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Maxon

Take our picture, and we look like three guys hanging and banging on a beach. We’ve got lawn chairs, sunglasses, beer bongs, you name it. And the picture’d be right, too, except for one thing.

We’re all in black body armor.

Truth is, we’re thrax. Demon killers. And we’re not partying on the beach. We’re staking out an empty stretch of Arizona desert, a magical place called Charybdis. I pop open another beer and ask the big question.

“How much longer, guys?” No need to add ‘until the next demon shows up.’

“Two minutes,” answers Nizam. Zee’s two hundred and fifty pounds of pure warrior with a bald head and mad skills for predicting demon strikes. “You never know with Charybdis, though.”

“True enough,” I say.

Charybdis is unpredictable as hell, even for Zee. It’s the exit point for an underground vortex of supernatural evil that sucks in demons, holds them underground, and then chucks them back out again, right here at this spot. Best demon hunting in the after-realms.

Zee’s face lights up with mischief. “You ready for the next fight, Maxon?”

I shake my head. No question where Zee’s going with this one. This question always gets Tyberius cranked.

“Don’t be a douchebag, Zee,” I warn.

“False acc.” Zee raises his hands in mock surrender. “I’m just doing the traditional thrax safety check.” He speaks his next words super slowly. “So, are you ready, Maxon?”

I look to Ty. “You really up for this?”

Tyberius shrugs. “It’s only a safety check.”

Clueless, that’s my man Ty.

“Fine. I’ll play along.” I gesture across my torso, showing how I look the same as I always do: Short dark hair, broad shoulders, and a body built for killing demons in hand-to-hand combat. “This is as ready as I get.”

“Now, how about you, Ty?” asks Zee. “Wouldn’t want to miss anything important, now would you?”

Sure enough, Tyberius starts speed-fidgeting in his chair. He pats down the pockets of his body armor. Here we go again. Before every damned fight, Ty always thinks he loses the same thing, thanks to Zee and his crafty safety checks.

“Where are my fireball charms?” asks Ty, his voice rising with alarm. “Where’d they go?”

“Chill,” I say. “You’ll find them. You always do.”

“I don’t knoooo-ow,” says Zee in a sing-song voice. He has a shit-eating grin on his ebony face. “There’s only one more minute left.”

What a player.

“Damn, damn, damn,” chants Ty. He starts tearing through his pockets, the lawn chair, the cooler, and even the sand. I watch him freak out and realize a key fact. Ty could be the poster child for wizards from the House of Striga. He’s got olive skin, a pointy face, blondish dreads down to his waist, and a major hard-on for frying enemies with fireballs. Classic.

“Wait a second,” Ty pats one of his pockets and exhales. “Got ‘em.” He bounces from foot to foot, totally pumped for the upcoming battle.

I take a long pull from my beer and watch him fidget some more.

Ty’s clearly cranked up. Me? Not so much.

Sadly, my ass feels glued to this lawn chair. At least, my tail’s in the game. It’s arced into battle stance behind my shoulder. All thrax are part human and part angel, but I’ve got some Furor demon blood in me, too. That means I’ve powers across two deadly sins—lust and wrath, the best ones in the bunch—as well as a long black tail with an arrowhead-shaped end. It’s great in a fight.

“Thirty seconds,” says Zee.

Ty starts the traditional thrax roll call. “Tyberius of Striga, ready to fight!”

Zee rises to stand beside him. “Nizam of Horus, ready to fight!”

With a huge effort, I somehow manage to peel my butt off the chair. The guys look at me like I should say something. Which, let’s face it, I should. I am their High Prince after all, and there’s a traditional speech that I’m supposed to give before a battle. I cut to the chase instead.

“Let’s do this.”

“That’s it?” asks Ty.

“Yup.”

Zee squares his shoulders. “In that case, I’ll do the honors.”

Damn it. It’s worse when one of the guys gives the speech. If Zee does it, he’ll launch into how I’m the High Prince Maxon. Fighter of demons. Slayer of hearts. The warrior who killed none other than Armageddon, the King of Hell, when I was just three years old. And now, I’m a grown Prince who’s about to lead them all into another epic adventure.

Truth is, I’m not that Prince anymore. Maybe I never was.

I stop Zee before he gets started. “No speeches this time around, man.”

“Sure,” says Zee, his mismatched eyes wide with shock. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

Zee still looks confused, and that’s fine with me. The guys can’t know this, but about a year ago, it’s like my life went from color to black and white. Fighting demons isn’t a kick anymore. My nightmares are getting worse. And half the time I see a hot piece of ass, my inner lust demon doesn’t even wake up, let alone get my body in gear. I’m seriously screwed, and not in a good way.

Time to think about something else.

“How much longer until the next demon?” I ask.

“Ten seconds,” answers Zee. He tries to act all calm and cool while his voice breaks with excitement. “And that’s five, four, three, two, one.”

A circle of sand blackens before us. The air fills with a sickly-sweet smell. Bit by bit, the darkened ground moves in a clockwise motion.

Charybdis is coming to life.

With a low roll of thunder, more dark clouds appear in the sky. Meanwhile, the black sand picks up speed. A twitch of excitement crawls through my nervous system as some battle buzz kicks in. Finally.

All of a sudden, the ground stops moving. A small shape appears in the center of the darkened sand. Tiny demons always move fast, so my tail whips out before me, ready to block any quick strikes. Trouble is, the sky’s now so dark, it’s hard to see what’s going on. The creature’s nothing but a little white blob. I issue a new order.

“Sun spell, Ty.”

Tyberius snaps his fingers and a small bright orb appears in mid-air. At first, this mini-sun blinds me. Seconds pass before I can see anything clearly. Once I catch what’s going on, none of it makes any sense.

“Is that what I think it is?” I ask.

“Can’t be,” replies Zee.

“Oh yes, it can,” says Ty.

Sure enough, a small pale creature sits in the middle of the black sands. It might be an albino demon adder, a white maggot monster, or any other breed of small and deadly enemy.

Only, it’s not.

I crack a smile. “That’s a fucking bunny rabbit, man.”

“Hey, who’s gonna fight the big bad demon?” asks Ty, his voice dripping with sarcasm. The rabbit hops around, its tiny pink nose twitching up a storm. “You calling the bunny, Zee? You get first dibs since you predicted it.”

“Shut your pie hole,” snaps Zee. “It could be like, a vicious killer bunny.”

“It’s a regular rabbit.” I give Zee a reassuring pat on the shoulder. Every so often, Charybdis pulls in extra baggage with a huge haul. “The real demon will show itself in a few minutes.” I gesture to Ty. “While we’re waiting, how about you send the little guy somewhere safe?”

“Sure thing, boss.” Ty waves his arm and the rabbit disappears in a puff of purple smoke. Once it’s gone, the desert and sky return to their regular state. I focus on Zee.

“When’s the next demon due?”

Zee glances between the sand and sky, his mouth making silent calculations. “You were right, M,” he says. “It’ll be here in two minutes.”

Ty’s mouth thins to a worried line. “In that case, it’ll be a doozy. Everyone got their best gear on?”

“I’m all set.” Zee pats his massive breastplate. “What about you, M?”

“Don’t worry your pretty bald head about me. I’m covered.”

Raising my hand, I summon a small lightning bolt on my palm. The shape twists across my skin, the form all crackling and bright. My chest warms with confidence. I’ve conjured lightning since I was a little kid. That’s how I downed the King of Hell, Armageddon, at the ripe old age of three. My skills have only gotten better over the years.

Ty frowns. “Maybe you should bring something else, too. How about a battle hammer?”

I shoot Tyberius a dry look. No question what he’s hinting at. I’ve supernatural powers over regular lightning, but everyone—Ty included—sees that as child’s play, partly because I’ve been wielding the stuff since I was a kid. Everyone’s waiting for me to graduate from lightning to igni, which are tiny bolts of power that send mortal souls to Heaven or Hell. There’s a catch, though. For igni to replace my lightning, I need to fall in love. It’s called getting Angelbound.

Whatever. That garbage isn’t happening any time soon.

“Lightning works fine for me,” I keep my voice low and firm. “Change the subject, guys.”

“Happy to.” Ty bobs his eyebrows up and down. “How about a quick recap of last night?”

I shake my head. Aw, hell. I walked straight into that one.

“Good idea.” Zee smiles, his teeth looking all white and predatory in his ebony face. “As I recall, we were all having a good time partying on Earth. Then Maxon left the club early. And what left with him again?” He taps his chin, acting all dramatic-like. “Was it two leggy blondes, perhaps?”

“You know it was,” I say.

“So, how were they?” asks Ty. He doesn’t need to add ‘in bed.’

Both guys stare at me, fixated. When it comes to my love life, they’re worse than the paparazzi. I’d like to say that I screwed the girls senseless, but I didn’t. They were human nurses who work with vets from Iraq. We started taking about PTSD—why, I don’t know—and it was a total mood killer. I took them out for ice cream and drove them home. They said I was a really nice guy. So, I got friend zoned, which was bad enough. Even worse? It didn’t bother me.

The High Prince Maxon, a really nice guy.

Shoot me now.

There’s no way I’m talking about that disaster, so I dodge the question. “Don’t you pack of dicks have anything better to do than talk about who I nail?”

“No,” they say in unison.

Thankfully, I don’t have to continue with this depressing conversation because the desert sands start to darken once again. Black clouds reappear in the skyline. A low chittering noise fills the air. The ground gently shivers beneath my feet.

Ty lets out a low whistle. “Whatever’s coming up, it’s a big one.”

Zee sets his fists on his hips. “In that case, I’m calling it.”

I shoot Zee a thumb’s up. “The next kill’s yours. You going in solo?”

“I’ll give it a try.” Zee scans the horizon. “It’s not like my battle twin’s here.” When you have a battle twin, you always fight better as a pair.

In Zee’s case, his battle twin is Raj from Kamal, a thrax house that specializes in hunting demons with hawks and tigers. They’re also one of the big five houses, along with Striga, Horus, Acca, and Rixa, where I’m from. We do everything together, which makes me wonder.

“Where the hell is Raj, anyway?”

Nizam shrugs. “It’s his turn to babysit Uther.”

I nod. There’s nothing you can say to that. Uth’s been working on his new ‘phase bomb’ for months now. You practically have to kidnap the guy to get him out of his lab. The man’s a nut job, but a brilliant one.

Beneath my feet, the ground rumbles and heaves. I suck in an excited breath. Any second now, something demonic’s gonna appear.

Only, it doesn’t.

For a long time, nothing happens. The desert stays unnaturally quiet. Some small part of me warns that I should be more pumped and battle ready, unless I want to get myself killed. Another part thinks that may be an improvement.

With an ear-piercing shriek, hundreds of little creatures pour out of the sand. These tiny monsters have rodent features, glowing yellow eyes, and blood-red scales. My muscles tense with anticipation. With a great battle cry, Zee launches into the fray, slicing through the tiny demons with his long scabbard. My tail itches to help him.

Let Zee give it a try, Maxon. Don’t jump in too early.

While I watch Zee swing away, my mind automatically classifies the kill. These are Rodentia, a cross between rat and lizard demons. By themselves, Rodentia aren’t too tough. It’s when they move together that things get tricky.

“That’s the Scarlet Horde,” says Ty. The way he’s gripping the fireball charms in his pocket, I know he’s anxious to jump in, too. “Class B demons.” We rank demons by letter. The higher the letter, the tougher the kill. But Ty’s wrong on this one.

“Class A, actually,” I say.

“Even better.” Ty’s mouth twitches with excitement. “Since Raj is a no-show, maybe I should step in and help out Zee anyway. What do you think, M?”

I’m about to answer when a new voice calls out from behind us. “Who says I’m a no-show?” We turn around to see Raj and Uther high-tailing it toward us.

Ty grins. “So you finally got Uth out of his hidey hole.”

“Tell me about it,” says Raj. “Fucking miracle.” Like everyone from the House of Kamal, Raj has cocoa skin, brown hair, and a hunting animal. In Raj’s case, it’s a black hawk named Jetal.

Uther rakes his hand through his short blonde hair. He has a wrestler’s build and no interest in anything other than blowing shit up. “It’s not a hidey hole, guys. It’s my lab.”

I chuck him on the upper arm. “We know that, Uth.”

Raj cups his hand by his mouth. “Yo, Zee!” He calls. “Want company?”

Zee mows down a short wall of Rodentia. “Always, my friend.”

Acting in sync, Zee and Raj align back-to-back and go to town. Meanwhile, Jetal circles the skies, picking off the odd demon rat, shaking it dead, and dropping it back into the horde. The battle twins move in unison, skewering the mini-monsters with lightning speed. It sure looks pretty to see them fight. Beyond that, I don’t get the appeal of having a twin. I’ve tried it, and other warriors are never fast enough. I end up spending more time trying not to kill my partner than downing demons.

In short order, the horde is wiped out. Little rat-demon carcasses lie scattered across the desert floor. Raj and Zee let out whoops of joy while Jetal hops around the carnage. I’m about to give the ‘all clear’ when the ground starts rumbling again. Fresh chittering sounds fill the air, but this time, the noise is deafening.

More are coming.

Suddenly, a huge and writhing mass of Rodentia pours out of the desert floor. This time, they’re packed in so tight, the tiny bodies make a kind of fountain as they stream onto the sands.

“They’re everywhere!” cries Zee.

“We need backup!” calls Raj.

I slowly rise to my feet. Time was, a battle like this would really get my blood pumping. Now, I can’t seem to focus. For some reason, I only want another beer. I do have enough sense to grab my baculum, which are a pair of silver rods that can be ordered into the shape of almost any weapon, assuming you want that weapon to be made out of angel-fire. For this battle, I order my baculum into the shape of a long-sword.

What the hell is wrong with me anyway?

After following Uther and Ty into the fray, I start slicing down Rodentia with my baculum and dragon-scale tail. Ty casts fireballs to burn more into little crisps. Uther sits down in the middle of everything and starts fiddling with something in his lap. I battle over to his side.

“Uth, you do realize the rest of us are fighting?”

“Yeah, yeah. My new bomb’s almost ready.” He holds up a block of gears and wires. “Phase bomb. Will open up a hole into anywhere. We can go straight through the desert floor, even.”

My tail takes down a half-dozen Rodentia at once. “Why would we want to do that, Uth?” I keep mowing down mini-demons as Uth gets all gushy about his plan.

“Charybdis sucks in all the best demons and then stores them underground.” He lovingly presses the bomb against his chest. “Now, we can go right into the heart of it. No more waiting for the demons to come to us, get it?”

I summon a lightning bolt to fry a small cluster of Rodentia into ash. Smells gross, but it’s effective. While I battle on, Uther keeps staring at me like a happy puppy who’s done an especially neat trick and now wants his bone. Ah, Uther. The guy’s not what you call a traditional thrax warrior. Never has been, either. His bombs sure work wonders, though… When he can get them to work.

I change my baculum into two short-swords—gotta love how you can change a baculum fire-blade in the middle of a fight—and start taking down Rodentia two-handed. “We’ve got plenty to kill up here.”

“Don’t you want to know what Charybdis is hiding? Like, all of it?”

Used to be, maybe I did. Now? Not so much.

I flatten more Rodentia. “Be sure to keep the little buggers off you.”

Without looking up, Uther screws something into the bomb with his right hand while lancing a demonic rat with his left. “You got it, boss.”

A figure stalks out of the darkened tunnel. He’s humanoid and stocky with a rodent face, red-scaled body and long, rat-like tail. I’d know this guy anywhere. He’s a Class A job called the Scourge. This demon is what turns a small pack of Rodentia into a massive horde of trouble.

Oh, yeah. My day just got a whole lot better. More of the old kick of battle excitement moves through my veins. Not a ton, but I’ll take it.

I stride over to stand before him. “I’m Maxon Vidar Xavion Aquilus, High Prince of the Thrax. Surrender and live.”

The Scourge makes a chittering sound, which is then echoed throughout the horde. He speaks past a mouth of long pointed teeth. “Never.”

I grin. “Glad you feel that way.”

To kick things off right, I slice through the Scourge’s tail with my own. Mine’s covered in dragon scales. His is a major liability. Plus, losing your backend is a real game changer. You get attached to your tail, and not in the obvious ways. Chopping it off always makes my opponents do something dumb.

The Scourge glares at his bloody tail-stump, howls his lungs out, and then rushes at me with his short-sword. Not a great plan.

Blow after blow comes at me from the Scourge. I block them all with my right arm, which is also covered in dragon scales. It’s my own built-in shield and I love it. We trade punches and lunges for a while. It’s only a matter of time before this demon slips up again.

Sure enough, the Scourge makes a bad play for my jugular. I grab his short-sword with my bare right hand and fold it in half. Gotta love dragon scales.

The Scourge’s big yellow eyes flare red. Now, he’s really pissed. Things are about to get fun. I move into fighting stance and start whaling on his head. Then, I follow up with kidney punches to the gut and deep knee kicks to the belly. I’ve been trained in every kind of martial art out there, plus a bunch of stuff you only learn on the streets. This is one of the few times I get to use it.

At last, I’m really getting into the zone. Adrenaline pumps through me. You’d think I was a junkie scoring a hit, I’m so fucking happy. Sure, my knuckles are sore and the Scourge is down, but I don’t give a crap. I’m not stopping for anyone.

That’s when the Scourge’s rat face turns into someone else’s. It becomes long and black with a nose like a knife. Small red eyes lock with mine. I can never forget that face.

Armageddon, the King of Hell.

This freak abducted me when I was three years old. I still have nightmares about it.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I roar.

Wrapping the demon into a sleeper hold, I start speed-whaling his temple. The skull cracks, and there’s no question about it. This bad boy’s dead. I drop the carcass onto the ground.

Catching my breath, I scan the battlefield. All the Rodentia are toast. Their bodies cover the desert floor in a solid bloody mass. The guys stand around me, their mouths hanging open. Not good. The fight’s long over. I must’ve been beating up on a dead demon for a while. There’s a long pause before anybody speaks.

“What did you mean before?” asks Zee slowly.

“About what?”

“You were talking to the Scourge. You wanted to know what he was doing here?”

A wall goes up inside my mind. On one side, there’s the guys. On the other, there’s the truth. I’m guarding that wall with everything I’ve got. No way I’m admitting to seeing Armageddon.

“I don’t know, Zee. I was in the zone. Whatever.”

“You lost it for a while,” says Uther.

My defenses go on high alert. Uther’s getting way too close to the truth. What I say next isn’t a thought-out thing. More a knee-jerk response.

“Lost it?” I repeat. “You don’t get to say that to me. You spent the battle playing with bomb toys instead of fighting like a thrax.” The second the words are out of my mouth, I feel like a total ass for saying them. Uth’s face gets all red.

And the worst thing is, I was only getting on his case for telling the truth.

Uther was right. I totally lost it. Isn’t it bad enough that I don’t like fighting or fucking anymore? Now, I have to have flashbacks on the battlefield, too. Man, this crap mood of mine better let up soon. I start giving orders, and that makes everything feel a little more normal. “Ty, cast an incineration spell. We need these carcasses out of here. Then, lock down Charybdis. We’re calling it a day.”

“Sure thing, M.”

While the rest of the guys clean up, I pull Uther aside. “Look, man. I’m sorry about what happened back there. I had no business saying any of that. You’re different, and I know you get flak about it. But I want you to hear me right now. I respect the hell out of what you do. You’re an important part of the team.”

Uther stares at the ground. “If you say so, Maxon.”

“Promise me something.”

“What?”

“Keep calling me on my shit. You’re the only one with the balls to do it.”

Uther cracks a smile. “Does that mean my balls are bigger than yours?”

“In your dreams, pal.”

Ty jogs over to join us. He does not look happy.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“I can’t get the sealing spell to work.”

“What?” I’ve never heard of Ty being unable to cast a spell, ever. “You sure?”

“I’m telling you, M. Something’s immune to my magic.”

I jog over to Charybdis. Sure enough, bizarre lights dance under the grains of sand. Everything’s in different shades of blue, and none of it’s human-made. Doesn’t look demonic, either.

What can do something like that?

For the first time in I don’t know how long, my pulse skyrockets. Every cell in my body vibrates with life and energy. This is the kind of electric excitement I’ve been missing for months…the charge that only happens before a really badass battle.

A new opponent is coming.

I can’t wait.


Lianna

As I rush through the darkened forest, one thought stays stuck my mind.

Crap, I’m running late.

That worry, as much as anything, is why I head-butt the flying frog.

“Sorry, Franklin,” I say quickly. “Didn’t see you there.”

Franklin’s sapphire skin and gossamer wings shimmer with blue light. That’s typical stuff for a water elemental—brighter skin means emotions are running high. In this case, Franklin’s upset that he’s playing messenger to me, the lowliest of Namare’s apprentices.

He can kiss my thrax ass.

“What’s up, Franklin?”

The frog hovers by my shoulder. “It took me a fortnight to find you.”

“That’s why they call it hiding out. If the other apprentices don’t care about getting killed, that’s their business.” I sidestep another sinkhole. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m late for battle training.”

“With Fisk?” Franklin’s basso voice croaks extra low. The tone says ‘I know Fisk is your lover.’ Irritation tightens up my neck. Everyone thinks that I became one of Namare’s apprentices by banging Fisk. I’d explain how I dumped him, but no one listens. Just like they don’t retain the fact that Fisk and I hooked up after I got the apprenticeship.

Franklin titters by my ear, and that’s when I’ve had enough.

“Did you come here for a reason, Franklin?”

“I bring dark tidings. Namare’s illness is worsening.”

Namare’s the official leader of water elementals—our monarkki. There are four monarkki in total, one for each element: Water, air, fire, and earth. An image pops into my mind; it’s my twentieth birthday party. The celebration consisted of me, Namare, and a slice of chocolate cake. That pretty much sums up my family life, right there. My heart clenches with worry. And Namare’s getting sicker.

I force my shoulders to straighten. Stay calm, Lianna. Namare’s been alive for twenty-thousand years and ill for as long as you’ve known her. She’ll pull through.

“Got it.” I work hard to keep my voice level. “What else is going on?”

“I’ve a new memory for you as well.”

“Define new.”

“Three weeks.”

“Didn’t bust your little blue ass to find me, now did you? I’m not that hard to locate.”

Franklin flitters around in a huff, his chin high in the air. “Do you want what I’ve gathered or not?”

Collecting memories is the water frog claim to fame. They store them on their tongues. Gross, but I’ve gotten used to it.

“Okay, do your thing.”

Franklin hovers by my shoulder. “Wrist or neck?”

“Wrist is fine.”

Franklin lands on my forearm. His eyes glow bright blue as his long sticky tongue flicks against my wrist.

After that, everything around me disappears.

Things start off hazy, like I’m standing in a heavy fog. That’s pretty standard stuff for a memory transfer from Franklin. At this point, all I know is that this memory’s from a Water Valta, an elite guard of the elemental world. Water Valta are all tall, lean guys with pale skin, cropped sea-green hair and blue stone armor that’s covered in a pattern of scales. Most have something fish-like about them, too. Some have buggy eyes; others sport gills on their neck. As a group, they’re not what you call attractive. Makes me ask the age-old question of my life.

Why couldn’t Fisk have been butt-ugly like the rest of the Valta? Then, maybe I wouldn’t have gotten myself in such a mess.

The memory comes into clearer focus, jarring me out of my thoughts of Fisk. In the memory, I’m one of about ten Water Valta who line the walls of a swanky penthouse apartment in Tokyo. The furniture is modern and sparse. Large windows overlook the city skyline. Before me, practice mats have been set out for a trio of girls. Everyone calls them the Suzuki three. They’re apprentices like me, only they’re top of the class. Triplets. Prodigies. Lethal.

A Water Valta steps forward, holding a long stone that glows with blue light. That’s the Kristalli of Water. Most of the time, the stone curls around Namare’s head as a crown. Every once in a while, she charges it with elemental power, turns it to a dagger-like shape, and lends it to the apprentices for practice.

Every eye in the room is fixed on the Kristalli. Power, energy, and life surround it in an invisible mist. Watching the scene, a sense of joy and purpose electrifies my nervous system. Namare heals the water elemental world with her powers. She builds tsunamis, cleanses rivers, and—drip by drop—slowly transforms deserts into jungles. One day, one of us apprentices will wield that ability, too. Won’t be me, but I’m happy I get to watch.

The captain of this Valta troop raises the Kristalli toward the apprentices. He’s an older fellow with leathery skin and cropped gray hair.

“I bring this to you from Namare,” he says. “Practice well.”

The apprentices bow in unison. Aiko, the eldest, steps forward.

“Thank you, captain,” she says with a sly smile.

“Anything for you, Aiko.” The captain’s neck-gills start flexing faster. Whoa, that guy has a serious crush. Must be a Water Valta thing to fall for your apprentice.

Aiko keeps up her eye-lock with the captain while her dainty fingers touch the other side of the Kristalli. The captain still holds onto his half of the stone, totally oblivious to anything outside of Aiko’s gaze. The Kristalli flares bright blue. Suddenly, the captain lights up as well. He reminds me of some kind of warrior-shaped Christmas tree.

All Valta are low-level magicians. They amplify or block elemental power. Becoming monarkki takes two steps. First, you take in elemental energy from the last monarkki. That’s where the Kristalli comes in. It stores and transfers power. Second, you need to link to your elemental people. The Valta are the ones who make that happen. It’s their energy that turns the Kristalli into a crown, literally.

For the captain, that Valta magic is doing something else right now. Namely, it’s making him light up like a love-struck dope.

Smiles break out across the room. The captain stays oblivious.

“You look mighty pretty today, Aiko.”

“Thank you, kind sir.”

The guy gleams even brighter. Around the penthouse, the grins turn into badly muffled chuckles. The captain looks down, noticing his glow for the first time.

“Aiko!” His fish-like mouth falls open in shock.

“Couldn’t help it,” Aiko says. “I like to see you glow.”

The other Valta break out into peals of laughter, as do the apprentices. Aiko finally takes the Kristalli from the captain and sets the stone into the waistband of her karate uniform.

A warm sense of unity and family infuses the space. They’re all so casual, so happy, and so totally doomed. I grit my teeth in frustration, wanting to scream through the memory.

Hurry! A charged-up Kristalli is Zephyr’s drug of choice. Take the power from the stone and send it back to Namare, now.

But I’m powerless to change anything. The apprentices bow low to each other and begin their warm-ups. They start off with traditional karate kicks, leaps, and lunges. Totally beautiful. Absolutely deadly. And no doubt, they’ll soon be dead as well. A weight settles on my soul.

The big mistake here is obvious. I know for a fact that the Suzuki three have been living in that penthouse for the past two months. For apprentices like us, that’s asking for trouble.

Smoke clouds the bay windows. The guards stiffen with alarm, grabbing their traditional scabbards from their belts.

The smoke quickly takes form. It’s Zephyr, the Monarkki of Air, along with a dozen of his Air Valta. Unlike the older team that protects the triplets, Zephyr’s Valta are all young and twitchy. He has a nasty habit of killing off his own people for the smallest infraction. And compared to how he treats the rest of us? His people get off easy.

With an ear-splitting crash, Zephyr breaks through the window. Broken glass showers across the penthouse.

An Air Valta heads straight for me. Or rather, it heads straight for the Water Valta whose memory I’m inside. The Air Valta creates a corkscrew whirlwind that cocoons around my Water Valta’s body, holding it in place while choking off any air supply. My Valta tries to twist under the bindings, but he can’t move. His breath comes in rough gasps. Dying and desperate, he scans the penthouse.

The remaining Water Valta try to fight off both Zephyr and his guards. Not happening. They’re outnumbered and don’t stand a chance against a full monarkki without Namare there to help.

The Air Valta quickly restrain everyone in bonds of wind. Zephyr stalks toward the three apprentices. His skin glows in different shades of gray. Like his Valta, Zephyr wears the traditional Roman armor he wore during his lifetime. His face is rugged and crisscrossed with battle scars. A crown of milky-white crystals sits on his head.

Zephyr stalks to the first apprentice in line. “Where is the Kristalli of Water?”

She lifts her chin, defiance clear in her dark eyes. “I don’t know.”

Zephyr raises his arm, his fist turning into a swirl of cyclone-speed air. He punches the apprentice in the stomach and churns her insides into mush. Her face blanks with a look of shock and pain. After that, she slumps over, dead. My heart tumbles to my toes.

He moves to the next apprentice in line—Aiko. “Do you know where the Kristalli is?”

All the blood drains from Aiko’s face. She quickly hands over the blue stone. “Here.”

“Wise choice,” Zephyr says. He grips the blue Kristalli and sets the end against his upper arm. Small prongs extend from the stone and delve into Zephyr’s flesh. Blue light flows out from the Kristalli and into Zephyr’s skin. His body quickly fills with sapphire-colored brightness. Letting out a low moan, Zephyr’s leans back, his eyes rolling into his head.

A prickly sense of disgust churns through me. Once you become a monarkki, drugs and booze have no effect on you. However, sucking in energy from another elemental class is pretty sweet. Ages ago, Zephyr started crashing practice sessions and killing off the odd apprentice to steal and drain charged Kristalli. Over the years, it’s gotten so bad that the guy probably needs a twelve-step program.

Zephyr lets out another moan. Okay, the guy definitely needs a twelve-step program.

The Kristalli of Water turns dark. All the practice power has been drained. Bit by bit, the blue light fades from Zephyr’s skin as well. With a long sigh, Zephyr pulls the stone away from his arm. Through the memory, my Water Valta gasps harder for breath. Sadness and rage burn through my rib cage. This didn’t have to happen.

Aiko steps forward. “You have what you want. Now, kill us or leave.”

A sense of awe chills my veins. You have to hand it to Aiko. Facing down Zephyr takes guts.

“I don’t have everything that I want,” growls Zephyr. “Where are the Kristalli of Fire and Earth?”

A long pause follows. Zephyr killed off the monarkki of Fire and Earth along with all their apprentices. At least Namare was able to hide their Kristalli before Zephyr could drain them. The stones are still charged with elemental power and ready for a new monarkki, but Namare’s been too sick to do anything about it. Everyone hopes that her successor will be healthy enough to train new apprentices for the Fire and Earth elementals. They seriously need new monarkki.

Zephyr frowns. “You don’t know where they are, do you?”

Aiko flashes him a defiant look. Sometimes, no response is a response. Aiko’s not telling Zephyr a thing.

Zephyr tosses the darkened Kristalli of Water onto the ground. “That’s unfortunate.” He levitates toward the window, ready to leave.

Warm relief washes through me. Maybe Zephyr will take off without a massacre, for once.

Before he goes, Zephyr pauses to issue one last command.

“Kill them all. Slowly.”

A weight of sadness settles into my bones. I didn’t know the triplets well—or those Water Valta at all—but no one deserves to die at Zephyr’s hands.

After that, the memory ends in a flash of light and wind. I’m back in the darkened forest. Franklin’s wings still flutter beside me.

“What did you think?” asks Franklin.

Emotions battle it out in my nervous system. Grief. Fear. Anger. I open my mouth to speak. No words come out.

Franklin flies closer to my ear. “Lianna? Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, I heard you. And I know all about Zephyr. Not sure why I needed to see that.”

“I should think the lesson is clear. Don’t dawdle when you have the Kristalli. Soak in the power right away. Get rid of the stone. To us, it is the storehouse of sacred power. The crown of our monarkki. To Zephyr, it’s nothing more than a syringe for his pleasure.”

“I always charge up right away.” My eyes narrow with suspicion. “But you know that, don’t you?”

Franklin pretends to be interested in a nearby fly. He always does that when I catch him lying.

“Yes, I know,” Franklin croaks.

“So what’s really behind that lesson?”

“When you practice with the Kristalli, you should keep extra guards by you.”

And here it is. Because Fisk is the only guy I practice with.

“And you think extra guards would’ve helped the Suzuki triplets?”

“Yes, an additional ten Valta could easily have saved them all.”

“No, hiding out would’ve saved them.” I shake my head in frustration. “This is why I live solo and change my address every two weeks. That’s protection.”

Franklin sniffs. He thinks he knows why I hide out solo. More alone time with Fisk. We’re not having that conversation again.

“Any other messages for me?” I ask.

“No.”

“You can take off, then.”

“I’m not leaving until you understand the importance of that memory.”

“Believe me, I get the message. I’m careful.” I resume my steady march through the dingy forest. Franklin flutters along at my side. His big frog mouth droops with worry.

“You know I don’t like you,” croaks Franklin.

“No kidding.”

“Yet, I don’t want to see you hurt. You’ve grown on me despite your annoying ways.”

I shoot him a half-smile. For Franklin, this is as close as a declaration of love as I’m ever going to get.

“Thanks, Franklin. You’ve grown on me, too.” I gesture to the line of trees ahead. “I’m meeting Fisk for battle practice just past that ridge. Alone. I better go.”

“Please be safe, Lianna.” The little frog flies away, his tiny legs bouncing with the movement. Even after years of being an apprentice, that sight makes me smile.

