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      Ursula lay on the cold stone floor, dressed in a mud-spattered gown and bare feet. Her head throbbed painfully as she tried to get her bearings in the Shadow Realm prison.

      Across from her, Kester sat on the edge of a low cot. His right fingers drummed on his knee in irregular twitches, like the movements of a wounded spider. When he saw Ursula staring, he quickly crossed his arms over his chest, but he didn’t meet her eyes.

      This wasn’t the brash Kester she remembered. Something was wrong.

      She winced at the sight of him. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” said Kester, before adding more strongly, “What’s happened while I’ve been in here?” He rose, wearing only a pair of dingy trousers, and crossed to where she lay on the floor. Shirtless, his muscular frame was leaner than Ursula remembered, and dirt darkened his face. It was hard to reconcile this haggard version of Kester with the cocky playboy she’d first met in London.

      He extended a hand, and she allowed him to pull her to her feet.

      “I’d been hoping I might get a roommate,” he said. “It’s lonely around here.”

      Ursula shook her head, trying to accept the fact that she and Kester were now Abrax’s prisoners. “How long have you been here?”

      “On the moon? A couple of weeks.”

      “But…, how? I thought you were on a special mission for Emerazel.”

      “I was.” Kester frowned, lines about his green eyes creasing the handsome planes of his face. “But Abrax caught me when I tried to infiltrate Lucius’s dragon warren.”

      “Balls,” said Ursula. Over Kester’s shoulder, she could see through the iron-barred window that gave a view of the lunar landscape beyond. Slowly, she pushed herself to her feet and crossed to the window. So much had happened in the last hour—the fight in Lucius’s warren, Abrax attacking and abducting her. Dread crawled over her skin as she tried to process it all. She could hardly believe she was back here on the moon.

      She sucked in a slow breath as she peered out. Beyond the bars, enormous cliff walls curved off in either direction—the walls of a caldera so massive the far side was barely visible. Below her nestled the city of oneiroi dwellings, stacked on top of each other like shoeboxes. And looming over everything was the violet crystal spire of Asta, where Nyxobas lived—God of Night. She shivered, thinking of how she’d nearly died more than once the last time she’d visited the Shadow Realm.

      “Ursula?” Kester prompted.

      “Right. You want to know what you’ve missed.” Ursula took a deep breath before turning to face him, then swallowed hard. “I followed you to Avalon, and ended up with Excalibur. Then I lost track of Zee in a dragon’s lair when the world’s creepiest incubus abducted me.”

      “Abrax. Of course.” Kester studied me for a long time. “Why do I feel like there’s something important you’re not telling me?”

      She cleared her throat, then mumbled, “I’m engaged to Bael, fallen lord of the Shadow Realm.”

      His green eyes widened. “What?”

      “I’m engaged to Bael!”

      A chill fell over the room, Kester’s large eyes piercing the gloom. “Are you out of your mind? Bael leads the Shadow God’s legions. He was once the Sword of Nyxobas. He murdered his own wife long ago, and he’s second in command to Nyxobas himself. He is not your friend. He would rip your heart from your chest—or worse—if that was what Nyxobas asked of him.”

      Ursula turned back to the window as she tried to decide how to best describe her relationship with Bael. Kester was wrong, of course. Bael wasn’t a threat. If he’d wanted to kill her, he could have done so any number of times. For an instant, she remembered how he’d pressed her against the wall of her room in Marazion, his teeth on her throat. He could have torn her jugular wide open, but he’d resisted the call of the old way. Whatever Bael’s motivations were, killing her wasn’t one of his priorities.

      She turned back to Kester, crossing her arms. “Bael isn’t our enemy. He’s fighting Abrax too. He—”

      “Bael is ruthless and unmerciful.” Kester’s expression was incredulous. “I cannot emphasize this enough. You cannot trust him.”

      “No,” said Ursula, shaking her head. “He’s changed. He’s lost his wings. Hothgar and the other lords want him dead.” Her mind burned with the memory of Bael kneeling over her on the dusty floor of the arena, as the lords brayed for her blood. She could practically feel the sand on her cheek, hear the jeering crowd and Bael’s strong voice as he asked for her hand. “He saved my life when he claimed me as his wife.”

      Kester snarled, the sound rumbling through Ursula’s gut. “Don’t tell me you consented.”

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice at the time.”

      Kester’s voice was as sharp as one of Cera’s obsidian blades. “Just because you’re in the Shadow Realm living amongst demons does not give you carte blanche to start marrying them.”

      “I had to agree to his proposal to live, and we’ve been allied since. That’s all. Anyway, Emerazel seems okay with it.”

      “Right, she was so happy with this situation that she broke the window in your portal room? Don’t think I didn’t notice that.” Kester’s voice was ice when he spoke again. “I have seen Bael in battle. He is lethal and remorseless. You can’t trust him. Ever.”

      Ursula turned back to the view beyond the window. She remembered how the Shadow Realm had seemed when she first arrived—so foreign to her, so terrifying. Surely this was part of Kester’s problem. Fear of the unknown. And the solitary confinement. How long has he been imprisoned here? She wished more than anything she could get them both out of here.

      The sound of footfalls turned her head—Kester pacing back and forth over the floor like a caged animal. Something was off about him.

      She squinted, studying his gait. He moved awkwardly, favoring one leg. “What happened to your leg?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re limping.”

      “Abrax was trying to get me to tell him where you were.”

      “And he hurt your leg?”

      “Yes.” Kester stopped pacing to sit again on his cot. Violet light from the window caught his face, and Ursula sucked in a breath. Kester wasn’t just dirty. His face was covered in a patchwork of bruises.

      Instinctively she went to him, kneeling on the stone so she was at his level. He lowered his head, avoiding her gaze. This explains everything: the fear, the anxiety.

      “It’s okay,” she said, gently brushing his hair to the side. The bruises ranged from deep purple to greenish yellow. This wasn’t the result of a single beating. Abrax had tortured him more than once.

      “What did he do to you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. He won’t do it again.”

      “What do you mean? You’re still his prisoner.” Just like I am.

      “He wanted you. Now he has you. He won’t have more questions for me.”

      He winced as she traced her finger over his cheek. “Why haven’t you healed yourself?”

      “I did at first, but then Abrax drained my fire. Starkey’s Conjuration doesn’t seem to work properly without it.”

      “Oh right, I’d forgotten about that,” said Ursula. “Well, I still have my fire. I can heal you.”

      Kester smiled for the first time since she’d entered the cell.

      Slowly, she incanted Starkey’s Conjuration. She could feel Emerazel’s fire churn within her, then Kester’s face transformed, the skin lightening to a healthy pink. He leaned back against the wall, and let out a slow breath.

      “Thank you,” he said softly.

      “No problem.”

      Ursula sat on her haunches as she studied him. Resting his head against the gray stone of the wall, with his eyes closed, he looked more like the Kester she remembered. Rakishly handsome, even if his hair looked frightful.

      “So why were you looking for Excalibur?” she asked.

      “To fight the dragons,” said Kester absently, his eyes still closed. “It’s the only way to kill those bloody reptiles.”

      “But the Lady of the Lake wouldn’t give it to you?”

      “She would not.” There was just enough disappointment in his voice to make Ursula suspicious.

      “So the only reason you were searching for the blade was to fight the dragons?”

      “I had to do something,” said Kester, his eyes still closed.

      Kester’s face remained all innocence, but Ursula plowed ahead. “The Darkling prophecy had nothing to do with it?”

      Kester’s eyes flashed open. “Who told you about the prophecy?”

      “Merlin.”

      “That daft old bastard.” Kester sighed. “That stupid poem of his has caused more trouble than this supposed Darkling character.”

      “You don’t believe it’s true?”

      “I haven’t seen any evidence. Anyway, there are plenty of terrible people in the world. Whether one is the Darkling or not seems immaterial.”

      Ursula caught his gaze before he had a chance to look away. “But I got the sword. You don’t think I’m the Darkling?”

      Kester traced his thumb slowly over his lower lip, his gaze boring a hole into Ursula. “I wouldn’t rule it out.”

      Ursula sucked in a deep breath. “Merlin and Nimue sensed something strange about me. I frightened them. But the Darkling is supposed to be evil, and… Well, I really can’t remember if I was evil or not for the first fifteen years of my life, but for the past three, it didn’t get a lot worse than tutting loudly at people who walked slowly in Tube stations.”

      “Until your engagement to a Shadow Lord, I’d never pegged you as evil. And what’s more, the Darkling is supposed to destroy the gods. I don’t suppose Emerazel would have given you her fire if that were in your destiny. She did sense something unusual in you. I just don’t know what it was.”

      Ursula loosed a relieved breath. Of course Kester was right. Abrax was probably the Darkling. Abrax certainly seemed hell-bent on leading a rebellion against the gods. “I still have my fire. We could escape, fight our way out.”

      Kester grimaced. “I tried that already, but Abrax has these creatures. They move like nothing I’ve ever seen—”

      “Golems. Good point. I barely managed to kill one of them.”

      “You killed one?” Kester didn’t bother to hide his surprise.

      “It’s not easy, but they can get over-confident and make mistakes. Fatal ones.”

      “I want to know how you did it. I’m sure I can improve on the technique.”

      Apparently not even Abrax can beat the cockiness out of him.

      Before Ursula could tell Kester how she had goaded the golem into attacking, the door to the cell opened with a rush of frigid air.

      Flanked by a pair of oneiroi, Abrax stood in the doorway, shadow magic flickering about him.
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      Even in his human form, Abrax sent an icy trickle of fear through Ursula’s chest. He wore a black velvet jacket buttoned up to the neck and dark gray pants. He moved like a predator, each step calculated to require the barest minimum of effort. Like a cat preparing to pounce. His gunmetal-gray eyes pierced the dim light of the cell, cold as death. “Ready for a little chitchat, Ursula?”

      “I don’t have anything new to tell you,” said Ursula, remaining exactly where she was.

      “We’ll see about that,” Abrax snarled as he motioned for his oneiroi to enter the room. The guards split, one to either side of the room, so that they flanked her.

      Ursula felt fire kindle in her veins, but before she could summon her power, Abrax flicked his wrist. Tendrils of shadow magic leapt from his fingers, wrapping around Kester’s throat.

      Shadows slid through Abrax’s eyes as he turned to Ursula. “Either you extinguish your fire, bitch, or the hound dies while you watch.”

      Kester clutched the tendrils at his throat, his lips already turning purple. It took all of Ursula’s self-control to quench the fire in her blood.

      “Fine, we can talk.” She took a step closer to Abrax, desperate to beat the shadows right out of him.

      “That’s close enough, Ursula darling,” Abrax purred. “Kneel and hold out your hands.”

      Ursula hesitated, but a choking noise from Kester’s throat spurred her to her knees. She knelt on the stone floor. When she lifted her hands, one of the oneiroi drew a pair of glowing manacles from under his cloak. Once Abrax clasped the manacles on her wrists, he smiled at her.

      His pale eyes glinted in the gloom. “This is going to be fun. We have so much to talk about.”

      “I suggest you release Kester.” Flames began to flicker around her fingers. “These manacles might be immune to my flames, but they won’t prevent me from burning you to a crisp.”

      “I’m bored of this now.” Abrax flicked his wrist again, and the cords of shadow magic that bound Kester disintegrated. “But start any fires, and the hound’s dying cries will haunt your nightmares.”

      Ursula studied Abrax as she considered her options. Obviously, going with him wasn’t optimal. For one thing, he’d tried to consume her soul on multiple occasions, and then there was the whole torture thing she’d just learned about. Time spent with Abrax probably was unlikely to be among her happiest memories.

      Her chest tightened. What else could she do? She wasn’t about to let him kill Kester.

      “All right. I’ll come with you,” she said through gritted teeth.

      She followed Abrax into the hall. Once through the cell door, the oneiroi guards assumed positions on either side of her. Each held a short sword with a lethal-looking edge.

      Abrax walked ahead. His shadow magic had receded, giving him an almost human appearance. Still, she’d seen him assume his demonic form enough times to know he could eviscerate her in an instant if he felt like it.

      As Ursula followed, she allowed her fire to begin to kindle in her veins. Not enough for anyone to notice, but enough so she’d have it ready at her fingertips if anyone attacked her.

      Her footsteps echoed off the sleek walls, and she surveyed her surroundings. Abrax’s manor was sparsely decorated, the bare walls a sterile gray. Maybe Abrax took Nyxobas’s edict for austerity and asceticism seriously.

      The manor was deathly quiet, and she would have thought it empty if not for a few glimpses she caught of oneiroi servants slipping into doorways as they approached. Even with Emerazel’s fire warming her, she shivered. Abrax’s own servants found him terrifying.

      When they reached the central hall, Abrax led them down a staircase with steps of black marble. At the bottom of the staircase, they stepped onto the floor of the great hall. While Bael had decorated his floor with an enormous mosaic of a lion’s head, Abrax’s was lined with simple slate tiles.

      As if reading her mind, the incubus gestured at the gray stone. “Ornamentation and embellishment are for the weak-minded.”

      “Wanker.” Frankly, right now, she couldn’t think of a better response.

      The oneiroi to her right made a little noise that sounded remarkably like a laugh, though Abrax didn’t seem to notice as he started across the room. Ursula frowned at where they were going. A jumble of scaffolding stood propped against the cliff face at the far end of the room.

      “After my visit to your boyfriend’s manor, I decided to do a little excavating myself. I think you’ll want to see what I found.” Abrax reached the scaffolding, then lifted a tarp to reveal the mouth of a tunnel.

      Ursula glared at the ragged hole cut into the rock. “Where exactly are you taking me?”

      “Someplace private where we can chat.”

      Bollocks. “We can chat perfectly well right here. Just send your guards away, and I will tell you anything you want to know.” She channeled a bit more of Emerazel’s fire into her blood.

      Abrax flashed the guard next to her a look, and instantly the cold steel of a sword pressed against her spine.

      “We’ll chat where I say that we’ll chat.”

      She grunted with frustration, her gut churning with nerves. With the blade directing her, she followed Abrax into the tunnel.

      Inside, Abrax conjured a glowing orb, revealing crudely carved walls and a floor littered with debris. Ursula sniffed. It had that familiar lunar smell: creosote and rock dust. Abrax hadn’t been lying—this tunnel had just been hewn from the cliff face. A cold fear threatened to quench the fire in her veins. Where is he taking me?

      Abrax led them farther into the bowels of the cliff. After a hundred yards, the walls seemed to close in. Ursula had to duck as they passed through a narrow gap in the rock and into another tunnel. Here, the floor was clear of debris and the raw smell of rock dust much fainter. Ursula reached out to touch the smooth stone walls. In this part of the tunnel, they were moving through an older space. She glanced behind her, seeing only impenetrable darkness.

      Abrax led them deeper into the side of the cliff, the light from his orb revealing curling patterns and runes carved into the rock. The same ones she’d seen in Bael’s manor, carved by the same people. The passage twisted and turned, deeper and deeper into the side of the cliff.

      Ursula’s jaw clenched as they walked. She hated the idea of ending up in a remote place with this smarmy, torturing prick. But she wasn’t holding any cards in this scenario.

      Around them, veins of violet crystal began to streak the rock, and Ursula reached out to touch one. Icy shadow magic hummed against her fingertips. For a moment, she glimpsed Nyxobas’s void yawning before her. A voice rose from the depths of her own mind. Who are you, Ursula? Who are you really? Fear washed over her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know who she was—she craved the pure, sweet oblivion of the void. The emptiness—the freedom.

      As suddenly as the vision had arrived, it was replaced by a vision of Emerazel’s infernos—so realistic she could taste bitter ash on her tongue. She yanked her hand back as though burned.

      She must have yelped, because Abrax spun round.

      “Keep your hands at your sides,” he growled.

      Ursula felt the sharp point of a sword at her back again.

      As they moved deeper down the passage, the cool hum of shadow magic flickered over Ursula. More of the purple crystals glinted in the rock around them. Emerazel’s fire thrummed in her veins, yet her skin felt frigid—like she was standing outside on the coldest day of winter.

      Something wasn’t right. Shadow magic had never felt this icy, this foreign, before. When Bael had taught her how to wield it, to shadow run, it had been a powerful energy flowing within her. Now, it was something entirely different, as alien to her as the harsh lunar landscape.

      Just up ahead, Abrax disappeared from view as the tunnel cut sharply right. When she reached the turn, her breath caught as a wave of frozen air washed over her. I could really use a warm coat right about now.

      The tunnel opened up into a large cavern. Like the interior of a geode, violet crystals lined the floor, walls, and ceiling. In between the crystals grew enormous luminescent mushrooms. Their light shone through the translucent stone, illuminating the room with indigo light.

      Abrax strode to a platform in the center of the cavern, his arms folded over his chest, and mounted it. Despite the stillness of the air, thick clouds of shadow magic swirled about him. Violet light sculpted his exquisite face. He was striking—except the fact that he was a murderous arsehole kind of detracted from his beauty a bit.

      “Now, this is a nice place to talk,” he said.

      A frigid chill rippled over Ursula’s body, and her teeth began to chatter uncontrollably. Shadow magic wafted and curled between the crystals like swamp gas among the roots of ancient trees.

      Slowly, the magic seemed to penetrate her body, filling her with an icy, gnawing emptiness. Ursula’s legs gave way to quavering spasms, and she fell to her knees.

      “Now you see the true power of Nyxobas,” intoned Abrax.

      “What is wrong with me?” Ursula managed. Her body was shivering uncontrollably, her teeth chattering so hard she thought they might break.

      “That is what I intend to find out,” said Abrax.

      One of the oneiroi guards grabbed the chain between her manacles and began to drag her toward the center of the cavern. As she neared Abrax, Ursula saw that he stood on a platform carved from pure shadow-crystal. Shadow magic floated over its surface in a dark miasma. Every fiber of her being wanted to run, to sprint back down the tunnel, but her entire body trembled uncontrollably, like a fish flopping on a fisherman’s dock.

      She was unable to so much as throw a punch as the guards lifted her up. When they dropped her onto the crystal platform, shadow magic seared her skin, as if she’d been thrown into a bath of liquid nitrogen. Pain screamed through her body. Get me the fuck out of here.

      With the chain that bound her wrists, Abrax yanked her into a sitting position. “Who are you?”

      “Ursula,” she said through chattering teeth. “You know this, you useless knob-end.”

      Quick as a snake, Abrax slammed his boot into her chest and pushed her down to the crystal. “Tell me where you come from.”

      “I-I don’t know,” Ursula stammered. The icy shadow magic was so cold she could barely string the words together.

      “Who taught you to use shadow magic?”

      “Bael…” He’d trained her to channel shadows. Once, it had seemed second nature to her. She had no idea why it was hurting her so much now.

      “I’m asking you again. Where are you from?”

      “I’ve told you before. I have no memory before the age of fifteen.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “Look, a hag woman from the river told me something, but I have no idea if it’s true,” Ursula blurted out as a searing pain lanced between her shoulder blades. The crystal was so cold she could hardly breathe. “She said I’m from Mount Acidale.”

      Abrax lifted his foot slightly. “Where in Mount Acidale?”

      “I don’t bloody know!” said Ursula frantically. If he didn’t let her up, she was certain the air was going to freeze in her lungs.

      Abrax pressed down again with his heel, and pain screamed through her chest, so sharp she could hardly take a breath. “If you want the pain to end, you will answer my questions. Where are you from in Mount Acidale?”

      “I…don’t…know,” said Ursula, her mind swimming with agony. “I can’t breathe. If you don’t let me up—”

      Abrax shook his head. “Pathetic. Kester put up more of a fight.”

      With a jerk on the manacle chain, so hard it threatened to rip her arms from her sockets, Abrax pulled her to her feet.

      She shivered in the frigid air of the cavern. Someday, Abrax, I’m going to stop your withered heart. “You know I’m engaged to Bael. The laws of Nyxobas protect me.”

      Abrax jerked her chain so hard she stumbled toward him. He grabbed her hair, so that her face was only inches from his. “Let me be clear, Ursula. In my domain, nothing protects you.” He traced the sharp edge of a fingernail along her throat. “No one even knows you’re here.”

      “Kester—”

      “Kester will be dealt with.” Abrax pushed her away. “If you want to live, you’re going to need to start answering my questions. Tell me about Mount Acidale.”

      Ursula shook her head. “I don’t remember anything. Agnes gave me a piece of my mother’s blouse. Covered in blood.”

      Abrax’s eyes narrowed. “Agnes? The hag of the Thames you mentioned?”

      “Yes.”

      Abrax stepped toward her. “What did Agnes tell you?”

      “She told me she was dead.” She should have felt a bit more of a pang at that memory, except Ursula couldn’t remember her mother at all. It was hard to grieve for someone when you didn’t even know what they looked like, couldn’t remember their voice or their smile.

      “Is that all?”

      “Agnes only allowed me to ask three questions.”

      Think, Ursula, think. She needed to find a way to get out of here.

      Abrax paused, his eyes unfocused as he considered what she had said.

      Now standing, Ursula took the opportunity to scan her surroundings. They stood on a platform in the center of the cavern, entirely ringed by violet crystals. The platform itself had been carved from the stump of an enormous crystal, its surface inscribed with more of the twisting runes she’d seen in the tunnel. If it weren’t for the freezing shadow magic, it would have been astonishingly beautiful.

      Ursula glanced at the pair of oneiroi guards stationed at the base of the platform. They watched her with silver eyes, their faces expressionless. If she made a run for it, she’d have to get past them. And she was nowhere near full strength right now.

      Before she could conceive a plan, Abrax pulled her hair so that she looked into his steel-gray eyes. “You said Agnes showed you a piece of your mother’s blouse?”

      “Yes. She had a rag that she said had been my mother’s. Why do you care?”

      “What did it look like?”

      Ursula tried to envision the scrap of material. Everything from that time on the shore of the Thames seemed blurry, as though she’d been wearing glasses with the wrong prescription. The hag had given her the scrap of blouse, and later she’d stuffed it into a plastic bag. What had it looked like, exactly? Slowly, the memory bloomed in her mind.

      “It was purple, I think. With gold embroidery. Covered in blood.”

      “Your mother was a member of the royal guard?” Abrax’s face cracked into a vicious smile. “One killed in uniform. I wonder if she was the one Nyxobas recruited.”

      “Recruited for what?” Ursula stared at Abrax, trying to decipher what he was talking about.

      “Now I understand why Kester and Emerazel didn’t tell you anything.”

      “What are you talking about?” Panic crept into Ursula’s voice.

      “In the battle of Mount Acidale, we turned one of the king’s guards. The woman worked for us. When Bael gave the signal, she attacked the king, just as she was supposed to. She only managed to kill the queen. If Kester hadn’t been standing next to King Midac, she would have killed him, too.”

      Ursula’s pulse raced. Bael had ordered her mother to kill a king? When she cast her mind back, she remembered Bael’s disturbed reaction to learning she was from Mount Acidale. But was this even true, or just more bullshit from Abrax? “You’re telling me that my mother tried to kill the king.”

      Abrax’s voice was as smooth as a serpent’s hiss. “Exactly. And that blood you saw on her shirt came from Kester’s blade running through her heart.”
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      “No.” The air seemed to have thinned around her. “You can’t possibly know it was my mother just because there was blood on the fabric. She could have died any number of ways.”

      But even as the words left her mouth, she began to doubt them. When she’d told Bael she was from Mount Acidale, he’d seemed to freeze and his gaze had shuttered—as if he’d been putting something together. Maybe Abrax’s version of events wasn’t the complete picture, but there was something there.

      Still, this was Abrax she was dealing with. Not exactly a trustworthy source. And yet it made a certain sense. This could explain why Emerazel had been so interested in her, why Kester was so distant.

      Ursula glared at Abrax. “You said Bael ordered my mother to kill the king?”

      Abrax smiled. “Indeed. Bael was the one who gave the order. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I think your lover hasn’t been entirely forthcoming about his role in your mother’s death.”

      Ursula narrowed her eyes at Abrax. She wasn’t going to believe a thing he said until she got to speak to Kester and Bael herself. At least—if she was getting out of here alive. She’d never felt this defeated before, out of options. And as if to punctuate the point, Abrax sent a stream of shadow magic curling around her.

      Pain pierced her ribs, and she found herself peering into Nyxobas’s void, darkness claiming her vision and mind.

      “Nyxobas!” she screamed into the abyss. “Your charming son wants me to believe you killed my mother. Do you have anything to say about that?”

      Silence greeted her. The last time she’d entered the void, Nyxobas had come to her. He’d helped her defeat Abrax.

      “Nyxobas!” she shouted. “Tell me the truth.”

      The voice that responded wasn’t Nyxobas’s, but that of another god—dry, scratchy, full of rage—and female. Ahhh, the goddess of fire. Slowly, from the gaping darkness, a female form arose, one hewn of dancing flames. Was this a welcome visit, or were things about to get a whole lot worse?

      “Consorting with the Night God?” Emerazel’s voice sizzled over her skin. “You are bound to be my servant.”

      “Maybe you could help a little, Emerazel. I’m kind of in a tight spot here.”

      “Find a way to get out of there alive. You will work for me until I release you from your bondage. Your soul is mine.”

      “I’m just pointing out that if you chose to kill Abrax, it would be helpful.” Honestly, the gods were wildly irrational and pretty much insane as far as Ursula could tell.

      Infernos blazed in Emerazel’s eyes. Around her, gouts of fire erupted. She towered over Ursula, her skin incandescent, like the surface of the sun. In each hand she held a whip.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ursula’s arms jerked upward, golden manacles cutting into her wrists. She’d ended up on the cold, crystal floor. Luckily for her, she’d snapped right out of that trance before she’d had the misfortune of finding out what Emerazel had planned with the whips. In any case, it didn’t seem like she’d taken on board Ursula’s suggestion of killing Abrax. It was entirely possible that Emerazel had no power in the Shadow Realm. Or, she was just batshit.

      “Lift her up,” Abrax growled.

      The oneiroi guard jerked the chain again, pulling Ursula into a kneeling position.

      Was Emerazel really about to whip her, or had that been a screwed-up dream?

      Abrax’s lips curled in a dark smile. “Now you see why we must fight them. To the gods, we are but pawns in their game of power and domination. We will only be free once we overthrow them. We will force the magical realms into submission, replacing their gods.”

      That is exactly what the Darkling would say. Abrax wanted to rule over the earth and the magical realms as a single god.

      Abrax loomed over her. “If you join me, we could do great things. Together, we can vanquish the gods. We can usher in a new era. An era led by mankind, without the seven gods.”

      Ursula stared dumbly at Abrax, unsteadily rising to her feet. Is he really suggesting that I join him? “You’ve got to be kidding me. First of all, since when did you care about humanity?”

      “They existed on earth before we did. They just need a strong hand to guide them.”

      Ursula straightened her shoulders, her wrists chafing against the manacles. “And I presume you’re going to be this leader.”

      A slow shrug. “I am the most powerful of Nyxobas’s demons. And I can be very convincing. Who better than I to deliver mankind from their subjugation?”

      Ursula studied Abrax, trying to determine if this was some sort of elaborate trick. “Then what’s in it for me?”

      The incubus stepped forward and brushed a cool finger along her cheek. “Me. I will give you power like you’ve never experienced. We will rule over the earth, over Mount Acidale, over Maremount and Lilinor.”

      Bloody hell. This guy is certifiable. “I still don’t understand why you need my help with this. I thought you wanted to kill me.”

      Abrax’s smile broadened. “Oh, absolutely. You will have to sacrifice your mortal body to join my fight, but I can’t see how that would be much of a sacrifice. Once you get rid of that pointless vestige, your soul can unite with mine.”

      The air in the cavern began to cool. “Yeah, I’m going to be a hard no on that one. Has it occurred to you that dragging someone into a dungeon and torturing them isn’t the best way to initiate a proposal for a lifelong partnership?”

      Abrax moved closer, his icy eyes blazing. A strange warmth began to spread over Ursula’s skin. “How could you refuse? I am offering everlasting life. When you shed this grotesque form, you will live for all eternity within me. Also, I’m not really asking for your consent.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Of course not. Consent isn’t really your thing.”

      Again, Abrax brushed a finger along her cheek. An oddly disturbing sensation tingled through her skin at his touch, and she shuddered. She tried to find the words to say no, but his incubus power was already paralyzing her.

      Abrax grinned. “When our souls combine, complete and utter ecstasy will overtake you.”

      Every ounce of her being told her to run, but her body was frozen under his powers. Beneath the soothing calm created by Abrax’s magic, disgust roiled in Ursula’s mind.

      He looked at her sympathetically. “That little stunt you pulled in Lacus Mortis won’t work again. I have complete control of you now.”

      Abrax stroked her cheek again. She sucked in a sharp breath as an alien warmth burned at his touch. Inside, a war raged, desire clashing with disgust, but she couldn’t bring herself to move.

      Abrax leaned down. “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “Immortality is moments away.”

      Fuck off, you rapey arsehole. Her heart began to thunder against her ribs, fear spreading through her chest, but she’d become immobilized.

      He leaned in, gently nibbling her ear, and a shiver rippled up her spine. He slid one hand to her forehead and one between her breasts. He began to speak in Angelic, and a wild ecstasy pooled in her gut. Now, pure panic began to overtake Ursula’s mind, and something inside her screamed wildly to get out of this. This couldn’t be happening.

      And yet, it was. Shadow magic gathered around them as Abrax continued incanting. Although her body remained fixed in a state of frozen rapture, she could feel shadows begin to crawl along her skin. Icy cold, they slipped into her pores.

      Her body convulsed in a baffling mix of pleasure and pain. Cold shadows coursed through her blood. Abrax chanted louder, and Emerazel’s fire began to fade. She tried to open her jaw to scream, but her muscles refused to respond.

      Tears pooled in her eyes. Not because she was able to cry, but because Abrax’s paralysis prevented her from blinking.

      Abrax lifted his hand from her forehead, and wiped the tears away. “There there, the hard part is over. Your soul is almost mine.”

      No. Adrenaline and raw panic snapped through her nerve endings.

      He leaned in close, his mouth only inches from hers. Then, fixing his eyes on hers, he began to draw her soul out. Silver threads passed through her lips, wafting into the air. Abrax reached for them with a thin tongue. As he pulled the first of the threads into his mouth, his eyes widened in surprise. Then his brow furrowed and he winced, like he was tasting something vile.

      His tongue flicked out again and drew in another strand of her soul. Instantly, his shoulders hunched and he gagged, his eyes bulging.

      Instinctively, she reached for her fire, only to find it wasn’t there. Abrax’s shadows had extinguished it. Worse, her body remained transfixed.

      Above her, Abrax wiped at his mouth in disgust. “My shadows have quenched Emerazel’s fire, yet I am unable to consume your soul. You have the distinct honor of being the first person whose soul has repulsed me.” His lip curled in disgust. “I’ve never been so revolted. I’m sorry, Ursula, but it doesn’t look like you’re going to be joining me after all.”

      Her relief only lasted a moment, because already Abrax was reaching into his velvet jacket to withdraw a thin blade. It glinted in the violet light of the cavern, the edges of the crystals reflecting its mirrored surface. Frantically, Ursula reached for her fire, but her veins were empty.

      Time seemed to slow, and Ursula could feel every beat of her heart. Each one threatening to be its last. The crystal at her back hummed with shadow magic. Strangely, it no longer felt ice cold. Familiar shadows whispered below its surface. Shadows she’d used before. Shadows that now flowed through her veins, since Abrax had tried his little soul-meld.

      As Abrax moved for her, she let the shadow magic flow through her. Instinct took over. Her body just moved, three feet to the right, and Abrax’s blade splintered on the crystal. Shadow running had become second nature to her now.

      Abrax whirled. “How?”

      But Ursula didn’t have time to respond. As soon as she had broken contact with the incubus, Emerazel’s fire had come raging back, clashing with the shadow magic in her body. The two things were never meant to mix. She grunted in pain as a burst of fire and shadows erupted from her.

      On the plus side, the magical explosion threw Abrax across the cavern.

      Abrax shouted at his guards, “Stop her!”

      Ursula tried to draw her magic back, but the mix of freezing shadows and infernal fire was uncontrollable. Magic continued to blaze from her like an incandescent geyser. It sprayed into the crystalline ceiling, and broken shards fell around her in a razor-sharp rain.

      An oneiroi guard lunged for her. Before she could direct her fire at him, he slammed the toe of his boot into the side of her head.
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      Ursula flinched as someone touched her shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” said a familiar voice. “But you look terrible.”

      Ursula opened her eyes to find Kester crouching next to her, his handsome features creased with worry.

      “I look terrible?” she repeated. “Charming as always.”

      The cot’s rough fabric scratched her cheek, and she blinked, taking in her surroundings. Back in the cell. She tried to sit up, but dizziness whirled in her mind.

      “What did he do to you?” An edge laced Kester’s tone.

      “Slammed me with shadow magic. Then I fell into the void, tried to speak with Nyxobas, and ended up with Emerazel instead.”

      “And what would you have to say to Nyxobas?” asked Kester.

      Ursula pushed herself up onto her elbows, considering just how to bring up Abrax’s little “Kester killed your mum” story. While she was debating this, Kester looked back at her with a mix of confusion and worry. If he’d killed her mother, he certainly didn’t seem concerned about it now.

      “I was actually trying to find out—” She bit her lip. She’d need to think about this before she launched into it. “Never mind. There’s more. He wanted to unite our souls or something and rule over mankind, but apparently my soul repulsed him.”

      Kester’s lip curled. “Your soul repulsed him? That’s a bit of a personal insult, I’d say.”

      “I’ve never been so happy to repulse someone. Speaking of which, what do you mean I look terrible?”

      “Pale bags under your eyes, a bit like someone sucked the life out of you. Time for Starkey’s Conjuration Spell again, I think.”

      Ursula winced, her body groaning with pain. “I’ve been getting a lot of use out of that one.”

      She allowed her head to fall back on the scratchy cot as she incanted the spell. With the final word, a soothing magic filled her body, imbuing it with strength once more. Blinking, she sat up.

      “Why Urusula, you look simply ravishing now.” A sly smile. “Did you know you have beautiful skin when you don’t look near death?”

      “Are you really flirting with me right now?”

      Kester shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We’re both alive. Things could be worse.”

      Ursula leaned back on her hands. “I don’t understand why we’re both alive. Why didn’t Abrax kill me after he failed to get what he wanted?”

      As she spoke, she studied Kester. If Abrax had been telling the truth, did Kester know? Had he put it all together, the way Bael might have?

      Probably best to just lay it all out there and see how he responded. “Kester, Abrax said—”

      Just then, the door opened with a bang, and Abrax stood in the center, flanked by his usual pair of oneiroi guards.

      Ursula rose, already summoning Emerazel’s fire.

      “Which one of you told him?” Abrax shouted, his voice sharp with rage.

      What now? “What are you talking about?”

      “Hothgar. He’s demanded an audience. Someone told him you were here.”

      “And you think it was us?” said Ursula, heat rising in her chest. “The two people who’ve been chained and imprisoned the whole time? There’s something very wrong with you, you know that?”

      Abrax’s eyes narrowed. “No one else knows you’re here.”

      “Last time I spoke to Hothgar, he told you to kill me. He wants me dead. Even if I’d managed to find my way out of here, Hothgar wouldn’t exactly be first on my list of people to visit.”

      “Obviously you have a leak in your manor,” said Kester. “One of your guards, perhaps?”

      “That is impossible.” Abrax’s icy voice echoed off the walls.

      Ursula folded her arms, still a bit ticked off about the whole “manacle torture” thing. Not to mention the attempted soul-reaping. But she wasn’t wearing manacles now. One incubus—two guards. She may not get a better moment to fight back than this.

      She cocked her head. “If the Sword of Nyxobas found out you’ve been keeping us imprisoned without his knowledge, you’ve got no one to blame but yourself. What is the punishment for disobeying his orders?”

      With a roar of rage, Abrax lunged for Ursula. She dodged out of the way like a toreador evading a bull. As Abrax reached her, Ursula slammed into him, sending him sprawling to the floor.

      Flames sprang from her hands as she leapt on Abrax. She pressed her palms to his chest, and he screamed as smoke rose from between her fingers.

      As she seared Abrax’s chest with her fire, Kester lunged for the nearest oneiroi, catching him off guard. In a single motion, he drew the guard’s sword from its scabbard. In a blur of speed, he severed the guard’s head. Hot blood sprayed across the wall of the cell.

      Under Ursula’s firm grip, Abrax writhed, until he vanished beneath her fingertips—only to reappear across the room in a swirling cloud of shadows. Ursula shouted a warning to Kester, but she was too late. Already, Abrax was sending strands of shadow magic twining around Kester’s ankles. He yanked them, and Kester slammed to the ground.

      Ursula started to rush for him, but the remaining guard leveled his sword at her throat. The blade pressed against her skin, and the oneiroi’s large eyes gleamed, promising death if she moved. As she raised her hands, Abrax sent shadows snaking across the room, and they slid around her chest.

      Abrax’s shirt was smoking where she’d burned him, but that didn’t stop him from kicking Kester hard in the gut.

      Ursula tensed, waiting for Abrax’s attack. Instead, he beckoned her forward.

      “You’re coming with me, little dog. Hothgar asked for you specifically.”

      Ursula winced as she stepped over Kester’s prone body and into the hallway, but she knew a kick to the ribs wouldn’t keep Kester down for long. Still, she needed to find a way to get him out of here. Even if Abrax was snapping a fresh pair of glowing manacles to her wrists right now.

      “This way,” said Abrax, and she begrudgingly followed him down the sleek-walled hallway.

      As Ursula padded barefoot over the floor in her ragged gown, she couldn’t help but think of Bael. Once, Bael had been Nxyobas’s Sword, living for years in isolation. She had the feeling that he hadn’t let anyone in at all, for all those millennia—until he’d met her. Could he really have been involved in her mum’s death?

      She didn’t have long to think about this, because the hallway opened up into Abrax’s stark atrium. This time, a cage-like elevator stood in the center. Ursula felt a pang of sadness as she saw that it was almost an exact replica of the one at Bael’s manor. She followed Abrax into the metal cage, avoiding getting anywhere near him. The door slammed closed.

      Inside the elevator, the chain clanked and rattled as they rose toward the roof, passing by floor after floor of obsidian walls and doors. When she’d first come to Bael’s manor, she’d been terrified of him, and the surroundings hadn’t helped. The Bael she’d come to know over time seemed so different than the terrifying Sword of Nyxobas she’d first encountered, brooding on his dark throne. But he still held secrets he hadn’t revealed to her.

      When they reached the roof, Ursula shivered as an icy lunar breeze slipped through the remains of her dress. Like in Bael’s manor, the view from the roof was magnificent. The great walls of the caldera curved thousands of feet above them, and the violet spire of Asta sparkled in the distance.

      Abrax, of course, didn’t stop to admire the view, immediately striding toward a black carriage at the far end of the roof.

      Footsteps clacked over the roof, and a new set of guards flanked her. She walked between them, following Abrax to the carriage. When they reached it, Abrax stopped to open the door. Ursula climbed inside, her chest tightening. Being in the Shadow Realm without Bael felt completely wrong. She shuddered as Abrax sat next to her and the oneiroi guard.

      As they rose into the sky, Ursula got a final view of Abrax’s manor in all its glory, the gleaming glass and steel. But the hair on her arms prickled as she got a good look at the roof. Lurking in the shadows stood a large contingent of oneiroi—and behind them, at least five golems.
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      The lords’ chamber fell silent as they entered, heels echoing off the marble hall. At a semicircular granite table sat Hothgar, flanked on either side by the ten other demon lords. Hothgar—Sword of Nyxobas—wore a thin chain-mail shirt, his hoary beard and eyebrows giving him a wise appearance. Which, based on what Ursula knew of him, was completely misleading. He gripped a gavel, his petty little symbol of power.

      Ursula cast her gaze over the other demon lords—high demons, each one. The luminescent mushrooms lining the hall cast a faint, violet light over their bestial faces. If Ursula had any hope of breaking out of here, it was snuffed out when she noticed the phalanx of guards standing behind the lords.

      For their part, the lords—including Hothgar—were glaring at both Abrax and Ursula, hatred gleaming in their dark eyes. It took her a moment to realize the God of Night himself sat in the room, towering over all of them in his dark throne, dark magic curling around him in shadowy tendrils, black eyes gaping wide. He probably had no idea what the hell was going on here. Lost in the void, as usual. Even in a trance, he was a creature of nightmares, cloaked in darkness.

      Abrax grabbed Ursula’s arm, pulling her forward until Hothgar held up a hand. The old Sword of Nyxobas nodded to his guards, and five of them began marching toward Ursula and Abrax.

      “What’s this about?” Abrax started forward.

      “Stay where you are, incubus.” Hothgar didn’t bother to hide the anger in his voice.

      Abrax let out a low growl in response.

      The five guards encircled the pair of them, and one of the oneiroi pulled Abrax’s sword from his scabbard.

      Abrax’s shadow magic whipped around him in sharp coils. “I am a son of Nyxobas. How dare you treat me this way?”

      “Your soldiers attacked my family at the Lacus Mortis—”

      “Oh. That.” Abrax sighed. “Are you still whining about that? I told you that was an accident. I briefly lost control of my men—”

      “People died.”

      “People die sometimes. In any case, I made reparations. It is time we put this behind us.”

      His diplomacy skills were somewhat lacking, Ursula thought.

      Hothgar continued to stare stonily at Abrax.

      One of the guards by Abrax’s side grunted, then held up a lethal-looking dagger. “He was concealing this on his person.”

      “It is for my personal protection,” said Abrax. “Look.” He flicked his wrist, producing another knife from his sleeve. “I have another blade here.” He held up a thin needle of steel. “One can never be too careful.”

      The guard’s eyes widened, and he snatched the blade from Abrax.

      Abrax shoved his hands in his pockets. “Now may I take my seat at the table?”

      “No, you may not,” growled Hothgar.

      “And why is that?” Abrax straightened, throwing his shoulders back slightly.

      “You have brought a hound of Emerazel’s into our realm without permission.” Hothgar looked pointedly at Ursula.

      Abrax shook his head. “And what of it? She already knew of the realm. She spent considerable time here.”

      “I am done with your excuses. You will remain quiet while I interrogate the cur.”

      Hothgar turned his dark gaze on Ursula. “Why have you returned to the Shadow Realm?”

      “I just love it here so much.”

      Hothgar continued to stare at her.

      “Abrax abducted me,” she continued. “I’d never have come here willingly, considering the last time I was here, everyone tried to kill me.”

      Hothgar’s eyes narrowed. “The bitch lies. You will tell us the truth.”

      From behind, a guard shoved her hard in the back. She fell, sprawling to the stone floor. Arsehole. Her hands still manacled, she scrambled to her feet again.

      Hothgar stood. “You will have one chance to name your co-conspirators. If you want a clean death, you will not lie.”

      Why is he not getting this? “What are you talking about? Abrax kidnapped me. He was holding me against my will. I want nothing to do with you and the Shadow Realm.”

      Hothgar nodded at another one of his guards—a demon with a massive barrel chest and a neck like a tree trunk.

      “Bring out the prisoner,” said Hothgar.

      Kester?

      Ursula stared as the guard disappeared into a tunnel that led out of the hall. When she glanced at Abrax, he looked as perplexed as she was. So he doesn’t know what’s going on either.

      After a few minutes, the doors slammed open, and the guard returned, leading a demon with a chain attached to an iron collar on his throat.

      Not Kester—the muscular form draped in tattered, dark clothes was far too large. Enormous golden manacles clasped his hands, thicker than any Ursula had seen before. A black hood covered the man’s head. She took in the beautiful, golden color of his skin—

      But she didn’t have long to admire it. The prisoner pulled on his chain, fighting and snarling like a wild animal, and she almost wondered if he’d rip through it. As the guard dragged him past the granite table of lords, the prisoner lunged for them. A sharp pull on his chain from the prison guard stopped him in his tracks.

      Abrax spoke, his voice disdainful. “I cannot believe this creature is your source. How can you believe a man who has betrayed his god?”

      The guard yanked the hood from the prisoner’s head, and Ursula gasped. It was Bael, dark and powerful shadows whirling off his body. The former Sword of Nyxobas—and her betrothed. Except, he wasn’t exactly looking at her with love in his eyes. In fact, he was staring at her with a feral hunger, his eyes blood-red. Bael had been corrupted by the old way, the feral state that overtook shadow demons when they drank blood. And right now, he kind of looked like he wanted to rip his fiancée’s throat out.

      Ursula hardly noticed the burning pain of Emerazel’s fire as it filled her veins.

      “Where did you get him?” Abrax’s voice boomed across the room.

      Hothgar gripped his gavel. “A guard found him wandering around his manor. He said you’re plotting against the realm. That you’d kidnapped the bitch.”

      “He’s insane. Obviously, he drank the bitch’s blood and is corrupted by the old way.”

      Hothgar raised an eyebrow. “But he was right about the bitch—”

      Ursula raised a manacled hand. “You do realize that I’m standing right here? My name is Ursula.”

      Hothgar glared at her. “And you’re also a female hound. Which makes you one of the goddess’s bitches. I am merely addressing you using our technical term.”

      Ursula smiled pleasantly. “Sure. That’s the technical term. Having spoken to your wife, I believe the technical term for you is something like ‘conjugal disappointment,’ but you don’t hear me banging on about it.”

      “Let’s stick to the point.” Abrax pointed to Bael. “He’s gone feral. He’s lost his wings and his seat at the lords’ table. We should be discussing the best way to put him down. And yet, you’re telling me that you believe his word over mine?”

      Hothgar’s eyes narrowed. “He didn’t lie about the hound.”

      Bael growled, a low, inhuman sound that sent an icy shiver dancing up Ursula’s neck. Was the real Bael under there somewhere, buried beneath the feral rage?

      Hothgar laid his hands flat on the granite table. “Is there anything else you’ve been keeping from us, Abrax?”

      Abrax cocked his head. “No, there is nothing else.”

      Liar! Ursula wanted to scream. Should she tell them what she knew now?

      Hothgar’s eyes narrowed, and his lips flattened into a line. “Are you sure there is nothing else you’d like to confess?”

      Abrax stood with his hands in his pockets, perfectly relaxed. “I may have indulged in a few too many gin and tonics last night. Is that the sort of thing you’re looking for? In my defense, they were made with Harris gin and a hint of coriander. Nearly impossible to resist overindulging, as I’m sure you’d agree.”

