathing filled the air, his chest heaving.

      Quietly, I crept toward him, my eyes locked on his unconscious body. I had no idea how long he’d be out for, but I didn’t need long. I just needed his keys, and then to find the cell with Wren in it.

      When I reached him, I knelt beside him and pulled the keys from his belt. Faster than an unlocking spell. He moaned a little in his sleep.

      As soon as I had the keys, I sprang into action, rushing into the hall of cells. I scanned quickly, one cell to the next. Most of the prisoners were demons—vamps, hellhounds, horned creatures from the Shadow Hell. Some were fae with delicately pointed ears. All of them stared at me as I whooshed past their cells.

      Fire demons, trolls, forest witches—one cell after another of supernaturals. None of them Wren.

      My heart slammed against my ribs as the prisoners started to make noise.

      Where the hells was Wren?

      “Hey!” someone called out in a harsh, raspy voice; the voice of someone who hadn’t sipped water in days. “Hey, you! I need water.”

      Focus, Cora. You’re here for Wren.

      “I know you can hear me!” a woman’s shrill voice. “You have to get me out of here!”

      “I’m looking for Wren!” I called out in a panic. “If I find her, I’ll try to let you all out, but—”

      “There’s no Wren here!” A husky male voice.

      A melodic voice trilled. “Who’s that? Who’s there?” Also not Wren.

      Soon, a cacophony of voices filled the air. Loud enough to wake the dead.

      “Let us out!” they clamored, none of them Wren.

      I clamped my hands over my ears. I had to stay focused on Wren. I was here for her, not the demonic prisoners.

      “Water!” someone croaked.

      I gritted my teeth, rushing on through the cells. Water, at least, I could help with. And since I was now getting better at multitasking—

      I hurried on through the corridor and chanted a spell for rain, invoking Taru’s blessing. Storm clouds gathered in the cells and moisture filled the air until heavy drops began falling. I took care to create rain only over the cells themselves, leaving Oren dry at the other end.

      Desperate with thirst, the prisoners fell silent as they lapped up the water and collected it in their hands.

      I was nearly at the end of the line of cells now. Wren had to be here. The scrying mirror had showed me this very fortress. I’d never failed at scrying before. Which meant I was about to….

      The final two cells were empty, and my heart sank. She wasn’t here.

      What in the hells? There must be more cells. Another level, perhaps.

      Rain hammered down on me, and I ran to the nearest cell. A red-skinned demon sat in the corner, arms crossed, looking extremely put out.

      “My species doesn’t drink water,” he grumbled. “I’m getting wet for nothing.”

      “Where are the other cells?” I asked frantically.

      “Dumb twat,” was his only response.

      “Dumb twat!” the other prisoners began to chant, over and over, banging on their bars. They’d all gone mad down here. “Dumb twat!”

      I started searching again, just in case I’d missed a cell, but I was running out of time. My heart was a wild beast. Had she died here?

      I thrust my fingers into my hair, trying to think clearly. Oren should be stirring by now, though he was still as a rock.

      Okay. Fine. I’ll find the other cells in this place.

      I broke into a sprint, but by now, the prisoners were screaming again, demanding to be set free. Their cries screeched in my ears, loud enough to raise the dead. At least Oren didn’t seem to be moving.

      “Let us out, you dumb twat!” they bellowed.

      I sprinted past Oren—almost.

      As I reached him, his hand shot out, and he snatched my ankle. My blood turned to ice, and I slammed against the hard stone.

      The bastard had been waiting for me to run past.

      His eyes were wide open as he climbed over me, and there was fire inside of them. “Going somewhere?” he asked, his voice a hungry lion’s snarl.

      I punched him hard in the jaw, but it didn’t seem to faze him. He gripped my fist and twisted my arm. Then, he head-butted me, and pain shot through my skull.

      My vision went dark for the briefest of moments. In the next second, Oren was up, his boot on my neck. He pressed down, crushing my throat. I couldn’t chant a spell to save my life.

      Literally.

      “Well, well,” he said. “This is an interesting turn of events.”

      Can’t breathe, I mouthed as he killed my capacity to take in air.

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you, but I hope it’s a good answer for why you’re in here making rain clouds. Do you care if the prisoners have water, perhaps?”

      My lungs were ready to explode.

      He glanced across his shoulder. “You gave them water. Did you come here to help someone in particular?”

      I tried to cough, but even that was a stretch. Already, I was starting to lose consciousness, my vision darkening around the edges, but I had to hold on.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Oren said. “I think I’ll execute every last one of our filthy prisoners tonight, just to be sure. How about I tie you up to watch?”

      Oh, screw you, psycho. I was done with these power-hungry bullies. If my friend Aenor were here, she’d be carving out his heart right now.

      Rage exploded in my mind, brighter and hotter than lightning. I gripped Oren’s foot, then twisted it hard. He fell with a boom.

      I summoned my magic and slammed him with a pain spell from my fingertips. He grimaced, body contorting, shaking. He was trying to reach for the dagger at his waist. I wouldn’t give him the chance.

      “Where are the other cells?” I asked in a quiet hiss. “Where’s the rest of the dungeon?”

      He grunted incomprehensibly. Screw it. I could find them on my own.

      Turning around, I bolted back up the stairs. I kept my head down and ran, taking the stairs two at a time on my ascent. My hands were shaking, but I gripped tightly to Oren’s dagger. It was the only weapon I’d gotten my hands on since arriving.

      As I ran, I summoned the navigation spell. The little silver ball popped into my hand, glowing bright.

      “Show me to Wren,” I said, frantic.

      The ball shot into the air—then stopped.

      “Lead me to Wren,” I repeated, maybe a little too loud.

      It simply hovered there, vibrating like it was about to explode. Either she’d been shielded with magic, or….

      I didn’t want to think about the other possibility.

      I had to deal with what was in front of me. The sphere wasn’t leading me to Wren, and I had to get out of here now. My legs started shaking at the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs behind me.

      Bloody hells.

      I took off again, careening toward the narrow passageway I’d taken on the way here. I gripped the dagger tightly and slipped into the shadows. I called up my pain magic once more, and Taru’s power electrified my body.

      When Oren ran past, I shot him with magic again—a powerful electric shock to his whole system.

      He convulsed. Blue light illuminated his veins and electrified his nerves, lit up his skull.

      “Where’s Wren?” I snarled. “Where are the other cells?”

      A moment of clarity in his eyes as his body vibrated with electricity. “Wren?” he grunted. “Oh, she’s here. But she’s not in the dungeons.”

      What in the hells? He must be lying.

      I didn’t understand. But he’d distracted me enough that I missed the blade coming for me.

      He caught me in the side, just as I shifted. The pain was white hot for an instant, then it turned cold—ice cold.

      “But you won’t find her,” he said, twisting the knife a little, “because you’re about to die.”

      I slammed his stolen dagger into his throat, then ripped it across his neck. Blood sprayed all over me, and he fell to his knees.

      I’d severed his larynx, and his ravaged throat emitted only a gagging noise. I brought the knife back again, then plunged it under his ribs, into his heart, stopping it completely.

      Oren fell back on the floor with a thud, and I stared down at my own blood-soaked body. I’d seen my fair share of blood before, but I couldn’t say I’d ever bathed in it like this.

      Holy hells. I still had no idea where to find Wren, and I was now stuck in the middle of enemy territory with a dead body on my hands.

      My lungs constricted. Any knight who stepped out of his room right now would smell the hot blood all over me, and the Nathair’s claws would be in my throat within seconds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      I backed away from Oren’s corpse. This wasn’t exactly like finding a dead body in our shop—those cold slabs of evil. By the time they’d been laid on our wood floor, their bodies had turned blue and stiff. This one streamed hot blood, and I had a nagging doubt in my mind that maybe I shouldn’t have killed him. Any knight who stepped out of their room would scent the coppery smell immediately and come running.

      Second of all, Oren had been a loyal servant of the Storm God. Would Taru smite me over this? Was I as mad as the kings of Edinnu?

      I shook my head. No … this had been self-defense. Anyone could see that. He was going to kill me. In any case, I couldn’t stand here mentally arguing with myself. I had to hide the body—fast.

      I still had the knife in my side, and I was bleeding fast enough that it was making me dizzy. Pain shot through my gut, and I did not relish the thought of pulling it out. Still, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      Gritting my teeth, I gripped the hilt and counted to three. I yanked the dagger out of me. Wincing, I lay it down on the floor quietly.

      Blood … everywhere. My blood. Oren’s blood. I’d made quite the mess on the hunt for Wren.

      Okay, think, Cora. Think.

      One thing at a time. Heal belly. Hide body. Clean up the mess. Return to room without anyone noticing.

      I pressed my hand to my side and muttered a healing charm, focusing my magic on the wound. It tingled over my side—slow at first, then picking up speed over my ribs and stomach. My body was shaking, but the spell started to work. After only a few seconds, the knife wound began to close.

      I breathed out slowly. That was one problem dealt with.

      Now what?

      I couldn’t leave Oren here. I’d be tracking blood all the way back to my room. I needed to hide him somewhere and clean up the mess.

      I tightened my blood-covered fists. Dread blazed in my mind. If only I knew a corpse-dissolving spell….

      I scanned the hallway, my thoughts churning like hurricane clouds. Every second that passed increased the possibility that some knight would pop out of their room and find me. This hallway was impossibly long, stretching on forever in both directions, and I had no idea where I was. I’d been running in a panic.

      What if I was near the Nathair now? Or the Reaper? What the hells was a Reaper, anyway?

      Before panic could sink its claws fully into my heart, I knelt and grabbed Oren by his feet. I started pulling the body, blood and gore streaking the stone behind him. I spotted a door a few feet away from me and headed for it. Oren’s head lolled to the side, and while he left smears of blood, he was no longer spraying it everywhere.

      The bastard was heavy. Dragging him wasn’t easy, and I suppressed my grunts. But through sheer force of will, I reached the door.

      I let Oren’s legs fall, then pressed my ear against the wood, listening with my keen fae senses. Nothing on the other side. No snoring, no talking. Could be a quiet sleeper. If someone was dreaming in there, I could hit them with another sleep spell to make sure they didn’t wake.

      With trembling fingers, I turned the handle and slowly inched the door open, holding my breath. When the door creaked, the sound set my skin on fire.

      I froze, but I didn’t hear anyone stir. Just a dark, silent room. When I was sure I heard no one’s breath but my own, I moved farther into the room, bumping up against a wall. How small was this space?

      I summoned a glowing orb of light.

      By all the grace of the Storm God, I found myself in a closet. Relief filled me as I spotted the shelves and brooms and buckets. And what’s more, the heavy oak door would mask the blood scent.

      I grabbed Oren as fast as I could and dragged him inside. The space wasn’t huge, just a few square feet, but it was enough to stuff Oren inside and sit him upright against one of the walls. When I let him go, his head slumped to the side, and he tipped over against a shelf.

      Good. Task number two completed. Body hidden, even if it wasn’t well hidden.

      I swallowed hard, looking down at my blood-soaked hands, the blood pooling all over the floor. Luckily, a bucket of rags stood on one of the shelves in here. Would they be enough? I could try, anyway, starting with the bottoms of my feet so I wouldn’t leave a trail of bloody footprints everywhere I went.

      Frantic now, I grabbed the rags and scrubbed the blood off the soles of my bare feet.

      Then, I headed back to the scene of the crime. No, not crime. No crime here. This was clearly self-defense. No jury would convict, and Taru could not reasonably complain if he’d seen the whole thing.

      Mind racing, I knelt, but the rags barely soaked up any blood at all. After only a couple of moments, I was holding a soggy, dripping mass of disturbingly warm fabric that felt more like someone’s guts than a rag.

      Bloody hells.

      I dropped the rags, and they hit the ground with a squelch. I was up to my elbows in blood, now. There was no way I’d be able to clean it all up with little bits of cotton cloth. A cleaning spell…. Why had I never learned a cleaning spell? Oh, right. I didn’t give a hobo’s hat about cleanliness.

      Options and possibilities raced through my mind like bullets firing out of a machine gun.

      That was when I heard voices again, and adrenaline shot through my blood. Were those the guards I’d heard earlier?

      There wasn’t exactly a reasonable explanation for this state of affairs—me in the hallway at midnight, barefoot and looking like Carrie at prom. What are you doing there, miss? Oh, I just like to bathe in blood sometimes. Keeps the skin fresh, and also I like having flies buzzing around me at all times. You know how it goes. Regular girl stuff.

      Frantic now, I scanned my immediate surroundings. Nothing but dark hallways, a bloody floor, and a mess of disgusting rags at my feet. I ducked around a corner, hiding myself.

      “T-T-Taru.” The word stuck to the back of my teeth, like the God was cursing me, rejecting me. “M-M-Mighty Storm God, ruler of tempests, bringer of fire, empower your servant with the gift of m-m-magic. Grant me your strength.”

      I didn’t have to invoke the Storm God for my magic to work, but it helped in tough spots. This definitely counted as a tough spot.

      Magic moved through me like a wave, crashing out of me and spilling into the world. Lightning hammered the castle’s outer walls, thunder roaring so loudly it made my chest vibrate. Pressure started to build in the very air, the charge making the hairs on my arms stand on end. The walls shook, then the ground trembled.

      I peered around the corner at the two lumbering guards, moving closer toward me.

      “Do you smell that?” one of them said. “Smells like blood, don’t it?”

      I hurled my magic down the hall. When the two fae came into view, they were already looking around at the rumbling, trembling walls, now distracted from the blood scent.

      “What the hells is that? Do you hear that?” one of them asked.

      “The lightning? Of course I do, I’m not deaf.”

      The first fae pointed straight ahead. “No,” he yelled, “that!”

      Across from them, barreling down the far end of the hallway, came a massive wave of frothing water.

      At the sight of it, my eyes widened, and ice sank into the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t meant to call up quite that much water, though it would certainly clean up the blood. The wave barreled down the long hall, heading right for me. The fae turned on their heels and ran.

      My stomach swooped, and I took off in a sprint after them.

      “Guiding light,” I whispered as I ran, “take me back to my room.” Like a butterfly fluttering out of my palm, the silver ball popped into the air and zoomed down the hall in front of me.

      At least the rushing water would wash away all traces of Oren’s blood, even if it would probably also wake up half the castle. I was hedging my bets that a small tidal wave ripping through their corridors would distract them from the fact that Oren was missing, or that a stray unsworn was running around looking like a serial killer.

      I heard fae screaming in the halls now, trying to figure out what was happening, but I kept my focus on the little silver ball.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins. I turned corner after corner, running at full speed, bare feet slapping the stones. After a few turns, the roar of water fell away behind me. I stole a quick glance back, relieved to find the wave dying down.

      At last, I reached my corridor, completely winded. Mercifully, it was empty. The Nathair wasn’t standing around, listening to wave noises.

      Careful not to make too much noise, I snuck back into Helgar’s room and stalked along his farthest wall. The sleep spell still had him entirely knocked out, and his snores rang off the ceiling. Pretty sure he wouldn’t have woken up even if his arse was on fire.

      While he slept, I uttered the charm to unlock the door to my room, my hands trembling a little.

      I sighed with relief when I got back into my room to find Ree sleeping soundly. I closed the door behind me, catching my breath.

      Then, I pulled off the bloodied clothes I wore. I still didn’t have a bra, since I’d come here naked and wasn’t about to ask the Nathair for one. Since they were the only set of clean clothes I had right now, I needed to do my best to wash out the blood.

      I snatched my water glass from the dresser and poured a bit of water all over myself, washing off the blood as best I could. Shivering, I shoved my blood-soaked clothes into a small gap between the cot and the wall.

      Something had the hair rising on the back of my neck, and it took me a moment to realize what it was—just the tiniest tinge of draconic magic skimming over my naked skin.

      He’s coming. The bloody dragon. Surely a beast like him could hear my heart from here? It sounded like a fist against a door.

      Fear stole my breath. I dove into the bed, yanked up the sheets, and rolled over. But relief moved over me when I heard him move on—probably leaving to investigate the little tidal wave situation I’d created.

      I heaved a sigh, but I wasn’t completely out of danger yet. Oren’s corpse was still slumped in a closet. That wasn’t going to go unnoticed. And where was Wren?

      Not in the dungeons, apparently. I pulled the little bag of herbs from the pocket of my bloody clothes, then carefully hid it under my mattress.

      Bugger. Where else would she be?

      My stomach dropped.

      I wasn’t too late, was I?
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      It had been a sleepless night. A sleepless night of worrying about Wren and of sneaking into Helgar’s room once more. And what if Ree woke up and smelled the blood? Sure, she’d been nice so far. But I didn’t trust anyone except Wren. It had always been that way.

      After an hour of lying awake in bed, I’d crept into Helgar’s room, naked. I’d pushed open his window and started washing my bloodied clothes out in the rain, watching him for signs of movement, but it was taking too long so I went one step further. I let them drop. Gone. No more blood.

      No more clothes either, unfortunately.

      It must have been nearly morning by the time I finally fell asleep, dreaming of pancakes—and the Nathair’s silky voice woke me with a start.

      “My room, now,” he said.

      I blinked, looking around the room. Sunlight streamed in through the open door. Ree had already left for the morning, so it was just me and Dragon Man. His dark shirt was unbuttoned a little at the front, and I could see angry red scars on his chest. Gifts from Taru. His silvery magic twisted into the room, strangely warm on my skin. And disturbingly pleasurable. I shifted under the sheets.

      It took me a moment to remember I was stark naked under the covers. Pulse racing, I pulled the sheets up over my shoulders.

      He cocked his head, eyes sliding to where my bare shoulder had been exposed a moment ago. He went very still, like a lion about to attack, and darkness flashed in his eyes. He’d obviously noticed the bare shoulders, but he hadn’t said anything yet. In fact, we were just staring at each other rather awkwardly.