I step through the trees to Ghoul Lake G24. Like all the bodies of water I’ve seen in the Dark Lands, this place is a single sheet of oily sludge. Time was, Namare would cleanse a lake like this with a wave of her hand. Someday, one of her apprentices will do that instead. My pulse quickens at the thought of rejuvenating ponds and invigorating oceans.

Forget it, Lianna. Everyone knows you’re the last choice for monarkki. Get your head back into battle training and managing you-know-who.

Right, Fisk.

I scan the shoreline. There’s no one around.

I cup my hand by my mouth. “Fisk? Where are you?”

Still no one nearby.

I frown in confusion. Fisk is never late.

Beside me, the air turns blue with condensation. I exhale a relieved breath. Fisk’s finally arriving in mist form.

Within seconds, the blue haze consolidates into the shape of a man who’s tall and lean with long, sinewy muscles—the classic swimmer’s build. Like most water elementals, Fisk’s eyes are sea green, large, and haunting. His skin is porcelain with a faint hint of blue, the same coloring as his short, spiky hair. Today, he’s wearing a black T-shirt with olive cargo pants. He looks in his early twenties, but you never know with elementals.

“Hello, Lianna.”

“Hey, Fisk.”

For a long moment, Fisk stares at me like I’m the most beautiful woman in the after-realms. I can’t help it; I adore the attention. It’s why I started dating Fisk in the first place. I’m a tall and sporty blonde who’s more at home in battle gear than ball gowns. Fisk was the first guy to make me feel lovely.

“You’re a vision,” he says in a husky voice.

“I’m wearing jeans, combat boots, and a Hello Kitty T-shirt. You’re such a suck-up.”

He winks. “Doesn’t make it less true.”

My neck starts to redden and I kinda hate myself for that. Fisk and I broke up for some really good reasons. Am I so isolated that one compliment from a hot guy makes me forget our nasty history?

Why yes, yes I am.

Fisk takes a cautious step closer. He’s like a panther stalking his prey. “How’s your latest safe house?”

“More of a cabin in the woods. It’s safe enough.”

“You there alone?”

No question where this is going. The first time Fisk and I hooked up, he was staying overnight to ‘protect’ me.

“Always,” I murmur. “I can take care of myself.”

Crap. In my head, that response was supposed to come out more kick-ass sounding. Instead, the delivery was a touch desperate. I hope he didn’t catch that.

“You don’t have to be alone, you know.” Fisk moves to stand in front of me. “Invite me over tonight.”

Oh, he caught that, all right.

“I can’t, Fisk.”

“Come now, Lianna. We both know this break-up of yours won’t last. We’re meant to be together.” Fisk leans in closer. His breath cascades gently down my neck. “You’ll always be my girl.”

And boom—that does it.

All signs of sexy blushing disappear as my hands ball into angry fists. This would be the side of Fisk that bugs the hell out of me. In fact, it’s the main reason I broke up with him. The man has no listening skills. After everything I told him, how can he call me by that name?

“You know Silas used to call me his girl. I hate it.”

“Ah, but am I Silas?”

“Let me think.” I tap my boot dramatically. “No.” No, you’re not the Class A demon who kept me locked up as his slave for months. “But you are a tool.”

“That’s beside the point.” He winks in a way that’s meant to be endearing. It’s not. “I’m not Silas, and you’ll always be my girl.”

“Keep calling me ‘your girl’ and I’m out of here.”

He half rolls his eyes. “Saying that only reinforces my point.”

“And what’s that, exactly?”

“You’re threatening to miss out on battle training in order to satisfy a youthful and emotional whim. This is the heart of my argument. You’re only twenty years old. That’s far too young to know your own mind. You’ll come around.”

And here’s yet another item for the Why I Dumped Fisk file. He constantly treats me like an endearing doll instead of a grown and rather deadly woman. I take a few pointed steps away from him.

“I’m not coming around, Fisk. We’ve discussed this many times.”

“Hey, I’ve done as you asked. We’re taking a break from the relationship.”

“It’s not a break. We are over. O-V-E-R.”

In reply, Fisk leans back and laughs like I’m the most adorable pile of sweetness that he’s ever seen. Time was, that laugh always got me gooey and lovey. Before I knew what was happening, I’d forgive Fisk with a long kiss. That was before. Now, I just want to start battle practice and knock his block off.

Multi-colored lights start flickering from the sinkholes, distracting me from my Fisk issues. I do a double-take in surprise. That can’t be right. Maybe I got hit with an enchantment or something. It’s happened before.

“Do you see that?” I ask.

Fisk’s features turn unreadable. “Yes, those lights are elemental magic.”

“Is it Zephyr?” The last thing I need is that guy chasing me around.

“No, Lianna.” Fisk’s eyes widen with sympathy. “It’s something else entirely.”

A pang of worry goes through my heart. Fisk hardly ever gives me his sympathy eyes. Bedroom eyes, yes. ‘You’re such a child’ eyes, sure. But sympathy? Something huge must be going on.

“What’s wrong?”

Fisk scrubs his hand over his face. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Just say it. Please.”

With a burst of brightness, the lights change. Instead of multiple colors, everything becomes sapphire blue. It’s the hue of water elementals everywhere.

It’s the shade of Namare.

My breath catches with a realization. Those lights? In that color? It can mean only one thing. The water elementals who live in the earth are weeping. Their bodies give off a light glow at all times—that’s so they can see underground—but when they’re grieving, the brightness goes off the charts. There aren’t a lot of things that would get them so worked up. Losing a leader is one of them.

Please don’t let it be Namare. It’s too soon. She can’t be dying. “Is that what I think it is, Fisk?”

“I’m afraid so. You’ve never seen this phenomenon before?”

I shake my head.

Fisk gestures to the sinkholes. “These lights are shining through every pit in the after-realms. All non-humans will see it.”

“It’s really happening, then.”

My Namare.

Memories flicker through my mind. First, I recall the beautiful, snow-capped mountains of my childhood home in Colorado. Our isolated log cabin had no neighbors, no phones, and no one to hear us scream when a Class A demon named Silas killed my parents and abducted me. I served Silas for months before Namare saved me. Next, my heart warms as I picture her plump figure and happy, wrinkled face. My throat tightens with grief. She can’t be dying.

“Where’s Namare?” I ask softly. “I have to see her.”

“She’s finding a safe place to transfer her power to one of her apprentices.”

The words hang in the air, too terrible to be real. “How long until she’s ready?”

“A few hours, maybe less. Walker will take you there when the time is right.”

I press my fingertips to my temples and think through this news. Walker’s a ghoul who appeared in my life about five years ago. He finds me new safe houses to live and train in, which is no small feat considering that I have a homicidal maniac following me around. I nod once to myself. If Walker’s in on this, then I trust the process.

“Okay, I can wait.” In the nearby sinkholes, the brightness intensifies. I need to focus on something else. “Let’s start training.”

“As you command.”

Leaning over, Fisk rifles through his satchel and pulls out the Kristalli of Water. My breath catches with awe and excitement. Today, I practice with a sample of elemental power.

“Namare charged this up for you.” Fisk runs his finger along the length of the Kristalli. A pale blue light dances in its depths. “Let’s try summoning the stone, shall we?”

I raise my hand and whisper an incantation. The Kristalli instantly flies onto my palm. The stone feels cool against my skin as I toss it from hand to hand.

“Easy peasy, Fisk.”

Go me. We’ve been working on that move for months.

“Excellent. Now, let’s review the process of transferring the power from the stone to the elemental parts of your soul. First, you—”

I grip the Kristalli tightly and whisper another incantation. Tiny prongs of rock dig into my palm. A rush of power hits my nervous system. As elemental energy enters my body, the stone turns dark.

“Another fine effort.” Fisk scans me from head to toe. I wonder if more bedroom eyes are coming my way. Nope. Instead, Fisk gives me one of his ‘I’m so disappointed in you’ looks.

“Out with it, Fisk.”

“You’ve such strength, Lianna. Yet, you haven’t the guts to admit that you’re mine.”

“Wow, are you ever a dick.” I move into battle stance and conjure a long icicle in my right hand. It’s about the length and width of a short-sword. “Come on and fight me.”

Fisk makes a tsk-tsk noise, which only angers me more.

“You sure you don’t want to discuss this?” he asks. Fisk snaps his fingers and the Kristalli disappears. It’s gone back to Namare, wherever she is.

“I wasn’t done with that Kristalli,” I say slowly.

Okay, I was totally done with it. I’m just tired of Fisk making decisions for me without asking.

“What a coincidence, I wasn’t done with our conversation, either.” Fisk folds his arms over his chest. “Still don’t want to talk?”

“Positive.” I toss my ice weapon from hand to hand. “And I said, fight me.”

Fisk keeps staring at me indulgently and not fighting. Every muscle in my body quivers with rage.

“Fine,” I say with a snarl. “You asked for it.”

Time to use my borrowed elemental powers.

I raise my ice-weapon high, pause, and then jam it deep into Fisk’s chest.

At last, the guy snaps out of his funk and into instructor mode.

“That was a terrible strike, Lianna. You hit me at an angle.” He points to the top of the icicle sticking out of his sternum. “Now your weapon is cracked and unsuitable if it’s required for another volley. You must use frozen instruments only for straight-on impalement.”

“Like this?” I conjure another icicle and stick it right into his belly. This one doesn’t crack.

Fisk frowns. “That could sting, you know.”

“Eh, we both know it doesn’t. Ice is water. And water can’t cause pain to its own element.”

Fisk’s mouth hardens into an angry line. He pulls both icicles out of his torso and tosses them into the lake. His flesh instantly closes over. Wish I could do that trick.

“Show me a projectile attack,” orders Fisk.

Some serious battle practice. Finally.

Raising my arms, I conjure a wall of bullets made of boiling-hot water. They hover in the air behind my shoulder for a moment. I grin, enjoying the calm before the strike. Lowering my arms, I send the weapons speeding toward Fisk. Loud zings fill the air.

This time, he’s ready for me.

At the last second, Fisk’s body changes into mist. The bullets pass harmlessly through him. When he reforms, a gloating look fills his big, sea-green eyes.

“You know what you did wrong back there?”

I punch my thigh in frustration. “Yup. I broadcasted my attack.”

“Precisely. I had time to change from solid form into mist. The same will be true for Zephyr. Remember, non-solid forms are extremely taxing. No one stays in them longer than absolutely necessary. You need to strike quickly and in unexpected ways. Catch Zephyr in his solid state. That’s the only way to injure him.”

The word ‘catch’ gives me an idea. I scan my internal power reserves. I’ve drained some of Namare’s elemental energy, but enough remains for another attack. With a flick of my fingers, I summon a huge block of ice to entrap Fisk up to his neck.

“Like this, you mean?” I ask.

“Well done, Lianna.” Fisk laughs, then melts the ice into the lake. “Just don’t try something like that right after you gain your monarkki powers. The abilities will be too new and you’ll lack the finesse needed for a major attack.”

A chill runs through me, and it has nothing to do with the ice I conjured. Namare is dying. Someone will take her powers soon. Fisk guesses my thoughts.

“She could choose you,” says Fisk.

“She won’t, Fisk. We both know that. And even if she did, I still need Water Valta magic to be crowned. You may like me well enough, but the rest of the Valta don’t agree with you.”

“Not true. My men do like you.”

“They hit on me. There’s a difference.”

Fisk frowns. It’s like the thought of them actually coming onto me never really occurred to him.

Hell, maybe it didn’t.

Fisk purses his lips. “And who did this, exactly?”

“All of them. They think I got my apprenticeship because you pulled strings with Namare.”

Fisk waves his hand dismissively. “That isn’t what happened. You earned this apprenticeship.”

“They’ll never believe that. They’d rather not have a monarkki than get one who’s not qualified.” I shake my head. “Not that I blame them. I haven’t been training for that long. The other apprentices were selected at birth. They’ve been working for this all their lives.”

Fisk’s face turns gentle. “You have a solid chance at being chosen. I wouldn’t be here if it were otherwise.” He steps closer, and I know that heated gleam in his eyes. He’s moving in for a kiss.

Crap, I don’t need this right now.

A low hum fills the air, interrupting the moment. I should feel relief at having Fisk’s kiss derailed, but I don’t. Instead, dread weighs heavily on my spine. I’d know that humming noise anywhere. It’s the unmistakable sound of a portal opening, which is how ghouls zap themselves around the after-realms.

My breath hitches. This is it. Walker’s coming to take me to Namare.

A door-shaped hole appears at the water’s edge. Through it steps a tall ghoul in flowing coal-dark robes. He has angular features, short hair, and sideburns. His all-black eyes shimmer with sympathy as he says four words that rock my world.

“Lianna, it is time.”


Lianna

Walker and I stumble out of his portal and onto a snow-covered plateau high up on a mountainside. A thin layer of clouds hovers below us. The air is crisp, ice-cold, and stings my lungs with every breath. I start to walk forward, but Walker grabs my upper arm.

“Watch out.” He points to the ground.

I look down and yow, that was close. I almost stumbled into a deep crevasse. This small clearing is riddled with them. I’m not an elemental, so falling down one of these would’ve killed me.

“Thanks, Walker.”

“All in a day’s work,” he says with a smile. “This way.”

Taking far more cautious steps, I follow Walker toward what looks like a sheet of frozen ice. After all my years of training, I can tell elemental magic a mile away. This thing is no icefall; it’s an elemental shield, a sort of force field that monarkki create to keep everyone else out, even other elements.

Namare must be inside along with the rest of the apprentices. My temples tighten with a feeling somewhere between sadness and fear.

“This is where I leave you,” Walker says. “I’ll see you soon.”

I open my mouth and try to say goodbye. Nothing comes out. Walker appeared out of nowhere and became my lifeline, literally. He hounded Namare, saying that Verus, the Queen of the Angels, had demanded that he help me out. Verus is also an oracle, so her request should’ve easily convinced Namare to loosen her choke-hold rule about ‘no outsiders.’ It didn’t. Walker followed us around for a year before Namare would even talk to him.

Since saying goodbye isn’t happening, I opt for a half-smile. At this point, it’s the best I can manage.

“You’ll do well.” Walker wraps me in a deep hug. “This isn’t my first time at this kind of challenge, you know. I watched over Myla for years before she came into her powers.”

“So they tell me.”

Myla is the Great Scala, the only being who can move mortal souls to Heaven or Hell. She’s also Queen of the thrax and a big celebrity in our world. Even in our isolated cabin in the middle of nowhere, my parents told me stories about her family.

Walker grips my hands in his. “You remind me of Myla, not a little.”

“Is that good?”

“Ah, it’s the best.”

“Thank you, Walker. For everything.” I stop myself before I get really mushy. “Now, get out of here already.”

Walker winks, opens a portal, and disappears into it. Once he’s gone, I turn to face the ice shield. On the other side of this frozen barrier, Namare waits for me. I know I’m everyone’s last choice to take over as monarkki, so it’ll be my job to watch her powers go to someone else. After that, she’ll die. A shudder of sadness runs down my rib cage.

Don’t think about that now. Just be here for Namare.

Steeling my shoulders, I walk straight through the wall of ice. Inside, Namare lies on the snow-covered ground, her body curled into a fetal position. Like always, her skin and hair are in varying shades of blue, only now, there’s a grayish tinge mixed in. That means she’s losing her life force. Even her once-round form looks slight and frail in her long blue robes. My eyes sting with emotion. She’s the last family I have.

“Come here, child,” whispers Namare.

I kneel down beside her. “How can I be of service?”

She offers me a sad smile. “You lived. You’re here. That’s enough for now.”

The other four apprentices stand nearby in their robes, looking very official and prepared. Suddenly, I’m feeling rather awkward in my jeans and T-shirt.

“Where are the Water Valta?” I ask.

“Only my apprentices may be present for the transfer of power,” says Namare. “The Water Valta will appear shortly afterward.” She gestures to the other apprentices. “Join the line.”

Nodding, I rise to my feet and walk toward the other apprentices. We exchange sympathetic glances, except for the guy we call Magic Marcus. He’s a wiz with the Kristalli and a favorite of the Water Valta. Everyone knows he’ll be Namare’s pick as successor. Judging by the satisfied look on his face, he knows it too.

Namare hoists herself up on her elbow. The Kristalli of Water glitters about her head as a crown. Namare snaps her fingers and the Kristalli disappears from her brow, only to reappear in her hand as a dagger-shaped stone.

My breath catches. She’s about to transfer power.

“You’ve all been faithful apprentices,” says Namare. “I thank you for your diligence and service.” With pained movements, she forces herself to sit fully upright. “Today, I will transfer my elemental powers to one of you using this Kristalli.” She inhales a shaky breath. “In the end, there was only one candidate for me.”

All the apprentices stiffen their stances. My heartbeat skyrockets. Some of these folks have waited a lifetime for this moment. Namare inspects each of us in turn. When she speaks, her voice is unwavering, intense, and full of conviction.

“I choose Lianna.”

Shock tingles across my skin. I didn’t hear that right.

“Did you say Lianna?” asks Marcus.

“That I did,” replies Namare. “You’re too full of ambition to make a true leader. When it’s done right, ruling is about service, not self-aggrandizement.”

“But, great mother—” begins Marcus.

Namare’s skin flares blue with anger. “Don’t question me. Lianna has more strength than all of you combined. She lived through things you can’t imagine under—” she stops herself before she says ‘Silas.’ She knows I don’t like advertising that part of my life.

“Lianna is strong,” says Namare simply. “That’s all that matters.”

Marcus makes a point of stretching his arms over his head. The guy is ripped.

“Not that kind of strength, Marcus,” snaps Namare. “If you can’t respect my wishes, I’ll ask you to leave.”

Marcus bows his head. “Yes, great mother.”

Namare pats the stretch of snow by her side. “Come here, Lianna.”

I sit down beside her and wait. My mind scans through what I know happens at this moment. It isn’t much. There’s one Kristalli for Water. It will act as a conduit to transfer Namare’s powers to me. Over the years, I’ve practiced that transfer. Beyond that, I’ve no idea what to expect.

I take Namare’s hand in mine. Her skin feels papery and cold.

“What do you need me to do?” I ask.

“First, a favor.” Her breathing comes in rough wheezes, and my heart cracks with grief.

“Anything, Namare.”

“Pass a message to Walker for me. Tell him that Verus’s prophecy about you was right. You were meant to become the next Monarkki of Water, and I am grateful that he found me and offered his help. Please give him my deepest thanks.”

“I will.” I blink away tears.

This is really happening. Namare’s dying, and I’m taking her powers. I say the words over and over in my mind. They still don’t seem possible.

“Thank you.” Namare weakly raises her right hand. “Now, it is time.” The Kristalli remains tightly gripped in her fist. The stone is dark; Namare hasn’t placed any of her elemental power inside it. She offers me the other side to hold. “Take it, child.”

I set my hand on the opposite side.

“There’s no power in the Kristalli yet.” Namare’s gaze finds mine. “Soon, I’ll release elemental energy into the stone. Then, it will enter you.” Her voice lowers with sympathy. “There will be pain.”

“How much?”

“Many apprentices fail this final test.”

I know what that means. They implode into water puddles. I shake my head. This is so crazy. There hasn’t been a new monarkki in ages. Not water, earth, or fire. Most apprentices were killed by Zephyr before they got anywhere near the stage that I’m at now. And the few who made it? Kaboom.

Namare gently squeezes my hand. “You don’t have to become the monarkki, Lianna. Even now, it is your choice.”

I straighten my shoulders. Namare asked me to do this, so I’ll try my best.

“Thank you for the choice, Namare. I want to do this.”

A small smile rounds her mouth. “Very well.” Namare stares at the darkened Kristalli. “I thought we had years left together. There’s still so much I need to tell you.” More blue light leaches from her skin. She looks pale gray. “Now, there is no more time. Are you ready, child?”

“Yes.”

That’s a total lie. I’m about to pee my pants in terror. I haven’t felt this scared since my last nightmare about Silas.

“Open your mind,” whispers Namare. “The Kristalli contains the memories of one of the original elements, what we call the Etevin. The experiences of the Etevin of Water will now become your history.”

I never learned exactly what happens during the transfer, but I didn’t expect memories to be part of it. Still, I suppose it makes sense.

The Kristalli turns a searing bright shade of sea blue. Prongs of stone poke into my skin, transferring energy from Namare to me.

Instantly, every particle in my body feels like it’s bursting with energy and life. As more power moves into my soul, my memories merge with someone else’s—the Etevin of Water. His experiences flicker through my mind, combining with my own.

It is the beginning of time. I float above the Earth. The planet is an empty thing, dead and cold. Slowly, the tendrils of my liquid thought wind through these vast and empty lands. I erode, cascade, and create. Eons pass as I wear down mountains and exhale atmospheres. I shape vast oceans and tiny raindrops. I divide land from shore.

More time passes. The world grows livable. My liquid journey changes. Rocks brush my belly as I tumble off cliff-sides. Evaporation tickles my spine while I stretch ocean-wide. Flowers soothe me as I rain down on their little petals.

For ages uncounted, the planet remains livable and yet empty. No other consciousness exists outside myself and the other Etevin of Fire, Earth, and Air. Our domains lie limitless and silent.

That is not to last.

Suddenly, life stirs within me. Single cells scurry about in a jumbled rush. From the very start, those tiny clusters sum and summon new consciousness. Millennia pass and their awareness grows. The realms form about them and for them. Soon, I stream through Earth as well as Purgatory, Heaven, Hell, and the Dark Lands. These small conscious creatures call louder and grow larger until they become human, elemental, angel, ghoul, and demon.

And then, these minds begin to suffer. My waters transform into enough tears to fill an ocean of sorrow. I want to ease their agony, yet I know so little of mortal lives. To help them, my energy must be wielded by one of their own. A mortal must join with an elemental. We Etevin choose thrax, hoping their angel blood will give them wisdom. The Tärkein are born, the only race with human, angel, and elemental bloodlines. They will accept our powers.

I enter into an agreement with my fellow Etevin. We create four Kristalli, one for every element. These stones will transfer our abilities to four Tärkein, transforming them into four monarkki. And in turn, those monarkki will create peace.

New visions overtake my mind’s eye. I see the resting place of each Kristalli. The Kristalli of Air sits on Zephyr’s head as a crown. A fierce, copper-skinned dragon guards the red Kristalli of Fire. An old man made of brown gemstones clasps the Kristalli of Earth.

The memory implants stop and I return to the present. With that, I become aware of only one thing.

Pain.

Agony rips through me as more elemental power presses inside my soul. I’m crammed with seas and clouds, calm pools and waterfalls, veins and raindrops. The hurt seems to go on forever, as does the energy that I gain. Strength flows into my body from the oceans. Resilience rains down into me from the skies. Firmness of purpose enters my mind from glass-blue glaciers.

I become a water elemental.

The torment ends as quickly as it began. I still grasp the Kristalli. Now, the stone is almost dark. The prongs that dug into my skin are gone. The Kristalli is smooth once more. Beside me, Namare lies on her back, panting for breath. The last bit of light disappears from the stone.

Namare waves her hand. With that, the Kristalli of Water disappears.

“The stone’s use is over,” whispers Namare, her voice hoarse. “I have sent it away for safekeeping.” Based on my implanted memories, I know exactly where that is: Inside a vault at the Water Palace.

A new kind of hurt rolls through me. Suddenly, I can sense the pain of all water elementals. There are bodies in need of healing. Rivers that require cleansing. Clouds that must give rain. I have work to do. Every inch of me aches to get started.

I grip Namare’s hand. “They need my help.”

“I know, child.”

Panic empties my mind of rational thought. “So much pain… I can’t reach them.”

“You will be able to very soon.”

My soul aches to connect to my people. “When?”

“After your coronation by the Valta.”

Closing my eyes, I make my mind focus on her words. My coronation. Right. The ceremony will take place at the Water Palace as soon as the Valta can be readied. Once the gathering is complete, the Valta will use their collective magic to connect me to all water elementals.

With some effort, I force my breathing to slow. The pain felt by my people fades to a dull ache. It’s stays present, but in the back of my mind where it isn’t as overwhelming.

“That’s better.” Namare smiles. “You made it, child. I’m so proud. The power of water truly lives in your soul.”

My voice comes out robotic and low. “Thank you, great mother.”

Namare’s words ricochet about my brain. The power lives in my soul. The moment turns crazy and surreal. The icefall disappears and I’m back on the open plateau, wearing a blue robe that matches Namare’s. My skin’s now covered in moving marks that look like sparkling blue water.

I look around. The other apprentices stare at me, open-mouthed. Namare lies on her side again, panting for breath.

Seconds tick by as everyone continues to stare at me, expectant looks on all their faces. Maybe I’m supposed to give a speech? My mind races through stuff to say. Over the years, I paid more attention to battle training than statecraft.

Crap, I’m sure Magic Marcus had a speech ready.

I nip my lower lip in my teeth, trying to come up with something good. Bad things happen instead. Wind whips through my now sapphire-colored hair.

Wait a second. Wind?

A line of smoke curls along the ground, aligning itself into a familiar shape.

Zephyr.

My heart sinks.

It can’t be him. Not now. It’s too soon.

Dozens of Air Valta surround him.

The apprentices form a loose circle around Namare and me. My mind races through options. I can fight, or I can summon an army of Water Valta.

I’ll take the army, please.

Trouble is, I don’t know how to summon the Valta yet. My brain speeds through possible incantations while my body stays frozen in shock. Meanwhile, the apprentices kick, leap, and punch at the Air Valta. They’re holding the Valta back. That won’t last for long, especially considering how Zephyr hasn’t even jumped into the fight. Instead, he floats over the scene, a gloating grin on his scarred face. I kneel down beside Namare.

“I need your help,” I whisper. “You must summon our Water Valta.”

Namare shakes her head. “I used the last of my power to send away the Kristalli. You must summon them now.”

I freeze with panic. “Look, Fisk and I only covered calling the Kristalli. I have no idea how to summon Water Valta.” Hell, it took me months to learn the trick with the Kristalli. Plus, the Water Valta hate my ass in a big way. Namare should summon them.

“There’s no time for lessons now,” says Namare. “We will make do with what you know.”

In which case, we’re screwed.

“Can’t you turn into mist and escape?” I ask.

Okay, I already know the answer, but I’m pulling for a miracle here.

“I am mortal again.” Namare slumps back onto the snow. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry.” Total lie. “I got this.” Bigger lie.

I rise, ready to stand shoulder to shoulder with the apprentices and fight for Namare.

There’s no one to stand with.

All the other apprentices are dead. Their limp bodies seep blood into the snow. On a day that’s already too full of surprises, this shock hits me hard. These were my peers. Maybe one day we could’ve become friends, too. I stare around the cold plateau, my mind as frozen as the ice.

Meanwhile, Zephyr stalks toward Namare and me. On instinct, I scoop up her frail body and pull it against mine. She’s cold, too cold.

Zephyr’s voice booms across the mountainside. “Where is your Kristalli?”

“Not here,” I say.

Zephyr pauses before me. He’s huge—almost seven feet tall—and radiates evil. “Bring back the Kristalli and charge it with the power of the water element.”

I curl Namare closer to me. “No.”

There, that’ll tell him.

“Namare.” Zephyr looms over us. “If you wish a calm passing, tell me the locations of the Kristalli of Fire and Earth.”

Namare whispers feebly. “Never.”

Zephyr stares at her for what feels like eternity. “I believe you.” His eyes narrow into dark gray slits.

With a snap of his fingers, fresh wisps of smoke appear on either side of me. The tendrils instantly weave together into the form of two Air Valta. Dread weighs down my soul. I clutch more tightly at Namare’s bony frame. There must be something else I can do here. Nothing comes to mind.

Why didn’t Namare choose a different apprentice? Magic Marcus trained to use elemental power for a hundred years. I feel like I know a bunch of party tricks, how to turn into mist, and that’s it.

Still, I have to try.

Fisk’s battle training runs through my thoughts. I need to break up the Valta’s smoke bodies. I can do that.

Whispering a quick incantation, I conjure a sheet of snow. With any luck, it’ll smack into the Air Valta and shatter their bodily forms—and their concentration—for a few precious seconds. That’s all the time I need to gain an advantage.

However, my powers are too new. I just wanted to create some snow. Instead I summon a massive avalanche down the mountainside. The ground beneath my feet trembles as a wall of white careens straight towards our little group. An electric current of worry charges through my system.

The Air Valta use my own plan against me. I’m so stunned by the oncoming snow that a Valta easily pulls Namare from my arms. I gasp, trying to reach her again. I don’t even get close. Another Air Valta grabs me, pins my arms behind my back, and lifts me from the ground. Rage and panic constrict my throat as the avalanche roars nearer.

What can I do? How can I stop this? I can think of no answers to my questions and Namare’s too near death to offer any wisdom. I wait, suspended and helpless, as the avalanche barrels beneath my feet. The onslaught moves like a great white wave, burying the dead apprentices in its wake. My throat tightens with anger and regret. Namare’s apprentices deserved a better end.

Once the avalanche is gone, the Air Valta keep Namare and me dangling above the ground. Namare heaves and strains for every breath. I writhe under the Valta’s grasp, but can’t break free. I can’t even change shape or manipulate water, either. The Air Valta’s magic easily blocks my too-new powers.

Zephyr floats closer. He stares at Namare, a satisfied smile on his lips. Shivers of fear run down my neck.

“Leave Namare alone,” I say. “This is between us.”

Or, I’d like it to be.

“No, Namare and I have old debts to settle.” Zephyr raises his arms until they’re even with his shoulders. Instantly, a cyclone encircles both Namare and her Air Valta guard. Within seconds, the column of fast-moving wind turns brutal in its strength. Bits of Namare’s flesh are torn from her body.

A knot of rage and grief forms in my stomach. “She’ll be dead soon enough,” I plead. “Please, let her go in peace.”

Zephyr turns to me and bares his teeth. “Veni, vidi, vici. You know what that is?”

I think my ass off. There must be a way turn this situation around. Sadly, I don’t understand whatever Zephyr just said, let alone how to reply. I decide to go for the Hail Mary pass of comebacks.

“It means you’re letting Namare go?”

“No. It’s something my commander said during my mortal life, spoken in the sacred language of Latin. ‘I came, I saw, I conquered.’” Zephyr turns to me. “When I was mortal, I burned more human cities than you can imagine. My Roman legion wiped out entire civilizations. All of them asked for mercy. None received any.” His gray eyes turn wild at the memory.

“So killing is what? Some kind of high for you?”

“It’s my right,” says Zephyr with a snarl. “I’ve never negotiated with lesser creatures. I won’t start now. Once, the Roman Empire ruled. Now, Air is supreme. You give me what I want, when I want it, and you don’t whine for favor. If it suits me, I’ll kill you quickly. That is the meaning of vidi, veni, vici.”

The Air Valta echo his cry. “Air is supreme!”

The cyclone around Namare turns wilder. Bits of bone poke through what’s left of her flesh. She throws her head back and howls, the tendons in her cheeks and chin visible as she cries. I strain to break free from the Valta who holds me. All I can think about is tearing Namare loose. The winds rip the last of her flesh from her skeleton. The Air Valta drops Namare’s lifeless bones to the ground. I shake with sobs of agony and sorrow.

Zephyr rounds on me again. “Now, it’s your turn. Do you know where the Kristalli are?”

“Yes.” I keep staring at Namare’s skeleton. This doesn’t seem real. “I won’t tell you, either.”

“I have other ways to gain this information, you know. I’ve some Water Valta in my dungeons. Perhaps they know something of import?”

“They know nothing.”

Which isn’t exactly true. Some Water Valta know the general location of the hidden Kristalli. Nothing as detailed as what I learned, but if they talked, it could cause some trouble.

I clench my teeth in anger. The Water Valta are pains in my ass. Still, they’re my people. “Leave my guards alone. Release them from your dungeons.”

“If that’s what you wish, then tell me the location of the other Kristalli.”

“That will never happen.”

“I believe you as well,” says Zephyr with a sigh. He motions to his Valta. “Torture the girl as you please, then bring her to my compound.”

White hot rage burns across my skin. There’s that word again. Girl.

“I’ve got another idea.” I say. There’s no logical thought behind the two words that come out of my mouth. “Fight me.”

Zephyr chuckles darkly. “With pleasure.”

I nod toward his Valta. “Get rid of them, then. Or are you afraid to take me on alone?”

“I’ve had two thousand years to hone my skills,” says Zephyr. “You’ve had two minutes. I’ve nothing to fear from you.” He waves his hand and the Air Valta disappear, including the one who was holding me aloft. I fall to the ground with a thud and a groan. Snow and ice bite into my back. Ouch, that hurt.

Zephyr watches me with interest. “Going to fly away, little bird?”

No question what he means. Now that I’m no longer restrained by the Air Valta, I’d like nothing better than to turn into mist and float out of here. In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s what I should do. Somehow, I can’t. The vision of Namare writhing under Zephyr’s powers is too fresh. I’m not going anywhere.

I force myself to my feet. “Ready when you are.”