      Hothgar’s lip curled. “Bring out the other prisoner!”

      The guards around Abrax drew their swords, pointing them at his throat, but he never shifted from his relaxed posture. The doors slammed open again, and the guards dragged in another prisoner. Just as with Bael, this prisoner wore ragged clothes and a black hood. Not as large as Bael, but struggling just as hard against his bonds. The guards shoved him until he stood a few feet from Bael.

      Kester.

      When the guard pulled the hood off his head, Ursula stared back at her green-eyed friend, a rag stuffed into his mouth and tied behind his head.

      Every powerful ally she had was now in this room, chained up as prisoners. And one of them was raging with bloodlust.

      Well, this is a pretty little mess we’ve got ourselves into.
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      “Remove the gag. I want to hear what he has to say,” said Hothgar.

      The guard drew a short knife from a scabbard on his belt. With a dexterous flourish that belied his impressive girth, he sliced Kester’s gag.

      Kester spat the rag onto the floor.

      “Who are you?” asked Hothgar.

      Kester glared at the hoary-faced demon. “You know who I am.”

      Hothgar loosed a sigh. “For the rest of the room.”

      “I am Kester.” His voice boomed over the hall. “Hound of Emerazel.”

      Hothgar pointed at him. “In fact, he is the one they call the Headsman. He is the one who slew Innas the Black, the one who carved out Bothrop’s eye, the one who murdered Vesper the last succubus of Maremount.” Chatter buzzed among the demon lords before Hothgar held up his hands to quiet the room. “And, do you know where he’s been for the last month? He’s been a prisoner in Abrax’s manor. The incubus has been holding him captive. A prize such at this should be shared. Each lord should carve a piece of his flesh.”

      Ursula’s stomach tightened into knots. Well, that does not sound wonderful for us.

      A hush fell over the room. Hothgar’s outstretched finger moved to point at Abrax. “He has hoarded the greatest prize for himself. He has prevented the course of justice. He has lied to the lords. He is a traitor to the realm!”

      The guards around Abrax stepped closer, their swords inches from his throat.

      “Hothgar,” said Abrax almost nonchalantly. “Stop acting like a prat. First of all, must I remind you that I am immortal. Your demons and their little swords cannot kill me. Secondly, I am the son of Nyxobas. I only want what is best for the realm. You’re a fool to question my motives. You have no right to interfere with my business.”

      Hothgar shook his head. “The lords have cast their ballots. You are to be imprisoned.”

      The air in the room dropped to a frigid temperature, the violet lights seeming to dim, suffocated by shadows.

      “No,” Abrax barked, but Ursula could see fear in his eyes. “I will not be imprisoned again.”

      Hothgar didn’t reply, simply nodding at the guards.

      So much happened in the next few moments that it was almost hard for Ursula to process it.

      Wings sprouted from Abrax’s back as he transformed into his demon form, talons emerging from his feet and hands. As his wings beat the air, a chorus of screams erupted. Abrax’s oneiroi were attacking the other guards.

      If Ursula’s eyes hadn’t been instinctively drawn to Bael, she might not even have noticed what he was doing in all the chaos of the battling guards. But as it was, he drew her gaze like a magnet.

      Across the room, Bael grabbed the chain attached to his collar and ripped it from his jailor’s hands. Once free, he raced across the room, his wrists still bound. The chain dragged behind him, clanking over the stone. Ursula’s blood roared in her ears at the sight of him, a confusing mixture of relief and fear.

      “Ursula!” he rasped, his throat hoarse and his eyes burning like embers. He’d gone completely feral. And yet…

      Even though her pulse raced wildly and her heart pattered like a frightened rabbit, she stopped herself from moving away from him. Bael won’t hurt me. Not even when he’s twisted by the old way.

      When he reached her, he clamped his fingers around her waist—a little possessively, but not too hard. “Ursula. Are you all right?”

      She blinked, taking in his stunning features—the beauty of a Greek god, all golden skin and black hair sweeping over his forehead. And despite the red bloodlust tinging his eyes, he actually sounded concerned. “Are you all right?”

      “I will not hurt you.” He stared into her eyes. “I’m in control.”

      Ursula could see a war raging within him—a desire to drink her blood combined with a need to protect her. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded solemnly, and she breathed in the faint scent of sea air that curled off his powerful body—and under that, the scent of sandalwood. The smells of his homeland, where he’d once lived as a human, before the gods dragged him into their wars. Tightening her fingers, she resisted throwing her arms around his neck. Gods, it was good to see him, but he was clearly pretending to be feral, and she wasn’t going to blow his cover.

      Around them, chaos reigned. Abrax’s oneiroi fought Hothgar’s guards in a whirlwind of clashing blades. And above it all, Abrax hovered above them, leathery wings beating the air rhythmically.

      “We need to go,” said Bael.

      “We need to bring Kester.”

      Bael scanned the chaos. “There.” He pointed with his manacled hands. Across the room, Kester fought a pair of demons. Blood flowed from a cut on his arm, but he’d managed to grab a sword.

      Ursula sucked in a sharp breath. “Let’s grab him and get the hell out.”

      She made a move for Kester, hurrying across the room by Bael’s side. But before they could make any headway, Hothgar’s guards leapt into their way. Unarmed, Ursula dodged. Bael snarled, twirling the chain attached to his neck over his head like a cowboy’s lasso until he slammed it into the closest guard’s face.

      “Kester!” Ursula shouted.

      Kester turned to look at her, green eyes flashing while two oneiroi guards surrounded him. “There are too many! I’ll find you outside.”

      Before Ursula had a chance to argue, Bael grabbed her arm. “This way. He’ll be fine.”

      With guards closing in around them, she didn’t have time to debate. On her way to the doors, she caught one last look at Kester. He leapt into the air. In a single spinning move, he decapitated the two guards who’d surrounded him.

      Oh. That’s why they call him the Headsman. And apparently Bael was right. He’d be fine.

      Without looking back, Ursula turned to follow Bael’s enormous form. He led her through the melee, clearing a path with brutal but precise lashes of his chain. By the time they reached the tunnel, the crowd had thinned.

      Bael and Ursula raced down a granite passage that opened into the cold, lunar air. From here, Ursula caught a glimpse of the carriage at the end of the platform. But ten yards from the tunnel’s opening, Bael pulled her in close to him, pressing her body against his.

      She stared at the tunnel’s mouth, where five lunar bats swooped onto a platform. Each one carried a rider dressed in black. And as the riders slipped off the lunar bats, Ursula recognized their eerily smooth movements. A shudder danced up her spine. The golems from Abrax’s roof.

      “Bael,” she whispered. “They’re golems.”

      Bael put his fingers to his lips, whistling. At the piercing sound, the golems swiveled to look at them.

      “What are you doing?” Ursula hissed. “They’ll tear us to pieces.”

      As if he didn’t hear her, Bael was already charging toward the golems, spinning the chain above his head.

      Ursula raced after him. Bloody hell, Bael. There is no way we can defeat five golems armed only with a piece of chain.

      The golems spread out at the tunnel’s mouth, moving as gracefully as dancers. Ursula knew the slim blades they held in their hands made them absolutely lethal.

      Just as Bael moved within range, he cut sharply right, sprinting toward the edge of the platform. Ursula followed, running as fast as she could with the manacles around her hands, and with the stupid gown trailing at her ankles.

      A shadow passed over their heads as another bat winged into view, heading right for them. Ursula’s heart plummeted—until she recognized the silver hair fluttering behind the rider, the wide eyes. Cera—riding on the back of her lunar bat, Sotz. Ursula’s chest unclenched just a bit at the sight of her little friend.

      “Ursula, get over here!” shouted Cera as she swooped along the edge of the platform.

      The dusty lunar air burned Ursula’s lungs as she raced full speed toward Cera, golems close behind her. From the periphery of her vision, she could see Bael’s enormous form slamming golems off the side of the platform.

      “Ursula!” Kester’s voice boomed behind her, and she whirled to see him bursting from the tunnel, a horde of guards behind him.

      “Now!” yelled Cera. “We’ll get Kester on a second pass.”

      Ursula’s throat tightened. No. I’m not leaving him here. Golems were surrounding him, and he had no idea how dangerous they were.

      “Kester,” Ursula shouted. “Watch out.”

      She reached into herself, channeling her rage. Her mind blazed with images of Abrax, of Emerazel—everyone who wanted to control her—until hot wrath simmered in her blood. With a volcanic explosion of fury, flames erupted from her body, searing hot. Good thing flames wouldn’t burn a hellhound like Kester.

      The fire raced for the golems until a fireball engulfed them. She didn’t stop to watch their bodies melt, or to wonder if they felt pain, she simply screamed for Kester to run to Cera’s lunar bat. She heaved a sigh of relief as he made it aboard.

      Overhead, wings beat the air. On a second lunar bat, Bael swooped lower, slowing the flight just long enough for Ursula to jump on in front of him. Frantically, she swung her leg over the bat’s body, struggling in her long dress, until the hem hiked up to her thighs. She was barely clinging onto the creature, completely unsteady. But bloodlust or not—she knew Bael wouldn’t let her fall.
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      Ursula nestled into Bael’s powerful body as they soared into the air, the wind whipping at her red hair, and he curled his arms protectively around her. With her wrists still bound, all she could do was hunch over and grip the bat’s fur, but Bael’s muscled arms kept her in place.

      Around them, lunar moths fluttered—a wild murmuration of glowing. Bael guided the bat between the streams of enormous moths, and Ursula gaped at the strangely familiar beauty of the lunar landscape.

      Ursula leaned back into Bael, breathing in his delicious smell. “How did Cera know to be outside?”

      “I told you I was in control.” His breath warmed the shell of her ear.

      Distracted by his allure, it took Ursula a moment to piece together what he was getting at. “So when Hothgar found you wandering his manor, consumed by the old way—” She looked back into his eyes, finding that they’d returned to their natural color—a pale gray that stood out sharply against his dark eyelashes.

      “I was faking it.”

      “And how did you convince him that Abrax had me prisoner?”

      “That was easy. I let them torture it out of me.”

      Urusula’s stomach clenched. “Bael! Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “But how did you know about Kester?”

      “I didn’t know about Kester. I only told them about you. Hothgar must have searched Abrax’s manor after he requested the audience with Abrax.”

      Ursula glanced at the lunar bat soaring through the air just behind them. Cera sat crouched around Sotz’s shoulders while Kester clung to the fur on the bat’s back, his expression grim. Hellhounds weren’t exactly meant to fly. Ursula’s pulse raced when she caught a glimpse of the enormous flock of lunar bats in hot pursuit of them.

      Ursula whistled to catch Cera’s attention. “Bats! Behind us!” she shouted over the wind. Good enough to get the point across.

      Bael leaned in closer to his bat, his body pressing against Ursula’s, and he whispered into the bat’s ear. They picked up speed, winging for the sheer cliff face that ringed the crater. As the cliff surged into view, Kester called out a warning. At the last moment, they plunged downward along the cliff’s face. Bael steered his bat sharply into a dark passage carved into the rock.

      Ursula pressed her head against Bael’s chest as they flew through the darkness, trusting only the bat’s sense of echolocation to not slam them into the rock. After what felt like an eternity, violet light began to fill the passage again.

      Ursula sucked in a deep breath, stunned by the strange beauty around her. The mushroom cavern was just as she remembered it. A forest of bioluminescent fungi on the floor, and above them, the distant sound of the bat colony. Up ahead, she recognized the path that led to Bael’s manor.

      “Bael. Are you sure the manor’s a good place to hide? Seems like the first place they’d look.”

      Bael grunted. “You need to trust me, Ursula.”

      Of course. How could she forget Bael’s favorite habit of failing to tell her anything in advance?

      But as they came to the entrance to Bael’s manor, they simply flew on past, soaring deeper into the forest.

      Nearby, Cera whistled, pointing back toward the mouth of the cave at a lunar bat pursuing them.

      “Hang on,” shouted Bael.

      Ursula clutched the bat’s fur as they nosedived into the mushrooms. Ursula’s pulse thundered in her veins at their speed. They swooped between the massive trunks of the fungi, until—with a jarring bump—they landed beneath a large cap, skidding in the dirt, Ursula clinging to the bat’s fur.

      For just a moment, they caught their breath, then Bael dismounted, pulling Ursula off after him. He walloped the bat on its rump, and the creature soared into the air again, past the tops of the mushroom caps.

      Just a few feet away, Cera and Kester landed with an audible thump. Kester slid off Sotz, while Cera stayed crouched on her bat’s shoulders.

      Bael nodded at her. “Led ‘em on a proper chase.”

      “Of course, my lord,” said Cera.

      Cera whispered in Sotz’s ear, and a moment later they were winging into the air, leaving Bael, Kester, and Ursula under the giant mushroom.

      Bael beckoned Ursula and Kester closer, until they were huddled around the mushroom’s base. He whispered softly, “We need to wait until Cera draws them off. No talking. You must be absolutely still. A bat’s hearing is excellent, and they will signal to their riders if they can sense us.”

      Bael knelt on the ground, closing his eyes, apparently listening for the sound of bats. Ursula glanced at the manacles still binding her wrists. At some point, she’d have to get the bloody things off of her.

      For just a moment, she caught Kester’s eye as he rested his back against the flesh of the mushroom. Blood flowed from the wound on his shoulder, and he looked exhausted. She wanted to heal him, but she’d have to wait until all the bats were out of earshot before she began chanting anything.

      She looked between the two men, who studiously avoided each other’s gazes. How strange to have Kester and Bael in the same place—two ancient enemies, forced to work as allies, but not making eye contact with each other.

      And on the off chance that Abrax had been telling the truth—both of these men had been there when her mother had been killed. Could it really be true, or had Abrax just been screwing with her?

      After a few minutes, Bael rose, holding out his hand to Ursula. “I think they’re gone. We need to move.”

      With Ursula’s manacled hand in his, he started into the mushroom forest, leaving Kester to follow.

      “Wait,” said Ursula. “Kester’s hurt. I should heal him first.”

      Bael stopped, but didn’t turn around. “Be fast. If he can’t keep up, we will have to leave him. We cannot afford stragglers.”

      Nice.

      Ursula turned to Kester, who rolled his eyes. With her hand hovering above Kester’s shoulder, she incanted Starkey’s Conjuration as quickly as she could, watching as his skin healed, knitting together without so much as a scar.

      “Thanks,” said Kester. “We need to stop making a habit of this.”

      “Let’s go.” Already, Bael was taking off at a stiff pace between the mushrooms, slipping between the stalks with a practiced stride.

      Ursula’s bare feet sank into the rich soil as they walked. She kept her eyes peeled for the carnivorous caterpillars that had almost eaten her on her last visit. But after a while, she realized that in this part of the forest, the only caterpillars crawled high above their heads on the ancient, towering mushrooms.

      They moved without speaking, the silence deafening. Ursula’s few attempts at conversation were met with monosyllabic answers from both men. It wasn’t clear if Bael was still worried about being heard by their pursuers or if he just didn’t want to talk in Kester’s presence. It did seem like they had a past, and their awkwardness around each other was quickly giving credence to Abrax’s claims.

      Every few minutes, Bael would slow, directing them up the nearest slope. As her thighs began to burn, Ursula cursed him mentally. Is it just me, or is he choosing the most difficult course? As their path continued, the giant mushrooms began to thin, until at last they approached the edge of a ridge.

      On the slope that curved off below them, a few faintly glowing mushrooms trailed off into darkness. Strangely, the air had an antiseptic smell. It took a few sniffs for Ursula to identify it. Ammonia.

      “The Cavern of Night,” Bael said quietly.

      “The what?” asked Ursula.

      In typical Bael style, he declined to explain, instead turning to walk along the rim of the ridge. “Follow me. Stay close.”

      He moved more slowly than before, holding his chain carefully so it didn’t make noise.

      “Where are we going?” Ursula whispered.

      “Someplace safe,” said Bael. Then he added, “Keep your eyes on the darkness. Let me know if anything moves.”

      When Ursula looked down the slope, beyond the last of the mushrooms, she saw only darkness. Anything could come out of those shadows. Just to be safe, she began to summon a little fire into her blood.

      At last, Bael stopped as they reached a narrow path. Ursula’s heart tightened in her chest. The path simply led down the hill and into shadows—or the Cavern of Night, as Bael had called it.

      “Listen carefully to my instructions.” Bael’s gray eyes glinted in the dim light, and he lifted his palm into the air. Right now, Bael was all general—all Sword of Nyxobas. “If I raise my hand, you are to drop to the ground and stay perfectly still. No matter what happens, do not move again until I signal.” He met Ursula’s gaze. “Keep your fire extinguished. It won’t help you where we’re going.”

      Of course, a general never explained himself to his troops. Bael started down the hill, and Kester and Ursula walked quietly behind him. The path wound between a few knee-high mushrooms—then into darkness. Ursula reached out, touching Bael’s muscled back as they walked. After a while, her eyes began to slowly adjust. As they followed the path, Ursula saw that despite its name, it wasn’t entirely black in the Cavern of Night. A few glowing mushrooms sprouted among the gloom, and the path itself seemed to have a bioluminescent glow.

      Above them, the sound of lunar bats grew louder, their squeaks and squeals piercing the darkness. More than once, Ursula’s stomach lurched when one of the lunar bats shrieked particularly loudly. The pungent stench of ammonia thickened in the air around them, and she was sure that it concealed something worse, the fetid smell of death and decay.

      Bael stopped abruptly, and Ursula nearly bumped into his back.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      Bael put his finger to his lips, and she tuned in to a distant wailing—a high-pitched sound, like a baby crying.

      A shudder danced up Ursula’s spine. A baby?

      “I’m going to investigate,” Bael whispered, his gaze locked on Ursula. “Stay here until I return. Whatever happens, don’t move, and get low.”

      Hunched over, Bael slipped into the darkness.

      Ursula and Kester knelt on the path, surrounded by shadows. Only the path’s pebbles cast a dim light. When Ursula picked one of them up to look at it, she realized it was a tiny piece of mushroom.

      She and Kester waited in silence, her knees pressed into the squishy mushroom path, until an unearthly scream pierced the silence. The hair on the back of Ursula’s neck stood on end. What the hell?

      The noise echoed in the stillness of the cave until it slowly wound down into silence. Ursula glanced at Kester, his face illuminated by the faint glow from the path. He simply put a finger to his lips.

      A deep, rumbling noise turned Ursula’s head, followed by a heavy thud on the ground. A cold fear began to tighten Ursula’s gut. Silence yawned, then another thud. Closer this time.

      Ursula crouched lower, fear rippling over her. They were completely exposed on this featureless plain, unable to see as well as the creatures that lived here.

      A movement in front of them sent terror racing through her veins, until she smelled Bael’s familiar presence again.

      As if from nowhere, he was crouching next to her, warmth radiating off his body. He leaned down, whispering in her ear, loud enough for Kester to hear. “The Molok has woken.”

      From the shadows, Kester’s green eyes widened.

      Of course he knows what the hell is going on. Everyone but me.

      Thud. This time, Ursula could feel the dirt and stone shudder underneath them.

      Kester glared at Bael. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

      Thud. Another impact in the darkness shook the ground.

      Bael grabbed Ursula by her manacled wrists, pulling her to her feet. “Run!”

      With her bound hands, Ursula yanked up the hem of her dress, running awkwardly with the ridiculous constraints. For crying out loud, I don’t even have shoes on.

      Together, they sprinted deeper into the Cavern of Night. Thud. What the hell was that noise? Falling mushrooms? Someone hurling trees at them?

      Bael charged forward, swinging the end of his chain above his head like a lasso.

      They dodged to the side as a large shape suddenly loomed ahead of them. Ursula caught a glimpse of a small bat splayed out on the dusty ground. Blood flowed from a wound on its head. As they neared, an enormous insect-like creature scuttled off its back.

      They sprinted past, just as the bat’s body exploded in a spray of gore. Thud. A giant tree trunk—or something—had smashed through its abdomen.

      They raced along the path, Bael in the lead, Ursula just behind—running as fast as she could with her manacled hands, her breath ragged in her throat. Kester brought up the rear. Darkness enveloped them, and thudding impacts shook the ground. Ursula’s lungs felt like they were on fire, her legs burning with the exertion, and sweat trickled down her brow.

      Thud. Another impact slammed down, this time just inches in front of Bael, and Ursula’s heart skipped a beat. Tree trunks. Definitely someone throwing tree trunks.

      Far up ahead, Bael slammed into the trunk at full speed. Ursula tried to dodge to the side, but that only meant that she slipped and fell, her balance thrown off without the use of her arms. Kester tripped over her, stumbling onto his hands and knees.

      He scrambled to his feet, but another tree trunk slammed into the ground next to him. As Ursula crawled to her knees, she glimpsed the closest trunk, illuminated by the faint glow of the path. With a stab of horror, she realized it wasn’t made of wood, but of a thick chitinous armor.

      Not a tree trunk. A giant leg.

      Ursula turned to run, but Bael’s voice stopped her. “Don’t move!” he barked.

      From the forest floor, Kester tugged sharply at her dress, his finger to his lips. Slowly, he raised it and pointed. Adrenaline snapped through Ursula’s nerve endings. Twenty feet above her head, another monstrous leg was poised to strike. If she ran, it would crush her.

      Ursula’s stomach dropped as the head of a massive insect slid into view. It took all of her willpower not to scream at the pale arachnid monster looming above her.

      The spider was enormous, at least the size of a small house. Its skin was the color of bleached bone, but her gaze froze on a lethally sharp pair of fangs. They were bracketed by a pair of longer appendages that twitched like giant fingers.

      Ursula’s mind raced. She stood below it unarmed, her wrists bound by golden manacles. No way to defend herself. Even though Bael had cautioned not to use fire, it sparked to life in her veins anyway.

      Kester stood next to her, watching the spider intently. Bael was maybe twenty feet from her. Just like her, he stayed perfectly still, then slowly pointed to his eyes.

      Eyes. That’s a signal we did not discuss, so…

      The spider’s head lurched lower, so that the twitching appendages touched the dirt in front of them. Unlike its massive legs, these appendages moved delicately over the cavern floor, tapping the soil like a drummer tuning a timpani. Ursula’s muscles tightened as she realized it was searching for them.

      That was when she understood what Bael was trying to tell her. The spider has no eyes. It can’t see us.

      Bael’s eyes were wide as he pointed frantically at the cavern floor. Another gesture I need to interpret. The air behind her moved, and she ducked instinctively as one of the giant appendages passed over her head.

      From the ground, she met Bael’s gaze. He held up one of his hands, letting all five fingers dangle like legs. With his other hand, he made a walking motion on the top of his knuckles.

      You’ve got to be bloody kidding me.
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      Ursula shook her head vigorously no, but Bael ignored her, kneeling to pick up a handful of dirt from the floor. No, don’t do it. In a slow, underhand motion, he tossed it about ten feet in front of her. As soon as the dust hit the floor, one of the twitching appendages flicked over to touch it.

      “Now, Ursula!” Bael hissed.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Ursula snarled as she leapt. But she was too slow, the manacles and the long gown throwing her off. The spider’s appendages snatched her in midair. Oh balls. Her pulse raced wildly.

      Claws of fear pierced her rib cage. Above her, the spider’s fangs stabbed downward, aiming straight at her head. Instinctively, she summoned her flames. As the venom-soaked fang plunged toward her face, she caught it in her burning fingers.

      Her blazing hands melted through the tip of the chitinous fang like butter. The arachnid’s head jerked back with a dry scream. The severed end of the fang narrowly missed puncturing her leg as it spun past her. The loss of its fang sent the arachnid into a sort of frenzy as the remaining fang flexed and pulsed.

      Ursula’s heart slammed hard against her ribs. She pulled the heat from her hands, and reached above her head in an effort to pull herself up one of the spider’s legs.

      From the darkness below, Bael shouted, “Ursula, are you all right?”

      “Sort of. I melted one of its fangs.”

      “Can you climb any higher?” asked Bael.

      “I’m trying, but my hands are bound.” Seriously, what the fuck were you thinking?

      The appendage moved, and she swung out over darkness. In the dark cavern, she had no idea how high up she was.

      “Maybe try moving the leg lower,” Bael suggested.

      “Does it look like I’m in control of this thing?” she shouted.

      “This was your idea?” Kester asked.

      “Can you two be quiet?” yelled Ursula. “I need to concentrate.”

      A light blazed below her—Bael had called up a glowing orb. While she could now see what she was doing, she could also see that she was at least fifty feet in the air, and her stomach swooped. A fall from this height would kill her.

      Ursula stared down at her body—her torn, mud-spattered gown practically hanging off her, draping to her ankles. Frankly, the damn thing was encumbering her. Ankle-length gowns weren’t made for climbing spiders any more than they were made for running through mushroom forests. Time to give the gown a trim.

      She summoned fire into her body—enough to burn the fabric off the lower half of her dress, until the flames quickly snuffed out again in the damp air. She now wore a dress that reached just below her arse—much better. She kicked her legs forward so that she was able to wrap them around the appendage. Slowly, she began to shimmy upwards, blocking out the fact that her inner thighs were rubbing against the spider’s disgusting skin. At last, she made her way up onto the spider’s head.

      The spider must have worked out what she was trying to do, because the other appendage swung back to pinch her. And yet, this time she was ready. As it neared, she cinched her legs tightly. When the approaching appendage was about five feet away, she let go with her hands. She only had to think of Bael and this asinine plan to channel enough heat into her fingers to melt a deep hole in the exoskeleton of the incoming appendage. The spider unleashed another eerie howl that keened throughout the cavern. That’s for trying to smoosh me.

      She shimmied upwards, making it maybe ten feet, when the spider suddenly began to swing its head from side to side like a terrier shaking the life out of a rat. It took all of Ursula’s strength to hold on.

      “Can you try burning it again?” Bael shouted from below.

      Ursula’s stomach was churning, her nerves blazing, but she channeled some fire into her hands, letting it flow through her fingertips. The spider shrieked, then raised its head into the air like a trumpeting elephant—bringing her up with it.

      Ursula’s blood roared in her ears. Okay, this isn’t ideal. For a moment, she felt almost weightless, suspended a hundred feet above the floor of the cavern.

      Then, the spider flung her down.

      The fall felt like slow motion, her hands slipping loose, her body tumbling backward, plunging into darkness.

      Midair, a powerful set of arms caught her, absorbing her impact with a shocking grace—and hurtling back upward with her. Shadow magic whirled around them, propelling them through the air. Her blood thundered in her veins, and she gripped tightly to Bael’s shirt, clinging on for dear life.

      They raced toward the giant arachnid’s carapace, shadow magic flowing around them in dark wisps. They landed hard on the spider’s body, Bael clinging tightly around her waist to keep her steady. Ursula gasped as the impact knocked the wind out of her. The spider screamed, lurching upright.

      Bael grabbed tightly to a ridge of exoskeleton with one hand, and with the other, he pulled Ursula close. “Are you all right?”

      “You almost got me killed.”

      “But you survived.”

      When we’re off this thing, we’re going to have some stern words. They were sitting on the back of the spider’s body now, and it shifted beneath them, stalking into the darkness. Up here, and with her dress shorn, it wasn’t quite so difficult to balance.

      “So what’s the plan?” asked Ursula.

      Bael crouched on the spider’s back. “Are you ready?”

      Ursula was rapidly losing patience. “I asked you for the plan. I’m not ready until you tell me the plan. If you ask me to battle this spider again—”

      “Molok,” said Bael.

      “Spider, Molok, whatever. I almost died.”

      Bael smiled. “I think you’re going to like what I have in mind. Do you remember how to call Sotz?”

      “Do you think he can hear us from here?”

      Bael nodded. “We’re right under the rookery. He’s up there somewhere.”

      “And the plan is—”

      Her question was cut off by a lurch from Molok as the spider lumbered on. Okay. No time to ask about the plan.

      While Bael helped steady her on the creature’s back, Ursula put her fingers to her mouth and whistled. A moment later, the sound of bat wings rhythmically beat the air, and Sotz swooped out of the shadows. Ursula’s chest unclenched at the sight of the enormous bat.

      Sotz kept pace alongside them as the spider trudged through the cavern. She could probably jump onto Sotz from here, but they were missing someone.

      “What about Kester?” she asked.

      “The Headsman? We could just leave him behind.”

      “Bael.” Her voice was growing sharper. “He’s a friend.”

      A wry smile from Bael. “Of course. I’ll get him. Tell Sotz to take you to the Grotto. We’ll meet you there.”

      Before she could say another word, Bael leapt off the back of the spider into the darkness below.
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      Bael’s orb flickered above her like a guttering candle. In a few seconds, it would extinguish. With a final whistle for Sotz, Ursula leapt off the spider. The bat caught her expertly, and she clutched his soft fur, clenching her thighs around his body.

      Pressing her face against his neck, she whispered, “Take me to the Grotto.”

      Sotz’s wings pounded the air as he flew through the darkness. For the first time since she’d arrived on the moon, Ursula felt in control, losing herself in the familiar rhythms of lunar bat flight. Despite being a hellhound, she was at ease in the sweet oblivion of the shadows. Above her, the bats’ shrill voices loaned a sense of place to the otherwise pitch-black Cavern of Night.

      Ursula peered over Sotz’s side, but she could see nothing. Here, the cavern lived up to its name—reminiscent of Nyxobas’s void. Why the hell did she find the void oddly comforting, strangely alluring? Sweet oblivion, boundless freedom. An escape from her true self.

      A voice rose from the depths of her own mind. Who are you, Ursula? Who are you really? She pushed the voice out of her mind, tuning into the sounds and scents around her instead. The bats rushing above her, the wind whipping at her hair, Sotz’s familiar smell… Here, she felt at home.

      Sotz banked sharply, and a vortex of lights greeted her. Arrayed in a massive spiral, the lights twisted around like the gyre of a distant galaxy. Not stars, but rather tiny mushrooms growing on the cavern floor. Sotz glided lower, his speed slowing until they landed gently on a giant boulder.

      “Is this the Grotto?” asked Ursula.

      Sotz chirped in what she thought was an affirmative answer, and she slid off his back onto the damp soil. The lunar bat launched himself into the air, leaving her alone again among the faint light of the mushrooms. Where exactly was she supposed to meet Bael here?

      At the base of the rock, a glowing path led toward the spiral of mushrooms she’d seen from her flight. While she was waiting for Bael, she began walking quietly along the path. It sloped downward, weaving between the mushroom caps. Goose bumps rose over her bare legs, and she would have rubbed her arms for warmth if only her hands weren’t still bound. The slope steepened, until she found herself walking along a path that wound along a cliff’s steep face. The path twisted between giant boulders and ran along narrow ledges that kept the yawning precipice only a single misstep away.

      Ursula’s lungs and thighs were burning when the path stopped at a massive onyx boulder, blocking the mouth of a cave. Ursula drew in a short breath at the sight of the stone. It looked exactly like the one in Bael’s manor, and when she ran her fingertips over it, she found it smooth and cool to the touch. Is this where she was supposed to go? Bael was able to push his boulder to the side, but Ursula couldn’t get this thing to budge. She’d need shadow magic to move it.

      Exhausted, Ursula sat on the damp earth, the soil cool beneath her bare thighs. She rested her back against the cliff face, pulling her knees up to her chest for warmth. I guess I’m going to have to wait for Bael and Kester after all.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin when the boulder suddenly rolled to the side, revealing the cave entrance.

      A familiar voice pierced the silence. “Ursula, is that you?”

      “Cera?” Ursula hopped up.

      “Ursula!” The little oneiroi woman hurried toward her, frowning at her singed dress. “What are you wearing?”

      “Is that really your biggest concern right now?” She lifted her hands. “Not, you know, the manacles binding my wrists?”

      Cera hopped from one foot to another, muttering to herself as she stared at the singed hem, her silver hair cascading over her back. Apparently the hem was the main concern.

      Ursula nodded at the cave’s opening. “Cera, can you tell me what’s going on? Where are we?”

      “We’re at the Grotto. You’re perfectly safe here.”

      “Is there any chance we could go inside? I’m freezing.”

      “Of course. It will be an honor. Everyone is very excited to meet you.”

      “Everyone?”

      “You’ll see.” Cera hurried back into the tunnel, and Ursula followed, ducking her head to pass under a low stone archway.

      “Bael hasn’t arrived, I take it?”

      “He’ll be joining us soon,” said Cera. “Not to worry.”

      Cera led Ursula down the tunnel, carved straight through the side of the cliff. It looked similar to the tunnels in Bael’s and Abrax’s manors—narrow with smooth walls. Glowing fungi illuminated strange runes and twisting designs engraved into the walls. Voices began to carry through the cave, growing louder as they walked.  The tunnel curved sharply, then opened to a large, well-lit cavern.

      Ursula gasped. This cavern teemed with people.

      Not people, she realized as her eyes adjusted, but oneiroi. They moved among a small collection of stone dwellings, like a miniature version of the city at the foot of Asta.

      Cera began to lead her down a rock slope, and toward the closest structure.

      “What is this place?” asked Ursula.

      “This is the Grotto.”

      “Why is it here?”

      Cera stopped, turning to look at her. “It’s the last free city of the oneiroi. I’m taking you to Xarthra. She’ll explain everything.”

      As Ursula digested this information, Cera led her into the city. Oneiroi filled the streets, each one wearing thick robes, with hoods covering their silver hair. Ursula’s eyes widened. I know these outfits. When she’d seen a group of oneiroi reviving a golem in the mushroom forest, they’d been wearing these robes.

      Cera led her through winding streets until she stopped at a small stone dwelling.

      “This is where Xarthra lives?” asked Ursula.

      Cera laughed. “No. But there is absolutely no way you can go to an audience with Xarthra wearing mud and a singed dress.”

      Cera opened the door, revealing a modest bedroom. A small bed and dresser nestled in one corner. Dominating the center of the room stood a table covered in myriad colorful fabrics, sequins, and sewing equipment.

      “Have you always lived here?” asked Ursula.

      Cera shook her head, her eyes darkening. “No. I used to live in the great crater. After Bael went into exile, my little home in the crater was destroyed. Punishment for serving him. So, Xarthra moved my belongings here. I had nowhere else to go.”

      Ursula bit her lip. “I’m sorry. That must have been hard.”

      Cera shrugged. “It’s all right. I didn’t have much.” She yanked out a patch of green tulle from the pile on the table. “And they saved all my dresses and sewing supplies.” She loosed a long sigh. “Let’s get you something to wear.”

      She turned, rummaging through a basket of clothing at the far end of the room, muttering to herself the whole time. While she searched, Ursula peered outside the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of Bael and Kester. No such luck so far.

      After a moment, Cera scrubbed a hand over her mouth. “Somewhere, I’ve got a cream silk dress for you. I hope that will be suitable?”

      “Cera. You are amazing, and I’ll wear anything you have. Assuming you can get it on me.”

      It took Cera only a few minutes of rummaging before she pulled out a long, pearly gown—strapless, and slashed up to the thigh.

      Ursula blinked at it. “Are you sure it’s not too…fancy?”

      Cera tutted. “You cannot meet Xarthra looking like you might plan to assassinate her. And most importantly, it’s strapless. Your manacles won’t get in the way.”

      She had a point. Ursula turned her back, and Cera ripped the tattered, singed dress off her. Cera spent a minute scrubbing the dirt and grime off Ursula’s body while Ursula shivered in the center of the room, goose bumps all over, until Cera directed her to step into the dress. Cera helped to pull it up her body, and it fit like a glove. A pair of cream high heels were the finishing touch.

      “There,” Cera said, stepping back. “That looks gorgeous. But before we leave, we just need to fix your hair and face situation.”

      “My face situation?” Ursula bristled.

      Cera smiled. “You just need some cosmetic enhancements.”

      Ursula’s stomach clenched. At this point, she just really wanted to get off the moon, and submitting to Cera’s meticulous grooming might be the only way forward.
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      Cera led Ursula into the heart of the city, along a winding path that curved between humble homes, their facades lit by glowing mushrooms.

      In the center of the Grotto was an open cobbled square that reminded Ursula of an Italian piazza. At one end stood a tall building carved from a single pillar of rock, beneath a peaked column that hung from the grotto ceiling, nearly touching it. A giant stalagmite.

      Violet light glowed over the swooping runes and sigils that covered its surface—similar to the ones she’d seen in the tunnels, but with pictographs: curling creatures that looked like caterpillars and bats. Ursula shivered at a carving of an eight-legged beast: the Molok.

      Cera led her up a flight of sloping steps carved into the stalagmite, and Ursula’s new heels clacked off the stone. At the top stood a pair of oneiroi guards dressed in blood-red cloaks and holding spears tipped with silver axe-heads. They nodded curtly at Cera. I guess we’re expected.

      Teetering slightly in her heels, Ursula followed Cera inside the stalagmite building, where she found herself in a single room. An ancient oneiroi woman with long, silver hair and glittering violet jewelry sat on an onyx throne on a dais. It took Ursula a moment to realize that Bael and Kester were standing in the shadows near the dais, and she smiled with relief at the sight of them.

      Cera bowed before Bael. “My lord. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting—”

      “Cera,” said Xarthra. “The demon’s name is Bael. He is not your lord within the Grotto.”

      Cera scowled. “Yes, of course, Xarthra. I forgot.”

      If Bael was upset about the lack of honorific, he didn’t show it, instead giving a short bow. “Thank you for brining Ursula here.” He smiled at Ursula, his eyes gleaming with that deep, familiar gray. “We were just making introductions. Xarthra, this is Ursula. She and Kester are here to help us restore the moon to its rightful owners.”

      Ursula smiled, nodding as if she had any idea what the hell Bael was talking about.

      Xarthra stared at her, tapping the armrests of her throne. “I have heard of your exploits, Ursula. Is it true you defeated Abrax at the Lacus Mortis?”

      Ursula shivered, thinking of how she had almost died that day. “I was able to drain his magic, but I’d be lying if I said I knew how.”

      Xarthra cocked her head. “A stupendous feat in any case. Abrax poses a great threat to our society. If we are to retake the moon, he must be defeated.”

      “Thank you.” Ursula cleared her throat. “Sorry—where exactly are we?”

      “I am Xarthra. Daughter of Zeth. Oldest living descendent of the Shining-Haired.” Xarthra’s eyes flashed. “And I will rid the moon of the demons and lead my people to freedom once again.”

      Ursula stared at her. “Right. Of course. And Bael and I are helping you.”

      Xarthra blinked slowly, retaining her regal bearing. “As you know, Bael has his own reasons for assisting.”

      Ursula smiled, nodding again. Of course I don’t know. That would involve Bael having filled me in.

      Bael stepped forward into the candlelight. “When I returned to the moon after Abrax stole my wings and attacked my manor, I was lost. Alone. Eventually I would have succumbed to Hothgar and the other lords. But, with Cera’s help, Xarthra showed me a new path.”

      Okay. Ursula couldn’t quite play along any longer. “Let me get this straight. You’ve been working with the oneiroi resistance this whole time?”

      Bael nodded. “I didn’t see any reason to fill you in. After all, you work for Emerazel.”

      Frustration simmered in her chest. “Any of you happen to know which oneiroi planned the attack on my room the last time I was here? The bomb with the note?”

      Bael looked confused. “A bomb with a note?”

      “An oneiroi on a white bat threw a bomb through my window. There was a note too. It said that I wasn’t welcome on the moon, and that next time they wouldn’t miss.”

      Concern furrowed Bael’s brow. “I don’t know who that was.”

      Xarthra raised a wrinkled finger. “That was my doing. I sent one of my men to try to scare you away. We worried that your presence—” She paused as she carefully considered her next words. “We worried that you might distract Bael from more important matters.”

      “Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” Kester interrupted. He looked exhausted, with his hair plastered to his face and smudges of dust on his cheeks.

      Ursula let out a long sigh. “Demons and oneiroi are working together to defeat Nyxobas. That’s the long and short of it.”

      “Righto,” said Kester, looking down at his cuffed hands. No one but he and Ursula seemed bothered by the cuffs.

      Ursula turned back to Xarthra. “Is there any chance you could get Kester something to eat and drink? He’s had a rough couple of weeks.”

      Xarthra nodded at the nearest guard, who scurried off. Then, she tapped her fingertips together. “Bael and I will raise an army of oneiroi to defeat the demon invaders.”

      Ursula frowned. “What about Abrax’s golems? He has his own army.”

      Xarthra smiled for the first time since Ursula had met her. “The golems will be neutralized.”

      “Neutralized?” Ursula stared. “I nearly lost my life to one. A single golem killed at least three of Nyxobas’s most powerful demons with nothing but a knife. How are you going to neutralize them?”

      Bael scrubbed a hand over his stubble. “She’s not going to believe us unless we show her.”

      Ursula lifted her manacled hands. “As much as I want to see the golems straight away, I don’t suppose anyone could help with this situation?”

      “Oh. That.” Xarthra narrowed her eyes. “We’ll get there.” Without another word, Xarthra rose and began striding over to the piazza, her movements shockingly smooth for someone who looked so ancient. “And you’ve probably never seen exactly how the oneiroi can really fight, either. Follow me, and I will show you.”
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      With a regal bearing, Xarthra led them toward the cobbled piazza, where violet light gave the dark stone an eerie hue. As they walked, two oneiroi servants bustled up to Ursula and Kester, thrusting cups of water and mushroom sandwiches into their arms. Ursula did her best to tuck the water into the crook of her elbow while chomping into the sandwich, but it wasn’t her most elegant moment. Crumbs littered the top of her cleavage in her strapless gown.

      At the edge of the piazza, lined with stone buildings on all sides, Ursula took a seat by Kester’s side on a bench. Kester looked exhausted as he bit into his sandwich.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Ursula asked.

      Kester nodded. “I’m fine. It’s just that Abrax enjoyed starving me. Between the missing calories and all the running from giant spiders, I’m a tad fatigued.”

      Ursula smiled faintly. “I’m just glad I found you.”

      Kester flashed her a sheepish smile, his cheek dimpling.

      Movement at the far end of the piazza turned her head, and Ursula watched as a pair of guards led a hooded figure over the cobbles. Ursula’s stomach clenched. Those creepy, fluid movements were definitely the movements of a golem.

      The guards led the hooded golem into the center of the piazza, where a stone block stood with an iron loop attached to it. The guards tied the golem to the block, then slowly backed away.

      “I need volunteers.” From just in front of Ursula, Xarthra’s voice boomed over the square.

      On cue, three oneiroi guards in blood-red robes stepped forward. Chained to the cube, the golem strained against its bonds. Ursula’s stomach clenched. She knew how lethal the bloody thing was. She and Bael had barely defeated one, and she couldn’t see how three little oneiroi could fight the beast. Hard to defeat something that can’t feel pain.

      Between mouthfuls, Ursula leaned in to Kester, whispering, “I’m not sure this is the best idea.”

      Xarthra apparently overheard it, because she shot Ursula a sharp look. “My soldiers are highly trained.”

      Before Ursula could reply, one of the oneiroi reached into his robe and withdrew a small dagger. Ursula’s eyes widened. The blade was identical to the ones the golem had used to carve Sallos into a quivering mass of flesh. The oneiroi tossed the blade at the golem’s feet.

      Like a serpent striking, the golem pounced on the weapon. Simultaneously, the three oneiroi dropped their cloaks. Ursula had been expecting a trio of men, but these oneiroi were all female. They wore tight-fitting black outfits, each with a small sword at her hip. With a rasp of steel, they drew their swords in unison.

      With the sound of shearing metal, the golem ripped free from its bonds. It held its dagger lightly in one hand, then froze completely. Slowly, the oneiroi women approached it, and Ursula’s pulse raced. If Xarthra was wrong—if her oneiroi weren’t a match for the golem—the creature would attack them next. And Ursula and Kester were still stuck in the bloody cuffs.

      The hair on Ursula’s arms rose, as a low keening growl emerged from the back of the oneiroi’s throats. Like a pack of wild dogs, they encircled the golem. Ursula’s knuckles clenched around the remains of her sandwich. She was no longer focusing on her food. The golem’s movements looked predatory, almost bestial.

      Then, with a shout so sudden that she nearly jumped, the oneiroi attacked.

      The golem swung for the nearest oneiroi, but the woman was faster, dodging under the golem’s blade. With a vicious scream, the oneiroi sliced her sword upward, severing the golem’s arm at the elbow. Simultaneously, the remaining pair of oneiroi tore into the golem’s opposite side. In a blur of black cloth and silver hair, they slashed the golem’s free hand from its wrist. Without any arms, the golem had no way to defend itself. An instant later, the three oneiroi had pinned the golem to the ground and pulled back its hood. Ursula shook her head in disbelief. The entire attack had taken less than ten seconds.

      Xarthra’s clapping echoed off the cobblestones. “Well done.”

      Bael nodded solemnly, but didn’t speak.

      A few more oneiroi guards came out, then bound what remained of the golem with rope. Moving swiftly across the cobblestones, the three oneiroi fighters approached Xarthra, heels clacking off the stones. They moved stiffly—almost as if they were fighting against their bodies. They didn’t speak, instead making growling noises in the back of their throats.

      The hair rose on Ursula’s arms again as she realized where she’d seen oneiroi like this before. Cera’s blood-crazed brother had acted like this when he’d attacked Bael.

      Bael rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. “They won’t hurt you, I promise,” he said. “But you’re going to need to hold out your hands.”

      “They’re corrupted,” Ursula hissed.

      “Xarthra has trained them to control their hunger. The corruption is what allows them to defeat the golems. It gives them extraordinary strength.”

      “Bael speaks the truth,” said Xarthra. “The oneiroi are in control of their bloodlust. In fact, they have made a great sacrifice. For as long as they live, the craving will curse them.” She nodded at the three oneiroi. “They took the curse willingly—to fight for the freedom of their people. Do as Bael asks and hold out your hands.”

      Ursula flicked a quick gaze at Bael. She did trust him. Slowly, she extended her manacled wrists. The oneiroi walked toward her, their bodies twitching, growling louder. Hunger flashed in their silver eyes. When they’d moved within reach, all three of them grabbed her manacles. Gritting their teeth, they began to squeeze all at once.

      The manacles glowed brighter and brighter, but they were no match for the vise-like grip of the oneiroi. With a blinding flash, the manacles disintegrated. Already, they were moving on to Kester’s golden cuffs.

      Ursula rubbed her wrists, loosing a long breath. “Thank you so much.”

      As the oneiroi freed Kester, Xarthra reached into her tunic and pulled out a roughly carved obsidian bowl, about the size of a large mug. She crossed to the oneiroi, then knelt and placed the bowl at their feet.