      On the plus side, he wasn’t blaming me for Oren’s death. Yet.

      “You want me to go into your room?” I asked, stalling.

      Little issue, here. Even if he left me alone to get dressed, I didn’t have any clothes to wear. During the night, I’d hoped that the little pixie who delivered our meals and fresh clothes would’ve shown up by now, but there were no fresh, dry clothes at the end of my bed. So how did I explain this?

      “Is there a problem?” he asked, his commanding voice like velvet on my skin. He wasn’t budging from the doorway.

      So, what the hells was I supposed to do right now?

      It was a good thing I’d been blessed with a quick mind.

      I slid my legs off the side of the bed and tightened the bedsheet around me. Holding it in position with one hand, I crossed closer to the Nathair. He stayed right where he was, and when I reached him, I looked up at him.

      He didn’t budge. He stared at me with an intensity I’d never seen on him before, gray eyes burning like lightning. I couldn’t quite read his expression.

      Warm magic caressed my body. Dragon magic. Why had no one ever told me that dragon magic felt seductive, like it was luring me to him? I clenched my jaw, reminding myself that this man would execute me—and Wren—in a heartbeat. I thought of him in his draconic form, swooping over cities, burning them down. Don’t let a pretty face fool you, darling.

      He leaned against the door frame, and I glanced at the dark scales on the back of his hand. The Nathair cocked one of his eyebrows, slid off the doorframe, and went into his room. I followed with the bedsheet wrapped around me like a bath towel.

      “What are you wearing?” he purred.

      “Nothing.” A little shrug. Act casual, Cora.

      His eyes narrowed, and for an instant I thought they sailed across the shape of my body like fingertips. “Nothing?”

      “Mister Nathair, you look like a man who cares about how the world perceives him.”

      His eyebrows arched. “Mister Nathair?”

      “Well, I don’t actually know your name, so that’s what I’m having to call you … in my head, at least.”

      “My name is not your concern.”

      “Right, that’s why I didn’t ask for it. You actually cut me off while I was making my point.”

      “You have a point? How refreshing.” His gray eyes sparkled.

      I took a breath. “As I was saying … you act bored, but you like to look good, don’t you? You enjoy being admired.”

      “Admired isn’t the word I would use. Worshipped, perhaps.”

      I stared at him. “Wow, your ego is certainly impressive. Anyway, I was thinking—”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

      “—my performance in these trials directly impacts the way you are perceived, doesn’t it? You’re supposed to be my mentor.”

      “It also impacts on whether or not you get to keep your life,” he said in a casual tone.

      “Right. But my point is, I’ll be representing you. The Nathair. A creature born to be worshipped.” Was I laying it on too thick?

      The intensity had left his eyes now, and he’d adopted his usual bored, disdainful expression. “You’re representing me and our house.”

      “Don’t you think I should look a little more impressive? Two of your House Dorcha members are dressed like peasants. It makes you look bad. We should be elegant, like you.”

      “I think you may have overestimated the degree to which I care what others think.” He cocked his head. “Though the idea of dressing you up could be diverting. What if I say no, that you can just compete your trials naked as you were when you arrived?”

      Yeah, there was always that possibility. “You could make that decision,” I said in a low voice. “But if you make that decision, I’ll tell you to piss right off. Do you want me to tell you what’ll happen next?”

      He angled his head to the other side, his stoic expression registering a bit more interest. “Amuse me.”

      “You’ll call me insubordinate, threaten to execute me, blah, blah. But powerful as you are, you’ve seen my magic, too. You ripped it right out of my chest without my permission. You know what I can do. I’ll make you hurt a long time after you kill me. I’ll make you wish you were dead.”

      “What makes you think I don’t already?” he murmured.

      I blinked. “What?”

      When he didn’t respond, I went on.

      “Look, you know that I’m the best unsworn in the House Dorcha, and you don’t want to lose me. I don’t really understand why the Institute needs a witch here so badly, but whatever the case, you know I’m the best. Not to mention the fact that Taru matched us.”

      “The Storm God. That attention-seeking whore, always demanding more, desperate for adulation. Feed me souls, prove that you adore me. I really don’t give a dented ha’penny what he thinks.” His eyes never left mine, and for the briefest of moments, I thought I saw a faint flash of rage pierce his serene exterior. Then, his usual mask of calm returned to his perfect features.

      “A dented ha’penny,” I repeated. “You really are old as the rocks, aren’t you? But more importantly, I’m frankly shocked Taru didn’t strike you down for what you said.”

      I wanted to ask why he was here if he didn’t care about Taru, but that would be getting us sidetracked. And there’s no way he’d tell me anyway.

      “I’m not putting the old clothes back on. So, can I get a better outfit or do you have to kill me?”

      A quick flick of his eyes up and down my body. Then, he traced a lazy fingertip over my bare shoulder. The casual gesture made me shiver, my eyes locked on him. My body responded to him in a very unsettling way—and I was pretty sure he knew it. Which kind of made me want to die.

      He looked infinitely amused, eyes sparkling. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the giant bloody wave that crashed through our fortress last night, would it?”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. Play dumb. Play dumb. “A wave? Of water?”

      “No, of enthusiastic football spectators waving their arms about. Yes, a wave of water.” “Nope.” Good answer. Simple.

      He stroked a hand over his chin. “You’ll be wearing only a sheet until I agree to your terms?” he asked softly.

      “Yes. And Ree should get new clothes, too.”

      “Ree?”

      “My roommate. Don’t you know her name?”

      “Is there some reason I should?”

      “I guess not….” I trailed off, waiting for him to finally come to a decision. I was starting to notice that his room was a little colder than I was used to. He’d drawn his warm magic back into himself, and I actually missed it. The cold marble on my feet was making my toes numb. “Look, I know you can just make clothing with your magic. You made the dress for me. You already know my size.”

      Something dangerous twinkled in his eyes. “You liked the feel of it on your body, didn’t you? You’ll wear whatever I make for you, understood?” That slow, lazy fingertip tracing over the bedsheet again—then, onto the bare skin at my neck. A strange thrill rippled through me as he leaned in to whisper, “But Cora, do not make the mistake of thinking you are indispensable. You are not.”

      I nodded, fully aware that if I spoke now, I’d stutter. I could not care less how I looked. I just needed something not drenched by seawater, ripped open by a knife … and thrown into the sea.

      “Your next trial is later today,” he went on. “But first, I want you to help me with something. I want your help in finding Oren. He didn’t show up for morning worship, and the Grand Master has asked me to track him down. I might need your witch skills.”

      My stomach fell to the floor. In my mind, I got a flash of Oren’s corpse sitting in that little closet, slumped against the wall. How long till they smelled him? A day, perhaps?

      “Any idea where he went?” My mouth had gone completely dry.

      “No. Oren never misses worship. He’s an idiot, but he’s pious. I’ll make you something to wear, and you’ll help me find him.”

      With that, the Nathair meandered out of his room. It seemed I wouldn’t get to see how the magic worked.

      As soon as he was out of the door, I sat on his bed wearing nothing but a bedsheet. I had to help find Oren, the man I’d murdered last night. On top of that, I faced another trial today.

      If ever I needed to focus and not let my composure break, it was now.
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      After a few minutes, a pixie strutted in with a fresh set of clothes, crafted by the Nathair. Lucky for me, the dragon seemed to prefer function over form. I found myself with a sleek set of leather trousers, with boots to match, and a simple but elegant shirt—dark silver, like the Nathair’s magic. He’d even made me underwear—black and sheer, exactly my size. Weird, weird, weird.

      As soon as I’d stepped into the knickers, his magic licked at my body. It hummed and tingled over my bare skin before settling into a delicious warmth over my belly, like the summer sun. Had he done that on purpose somehow?

      Gods damn this was distracting, and I had a whole lot of other shit to think about—like the dead body I’d left in the closet, and my missing best friend.

      One thing at a time, Cora. I still had the chance of finding Wren if I could become a knight. As a knight, I’d have the secrets to the Institute, and I’d find where she was. I just needed that to happen as soon as possible.

      And the corpse? I’d find a way to get rid of it. Simple as that.

      I pulled on the leather trousers, gritting my teeth to keep my focus. I bit my lip. My friend Aenor the Avenger would know what to do with an unwanted corpse. I was sure she had a spell for it. I just needed some spare time to contact her through magic.

      Along with the clothes, the pixie had brought a plate of food—bread, butter, eggs, and coffee. But this morning, I didn’t have much of an appetite. I picked up a piece of bread, chewing on it halfheartedly while I thought about the logistics of corpse disposal.

      As I chewed the bread, I thought about the Nathair. In a strange way, I felt more wary of him than ever. He’d known I was lying about the wave, about the clothes. And yet he’d gone along with my request anyway. Why? What was his next game plan?

      I wasn’t looking forward to finding out.

      “Why haven’t you eaten?” His deep, disdainful voice interrupted my thoughts.

      I stared up at him, ripping my gaze away from the plate. “No reason. Thanks for the clothes.”

      “We’re leaving now. I assume you know a tracking spell?”

      Oh, shit. I did know a tracking spell, as it happened. In fact, I’d used one last night to find the dungeons.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, they don’t work if someone has used a protection against it. But we could try it, of course.”

      A slight curl of his lips. “He wouldn’t have the first idea how to use a protection spell. He can barely read.”

      “I don’t know his mind, Mister Nathair.”

      I followed the Nathair into the hall. He walked at a much more relaxed pace than I’d expect, given the missing knight situation. As we walked, he hardly deigned to look at me, and he didn’t utter a word. Perhaps I was less interesting to him fully dressed.

      In silence, I followed him through the castle’s labyrinthine hallways until we passed by a section that looked all too familiar.

      My eye twitched when I saw the reverent sister on her knees at the far end of the hall, a rag in hand, wiping down one of the stone floors I’d flooded last night. She dutifully mopped the floor and wrung the rag out. When she looked at me, all I could see was her black veil and the hint of porcelain features behind it.

      I glanced at the corpse closet and sniffed the air. I couldn’t smell death—yet. I scanned the floor, searching for any remnants of the blood, but the Nathair got close enough to it that I thought for a panicked moment he could’ve smelled the blood. Lucky for me, the heavy oak door was all the protection I needed.

      As we approached the sister, she stood and bowed. The Nathair barely looked at her. She put two fingers to her chin, then to her forehead. “Taru protects.”

      “Taru protects,” I replied, mimicking her movements with my fingers.

      She watched me as we moved past her, resuming her duties only after we were a good distance away from her.

      “Does he?” The Nathair kept his stormy gaze straight ahead.

      “What?”

      “Does he protect?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “What’s your issue with Taru? Maybe your ego feels that his divinity is a threat to your own?”

      He slid his dispassionate gaze to me. “Cora, are you calling me divine? I am flattered.”

      Once again, I tried to ignore the tingling warmth of his magic on my body. “The only truth I understand is this. Taru is a thinking force of nature. A tornado that decides what house it smashes and which it misses. I’m not going to make my life harder for myself by tempting fate.”

      We reached the end of a hall—a part of the fortress I hadn’t yet seen. I didn’t see a door, just a black slab of stone before us. The Nathair touched it, and his silvery magic spilled from his fingertips, over the wall. It spiraled over the surface until an opening formed in the wall, one that grew larger and larger.

      He had a strange sort of magic, one that didn’t require spells, like mine. I hadn’t even known that was possible, but it looked almost like … like he was connected to the walls themselves.

      He stepped into the warm Mediterranean air, and I followed. As soon as I stepped outside, the walls closed over again.

      I blinked up at the sun, disoriented. A moment ago, I’d been hearing the faint rumbling of thunder. Out here, though, birds chirped in the blue sky and cicadas droned on in the heat. A plane circled overhead, about to land. Life outside of the Institute went on as usual.

      “Is there something you’re waiting for?” asked the Nathair. Sunlight gilded the perfect planes of his face, and he cocked his head. “If you’re unable to help me, perhaps I’ll have to take my clothes back.”

      I was going to have to make it convincing. If he sensed I was faking, he’d start to put the pieces together that I had something to do with Oren’s disappearance.

      But tracking spells could take all different forms. The Nathair wouldn’t know exactly what it was supposed to look like.

      Think, Cora.

      “I need to be higher,” I said.

      “Why?” the Nathair asked.

      “The magic works best when I’m closer to the sky.”

      “We’re on a mountain.”

      Dammit.

      I cast my eyes across the Bay of Gibraltar again, watching the way the sun glittered on the water’s surface. Somewhere nearby, monkeys screeched at each other, probably swinging in the trees. After the gray walls and gloom of the Institute, it was hard to focus out here.

      Come on, Cora.

      “I know a powerful tracking spell.” I took a breath and stretched my right hand out. With my fingers splayed, I started muttering under my breath in the magical Angelic language. I’d give him a little visual display.

      One by one, tiny arcs of static electricity began to zip across my hand. Slowly, I willed the charge to build and build, until soon enough, my entire arm crackled with power. In an instant, that wonderfully clear sky began to turn to charcoal. A sheet of gray clouds spilled over the back of the Rock like a slow wave and poured over the city.

      Somewhere nearby, thunder—real thunder—made itself known, a low rumble that vibrated every bone in my body.

      This was all bullshit. Fanfare. Whether the Nathair was buying it or not I didn’t know, but I kept it up for about a minute or so before finally releasing the magic. The static charge around my arm died off, the thunder rolled away, but the cloud hanging over the Rock remained.

      A beat passed, then another.

      “Well?” the Nathair asked.

      “He’s down there,” I said, pointing at the small city rolling away from us. I decided to narrow my focus and pick a spot in the city, a place called Casemates Square. “There’s a few restaurants down there, and you can buy churros. Maybe … Oren went for early-morning churros?”

      “To buy churros?” His lip curled, and his words dripped with such derision I wish I’d come up with a better explanation. I’d been more focused on the magic.

      “Well, I don’t know what he does with his time. You asked me to show you where he was, not judge his life choices. I’m telling you, he’s somewhere over there, by the churro shop. Can I go back to sleep now?”

      “Sleep? No. You’re coming with me.”

      “Coming with you?”

      He took a step closer to me and leaned down to speak in a low voice next to my ear. His warm magic skittered over my skin, sending alarm bells ringing in my head. “Cora. You’re not lying to me, are you?”

      Goosebumps rose over my skin at his tone. His body had taken on that eerie, animal stillness, like a snake about to strike.

      “You’re not here for the right reasons.”

      My lungs tightened. How the hells did he know that? I didn’t answer him.

      “Do you know what I did to the last person who betrayed me?” He spoke in a dangerous whisper. “I pulled his lungs out through his back and left him to die.” He stroked the back of his finger down my cheek, and I shuddered. Despite the savagery of what he was saying, his gray eyes danced with cruel amusement. “You’ve heard of the savagery of the mad kings of Edinnu?”

      Oh, yes, Mister Nathair. I knew what the king of Edinnu had done. It was why I’d left.

      “Maybe you’ve even seen it firsthand,” he added.

      My heart skipped a beat. How did he know? Was he linked to the king?

      The Nathair’s eyes sparkled with cold savagery. “The kings bound their own subjects to rocky shores and used magic to call up waves strong enough to break their bones. Just understand that their brutality is nothing compared to mine.”

      He stared directly at me, and the weight of his gaze was almost too much to bear. Shadows of his draconic wings swooped behind him. I wanted to tear my gaze away, but I didn’t feel like I could. For some insane reason, I thought, maybe, he could see right into my soul with those eyes.

      My blood had turned to ice, and I had an overwhelming urge to flee.

      Wren.

      I didn’t have a choice. I had to turn away from him and look across the city. I was worried if I held his eyes for too long, I’d crumble. Maybe it was dragon-shifters in general, or maybe it was just him, but I couldn’t deal with having his full scrutiny like that.

      I took a breath to control my breathing and my stutter, then spoke again. “We should go and find Oren.”

      “I need a witch who will obey me.” He shrugged slowly. “Otherwise this is all for nothing.”

      “What is all for nothing?”

      A flash of gold lit his eyes, but the placid look never left his face. As always, he was perfectly composed. “I don’t trust you. I felt your power. You come from a powerful line of fae, yet you live like a pauper. So where do you come from, little witch?”

      “Orphan. No idea.”

      A slow, lethal smile. “A lie.”

      Like the clouds that had crashed into the back of the Rock a moment ago, I felt his dark, silvery magic crash into me. It burned like a furnace. Darkness pooled in his eyes.

      “Tell me who you are.”

      He was searing me with his magic, and my skin was on fire. Gods, I hated him so much.

      A booming voice sounded from behind me. “Melkarth.”

      The Nathair’s magic slipped away from me. All at once, the searing heat had left my skin.

      My skull felt strangely silent. My skin stopped burning, and now my teeth were chattering. I hated feeling that out of control. The Nathair, truly, was a monster. “You revolt me.” The venom in my voice surprised even me. “You psychotic freak.”

      He was staring at me with a look of confusion. The mountain wind rushed over us, and the quiet between us felt sharp and cold. It seemed, for the first time, he didn’t know what to do.

      “Melkarth!” The voice sounded again and seemed to pull him out of his trance. He looked over my shoulder, and my wild heartbeat started to slow down.

      I glanced back, and there I saw the Grand Master of the Institute, looking resplendent in navy blue on a parapet just above us. He’d been watching us.

      “What do you want?” The Nathair shoved his hands into his pockets like he had not a care in the world.

      Wait a minute. Melkarth? That was his name?

      “It’s time,” said Raegon. “Taru has blessed us with favorable winds and stormy weather. The trials shall begin now. Not tonight.”