“Good.” Zephyr speeds toward me across the frozen ground, his footfalls barely leaving any mark on the snow-covered earth.

Closing my eyes, I summon a cloud of sub-zero mist to form around him. Fisk warned me about major attacks with my new powers.

Narrow the energy flow, Lianna. Only use a little.

After my mistake with the avalanche, I have to be extra-sensitive with this one. If I go all-out, I’ll make an ice-block the size of an eighteen-wheeler. I don’t want to end up trapped along with my arch-enemy.

I focus my powers, sending a trickle towards Zephyr. A sub-zero mist engulfs him. I order the haze to solidify. Zephyr becomes frozen into a casket-sized block of ice. I exhale a relieved breath.

The wind around me instantly dies. Zephyr remains unmoving inside his icy prison. The silence on the mountaintop turns deafening.

It couldn’t have been that easy, could it?

I move in for a closer look, being extra-careful where I step. The ground here is pretty shaky, what with the recent avalanche along with the natural crevasses on the plateau. It would be easy to take a tumble here, and I need to stay upright.

I reach Zephyr’s ice prison. Sure enough, the Monarkki of Air remains immobile inside. A thin layer of frost covers his gray body.

Tilting my head, I set my hand on the chilly block of ice. Zephyr’s gaze flickers in my direction, his gray irises turning dark with hatred. He’s not completely frozen, and that’s not good. My ice prison is solid, but I could do better. I need to reinforce the cold. My mind races through options and approaches.

How can I keep this guy imprisoned?

Before I have a chance to figure out a plan, the block of ice explodes. Zephyr howls with anger.

“Foolish girl!”

Panic zooms through every inch of my body. The good news is that it’s obvious what I need to do next. The bad news is that it’ll probably imprison both of us forever.

Better imprisoned than dead.

Taking a step back, I summon another, stronger cloud of sub-zero mist. This time, I’m giving it everything I’ve got.

Release all your energy, Lianna. Screw the consequences.

Blue mist engulfs everything. I pump more power into the haze, transforming it into a massive block of ice that’s as long as a freighter. A thousand knifes of cold jab into my skin. Ice encompasses both Zephyr and me. Frost covers my eyes, blinding my sight.

I did it. We’re both trapped, but I did it.

The huge ice block wavers on the unstable ground. With a low crackle, the snow beneath us falls apart. The world tilts on its axis as Zephyr and I fall down the mountain. I want to scream, but my mouth is frozen shut.

After that, everything turns dark.


Maxon

Thirty-seven hours… That’s how long I’ve been waiting outside Charybdis. I drum my fingers on the arm of my lawn chair.

Something big is coming, I know it.

Tyberius fidgets in the chair next to mine. “The blue lights stopped hours ago.”

I don’t bother looking at him because I already know what I’ll see: An exhausted guy sitting beside me in the moonlight, his red-rimmed eyes looking at me like I’m nuts.

He’s not totally wrong. I may really be losing it now.

“Did you hear me?” asks Ty.

“Yup. And I caught the twelve other times you said it, too.” I scrub my hand over my face. My eyes sting with the need for sleep. “I don’t care about the reports. I’ve staked out more demons than you have teeth.” I point to Charybdis. “A new kind of battle is waiting in there, you can bank on it.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I’m part demon. Goes with the job description.”

That’s the short answer. The long answer is that I’ve spent years in demon battle training with the Furor. They taught me how to integrate and focus my wrath powers. Same goes for lust, as well as my tail. Mom has voices in her head; her powers are like separate people in her mind. Thanks to the Furor, my inner demons are all integrated. Because of that control, I get extra abilities. Long story short, I know when a battle is near.

The desert turns silent once more. I go back to staring at Charybdis, and Ty goes back to staring at me.

It’s getting on my nerves.

“Something else on your mind?” I ask.

“It’s like this.” Ty nervously twists another bead on his dreads. “Uther says we need to talk about it, man.”

“About what?”

“Armageddon.”

Time catches for a second, like the word ‘Armageddon’ has some special power over the universe. Aw, hell. When it comes to me, maybe it does.

“Uther says?” I ask. “So, what? You’re hiding behind him now?”

“Maybe I am. Doesn’t make it any less true.”

I scan Ty carefully. This guy’s my friend. All he wants to do is talk. Trouble is, Ty doesn’t see the real deal on demon patrol. We only cross paths with the bastards for as long as it takes to slice and dice. Ty has no idea what a Class A job like Armageddon does in his spare time, especially with kids. That shit would blow his mind.

I can’t do that to him. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

Ty exhales a long sigh and looks totally miserable. Now, I feel like an ass.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I say. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do.”

“Really?” asks Ty. “Then talk to me. Trust me a little.”

“It’s not about trust, man.” I pat him on the shoulder. “Go back to the Pulpitum. Get some sleep.”

“No, I’ll stay here. You say another demon’s coming, I’ll wait.”

At that moment, dark clouds roll over the sky, blotting out the moonlight. Before us, the sandy-brown earth of Charybdis turns black. My warrior sense snaps into focus.

This could be it.

I hop to my feet, hoping for a pre-battle adrenaline rush. Nothing happens. A wisp of gray smoke rises from the sand and flies off into the sky. It’s weird looking, maybe even magical, but it’s not a fight. My shoulders slump with disappointment.

Damn.

“Is this what you’ve been waiting for?” asks Ty.

“No, it’s something else.”

A great roar sounds from underneath the sand. The heavy smell of charcoal fills the air, followed by a distinctive three-toned roar. You don’t train with the Furor for years without knowing what that means.

Or rather, who that means.

“Chimera’s coming,” I say. A faint kick of adrenaline pumps through my bloodstream. This isn’t the battle I’ve been waiting for. Still, it’s a fight against one of the most notorious Furor dragons ever. That’s better than nothing.

Ty drops his deadlock and spins around to face me. “The Chimera?” He starts searching his pockets for his fireball charm, his features pinched with panic. “Can you take him?”

I bob my head from side to side, weighing the odds. “Maybe, but I won’t try too hard.”

“Why not?”

“Tempest should kill him, not me.”

Long ago, Chimera was the Furor Emperor. His reign started out nice enough. Good laws, great parties, that kind of thing. Soon, Chimera turned out to be a badass sociopath, infamous liar, and self-proclaimed torture artist. Most of all, he was an all-out nightmare to his son Tempest, who’s now the Furor emperor and my good friend. Bottom line? It’s definitely Tempest’s right to kill the old beast.

Bit by bit, a shadowy figure crawls out of the darkened sands. At first, it looks a withered man who’s skeletal and tall in his torn black waistcoat and matching breeches.

“So that’s Chimera.” Ty’s eyes get big as saucers. He doesn’t get to see many Class A demons outside of Charybdis.

“I need you to summon Emperor Tempest,” I say.

Ty shifts his weight from foot to foot, which is his favorite move when he’s stalling. “What if I summon Tempest and he doesn’t want to some here? Should I to bring the other guys back with me?”

Ty brings up a good point. Tempest is a moody son of a bitch. No one knows what he’ll do or why. “Sure, grab the guys.”

Ty licks his lips. “Okay if I wait a little before I leave?”

I get what he’s up to. Ty’s dying to see Chimera for himself. Which is dangerous as hell.

Part of me knows I should order Ty to run anyway, but I don’t. Why ruin his parade? He’s not fighting Chimera, anyway.

“You get one minute,” I say. “After you see the real Chimera, you’re out of here.”

“Thanks, M.” Ty squints at the odd figure. “That’s not him yet?”

“Nope.”

Chimera raises his arms toward the darkened sky. Black dragon scales crawl over every inch of his body. His neck elongates from his shoulders, the vertebrae shifting and twisting like a snake’s. At the same time, his face takes on the features of a lizard, with a wide, flat skull and long, lipless mouth.

Now, I should definitely feel some kind of serious battle kick. I mean, I studied Chimera for years in Furonium. This’ll be a tough fight. Still, I don’t get so much as a drop of adrenaline.

Damn, I am so far gone.

Ty stares at the monster, his mouth hanging open in awe. “So, that’s Chimera.”

“Not yet.”

“Still?”

“Still.”

The old man hunches to one side. A second neck sprouts from his shoulder, the length ending in a hooded cobra-style head with long white fangs and bright red eyes. Chimera then leans back on his heels. A third neck sprouts from the center of his rib cage. This one is silver-scaled with an arched skull.

“Now, that’s Chimera.”

Ty mumbles something that sounds like “humph.” More likely, it was a gasp of shock, which is how normal thrax react to a sight like this.

Chimera’s three heads sniff the air wildly. He remains in hybrid form—part human and part dragon—so he has to really work at catching a scent.

“You two,” Chimera’s heads hiss at us in unison. “You’re thrax.”

My tail sways behind me. “Among other things.”

“Ah, you’re a Furorling, little man.” The three heads smile directly at me. It’s the sick grin you give a kitten before you stomp on their spine, if you’re the kind of guy who enjoys that kind of thing. And Chimera’s definitely that guy.

I turn to Ty. “Summon him,” I order. No need to name Tempest here. If Chimera thinks I’m an average Furorling, so much the better.

“You got it.” Ty takes off at a run. The Pulpitum isn’t far, so Tempest should be here in a few minutes. That’ll give me time to play.

Chimera limps closer, his three necks swaying with the movement. “Let me get a good look at you, Furorling.”

“Sure,” I say with a shrug. “Knock yourself out.”

I can’t believe my luck. This guy’s been stuck underground in Charybdis for way too long. A thrax toddler could pick up on this weak attempt at a sneak attack.

Chimera hobbles nearer and stops inches in front of me. His claw-like hands paw at my chest. The touch makes me want to puke.

“Now,” coos Chimera. “What’s a Furorling like you doing in thrax body armor?” His heads lean in closer. “Could this be some kind of disguise?” His voices lower to a whisper. “Are we hiding, perhaps? In need of help?”

“Everyone could use a little help,” I say.

This is the point in any battle where I remind myself that I have rules. Demons are evil, sure. Not all of them are out of control, though. I don’t attack until provoked. Hobbling up to someone and acting like an ass doesn’t qualify as starting a fight. Knowing Chimera’s reputation, it’s only a matter of time before he crosses the line.

A gurgling sound percolates up Chimera’s throats, and that’s when Chimera crosses the line with a vengeance. All his necks hold sacks of deadly venom. One spews yellow acid. The other’s a green-colored paralytic. The last one’s an orange, slow-acting poison. The gurgling sound means that he’s about to spit one or all of them right in my face. Anger heats my bloodstream.

No time to lose.

Quick as lightning, I move to strike. With my dragon-scale hand, I punch through Chimera’s first throat, rip out the venom sack, and toss the small yellow organ to the ground. Meanwhile, my tail tears through the other neck, carving out the blue paralytic and tossing that one aside as well. Chimera can regrow them, but it takes time.

Chimera staggers around, pawing at his necks. The final silver-colored head locks on me, its poisonous venom sack pulsing.

“How dare you?” Chimera’s third head asks.

“That was for Tempest,” I say. “He’ll be paying us a visit soon.”

“How like my son to fall in league with a Furorling.” Chimera’s irises flare demon-red with rage. “You’re weak, half-blooded monstrosities, all of you. Only pure Furor have the right to live. I’ll piss on your corpse.”

My brows rise slightly. “Creative, I’ll give you that.”

Chimera lunges for me, his arms and heads flailing with effort. His long black tail looks lifeless as it drags behind him. Could be another sneak attack.

And sure enough, it is.

Chimera closes in, clawing at the torso of my body armor. I dodge his jabs while keeping my eye on his tail. It comes to life and makes a grab for my ankles, ready to pull my legs out from under me. Blood pumps faster through my veins as I make my counter-strike.

My dragon-scale hand grips the nose-holes of Chimera’s silver head. A crunch sounds as my fingers and thumb snap through the soft tissue. Wielding the skull like a club, I swing it straight into the cobra-style head beside it. At the same time, my tail does another DIY surgery on the remaining venom sack. Once Chimera’s fully de-venomed, I flip onto my back, tossing the hybrid dragon over my head. He tumbles backward, rights himself, and stares me down.

This time, there’s no hopping around and wailing with fury. Chimera underestimated me before. He won’t make that mistake again.

What happens next takes place in a heartbeat but to me, Chimera moves in slow motion as his body balloons in shape. His necks stretch out long as telephone poles. His limbs turn into massive, arched legs.

Seeing Chimera’s full dragon form makes my chest tighten with worry. Normally, I’d have killed him in his hybrid state, but I didn’t out of respect for Tempest. Now I have three dragon heads after me. Sure, they don’t have venom anymore. That doesn’t mean they aren’t deadly.

Damn, Tempest better get here soon.

Raising my arms, I summon my greatest supernatural weapon—lightning. A huge bolt of white fire crackles down from the darkened clouds. Thunder booms through the quiet night air.

Chimera races toward me. My three bolts of lightning arc straight through his heads, stopping him in his tracks. Tiny whites lines of fire twist through his eye sockets and swirl around his long fangs. The cobra head crumples, unconscious. Meanwhile, the silver head combusts and falls over, dead. That thing’s not regenerating, ever.

Two heads out of commission, one to go.

Unfortunately, the lizard head remains awake, alive, and beyond pissed. It turns to me, smoke curling from its nostrils. I know what this means. Attack by fire. Even with only one head on the offensive, I don’t stand much of a chance to outrun it. Plus, my body armor can only hold out for so long under flames.

I summon another lightning bolt from the sky. This time, Chimera is ready and easily leaps out of the way. The bolt strikes right in the center of Charybdis instead of Chimera. An ear-piercing crack echoes through the air.

In some recess of my mind, I know this isn’t right. I’ve studied Charybdis for years and I’ve never heard anything like this. That said, I’ve never struck it with lightning, either. I don’t have time to wonder, though. There’s a badass dragon coming after me.

Chimera rounds on me, opens his jaws wide, and unleashes a tidal wave of fire in my direction. My blood pumps so hard with terror and fury, I can hear it roaring in my ears. White-hot flames instantly encase my body. Hunching down, I summon fresh lightning and hope like hell that it’ll knock out the last head, too.

Turns out, I didn’t need to bother.

At that moment, huge golden shapes appear in the night sky.

Dragons.

This time, it’s the Kathikon, the Emperor’s personal guard. I exhale a relieved breath. Tempest will be with them, too. A low buzz of excitement zings through my nervous system. Finally, I’m feeling some decent battle rush.

I’m not the only one who spies the newcomers. Chimera glares at the sky, growls, and then shakes out his back. Huge black wings unfold from his spine, stretching out across the desert floor. They begin to beat in a regular rhythm, stirring up sand as Chimera’s huge bulk rises into the sky. For a time, the dragons swirl and dive above me. Chimera hasn’t lost any of his skill in the air. He evades Tempest and his Kathikon as they chase him across the stars.

Hope they catch him.

I stand there for who knows how long, staring at the dark sky. At some point, the dark clouds roll away and the sands return to their normal shade of brown. I stumble into my lawn chair and find myself staring at Charybdis again. Fighting Chimera should’ve been the big battle I was waiting for. My gut tells me there’s more to come.

An even better fight, actually.

Plus, I don’t yet know what created those blue lights. And the sound from Charybdis when the lightning hit it? That cracking noise was like a cage bursting open.

Tyberius returns to my side. His voice fades in and out of my thoughts. I’m pretty sure the guys are with him now, too. They chatter away at me, and I give one-word answers whenever I can. Somewhere along the line, the sun creeps up the horizon. It’s morning. Uther hands me a lukewarm beer. Breakfast of champions.

“Thanks, man,” I say.

“So, we’re still waiting here?” asks Uth.

I roll the bottle between my palms. The movement is calming. “That’s the plan.”

Uther inhales a long breath, and I know he’s about to give me another ‘talk to me’ speech like Ty did. I’m in no mood to hear it.

Thankfully, he never gets the chance.

Once again, blue lights flicker under the desert sands. Electric excitement zooms through my body. With a low hiss, Charybdis collapses in on itself and the sand disappears in a kind of sinkhole. More blue lights pour out from the earth, reminding me of a sapphire searchlight that reaches toward the sky.

My inner wrath sense goes berserk. Battle fever heats every inch of my soul. I leap to my feet, my limbs humming with so much energy, I wonder if my skin can hold it inside. Looking down, I see the beer bottle stays firmly gripped in my right hand. I twist off the cap and make a silent toast.

To my big battle. At last, you’re here.


Lianna

In my dream, I float in total darkness. My mind’s a blank, and not a peaceful Zen-like blank, either. More like empty and unsettled. Every so often, I feel like I should wake up and fight someone. It seems pretty important, too. Then, the emptiness overtakes me again. I go back to floating along, deep in sleep.

The next thing I know, a flash of bright light overtakes my dream. Some part of me thinks it could be lightning, and another part suspects magic. No matter what it is, the result is the same. I end up wide-awake, my back pressing against a cold cave floor. It’s still dark, only now I’m freezing my ass off and freaking the hell out.

Calm down, Lianna.

What does Namare always say? Make a mental list of what you know.

Item one. My skin is glowing elemental blue instead of dead blue, so I’ve got that going for me.

Which leads directly to item two. I’m still an elemental.

And item three. For some reason, I’m in the dark and it’s freezing cold.

Okay. Could be worse.

Raising my hand, I conjure a luminescent blue mist. A soft light fills the chamber around me. I’m in some kind of underground mini-cave made of black, slimy stone. A pulse drums through the air like a heartbeat. I’m fully encased in this snug place; there’s no obvious way in or out.

I’d bet a million dollars I got sucked into Charybdis. Hey, there are worse things that can happen. At least there’s no sign of Zephyr.

I need more intel than that, however.

Raising my hand, I conjure a waterfall to appear before me. The liquid flares bright blue as it changes into a conduit for communicating with other water elementals. Within seconds, an image appears in the shifting liquid.

It’s the Hall of Fountains.

I exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. This is my throne room, or it will be once I’m crowned monarkki. The circular space is empty. Nothing except tall fountain-walls and a fancy blue throne.

“Hello? Anyone there?”

A child’s face appears in the shifting falls.

“Who are you?” asks the young boy.

“I’m Lianna.”

“Oh, everyone’s talking about you. You took Namare’s powers yesterday.”

So, I’ve only been out for a day. Good.

“That’s right.”

“My Dad calls you the us..usp…”

“Usurper?” No point asking how everyone’s reacting to the news of my rule.

“That’s it. My Dad says that it’s better not to have a monarkki than to have a weak ruler.” He lowers his voice. “I mean, look what happened with Zephyr. He should never have been crowned, but the Valta went ahead and did it anyway. All of Dad’s friends agree.”

“I’m sure they do.” I scan his little suit of blue armor. “You’re training to become a Water Valta, aren’t you?”

He puffs out his little chest. “Yes. One day I’ll be Esau the Water Valta.”

“I’m sure you will be. Can you do me a favor, Esau?”

“Sure.”

“Go find General Fisk. Tell him I wish to speak to him. He’ll be in the—”

Esau takes off at a run without waiting for more information. As a Water Valta in training, I’m guessing he knows exactly where Fisk is. It doesn’t take long for my magical waterfall to encase a new face. It’s Fisk, and he’s positively beaming with joy. I smile, too.

“Lianna, is that really you?”

“Yup. Alive and kicking.”

He exhales shaky breath. “I’m so glad, my girl.”

I make a point to ignore the ‘my girl’ crack and get right to business. “How are my people?”

“They’re not yours yet. Until you’re recognized by the Valta, you’re just another elemental.”

My body turns wary and cold. “Why are you bringing that up, Fisk?”

“No reason. No reason at all.”

Sure, there isn’t.

“Is it because I’m a usurper and the Water Valta don’t want to see me crowned?”

Fisk glances around guiltily. “They aren’t quite adjusted to the idea of you. The Wind Valta never wanted to crown Zephyr. Now, look what’s happening to them. Zephyr kills them off left and right. They’re lucky to make it out of puberty.”

“I get it,” I say with a sigh. Everyone knows how tough Zephyr is on his people. Even with all the memories Franklin has showed me, I’ve never seen an Air Valta who looks older than twenty. “Let’s ease them into the idea, then.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I stop by the Water Palace for a meet and greet. Nothing formal.” I scan the stone walls around me. Long black scars mark one stretch of rock. I’ve seen stuff like that before. It happens when lightning hits a certain kind of stone. “I can turn to mist and get out of here, easy. See you in an hour or so?”

“Give me until tomorrow night.”

I let out a low whistle. “That bad, huh?”

“I’m their General, I’ll round them up.” Fisk’s eyes overflow with sympathy. “We found the bodies of the apprentices. Did Zephyr hurt you, too?”

“He tried. We fought for a time.” The memory of that battle makes me shiver. “I did a flash freeze on him.”

Fisk’s mouth thins to an angry line. “I warned you about that,” he says in his best teacher voice. The old frustration corkscrews up my spine.

“It’s not your place to warn me of such things anymore.”

Fisk folds his arms over his chest. “We’ll see about that.”

A heavy sense of dread weighs down my body. As Namare aged, Fisk became monarkki in all but name. I suppose it’s no shock he doesn’t want to give up power now. I stifle a groan.

Honestly, it’s a total shock. And a pain in the butt. I need to get out of here and think through my options.

Leaning back, I take a second look at my surroundings. The place is old and dark. I got here by falling into the Earth. And there’s a giant heartbeat. My first call was definitely on the money.

“I’m inside Charybdis,” I say.

Fisk’s mouth falls open in shock. “That can’t be possible. You wouldn’t be awake.”

“Can we not fight about this?” I rub my temples with my fingertips. “Wherever I am, I’ll get out and find you. I can handle it.”

Fisk gives me a look that says he’s certain I can’t handle anything. What a dick.

“How long have I been down here?” I ask.

“About a day.”

The little kid was right. “And Zephyr?”

“Our spies say he’s in his Cloud Palace. Brought what could’ve been a three-headed dragon with him, too. Or it could’ve been two-headed. Our spies said it was hard to tell.”

“Three-headed dragon?” After my stint with Silas, I make it a point to know my Class A demons. “Was it Chimera?”

“Who cares? It’s Zephyr you need to worry about.” Bit by bit, Fisk’s mouth rounds into a satisfied smile. “We did it. We really did it.” The way he’s staring at me makes me queasy. “Our Kristalli is secured at the Water Palace, my girl. You’ll be able to get to it once you’re here.”

Our? What the? A chill of awareness prickles up my neck.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night in the Hall of Fountains,” I say firmly.

A needy look glimmers in Fisk’s eyes. It’s the one he always gets before he launches into a ‘give us another chance’ speech. “Come to me as soon as you can, Lianna. We need to talk.”

“We’ll talk tomorrow night.” With that, I make the enchanted waterfall vanish. I rub my chin and think through my options. Fisk doesn’t want to give up power or me. I need to make it clear who’s running the elementals now. However, I can’t do that while I’m stuck in this cave.

I scan the rock walls, finding a small crack in the stone. Wisps of fresh air drift out of the hole, along with the burned tang of lightning.

Looks like this is my exit.

I recite a quick incantation that should turn me into mist. Nothing happens. Crap.

You can do this, Lianna. This trick always took a while, even with Fisk around to coach me.

I keep reciting incantations and checking limbs. It’s not working. I can only turn a leg or arm into mist. Finally, I get my whole body into the act, which is super-taxing. Makes me crave two things: A glass of water and a nap.

Once in mist form, I wind into the crack and start my ascent to the surface.

I only hope that Zephyr’s stays out of commission. The most I want to find on Earth is a few humans to hide out with. After my close encounters with Zephyr and Fisk, I’m in no mood for another fight.

# # #

I keep floating higher through the earth. Staying in mist form is pulling every ounce of energy from my limbs. The air becomes hotter and dryer as I rise, which doesn’t help. To stay strong, I need water nearby.

What I wouldn’t give for a Diet Pepsi.

At last, bits of sunlight trickle into the tunnel around me. The passageway widens. Crumbling dirt gives way to cracked layers of rock. The uneven stone surface makes a natural hand ladder to climb my way out. Mist form is no longer a requirement.

I’m almost there.

I change back into my solid state; the shift releases a pop of sapphire light. For a few seconds, I watch the blue patterns dance across my skin. Maybe some day I’ll get used to being the monarkki. For now, the sight still takes my breath away. Even so, staring at myself isn’t getting me out of this pit, so I start to climb. As I close in on the Earth’s surface, it gets even warmer and—cue the angelic choir—there’s literally a light at the end of this tunnel. I exhale a relieved breath.

The Earth’s surface. I made it.

I climb faster, but pause when I hear human voices.

“The blue lights have stopped again,” says a man.

Uh-oh. Someone saw when I switched forms. I’ll have to ask Fisk how to hide that next time. These are probably humans and I just scared the hell out of them. I recite another short spell to change my appearance to look like my old thrax self. My lovely blue hair, skin, and robes disappear, to be replaced by my blonde hair, jeans, and T-shirt. This way, I’ll be easier for them to accept.

“I know someone’s in there,” says another voice. “I am Maxon Vidar Xavion Aquilus, High Prince of the thrax. You’ve exactly ten seconds to declare if you’re friend or foe.”

I open my mouth to cry ‘friend.’ No words come out. My mind stays stuck on the name. No way. That can’t be the Prince Maxon. Son of the Myla Lewis, the great Scala and Queen of all thrax. Maxon is the Scala Heir, the one person who’ll inherit her powers over igni. My parents never shut up about the guy. What are the chances, really? It can’t be right. I pause and consider this turn of events.

Or maybe, my life just got a little weirder.

I frown. Unfortunately, the ‘life getting weirder’ theory is probably right.

“3, 2, 1,” calls Maxon. “Now, you die.”

Oh, crap. Was he counting down and I missed it?

I rush up to the surface, scrabbling through the last layer of sand. “I’m a friend. Friend!”

Outside I find a handful of lawn chairs and a huge desert. Five thrax warriors stand nearby, and one of them is definitely Prince Maxon. I mean, he’s got a tail and everything.

The lines of Maxon’s face are hard and angry. He gestures to the darkened pit behind me. “Is anyone else down there with you?”

“No.”

“You’re sure? No demons, nothing?”

“Nope, I’m it. And I’m not a demon.”

“Great.” Maxon turns to the other warriors. “False alarm guys. It’s just a girl.”

There’s that word again. Girl.

My mouth thins to a frustrated line. “You were expecting someone else, maybe?”

“Yes, actually,” says Maxon. “We’re here for battle, not to rescue illegal tourists. My friends rushed in from Antrum for no reason. Let me guess. You’re from the House of Tärkein?”

My hands ball into angry fists. What a pompous know-it-all.

“I am.”

“That makes you the ninth one to break security this month alone. And for what? You Tärkein need to feel the elements close up and personal. Well, the fact that your house carries a drop of elemental essence doesn’t mean you get free reign to break protocol.”

My torso tightens with all-out rage. “What you don’t know about me is a lot.”

Maxon crosses his arms over his chest. “So, enlighten me.”

“That’ll take a while, buddy, and it’s time I don’t have. Look, all I need to know is where the closest humans are. Point me in the general direction and I’ll be out of your way.”

I need to hide out and get my head together, not deal with this yahoo.

“Answer the question first,” orders Maxon. “Who are you?”

“I’m a traveler. Sort of.”

“Great.” Maxon walks off in a huff.

Screw you, buddy.

A squat guy with white-blonde hair raises his hand. “I’m calling her. This one’s mine to fight.”

A warm sense of satisfaction rises up my chest. At least, this guy sees me as an opponent instead of a girl.

An ebony man-mountain replies. “You’re not calling her, Uther,” he says. “The girl is thrax.”

And we’re back to the g-word. Again.

“Hey, I’ll fight a thrax.” The Uther guy seems odd. That said, at least he’s acknowledging the fact that I exist as a real person.

“You heard Zee,” says Maxon. “Leave the girl alone already, Uth. She’s harmless.”

The girl? Again? And harmless? Waves of rage wash through my body.

My voice comes out low and angry. “Call me girl one more time and we’ll have trouble.”

At last, Maxon turns to face me. Every line on his face fairly screams ‘I can’t believe I have to deal with you right now.’ The fact that he’s all tall, burly, and manly-man hot is not lost on me. And I hate that about myself, really. It’s like Fisk all over again. Stupid hormones.

“News flash—you are a girl,” says Maxon. “And you’re alone in the middle of desert without permission. You Tärkein can’t sneak cloud-side every time the mood strikes you. Now, I don’t know how you got here, but you’re going back to Antrum before you get hurt.” He lets out an irritated groan. “There’s a transfer station nearby, we’ll take you there.”

I set my fists on my hips. “You’re not taking me anywhere.”

“Really?” asks Maxon. “What are we supposed to do with you, then?”

That did it.

I raise my pointer finger high. “I know exactly what you can do with me.”

He looks at me like I’m half crazy. Hell, maybe I am.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“Fight me.”

“Come again?”

“Hard of hearing, are we?”

I turn to mist and disappear, only to reappear right before him. Now, I have sea-green hair and matching eyes. Once again, moving blue light plays across my skin.

“I said, fight me.”

Maxon’s mouth falls open in shock and I have to admit, that’s a mighty satisfying sight, right there.

“You’re an elemental,” he whispers. “I’ve never met one before.”

No kidding. Elementals are experts at hiding. We’re like the unicorns of the after-realms.

“You guessed it, genius. I’m the Monarkki of Water.” A little exaggeration, since I haven’t been crowned yet. Still, Maxon doesn’t know the difference. I lean in closer, stopping only when our noses are inches apart. “So fight me.”

Some little part of me says I’m nuts, but a lot more of me doesn’t care.

I’m about to kick Prince Maxon’s ass.


Maxon

I blink hard. For fuck’s sake. This can’t be real. I blink again, just to be sure.

Yup, she’s still there.

A thrax girl stands in my way. Minutes ago, she climbed out of Charybdis. Then, she asked to fight me.

In her jeans.

With her Hello Kitty T-shirt.

After that, the chick turned blue. Skin, hair, eyes, everything. That’s some weird shit.

No way am I fighting her; I’d crush her like a bug. That said, there’s no denying that she’s crazy hot. And my body thinks so too, for once. Unfortunately, she’s also off limits. Banging anyone from the after-realms only gets the girl a guest spot on Royal Insider. When I was eighteen, that chick Nat even tried to sell them a sex tape. Now, I like my hook-ups human and oblivious. To mortal girls, I’m a one-night stand with lots of fun and no entanglements.

I shake my head. Fight me? Maybe I heard her wrong.

“Let me get this straight,” I say. “You’re thrax.”

“We covered this,” she says.

“House of Tärkein.”

“Covered that, too.”

“And you’re asking to fight me. That’s it, right?”

“No, you missed the big part. I’m also the Monarkki of Water and I’m not asking.”

Her skin flares a brighter shade of blue. Never seen anything like it.

This must be a spell. House of Striga, maybe? I’ve had girls from there pull a few nutty gags before. One snuck into my private chambers by conjuring herself to look like cousin Hildy. Next she climbed into my bed and tried to kiss me. That was disgusting.

The girl tilts her head. “Last chance.”

Uther waves his arms frantically. “I told you. It’s my turn, man! I’m calling her! I’m calling her!”

“Fine,” she says. Something that looks like an icicle sword appears in her right hand. “Let’s do this.”

Uther eyes the frozen weapon, his mouth quivering with shock. Immediately, he plunks his ass back onto his lawn chair. “On second thought, you can have this one, M.”

“That’s big of you, Uth.”

I slowly look this girl over from head to toe. She’s my type, all right. Tall, sporty, and blonde. Or at least, she was blonde until a few seconds ago. Why am I getting all defensive again? So, she’s trying to pull a scam. The ones who do that all have one goal in mind.

I shoot her my signature smile, the one that shows off my dimples. “You didn’t have to go through all this to get my attention, you know.”

She rolls her eyes. “Think a lot of ourselves, don’t we?”

“I’m not the one running a con to meet some guy.”

“You were warned.” She raises her ice sword. With a whoosh of movement, her weapon streams toward my chest. On reflex, my right arm blocks it. The icicle’s tip shatters against my dragon scales.

Okay, I didn’t see that coming.

“Watch out, Maxon!” calls Uther. “Your feet!”

A slow freeze has started creeping up my legs. Raising my arm, I conjure a lightning bolt. With a flash of brightness and the crack of thunder, it strikes the ground, smashing the ice around my limbs into bits.

I look at her more closely. It’s like I’m seeing her for the first time.

It must be true.

“You really are the Monarkki of Water.”

“You always this fast?” She throws a series of punches rapid fire, which I block just as quickly. I jut my right leg forward, ready to take her out at the ankles.

Before I can make contact, her body turns into liquid. One second, I’m looking at a version of this girl in different shades of blue. The next, everything about her—eyes, hair and robes—becomes clear water. With a splash, she turns into a puddle beneath my feet, only to retake her solid form again, only this time behind me. Her small foot gives me a huge kick in the ass.