      Ursula stared as Xarthra drew a short obsidian dagger from her belt. She tightened her fingers around the blade, then ran it sharply through her palm without hesitation.

      Blood flowed into the bowl, and the oneiroi stared on hungrily. When the bowl was filled, Xarthra passed it to the first oneiroi. The oneiroi took the bowl to her lips and drank.

      Each oneiroi took a sip of their queen’s blood. As they swallowed, they visibly relaxed, the tension in their limbs softening, eyes lightening to a pale silver.

      When they’d finished, they handed the bowl to Bael, and he brought it to his lips.

      “What are you doing?” Ursula blurted.

      Bael lowered the bowl. “This is how I was able to manage my own bloodlust.”
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      At the simple wooden table in Cera’s home, Ursula sat across from Cera and Kester. To her right, Bael leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed, the candlelight wavering over his perfect features. Kester still hadn’t managed to fill his stomach, and he sipped soup from a large mug. The domestic scene should have been relaxing, but tension gripped Ursula’s muscles. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Abrax had said about her mother’s death.

      Kester finished his soup, leaning back in his chair. “Bael and I just followed the glowing path until we got to the Grotto. Honestly, I could have done it myself.”

      Bael slowly opened his eyes, narrowing them at Kester. “It is easy to get lost in Cavern of Night. You really have no idea.”

      Kester arched an eyebrow. “I’m a hound. I don’t get lost.”

      Bael snorted.

      Ursula pinched the bridge of her nose. “Okay, enough with the competitiveness. Anyone know what happened to Zee?”

      “No,” said Cera. “I was able to flee the Drake’s warren in the chaos of Abrax’s attack. Zee didn’t make it out with me. She’s either with the dragons still, or she’s found a way out.”

      Kester’s lips curled wistfully. “She’s extremely resourceful. My money is on an escape.”

      Ursula blew a strand of red hair out of her eyes. “Should we try to find her now?”

      “No.” Bael’s eyes darkened. “We must help the oneiroi. We have to wait here until we are ready to attack Hothgar.”

      “And when will that be?” asked Kester.

      “A year at least,” said Bael.

      “A year?” Kester rose abruptly, nearly knocking the table over.

      Bael nodded. “We need to recruit more oneiroi to the cause. At this point, our army isn’t big enough to defeat Abrax and the rest of the demon lords.”

      “So we’re just going to wait down here in this pit?” If Kester had had any of Emerazel’s fire, his eyes would have been blazing.

      “It’s the safest place,” said Bael. “Abrax has no idea how to find us here.”

      Ursula shook her head. “I’m with Kester. I know you made a promise, but we can’t hide here for an entire year.”

      Bael’s jaw clenched. “What do you propose that we do?”

      “I’m going to Mount Acidale.” Ursula hadn’t even realized the full extent of her plan until the words were out of her mouth.

      Bael’s eyes widened. “That’s absurd. It’s far too dangerous.”

      “I agree,” said Kester. “You can’t go there.”

      Ursula straightened. “I’m not asking your permission. I want to find my family. I need to find out who I really am.” She looked sharply between the two men. “Abrax told me about the Battle of Mount Acidale…”

      She let the sentence trail off into what was now a deathly quiet room. Bael studied her intently, his slate-gray eyes unreadable. Kester’s face had paled. They did know something.

      “What did Abrax tell you?” asked Bael.

      “He claims that you’ve been lying to me. That you knew who I was the moment you met me.”

      A line formed between Bael’s straight eyebrows. “That’s not true.”

      Kester cut in. There was steel in his voice, but also sadness. “Her mother was a member of King Midac’s senior guard. The one who killed the queen and tried to murder the king.”

      Bael’s eyes whirled with shadows. “You knew this all along and you kept it from Ursula?”

      Kester gripped his water glass. “Emerazel forbade me from telling her. I had no choice.”

      “You killed Ursula’s mother.” Bael’s voice was pure ice.

      Ursula’s stomach lurched, and she wanted to be sick. Abrax was telling the truth.

      A clang of metal interrupted them, and Ursula jumped—Cera dropping a spoon to the floor.

      “It was the middle of a battle. Death was all around us. I saved the king’s life from an assassin who had been brainwashed by shadow demons.” Kester glared at Bael. It was as if Ursula wasn’t even in the room. “I did my job. Besides, it’s not as though your hands are clean. I heard you were the one who recruited her.”

      “What’s going on?” Ursula demanded.

      Bael’s eyes were black as the void, his entire body stiff with rage. “If you weren’t Ursula’s friend, I would tear your arms from their sockets and feed your corpse to Molok. I don’t know who recruited Ursula’s mother. It wasn’t me.”

      Kester shook his head as he drew an obsidian blade. Bael’s eyes twitched in recognition. “You didn’t think I was armed, did you, demon? Maybe you shouldn’t leave blades lying around. Come over to that table and I’ll carve out your heart”—he lowered his voice to mimic Bael’s—“and feed it to Molok.”

      Ursula’s own sense of rage was building, roiling in her gut, ready to erupt.

      Bael growled, his voice rising into a roar. “Hound of Emerazel—”

      Ursula leapt up, knocking the table over and stepping between the two men. “Enough already!” Her voice boomed off Cera’s low ceiling. “We’ve had enough bloodshed. I forgive Kester for killing my mother. I don’t even remember her.”

      And that was messed up, wasn’t it? Ursula craved oblivion, wanted to flee from something disturbing in her past—that instinct existed in the depths of her mind. But it wasn’t right. She needed to remember her mum. She needed to care, or she could never really know who she was.

      Flustered, she folded her arms, unsure how to be angry about the death of someone she couldn’t remember at all. “Just fill me in on things in the future, will you? Both of you. Don’t leave me in the dark. And I need to find out who I am. I might have other family still in Mount Acidale, and I want to go to see if they are still alive. And we need to look for Zee.”

      The truth was, she didn’t feel much for her mother. Hard to feel anything when you couldn’t remember, when your mum was just an abstract concept.

      Bael’s eyes were the color of the void, his knuckles white as snow, but he sat down in his chair. Across from him, Kester slowly lowered the blade.

      “All right,” Bael said after a few moments, his voice cracking with rage. “I’ll speak to Xarthra, and I’ll take you to Mount Acidale. We’ll look for Zee and your family.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ursula awoke in the morning. At least, she thought it was morning. Not like there was daylight in the Grotto, only the perpetual glow of the bioluminescent mushrooms that grew along the cavern walls. Still, the smell of sizzling bacon wafting through Cera’s house suggested that it was probably morning.

      She clambered out of the bed she’d been sharing with Cera, and crossed barefoot into the main room. Cera stood over the stove, steam curling from a cast-iron pan. Cera pushed the bacon around.

      “Good morning,” Ursula mumbled.

      “There’s no coffee,” said Cera in a voice that was far too chipper for Ursula’s current mental state. “But there’s some black mushroom tea in the kettle.”

      Ursula smiled faintly, nausea fluttering in her gut. Sounds…delicious.

      On the other side of the room, two bodies stirred. Kester and Bael lay stretched out on the floor. Despite their loathing for one another, they’d been chivalrous with the sleeping arrangements. They’d both insisted that the ladies got the bed while they took the floor. In theory, this was also so they could guard the door, but given that the smell of bacon hadn’t roused them, Ursula had to question their usefulness as guards.

      Ursula sat down at the kitchen table. “How did you sleep, Cera?”

      “Well enough, but I got peckish, so I thought I’d fix some breakfast.”

      “The bacon smells amazing.”

      Cera grinned, then bustled over to the table with a steaming plate of rashers. “There might not be any eggs in the Grotto, but there’s always bacon.”

      Kester sat up on the floor, stretching his arms over his head. “How’s that?” He looked tired, but the bags under his eyes seemed less heavy. “I haven’t seen any pigs.”

      “Oh.” Cera beamed. “This bacon is chiropteran. The bats are good for other things than riding, you know.”

      Ursula’s stomach curdled, but she plastered a smile on her face. “How wonderful.” Maybe mushroom tea wasn’t such a bad idea after all. She grabbed the ceramic pot in the center of the table, then poured a few steaming cups for the table.

      She sniffed it cautiously before taking a sip. It wasn’t Earl Grey, but it didn’t have the dank, fungal flavor she was expecting. “This is pretty good.”

      Cera nodded vigorously. “It has lots of caffeine.”

      Kester pulled out a chair next to her, already reaching for the bat bacon. “This looks amazing.”

      Cera flipped three more sizzling strips of meat onto a plate. Without hesitating, Kester dug in.

      Wood squeaked over stone as Bael pulled out a chair and sat down. Immediately, Cera was by his side filling his cup with tea and slapping down slices of bat bacon.

      Bael plucked a piece for himself. “Thank you, Cera.”

      Ursula leaned back in her chair. “So what’s the plan?”

      Bael bit into the crispy meat. “We leave for Acidale in an hour. Just us. Kester isn’t coming.”

      Ursula sucked in a sharp breath. She hadn’t been expecting things to happen quite that fast. “You know the way?”

      “No,” said Bael, shaking his head. “But he does.” Bael gave a Kester a sharp look.

      Kester stared at Bael over his steaming tea. “There’s a sigil in Mount Acidale. I can tell you the name.”

      Ursula nodded. “And we just travel there by Emerazel’s fire?”

      “Exactly.”

      Anticipation rippled over Ursula’s skin. Three years ago, she’d simply turned up in a burnt-out church in London, with nothing but her name and a little note in her pocket. She’d never known who she was, why she seemed to have magical powers. She’d never known why her memory had disappeared in the first place. Would she finally get some answers?

      Kester put down his tea. “There are some things you should know. First, Mount Acidale is ruled by King Midac.”

      Ursula inhaled sharply. “I know. Apparently my mum tried to kill him.”

      “He’s an arrogant despot,” said Kester. “In Mount Acidale, hellhounds are to be killed on sight.”

      “And the dragons will recognize you if they find you,” Bael added. “They saw you use Emerazel’s fire in the warren. Lucius knows what you are.”

      Ursula frowned as she processed all the new information. “I thought King Midac had Emerazel’s power?”

      “He does,” said Kester. “But after the battle, he decreed that he was the only one allowed to channel her flames. Anyone else caught with Emerazel’s fire is put to death.”

      Wonderful. “Let me guess. This is why no one is allowed to enter the kingdom?”

      “Exactly,” said Kester. “It’s how he maintains his grip on power.”

      “So is there a way to move around the city?” asked Ursula.

      “Don’t use your fire, and we stay out of sight,” said Bael. “I have a contact who will help us.”

      “Do you think he could help me find my family?”

      Bael nodded. “And he might help us recover Excalibur from the dragons. With the blade, we can defeat Hothgar. Just like I promised Xarthra.” Bael’s gaze slid to Cera. “Can you assist Ursula’s preparations?”

      “Of course, my lord—”

      Bael lifted his hand. “Here in the Grotto, you may call me Bael.” He rose, slouching so his head didn’t hit the ceiling. “I must collect some things for our trip. I will return shortly.” He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

      Cera began dragging a basket of clothes out of the corner. “Ursula. You will need something to wear in Mount Acidale.”

      Kester threaded his fingers behind his head. “Find your most outdated clothing, then. Stiff olive silk. Awkward bustles. Mount Acidale is not like New York. They’ve been isolated for hundreds of years. Their sense of style is, to put it nicely, dated.”

      Cera’s body tensed. “I can’t dress Ursula in something ugly.”

      Kester shrugged. “She needs to blend in. If you clothe her in Francesco Sforza, she’ll stand out like a sore thumb. Do you want her to be caught and tortured?”

      “Fine,” said Cera.

      “Then I suggest you search for something like a moth-eaten wool cloak.”

      Glumly, Cera crossed into another room. She returned a few minutes later clutching three pairs of thick woolen stockings, a pair of black lace-up Victorian boots, a stiff crinoline dress—the color of plums—and a gray, woolen cloak.

      “My, my,” said Kester. “You are good.”

      Just then, the door opened with a bang. Bael stood in the entrance, and Ursula sucked in a breath. He wore dark wool trousers, a gray waistcoat, and a heavy wool frock coat. A thin sword hung from a black leather belt. In his hand, he held a black top hat. He looked like some sort of down-on-his-luck, time-traveling Victorian gentleman.

      “Don’t you look dashing!” said Cera. “Where did you get that from?”

      “Consignment shop,” he said simply.

      Cera shooed him outside. “Give the lady a few minutes to dress.”

      While Bael and Kester waited outside, Ursula pulled on the woolen stockings and the crinoline dress. Despite the drab appearance of the clothes, Ursula had to admit they were comfortable and warm. Cera helped her tighten the corset until she could hardly breathe, and Ursula leaned down to lace the boots up to her knees.

      As she threaded the laces through their holes, she felt like she was doing something oddly familiar, her fingers working expertly on the old-fashioned boots. Of course, she’d probably once worn something exactly like these boots around Mount Acidale, and she’d probably worn a corset just like the one that squeezed her ribs right now.

      When she’d fully dressed, Kester and Bael pushed through the door again. By the doorway, Kester plucked a golden flask from his pocket, then began the familiar task of pouring liquid over the floor in the shape of Emerazel’s sigil.

      Bael stared at the floor, and Ursula could tell from the tension in his shoulders that the fire still made him nervous. “Are we ready?”

      “Almost.” Kester thrust the flask at Ursula. “You might need this to return.”

      As Kester knelt to light the sigil, Cera ran to Ursula and threw her arms around her. “Be careful.”

      “I will,” said Ursula. “And you keep an eye on Kester.”

      Cera pulled away from the hug. “I will. And I’ll fatten him up too.”

      Kester cracked a smile, before looking at Ursula more solemnly. “Cera’s right. Be careful. Mount Acidale is dangerous enough as it is, and Midac and Lucius would like nothing more than to kill you. Now go. The sigil will take you to the Church of Laverna.”

      The flamed burned brightly, and Ursula stepped into the flames. Warm firelight danced over Bael’s skin. He wouldn’t be immune to the flames like she was, but her magic could protect him—as long as he stayed close.

      Ursula launched into the traveling spell, grabbing Bael’s body to pull him close as the flames erupted around them. And with Bael in her arms, she felt her body crumble into ash.
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      Ursula barked a cough as they reconstituted in a small room, their ashy bodies solidifying over a rickety wooden floor. Coughing, Bael brushed a few bits of ash from his jacket.

      Ursula surveyed the space. Dim, silvery light streamed through long, slatted windows in stone walls, highlighting ash and dust motes floating in the air. An enormous brass bell hung above them.

      “It looks like Kester put us right into the bell tower of Laverna,” said Bael.

      Ursula crossed to the closest window, peering between the slats. She squinted as an icy breeze blew against her cheekbones. Okay. Maybe it hadn’t been morning in the Shadow Realm, because the moon hung in the sky here in Mount Acidale, and no one moved on the dark streets below.

      Far below them sprawled a tangle of timber-frame houses—built close together, with sharply peaked roofs. Smoke curled from their chimneys. Ursula sniffed, taking in a sulfurous scent that tickled something dormant in the back of her skull.

      Bael stood by the window. “Mount Acidale is not known for its beauty.” He touched her elbow. “But let me show you the castle.”

      He led her to the opposite side of the tower room. Peering through the slatted windows, Ursula could see more of the Mount Acidale slums, but also the looming mass of a larger structure—a ruin, really. A crooked jumble of stone that might have once looked like something stately.

      What may have been beautiful towers were now roofless stumps, dark soot scarring the walls. Ursula couldn’t help thinking it looked like the partially decomposed carcass of a monstrous creature.

      A scream pierced the air, and Ursula’s body stiffened. Hard to mistake the shriek of a dragon.

      Ursula pointed to the ruined castle. “Did the dragons do that?”

      “No,” said Bael. “That was Kester’s and Emerazel’s doing. In the Battle of Mount Acidale, Emerazel’s followers torched Calidore Castle, almost razed it to the ground.”

      “Does the king still live there?”

      “As far as I know,” said Bael. “Not all of the castle burned. Many of its rooms are still habitable.”

      As Ursula studied the ruin, Bael moved around the room behind her. She jumped at the sound of creaking hinges, turning to see him lifting the top of an ancient trapdoor.

      “I think this is the way down,” he said simply.

      Ursula followed him down a short wooden ladder, then down a dark staircase that wrapped around the interior of the tower. Their footsteps creaked as they walked, and Ursula shivered at the eerie atmosphere. The air smelled of mold and damp leaves.

      At the bottom of the dank tower, Bael tried a doorknob. When he found it locked, he broke it with a sharp kick just above the lock. The door swung open to reveal the interior of a church. Or a temple, perhaps—one covered in dust and cobwebs, with symbols of flames etched into stained-glass windows.

      They crossed into the center of a sanctuary, where Emerazel’s sigil hung above them. Rows of church pews faced them. Carved into the stones on the far wall was a Latin inscription: Hodie mecum eris inferno.

      “Well, we’re in the right place,” said Bael.

      “How do you know?”

      “The inscription,” he said, pointing at the Latin text. “‘This day you shall be with me in the infernos.’ The words Emerazel speaks to her followers when she personally reaps their souls. This is definitely the Church of Laverna.”

      Given that the king had forbidden the use of fire magic, it was no wonder the place seemed a bit shabby.

      Bael started down the central aisle toward a pair of large wooden doors, and Ursula followed, her crinoline gown practically trailing on the dusty floor.

      As they neared the exit, the sound of creaking wood pierced the silence, and a small door opened in one of the walls. A man stepped into the sanctuary, dressed in a dark robe. He looked like a priest, but apparently he was a priest of Emerazel. One forbidden from using her magic.

      “Who are you?” he asked. Ursula could sense the fear in his voice.

      “We were just leaving,” said Bael, starting toward the doors.

      The priest’s eyes widened as he looked past them toward the sanctuary and the broken bell tower door. “You must leave at once,” he said in a sharp whisper. “If Midac were to learn of the sigil—”

      “Just on our way out,” said Ursula.

      And with that, Bael pushed open the church doors. Outside, a bitterly cold wind nipped at Ursula’s skin, and they crossed onto a narrow street, the houses crowded over a cobbled road. Mist curled through the air. Ursula shivered, pulling the wool cloak tightly around her.

      “Should we be worried about the priest?” she asked.

      “No,” said Bael. “Laverna is a goddess of thieves and deceivers. He won’t be compelled to tell the truth.”

      “Well, that is reassuring.”

      If Bael heard her, he didn’t show it, instead starting across the small churchyard at a brisk trot. Graves jutted out of the bumpy grass at odd angles, and Ursula hurried to catch up with Bael.

      “What now?” she asked.

      Bael paused for a minute, squinting his eyes. “This way.”

      Ursula walked briskly to keep up with him, taking in the scene around her. Three-story, rickety houses loomed over the street, built so close together they blotted out most of the moon. Although they’d left the Grotto, Ursula still felt that sense of dark claustrophobia. She followed Bael down streets so narrow she could practically touch both sides if she stretched out her arms. Not that she had any desire to actually do so. A misting rain had left the cobbles slick with ice, and it took her full concentration not to slip on the stones.

      Bael peered at her, his gray eyes glinting in the gloom. “Do you recognize anything here? Anything familiar?” His voice was nearly inaudible.

      She shook her head. “Maybe a vague sense that I’ve been here before, but that’s about it.”

      “I haven’t been to my home in centuries,” he said. “My real home. I don’t like what it makes me remember.” He slid his gaze to Ursula. “You might not like what you remember here, either.”

      A chill snaked up Ursula’s spine. “I know. But I have to try. You once told me I shouldn’t run from my painful memories. I think you were right.”

      Silence fell over the pair again. As they made their way through the maze of streets, Ursula felt a familiar prickling of the hair on her arms. Somewhere in the darkness behind them, someone was watching.

      “Bael,” she whispered as loudly as she dared. “I think we’re being followed.”

      Bael’s hand immediately went to the blade at his belt, and they both picked up their pace as the street opened onto a larger avenue. The fog thickened around them, and a misty rain fell. Bael grabbed Ursula’s hand, pulling her into the shadowy entrance of a store. A horse neighed in the distance.

      Ursula was pressed up close to Bael’s powerful chest. Warmth radiated from his body, and the intoxicating scent of sandalwood curled around her.

      “What are you doing?” Ursula whispered, half tempted to just rest her head against his body and close her eyes.

      Bael pressed a finger to his lips.

      A clattering sound echoed off the buildings, and Ursula peered around the corner. A black carriage was emerging from the fog. Pulled by a brace of horses, it barreled over the cobbles. From its roof, a coachman slapped the reins, urging the horses onward.

      Bael pulled her closer, enveloping her in his shadowy magic to cloak her. It took Ursula a moment to see why. Armed with a long rifle, a footman rode next to the coachman. As the carriage passed, Ursula caught a brief glimpse of a young couple sitting inside. Then the carriage disappeared back into the fog.

      She rested against Bael for a moment, drinking in his soothing smell and enjoying the feel of his powerful arms around her.

      Still, she couldn’t really enjoy the close contact when she realized that across the avenue, stood a pair of men dressed in long black coats. One wore a bowler hat, while the other sported a thick set of muttonchops. Bowler Hat’s hand moved inside his coat and drew out a revolver. Ursula’s pulse raced.

      “Thieves, I think,” said Bael. “They must have followed us from the Church of Laverna.”

      Bael spoke softly, his voice nearly husky. “We should go.” Almost reluctantly, he pulled away and peered onto the street. “Now.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her after him.

      About twenty feet into their sprint, a voice interrupted them.

      “Don’t move,” Bowler Hat barked.

      Bael stopped, turning to face them. “Put down your gun,” he said slowly.

      The mugger laughed, moving closer. “You’ll have to pay first. Empty your pockets.” He had an old-fashioned sort of Cockney accent—one Ursula had only ever heard used by the octogenarian set in London.

      “I’ll only say it one more time,” said Bael. “Put down your gun.”

      Muttonchops muttered something to his partner, who began to raise his revolver. Fire began to kindle within Ursula, but Bael was already moving in a flicker of shadows. Breaking bone cracked the air—then a scream—as Bael snapped Bowler’s wrist. The revolver skittered into the street. Bael stepped behind the man, then pressed the edge of his sword against his throat in a blur of shadows and steel.

      Bowler’s hat fell to the cobbles, revealing thinning hair. He struggled, but Bael pressed his sword harder against the man’s throat. Muttonchops scrambled around for the revolver.

      “Stay where you are,” said Bael, his voice glacial. “Or your friend dies.”

      Muttonchops lifted his terrified eyes to meet Bael’s. “Let him go.”

      Bael’s sword remained pressed against the man’s throat.

      “We are only trying to feed our families,” Muttonchops whined.

      “You would have killed us,” said Bael.

      “We had no choice. There is no food.” Tears welled in Muttonchops’ eyes, and his voice was thick. “Don’t kill my brother.”

      Ursula looked from Bowler to Muttonchops. She had to admit, they seemed genuinely upset. Of course, Bowler had a sword pressed to his throat, but Muttonchops’s tears looked authentic.

      Ursula bent to pick up the revolver from the cobbles, finding the metal grimy and wet with rain. Rearing back, she threw it with all her strength down the empty street. It disappeared into the fog and gloom with a distant clatter.

      “I think we should let them go,” she said.

      Bael studied her for a moment, as if trying to determine if she was serious, then released the pressure on his sword. As Bowler moved away, Bael shoved him hard, sending him sprawling into his brother’s arms. Both men fell onto the mucky street.

      “If you follow us, I will kill you both,” said Bael. “And it won’t require any effort on my part.”

      He nodded at the winding road, and led Ursula away into the thickening fog.
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      They walked along the avenue for a few blocks, and Ursula’s skin no longer prickled with the sense of hidden eyes.

      “You don’t hear accents like that often,” she said softly.

      “This place never really left the nineteenth century.” Bael’s eyes seemed to be searching the fog for signs of hidden danger.

      “So if I open my mouth, everyone will know I’m not from here?”

      Bael shook his head. “No, they’ll think you’re rich. Your accent is courtly. Not that that’s a good thing. A courtly accent means they will rob you, and worse. Before they kill you.”

      They reached an intersection, and Bael stopped to study the misty road.

      “We’re in Spickwithe. We’re close,” he said to himself.

      “Beg your pardon?” asked Ursula.

      “The Black Friars.”

      So he’s just speaking in ominous-sounding phrases now.

      Bael cocked his head, his eyes flashing. Then he grabbed Ursula’s hand. “Run!”

      They sprinted along the new road, and were just ducking inside an alley when a gunshot rang out and a bullet whistled over their heads. Down the road, Ursula caught a glimpse of a soldier—dressed in purple and gold. The king’s uniform. Shadows whirled around Ursula and Bael—Bael’s magic. But it was too late. They’d been spotted.

      “This way,” Bael hissed, sprinting down the alleyway.

      More gunshots echoed in the rainy night.

      “Why are they shooting at us?”

      “There’s a curfew,” said Bael. “Anyone out after sundown can be shot on sight.”

      Ursula raced after him, her lungs burning as she struggled to run in the stupid crinoline dress. Next time, she’d come in disguise as a man.

      A gunshot rang out again, and the whistling noise of a rifle ball. Plaster splintered a few feet above their heads. As they turned a corner, Ursula shot a quick glance behind them at a small contingent of soldiers.

      Bael grabbed her arm, pulling her into another tiny alley.

      “They’ll find us in here,” she whispered frantically.

      Bael shook his head, and pointed to a sign above their heads. Despite the flaking paint, the shape of a man dressed in a black smock was clearly visible. The Black Friar.

      She lifted her skirts, hurtling down the curving alley behind Bael until it ended abruptly at a red door. Bael knocked sharply on the wood. After what seemed like an eternity, a panel was pulled aside.

      “What do you want?” said a woman’s voice.

      “Qui bibit, sanctus est,” said Bael.

      The window snapped shut. And the shouting of soldiers echoed off the buildings. It was only a matter of time before they were found.

      “Bael, we can’t stay out here,” she whispered frantically.

      “It’s an old password.” Bael met her gaze. “She needs to confirm it in the ledger.”

      “Ledger?” Ursula said incredulously. It seemed an entirely inappropriate concept for the current situation.

      A moment later, the door swung open. Bael grabbed Ursula by the hand, pulling her inside with him. The door slammed shut behind them.

      Ursula blinked, then coughed. Thick smoke filled the room, its scent drowned by an overpowering floral smell. A kerosene lamp flickered on a table next to them.

      The dim light fell on a skinny young woman standing before them. “You got brass?” She crossed her arms over her chest. With a shock of red hair, she might have been pretty once, but now her front teeth were missing, and pink blotches mottled her skin. The poor thing looked like she hadn’t slept in a week.

      Bael pushed past her. “We’re here to see Pasqual.”

      The woman touched Bael’s arm. “Wait here, love.”

      She slipped past him, disappearing into the smoky haze.

      Ursula grabbed Bael’s arm. “What is this place?”

      “The Black Friars.”

      Ursula sighed. “I know that. I mean what is this place?”

      Before Bael could answer, the girl returned through the gloom. “This way.”

      They followed her into the miasma, and Ursula resisted the urge to cover her mouth and nose with her forearm to mask the smell. Wouldn’t exactly be polite.

      She nearly tripped over the first body—a man sprawled across the floor. At first she thought he was dead, until he slowly moved his leg out of her way, mumbling something incomprehensible.

      She followed Bael and the toothless woman into a second room, where the smoke grew thicker. She rubbed her eyes. Here, the pungent floral odor only grew stronger. A light flickered near her knees, and she glanced down to see a small man crouched next to another sleeping body. He held a candle in one hand, which he used to light a long pipe.

      Understanding began to dawn in Ursula’s mind. Oh. Is this an opium den?

      “This way.” Already, the woman was leading them onward, through a narrow door and into a red-walled room. A flickering oil lamp stood on a small desk, and stained, shiny pillows littered the floor. A black door stood inset into one of the walls.

      “Wait here,” the woman said before disappearing back into the hallway.

      It was only another moment before a man appeared out of the curling smoke. He wore a dark purple robe, and a small velvet hat sat atop his dark hair. He had long, thin fingers, and lips that appeared a little too red against his olive skin. Ursula stepped back instinctively. Definitely a vampire.

      Bael put his hand reassuringly on her shoulder as he greeted the man. “Hello, Pasqual.”

      Fangs glinted when he smiled. “Bael, what brings you to my home?”

      “My friend and I need a place to stay.”

      “You can’t stay in the Silver Lair?”

      “We’re here in secret,” said Bael.

      Pasqual nodded. “So it’s true what I hear from the Shadow Realm? You’ve lost your wings?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      Pasqual’s dark eyes fell on Ursula, studying her. “Who is she?”

      “A friend of mine,” said Bael.

      Pasqual frowned. It was obvious to Ursula that he wasn’t satisfied with this response.

      “A friend,” Pasqual repeated.

      Of course, anyone who knew Bael at all would know that he didn’t have any friends.

      “Well,” the vampire drawled, “I guess you can stay in my quarters.”

      “Can I have your assurance that you’ll keep our presence discreet?” asked Bael.

      “You have my assurance.”

      “Thank you, Pasqual.”

      “This way.” Pasqual pulled open the black door.

      Ursula tried not to grimace as she imagined how the vamp’s quarters might look. The state of the opium den didn’t give her high hopes for the blood den, but she followed the two men into the soporific haze.

      The door led to a narrow stairwell, and the stairs groaned under their weight as they climbed upward through the murky air. At the top of the stairs, Pasqual pushed open a creaking door into a single loft-style room.

      Oak cabinets nestled in one corner, and a few high-backed chairs stood around a circular table. Moonlight streamed over a loft bed that overhung bookshelves, crammed with old tomes. But it was the row of windows spanning the far wall that drew Ursula’s eye.

      “This is beautiful,” said Bael. “And familiar.”

      “Thank you. I hope you aren’t offended, but I was most impressed with one of the rooms in your manor. The space you kept for Elissa after she left this world. I always loved that room, and her portrait.”

      That’s…weird.

      “You’ve been in Bael’s manor?” asked Ursula. Even though Elissa had died millennia ago—in ancient Canaan—Bael had kept a little space for her in his manor on the moon. Since Emerazel had forced Bael to murder his own wife, the guilt must have eaten at him terribly over the years, every time he walked into her quarters. Did it hurt him now to be here?

      Bael and Pasqual exchanged a look. “Yes. I was Bael’s servant for many years,” said Pasqual.

      So they did go back a long way. Ursula crossed to the window, running a finger along the cool glass. Here, she had a full view of King Midac’s ruined castle—closer now than Laverna’s church. Ursula could clearly see the burnt husks of what once had been splendid towers.

      “You should have seen it before the great fire,” said Pasqual from behind her. “It was magnificent.”

      Ursula nodded. “I can imagine.”

      Pasqual sighed softly—a strangely human sound. “In any case, my home is your home. You must sleep here.”

      Ursula raised her eyebrows. “And where will you sleep tonight?”

      Pasqual grinned. “You mean when the sun comes up? I’ll be in the basement. I have a cozy little coffin down there.” He grinned, flashing a razor-sharp pair of canines. “But trust me when I tell you, you don’t want to see it.”

      Bael smiled from where he stood near the doorway. “Thanks, Pasqual. We’ll be fine up here.”

      Pasqual sauntered over to one of the oak cabinets, pulling out a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Would either of you care for a drink?”

      Bael nodded. “We’d love a drink.”

      In a series of graceful moves, Pasqual drew the cork from the bottle. As he poured the wine, Ursula read the label: Chateau Margaux 1983. With wine like that, she had a feeling Kester would be disappointed he’d been left behind to recuperate in the Grotto.

      Pasqual sat at the table, motioning for each of them to join him.

      “So. What is your business in Mount Acidale? After the great battle, I never thought you’d return.”

      “We’re here to retrieve Excalibur from Lucius, and to find Ursula’s family.”

      Pasqual’s eyebrows flicked up at Ursula. “You’re from Mount Acidale?”

      Ursula looked to Bael, not sure how much she should say. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, he nodded.

      “I think I may have been born here.” Ursula took a sip of her wine. It tasted delicious: a bit woodsy, with hints of rosehips and berries.

      “Do you know where Lucius may be found?” Bael seemed eager to get the conversation back to Excalibur.

      “Lucius doesn’t often leave his warren under the castle.”

      “Doesn’t he hoard women, like most of the dragons? He must leave to satisfy his cravings somehow,” said Ursula.

      Pasqual laughed. “You certainly seem to know a lot about Lucius.”

      “I had the misfortune of meeting him recently.”

      Pasqual swirled the wine in his glass. “King Midac has decreed that the dragons are not to abduct the women of Mount Acidale.”

      Bael frowned. “And Lucius has agreed to that?”

      A slow shrug from Pasqual. “Lucius has taken to visiting Leopold’s in secret.”

      Bael’s eyes sparked with excitement. “Ah. Are you sure of this?”

      Pasqual’s expression darkened. “Bael. If you cause trouble at Leopold’s, it will be bad for my business. Madam Moncrief is ruthless.”

      Bael nodded. “I’ll speak to her first. I can be very diplomatic, you know.”

      Ursula looked between Bael and Pasqual. “What is Leopold’s?”

      Pasqual steepled his fingers as he turned to her. “Madam Moncrief runs Leopold’s, the preeminent brothel in Mount Acidale. Lucius likes to hold—how shall we say—private events there. I can arrange a meeting with Madam Moncrief, if you want to find Lucius and this sword of yours. You’ve both had a long journey. Why don’t you rest for a few hours?”

      Taking his wine with him, Pasqual rose and crossed to the door. Ursula shivered. Despite his generosity, she found something entirely unnerving about the preternatural grace of a vampire.

      Bael looked at Ursula with concern, his shoulders stiff.

      “Leopold’s is the best way to get to Lucius. I don’t want you to think…”

      “Think what?” Ursula quirked an amused eyebrow, enjoying Bael’s discomfort.

      “Think that I frequent brothels. Madam Moncrief is a good source of information. She’s also on Nyxobas’s payroll.”

      A smile curled Ursula’s lips. “I didn’t say a thing, Bael. If you want to frequent brothels in your free time—”

      His eyes darkened. “For work.”

      “If that’s what you want to call it.”

      It seemed to take him a moment to catch on that she was teasing him, before a faint smile appeared on his lips. His shoulders relaxed, and he took another sip of his wine.

      Ursula snatched her wineglass and walked back to the window to study the view. “You seem to know Pasqual pretty well.”

      “He’s an old friend,” said Bael. “In fact, he helped in the battle of Mount Acidale.”

      “And he used to work in your manor?”

      “Yes. He’s very protective of me.”

      “How did he end up in Mount Acidale running an opium den?”

      “Vampires don’t tend to do well in Nyxobas’s ascetic environment. They are pleasure-loving creatures. Opium doesn’t have any effect on vampires, so it was a good business choice for him.” Bael drained the last of his wine. “It’s late. We should sleep.” When he met her gaze, a sort of confusion clouded his features.

      Ursula mirrored his perplexity, her skin warming as she stared at his perfect features. She could imagine herself lying next to him in bed, running her fingers over his chiseled muscles, losing herself in his powerful embrace. Should she invite him to join her in the loft? Would he even accept? What would happen if she pulled off her crinoline dress and crawled into his lap? She could almost imagine his powerful hands around her waist, his tongue exploring her breasts…

      Just as she opened her mouth, working up the courage, Bael cut her off.

      “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      Her mood fell, and she crossed sullenly to the loft’s ladder.
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      Pale light streamed through the window, washing over Ursula’s face. She rubbed her eyes. It took her a moment to remember she was in Pasqual’s apartment in Mount Acidale, her legs tangled in the bedsheets. She wore only a slip, one that came to just below her arse. She wasn’t getting dressed in the stiff Victorian garb until she actually had to.

      Still rubbing her eyes, she climbed down to the main level. Bael lay asleep on the couch. He’d done his best to scrunch himself onto the cushions, but he was simply too big. Both his legs and one of his arms trailed on the floor. His enormous chest rose and fell slowly.

      Ursula crossed to the cabinets, hoping to find some food. Unfortunately, vampires didn’t eat, so she was shit out of luck. Her stomach rumbled.

      “You’re up?” Bael asked sleepily from the sofa. “What happened to your clothes?”

      He was one to speak. He’d stripped down to a T-shirt and underwear, and Ursula’s gaze lingered over his body.

      “The sun’s too bright,” she said. “I can’t sleep.”

      She turned to find Bael staring at her bare thighs. Good. She wanted him staring at her legs. In fact, she wanted to wrap them around his abs. Ursula. Control yourself.

      She cleared her throat. “I was hoping for something to eat, but vampires aren’t known for their cuisine.”

      Bael rose, pulling open the door. “But you don’t know Pasqual like I do. He’s an incredible host.” He leaned down, then picked up two steaming, paper-wrapped packages.

      The smell of ham wafted into the air, and Ursula’s mouth watered. “What did he bring us?”

      “Sandwiches. Wild boar, if I had to guess,” said Bael. “Mount Acidale is famous for them.”

      “Here in the city?” said Ursula, looking confused.

      Bael laughed. “Mount Acidale got its name from the Akidnor Mountains. You can’t see them through all the smog, but north of here is an enormous mountain range. Wild boar are plentiful on its slopes.” Bael handed her a package. “I hope you’ll like it more than the lunar bat bacon.”

      Ursula was already tearing through the paper. “I love bacon. I just didn’t want to eat bat because of Sotz. It would feel like eating a friend.”

      Amusement danced in Bael’s eyes. “That’s what I’ve always liked about you. Your devotion to your friends. Kester, Zee, Cera—even Sotz. It’s a trait I admire.”

      “Is that why you’re still friends with Pasqual?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Is this also why you are helping Cera and the oneiroi?”

      Bael took a long time to respond. When he spoke, his voice was thoughtful. “At first I just wanted allies, a way to get back my wings, but over time, I saw how the oneiroi were mistreated.” His gray eyes slid to the window. “When I killed Cera’s brother in the Lacus Mortis, I felt terrible. I’d thought he was just another oneiroi—one of Abrax’s tricks. When I saw Cera’s face, it pierced me to the bone.”

      “There was no way you could know. You were defending yourself,” said Ursula.

      “I know.” Bael turned his face back to her, his mouth firm. “But that was the turning point. I care about what happens to Cera and the oneiroi. They weren’t just servants and soldiers to me. When I learned Xarthra had a cure, a way to cure the corrupted, I had to help.”

      Ursula wanted to hug him, to wrap her arms around him, to tell him he was a good man no matter what had happened with Cera’s brother. Something stopped her, and she just nodded instead, swallowing her boar sandwich.

      “Is it strange for you,” asked Ursula, “finding yourself in a room modeled after Elissa’s quarters?”

      “I’m used to dwelling in the past, brooding in my old memories,” he said. “For me, love is tragic. A curse almost.”

      Ursula’s stomach tightened. “You still believe that? After all these years, you still think love is a curse?”

      Bael’s eyes darkened. “When I regain my wings, I will be immortal. If I fall in love, it will only be for the briefest moment of my existence. For me, love will always be tempered by the pain of knowing that I’ll lose the other person, that I’d watch them grow old and die. The pain of loss is eternal.”

      Ursula opened her mouth, then closed it. Although death was a long way off for Ursula, she was ultimately mortal. Freedom from Emerazel—when she’d satisfied the demands of the fire goddess’s bargain—came with death. She hadn’t really thought about it until now, and everything seemed to be crashing around her, the light from the window suddenly blinding. Her stomach churned.

      “Are you all right?” asked Bael.

      “Totally fine,” she lied.

      Of course, when Bael was talking about falling in love with a mortal, he meant her. Bael was an immortal demon. Technically, he was her mortal enemy, and their engagement could never be real. She would play along with the engagement until she’d helped him defeat Abrax and recover his wings. Then, she’d return to Emerazel and work like crazy collecting souls to pay her remaining debt. And when she’d finished that—she’d wither and die.

      Bit of a mood killer, these revelations.

      Ursula cleared her throat. “When do we leave for Leopold’s?”

      “The king’s forces will be crawling the streets during the day. Sundown is our best bet.”

      Ursula blinked, suddenly overwhelmed with fatigue and images of her own face withering in her mind. She crossed back to the ladder.

      “Where are you going?” asked Bael.

      Darkness weighed on her mind. “Back to sleep until it’s time to take some action.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As the last of the ruddy afternoon sun slanted through the window, Ursula rifled through a garment bag—something Pasqual had dropped off. Apparently, she needed to dress the part in order to worm her way into Leopold’s—which meant dressing like a Victorian prostitute, of course. Ever the gentleman, Bael turned his back to her while Ursula stripped off her slip, the apartment’s cool air whispering over her naked skin.

      When she tugged the outfit out of the bag, it confirmed her worst fears. Black, lacy, and short as hell, it could maybe be considered a dress in some cultures. Still, she slipped it on over her naked body. Technically, it fit. The lace covered just enough of her anatomy so she wouldn’t flash anyone—as long as she didn’t sit down, or bend, or move. A corset tightened her chest, lifting her breasts practically up to her chin.

      “Is this it?” asked Ursula.

      “Did you find the necklace? Pasqual said you’d find one.”

      “A necklace? I was more focused on my tits hanging out.” Ursula investigated the bag again, finding some black beads coiled on the bottom. A choker. Ursula clipped it around her neck.

      Bael coughed. He was wearing a new ensemble of his own: a perfectly fitted black tailcoat, pants, a gray silk shirt, and black leather wingtips.  “Let me know when I can turn around.”

      She had to admit she detected a certain eagerness in his voice.

      She looked down at herself, at the skimpy black lace and the swell of her breasts. Worst of all, the delicate stiletto heels she was wearing felt like they could snap at any moment. “I’m ready.”

      

      Bael turned to face her, and his jaw dropped. His pale gray eyes roamed over her body as if he were memorizing every curve. “You look…” He cleared his throat. “We have masks,” he said abruptly.

      He held up a large mask in the shape of a lion’s head, covered in pale yellow feathers shaped to look like fur, ruby-red eyes, and a formidable set of teeth.

      He handed Ursula her own mask—black lace formed into the image of a cat, including long, silver whiskers and rubies around the eyes. She slipped it over her head, finding that it fit perfectly.

      Bael seemed to be making a considerable effort to meet her gaze, to tear his eyes off her cleavage. “Pasquale hasn’t left us undefended. Apparently, your choker is made of wire coated with diamond shavings. And watch this.” He picked up an umbrella from the floor, and gave the handle a few twists. A moment later, he pulled out a steel blade, grinning. “Are you ready for this?”

      Ursula swallowed hard. “Dressing up as a Victorian prostitute to hunt a dragon? No problem.”
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      Bael and Ursula sped through the streets of Mount Acidale in a black carriage. Pasqual had stayed behind at the Black Friars, entrusting them to the coachmen. The damp Mount Acidale air chilled Ursula’s bare skin, raising goose bumps on her thighs and arms.

      On the roof rode a grim-faced footman armed with a rifle. The carriage raced at a breakneck pace, pulled by a pair of black horses.

      “Fill me in a little on the plan,” said Ursula.

      “We go inside. Madam Moncrief will direct us to Lucius. Then, we will steal Excalibur.”

      “How do you know Madam Moncrief will help us?”

      Bael’s reply was almost ominous. “She’ll help us.”

      The carriage rounded a corner sharply, and Ursula peered out the window at Midac’s crumbling castle. Massive gray towers rose toward the sky like the broken legs of a monstrous elephant. They passed a grand gate, its portcullis guarded by a small contingent of soldiers. Before, when they’d been running from the soldiers, Ursula hadn’t been able to get a good look at them. Now, as they zoomed past, she could see they were dressed in dark purple uniforms trimmed with gold—just like her mother had worn. Rifles rested on their shoulders, and curved swords gleamed at their hips.

      A moment later, the avenue turned back into the city, and rain began hammering the windows. After a few blocks, the coachman slowed the horses, and they turned down a narrow alley, nearly scraping the carriage on the buildings’ rickety facades. About half a block later, the footman banged on the roof with what Ursula imagined was the butt of his rifle.

      Bael pulled his coat about him, then opened the door. A gust of chilly wind ruffled Ursula’s hair and rippled over her exposed skin as she followed Bael onto the street. The coachman had hopped down from his place on the roof, handing her a heavy fur coat. Gratefully, she pulled it around herself, stepping over the cobbles. She stood just behind Bael as he knocked on a rough wooden door. When it cracked open, an old woman peered out.

      “Madam Moncrief is expecting us,” said Bael.

      Without answering, the woman pulled the door wider, her wiry gray hair radiating around her head.

      Warm air greeted them as they slipped into a small receiving room. Gaslight flickered over dark maroon wallpaper and thick Persian rugs on the floor. The old woman stood expectantly, staring at them with large, dark eyes.

      Bael shrugged off his coat, handing it to her, and Ursula followed suit. As she did, Bael’s eyebrows flicked up at her ensemble.

      It took Ursula a moment to realize that despite the brevity of their passage from coach to cloakroom, Mount Acidale’s frigid wind had done more than leave goose bumps on her skin. Bael looked away as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      The old woman bowed low, still without speaking, then disappeared down a dark hallway.

      Ursula moved closer to Bael. “Who was she?”

      “One of Madam Moncrief’s ladies-in-waiting. I imagine she is informing the madam that we’ve arrived.”

      As if on cue, the old woman returned and beckoned them to follow her. They walked down a dim hallway, then through a mahogany door into a larger room. It was dimly lit, its dark walls hung with gilt-framed paintings.

      A woman in a silk kimono-like dress sat on a chaise longue, her heart-shaped face framed by soft, blonde curls. She might have been in her early forties—beautiful, but with a certain coldness to her features that sent a shiver up Ursula’s spine. Her unnatural stillness gave her a sort of reptilian air, as if she were conserving all her energy.

      “Bael, is that really you?” she asked, her voice low and melodious, her neck oddly stiff.

      “It’s been a long time, Madam Moncrief.”

      “Oh, Bael.” A joyless smile. “You know you can call me Anne.”

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room, until Lady Moncrief rose. Ignoring Ursula, she glided languidly to Bael and wrapped her arms around his neck. She drew a finger along the line of his jaw.

      Ursula’s fingers tightened into fists. What the hell?

      “You know I’ve missed you terribly,” Anne purred. “Mount Acidale just isn’t the same since you left.” Her finger trailed down his neck and onto his chest. “You really haven’t changed at all, have you.”