      Despite the conversation we’d just had, his eyes twinkled. “Oh, I don’t think that was Taru.”

      Raegon stared at him. “Bring her to the pillar. Now.”
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      I stood outside in the storm under a thicket of olive trees that didn’t quite shield me from the lashing rain, or the ripping lightning that had come after.

      Without a word, the Nathair had brought me to a spot high up on the Rock of Gibraltar, with an expansive view of the world around it. To the south, I could just about see Africa’s shores through the clouds. To the north and west was Spain, its coast now battered by the rough seas.

      The bay’s water beneath us churned and frothed. Ships rocked from side to side, waves crashing around them. It looked like a scene from my homeland—the fanatical king with his silver hair, calling up storms to drown his heathen subjects. Goosebumps prickled over my skin.

      How had Melkarth known I was from Edinnu? Was he a spy, and would he report me? What the hells was going on?

      Taru’s power electrified the air, and something stirred inside of me—a savage instinct I had to force back into the darkest hollows of my mind.

      Stay in control.

      I breathed deeply, focusing on the scent of brine, the taste of salt on my lips. I needed my head to be here, in the present, watching out for Melkarth.

      I’d thought his name was ridiculous at first, but now that I’d had more time to think about it, it was oddly fitting. It had a distinctly masculine quality about it. It was a name that commanded authority, respect, and fear, but hinted at something more. Something beneath the surface. And what’s more, it rolled around the inside of my mind like an ancient curse.

      Lightning ripped through the clouds, and the thunder that followed rattled my chest. I stood on a flat patch of the famous rock. Here, a single marble column stood, ravaged by time, covered in inscriptions. Humans couldn’t see the real monument. In fact, I could see human tourists below us, dressed in parkas. They were snapping selfies around a fake monument beneath us. I didn’t think they could see me at all.

      One by one, the knights of the Institute trailed onto our spot on the Rock. None of them held an umbrella or used rain-repelling magic. They just let themselves become soaked. If the Storm God wanted them drenched today, they would be drenched. When Ree showed up, with droplets of rain soaking her dark curls, we gave each other faint smiles.

      Did any of the unsworn know what we were doing here? Was I the only one who’d been left in the dark?

      As the other unsworn took their spots around the pillar, I got the impression I was supposed to join them. I cast a quick look at Melkarth. He slid his icy gaze to me, his face an emotionless mask.

      “Any hint what this trial is about?” I asked. “You’re still my mentor. Shouldn’t you be … mentoring?”

      His lip twitched, and for a moment, he looked like a beast about to devour its prey. “Well. This will certainly be interesting. Good luck.”

      Without another word, he meandered over to the pillar.

      Hugging myself, I crossed over to the rest, blinking the rain from my eyes. As I approached, I noticed something inscribed into the pillar itself. Non plus ultra. I couldn’t read Latin.

      The Grand Master raised his hands and looked into the sky. Lightning thrashed about the clouds, strike after strike. Raegon smiled a strange sort of ecstatic smile as the rain whipped his face.

      “Devoted followers of Taru,” he bellowed to the skies. “We have been blessed with the perfect conditions for our trial.” The Grand Master cast a look around the gathered congregation. “Do you know where you stand?”

      Silence. But I knew where we were, and this was a chance to impress him. I wanted to become a knight as soon as possible.

      “Girl.” Raegon pointed to me, squinting. “Answer.”

      Girl? Didn’t he know my name? I suppressed a sigh. “We’re standing at one of the two pillars of Hercules.” No idea where the other one was.

      “Excellent, child. You are precisely right.”

      Letha glared daggers at me from across the way, but maybe Taru would strike her down during the trial.

      Raegon’s silver hair whipped around his head. “This sacred spot is a place knights of this Institute have been sworn to protect from all threats and dangers … from within, and without.”

      Threats from within…. Now that sounded interesting. Didn’t they realize that Melkarth was a threat? He didn’t even care for the Storm God they were supposed to serve.

      “Non plus ultra,” Raegon intoned. “It means nothing further beyond. Those words are inscribed into this pillar and its lost twin, which once sat across the stormy strait. The humans have been told many stories about this place, most about the demigod Hercules. The truth, however, has always been written on the pillar itself. Nothing further. The pillars are a warning—a warning to anyone foolish enough to get close that they must turn back. Do not go beyond here.” Raegon’s magic beamed from his body, tinged with gold. “Only there is … there is so much more. Taru shows the chosen one its true purpose.”

      Thunder roared. When lightning flashed again, it illuminated the faces of the unsworn standing around me. Ree stood across from me, wiping blue eyeliner off her tawny cheeks.

      Raegon stared up at the seething storm clouds, magic staining the air around him with gold. “Before Taru can reveal the truth to you, you must complete this trial. The Storm God wishes to know his knights are strong enough to wield his power. Otherwise, you are of no use to him. And who shall be the first to receive this gift?”

      Tarvis stepped forward, his power lashing the air. Blond waves fell elegantly over his thorny golden crown and pure confidence shone in his green eyes. “I am the Storm God’s chosen one.”

      Sure you are, Tarvis.

      “Very well,” said Raegon.

      Tarvis stepped forward and knelt before Raegon. I was actually glad this arse had gone first, because now I could watch what I was supposed to do.

      Raegon leaned down and cupped Tarvis’s head in his hands. “Lightning is the fury of the Storm God. If you can call the lightning from the sky and bring it under your control, you will have earned Taru’s favor and passed this trial.”

      I blinked in surprise. This should be interesting. I was good at doing magic. Really good. But I’d never called lightning to my hand before. The kind of power necessary to draw fire out of the sky like that was immense, and that wasn’t even the worst part. You had to be able to hold the magic inside of yourself. In fact, you essentially had to turn yourself into a lightning rod. And failure to control it meant burning to death in a lightning strike—a scorched body, charred bones.

      Basically, this kind of magic had more chance of killing you than it had of actually working.

      “We will be watching your powers carefully to help determine who shall be our next knight at the Institute. This is your chance to prove yourself. The losing house must cut an unsworn tonight. Tarvis, you may begin.”

      As Raegon backed away from him, Tarvis lifted his arms to the sky. Granted, he looked like he knew what he was doing, but the privileged classes always did, even if they had no flipping clue what was going on. I was sure he was thinking something along the lines of I deserve for this to work.

      Tarvis opened his mouth and roared at the clouds. As much as I hated to admit it, his magic was powerful, and it crackled through my bones. Lightning flashed furiously above, ripping open the gray belly of the sky. Strike after strike, the light shifted and danced on the faces of the unsworn, creating shadows that seemed to move all around us like a cabaret of dark creatures.

      The Nathair’s shadow looked winged and monstrous. He wore sophisticated skin, but the gods’ light showed what lurked underneath the surface—a beast.

      Tarvis’s roaring grew louder, a sound I thought all of Gibraltar would mistake for thunder. I glanced up at the heaving clouds, their motions following the sweeps of Tarvis’s arm. Slowly, a column of clouds began to fall, looking like a small tornado surrounded by arcs of lightning. All around us, the wind picked up, whipping my hair into my face. The clouds boomed as the light show continued.

      When it all fell silent, my ears were ringing. The clouds glowed with light from the inside, but the lightning had stopped.

      So, he did know what he was doing. Bollocks. I wasn’t saying I wanted him to die, but it wouldn’t be the worst thing if Taru were to singe his hair off and he had to creep home in disgrace. I was starting to feel that wouldn’t be on the cards. The wanker had clearly practiced this at home.

      He thrust his hand toward the clouds. As he did, a bolt of lightning shot from the sky and struck his palm.

      The lightning disappeared, and the air smelled charged and singed. Tarvis stood proud, looking like some kind of … well, like the bloody Storm God himself. Unhurt, unburned, unfazed.

      The smug smile on his face made me want to push him off the Rock just a bit.

      And now, it was time for the House Dorcha.
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      Ree’s lightning strikes had shot wildly all over the Rock, missing her hand entirely and singeing Helgar’s hair. Letha’s lighting had struck a tourist and lit his parka on fire. She was still pouting about that, her pink hair plastered to her head, muttering that the tourist’s jacket had been made of metal.

      So far, only Tarvis had proven himself. Now, Affian stood before the column, his green hair gleaming in the gloomy light. The other fae probably didn’t notice, but his legs were trembling a little. He didn’t look prepared.

      He lifted his hand partway to the skies, muttered a spell under his breath, and the clouds gleamed with bright light under their surfaces. But something didn’t seem quite right. Lightning was flickering all over the city, and I could have sworn I saw Taru’s dark eyes staring at us with disapproval.

      An icy shiver rippled over my whole body. This will not end well.

      When Affian thrust his hand at the sky, lightning seared the dark clouds and struck his body. His cloak ignited with flames as he fell to the ground, and he burned like a torch.

      No one moved to help him; it was clear the strike had killed him.

      The flames from his cloak warmed the dark like a macabre bonfire. I gaped at his charred body, wincing at the grisly spectacle.

      “Oh my gods,” Letha whispered, her hand covering her mouth. The sight of a flaming tourist hadn’t bothered her, but the death of a noble fae was beyond the pale.

      Affian’s mentor stalked off, his coat billowing behind him. Two down for the House Leus. He looked as if the whole situation had irritated him.

      I should have been thrilled that the competition was getting cut down, that I was closer to my goal—but this all seemed a bit … disturbing. Not to mention the fact that I’d be catching Taru in a foul mood when it was my turn. Apparently, he didn’t want to play today.

      “You, girl!” Raegon pointed at me, smiling kindly. “Come on, then.”

      Not a word about the still burning corpse on the ground. We’d just let the rain extinguish the flames and pretend it wasn’t happening. This was, apparently, just a normal day in the trials, with a flaming body. Business as usual.

      I gritted my teeth, pushing my reservations aside. If I could survive this, I’d learn the secrets of the Institute. There was only one spot open, and I needed it.

      I stepped into the center of the circle, wrinkling my nose at the burning body. I tried not to think about the smell, or the way Affian had convulsed when he’d been struck. I couldn’t let myself imagine this would happen to me.

      There were many things I couldn’t think about right now: Taru’s wrath, the body I’d left in a closet. Wren struggling for breath. Melkarth’s discovery that I came from Edinnu, and his unspoken threats. Now, I just had to think about Taru’s magic.

      He owed me for what he’d made me do.

      I stood a few feet from Affian’s body, and Tarvis’s green eyes pierced me. I could actually feel how badly he wanted me to fail. He wanted another barbecued fae for the Rock.

      The corner of my mouth twitched. Tarvis didn’t know it—none of them knew it—but Taru and I had a long and close history. I knew his power like I knew my own heartbeat.

      I glanced up at the sky. The clouds still looked angry, thick, and seething, casting the Rock and the entire bay in near darkness. It looked entirely unnatural. Raindrops hammered my face. I blinked to keep the water out of my eyes. My sleek new clothes clung to my skin with cold rain.

      “Here goes,” I muttered under my breath.

      I lifted my hand, and a static charge danced between my fingertips. I would turn my body into a lightning rod if it killed me—which, as I’d just seen, was an actual possibility.

      No time to dwell on my fears now.

      With one quick movement, I pushed my hand up and aimed it directly into the clouds. The fireworks started right away. Power—raw, magical power—pulsed through me so hard it made my body tremble.

      Every crack of lightning, every crash of thunder in the skies became an extension of me. I was myself, but at the same time, I was the clouds. I was the elements. I was everywhere. And in the back of my mind, stirring like a monster of clouds and light, lurked the Storm God. I could feel him, his presence and attention as familiar as they were terrifying.

      He was close. And he was close because I had come to him this time. I had opened the conduit into his world and dared him to work through me. I used magic all the time, called on Taru for help all the time, but this was different. I needed to do something big, something powerful. For that, I needed to actually reach for Taru, and that was something I never wanted to do. Ever.

      For years, I’d fought against getting so close to the Storm God, barely scratching the surface of what I could do because I knew the cost. Now, I floated into the clouds, ready to receive his power.

      Light beamed under the surface of the dark clouds. Tiny whips of lightning danced so close to me I could have reached out and grabbed one.

      And yet, every fiber of my being resisted the idea of touching the Storm God’s power directly. I was in control, and it wouldn’t kill me. But it would do something far, far worse. I’d become his completely.

      I was annoying Taru now. A small pulse of magic struck me in the chest and sent me flying into the marble column.

      Taru was warning me.

      The strike had scalded my skin, and I grimaced at the pain, doubling over.

      “Fail!” Tarvis’s voice boomed. I touched my chest near where Taru had struck me. It had left a neat, black-rimmed hole in my shirt. I was frankly amazed the fabric hadn’t ignited. Biting my lip, I looked at the bright red burn on my skin, just over my heart. The pain was indescribable, and this would be a permanent scar between my breasts. I could heal myself from most things, but not Taru’s magic. His wounds were permanent.

      It took me a few moments before I mastered my breathing again. I wanted to rail at the Storm God, but that would only make things worse. And I still had a trial to win.

      Silence had fallen over the crowd. My fingers trembled a little, and I kept my eyes on the storm clouds.

      Non plus ultra. The words rang in my mind.

      Maybe I didn’t have to draw the lightning into myself and risk igniting myself if it went horribly wrong.

      I turned around and placed my hands against the column, chanting the magical words that would make fire rain from the sky.

      Silence reigned for a moment.

      Then, an overpowering boom. Bolt after bolt struck the column, slamming into the marble so hard I could almost feel it cracking under my fingertips. The magic worked through me in an exhilarating rush of power. Gods, it was addictive. I’d drawn lightning down from the sky, and even though I hadn’t pulled it into myself, that had to count as a pass for the trial, right?

      When the lightning stopped, I stepped away from the column, buzzing with magic. Wisps of smoke rose from the points of impact all over the column, and the words glowed with blue light.

      The Grand Master rushed past me, touching the column with his hands. With his eyes shut, he muttered a frantic spell that sounded more like a mad prayer—a plea—than a spell. Slowly, the glowing writing on the column dulled until it went dark again.

      When Raegon stepped away, he looked unusually pale. “The trial has ended,” he barked. “Everyone back to the Institute. Now.”

      “You heard him.” Tarvis stalked off.

      I wasn’t sure what exactly had scared Raegon, but the glowing letters apparently bothered him more than the flaming corpse on the ground. Messed up priorities here.

      With my body still humming with Taru’s power, I waited a moment in the rain, watching as the others marched inside. Only Melkarth remained—staring at me.

      The look he was giving me said that he knew all my secrets.

      I hurried away from him before he could say a word.
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      The Institute seemed different when I crossed back into it. More sinister. Shadows shifted around corners, whispers bounced off the walls. The Nathair followed after me like a curse.

      My heart hadn’t stopped pounding since we left the site of the trial, but I couldn’t feel my fingers or toes from the cold. The burn on my chest smarted fiercely, and the skin under the hole had blistered. I didn’t even want to look at it.

      It was starting to become clear to me that even if I passed all the trials, my life was in danger here. The Nathair was on to me, and that body wouldn’t stay hidden forever.

      I’d known what I was getting into the moment I’d come down here in search of Wren, but the sense of danger felt more urgent now. Like I didn’t have more than a few minutes of life left.

      The Nathair sidled up to me, tendrils of his deep silver magic lashing the air around him. “Quite the display of magic,” he purred.

      I shrugged, feigning calm. “So maybe you should make me a knight.”

      “Well, that would certainly be interesting.” A charming, lethal smile lit up his features. He stopped in front of his door, his hands in his pockets, droplets of rain gleaming off his dark hair. Then, he frowned at the angry burn on my chest.

      His silver magic coiled closer to me, and my own magic twined with his. His warmth simmered over my skin, and I felt as if I were being pulled toward him. Instinctively, I took a step closer, and he reached out for me. He brushed his fingertips around the wound—a casual, elegant gesture, as if lazy curiosity compelled him.

      I stared down as his silvery magic spread over my chest, warming me from the inside out. The burn no longer hurt, and my pulse began to race at the feel of his magic on me. Torchlight gilded his perfect features.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      A line formed between his dark brows. “Healing you.”

      “How?” I said. “Taru’s scars can’t be healed.”

      “And yet, I’m healing yours. Something about you deeply disturbs me. I don’t trust you, and yet you’ve invaded my thoughts. How?”

      “I have?”

      As he touched me, the scales on the back of his hand glowed slate blue—the color of my magic. He smirked. “Hate me all you want, but it seems you need me.”

      The blisters on my skin began to fade, pain ebbing.

      “How?” I asked.

      He shrugged, the movement somehow beautiful. “The gods work in mysterious ways.”

      His magic radiated all the way down my belly, pulsing through my core. I had the most insane desire to move closer to him, but I resisted.

      When he’d completely healed the burn on my chest, he stepped back, looking insufferably smug and proud of himself. “Your body responds well to me.”

      “Are we done here?”

      “No. Now I’m going to explain to you why you won’t become a knight,” he spoke in his dangerous murmur. “That display out there was not exactly typical for an unsworn. I’m not sure who we let into our Institute, but you’re not a real unsworn.”

      “What is it that you’re accusing me of?”

      “What you did back there….” He let a pause slide in as he leaned against the door, boxing me in.

      My breath quickened, and I waited for a question, but didn’t get one. “Yes?”

      “Why did you choose the column?”

      “I know my limits.”

      “Do you? Because I’m not sure there are many limits to what you can do.”

      He was definitely accusing me of something. Of course, he couldn’t just come out with it like a normal person.

      “Look, I know a bit about science. I knew that instead of pulling the lightning directly into myself, I could pull it into the stone if I just turned it into a conductor. It would still get to my palms, but without Taru’s full force. It seemed safer.”