I tumble face-first onto the ground. My brain stalls out. I fight demons, not elementals. I mean, who trains to fight someone who specializes in staying out of everybody’s way?

The girl wastes no time using my confusion to her advantage. A weight presses into my spine as she leaps on my back. After yanking my hands together, she creates a block of ice around my wrists, holding my arms in place. Another block takes shape around my ankles and tail. Weight lightens from my spine as she steps away. I hear her slapping her palms together.

“That was disappointingly easy, Maxon. Nice friends, too. They always stand around while you get your butt kicked?”

“I haven’t given them the go ahead.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I’m not done with you.”

Flexing my arms, legs, and tail, I burst through my icy bindings. Rolling onto my back, I summon my lightning power. A prison appears around her body, only instead of bars, this cell is made from long lightning bolts spaced closely together. It’ll take a long time for her water form to sieve through them. A feverish sense of satisfaction heats my skin.

Now, that should keep her in place.

The girl winks and turns into mist. Her transparent shape easily drifts through the lightning barrier. Once outside her prison, the girl solidifies again. She kicks at my chest with force, slamming me onto the desert floor. Next, she conjures five separate blocks of ice to hold down my hands, feet and tail. While I struggle to get out of them, the girl leaps onto my chest and straddles me. Her arms brace my shoulders while her hips align in just the right way.

Okay, that’s pretty hot.

Desire flares through my body. Her blue robes are now hiked up by her waist. That’s even hotter. My hands ache to touch her bare thighs.

On second thought, there’s no rush to break free here.

“I’d like you to stay put,” she says.

“I’m good with that.” My voice comes out a little husky. “You’re a fine warrior.”

“And you’re not too bad either, for a boy.”

I shoot her another award-winning smile. “You’re still mad about the girl thing.”

She shrugs. “I’m temperamental. Goes with being water.” She leans in so close I can smell her scent. Strawberry. Oh, man. I’m in trouble.

More heat runs through me. More urges to touch her, too. And the bottom half of my body armor only hides so much. It’s time to move. I slam my hands, feet, and tail onto the desert floor, smashing the ice around them. The movement sends the girl off balance, so I easily flip her over. She lands back-first against the sand. I hop upright, raise my arms high and summon a sheath of lightning to surround her. This time, the prison is semi-transparent and one hundred percent solid. She can’t turn into mist and slip through.

I kneel down beside her and our gazes lock. Her chest rises and falls as she pants for breath. I frown. This is a desert and she’s a water elemental. Gasping for breath means that I’m hurting her. Something inside my chest tightens. My eyes prickle with a feeling I don’t even know how to name. Suddenly, I can’t stand the thought of making her suffer.

This ends now.

“You were right,” I say. “I was acting like an ass. I’m sorry.” I wave my hand; her prison disappears. The girl hoists herself up onto her elbows. She keeps panting for air, which makes me feel like a dick.

I unclip a small canteen from my belt. “Want some water?”

She stares hungrily, but doesn’t move to take the canteen from me.

“What do they call you?” I ask.

“Call me?”

“Your name. I’m Maxon.”

“Oh, Lianna. I’m Lianna.”

I smile at her. A genuine one, this time. “That’s a good name.”

Nizam watches us from across the desert. “You all right over there?”

“In thrax sic hunt,” I reply.

“What’s that?” asks Lianna.

“Code phrase. Means I’m safe.” I move to sit beside her, resting my arms on my knees. I twist open the canteen and set it directly into her hands. My stomach jolts when our fingers brush. Her skin is warm and liquid smooth, even if it is blue.

More trouble.

“Here,” I say. “Please.”

“What is it?” she asks.

“Water. I may be an asshole, but I’m not that much of an asshole.”

Lianna inspects me carefully. “Possibly.” She sips once and then finishes the rest in one gulp. “Oh, that was good.”

“I’m glad.” I rise to my feet and wave the empty canteen at the guys. They toss me another. I follow the same routine. Sit down. Open the cap. Set it in her hands. Feel that sweet brush of her liquid-soft skin. My tail sways happily behind me. My Furor side seems to like her, too. Or at least, it’s happy not to be fighting her anymore.

“Thank you,” she says. This time, she drinks more slowly. “Much better.”

“What are you doing out here?” I ask.

“Looking for humans. There’s a city nearby, right?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

Okay, that’s a big fucking lie. There’s a little town about a mile from here. I’d tell her that, but then she’ll leave. For some reason, I’m not quite ready for that yet.

“Why do you need humans?” I ask.

“I don’t particularly. I need a place to get my head together. I’ve just come into my powers and life is…” She bobs her head from side to side, trying to find the word. “Complicated.”

“I know how that goes.” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “Why do you think humans will help?”

“I grew up cloud-side, so I know how to hide with human kind.”

“Hide from what, exactly?”

“Zephyr, the Monarkki of Air. He and I don’t get along.” She leans back, opens her beautiful blue mouth, and pours the last few drops from the canteen onto her pretty pink tongue.

Well, that’s about the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

My blood instantly heats. I rise to my feet, the better to mask what’s happening to the lower half of my body armor. I offer her my hand. “If you need to hide out, I can take you to Antrum for a night.”

“I’d feel safer with humans.”

Not safer in Antrum? Where has this girl been? That’s when it hits me. “You’ve never been to Antrum, have you?”

“Never.” A sweet blue blush crawls up her neck. “That must sound strange to you.”

“Not as much as you’d think. A lot of Tärkein live on Earth. Keeps them closer to the elements.” I shoot her another smile. “That settles it. You have to see Antrum at least once. And Zephyr won’t get to you there. No one gets past our security systems.”

She offers me a sly smile. “The Tärkein do.”

“They can escape easily enough. It’s getting back inside that’s the problem.”

Another lie, but a little one. I sneak back and forth all the time. As the High Prince, I’m a special case.

“Come on, what do you say? Want to visit?”

“Thanks,” she says slowly. “I’d like that.”

“Me too, beautiful.” For once, that isn’t a total line to get in her pants. Only partial. I extend my arm in her direction. “Need a hand up?”

She slips her palm onto mine. Something in my chest tightens again.

Oh, yeah. I’m definitely in trouble.


Lianna

Don’t look at him.

Don’t look at him.

Don’t look at him.

Crap, I looked. And Maxon caught me at it, too.

Smooth, Lianna. Really smooth.

I know I shouldn’t keep glancing at Maxon, but I can’t help it. I don’t meet a lot of hot guys, and my hormones want a peep show. What sucks is that Maxon’s probably another good-looking creep. I mean, what was that nonsense before? I nearly had to tear the guy’s head off for him to take me seriously. At least, he’s stopped calling me ‘girl.’

Still, I can’t stop stealing glances and making comparisons. While Fisk is handsome in a spare and elegant kind of way, Maxon is raw power. He’s got a few inches on Fisk and he’s broader, too, with all sorts of muscles that I didn’t even know existed. More than that, Maxon gives off a sense of coiled energy. The way he talks to the guys and they hang on his every word. How he carries himself like he can handle anything. I have to admit he’s magnetic, even if he is another jerkoff.

He catches me staring. Again.

Can I be more of a loser?

“You okay?” he asks.

Look away, Lianna.

Look away.

Finally, I look away. Go me.

“Yup, I’m fine.”

“Need some more water?”

“No, thanks.” For the last few minutes, we’ve been marching toward the transfer station—‘we’ being Maxon, his buddies and me—and during that time, I’ve drained everyone’s canteens.

“What’s on your mind, then?” he asks.

“Nothing.”

He gives me a knowing smile. “You keep looking at me like it’s something, beautiful.”

I blush so hard, I feel it down to my toes. Does my blue skin now hide that kind of thing? It’s something to hope for.

“Well,” I tilt my head from side to side, trying to find the right words. “You’re not at all what I expected.”

“Oh, that.” He laughs, and it’s a low rumble that I like very much indeed. “Yeah, most people think I’ll be a charming little Prince.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I’m still charming, only now I charm demons out of their lives and to do that, I can’t prance around in a crown and watch my language.”

I smile. He’s got a sense of humor, too. We stare at each other until someone clears their throat.

It’s Uther.

“What’s up, Uth?” Maxon doesn’t break eye contact with me while he talks to his friend. For some reason, I can’t look away either.

“We’ve been standing here for five minutes,” says Uther.

I make an embarrassing noise that sounds something like “ack.” Five whole minutes? Now, I look away and fast. Suddenly, it’s very important to straighten the neckline of my blue monarkki robe.

“Right,” says Maxon. If he feels uncomfortable, he hides it like a pro. “We’re here.”

Sure enough, our little group is standing beside a tall gray rock, or it looks that way to humans. To thrax, it’s a small, round building made of poured concrete. The words ‘Pulpitum XXVII’ are carved outside in large letters.

Maxon waves to the guys. “Go on ahead. Lianna and I’ll go on to Antrum ourselves.”

Ty’s mouth falls open with surprise. “Striga has an enchanted hunting cottage. The cloaking spell there is impenetrable. I was talking to the guys. We all think she should stay there.”

“Nope. Arx Hall.”

All the guys stare at me like I just sprouted extra arms and legs. Maybe even a second head. I know they don’t see elementals often—and a monarkki maybe never—but there’s something more to it than that. I get the feeling that Maxon doesn’t take guests home too often. Girls especially. And that fact is way more satisfying than it has any reason to be.

Reign it in, hormones. No more hot losers.

Zee shakes his head. “Arx Hall is crawling with people. We need to keep a low profile on this. I mean, look at her. She’s blue.”

“Lianna can change that.” Maxon turns to me. “Right?”

“Sure,” I say quickly. I whisper a fast incantation so I look like a regular thrax in jeans and a T-shirt. “Do I need to wear something else? I haven’t figured out how to conjure different outfits yet.”

“Nah, you’re fine,” says Maxon. “I’ll tell Transfer Central that you’re a Tärkein that I caught sightseeing on Earth. Happens all the time, and the Tärkein always dress modern when they sneak away.”

“Still,” says Uther. “She’ll cause a frenzy. You don’t bring home, you know… Guests.”

Ah ha, knew it! I can’t help but smile a little bit.

“We’ll be fine,” says Maxon. “I know hidden passageways to the South Wing.”

“The South Wing?” repeats Uther. His stance wobbles as if he’ll pass out from shock.

“Yeah,” says Maxon.

Now it’s Nizam’s turn to repeat those three words. “The South Wing.”

“I said yeah, didn’t I?”

“Those are your private chambers,” says the guy with the hunting hawk. “Even we don’t go there.”

“Come on, guys,” says Maxon. “You all make it sound like I’m bringing her into my bedroom or something. The South Wing is huge. A castle in itself. It’s not that big a deal.”

Uther kicks at the sand with his boot. “I’ve never been to the South Wing.”

“And my hunting lodge would be far more secure,” says Ty.

“How about we let Lianna decide?” asks Maxon.

Five sets of eyes fix on me. The urge to run for cover is almost overwhelming. Ever since I can remember, I’ve avoided crowds and attention. I slow my breathing and do my best to look cool. I should probably stay at the hunting lodge. It’s secure and I don’t find this Tyberius guy attractive. I should do the safe thing.

My mouth has other ideas, though.

“Arx Hall sounds fine,” I say. “I’ll stay there.”

“See? Arx Hall.” Maxon gestures to the transfer station. “Now get.”

The guys slowly walk into the Pulpitum. After a minute, a flash of light comes through the station’s arched doorway. That must mean they’ve been transferred to Antrum.

“We’re up,” says Maxon.

I stare at the darkened arch, a nauseous feeling settling into my stomach. Suddenly, a hunting lodge in the middle of nowhere seems like a much better idea than some castle packed with strangers. I’ve lived my entire life inside an isolated cabin or in hiding. What if the thrax find out who I am? Will I be mobbed?

Maxon laces his fingers with mine. His skin is warm and a little rough. Really comforting. I decide that since this is a neutral, non-sexy activity, it’s totally fine to keep holding his hand.

“Come on,” says Maxon. “I’ll take you.” He grins, shows his dimples and, yeah, I’d follow him over a cliff. He probably uses this move all the time to seduce the unsuspecting. Or in my case, the totally suspecting who can’t help themselves anyway. A heavy wind bursts in from nowhere and I couldn’t care less. Thoughts of Zephyr feel miles away. Being near Maxon, it’s like nothing bad can happen to me. In fact, it’s the first time I’ve felt secure in I don’t know how long. Since before my parents died, probably.

We walk into the Pulpitum, hand in hand. The moment we step inside, torches burst to life along the walls. The floor lights up into concentric circles of white on a large silver disc.

A smooth female voice echoes around the chamber. “Greetings, Prince Maxon.”

“Hey, Diana. How’s life at Transfer Central?”

“Boring until you came along. Who’s your guest?”

“Runaway Tärkein.” He winks at me, so I don’t correct him.

“Another one?” asks Diana. “Wait a minute. I’ll pull the alert.”

“Hold off on that, will ya?”

“The transfer won’t start otherwise.”

“Hit the system reboot on your console. You’ll have sixty seconds to transfer me with no record.”

“I could get in deep trouble for that.” The woman lets out a long sigh. “Why can’t I say no to you?”

“Cause it’s impossible.” He smiles and shows off his dimples. “Arx Hall delivery station VI, Diana.”

“Just for you.” Her voice gets all husky. “Just this once.”

I roll my eyes. How about we ‘just’ stop saying ‘just?’

“Wait for my signal.” Maxon turns to face me. “Know how a Pulpitum works?”

“In theory, sure.”

“But you’ve never ridden one.”

I shake my head.

“Antrum is miles underground. The lit-up circle under your feet is a disc that we’ll ride into the Earth. We need to stay at the center and hold on tight.”

My mouth falls open. “Hold on to each other, you mean?”

The hint of a smile rounds his mouth. “Yeah.”

You can do this, Lianna. Don’t act like it’s a big deal. Thrax ride these things every day.

Trying to act casual, I slide my arms around his waist and learn a valuable lesson: It’s one thing to see that someone’s ripped. It’s another to touch them through their very stretchy body armor. My skin tingles with awareness.

It’s only a body. He’s only a guy. I’m sure half of Antrum looks like him. Don’t over-react.

“Is this okay?” I ask.

Maxon gives me another one of his rumbling chuckles. This time, I can feel it in my thighs, too.

“That works, yeah.” Maxon slides his arms around me. Now, we’ve got full body-on-body action going, and mine doesn’t want to stop with a hug. I have this crazy desire to wrap my legs around his waist, grab his hair, and kiss Maxon for all I’m worth.

Clearly, my hormones and I need to have a little talk. I have bigger things I should be thinking about, like avoiding Zephyr, claiming my crown, and ruling the water elementals.

“On my mark,” says Maxon. “Launch in three, two, one.”

The disc under our feet tumbles into the ground. Soil, rock, and lava fly by as we lurch deeper into the ground. I lean into Maxon’s shoulder and enjoy the ride until a jolt hits us and we stop. I scan the space, seeing that we’ve arrived in a large brick room. The place looks totally deserted. Piles of wooden shipping boxes are strewn everywhere. Cobwebs drip down from the ceiling.

It takes some serious concentration, but I force my arms to unwind from Maxon’s torso.

Clearly, my hormones require way more than a talk. I’m thinking total smack down.

“This dock hasn’t taken any shipments for years,” says Maxon. “The Pulpitum still works, though. I use it to sneak in and out of Arx Hall.” He points to a far wall. “The hidden passages to the South Wing start over there.”

Once again, he takes my hand. My heart does a flip-flop in my chest.

Maxon opens a creaky wooden door that leads to a long, thin passage. Together, we sneak through a maze of hidden walkways. Every so often, we step through dark rooms that Maxon calls larders. Basically, they’re underground refrigerators without any electricity. Arx Hall has a ton of them, too. Butter, meat, jam, salted fish… The list goes on and on. Finally, the passage empties out onto an ornate wooden hallway. The place is overflowing with pennant crests, suits of armor, and medieval knick-knacks. More torches burn along the walls.

I try to keep a straight face. Inside, I’m more a little shocked. When I see the thrax on Earth, they’re always tricked out with the latest demon-fighting armor and gizmos. Down here, they’re definitely stuck in the middle ages. I heard about this from my parents but I figured they were exaggerating.

They weren’t.

We pause before a huge set of golden doors. Guards stand on either side, both wearing silver armor. In unison, they flip up their visors and stare at me like I came from another planet.

Subtle, guys. Really subtle.

“Your Highness,” says the first guard.

“You’re home,” says the second.

“And you have someone with you,” adds the first.

“Listen carefully.” Maxon’s voice comes out all low and serious. “You don’t see me, you don’t see her. Got it?”

They both flip their visors down. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Maxon pushes open the door. Together, we step inside, straight into another time warp. Instead of the middle ages, I’ve now returned to the modern era. Everything’s done up in some combination of black, white, granite, steel, or leather. There’s recessed lighting, funky abstract art, and a huge home theater system. Plus, the kitchen’s got every gadget I can think of, and a few that I didn’t even know existed.

Whoa.

“Why are you the only one here with electricity?” I ask.

Maxon grins. More dimples. More yum.

“Noticed that, did you?” he asks.

“Hard to miss.”

Maxon steps into the kitchen. “I’m a special exception to the middle ages rule. Ty charges a generator for me. Built me some other goodies, too.” He opens a huge industrial-grade fridge. “Want something to drink?”

“Water, thanks.”

Maxon pulls out a beer and hands me a bottle of water. He leans against the counter, flips off the cap with his tail, and takes a long sip. “I was thirteen when I stopped joining demon patrols. Only Class C jobs wait around for thrax to pick them off. Trouble is, the Class A demons are always the real killers, and they hide out in human cities. I decided to go after them. That means spending months undercover, and nothing says ‘I’m really a thrax’ like not knowing how to use a cell phone or some shit like that. So, I get every new gadget sent here and practice between missions.”

“Your family good with that?”

“Sure. Since I started doing this, demon kills against humans have dropped in half.”

An unwanted memory appears in my mind. The only demon I ever met up close and personal. Silas. His rasping voice echoes through my memories as he calls me ‘his girl’ over and over. I wince, my eyes stinging with remembered pain.

“Hey, you okay?” Maxon step closer. With gentle motions, he rubs his hands up and down my arms. “You said you just came into your powers. Do you need a healer or something?”

“No, it’s not that.”

He leans in closer. “The politics of ruling, maybe? I suck at that stuff, but I know some experts.”

“Thanks, I might take you up on that later.” I stare at the floor, my body trembling. I hate that he’s seeing me like this. “I’ve had a big day. Maybe I should get some sleep.”

“Sure, you must be beat.” Maxon takes my hand again. “Take your pick of bedrooms. I think I have twelve here or something.” He pushes open a nearby door. “How’s this one?”

I can’t focus on much except for the massive white bed against the far wall. All of a sudden, I can’t keep eyes open. I’m vaguely aware of stumbling over to the mattress and curling up on top of the covers. I mumble something while Maxon takes off my boots and wraps me in fresh blankets. For the first time in I don’t know how long, I feel safe and warm.

My body wants to sleep, but my mind decides that now’s the perfect time to go berserk. Questions hit me rapid fire. How do I deal with Fisk? Is there any way to prove to the Water Valta that I won’t become another nutjob like Zephyr? What about my people? The dull ache in my chest flares up again. It’s the same pain I felt after I first took on my powers because water elementals are out there, suffering. I should be helping them.

My mind keeps running through the same questions and worries until I think my skull will burst. At last, I decide that exhausted is no way to work through my issues. I’m safe and warm in Antrum. For now, the best thing I can do is rest so I have the thinking power to figure this stuff out.

With that thought firmly in head, I finally drift off to sleep.


Lianna

Calm down, Lianna. It’s only another nightmare.

You’re not really thirteen. And you’re definitely not Silas’s prisoner anymore. You’re actually asleep in Maxon’s chambers, remember? Open your eyes. Everything will be fine.

Just.

Wake.

Up.

My internal pep talk doesn’t work, though. I stay fast asleep. Even worse, my dreams force me down into Silas’s underground lair. My conscious self knows the space is actually cold and cramped. But in my dream, it stretches out onto an impossibly large scale. Cages line the walls, each one packed to overflowing with mice and rats. Their frightened, chirping cries echo strangely in the chamber. Huge barrels of bloody goop dot the floor. And in the center of everything lies my old cage. My thirteen-year-old self lies curled in fetal position, a thin blanket clasped tightly around me.

Just like in reality, the dream-me is trying to sleep. It’s not happening for either of us.

“Where’s my girl?” calls a wispy male voice. The way he says ‘my girl’ is possessive, hungry, and makes my teeth chatter with fear.

Silas is calling for me.

In the way of nightmares, Silas is suddenly there, looming over my cage. I’d guess back in Victorian London, Silas would’ve been an average-looking middle-aged bloke. He’s balding with a bit of a belly and a handlebar moustache. His brown suit perfectly matches his bowler hat. Sometimes he wears white gloves, only they quickly get soaked with blood.

Silas kicks the side of the cage. “Wake up, my girl. There’s work to be done.”

The thirteen-year-old me looks up from under my torn blanket. My blonde hair is a tangle; my face is lined with dirt and grease. The little thrax gown my parents made me wear is now a shredded rag. My dirt-encrusted hands grip the filthy blanket closer to my throat.

“What do you want?” I ask.

Silas leans over the cage, his brown irises flaring red with demon-light. “Bring me a mouse. You know the kind I like.”

I nod, my jaw clenching with impotent rage. If I bring anything living to Silas, he kills it, using the creature’s life energy to power his black magic. It’s never easy to give an animal to Silas, but the ones that he wants are especially hard to hand over. He likes animals at the very peak of their life force—just past childhood. It’s why he agreed not to kill me until I turned sixteen.

I picture pulling handing another mouse to him and shiver.

Silas pulls my cage door open. The nightmare-version of this sound rattles through my soul. I crawl outside and search through the maze of cages lining the walls. It takes forever to find the right mouse. What in reality was a small basement becomes a complex labyrinth in my dreams. My heart beats faster. If I don’t find what he wants quickly enough, Silas will beat me. Maybe he’ll figure out how to kill me before my sixteenth birthday, despite the magical deal he made with my parents. They didn’t fight back when he murdered them. In return, I have three more years before I join them in death.

At last, I find the perfect mouse. It’s gray with a pink nose and based on how it skitters happily about its cage, it’s also full of life. The little creature quickly crawls onto my palm and looks up at me with trusting black button eyes. I choke back a sob and go off in search of Silas.

It takes another long, dream-like trek to find Silas at his workbench. As I wander through the maze, I hear Silas sing one of his odd spiritual tunes—this one is something about lords and masters—and it makes my skin crawl with disgust and fear.

He always sings right before he kills.

At last, I reach a tall wooden structure set into the wall and covered with every kind of scalpel, bone cutter, and vise imaginable. It’s stuff that humans use for taxidermy, making stuffed animals out of dead ones. Silas takes the practice further with black magic.

Silas gestures to the table in front of him. “What do you think, my girl? My greatest poppet yet.”

I take a small step away. “I don’t need to see it, thanks.”

“Ah, but you do.” He flashes me a sallow smile. “Your soul will be inside one of my poppets too, one day.”

Which means he won’t give up until I look.

It takes an impossibly long time to glance over Silas’s shoulder and see what he’s working on. It’s a rat, or it was one when it was alive. Now small metal clamps run down its back, holding its spine together. Tufts of straw and filthy cotton peep out between the makeshift sutures. The tail is studded with metal barbs, while the eyes are small black stones, oblong and mismatched. Bits of rusted wire have replaced its claws. It meanders across the bench-top in blind circles.

“Almost perfect,” says Silas. “Only needs the gift of sight.”

On reflex, I hold the shivering mouse closer to my chest. “I think it’s fine the way it is.”

“That’s because you’re a soft-hearted fool.” He reaches his pale hand toward me. “Give me the mouse.”

My arm trembles as I press the tiny creature closer to my chest. “No.”

Fast as a heartbeat, Silas scoops the mouse of my hands. The little guy writhes and shrieks in his grip. I bite back another sob.

Silas inspects the mouse. “You’ve brought a fine one today.” He leans in closer to me, inhaling the scent of my tangled hair. The sensation of him this near makes my stomach sick.

“You’re already ripe. I could harvest you today, if I hadn’t made a binding deal with your parents.” He drags out his next words. “I can’t wait to claim your life force, my girl.”

At those words, I flat out panic. Part of me is back with Silas, reminding myself that he can’t break a deal sealed with his own black magic. Another part of me knows that in my dreams, he does break the deal, every night. I work like hell to wake myself up. However, both versions of me are frozen in place, unable to do anything while Silas turns away. After pulling out a small hammer, he smashes in the mouse’s skull. The frightened creature is now a bloody mess on Silas’s bench-top.

Suddenly, the rat’s stone eyes move with purpose. Now, it can see.

Silas turns to me, his irises flaring demon red. His face becomes contorted in the way that only nightmares can achieve.

“Think you’re free?” he asks. “I’ll find you and harvest you. I promised I would.”

“You never will,” my thirteen-year-old self cries. “Namare will find me. You’ll make a deal with her. She’ll let you live and you’ll set me free.”

Silas’s face stretches in an odd way. “You’ll always be my girl.”

“You can’t do anything to me. This is a dream.”

“I can do anything. I’m a demon. Prepare to be harvested.”

Fear zings through my limbs. Turning my heel, I take off at a run into the labyrinth of cages. Silas follows, always one step behind. My mind blanks with terror. Suppose he really can get to me here? What if I finally die in my nightmare? All my thoughts narrow down to one plan.

Find somewhere safe to hide.

My dream-self crawls back inside my cage and cowers into my mangy blanket. Silas’s footsteps grow louder.

Once again, I become aware that I’m dreaming, and that I never can stop this particular nightmare. No matter what I do, Silas always finds me, harvesting my soul with a blow of his hammer.

But not this time.

Instead, my threadbare blanket feels warm and safe. I curl deeper under the covers, crying softly.

After that, I wake up.

Blinking hard to clear my head, I find myself back in Maxon’s chambers. Heavy arms encircle me. I rub my eyes, trying to make my sleepy mind process what’s going on. That’s when I realize what’s happening.

Maxon is holding me, rocking me softly.

“Shhh, Lianna,” he says in a low and soothing voice. “Everything’s okay. You’re safe.”

“What… Why are you here?”

“I heard crying and came in to check on you.”

“And I climbed across the bed and right into your lap, didn’t I?”

“That you did.” He lets out a low rumble of a laugh. “Am I complaining?”

“I guess not.” I exhale a long breath. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

A droplet of water smacks into my cheek. My hands shake as I wipe it off. “Did a pipe break or something?”

“More like the ‘or something.’ You summoned a rain storm in your sleep.”

“I did not. Really?”

“Yeah.”

Sure enough, more water drips down from the ceiling, the curtains, even the light fixtures. Little puddles cover the wooden floor. I close my eyes and make the water vanish. The place is still in need of a good cleaning, though. Already, the scent of mold hangs heavy in the air.

“Sorry about the room.”

“Don’t apologize,” says Maxon. “Even if you trash the place, I’ve tons more bedrooms.” Maxon rubs my back in slow circles. My limbs start to relax. “Did you have a nightmare?”

Nodding, I curl deeper into his chest. It’s like my body was made to be held by him. “Of a demon I once knew. I was his prisoner. Namare rescued me.”

“What kind?”

“One of the Incarnate.”

Maxon lets out a low whistle. “Damn, Lianna. That’s Class A. No wonder you have nightmares.” His arms tighten around me. “How’d you end up with him?”

For a long time, I sit in his arms, not answering. Dozens of emotions battle it out inside me. Fear, anger, and shame top the list. I don’t know if I can tell him about Silas.

There’s no pressure from Maxon to talk, only the regular rhythm of his hand on my back. After as few minutes, my mouth seems to move on its own.

“My parents loved nature. We lived in a cabin in the middle of the Colorado mountains. No demons around, at least none that we knew of. Still, Silas found us. One night he came in and threatened my parents. They were good warriors. Silas knew my parents could hurt him, but not kill him outright. So, he offered them a deal. If my parents promised not to fight back, Silas promised not to harvest me until my sixteenth birthday. I was only thirteen then. Mom and Dad hoped I’d find a way to escape.”

Maxon kisses my head. “Go on.”

“After that, Silas kept me in his basement, making me his assistant until I came of age.”

I brace myself, waiting for Maxon to change the subject. When I shared this story with Fisk, he basically bolted out of the room. We never spoke about it after that day.

A long pause follows before Maxon speaks again.

“I get them, too, you know,” he says quietly.

I pull on my earlobe, not sure if I heard him right. Did Maxon just say what I thought he said?

“What do you mean? You get nightmares?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you see?”

Another stretch of silence follows. Anxiety hangs in the air like a physical thing. All of a sudden, I feel like an ass for pushing him to open up.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I say quickly. “It’s not like we’ve known each other for a million years.” Or even a full day.

“It’s not you. I don’t talk about it. With anyone.”

“Why not?”

The moment the words are out of my mouth, I wish I could pull them back in. What is it about Maxon that makes me spill whatever’s on my mind?

Maxon sighs. “Most people in my world, they think that they know evil. I tell them about me, I shatter whatever they thought. I can’t do that to the people I care about.”

I nod into his chest. “I get that.”

“I thought you would.” He starts talking fast, like if he stops he’ll never say anything at all. “In my nightmares, I relive something that happened to me as a kid. You know my story, yeah?”

“Sure.” Everyone knows how Maxon was kidnapped to Hell when he was three years old. His parents broke in and rescued him.

“The King of Hell, Armageddon, kept me in this metal prison box. When I have nightmares, I’m back in there.”

I open my mouth, ready to push for more of the story. Maxon senses my movement and his torso stiffens.

Time to change the subject.

“Thanks for coming in to help.”

“Anytime.”

The way he says the word is so tender, something inside me snaps. Hot tears roll down my cheeks. Maxon holds me closer. For the first time in I can’t remember how long, I cry my eyes out. Minutes pass before I’m able to get my head together again.

“Sorry about that,” I say.

“About what?”

“Turning into a crybaby. Not what you expected from a warrior like me, huh?”

He kisses my forehead. “Will you promise me something?”

“What?”

“Don’t ever think you’re not a warrior because you have nightmares. You have to be plenty strong to face those.” He cups my face in his hand, guiding me to meet his gaze. “And your soul is strong as steel, beautiful.”

A warm feeling seeps through my chest. That’s about the nicest thing anyone has said to me, ever.

“I never thought of it that way. Thanks.”

“You should get some more sleep.” He tosses a soggy pillow from the bed. “Not here, though.”

I look around the destroyed room. Wallpaper sags toward the floor. Furniture is smashed against the walls. The rug stinks of mold. And that’s when it happens. I get in one of those moods where I can’t stop saying sorry, even though I’m starting to annoy myself. “Sorry again about the room.”

“Nah, it’s like I told you. I don’t care. There’s another just like it across the hall.” Before I know what’s happening, he scoops me up into his arms and carries me away. I debate asking him to put me down, but honestly? It’s really nice to be held and carried like this. Every inch of me feels safe and cozy.

Plus, it doesn’t last that long. Before I know it, Maxon is setting me down onto the new bed.

“Do you need something else to sleep in?” he asks.

I look down. Gross, I’ve been wearing the same T-shirt and jeans since forever. “That would be great, actually.”

Maxon whips off his T-shirt and hands it to me. “This work? I’ll have my staff get you new clothes and stuff by morning.”

“They work overnight? Isn’t everyone asleep?”

“Not on my team. They know I only need an hour of sleep so they work in twenty-four hour shifts when I’m around. What do you say?”

“New clothes, sure. I mean, thanks.”

As I swipe the T-shirt out of his hand, I try not to stare at his bare chest. That’s not possible. The guy is seriously ripped.

If Maxon notices my stare, he doesn’t say anything. “Bathroom’s the second door on the back wall.” He sets a candle on my bedside. “I’m going out for a while, too. Light this if you need me. It alerts Ty. He can get to me anywhere.”

“Okay.” I grip his shirt tightly. It’s still warm from his body. “Thanks again for, you know.”

Maxon smiles and his dimples reappear. “Yeah, same here.” He kisses me on the forehead. “Now, get some sleep, Lianna.”

And I do.


Maxon

After I step out of the bedroom, I stare at Lianna’s closed door.

What the hell happened back there?

She had a nightmare, I held her, and I talked about Armageddon. Me. No one knows I get nightmares, let alone that they star the King of Hell. Next thing I know, I’ll actually tell her what happened.

Damn.

Things with this woman are going too far, too fast. I need to put the brakes on, now. So we got cuddly once. So we shared some secrets. It happens. I’m not getting attached.

With that thought finally straight in my head, I’m able to leave her door. From there, it’s a short walk over to my library, which is my favorite room in Arx Hall. The place is pretty old school with its dark oak shelves, leather-bound books, and club chairs. I had Tyberius pimp it out, too. I’ve got a full bar that’s magically restocked with top shelf liquor, along with an enchanted painting that shows demon activity. It’s perfect for planning my nightly trips to Earth for kicking evil ass.