      “I’m here on business.” Bael gently pulled her hands from him.

      “Oh, business can wait. We need to get reacquainted. It’s been such a long time since your last visit.”

      Bael shot a sharp, panicked look at Ursula. “May I introduce you to my fiancée?”

      Madam Moncrief’s body didn’t move. While her arms remained draped over Bael’s shoulders, her gaze flicked to Ursula. Not even trying to hide what she was doing, she traced her eyes over Ursula’s body, from the hem of her black lace skirt, along the curves of her breasts, until she met Ursula’s eyes for the barest of moments. Her attention flicked back to Bael.

      “What do you want?” She slowly withdrew her arms from his shoulders.

      “I need a favor.”

      Madam Moncrief’s lips curled up, in the barest hint of a smile. “You know I don’t do favors, even for someone as beautiful as you.”

      “I need to speak to Lucius. I was told he would be here tonight.”

      Madam Moncrief stepped back. “I cannot help you. I am not a philanthropist.”

      Ursula spoke. “The Drake has stolen something from us. If we don’t—”

      Madam Moncrief’s head snapped to look at Ursula. “I wasn’t speaking to you. Do not interrupt me.”

      Irritation simmered in Ursula’s chest, but she shut her mouth anyway.

      “Have you noticed how polite Ruth is?” Madam Moncrief slowly beckoned the older, gray-haired woman, curling her long finger.

      Ruth shuffled over to her side.

      “Open your mouth, dear.” The Madam patted the older woman on the head.

      Ursula cringed as the woman opened her mouth, revealing yellowed teeth and an empty cavity where her tongue should have been.

      “Ruth spoke back to me once, twenty years ago,” said Madam Moncrief with a sigh in her voice. “So I cut out her tongue. She has never spoken back since. Isn’t that right, Ruth?”

      Ruth nodded solemnly.

      “As I was saying.” Madam Moncrief turned back to Bael. “If you want my help, you’re going to have to pay me.”

      “How much?” said Bael.

      Madam Moncrief’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, I don’t want your money. I have plenty of money.”

      Shadows slid through Bael’s eyes. “Then what do you want?”

      “I want you,” said Madam Moncrief, tracing a finger along his chest.

      “No.”

      “Oh, not like that!” said Madam Moncrief with feigned indignation. “I would never jeopardize something as beautiful as a marriage. I merely wish to engage your company for a period of time.”

      “And in exchange, you will help us reclaim the Excalibur that the Drake stole?” asked Ursula.

      “Of course,” said Madam Moncrief. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at Bael. “So do we have a deal, demon?”

      Bael nodded.

      “Splendid,” said Madam Moncrief, snapping her fingers. “Ruth, you will show Bael to my boudoir.”

      Ursula’s stomach churned as Bael left with Ruth. What exactly was he going to do?

      Madam Moncrief returned to her chaise lounge, and she picked up a small book to read. “Bael has agreed to the deal. So that means you’re free to go,” she said without taking her eyes off the book.

      “Was I supposed to follow him?”

      Madam Moncrief sighed. “No, little sparrow. You may make your way to my salon. When Ruth returns, she will show you where to go.”

      As if on cue, Ruth appeared at the doorway.

      “Is Bael settled?” asked Madam Moncrief.

      Ruth nodded, her dark eyes wide.

      “Then please take the girl to the salon.” The madam handed her servant a small knife with a mother-of-pearl handle. “You have my permission to use this on her face if she tries to misbehave.”

      Ursula’s fire kindled. I really don’t like her.

      Ruth nodded, her expression blank, then turned to lead Ursula out of the room.

      Ursula followed Ruth down a dark, wooden hall. Without Bael, she felt suddenly vulnerable, and the skimpy outfit didn’t help. Or the fact that Madam Moncrief’s mute servant had just been directed to potentially stab her in the face. Still, in the dimly lit hallway, the shadows provided their own sense of security. Hellhound or not, Ursula always felt best in the shadows.

      At the end of the corridor, Ruth opened a door into a warmly lit room. It took Ursula a moment to figure out they’d wandered into a small, sparsely attended theater. On a stage, a raven-haired dancer wore a large feather boa and not much else. She swayed to the sensual music of a jazz combo. As the dancer slowly adjusted the position of the boa in time to the music, Ruth led Ursula to a seat upholstered in red velvet.

      Ursula sat carefully, so as to keep as much of herself covered by the lace of her skirt as possible. Plus, who the hell knew what bodily fluids stained these seats. When she looked up, Ruth had disappeared into the shadows.

      The music intensified, and the dancer threw her boa into the audience. With a dazzling smile that warmed Ursula’s chest, the dancer began spinning her tasseled breasts, the movements strangely hypnotic.

      Ursula smiled. I want to learn how to do that.

      The small crowd clapped appreciatively, and Ursula strained her eyes to try to get a better view of the audience. Unfortunately, it was hard to see with the single spotlight focused on the stage.

      Ursula swallowed as she realized that it was also impossible to know if Ruth had returned to Madam Moncrief’s chambers or if she was sitting directly behind her, ready to plunge the silver dagger into Ursula’s face if she moved from her seat.
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      With a brilliant smile, the burlesque dancer gave her tassels a final twirl, then stepped out of the spotlight. On cue, the band stopped playing, and the lights blinked out, leaving Ursula in pitch darkness. All around her, whispers filled the air, until at last, the lights blinked back on again.

      A tiny man stood on a stool in the center of the stage. He couldn’t be more than three feet tall, dressed in a specially tailored three-piece suit and a top hat. Throwing out his chest, he shouted to the crowd in a surprisingly deep voice.

      “I hope you all enjoyed Fanny and her boa.” He winked broadly. “And who could forget her tassels!”

      The crowd clapped again as Fanny stepped back into the spotlight, a new boa wrapped around her talented bosom. She bowed deeply.

      “But,” the little man continued, “have I got a treat for you! Mistress Berezina will be putting on a special performance this evening.”

      The volume of the clapping doubled as a tall woman stepped into the light, her appearance totally intimidating. Mistress Berezina wore knee-high boots, a black leather corset, and matching knickers. Her ice-blonde hair had been pulled back tightly into a bun, her expression severe.

      Glaring at the audience, she stamped her foot hard on the stage floor. Ursula jumped as the boot heel clacked like a gunshot. Immediately, the spotlight expanded as the dwarf wheeled out a wooden rack. Artfully displayed were a variety of whips, ropes, and handcuffs.

      “I’ll be giving demonstration of whip,” she announced loudly, in a thick Russian accent.

      The dwarf disappeared into the darkness.

      Mistress Berezina stamped her foot again, the sound echoing through the now perfectly silent theater. The dwarf entered the light first, then behind him appeared a hulking man in a leather mask. Apart from the collar and the mask, the only thing he wore was a pair of black briefs. The dwarf directed the man by means of a steel chain attached to a tight-fitting collar. With a click of metal, the dwarf connected the chain to an iron bolt in the middle of the stage.

      Ursula’s eyes lingered over the hulking man’s deep, olive skin and muscled form as a cold understanding began to dawn in her mind. When she made out the medley of savage tattoos on his chest—a crescent moon and swirls of stars—it only confirmed her fears.

      Oh gods. Bael.

      Mistress Berezina gave the chain a sharp tug. “On your knees, enormous slave-man.”

      Bael obeyed, dropping to his knees. Ursula’s hand covered her mouth in disbelief.

      Mistress Berezina stared at him. “You have been very bad boy, large night demon.”

      Bael didn’t answer.

      Mistress Berezina jerked the chain. “Is true?”

      This time Bael tried to respond, but the mask made it impossible for him to speak clearly.

      “Do you know punishment for offending Madam Moncrief?”

      Bael mumbled something into the mask.

      “You don’t know?” said Mistress Berezina with feigned incredulity. “Then I show you, muscle man.”

      From the rack she selected a long riding crop. She smacked it hard against her leather boot.

      Ursula felt a mixture of fear, excitement, and an overwhelming urge to burst out laughing. It wasn’t that she was worried that Lady Berezina would hurt Bael. She’d seen the shadow demon endure a lot more than a few smacks from a riding crop. But she’d never seen him submit to anyone. Bael was always in charge, and here was this blonde woman looming over him, just so he could find out about Excalibur. Would he play his part, or would he lose it and throw Mistress Berezina into the crowd?

      The dominatrix extended the riding crop so it caught Bael under the chin.

      “Stand up to receive punishment, muscle demon man,” she said.

      Bael rose, now towering over her.

      Mistress Berezina spoke to the audience. “My technique is inflict pain but leaving no marks.” Like a serpent striking, she flicked the riding crop so it smacked Bael hard in the chest. “Did you feel that, large slave?”

      Bael didn’t move.

      She smacked him again. This time on the shoulder. Still Bael didn’t react.

      “I see we have stoic one,” said Mistress Berezina. “But let us test just how sensitive your large body is.”

      She smacked him hard across the chest with the full length of the riding crop. Bael didn’t move.

      Mistress Berezina frowned. “On your knees.”

      Bael knelt.

      “Shall I teach large demon a lesson in obedience?” she asked the audience. Without waiting for a response, she returned the riding crop to the rack, and selected a whip. Ursula grimaced as the mistress pulled out a cat o’ nine tails. She twirled it expertly in her hand, the leather whips making an ominous whirring noise.

      If Bael heard the sound, he didn’t react.

      Mistress Berezina paced across the stage, heels clacking off the floor, until she stood directly behind Bael. Without warning, she struck him hard on the shoulder. The sound of the whips slapping against his skin echoed loudly in the silent theater, and Ursula grimaced. My poor large demon man.

      Mistress Berezina struck him again, then three more times. With each strike, Ursula expected Bael to flinch, but he remained as still as a statue.

      Mistress Berezina held up the whip. “I was told the demon slave brought consort. Perhaps she can make him feel pain.”

      A blinding light shone in Ursula’s eyes, and it took her a moment to realize the spotlight had been cast on her. As she blinked, the dwarf appeared by her side. He gripped her hand, pulling her from her seat. Oh gods. Please make this end.

      Ursula straightened her mask as she followed the dwarf down the aisle, up a short flight of steps, and onto the stage.

      “She’s pretty thing, isn’t she?” said Mistress Berezina.

      The crowd cheered its approval.

      Bael still knelt on the floor, rivulets of blood trickling down his back, and Ursula winced at the sight.  The woman had aimed directly for the raw wounds where his wings had once been attached. Ursula’s muscles clenched with anger, but if Bael wanted to go ahead with this, it wasn’t her place to argue.

      Mistress Berezina raised her hands. “Do you think this little one can handle bullwhip?”

      As the crowd continued to cheer, Mistress Berezina reached for an enormous whip that lay coiled around one end of the rack like a giant snake. The dominatrix pressed it into Ursula’s hand with a stern expression. Then, she took Ursula’s wrist in an iron grip and pulled her closer to Bael.

      Mistress Berezina spoke softly into Ursula’s ear so the crowd couldn’t hear. “Madam Moncrief will have her satisfaction.” Her Russian accent had completely fallen away—now pure Londoner. Gripping Ursula’s shoulder, she glanced pointedly into a dark corner of the stage. Ruth stood there, a blank expression on her face, the sliver blade glinting in her hands.

      Okay, okay, okay. Ursula could take any of these women in a fight, but she’d come here for a purpose—to get Excalibur—and kicking people’s arses might not get her what she wanted. If they kicked the shit out of everyone, they’d only end up on a frigid street in nothing but their underwear. Minus the magic sword.

      Throwing back her shoulders, Ursula held out her hand and took the whip. It was heavy, but instantly she was aware that she’d used one before. Had Former Ursula—F.U.—been involved in some kind of Mount Acidale BDSM? That was one question she wouldn’t ask her family if she ever met them.

      She flicked the whip, and it uncoiled with a sharp snap.

      “We have natural,” Mistress Berezina declared.

      The crowd roared its approval.

      The spotlight beamed on Ursula, and she squinted in the bright light. She held the whip tightly, trying not to think of all the unseen people in the audience. Bael knelt on the floor, blood streaming down his back.

      “Sorry, Bael,” she muttered under her breath. She flicked the whip. It cracked as it wrapped around his torso.

      “Good! Now strike again. Harder!” shouted Mistress Berezina.

      Ursula flicked the whip, the crack as loud as a gunshot. The tip slapped into the center of Bael’s back, but he didn’t so much as flinch.

      “Again, small ginger woman!” yelled Mistress Berezina, stamping her foot.

      Ursula tried to aim the whip a little higher so she wouldn’t hit Bael in the same spot—but she aimed too high, and the whip wrapped around his neck.

      The crowd roared its approval.

      Ursula tried to pull back the whip, but it had wound around itself tightly and wouldn’t budge. Bael’s head pulled back, and the whip lifted up the bottom of his mask.

      Ursula grimaced. Bloody hell. I’m no good at this.

      Scowling, Mistress Berezina snatched the whip from her and flicked it in a sideways twisting motion. After the end unwound from Bael’s neck, she handed the whip back to Ursula. “Now you punish muscle demon man better.”

      Ursula cracked the whip, wincing as it struck Bael hard on one his wounds. He grunted. I’m sorry, muscle demon man.

      Mistress Berezina’s eyes blazed. “He felt that. Hit him again like that.”

      Ursula cracked the whip again. She’d tried to aim away from the open wound but only succeeded in striking the one on the opposite shoulder. The audience roared its approval, and Bael grunted again.

      “Again!” shouted the dominatrix.

      She grabbed Ursula’s hand, trying to force her to crack the whip again. Blood poured from Bael’s back.

      Ursula’s jaw clenched, anger rising in her like a volcanic eruption. Okay. That is enough. “No more.”

      The woman grabbed Ursula by the throat, squeezing hard. “I said hit again.”

      Ursula punched the woman’s arm out of the way. “I said no more. Do not touch me.”

      A pop of shearing steel sounded in the theater as Bael ripped his chain from the bolt on the floor.

      At the same time, Mistress Berezina tore the whip from Ursula’s hands and lashed out with it. The end wrapped tightly around Bael’s throat, like the coils of a serpent. She tried to pull him down, but Bael grabbed the whip with his hands and jerked it roughly. Mistress Berezina sprawled hard on the stage floor, and Bael ripped off his hood.

      Ursula ran to him, reaching for the whip that still wrapped around his neck. She helped him uncoil it.

      “Are you all right?” Bael asked.

      “I’m fine,” said Ursula.

      Bael held her close. She could smell sandalwood and feel the heat that radiated from his bare chest. His breath was hot on her neck.

      “Bael, your back—”

      He leaned down, pressing his lips against hers in a searing kiss—a hot desire, like burning coals that needed to be extinguished. Dimly, she could hear the crowd cheering wildly. But as quickly as it had begun, the kiss was over, and Bael pulled away.

      Then the spotlight went out.
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      From the darkness came a familiar voice.

      “Bravo!” said Madam Moncrief. “You two put on quite a show.”

      As Ursula’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she made out Madam Moncrief’s form.

      “My fiancée was not part of the deal,” said Bael. “You had no right to bring her on stage.”

      “No, but it will be the talk of the town,” said Madam Moncrief. “The people loved it.”

      Given the crowd’s frantic cheering, she wasn’t wrong about that. Doesn’t change the fact that she’s an arsehole though.

      Bael’s gray eyes pierced the darkness. “Enough time-wasting. Now it is time for you to follow through on your end of the bargain. Where is Lucius?”

      Madam Moncrief sighed, just as the lanterns began to glow with orange light once more. “I could have made you famous. But, as you wish. Ruth, take them to the Royal Suite.”

      “The king has a suite here?” asked Ursula.

      Madam Moncrief laughed, her voice tinkling. “No, that’s just what we call it. It’s the largest private room. But you’ll need to change. You look like you just visited a slaughterhouse. Ruth will return you to my boudoir. You can clean up there.”

      Ruth beckoned them forward with her mother-of-pearl blade, which she seemed a little too fond of.

      They followed her back through the smoky warren of corridors, into a large room decorated with colorful silks. A tuxedo had been laid out on a pink, fluffy bed.

      Ursula frowned at the wounds on Bael’s back. “Can you get some bandages, please?”

      Ruth nodded, then slipped out of the room.

      “Does it hurt?”

      Bael grunted. “I’ve had worse.”

      Ursula moved closer, studying his skin. Blood oozed from the pair of wounds Abrax had left when he stole Bael’s wings. And over those scars, welts where the whip had struck him.

      “Sorry about the whole whipping thing.”

      Before Bael could reply, Ruth opened the door and handed Ursula a roll of gauze.

      Using one of Madam Moncrief’s pink towels, Ursula wiped the blood from Bael’s wounds as gently as she could, while Bael stood perfectly still. When his back was clean, she bound the wounds tightly with gauze, stretching her arms to reach all the way around his enormous chest. Ruth stared on, dagger in her hand.

      Psycho.

      “Thank you, Ursula,” said Bael.

      Ruth opened her eyes wide, pointing at the tuxedo on the bed. She made no move to turn around or leave the room while Bael changed, instead staring at him, wide-eyed. He disappeared into the hall. Ruth and Ursula stared at each other in silence.

      A minute later, Bael reappeared dressed in his tuxedo and lion mask. “Take us to the Drake.”

      Ruth led them up a long, creaking flight of stairs to a small landing. Ursula was sure her delicate heels would snap at any minute, sending her tumbling down the stairs. A large door stood at the top, emblazoned with a golden crest that featured a topless woman. Ah. The Royal Suite. Classy.

      Ursula adjusted her mask as Ruth knocked on the door. After a few moments, a giant man opened the door.

      The hair rose on the back of Ursula’s neck. And we’re on the right track. She recognized him from the dragon’s lair—he was the dragon shifter who’d been in charge of keeping an eye on the captive supermodels. Some dragons hoarded gold. Other dragons hoarded women like they were possessions. Lucius happened to like both.

      “We asked not be bothered,” said the large man.

      “I was told there were gentlemen here playing whist,” said Bael. “I was hoping for the opportunity to play a few hands.”

      The guard took a moment to size Bael up. With an almost imperceptible nod, he said, “Let me confer with my party.”

      The dragon shifter closed the door, and Ursula and Bael waited in silence until the shifter pulled open the door again.

      He met Bael’s gaze. “The buy-in is one hundred and fifty pounds.”

      “That is perfectly acceptable,” said Bael. He reached into his jacket pocket and handed the guard a leather purse. “You can hold this for the duration.” The guard opened the purse and peeked inside. He nodded again, then slowly opened the door wider.

      Bael crossed inside, but when Ursula started after him, the guard blocked her path.

      “Just you, sir.”

      Bael didn’t blink. “But the woman brings me luck. If she can’t come, I’ll have to take that money back.” He started to reach for the purse.

      From behind him, another voice called out. “Oh, let him in, Harry. Someone needs to replace Hamish. He’s completely trollied, as usual.”

      Another voice slurred in a thick Scottish accent. “Who took my fuckin’ bottle a gin, you fuckin’…”

      The guard opened the door wide enough to allow Ursula to enter. Around a table sat four enormous men. Like Bael and Ursula, they also wore masks, but theirs were the scaled faces of dragons. Three wore masks in varying shades of green. The fourth’s mask was dyed a deep red. And that would be Lucius—the Drake.

      When he spoke, his voice confirmed his identity. “As I was saying, you may take Hamish’s seat. He was just popping out for a fag break.” Lucius said it with the firmness of an order.

      Immediately, one of the green-masked shifters stood and stumbled away from them. As Bael took his seat, Ursula got a better look at the room. Behind the dragons, flickering lantern light washed over an oak bar and a small stage. Jazz played from an ancient-looking gramophone, and a topless girl, who couldn’t have been much older than Ursula, danced halfheartedly, her eyes glazed. As she hadn’t been invited to sit, Ursula stood awkwardly in the corner of the room.

      The rest of the room was richly upholstered in cream and gold-colored fabrics, along with more of the thick Persian rugs she’d seen in the brothel. Rows of windows surrounded them, and as she watched, Hamish struggled to open a pair of French doors to a rooftop patio. Ursula could find no sign of Excalibur, but she supposed Lucius was unlikely to just leave it lying about.

      “Let me deal you in.” Lucius shuffled a deck of cards, and began to toss them out to Bael and the other shifters. Once he’d finished, he leaned back in his chair. “We will be playing by Hoyle’s rules. You may bet after every trick.”

      Lucius looked at his cards, then laid a small pile of gold sovereigns on the table. They began playing their cards one at time. It took Ursula a minute or two to deduce that Bael was paired with one of the green-headed dragons, while Lucius was paired with the other. As the game went on, Bael began to win trick after trick.

      Lucius laid down his final card. “Well played, sir.”

      Bael quietly raked his gold sovereigns across the table.

      As Lucius dealt the next hand, Ursula realized she’d been forgotten, and she surveyed the room again. The topless dancer continued to gyrate listlessly. Hamish stood on the balcony, smoke rising from his cigarette.

      Ursula crossed to the bar, her gaze flicking to Lucius as she passed him. Her heart leapt. She recognized the pommel of the sword strapped to his waist as Excalibur’s. Bingo. Now we just need to find a way to steal it.

      She tried to catch Bael’s eye, but he was focused on the game. She poured herself a glass of wine at the bar, lifting it to her lips to mimic drinking it. I’m getting the distinct impression that Bael might end up gambling for the sword itself.

      He lost a crucial trick in the next hand, but in the following hand won back all the money he’d lost. A few hands later, Lucius stopped the game and asked the topless dancer to bring over an ancient-looking bottle of scotch and some whisky tumblers. After pouring everyone three fingers of the amber liquid, he dealt another hand. Hamish returned from his smoke, stumbling over to lean on the bar next to Ursula.

      “It’s time I won some money,” Lucius announced to no one in particular. He threw down all of his remaining coins. “I’m all in on this trick.”

      Ursula looked to Bael, but again he ignored her. Without speaking, he pushed in a matching number of coins, scraping them over the table. Lucius flipped over his card, revealing the king of clubs, and the other shifters followed. Bael was last. He took a sip of his scotch. Then he flipped over his card.

      Ace of clubs.

      Lucius growled a swear, throwing his drink across the room. Glass shattered against the wall.

      “Well, that does me for the night,” Lucius announced, trying to regain his composure.

      “You’re finished?” asked Bael.

      “That’s right,” said Lucius, smoothing out his bright red hair. Even with his face hidden behind the dragon mask, Ursula could tell he was on the edge of flying into a rage.

      “Perhaps you would consider gambling something else?” Bael proposed.

      Lucius paused. “You wish to make a non-monetary wager?”

      “Perhaps,” said Bael, deftly setting the trap. “What else of value do you have?”

      Lucius leaned forward. “If I am to make a gamble such as the one you propose, it will have to be on equal terms.”

      “Of course,” said Bael.

      “Then I’ll wager this sword for your lucky kitty.” He pointed at Ursula, licking his lips, and her stomach turned.

      Bael reached across the table, shaking Lucius’s hand. “I believe we have a deal.”

      “Excellent.”

      Lucius collected all the cards, and began to reshuffle. “We play one trick. If I win, I add your woman to my collection. If you win, you take the sword.” He dealt the cards, until at last, he flipped over the last card. Hearts was trump. As Lucius studied his hand, his foot moved under the table. Gently, he tapped his partner’s calf.

      Cheating, of course.

      Bael’s partner went first, leading with a jack of hearts. Lucius’s partner followed with a ten of hearts, followed by Bael with the king of hearts.

      Ursula held her breath as she waited for Lucius to play his card. As long as he didn’t have an ace, Excalibur was all theirs.

      Lucius flipped over his card, and Ursula sucked in a short breath as she glimpsed the ace of hearts.
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      Okay. Time for a Plan B. And this was probably going to be the arse-kicking plan.

      “No.” Ursula stepped out of the shadows. “I saw you cheat.”

      “Is that true?” Bael rose, pushing back his chair.

      Lucius sputtered for a moment. “Are you questioning my honor?”

      “I saw you tap your partner under the table.” Ursula crossed her arms. “You were communicating.”

      Lucius glared at her, and Bael lunged for the sword. Surprisingly, Lucius was faster. Spinning, he slammed his foot into Bael’s chest, knocking him to the floor. Instantly, the other two shifters at the table jumped on him. Bael strained against them as they pinned his arms.

      Ursula started forward to help, but Hamish grabbed her by the forearm in an iron grip.

      The shifters pulled Bael to his feet, each gripping one of his arms with their considerable dragon strength.

      Ursula’s stomach clenched. Bollocks. I’d say this is not going well.

      “I always like to know a man before I kill him.” Lucius pulled away Bael’s mask. As he did, Bael lunged forward, smashing his forehead into Lucius’s face.

      “Gods dammit,” Lucius snarled. Blood streamed from his nose, and his red hair flashed like a torch. He stared at Bael for a long moment, then slapped him hard on the cheek.

      “I should have suspected you’d try something like this.” He pivoted, staring at Ursula, his eyes piercing. “Hamish, is that the ginger tart who killed Vortigan?”

      Hamish pinned her arms with one arm, wrestling off her mask with the other. He reeked of gin. “It’s her.”

      Ursula struggled against Hamish, but he pulled her closer, roughly grabbing her hair. Ursula jammed her heel into his foot, hard enough that she heard something crack. Hamish grunted, his grip slackening. That was all Ursula needed. She drove a knee into his groin.

      Hamish went down hard, and she snatched the wine bottle off the counter, smashing it until it shattered against the wood. She drove the jagged stumps into Hamish’s shoulder, and he yelped.

      Ursula spun. Bael still struggled against the pair of shifters. Ursula charged, but one of her heels snapped mid lunge. She fell flat in front of Lucius. Before she could stand, he’d pressed the tip of Excalibur into her throat.

      “You poor thing. Was it his idea to dress you up like a whore?” Lucius cocked his head. “Live like a whore, die like a whore.” He lifted the sword as he prepared to strike.

      Behind her, Bael roared. The sound was deafening, like standing next to a jet engine. Even though she knew it was Bael, that he’d never hurt her, a primal fear slid through her bones.

      Lucius’s sword plunged down. Ursula tried to roll out of the way, but Lucius’s aim was true. He stabbed her shoulder with Excalibur and yanked it out again for another strike. The pain ripped her mind apart, and she braced herself for another blow, unleashing a wild scream. Only when her own voice died out did she hear the thunk of bodies colliding. Lucius flew overhead, slammed into the side of the bar.

      Bael stood over her. “Ursula!”

      Ursula gasped, the pain leaving her breathless. She rolled over, catching sight of Excalibur on the floor. She tried to reach for the sword, but her arm wouldn’t move properly. Bael grabbed the sword, just as Lucius charged him. He swung the blade, but Lucius managed to dodge it.

      Ursula moaned, pain screaming through her shoulder. Blood was pumping from the wound. Her vision began to dim.

      Bael roared again, and another shifter flew over her head, shattering a glass window.

      “Kill them,” yelled Lucius.

      Bael knelt next to her, scooping her into his powerful arms. The room swam as Bael charged for the doors to the balcony. He didn’t seem to be slowing as he approached the glass. Ursula closed her eyes, flinching as Bael smashed right through it.

      Outside, icy rain lashed her face, and she shivered.

      “Stay with me, Ursula,” said Bael.

      Distantly, she was aware of Lucius’s bellowing, and the shrieking of men shifting into dragon form. She caught a glimpse of a shifter overhead, leathery wings sprouting from his back.

      Then the world tilted, and Ursula’s stomach lurched as she felt a rush of air over her skin, a sense of falling. In the night sky, storm clouds swirled above them, and they plunged into darkness. Shadows curled around her, sweet oblivion pulling the pain from her body. She was floating, close to the void now.

      “Ursula.” Nyxobas’s voice wrapped around her, and she yearned to fall into the void.

      Reality yanked her back into focus, and she was back in Bael’s arms, breathing in his sandalwood scent. Cold rainwater soaked her skin, and she shivered uncontrollably.

      “Almost there, Ursula.” His voice sounded like it was coming from far away, over the sound of hooves pounding a stony pavement.

      “What happened?” Pasqual’s voice.

      “Do you have sal ammoniac?” Bael asked.

      The sound of crunching glass pierced the air.

      “I’m sorry, Ursula.” Bael’s voice.

      The vile stench of cat piss forced her eyes open.

      “Incant Starkey’s Conjuration,” commanded Bael.

      Her head swam as she began muttering the words in Angelic. Bael gripped her hand, his fingers interlacing with hers. She tried to focus on his face, but her eyes wouldn’t cooperate. At the final line, pain burst through her body.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ursula awoke with the milky light of the sun washing over her, burning into her brain, and she lifted her hand to shade her face. Pain lanced down her arm.

      “Mmmght,” she moaned.

      Someone shifted in the bed next her.

      “Ursula?” It was Bael’s voice.

      “Am I dead?”

      “We’re in Pasqual’s apartment.”

      A few memories came drifting back to Ursula. “Why did you make me sniff cat pee?”

      “That was sal ammoniac—smelling salts. I needed you to wake up.”

      Ursula shivered, her body aching. “I feel like death.”

      “You lost a lot of blood,” said Bael.

      “I didn’t even get to kill anyone.” She inched closer to Bael’s warm body, wrapping her arms around him.

      Bael brushed her hair from her face. “You should really sleep.”

      “The sun is too bright,” Ursula murmured. “And I’m cold.”

      Bael wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in close until his smell and his soothing magic enveloped her. When she closed her eyes, images from Bael’s past bloomed in her mind—the red sands and blue skies of ancient Byblos, a briny ocean wind sweeping over sandy temples.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bael touched her cheek.

      “Ursula?” he whispered.

      She opened her eyes. Bael looked down at her, ruddy light sculpting the chiseled planes of his face. Her head lay on a pillow, and a thick blanket was wrapped around her body. She was on the sofa now, moved down from the loft bed, and Bael knelt beside her.

      “I know you want to sleep, but you need to eat something. I brought you some soup.” He held a steaming bowl that smelled rich and fragrant.

      “What kind is it?”

      “French onion.”

      Ursula’s stomach growled. She tried to sit up, but Bael stopped her. “You’re still hurt. Let me help you.”

      He reached under her back and effortlessly lifted her into a sitting position, and a sharp pain stabbed her shoulder blades. Even with Bael’s assistance, Ursula winced.

      “Why do I still hurt?” asked Ursula. “I incanted Starkey’s Conjuration, right?”

      “Getting stabbed by a sword like Excalibur is different than getting stabbed by an ordinary blade.”

      “Because it’s magical?”

      Bael reached for the soup. “Yes. If you hadn’t been able to incant Starkey’s Conjuration, you would have died.” He handed Ursula the bowl, his gray eyes shining in the dying sunlight. “It’s hot.”

      Ursula took a sip of the soup. It was hot, but it also tasted amazing. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “I figured I owed you.”

      Ursula cocked her head. “I suppose you did.” She took another sip of the soup. The rich broth warmed her stomach. She was almost too scared to ask the next question. “Did we get Excalibur?”

      Bael shook his head. “No. And even worse, we’ve lost the element of surprise. Lucius will be expecting us next time. I don’t think it’s safe for us in Mount Acidale at this point.”

      Disappointment welled in Ursula’s chest. She still hadn’t discovered anything about her family.

      As the last of the setting sun dipped below the buildings, a knock sounded on the door.

      “Bael? Ursula?” Pasqual’s voice pierced the wood.

      “Come on in,” said Ursula.

      The door creaked open, and Pasqual frowned at her with concern. “How are you feeling, dear?”

      “Could be worse.”

      “Glad to hear it. You were bleeding like a pig last time I saw you.”

      Ursula grimaced. “I hope I didn’t make a mess of your carriage.”

      Pasqual smiled broadly, his fangs glinting in the semidarkness. “Darling, I’m used to a bit of blood on my belongings.”

      Okay. That was creepy as hell.

      “In any case,” Pasqual went on, “I wanted to warn you that the guards are about in full force, searching for Ursula. They say she is the daughter of the would-be King Killer. They’re offering an enormous reward.”

      Ursula’s stomach lurched. So she was a bit famous here. No wonder she’d escaped to London.

      Bael rose sharply. “We need to leave at once.”

      Pasqual rubbed his hands together. “That’s not all. Someone already knows where you are.” He handed Bael an envelope.

      Bael tore it open. Ursula couldn’t see the text from where she lay on the bed, but she could see the blood-red wax seal. There was no mistaking King Midac’s royal arms.

      Bael read the note out loud.

      “Dearest Ursula,

      You’re in terrible danger. If I could find you, it is only a matter of time until Lucius does, too. Meet me on top of the Light Tower in the Necropolis. The undertaker will escort you tonight.

      Signed,

      A friend.”

      Ursula stared at the note. “Where is the Necropolis?”

      Bael scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “I don’t think you’re in any condition to go. Whatever this is, it’s too risky.”

      Ursula arched an eyebrow. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Pasqual coughed. “If I may interject, I don’t think you have much of a choice. The king’s guards will be watching Laverna Church for you, expecting you to leave from there.”

      Ursula smiled grimly. Looks like we’re staying, then.
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      Ursula was pretty sure Pasqual’s solution was the worst idea she’d ever heard, and yet Bael had agreed, and she went along with it because at least Bael wasn’t demanding they leave Mount Acidale anymore. In any case, the end result was that she was now standing in a dark basement between an open grave and a pile of corpses, holding her nose. The stench was like nothing she’d ever experienced—far worse than the cat-piss smelling salts. She inched closer to Bael. At least her shoulder had begun to feel a bit better.

      “I’m sorry.” Pasqual cleared his throat. “I would have cleaned up down here if I’d known you’d be visiting.”

      “Why is your basement filled with dead bodies?” asked Ursula. Her voice was nasal due to the fingers holding her nostrils shut.

      “They were opium addicts.”

      “So they all overdosed?”

      “You might say they got a bad batch,” said Pasqual. He grinned, flashing his fangs.

      “You mean you killed—”

      Pasqual cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Let’s not dwell on the particulars of who killed whom.”

      “When does the undertaker arrive?” Bael interjected.

      “Should be here any minute,” said Pasqual.

      As they waited, the corpses did not get any less rotten. It took all of Ursula’s willpower not to hurl.

      At last, a knock sounded on the wooden doors, and Pasqual pulled them open. A gaunt man with a face like a mummified dog stared at them, gripping a long pitchfork. Behind him stood an open-topped wooden cart.

      “Good to see you, Victor,” said Pasqual.

      Victor just stared.

      Seems like a fun bloke.

      “I have some bodies for you,” said Pasqual. “Also, my friends would like a ride to the Necropolis.”

      Victor nodded slowly, his eyes shining and mournful. He didn’t blink once.

      “Excellent,” said Pasqual. He stepped out onto the cobbled street, and quickly looked in both directions. He gestured for Ursula and Bael to follow him out. “Hurry, hurry.” He pointed to the cart.

      They hopped in the back, ducking down so they couldn’t be seen.

      “Bael,” Ursula whispered. “If someone looks in, they’ll see us.”

      The undertaker appeared in front of them. On the end of his pitchfork, he’d skewered a body. Ursula gagged. With a single motion he tossed it in front of them, and Ursula held her breath, trying to tune out her disgust while bodies filled the cart.

      The undertaker climbed onto a seat in front of them. Without speaking, he handed them a wool blanket. Bael pulled it over them, and gently pushed Ursula down. Through the blanket and the pile of bodies, Ursula heard the undertaker slap the reins on his horse, and the cart began bumping over the cobbles.

      After a few blocks, a shout pierced the quiet. “Who goes there?”

      The cart slowed to a stop, and she felt Bael stiffen next to her.

      “It’s a patrol,” whispered Bael. “Close your eyes and don’t move.”

      Ursula lay perfectly still. Outside of the cart, horse hooves clopped over the pavement, and the sound of male voices floated above them. King Midac’s soldiers.

      “You know there’s a curfew?” said one of the men.

      If the undertaker responded, Ursula didn’t hear it.

      “It’s the undertaker,” said another. “Do we really want him out during the day?”

      Hooves echoed off the cobblestones, moving around the cart as one of the horses circled.

      “Carry on,” said the first voice.

      The cart lurched forward, and one of the bodies flopped into her. She clenched her jaw tightly, then clamped her eyes shut as they bumped along the street. With each bump over the cobbles, she felt a dull throb in her shoulder where she’d been stabbed.

      They traveled through the city for what must have been at least an hour. Fortunately, no more patrols intercepted them. A faint breeze picked up, giving Ursula some breaths of fresh air, even in the corpse wagon. Throughout the journey, she kept her eyes shut, focusing instead on the warmth of Bael where he lay next to her. Once again, her thoughts drifted back to the beautiful, sun-scorched fields of Byblos where Bael had once lived.

      She nearly jumped when he gently nudged her. “I think we’ve arrived.”

      When she opened her eyes, a dead man’s face stared back at her, until Bael gently pulled her up out of the corpse wagon. They were still bumping along the road, and she held on to Bael for stability.

      “Look,” he said.

      In front of them stood an old stone wall. Broken crenellations, like gnarled teeth, lined the top. Victor directed the cart through an iron gate. On the other side, tall monuments of pale stone pierced the thick mist. They stood at odd angles, like broken teeth.

      The cart stopped at a low building of gray stone, and the undertaker turned in his seat. He gestured for them to get out, and Ursula was more than happy to comply.

      In the fresh air, she sucked in a deep breath and hopped down to a gravel path. Bael followed, and the undertaker slapped his reins. The cart rolled off into the fog, leaving them completely alone.

      Ursula loosed a long sigh. “That may have been the most disgusting experience of my life. So glad I could spend it with you.”

      A faint smile. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah.” The fog seemed to thicken in the air around them. “Any idea where we’re heading?”

      Bael pointed to a knoll in the distance, where a tower loomed above the hill. “That’s the White Tower.” He started into the mist, his footsteps crunching over the gravel path until he turned off into the grass.

      Dressed in a simple woolen skirt, button-down shirt, and shawl, Ursula followed Bael between the gravestones and obelisks. Ursula’s clothes grew damp in the thick mist, and she pulled her cloak tighter around her.

      Eventually they ran into another gravel path, and Bael picked up the pace until they reached the base of the hill. As they climbed it, Ursula wished she’d brought a sword instead of the small dagger Pasqual had given her. She was good with a sword—a dagger might not get her very far. What if it was some kind of trap?

      The White Tower stood in a small clearing of oaks at the top of the hill, built of pale marble with only narrow windows interrupting the stone. Cautiously, they encircled the monument, searching the shadows for signs of their mysterious “friend.” A door was inset into the stone tower, but no one seemed to be lurking around the place.

      “Do you think he’s already here?” Ursula whispered.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Before Ursula could respond, Bael charged at full speed into the tower door. He slammed through it, wood splintering around him.

      So much for the stealth approach.

      Taking a deep breath, she rushed in after him. Already, Bael seemed to have disappeared into the tower, and she stood alone on a marble floor. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she made out a marble staircase that curved upward.

      Drawing out her dagger, she began to climb the curving stairwell, winding her way up the interior of the tower. The arrow slits illuminated brief portions of the stairs, but for the most part she was hidden in shadows. Of course Bael had to rush ahead on his own.

      As she neared the top, more silver light began to filter in from an open doorway that she thought led to the roof. Her fingers tightened around the hilt of the dagger. From her position in the stairwell, she had no way of knowing who or what was on the roof.

      Keeping as low as she could, she peeked out.

      The first thing she saw was Bael’s body lying on the stone only a few feet from her. As she stepped out onto the tower’s balcony—about to kneel down next to Bael, a metallic clicking sound stopped her. From behind, something hard and cold pressed into the back of her head. Not good.

      “If you move, you die,” said a man’s voice. Gruff and cold as the night itself.

      Bloody hell. Ursula remained still, but the muzzle of the gun pressed against the base of her skull.

      “Drop the blade.”

      Ursula let go of the dagger. It struck the tower stairs, then spun off into the darkness below.

      Ursula stared at Bael’s prone body on the stone balcony, and panic clawed at her chest. “What did you do to him?”

      The man didn’t answer, instead pushing the gun harder into the base of her skull. His intent was clear—leave the relative safety of the stairs.

      Slowly, she climbed onto the roof of the tower. A pair of glowing manacles lay on the stone.

      “Cuff yourself.” He pushed the barrel of the gun harder into the back of her skull.

      She knelt and clasped her wrists together. The man pushed her forward, toward the edge of the tower, and her gaze flicked to Bael. He lay face down, and the sight of glowing manacles on his wrists eased some of the panic in her chest. If he’d been cuffed, he was still alive. A rope had been tied around his feet, and white cloth was wrapped around the back of his head. He didn’t move as she passed.

      The man directed her forward, until she reached the crenellations that ringed the tower’s edge. Her muscles tightened. What does he want from me?

      “Don’t move, or I will have to pull the trigger,” said the man. He pulled the muzzle of the gun from the back of her head.

      Ursula stood as still as she could. Far below her, the gravestones rose from the mist like the stumps of an ancient, petrified forest. In the distance, the gray slate roofs of Mount Acidale pierced the fog beside the broken towers of Calidore Castle. A cold wind nipped at her, and she shivered.

      From the opposite side of the tower roof, the man spoke. “Now. Turn around slowly.”
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      Ursula turned to survey her assailant. Dressed in a soldier’s uniform, he was older than she expected, his hair a shock of white in the darkness. One of his arms was missing, but with his other hand, he pointed a pistol at Ursula. Narrowing his eyes, he moved closer to her, staring at her face as though trying to memorize it.

      After a moment, his eyes widened, and his jaw dropped slightly.

      “It’s really you…” said the soldier, sounding stunned. “I’m sorry, but I had to be sure it was you.” He lowered the gun.

      Fury rippled through Ursula’s mind. Might as well gain the upper hand while I can. She charged across the tower and slammed her left side into the soldier’s chest, pain splintering her own shoulder. His pistol flew over the side of the tower, and he fell hard on the marble. He stared up at her, stunned. Her hands were still manacled, but she pressed them to his throat anyway and began to channel fire into her palms.

      The soldier gasped. “Gods below, Ursula. What are you doing?”

      “I want you to answer some of my questions. Starting with—who the hell are you?”

      He stared at her. “You don’t know?”

      Ursula continued to let the fire simmer in her veins as she studied the man’s face more carefully. He looked about sixty, with a long, white scar that bisected his left cheek. Still, he might have been handsome once, with a strong jaw and blue eyes. There was something familiar about those eyes.

      She gasped, realization dawning. They were the same deep blue as her own eyes.

      “How did you know my name?” She couldn’t keep the tremble out of her voice.

      “I’ve known your name for as long as you’ve been alive, Ursula Anne Thurlow. Please stop trying to burn me.”

      Ursula’s mind whirled. He had her eyes. He knew her name. He’d just said her full name, in fact. A name she hadn’t remembered.

      She blurted the only thing that came into her mind. “What was with the gun bollocks?”

      The man sighed. “I just had to be sure it was you. I thought you were dead. I’m your grandfather, Ursula.” He looked at the fire licking about her fingers, then he ran his fingers through the flames. “Your fire doesn’t hurt me. It runs in my veins as well. I pledged myself to Emerazel, too.”

      Ursula fell back on her haunches. “Are you my mother’s father?”

      “Yes.”

      She swallowed hard. “Then you managed to survive even after she committed treason.”

      Her grandfather laughed, but there was no joy in it. “I’m a tough old codger.”

      He slowly crawled to his feet. His collar was scorched at the edges, but he was otherwise unharmed, the skin of his neck unblemished.

      Ursula stood, and a million questions flowed through her mind. What had happened to her mother and the rest of her family? Why hadn’t he looked for her? Okay, Ursula. One question at a time.

      She swallowed hard, staring at him. “How did you find me?”

      “I’m the head of King Midac’s guards. I was there when Lucius told the king that he’d been attacked by a demon and a woman who fit your description. Fortunately, the king’s spies report directly to me. I was the first to learn your whereabouts.” He paused to look at her, concern showing on his face. “But here’s what I don’t understand. You don’t seem to recognize me at all.”

      “I have no memories of my childhood. When I was fifteen, I turned up in London with complete amnesia. Nothing but a scrap of paper with my name on it, and a warning about turning eighteen.”

      Her grandfather stepped toward her. He limped, but it was his expression that unnerved her, sadness shining in his blue eyes. “You’ve been in London all these years? I thought you were dead. Hard to believe it’s really you here.”

      “I was in London. No idea how I got there. They found me in the smoking rubble of St. Ethelburga’s Church.”

      Her grandfather nodded. “There was a sigil there. It stopped working. Was the church completely burned?”

      “There was nothing left after I arrived.”

      “Why can’t you remember anything?”

      She shook her head. “I have no idea. I thought you might.”

      “Then you don’t know about your mother?” he asked softly.

      “I know she died.”

      Her grandfather nodded without looking at her. “My daughter did a terrible thing. I believe she deserved her fate.” When he looked back at her, his eyes shone with tears. “What happened after you arrived in London? How did you find your way back here?”

      “On my eighteenth birthday, Emerazel sent a hellhound for me. I’ve been working for her ever since. I was supposed to collect souls, but I had a bit of a detour in the Shadow Realm, and I got caught up in an incubus’s plan to overthrow the god of night. You know how it goes.” She folded her arms. “How is it that you came to have Emerazel’s fire? Isn’t it outlawed here?”

      The old man sighed. “Before your mother died, King Midac had a magical dagger that allowed him to carve people with Emerazel’s sigil. He used it to build a great army.” His eyes seemed to burn into Bael. “When Nyxobas learned of what Midac was doing, he sent his demons to attack—”

      Something shifted behind Ursula and she spun. Bael had rolled onto his side, and he glared at them. Her grandfather had wrapped the white cloth around Bael’s mouth as a gag.

      Her grandfather spoke gruffly. “Do you want the honor of killing this shadow-creeper? I can’t imagine what the demon did to you while you were his captive.”

      Ursula blinked in surprise. “He made me soup, for one thing. I’m not his captive.”

      “You are aware of what he is?” Ursula could sense confusion in her grandfather’s voice.

      “I am. He’s a friend. He saved me in the Shadow Realm.” Probably best to leave out the whole engagement bit.

      Her grandfather’s brow furrowed. “So he didn’t kidnap you?”

      “No. He’s helping me.” Ursula suddenly remembered what her grandfather had said about being the head of the king’s guard. “We’re trying to steal Excalibur from Lucius, the Drake. We think the Darkling has arisen, and only Excalibur can defeat him.”

      Her grandfather’s expression was indecipherable. “Do you really believe the prophecy is being fulfilled?”