      “Fascinating.” His eyes twinkled. “Here’s the thing, Cora. I’m good at reading people. And do you know what I’m reading from you?”

      I crossed my arms. Alarm bells were ringing in the back of my mind. “What?”

      “You’re too smart and powerful to get caught by anyone. So how did you end up here at the Institute? Captured by Oren, that great lumbering muppet”—a sly smile—“who happens to be missing?”

      Keep your cool, Cora. “I just slipped up and he caught me. That’s all.”

      He wore his mask of calm, but darkness rippled around him. “I know you’re hiding the true extent of your power. You’re either lying about how strong you are or you’re too stupid to realize it. And I don’t think you’re stupid. You wanted to come here.”

      That sense of peace I’d felt when Melkarth’s magic had touched my skin had gone completely. Now, I felt ice cold. I’d come here to get thrown into the dungeons, and this was turning into a complete and utter shit show.

      What next, Cora?

      Some dark, wild part of me wanted to unleash the full extent of my magic, to kill nearly everyone in the castle and run around until I found Wren. It was what the mad king of Edinnu would do, and I felt half insane right now.

      “Your magic smells like sea storms.” Melkarth traced his finger down my neck, and I shivered. “It tastes like salt. You’re a spy from Edinnu, aren’t you?”

      I shook my head. I was from Edinnu—he’d got that right. But I was running from their spies. No way in hells I was working for that insane king. The man who’d cursed me.

      “No. I’m not a spy from Edinnu.” I was telling the truth, and if he was as perceptive as he claimed, he’d realize it.

      He cocked his head. “Hmmmm….” His deep tone rumbled in my belly. “You’re omitting something important, Cora. You’re not here for the right reasons.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      A smile curled his beautiful lips. “I think you do. Now, why don’t you just tell me what you’re doing here, and we can properly become acquainted at last?”

      His magic crashed into me like a wave, one that might pull me under. He hadn’t burned me yet, and I wasn’t going to give him the chance. My own magic simmered within my ribs, and I started to call up a shield. But Melkarth pulled his magic back before I got the chance to slam mine into his.

      My teeth chattered, and I hugged myself. Screw this. I was done here. I was done with him.

      I’ll kill them all. I wanted to burn the whole place down, mad as a king….

      Before I could stop myself, my hand was around his throat, and I was squeezing. Power flooded me, and I whirled his body around, slamming him against the wall. “The next time you hit me with your magic, Melkarth, will be your last.”

      Somehow, his smile was heartbreakingly beautiful as he pried my fingers off his neck. “What a way to die.”

      I stepped back from him, stunned at the violence I’d wanted to unleash over the whole castle. Mad as the kings of Edinnu.

      “Your excellency,” a soft, feminine voice called out.

      My head throbbed, and I turned to catch sight of the reverent sister.

      He turned to look at her, ran his fingers through his wet hair. “Yes?”

      “The Grand Master would like to see you,” she said from behind her veil.

      His ice-cold eyes were still on me. “Tell him I’m busy.”

      “It is a matter of great importance. He requests your presence immediately.”

      The Nathair gave me a sidelong glance. He whispered, “You’re smart enough not to defy me now, I take it. Wherever you go, I will find you.”

      Pure ice flowed in my blood as I watched him saunter off with a casual gait, as if we hadn’t both just threatened to kill each other.

      My time here was up.

      “Would you like me to run you a bath?” the reverent sister asked.

      “No.” I was all out of time here. I needed her to leave so I could search the entire castle from top to bottom. How did I get her to leave me alone? “You’re dismissed.”

      That seemed to do the trick. She turned to glide away.

      My heart slammed hard against my ribs, and I felt like the castle’s shadows were going to devour me.

      I waited till the sister rounded a corner. Then, I started walking, keeping to the shadows, heading for my room and the medicine I had tucked under my bed. Melkarth had promised to find me, but that was a problem for another day. Today’s problem was still Wren.

      I moved as quickly as I could without breaking into a run. That would’ve been suspicious. I hadn’t yet formulated a real plan. Wherever Wren was, someone had shielded her with magic. I moved through the corridors blindly, watching for movements. I tried to blend in with the darkness.

      Thunder grumbled on the other side of the Institute’s black stone walls. I was keeping track of my path, so I’d have a way back to my room if I needed one. The corridors all looked the same, but this one smelled like the Nathair; musk and ginger. I made a mental map in my head. Maybe I wasn’t a knight, but I could learn the secrets of the fortress.

      I figured it was worth another shot at using a tracking spell. After I’d grabbed the medicine, I called up the tiny sphere of silver light. It popped into the air, waiting for my command.

      “Take me to Wren.”

      It flickered and sputtered, like a candle about to go out in the face of a breeze.

      Resistance. Wren was still protected.

      Melkarth had pointed out how powerful I was, and he was right. What if I amped up the magic in the tracking spell?

      I glanced around the corridor to make sure the coast was clear. When I was satisfied no one was around, I pushed more magic into the spell. Tracking spells didn’t usually need more than a trickle of power, but this time the metaphorical candle needed to blaze into a bonfire, like a burning unsworn.

      The halls were strangely empty, as if whatever had happened at the column had spooked everyone. It worked for me. I needed to be alone.

      Getting the spell to work was like pushing through a brick wall with my bare hands. Lightning crackled around my fingers, and a phantom wind moved through the hallways. All around me, I could smell the scent of charring stone.

      The light in my hand suddenly bloomed to full brightness. I smiled at my creation, then watched as it zipped down the hall toward Wren.

      Relief filled me, making my body shudder like a fig leaf in a strong wind. She was alive!

      I broke into a run, moving as fast as my legs would carry me. My plan, if I happened to run into someone, was to bulldoze through them with magic. I’d blow a hole in the rock to get us out of here. The time for cloaks and daggers was over. It hadn’t exactly gone as planned, but I’d infiltrated the Institute like I’d wanted to. I’d gone through their trials; I’d endured the pompous wankers. All of that was behind me now.

      Wren and I were getting the hells out of here.
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      I didn’t see anyone in the dark corridors as I ran. The ball of bright silvery light led me through the labyrinthine halls, always close to the sound of thunder. I followed it up winding stairwells, higher and higher into the fortress, into places I hadn’t known existed.

      Somehow, I felt eyes on me. Ice whispered up my spine, and I tried to not to think about the fact that the Nathair might be watching me even now. I tried not to think about him transforming, his black scales glittering in the rain, jaws moving for my throat. Into another shadowy corridor, my heart beating a rapid tattoo.

      The emptiness in the halls seemed more disturbing the further I went. Not a soul. Wren, wherever she was, was being kept away from everyone else. Why? She wasn’t dangerous. She was an ordinary fae, just like me—except without magic. She had no powers whatsoever. I had no idea what they wanted with her.

      Why single her out? Why put her high above the dungeons, away from the other prisoners? She’d been in a dungeon when she first came here. I’d seen that in the scrying mirror. Then, for some reason, they’d moved her.

      But why?

      The question was like an earworm that I couldn’t get rid of. At least it looked like I’d get the answer as soon as the ball of light began to slow.

      Torches lit the long hall, their light wavering over the stone. Thunder shook the walls, but apart from that—complete silence. Then, the orb of light stopped abruptly at a door. I sprinted toward it. By the time I reached it, my lungs burned. The sphere cast silver light on a dark, unmarked expanse of oak.

      For reasons I couldn’t quite explain, my nerves sparked with apprehension. Something just seemed wrong about all this.

      I took a deep breath, and the orb of light faded. I turned the doorknob, unsurprised to find it locked by magic. I pressed one palm against the door, working through the unlocking spell I’d already been practicing. At last, the latch clicked, and I turned the knob and pushed open the door.

      This wasn’t what I’d expected—not the room of a prisoner.

      A large feather bed stood by the farthest wall, the sheets a beautiful silver. A writing desk sat in the corner, covered in paper and pencils. There was Wren, sitting at the desk, her golden skin a little paler than usual.

      “Cora?” she gasped. Her dark eyes fixed on me, unbelieving. “Are you really here?”

      Wren looked exactly as she had the last time I’d seen her, except in more expensive clothes. Her golden complexion looked soft and dewy. Her shiny black hair cascaded over a silk blouse in waves. She sat beside a half-eaten plate of oysters.

      She was living like a knight.

      “Cora, what the hells are you doing here?” she asked when I hadn’t spoken.

      “I thought you were a prisoner,” I said, phrasing it as a statement instead of a question.

      Her gaze shuttered. “I could ask you the same thing! Why are you here?”

      “T-T-To save you. Obviously.” My stutter didn’t usually come out with Wren, but I’d never felt this confused around her before.

      She rose from her chair and hurried over to the door. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      Frustration burned in my mind. “What are you talking about? Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” I sputtered. “The pit. A half-naked march through the city. A lightning trial. A psychotic mentor who’s also a dragon—who, by the way, wants to kill me now. We have to get out of here. Now.”

      “Leave? No! I can’t leave.”

      Had she lost her bloody mind? “Of course you can leave. I have a mental map of the way to get out. I can use magic to blast through the rock. But we have to go now.” I pulled on her hand, but she stayed rooted in place.

      “Cora, no.” She looked scared.

      I paused and stared at her dark eyes. Why wasn’t she coming with me? Something didn’t add up. We should be moving by now. We should be running for our lives, because at any moment, the Nathair was going to come storming in here. He’d rip our lungs out of our backs.

      I shook my head involuntarily. No words were coming, I was just saying no with my head.

      “You need to leave. Right now,” Wren warned. “Please. Go.”

      I was trying to work through things in my mind, when I remembered. “Your medicine!” I said, and I pulled it out of one of my pockets. “Here, I brought this for you.”

      “Cora, I don’t need that, and you need to leave! Why aren’t you getting that?”

      This had all been for nothing. Nothing. I stared at her, my muscles tense, my heart thundering. Something was different about her, that much was about as clear as a church bell, but that didn’t change the fact that I was crushed.

      She didn’t even want to see me. But why? If she wasn’t kidnapped, then did she just up and abandon me? I didn’t understand what I had done to her to deserve that. Had she been lying about being my friend all this time? No… that wasn’t possible… we had too many memories together, we’d been through too much.

      But all of this was too much, too. Still, I sucked it up and shored up my composure.

      “Wh-why did you come here?” I asked, “I could see you were depressed or something before you left London, but….” I gestured at the walls. “Why come to Gibraltar? Why didn’t you talk to me?”

      Her dark eyes looked fierce. “Depression wasn’t the problem.”

      I blinked. “So, what was the problem?”

      Wren winced like a sharp pain had stabbed her in the side of the head. She turned away from me, slinking into the corner as if she were trying to disappear into the shadows.

      “You can’t stay in here.” Her voice was strangely quiet. “Don’t you understand?”

      Frustration simmered. I’d been expecting gratitude. “Uhh, no. I don’t, because you haven’t said anything, Wren. I have no idea why the hells you came down here. A little clarity would be great right now.”

      She turned to face me. Her jaw was clenched shut, and she had her teeth bared, like she was trying to hold something inside. “I didn’t mean for you to follow me.”

      “You did a fine job at making sure I didn’t.”

      “I had to leave. I didn’t have a choice.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve known you since birth. We know each other’s secrets. You’re the only one I trust. This isn’t like you. What have they done to you here?”

      “They didn’t do a thing!” She gripped her hair like she was going to tear it out. “It started in London. The dreams were getting too intense. I couldn’t stay with you any longer. I had to come down here and try to make it back to Edinnu.”

      “Edinnu?” I rarely said the word out loud. Neither of us did. “Why in the gods’ names would you go back to that place we fled? He’ll kill you. The king will kill you in an instant.”

      She shook her head. “The Institute here guards a portal that leads to every other realm. They call it the pillar. There used to be two.”

      “The Pillars of Hercules. Yes, I saw it today.”

      “I thought if I came down here and activated it, I’d be able to go back to Edinnu and fight this curse. At first, I thought I could hide it, bury it, but … it got too much. I decided to leave in the middle of the night. If I’d stayed and tried to talk to you … I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      “Why would talking to me have been bad?”

      A pause; a moment that hung in the air like a breath before a fall. “You know how I always killed things?”

      I frowned at her. “Killed things? I mean, yeah, plants. A bird I was trying to heal. What does that have to do with anything?”

      Her eyes shone brightly. “Remember Martin?”

      I did remember Martin. A little younger than I was now—maybe seventeen years old. I’d found him crawling on his stomach one night, just next to the canal by our London shop. He’d been beaten and stabbed and left to die. His blood had coated the brick.

      When he saw me, he’d begged me to help him. I didn’t want to blow my cover and use magic to heal him, but there was no way I’d get him to an ambulance before he bled out. So, I rushed to him, threw myself at his side, flooded his body with a healing spell. I had to get my hands against his stomach for it to work. I would never forget how warm the blood was, how strongly it smelled, or how quickly it cooled in the frigid London air.

      The spell hadn’t worked.

      “That wasn’t your fault,” I said. “My magic wasn’t strong enough.”

      “You and I both know you can’t heal people around me. Your spell failed because I was there. I’m cursed.”

      I crossed my arms, trying to think logically. “A, we don’t even know if that’s true or just a theory. And B, what’s the big deal? Just stay away from me when I’m using healing magic.”

      But she still wasn’t moving, and every second we spent arguing was another second we risked that door breaking open.

      “Wren!” I barked. “I’m done messing around.”

      “And I’m sorry you wasted your time.” Her whole body shook. “The darkness inside of me doesn’t like you. She’s getting stronger, and I don’t know how much longer I can keep her held down.”

      Now my heart was beating inside of my throat, pulsing against the sides of my neck. My entire field of vision shook. I could hear the blood pumping like it had been put on the loudspeakers. “Darkness…?”

      “I thought I could get back to Edinnu and deal with the darkness,” she said, “But the Storm Fae stopped me. They won’t let me leave, now.”

      “The doors are open now, Wren.”

      “But I’ll kill you.” She was speaking through gritted teeth, now; really fighting to contain whatever this darkness was. “This is inside me.”

      Holy shit.

      “What are you?” I asked in barely a whisper. Whatever it was, maybe my magic could fix it.

      She shut her eyes and groaned like she was in pain. All at once, the torches in the room guttered out. An uncomfortable, life-leeching cold settled in, chilling me down to the marrow. I swallowed hard, and I realized my teeth had already started to chatter.

      “Wren?” I asked. I couldn’t see a thing. This room had no windows in it, and only the torches had provided any form of light.

      Hastily, I muttered a charm for a light spell. The light flickered—too weak—and in those staccato bursts of light … I saw something that made my blood run cold.

      Wren’s eyes glowed, burning with the blue of the brightest stars.

      “Wr-Wr-Wr-Wren?” I forced the word, stammering it out.

      “Not Wren,” a deep, gruff voice croaked from within her throat. “The Reaper.”

      She was the Reaper? The Institute’s secret weapon?

      I didn’t know what the hells was going on, but I was starting to appreciate her warning that I needed to leave. I just couldn’t make myself do it. This had all been for her.

      The light charm flickered again, and Wren swooped for me, moving fluidly like a wraith. When she opened her mouth, magic streamed out—a storm of deep purple and blue light. It spilled out of her and wrapped around her like fire.

      In a flash, I summoned my shielding spell. When Wren’s magic hit mine, it felt like getting slammed with a bowling ball. The shield held, but the force of the impact sent me staggering back against the door. It knocked the wind right out of me. My ears rang. My chest tightened, and all I could hear was that awful howling sound, like thousands of voices crying out in pain.

      And before I could figure out what to do next, Wren was coming at me again.

      With my hands stretched out, I pushed what magic I could into the shield just as her maelstrom of magic slammed into me. I slammed into the door again, certain my bones were breaking. And on the other side of the magical battle, Wren’s eyes burned. But it wasn’t really her.

      The darkness inside of me doesn’t like you.

      She was reaching for me. Even through my shield, I could feel her magic invading my body, slithering tendrils stretching to touch me. I dropped to one knee, realizing full well that my magic was about to fail. I knew those coils of magic weren’t just going to touch my body—they were going to dig their roots into my very soul.

      I could feel her intent—its intent. It wanted to take my soul away from me. And in a few minutes, the bubble around me would pop. Dark magic pushed toward me on all sides, but I could see her at the center of it. She was like a statue, her body tense and still, her hands clenched tightly into fists, her eyes fixed on me.

      Lucky for me, I’d been practicing using two spells at once.

      My shield had all but collapsed, but I still had power left in me. I stretched one hand toward Wren, splaying my fingers out. I called for Taru’s fire like I had at the pillar.

      I’d fight this creature’s storm with one of my own making.

      Even in this windowless room, I could feel the presence of clouds around us. The air smelled charged, the ambient energy built up like an elastic band, ready to snap at a moment’s notice. Maybe the Reaper was here—but Taru was here now, too. The Storm God controlled me; he compelled me to do things against my will. But he came for me when I needed it.

      Taru was so close it was like he was breathing cold wind down the back of my neck. When I chanted for him to send me his fire, I reached out with my hands and grabbed it. Then, I hurled it at the Institute’s walls.

      When the lightning struck the stone, it sounded like cannon fire hitting us. The world violently quaked, and I struggled to stay upright.

      Wren—the Reaper—staggered back, but her magic didn’t relent. Wicked faces of colorful smoke flashed before my eyes. Phantom voices flooded my hearing, an army of ghosts trying to take me down.

      I hurled another bolt of Taru’s magic. One final, earth-shattering explosion rocked the castle, and the Reaper slammed me with a powerful force. I shot back against the wall, then fell to the floor.

      The shield cracked, and the Reaper slammed me again with magic.

      I was sure she’d shattered my bones. I couldn’t stand.