Once I’m inside the library, my first stop is the bar. I pour myself two fingers of Macallan ’46. I’m only twenty-two, but Tempest is five-hundred-something and a good buddy. He taught me all about whiskey. I take a sip. Now, that’s smooth.

Glass in hand, I walk over to my enchanted canvas. It’s a huge framed painting of a world map. Ty did a solid job on this one, although he insisted on putting in old-fashioned squiggly writing. Whatever. As long as it shows me demons, I told him to go to town.

“Show me the latest,” I order.

Like always, my command sets the painting in motion. The brushstrokes rearrange themselves into a new pattern. I sip my whiskey and watch the little bits of color do their thing. Seconds tick by. No surprise, there. This painting always takes a while to warm up.

An older thrax appears in the doorway, dressed in his formal Rixa tunic. “Good evening, Your Highness.”

I nod in his direction. “Hey, Edward.” He’s an older dude with jowls and short gray hair. I’m supposed to address him by some formal title that I refuse to learn.

“It seems that we have an unexpected guest,” says Edward.

“Oh, yeah. That’s Lianna.”

The glint in his mismatched irises says he’s dying for some intel. “Should we plan anything special for her?”

“Good question.” I lean back on my heels, sip my whiskey, and think. I know what I’d do if the guys were here… And that would be nothing. But women? What could they possibly want? I snap my fingers, remembering Lianna and my T-shirt.

“Don’t I have someone who gets me clothes?”

“Yes, you have a Mistress of Cloth.”

“That’s right. Can she scare Lianna up some nice new stuff to wear?”

“The Mistress would be thrilled to do so.”

“Cool. Get it here by morning?”

“Of course.” He stares thoughtfully at the canvas. “Will you still go hunting tonight?”

“Maybe. Depends what’s up.” I don’t want to leave Lianna, but I don’t want to abandon some human to a nasty death by demon, either.

As I down more of my drink, tiny red dashes of paint flicker across the giant map. Each one shows a different Class A on the prowl. Minutes pass and the image gains more definition. Something catches my attention.

“That’s interesting.”

“Did you say something, Your Highness?”

“Nothing, Edward. That’s all for tonight. Thanks.”

Edward says something formal and leaves. The guy knows better than to push when I’m in the zone. I step closer to the canvas and watch the fresh brushstrokes and statistics.

There’s definitely a major spike of activity in the Colorado mountains. Not something I normally worry about, considering the human population there is so low. But now? Colorado’s where Lianna’s parents were killed. I can’t leave that shit alone.

I point to the cluster. “Show me demons in that area.”

The canvas repaints a long list of profiles. The word Incarnate pops up.

Bingo.

“Detail on Incarnate.”

The painting reforms to show a Victorian-looking male with a bowler hat and handlebar mustache. Stats say he creates little taxidermy demons called poppets. My shoulders constrict with rage. That’s him. The fucker that imprisoned Lianna.

“Location.”

The image dissolves into more brushstrokes. A lot of Class A jobs have cloaking spells, especially if they’ve been hunted before. Looks like Silas has been pretty careful, hiding out in outlying places. With any luck, he won’t have bothered to cloak his location.

Geographic coordinates appear on the canvas.

That’s some luck, all right.

I make a few quick calculations. It’s a hike from the nearest Pulpitum to Silas’s hideout.

That settles it.

I’m going hunting tonight, and I know the perfect spot.

# # #

It’s still dark out as I hike up another ridge in the Colorado mountains. The air’s crisp and cold, which is good. Keeps my focus sharp. Around me, a light snow falls through the tall pines. Huge white flakes land on my cheeks and black body armor. I check the GPS read-out on my wrist. Silas’s lair is only a few clicks to the West.

Not much longer, now.

I scale another trail until a concrete hole opens up in the mountainside. Steel girders and boxes of building supplies lie busted and decaying in the snow. Looks like some abandoned construction. Military, if I had to guess. The graffiti makes me think it turned into a hang out for wayward kids or drug runners. Maybe both. All those tags are faded now. No one’s been here for years.

One guess why.

I step into the darkened concrete hallway. The place is lined with icicles and snow. There’s more graffiti, too. Some of it reads ‘beware of demons.’ I smile.

Definitely the right place.

The hallway winds downward for a bit before opening onto a small concrete bunker with low ceilings. The place is small. Too small to be Silas’s main lair. I wonder where he keeps his number one hideout these days.

I linger in the shadows and stake out the space. A few dead rats lie on the floor. A vat of what looks like blood sits in one corner, beside a dapper-looking guy with a bowler hat and Victorian suit. He doesn’t turn to look as I approach.

“Maxon Vidar Xavion Aquilus,” he says. “How kind of you to visit. Everyone knows who you are.”

I step into a pool of electric light. “And you’re Silas. I never knew you from fuck. Now you’re on my bad side.”

The dumbass still has his back to me. “And why is that?”

“Lianna.” I stalk toward him, my tail arced over my shoulder, ready to strike.

Silas swivels around to face me. “Stay your wrath. I have information.”

My tail wraps around his neck. “I don’t give a shit.”

He speaks through rough gasps for breath. “It’s… About… Lianna.”

I pause. It sure would be satisfying to off this demon right now, but there’s no denying that Lianna’s in a tough spot. The right intel could save her life. I lean in to Silas, my voice turning low and deadly.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t torture that info out of you.”

“That will… Take weeks. You don’t… Have weeks.”

I loosen my hold on his throat. Slightly. “So, what’re you saying?”

“We strike a bargain. I give you information on Lianna; you let me live.”

Sounds familiar. Silas strikes this bargain a lot.

I glare at the creep for a while. I’d really love to kill him. Still, I can’t risk missing good intel.

“Fine. I’ll give you an hour’s head start. After that, you’re fair game if I find you again.”

And I will find you again.

“Agreed.”

“Now, start talking.”

“Making deals is a hobby of mine.” Silas turns back to his worktable and starts skinning a rat. “I made one with Zephyr a long time ago. We share information on a certain topic.”

No question what topic that is.

“Lianna.” I rub my temples, thinking through the implications. “So, if you help Zephyr find Lianna, then he’ll let you harvest her life force. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“Her energy is extraordinarily strong.” He inhales like he’s remembering the scent of a lovely perfume. “And now would be the perfect time to harvest her.” He sighs. “Too bad she was turned into an elemental. Now, she’s no use to my work.” He offers me a sly grin. “Doesn’t mean I’ve lost all interest, though.”

A protective rage heats my bloodstream. “Keep talking like that and the deal’s off.”

Silas goes back to fiddling with his rat. “Zephyr knows you have her in Antrum. He’s watching all known exit points. My girl has to crawl out sometime. When she does, he’ll be waiting.”

My tail bobs menacingly behind me. “What else you got?” I re-wrap my tail around his throat.

“Once Zephyr gets Lianna, he’s going after the other Kristalli.”

I tighten the hold on his neck. Not enough to stop him from talking, but enough to make my point. “Keep going.”

Silas’s eyes glimmer with fear, good.

“Zephyr’s afraid of Tempest,” he says.

“And what does Tempest have to do with this?”

“Zephyr captured one of the Water Valta. He found out where the other Kristalli are hidden. The Kristalli of Fire is in Furonium. Once Zephyr gets Lianna, he’s sending all his Air Valta after Furonium.”

“And why would Zephyr tell you something like that?”

“I’ve promised to fight as well. Me and my poppets.” He gestures to the skinned rat, and then fixes me with a pointed stare. “Do we still have a deal?”

Damn. I’d so love to kill him. That said, breaking my word is another step toward becoming like the monsters I fight. And I’ve taken enough steps in that direction already.

“We still have a deal. And you’ve got fifty-five minutes.”

“Excellent.” A shower of black dust fills the air. My stomach twists with nausea. I’ve been around enough demons to know what that means. Silas just cast the spell to lock in our agreement.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you?” asks Silas. “Never enter into a deal with a demon.” His face brightens with an evil grin.

And it’s that fucking smile that does it. Monster or not, Silas isn’t walking out of here without a mark. On reflex, my tail skewers Silas deep in the shoulder. His bones make a satisfying crunch as they snap.

“That,” I say. “Was for Lianna.”

“Liar.” Silas grips his injured shoulder. “You broke your word.”

“You’re not dead, are you? The deal stands.”

“No, you changed the terms,” says Silas. “You made things inequitable.”

“Tough.” As I walk away, a shock of pain tears into my side. I look down to see Silas’s scalpel embedded between two seams of my armor. It hurts, but I’ve had worse.

“Now we’re even again,” says Silas quickly. “Our deal, you know.”

Rage spikes through me. Every cell in my body burns to take Silas down. It takes everything I have, yet somehow, I keep to our deal. I smashed the guy’s shoulder and he jabbed me with a scalpel. I’m still ahead. I tear out the scalpel and flick it toward Silas’s face. It barely misses his ear and embeds into the concrete wall.

“Fifty minutes, Silas.”

He takes off at a run, and I wish I could wait here and track him. After this encounter, Silas won’t be dumb enough to go uncloaked. There’ll be no more finding him with my enchanted painting. Silas will become tough to track, but he was also right. The information he gave me is time critical.

I have to go warn Lianna and Tempest.


Maxon

By the time I walk back into my library, it’s late morning. Edward’s already there.

“Welcome back, Your Highness.”

“Morning, Edward.” I head straight for the bar and my magically refilled bottle of Macallan ’46.

“I brought coffee,” says Edward leadingly. “It’s on the credenza.”

I pause. “Coffee, eh?”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Edward’s milky old-guy eyes look at me hopefully. He’s always trying to get me to go healthier. You know, stuff like having coffee for breakfast instead of whiskey. I can’t say no to him.

“Coffee sounds great.” As I head over to the credenza, I thank fuck for the millionth time that I’m part demon. Otherwise, I’d be way dead by now, considering all the crap I do to my body. Staying up for weeks on end. Eating junk, when I eat at all. At least I get lots of exercise while killing demons.

Once I pour my hot cup of java, I head to my writing desk and jot down a quick note on parchment. It’s a recap of Silas’s news for Tempest. This way, he’ll have some time to prepare his troops. I know for a fact that T doesn’t know where the Kristalli of Fire is. Otherwise, he’d have pawned it off on someone else ages ago. After sealing up the parchment, I wave Edward over.

“I need you to get this message to Furonium.”

All the color drains from Edward’s face. “Surely you don’t expect me to visit demons?”

I exhale a frustrated breath. “How is it that the thrax adore my mother and yet, you’re all terrified of the Furor?”

The whole demon hunter side of the thrax sure dies hard.

Edward collects himself. “Of course, if Your Highness wishes me to go to Furonium, I shall go.” A drop of sweat rolls down his cheek.

“Don’t get your boxers in a twist. I’m not asking for that. All I want is for you to get a messenger and have them deliver the parchment.” I set the envelope into Edward’s hands. “This is important. The safety of the Furor is at stake.”

Edward nods quickly, a movement that makes his jowls shake. “Yes, Your Highness.” He takes off at a jog, or what passes for a jog for Edward. He’s really getting up there, even for a thrax. Some of us live for five hundred years.

As I watch him go, I feel a twinge of worry about Furonium. Sure, the Furor love a good fight. That said, no one knows what elementals are capable of, especially a nutjob like Zephyr. I hope Tempest gets my message in time.

I wander over to the library shelves. My battle journals are stored here, and I always take notes on new demons. This morning, I have lots to record about Silas and the Incarnate. Since my logs are stacked on the top shelf, I climb one of the rolling ladders to reach them. With every step, a jolt of pain sears across my chest.

Damn, Silas’s scalpel left a sting. Probably poisoned.

I make a mental note to run over and see Ty later. He can clear up even late-stage poisoning with a quick incantation. In the meantime, the leather-bound journal I want is in the top corner of the library wall. That’s a stretch away, so I pull the volume out with my tail. As I move the volume to my hand, a sweet voice sounds below me.

“Morning, Maxon.”

No question who that is. Lianna.

I smile like a fucking idiot because, let’s face it, I am one. I mean, who brings the first new Monarkki of Water in twenty thousand years into the busiest castle in the after-realms? Me, that’s who. And all because I couldn’t stand the idea of Ty watching over her. Just thinking about his offer, I almost snap the ladder rungs in two.

Since when do I get jealous? I thought it was a breakthrough learning Lianna’s name. Most girls never get that far.

“Did you hear me, Maxon?”

Case in point. I’ve been staring at the journal for two minutes now, smiling my fool face off and not able to say something basic like ‘good morning.’

“Heard ya, beautiful.” I look down at her and wave. “Be right there.” Lianna’s wearing something the Mistress of Cloth picked out. It’s a white sundress that shows off her long, lean body. Since I’m a guy, I picture what she looks like underneath that thing.

Huh. I think she’d look pretty damn good.

Tucking the journal under my left arm, I use my tail and right hand to swing my way down, Tarzan-style. Sure, it hurts like hell and yeah, I’m showing off like a nine year old, but my self-control is crap around this woman.

I land right in front of her without even wincing from the pain. Not an easy thing to do, considering how Silas’s slice is starting to sting.

She arches her right eyebrow. “The ladder has steps, you know.”

“Yeah, my Grandma uses them all the time.”

“And she’s not a big strong warrior like you.”

“Come on, like you’d take the safe way down, either.”

She scans the ladder and smiles. “No, I suppose I wouldn’t.”

“Thought so.”

She’s like a magnet or something. I can’t help myself; I step closer to her. Lianna gasps a little and I wonder if she makes hot noises like that in bed. Sure, it’s a dumbass thing to think about. I’m not a total moron; I know I’m playing with fire.

Wasn’t it only hours ago that I swore to put on the brakes?

Now that I’m near her again, I’m man enough to admit the whole ‘putting on the brakes plan’ was bullshit. I step nearer and set my hand on her hip. She makes another little gasping noise and I’m lost.

Only, I’m not.

Something inside stops me from going further. Maybe it’s a spell or insanity, because I’m not known for my conscience. The bottom line is this: Lianna’s special. She’s beautiful inside and out, and she needs a guy who’s as perfect as she is. That’s not me. I’m broken. Sure, I’m good in between the sheets and on the battlefield. But that’s it. Lianna deserves better.

“What are we doing, Maxon?” Lianna tilts her head closer. Her warm breath moves over my lips.

Damn, she wants this.

I take a pointed step away. “I think we’re having coffee. That’s it.”

“Oh,” says Lianna. Her face turns slack with shock and hurt. Suddenly, I feel like a total dick for sending mixed signals. She clears her throat. “Sure, coffee sounds good.”

We stare at each other again for a crazy-long time. Lianna’s the one to get her head together and break the silence. She gestures to my left arm. “What’s the book?”

“It’s one of my demon battle journals.” I toss it onto a red leather couch. “I went out last night and faced a new kind of enemy.”

Lianna’s voice raises with suspicion. “Anything I need to know about?”

“Definitely.” I hate how the playful mood has suddenly gone to hell. I want to put off the Silas conversation for a bit. “How about we go through all that after breakfast? My guy Edward loves to feed me.”

“No, thanks.” She grins. “I’m not hungry.”

“Cause you can’t eat or won’t?”

“Don’t need to, anymore.” Her pretty smile fades.

“What’s wrong, beautiful?”

“There’s a lot on my mind.”

I remember what she said at the Pulpitum. She wanted to hide with humans and get her head together.

“You’re worried about your power.”

“That’s the problem.” She rakes her hands through her long blonde hair. “I’m not a full monarkki yet. I need to take my crown. To do that I have to visit the Water Palace.”

A jolt of realization moves through me. Lianna leaving and being at risk… That’s what Silas was talking about. “On second thought, I don’t think our conversation can wait.”

“What’s up?”

“Last night, I went after Silas.”

Lianna gasps. Her skin starts to glow blue and her blonde hair takes on a sea green shade. Guess when she’s upset, she goes into water elemental mode.

“And what happened with Silas?” she asks.

“I wanted to kill the guy, but he offered me a trade. He gave me information in exchange for a head start before I track down that fucker.” I raise my fist. “For the record, I did not promise to let him live.”

Lianna’s skin gets even brighter. “What did Silas tell you?”

“Zephyr knows that you need to leave Antrum to claim your crown. He’s watching all the Pulpitum.”

“I’m guessing you have secret Pulpitum stations on Earth, just like you have hidden ones in Antrum?”

“Yeah. I’ll get you total access, whatever you need.”

“Thanks, Maxon.” Her voice breaks a little as she speaks. “Everything that you did with Silas.” She steps closer again. “That means a lot to me.”

She licks her lips and my mind goes straight into the gutter. Or in this case, her mouth. Why didn’t I kiss her before? It could have been epic. I bet she’d start off all slow and shy, and then go bad girl on me and bite down. The energy between us takes on a life of its own.

Lianna steps even closer and runs her fingers down my arm. Her touch feels so good, I want to roll my eyes back into my head and moan. I don’t, though. It isn’t easy.

“Did Silas cut you?” she asks. “He always kept a few special scalpels handy just in case.”

“He got me once.” I gesture to the side of my rib cage. “It’s a small slice.”

“It’s poisoned, right?”

I shrug. “I know my poisons like I know my punches. This one is slow acting. I got time.”

“Consider it an honor. The guy hoards his poisoned scalpels. They’re incredibly hard for him to make.”

I offer her a half-smile. “I’m honored.”

Lianna sets her hand on my side. The feel of her sends a jolt of heat through me. “I could heal it for you right now. Just need to set my palm directly on the wound.”

Okay. More touching sounds like a great idea.

“Sure, that’s—”

“Maxon!” A loud female voice booms down the hallway. I don’t give a crap about visitors. I was promised some skin-to-skin action.

“Maxon!” There’s that voice again.

Lianna lowers her hand. “Who’s that?”

“I’m not sure. There aren’t a lot of people who’d barge in here, though.”

“I got the idea that no one would.”

“That too.”

“Where are you, dear?” With that, I know exactly who’s calling for me. My grandmother, Octavia, G for short. Not the kind of person that you get all lovey in front of. The energy between Lianna and me takes a major nosedive. I step away.

“Thanks for the offer, but I get hurt all the time, poison included. I’ll heal up soon.” I nod toward the open doorway. “Besides, we’ve got company.”

“And who is that, exactly?”

“Someone the guards shouldn’t have let in.” Only they’re too big of pussies to say no. “I’ll handle this.”

I reach the doorway just as G rounds into the outer hall. She’s a little thing in her black gown, with long gray hair down her back. Too many thrax buy her ‘sweet old granny’ act. My G is sharp as a razor and twice as lethal.

“Maxon! There you are.”

“G. Why’re you here?” I block her from passing through the doorway.

“The guards let me in.”

“That’s how, not why. What’s up?”

She twists from side to side, trying to see past my torso. Good thing I’m broad chested and solid as a brick wall. I shoot her a sly smile. She’s not getting around me that easily. “Want something, G?”

“Stop blocking the doorway, Maxon. I know she’s in there.”

“How’d you find out?”

“Uther.”

I shake my head. “My bad. I should’ve asked Ty for a memory wipe.”

“Uther said to tell you that he’s sorry for being a ‘weasel dick.’” G makes little quotation marks with her wrinkly fingers while she says the last part. “His words, not mine.”

“I guessed that part, G.”

“Good. Now, step aside, my boy.”

I groan like a baby. Still, I step back and let her in. Short of spontaneous human combustion, nothing will stop my G when she’s on a mission. She brushes past me and into the room.

“Lianna,” I say. “This is my grandmother. She has a ton of titles but I call her G. G, this is Lianna.”

“So pleased to meet you, my dear.” G kisses Lianna on both cheeks. “You’re the Monarkki of Water, I hear.”

“That’s right.” Lianna gives me a sly look. “One of the guys was in a chatty mood, I guess.”

“Yup. It was Uther. I’m coming up with payback ideas, don’t worry.”

A servant appears at the doorway. “Where would you like your tea, Your Highness?”

“Over on the credenza,” says G. “We’ve more coming.”

I suck in a surprised breath. “More?”

G goes all ‘sweet old lady’ on me and pats Lianna’s hand. “Fancy some tea, my dear?”

I’m not buying her act for a second.

“G, you didn’t answer my question.”

“Because I’m getting Lianna her tea.”

“She didn’t ask for any,” I say.

“I heard it, clear as a bell,” says G.

Sure, she did.

G rushes to the credenza and starts fiddling with teapots and spoons and shit. “Milk and sugar, my dear?”

“Yes, please.” Lianna looks at me and smiles like a cat who just chomped down one big-ass canary. “I can’t wait to learn all about Maxon.”

I wink at her and mouth the words ‘payback to you, too.’ She sticks out her tongue at me. It should be funny, but my mind goes right into the gutter again. Her tongue is cute, pink, and hot. I picture her licking all the way up my thigh and shiver. The way my body wants this woman is something I haven’t felt in a long time. Maybe ever.

More footsteps sound down the outer hall, breaking up my internal peep show. Not good. I step into the doorway to find Mom and Dad heading toward me. Like G, they’re in full royal get-up. Dad looks like a total king with his black tunic, broad chest and graying hair. Mom looks otherworldly in her Scala robes and black over-gown. Her tail waves at me over her shoulder.

I try to act surprised. “Hey, what’re you two doing here?”

“Octavia sent for us,” says Mom. “The guards say she’s in the library?”

“That’s what they’re saying.”

Dad shakes his head. “Didn’t think it sounded right, either. We never come to your chambers, let alone while wearing our formals.”

G’s sing-song voice wafts in from the library. “I’m in here, children. Who wants tea?”

Dad’s eyebrows lift in surprise. “You invited your Grandmother over for tea?”

“For the record, that’s a big no.”

“I invited myself over,” calls G. “And Maxon has a girl in here.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. I can’t believe this.

“He does?” asks Mom.

“You do?” echoes Dad.

They both try to peer around me.

“Yeah,” I say. “There’s a girl in here.”

“Wow,” whispers Mom.

“What kind of girl?” asks Dad.

“Thrax.” Sort of.

They start trying to peep around me, so I step back again. “Come on in, guys. Who’s next? Hildy?”

“Nonsense,” says G. “You know she’s off building her new school in the Wastelands. Walker’s coming, though.”

“Walker?” I repeat.

“Yes, Walker,” confirms G with one of her ‘innocent old lady’ grins. She waves to my parents. “Well, come on in already. She won’t bite.”

My parents cautiously step past me, like the library holds a mythical creature that could bolt at any second. Huh. You’d think I never brought a girl home before.

Oh right, I never have brought a girl home before.

“Lianna, these are my parents. My parents, Lianna.”

They barely finish shaking hands when Walker rushes into the room.

“And Walker here’s too,” I add. I’m ready to introduce them when the old ghoul wraps Lianna in a big hug that lasts way too long. Like I could change the oil on my bike in the time he’s got his arms around her. I’ve got to say something, so I try to talk without sounding like a jealous bastard.

“Huh. I guess you already know each other.” My voice comes out low and deadly.

Not sure I did a bang-up job with the jealous bastard stuff.

Walker gets all gooey-eyed as he looks at Lianna. “I’m so glad to see you again.”

“Glad to be seen.”

“I told you that you’d make it,” says Walker.

“That you did.” Lianna gives him one of those smiles that should really only go to me. My hands clench into fists on their own, not that I try too hard to stop it. I’m pretty sure teatime is about to turn to shit when G claps her hands. The moment gets broken up before I do anything stupid. G’s smart like that.

“Now that we’re all together,” says G. “We can discuss why I brought you here. I have an announcement to make.” She smooths out her black velvet gown, all the better to drag out the moment. “Lianna is…” G taps her chin as if she’s forgotten something. “What is your title again, my dear?”

“I’m the Monarkki of Water.”

At this news, Dad puts his ‘this is bullshit’ face on. I should know. I wore the same one when Lianna first showed up, too.

“There hasn’t been a new Monarkki of Water in twenty thousand years,” says Mom.

In reply, Lianna turns blue. I’m talking hair, dress, skin, everything.

“There is now,” Lianna says. “And it’s me.” She leans back on the couch in her blue robes, daring anyone to say shit. My parents can hardly control their smiles. They like feisty as much as I do. Maybe more.

“Trust me,” explains Walker. “She’s the new monarkki. Remember the girl I told you about? The one I was constantly relocating?”

Dad nods. “You said you were doing a homemade witness protection program.”

Mom snaps her fingers. “She had some guy after her, right?”

“That’s right.” Walker hitches his thumb at Lianna. “This is who I was talking about. She’s not a witness; she’s the next monarkki. And the guy after her is Zephyr.”

There’s a long pause while my parents process this information. G has already adjusted, of course, but she’s not exactly wired like the rest of us. My G runs at mental double-speed.

Dad turns to Walker. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“Namare swore him to secrecy,” explains Lianna. “She swore everyone.”

“I told you as much as I could,” adds Walker.

My parents share a long look, and then give each other small nods. That means they’re cool with this, which is good. Walker’s like a little God in my family. He could say Lianna’s the fucking Easter bunny, and they’d buy it. Hell, I’d buy it, too. There isn’t a better guy in the after-realms, which is easy to admit that now that I’m not feeling jealous as fuck.

“Since we’re all together,” announces G. “Why don’t you tell us everything, my dear? In your own words.”

G doesn’t need to ask twice. “To begin with,” says Lianna. “I’m from the House of Tärkein.”

“Born here in Antrum?” asks G. “Because there’s no record of you.”

I half roll my eyes. Leave it to G to already have checked the birth rolls.

“No,” answers Lianna. “I was born cloud-side in Colorado. It was just me and my parents in a little log cabin in the mountains. They wanted to be close to the elements. I don’t know much about being a thrax, other than who you guys are, of course.” With that admission, she gets a little blushy, which is cute.

“Where are your parents now?” asks G.

Lianna picks at the lace on her white sundress. “That part’s hard to explain.” She swallows and doesn’t finish her sentence.

She doesn’t want to talk about Silas.

What I do next is a reflex. Before I know it, I’m sitting next to Lianna and taking her hand in mine. “Want me to cover this part, beautiful?”

Lianna nods.

“Here’s the deal,” I begin. “Lianna’s family got marked by a Class A Incarnate. He killed her parents and took Lianna for harvesting.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder and give her a gentle hug. “Her parents made a trade with Silas for her life.”

Lianna nods. “They agreed to go down without a fight as long as Silas promised not to harvest me until I was sixteen. They gave him the right to my life energy. The trade was sealed with black magic.” She exhales a shaky breath. “It wasn’t much of a trade, but we weren’t in a position to argue.” Lianna stares at her lap for a long time. After that, she straightens her shoulders and looks my family straight on. There’s steel in her gaze. My chest swells with pride. This woman is strong.

“How did you escape?” asks G.

“Namare found me when I was fourteen,” Lianna continues. “She freed me by making another trade with Silas. Namare wouldn’t kill him and in turn, Silas gave up his rights to my life energy. After that, I went into training to be the next monarkki. There must have been, oh, fifty apprentices when I started. There were five when Namare transferred her power to me.”

Her words seem to suck all the oxygen out of the room. Rage zings through my nervous system. To Lianna, those people were her peers. To my family and me, they’re our people. Our responsibility.

G shakes her head. “We knew that the Tärkein had a high death rate, but we thought it was due to their silly practice of wandering cloud-side every chance they got.”

“Zephyr killed them all, didn’t he?” Dad turns to me. His eyes glisten with righteous anger. “Give it to me straight, son.”

“Yeah, Dad. Zephyr killed ‘em.”

My father rounds on Walker. “Why weren’t we told? Fifty thrax from the House of Tärkein? That’s outrageous!”

“You have to understand,” says Walker. “Namare was obsessed with keeping things quiet. She thought it was the only way to protect her apprentices.”

Dad’s mouth thins to a determined line. “I would have told her differently.”

I could step in and tell my father to cut Walker some slack, but honestly, I’m pissed at Walker, too. My neck muscles clench with held-in anger. I can’t believe how long this has been going on. We had no idea our people were being slaughtered.

“It wasn’t that easy,” counters Walker. “I had to follow Namare around for a year before she’d even talk to me. She had her own magic, too. If she got a whiff that I’d broken my word and said anything to you, I would’ve lost the ability to help Lianna.” Walker rubs his hand over his buzz-cut scalp. “Believe me, I wanted to tell you both.”

G nods. “He’s right. The elementals are notoriously closed-lipped.” She gestures to Lianna. “No offense.”

“None taken. It’s one of the things I hope to change.”

Walker’s voice quivers with grief. “You have no idea how hard it was not to tell you all.”

Mom leans over to pat Walker’s hand. “We understand that now. It’s just a shock.”

“Myla’s right.” My father sets his hand on Walker’s shoulder. That’s Dad’s ‘we’re cool again’ move. Walker offers him a feeble smile.

“Let’s not cover old ground,” says G. “What else do we need to know now?”

I lean back on the couch. “You ask me, I’d like more intel on Zephyr.” I turn to Lianna. “Who is this guy, anyway?”

“Zephyr was originally a thrax in Roman times,” explains Lianna. “Part elemental, House of Tärkein. His parents lived cloud-side in Greece.”

“Ancient times,” says G. “Lots of thrax lived cloud-side then.”

“Zephyr’s family got killed, but not by demons. When Julius Caesar invaded Greece, he killed off women, children, and the elderly. The strongest locals were forced into the Roman Army. Zephyr was one of those.”

“Almost makes me feel sorry for the man,” sighs G.

“Don’t,” says Lianna. “Zephyr soon found he got a thrill out of murder. He decided to become the Caesar of the elemental world.”

Mom frowns. “I’ve seen that type before. Always looking for the next big high.”

“Well, Zephyr found it, that’s for sure,” says Lianna. “Elemental rulers store power in stones called Kristalli. Zephyr has been using those stones to shoot up with elemental energy. Once he’s done, he kills everyone around, often including his own guards.”

“So, where’s your Kristalli?” asks Dad.

“Hidden in my Water Palace.”

The small hairs on my neck stand on alert. Something about that answer sets my inner wrath demon humming. There’s trouble with the Kristalli, in the Water Palace, or both. I watch Lianna’s features carefully as I ask my next question. “Is your stone safe there?”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Lianna says too quickly. “Fisk is there and he’s guarding it along with the rest of the Valta.”

Fisk. I really don’t like the way Lianna says that name.

G sets down her teacup. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to translate that reply for me, my dear. I don’t yet speak elemental.”

“Oh,” Lianna chuckles. “Elemental guards are called Valta. The Water Valta are at my palace, along with Fisk, who’s their general. They’re all protecting the Kristalli of Water, which can store my power.” She starts fiddling with the lace on her dress again, and I know something’s bothering her.

More and more, I’m getting a good read on what the trouble is. My money’s on Fisk.

“Are you visiting the Water Palace soon?” I ask.

“Sure,” Lianna answers. “I’m going tonight.”

The words of Silas’s warning ring in my head. If Lianna tries to leave Antrum, Zephyr will definitely make his move. There’s no way I’m letting her fly solo.

“Great,” I say. “I’ll go with you.”

Lianna shakes her head. “My people don’t trust outsiders. I need to go alone.”

Like hell she is.

“You don’t know what you’ll find at the palace,” I say. “And we both know that my lightning powers can help you in a fight.”

She tilts her head to one side. I grin at her for all I’m worth. She worries her lower lip with her teeth.

I’m wearing her down. I can tell.

Which is good, because if she doesn’t agree, I’ll have to follow her anyway. That could get weird.

“Maybe,” she says.

“Hey, what’s the point of being monarkki if you can’t drag your favorites to court?”

She gives me a million-watt smile. “Who said you’re my favorite?”

We stare at each other for what feels like a second or two. I guess it’s more than that because before I know it, my parents, G, and Walker are standing by the door, waving me over.

I walk over to G first. “Must be annoying, being right all the time.”

“So you admit I was correct in holding this impromptu tea?” asks G.

“Don’t be a sore winner,” I say.

She kisses me on the cheek. “She’s lovely, Maxon. I’ll hold a Ball of Welcome in her honor.”

“No, you won’t.”

“Yes, I will. And you’re not stopping me. Lianna deserves a beautiful ball gown and a handsome prince.”

I shake my head. “That’s not me, G.”

“Poppycock.” G cups my face in her hands and looks deeply into my eyes. “Are your irises changing, my boy?”

“Nah. Still mismatched.”

“They won’t stay that way for long, I’ll wager.”

I know exactly where she’s going with this. If I fall for Lianna, I’ll get Angelbound. My eyes will turn bright blue and I’ll have power over igni. My family’s been itching for this for ages, Mom and G especially. They’re worried my ticker’s busted and I can’t fall in love. Not something I gave much thought to before, but now?

I shiver. Falling in love with Lianna would be a disaster. It’s got heartbreak written all over it.

“Not going near that one,” I say. “See you later, G.”

Mom steps up next. “Did Octavia say something about your eyes?”

Not again.