      Ursula nodded. “Have you heard of Abrax?”

      Her grandfather nodded. “He and this one”—he pointed to Bael—“led the assault on Mount Acidale.”

      Ursula sucked in a deep breath. “We’re pretty sure he’s the Darkling. He’s trying to overthrow the gods. He says he wants to free mankind, but honestly, he just wants to rule them. He’s got a bit of an ego problem.”

      Her grandfather shook his head. “Even if that’s so, it would be impossible to take Excalibur from Lucius now. He’s shifted into his dragon form. The blade is part of his body.”

      “The prophecy says, Darkling, remember. Will you ring death knells for Mount Acidale, kingdom of fire? If we don’t stop Abrax now, he will destroy the Shadow Realm, and then he will attack Mount Acidale.”

      Ursula’s grandfather thought for a long moment, stroking his chin. “Well, there is one possible way—”

      From the ground, Bael slowly rose to his feet, clearing his throat loudly, but Ursula ignored him.

      She held her grandfather’s gaze. “Tell me how I can defeat Lucius. I’ve been told no one’s ever defeated him.”

      “That’s not entirely true. The White Dragon defeated him.”

      Hope rose in Ursula’s chest. “And how do I find the White Dragon?”

      Her grandfather shook his head. “She hasn’t been seen in millennia.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “I don’t think so. Dragons are immortal as long as they aren’t killed by man. No one has claimed to have killed her.”

      “So where do I find her?”

      “That’s the problem,” said her grandfather. “She is believed to live on Mount Acidale itself.”

      Ursula glanced at the city’s gray roofs.

      “No,” said her grandfather. “Not the city. Hidden behind all these clouds and smog is a great mountain. It’s where the White Dragon is said to dwell.”

      “Do you believe the rumors?”

      “I don’t know…” said her grandfather. “But people disappear every year. There are tracks, markings in the snow—”

      Bael grunted, his pale eyes gleaming in the darkness.

      “Maybe I should take off the gag now,” said Ursula.

      Her grandfather stepped back, and Ursula crossed behind Bael, reaching all the way up to untie the gag from behind his head.

      Bael glared at her grandfather, his eyes pure ice. “The White Dragon is a myth. And even if she were real, she would kill us in an instant should we find her.”

      Ursula’s grandfather’s eyes narrowed, and Emerazel’s fire began to dance about his fingers. “The only reason you’re alive right now is because my granddaughter said you were her friend.”

      Ursula held up a hand. “It’s already decided. Bael, I’m going to look for the White Dragon.”

      Bael cursed under his breath.

      Her grandfather raised his hoary eyebrows. “It’s not the worst thing in the world. You’re not safe here. Midac will learn who she is, if he hasn’t already. Once he does, his guards will search every house in the city until he finds her. Go up to the mountain for a few weeks. Let things cool off down here, and then you’ll be able to leave.”

      “Or, maybe we’ll have found the White Dragon by then,” said Ursula.

      Neither Bael nor Ursula’s grandfather looked exactly convinced, but they didn’t argue either.
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      Ursula’s grandfather managed to convince Bael to swear on Nyxobas’s void that he wouldn’t hurt Ursula, and only then would he release them. After they made their way down to the bottom of the tower, Ursula collected her dagger from the gravel path. The mist had thickened, and a chill rippled over Ursula’s skin, even through her shawl.

      Her grandfather disappeared into the fog, returning a few minutes later in a carriage. He stepped out, opening the door for Bael and Ursula. “This should get you where you need to go. My ancestral home is in Saint Meratz. Can you find your way there?”

      Bael nodded. “Certainly.”

      “When you arrive, tell the owner of the Three Pigs that you’re guests of mine. They’ll lead you to my chalet. I’ll send a pigeon to him, so he should be expecting you.”

      Bael climbed onto the front seat, collecting the reins to drive the carriage.

      Ursula’s grandfather looked at her, his blue eyes bright in the darkness. “Ursula,” he started to say. “I’m so glad you’re alive. When all this is over, I hope we can find each other again.”

      A strange, empty sort of guilt pierced her chest. She didn’t remember him at all. “Of course. You called me Ursula Anne Thurlow, but I don’t know your name.”

      He smiled. “My name is Frank, but as a girl you always called me Papa.”

      She cocked her head. “I’ll be back soon, Frank.” She couldn’t bring herself to call this stranger Papa. “And then I want to hear everything about my life before I escaped to London.”

      With a dull ache in her chest, she climbed up onto the front carriage seat with Bael. The void seemed to blossom within her, a gnawing emptiness. When she’d cut off her memories, she’d severed an important part of herself, and now she missed it like a phantom limb. She peered at Frank waving goodbye, and Bael led them down the gravel path into the mist.

      “You don’t remember him at all?” asked Bael.

      Ursula shook her head. “No. And it’s like I’m missing something. Like I’m not complete.”

      Bael’s gaze slid to her. “You’ll remember, Ursula, if you want to.”

      As the carriage picked up speed, they raced through the darkness, bumping over stones and pits in the road, and Ursula stared at the sky. A faint glow had spread across the horizon, the rising sun tinged the clouds with pink, and a dusty rose color stained the rocky landscape. They were moving away from the city, over rolling hills dotted with trees. She shivered in the cold, and Bael shifted a wool blanket over her legs. Ursula pulled it up tight, but she found herself leaning against Bael for warmth anyway.

      “Not much farther,” said Bael softely.

      Amber sunlight illuminated an alpine forest of pines and firs. To the east, the landscape fell off steeply into a deep valley. Snow dusted the tops of the trees, sparkling brightly as they caught the first rays of the sun. At the far end of the valley, a small town nestled into the hillside. Inhaling the cold mountain air, Ursula could smell the faint wood smoke from their chimneys. A significant improvement on the corpse wagon they’d taken to get here.

      Bael pointed at the village. “That’s Saint Meratz.”

      “Oh,” said Ursula. “It’s beautiful.”

      A huge peak towered above them. It rose into the sky like a massive pyramid, its slopes a mix of white snow and sheer cliffs of stone. Snow blew off the summit in a high-altitude wind, puffing into the air.

      “That’s Mount Acidale?” she asked.

      “Yes,” said Bael. “You used to be able to see it from Calidore Castle, but in recent years, coal fires have left the city shrouded in smoke and smog.”

      The road curved, and they raced into the aspen forest toward Saint Meratz.
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* * *

      By the time they arrived, the sun had fully risen. Bael steered the horses toward a brown, three-story building with a peaked roof and curling white eaves.

      A boy ran to the horses as they stopped, and Bael handed him the reins. A sign above the building’s doors read Three Pigs.

      Ursula stepped down from the carriage, then followed Bael through a creaking door into a small, crooked-walled tavern.

      Three Pigs was a quiet place—or, more likely, sunrise wasn’t its most popular time of day. A pair of older men sat at a table playing backgammon.

      An elderly bartender nodded to them as they approached, cleaning a pint glass with a cloth. “You must be the friends of Frank’s?”

      “Yes,” said Ursula. “He said you could direct us to his chalet.”

      “Certainly,” said the bartender. “My boy Callum will show you the way.”

      Ursula turned, jumping a little to find that a young boy had appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

      A smattering of freckles covered his nose, and he blinked at Ursula. “Are you Frank’s guests?”

      “Yes,” said Ursula. “And you’re Callum, I take it.”

      The boy nodded, turning to lead them out of the tavern. Outside, in the milky sunlight, Callum led them down the road and onto a path that turned up the hillside. As they hiked, Callum kept up a steady stream of chatter.

      “Frank’s pigeon is named Jack,” he said very seriously, but to no one in particular. A little farther on, he pointed to a picturesque stream. “That’s Giggling Brook.”

      “It’s beautiful,” said Ursula.

      Callum glared at her. “A girl drowned in one of its pools last year.” His tone suggested she should have known.

      Ursula shuddered. Weird kid. The path led them back into the forest, and the scent of pine invigorated Ursula.

      Callum grinned. “There are bears in the forest, but they hardly ever eat people.”

      Bael spoke quietly. “Have you ever seen a bear?”

      Callum shook his head. “No, but my grandad has. He says they’re as big as a horse.”

      “Callum, do you know anything about the White Dragon?” asked Bael.

      Callum stopped, and his eyes grew wide, his face paling. “No one’s seen the dragon in a hundred years.” He hissed the last word, sounding eerily like an old woman.

      “Do you think it’s still out there?” asked Ursula.

      Callum slowly nodded. “At night sometimes…” He shivered as if remembering something terrible. “I can hear screaming. Monsters come when it’s dark out.” Without another word, he turned and ran back toward town.

      “Well, that was unnerving,” said Ursula.

      Bael shrugged. “People are afraid of dragons.”

      Ursula’s footsteps crunched along the path, until the forest ended abruptly and they stepped out onto an alpine meadow. At the far end stood a picturesque chalet, its roof gabled with large decorative moldings. But it wasn’t the beauty of the building that made Ursula fall to her knees.

      In the meadow before her, the morning sun illuminated hundreds of flowers of gold and blue and pink—just like the wildflowers of her dreams. Corncockles, anemones, daisies and chickory… Smudges of periwinkle and honeyed hues.

      Just like the wildflowers she’d painted on the walls of almost every place she’d lived.
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      The next morning, Ursula stood shivering on a small balcony. She’d slept late, the mountain air having a soporific effect. Her shoulder had now completely healed. On the mountainsides, a thin dusting of snow coated the trees. Frost glinted on the stems and petals of the wildflowers, and she realized she was lucky to have seen them at all.

      In addition to the wildflowers, the chalet had sparked its own set of memories. Inside, she found black-and-white pictures on the walls. A man who looked like her grandfather, a pretty woman, and a little girl. There were no labels on the photos, but Ursula had known at once that the woman was her mother, and that the girl was her. A dull memory had flashed in her mind—a ginger-haired woman teaching her to fight with a sword.

      But that wasn’t all. In a room in the back, she found a rack with a collection of weapons: swords, daggers, and spears. When she picked up one of the blades, she’d recognized its familiar weight. These were the weapons her mother had taught her with.

      Yet so much remained missing. She still couldn’t remember any specific details from her childhood beyond the vague glimmers of training sessions. Bael had pointed out that there were no pictures of anyone who might be her father.

      Bael joined her on the balcony and handed her a steaming mug of tea. “Did you sleep all right?”

      “I did.” She’d been tucked under a thick down comforter, and it had kept her warm even as the night brought with it a frigid chill. But not as warm as when Bael had slept next to her. She’d woken to find herself curled around his muscled body, her legs embarrassingly wrapped around one of his.

      “I slept pretty well,” he said, adding, “I’ve made breakfast.”

      She crossed back into the chalet, greeted by the rich scent of bacon, and her stomach rumbled.

      Bael grinned. “I made a visit to town this morning for supplies. No bat meat this time, I promise.” He’d laid out two plates of eggs and bacon. A steaming pot of tea sat on a trivet in the center of the table.

      Ursula sat down, her mouth watering, then dug into the food with a quiet ferocity. “This is delicious. Thanks for cooking.”

      He cleared his throat awkwardly. “I was unable to make breakfast properly. In the Shadow Realm, servants wait on the lords. And in ancient Byblos, men never cooked. I went through at least a dozen eggs and a pound of bacon before I went outside to find someone to cook for me.” He nodded at a young man who sat in the corner of the room.

      Ursula jumped. She hadn’t even noticed him, but now that she looked at him, she saw fear etched across his pale features. Bael, apparently, scared the shit out of him—enough that he had agreed to come into the chalet to cook for them.

      “C-can I go now?” the young man stammered, his voice plaintive.

      Bael nodded curtly. “You may leave. Thank you for your assistance.”

      The young man rose on shaking legs and tripped over them to get out of the chalet.

      Ursula held up a hand, stifling a laugh. “You’re ten thousand years old, and you never learned to cook eggs?”

      Bael’s dark eyebrows rose up. “I was busy being a warrior of legendary strength.”

      “Mmm. That does sound time consuming. Quite a lot of demands on your warrior time.”

      “And I never needed to learn to cook. There was always someone to do it for me.”

      Ursula suppressed a smile, imagining Bael’s perplexed face as he tried to scramble eggs that morning. Defeated by the unrelenting heat of a frying pan. “I can teach you how to cook someday, if you want to learn.”

      “It does seem a useful skill.”

      Ursula stifled another laugh. In ten thousand years, this had only just occurred to him.
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* * *

      A few hours later, Ursula and Bael were hiking up the slopes of Mount Acidale. Ursula’s lungs burned in her chest, and her legs felt like they were loaded down with lead weights. She didn’t know the exact altitude, but the air was definitely thinner. Fatigue burned through her muscles. Not that she was about to admit this to Bael.

      Now they hiked through an aspen grove. The trees had lost their leaves, leaving only trunks of pale bark. To Ursula, if felt like they were walking through a forest of bones.

      “How are you doing?” Bael’s eyes skimmed up and down her body.

      “I’m fine,” Ursula lied, as she tried to hide her heaving chest.

      They reached a ridge line, and from here, Ursula could see the roof of the chalet. It looked so small from here, like a toy. In the distance, thick clouds hid the city of Mount Acidale.

      Directly above them was Mount Acidale itself. It looked like a peak from the Swiss Alps, with great snowy fields, jutting cliff faces, and massive cornices of ice. Ursula didn’t want to admit it, but she could see now why Bael had said finding the White Dragon—if she did exist—would be an impossible task.

      Bael handed her a canteen, and she took a swig of ice-cold water. They’d now left the aspen forest behind and started up the edge of the ridge. A cold wind blew down from the mountain, but the exercise kept Ursula’s body warm. As she acclimated to the thin mountain air, she moved at a comfortable pace alongside Bael.

      “What did you think of Frank?” she asked.

      “He seemed interesting.”

      There was something about his response that raised Ursula’s hackles. “Interesting? That’s all?”

      Bael didn’t respond.

      “He loaned us his carriage, and is letting us stay in his chalet.”

      Bael stopped hiking and turned to face her. “He’s one of Emerazel’s.” Venom laced his voice.

      Ursula stared at him in disbelief. “I’m one of Emerazel’s.”

      “I trust you,” said Bael. “I don’t trust him.”

      He turned, picking up the pace now, and Ursula had to push herself to keep up with him. Her lungs began to burn in her chest again as they reached another ridge. Apparently, Bael hadn’t quite overcome his rage toward Emerazel’s hounds. But given that the fire goddess had forced him to murder his wife, she supposed a bit of unresolved anger was understandable.

      A broad snowfield spread out below the ridge. She peered up the mountain slopes. High above them, an enormous cornice of snow curved over them on the ridge, glinting in the light. Without stopping, Bael began to make his way onto the ridge.

      Ursula chased after him. Even with the hiking boots, her feet slipped in the snow.

      “Bael—stop!” she called after him, gasping for breath.

      Bael slowed, then turned to face her. His eyes looked as cold as the snow. “I fought your grandfather in the Battle of Mount Acidale.”

      She wasn’t getting his point. “Right. So?”

      “Did you see his arm? I was the one that severed it. I almost killed him.”

      “It was a battle,” said Ursula, starting toward him.

      Shadows slid through Bael’s eyes. “You don’t understand. We’re locked on different sides of a war that has been raging since before I was born. Since the seven gods first fell to earth. Emerazel forced me to kill my wife. You’re mortal, too, and eventually, she will force me to kill you too. She still loathes me for choosing Nyxobas over her, and when she’s finished with you, she will try to use me to slaughter you.” He paused as his eyes faded back to their usual slate gray. “I love you, Ursula, but I can’t protect you. You aren’t safe with me.”

      Ursula gasped at his confession, her chest warming and heart racing at the same time. She started toward him, but a loud crack stopped her in her path.

      When she looked up, her heart paused. A monstrous piece of cornice had cracked off and was barreling toward them.
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      “Avalanche!” shouted Bael. He sprinted toward her.

      She turned to run, knowing they’d never make it in time. As the cornice bounded toward them, it broke into smaller pieces of ice, setting off more floods of snow. Bael caught her about the waist and plowed forward, tumbling off the ridge, but it was too late.

      The avalanche hit with the roar of a jet engine. They tumbled down the slope amid blocks of ice the size of small houses. Bael tried to hold on to her, but a massive piece of ice smashed into him, and he spun away. Ursula tumbled through the snow, which pulled at her legs like frozen quicksand. Somewhere in the back of her brain, she remembered that to survive an avalanche, you were supposed to swim on top of the snow. She swung her arms and kicked with her legs, scrambling to keep her head above the surface.

      “Bael!” she shouted, her voice drowning in the roar of the churning snow. Through the sea of white, she glimpsed a grove of pine trees hurtling toward her at breakneck speed. Panic ripped through her mind as she approached the trunks—and slammed directly into one. Tree bark pressed into her face, and snow from the avalanche piled up and over her. In an instant, the sun disappeared, and she was plunged into a frigid darkness.

      She struggled against the snow, but it packed in tighter and tighter, entombing her in a frozen embrace. Oddly enough, despite her terror, there was something strangely peaceful about the soft sound of sliding snow and the scent of pine needles.

      Although snow was packed into the back of her jacket and up her pant legs, she felt no pain beyond an icy trickle down her spine as it melted. She wiggled her toes and fingers. She didn’t appear to be hurt at all. She took a breath, but the snow didn’t allow her to expand her lungs much.

      I’m not going to die like this.

      She tried to move her arms and legs, but she found them frozen in place, like she’d been dropped in cement that had instantly solidified.

      A stiff pine branch pressed into her cheek, its needles sharp as pins. She tried to move her head out of the way, but only succeeded in driving it into her mouth.

      Okay. I’m going to become one of Callum’s unnerving stories.

      Ursula forced herself to relax as she tried to focus. I need to think of a plan. But her mind wasn’t quite working properly, and her fingers and toes were starting to grow numb. She gritted her teeth as another icy trickle of water dripped down her back. It was then that the first inklings of an idea came to her.

      Slowly, she began to channel Emerazel’s fire, the heat warming her veins. Her toes and fingers burned as the fire thawed them. She summoned the flames along her arms and into the snow itself. Steam misted past her face until she was able to move her arms. Slowly, she brought them forward until she was able to grab onto some of the tree branches. Then she did the same thing with her legs.

      As the snow melted, it dripped along her back and down her thighs in icy rivulets. She forced herself not to flinch. Eventually, she was able to move both feet close to the tree.

      “This is going to suck,” she muttered to herself as she channeled fire into her head and shoulders.

      Icy water poured over her, dripping between her breasts. She ignored it, pulling hard on the tree branch with her arms. Her body moved up a few inches. She waited for snow to fill in under her feet, then repeated the procedure. It took her ages, but eventually she was able to inch her way up the side of the tree.

      At last, her head broke the surface, and she sucked in sharply, breathing in the clean mountain air.

      On the snow’s surface, she threw herself down, catching her breath until she felt ready to climb to her feet. Her jacket and pants were scorched, and the soles of her boots smoldered. All around her, enormous boulders of ice jutted from amidst the splintered tops of trees.

      “Bael!” she shouted, her voice echoing across the remains of the snowy field. Almost immediately, she put her hand to her mouth and turned to look back up at the cornice. Nothing else was falling, at least.

      Slowly, she began to make her way through the snowy field, searching the white expanse for Bael. Her pulse raced when she found his pack on the snow. It had torn open—its contents spilled across the snow. At last, she found Bael resting against a large chunk of ice. His chest was above the snow, his lower half buried. There were deep scratches on his face, and his eyes were closed.

      She ran to him, and his eyes opened. “Ursula. I was terrified you were—”

      “Dead?” Ursula laughed. She knelt to touch his cheek. “I’m fine. I was buried. My fire got me out. That’s all.”

      She looked down at the snow packed around him. “Let me dig you out.”

      Bael shook his head. “No. You can’t.”

      “What are you talking about?” she said, pulling at his arm. “You can’t stay here. You’ll freeze to death.” She looked up at the darkening sky, and the red rays of sunlight.

      Bael looked at her with gray eyes. “Ursula. Both my legs are broken. Strong as you are, you won’t be able to carry me. You’ll need to go back to the village. Have them send a rescue party.” A trickle of blood dribbled from his lip. His eyelids fluttered, then closed.

      “Bael?” Concern pierced her chest. She touched his shoulder, but he didn’t move.

      I can’t leave him. I just can’t. As quick as she could, she channeled what remained of Emerazel’s fire into her hands and began digging him from the snow.
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      As she dug into the snow, steam rose around her. She tore into the frozen landscape, her hands melting all the snow and ice. It took her ten minutes, but she was able to clear enough snow to get a good look at Bael’s body.

      What she saw made her want to cry.

      Both of Bael’s legs had been shattered, and his back was bent at an awkward angle. She touched his face again, but he didn’t respond. His chest rose and fell slowly.

      Ursula looked up at the darkening sky. The last rays of sun cast the clouds in a deep orange light. On any other day, it would have been beautiful. Now, it only added to the urgency of the situation. Night was falling, and if she didn’t find someplace warm, they’d freeze to death. Without his wings, Bael could die here.

      She reached under Bael’s shoulders and began to pull him up onto the snowfield. Blood oozed from the wounds on his back while she tugged him, struggling with the weight of his body. He left smears of blood in his wake, and his broken legs slid over the snow. Her lungs burned and her body ached. Still, this was her only chance to save him.

      If it came down to it—if it were life and death—she’d have to use Starkey’s Conjuration spell on him. But she almost thought Bael would rather die than allow her to heal him that way. He’d forbidden her from healing him with magic, because it would seal up the wounds on his back. He’d never get his wings back.

      It was dark when she reached the path. Or, where the path once was. The avalanche had torn through the aspen forest, smashing the tree trunks into an impenetrable thicket of splintered logs.

      Ursula’s pulse raced. She dropped her grip on Bael’s shoulders, her lungs heaving. The sun had fallen, and the wind nipped at her skin through the holes that had been torn in her clothes. She looked back to the snowfield, streaked with red. Another forest on the opposite side had avoided the majority of the avalanche. She squinted into the remaining light, finding a dark opening in the trees. Ursula reached under Bael’s arms. Maybe I can find some shelter there.

      She was dead tired by the time she reached the far side of the snowfield, so cold that her body had begun to shiver uncontrollably. She peered into the darkness of the forest, at the path leading into its depths.

      Dragging Bael behind her, she pressed on through the deep snow. It took all of her strength to pull Bael even a few feet.

      Part of her wanted to lie down in the soft snow, to burrow underneath the flakes and curl up until spring. She could hibernate, like one of the bears Callum had told her about. Emerazel’s fire would keep her warm.

      A low moan from Bael snapped her out of her fantasy—a quiet sound, but one laced with pain, and it brought her back to reality.

      She lifted her head and refocused her eyes. The frozen forest was perfectly still, but for a few drifting snowflakes. Inside the tree line, dark green pine boughs blocked out the sky, and the trunks of the trees were as thick as titans’ legs.

      Ursula’s breath caught in her throat as she caught a glimpse of something large looming in the shadows. After a moment, she made out the shape of a chimney and a peaked roof.

      Hope leapt in her heart. Using the last of her energy, and still dragging Bael behind her, she pushed through the drifts until she reached the steps of a small wooden cabin. She lay Bael down in the snow, then knocked on the door. Her breath froze in the air as she shivered uncontrollably. No one answered, and the tiny windows were too grimy to see through.

      She tried to turn the doorknob, but it wouldn’t open. A cold winter wind blew through the treetops, dusting her with snow. An iron lock hung from the latch. She tugged it, but it didn’t open. She slumped against the door. Exhausted. So close to safety. Bael moaned in the snow at her feet. Think, Ursula, think.

      She reached out for the lock again, finding the metal ice cold. Digging deep within herself, she summoned her fire, and flames flowed into the lock. She gasped as the heat thawed her frozen fingers. The lock cracked as it broke, and the door swung open.

      She’d hoped to hear a worried voice call out with an offer to help, but she was greeted only by a puff of dust and a faint musty odor. She inched forward. I need to get warm.

      Her eyes fell on a small cast-iron stove, and she instinctively crawled toward it. Its door was shut, but when she pulled it open, she found a few half-burned logs. Hardly thinking, she channeled the last of Emerazel’s fire into them, and they burst into flame.

      She fell back, nearly spent. Show drifted in from the open door. She still needed to bring Bael inside.

      One final push, Ursula.

      She crawled toward him, now too tired to stand. Somehow, she latched her arms under his and pulled him in behind her. With the very last of her strength, she shut the cabin door.
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* * *

      She awoke shivering on the cabin floor when the fire died down, and the winter chill began to settle over her again. Bael lay next to her, his face gray. Crawling to her knees, she put her cheek to his mouth. The slimmest of breaths brushed her skin.

      I’ll help you as soon as I can.

      She stood, her legs shaking. She made her way to the stove, where she found a small pile of logs. She threw a few more on, then turned to survey the room. Judging by the light that shone through two small windows, one on either side of the door, it looked to be midmorning. A small table stood by the stove, and a small bed sat in the corner. A thin layer of dust covered everything in the room.

      Her stomach rumbled.

      On a shelf on the far wall, she found a few cans of stew, a can opener, and an old pot. This will have to do. She opened the soup—some kind of beef stew with carrots—and dumped two cans into the pot.

      As the stew warmed on the stove, she crossed back to Bael, pressing her hand over his heart to feel his heartbeat. His gray eyes fluttered open.

      “Ursula?” he muttered, his voice husky with pain.

      “Bael, you’re badly hurt, but I found us someplace warm.”

      “Ursula...” he said again, but his voice trailed off, and his eyes rolled back into his head.

      Fuck.

      In the rush to find safety, Ursula hadn’t had time to process Bael’s injuries. Now, she knelt by him for the first time, forcing herself to take in the horror of what the avalanche had done to his body. Grief hit her like a fist to the throat. Both legs had been shattered, broken in multiple places. But that wasn’t the worst of it. His hips were twisted at an entirely wrong angle. His back was broken.

      Ursula looked to the bed. That would be the most comfortable place, but with his back broken, she worried that she would make things worse if she moved him onto it.

      Instead, she crossed to the bed and pulled off the sheets. Returning to Bael, she began to remove his clothes. “Don’t leave me yet, Bael. I still need to teach you to cook.”

      She pulled off his shoes first. His trousers were another matter—with his legs mangled and his back broken, pulling them off would be risky. After searching around the cabin, she found a small knife. Carefully, she cut his trousers off him, revealing a mess of purple bruises.

      When she got to his hips, she undid his belt, then cut off the rest of the fabric. Under his trousers, he wore a pair of black boxer-briefs. Throughout all of this, the only movement from Bael was the slow rise and fall of his chest.

      Next, she carefully cut off his navy sweater. His chest was bare underneath, and without thinking, she ran her fingers along the dark tattoos inked onto his skin. As she removed the fabric at his stomach, she swallowed hard, her throat tightening. The skin there was a deep purple, and not from tattoo ink. Massive bruises wrapped round his muscular core. This must have been where the chunk of cornice hit him.

      Tentatively, she touched the purple skin. Bael’s eyes flashed open—black as the void. He grabbed her wrist in one of his massive hands.

      “Nooo,” he growled.

      “Sorry,” whispered Ursula.

      Bael released his grip, and his eyes closed. As gently as she could, Ursula removed the rest of his sweater. She didn’t try to turn him over, but she could see his back was wounded as well. Blood seeped onto the floor.

      She sat back on her haunches and surveyed him. He’d been injured so badly, she didn’t know where to start. The temptation to use a conjuration spell was overwhelming, but Bael would never forgive her for ruining his chance at getting his wings back. She’d only use that as a last resort. Maybe she needed to go back to town after all, to find a healer. She pulled the steaming pot of soup off the stovetop. I’ll come back for that later.

      Carefully, she covered Bael with the duvet. Then, she crossed to the door and unlatched it.

      Except, when she pulled open the door, her heart fell as a snow drift slid into the room. She slammed the door closed against it. It had snowed while she’d been sleeping, burying them in the cabin. Leaving here right now would be virtually impossible.

      Gods damn it. She needed to think clearly, but she could hardly focus. Her stomach rumbled, and she poured the stew into a ceramic bowl. Maybe she could feed a little to Bael, too.

      When she returned to Bael, his skin had gone even paler. He moaned softly. When she touched his forehead, she found it hot with fever. Taking a bite of stew, she studied him for a few minutes. Then she sighed and put down the bowl.

      There was one way she could save him without ruining his future as a winged demon—but it wouldn’t be pretty. She shivered in her freezing clothes, drenched with snow.

      First, to get dry. She peeled off her sodden clothes, stripping down to her underwear, and hung them by the warm stove to dry. In nothing but a skimpy lace bra and knickers, she set about collecting everything she needed.

      Five minutes later, she laid out a coil of old rope she’d found hanging from a nail, and a small knife. First, she unwound the rope. Then, as gently as she could, she tied his feet together. The spare end she secured around one of the legs of the cast-iron stove.

      She crouched by his head with the blade in her hand.

      “Sorry about this, Bael. This will be messy.” She cut into the palm of her hand, then let a little of her blood dribble into his mouth.

      The effect was immediate. Bael’s eyes flashed open—red as her blood, and intent on her wrist. She’d planned to pull her hand away, but Bael was faster. He grabbed her arm, drawing it to his lips. His mouth was hot on her skin, and she could feel the blood begin to drain from her.

      Bollocks. I am quickly losing control of this.
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      Ursula’s eyes snapped open. She was no longer in the cabin on the side of Mount Acidale. Instead, she sat in an immense hall. Servants bustled around her, carrying trays of roast chicken, baskets of steamed prawns, and piles of meat pies. Someone spoke in her ear, and she turned her head to see Abrax dressed in an indigo uniform. His silvery eyes shone with excitement. She opened her mouth to scream, but instead of a shout of terror, out came a deep male voice. Bael’s voice.

      “This is quite the feast, don’t you think?”

      Abrax nodded. “For humans, the food is exceptional.”

      “So we’re on the same page,” continued Bael. “After dinner, we sign the armistice. The king gives up his disciples, and we retreat.”

      “Correct,” said Abrax.

      In Bael’s body, she felt herself stand, carried along with him, in his memory. He raised his glass.

      “A toast to King Midac,” he said. “This armistice will bring peace to Mount Acidale. A truce to the war between Emerazel and Nyxobas.”

      The room cheered, but Ursula’s eyes went to the king’s table at the far end of the room. A man in a ruby-flecked golden crown sat at the far end of the table—King Midac, presumably. His golden hair curled from beneath his crown, blue eyes taking in everything. To his right sat the queen, her dark hair stark against her white gown.

      And to his left—Kester. A sword hung at his hip, and he scanned the room.

      But it was the woman next to the queen that drew Ursula’s attention. Her auburn hair tumbled over a purple velvet gown. With her bright blue eyes and heart-shaped face, there was no mistaking that this woman was Ursula’s mother. Ursula’s blood roared in her ears.

      She wanted to shout, to run across the room and ask the woman a million questions, but of course she couldn’t. This was Bael’s memory. She had no control as it unfolded.

      Instead, she sat quietly and began to eat. With Bael’s eyes focused on the meal, Ursula couldn’t see anything beyond an enormous steak and a pile of potatoes. Please look up. Please look up.

      A scream pierced the peaceful atmosphere, and Bael’s eyes flashed up. A fracas had erupted at King Midac’s table. Everything seemed to slow, growing quiet as Bael’s eyes moved from person to person. First, his gaze flicked to Kester, who reached for his blade. Then they moved to the king, whose expression was one of abject horror. When Bael looked at the queen, the source of the horror was obvious. Blood bloomed from the center of her chest, where a steak knife stuck out. Bael’s gaze slid to Ursula’s mother. Her hands dripped with blood as she lunged for the king.

      The scene slowed further as, for the briefest of instants, Ursula’s mother turned toward Bael. Where Ursula would have expected to see some sort of grimace, the woman’s face looked instead strangely calm. And then she saw her eyes—black as Nyxobas’s void.

      Ursula shrieked in silent agony.

      Then everything sped up again. Bael leapt over the table. Across from him, Kester drew his sword. Pushing the king aside, Kester drove his blade into Ursula’s mum’s stomach.

      Bael reached her a moment later, but Kester leapt into his path. “You betrayed us.”

      “No!” Bael shouted.

      King Midac pushed forward, standing next to Kester and drawing his sword.

      “I saw her eyes,” roared the king. “One of your night hags. There will be no armistice. This was an assassination.” The king’s voice was thick with emotion, his eyes blazing with rage. “Kill the shadow demons!”

      Bael started to charge, but a king’s guard intercepted him. With a single swing, Bael hacked off his head. When Bael’s eyes refocused on the king, more guards had moved between them. Led by Ursula’s grandfather, they closed in around Bael and Abrax.

      The memory skipped forward. Now, Bael and Abrax were fighting back in a wild blur of shadows and fury. Around them, the floor had grown slick with blood. Still, the guards pressed in. Bael and Abrax continued to eviscerate them, hacking through necks and pressing closer to the king’s table.

      When they reached it, Abrax leapt on top. Bael knelt to examine Ursula’s mother. She lay on the floor, blood oozing from the wound in her side.

      “Who sent you?” asked Bael.

      Ursula’s mum stared back at Bael. Her eyes had returned to blue—no longer reflecting the darkness of the void. She didn’t answer.

      Bael pressed his hand to her wound, putting pressure on it. “I said, who sent you?”

      Ursula’s mother moaned softly, but she didn’t answer.

      A shout turned Bael’s head. A young girl was charging for him, a sword aimed at his throat. Abrax lunged for her, blade extended, but Bael blocked the attack with his own sword.

      The girl pressed on, coming for him anyway. In a flash of shadows, Bael dodged under the girl’s blade. With a chopping motion, he batted it from her hands, then wrapped his arms around her tightly. Nearby, Abrax was playing defense, fighting any king’s guard who approached.

      “Who are you?” said Bael.

      The girl looked up at Bael, and Ursula nearly screamed. The blue eyes, the auburn hair, the fierce expression she’d seen a million times in the mirror. It was her own face that looked at Bael. F.U.’s face—Former Ursula.

      “Don’t hurt my mother.” Her own eyes streamed with tears, looking back at her.

      “I need to know why she betrayed us,” said Bael.

      F.U. struggled against his grip. “My mother is a follower of Emerazel.”

      Bael shook his head, gripping her tightly. “I saw the void in her eyes. She’s a follower of Nyxobas.”

      “N-no…” F.U. stammered. “My mother would never betray King Midac. She loved the queen.”

      Bael looked at the queen’s body where it lay on the floor. The handle of the steak knife still protruded from her chest.

      The rising of Bael’s wings behind him cast a dark shadow over Ursula, and she pulled herself from his grip.

      Flames began to rise around them.
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      Ursula opened her eyes slowly. Outside, storm winds howled around the cabin, and the fire crackled in the stove. She was pretty much naked, apart from her lacy bra and knickers. Bael lay next to her, his eyes closed, his mouth no longer pressed to her wrist. Her hand lay on his chest, and as she started to move it away, his eyes opened: two orbs, the color of blood.

      “Ursula,” he said, his voice rough. His body was full of tension, like it was taking every ounce of his strength to keep himself from tearing her to pieces. Slowly, he began to push himself up.

      Ursula remembered his broken body. “Don’t move.”

      She looked at his legs—the ripped flesh and shattered bones now completely healed over. His hips looked aligned. She might have turned him into a cannibal with a personal fixation on her blood, but at least she’d healed him.

      She looked again, and fear prickled through her. Bael’s legs were no longer bound with rope. Before she could scoot out of range, Bael grabbed her by the waist, his fingers gripping her tightly. He pulled her to his muscled chest, pure steel, and his blood-red eyes bored into her.

      Her blood raced through her veins. She was acutely aware of every inch of skin that touched him, her breasts pressed against his chest.

      She was also aware that he could rip her throat out at any moment, but she couldn’t seem to focus on anything except his powerful body under hers, his fingers on her waist. His breath warmed her neck, his mouth dangerously close to her throat. Without entirely realizing what she was doing, she arched her neck in a silent invitation. She intuited that she had to let him take control right now, to give in to what he wanted.

      His teeth skimmed her throat. “You healed me,” he growled. “With your blood.”

      She felt her hips pressing against him. “There wasn’t any other way.”

      “I told you to get help.”

      The first time he had drunk from her, he’d become bestial and demonic. This time he seemed more in control. Maybe Xarthra’s blood is still helping him.

      Ursula touched his cheek. “I saw you. In the battle of Mount Acidale. We’ve met before.”

      Bael’s voice purred against her throat. “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw your memory, after my mother attacked the queen. I was there. Abrax tried to attack me, but you parried. I tried to kill you. You let me live. So consider us even.”

      Bael’s breath was hot on her cheek, and his sandalwood scent curled around her like a dangerous caress. Ursula’s skin heated. His eyes had faded to a pale gray again, now full of questions. His skin felt smooth against hers, and the entirety of her world narrowed to every point of contact between them—the tops of her breasts skimming against his chest, his fingers possessive on her waist. She wanted them to move lower, to explore her body.

      As if reading her thoughts, Bael pressed his mouth to hers in a searing kiss. She parted her lips, her tongue brushing against his. Her skin heated, chest flushing, and molten heat pooled in her core. She hooked her leg around him, silently demanding more from him. She felt as if her breasts were swelling, her body readying itself for him.

      For just a moment, he pulled away from the kiss. “I love you, Ursula,” he said. His voice was perfectly even, like this statement was nothing more than a comment on the weather outside. But as she looked into his gray eyes, she knew this couldn’t be further from the truth. With this statement, he was telling her his devotion was complete. With these simple words, he was telling her he would follow her to the ends of the earth, that he would protect her in any way she desired, that he would die for her if he had to.

      She held his gaze. “I love you too.”

      Bael pulled her close again, enveloping her in his arms. His dark, powerful magic whispered over her skin, and his chest swelled with each breath.

      Ursula laced her fingers through his thick hair, and warmth surged within her. She wanted him to tear off the last scraps of fabric between them, to press his mouth to her breasts. She unhooked her bra, letting her nipples brush against his body, and she felt his muscles stiffen as he tried to restrain himself.

      He pressed his mouth to her neck, teeth skimming her throat, until his warm tongue replaced it, swirling over her skin. As Bael’s hands slid upward along the curve of her ribs, she let out an involuntary moan. Her breasts brushed against him as they kissed, her nipples hardening. Gently, he pushed her onto her back. Of course he wanted to be in control here. He ran his hand down her body until it reached her panties, and she lifted her hips as he pulled them off.

      His eyes drank in her naked body, hungry and desperate, swirling with dark shadows. He was fighting hard to restrain himself. She didn’t want him to hold back. She wanted him to completely unleash himself on her. She reached for him, pulling off his boxer briefs.

      “Ursula,” he started to say, but bhe arched her back, her legs falling open to entice him.

      A low, animal growl escaped his throat, and Bael let go of his restraints. He gripped her hips, his mouth hot and possessive on her neck. She gasped as he filled her.

      “Bael…”

      Heat suffused her. Not the burning pain of Emerazel’s fire, but a fever that threatened to overwhelm her very being as they moved together. Bael’s breath was hot in the cusp of her ear. An incandescent flame lit in her very core until pure ecstasy claimed her mind.
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      Wearing nothing but her underwear, Ursula stood by the wood stove, stirring a pot of stew. Bael sat on the bed, his jacket slung over his shoulders for warmth. In his lap, he held Ursula’s torn shirt. He’d found a needle and thread on one of the shelves, and he’d busied himself by carefully stitching a patch onto the shoulder.

      “How long do you think this storm will last?” asked Ursula.

      “The wind is beginning to wane. I think it will finish tonight,” said Bael.

      Her stomach rumbled. “Good thing we’ve got food here.” The thick stew was just beginning to bubble. “I think it’s hot. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m starving,” said Bael. “That smells amazing. How did you manage to cook it?”

      “I opened the cans, dumped the contents into a pot, and heated it up. It’s very complicated. Someday I’ll show you my technique.” Ursula filled two ceramic bowls with steaming stew, then brought them over to Bael. She sat next to him, eagerly digging in. Maybe it wasn’t a complex recipe, but it tasted delicious all the same.

      After a few minutes of eating in silence, she said, “I don’t understand how you were able to resist the old way. Last time you consumed my blood, you nearly killed me.”

      “Xarthra’s blood acts as an antidote. I’ll need more, but for the time being, I’m in control.”

      “That’s handy, considering we’re trapped in a small space for now.”

      Bael slid his stew onto the table, then handed Ursula the shirt he’d been patching. “Try this on when you’re ready.”

      Ursula pulled on the shirt and buttoned the front. All the holes had been fixed, and it fit perfectly.

      Bael rose and crossed to the door. He cracked it open, and a burst of snowflakes blasted into the cabin, followed by icy wind. Night had fallen outside, but Ursula could see that snow had piled at least halfway up the doorframe.

      Ursula’s heart sped up. “Bael,” she whispered, “I think we’re trapped here. There’s four feet of fresh snow out there, and the avalanche destroyed the path back to the chalet. We can’t go back that way.”

      “We’ll find a way around,” said Bael absently. All of a sudden, his gaze seemed intent on one of her hands, and he crossed to her and lifted it to inspect it.

      “Care to tell me what you’re doing with my hand?”

      He met her gaze, holding up her hand like it might be diseased. “I’m trying to understand how you’re able to wield a sword with something so small.”

      She dropped her soup onto the table, and pulled Bael back down to the bed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Even curled up next to Bael, Ursula could tell the cabin was freezing cold. Propping herself up, she looked to the stove. The barest wisps of smoke rose from the remains of the fire. Next to her, Bael slept soundly, completely unmoving.

      Wrapping her sweater around her bare shoulders, she climbed out of bed. As Bael continued to doze, she added some fresh kindling and blew on the coals until flames licked over the twigs. She crouched in front of the open stove, alternating between warming her fingers and stoking the embers.

      “Thanks for starting the fire,” said Bael from the bed.

      “No problem.”

      A moment later, she felt Bael’s arm on her shoulder as he crouched next to her, and she leaned into him.

      “How did you sleep?” she asked.

      “Like a man saved from the brink of death.” He raised his arms over his head. “But I think we can try leaving now.”

      Ursula rose and pulled on her dried clothes. Bael had patched everything, and while they wouldn’t be as warm as before the avalanche, they were at least waterproof again.

      Fully dressed, Bael reached for two strange-looking objects that stood next to the door. Made of fresh saplings, they looked like a failing final project for Basket Making 101.

      “What are those for?”

      “You haven’t seen a pair of snowshoes before?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Those are snowshoes?”

      “The owners of this cabin didn’t see fit to leave any behind. While you slept, I slipped out and made some. Here, give me your foot.”

      While she stood by the door, Bael crouched down, tying the improvised snow shoes to her feet. They were a little wide, forcing Ursula into a sort of bowlegged gait, but when she stepped out into the snow, she found that she only sank in a few inches.

      “These are amazing!” She clomped in a small circuit.

      Bael appeared a moment later, a larger pair affixed to his feet, “Are you ready?”

      “Slightly reluctant to leave our little haven, but yes.”

      They hiked back toward the path of the avalanche. The storm had smoothed everything out, turning the ice-scarred snow into a veritable winter wonderland. Ursula was about to start across the field when Bael caught her arm.

      “I don’t think it’s stable.”

      “Oh right,” said Ursula immediately, feeling foolish.

      Bael looked up at the cornice, and shook his head. “Unfortunately, I think our way home is over the top of that monster.”

      Ursula gaped at him. “You want to hike up there?”

      “I don’t see any other way.”

      “What about continuing further along the path, past the cabin?”

      Bael shook his head. “I investigated it this morning. There’s another exposed snowfield. If we want to find the dragon, we need to go up.” Without waiting for Ursula to respond, he started up the side of the snowfield, sticking to the trees.

      Ursula followed behind, her makeshift snowshoes crunching over the snow. They walked through the pine forest. Above them, fresh snow weighed down the tree boughs, sparkling in the sunlight. The rising sun lit a bluebird sky, and sunlight glinted off tiny snowflakes still suspended in the air. It felt like magic, even if it wasn’t.

      With aching legs, Ursula climbed beside Bael for hours. It must have been about noon when they reached the top of the forest. Bael handed her his canteen, and she took a long drink of the ice-cold water.

      Ursula stared at the towering cornice. “So do you know a path over it?”

      Bael shook his head, his gray eyes thoughtful. “I was hoping we might find a crack we could slip through.”

      Ursula scanned along the ice, but it appeared to be a single sheet of uninterrupted cliff.

      “Looks pretty smooth to me,” she said. “We’ll need to climb it.”

      “We don’t have the right equipment. You’d need crampons, a rope—”

      “Or a pair of hands that can melt handholds right into the ice?” Ursula channeled flames into her hand.

      Bael’s eyebrows rose in admiration. “Do you think that would work?”

      “I know it will,” said Ursula. “I used these very hands to climb out of a deep tree-well before I saved you.”
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      About fifty yards of snowfield lay between the edge of the forest and the cornice. If a chunk of cornice broke off, they would immediately be swept away by sliding snow. Assuming they weren’t crushed by the cornice itself.

      Bael held a finger to his lips, then started across the snowfield.

      After a few agonizing minutes, they reached the bottom of the ice cliff.

      “I’ll start climbing first,” whispered Ursula. “Then you follow along behind me, using the handholds that I make.”

      She crouched, then channeled flames into her fingers. Steam hissed from the ice as she carved holds at knee level, waist level, chest level, and then a pair just above her head.

      Grabbing onto the holds above her head, she slipped her feet into the hollows at the base of the cliff. Once her feet were solidly in place, she reached up higher and melted a new hold. Slowly, she began to scale the cliffside.

      She’d worried about being cold, but there wasn’t any wind, and the sun warmed her back. If anything, she felt a little hot. The cliff sloped out, and her forearms began to burn as she climbed, Bael following behind her.

      How much farther do I have? She leaned back, but the lip of the cornice obscured her view. It could be only a few more feet, or it could be three hundred. Her arms shook with the effort of holding on. She glanced down, her stomach immediately clenching. It was at least one hundred feet to the snowfield from here. Too far to drop safely. The only option was up, assuming her arms could keep up.

      She pressed on, one hand at a time. Her arms felt like they were on fire. Slowly, more and more blue sky appeared above her head. With a final push, fatigue burning her muscles, she pulled herself over the lip of the cornice. She lay on the snow for a few minutes, catching her breath under the bright blue sky. She crawled to peer over the edge of the cornice, and she caught sight of Bael looking up at her, thirty feet below on the snowy cliff face.