      Acrid smoke filled the room. Fires had ignited around me, scorching the air, and I coughed. Groaning, I pushed myself up on my elbows and looked around.

      The Reaper had gone. But I wasn’t alone.

      Standing in the scorched doorway was the Nathair. His unnatural stillness was almost more unnerving than everything that had just happened.

      Steel underpinned his silky voice. “What have you done?”
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      The Nathair’s cool composure didn’t break for a moment. I’d hit my head in the Reaper’s attack, and I felt like smoke had clouded my mind. The shadow of wings swooped behind him, like he was ready to attack.

      Now, my head was pounding like a war drum, and I could hardly think straight enough to heal myself.

      What in great Taru’s storm hell just happened?

      One minute I’d been talking to Wren, the next minute she’d transformed into the bloody Reaper. Whatever that was—something dark and ancient. Something that made the room smell like mossy water and burning sulfur. Not Wren. Not my Wren who still slept with an old stuffed rabbit she called Jeremy Buttons.

      My body felt shattered. “What happened?”

      “You unleashed the Reaper.” Cold fury laced his tone. “And she may have killed half the Institute.”

      The jig was definitely up, and I wasn’t getting past Melkarth with my magic. I could hardly stand. “She’s the reason I came.”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes. “You know her.”

      “I’ve known her since we lived in Edinnu.”

      “You work for the king. I suspected as much.”

      I could hit him for that, and rage skimmed up my belly. “Screw the king. I hope his flesh rots off. Wren and I are exiles because of him. He killed my parents. We fled Edinnu together because the king had determined that we were heathens. He cursed me. And if he knows where I am, he’ll try to have me killed. Wren is my oldest friend. I never knew she was the Reaper, whatever the hells that is. But she came here, and you captured her, and I tried to save her. And didn’t know she was some kind of demon. I don’t have the first bloody clue what that was.”

      He tilted his head, studying me closely. I didn’t know what would happen next, but it felt like a weight off my chest to get the truth out.

      “So you allowed yourself to get captured, to get to your friend. You came here on purpose, as I suspected.”

      “Yes. I came here on purpose to save her.”

      “What I want to understand,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his jaw, “is why your Reaper friend would come here, to this Institute.”

      I sighed, slowly rising from the ground. The room had been thoroughly wrecked. “She said something about trying to get back to Edinnu. To get her curse lifted. I don’t know how she’d get there, since the worlds are closed.”

      He leaned against the doorframe, hands in his pockets. “Probably best if you don’t know, considering you’re not trustworthy. Do you know what I discovered on the way up here? The scent of death. It came from a closet, as it happens. A closet containing an assortment of soaps and rags. Oh, and Oren’s body. From my calculations, he died right around the time you mysteriously lost your clothes.”

      My mouth opened and closed. “Maybe your calculations are off. Maybe the Reaper killed him.”

      He flashed me a cruel smile. “Aren’t you clever. Sure, we can blame the Reaper. No one needs to know. And now, you owe me for keeping your secret.”

      “Why were you keeping her up here? Why not in the dungeons?”

      “She’s a powerful weapon. She can claim many souls for Taru. And souls are power. We weren’t going to kill her.”

      “She’s not a weapon. She’s a person.” I took a deep breath. “So, what now? Now that I let your weapon out?”

      He heaved a heavy sigh. “Now, we clean up the mess you made. We go find Wren. The rest of the Institute does not need to know that you let her escape, only that she’s on the loose.”

      “Why would you keep that secret for me?” I stared at him. “You don’t want to execute me or throw me in the dungeons or something?”

      He gave one of his characteristic slow shrugs. “I need your tracking spell to find the Reaper. If you actually do a good job this time, perhaps I’ll be inclined to be forgiving.” He narrowed his eyes. “You know, I always hated Oren.”

      I dusted myself off. “Where will we find Wren? In her Reaper form?”

      “My guess would be that she’s trying to kill everyone in Gibraltar.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk through the corridors had been enlightening. Our magical fight had scorched the walls, and the Reaper had killed two pixies and a knight on her way out. In all the commotion, no one was paying much attention to Oren. Just another victim of the Reaper.

      The darkness inside of me doesn’t like you. Wren’s words rolled in my mind as we crossed toward the pillar. We’d come here to survey the city beneath us. I sniffed the air. The faint scent of sulfur floated on the wind.

      “A real tracking spell this time, please,” said Melkarth.

      “I know.”

      I made my hand into a cup, then summoned my magic. A little silver ball of light appeared above my palm, then hovered in the air. It still looked dull, which meant it hadn’t found her yet.

      I drew my eyes across the city, searching for signs of a Reaper, waiting for the tracking spell to work. I spotted a dockyard filled with stationary ships, some of them military. Moving further across, a cable trundled up a line that went from somewhere mid-city at ground level, all the way to the top of the Rock.

      Yachts docked at the marina swayed from side to side, gently now that the sea had calmed. Cars rolled silently along single-lane streets. Emerging from the clouds, a passenger aircraft was on its descent vector into the small international airport to my right.

      Next to the airport, people were gathered in what looked like a football stadium. It looked like it had been turned into a concert arena for the day—some kind of music festival. I could hear the throbbing bass from here, and what I thought might have been Ricky Martin singing She Bangs.

      Not the real Ricky Martin, of course; for obvious reasons.

      Please don’t tell me the Reaper is going there.

      Melkarth pulled out a flask, taking a sip. It smelled like whiskey. “Will this tracking spell be done before the sun explodes, do you think, or should I expect a few more millennia of this dull sphere?”

      “Are you really drinking now?”

      “You’ve just unleashed an apocalyptic monster on Europe. It seems the perfect time to drink.” He glared at my little orb.

      At last, it began to glow more brightly. Then, it zoomed away from us, heading for the densely packed buildings far below us—right over the steep edge of the rockface.

      “Shit. It’s moving too fast.”

      He slid his flask into his pocket. “Jump on in a minute.”

      I frowned. “What?” What in gods’ names did that mean?

      Without explaining himself, Melkarth stepped forward, toward the steep edge of the rock face, and rolled his powerful shoulders. As he moved, he cracked his neck, and then made a running jump off the side of the Rock.

      He disappeared from view in an instant, plummeting past the ledge in front of us. I rushed to the edge, and as soon as I got there, a huge, winged beast shot into the sky, scales gleaming against the faint sunlight. His gray eyes shone fiercely, and his vicious talons glinted in the dim light. Dark spindles crowned his head.

      My stomach swooped, legs weak. In this form, he was truly a creature of nightmares.

      He couldn’t have meant that I was supposed to…. No.

      The force of his wings whipped my peach hair around my head. I watched the dragon rise into the clouds. He roared, flying out of sight and sucking the clouds up behind him. A memory—no, it couldn’t be a memory. A vision rose in my mind, of blood-smeared marble, prints left in gore by a dragon like that. An image that haunted my nightmares.

      I let out a long, slow breath, trying to master control of myself. Just a giant reptile. Not a big deal.

      And more importantly, where the hells had he gone? I could feel the tug of the tracking sphere pulling me down the hill, telling me which way to go. The only problem was, Melkarth was off for a joy ride.

      The dragon’s roar came from above, a sound so loud it bounced off the Rock. When I turned my eyes up, Melkarth was there, emerging from the clouds like they’d birthed him. Wings spread wide, he dove lower, now disappearing out of view below. I crossed to the edge of the Rock, staring as he looped around again, coming back for me.

      Bloody hells. I was really supposed to just jump on. Surely there was a better way to do this.

      My heart hammered against my chest. I shook my head. “Holy hells.”

      Clenching my fists, I barreled to the ledge and leapt with a running jump.

      The world stood still for an instant as I sailed through the air. Then, I landed on the dragon with a hard thud, reaching desperately for the spindles on his neck. I clenched tight with my thighs as he swooped higher.

      He rocketed down like a hawk. I caught sight of the tracking sphere shooting through the air before us, and Melkarth picked up speed, in pursuit of the apocalyptic beast who’d once been my friend.

      The dragon was right. This would be a perfect time to drink, and I regretted not snatching that flask from him.
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      As we soared above Gibraltar, I couldn’t see the faces of the people beneath us, but I had a feeling fear would be etched on their features. My mind filled with an image of hundreds, possibly thousands of faces staring up at us, their hands clasping their shopping bags and babies, mouths hanging open.

      Humans today were familiar with supernaturals. They’d seen all our wars in the past. They’d run from demons and angels alike. Their concepts of religion, their place in the universe, had been flipped on its head. They’d likely glimpsed Melkarth through the clouds as I had—but a dragon swooping close … that would terrify anyone.

      Including me, clinging to his back.

      Melkarth’s body radiated heat like a furnace, and his hide felt uncomfortably hot against my legs. Still damp from the storm, my clothing now gave off steam. I was lucky the trip down was quick.

      The tracking spell zipped past us in the air and circled my head. Then, as if to grab my attention, it whooshed away. The salty wind whipped my hair into my face as Melkarth dove lower. As we neared the ground, it became clear that his huge, winged form wouldn’t fit at ground level.

      “There!” I yelled. “Set me down on that roof with the flowers!”

      Melkarth arced in the air. I readied myself, crouching on his back. He angled his wings, slowing a bit as he swept over the ground. When the low rooftop came within reach, I leapt off the dragon’s back and, to my surprise, landed perfectly on my feet.

      “Holy shit,” I said, looking around. I’d landed in someone’s rooftop garden. Peonies surrounded me, and a cat scuttled away, hissing. In a basin near a corner, turtles bobbed up and down.

      As I turned to cross into the house, Melkarth soared away, circling overhead. The screams of humans pierced the air. I moved quickly through the house, startling a gray-haired woman in a floral bathrobe. I excused myself as I rushed past her to get to the front door four floors down.

      Outside, the streets were somewhat empty, because everyone had apparently fled inside. Cars on the street had stopped moving, and drivers stared out from their windows. Death circled above in the form of a whiskey-drinking, birdhouse-building dragon.

      I spotted the ball of light a little way up the street and made a dash for it, catching it as it turned a corner and then following it again when it zipped off. Wren was close. I could feel her. And yet, no one was screaming, which meant no one else could see the dreaded Reaper. That thought filled me with hope. Maybe she’d managed to get control again. The normal Wren would be back, and we’d drink a pint together and laugh at our little misadventure. Or perhaps I was delirious from the running. I really needed to get into shape.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, pumping my arms. Lots of hills in this place. My lungs were burning by the time I reached the small alley where the tracking spell had led me.

      And that’s where I found Wren, her body wreathed in blue and purple fire. So, not in control, then. I guess we’d be putting off that pint.

      She stretched out her hand, pointing it at a man who floated in the air before her. My jaw dropped as I realized something was happening to his skin. It was withering and putrefying. His clothes suddenly started to look too big for his frame.

      My mind roared. I knew what this was. I could feel it in my chest, in my stomach. She’s taking his soul.

      “Wren!” I yelled, and she turned to look at me, dropping the man in front of her.

      Before his limp, crumpled body had even hit the ground, the fire around her had turned in on itself and imploded.

      She was gone.

      I rushed over to the man and knelt beside him, hoping I could save him with my magic. Immediately, I could tell his heart had stopped. Worse, as I watched, it looked like his skin was starting to flake off, revealing rot underneath instead of muscle and bone.

      “Where is she?” A deep, calm voice turned my head. The Nathair stood in the mouth of the alley.

      “She just disappeared into a blue flame thing.” I glanced at the corpse at my feet. There were few things worse than having your soul snatched away like that, but she hadn’t just taken his soul. It was like she’d fed from his living tissue—literally sucked the life out of him. The way he’d gurgled, trying to scream…. It must have been excruciatingly painful. “What the hells is she, exactly?”

      He ignored my question. “Where did she go?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I said. Standing, I turned to look at Melkarth. “Why is she taking souls?”

      “Because that’s what Reapers do. Tracking spell. Now.”

      Dick.

      I cupped my hand again and summoned the tracking spell. The protections shielding her back at the Institute must have been gone now, because the ball of light sprang to life without any resistance. As soon as it appeared, it shot out of my hand like a bullet, and I felt that familiar tug in my chest. But as soon as I took my first step after it, a hand grabbed my leg.

      A chill slid through my bones, one that froze me when I looked down at the corpse at my feet. Anger twisted his face—or what was left of it. Part of the skin had peeled off, revealing a shadowy, almost demonic visage beneath. His human teeth had been replaced with sharp, enlarged fangs. His eye sockets glowed with the same blue light as Wren’s fire.

      “Cora,” he said, my name drawn out like a sigh.

      “What in the nightmarish zombie hell!” I yelled, trying to yank my leg from his grasp.

      “Taru will stop you….”

      He tried to rise, but I kicked him hard in the jaw. He fell back—then lunged at me, lashing out with razor-sharp claws. I rolled to get out of his way, just barely evading his talons. One hit from those would tear me open like I was made of tissue paper.

      I jumped up, summoning my attack spell, but the creature came for me again, his cold eyes flashing with malice. I hurled my magic at him, and his body went stiff. Waves of blue magic poured off my wrist, wrapping around the creature, binding his body. It was a spell to constrict things, and it was breaking his bones, cracking his neck.

      The creature shook and convulsed. The veins on his neck pulsed and throbbed, his rms stretched out to his sides, then he let out a massive howl of pain until his throat stopped working and his head cocked to the side.

      When his neck had snapped completely, the scent of death rose in the air; a disturbing scent of moldy plants left in a vase too long.

      “Are you quite finished with this nonsense?” Melkarth’s calm voice floated through the air from behind me.

      I turned to glare at him.

      He stood leaning against the wall, arms folded. “Well? Come on. The Reaper isn’t going to catch itself.”

      Without saying another word, Melkarth turned out of the alleyway. But the creature’s words stuck with me.

      Taru will stop you….

      Melkarth was moving at a fast clip—walking, but because of his height, I had to jog to keep up with him. The wind was picking up speed, and sand and leaves were spinning through the air. A strong gust rustled Melkarth’s dark hair. Clouds gathered darker on the horizon. Taru was close again.

      I kept my eye on the tracking sphere, jogging as I tried to keep up speed. “He said Taru will stop us.”

      Melkarth heaved a sigh, keeping his eyes straight ahead. “A Reaper is a fae who was born possessed by a demon. Specifically, Wren is possessed by the type of demon who reaps souls for a god. And in this case, your friend Wren the Incompetent is reaping souls for your friend Taru the Bloated Sky Prick.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Good. So, at any minute now, Taru is just going to smite the shit out of us. Well done.”

      The wind had picked up a ferocious speed behind our backs, and I almost felt as if it were pulling me into it.

      He cut me a sharp look. “If he wanted us dead, we’d be dead by now. Stop worrying. He’s probably going to send some flimsy little blond Valkyries after us who care more about their hair than killing. Or a little zephyr demon who files grievance paperwork every time he’s not on the job. You’re with a Nathair—”

      A roar from behind us rumbled through my gut, and I turned slowly. Dark vortexes of wind whirled before us, tornados of storm magic.

      The vortexes multiplied, surrounding us now. Faces began to form in them, then silhouettes that began to solidify into enormous, muscled shapes, armed to the teeth with dark metal. At last, a dozen powerful demons surrounded us, skin white as bone, eyes dark as a stormy sea.

      I cleared my throat. “You were saying, Melkarth? Nothing to worry about?”

      He straightened, pulling out his flask to take a sip. “I stand by it. You know how to fight with magic, don’t you?”

      He was counting on me to get us both out of this? I snatched the flask from him and took a long swig. The whiskey burned my throat. It tasted like fancy stuff. Like smoke.

      One of the demons took a step closer—a towering, silver-haired demon with ivory horns and a crisp, charcoal gray suit. Wind and leaves whipped around him, toying with his hair. “Taru sends his regards.”

      “Does he, now?” Melkarth sounded as if he found the whole situation amusing. Meanwhile, I was trying to keep my eyes on the tracking spell, which hadn’t exactly waited for us.

      The horned demon drew his sword, and lighting crackled around it. “He requests that you leave the Reaper alone to do the work of the gods. He understands your goals, but he does not support this project.”

      Melkarth snatched his flask back. “Mmm. I’m going to decline that request.” Another sip. “Well, there we are.”

      The demon adjusted his suit jacket. “Taru has politely requested that I skin you alive should you decline his request.”

      I cleared my throat. “We’re gonna be a no on that proposal, too, thanks.”

      The demon held up a hand, smiling apologetically. “Oh! Sorry, I phrased that poorly. He does want you to live. He’s just requested that I remove the skin from the legs and arms, and part of your face. Or all of it. He really is letting me use my own discretion on that front.”

      I nodded. “Mmmhmm, I do see what you’re saying, storm demon, and I like the creativity, but we’re just thinking of moving in another direction right now with our project, as you called it. Like, one that’s not torture and skin removal.”

      Please tell me that we’re actually getting out of this and that Melkarth isn’t simply a suicidal maniac.

      The demon bowed. “I regret to inform you that we will, in fact, be removing—”

      The rest of his words were cut off by the sudden severing of his head from his body with a simple flick of Melkarth’s wrist. Blood sprayed from his severed neck, staining his beautiful suit, and his head rolled toward us. The demon’s body fell to the ground with a thud so loud that it shook the street. Blood streamed towards us in rivulets.

      Way to go, dragon. I summoned my magic.

      For the briefest of moments, the other demons stared at each other. Then, they all drew their swords.

      I wasn’t going to wait for them to remove some or all of the skin from my face. A shielding spell burst from my body—a bubble of blue-gray that bloomed around me. The demons ran for the shield, hacking at it with their swords. Outside the shield, Melkarth was fighting them in a whirlwind of darkness. Blood flew over the street as he severed demons in two.