“Cut me some slack, Mom. I’m in no rush to be the full Scala Heir.” I shoot her a sly look. “Besides, I control my lightning. It’s the bomb. Your igni do whatever the hell they want. Annoying little bastards.”

“Language,” she says.

“What can I say? I learned from the best.” My mother can swear like a sailor on a week-long rum bender.

“Bye, baby.” She walks off.

Next Dad steps in to give me a big man-hug. “Love you, son.”

“You too, Dad.”

“If you need anything for this, let your mother and me know.”

“Will do.”

He looks at Lianna, then back at me, and nods. I know where this is going. I’m not ready for another discussion about getting Angelbound. Too bad that Dad is as crafty as G when it comes to getting information.

I whisper so only Dad can hear. “Look, don’t get your hopes up. I’m not a relationship guy. I’ll help her out and set her on her way. That’s all this is.”

“I didn’t say relationship, Maxon.” He offers me a knowing look. “You did.”

It takes me a few seconds to realize I stepped right into that one. Man, I hate it when he does that.

“Get out of here before you trick me into admitting something else.”

“Of course, son.” Dad walks off smiling. He’s G’s kid, all right.

Walker’s the last in line. For a long time, all he does is glare at me. Finally, I can’t take it any more.

“What?” I snap at him.

“Hurt her and I’ll kill you.”

I bob my head a little, considering. “Fair enough. Now make tracks.”

Finally, they’re all gone. I turn to Lianna. “What’s next, beautiful?”

“We need to hit one of your secret Pulpitum and get to the Earth’s surface. I must summon the Water Palace. To do that, I need to be near—”

“Let me guess.” Stepping closer, I wind a lock of her soft blue hair around my finger. “You need to be near water.”

“Right.” She blushes blue again, which is quickly becoming one of my favorite sights. “I need some place where there’s lots of water and no one around. A lake or beach, that kind of thing.” Her blush deepens. “I guess that means another platform ride.”

I play it cool, like I haven’t been thinking about her sweet body pressing against me during the last trip.

“Huh, I guess it does.” I take her hand in mine and nod toward the door. “Let’s hit it.”


Lianna

Maxon and I walk along a warm Australian beach, searching for the right spot to summon the Water Palace. Foamy surf laps at my toes. Overhead, the night sky is bright with more stars than I ever thought possible. A warm and secure sensation seeps through my torso. For once, I’m not checking for wind and worrying if Zephyr’ll show up. It seems impossible for anything bad to happen while Maxon’s holding my hand.

“Something on your mind?” he asks.

“This is a sweet beach. How’d you find it?”

“Me and the guys came here to play as kids. You know, kick the can. Truth or dare. Capture the house flag. That kind of stuff. We were twelve and thought we were so badass for sneaking out of Antrum.” He leans in conspiratorially. “My parents were tracking us the whole time, of course.”

“They let you sneak off?”

“With a secret armed guard trailing after us, yeah.”

“That’s just…” I press my lips together, searching for the words. “Well, it’s seems pretty loose for the thrax.”

“My parents had it strict growing up. They wanted to give me more room.” He lets out one of his rumbling chuckles. “Although now, they may regret it. I’m always off doing my own thing.”

At those words, my mind pictures what Maxon’s been doing. Or more accurately, who. Even I couldn’t miss the media frenzy about him, especially when I was hiding out urban-style in Purgatory or the Dark Lands. Like everyone else, I caught the occasional episode of Royal Insider. Maxon sure ran through a lot of women. They were all in the after-realms until someone almost went public with a sex tape. After that, Maxon only hooked up with anonymous women on Earth. The paparazzi still catch the occasional picture of Maxon with a human on his arm. All gorgeous, of course.

So on the one hand there’s Maxon, womanizer extraordinaire. And on the other hand, there’s me. The extent of my romantic entanglements amounts to Fisk, Fisk, and Fisk.

I’m so out of my league.

Maxon rubs his thumb along my wrist. Each movement makes my stomach do a little backflip.

I shake my head in surprise. Somewhere along the line, Maxon and I went from trying to kill each other to excessive hand-holding and staring. One side of me loves the attention. However, my sadder-but-wiser side says that I’m acting like a total tool. Right now, I’m something new and different to Maxon—a bright shiny object in monarkki form—and so, he’s interested. I can’t forget that Maxon’s the biggest playboy in the after-realms. Once my shine wears off, he’ll move on.

Don’t let it go too far, Lianna. You’ll only get hurt.

“This is the spot,” says Maxon. “What do you think?”

Moonlight glistens on the waves in this secluded inlet. This could work. “You sure no one will come by?”

“Oh, yeah. No human can get within a mile of here. Ty cast a bunch of repulsion spells over the years.” He gestures across the landscape. “So, will this do the trick?”

“Sure, I can summon the palace from here.” In the movie of my life, that statement comes out as bold and badass. In reality, my voice squeaks with worry.

Really slick, Lianna.

Namare told me all about the Water Palace, but I’ve never been there. As a thrax, they wouldn’t let me through the doors. I’ve never met most of the Water Valta, either. Now, I need to summon the palace and announce myself to the Valta. With their energy, I can claim my crown. This is what I’ve been training for years to do, so why do I want to run for cover?

Maxon gives my hand a squeeze. “Want to come back later?” His voice steadies me.

“No, I’ll do this now.” I give him a shaky smile. “Just don’t let go of my hand.”

“You got it, beautiful.”

My mouth starts moving on its own. “It’s not what you think.”

He raises his brows.

“Well, it is but…” I blush something fierce. “I mean, you’ll drown if you let go. Unless you can walk on water, I mean.”

“Not one of my powers, no.” He gives me one of his dimple smiles.

“Okay, then.” I inhale a steadying breath. “We’re off.”

Closing my eyes, I change into my monarkki form and raise my free arm, just like Namare taught me. Instantly, a light rain pours onto the nearby surf. Within seconds, the droplets stream into the shape of two Palace Wardens. Their clear bodies are visible as shimmering streaks of water, like rain on a windowpane. From what I can tell, these guards wear heavy armor and spiked helmets. They’re not easy to see, but that’s all part of the elemental plan. We excel at hiding.

“Who summons us?” asks the first guard.

“Lianna, Namare’s chosen apprentice.” I summon blue light to shimmer across my skin, just to make the point clear. “I wish to visit the Water Palace.”

The second guard glares at Maxon. “What is this human doing here?”

“He’s my guest.”

“I’m also far from human.” Maxon snaps his fingers and a half dozen lightning bolts strike the ground around us in rapid fire. The guards outright gasp, which is mighty encouraging. I straighten my shoulders with newfound confidence. Maxon gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. I can’t help but smile.

Together, we head toward the open ocean, our feet suspended on the water’s surface with every step. This is another trick I learned from Namare.

Once we’re well away from shore, I raise my free arm high.

“Open the gates,” I command.

Before us, the water bubbles and churns. The first thing to rise from the ocean is a spire of blue stone. After that, the rest of the castle follows. It’s a cone-shaped structure with ridged lines of rock that end in a single peak. It reminds me of a huge conch shell pointed toward the sky. A large arched doorway opens before us.

“Nice place you got here,” says Maxon.

“Wait until we get past the door. I’ve only seen pictures. It’s supposed to be mighty fancy.”

“You’ve never been inside before?”

“No, elementals keep to themselves. Like I said before, it’s one of the first things I plan to change once I’m officially crowned.”

As we step through the main doorway, Maxon keeps up the steady rhythm of his thumb over my knuckles. It still gets my stomach flipping.

“So you know,” I say. “You don’t have to hold my hand once we’re inside the palace.”

“Not letting go, beautiful.” He gives me the barest of winks. “Safety reasons, you know.”

I smile from ear to ear. “Right.”

We stroll into a large reception arcade made of blue crystal. The space is massive and cone-shaped, with a huge base that ends in a tiny, far-off peak. A wide walkway corkscrews along the walls. Water elementals of all kinds roam up and down this winding path. Some look like humanoid fish, while others are little more than swirls of sentient liquid with faces. They’re all beautiful.

A ripple of awareness moves through the crowd. One by one, the elementals stop whatever they’re doing. All turn to stare at me with amazement. Some whisper ‘Your Eminence’ in reverent tones. Their blue skin glows with joy. My heart warms as their happiness becomes my own.

They’ve been waiting for me.

A small figure races across the floor. It’s a boy with pale skin, cropped green hair, and ocean-blue eyes. He wears a miniature set of the scaled armor worn by all Valta. I smile.

It’s Esau.

He stops before me. “Hey.”

I kneel down before him. “Hey.”

“You’re the lady in the waterfall.”

“I am.”

Up close, I can see dark marks on his skin. My voice lowers with concern. “What happened to your arm?”

Esau quickly hides his arm behind his back. “It’s fine. Namare will come around to heal me.”

“Let me see,” I say, gently coaxing him to move his arm forward again. He does. What I see brings the sour taste of dismay to my mouth. The marks are small, striated, and gray.

“Were you playing in the Dark Lands?” The waters of the ghoul kingdom carry all sorts of disease for our kind, even when Namare was cleansing them regularly.

Esau cringes with fear. “I won’t do it again, I swear.”

“What is it?” asks Maxon.

I take care to keep my voice low. I don’t want to frighten Esau any more than he is already. “River Pox.”

“Is it…” Maxon pauses. He doesn’t need to say the word ‘deadly.’

I nod, my eyes stinging with grief. In the first stages of River Pox, Esau will feel fine, apart from his rash. It’s only in the later phases that the rash turns into angry, painful welts. And then?

I shudder, forcing the image of the last stages of River Pox from my mind.

That won’t happen to Esau. I won’t allow it.

Esau lowers his voice to a whisper. “Everyone says that Namare is gone. They don’t know anything. She’s coming to help me. She promised.”

A voice booms across the quiet arcade. “Esau! Come here!”

Rising to stand, I survey the crowd. On instinct, my hand finds Maxon’s again. Water Valta now surround Maxon and me. Their fish-like faces all look grim.

They’re ready for a fight.

“Sorry, Dad!” calls Esau. He runs toward the line of soldiers, hiding behind one of the Water Valta, a spindly guy with a tentacle moustache. That must be Esau’s father.

“He’s sick,” I say. “I can heal him.”

Fisk steps out from the group, his handsome face lined with rage. His gaze moves between Maxon and me. For a long time, he glares hot daggers at our entwined fingers.

I shift my weight nervously from foot to foot before turning to Maxon. “Maybe you should go,” I whisper.

“You want me to leave?”

“No.”

“Then, I’m staying.” He fixes me with a look of stony resolve. “Just tell me how you want to play it here. This is about getting your crown, Lianna.”

Under Maxon’s gaze, my shoulders straighten. He’s right. Why send him away just because it makes Fisk uncomfortable? I’m the monarkki. Setting my fists on my hips, I scan the arcade in a way that I hope looks regal.

Fisk still stands across from us, immobile as if he were carved from stone. He wears his Valta armor with its blue metal scales. Signets of office mark his shoulders, holding a long, sapphire-colored cape down his back. He marches forward and pauses before us. His handsome face is twisted into an angry snarl. “You were holding his hand.”

“I’m alive, Fisk. Nice to see you, too.”

And there goes the regal act, right out the window.

Fisk rounds on Maxon. “And who are you?”

I raise my hand palm forward, in the universal sign for ‘stop right there.’ “It’s my role to make introductions, Fisk.” Even so, I decide to go through everything at double-speed. Something tells me I don’t want these two spending lots of quality time together. “Fisk, Maxon. Maxon, Fisk.”

Fisk’s skin glimmers with blue light. He’s really getting himself worked up. “Why do you bring a mortal among us? His presence defiles this sacred place.”

Great. Fisk goes pompous and nasty, right off the bat.

Maxon hitches his thumbs into the pockets of his body armor. He’s the picture of cool menace.

It’s an effort to keep my voice calm. “Maxon isn’t just any mortal. He’s the High Prince of the thrax, the Scala Heir and…” I turn to him. “What else am I missing?”

Maxon shrugs, and even that movement is somehow threatening. “I’m second in line to the throne of Furonium.” He does one of his chin-nods toward Fisk. “And you are?”

“General of the Valta,” replies Fisk. “It’s my job to rule the water elementals until a new monarkki is crowned.” His mouth thins to an angry line. “And Lianna is my girl.”

All the elementals gasp. Maxon’s brows lift ever so slightly. At this point, I’d really like a do-over on the whole Fisk relationship. What was I thinking again?

Oh, yeah. Stupid hormones.

Somehow, I manage to speak in a very calm and badass voice. “That’s not true, Fisk. We’ve talked about this. Many times.”

Fisk ignores me. It’s what he always does when I’m saying something inconvenient. “She’s my girl, so back off.” He and Maxon start a full-blown staring contest.

I groan. “Fisk.”

“Make no mistake,” says Fisk. “She is mine. I took her virginity.”

Now, I outright gasp. “Fisk!”

Maxon’s tail whips behind him in a menacing rhythm. “Disrespect Lianna again like that, and I don’t care who you are. You’ll regret it.”

Fisk fingers the dagger at his waistline. “I’m not afraid of you.”

Maxon’s voice comes out as a low growl. “You should be.”

The crowd gasps again, and that’s when I decide that enough is enough.

I step closer to Fisk, taking care to block his line of sight to Maxon. “Are these Valta here to meet me?” My voice takes on a leading tone. “A casual ‘get to know you’ type thing. That’s what we discussed, right?”

“Valta don’t do casual when there are outsiders in the Palace,” says Fisk.

“It doesn’t matter who he is,” I counter. “I’m here to meet the Valta and Maxon will be present as my guest.”

“No,” growls Fisk, and his skin flares even brighter. I’ve never seen him like this.

Time for Plan B.

I turn to the Water Valta. “I am Lianna, the chosen apprentice of Namare.” Once again, I make my skin flare with blue light. “She gave her powers to me. I can wield the Kristalli.”

“Can you?” asks Fisk. “Try to summon it.”

Something in his tone sets my teeth on edge. Raising my arm, I recite the incantation to call the Kristalli. Nothing happens.

I round on Fisk. “What did you do to my stone?”

“Your stone?” asks Fisk. “Namare gave it to me for safekeeping. I’ll award it to whoever I deem worthy.” A muscle twitches along his jawline. “Whoever I deem faithful.”

“Faithful to who?” I ask. “I’ve been a faithful servant to Namare. That’s all that should matter here.”

“Zephyr said the same words to his Valta before he was crowned, and what has happened to them? All the men killed. All the boys placed in battle before they’re ready.”

“How dare you compare me to Zephyr?” Now, it’s my turn to glow a brighter shade of blue.

“Who should I liken you to?” Fisk’s voice takes on a hysterical edge. “You’re not acting like yourself. This—” He gestures between Maxon and me “Whatever it is, this pairing is insane.”

“It’s not what you think,” says Maxon.

“We were only holding hands,” I add. “You’re acting crazy.”

“Crazy? I saw the way you looked at him. The energy between you two. You never looked at me…” He shakes his head. “You’re not trustworthy and that’s all there is to it. My Valta won’t take the chance.”

A grumble of agreement passes through the Valta.

Fisk turns to face his men. “No crowning ceremony will take place today. Namare is gone. I don’t know when we will have a new monarkki.”

Rumbles of dissent instantly move through the Valta. A pang of shock twists up my throat. They all agree with him. The Valta would really rather have no monarkki than one who might treat them like Zephyr.

My surprise quickly hardens into anger. “And what the Valta want, they do, regardless of the other elementals?”

“It’s our role to ensure the right monarkki is crowned.”

“At what expense?” I gesture to the civilian water elementals who stand assembled behind the Valta. “Our people need healing. Their waters require fresh energy. Who are you to deny them?” The crowd quickly takes up the call.

“My father needs a cure,” says one voice.

“The Lake of Dreams must be cleansed,” adds another.

Esau’s voice gets added to the mix. He peeps out from behind his father’s leg and pulls on the Valta’s armor. “But Namare is coming. She said that she’d heal me.”

His father’s moustache droops in sadness. “Stay back, son.”

The crowd’s rumbling grows louder. Excitement zings across my skin. Even if Fisk has his issues, the people want me as their monarkki.

“Silence!” calls Fisk.

The voices grow louder. I see my chance and take it.

“You mourned Namare,” I say. “Respect her wishes and make me your monarkki.” I turn to the Valta. “Adjourn to the Hall of Fountains. The ceremony begins now.”

The time for meet-and-greet is over. These are soldiers. They understand two things: Orders and strength.

A muscle twitches by Fisk’s eye. “No one commands the Valta but me.” He raises his arms. “Valta, take formation!”

Soldiers appear along the winding pathway to the castle’s peak. They hold crossbows. All the bolts point at my chest.

Fisk rounds on me. “Now, you go.”

Deadly silence hangs in the air. I run through my options. I have Namare’s power, sure. Somehow, I doubt that taking down the Water Valta in front of a crowd won’t win me any points. I can’t settle this with death.

So what can I do?

Quiet cries echo through the vast space. Looking over, I see Esau’s face buried in his father’s leg. His shoulders quake with sobs.

Suddenly, I know exactly how to handle this. Not with death, but with life.

“Cover me,” I say to Maxon.

“You got it.”

Leaning down, I set my hand on the crystal floor. I need to try and heal Esau. Blue light flows out from my fingertips and across the stone. The elemental power makes a straight path to the boy. There it stops.

The room seems to pause as well. Everyone stares at the sick child. My healing energy is only inches away from him. Since I’m not yet connected to my people, I can’t heal him without touching him.

“See this?” I say. “I can’t help this child because of the Water Valta.” I fix Esau’s father with a glare. “You can link me to your child right now, just as all the Water Valta could link me to my people by supporting my coronation. How can you stand there?”

Still, no one in the chamber seems to move, maybe even breathe. The energy’s turning my way. A rush of excitement swirls through my mind.

“Connect me to Esau. Connect me to our people.”

Esau slips his hand into his father’s. “Please, Daddy?”

That does it. Esau’s father sets his palm onto the floor, where my elemental power waits. Instantly, the blue light crawls into Esau’s father body. His armor glows bright as the energy moves across him and into Esau. The child’s skin also glows sapphire-bright.

Soft gasps echo through the crowd. Everyone watches as the dark marks on Esau’s skin disappear. And for a moment, a rush of energy moves through my soul. It’s the power that comes from being linked to another elemental. The truth rises from the depths of my consciousness.

Being together makes us all stronger.

I rise to stand. For someone who hates speeches, I know exactly what to say.

“We’re already connected,” I declare. “My energy is your energy. Your pain strikes my heart as well. We can be separated and weak, or we can join together and become strong. Fearing Zephyr will not bring you a good ruler. Linking together will. Whenever you’re ready to take that step, I’m ready, too.”

With that, I take Maxon’s hand and head toward the door. No one moves to stop us, and I suppose that’s the most I can expect at this point. We step outside. Moonlight glints off the ocean as we walk across the water. Behind us, the Water Palace disappears into the sea once again.

The calm evening waters reflect starlight and moonlight. Their beauty should be soothing. Instead, hot rage burns through my belly.

“How can the Valta be so bullheaded?” I bellow. “I will not turn into another Zephyr.”

My fingers itch to do something, anything. On reflex, I conjure columns of waterspouts. They surround Maxon and me in a great circle. The liquid shoots high into the air, holds weightless for a moment, and then crashes down onto the dark ocean.

Maxon stands beside me, still holding my hand, still the image of cool. “That helping?”

“Not enough.”

Giving up on the waterspouts, I summon a line of liquid bombs to explode high in the air. After that, I create a great curling wave that crashes across the ocean in a huge rolling line. The sight reminds me of the element’s ultimate power. Water is eternal. And that’s a very calming thought. Finally, I get my head together and return my focus to Maxon.

I hadn’t been paying him much attention—okay, I hadn’t paid him any—and now I’m wondering if he thinks I’m a psycho.

“So.” I rock on my heels, making my toes splash in the water. “You probably have a lot of questions about that, uh, display.”

Maxon tilts his head. It’s like he walks on water all the time with strange women who create waterspouts and have stalker ex-boyfriends who happen to be elementals.

“What part?” he asks.

I’ll skip the Fisk part for now.

“All the angry water stuff.”

“Oh, I got that fine.” He chuckles softly. “You’re not the only one with a temper, you know.”

I exhale a relived breath. “Good.”

“Anything else?”

“Oh, Fisk.”

Maxon shrugs. “Nah. You said you grew up isolated. I’ve seen his type. Makes you feel wanted. Takes advantage. You made the right call.”

I shake my head. Maxon nailed that one.

“What you should wonder about is your crown,” says Maxon. “How can you get it and help your people?”

I shoot him a sly look. “I thought you didn’t know statecraft.”

“Guess I picked up more than I thought over the years.” He gives me a chin-nod. “Talk to me. What’s your next move?”

Bobbing my head from side to side, I think through possibilities and next steps. “Well, getting crowned isn’t happening.”

“Not right now, anyway.”

“Normally, I’d worry about Zephyr coming to get me. He hasn’t showed, though.”

“Wouldn’t expect it either. Silas said some other stuff when I visited.”

“About Zephyr?”

Maxon nods. “Silas said that if Zephyr’s not hunting you, then he’s going after the Kristalli of Fire, which is hidden in Furonium. I sent Emperor Tempest a heads up. With any luck, T will be in a good mood and want to use the attack to sharpen up his troops.”

Worry zings through my stomach. “If Zephyr gets the Kristalli of Fire, then the Fire elementals will never have another monarkki. Do you think Tempest can hold him off?”

“Furor warriors are the toughest in the after-realms, and T is a great general. So, I’d say if anyone can, it’s Tempest. If nothing else, he’ll buy us some time. Maybe we can get some things done while Zephyr is busy.”

“In that case, we should go after the Kristalli of Earth.”

“Just what I was thinking. We pick up the Kristalli of Earth while Tempest keeps Zephyr busy. Where is the stone, anyway?”

“Hidden in the Philippines.”

Maxon’s brows pop up. “In the Chocolate Hills?”

“How’d you guess?”

“It’s one of a handful of demonic dead zones. No activity there and I always wondered why. Makes sense that someone would be guarding the region. Never would have suspected elementals, though.” Maxon glares at the spot where the palace disappeared under the waves. “After we’re done, can I come back and beat the crap out of that guy?”

That guy being Fisk, of course.

I grit my teeth in frustration. “Only if I can watch.”

Maxon lets out another rumbling laugh. “You’re something else, you know that?”

“Oh, you have no idea.”


Maxon

The Chocolate Hills… It’s easy to see how this place got its name. Even in the moonlight, the ground looks brown, rounded, and symmetrical, like chocolates in a box. They’re not the only sights here, either. The minute Lianna and I approached the hills, I knew we weren’t alone. A pair of Zephyr’s Air Valta got here first. They’re already looking for the Kristalli of Earth. That’s the bad news. The good news is that they don’t know what the fuck they’re doing. The two Valta are meandering around like they’re on a coffee break or something.

When I speak to Lianna, I make sure to talk low and by her ear. Honestly, I don’t need to be this close, but she smells like strawberries and it’s making me nuts. You know, in a good way.

“Any more than two of them?” I ask.

“No, Zephyr’s main force must still be in Furonium.”

I let my lips brush her earlobe. “Can you show me where the Valta are again?” A blush crawls down her neck.

“You’re trumping up reasons to keep whispering at me.” She gives me an annoyed look, but her eyes are too excited for it to be real. “We’re on a mission here, Maxon. Focus.”

“Hey. I’m learning how to pick out elementals from the landscape. To me, they’re all smoke and stuff. It’s tough enough during the daylight and impossible at night.” I nod to the night sky like it’s there to back me up. “Need a little help here.”

Lianna points across to a nearby hill. “Two Air Valta, twelve o’clock. Looks like they’re keeping watch.”

“Are they anywhere near the Kristalli?”

“Not at all.” She taps her forehead and grins. “I’ve got the exact location right here.”

“Good. In that case, whatever information Zephyr got, it wasn’t too specific.” I gesture across the hills. “So, lead the way.”

Lianna walks around the base of the hills, looking from one spot to another while muttering under her breath about someone called the Etevin of Water. Seems like the guy used to visit his Earth elemental buddy somewhere nearby. All this sneaking around is giving me too much time to think about my wound from the other night. The poison’s starting to hurt even more. Finally, we stop at the base of a random-looking hill.

“This is it,” whispers Lianna. Kneeling, she sets her palms against the dried-out grass of the hillside. “I am the Monarkki of Water. I’m here for Terrak.”

A small wooden doorway appears in the side of the hill. It swings open, revealing a massive eye. There’s more to the face that’s hidden inside the hill, quite possibly a whole humanoid something. With elementals, you never know. Some of those things running around Lianna’s Water Palace were nothing more than a watery squiggle with an eyeball. There’s also the obvious question about why a creature that big needs a door that small. I’m not going there, either. We’d be here all night.

Beside me, Lianna’s shoulders slump with relief. “The Etevin’s memories were right. Your name is Terrak, yes?”

“Terrak tired,” says a gravelly voice. “Need to heal.”

The big eye half-closes. As it moves, the moonlight reflects in funny ways. Turns out, Terrak is made of small brown gemstones. Interesting.

Lianna beams. “I’m so glad I found you.”

“Terrak sick. You bring thrax for new monarkki?” Terrak lets out a yawn. “I have Kristalli. We make new monarkki. Heal Terrak. Help all Earth elementals.”

I picture that sick little elemental kid back at the Water Palace. Man, that was heartbreaking. It makes sense that the other elements have the same trouble if they’re missing their monarkki. My shoulders clench with rage. What a fucker that Zephyr is.

“I’m not here with a new thrax for you,” says Lianna. “I came to warn you. Someone is coming to take the Kristalli of Earth. You must hide it somewhere else.”

“Yes, hide,” says Terrak. His large fingers squeeze through the door and set a small brown bundle onto the hillside. “You guard now.”

I pick up the little package. It’s a leathery sheath wrapped around what feels like a long stone.

Lianna’s mouth falls open with surprise. “That’s the Kristalli of Earth?”

“Looks like.” The thing buzzes with an odd energy that tickles my palm. I jam the thing into a pocket on my body armor. That helps.

“No, no, no.” Lianna turns to Terrak and goes nuts on him. “You’re supposed to re-hide the Kristalli, not give it to me.” Her skin starts lighting up, monarkki style.

“Watch it, beautiful,” I whisper. “Those Air Valta are still nearby.”

Terrak doesn’t say anything more to Lianna. Instead he slams the hillside door in our faces, which I guess is just as good as saying ‘no.’ What an elemental weasel.

Technically he found a place to hide the Kristalli. Only now, Lianna and I have extra trouble to deal with.

Lianna presses her palms to her forehead. “That didn’t work out like I’d hoped.”

“Everything’ll be fine.” I wrap my around Lianna’s shoulder. “We’ll figure it out. But now, you need to turn off your glow, okay?”

Lianna looks at her skin and gasps. “Crap, I didn’t even realize I was doing that.” She closes her eyes and returns to her regular human form. “My bad.”

“Nothing to apologize for. I like seeing you all blued up.”

Her mouth slowly rounds into a smile. “Really?”

“Yeah, beautiful.” I pull her in closer. It’s not even conscious thing, I touch her on reflex. And once she’s in my arms, it’s always a rush. Lianna’s the perfect mix of cut and curves. I slowly run my nose down the length of hers. This isn’t the time or place for this lovey-dovey bullshit, but for some reason, I can’t help it. My mouth moves closer, and she lets out one of her little bedroom moans. Those kill me.

Our gazes meet, and I know that look. Lust. Heat flares through my bloodstream.

Maybe I should kiss her once. Get it out of my system, you know? What could it hurt?

I move even closer. My lips brush against hers and damn, I’m in trouble. Her mouth is liquid soft, like I thought it would be, as well as sugar sweet. We share the barest touch and it jolts through every part of my soul. Suddenly, nothing’s more important than seeing her luscious naked body, touching her bare skin, and moving inside her. The craving in my blood is like a drug. This one kiss won’t be enough. I need more. I’m about to get some when a soon-to-be dead man interrupts us.

“Surrender the Kristalli,” he says.

No question who that is. An Air Valta. Damn. My concentration is crap. What am I doing kissing Lianna when I should be hauling ass out of here?

Thinking with my dick, that’s what I’m doing.

And I can’t even get pissed at my dick brain. The kiss really was that good.

I give Lianna one last brush of my lips, because I’m just that stupid. Next, I turn to face the Valta. They wear Roman centurion armor and are all in different shades of gray, including their eyes. They’re pretty young, too.

“Surrender the Kristalli.” Both Valta speak in unison and it definitely ups the creepy factor, but not by much. These kids give off the vibe that they’re used to scaring the pants off anyone and getting whatever they want without a lot of work.

That changes tonight.

“Let me talk to Lianna about that for a sec.” I turn to her. Somewhere along the line, I started holding her hand again. Feels good. “What do you say, beautiful?”

“Hmm,” she taps her chin like she’s really thinking this through. “I say we kill them.”

“What?” asks one of the Valta. “You’ll kill us? With what power? We are the Air Valta. Air is supreme!”

Why do they always talk down to her? It’s like that Fisk freak all over again.

“Don’t disrespect Lianna.” I raise my arms. A cage of solid lightning surrounds each Valta. I summon them to tilt backwards in their prisons. They end up looking like two bodies in a matching pair of lit-up caskets.

The Air Valta test out their prison, just like Lianna did in our first fight. I made their cages solid. No way to escape. Once they figure this out, the Air Valta howl like a pair of cats in heat, and then turn even harder to see.

“What are they up to now?” I ask.

“Changing into smoke forms,” answers Lianna. “It’s more work so they don’t do that too often.”

Which means I need to kill them when they’re solid.

“Good to know.”

And just like Lianna again, they figure out pretty quickly that their new home is one hundred percent airtight. I lean in closer to their lightning caskets.

“I got a deal for you. Promise to smoke your asses out of here, and I’ll set you free. We can forget this ever happened.”

The Air Valta howl some more and start spinning themselves into whirlwinds. I have to admit, I didn’t see that one coming. Lianna turned into a dainty mist, and mist pretty much floats around. Wind does a lot more damage.

My lightning containers get bashed around. The walls get thinner. The Air Valta keep freaking out and slamming harder.

“I can’t hold them much longer,” I say. “They only need to crack the surface and they can smoke themselves out.” I wince in pain. Imprisoning these Valta is sucking up tons of my life energy and my injury’s getting worse. The poison’s really going to town now.

Lianna kneels and sets her palms onto the browned grass. She closes her eyes and the ground starts to shudder.

I’ve a pretty good idea what she’s going to do, and I like it.

The Air Valta go crazy, slamming and spinning inside their prisons. It’s taking all my focus to keep their lightning caskets semi transparent and solid. Pain radiates out from my side.

After that, a lot of stuff happens at once. The Valta both whirl around so fast, they crack open their prison containers. The pair of them instantly speed toward us.

Before they make it over, Lianna opens up a massive water geyser in the ground, blocking them. In response, the Valta move their windstorm to a larger scale. The geyser flattens. Wind and water splatter everywhere.

“We’re going down into the geyser,” Lianna grabs my hand again. “Don’t let go.”

“No way, beautiful.”

Together, we jump into the hole in the ground. For a while, my ass gets tossed around by currents from the geyser. As long as I hold onto Lianna, I can breathe fine and nothing slams into me too hard.

We come out through the ceiling of a cavern and land in an underground pool with a splash. The water’s freezing. Even though I’m wearing body armor, it feels like thousands of tiny icicles are stabbing me all over. Lianna cups my face in her hands.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I still feel a breeze though.” I look up. “It’s coming from the hole we just fell through.”

“They’re following us.”

“Looks like.” I look around the cave. “Want to stay and fight?”

“I’d rather get the Kristalli to safety.” She shakes her head. “Plus, opening that geyser took a lot out of me. I won’t be ready for a big battle any time soon. You?”

“I’ve felt better.” The poisoned cut in my side throbs with pain. “We should go.”

The air currents turn gray and the Air Valta start to take shape above our heads. Time to make tracks.

Lianna grabs my hand again and pulls me underwater. Together, we swim through a network of submerged caves and passages. I’ve no idea where we’re going. Lianna pauses every so often and closes her eyes, accessing her powers. When she opens them again, we haul ass in a new direction.

Finally, we surface in a cave where our underground pool laps against a ledge of rock. Lianna conjures up some glowing blue mist so we can see what we’re doing. Hissing with pain, I hoist myself out of the water and onto the rock ledge.

Lianna kneels down beside me. “What’s wrong?”

“My side.”

“Is it the cut from Silas?”

“Yeah. It’s taking longer for me to heal than I thought.”

She tugs at the collar of my body armor. “Take this off.”

I shoot her a sly smile. “Are you sure this is the right time?”

“Says the guy who kissed me with Air Valta floating around.” She tugs again. “Come on, don’t be a baby.”

It’s not easy to do. Bit by bit, I peel off my body armor and whoa, I’m a mess. My chest is covered in a spider web of black poison lines.