      She waved, afraid to shout. Bael waved back, then disappeared under the edge of the cornice as he climbed up the curve. Ursula sat back. Her forearms ached, and she rubbed them through her jacket.

      She stood, slowly turning to survey the scene at the top of the cliff. Another snowfield, but flatter and without a looming cornice. At least I don’t have to worry about avalanches. A cold wind blew over the snow, exposing the ice in some places, shifting it into enormous drifts.

      At the far end of the snowfield, a rocky cliff of brown basalt rose a thousand feet up the side of the mountain. She squinted. A thin tendril of smoke seemed to rise from the very base of the cliff. Hope and fear thrilled within her. Was this the dragon’s lair?

      Ursula turned back to the cornice to check on Bael’s progress. As she did, the crack of breaking ice blasted through the silence. Ursula’s heart leapt into her throat, but a moment later, Bael hoisted himself up onto the snowfield in a puff of snow.

      Bael rose, his face pale. “Ursula,” he shouted. “Run!”

      What is he doing?! He’s going to set off an avalanche. But the snow beneath her was already moving. A sharp report rang out, like the sound of a cannon firing, as the ice ruptured. Ursula turned to run as the cornice began to break up beneath her feet.

      In front of her, a chasm formed in the ice. She sprinted toward it, the ground under her feet sloping upward as it began to fall toward the snowfield three hundred feet below.

      She leapt when she reached the edge, hurling herself toward the side of the newly forming cliff face. Even as she pushed off, she knew she wouldn’t make it over the wide expanse. She began plunging downward, her fingers raking along the ice. She channeled Emerazel’s fire into them, trying to make handholds, but her superheated fingers only served to carve gouges that she couldn’t grip.

      She slammed into a protruding chunk of ice, tearing her jacket. White-hot pain lanced her chest, and she knew that she’d broken ribs. Still, the icy protrusion had stopped her fall, and she managed to carve a hold before she slipped off completely into the abyss.

      Below her, the chasm expanded, deepening into an icy crevasse. The chunk of cornice continued to tilt away from her. For a few moments, it looked like it might slow—until it fell away with an enormous crack.

      Ursula clutched tightly to the hold she’d carved in the cliff, as the chunk of cornice slammed onto the snowfield below her, releasing a great cloud of snow into the air. It looked soft as eiderdown as it bloomed toward her in the afternoon sun. Then the roar of the avalanche hit her, shattering the moment of peace.

      She could only imagine the unseen horror unfolding within the cloud as the cornice disintegrated into a thousand blocks of ice. As the flakes settled, Ursula scanned the snowfield frantically for any sign of Bael. She couldn’t find so much as a mitten or hat darkening the barren expanse of ice and snow.

      “Bael!” she shouted, ignoring the danger of another avalanche. Only the echoes of her own voice greeted her.

      She winced as she surveyed her position. She lay on her side on a thin ledge. With one hand, she clutched a hold she’d melted into the ice. Peering down, she had a view of the snowfield—at least two hundred feet below her. Much too far to jump. Craning her neck to look up, she could see the melted scars her superheated fingers had carved in the ice. Above them, the wall of cliff rose sharply to the sky.

      Ursula shivered, but not with cold. Dark clouds had gathered in the sky. The start of another storm? A snowflake drifted past her face, and dread bloomed in her chest. I can’t stay here.

      She sucked in a painful breath, before slowly incanting Starkey’s Conjuration. She grimaced in pain as her ribs knit together. Slowly, she pulled herself up. Channeling some of Emerazel’s fire into her free hand, she carved another hold into the cliff.

      She glanced down again, but she already knew there was no way out of this by going down. She didn’t have the strength to climb that far. Panic gripped her, but she tried to think clearly. Bael was down there somewhere, and the snow was beginning to fall. If she didn’t get off the cliff, she’d freeze to it.

      Carving holds into the ice, she began to climb again, her heart hammering. This time at least, the cliff didn’t lean outward, and she was able to support her weight with both her hands and feet. Her muscles burned, but she pressed on. She was breathing hard when she climbed over the top of the cliff.

      Snowflakes fell around her, drifting through the late afternoon air. The wind had picked up, and she shivered as it sliced through the new tear in her jacket. A tear slid down her cheek when she thought of how Bael had so carefully patched it up that morning. Don’t lose it, Ursula. There’s a chance he’s still alive, but you can’t help him by standing around.

      Pulling her jacket tightly around her, she started onto the windswept snowfield. Her feet crunched over the ice as she wandered between the giant snowdrifts. They loomed over her in strange curving forms, and she wondered what sort of frozen beasts they might be hiding. When she brushed the snow off one, she discovered a giant boulder.

      After ten minutes of walking through the snow, she realized she didn’t really have a plan in place. I should have been following the edge of the cornice—to look for a way down.

      But when she turned to go back, she realized the drifting snow had covered any tracks she’d left behind her. She shivered, the wind knifing into her, as she tried to decide what to do. The snow fell more heavily now, but she could still see the distant outline of the mammoth cliff of rock. If I’m going to find shelter here, that’s where I’ll find it.

      As she walked toward the distant cliff, the snowstorm picked up. Snow whipped over the frozen hillocks and swirled about her in twisting gusts that tore at her clothes. Ursula pulled her jacket tighter, but snowflakes blew into her eyes. Her hands grew numb, and her toes felt like they were frozen. Still she trudged forward. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably.

      “Stay moving, stay warm,” Ursula whispered to herself. The mantra helped keep her going.

      Slowly, the stony cliff crept closer, like the dark side of a ship in a stormy sea. She was half frozen by the time she reached the wall of basalt. It towered above her, disappearing into the winter sky. Exhausted, she slumped against it as she looked for a crack or a crevasse she could crawl into, but the stone was completely sheer.

      “Stay moving, stay warm,” she whispered, willing herself back to standing. Slowly, she began to walk along the base of the cliff, putting one foot in front of the other. Her eyes searched for some hollow she might shelter in, but the stone remained unblemished.

      She was shivering uncontrollably now, her mind focusing on the mantra. “Stay moving, stay warm…”

      She stumbled, falling to her knees. So cold. Need to rest. She leaned against the side of the cliff. The wind whistled in her ears, and snow whitened her legs. She channeled some of Emerazel’s fire into her palms, marveling at the flames as they warmed her face. Their heat brought with it a throbbing pain as it thawed her fingers.

      She thought of Bael, how he’d warmed her only a night ago, his naked body pressed against hers. Now, as darkness fell, that memory seemed so distant. Flames danced over her hands, twisting in the wind before snuffing out.

      Her teeth chattered. “Stay moving, stay warm…” But she couldn’t stand. I’m too tired. She pulled her legs up to her chest, shivering.

      I’ll just rest here a while, wait the storm out.

      Around her, the blizzard howled, and snow drifted against her. Ursula closed her eyes, the cold piercing her mind. She couldn’t remember a reason to keep them open.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m on fire. Someone has lit me on fire.

      Ursula’s eyes flew open. Frantically she swatted at herself to put out the flames, but her hands, bound with rags, were like soft clubs.

      “Shhh…” said a gentle voice. A young woman knelt next to her, her hair the color of snow.

      “My hands…” said Ursula. “Fire?”

      “Be still,” said the woman, grabbing Ursula’s wrist. “You’re safe now.”

      “Bael?” said Ursula, looking into the woman’s eyes—eyes so blue they might have been carved from glacier ice.

      The woman held a finger to her lips, white hair flowing over an ice-blue dress. “Shhh…” she whispered, before beginning to incant in Angelic.
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      A low whistling woke Ursula. Slowly, she opened her eyes. She no longer sat against the cold stone of the cliff face. Instead, she lay in a soft bed, under layers of thick blankets. Only the air on her face still had the bite of winter. As she surveyed the room, she could see that it appeared to be carved from ice. The ice walls ranged from a blue-lavender near the ceiling to darker teals and ultramarines near the floor. For a moment, she thought she might have fallen into a glacial cave, but as she studied the walls, she could see deep gouges and scratches in the ice. This cave had been carved.

      “You’re awake?” A low, female voice.

      Ursula turned her head to find a woman seated on a small chair near the stove. Her gleaming white hair hung to her shoulders in neat braids. She faced away from Ursula, watching steam rise from a tea kettle. This apparently was the source of the whistling that had woken her.

      Ursula struggled to sit up, discovering that her hands were wrapped in rags so thick they looked like boxing gloves. So I wasn’t dreaming. “What have you done to my hands?”

      “Your fingers were nearly frozen when I found you. The bandages are to protect them. Would you like some tea?” Slowly, she turned to face Ursula.

      Ursula’s stomach clenched. The woman’s skin was so pale as to be nearly translucent, and was marred by a blood-red scar that sliced from forehead to cheek. She looked at Ursula through a single, glacier-blue eye. She hadn’t noticed that before, when she’d briefly woken from her sleep.

      “Wh-where am I? Where is Bael?” stammered Ursula.

      “The demon?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s fine.” The woman frowned for a moment. “You must be Ursula, then?”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “The demon is wandering around in the snow, calling your name.”

      Ursula’s chest tightened. “He’s still out there? Is he okay? He was hit by the avalanche.” Her breath caught as she waited for the woman to respond.

      “He was swept down the mountain, but he’s otherwise unharmed. He’s a strong one.” The woman crossed to Ursula, holding a steaming cup of tea between delicate fingers.

      Ursula took it from her, breathing in the scent of chamomile and lavender. Without hesitating, she took a small sip. It tasted as delicious as it smelled. “How did I end up here?”

      “In my cave? I saw the flames as you tried to warm yourself. It’s not often that a follower of the fire goddess wanders into my domain.”

      “Your domain? Who are you?” But Ursula realized she already knew the answer. The gouged-out walls, the woman’s pale complexion. She’d found the White Dragon. Or rather, the White Dragon had found her.

      “I can see from your face you’ve figured it out on your own,” said the woman. “You may call me Grisial.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you were real. I’d heard stories…”

      “Oh, I’m very much real.” Grisial leaned over the bed to stare at Ursula with her single eye. “Why are you here?”

      “I need your help.”

      “Why?”

      “Lucius has Excalibur.”

      “So?” said Grisial, leaning back on her haunches. “The sword has always been his.”

      “I need it to defeat the Darkling, or he’s going to take over the world.”

      “And you think I’m going to help you get it from him?” Grisial started to stand and turn away.

      Ursula pushed herself up, and spoke as forcefully as she dared. “You are the only one who can defeat Lucius.”

      “No. I will not help you—I cannot help you.” Grisial backed away from her.

      “Why?”

      “Because I value my life. Just as you should value yours.” Genuine fear trembled in Grisial’s voice. “Lucius cannot be defeated if he holds the blade.”

      “But you defeated him...”

      “And look what it cost me,” said Grisial, pointing to her blind eye.

      “Lucius did that?”

      Grisial nodded, pain etched in her features.

      “So I came all the way here. Nearly dying—”

      “You’d be dead if I hadn’t saved you,” Grisial pointed out.

      “And you’re telling me that you can’t help.” Frustration simmered in her chest, building to something like anger. “You don’t understand. If the Darkling comes to earth and enacts his plan, we’ll all be dead. You need to fight Lucius. You’re the only one who can help.”

      Grisial stared at Ursula with a deep sadness in her eye. “I didn’t defeat Lucius. Lucius was in love with me. He let me win.”

      “I don’t understand. He ripped your eye out, then let you win?” Ursula sat back on the bed, stunned. “Maybe you should start from the beginning.”

      Grisial sighed. “Female dragons are very rare. I was the first born in a thousand years. As his right, as Drake, Lucius claimed me as his. He raised me in his harem, hidden and separate from the other dragons. I didn’t know what I was, and he didn’t tell me. He wanted to keep me as his own.”

      Ursula’s lip curled. “So he kept you as a slave.”

      Grisial shook her head vigorously. “Not exactly. He didn’t lay a finger on me. I think he hoped I’d fall in love with him. It didn’t happen that way. I fell in love with one of his guards, Ben. Ben told me what I was. He showed me how to transform into my dragon form. When Lucius found out…” Grisial heaved a sob. “He killed Ben. I tried to fight him. You can see what he did to me. It wasn’t so much that I defeated him as I managed not to die.”

      Grisial looked so forlorn, so vulnerable, that Ursula nearly gave her a hug. This was not what Ursula had expected of the White Dragon. “Well, he stole Excalibur from me, so apparently I made his power worse.”

      Grisial’s eye widened. “Lady Viviane gave you the sword?”

      “Yes.”

      “You weren’t lying about the Darkling. Sit still.” Grisial moved closer to Ursula, standing just in front of her. Gently, she placed her fingers on Ursula’s temples. She closed her eye, concentrating. After a few moments, she pulled away.

      “Who are you?” Grisial’s voice sounded worried—sharp.

      “I’m Ursula Anne Thurlow,” said Ursula, remembering the name her grandfather had told her.

      “No, I mean who are you?”

      “That’s all I know. I lost all my memories of my childhood. They called me the mystery girl in London.”

      Grisial crossed her arms over her chest. “Why should I trust you if you don’t know who you are?”

      “My grandfather is the head of the king’s guards.”

      Grisial sucked in a sharp breath. “Your mother is the queen killer?”

      “That’s me. I don’t remember her at all. I think someone magically wiped my memories.”

      Grisial shook her head. “That’s impossible. I know of no magic that can erase memories.”

      Ursula held out her hands, palms up. “But I can’t remember anything.”

      “Then try harder,” Grisial snapped.

      “It won’t work,” said Ursula with a frustrated sigh. “I saw a million psychologists back in London. I was hypnotized, fed special diets, but none of it could help me recall anything.”

      “That’s because you didn’t want to remember.”

      Ursula frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “When Lucius killed Ben, I completely lost it. I attacked Lucius. Spilled his blood. At first, I remembered none of it. It was like one moment Ben was dying, and the next I was here on Mount Acidale.”

      “So how do you know what happened?”

      Grisial laced her fingers together. “I kept going back to the last thing I saw.” She shook her head at the memory. “It was awful—Ben bleeding on the floor—but I forced myself to push past it. To recall what I did next.”

      “That won’t work for me. I don’t remember anything before I arrived in London. There’s no ‘last thing’—it’s just blackness, then waking up in a burnt-out church in London. To be honest, I hardly remember the church, just the hospital after.”

      Grisial thought for a long while before speaking. “I think you start with your last memory, even if it is the hospital, then work backward.”

      “If I can tell you more about my past, will you help us get Excalibur?”

      “Maybe.”

      Well, it doesn’t look like I have any other options. Ursula closed her eyes. She concentrated on the moment her eyes opened in the Royal London Hospital.

      “Focus on the minutiae,” said Grisial. “The details will help place you in your memory.”

      Ursula summoned up the memory of the hospital room, the rough cotton sheets, the beeping of the heart monitor, the dueling scents of antiseptic and floral arrangements…and the moment she opened her eyes. Then she focused on earlier, when the firefighter pulled her from the rubble.

      “I remember the firefighter,” she said excitedly.

      “Good,” said the White Dragon. “Now go further back.”

      Ursula closed her eyes again. Slowly, the firefighter came back into focus. Her head on his shoulder. The acrid smell of smoke in the air. He moved backward, and she realized her memory was like a movie in reverse, watching the firefighter carry her in slow motion back into the flames. Pieces of a shattered beam rose from the floor until no longer broken, and they fitted themselves into the ceiling.  Smoke and fire surrounded her. She couldn’t breathe.

      She opened her eyes, sucking deep breaths. Panic roiled within her.

      “Is it working?” asked Grisial.

      “I think so. I could see the firefighter carrying me.”

      “Good. Now try again. Further back.”

      Ursula closed her eyes, and the smell of smoke curled into her nostrils. She could taste ash on her tongue. The firefighter carried her deeper into the flames, moving backward. Heat seared her skin. Her heart raced. Slowly, he lowered her to the ground. As she descended, she could see the outline of a sigil on the floor. The firefighter straightened. Then he began backing away, disappearing into the flames. She was alone. An inferno raged around her.

      Ursula curled her legs inward, so that her knees touched her chest. Her eyes closed, and the memory skipped.

      She was standing outside now. On top of a castle wall, maybe. A row of stone crenellations rose in front of her, and flames licked about her feet. Emerazel’s sigil. She could hear herself incanting the traveling spell in reverse, pain throbbing in her shoulder. When she looked down, she could see blood seeping through her shirt, blossoming like a flower. Did someone stab me?

      Her heart slammed against her ribs, and ice-cold grief threatened to overwhelm her.

      As she finished the spell, she crouched, then drew the sigil in reverse, using a bottle of perfume. Everything was backwards, the liquid pouring upward from the stone and into the bottle. She shoved the full perfume bottle into her pocket as she walked backward to the crenellations.

      The smell of fire curled through the air. As she peered over the side, she could see an inferno raging beneath her. Her chest heaved in panic, sorrow slamming into her. She reached into the air, and a dagger zoomed out of the flames and into her hand, flying in reverse. It took her a moment to understand what had happened—that she was now holding a dagger she’d just thrown off the ramparts.

      A gold blade, encrusted with jewels.

      With one hand, she pulled down the collar of her shirt. With the other, she pressed the blade into her skin. Burning pain lanced through her, and she slowly un-carved Emerazel’s sigil, moving backward through time. When it disappeared, she shoved the dagger back into her sheath. Tears streamed down her face—crying for her mother. Sobbing for the life she’d lost.

      She uncrumpled a piece of paper, pressing it against the flat stone on one of the crenellations. For an instant, she could see the text, but she didn’t even need to read it—she already knew what it said.

      
        
        On your 18th birthday,

        March 15, 2016,

        ask for a trial.

        - Ursula (You)

      

      

      Then she began un-writing it, the ink flowing from the page into the pen.
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* * *

      With a gasp, Ursula opened her eyes. Grisial stood next to the bed. All at once, memories began trickling back to her—her mother, teaching her to fight with a sword, striding purposefully across a field, teaching Ursula to read. And yet—despite the memories, the images, it all felt strangely distant, as if she was watching a stranger’s life. Not her own. She still didn’t understand. What had happened to her memories? Why had she blocked everything out?

      Her chest tightened. “It-it was my choice to forget the past, but I don’t know why. I was the one who carved the sigil into my shoulder. I wrote myself the note,” Ursula stammered. “I was the one who wrote the note. I wanted to forget.”

      The dragon looked at her sympathetically. “You needed to escape your memories.”

      “Yes, but I still can’t feel anything, so I’m not sure why.” She looked into Grisial’s single sapphire eye. “Do you trust me now? Will you help me defeat Lucius?”

      “I will help you, but you know I cannot defeat him. Not when he possesses Excalibur. The most I can do is protect you while you plead your case. Maybe you can convince him.”

      Ursula stood. “Then what are we waiting for?”
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      Ursula wrapped her legs tightly around the dragon’s neck, while her hands each gripped a bony horn. In her dragon form, Grisial was a massive beast, at least the size of the Drake. Her scales were as white as ermine fur and camouflaged perfectly with the mountain snow. It was obvious, now, why she hadn’t been seen in hundreds of years.

      With a scream, Grisial launched herself into the air. Ursula clung on for dear life until she adjusted to the massive beats of the dragon’s wings. They flew out over the snowfields, and Ursula recognized the cliff she’d huddled against the night before, trying to warm herself. Grisial had given her new gloves and a jacket, and the soft wool warmed her body even as the wind whipped at her hair.

      Grisial dove, and Ursula gripped tightly as they plummeted toward a snowfield. The dragon’s wings billowed out as they landed, blowing clouds of snow into the air. When the snow cleared, Ursula glimpsed Bael standing fifty yards from them. He glared at the dragon, his dark magic slicing the air sharply around him.

      Ursula waved to him, laughing as his eyes widened when he saw her perched on Grisial’s spine. Then Grisial’s neck lurched awkwardly, and Ursula fell to the snow. By her side, Grisial transformed into her human form.

      Ursula rose, brushing the snow off herself as Bael charged toward her. When he reached her, he swept her into his arms.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion.

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” Ursula smiled, but she immediately regretted the comment when she saw the tears in Bael’s eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry. You must have been so worried.”

      She pressed her face into his neck. Bael didn’t speak as he held her tightly, but she could feel his chest heaving. At last, he cupped her chin with a calloused palm. “I am so glad to see you,” he said, before kissing her on the lips.

      “Are you two quite done?” asked Grisial.

      Bael’s grip on Ursula slackened as he turned to look at the dragon shifter.

      Ursula gestured between them. “Grisial, this is Bael. Bael, this is Grisial.”

      The demon and the dragon eyed each other warily.

      “Grisial saved my life. I would have frozen to death if she hadn’t found me. She has agreed to help us negotiate with Lucius.”

      Bael frowned. “Negotiate? Not fight?”

      Grisial shook her head. “Without a legion of demons behind you, he’d defeat you in seconds if he’s in his dragon form, with Excalibur. I can at least guarantee your safety while you negotiate. I can fly us to Calidore Castle. You two must convince Lucius to help. If he gives you trouble, I will help you escape.”

      Bael’s eyes glinted in the sunlight as he nodded. “Let’s go.”
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* * *

      While the ride in Frank’s carriage had taken them most of a night, the flight to Calidore Castle lasted less than an hour on Grisial’s neck. Ursula sat in front, with Bael behind her, his muscular arms gripping the dragon’s horns while keeping her from falling off. In the cold air above Mount Acidale, his embrace kept her warm.

      Urusula stared wide-eyed at the view as the sun set, bathing the trees in buttery yellow light, washing the rural towns in amber and pink. It was only as they reached the city of Mount Acidale and its haze of smog that the beauty of the land began to fade.

      Grisial dove into the smog, aiming straight for the broken towers of Calidore Castle. With the sixth sense of a homing pigeon, Grisial burst from the dirty sky directly above the castle.

      As the White Dragon landed in a courtyard, the king’s guard charged toward them. Grisial spun, and with a draconic scream, breathed a stream of icy water at the men. As the water contacted the ground, the walls, and the guards themselves, it instantly froze into solid ice.

      As rifles began to fire from the roofs above them, Bael pulled Ursula behind a bronze statue of King Midac. He covered her with his body, but most of the bullets were aimed at Grisial. They zinged off the dragon’s scales like hail.

      Grisial turned, breathing more ice at the attacking guards. As the men began to freeze, a captain yelled for them to retreat.

      “Block the doors,” shouted Bael to the dragon.

      Grisial directed her icy breath so that it froze all but one of the entrances to the courtyard. With all the guards either frozen or blocked from entering, Grisial morphed back into her human form.

      “This way.” With her one blue eye flashing, she beckoned them toward the remaining door.

      “Wait.” Bael ran to the nearest frozen guard, and with a crack, ripped the man’s cutlass from an icy grip.

      Ursula gagged at the sound. There was no question that Bael had snapped the man’s wrist. He was already reaching for the guard’s rifle when Ursula shouted for him to stop.

      She rushed to the guard. Beneath the ice, she could see the man was still alive. His eyes rolled in their sockets, and he grunted in fear, unable to speak with his jaw frozen in place. Quickly, she began channeling Emerazel’s fire into her hands.

      “What are you doing?” said Bael.

      “These are my grandfather’s men. You can’t go about snapping their limbs off.” With a quick burst of heat, she melted the rifle from his grip.

      “Here.” She handed the rifle to Bael. “You wanted this.”

      She turned to thaw a second cutlass from another guard. Feels good to have a real blade again. “I’m ready.”

      Already, shouts penetrated the stone walls—soldiers readying for an attack. They had to move quickly.

      Bael used his shoulder to ram into the wooden door, splintering the wood with his enormous body. Ursula followed close behind him, and the three of them sprinted through the outer gate, then through a series of halls. Shouts rang out nearby, but they managed to avoid the guards, moving quickly down a stone corridor and up the steps into King Midac’s great hall.

      Ursula froze in the hall. It was the same one she’d seen in Bael’s memory. Rows of columns lined the hall, supporting a three-story ceiling. Where banquet tables had stood during the armistice, she now found a stone floor and a red rug leading up to two thrones. She swallowed as the memory flashed through her mind. She’d watched her mother die here. She’d watched her own dreams bleed out on the floor.

      Guards clustered around the thrones, blocking the king from view and raising their rifles. But Grisial was already shifting, the massive girth of her reptilian form shielding Bael and Ursula in a barricade of white scales.

      Ursula lifted up a hand. “We aren’t here to hurt you.”

      But the guards ignored her, firing their rifles. Grisial screamed. Like ten thousand claws drawn simultaneously along a granite wall, the sound pierced Ursula’s marrow, and she instinctively pressed her hands to her ears, dropping her cutlass to the ground. Above her, windows shattered, glass spraying into the air in a million tiny fragments. Even the marble columns vibrated. After what seemed like an eternity, Grisial quieted, and a deathly silence fell over the room.

      Her ears ringing, Ursula peeked around Grisial’s side. Like Ursula, the guards had dropped their rifles. As they bent to retrieve them, Bael shouted, “Put down your rifles. We wish only to speak with Lucius.”

      “A shadow demon!” hissed one of the guards.

      “Why have you attacked my men?” said another voice. Softer than the guard’s, but filled with confidence. Unquestionably King Midac.

      “The Darkling is building an army,” Ursula called out. “He plans to conquer everything. We need to speak to Lucius.”

      “Lucius isn’t here,” said Midac.

      Before Ursula could reply, a tremendous crash trembled the hall as the ceiling was punctured by the bulk of a massive red dragon. The beast tore through oak beams like they were matchsticks. There was no mistaking Lucius, the Drake, as he slid through the ceiling into the great hall.

      Still in his dragon form, Lucius turned to face Grisial. With a piercing scream, he charged. He was bigger than the White Dragon, and she dodged to the side, leaving Ursula and Bael exposed. The Drake could have devoured them then, but his eyes were fixed on Grisial. She spun, breathing frigid water at Lucius. Ice solidified on his chest and forelegs, and for a moment, he was frozen in place. Then, he wrenched one of his legs upward, and the ice shattered. He stalked toward Grisial.

      The Drake inhaled, and his chest began to glow with fire. Ursula could see the shape of Excalibur, the outline of the blade embossed on his breast—a part of him. With a shriek, he unleashed a gout of flame at the White Dragon. It raced across the room, a horizontal geyser of fire. It would have immolated Grisial had she not simultaneously breathed an icy stream of water. Ice and fire collided with a tremendous cracking sound.

      Ursula and Bael dove behind one of the marble columns. The king was bellowing something about dragons fighting in his castle, but the noise from the dragons practically drowned him out.

      Lucius and Grisial continued to spew their elemental flames in a storm of ice, fire, and steam. Still exhaling fire, Lucius dug his claws into the marble floor and began advancing toward Grisial. She breathed ice at him, but began to falter, her massive sides heaving as she expelled the last of her frozen reserves.

      “Stop, Lucius!” shouted Ursula. “Your fight is not with Grisial. We only wish to speak with you.”

      One of Lucius’s golden eyes rolled in her direction. Ursula stepped from behind the column, her heart beating a wild rhythm in her chest.

      “We have met before, Lucius, here in Mount Acidale, but also in your warren in New York. You saw Abrax abduct me. He’s the Darkling. If we don’t stop him, he will bend mankind to his will. Mount Acidale will fall to his armies. You will have failed in your duties to protect the realm.”

      Lucius stopped breathing fire. He growled, a deep rumbling sound that shook the room, trembling over Ursula’s skin. Across the hall, the guards trained their guns on her.

      “I come in peace. Grisial, if you transformed into your human form, it might help to show them that we mean them no harm.”

      Grisial’s icy blue eye studied her for a moment, then the dragon shook her head. Before Ursula could say anything more, she reared back, but instead of attacking leapt into the air. With a single beat of her wings, she disappeared through the hole in the roof.

      “Bollocks,” said Ursula under her breath. There goes our ride.

      Across from her, Lucius was already transforming. Red hair sprouted from his head as his legs and arms shifted into their human form. Then he was striding toward her, pointing Excalibur at her throat.

      “Bring them to me,” commanded King Midac from across the room.

      Lucius’s gaze slid to Bael, who still held a cutlass and rifle. “Drop your weapons, or the girl dies.”

      Slowly, Bael lowered the sword and rifle to the flagstones.

      “Now follow me,” said Lucius.

      Ursula followed Lucius across the shattered stones of the hall toward the king’s throne, their footfalls echoing off the flagstone floor. Around her, beams from the roof burned among steaming puddles of water. King Midac sat in his golden throne, staring at them. Dust whitened his hair, and the guards encircling him trained their rifles on Ursula and Bael with extreme intensity.

      “Are you the ones who attacked Lucius?” said the king, his voice hard.

      “Do you mean just now, or when he was at the brothel?” said Ursula, as confidently as she could manage.

      “Do not speak of such filth in my presence.” The king’s gaze swiveled to Lucius. “Is that true? You were dining with strumpets when they attacked you?”

      Lucius flushed, his cheeks turning a surprisingly bright shade of pink. “It was my leisure time, Your Majesty.”

      The king glared, leaning forward in his throne. “Your job is to protect Mount Acidale. Not to consort with harlots and whores.”

      The Drake’s cheeks reddened further.

      “Look, I realize that appearances are important, but Mount Acidale is in danger,” Ursula interjected.

      King Midac’s anger turned to her. “Mount Acidale is not in danger. Despite his caddish ways, Lucius and his dragons are excellent protectors.”

      Ursula’s jaw clenched. “Abrax is seizing power in the Shadow Realm. He plans to topple the gods, then seize the kingdom of men. You saw him in New York—”

      “What happens in the Shadow Realm is of no consequence here.”

      “Abrax is the Darkling,” said Ursula, desperate to emphasize the enormity of the situation. “He’s coming for all the gods, because he wants to rule the earth and the magical realms.”

      King Midac pointed a finger at her. “The Darkling is only a story made up by a conniving wizard, created to keep the simple-minded afraid, and in his control.”

      “Lady Viviane gave me Excalibur for the specific purpose of fighting the Darkling.”

      “You lie.”

      “I do not.”

      “Then why does Lucius have possession of the blade? If the Darkling were real, you would never have allowed him to steal it from you.”

      Ursula stared at the king, dumbfounded. He was willfully ignoring her. Abrax was readying an army of demons and golems to enslave mankind, including those in Mount Acidale, and no one believed her. Her fingers clenched.

      King Midac’s eyes narrowed. “The girl wants to harm me. Seize her,” he shouted.

      Before she could move, Lucius threw her face-first onto the flagstones. While he pressed the blade of Excalibur to her jugular, a pair of guards clasped her hands with a set of golden manacles.

      Behind her, Bael bellowed like an enraged bull, and when she glanced back, she found him surrounded by five guards, their swords trained on him.

      “If you fight, demon, I won’t hesitate to kill your friend,” hissed Lucius.

      Ursula’s eyes slid away from them, focusing on the flagstones. This was where her mother had died. Still, Ursula couldn’t quite connect to the memory, as if it weren’t her own. Emptiness—a dark oblivion—gnawed at her chest.

      With a painful jerk, the guards lifted Ursula to her feet. Bael stood across from her, his hands also bound behind his back.

      “Imprison them,” said the king. “I’ll decide their fates in the morning.”

      Lucius led them from the hall, and Ursula had a strange sense of déjà vu as they were marched down a twisting staircase and into the bowels of the castle.
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      In a dank antechamber, the guards peeled her clothes off, forcing her into what could best be described as a burlap tracksuit. It smelled of death, like it had once been stored in Pasqual’s basement. The guards blindfolded her, then led her over a cold, stone floor.

      “Put her in with the other girl,” said a gruff voice.

      The sounds of other prisoners rose around her—muffled, moaning, calling out. After a hundred yards, she heard a key scraping in a lock and the creaking of iron hinges. A guard pushed her forward, and the door slammed shut behind her.

      In retrospect, we should have come up with a better plan.

      Hands touched her shoulders as she clawed at the blindfold.

      “Ursula, relax. I’ll get this off you.”

      A moment later, Ursula was blinking at an emaciated woman in the dim light. Dressed in rags, with matted gray hair and yellow teeth, she looked like she could be the river hag’s sister. Light from an oil lamp wavered over her gaunt features.

      “Do I know you?” asked Ursula, backing away.

      “Oh sorry, I totally forgot about the glamour,” the old woman chirped. Her skin shimmered, then the illusion fell away to reveal a dirty—but much prettier—face. One that Ursula recognized immediately.

      “Zee! What are you doing here?” She threw her arms around her friend, hugging her tightly.

      “Oh, you know. It just seemed like a fun place to hang out. I really like talking to the walls and drinking my own urine when they forget to give me water. What are you doing here?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Zee cocked her head. “We’ve got nothing but time here, sister.”

      “I came here to try to get Excalibur, but King Midac didn’t seem to like me. How exactly did you end up in here?” asked Ursula.

      “Same way you did. I tried to steal Excalibur, but Lucius caught me. That freaking sword is hard to hold. It’s like…heavy.” Zee stepped closer, her cheeks gaunt. “You don’t have any snacks on you, do you?”

      A banging interrupted them, followed by a shout. “Ursula!”

      “That sounds like Bael,” said Zee, raising her eyebrows in surprise.

      “He came here with me.”

      Ursula crossed to the door, peering out a window at eye level with a pair of iron bars through it. She could see into the grim corridor. Across from her stood a row of doors, each with a similar opening. Three down to the right, she could see Bael’s face looking through a window.

      “Ursula,” he called out. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I could have done without the burlap clothing, but on the plus side, Zee’s in here with me.”

      “Zee? Your fae friend?”

      “Yeah, she’s stuck in here with me.”

      Bael frowned slightly. “Well, she could be useful to us.”

      “I’ll let her know.” Ursula pressed her hand against a bar, already missing him. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Bael nodded. “Soon.”

      Ursula turned back to Zee, who had a hint of a smile on her lips. “You both seem quite close. What’s going on there?”

      Ursula crossed her arms. “Well, he is my fiancé.”

      Zee’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you sleep with your own fiancé? I’m horrified.”

      Ursula tried to smile innocently, but based on Zee’s expression, she had apparently failed.

      “You had relations with a demon?” Zee whispered. “What was it like? I’ve heard Nyxobas endows his prized demons with more than physical strength—”

      “Zee!”

      “But of course Bael doesn’t have his wings, so it might not be quite as—”

      “ZEE!”

      “Okay,” said Zee, leaning back against the wall of the cell. “It’s just, you know, I’ve had no one to talk to in here except some woodlice, and they’re not wonderful conversationalists.”

      Another round of banging interrupted them, and a pockmarked guard peered in at them through the window. “Lights out,” he growled.

      “Yes, sir.” Zee reached for the oil lamp. With a sharp exhale, she extinguished it.

      The door clicked as the guard slid a panel over the window, plunging the cell into darkness.

      “The guards are awful,” said Zee.

      “So what happens now?” asked Ursula.

      “Well, they’ll have us keep the lights out until morning.” Zee enunciated morning the way she might if she’d been miming air quotes. For all Ursula knew, Zee was actually making air quotes, but it was impossible to tell in the dark. “But sometimes I think they have us keep the lights off for days on end.”

      Something pressed against Ursula’s side, and she nearly jumped, until she realized it was Zee.

      “Sorry,” said Zee. “It gets cold in here.”

      Zee rested her head on Ursula’s shoulder and spoke softly. “Do you know how long I’ve been imprisoned?”

      Ursula tried to tally all the time that had passed since they’d been separated at Vortigan’s warren under the Statue of Liberty. “I’m not sure. A week or two maybe?”

      “Oh,” said Zee. From the tone of her voice, Ursula couldn’t tell if she was relieved or horrified.

      “Well, it could be worse. At least you weren’t tortured in prison like Kester was.”

      Zee stiffened. “You saw Kester?!”

      “Abrax had him. He’s fine. Recuperating with Cera right now.”

      Zee sighed audibly. “I was worried about him.”

      “He can more than fend for himself.” Ursula was glad for the darkness, so Zee couldn’t read the expression on her face as she remembered Kester stabbing her mother.
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* * *

      Ursula woke in the dark. She could feel Zee’s small form next to her. Although it was pitch black, she could hear by Zee’s slow breathing that she was asleep.

      The lack of sensory input should have bothered Ursula, but it didn’t. The darkness felt safe and clean, like she didn’t exist. Like nothing could hurt her—no memories of her mother’s shirt, stained with red, or Kester driving a sword through her ribs….

      Ursula closed her eyes and opened them, blinking a few more times. The blackness remained the same. Just her and her thoughts. She closed her eyes again, and sucked in a slow breath.

      Maybe she shouldn’t run from her memories anymore. She’d come here to learn who she really was, hadn’t she? She’d never be whole until she remembered everything.

      It was time to revisit her arrival in London.

      Slowly she began unwinding the memory. She started with the scratchy sheets of the hospital bed, then the firefighter carrying her through the burning rubble of Ethelburga Church. A moment later, she was reconstituting out of ash on the palace roof. She slowed down the mental images, studying F.U.’s agonized face, then the strange reverse carving of Emerzel’s sigil into her skin.

      She wanted to know why she’d done this to herself, but in this memory she was merely an observer. She could watch each moment, see every detail, but she couldn’t feel the emotions. Even in her memories, she was keeping a distance. Why?

      She scrolled back further. New memories began to unfold before her—memories she hadn’t seen before. F.U. sprinted backward through a door, into a dark stairwell. Down and down it wound, and she bounced backward down the stairs. F.U. was gasping for breath, tears streaming from her eyes. What had upset her?

      F.U. burst through a door into a cacophony of screams and shrieking steel. Men were fighting, bleeding all around her. She was in the midst of some sort of battle. Looking down, she found the gold dagger in her hand as she ran backwards, moving into the battle. The reverse nature of the memory was disorienting as she dodged swords and halberds, moments before they swung over her head.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of demonic wings beating the air—Abrax’s wings. Fear nearly sent her fleeing back to reality as she realized where she was. This was the beginning of the Battle of Mount Acidale—the throne room.

      F.U. ducked down, falling to the floor, and began sliding in reverse under a table. Her hands reached for something, and Ursula nearly screamed at the sight of her mother’s corpse.

      F.U. cupped her mother’s head in her hands. Red hair draped over Ursula’s shaking fingers, as her mum’s dead eyes stared at the underside of the table. Ursula nearly screamed again as they suddenly focused, and the corpse drew in a shaky breath.

      “No, Mother. Stay…” she heard herself say. F.U.’s eyes were blurry with tears. She looked at her mother with an expression of abject horror.

      Ursula could see the love in her mother’s eyes, and her mum reached up to touch her cheek. The memory twitched and jerked like an old silent film. F.U. leaned in as her mother whispered in her ear.

      Then the memory went dark as if the film had run off the reel.

      Ursula opened her eyes, gasping in the dark, quiet cell. Next to her, Zee continued to breathe softly.

      Ursula’s mind raced. What had she just seen?

      F.U. had been at the battle. She’d seen it in Bael’s memory, and now her own. She’d been at her mum’s side when she died. Was this what had sent her running from Mount Acidale? Did she know that King Midac would blame her too? Maybe her mum had told her to run. Those seemed reasonable possibilities. But why did she feel the need to rid herself of her memories? There was something more there she didn’t yet understand.

      She was just considering whether to revisit the memory when the door burst open. Zee screamed, as Ursula blinked in the light. A figure stood in the doorway: a giant of a man, with shoulders that nearly spanned the doorframe. Bael? Ursula squinted.

      No, the hair wasn’t right, not dark enough.

      “I wish to speak to the queen-killer’s daughter,” Lucius’s voice boomed.
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      Ursula stood slowly. Her eyes still hadn’t adjusted to the light. Instinctively, she began to channel fire into her palms.

      “I told you, your fire won’t hurt me.” Lucius grabbed her by the wrist.

      He dragged her from the cell, throwing her onto the rough floor of the hall. As she scrambled to her feet, she heard a shout, muffled through four inches of solid oak. Unmistakably Bael’s voice.

      “Looks like I woke your boyfriend up,” said Lucius. “A pity. The condemned deserve their sleep.”

      Horror slammed her in the gut like a fist. Condemned?

      Lucius’s hand was at her wrist again, pulling her up in a vise-like grip. He yanked her to her feet and began dragging her down the hall. Her pulse raced wildly.

      “What do you want with me?” Ursula shouted, struggling against him.

      Lucius turned to her, his eyes the color of molten steel. “Obey me, and I’ll give you a painless death.” He squeezed her wrist so hard that she was sure her bones would snap. She grunted with pain, wishing her fire could do some damage to him. Lucius continued to drag her down the hallway, while the sound of Bael’s assault on his cell door grew more distant, until they turned a corner and she could no longer hear it.

      She’d expected Lucius to lead her upward, to some sort of bird’s-nest-like dragon eyrie. Instead, he led her downward, deeper into the bowels of the ravaged castle.

      At last, they pushed through a doorway, into a massive corridor. A giant tube, hewn straight from the bedrock. Ursula shuddered when she saw the walls, deeply gouged by dragons’ claws.

      They followed the tunnel as it twisted downward. At last, it opened into a familiar cavern. Here, massive dragons rested on tiers of stone, their sides moving in slow breaths as they slept. There was no question that this was Lucius’s Mount Acidale warren.

      Lucius led Ursula past the sleeping dragons, into a smaller, human-sized corridor.

      “Where are you taking me?” she hissed.

      “Someplace private, where we can talk.”

      Ursula glanced at Lucius with surprise. His voice had lost its brutal edge. While it didn’t exactly sound kind, it also didn’t sound like he planned to eviscerate her the instant he got her alone.

      He pushed through a heavy oak door into a living room of sorts, but one that gleamed brightly. Just as she had when stepping from her cell into the hallway, Ursula had to shield her eyes. As her pupils constricted, Ursula gasped with astonishment. Gold filled the room. Gold coins littered the floor like confetti, and bars of bullion lined the walls behind golden armchairs. Solid gold sarcophagi stood against the walls. Even the walls and ceiling were papered with gold leaf.

      “You reek of death,” said Lucius, reminding her that she still wore the soiled prison uniform. He pointed to a door, covered entirely in gilt, like a museum picture frame where the picture was simply more gold. “There’s a shower in there. Clean yourself up. Then we’ll talk.”

      Like in the living room, gold lined every inch of the bathroom. Lucius had even eschewed a porcelain toilet for one made of solid gold. Not that Ursula spent a lot of time judging. She practically tore her dirty clothes off as she made a beeline for the shower. Steam filled the space.

      The water was piping hot, but Ursula spent a good ten minutes under the scouring stream, scrubbing at her hair and body with gold-flecked soap. Finally clean, she stepped out into a steam-filled bathroom, toweled her hair dry, and slipped into one of Lucius’s robes. Whatever he had in store for her, at least she wasn’t dirty.

      In the living room, Lucius sat on a gilt chair, Excalibur on his lap. Ursula frowned. He wore a black shirt and dark navy pants. The only gold on him was a thin chain around his neck.

      “Is there a problem?” asked Lucius.

      “I was just surprised that you weren’t wearing a gold shirt.”

      Lucius shrugged. “That would be ostentatious.”

      “Look,” said Ursula, “I appreciate the shower, but what do you want with me?”

      “I wanted to hear your side of the story.”

      “My side,” she repeated, dumbfounded by this change in his behavior.

      Lucius cleared his throat. “Grisial. Please join us.”

      From between two of the sarcophagi, a door creaked open, and Grisial stepped into the room, her white hair draped over a bright red gown. “Hi, Ursula.”

      Ursula blinked. “What are you doing here? I thought you escaped.”

      Grisial smiled. “I thought so, too, but Lucius caught up with me.”

      “So you’re a prisoner as well?”

      “No,” said Lucius. “Grisial is free to go if she so wishes.”

      Ursula crossed her arms. “Can you fill me in a little? The last time I saw you two in a room together, you were trying to kill each other. And that was a matter of hours ago.”

      “We have a complicated history. But you’re the one who makes me nervous. If I recall correctly, you disemboweled my friend Dreq,” said Lucius solemnly.

      “Well, he ate me,” Ursula sputtered. “What was I supposed to do?”

      “Most humans consider it a great honor to be eaten by a dragon. Dragon bile is said to cleanse the soul of sin and free you of any earthly bonds. If you’d allowed yourself to be digested, you could have lived a glorious afterlife.”

      Glorious afterlife, my arse. “Right…” said Ursula.

      Lucius leaned forward, fixing her with his amber eyes. “Grisial told me your story about getting Excalibur. I’d like you to understand that I spent years as a torturer. I know when people are lying and telling the truth. Tell me. Is it true you spoke to Viviane? That she gave you Excalibur?”

      Ursula didn’t have any idea what was going on. “You mean the Lady of the Lake?”

      Lucius pierced her with his gaze. “I assumed you’d stolen the blade from her.”

      “No. She gave it to me to fight the Darkling.”

      Lucius stared at the blade in his lap. From where Ursula stood, she could see the words put me down engraved in the steel. “Vivane was my great love. Were it not for this blade, she would not have died,” said Lucius softly. Slowly, he raised his eyes from the steel. “Is it also true what you told Grisial about the Darkling?”

      “Yes,” said Ursula. “Abrax is gathering power as we speak. He says he intends to free mankind, but he only wants to rule them. If he succeeds, he will subjugate the human world, and the magical realms.”

      Lucius nodded slowly. “I’ll help you.” Lucius looked from her to the blade. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but the blade is mine.” He rose, sliding Excalibur back into its sheath.

      Lucius was turning toward the door when it burst open. Five guards rushed into the room. They trained their rifles on Ursula.

      From behind them, Ursula’s grandfather stepped into the room. “The king requests an audience with all three of you.”
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      With the rifles trained on her back, she crossed into the great hall. From his throne, King Midac stared at her. “Why is the prisoner out of her cell? Why are you consorting with her?”

      Lucius strode up to the king’s throne. “Sir, I believe the girl speaks the truth. That there is an immediate threat to the kingdom.”

      The king cocked his head, his lip curling. “I decide when there is a threat to the kingdom.” He rose from his throne, “Am I not the king?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Lucius, casting his eyes down.

      The king glared at the shifter, then pointed at Grisial. She tossed her white hair over her shoulder in what looked like an act of defiance.

      “Who is that?” the king bellowed.

      “That is Grisial,” said Lucius.

      Midac’s face blazed with rage. “You captured the White Dragon, and you did not immediately tell me?”