      While keeping up my shield, I worked up a second spell. I was bloody good at this now, if I did say so myself. Gritting my teeth, I slammed a binding spell into two of them, crushing their enormous bodies together like I’d done with that zombie thing. I focused on their necks, sliding the spell around their throats to snap their spines. Melkarth ripped another demon in half, this time from slicing the head down to his crotch. I had the feeling Melkarth was getting creative with his slaughtering.

      A demon slammed his sword against my shield, and the crack made my stomach clench. This shield wouldn’t last….

      My two bound demons were still struggling for life in my binding spell, and I hadn’t managed to finish them off yet. Sweat broke out on my forehead as I called up a third spell—one for the demon trying to crack through my shield. A rope of magic slid around his neck, strangling him.

      I needed some faster killing spells. I needed to rip hearts right through ribs….

      Oh gods, what was I turning into?

      I closed my eyes and poured all my power into the spells, those tendrils of magic curling around my victims, choking them. Then, I pulled—hard—and I broke their spines.

      They fell to the street. Three of them, dead.

      A silence had fallen over the street. From inside my shield, I surveyed the battle scene. Enormous demon bodies lay strewn around us, blood pooling in the street cracks.

      Melkarth dusted off his sweater. “See? I told you it would be fine.”

      I looked around for the silver sphere of light. “Right. Except we’ve lost Wren. Sorry—the Reaper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      We hadn’t been running for more than five minutes before we found another body. Turned out, I didn’t need the tracking spell. I only had to follow the smell of blood. My ol’ friend the Reaper had gone on a killing binge, and she’d left a withered husk of a woman behind.

      I crouched down to look at the body. She’d been hanging clothes from a low line that went across the alley from one building to another. Already, her corpse was starting to flake in the wind.

      Melkarth’s shadow loomed over me. “We need to keep moving.”

      “I know.” I straightened.

      Summoning my magic, I cupped my hand. I called up the little ball of light again to track Wren. The charge of magic all around us was so overpowering, my body was practically shaking.

      The little ball glowed and brightened like a star—perfect!—then started to zoom away, faster than I could follow. It was like a bullet shooting off, past the pubs on the main road.

      Melkarth narrowed his pale eyes. “Where did it go, exactly?”

      I shook my head. “There’s too much magic around. I’m not in control of it.” I clenched my fists so tight I pierced my palms. “I need a vantage—”

      Before I could even finish my sentence, Melkarth ran, turning a corner.

      And the next thing I saw, soaring over the tops of the roofs, was an enormous bloody dragon taking to the skies above me. Melkarth’s wings were spread so wide they blocked out the light in the neighborhood.

      The bastard was taking off without me. And what, exactly, would Melkarth do when he found Wren? I didn’t think he would kill her, because they’d taken pains to keep her safe in their fortress. But who the hells knew what he was thinking?

      I looked up at the building to my left, where plants overhung a balcony. Another roof garden. A vantage point.

      With a grunt, I kicked in the door, splintering the wood. I ran through a cluttered kitchen, up the stairs—thankful the place was empty—and emerged in the garden.

      Catching my breath, I scanned the neighborhood until I found her. Then, my heart started beating like a war drum. I could just about see her head as she stood on a street one building away, her dark hair billowing in the wind, body glowing with an otherworldly power. Her eyes glowed pale blue.

      And Melkarth crouched on the rooftop above her, already transformed into his fae form.

      “Wren….” I whispered her name, practically inaudibly, but she heard me, even from this distance. Her head snapped up, blue eyes on me.

      The aura of fire around her began to turn inwards, telling me she was about to disappear again. Better rein her in before Melkarth does it in his own way.

      Instinct sizzled down my arm, and my magic electrified me as it shot out of my fingertips. The bolt struck the top of her head. She staggered back and slammed into a wall.

      “Let me handle this, Melkarth!” I shouted. “No killing!”

      He turned his head slowly to look at me, his expression irritated, but he didn’t answer.

      I had to get down there, fast. The buildings here were tightly packed, not too tall….

      I took a running leap, aiming for the next rooftop. I sailed over the gap and landed in a roll on the concrete, then leapt up, running to the next edge.

      I climbed down the fire escape ladder, fast as the wind. A voice boomed from the alley behind me, a sound that chilled me to the core. It was Wren—the Reaper—a voice that sounded like an ancient, tormented soul.

      When I whirled to face her, I found that Melkarth had leapt down from his roof. Tendrils of his silvery magic curled around her. But her fiery magic prevented his magic from getting too close.

      “A little assistance would be appreciated,” Melkarth called out.

      Wren’s face was the visage of hate, teeth bared like a wild animal, eyes burning bright.

      I’d trap her, maybe, with one of the binding spells. I called up my magic, and it buzzed over my skin. It exploded from the tips of my fingers and curled around my oldest friend in graceful coils—except it wasn’t penetrating her forcefield.

      Her eyes pinned me. “Do you really think you can stop me? I am chosen by the Storm God. He wants this to happen. And what are the two of you? A hedonist and a wretch.”

      Wren clapped her hands, sending a shockwave of power ripping through the tangle of backstreets. The concrete beneath my feet cracked, along with the walls of the brick buildings around me. I just barely managed to stay upright.

      Bricks shook from the building that had been nearest to Wren and smashed against the ground, shattering into pieces. Birds had fallen silent, and an eerie wind pushed through the crooked streets. Dust clouded around us.

      And Wren? She was gone.

      I didn’t waste a moment. As quickly as I could, I summoned my magic tracking ball into existence, breathing it to life—but the ball puttered out before it could be born. I tried again, focusing harder, but it failed. What the hells?

      Melkarth dusted himself off. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s not working.”

      “That’s a very inconvenient time for your magic to decide not to work.”

      “She must be blocking me now that she’s gotten stronger, but we can figure this out. She’s reaping souls for Taru. You said yourself Taru was bloated with spirits. He’s greedy.”

      “I did, which means she could be going to the most crowded place possible.”

      Distant music, the thump of a bassline, vibrated over the city. Ricky Martin was lonely, apparently.

      “The music festival,” I said.

      “We’ll take the skies.”
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        * * *

      

      I clenched Melkarth’s body tightly with my legs as we soared through the air. Beneath us, the people in Casemates Square cowered at the sight of the hulking dragon taking to the sky among them. I held tight to one of his neck spikes, trying to cling on. It wasn’t as if dragons had evolved to carry fae on their backs.

      We’d been in the air for less than ten seconds, had barely cleared the stone buildings surrounding the square, when the concert arena came into view.

      There, moving closer to the arena, a dark storm cloud slid through the skies. The concertgoers should be running, but they hadn’t yet noticed anything amiss. The wind whipped powerfully through the air, lashing my hair into my face.

      The Nathair circled above the football field—the Victoria Stadium—which gave us a good look at the storm. It took me a moment before I found Wren, stalking toward the concert. She wasn’t alone, either. Taru had sent more of his storm demons, who flitted on the wind like ghosts, protecting her.

      The Nathair’s muscles tensed as he arced sharply toward the storm, where beams of light shot from the clouds into the heavens. Taru was hungry. I could feel it. And if we didn’t stop Wren before she got to the concert, he’d have all those souls.

      I knew what it sounded like when Taru claimed a soul. I knew what it felt like for the god to control you. Taru had forced me to kill for him before, just like he was forcing Wren. And underneath the Reaper’s actions, the real Wren would be in there, screaming for control.

      I glanced up to the skies, where the Storm God’s face loomed above us. He wanted to grow fat on souls today, and I hated him for it.

      In that moment, I was no longer wondering why Melkarth hated Taru so much. Truth was, I loathed the Storm God more than anything. I’d just been too scared to admit it.

      When I looked back down again at Wren, she’d stopped moving. Now, she was looking straight above, staring at us.

      And she was ready to hit us with the full force of Taru’s power.

      Her storm of magic was moving for us.
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      Melkarth angled his wings, and we began soaring toward Wren—toward her wild storm of magic that convulsed in the air.

      With a shock, I realized she’d lifted into the skies as well—twenty feet above the ground—and gusts of wind whipped about her. Gods of mercy. She could fly?

      Melkarth was certainly hells-bent on catching her. I’d never seen him actually care about anything before, and now we were speeding toward her storm. But her magic was going to shatter us.

      With my hands outstretched, I summoned a shield to protect Melkarth us from the brunt of her power, but we were moving so fast—

      We slammed into the edges of the storm like a wrecking ball into the side of a building, tearing through it with explosive force. Wren’s magic was powerful enough that it could’ve kept bullets away, but there was no way she was keeping out the dragon barreling toward her.

      Melkarth roared as he swooped in on her, my shield buckling under the stress of protecting us. Around us, storm phantoms slid over my flesh, sending shivers of dread through my body. Their twisted faces swept past, teeth gnashing, forged in mist and fire.

      And they seemed to be solidifying, because I felt claws rake over my skin.

      Still, they wouldn’t stop us. Not as long as I was breathing.

      Melkarth arced around, taking us closer to Wren. Screeching like a banshee, she lifted her hand to strike us down with magic. Melkarth swept toward her, jaw open.

      “No!” I yelled, and tugged at the spines on Melkarth’s back like I was fulfilling some kind of cowboy fantasy … only, on the back of a dragon, not a horse.

      Melkarth clamped his jaws shut, and I realized it had been a warning. For one reason or another, he wanted her alive. But Wren hadn’t heeded his warning. Instead, she slammed him with a blast of magic. White light shot from her body, searing one of Melkarth’s wings.

      I grimaced, bracing myself for a crash.

      Roaring, he turned away from her, his wing smoking. But I had to get to her now, and she was just below me, not far from a building—

      I leapt off the dragon’s back and hurtled through the air toward Wren, heading right for her. She didn’t see me coming, and I crashed into her hard. We rolled together in the air, then slammed hard into a roof. Pain shot through my shoulder.

      For a moment, I stared at Wren, and she stared back. Malice flashed across her face as we locked eyes, an expression I wasn’t used to seeing on someone who reminded me of beer and pancakes and home.

      Focus. She was going to kill me if I didn’t. Then she’d kill everyone listening to “Livin’ La Vida Loca” right now.

      Lightning coursed through me, my shoulders and arms prickling as I called up my magic.

      Ghostly fire wreathed Wren. “You can’t stop us,” she bellowed. “No one can. You’re too late.”

      “Wren, if you’re in there, I need you to fight this demon!” I yelled. “I know it’s hard, believe me, but you have to fight.”

      Wren laughed, a diabolical sound that made my skin crawl. “Wren isn’t available. There’s only me, and there’s only Taru.” She pointed up at the sky, at the massive smoky beast waiting to feast on everyone at the festival.

      From here, I could hear Ricky Martin singing about dancing in the rain.

      For just a moment, my eyes flicked above. The phantoms were still there, but Melkarth was fending them off, jaws tearing them in two. His wing looked badly damaged, though, and his flight path looked erratic.

      Wren hadn’t tried to kill me yet. She was fighting in there.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said to Wren. “Please don’t make me.”

      Another blood-chilling laugh. She narrowed her eyes and lowered her head. I could see the intent in those cold, blue orbs. She was floating again, which creeped me out to no end. With supernatural quickness, Wren flicked her wrist and sent a scorching blast of energy hurtling toward me. I raised my hand, screamed the words to bring the magic out.

      The Reaper’s bolt struck my shield before she could hit me. My feet slipped on the rain-slicked roof a bit, but I was able to keep myself standing firm even against such incredible power.

      Clenching my jaw, I knew I had no other option but to attack before she did. Luckily, I could hold a shield and send out another spell at the same time.

      I sent an arching bolt of lightning toward her with my right hand, and it whipped around her like a lasso. The Reaper had been too busy focusing her intent, her hate, to stop me. When it coiled around her, her magic attack on me faded to burning cinders in the air.

      With both hands, I pulled the lasso tightly around her, completing part two of a cowboy fantasy I’d never actually wanted. Wren toppled and fell to the roof, a band of beaming magic wrapped around her shoulders, keeping her arms in place.

      With my left hand, I sent another whip of light toward her, this one wrapping around her legs, and as it flew, I chanted a binding spell. One that would cut her off from her magic, so she couldn’t hurt herself or anyone else.

      Slowly, the storm around us started to recede from the skies. Thunder grumbled and cascading light roiled inside of it. The bodies of storm demons littered the street beneath us. Melkarth had been busy, then. Even with his injury.

      Wren continued to struggle within the ropes of magic. Still, the binding spell was keeping her in place, suppressing her magic.

      “Well done,” a soft voice purred behind me.

      I whirled to find Melkarth, his arm scorched, clothing burned through. I winced at the sight of his injury, and I could see the pain etched on his features. I felt a strange tug toward him, and my magic rushed over him, as if pulled by magnetism. Some of his seared skin began to heal.

      At least dragon-bloods seemed to heal quickly.

      A smile ghosted over Melkarth’s lips, and I could tell it took effort to keep his composure. “See? I told you it would be fine.”

      “Assuming I can keep her bound till we get her back to the Institute.”

      “You can’t stop…” Wren croaked. It was like all the fight had gone from her. “You can’t stop Taru…. He always gets what he wants.”

      I didn’t want to let go of the ropes of magic, didn’t want to let my guard drop around the Reaper, not for a second. She looked demented. How come I hadn’t noticed this happening to her?

      I was about to speak when Melkarth lifted a finger to his lips in caution. “Shhh. That’s how they get into your head. She’s not your friend anymore. She’s a weapon. She’s the Reaper.”

      Oh, hells no. She wasn’t going to stay that way. She wouldn’t remain a puppet, a corrupted thing. Taru had enough puppets to play with.

      “Let’s get home,” said Melkarth.

      Home. Maybe your home, but not mine.

      And I didn’t intend to keep Wren there, either. I just had to find a way to exorcise her little demon issue first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      Quiet had fallen over the Institute—slightly bizarre, given everything that had happened today. But the Institute was protected in a sort of bubble of calm, one of its eerie magical traits.

      My skin felt cold; dread bloomed in my chest. I’d called on Taru’s power too much recently. Then, I’d defied him. And this was why I prayed to Taru. I needed to appease him. Otherwise, he’d be exacting his price from me soon. I could almost feel him breathing down my neck now….

      Taru, protect me.

      Even with his damaged arm, Melkarth carried Wren through the silent hall. She’d fallen unconscious on the way here.

      When we reached Wren’s wrecked room—her luxurious prison—the door swung open to greet us. I stood, leaning wearily against the door frame, as Melkarth set her down on the burnt wreckage of her bed.

      Wren snored, looking much more like herself now. I could hardly believe she’d been attempting to reap thousands of souls just twenty minutes ago.

      My expenditure of magic had completely drained me. As much as I hated to leave my friend here, unconscious, she’d be secure. And I needed a bit of flipping sleep.

      Melkarth crossed out of the room and shut the door as he exited. As soon as the door clicked shut, it flashed vibrantly with light, runes dancing on its surface. Magic—powerful magic—sprang to life; the kind of magic that could probably keep the Reaper locked up in there for good … provided some idiot didn’t come around and set her free again.

      I glanced at the Nathair’s ravaged arm as we crossed back to his room. His face held little expression, but I could tell by the tension in his shoulders that it was bothering him. I’d thought that dragon-bloods healed quickly, but it didn’t look like he was healing so fast anymore. I didn’t know why I even cared, but something about that really bothered me.

      The door to his room creaked open, and I entered. It was warm in there. He sat at the edge of his bed, pulling out his little flask again. His shoulders were slumped, eyes sleepy. I’d never seen him look the slightest bit vulnerable before.

      I wanted desperately to fall into a deep sleep on my cot. I crossed to the door and started to open it, but then I turned back to Melkarth.

      I needed rest, so I could figure out the whole exorcism situation. And yet, instead, I found myself taking a step back toward him, then another. I narrowed my eyes at his arm. “Your arm isn’t healing anymore.”

      “What are you talking about?” He frowned. “Impossible. Dragon-bloods heal—” He pulled down the collar of his singed cashmere sweater, inspecting his enormous shoulder, and fell silent. Some of the damage had healed, but it was like someone had taken a flaming torch and burned part of his skin. It was purple and blackened, cracked in places. It definitely wasn’t healing properly.

      I felt that strange tug again, compelled to move closer, but I stayed rooted in place. And he just stared, silently. Heat poured off him.

      “Can you heal wounds from Taru’s magic?” I asked.

      His pale eyes slid slowly to me. “What are you talking about? It’s not possible to heal wounds from Taru.”

      “But you did. When the gods’ magic struck me during the trial on the pillar, you healed the burn.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I have dozens of scars on my body from Taru’s magic. I’m also several centuries old. If I could heal myself, don’t you think I’d know by now?”

      The sight of his arm was bothering me, and I wouldn’t let this point go. “Then why could you heal me?”

      “I have no idea, Cora. I wondered the same myself, but it was just instinct.”

      “Whatever it is, we need to understand it.” I lifted the hem of my shirt, exposing the deeply scarred skin over my ribs. “Look. This was Taru’s magic. It used to look blackened and blistered like your arm. Can you heal it like you did before?”

      Melkarth seemed entranced with the scar, and his magic was already straining for me like it tended to do. I didn’t even notice myself taking a step closer to him, but I felt that tug, too, like he was an answer to a question I’d been asking all my life.

      The headsman—the dragon himself—was the answer to my question? I must be out of my bloody mind. And yet I was stepping closer to him, my pulse racing.

      When I reached him, he brushed his hands over my skin, and his magic wrapped itself around me like a warm caress. As he touched me, an explosion of radiance and warmth rippled through my entire body. I couldn’t quite explain it, but it felt like he was freeing me somehow.