Lianna gasps. “How long has it been this way?”

“Not long. I tired myself out containing the Valta. Gave the poison a chance to go to town.”

She slips her fingers down my torso and even though I feel like crap, her touch makes me crazy. What is it about this woman? I’m freezing cold and injured, but I’d have sex right here if she gave me the go sign.

“I can pull out the poison,” Lianna says. “It’s a liquid, after all. That okay with you?”

“Is it going to sap your strength?”

“Probably.”

“Then it can wait.”

She tilts her head to one side. “Remember how I asked if it was okay with you?”

“Yeah.”

“I take it back. You look like hell. I’m healing you whether you like it or not.”

A shock of hurt rips through my torso. “I won’t fight you.”

She sets her palms flat against my chest, closes her eyes, and changes into her monarkki self. Blue light moves on her skin and flares from her palms. Her power moves through me, charging every cell I have with light and life. My energy responds to hers. Her sapphire light dances across my skin.

“You’re soaking up my powers,” says Lianna. “It’s your lightning. Somehow, it’s compatible with elemental energy.”

More blue flares across my flesh and damn, it stings like a mother. “I wouldn’t say compatible. Whatever’s happening, it’s not good.”

“Should I stop?”

“No.” I grit my teeth. “Keep trying.”

“But I can’t stop my powers from hurting you.”

I picture the lightning cages I made for the Valta. Maybe they’ll help here.

“I’ve got an idea,” I say.

“Whatever you want.” Her voice is shaky, and I know her already-low power reserves are getting more and more drained.

I summon a thin sheen of lightning around my body. That does the trick. Lianna’s skin brightens once again. Her power moves through me, but in a different way. The poison disappears. Strength and life flow through my veins.

“Almost done,” says Lianna.

For the first time in hours, my rib cage doesn’t hurt like hell. “Feels good.”

After that, it feels a whole lot better.

I don’t know what Lianna’s doing now. It’s good, though. Every inch of me feels not only healthy, but downright awesome. A delicious tension builds until something inside me snaps. Pleasure ricochets along every nerve ending I’ve got.

Lianna pulls back her hands. We spend a lot of time staring at each other. It feels like a few minutes go by, but knowing our track record, we may have killed an hour that way. My skin’s all healed and Lianna’s so mellow, her eyes are half closed.

“Was that…” My voice cracks with emotion. I clear my throat to try and get a handle on it. “Was that how it’s supposed to happen?”

“No. After I healed you,” she clears her throat. “Well, I think my elemental powers went a little crazy there.” Lianna blushes something fierce. “I’m not really a pro at controlling them yet.”

“Hey, I’m not complaining.”

“No?”

“No.”

She leans in until our mouths are a breath apart. “That felt…” She opens her mouth, but no words come out. Her hand slides down my torso, leaving a trail of heat.

Now, that’s a go sign if I ever saw one. And hell knows my body wants her. The old me would’ve nailed her right here. ‘Hit it and quit it,’ that was my motto. This time, that’d end up with someone getting hurt: Lianna. I can’t do that to her. She deserves the whole dream. Like what G was talking about. A fancy ball and a handsome prince… But a real one. Not me.

“Look, Lianna. I can’t believe I’m saying this.” I cup her face in my hands. “We can’t cross that line again. I have to stay away from you. I’m broken and you’re,” I run my thumb along her jawline. Man, I’d like nothing better than to kiss her again. “You’re so fucking beautiful, it hurts to look at you.”

Another breeze strikes up.

Damn, they found us again.

Lianna stares at me for another moment, shivers and turns away. I did it again. Made her feel like crap.

“Lianna, I—”

“We need to get out of here,” she says, shutting me down. Her features are all closed off and distant. Not that I blame her.

“Should we go for another swim?” I ask.

“I can’t keep that up much longer.” Lianna rubs her temples with her fingertips. “Maybe I can try to use the Kristalli of Earth. Figure out where the Valta are in the ground and seal them in.”

“Worth a try.” I pull the small case from my pocket. Power crackles through the leather bindings and onto my palm, making my skin tingle with energy. The elemental power’s trying to get at me again, so I quickly hand over the stone.

Lianna opens the wrappings. Inside, the crystal is amber brown and glows brightly. She sets her fingertip onto the stone’s edge. There’s a crackle and hiss as her skin gets fried. Lianna pulls back her hand. “Well, that isn’t going to work.” She rewraps the stone without touching it. I pull the Kristalli from her hands and reset it in my pocket.

“You okay?” I ask.

Lianna closes her eyes and holds her fist against her chest. Her palms glow blue behind her clasped fingers. A few seconds pass until she opens her hands again. “I’m fine. I was able to heal myself.” She lets out a long sigh. “Wish I could rest, though.”

Another breeze strikes up inside the cave, and this one is super fast. Before I know what’s happening, two Air Valta stand before us.

Lianna mouths two words at me. “Play along.”

I nod, wondering what she’s going for.

It doesn’t take long to find out. Lianna falls to her knees before the Valta. “Don’t seal us in here!” she pleads.

The Valta stop and share a wicked smile. “We weren’t going to. We are now.”

“No!” screams Lianna. “Don’t you dare imprison us!”

It’s a good act, I’ll give her that. I’ve never seen Lianna this upset. The woman had the entire Water Valta army pointing their crossbows at her, and she didn’t break a sweat. But this? She’s missing a career on the stage or something.

Lianna looks at me out of the corner of her eye. “Help here,” she mouths.

Right. I got so caught up in her act that I forgot I had a part to play.

I kneel beside Lianna, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. “Oh, my sweet, delicate flower. I know how you fear being caged and alone.” I whisper in a low voice. “Too much?”

She shoots me a thumbs-up, so I crank the act up a bit.

“Guys, she’s terrified of being locked up. You can’t leave her trapped in here, waiting for Zephyr. Just kill us now. It’ll be better that way.”

The Air Valta reform by the cave’s ceiling. Their gray bodies hover in space as they chuckle to each other. The two of them remind me of nasty teenagers, the kind who like to pull the wings off butterflies.

“We have orders to guard you,” says the first.

“And rough you up as necessary,” adds the second.

The first Air Valta looks around the chamber. “Not sure I even know how to seal you in anyway.”

Lianna goes extra hysterical. “This chamber’s an old mineral pocket. It’s already water tight except for a few cracks.” She grips my shoulders and looks at me with crazy eyes. “All they have to do is go into those cracks, break things up and align them to seal us in. Zephyr does it all the time. It would be so easy! Tell them not to!”

I pat her shoulder and turn to the guys. “Whatever you do, don’t be a couple of pricks here.”

They share a big grin. Oh, they’re going to be pricks all right.

The second Air Valta whispers to the first, then gestures toward us. “Since being sealed in bothers her so much, we’ll go with that.”

“No!” cries Lianna. I think she may have burst a blood vessel with that scream.

“Good-bye fools,” says the first Valta.

With a puff of smoke, the two of them slip up through a crack in the wall. A crackle sounds as they seal the opening behind them.

“Wow.” I sit back and kick my feet forward. “What a couple of dumbasses.”

“Zephyr kills off his Air Valta for almost any reason. Now he’s got teenagers fighting for him.” She rises to her feet and winces in pain. “We won’t see those two again.”

Something tightens in my chest. Lianna’s in pain. I rush to stand beside her.

“You don’t look so good,” I say.

“I don’t feel so good.”

“How do we get you out of here?”

“See that crack the Valta left through?” she asks. “Zap it back open with some lightning and I’ll mist my way out.”

“Got it.” I raise my hand and a bolt of lightning instantly strikes at the crack in the rock. Bits of stone cascade to the ground. “That good enough?”

Lianna nods. “Perfect.”

“And oxygen?” If she leaves, I’ll need some way to breathe.

“I’m not strong enough to summon the water needed to supplement oxygen as well as turn myself into mist.” Her pretty mouth thins to a worried line. “I’m sorry, Maxon.”

“You definitely got enough power to mist yourself free, though?”

“I think so.”

“Then do it. Go get help quickly. I’ll be fine.” Maybe blue and dead from lack of oxygen, but other than that, fine.

I rub my neck, my expression lost in thought. “Remember how to get to the Pulpitum that brought us here?”

“Sure.”

“Go there first thing. When you arrive, get Diana on the line. Tell her ‘opus auxilium ad thrax.’”

“What does it mean?”

“It’s another pass phrase, like what I used in the desert with the guys.”

“Got it. What then?”

“Ask for Ty. He’ll come right away.”

“Can he break through solid rock and get to you?”

“Ty’s an unbelievable warlock. If anyone can do this fast, it’s him.”

Lianna nods, turns into a light blue mist and slips away. Once she’s gone, the cavern turns dark and empty. I can’t even see my hand in front of my face. The silence is so complete it makes my ears ring.

I wait for what feels like an eternity before the rock wall bursts apart, showering me with small stones and debris. A dim light fills the cave. After so much darkness, it blinds me so that I can’t see a thing. All I know’s what I sense.

Something’s coming closer. There’s a short list of who could pull off that blast.

It’s either Lianna or Zephyr.

Please let it be Lianna. I can’t fight what I can’t see. A voice sounds in my ear and thank fuck, it’s a familiar one.

Nizam.

“You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” he asks. “I was about to get some action when we got your SOS.”

I shoot him a sly smile. “Your hand doesn’t count, Zee.”

Nizam laughs as more light pours through the fractured wall. I suck in a deep breath, the best oxygen I’ve had in ages.

I’m free.


Lianna

Can’t be much farther now.

I whip through the skies as quickly as my mist form allows. Ty gave me a rendezvous point to meet up with him, Nizam, and with any luck, a whole and healthy Maxon. Sure, I could have taken the wizard up on his offer to teleport me, but teleportation spells are an energy suck.

Ty needs to save his power for Maxon.

The Pulpitum seemed so close to the Chocolate Hills before. Now, it feels like ages are creeping by as I race to the rendezvous point. Did I get lost in the dark? And why did I decide to be so noble, anyway? I should have gone with Ty. Who cares if he’d be a little more tired? At least, I’d be with Maxon right now.

Besides, what do I know about Ty, really? The guy could be the worst wizard in the after-realms. My throat constricts with panic.

Keep it together, Lianna. You’re almost there.

At last, the rendezvous point comes into view. The place is heavy with magic. There’s a cloaking spell here.

Which means Tyberius.

I reach out with my elemental energy. It takes a few tries—and a ton of power—but I’m able to pierce through the veil of enchantment.

The first thing I notice is an ear-shattering boom. Impact waves follow, throwing me backwards. One side of a hill explodes, leaving a massive crater behind. The air turns thick with debris and dust. My senses get overwhelmed with worry and alarm.

I stumble toward the crater. Kneeling down, I grip the line of grass that marks the edge of the blast. I scan the ground beneath me. Nothing’s visible through the cloud of dirt. Bands of anxiety tighten around my temples.

Where are they?

I cup my hand by my mouth. “Maxon? Nizam?”

No reply.

At least, I can still sense Ty’s cloaking spell. That means Tyberius and his magic are alive. My skin glows blue with worry.

I hope he’s not the only one.

“Maxon!”

Finally, a trio of figures appears at the center of the crater. It’s Tyberius and Nizam. Their arms loop across the shoulders of the third figure, who stumbles along between them. My torso slumps with relief.

It’s Maxon. He looks like hell with torn body armor and too-pale skin.

But he’s alive.

I force my features into some semblance of calm. The trio reaches the crater’s edge before sitting down beside me. Ty mutters a spell over Maxon. Bit by bit, Maxon’s color improves and his mismatched irises turn bright.

He turns to Ty. “Thanks, man.”

“Opus auxilium ad thrax,” says Ty. “I thought we were supposed to save that for real emergencies. I could have blown a crater here in my sleep.”

“Don’t be such a bitch,” says Nizam. He points to the crater. “That’s the closest ‘you’ and ‘blowing’ have gotten in years.”

Nizam and Ty keep ragging on each other while Maxon’s gaze finds mine. Our mouths slowly wind into identical smiles. An odd sensation comes over me. I feel like an invisible cord stretches between us, linking us together.

“You okay?” I whisper.

He nods. “You?”

I shrug. “You scared me half to death.”

“Not that much, beautiful. You still look pretty alive to me.”

Nizam and Ty stop talking trash long enough to stare at Maxon. And when I mean stare, it’s one of the ‘he’s grown two heads’ variety. I haven’t seen surprise like that since Maxon invited me to stay in Arx Hall.

“Hey.” Nizam points at Maxon’s chin. “You’re smiling.”

Maxon hops to his feet, his grin staying firmly in place. “Who, me?”

“Yeah, you,” replies Ty.

A swell of pride moves through my chest. Considering that comment, Maxon must not have been a happy guy lately. If he’s grinning now, maybe it’s because of me.

“Any news from Antrum?” asks Maxon.

“Emperor Tempest sent a message,” says Ty. “Arrived just before we left.”

“Let me guess,” says Maxon. “Zephyr’s attacking.”

“How’d you know?” asks Nizam.

“We know that he’s after the Kristalli of Fire,” I explain. “It’s hidden in Furonium.”

“Did T say how they’re holding up?” asks Maxon.

“Worst part of the battle’s over,” replies Nizam. “Good news is that casualties were low. Bad news is that the Kristalli of Fire was stolen.”

“What?” I ask. “How?”

“Some little sewn-up rat thing,” says Ty. “Incarnate magic, if you asked me. It even had the little rat balls to drop off a message at one of our Pulpitum.”

Maxon and I share a knowing glance. No question who’s sending sewn-up demon rats all over the after-realms. Silas.

My insides twist with worry. Silas’s rat got the Kristalli of Fire. What a disaster.

I picture Esau. The Fire Elementals have children, too. There must be thousands in need of healing. If Zephyr gets his hands on the Kristalli of Fire, he’ll drain it. No chance for a new Monarkki of Fire, ever. No hope for healing.

“Did Silas already give the Kristalli of Fire to Zephyr?” I ask.

Ty shakes his head. “Tempest’s spies say no.”

“Good.” I exhale a relieved breath. The Kristalli of Fire hasn’t been drained.

Ty frowns. “Tempest also says he lost Chimera.”

“What?” Maxon sets his fists on his hips. “I practically gift-wrapped him to them. Does T know what happened?”

“Tempest didn’t say,” says Nizam. “But we’ve gotten some intel from Purgatory.”

Maxon’s eyes narrow. “What did Grandma Cam and Pops have to say?”

For a second, my mind gets stuck on the whole ‘Grandma Cam and Pops’ thing. Then, I remember my father telling me how Maxon’s grandparents run Purgatory. Makes sense that they’d send him news when he needs it.

“The bottom line is this,” says Nizam. “Zephyr may be protecting Chimera. Nothing solid yet, but they could’ve teamed up.”

“I’m calling bullshit on that one.” Ty shakes his head again, hard. This time, his dreads jingle with the movement. “Elementals keep to their own. Why would Zephyr team up with anybody?”

The image of Silas’s face appears in my mind. “Zephyr has teamed up before, believe me.”

“Still doesn’t make any sense,” snaps Ty.

“You’re questioning Lianna on this?” asks Maxon. Ty looks away. Right now, we’re all a little tired and easily pissed off.

Ty fixes Maxon with a frustrated look. “What do you want me to say, M?”

“Nothing.” Maxon folds his thick arms over his broad chest. “I want you to think.”

I should be wound up in the play-by-play between Maxon and Ty, but I’m not. Instead, I’m gaping at Maxon’s chest. The way he’s folding his arms, the guy looks particularly ripped. I can’t stop staring, and that’s downright sad. How often do I have to be rejected before I get the message? We kiss outside the Chocolate Hills, and then inside the cave. Plus, there were a million other times where we got oh-so-close to kissing, only to have Maxon back off. The guy is right. He’s got some serious issues. I need to move on.

So why can’t I look away?

“Why would Zephyr link up with Chimera?” asks Maxon. “The question really is, why does Zephyr do anything?”

I raise my hand school-style. “So he can get his hands on a Kristalli and get a fix.”

“Exactly,” says Maxon. “Clearly, he thinks Chimera can get him the other stones.” Maxon gives the ground a frustrated kick. “Zephyr wouldn’t be wrong to think that, either. Chimera’s smart.”

Nizam pulls a small envelope from inside his body armor. “This message also arrived for you.”

Maxon pulls it from Zee’s hand. “Is this the one from the rat?”

“Yup.”

My hands twitch to grab the letter. If Silas has the Kristalli, I need to know what he wants.

Ty twists a bead nervously through his fingers. “I know you get a ton of odd mail, M. Normally, we’d chuck this away. But once we heard about the Kristalli of Fire being stolen by a rat demon, we brought the envelope along.”

“That was the right call,” says Maxon. He hands the envelope to me. “You want the honors?”

“Thanks.” I straighten my spine and try to look calm. Inside, the terrified thirteen year old that I once was is screaming in fear. After tearing the envelope open, I read aloud. “If you want the Kristalli, here are the coordinates. Come quickly and bring my girl. Zephyr may find me before you do. Silas.”

The world takes on a surreal sheen. In my mind, the Chocolate Hills become misted over in a dreamlike haze. Bit by bit, the news seeps through my consciousness. Silas is luring me back to his lair, using the stolen Kristalli as bait.

Well, screw him.

My hands ball into angry fists. I am so done with running and fearing Silas. Zephyr too, for that matter. Rage flows through my body, making my internal light flare brighter. Time was, I had to run and hide. That’s over and done with. Now, I’m facing this and ending it, one way or another. I turn away from Maxon.

“I have to go. These coordinates are in England. If I change into mist, I can get there pretty quickly.”

Maxon steps into my path. “Not alone, beautiful. We’ll go together.”

“I can’t ask you to join me,” I say. “You just got healed. And in any case, I need someone I trust to protect Kristalli of Earth.”

Maxon hands the Kristalli to Zee. “Lock this up in my personal safe.” After that, he turns to Ty. “Any more healing spells you need to cast on me?”

“Nope,” replies Ty. “You’re one-hundred percent healthy.”

“How’s that?” Maxon turns his attention back to me. “Totally healthy and no more Kristalli. Now, I’m definitely going with you.”

Wow, I kind of like it when he’s a little possessive and pushy. Maxon sees he’s wearing me down and adds in a dimpled smile. That just kills me.

“It’s settled then.” Ty slips the packet into the folds of his robes and nods. “You know how to find the nearest Pulpitum?”

“I remember.” I rub my forehead in a nervous rhythm. “I’m still not sure about Maxon, though.” I gesture to Tyberius. “You say he’s fine, but you’d lie for him, wouldn’t you?”

“I’d never when it comes to my prince’s health. Besides, look how happy he is. He totally wants to go kill stuff with you. How can you say no?”

Maxon bobs his eyebrows up and down. “I know you want to check me out again, beautiful.” He folds his arms across his chest once more, just like he did when I was last ogling him.

“I wasn’t checking you out.” Much.

“Maybe you want a repeat on playing doctor? Make sure I’m all healthy?” He pulls on his edge of his upper body armor. “I can whip this off pretty quick.”

I can’t help but stare at Maxon’s pecs. Warmth crawls up my cheeks. The guys start chuckling.

“Trust me,” says Nizam in his rumbling basso voice. “If Maxon can flirt, he can fight.”

Maxon steps in closer, invading my personal space. “You heard what the badass thrax warrior said.” I really shouldn’t notice how good he smells, but I do. He’s so yummy.

Stay focused on the defeating Silas, Lianna. “Okay, I’m convinced.”

Maxon’s smile widens. “You won’t regret it, beautiful.”

Somehow, I doubt I will.


Lianna

Maxon and I step through a dark and deserted shire somewhere in England. Normally, I love places like this. Everything’s broken down and industrial. Cracked slate walkways. Abandoned factories choked with undergrowth. Smashed-up street lamps that droop at odd angles. When I was on the run from Zephyr, I hid in spots like this all the time. Usually, they make me feel safe.

Today, not so much. Instead, a cold sense of fear creeps across my stomach.

“You’re nervous, yeah?” asks Maxon.

“How’d you guess?”

“You’re having trouble staying human looking.” He shoots me a half smile. “Not that I don’t like you in monarkki blue.”

I stare down at my skin. Maxon has a point. Strong emotions like fear always make me glow. Right now, I have some serious sapphire action going on.

“Walker used to hide me in spots like this,” I explain. “Normally, I’d feel comfortable here.”

“I’ll take your word for it. I hate these kinds of places. Class A jobs love anything industrial.” He gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Walker probably cleaned them out for you before you got anywhere near. The guy’s a killing machine.”

“Walker, a warrior?” I picture the tall and gentle ghoul. “That’s hard to believe.”

“Oh yeah,” says Maxon with a chuckle. “Walker’s a total badass. Killer engineer and architect, too. Your regular Renaissance ghoul.” We stop outside a one-story brick building with an arched roof and shattered windows. “We’re here.”

I stare at the lopsided wooden doorway. Silas is in there. Images flicker through my mind. My old cage. His scalpel and bone cutters. The tiny mouse cowering against my chest. Raw terror clamps around my body, encasing me from head to toe.

Maxon seems to read my thoughts. “Chances are, he’s already flown.”

A heavy sense of foreboding settles on my shoulders. “Nope, he’s still in there.” I stare at the crooked door intently, my skin starting to flare ever brighter shades of blue. “Promise me something.”

“Sure.”

“We kill him first thing.”

“Wish we could, beautiful. But if we do that, we’ll never lay our hands on the Kristalli of Fire.”

“Then we kill him right after we find the Kristalli.”

“That we can do.” He tilts his head. “Want to do the honors?”

My voice turns hard and rough. “So long as he’s dead, that’s all I care about.” I step forward, push the doors open and stride inside. The moment I’m past the threshold, awareness tickles across my skin.

No doubt about it. Someone’s in here with us.

Dust and cobwebs cover every inch of the abandoned weaving factory. The floor is lined with small tables, moldy sewing machines, and broken metal looms. Long strips of wire hang down from the arched ceiling. Large skeins of thread hang at the bottom of each line, their bright colors now dimmed with dirt and age.

I’d think it was cool if I didn’t know what kinds of things Silas was manufacturing here.

Thwack. Thwack.

The rhythmic pounding of a hammer sounds from the far wall, followed by the sickeningly familiar sound of small bones cracking. My chest tightens with anxiety.

Oh, yeah. Silas is here, all right.

Beside me, Maxon’s tail arches over his shoulder, ready to strike. I summon a dozen bullets onto my palm, each one made from super-heated water. The small blue projectiles smoke and bubble against my skin. To anyone else, they’d cause excruciating pain. To me? I barely register a tickle.

From across the room, Silas starts humming one of his mock-spiritual songs.

“Thy power is naught,” Silas sings. “Surrender to thy master.”

The lyrics fill my soul with boiling-hot rage. Silas is trying to use my bad memories of his evil songs to give him some kind of advantage. I suppose he expects me to cry again, just like I did when I was a powerless kid.

Won’t happen this time. I’m not thirteen anymore. And I’m certainly not powerless.

With each step closer to the far wall, more anxiety and excitement zing through my system. The footfalls of my boots become overwhelmingly loud, like a drumroll before a hanging. Overhead, the long ceiling wires no longer hold sewing supplies. Instead, each line ends in one of Silas’s mummified birds. I’d call it taxidermy, but that would only involve using skin. Silas’s black magic goes far deeper. Memories of his terrible spells flicker through my mind. An electric charge of anger makes my skin flare even brighter.

At last, we reach the far wall. Silas sits at a long metal table, tinkering with some unfortunate dead animal. Barrels of bloody slurry line the nearby walls. The smells of rot and death fill the air. I fight the urge to dry heave.

Lifting his arms, Silas repositions the animal that he’s working on. It’s the head and spine of a Rottweiler. Just grown to adult size, too, by the looks of it. All this demon does is corrupt innocence. Fury courses through me. I raise my palm, aiming the boiling bullets at his head. Silas flinches but doesn’t turn around.

“What do you want, my girl?” he asks.

Above our heads, the mummified crows open their eyes. A jolt of fear runs through my limbs. The birds search the factory floor, their gazes quickly locking in on Maxon and me.

Keep calm, Lianna. Stay focused.

I set my hands on my hips. “You know why I’m here, Silas.”

The old demon swivels around on his stool. He looks the same as always. Balding head, bowler hat, and handlebar moustache. He inspects me from head to toe, his irises flaring red with demonic power. “It’s been so long. Why don’t we rehash old times?”

Maxon’s eyes also flare red, only brighter. “You don’t get to talk to her.” He raises his hand, making lightning dance upon his palm. “Where is the Kristalli?”

Silas’s mouth winds into a smile, showing off his blackened teeth. “Zephyr told me all about you, boy.” He inhales deeply. “Oh, I can smell her on your skin. Strawberry, so sweet. How was she?” He looks Maxon over. “I never saw her as more than a servant. Perhaps I misjudged things. She could be a succulent concubine as well. How I’d love to take her body before I take her life.”

That does it.

On reflex, I raise my palm. A dozen water-bullets whip forward and tear through Silas’s chest. He leans his head back and lets out a satisfying roar of agony. His gaze snaps back to mine. Fresh menace flickers in his all-red irises.

“That was uncalled for, my girl.” Silas pokes his pointer finger through one of the holes in his dress shirt. “I can give you the exact coordinates to find the Kristalli of Fire. I have my price, however.”

My mouth twitches with held-in words. How much would I love to whisper an incantation and take Silas down right now? It would feel sweet, but it wouldn’t get me any closer to the Kristalli of Fire. Silas watches me, his thick lips rounding into a satisfied smile.

“I remain willing to discuss terms, my girl. Magically binding, of course. You know I always keep my word.”

It takes everything I have to reply to Silas without separating his head from his shoulders. “I know.”

“What do you want?” asks Maxon.

“I wanted my girl’s life energy. That plan ended when she became an elemental.” Silas rounds on me. “Your life force is worth nothing to me now. And this one?” Silas gestures to Maxon. “He’s already vowed to kill me. I know the type. He won’t stop until I’m dead.”

Maxon’s tail whips out in front of him. The arrowhead end points right at Silas’s throat. “You got that right.”

Silas steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “How I’d love to kill the prince. Sadly, that would bring all the thrax on my head. I’ll pass on that, thank you very much. These are my terms.”

“Go on,” I say.

“I don’t raise a hand against either of you, and you don’t raise one against me. Ever. On pain of an especially gruesome death. In return, you get the coordinates for the Kristalli of Fire.”

I frown. Something about this doesn’t add up.

“Why risk Zephyr’s anger?” I ask. “He won’t be happy when the Kristalli isn’t here.”

“Don’t worry about how I’ll position the lost Kristalli to Zephyr. Someone will die for the error. It won’t be me, I can assure you.”

We all stare at each other for what feels like forever. Above our heads, the crow poppets shift their weight on their wire hangers. At last, I turn to Maxon. “What do you say?”

“Your call. I’ll do the deal on your say-so.”

I run through my options, but every mental path takes me to the same place. There’s no doubt about it. I need the location of that Kristalli.

“We accept the deal,” I say. “If you give me the coordinates right now.”

Silas closes his eyes and starts mumbling in Latin. I don’t catch all of it. That said, I hear enough to know that he’s placing a binding spell. Once Silas opens his eyes again, all our hands flare with red flame. There’s a spike of pain that ends within seconds.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” says Silas with a crooked smile. He gestures to one of the nearby barrels of bloody sludge. “The Kristalli is attached to the bottom of that barrel.”

Rage corkscrews up my spine. “Sneak! You made it sound like you hid it somewhere else.”

“I know I did. Rather clever of me, wouldn’t you say? Otherwise, you might have killed me long ago. Now, we’ve a binding agreement.” He rises to stand. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Above us, the birds spread their wings, showing off their long silver feathers. Or, they should be feathers. Instead, they’re layers of long razors bolted together. Their clawed feet are made from rusted nails.

Maxon frowns. “I thought we weren’t raising a hand against each other.”

“We did agree to that,” says Silas slowly. “However, that deal only includes me. My poppets can do as they like. Unfortunately for you, they like to kill.”

A crow dive bombs me. I try to dodge the attack, but I’m not fast enough. The bird holds a scalpel in its claws and I know what that means: Poison. As the crow swoops lower, the blade scratches my cheekbone. Silas’s poison enters my system. This is his fast-acting stuff, too. Within seconds it starts sapping my strength.

Now, I’ll be limited to small strikes. Not good.

Turning on his heel, Silas runs for the back door. Maxon and I rush to follow him, but the birds are faster than we are. Dozens of them swoop down from their wires, attacking us in coordinated strikes. We’re forced into defensive mode while Silas heads toward the exit.

There’s no time to follow him, though. More crows dive for us, their eerie caws echoing around the factory. I kill the birds with ice darts, while Maxon summons lightning. His bolts blast through the ceiling, smashing through old desks and dusty equipment. Unfortunately, whatever black magic fuels the birds also makes them immune to these strikes. Maxon tries different lightning forms—cages, swords and shields—but the only thing that stops the birds are traditional bolts. Even then, I think it’s the sound and brightness that shocks them more than anything else.

In no time, Maxon is forced to give up on lightning. Instead, he skewers the birds with his tail or tears open their chests with his dragon-scale hand. It’s slow going. Still, it works pretty well.

I switch things up and summon long water whips, one in each hand. Flicking my wrists, I use the super-heated liquid weapons to slice through the birds as they close in. Before I know it, Maxon and I are fighting back to back, each of us downing whatever poppets come our way. Maxon mumbles something unintelligible. My whips slice through more birds. “What did you say?”

“I’ve never had a battle twin before.” I can hear the smile in his voice, and suddenly, my boiling-hot rage at Silas cools a little.

“Me, neither.” I test out a crisscross move with my whips and take out a half-dozen birds in one strike. “It’s kind of fun. We’re pretty good at this.”

A low growl sounds from behind me and I freeze. A razor-winged hawk swoops close to my ear. I smash in its head with the handle of my whip. Fresh howls fill the air.

A prickly sense of fear crawls up my neck. “What was that noise?”

“Hounds.” The joking tone Maxon had a moment ago is gone. With only that single word, I know we’re in deep trouble.

From across the factory floor, more birds awaken from their wires. We haven’t even made a serious dent in their numbers, and now we have mummified demonic hounds to deal with.

Correction. We’re in really deep trouble.

The hounds start circling our position. Maxon calls down fresh lightning, but the dogs easily sidestep the bolts. Even worse, the strikes distract Maxon from killing poppets with his hand and tail.

A memory appears. Namare telling me to summon my elementals in case of danger. How can I summon the Valta? The last time I asked for their aid, it was face to face, and they kicked me out of my own palace. A remote summons is sure to fail.

One of the hounds gets closer. The animal is huge and could easily tower over me if it put its paws on my shoulders. Its eyes are metallic stones and its mouth has broken glass for teeth. The creature’s rib cage has been cracked open and sewn back together with thick black leather straps. I shudder, thinking what Silas must have placed inside that creature to make it so evil.

The hound’s eyes flare bright red as it leaps onto my shoulder, digging its teeth into my already-injured skin. Fresh pain radiates from the wound. I drop my ice whips, snap the beast’s neck, and toss the carcass aside. More of my life energy goes into fighting my injuries. Less power is available to battle Silas’s poppets and poison. Of the two, the poison’s really starting to do me in. Black puss oozes from around my wounds. My legs feel like they’re made of jelly. Sure, I know how to heal myself, but that’ll take all my concentration.

That’s time I don’t have.

The hounds circle us as more birds swoop in for the kill. “Got any big ideas?” asks Maxon.

“I’m calling in reinforcements. Cover me.”

Maxon turns and pulls me against his chest. With a great battle cry, he summons bolt after bolt of lightning to strike the ground around us. The sudden onslaught buys us some time. Leaning into Maxon’s chest, I reach out with my consciousness to my people.

I am your monarkki. I need your help.

A pulse of acknowledgement moves through my mind. I could whoop with joy, I’m so excited. One of my water elementals definitely heard me.

I pull back from Maxon. “Done!”

Maxon releases me and spins around so we can fight back-to-back once more. His back shifts against mine as he takes out another hound.

“Did I get you enough time?” asks Maxon.

“I hope so.”

Before me, a bright blue mist appears. Excitement tingles through my stomach.

“It’s Fisk,” I say quietly.

“Not sure how much help he’ll be.” Maxon takes out another demon bird with his tail. “You know what he thinks. We’re lovers.”

Quick as a flash, Fisk materializes before me. I keep working the whips to hold off the hounds, but I can’t keep it up much longer. Despite the battle, some part of me registers the look of total devastation in Fisk’s sea-green eyes.

He heard the last two words Maxon said.

We’re lovers.

“Fisk, we’re outnumbered and…” Before I have a chance to finish, Fisk disappears.

My limbs feel sluggish with disappointment. Suddenly the onslaught of demonic animals seems far too much for anyone to handle. And now? I’ve just managed to isolate the one person who could’ve helped us.