      “Your Majesty,” said Lucius. “I was in the process of interrogating—”

      “It is my job to determine the fate of our prisoners,” Midac shouted. He pointed a thin finger at Grisial. “Bring her to me.”

      The guards leveled their rifles at Grisial’s head. Slowly, she walked up to the edge of the throne.

      “Why did you try to kill me?” growled Midac, rage palpable in his voice.

      Ursula was impressed at how genuine Grisial was able to make her smile. “I came to deliver important news. News crucial to the survival of the kingdom. The Darkling—”

      “Do not speak of the Darkling!” A vein throbbed on his forehead as Midac yelled, “He does not exist, and even if he did, we are perfectly safe here in Mount Acidale. I have a legion of dragons to protect us. We repelled the last attack, when the shadow demons tried to slaughter us.”

      This guy has drunk too deeply from the goddess’s fires, and he’s lost his mind.

      Ursula took a step closer to the king. “I have seen the Darkling, and you have too. Here in your kingdom. He was part of the attack that killed the queen. He abducted me from New York to try to force me to join his cause. He is building an army in the Shadow Realm. If he’s able to bring them to earth, he will overrun your realm—”

      “Who are you to interrupt me?” Emerazel’s fire blazed in Midac’s eyes. “I am king of this realm. You are but a—” King Midac froze as he looked at her. “Y-you—” he sputtered, his voice quavering. “This girl. I recognize her.”

      Oh bollocks. Ursula’s stomach dropped.

      “The queen slayer’s daughter. How dare she speak to me with such insolence?” The king’s face had gone red, spit flying from his mouth. “Her mother murdered my wife. She was a traitor.”

      King Midac gestured to Lucius, who dragged Ursula up the steps to his throne. He stepped closer to her, Emerazel’s fire streaming from his right hand in great gouts of flame. His eyes burned with insanity, crazy as the gods themselves.

      “You will burn for what your mother did,” he roared.

      Before Ursula could step away, the king grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her toward him. Then he pressed his hand, blazing hellfire, into her face.

      Heat and pain exploded into her vision. Midac’s palm must have been a thousand degrees as it pressed against the bridge of her nose. She screamed, fighting to escape his grip. Midac held her for what must have been at least a minute, until he dropped her to the marble flagstones.

      “No!” Midac gasped. “That is impossible.” He stared at her in horror.

      “Wh-what?” Ursula stammered, her heart slamming against her ribs.

      “Your skin. It didn’t burn.”

      Ursula touched her nose. Her skin felt smooth under her fingertips. His flames hadn’t actually burned her.

      “Emerazel’s flame immolates all flesh. Unless—” Midac’s eyes narrowed as he studied her. “Unless the goddess’s fire flows in your veins as well.”

      Ursula began to step away, but the king grabbed her. His fingers wrapped like manacles around her bicep. With a jerk, he tore her shirt open, exposing her collarbone. “Just as I thought. She carved herself.” Still gripping her bicep, he drew a small dagger from his belt and held it to her face.

      “Remember this?” he asked. The blade was kinked, its golden handle melted.

      The same blade she’d seen in her memory. “I don’t think so—”

      “This was once the athame of infernos. Emerazel’s dagger. Only the chosen were allowed to taste its power.” Unadulterated rage contorted the king’s features. “You stole this from me. You illegally carved yourself. Then you destroyed it.” The king lifted the broken blade so its point was inches from her right eye. “You are a thief, with purloined fire in your veins,” Midac hissed. “The penalty for this transgression is death.”

      Lucius moved into the corner of her vision. “Your Majesty, she came to us at her own peril. She has not attempted to harm the kingdom. Death is not an appropriate punishment.”

      Releasing Ursula, Midac turned to glare at Lucius. His eyes blazed with the heat of Emerazel’s infernos, and Ursula finally understood the source of his rage. The goddess’s blood filled his veins, her fire driving him mad. Of course—because the gods themselves had lost their minds.

      The king jabbed the dagger at Lucius’s face, but the shifter dodged it effortlessly. Midac’s hands began to glow with hellfire.

      “Stay back, dragon,” Midac shouted. “Do not forget that you are bound to protect Mount Acidale.”

      “It is a duty I hold with great honor. Now tell me, Your Majesty,” said Lucius. “Was my oath to you or to the kingdom?”

      King Midac sputtered, his eyes flashing wildly.

      Lucius leaned closer, so that his eyes were on the same level as Midac’s. “That’s right, Your Majesty. My oath was given long before you were even born. It binds me to the kingdom. To Mount Acidale. Not to a particular king.” Releasing Ursula, he grabbed the king by the wrist. “Your Majesty, the pressure of your job is affecting your judgment. You will take a brief sabbatical from your duties.”

      “Noooo!” shrieked the king, as Lucius’s other hand clamped around his remaining wrist. Emerazel’s fire erupted from Midac’s fingers, and he tried desperately to burn Lucius.

      “Sir,” Lucius continued. “May I also remind you that I am a dragon and am immune from Emerazel’s fire?” Like a python coiling around its prey, Lucius’s arms slowly wrapped around Midac’s chest. “Have you ever seen my chambers, Your Majesty? I believe you will find them exceptional. Fully provisioned and decorated most tastefully. A few days in my rooms away from the stress of this court will do wonders for your well-being.”

      Turning to the entrance of the throne room, Lucius began to drag King Midac from the room.
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      As Lucius disappeared out the door, Ursula and Grisial stared at the guards who surrounded them, rifles pointed at their heads. Had Ursula just witnessed a coup? And if so, were she and Grisial about to take the blame for it?

      “At ease, men,” shouted a familiar voice. Slowly, the guards lowered their weapons.

      Ursula stared as her grandfather stepped in front of the throne. “As you can see, the king is temporarily indisposed, but I am certain he will return in a few days. You may return to your stations.”

      Frank’s order seemed to relax the guards, and they began to creep away from Ursula and Grisial.

      When they’d moved out of earshot, Frank stepped down the stairs, nodding at Grisial. “I must say, I am impressed that you managed to find her.”

      “It wasn’t easy,” said Ursula.

      “No, I imagine not.”

      “Your granddaughter can be very convincing,” said Grisial.

      “She always has been.”

      Ursula wrung her hands together, wondering if she could summon up some of that persuasive ability. “Frank? My friends are still imprisoned. Bael and Zee.” She bit her lip. “Any chance you could free them?”

      He arched a white eyebrow. “We can talk in my office.”
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* * *

      Frank showed them to a large room above the main gate to the castle and told them to wait there. Once inside, Ursula sat on a worn leather couch, listening to raindrops pattering against a row of glass-paneled windows. Through the wet panes, Ursula had a misty view of the moat and the cobblestone street.

      With a creak, the door to the office opened, and Frank stepped inside, followed by Zee and Bael, each still wearing their burlap prison outfits.

      Bael was already in attack-planning mode. “We will need enough swords and shields to arm ten thousand soldiers.”

      “The armory is well stocked,” said Frank.

      As Bael nodded a curt approval, Zee caught Ursula’s eye. “Are you okay? I thought Lucius was going to kill you.”

      Ursula shook her head. “He’s an arsehole, but he’s on our side for now. He’s imprisoned King Midac in his quarters.”

      “He didn’t hurt you?” Bael’s eyes shone brightly.

      “He was an excellent host. Even got a shower and golden robe. More importantly, how are we going to take on Abrax? Are we bringing these swords and armaments into the Shadow Realm?”

      “Precisely,” said Bael.

      “You’ll have the support of my soldiers,” added Frank. “You’ll need them.”

      Ursula could see the concern etched on Bael’s face. A large-scale invasion of the Shadow Realm by an army sworn to the fire goddess had never been on his agenda. Still, he kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t as if they had a ton of options.

      “Good,” she said. “Now that that is settled, can we get Bael and Zee some clothes that don’t smell like the bottom of a grave?”
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* * *

      Thirty minutes later, they all sat squished together on Frank’s sofa, gripping steaming cups of tea. Bael’s and Zee’s prison uniforms had been carted off while they showered, and they now wore simple black clothing.

      Frank sat on the edge of his desk. “It will take me a few days to notify my men and collect the weaponry.”

      Bael nodded. “Good. That will give us time to prepare for your arrival.” He stood, turning to Ursula and Zee. “We should return to the Grotto. Ursula, will you be able to bring the two of us along with you through the sigil?”

      Before Ursula could answer, the door to Frank’s office burst open. Lucius filled the doorway, his hair seemingly brighter than normal, and gripping a long, cloth-wrapped object. Seriously, does he ever knock?

      “Leaving already?” he said, his voice a low growl.

      Bael faced Lucius head-on, his broad shoulders larger even than the shifter’s. “We must return to the Shadow Realm.”

      “And you plan to take our soldiers? Leaving Mount Acidale undefended?”

      Frank straightened. “Bael and Ursula will need all the men I can round up to fight the Darkling. If we defeat him there, we don’t need to worry about him invading here.”

      “But I do believe you’ll be needing my sword,” said Lucius, touching the pommel at his belt.

      Ursula smiled. “That we do.” I’d rather wield it myself, but I suppose this will have to do.

      Lucius puffed out his chest. “And one more thing. I believe you lost this.” He handed her the cloth-wrapped object in his hands.

      Ursula took it from him, and her jaw dropped open as she unwrapped it, revealing a gorgeous, gleaming katana. One she knew very well—Honjo, in fact.

      “H-how? Where?” she stammered, gripping it by the hilt.

      “You stabbed me in the leg with it,” said Lucius. “When we first met in the skies above New York. I’m not giving you Excalibur back, but I suppose you can have that one.”

      Frank put his hand on Ursula’s shoulder, staring into her eyes. “Give us a little bit of time to get our forces organized and trained for the Shadow Realm. But we will be there to fight by your side. Make sure you’re ready for us.”
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      A cold wind ruffled Ursula’s hair as she surveyed Cera’s home—or what remained of it. With the roof torn off and the door caved in, it hardly counted as a house anymore. She found no sign of either Kester or Cera. Behind her, Zee and Bael coughed, ridding their lungs of ashes, staring at the ruins.

      Dread whispered in Ursula’s skull. What happened while we were gone? “Cera? Kester?” she called out softly, but silence greeted her. It felt colder than she remembered.

      Bael spoke in a low voice. “Draw your blade.”

      Ursula was already gripping Honjo, and she lifted him defensively.

      “Stay where you are.” He crossed to the bedroom, pushing through the door and poking his head inside. He returned a moment later, shaking his head.

      “Nothing?” asked Ursula.

      “Just the burned outline of Emerazel’s sigil.”

      “Kester must have taken Cera out of here,” said Zee.

      “Where would they have gone?” asked Ursula.

      “I don’t know,” said Bael. “But the mark looked at least a day old.”

      A chill rippled over Ursula’s skin. “Apparently, someone found the Grotto. I think we need to explore.”

      Already, Ursula was pushing through Cera’s front door, Zee and Bael following behind her.

      The scene that greeted them was pure devastation. Where once had stood a city of stone houses, now she found a pile of rubble. A few wisps of smoke rose from the ruins, and a deathly quiet enshrouded the place. Ice snaked up Ursula’s spine. This was all wrong.

      Her chest tightened. “Either Abrax or the lords must have found them.”

      Something glinted in Bael’s hand—an obsidian blade he must have taken from Cera’s house. “Let’s get to my manor.” He pointed to the path out of the grotto. “We can go that way, to the main cave.”

      Zee looked Bael up and down. “Wait a second. You can’t go around looking like that.” Immediately, Bael’s massive form shimmered, his skin twisting until he no longer resembled a massive demon. Instead, he appeared considerably smaller, with a stooped back and thin wisps of hair sprouting from his chin.

      Ursula’s eyebrows shot up, but within moments, her skin was shimmering as well, deep wrinkles developing along the tops of her hands. “Let me guess. I look like a hag.”

      Zee smiled. “I had lots of practice doing hags in the prison. Kept the guards away from my cell.” As she spoke, she transformed into a weedy demon with a single green horn that sprouted off-center from the middle of her forehead.

      Glamoured to look like the ragged end of Abrax’s army, they began to hike up the side of the grotto.

      Despite the destruction of the hidden city, the path itself was clear, and they were able to move quickly.

      When they reached the boulder blocking the city entrance, it only took a single push from Bael to roll it aside. They slipped out onto the cliffside path in the dim violet light. Ursula shuddered, remembering that the Molok lurked somewhere in the darkness below.

      As they stood on the side of the cliff, Bael put his fingers to his lips and whistled. A moment later, the soft, rhythmic sound of bat wings beat the air.

      Sotz swooped before them.

      “You go on,” said Bael. “I’ll take Zee with me.”

      Ursula wasn’t sure if Zee’s horned demon scowled or if the frown on its lips was simply its natural resting face.

      In any case, when Sotz circled back, Ursula leapt onto his back, grabbing his fur with one hand and clutching Honjo with the other. Together, they lifted off into the darkness, the cool air whipping at her hair.
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* * *

      They reached Bael’s manor, soaring through a hole in the ravaged wall, where great beams of metal twisted into the darkness like steel innards. Starlight shone through cracked shards of shattered windows, and ragged holes interrupted the sleek walls. Burn marks marred the marble floors.

      It had been damaged the last time she’d been here—but it now looked considerably worse.

      “Thanks, Sotz.” Ursula slid off the bat.

      As Sotz launched himself back into the lunar sky, she surveyed the room. The demon lords had ransacked the place, leaving only the half-smashed stones of the mosaic. Scorch marks streaked the floor where some sort of bomb had exploded. An icy breeze blew through the holes in the walls, the familiar creosote smell mixing with the more recent scent of fire.

      A screeching of claws turned her head. She watched as the bat carrying Bael and Zee skittered to a stop on the tile.

      Bael offered Zee a hand, and she hopped off, looking a little shaken.

      “You okay, Zee?”

      “I’m fine.” She rubbed her green horn as though soothing it. “Just not used to riding these creatures.”

      “It’s a bit of an acquired taste,” said Ursula. “But then it’s amazing.”

      Without another word, Zee closed her eyes, pulling the glamour off the three of them.

      As he took in his manor, Bael stiffened, his darkening eyes seeming to focus on one of the ravaged upper levels. Ursula followed his gaze to a balcony cloaked in shadows.

      “What is it?” asked Ursula.

      “There’s someone up there,” said Bael. “Draw your sword.”

      Ursula looked at the sword in her hand and inwardly rolled her eyes. Asking her to draw her sword was clearly some sort of nervous habit of Bael’s at this point.

      “Who deigns to invade my manor?” Bael bellowed.

      Never a fan of stealth, that one.

      His voice echoed in the darkness. Then a shadow shifted on the balcony, revealing a familiar silver-haired oneiroi.

      “My lord. Is that you?” Cera’s voice rang out in the darkness.

      “Cera,” shouted Bael. “You can stop calling me my lord.”

      Cera’s pale eyes went wide. “Zee, is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s Zee.” said Bael. “Could you send down the cage?”

      Ursula was pretty sure she heard Cera softly say “Yes, my lord” as she disappeared into the shadows.

      A few moments later, a creaking sound groaned through the manor as the cage-like elevator began to descend. When it reached the floor, they stepped inside, and Bael shut the door behind them. Within moments, the lift began to rise slowly, groaning as it swung from side to side, and they passed one dark, dusty balcony after another. Ursula grabbed the bars with one hand, and the chilly manor air whispered over her skin. She’d once felt so intimidated here. Now, it felt strangely like home—broken walls and all.

      Instead of rising all the way to the roof as Ursula was used to, the elevator stopped at Cera’s level. The door creaked open onto a small marble platform. Cera stood at the far end, and as soon as the elevator door opened, she rushed forward to give Ursula a hug.

      Bael stepped out onto the platform. “It’s good to see you again, Cera.”

      Cera released Ursula, running to hug Zee. “Zee, are you all right? You look skinny. Did the dragons hurt you?”

      Zee shook her head. “I’m fine. Where’s Kester?”

      Cera’s muscles stiffened as she released Zee. “There was an attack. Abrax and his golems captured him.”

      Ursula’s stomach sank, worry blooming in her chest. She’d already seen what Abrax had done to him the first time he’d been captured. She couldn’t imagine he’d be treated any better now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Ursula sat next to Bael in his living room—one of the few intact rooms remaining in his manor. Zee sat cross-legged on the floor, while Cera busied herself making tea.

      The oneiroi sighed over the steaming tea kettle. “After you all left, Abrax and his golems attacked the grotto. Xarthra led the defense against them, but there simply weren’t enough oneiroi to fight back. Abrax’s forces are too strong.”

      “What about her new soldiers?” asked Bael. “The ones who’ve been drinking her blood?”

      Cera shook her head sadly. “All killed in the battle. The rest of the oneiroi are hiding in the mushroom forest. Others are in the deep caverns below the grotto. Abrax is hunting them like animals. That’s how he thinks of us, you know.”

      “Why did you come here?” asked Ursula.

      Cera handed her a hot cup of mushroom tea. “Because I knew this is where you’d go first when you returned.”

      Ursula rubbed a knot in her forehead. “We can train here in your manor. Zee can help to glamour us from prying demon eyes.”

      Bael nodded. “This is the last place Abrax would look anyway.”

      Ursula frowned, not understanding. “But your manor is in shambles, and worse, it’s completely exposed. The first demon that flies by on a bat will see us.”

      Zee ran a hand through her short, blonde hair. “I can glamour the exterior, but not indefinitely.”

      “We’ll only need a few days,” said Bael.

      He stood, his perfect jaw firm. “Cera, do you think you can rendezvous with the remnants of Xarthra’s army?”

      Cera nodded. “Yes.”

      Ursula found herself staring at Bael, at his deep golden skin. His dark hair swept over his forehead, and his straight black eyebrows furrowed as he fell deep into thought. Eyelashes dark as the void, and eyes pale as the morning sky over Byblos. Bael had looked this beautiful for ten thousand years. Ten thousand years of perfection.

      And if she was going to stay with him, he’d watch her grow old, wither, and die. A cold shudder danced up her spine. She had more immediate concerns than her future mortality, but it chilled her to the bone nonetheless.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ursula woke tangled in the bedsheets, in what might have been morning. It was always hard to tell on the moon. Last night, she’d slept wrapped in Bael’s powerful arms, dreaming of Byblos.

      When she woke, she found herself alone in his stark, gray room. Starlight streamed through the window, bathing his room in silver.

      Hunger drew her out of bed—hunger and the scent of food. Given that it smelled delicious, she knew for certain Bael wasn’t cooking.

      Wrapping a soft, black robe around her shoulders, she opened the door and walked down the stairs to the kitchen.

      Cera knelt over a small stove, stirring something in a pot. “Hungry?” she asked.

      “Famished,” said Ursula.

      “Well, come here, then,” said Cera. “It’s mushroom stew. Your favorite, if I recall.” She ladled a heaping portion into a chipped ceramic mug, then handed it to Ursula. “Drink it. It’s good for you.”

      Ursula took a long sip. The stew was warm, with the same rich mushroom flavor she remembered.

      With the stew warming her stomach, she dropped into a chair across from Cera. “I thought you were going to look for survivors.”

      “I only just returned.”

      Ursula blinked. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A day at least. Bael said not to disturb you. That your journey to Mount Acidale had exhausted you.”

      “Where is he?” asked Ursula.

      “In the caves, helping find the remnants of Xarthra’s army.”

      “And Zee?”

      “On the roof. Glamouring the whole place.

      Ursula took a sip of her stew, crossing her legs. It seemed everyone had a role to play.

      “You want something to do, don’t you?” asked Cera.

      “Bingo.”

      Cera clucked her tongue. “Well, you can’t go around just wearing a robe.”

      “Not a lot of options.” Ursula looked down at the bathrobe she’d taken from Lucius’s quarters. It was now covered in soot and bat sweat.

      “Come with me.” Already, Cera was bustling into another room.

      Ursula slid her soup onto the counter, then followed Cera into the next room, where a number of baskets and hampers lined the wall. Cera muttered to herself, rummaging about in one of the hampers until she produced a pair of leather pants, a form-fitting black top, and a pair of boots.

      Ursula smiled. “Ah. Perfect. I believe I left these behind the last time I was here.”

      “I thought they might be useful.”

      “I’m going to grab a shower.” She frowned, remembering something Bael had told her the night before. “Bael said the hot water was broken?”

      Cera let out a long sigh. “Now that he’s decided that we’re all on equal footing around here, he insists on doing everything himself, except he doesn’t know how.” She followed Ursula into the dark-tiled bathroom, then fiddled with the knobs, and steam began to fill the room. “Let me know if it’s not warm enough.”

      Ursula laid her clothes on the tile counter and pulled off her robe. She stepped into the scalding water, watching her skin turn pink under the punishing stream. She grabbed a bar of silver-flecked soap and began scrubbing at her skin.

      After a few minutes, she stepped out of the shower, water dripping down her body. After drying off, she pulled on her clothes.

      She found no sign of Cera when she crossed back into the living room—just Honjo, sheathed and lying on the sofa. She strapped her sword around her waist, feeling herself again with her blade on her.

      From the floor below, voices in the atrium drifted through the air. She crossed to the balcony, catching a glimpse of Bael and a small group of oneiroi, some of them lying on cots, bleeding.

      Bael looked up, catching Ursula’s eye, his forehead furrowed with concern. “Ursula. Can you help?”

      Ursula’s pulse raced at the sight of blood, and she ran to the elevator, pulling open the metal door. As the elevator creaked down to the atrium, she wrapped her hands around the bars, staring down at the pitiful scene on the tiled floor.

      The closer she got, the worse it seemed. Blood leaked through hastily wrapped bandages, and some of the oneiroi on the litters appeared to be missing limbs.

      When the elevator reached the floor, she yanked open the door. “What happened?”

      Bael shook his head. “One of Abrax’s golems found their hiding spot. These are the survivors. They need to be healed.”

      Without responding, Ursula crossed to the closest oneiroi. Blood oozed from a deep wound on his scalp, and his eyes held a dazed look. She knelt by his side and began incanting Starkey’s Conjuration, the magic tingling over her skin. As she spoke, the man’s wounds began to knit together. He didn’t speak when she finished, instead staring at her with clear, silver eyes.

      Another oneiroi moaned nearby, and she turned to help, the words of Starkey’s Conjuration already on her tongue.

      Slowly she moved through the group of oneiroi, incanting the spell as quickly as she could, the magic tingling over her body. Bael helped, too, bringing in more wounded oneiroi and directing the process.

      By the time she’d finished, her limbs felt completely drained, and the sensation of Emerazel’s fire in her veins held a dull pain of its own.

      Worry nagged at the back of her mind, and she met Bael’s gaze. The golems were ruthless. “We need to fortify the manor. It’s only a matter of time before Abrax realizes we’re here and sends his golems in.”

      Beal scrubbed his hand over his mouth. “Already working on it. And I expect there will be more injured survivors.” He pointed to a group of oneiroi clustered around a table. “Cera has already set up a food station for survivors.”

      From the crowd of oneiroi, Cera bustled over to Ursula, thrusting another mug of hot soup into her hands. “You never finished yours. I won’t let you starve here.”

      While Ursula sipped her soup, Bael got to work directing some of the oneiroi to help fortify the manor. She watched him directing one group to fill in holes with rubble, and another to erect scaffolding near a particularly precarious part of the manor’s walls. Cera was right. Bael was a natural leader, but she knew it wasn’t enough. An army this size made up of injured oneiroi could never defeat Abrax.

      Where the hell is Lucius?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

    

    
      Bael and the oneiroi worked for hours, filling in holes and constructing fortifications. Ursula had continued to heal groups of oneiroi as they straggled into the refuge, exhausted and hungry. After a few hours, Zee had wandered down from her perch on the roof. She’d looked exhausted as well, and Ursula had wondered just how much effort she was expending to maintain the glamour on the entire manor.

      It wasn’t long before Bael was directing people into rooms to sleep. Then, he went out to search for more survivors.

      Exhausted, Ursula climbed into his bed on her own. She closed her eyes, mentally reviewing all the possible outcomes of a battle with Abrax. Tonight, as her mind whirred over battle scenarios, the image of her mother’s dying face did not haunt her dreams.

      Instead, a thunderous bang jolted her from sleep. She flew upright in bed, her heart galloping at the sound. The entire building shook, and her pulse raced. Abrax?

      Grabbing Honjo, she ran to the balcony, finding the atrium in chaos. One of the scaffolds had been ripped out, and a horde of oneiroi was pouring in through the gap. Dressed in black uniforms, they wielded swords and daggers. Ursula’s blood thundered in her ears. Abrax’s army has found us.

      She could hear Bael shouting as she scanned the balcony for a way down. The metal elevator wasn’t on her level, and she didn’t relish the idea of getting stuck inside it with a pitched battle going on five levels below.

      She rushed to find a stairwell, when a door at the far end of the balcony burst open. A pair of golems stepped out—followed by Abrax himself. Like ink in water, dark shadows swirled around him, and his eyes shone like starlight through the gloom. Her stomach dropped at the sight of him.

      He shouted, pointing in her direction.

      Even with Honjo in her hand, Ursula knew this wasn’t a fight she was going to win. Two golems would eviscerate her in moments.

      So—the only option was to run. She turned, sprinting over the balcony, only to find that it ended abruptly, torn apart as though by a massive talon. As she neared the end, she realized this was one of the portions of the manor Bael had been trying to repair. Bits of scaffolding spanned the gap three floors below. Her heart slammed against her ribs, and she turned to look back at Abrax.

      The incubus had disappeared, but his golems loped toward her with easy movements that belied their speed. She had only seconds to decide what to do, and adrenaline burned through her nerve endings.

      Sliding Honjo into her sheath, she crouched at the edge of the broken balcony. A bit of iron bar poked out horizontally into the gap. With her heart in her throat, she gripped it with both hands and swung out into space.

      She hung for a moment, suspended above the throng of violence below her. Bodies surged in the small space of the atrium, and oneiroi screamed as they stabbed and bled onto the floor.

      Kicking her legs, she swung her body—once, twice, three times.

      A golem appeared above her as she leapt onto the balcony below. With a quick glance, she confirmed that the balcony was empty. When the golem’s legs swung into view, she slashed at them with Honjo. The blade ripped through bone—or clay, or whatever it was golems were made of. The golem didn’t make a sound as its legs fell to the ground. It just silently pulled itself up to the upper balcony.

      From the lower balcony, Ursula considered her options. If she could leap about ten feet across, she could make it to an even lower balcony. She should be able to find a way down from there.

      Battle fury began humming in her blood. I can do this.

      Holding Honjo tightly, she sprinted, leaping into the air. Time seemed to slow, and she hung suspended above the drop. Then she was landing, rolling on the rough balcony a full floor lower.

      As she clambered to her feet, a thumping sound jolted her, like the whirring of a helicopter’s blades. She knew that sound—detested that sound.

      Slowly, Abrax rose into view, his black wings beating the air. His eyes blazed with an otherworldly light, and talons had replaced his hands and feet.

      Ursula’s heart slammed against her ribs, and she turned to run. She sprinted down the dusty balcony, but Abrax swooped behind her. She reached another break in the floor—a second place where Bael’s manor had been fractured. This one too far to jump.

      “You can’t escape me,” Abrax hissed from behind her.

      With two beats of his wings, he was ahead of her, alighting on the edge of the fractured balcony. The floor shook as he landed on it and began stalking toward her.

      Ursula trained Honjo on him, battle rage filling her blood.

      “I see you’ve got your pretty sword back.” Abrax prowled closer, his movements eerily smooth. “But you and I both know it’s not going to help you.”

      “I’ve stabbed you before, demon. And I’ll do it again.”

      “And you’ve discovered I’m immortal. You cannot kill me. Not even with that lovely piece of steel. Give up now, and your death will be painless.”

      Abrax prowled closer, and Ursula took another step back, fury igniting in her blood. Below her the battle raged on. She considered jumping over the railing, but she was still four stories from the floor of the atrium, too high to make it.

      Fight or flight, Ursula. First, fight.

      With a familiar power roiling through her body, she lunged for Abrax. He shifted, and she sliced his wing. She attacked again, striking him between his ribs, and he roared.

      “Ursula,” he bellowed. “You can’t defeat me.”

      True, but at least she’d hurt him.

      Black magic began snapping around him—and that would be her cue to get out of there. Flight time.

      She turned and ran. From behind her, Abrax lunged forward, his talons raking on the balcony floor. Her heart fell as she saw a golem blocking her path, holding a dagger in each of its hands. I can only win by trickery.

      She lunged forward, gripping Honjo. She feinted, at the last instant diving right. She flew past the golem, her momentum carrying her over the edge of the balcony and into the abyss.
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      She had no time to correct her position as she smashed into the scaffolding. An audible crack sounded as her shoulder rammed a piece of wood. Blinding pain lanced through her, and she clawed for purchase on the scaffolding. But her hand wouldn’t work properly, and she slipped, plummeting toward the tiled lion mosaic of Bael’s atrium.

      And yet as she hurtled toward the floor, the night wind whipping through her hair, she felt strangely at home—even in mid fall. Time seemed to slow down. She belonged in the air, in the darkness. As if she had phantom wings, she directed her fall—aiming for one of Abrax’s men to cushion her impact.

      But before she could slam into him, a pair of strong arms caught her. With a shock of horror, she looked up into Abrax’s ice-cold eyes.

      “That wasn’t very smart,” he said coolly. “Almost got yourself killed.”

      He gripped her hard, his wings thumping the air, and he started to rise. Didn’t he know that getting this close to her was dangerous?

      Fire kindled in Ursula’s blood, and as flames licked about her arms, Abrax’s face contorted with pain, his clothing burning. As he began to summon his own icy magic, she slammed Honjo’s hilt into his throat. A crack echoed over the atrium. She’d crushed his larynx.

      The temperature in the room plummeted, and Abrax dropped her. She began to fall, this time tumbling awkwardly to the floor. She braced for impact when Bael slammed into her with a blur of shadows.

      He knocked the breath from her lungs. Instead of splattering on the floor, they crashed onto a balcony. Flat on her back, Ursula groaned, as pain lanced through her injured shoulder. Her chest heaved as she sucked in air.

      “Are you all right?” asked Bael.

      Ursula grimaced. “That hurt my back. On the plus side, I managed to light Abrax on fire.”

      “Can you stand?” Bael held out a hand.

      Ursula grabbed it with her good hand, and he pulled her up.

      “Where’s Abrax?” said Ursula, scanning the atrium. She smelled his burned flesh, but found no sign of him. “I crushed his larynx.” She smiled darkly. “He won’t be able to command his soldiers very well without a voice.”

      Bael returned her smile. “Beautiful work.” He picked up Honjo from the floor and handed it to her. “He flew off after you injured him.”

      For the first time, Ursula noticed the blood covering Bael’s body. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He looked down at himself. “Of course. None of this is mine. We should get out of here. Abrax will be back once he heals himself.”

      By Bael’s side, she crossed to the balcony’s railing. Here, they were just one story above the atrium floor, and she peered over the side, staring at the oneiroi battling below them. Abrax’s horde had pushed Bael’s soldiers back, cramming them near the entrance to his chambers.

      Without another word, Bael leapt over the balcony’s ledge, landing gracefully on the floor. He spun like a lethal gyre, his sword clearing a circle in the seething mass of oneiroi. Blood misted the air as his blade cut through his enemies.

      “Jump. I’ll catch you,” he yelled.

      Ursula rolled her eyes. She didn’t need him to catch her. She’d felt something earlier, the first time she was falling—a sense that she belonged in the air, that phantom wings could carry her. Ursula sucked in a breath, then she leapt, carefully directing her flight so she landed next to Bael.

      She still gripped Honjo. “Thanks. I’m good.”

      By Bael’s side, she sprang into action, carving her sword into Abrax’s oneiroi. Battle fury imbued her body, and she felt herself moving at the speed of a night wind, every footstep falling into the right place, every arc of her sword finding its mark in her enemy’s flesh. After Mount Acidale, she understood why. She’d been a warrior once—one of the king’s guard. Trained by her mother to fight. The muscle memory, the skill had never left her, and she felt completely herself as she carved her sword into her enemies. They pushed forward, swords clashing with Abrax’s men.

      A scream pierced the air, and Ursula looked up. Abrax’s demonic form appeared above Bael’s fortifications. His army surged forward, crashing into Bael’s remaining force. Screams and blood filled the air as they fought.

      By her side, Bael led the vanguard, fighting with a ferocious brutality. Shadow magic flowed about him like a midnight cloak as his blade carved through oneiroi and golem alike. Ursula moved with nearly the same speed, and she felt a similar dark magic whispering through her body.

      More of Abrax’s forces poured in through the broken fortifications, but instead of leading them toward a possible exit, Bael led them toward the sheer cliff at the back of the manor—where the black onyx stone stood, protecting the entrance to his secret chambers. When he reached the stone, Bael put his shoulder against it. It rolled to the side.

      “Inside,” he shouted.

      The remaining allied oneiroi surged into the tunnel, and Ursula joined them.

      Bael’s shout echoed off the wall, followed by a resounding clash of steel. Then, the stone rolled back in front of the entrance. For a moment, the interior of the tunnel was completely pitch black, until an orb sparked in the darkness. The oneiroi cheered reflexively, as light shone on Bael’s bloodied face.
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      Ursula sat on the platform in Bael’s chambers, her feet dangling over the abyss. She’d spent the last hour healing the remnants of Bael’s force, and fatigue burned through her limbs—even if there hadn’t been many people left to heal. Seventeen, in fact, if she included everyone. Less than ten if she included those still capable of fighting.

      Her head throbbed.

      She tried not to think of the oneiroi who’d died. A woman with short silver hair—one who’d eaten mushroom stew in Bael’s living room just the day before—had bled out in the first few minutes after they’d sealed themselves in. Two of the dead oneiroi now staining the floor with blood looked like they’d only just gone through puberty.

      But worst of all, Cera and Zee weren’t here, and Ursula wouldn’t allow herself to imagine the worst. She refused to believe they were among the dead out there.

      She sat at the edge of Bael’s stalagmite platform, staring into its impenetrable darkness, until she felt Bael’s powerful arm wrap around her. His soothing, briny, sandalwood scent enveloped her body, making her muscles relax.

      “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

      “I just wish we could look for Cera and Zee. I hate sitting here.”

      “Zee’s glamouring powers are formidable,” he said. “I have faith in her ability to disguise herself and Cera well enough that they’d go unnoticed.”

      “True.” She leaned against his shoulder, somewhat reassured.

      “Sir,” said a quiet voice. A young oneiroi stood next to them. It was difficult to judge an oneiroi’s age, but on a human scale, she’d have pegged him as fifteen at best. The boy cleared his throat. “We have a problem in the tunnel.”

      “They cannot move the stone. The ancient oneiroi glyphs prevent it.”

      “It’s not the stone. It’s the cliff face itself. They’re digging into it.”

      Ursula’s blood turned to ice. They had no army left. And what the hell had happened to Lucius and her grandfather’s reinforcements?

      Bael stood, cursing under his breath, and Ursula pushed herself up beside him.

      Following him, she walked over the stone bridge that spanned the void, then crossed into the tunnel. The sound of digging echoed through the tunnel even before they reached the stone—a heavy slamming sound, like a jackhammer banging in slow motion.

      “Any idea what they’re using to make that noise?” asked Ursula.

      Bael shook his head. “I don’t know, but it sounds big. I don’t think the oneiroi are wielding it.”

      Ursula’s mind raced through possibilities. “Maybe Abrax conjured a giant golem.”

      “Maybe.” Bael crouched in the tunnel, a sword in one hand and an orb floating just above the other. “Whatever it is, it can’t get in. The wards on this place are too strong.”

      As if on cue, the hammering sound stopped. The tunnel fell silent, with only the sound of their breath and the beating of their hearts. The onyx stone glimmered in the darkness.

      Dread rippled up Ursula’s spine. “Something’s happening.” Slowly, she approached the stone. The air around it flickered and shimmered like sand under a desert sun. She could feel heat on her face.

      “Bael. We need to move the boulder.”

      “What are you talking about.?”

      Ursula pressed her hands against the stone. Though the stone was black as a starless sky, putting her hands against it felt like touching Emerazel’s inferno. She pushed, and slowly it rolled to the side. Fire licked around its edges, smoke billowing.

      “It’s me, Ursula!” she shouted.

      The flames died down, and when the smoke cleared, she stared at the reptilian head of the Drake.
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      They sat on the platform near the entrance to Bael’s chambers, watching the few remaining oneiroi as they worked to clear the floor of the atrium. Lucius had singlehandedly decimated Abrax’s forces with his dragon fire. Ursula tried not to envision how it must have gone down—in the confined space, his flames would have been inescapable, instantly incinerating any oneiroi and golems in his vicinity.

      Bael peered at her. “How did you know it was Lucius?”

      Ursula looked at him, a bit flummoxed. “Dragons dig their own tunnels, and the noise sounded too—I don’t know how to describe it—too practiced. The superheated stone confirmed it, the particular feel and smell of the flames. I knew it had to be Lucius trying to break in.”

      Lucius brushed ash off his body. “Clever one, isn’t she?”

      Bael frowned. “But how did you move the boulder? I should be the only one able to move it.”

      Ursula shook her head. She hadn’t really thought about it—she’d just done it. And yet the last time she’d tried to move it, it hadn’t budged. “Maybe because Lucius was trying to melt it?”

      Bael arched an eyebrow, apparently unconvinced.

      Lucius crossed his arms. “So what’s the plan?”

      “We need to rebuild an army,” said Ursula.

      Lucius snorted. “That’s going to take months, and you have nowhere to do it. Abrax will attack again as soon as he discovers what you’re up to. We need to do something immediately. Why do you think I flew all the way here?”

      Ursula was about to ask how Lucius was able to fly to the moon, when Bael spoke.

      “You’re going to help us?”

      “Yes,” said Lucius. “If Abrax is the Darkling, he needs to be put down.” Lucius touched Excalibur at his hip. “You said you needed Excalibur.”

      “You’ll let me wield the blade again?” asked Ursula.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Lucius snarled. “I’ll fight alongside you.”

      Bael’s dark magic curled around him in wisps. “Lucius, I appreciate your offer, but we cannot accept.”

      Emerazel’s fire flickered in Ursula’s veins. “Are you out of your mind? We have a dragon willing to fight on our side. He wields Excalibur, and the prophecy says that only that sword can defeat the Darkling.”

      Bael shook his head. “The prophecy was made up by an addled egghead of a mage. The only thing accurate about it is that the Darkling exists. That’s it. If we’re going to defeat Abrax, we can’t depend on a legend. We need a proper army. What about Frank’s soldiers?”

      Lucius pressed his lips into a thin line. “I don’t think they’re going to make it here any time soon. Many are still loyal to King Midac.”

      Disappointment welled in Ursula’s chest. She’d been counting on those reinforcements. “We can’t wait to find out. A sword in the hand is worth a thousand in the…bush. Okay, that’s a terrible expression, but my point is—we have Excalibur here now, and it’s worth a shot. Or else we need to form an army of the shadow demons here.”

      Bael stared at her, waiting to hear the rest.

      “The lords are as much at odds with Abrax as we are. None of them want him to take over the Shadow Realm. He’d imprison them all in the void.”

      Bael nodded, mulling this over. “Hothgar would never form an alliance with me. He’d be too threatened by the idea that I was seeking my former position as the Sword of Nyxobas. But if we could get him out of the way…”

      A shrill shout from the far side of the manor interrupted them. Lucius reached for Excalibur just as the dark form of a bat flew in through one of the cracks in the walls, carrying two people on his back.

      Ursula held up her hand. “Easy, Lucius. He’s a friend.” Warmth sparked in her chest as she recognized the two riders. “And so are his passengers.”

      Ursula hurried over to Sotz.

      “Ursula!” cried Zee and Cera in unison.

      As they slipped off Sotz, Ursula wrapped her two friends in a hug. “I was starting to think the worst. What happened to you two?”

      Cera pushed her silver hair off her face. “Zee glamoured us to look hideous, and we escaped among Abrax’s forces.”

      Lucius crossed to them, staring at Zee. “Fae girl. I recognize you.” He nodded at Cera. “But who is this tiny one with the sharp teeth?”

      Lovely manners on him.

      “This is Cera,” said Bael. “She’s worked for me for a long time.”

      “You don’t remember me?” Cera asked, looking Lucius full in the face. “I was in your warren in New York. Granted, Zee had glamoured me to fit in among the human women. I was taller. Blonde hair.”

      Lucius’s eyes widened. “You were that Cera? You kept me entertained with stories about dressmaking mishaps. Patches on clothing that went awry, and something called wardrobe malfunctions.”

      Ursula blinked. “You were entertained by stories about dressmaking mishaps?”

      Lucius lifted his chin. “It’s not often that anyone tells me stories.” A hush fell over them as Lucius studied the little oneiroi. He bent lower, meeting her gaze. “Cera, would you be willing to give me a tour of this place? I’ve only just arrived.”

      Cera nodded. “Of course. And you must be hungry.”

      Lucius nodded solemnly. “Fighting makes me very hungry.”

      “I’ll fix you something.” Cera beckoned him toward the elevator.

      “He’s not going to eat her, is he?” asked Ursula, a little worried.

      Bael spoke in a low rumble. “Cera can fend for herself.”

      Ursula clamped a hand on Zee’s shoulder. “So where did Cera and you go after you escaped?”

      “Cera took me down to her home on the crater floor,” said Zee. “When we saw Lucius flying toward the manor, she called that bat—”

      “Sotz,” Ursula corrected.

      “Right, she called Sotz, and we flew up to see what was going on.” Zee nodded at the ash-covered bodies on the floor of the atrium, wrinkling her nose. “It looks like Lucius helped out, in his own way.”

      “He saved us,” said Ursula. Next to her, Bael grimaced. It was obvious he wasn’t thrilled about Lucius’s entry into their fight. “And it’s a good thing, too, because my ancient demon-warrior over here can’t die yet. He still hasn’t learned to make a grilled cheese sandwich. Or, like, toast.”

      Bael’s dark magic thickened the air around him. “Lucius was helpful, but we are still going to need an army. He can’t defeat the entirety of Nyxobas’s legions on his own.”

      Zee’s eyes twinkled with excitement. “You need to see this.” She grabbed Ursula’s hand and pulled her toward the wall, where a ragged gap overlooked the lunar crater outside.

      Ursula sucked in a slow breath, looking out onto the stark landscape, the cool air rushing over her skin. In the city below, oneiroi filled the quiet streets between their stone houses. Silver hair glinted in the starlight, as did a mishmash of blades and weapons in their hands. It took Ursula a few seconds to realize they were marching, in a great flood of bodies, toward the remains of Bael’s manor.

      Bael spoke from behind her. “The oneiroi are rebelling.”

      Ursula shouted into the atrium, “We have an army!” Her voice echoed off the walls.

      “Cera!” called Bael. “Lucius! We’re going to parlay with the oneiroi from the villages.”

      Around the room, the heads of the few remaining oneiroi popped up. Cera and Lucius appeared from one of the upstairs rooms.

      What had they been doing up there?

      Bael put his finger to his lips and whistled. Moments later, Sotz swooped in through the gap in the walls and landed on the atrium floor.

      Ursula slid onto Sotz’s back, and Bael climbed on behind her. With a few beats of Sotz’s wings, they launched through the gap in the wall, soaring over the lunar crater. Ursula gripped tightly to Sotz’s fur as they zoomed above the crowd of oneiroi. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a flash of bright red—Lucius had shifted, and he was flying alongside them. Of course he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to be the center of attention.

      They plunged toward the biggest crowd of oneiroi, a thousand feet below at the base of the manor. The lunar wind whipped at Ursula’s hair as they flew, and they landed on an enormous boulder.

      Bael climbed off Sotz, and Ursula joined him.

      He stepped forward, starlight washing over his golden skin. “For those who do not know me, I am Bael, Lord of Albelda, and this is my betrothed, Ursula of Mount Acidale. We bring grave tidings.”

      He looked at Ursula, and she surmised she was supposed to take over. “The Darkling lives among you. You know him as Lord Abrax, and he wants to rule instead of the seven gods.”

      The crowd murmured below her.

      Bael’s eyes shone as he spoke. “Abrax has forsaken his sacred pact with his father, Nyxobas. He now schemes to overthrow the gods themselves. And worse, he has poisoned the council of the demon lords with lies and falsehoods.”

      The crowd of oneiroi watched them silently now, their eyes focused entirely on Bael. Given the ease with which he could control a crowd’s attention, Ursula could see why Nyxobas had chosen him to be his second-in-command. He was a born leader.

      Or maybe the giant red dragon on the boulder behind him just scared the ever-loving shit out of them.

      “But all is not lost,” Bael continued. “The lords themselves are in chaos, and that means they are weak. Their legions are inactive, their manors unguarded. Abrax is powerful, but if we attack the lords, we can appropriate their legions and build an army large enough to defeat Abrax. Together, we can defeat the Darkling.”

      The crowd of oneiroi cheered again, but when they fell silent, a high-pitched voice keened over the crowd, screaming about the dragon. The fear in the woman’s voice was palpable.

      Ursula crossed back to Lucius and ran her hand over the scales on his neck. “He looks terrifying and he breathes fire, but he is not our enemy. He saved us in Bael’s manor, saved the other oneiroi. Lucius, the Drake of Mount Acidale, will fight on our side.”

      “He’ll incinerate our enemies,” added Bael.

      As if on cue, the Drake reared back his head and breathed a stream of flame into the dark sky. It arced across the caldera like the tail of a comet.

      A deathly silence fell over the crowd for a moment. A pale, pinkish light had begun to tinge the sky—the first signs of the sun rising after weeks of darkness.

      All at once, the crowd erupted with cheers, shouting and waving their weapons in the air.

      Bael raised his hands to quiet them. “Our task is simple. We will take Hothgar’s manor. If he falls, the rest of the demon lords will join us.” Bael raised his sword. “For an oneiroi to attack a demon lord is a death sentence. If you will help me, I will grant you your freedom as Sword of Nyxobas.”

      At these words, the crowd went berserk, screaming and surging forward. They chanted Bael’s and Ursula’s names like mantras, and a shiver rippled over Ursula’s skin at the weight of their responsibility.
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      Three hours later, the slowly rising sun sent rivulets of sweat trickling down Ursula’s neck, and her legs burned with tiredness as they reached Hothgar’s manor. By Bael’s side, she marched at the front of the oneiroi rebels.