      He was staring at me so intently, watching his magic curl over my body like it belonged there. There was something strangely intimate about the way he was looking at me, the way his fingertips lightly brushed against the damaged skin on my body. The air felt charged between us.

      And most importantly, the scar began to heal. I gaped down at my smooth skin, undamaged as the day I was born. It was almost like I was looking at a stranger’s body.

      When I met his gaze again, I saw something surprisingly unguarded in his eyes. Our magic spiraled together. I felt drawn to him like a siren felt drawn to the sea.

      I touched his shoulder, and he winced. Taru’s magic wasn’t just boisterous and loud, it was insidious and lingering. Like a flood that ruined houses long after a storm has passed. This scar should be permanent, and yet … my magic could heal him, too.

      My magic intensified, skimming over his arm.

      My eyes widened as, right in front of me, Melkarth’s skin began to knit together and strengthen. I pulled my fingers away just as the healing process started to quicken. The blackness fell away to reveal fresh, pink skin beneath; skin that soon shifted color to match the rest of his body. The burn receded.

      My jaw was open, and Melkarth was staring right back at me. His expression was still difficult to read, but I definitely had his attention.

      He rose, pinning me with his stare, and our magic snaked around us. “This is certainly an interesting development,” he purred. “When Oren brought you to me, half-naked and barefoot, I didn’t imagine you’d be having this effect on me. Though when I pulled your magic out of you, I knew you were different.”

      “Because I was powerful?”

      “I began to suspect you were a powerful witch from Edinnu, with that particular type of sea-tinged storm magic. Overwhelmingly powerful. But no, that alone isn’t what made me think you were different. The fact that you were hurt….” He scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “When my magic hurt you, it felt off….” He was shooting me an accusatory look, like I’d bewitched him or something.

      “Yes?” I prompted.

      “I didn’t like it. It felt confusing. It felt wrong.”

      It was so absurd I almost wanted to laugh. “You mean, you felt guilty? The emotion you’re looking for is guilt. That is a normal thing to feel in that kind of situation.”

      “Not for me. Not in centuries. And I would especially not feel guilt over a witch from Edinnu.”

      So, he had a thing about Edinnu. I wanted to ask him about that, but I had another, more pressing question on my mind. “Why did you make clothes for me when I asked for them?” I asked.

      “Where is this question coming from, and what does that have to do with anything?”

      “You knew I was lying. You knew I’d caused the storm wave. You knew I’d killed Oren. Why did you basically help me cover it up?”

      He shrugged, taking a sip of his whiskey. “I didn’t really give a rusted farthing about Oren.”

      “A rusted what? I don’t even….”

      “Nor do I give a moldy shilling about the Institute.”

      “You’re doing this on purpose.”

      “And, you know, there was also….” He waved a hand dismissively. “That other thing we talked about earlier. The feeling.”

      “Guilt?”

      “Yes. That.”

      I almost wanted to burst into hysterical laughter at this point. “I have more questions,” I pressed.

      He crossed to his little desk and pulled out a crystal glass—then another. He fixed two glasses of scotch. “Of course you do.” His earlier fascination had faded into calm again, and he swirled his drink.

      “Why, exactly, do you hate witches from Edinnu in particular?” I crossed my arms. “And why are you even here at the Institute if you don’t give a penny-farthing about it or whatever?”

      “That was two questions. And as to your second one, I have little choice in that matter. If I had things my way, I’d be well away from this place.”

      Well, this was interesting. “Why don’t you have a choice?”

      For a moment, a heavy, cold silence reigned. He only had to look at me to deliver the warning that, should I tell anyone about this, I’d invoke his wrath. He passed me a whiskey, then leaned against his desk, watching me. His magic clouded around him, like he was trying to hide himself again, or retreat.

      “Your friend Wren is cursed by Taru to reap souls. I’m not entirely different from her. I’m locked here, compelled to execute for Taru. I was rather hoping Wren could take my place.”

      I glared at him. “Um, no. My oldest friend Wren is not going to take on your headsman job.”

      “That remains to be determined, daughter of Edinnu.”

      “It’s not happening. Does all this have to do with why you needed a witch at the Institute?”

      The room felt strangely hot, and his gaze seared me as he leaned against his desk. “No, the Institute has their own reasons for finding a witch. The pillar must be protected, as it is a door to other worlds that can unleash demon armies and gods know what else.”

      “And you just … you wanted to collect a Reaper to take your spot as executioner. If Taru would accept it.”

      “I did hope a witch could help me to transfer the curse.”

      I felt like I’d been hit with a train. Melkarth? Cursed? What? My head started to pound, my throat working to contain my own secret, a secret that only Wren knew.

      Instead, I asked, “You really think a witch can transfer a curse?”

      “Well, if you can’t handle it, perhaps Tarvis’s skills are superior.”

      “Piss off. And take your moldy shillings with you. And I’m not cursing my oldest friend, obviously.”

      A disturbing noise turned my head, and my senses began sharpening. My body was going cold, hair standing up on my nape. Every one of my muscles went rigid. It wasn’t strange to hear thunder grumbling outside of the castle walls; it had been a constant since I’d arrived. But this time, it was different. The rumbling turned my stomach inside out.

      He’s coming for me.

      “Something wrong?” Melkarth asked softly.

      I put my finger to my lips, trying to listen. It happened again, only this time I felt the thunderous vibrations inside my own chest. “Do you hear that?” I asked.

      The thunder was calling me out to the shore. I had work to do.

      “Hear what?”

      “The thunder….”

      “The sound of thunder is never far from these hallowed halls. It’s been irritating me for centuries.”

      “No, this … this is different. He’s coming for me.” I thrust my fingers into my hair, feeling an unmistakable pull to the sea. “He’s calling for me. Not again. Not again.”

      “Who is coming for you?

      Again, the thunder rumbled, but now, it hit me with enough force that I staggered back.

      “What’s wrong?” Melkarth asked again, more sharply.

      No … not now….

      My skin flushed warm and cold at the same time; my body electrified. Fire bloomed in my throat, and deep inside of me, an inescapable urge to scream emerged.

      “He’s … he’s coming. I c-c-can’t stop him this time. He’s coming to exact his price. The sea is calling.”

      “Who’s coming?”

      “Taru!” I whispered.

      Taru was coming. I had reached for his magic in my fight with Wren, and now he was going to use that conduit to … use me. I shut my eyes as hard as I could, fighting the feeling off with every ounce of my strength.

      In the end, it was useless. A powerful gale rushed all around me, whipping at my hair.

      I tilted my head back and howled into the wind.
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      Not again.

      The words reverberated in the back of Melkarth’s mind as he stared at the empty room before him.

      She was gone. His ears were ringing, his head throbbing, and Cora was gone. He hadn’t even seen her disappear, but the air tasted of salt from the sea.

      Melkarth crossed to the window, shocked at his own disorientation. He wasn’t sure what had happened to Cora. One minute they had been talking, and the next she’d been losing her mind like one of the mad kings of Edinnu, tearing at her hair. She’d paled, her skin turning almost gray.

      Her scream had popped his ears, and his chest had compressed like he’d just crashed into a brick wall. He shook his head again, trying to recover from what the hells had just hit him. Taru. He could smell that bloated beast’s power in the air. This had been the Storm God’s doing.

      From his window, the storm outside the castle looked much the same as usual. Where had she gone—this girl with a strange power over him?

      He turned back, then paused. A girl stood in his room. At first, his spinning head suggested it was Cora. But it wasn’t Cora. It was the other outlaw. The American one. Ree—that was her name, as Cora had reminded him.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      Melkarth glowered at her. “Why are you here?”

      “I thought I heard Cora screaming.”

      “Where’s your knight?”

      “Sleeping….”

      “Typical. That man could sleep through the apocalypse. In fact, he probably did. And how did you get in here?”

      “The door was open.”

      Right. Cora had started to open it earlier. Melkarth thought of asking her to wake Helgar to see if he could help find Wren, but the drunk probably wouldn’t be of much use. Not that Melkarth could think clearly now. Had Cora bewitched him in some way?

      “I want you to do something for me,” Melkarth said.

      “Okay?” Ree said.

      “Are you … any good with magic?”

      “I think I’d be dead already if I wasn’t.”

      “Good. There is a room nearby, the last door on the right side of this corridor. Go there, don’t let anyone near, and whatever you do, don’t open the door. Is that understood?”

      “I mean, I get what you’re asking, but I don’t know why you’re asking it.”

      Melkarth narrowed his eyes. “It’s not important that you understand why, so that’s fine.”

      She turned, skulking out of the room to do as she was asked. Good. That was one thing out of the way. Yes, he’d put a scrawny little thing on guard duty at the Reaper’s door, but he didn’t want anyone going sniffing around that area while was gone.

      Shaking the cobwebs out of his brain a third time brought the world into focus. Clarity returned to his sharp senses, and there, at the edge of his hearing, he caught a sound that both chilled him and spurred him into action.

      It was her. Cora.

      He dashed out of his room, sprinted down the hall, and made a beeline for the nearest castle exit. Cora’s escape hadn’t been like the Reaper’s. There was no damage to the castle, no shattered walls, no fires or burning embers. Only the smell of Taru, a scent Melkarth’s sensitive nose could follow.

      He arrived at a balcony looking out onto a cloudy, rainy sky, and he threw himself over it. His bones snapped into place, muscles elongating. Ecstasy rippled through his body as he assumed his dragon form in midair. With rain sliding off his scales, he soared through the clouds, racing past the lightning, until he broke through the glamour surrounding the Institute. He soared out into more temperate weather.

      A thick, gray mantle still clung to the Rock of Gibraltar, and Melkarth rose into it, following Taru’s scent. Was Cora flying? How? He hugged the Rock as he flew, twisting with its jagged peaks and watching for signs of the coral-haired outlaw. But she wasn’t in the sky.

      The trail he was following through the misty air started to tilt downward, following the spine of the Rock and heading south, toward the water. Melkarth dove, easily navigating the top of the Rock until finally he had no choice but to descend past the clouds and come into full view of the world below.

      To him, flying always felt like coming home, with the wind rushing over his scales. If only he didn’t have to fly in a world where humans gawped at him. He wasn’t immune to the knowledge that dragons made everyone nervous, and as much as he didn’t care, he was a man who preferred subtlety. Ironic, considering there was nothing subtle about his true form or his magic.

      Ahead of him, the spine of the Rock descended into an open plateau. A single lighthouse cast a beam across the strait from its furthest point. Though the skies were calm, the waters were rough. Waves crashed into the side of the Rock with enough force that the spray climbed over a hundred feet to reach the lighthouse towering above the waterline. The surface of the water itself was choppy and treacherous, frothing like a rabid dog. Tiny ships caught on the sea bobbed and swayed as waves bashed against their bodies.

      As Melkarth descended, he saw an almost phantom mist curl over the cliff’s edge to smother the lighthouse. It quickly spread across the ocean like white blood. The skies darkened, and then he heard it again. It was the same scream he’d heard moments ago, when Cora was in his room.

      It was like a spike drilled into his brain. Melkarth winced at the sound and almost lost his flight path. It was that same sense of wrongness that she was in pain.

      With his erratic flight, his left wing clipped a jagged rock as he descended near the lighthouse, sending pain ripping through his shoulder.

      Still, he kept soaring until he spotted Cora, standing by a railing overlooking the sea.

      He swooped down, landing gracefully on the rocky ground behind her. She hadn’t even noticed the giant black dragon behind her, so intent was she on the sea. On solid land, he transformed into his fae body, regretting the change like a loss, as he always did. In his fae form, he felt the sea spray on his face, dampening his clothes. His sweater still had an enormous hole burned through it, singed on the edges.

      He walked languidly toward Cora. She stood near the lighthouse, on a platform at the very edge of a cliff, the sea roiling beneath her. Cora wasn’t screaming anymore, but singing, her voice floating across the water, hair whipping about her face like she was submerged in water. He began to walk closer to her—but then he saw the tether.

      He paused, staring at it, body humming with tension. It was Taru’s magic. Melkarth’s own silvery tendrils stretched toward it. The tether was a glittering silver cord, almost transparent. It stretched from Cora’s back and went high into the sky, where a deep, roiling face silently roared.

      He’d pulled Taru’s magic off her before, hadn’t he? He’d healed the scars. Maybe he could destroy the tether, too.

      He lifted his arm in the air, staring at the scales on the back of his hand that were already glowing blue.

      But as he moved closer, something distracted him. Cora’s voice was startlingly exquisite—strong and delicate at the same time. He’d never heard anything like it. Her voice echoed like it had reached every corner of the earth and returned, carried on the back of the winds and the waves. Melkarth found himself drawn to it, slowly walking toward her, pulled in by her siren song.

      He wanted to reach out to her, to call out to her, but he couldn’t speak. He could only walk, drift, like the ship heading toward the cliff face in front of them. Melkarth hadn’t even seen it until now, not until he’d gotten close enough to the edge of the cliff that he could jump off.

      Oddly, he almost wanted to.

      Water frothed at the base of the cliff, waves crashing into jagged rocks with immense force. Not dangerous. It was kind of beautiful, really. A dance of water and stone, an orchestra conducted by mother nature herself.

      He reached the railing at the edge of the cliff and placed his hands on it. Below, he could see the way the yacht pulled ever closer to the rocks. Deep inside, he knew he was powerless to stop what was going to happen. He could only watch the ship smash into the cliff, and in fact he almost felt privileged to do so, as if to watch the destruction was some great gift from Taru himself.

      Taru.

      A sharp stab of anger pierced his mental clam. Thinking about that fetid sky prick granted him a sharp release—an instant of control over his own body.

      When he realized what he was about to do, that his leg was already partly over the railing, he pulled himself back.

      He turned to look at Cora, only it almost didn’t look like her. Her skin was the gray of a stormy sky, her eyes sunken and hollow and possessed of that same blue light he’d seen in Wren’s eyes.

      Taru had her in his grasp. He was using her like a puppet, forcing her to howl across the ocean and lure ships to their cold, watery graves.

      Seemed Cora had her own curse.

      Anger spread through his body like a toxin. Distantly, he heard the sound of crunching fiberglass as the yacht struck the rocks, and the screams of those on board as they realized what was happening only at the very last second.

      Melkarth dove toward Cora and reached for the silvery thread attaching her to the god floating in the clouds above. The cord was cold to the touch, so cold it burned his fingers as he grabbed it. But Melkarth held on anyway, willing the skin on his hands to peel away and become thick with his dragon scales.

      He pulled at the cord with both hands, trying to rip it apart, but it wouldn’t give. Growling, he clamped his teeth around it and started to shred the tether with his enlarged canines. His mouth burned, his teeth felt like they could melt at any second, but he persisted, fighting through the pain to try and sever the link between Cora and Taru.

      The tether finally gave with a snap. Lightning clapped around them, bolts striking the ground around Cora and Melkarth. He leapt for her and grabbed her, and his scaled wings erupted from his back. He used his body as a shield to keep the lightning from hurting her. It was an instinct; one he couldn’t understand but also couldn’t ignore. She went limp in his arms, unconscious.

      Finally, the lightning stopped. He still held tight to Cora, soaked as she was, breathing in deep rasps like a wounded animal. Slowly, the mist and clouds thinned.

      As Melkarth held on to her, the sun started to peek out from behind the gray. Cora was unconscious in his arms, but her skin had returned to its normal hue.

      As he looked down at her, at the raindrops sliding down her skin in rivulets, he understood that they were more alike than he ever could have guessed when he first met her. And if he could pull Taru’s influence away from her … could she do the same for him?

      He stood, scooping up his peach-haired outlaw. There was nothing he could do for the people who had died on the rocks below. The water had claimed their bodies. Taru had claimed their souls.

      And he had a sleeping siren in his arms.

      What other secrets had his little outlaw been keeping?
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      When I woke up, I thought the sky was falling on top of me. Scrambling, struggling for air, I crawled up and along the bed, stretching my hands to try and keep the world away, until I realized where I was.

      I’m in the Nathair’s bed.

      What was I doing here? The room was silent, save for the gentle pulse of thunder just beyond the castle’s walls and the patter of rain against the windows nearby.

      Taru had exacted his price once more. He’d turned me into the thing I hated the most. Every waking moment of my life was a fight to keep the monster at bay, to keep the siren from sliding out of my skin and calling home souls for Taru. I turned over in the bed and retched.

      My hands trembled. Had I killed people? Yes, of course I had. I could feel it, that dreaded tingle that sat on the knife’s edge between euphoria and revulsion. The residual stench of their souls leaving their bodies was on me like cigarette smoke, only no amount of scrubbing would get it off me.

      And yet, something had stopped me….

      The door to the bedroom swung open, and Melkarth strode in, stopping as soon as he saw me. “Ah, you’re awake.”

      “W-W-W-What … happened?”

      “You mean the bit about you being a siren and wrecking ships in service of Taru?”

      I stared at him. “How did it end? How did I get back here?”

      He leaned against the wall and folded his arms, looking all too pleased with himself, given that hundreds of people had just died. “It appears I can pull Taru’s magic off you in more ways than one.”

      My mouth opened and closed. “You stopped it? You can’t have. It stops when Taru wants it to stop. You can’t be more powerful than a god.”

      “And yet I healed your scars, and you healed mine.” He gave a graceful shrug. “I saw a silver thread—Taru’s magic. I severed it, and when I did, you snapped out of it.”

      I shook my head. “Silver thread? I’ve never seen a silver thread.”

      He paused. “Probably because you’re too busy sinking ships when it happens.”

      “Point taken.”

      Silence hung between us, and I was desperate to know what he was thinking. On the one hand, the knights were definitely supposed to kill sirens like me, who wreaked havoc on the human world. On the other hand, he didn’t care about the Institute’s objectives.