      Hothgar’s manor looked completely impenetrable—a fortress of steel and stone that clung to the cliff face a thousand feet above them. Still, they had a dragon on their side, at least, and they’d formulated a plan on their march.

      When they reached the base of the manor, Bael climbed another boulder to address the crowd, holding out his hand for Ursula to join him. Under the slanted rays of the rising sun, Ursula looked out over the oneiroi horde.

      “We will commence our attack in five minutes,” Bael’s voice boomed over the crowd. “Those of you who own bats should call them. Pull one of your brothers or sisters on the back if there is room. Do not worry about Hothgar’s forces.” He looked at Ursula, indicating she should go on.

      “Lucius will protect us as we breach the manor’s walls,” she announced. “Once inside, fight like hell.” Fight like hell was about the extent of their plan.

      Bael’s bat swooped lower, and Bael slid onto his back. Sotz was next, swooping lower, and Ursula climbed on, gripping his fur. She beckoned another oneiroi fighter on behind her, then tightened her thighs around Sotz. He lifted off into the air.

      Soaring above the horde, with the lunar wind in her hair, Ursula directed Sotz around in a wide arc. As she did, she surveyed the oneiroi below her, leaping onto their bats. With her knees, she directed Sotz toward the manor, just as Lucius was blasting an enormous hole in the walls, shearing metal with the intense heat of his flames.

      Sotz’s wings beat the air, and they rose higher, toward Hothgar’s manor. Around them, scores of lunar bats swarmed, each packed with two or three oneiroi. They clutched all types of weapons—swords, spears, and outlawed stone daggers with blades sharp enough to cut through rock. Ursula’s limbs trembled with a battle fury as ancient as man, her heart pounding like a war drum.

      As she neared the manor on Sotz’s back, Ursula’s adrenaline surged. Thick smoke bloomed from a hole, and oneiroi began streaming in. With a gentle nudge, Ursula directed Sotz toward the opening. Inside, the smaller oneiroi rebels clashed with larger shadow demons. With her blood racing, Ursula swooped down to land amidst the clashing of steel, the screaming of warriors. Somehow, she belonged in battle. As she leapt to the floor, she drew Honjo.

      A massive demon lunged for her, his head painted blue and shaved as smooth as a river stone. In one hand, he held an iron blade with a nasty serrated edge. “I will feast on your entrails, bitch.”

      He launched his sword hard at Ursula’s head, but Ursula swung, parrying. Sparks flew in the smoky air as her sword clashed against his.

      Blue Head was rearing back for a second strike when a shadowy power surged in Ursula’s body, moving through her like a night wind. She drove her sword up into his chest, then ripped it out again, watching the monster fall to the ground.

      That was when she noticed Bael standing over him, staring at her. “How did you learn to fight like that?”

      “My mother taught me.”

      Bael narrowed his eyes. “There’s more to it than that. Sometimes, you move like an ancient warrior.”

      Ursula shrugged. “No idea.”

      A shout interrupted them, and the thumping of demon wings. Hothgar soared above them, shifted into a fully demonic form. His ivory horns gleamed in the rays of sunlight, and a downy fur covered his wings, giving them an almost feathery appearance. He carried a long spear, and he opened his mouth to screech, the sound curdling Ursula’s blood. He waved his spear in a complex set of patterns, and shadowy magic gathered around its tip.

      “Hothgar,” roared Bael. “How good to see you again.”

      Hothgar fired a bolt of shadows in their direction, but Bael blocked it with his sword.

      A movement sounded behind Ursula, and she whirled, her sword ready. She caught a demon in the gut, nearly carving him in two. Her blood roared in her ears at the crimson arc that spewed from him. She glanced up at Hothgar, who twirled his spear, magic crackling at its tip.

      “Stop playing with your spear, and come down and fight us,” said Ursula.

      Hothgar’s response was to unleash a bolt of shadows from his spear, and they tore through the air in her direction. She dove to the side, and Hothgar’s magic shattered the marble floor by her side.

      Hothgar hovered above them, his downy wings thumping in the air. Ursula’s blood boiled as she looked up at him. She needed to lure him closer, within sword’s range, so she could actually fight him. As she tried to think of a way to bait him down, an enormous crash sounded behind her, and she pivoted. Lucius’s draconic head slipped through a new hole in the wall, his red eyes flashing.

      “Oh, Hothgar,” Ursula shouted, all innocence. “I forgot to mention that I’ve made some new friends.”

      The sound of shearing steel pierced the air, and the floor of the manor shook as Lucius pushed his way into the atrium.

      Hothgar turned, flying away from the new threat and swinging his spear frantically. He unleashed bolts of shadows at Lucius, but the magic seemed to have no effect, bouncing off the dragon’s ruby scales as if they were made of mirrors.

      Fast as a viper, Lucius struck. With a crunch, his teeth snapped onto one of Hothgar’s wings. He swung the demon violently, like a terrier with a rat. Hothgar screamed, and the sound of breaking bones filled the air. For a moment, she thought the Drake would devour him, but when Hothgar fell still, Lucius dropped him. Ursula winced as Hothgar slammed into the atrium floor with an audible crunch.

      “Your lord is defeated,” shouted Bael at Hothgar’s remaining forces.

      “You have two choices: drop your weapons,” Ursula cried out. “Or feed our dragon with your bodies.”

      Around them, swords slammed against the floor as shadow demons rushed to drop them.

      Bael raised his sword and boomed, “If you are a demon, surrender yourself, and I will show you mercy. If you are oneiroi, I ask you this: join us and fight for your freedom. It is time to take back your rightful place on this planet. It’s time for you to stop living as slaves.”

      A cheer erupted in the hall, the oneiroi raising their fists. When Ursula looked at the demons, she found their eyes burning with anger. And yet, each one knelt, their fists held together as they allowed themselves to be manacled.

      But Ursula’s gaze moved back to Hothgar, his body spilling blood onto the floor. An ancient demon like him wouldn’t die easily. When she noticed his leg twitch, she ran to him, her sword drawn. She stood over his prone body, his blood staining the marble. His legs lay shattered and one of his arms had been torn clean off, but her gaze homed in on the slow rise and fall of his chest.

      “Bitch,” he growled when he saw Ursula.

      A burst of dark shadow magic from Hothgar’s body knocked Ursula backward, and she slammed down hard on the floor. Reeling from the impact, she leapt up again, finding Hothgar standing over her. The wings. To make him mortal, she needed to go for the wings.

      “I will have my vengeance,” Hothgar roared, his downy wings spreading out behind him. “Nyxobas’s magic will destroy you.”

      A dark battle fury surged in Ursula’s blood, and she lunged swiftly behind Hothgar. Over his wings, her gaze met Bael’s. He’d had the same idea, and together they brought down their swords hard through Hothgar’s wings. Blood sprayed over Ursula, and Hothgar’s back arched. He shrieked toward the ceiling, then fell to his knees.

      Ursula raised her sword. “Hothgar is defeated.”

      The crowd cheered, and a small group of oneiroi grabbed hold of Hothgar, dragging him away as his blood streaked the floor. He was shrieking at her, at Bael, at everyone around him. But his wings now lay as dusty, gossamer scraps on the floor, and he was no longer a threat.

      A heavy hand pressed on her shoulder. “To the winner go the spoils,” Lucius’s voice rumbled in her ear.

      Is he talking about the wings? She could hardly think clearly over the wild, excited cheers of the oneiroi.

      Ursula met Bael’s gaze. “What happens to the wings?”

      He looked surprised. “The wings are Hothgar’s.”

      “So you’re not going to use them?”

      Bael inhaled sharply, his lip curling with disgust. “Each lord’s wings are given to him by Nyxobas himself. Hothgar’s wings are powerful, but only the wings Nyxobas gave me himself will ever touch my skin.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      At the gaping hole in Hothgar’s manor, Ursula was just preparing to whistle for Sotz when a woman’s scream ripped through the air. She whirled, her gaze landing on a balcony above them. A pair of oneiroi were pulling a woman with long blonde hair onto a balcony.

      “Help!” she shrieked, then elbowed one of the oneiroi in the face. Freeing herself, she ran to the balcony, peering over the ledge.

      “Ursula? Is that you?” Hothgar’s wife—an enormous woman with platinum braids Ursula knew as The Viking—turned and punched an oneiroi coming up behind her. “Don’t touch me. I’m with Ursula.”

      “It’s okay,” Ursula shouted. “I know her.”

      As some of the oneiroi streamed back out through the gap in the manor, Hothgar’s wife joined Ursula and Bael on the atrium floor.

      Her platinum braids draped over her long black gown. “Where is my husband?”

      Ursula cleared her throat. “Alive, but we took his wings. He’s imprisoned.”

      The Viking snorted. “Serves him right. This is a man who animated dolls to worship his manhood. How can I help?”

      Ursula shook her head. “We don’t need help, but thank you. If I heal his wounds using magic, Hothgar will never get his wings back. He’ll live, but he’ll no longer be Sword of Nyxobas.”

      And with a quick glance at Bael, Ursula set off to heal the man who’d called her bitch.
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      Flanked by Lucius and Bael, Ursula stared up at Abrax’s manor. Behind them, the hastily constructed army camped out, waiting for their next command.

      Abrax’s black monolith towered over them, its windows replaced with an undulating black magic that shimmered in the sunlight. It had been three days since the attack on Hothgar’s manor, and the forces of two more lords had joined their alliance. But it seemed attacking the manor of a demigod wasn’t as easy as an attack on the manor of a regular lord. Nyxobas’s magic flowed in Abrax’s veins, and he was no ordinary shadow demon.

      So far, the shimmering magic had repelled every attack, even Lucius’s fire. Worse, Abrax’s soldiers launched black magic missiles at them if they came too close.

      Lucius stood by her side, arms folded and red hair gleaming in the sunlight. “Maybe we can distract them long enough to tear a hole.”

      Bael squinted in the sunlight. “Abrax’s manor is well fortified, but if we focus our forces on a single point, maybe we could break through.”

      Ursula looked between the two men. “That’s just what he wants us to do. He’ll tear our army to pieces.”

      Bael shook his head. “That’s the only way inside. The crater will run with blood, but we’ll breach his walls.”

      “The cost is too high,” said Ursula. Her fingers tightened into fists as she racked her brain for another way. “Bael, do you know if all the manors in the cliff have a secret entrance like yours?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Abrax has a tunnel in his manor that leads to a room constructed entirely of shadow crystal. But there was a second tunnel that Abrax had blocked. Do you think that could lead to the mushroom forest?”

      “It’s possible,” said Bael. “We can certainly look.” He held his fingers to his lips and unleashed an ear-piercing whistle.

      From the bright lunar sky, two bats swooped lower, landing between Bael and Ursula.

      Ursula hopped onto Sotz’s back and whispered in his ear. He scrambled forward, then launched himself off the edge of the cliff. Two strong beats of his wings sent them rising into the thin lunar air, and Bael soared into the sky behind her.

      A deep thrumming rumbled through her gut, like the sound of distant thunder. In his dragon form, Lucius soared next to them. His red scales gleamed with the promise of fire, but it was the small person perched on his neck that caught Ursula’s eye. Cera smiled over at them.

      Ursula’s stomach tightened. That’s…unexpected.

      Bael turned in the air, soaring for a crevasse in the cliff face, and Ursula flew in after them.

      Darkness enveloped them, until the glow of the mushroom forest drew the world back into focus. Ahead of her, Bael banked hard, directing his bat along the cavern wall. They skimmed above the mushroom caps, and Ursula caught a few glimpses of the carnivorous caterpillars that lived among them. She shivered, remembering the sharpness of their teeth.

      “There!” shouted Cera, pointing to the wall of the cave.

      Ursula followed Cera’s outstretched finger to a pitch-black rock high on the cavern wall. Using her knees, Ursula directed Sotz in a tight turn, to just above the rock. Close up, it looked nearly identical to the one in Bael’s manor. But unlike the other obsidian stone, no path led to the rock. It sat perched alone on a terrifyingly narrow ledge that overlooked the cliff.

      “I think this might be it,” Ursula called out.

      As Sotz cut back for another pass, Bael leapt from his bat, landing effortlessly on the narrow ledge. Sotz banked his wings, and Ursula soared lower. They glided toward Bael, and her stomach fluttered at the idea of landing on the tiny ledge.

      “Jump!” shouted Bael.

      With her heart in her throat, Ursula leapt. Her stomach plummeted, until Bael’s powerful arms wrapped around her, catching her on the cliff’s edge.

      “Nice jump,” he said quietly.

      “Thanks.” Ursula’s pulse was racing out of control.

      Wings thumped the air as Cera and Lucius approached, then Cera leapt through the air onto the narrow ledge. Grinning, she landed on the ledge next to Bael, dirt clouding around her feet. As she stood, Lucius circled around, heading toward them. Ursula tensed. There was no way a dragon would fit on the ledge.

      She backed up against the cliff wall, staring at Lucius as he transformed in midair. His massive wings shrank, scales receding. Red hair erupted again from his scalp. He landed next to Cera with a heavy thunk.

      “So is this it?” he asked, without blinking an eye.

      Bael heaved his body against the boulder. Shadow magic shimmered, and it rolled to the side, revealing the dark mouth of a tunnel. Bael muttered in Angelic, and a glowing orb appeared above them.

      His footsteps crunched over the path, and the others followed him. Ursula drew Honjo as she walked, staring at the amber light that glowed over runes and glyphs inscribed in the walls. An ancient oneiroi tunnel. In here, the air seemed to coat her tongue with a stale dust.

      They walked for ten minutes in the darkness, with the orb light wavering over the walls. In here, Ursula found herself relaxing, as if she were at home. The darkness and the narrowness of the corridor felt almost protective. She was tracing her fingers along one of the carved glyphs when she nearly bumped into Bael’s back.

      He’d stopped, now staring at something in front of them.

      “What is it?” asked Ursula.

      “A cave-in, I think.” With a flick of his wrist, he directed the orb higher. Its dim light illuminated a jumble of enormous rocks and stone that blocked their path, crammed up to the tunnel’s ceiling.

      “Can we dig through it?” asked Ursula.

      Bael’s brow furrowed. “We have no idea how deep it goes.”

      Lucius stepped into the light. “I can dig through. No problem.”

      Ursula waved at the narrow walls. “There’s hardly any room for you to transform. What if you used Excalibur to melt the rocks?”

      Luciius scratched his cheek. “Excalibur doesn’t work that way for me. It allows me to breathe fire, but I can’t turn it into a flaming sword.”

      “I can do that,” said Ursula.

      Lucius took a step back, gripping his hilt protectively. “No.”

      Cera nudged him gently. “You can trust her, Lucius. Let her try it.”

      Lucius’s frown deepened, giving him the appearance of a petulant, overgrown child. “The sword is mine.”

      “Lucius,” said Cera more sharply. “We’re in a confined tunnel. She’s not exactly going anywhere.”

      Lucius sighed as he slowly drew Excalibur from its sheath. He turned it so the pommel faced her, handing it over.

      Ursula lifted the ancient blade, and its power seemed to hum through her blood. She closed her eyes, exhaling. It felt good to hold Excalibur again.

      In the dim light of the tunnel, the steel seemed to shimmer with an internal light. Imagine how it would feel to wield this in battle. She would be an avenging goddess. Flame would bloom from the blade in an endless stream as she carved enemies into burning piles of limbs. She found herself smiling at the blade, turning it over in her hands.

      Lucius cleared his throat. “You said you could melt the rocks.”

      “Right, of course. I wasn’t just…having disturbing and violent fantasies, if that’s what you think.” Ursula motioned for Bael to step aside, and she walked up to the rock. Closing her eyes, she summoned Emerazel’s fire, and it burned through her limbs, her bones. She felt the delicious lick of flames moving along her arms, snaking down to the sword’s hilt. The steel sucked hungrily, drawing Emerazel’s fire from her as if it were quenching an insatiable thirst. When she opened her eyes again, she was staring at ten feet of incandescent sword billowing out before her. The scent of burning hair filled the air around her as her eyebrows singed from the heat.

      She pressed forward, pointing the blade at the wall of rubble. She cut the blade through the rock, and Excalibur sliced through the stone like a hot razor through butter. She cut the blade sharply, over and over, melting rock, clearing the way.

      At last, molten rock slid down toward her feet, and a new tunnel appeared in front of her.

      “Good,” said Lucius from behind her. “You’ve cleared the way. Now return my sword.”

      Ursula turned, fire still licking along Excalibur. The blade hummed in her hands, hot and lethal. The Lady of the Lake had been right. This blade could defeat Abrax, and she didn’t want to give it up.

      “Put the sword down,” said Lucius, his eyes blazing. “I won’t ask you again.”

      Ursula stared at Lucius, with his broad shoulders and shock of red hair that looked like a lit match. There was something about him that pissed her off.

      “Ursula!” Cera cried, her eyes flashing. “Give him the sword back. You promised to return it.” Dodging Excalibur’s flames, Cera thrust the hilt of Honjo at Ursula. “This is your sword. Honjo, remember? If you give us Excalibur, I’ll give you Honjo.”

      Ursula curled her lip in a snarl. It was true—she had promised to return the blade, and she wasn’t going to slaughter everyone in here to keep it. She sucked in a sharp breath, letting the flames die down. Excalibur went cold, and Ursula lowered the blade to the floor.

      It had hardly touched the stone before Lucius snatched it back. Without looking at her, he began inspecting the blade.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “But it belongs with me.”

      Lucius didn’t answer as he ran a finger along the edge of the sword, checking for nicks.

      Cera thrust Honjo into Ursula’s hand. “That was good work.”

      In the narrow tunnel, Bael pushed past her, his light illuminating the space. With the rubble cleared, the tunnel seemed to continue on until it reached an intersection with another passage.

      “Bael.” Ursula stepped in beside him. “I know this place. That tunnel leads to Abrax’s manor.”

      Bael’s eyes gleamed in the dim light. “Good. Then our new goal is to break open one of his walls. Are you up for it, Lucius?”

      The dragon nodded. “As long as there’s enough room for me to transform, I’ll happily tear this manor apart.”

      Their footfalls echoed off the tunnel walls. When they reached the intersecting tunnel, Bael extinguished his light. They crept into the new tunnel, treading lightly on the rough gravel.

      Bael and Lucius slid through the opening into Abrax’s manor first, moving swiftly ahead of Ursula. She paused for a moment at the opening, gazing into the dark space. When her eyes adjusted, she could see the scaffolding that still stood around the entrance to the tunnel. Within the atrium, she could see that a metallic barrier covered the windows.

      Her stomach dropped. Within the atrium, there was no sign of either Bael or Lucius.

      Something is wrong.

      She started to call a warning to Cera, but inky magic entangled her limbs, snaking around her arms and legs like boa constrictors. Abrax stepped out from the shadows in a corner of the room. Oh, balls.

      His hands were in his pockets, a stupid smirk on his face. “Well, fancy running into you again.”

      Ursula struggled against the bonds of magic, trying to maintain a grip on her sword. Her limbs were completely immobilized. “What’s going on?”

      His footfalls clacked over the marble floor. “Did you think I would leave the rear entrance guarded only by a pile of stone? I’m the son of Nyxobas. I’m a demigod. I’m not an idiot. Wards screamed in my quarters as soon as you stepped into the tunnel.” Abrax prowled closer, his icy eyes shining with a wicked glee. “You must be wondering what happened to your big strong friends.”

      Grabbing her by her collar, he lifted her so she faced the opposite wall. Two bodies lay on the floor.

      Ursula’s blood roared in her ears. “Did you kill them?” Her own voice sounded strangely distant.

      “Not yet. What would be the fun in killing them without an audience?”

      He nodded into the atrium, and a pair of golems stepped out of the shadows. Rage and panic surged in Ursula’s chest, and she tried to jerk her limbs against the bonds of shadow magic. But all she could do was stare on as the silent automatons advanced on Bael and Lucius.

      “Don’t worry. They’re not going to die just yet.” Abrax lifted his chin. “Bring them to me,” he commanded the golems.

      The golems dragged Lucius and Bael over the floor, their bodies wrapped in shadow magic, limbs struggling against the constraints. Despite the immense power of these men, Abrax’s bonds held tight.

      Abrax flicked his fingers, and the golems began to kick Bael’s and Lucius’s supine bodies.

      “Stop it, you talon-handed fuckstick,” Ursula shouted.

      Abrax lifted a hand, signaling that the beating should stop. “Manners, my dear. A follower of Nyxobas is never uncouth.” He paused, cocking his head like a bird. “But of course you are all vile, debased creatures.” He crossed to Bael and jabbed at his ribs with his toe. “This one allows his servants to call him by name.” He moved to Lucius. “And this one beds the oneiroi. Vile.”

      Lucius’s eyes flashed with rage, but he couldn’t speak with the shadow bonds clamped over his mouth.

      Ursula’s eyes strained as she scanned the shadows. Where is Cera?

      Abrax’s pale gaze turned on her. “So which one should I kill first?”

      “N-no,” Ursula sputtered. “No.”

      “No?” Abrax parroted. “That’s not an answer to my question, I’m afraid.”

      “Don’t kill them.”

      “Silly Ursula! That wasn’t an option. I am going to kill them. You get to choose who dies first. Those are your options.”

      Ursula stared mutely. She wasn’t going to play his game.

      Abrax sighed, as though the whole situation were taxing for him. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” He drew a long, thin blade from a sheath on his hip. A wave of horror slammed into Ursula, and she opened her mouth in a silent scream as Abrax drove it into Bael’s shoulder.

      “Stop!” shouted Ursula.

      Abrax drew out the blade. Blood gleamed on the steel. “But the fun is only just getting started.”

      Ursula’s heart slammed against her ribs. “What do you want?” Her voice echoed off the ceiling.

      Abrax turned to her with a small smile. “You know what I want. I want you to join me. Fight with me. Rule with me.”

      “Why me?”

      Abrax’s eyes pierced her. “Because untapped power lives inside you, and I want it.”

      “If I join you, will you release them?”

      “Of course,” said Abrax. “They will be free to go.” His smile was a rictus grin.

      Ursula glanced at Bael, his blood pouring over the floor. She couldn’t simply stand here and watch him die. Grief ripped through her mind. This was it, wasn’t it? This was the end. She just wanted to know that Bael would make it out alive.

      “All right,” she said slowly. “I’ll join you, on the condition that you release my friends.”

      Abrax’s eyebrows rose slightly. “You know, I had always taken you for a fool, too devoted to your earthly desires to comprehend the full magnitude of my offer. But I’m heartened that you seem to be learning. When I consume your soul, you will live forever. Eternal life, Ursula, is a glorious gift.”

      Abrax stroked her cheek, and bile rose in her throat. Already, the incubus’s dark power was washing over her. Even as the bonds that wrapped around her loosened, his icy magic slid over her skin, skimming her body.

      “I thought you hated the taste of my soul.”

      Abrax’s eyes shone in semidarkness. “Yes, but it will be only a momentary inconvenience.”

      He leaned in closer to her, his lips hovering just above hers. The bonds of his inky magic slipped off her, and yet she was still completely immobilized by him, her body electrified by his magic. She was drawn to him and repulsed by him at the same time, completely transfixed.

      Her pulse raced, and she tried to remember what her plan was. Did she have a plan? No—her only plan had been to stop Abrax from killing Bael. Now, Abrax had her completely enthralled with his incubus magic, and it curled around her ribs in seductive tendrils. She felt as if silk had wrapped around her body, until she didn’t want to move. He wasn’t pressing his lips against hers, but he was close enough that his magic washed over her all the same.

      A sound nagged at the edge of her consciousness.

      Abrax’s magic still enthralled her, but an insistent sound, like a klaxon, hammered at the back of her mind.

      “Ursula!” It took her a moment to recognize her own name.

      She opened her eyes. Abrax’s face hovered over hers, his eyes closed. A stream of golden magic flowed from her mouth into his. But she read something on his features—something an incubus wasn’t supposed to display.

      Pure, utter disgust.

      “Ursula!” Cera stood near the bodies of Bael and Lucius, her sharp teeth flashing. “Catch this!” she shouted, throwing something at Ursula. The object seemed to move in slow motion as it arced through the air toward her. Light refracted off a blade, a jeweled pommel. Excalibur.

      Drawing on the last of her strength, Ursula lunged for the sword, grabbing it by the hilt. Shadow magic poured from Abrax’s body, but she sliced through it with the blade.

      The connection severed. Abrax’s eyes burst open. Staring at the blade in Ursula’s hand, he roared, “I offered you immortality, and still you try to kill me? So you will sicken and die, like all the other peasants and mortals. Your flesh will grow old and decay. Is that what you want?” His face cracked into a wicked grin, and his eyes flashed a deep gold.

      She carved the blade through the air, and it felt like a perfect extension of her. But she couldn’t summon Emerazel’s fire, couldn’t get the sword to burn like it had before. That is a problem.

      Abrax’s eyes danced with amusement. “Your fire courses in my veins now, so I might as well kill you.”

      Ursula’s muscles tensed, and her fingers clenched around Excalibur’s hilt. She raised the sword. “Abrax. Have you ever encountered Excalibur? It’s mentioned in the Darkling prophecy.”

      Abrax snarled, and the sound rumbled through her bones. With a cracking and lurching of his body, he began to transform. Wings sprouted from his back, and talons curled from his feet.

      Ursula gripped the sword tightly, desperately trying to summon her fire magic. Abrax lunged for her, and she swung, the sword’s steel deflecting his raking claws. Rage simmered in her body, and she slashed at the incubus, driving him back.

      Distantly, she was aware of the sound of Cera screaming. And when she turned her head, her heart stopped. Golems stood over Bael and Lucius—and one of the creatures was driving a blade into Bael’s back.

      Ursula’s world tilted. She was hardly aware of her own screaming.

      Without his wings, Bael was mortal.

      “Too late.” A gleeful, sing-song declaration from Abrax.

      Ice-cold fury slid through Ursula’s veins, and she raced for the golems as fleet as the night wind. With speed she didn’t realize she possessed, she sliced through their bodies, then spun to face the demon.

      A wicked smile, arms crossed over his chest, leathery wings rising above him like a funeral shroud. “Maybe you shouldn’t have betrayed me.”

      Ursula pointed Excalibur at his chest, her arm trembling with a simmering fury.

      Abrax sighed. “You and I both know you’re drained. You have no fire left to fight me.” He shook his head. “I’d been thinking about killing you, but now I think I might just let you live. So you can feel pain in your heart until your sad little mortal body withers and dies.”

      That was what Bael had worried about. Watching her grow old while he remained in his prime. And now he was dead. Something cracked within Ursula, and hot wrath erupted in her body.

      The last dregs of Emerazel’s power burned through her veins, flowing into Excalibur. Fire leapt from the blade, forming a massive sword of flame.

      She lunged forward, and it pierced Abrax’s chest. He moaned, falling to the tiles, clutching his ribs. Pure rage consumed Ursula as she stalked over to him, flames flickering around the tip of the blade.

      “You filthy bitch,” Abrax moaned.

      “Still had some fire left. You really should have drained all of it.” Ursula pointed Excalibur at Abrax’s throat.

      “N-no—” sputtered Abrax as he frantically tried to get away. His legs didn’t seem to be working properly, and blood smeared the tiles under him.

      Ursula pinned his throat with her blade. “You said you didn’t believe the prophecy. Was that a lie?”

      Abrax’s eyes flashed with terror. “I will give you anything you want. Money, power...”

      Hot anger ripped through her mind. “You just took from me the only thing I want.” She slashed the flaming blade downward, opening up another deep wound in his chest. The smell of burning flesh darkened the air.

      Abrax’s back arched, and he writhed in agony. “Wait! Wait!” Frantically, he dug into his pockets until he pulled out a wallet between his fingers.

      “You think you can buy me?” Ursula snarled.

      “It’s not money,” Abrax rasped. “Wings.”

      “Wings,” Ursula repeated, as understanding began to dawn.

      “If you want to save him, you can use these.” Abrax cracked open the billfold, giving Ursula a view. Folded inside were two golden wings that glowed with an otherworldly light. “But first you need to be a good hound and fetch.” He threw the billfold across the room.

      “Pull your magic off him,” Ursula growled, her blade piercing his skin.

      The inky magic receded from Bael’s body. Then Ursula slashed at Abrax’s throat, cutting through his jugular, a gurgling noise rising from the wound. But her attention was already elsewhere.

      Ursula stared at the billfold on the marble floor. Bael’s wings, the source of his immortality, rested twenty feet away. Dropping Excalibur, Ursula sprinted for them, hope blooming in her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      She snatched the billfold from where it lay on the floor, then sprinted to Bael.

      “Cera!” shouted Ursula as she ran. “I’m going to need your help. I have his wings.”

      “Flip him over!” Cera shrieked. She ran over to where Bael lay and grabbed the wallet from Ursula’s hands.

      As Cera carefully withdrew the wings, Ursula turned to Bael’s still body. His chest wasn’t moving. Could she really still save him? Grunting and using all her strength, she pushed Bael’s body over, so he lay flat on his front.

      “Hurry,” shouted Cera.

      Ursula grabbed the fabric at Bael’s shoulder and began to pull.

      “Wait.” Cera pulled out a knife, then began cutting the shirt off his back, and drew the blade through his bandages. Fresh blood oozed from the wounds where Bael’s wings had been.

      Looking at his ravaged back, Ursula snatched the wings from Cera. The wings were featherlight and transparent, glowing with a pearly magic. “What do I do?”

      Cera chewed her lip. “I think you just put them on the wounds.”

      Slowly, Ursula pressed a wing onto the closest wound. She paused for a full second, but nothing happened.

      “I think it needs to be both of them,” whispered Cera.

      “Right.” Holding her breath, Ursula carefully placed the remaining wing on the second wound.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then the wings began to glow brighter, with a silvery light like a burning star, until they shone so brightly Ursula had to cover her eyes. Relief bloomed in her chest. It’s working. A wild joy bubbled through her.

      When she opened her eyes again, Bael was sitting before her. His bare, tattooed chest glowed with an unearthly light, and the room filled with the scent of sandalwood. He drew in a deep breath, standing and extending his hand to Ursula.

      “Thank you,” he said, the light fading. Shadows began to swirl about him once again, and dark wings cascaded behind him.

      He looked like a god, and Ursula’s jaw dropped.

      “You returned my wings to me.” He pulled her closer, enfolding her in his powerful arms.

      Ursula could have hardly thought it possible, but his body felt even stronger, like steel cables now reinforced his muscles. He kissed her, and she melted into his embrace.

      A deep cough interrupted them.

      Lucius was pulling dead fragments of shadow magic off his body. “I’m sorry to intrude, but where is Excalibur?”

      Ursula whirled, turning to find Abrax. But he wasn’t there.

      In fact, where he’d been lying, she saw only a smear of blood. Hadn’t she slashed his throat? And his chest?

      “How did he survive that?” she cried. “I thought the sword could kill him.”

      A sound somewhere between a growl and a roar rumbled in Lucius’s chest. “That sword is mine.”

      “So we will retrieve it,” said Bael.

      Lucius gripped his hair. “The demon could be anywhere now.”

      Ursula frantically racked her brain. What use would Abrax have for Excalibur?

      That was when a terrifying realization sparked in her mind. “I know where he’s gone. He wants to kill his father. He’ll be at Asta, hunting for Nyxobas.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      At Asta’s spire, Sotz landed on the platform. The violet crystal glowed faintly in the bright light. Bael climbed off from behind her, and Ursula followed, her gaze flicking to Cera and Lucius as they landed gracefully.

      With a sickening snapping sound, Lucius shifted into his human form. He clapped his hands together, his face reddened. “Let’s get my sword, shall we?”

      They stalked into the tunnel, and Ursula reached out to touch the walls of the passage. Without Emerazel’s fire in her veins, the crystal didn’t feel ice cold. If anything, she could feel the deep hum of magic thrumming all around her, seeping into her veins.

      Ursula could hear the distinct sound of hammering when they entered the hall of the lords, and she strained her eyes in the dim light. The faint indigo gleam of the crystal cast a pale glow on the empty stone tables of the demon lords.

      Ursula’s gaze flicked to Nyxobas’s throne, where he sat, as usual, in a dark-eyed daze. But he wasn’t alone, and that was where the sound of hammering was coming from. Abrax stood just before the sleeping god, gripping Excalibur. He grunted, rearing back to swing for his father’s head. But his aim was off, and it slammed into the stone next to Nyxobas for what must have been at least the hundredth time. The rock sparked, and shards of crystal sprayed onto the floor of the throne room.

      “Put it down, fool,” Lucius bellowed. “You cannot handle the blade. Only Excalibur chooses who may wield it.”

      Abrax turned, his face a mask of fury, blood streaming from his throat, his chest. “I am the son of a god. I can do what I want.”

      “Surrender yourself,” said Bael. “You are outnumbered and half dead.”

      “No.” Abrax stumbled toward them, his pale eyes wide.

      “No?”

      “Did you not think I would have a contingency plan?” He pointed to a dark form in the corner. A man, wrapped in shadow magic.

      Ursula’s stomach clenched when she recognized Kester’s sandy hair.

      Abrax grinned. “All I have to do is snap my fingers, and the shadows will coil around his throat.”

      “Do you think we won’t sacrifice Kester?” said Bael.

      “She won’t.” Abrax pointed to Ursula.

      “Bael,” said Ursula. “Let me talk to him.”

      Bael’s dark wings cascaded gracefully behind him. “Ursula, wait.”

      But she was already striding across the marble floor.

      Abrax smiled at her as she approached. “I knew you would save your friend.”

      “Release him.” Nyxobas’s power thrummed over her body, coiling between her ribs. Maybe her fire magic was gone, but now she felt the thrill of night magic—cold, ancient, and strangely familiar.

      Abrax narrowed his eyes. “Your soul for his.”

      “Ursula!” shouted Bael in warning, but Ursula was already leaping, the shadows carrying her as if on a phantom wind.

      She appeared next to Abrax. Before he could strike her with Excalibur, she drove Honjo into his ravaged chest. Abrax’s eyes widened as she jerked the sword upward.

      “You cannot kill me. I am immortal.”

      “I know you can feel pain.” She twisted the blade, watching his face contort with agony.

      Abrax’s body began to quiver, his bones contracting, his face becoming demonic.

      “No you don’t,” said Ursula, grabbing him by the throat and pulling his face closer. “You were right. I’m drained of Emerazel’s fire. But that only leaves room for Nyxobas’s shadows. They’re drawn to me, like they belong to me. I’m a creature of the night. I always have been. Do you remember what happened when you tried to kill me on the sands of Lacus Mortis?”

      There was fear in Abrax’s eyes now. “I am immortal—”

      “But that won’t stop me from consuming your magic.”

      Ursula breathed in, sucking Abrax’s shadowy magic into her body. Dark and wispy as smoke, it imbued her body, pooling around her skull, her ribs. She felt herself lured into the void, that clean expanse of nothingness, where she didn’t have to feel. She fought to stay focused, drawing Abrax’s magic from him.

      Abrax’s pale eyes widened. As Ursula drained him, a voice boomed all around her, penetrating her skull. “Enough!”

      She looked at Nyxobas where he sat on his throne, his eyes now sharp and clear as rays of light.

      She stared into the god’s ancient face, and the darkness of the void drew her under.
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      She drifted in the void, darkness enveloping her.

      “Ursula.” Nyxobas’s voice rumbled through her bones, his voice reverberating in the darkness, seeming to come from every direction. Or maybe from within her mind.

      “Why are you fighting Abrax?” his voice boomed.

      If she hadn’t been floating in a void, Ursula would have sighed in frustration. “He was trying to kill you. I was trying to save you.”

      “Do you know why you are here, in the void? Do you know why my power imbues you?”

      A thought, an idea from the back of her mind, blazed to life. Something she’d known for a long time, but that she’d refused to really entertain. “I come from you, don’t I? My mother was one of your followers. I saw her eyes—black as the void.”

      “She was my lover.”

      “And I’m your daughter.” How long had she known this for? It was the first time she’d allowed herself to think it, and yet it seemed so crystal clear to her now. The night had always called to her. She’d felt the power of shadow magic flowing through her veins. She felt a distant horror at the realization that Abrax was her brother.

      Emerazel had known all along, hadn’t she? When Ursula had first met the fire goddess, Emerazel had forced her to kneel with a gleeful sense of dominance.

      “If you can find your way out of the void, I’m pulling the mark of that bitch from you,” said Nyxobas, as if hearing her thoughts. “You won’t belong to her anymore. You’re a demigod, Ursula. And that’s why I needed to test your ability in combat at Lacus Mortis. You did not disappoint me.”

      “You sacrificed my mother, didn’t you? You used her as a pawn in your war against Emerazel’s followers.”

      “Your mother was a powerful warrior, like you. She made her own choice. She was very devoted to me,” said Nyxobas. “She made her own decisions. She chose to try to kill the king for me. He was a follower of my greatest enemy, Emerazel. He needed to be stopped, his bloodline ended. In his quest for power, he was converting too many souls. I couldn’t allow Emerazel that sort of advantage. Your mother understood.”

      In the void, Ursula’s emotions were dulled, and yet she felt a distant sense of betrayal. Her mother had chosen Nyxobas over her. Her mother had left her alone. Still, here in the void, that clean, soothing emptiness pulled her under, that freedom from the pain of memories. If she could just stay here forever…

      “I need to get out of here,” she whispered.

      “But you prefer it here, don’t you? You long to escape. There’s nothing in your memories but the darkness. You did that to yourself.”

      “I remember some things… I remember watching my mother die. Her eyes were filled with your shadows.” Still, Ursula couldn’t feel the memory—until all at once, she found herself back in Mount Acidale.

      It was the floor of King Midac’s hall, and her gaze went to the king’s table. King Midac sat at one end of the table, near the queen and Kester.

      But it was the woman next to the queen that drew Ursula’s attention, her auburn hair tumbling over a purple velvet gown. Bright blue eyes, a heart-shaped face—the woman who’d once rubbed her back at night when she had nightmares about dragons. The woman who’d baked her favorite bread on her days off, who’d patiently taught her to wield a sword. The woman who’d pulled Ursula onto her lap, reading her stories about faraway lands, before she went to bed at night. My mother. Ursula wanted to run to her, to ask her not to leave.

      She knew what was coming next, and a sense of betrayal pierced her ribs like a dozen arrows.

      Ursula stared as her mother drew a steak knife, driving it into the queen’s heart. Blood poured from her chest.

      Why did you choose to leave me? They’d been members of the king’s guard together. Ursula had been proud of her uniform—the purple and gold. She’d been a proud soldier, like her grandfather. Her mother was ripping her world apart.

      The woman who’d combed her hair, who’d soothed her tears when the other children had called her a fatherless child.

      Once, her mother had been her world.

      Time seemed to slow down, and grief slammed into Ursula. Her mum lunged for the king, but Kester was already reaching for his blade. For the briefest of instants, Ursula’s mother turned toward the hellhound, her eyes black as Nyxobas’s void. Ursula’s mind screamed.

      Then everything sped up again. Bael leapt over the table. Across from him, Kester drew his sword. Pushing the king aside, Kester drove his blade into her mother’s stomach.

      The world went dark again.

      “How did that feel?” asked Nyxobas. “Now you see why you rid yourself of your own memories.”

      “She left me,” said Ursula. “She betrayed me, and I was ashamed of her. But I can’t stay here.” Grief threatened to swallow her whole—but she could take it. She didn’t need the void now.

      Gasping, she pulled herself from Nyxobas’s shadows once more, and light shone in her eyes again. Across from her, Abrax lay stunned, his eyes filled with shadows. Still lost in the void.

      Those emotions from her memory—the shame, the pure sorrow—still ripped her mind apart, threatening to drive her mad. My mother was once my world—and she left me.

      Ursula snarled, picking up Excalibur from the marble floor. She swung it once—clean through Abrax’s neck. Blood arced over the floor, and his body slumped to the marble.

      “Sorry, Dad,” she whispered. “But he had to go.”

      When she looked up at Nyxobas, she found him lost in the void once more. She slid her fingertips under the collar of her shirt, finding the skin smooth.

      The mark of Emerazel was gone.
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      Ursula sat at the dining room table in her old apartment. Across from her, Cera sipped from a glass of wine, her eyes locked on Lucius.

      The chandelier bathed them in warm light, and Ursula relaxed into her chair. By her side, Zee twirled a champagne glass, marveling at the pink flower in the bottom. “Let’s not leave New York any time soon, okay? I’ve had enough mushroom stew and disgusting prison food to last me a lifetime. And more importantly, the humans have already rebuilt my favorite Thai place.”

      Since the dragons had destroyed half of New York, humans were already reconstructing the city, piecing their lives back together, one building at a time.

      At Zee’s side, Kester ran his finger over the rim of his wineglass, meeting Ursula’s gaze. “You do realize that since you no longer work for Emerazel, you won’t be able to keep this apartment, right? You’re off the payroll, darling. No more gold for you.”

      Ursula frowned. “But you can keep it, right? Maybe I can just…sublet from you. Except without the exchange of money, because I won’t have any.”

      Kester arched an eyebrow. “I suppose there’s not much work available for an ex-hellhound demigod of night, is there?”

      Ursula shrugged. “I don’t suppose there are any demigod temp agencies.”

      Lucius leaned back in his chair, folding his fingers behind his ginger hair. “Tell me again how you freed yourself from the bonds of Emerazel.”

      Ursula took a sip of her Châteauneuf-du-Pape, rolling it around on her tongue. “Nyxobas did that for me. It seems that all this time, he’d wanted me to prove myself before he was willing to step in. He wanted to test my mettle in the battles of Lacus Mortis, and he needed to see if I was willing to accept my own memories, or if I belonged in the void with him.”

      Cera blinked, her silver eyes wide. “He’s not angry that you slaughtered his son?”

      Ursula nearly felt a twinge of guilt. She’d executed her own brother, right in front of their dad.

      Nearly felt guilty—but not quite. “Abrax would have found a way to kill his father at some point if he’d lived,” said Ursula. “In any case, Nyxobas has been lost in the void. Didn’t have to feel a thing.”

      Since she’d killed her brother, Nyxobas had become even more remote than ever.

      She understood. He was escaping. Like father, like daughter.

      Cera cocked her head. “Do you think Nyxobas even knows that the oneiroi have been freed in the Shadow Realm, and that some of us sit on the council of lords now?”

      “No,” said Ursula. “I don’t think he’ll be coming out of the void for quite some time.”

      “Bael is Nyxobas’s Sword now,” said Kester. “Shouldn’t he be in the Shadow Realm? And you with him, if you’re his bride-to-be?”

      Ursula shook her head. “If I have anything to say about it, we’ll simply finish rebuilding in the Shadow Realm, and then we’ll leave. The longer we spend there, the more time there is for some other lord to decide it’s his turn to be Sword, and then I have to kill more people. And granted, I may be a demigod—”

      “Are you going to keep mentioning that?” Zee cut in.

      “I may be a demigod,” Ursula continued, ignoring her. “But I don’t want to have to keep killing people. I’d rather just live out my immortal, demigod life in peace.”

      The scent of acrid smoke curled through the air—a mixture of burning flesh and something else—something bitter. Ursula’s stomach clenched.

      Cera leaned across the table, her silver eyes shining with concern. “Do you really think the lord is ready for this? For what you’re asking him to do?”

      Ursula sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t know. But we had to try.”

      In the next moment, Bael glided into the room, carrying an enormous oak tray crammed with silver domes. Before each of them, he laid out a covered plate. The smell nearly choked Ursula as Bael slid a dish in front of her, his gorgeous face beaming with pride, gray eyes shining.

      “Smells wonderful,” Ursula lied.

      Across from her, Lucius was mumbling something that sounded like, “Smells like Pasqual’s basement.”

      Ursula pulled the dome off her plate, staring wide-eyed at what she found. In a small bowl, Bael had poured half a can of Spaghettios. By the side of the bowl, Ursula found small pieces of hot dog, cut up and charred. At least, she thought they were hot dog pieces. They sat next to a lump of blackened marshmallows and three graham crackers, smeared with butter and crushed peanuts.

      A heavy silence fell over the room, broken only by the scraping noise of Cera pushing marshmallows around on her plate.

      Ursula swallowed hard. “Maybe I should have helped you a bit more. I thought with the simple recipe books…”

      Bael’s dark eyebrows rose, and he dug into the Spaghettios. “I didn’t look at the books. Is this not right? I got these food products from a human supermarket. Is this not typical food for your realm?”

      Zee sighed. “I’m calling the Thai place.”
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* * *

      Ursula lay on Bael’s chest, staring at the ceiling of the room that had once been hers. His powerful torso rose and fell slowly beneath her head. It seemed like ages ago that they’d first met, when she’d found him chained to a table upstairs. She’d been terrified of him then, the ancient and wounded warrior. Now, he felt like home.

      Bael stroked a hand down her hair, and she breathed in the scent of sandalwood.

      So maybe he couldn’t cook. He was perfect all the same.

      Ursula shifted, her gaze trailing over the wildflowers she’d once painted on the walls. The memory had always been there under the surface of her mind—the forget-me-nots and golden aster, the smudges of periwinkle and honey-hued blossoms, exactly like the fields in Mount Acidale. She’d always had glimpses—the flowers, the auburn-haired woman who taught her to wield a blade.

      And there—on the ceiling—the image of the star-flecked, midnight blue zodiac that had made her feel at home. Now, she knew why. Once, she’d been the Mystery Girl—a lost and adrift outcast. Now, she saw that she’d found little ways to keep her parents around her. To root herself in her past, in her history.

      Her gaze trailed over the flowered fields once more, and a vivid image burned in her mind—her mother’s face. Her mum was leaning over her, brushing a strand of red hair from her face. It still hurt that her mother had chosen Nyxobas over her, a betrayal that even now gnawed at her chest. Once, her mother had been her world.

      Bael stroked his hand over the back of her hair again, and she reached behind him, lightly touching the tip of his black wings. His dark magic thrummed over her body, mingling with her own power, her own shadows.

      A sly smile curled his lips. He liked that. “When will we marry?” he asked.

      She looked up at him, her gaze lingering over his chiseled features, his stormy gray eyes, the color of the skies over Byblos. “We’re both immortal. We have all the time in the world.”

      “Soon,” he said. “I don’t want to wait.”

      She smiled. “Soon, then.”

      Ursula wasn’t the same person she had been in Mount Acidale. Now, she was strong enough to feel, to let herself remember. In this life, she had Bael—and Kester, Zee, and Cera. And she intended to keep them close.
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* * *
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