      My entire body was still shaking. The siren calls were the only time in my life when I felt completely out of control. When Taru would use me like that, I was someone else. The Siren. I had no way of stopping it, no way of snapping out of it. All I could do was kill. I’d always thought maybe, if I was reverent enough, if I appeased Taru enough, if I feared him enough, he wouldn’t use me the way he did.

      From his bed, I stared up at Melkarth. “I wasn’t born this way. I was born normal. Then I was cursed, just like you. By the sorcerer king of Edinnu. I wasn’t pious enough, he thought. He wanted to teach me a lesson.” I paused before asking, “Where’s Wren?”

      “In her room.”

      I cocked my head. “You wanted her to replace you as executioner because the king of Edinnu cursed you. But what if I can pull the curse off you completely? What if you no longer had to execute people?”

      “That’s a lot of what-ifs. We won’t know for certain until the next culling.”

      Culling. Gods, I was glad I hadn’t heard that word until now. “It seems that my ability to control your curse is more likely than your maybe Taru will accept a replacement plan. He’s unlikely to accept a replacement. And we’ve both seen that we can affect each other in the same way when it comes to Taru’s magic. And more importantly, as long as we’ve got a Reaper here, she’s carrying something inside of her that makes her a danger to everyone, including you. And I’m the only one who can help you if you get hurt again.”

      “Using your leverage, I see. What do you want?”

      “I want her exorcized.”

      “We’d need a spirit witch for that, and where on the gods’ green earth would we find—”

      “Ree. Ree is a spirit witch.”

      He raised a brow. “Who? Oh, right. Well, let’s hope she can take on a demented storm demon, then.”

      “I have complete faith in her.” A total lie, but she was our best chance right now.
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        * * *

      

      Ree was standing watch outside Wren’s door, and her eyes brightened when she saw us approach. She cocked her thumb back.

      “I don’t know what the hells you’ve got locked in there,” she said, “but I’m feeling hella creeped out standing out in this hallway all by myself, guarding something unnamed.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll find out in a minute,” Melkarth said.

      “How about now?”

      I scratched my cheek. “Yeah, so, do you know how to perform an exorcism?”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “An exorcism,” Melkarth repeated slowly. “It means taking a demon out of a person.”

      She glared at him. “I know what it means. I just wasn’t expecting to be asked that question today.”

      “So, can you?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I mean, I guess.”

      That was way too casual of an answer, considering what needed to happen. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      Melkarth crossed to the door and pressed his palm against it. Runes glowed as he triggered the spell to unlock the door. A light show glittered on the door’s surface, silver motes shining off it and disappearing. The door swung open, and he stepped inside.

      As soon as he did, Wren was on him, pinning him to the wall. She’d been so quiet, she caught us all by surprise. Wren—the Reaper—roared at Melkarth and slashed at his face and neck with the claws at the tips of her fingers. It all happened so fast, my thoughts were a blur.

      Then my mind clicked, and I sprang into action, releasing another binding spell. I wrapped the magic lightning lasso around Wren’s body.

      “Do you think you can stop me?” the Reaper screamed with a voice that shook the castle walls.

      “What in the storm hell!” Ree yelled. “What the shit is happening?”

      Taru wasn’t going to let Wren go easily. I should’ve known he’d be one step ahead of us. Dammit.

      The Reaper roared, trying to attack Melkarth despite her hands being bound. I wasn’t afraid the Reaper would hurt Melkarth as much as I wasn’t sure how much self-control he would muster. The man could kill people with his mind.

      In the next moment, Melkarth had managed to flip Wren around. He pinned her to the wall.

      Ree stared at her. “This demon is insane.”

      Melkarth cut her a sharp look. “Did you think the demon we wanted to exorcise would offer you tea and biscuits and discuss the economy?”

      Ree took a tentative step closer. Her hands shook as she touched Wren’s face. The Reaper snapped her teeth, enlarged fangs searching for a piece of Ree’s face.

      Ree’s composure was impressive. In only a matter of seconds, she’d managed to get her own trembling under control, and she was already mumbling under her breath.

      Melkarth looked up at me, and I locked eyes with him. I was sure I saw something different in the way he looked at me.

      Wren’s thrashing ripped me out of those thoughts. “Taru always gets what he wants!” Wren yelled. “Always. You are a puppet, Cora. You have always been a puppet, you will always be a puppet.”

      “Shut up, Taru,” I hissed. “I’ve spent my whole life thinking I should try and please you, that maybe you’d bugger off and leave me alone, but I’m done doing that. If you want a fight, you’re going to get a fight.”

      A peal of bone-rattling laughter turned my stomach. “Cora thinks she can fight Taru!”

      Wren’s voice hurt my ears. Two-toned, gravelly, and way too masculine to have been coming out of the mouth of such a slight woman.

      “If you don’t shut her up,” Melkarth said quietly, “I may have to slit her throat.”

      “Yeah, because that’s really helpful!”

      Ree held Wren’s face, mumbling and praying. Her hands started to glow, and Wren’s teeth-gnashing got worse. For a mad, terrifying moment, I thought I was going to lose my grip on her and she was going to break loose. Then what? She’d probably eat someone’s face.

      I could feel Taru here, rumbling the stone around us, blowing a cold wind down my neck. His presence made me feel sick.

      Ree shouted a magical word—a strange-sounding one I didn’t know. At that moment, Wren stiffened, all of her muscles tensing at once. She shrieked.

      Ree’s eyes popped wide open, and a blast of magic filled Wren’s body. A shockwave pushed out in all directions, sending all three of us flying across the room. I picked myself up as fast as I could, ready to fight the Reaper once more—

      But the Reaper was gone.

      Wren lay on her back, breathing rapidly.

      I crawled over to her and took her face in my hands. “Tell me that’s you in there,” I demanded.

      She frowned. “Who else would it be?” she asked. She sounded like herself, but her voice was hoarse.

      “Prove it. What was our nickname for the sexy homeless guy outside our shop?”

      “Blankets.”

      “And what color was his blanket?” I demanded.

      “Blue … like the color of his eyes,” she muttered.

      I nodded and looked back at Melkarth and Ree. “It’s her.” I pulled her up and hugged her tightly. “Where the hells have you been?”

      “In the storm hell, I think.” She shivered, her eyes looking haunted.

      I rubbed her back. “We need to get home.”

      Ree blinked at me. “You mean, you’re not staying here?”

      I shot a quick glance at Melkarth, who was casually leaning against the wall as if nothing had happened.

      “I’m not sure Cora is leaving just yet. I believe she and I have an agreement. I save her life, she saves mine.”
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      Melkarth approached the door to his room, and it swung open in greeting. After all the commotion today, he wanted to make a round of the castle and make sure nothing else was out of place. The last thing he wanted was another incident. What he really wanted was a bath and to lie in his bed listening to the rain and thunder.

      Cora lay curled up on his bed, sleeping. She was waiting for her friend to recover before they made any more plans. Would she want to leave, now?

      Perhaps. She’d only come here to free Wren. But something bound them, and they had to stay together.

      Melkarth strode across his room, opened a cabinet, and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. His flask had run dry a few hours ago, and after all that had happened, he could do with a drink. Maybe two. He poured himself a glass, then poured one for Cora, only realizing what he was doing as the amber liquid hit the bottom of the glass.

      When had that become a habit?

      Melkarth looked down at the ice floating in his drink, shook his head, and then took a sip, letting the alcohol warm his throat on the way down. He could leave with her, he supposed. But then what? Supernaturals were outlawed unless you lived in an Institute. Better to live in luxury here and just ignore all the religious idiots. Cora would easily pass the trials.

      He licked his lips, staring at her over the rim of his glass.

      She was startlingly beautiful—smooth skin, sleepy green eyes, and hair the color of a sunset. Not to mention the way her clothes clung to her perfect body every time she went out into the rain. Which was often.

      Even when Oren had first brought her here, her attractiveness had been apparent. He’d found himself staring at her more than he liked to admit, imagining exactly what she’d look like naked and stretched out on his bed.

      Now, she was, lamentably, clothed—dressed in a delicate cashmere dress he’d created from his magic. He found her reaction to his magic indescribably delectable. His gaze roamed over one of her thighs, protruding from the sheets as if she felt too hot in here. As she lay stretched out on his bed, one of her hands gripped the sheet in a way that made his heart squeeze—

      Gods below. He’d lost his mind. She’d changed him.

      In the cave, when he’d first ripped her powers out of her, he’d learned two things. One, she was from Edinnu, a land ruled by fae he hated. And two … he hated to see her in pain. Even now, the memory made him recoil.

      Cora yawned and shifted in bed, then sat up, blinking. “How’s Wren?” she asked, her voice croaky from all the yelling she’d done today.

      Wren. It was always about Wren. He really didn’t give a rotten fig for the girl, but Cora did. And for whatever reason, Cora had become important to him, so….

      Melkarth swirled the whiskey in his hand, then took another sip. “She seems well enough to travel now. But she will have to leave here soon. Discreetly. The Reaper simply escaped and disappeared.”

      She blew out a long breath. “You’re covering for me.”

      “Apparently, we need each other. The Reaper was my responsibility. The deaths she caused, the damage she inflicted—the blame falls on my shoulders, and my shoulders alone. Fortunately for us, the Grand Master is terrified of me. I suspect I will have to atone, pretend like I care about Taru and the rest of this pompous piety.”

      “And what about Oren?”

      “Oren? The Reaper killed him.” He smiled coyly. “Obviously.” He was dreading what she would answer when he asked the next question. “You do understand that you will have to stay here with me, yes? I can protect you from Taru’s power. I can keep you safe.”

      She cocked her head. “Yes, that’s fine for now. But what about Wren?”

      Bloody Wren. “She is an outlaw. The Institute will never allow her in.”

      Cora fell silent, a line forming between her eyebrows that told him she was internally already coming up with a plan to defy him. “Right. Sure.” She hugged her knees to her chest.

      She’d given in way too easily. She really was a terrible liar.

      Melkarth sighed. “We both know that we’re bound together. You can stop my curse, and I can stop yours. It seems to me we have two choices. We can live on the run forever, hunted by assassins—or we can stay here pretending to care about Taru. You will live in luxury, and as a knight, you will develop your powers far beyond your wildest dreams.”

      “Assuming I win the trials.”

      “You will.”

      “Or I could go home with Wren and go back to my life owning a little shop in London….” Something in her tone made it clear to him that she didn’t want to.

      “Plagued by assassins and under the thrall of Taru,” Melkarth added. “Forced to wreck ships if I decide I don’t like living in the human world. Which I won’t. Can you imagine me living in a flat?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll stay here for now. I just want a better room.”

      He flashed her a sly smile. “Next to mine, of course. I’ll have the fortress rearrange it.”

      She drummed her fingertips on her chin, a beautiful gesture. “I’m liking the idea of powers beyond my wildest dreams. Wren can mind the shop. Living in a castle for a while isn’t the worst thing in the world.”

      At her confirmation that she’d stay here with him, his magic strained for her, and he could already see her reacting to it, her cheeks flushing. He could hear the racing of her heart, could see her pupils dilate. Her magic, too, brushed over his skin, soft as sea spray. The scales on the back of his hands glowed blue.

      “Good….” Melkarth trailed off, still wearing that sly grin.

      If it had been anyone else, he’d have hated their bond, this tether between them that tied them together. In fact, with anyone else on earth, he’d likely choose a curse from Taru over bondage like this. But insane as it was, he liked being bound to Cora. He relished the idea of keeping her safe.

      She drew him to her like a … well, like a siren lured ships. But she wouldn’t destroy him. He hadn’t realized it before, but until he met her, he’d been a drowning man, and it was as if she’d thrown him a rope.
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        * * *

      

      I sank deeper into my burbling bath, then soaped up my arms and my neck. Steam rose in delicate tendrils around me, and the sound of rain lulled me into a sense of calm. I could hear the wind picking up outside, but I ignored it. I was safe in here, within these walls.

      In the past few days, things had improved dramatically in my world. Suddenly, I’d been granted a room fit for Letha. Silk sheets, enormous windows that gave a view of the storms. My own bath with glowing crystals casting golden light over gilded mirrors and flowering honeysuckle vines; a glass roof to watch the rain and light shows.

      Sure, I still had a few more trials coming up—but now I was sure I’d win them. And as long as I stayed near Melkarth, I could at least help make sure no one would be executed.

      I traced a whirlpool in the water, a tiny bubbly tempest in my bath.

      Last night, it had begun again—the siren song. Taru was furious. But this time, Melkarth hadn’t even let me get out the door. He’d severed that silver tether within moments, and then I’d fallen asleep in his arms.

      I felt a sharp stab of guilt at all the lives I’d taken with my siren curse—dozens of ships wrecked against the rocks. But Melkarth insisted it wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t been in control any more than Wren had. And it was true.

      When I’d first met Melkarth, he’d scared the shit out of me. Now? I felt safer with him than anywhere else. And with my own powers increasing here, I could be a force of nature indeed—but one in control. A force of good.

      Melkarth was right. What would I do with all that power at my fingertips? I could keep Wren safe, and our shop. Assassins would leave us alone. I’d have powerful defenses against Taru’s demons should the Storm God ever seek vengeance.

      Or maybe—just maybe—I could stay here in this castle and slowly change the culture. Peacekeepers, not assassins.

      I ran my fingertips over the water’s surface, frothing the bubbles. I was a goddess of my own domain. The bubble bath world, one in which I reigned as a benign—

      “Cora.” A deep, purring voice interrupted my thoughts.

      I felt my cheeks turn red, even though he couldn’t hear my thoughts. I turned around in the bubbles. “What is it with you people and barging in on baths and showers?”

      “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      I frowned, and it took me a moment before I heard the sound of the wind whistling outside the fortress. It was louder than usual.

      Taru was hungry. Goosebumps rose over my skin. He’d be back for me again tonight.

      “I do. But the Storm God won’t get what he wants.” With the storm raging outside, I felt slightly wild … the siren in me stirring. Just as I had before, I rose from the bath, suds dripping down my body and steam coiling from my hot skin.

      Melkarth’s gray eyes narrowed at the sight of me.

      I felt a smile curling my lips as I walked past him, carefully stepping over the glass. I crossed into my room, then turned my head to find him still staring at me in awe.

      I dried off slowly, and in front of him. Then, when I was done, I pulled a soft dress over my head, inching it down over my hips.

      Melkarth crossed to me, and my pulse began to race, skin heating. He grabbed me by the hand and pulled me closer to him, then leaned down to skim his lips over my neck. Wild heat rippled through my body. I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck and to pull him down onto the bed with me, but I couldn’t just yet.

      He pressed his lips against me in a searing kiss, his hand stroking down my back, and I melted into his powerful body. Then, he pulled away from me, searching my eyes. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t stray too far from me, if Taru is stirring.”

      I hooked my leg around his, enjoying his heat, his embrace. “I’m going to join you in a few minutes. There’s just something I have to do first.”

      “You and your secrets.” He kissed me again, more slowly this time, then pulled away from me and slipped off to his room.

      When he’d left, I surveyed my new space—a room with many doors. One connected to the hall, one to my luxurious bathroom. One to Melkarth’s room, and one to Ree’s.

      I crossed to Ree’s door and pulled it open.

      Ree and Wren sat on an enormous four-poster bed, digging into a spread of Chinese takeout and beer.

      Tall, peaked ceilings arched high above us. Ree had very much outdone herself when she’d asked the fortress to create this room. The Institute was always changing, shifting according to the whims of those who could bond with it. And while I didn’t have that power yet, the ancient spirits of the Institute had already filled Ree in. And what’s more, they’d shown her the way in and out of its walls.

      “What took you so long?” asked Wren.

      “The spring rolls are getting cold,” Ree added.

      I shook my head. “I can’t stay. Taru wants more souls, so I have to stick near Melkarth.”

      Wren nodded. “The super-hot dragon shifter. Must be terrible.” She licked sweet-and-sour sauce off her thumb. “He still doesn’t know I’m here, right?”

      I plucked a spring roll off the spread and bit into it, savoring the taste. “He hasn’t said that he knows you’re here. Ree did a very good job of hiding your room with the help of the spirits. I think you can both stay here as long as you want, hidden in these walls. Melkarth has a way of knowing things, but I’m not sure he’d really mind.”

      “Tomorrow night?” asked Wren.

      I nodded. “Tomorrow night we hang out.”

      I finished off my spring roll, feeling that tug again—Taru trying to call me to the shores. The tether was growing a little stronger. And along with it, a more enticing pull—one that lured me closer to Melkarth.

      I hurried back through the door to my room, then on to Melkarth’s. He sat in a black chair, drink in hand, looking for all the world like a louche dragon king in a throne. His shirt was unbuttoned a little, hair a bit rumpled. In his room at night, he looked more unguarded than usual.

      I hurried toward him, body heating, and I slid into his lap. My dress rode up as I straddled him and wrapped my legs around him. He growled low, body growing taut, and gripped hard to my waist like he never wanted to let me go. I arched my neck, and he ran his lips over my throat, tongue swirling.

      And that was all that it took for the tether to Taru to disappear.

      I tilted my head down again to look into Melkarth’s gray eyes, then pressed my hand against his cheek. We both had our secrets, but secrets or not, the truth was clear to me now. We would both protect each other no matter what.

      And combined, that made us powerful enough to take on the Gods.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you want to read more about Cora, she appears later in the Shadow Fae series, fighting with another Institute:
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      If you want to read Katerina's latest academy book, check out Wings of Light:
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      To stay up to date with releases, join our mailing lists:

      Katerina Martinez Mailing list.

      C.N. Crawford Mailing list.

      And facebook groups!

      Katerina Martinez facebook group.

      C.N. Crawford facebook group.
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