“I’ve enough energy for one last round of lightning,” says Maxon over my shoulder. “Once I summon it, you need to run.”

Well, that’s not happening.

“No way. I’m staying with you.”

“Well, I’m not…”

At that moment, bright blue light floods the factory. Water elementals of every shape and size cover the stone floor. Large snake-like creatures with blue scales rear up on their coils and start snapping demon birds into their jaws. Beasts that resemble a cross between bears and salamanders tear into the hounds. Fisk takes out his blue sword and dives into the center of the fighting.

These aren’t professional soldiers, but they aren’t nothing, either. What does it say that Fisk wouldn’t or couldn’t summon his own Valta?

There’s no time to answer that question. More birds and hounds lunge at Maxon and me, but the numbers are back to being reasonable. Meanwhile, my rank-and-file elemental army goes to work.

Relief saps every ounce of energy from me. We may actually win this one. Suddenly, the poison in my system boils through me at a faster pace. Pain overwhelms my mind. I close my eyes and curl into a fetal position. Voices echo around me.

“Take her away!” cries Fisk. “She needs somewhere quiet to heal.”

Heavy arms loop around my shoulders. I’d know that touch anywhere. It’s Maxon.

“I’ve got you, Lianna.” He kisses my temple. “It’s safe now. Heal yourself, beautiful.”

I close my eyes and summon my elemental power from within. Every molecule of poison inside my system becomes surrounded with sapphire light. I call more energy until every part of me is whole and healed. The poison is gone, but now I’m so tired, I could fall asleep on Silas’s floor.

Bit by bit, I force my eyes to open. The first thing I see is Fisk.

Oops.

Last time Fisk saw me, Maxon was only holding my hand and Fisk had an all-out meltdown. This time, I’m cradled in Maxon’s arms, only Fisk doesn’t look angry so much as sad. I clench my jaw in worry. In some ways, this side of Fisk is harder to deal with, especially since I need to ask him for more help.

Now that the Kristalli of Fire and Earth are safe, it’s time for me to be crowned Monarkki of Water. I need to heal my people and get connected to their energy. That way, I’ll have a better chance against Zephyr. But for that to happen, the Water Valta must agree to my coronation. I must ask Fisk to get his troops in line.

Will he agree to help me?

My eyelids feel heavy as boulders. I want to sleep, but who knows when I’ll see Fisk again? We must have this conversation now. Somehow, I manage to wobble up to my feet.

“You good?” asks Maxon.

“I feel fine. I just need a minute.”

“You got it.” He leans in to whisper in my ear. “Go get your crown, beautiful.” His sweet words give me a jolt of hope.

Maxon heads off toward the barrel where Silas stashed the Kristalli of Fire. It’s not very badass of me, but I’m psyched that I’m not on Kristalli duty. I spent enough time around Silas and his bloody goop.

With Maxon gone, Fisk and I start staring at each other without really staring. It’s really awkward. Since I keep feeling sleepy and woozy, it’s also making me nauseated.

Be strong, Lianna. Remember Esau. You need to get crowned and go to work.

I nod once to myself. Decision made. Fisk has to get his Valta on board, end of story. At this point, the only question is how I can convince him to help. A practice speech runs through my mind.

Thanks for saving my life, Fisk. And I really appreciate you not freaking out that Maxon was holding me just now. So… Can you convince all your buddies to crown me monarkki? That’d be great.

Not sure that’s it, and I’m too tired to come up with something better. Best to lead off with something neutral. “Thank you, Fisk.”

“Lianna, I…” Fisk stops speaking and looks away.

This is your chance, Lianna. Go for the close.

I open my mouth, but my brain gets even fuzzier with the need for sleep. Wow, do I ever want a nap. Before I can figure out something to say, Fisk disappears in a haze of blue mist.

How very Fisk of him. I’d punch him in the face if he were still here. And if I weren’t so tired.

Maxon returns to my side. His mismatched eyes scan me from head to toe. “You don’t look good.”

“The Kristalli…” I try to say more. Sadly, my mouth doesn’t want to form any words other than ‘pillow’ and ‘sleep.’

“I got the Kristalli of Fire,” says Maxon. “Dumped over the barrel and the thing was strapped to the bottom.” He scoops me up in his arms. Suddenly, the world feels all cozy, warm, and snooze-worthy.

Four words register in my mind before I let myself slip into sleep.

“We’re going home, Lianna.”


Maxon

What a long-ass day. For once, I can’t wait to get some sleep. Lianna’s conked out in another bedroom. Now, it’s my turn.

I look around and frown. My room’s all modern and sleek, with a huge bed and clean white sheets. I don’t belong here. Most days, I crash in moldy motel rooms with cockroaches and blinking neon lights by the window. I stay where the monsters are.

Some days, I feel like I’m one of them, too.

I peel off my body armor, pull a pair of pajama bottoms out of a drawer, and slip the things on. That’s something else that I never do on the road. Sleep in clothing. But with Lianna around…

Hey, now.

The back of my neck tingles with awareness. Someone’s staring at me. Turning around, I see Lianna standing in the doorway. She’s wearing a pair of tight boyshort bottoms and a flimsy tank top that leaves little to the imagination. She looks smoking hot. I need to thank that Mistress of Cloth, whoever she is.

“What’s up, beautiful? Feeling better?”

“Yeah, a quick nap was all it took. I’m working on my speed-healing skills.”

I smile. A real warrior is always working on some skill, and Lianna is a real warrior. “How’d things go with Fisk? You fell asleep before I could ask you.”

“He misted away before we could talk.”

“And what do you think that means?”

“He knew I was going to ask for his help with the Valta, and he was too much of a weasel to say ‘no.’”

“So what’s your plan now?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I need a few days to get my head together. Come up with a new approach.”

I raise my arms and stretch. “You can crash here if you like.”

“Sure, thanks.” She stares at my chest and looks away, her skin flaring a brighter shade of blue. I try not to notice that reaction. We’re supposed to be just friends, after all. Still, I notice it anyway. And I can’t stop myself from talking about it.

“You don’t have to get embarrassed for checking me out.”

“What?” She lights up even more.

“We’re adults. We’re single. There’s no law against appreciating each other. In fact, the Furor have it down to a science.” I pull back the covers on my bed.

Her mouth thins with disbelief. “Like what kind of science?”

Oh, this is too good to pass up.

I step over to stand in front of her. Her body heat warms my bare skin. She gives me another of her little gasps as I run my fingertip down her neck. I pause and pull my hand away.

Do the right thing here, Maxon.

Somehow, I find the balls to cross the room and go back to my bed.

“You didn’t come here to talk about Furor lore.” I slide into bed and fidget with the covers, like I give a crap about that stuff. It’s easier than looking at her, though. “What’s up?”

“I don’t like sleeping in strange places.” Lianna forces a smile. “I don’t like sleeping, period.”

“Your nightmares?”

She nods.

“I get it. Believe me.”

“Good.” Lianna anxiously twists her fingers together at her waist. “Then can I, uh, stay here? Last time, it really helped to have you nearby.”

My heart starts thumping against my chest. Love this idea. That’s when I notice how other parts of my anatomy are excited, too. Good thing I’ve got the covers pulled up past my waist.

Play it cool, Maxon. Remember why you put the brakes on this in the first place. Taking things too far will only hurt her.

“Sure.” I slide across the bed and pat the space beside me. She slips in under the covers and cuddles into my side. With her wound against me, my senses are assaulted with sweetness. I love how her long limbs entwine with mine. The way her liquid-soft fingers rest on my belly. How every cell in my body is attuned to her, wanting her. And if I’m being honest with myself, caring about her, too.

I wrap my arm around her shoulder. “Better?”

She sighs. “Yes, much.”

“Any time.”

Lianna’s quiet for a minute. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.” I twirl a lock of her silky hair around my fingertip. “Ask me anything.”

She inhales a deep breath. “What else happens in your nightmares? You said it was dark…” She swallows the rest of her words.

Normally, any mention of my time with Armageddon makes me crazy, but while holding Lianna? It’s impossible to feel anything other than calm.

“You don’t have to tell me,” adds Lianna quickly.

“No, it’s cool. Armageddon’s what happened.”

“The King of Hell?”

“Yeah.”

She looks at me expectantly. Now, I’m getting to another part I’ve never shared with anyone. When I was a kid, I said I couldn’t remember anything about my time in Hell. That was a lie. I’ve never told a soul, yet somehow, it’s okay to tell Lianna. She’s been at the mercy of evil, too. She’ll understand instead of getting her mind blown.

I run my thumb up and down her shoulder. “My nanny Hildy was a monopsyche.”

“I’ve heard about those. She could take over your mind, put you in a trance or whatever?”

“Yeah, it’s a bodyguard technique. Protected me from pain or torture.” A cold shiver rocks my spine. “But when I was taken into Hell, Hildy wasn’t fully bonded to me. She couldn’t protect me all the time. Every minute that I was exposed and unconnected, Armageddon knew it. That’s when he’d pull me out of my prison box.”

Lianna keeps looking at me. There’s empathy there, sure, but something else, too. A connection. Suddenly, it’s not a choice to tell her everything, it’s something I have to do.

“Armageddon tortured me.” My voice cracks with remembered pain. “Peeled off my skin. Plucked out my eyes. Beat me until I passed out.” Emotion tightens up my chest. “I was a fucking three-year-old kid.”

She rubs my stomach in a gentle rhythm. “Oh, Maxon.”

“Afterward, he’d always fix me up and put me back in my prison box. The freak knew that my parents could see me sometimes, and he thought that hiding my torture was hilarious. Even for the King of Hell, the guy was a sick fuck.”

I pull her closer. “After I left Hell, I promised myself that I’d never be at the mercy of a demon again. Now, I hunt Class A jobs like Armageddon. That’s my life.” I exhale a long breath. “Not much of an existence compared to some. Like I said, I’m broken.”

There’s a long pause before Lianna speaks again. “I understand, Maxon. Really.” She’s talking about more than the story. She means about us. I hoped she’d get what happened to me without losing her mind, but understanding why we need to stay friends? That seems like way too much to expect.

Can this really be happening?

“Understand what?” I ask, unsure.

“Why you’re trying to protect me.” She gently kisses my shoulder. “And maybe, you’re trying to protect yourself, too. It’s all right. I’m not going anywhere, Maxon. Whatever happens, I am your friend.”

My torso warms with a feeling I’m terrified to name. She heard my story. She gets me. How unbelievable is that? It takes some effort, but I choke out three words.

“Only you, beautiful.”

And that’s what makes staying away from her so hard.

She gives my shoulder another kiss. “Better?”

I kiss the top of her head. “Yeah, better.”

And for the first time in what feels like forever, that might actually be true.


Lianna

Sure enough, sharing Maxon’s bed means no nightmares.

Trouble is, it means no sleep, either.

I flip over again. Nervous energy pulses through my limbs. This is like sitting next to a chocolate cake when you haven’t had dessert in ages. Hard to keep your hands to yourself.

I keep watching Maxon sleep, making note of every movement. Hey, it passes the time. I can’t miss how Maxon’s face looks handsome-rugged, even when he’s asleep. How he arches his muscled arm above his head. How he slowly licks his full lips. Yow, I felt that last one right between my thighs.

Maybe this wasn’t my best idea.

Turning flat on my back, I jam my pillow over my face. In this position, I’ll either die of suffocation or fall asleep without any distractions. Either way, the sexual torture will be over. The rational part of my brain points out that actually leaving the bed would be the best solution to my problem, but rational me isn’t getting lots of airplay at this point. I’m staying right where I am.

Actually, I’m pretty impressed that I was able to get the pillow over my face at all.

I inhale deeply and immediately, my huge error is clear. The pillow smells like a whole lot of Maxon. It’s a mix of cinnamon, sweat, and yum. This is definitely not helping my focus issues. I pull down the pillow to find Maxon leaning over me, an amused smile rounding his delicious mouth.

“Hey,” he says.

“Oh, hi,” I reply, like I’m surprised to find us both in the same bed together. “You were snoozing for a while there. I thought you only slept an hour a night.”

“Normally, yeah.” Maxon stretches again; this time both arms are involved in the act. His muscles are so ripped, they have little baby muscles, too. I really need to stop staring one of these days.

“Running after you must tire me out,” he says. His mismatched irises glimmer in the soft glow of candlelight. “Any nightmares?”

“No, you?”

“Me neither. Seems like you’re good for me.”

A bubble of excitement forms in my chest. “Same here.”

“In that case, there’s something I want to talk about.” Maxon sets his hand on my hip, and I already like where this conversation’s going.

“Sure.”

“I won’t sugar coat this. I’m broken, maybe in ways that can never be fixed. For years, my life’s been nothing but demon slaying and one-night stands. That scare you?”

“It’s nothing I didn’t know about before. Guess the question is, does it scare you?”

“Maybe it worries me now, yeah.” Maxon leans in until our foreheads touch. His skin feels warm and firm against mine. My breath hitches as his voice sounds low in my ear. “You’re perfect, Lianna. Absolutely beautiful. And I want something to happen between us.”

My excitement bubble explodes, sending tendrils of heat through my body.

Maxon thinks I’m perfect.

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot.” Maxon’s fingers tighten on my hip. “Maybe you want that, too.”

I almost give myself whiplash nodding. Yes.

“Well, then.” He tilts his head back and offers me a sexy smile. “I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try. How about you?”

I’m pretty sure what he wants to try here. However, my mind’s a pile of overjoyed goo at this point. I need to make sure that I’m absolutely clear. If we’re just sleeping together, I can’t do that. I’m not the casual sex type. But if it’s something more? That’s another story.

When my gooey brain finally remembers how to speak, my words come out low and breathy. “Try what, Maxon?”

“Why, making you happy, beautiful.” He rubs the bridge of his nose along mine. “Only you. Give me that chance, yeah?”

My mind empties of all thought, save one. “Yeah."

Maxon’s lips crash onto mine. Desire flares through me and a small moan escapes my mouth.

“Damn,” groans Maxon. “Your little noises drive me crazy.”

I moan again and suddenly, Maxon’s hands are everywhere. Taking off my tank. Sliding my boy shorts down my legs. All the while, his tongue rides against my own, fierce and rough. Desire spikes between my thighs. Maxon whips the covers off us. Somewhere along the line, he kicked off his pajama pants. Shock and desire roll through me. I’ve never seen Maxon entirely naked before, and every last inch of him is gorgeous. In the dim light, he soaks in the sight of my bare body, too. Bands of desire wind about us, connecting us.

“Is this…” I want to ask if this intensity is from his lust demon. I can’t get the words out.

“Is this what?” Maxon leans over me, his fingertips brushing up my outer thigh. Heat rushes through my limbs. The ability to form words fails me for a while.

“The Furor,” I whisper. “Different.” Part of me realizes I’m talking in sentence fragments. More of me is amazed that I’m able to speak at all.

“The Furor see lust as a science.” Maxon’s voice comes out low, growly, and sexy. “They taught me how to focus my inner demons. Lust and wrath, I integrate both of them into my soul. Control their power. Make their experience more intense for my partner.” Maxon nuzzles into my neck. “Your body is a map to your pleasure, Lianna. It starts with tracking your heartbeat. The dilation of your irises. How flushes move across your skin.” His tongue flicks across my earlobe and I shudder. “You like it when I talk.”

I nod quickly. Yes, yes, yes.

His fingers slide down my belly, circle across my hip and glide between my thighs. I gasp. He touches my heat and I’m seeing stars.

“So responsive,” he says in his low voice.

I can only moan in reply.

He smiles that sexy grin of his. “And we haven’t even gotten to the good stuff yet.”

The good stuff. That’s where I want to be.

I guide Maxon closer until his body rests atop mine, his strong arms braced on either side of my head. He slides inside me and I gasp. Time stands still as our bodies move and ecstasy mounts.

We kiss. We touch. We become one person.

Sensations multiply until it’s all too much. Bliss builds through me and then shatters my soul. I arch my back as the delicious release careens through my every molecule. Maxon groans as he finds his satisfaction along with mine. Our unified motion slows, then stops. Time moves forward once again.

“Wow,” I say, my voice low and husky.

A satisfied smile rounds Maxon’s mouth. “Yeah.”

Someone starts knocking on the front door of Maxon’s chambers. Tilting his head, Maxon carefully listens to the odd rhythm of the knock. More thrax codes, if I had to guess.

He kisses my cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

Maxon slips out of bed and immediately, I miss the sensation of his body next to mine. Maxon pulls on a long silk robe and walks out the door. From the entry hallway, I hear low voices talking back and forth. Maxon returns a few minutes later.

“G wants me over to have breakfast.”

I prop my weight on my elbow and try to look alert. “At this time of night?”

“It’s early morning now.” He offers me one of his crooked grins. “I’d say no, but she’d just come here.” He scans me carefully. “Want to go?”

I want to say ‘Sure, I’ll go,’ but my face muscles are so tired, it comes out as “Sue, ruff roh.”

Maxon chuckles. “You get some sleep, yeah?”

I want to hit him with a cute comeback. Doesn’t happen. For some reason, my mouth isn’t capable of speech. Even so, the moment is perfect and peaceful. I don’t know what our future holds, but like Maxon said, I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try. I mumble something else that’s totally incoherent and Maxon kisses my head.

The last thing I remember is the click of the door closing as I fall asleep.


Maxon

I walk up to the fancy wooden doors to G’s formal reception chamber. A knight stands on either side of the entrance. Both wear golden armor. Before I have a chance to greet them or even knock, the door swings open.

“Maxon, my boy!” G kisses my cheek. She’s in her full-bore thrax Queen get-up today. Black velvet dress, tiara, the whole deal. She’s even gotten her gray hair braided into a fancy bun.

“You look great, G.”

“As do you.” Her mismatched eyes get all sparkly with excitement. “You wore your formals.”

“I was in the mood.” Normally, I never wear my princely get-up if I can avoid it. Today, I know G summoned me here to talk about Lianna. Feels like I’m respecting Lianna to get dressed up.

G fixes the guards with a look that could melt lead. “No interruptions, do you understand?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” they say in unison. I swear they shake a little in their armor, too. G has that effect on people.

G ushers me inside. “Look who’s here!” she calls.

My parents shift on G’s elegant white couch. They both stare at me with bug eyes and open mouths.

“You’re on time,” says Mom.

“And wearing your formals,” adds Dad.

“That I am,” I say with a smile.

They exchange a long look, their eyebrows lifting in unison. I know that move. It means ‘oh ho ho, let’s hope Maxon’s got himself a girlfriend.’ They’ve been sharing this look since I was twelve. Usually, I spend a half hour telling them how they’re wrong. Not this time.

I give Mom a quick kiss hello. Dad gets his traditional man-hug. After that, I head straight to where G’s stashed all the food. I don’t know what she does, but I swear, she gets way better grub than the rest of us. I scoop up a plate and start digging in.

G hovers by the table’s end. “I suppose you’re wondering why I asked you here.”

“Not in particular,” I say. “You want news about Lianna.” I find some egg pancakes things that look pretty good. I grab seven.

“Only if you want to share,” says G. “We didn’t want to assume anything was going on.”

“Well, something’s going on.” I pile on more pancakes. Damn, they smell good. I have to hang out with G more often. “What do you want to know?”

G eyes me carefully. “You went cloud-side on some mission with Lianna. Did everything work out satisfactorily?”

“Yup. We got the Kristalli of Fire and Earth. They’re both in my safe.” I shoot her a sly look. “Like you didn’t know.”

“Well,” G pats down her perfectly patted-down hair. “Nizam may have mentioned something.”

Nizam this time? He’s joining my payback list, right next to Uther.

“How is she now?” asks Mom. “Zee said she was hurt.”

“She’s great. All healed up.” I flash Mom a big, toothy smile. “She’s in my room, sleeping.”

My family gasps. Loud. I never tell them shit about the girls I’m with. But Lianna isn’t just any girl. She’s perfect, she’s mine, and I want everyone to know it, including that weasel, Fisk. I plunk down on a nearby couch, set the plate onto my lap, and chow down.

G and my parents all take seats nearby. They stare at me like I’m a ghost or something.

“Come on,” I say. “It’s not like you didn’t see this coming.”

Mom sighs. “We hoped.”

Dad grins. “I’m happy for you, son.”

G stares at me for a long time. “You’re serious then?”

“Yup.”

“But… But…” G’s face gets all blank.

Dad chuckles. “Now this is something I’ve never seen before. I do believe you’ve rendered your Grandmother speechless.”

A rapid knock sounds at the door. G frowns. “I told them we didn’t want to be disturbed.” She gives the door another one of her angry glares. “They do this all the time.”

Mom stares at the door. “Sure we shouldn’t get it?”

“Absolutely not,” says G. “I don’t give orders to have them ignored.” She rounds on me. “And you need to be careful with your heart, my boy. You hardly know this girl.”

I set my empty plate aside. “Look, this might seem fast to you, but Lianna and I have had some pretty intense times. We’ve fought together. More than once. You get to know someone pretty quickly that way.”

G’s face softens. She’s a warrior. She gets how intense the battlefield is. You can know someone for years and still not see their soul until you fight side by side. Her approval makes a warm feeling seep through me.

G grins. “That’s good to hear, my boy.”

“Plus, she gets me in a way that no one else ever has.” I picture holding Lianna in my arms while telling her about my torture at the hands of Armageddon. My voice gets low and serious. “It’s good. We’re good. Really.”

Mom’s lower lip gets all trembly. This is a total Hallmark Card moment for her. “Maybe we should…” her voice breaks.

“… Talk about the ball that your grandmother is planning,” says Dad, finishing Mom’s thought for her. They do that a lot. Makes me wonder if Lianna and I will ever do that, too. Something in my chest gets all jittery. Finishing each other’s sentences. Yeah, that could be cool.

“Quite right,” says G. “We brought you over to discuss the details of Lianna’s big night.”

I lean back and kick my boots onto some kind of antique something. “Do whatever you think’d make Lianna happy. I’m up for anything.”

Before anyone can answer, a distinctive hum fills the air. I freeze. No question about it. A ghoul portal is opening.

G pinches the bridge of her nose. “If they sent Walker in here because I wouldn’t answer the door, then I’m about to be rather peeved.”

Rather peeved. That’s G-speak for someone getting their asses handed to them.

A black door-shaped hole forms in the middle of the reception chamber. Walker steps through in his long ghoul robes. The lines of his colorless face are drawn tight with worry. He rounds on me without saying hello.

“Why can’t I get into your chambers?” asks Walker.

“Why do you ask?”

Okay, I actually have a pretty good idea why he’s asking. He wants to get at Lianna. I’m in no mood to make things easier for him. The guy needs to keep his overly long hugs to a minimum.

“I must speak to Lianna. It’s urgent.”

“My chambers have about a hundred wards and hexes on them. You’re not getting in there without me.”

Walker rubs his hands over his brush-cut. The guy looks ready to explode. Could something really be wrong with Lianna? A million problems flicker through my head. She could be sick or cursed.

Mom asks the question that’s on all of our minds. “What’s wrong, Walker?”

“It’s Zephyr,” he says.

“Oh, him.” My shoulders relax. “Well, he can’t get to Lianna in Antrum.”

“He’s got his Air Valta out,” says Walker. “He’s given us an hour. He says that unless we hand over Lianna by then, he’ll cut off the air to Antrum.”

Everything turns surreal. Cut off the air to my people? Risk Lianna? This is like something out of my nightmares.

“Can he do that?” asks G.

“Yeah, he can,” I say. “Some of his junior people did it in a cavern that Lianna and I were in.”

Dad hops to his feet. “We can’t let word get out.”

“It’s already out,” says Walker. “People are in a panic.”

“Nonsense,” counters G. “Thrax won’t panic about some elemental riff-raff.”

I grit my teeth at the ‘elemental riff-raff’ crap. “Lianna’s a monarkki, G. If she were threatening us, I’d worry. You get me?”

“Maxon’s right,” adds Dad. “Zephyr’s a serious threat. Our people will never forget King Aethelwulf’s war. Antrum’s air got cut off and whole Houses died of asphyxiation. Antrum exists in a very delicate balance.” Dad turns to Mom. “We need to calm the people. Make sure they know we have everything under control.”

Mom nods. “I’ll send an igni display through the cities. That always works wonders.”

So does a laser light show. Not that I’ll say that to Mom. We have bigger fish to fry than starting yet another ‘igni versus lightning’ debate.

“Very well,” says G. “I’m convinced. I’ll set up a command center. We need couriers running in shifts between here to Purgatory. Cam and Xav always get news first.”

Cam and Xav. That’s what G calls my other grandparents. Everyone else calls them Madame President and First Archangel. G turns to me. “Are you coming?”

“No, I’m staying to talk to Walker.”

“Oh,” G’s face loses all color. “You’re leaving your people?”

Frustration twists up my neck. I know what this is really about. G has liked worrying about me having a girlfriend. That said, she’s not keen on my actually getting one. She and I have been close since I was a kid. Me settling down? It must feel like I’m leaving her.

Truth is, I am.

“I’m going after Lianna, G. Wherever it leads. End of story.” I’d add that helping Lianna helps everyone, but G isn’t in a logical mood.

“Come on, Mother.” Dad wraps his arm around G’s shoulder and leads her toward the door. “Let’s leave Maxon and Walker to their talk.”

Mom drops a quick kiss on my cheek. “Go kick ass and take names, baby.”

I smile. Mom’s the best. Within a few seconds, my parents and G are gone. I refocus on Walker.

“What’s got you worried?” I ask. “Tell me everything.”

Walker’s all-black eyes fix me with a bleak stare. “If Lianna thinks Zephyr’s after her, she’ll do what she always does. Run. She’ll find a new safe house, somewhere that she thinks won’t endanger you or your people.”

“But you always set those up for her. She wouldn’t leave without talking to you, would she?”

“I’m already getting a new place ready for her. The problem is Fisk.”

An electric sense of alarm charges through my brain. “What about that guy?”

“I keep in touch with some of the lesser Valta,” explains Walker. “I heard that Fisk feels terrible about what happened at the Water Palace.”

“Good. He should feel like shit.”

“Now he wants to make it up to her. I’m worried that he’ll jump the gun and get a message out to her before we can talk to her.”

“What he should do is get her crowned. Once Lianna is the monarkki, she’ll be connected to the power of her people. She’d have a better chance against Zephyr.”

“You think he’ll do that?” asks Walker.

“No,” I say. “The guy’s thinking with his dick.”

“Are you sure?”

“I think with my dick a lot; I would know. Fisk wants Lianna back and he isn’t thinking things through. He won’t try to get her crowned; he’ll try to get her alone. That means a safe house.”

Walker steps closer to me, his mouth thinning with worry. “And that’s what I’m afraid of. If Fisk tries to put her in a safe house, it won’t really be safe.”

I pace the room, my mind churning over this news. “Lianna’s not a prisoner here. She’s free to get messages or leave any time she wants.”

Memories flood my head. The feel of her liquid-soft body under mine. The scent of strawberries on her skin. The rush in my heart, knowing what we were sharing.

“She wouldn’t leave,” I say. “Not now.”

Walker fixes me with his all-black eyes. “There are a lot of confusing forces around Lianna right now. Are you willing to take that chance?”

Damn, he’s right. I need to get to her.

“Can you portal me to my front door?” I ask.

“You got it.” Walker closes his eyes, and a large black door re-opens before us. I stare into the darkness. My heart thumps so hard in my rib cage, it feels like it might crack.

Hell, maybe it could even break. And for good, this time.


Lianna

BAM, BAM, BAM!

I keep dreaming about sledgehammers in my sleep. When I finally open my eyes, I realize that the sledgehammers are real. Sort of. Someone’s pounding the hell out of Maxon’s front door. I rub my groggy eyes. I’m still in Maxon’s bed.

BAM, BAM, BAM!

“Maxon, is that you?”

BAM, BAM, BAM!

“Okay, not you.”

The sleepy haze in my brain starts to clear. Maxon went off to have breakfast with his grandmother. After he left, my goal was to sleep, not have my eardrums implode.

BAM, BAM, BAM!

Holy hell, that’s annoying. Time to make it go away. I sleepwalk out of bed, pull on one of Maxon’s robes, and shuffle to the front door. I grip the handle and pause.

“Who’s out there?”

“Royal courier. Open up, please.”

I blink hard. Royal courier? Whoever this is, they must not know that Maxon’s away. I’ll give them the update and go back to snoozing. Swinging the door open, I find a young man standing outside. He has a small face, red hair, loads of freckles, and ears that stick out sideways from his head.

“Royal courier.” He bows low. “My name is Pip.”

“Pip?” My sleepy hearing must be off.

“Yes, Pip.”

“Okay. What’s up?”

“I bring a message.”

“Maxon’s not here to take it,” I say through a yawn. “You’ll find him with the Queen Emeritus.”

Pip nervously shifts his weight from foot to foot. “No, the message is for you.”

My eyes narrow with suspicion. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“It’s the other monarkki,” says Pip quickly. “Zephyr. He’s threatening to cut off our air unless we hand over some stones and…” He looks guiltily at his boots.

“And he wants you to hand me over, too.”

Pip nods.

A chill of worry crawls up my neck. Last night, the Air Valta sealed off the cavern, easy peasy. If I hadn’t left to get help, Maxon could’ve suffocated.

My limbs tremble with worry. Maxon will never hand the Kristalli over, let alone me. I can’t stay here and put his people in danger. And I can’t ask him to leave his homeland while it’s under threat.

“How’d you learn about this?” I ask.

“The news is all over Antrum,” explains Pip. “Everyone’s in a panic. Our environment is very delicate, Your Eminence. If Zephyr makes good on this threat, we won’t last long.”

My mouth thins to an angry line. This has gone far enough. I’ve lived in fear of Zephyr for years. I won’t allow him to terrify the thrax as well. “Is that what you came to tell me?”

“No, Your Eminence. I’ve another message for you. Telling you about Zephyr wasn’t part of my orders.” He shifts his weight from foot to foot. “It just slipped out. I hope you’re not angry.”

“I’m fine. In fact, I’m glad you told me.” I extend my hand, palm upwards. “Now give me your message and you can take off.”

Pip quickly sets the envelope in my hand and then races away like his life depended on it. Hell, with the threat from Zephyr, maybe it does.

I close the front door and tear open the message. The note is written in Fisk’s confident script.

Dearest Lianna, I’ve gotten news that Zephyr is attacking Antrum. It’s no longer a secure place for you. I’ve found you a new safe house. Let’s meet at Charybdis and discuss how to lead our realm safely away from Zephyr’s threat. I’ll bring the Kristalli of Water. There’s no time to lose; please meet me as soon as you can. —Fisk

I stare at the words. My insides coil with worry. Zephyr is attacking and Antrum’s at risk. Can I trust Fisk? I pace the room and sort through the facts. Fisk risked everything to save Maxon and me at Silas’s lair. Plus, Fisk trained me for years, placing his life on the line the entire time.

Maybe we’ve had issues, but any way I look at things, my final view is always the same: I can trust him.

And my role is to follow the elemental way. We hide from other creatures and care for nature. We don’t seal off realms and murder entire populations. As monarkki, my job is to prevent this threat; Maxon’s is to protect his people.

My gaze falls on the front door. I should go. Still, my soul screams that it’s wrong for me to leave.

Screw elemental roles and royal obligations. Maxon and I make a great team. We’ll figure this out together, right?

I turn toward the bedroom. Maybe I should just get back into bed. A quick nap can work wonders, not to mention buy time until Maxon returns. I take a few steps toward the bedroom door. From the outer hallway, a wave of worried chatter freezes me in my tracks.

“He’ll cut off our air,” says an older woman’s voice.

“I hear the Wastelands are already suffering,” answers another.

“We need to get to a Pulpitum. Run!”

An anxious shiver twists down my back. If I make the wrong call here, all these people could die.

It feels like ages pass as I stand in place, my mind locked between thoughts of the Kristalli and Maxon’s warm arms.

Crap. I have no idea what to do.


Maxon

I rush through the door to my chambers, my heart pounding up a storm in my chest. Walker’s right behind me. I wave at him over my shoulder.

“Wait here, all right?” I ask.

“Sure thing.”

Walker bounces a bit on his heels, making his ghouls robes sway. He’s dying to race through the South Wing and search for Lianna with me. But she could still be in bed, all naked and with that satisfied grin on her mouth. Some stuff Walker doesn’t need to see. Ever.

I rush toward my bedroom. Sure, I’m moving at preternatural speeds. Still, it feels like forever crawls by until I can get down the hallway and pull open my door. My skin chills over with shock.

Lianna’s not here.

My heart kicks harder in my chest. She’s got to be somewhere in my chambers.

Taking off like a shot, I race through halls and passages, calling out Lianna’s name like a madman. There’s no sign of her anywhere. I end up in the library. A small envelope sits on the bar, right beside my favorite whiskey. I rip it open.

Maxon, I can’t stay here and put your people at risk. Please get the word to Zephyr that I’m gone so he’ll call off his attack. I’ve left with all the Kristalli and will be in touch when I can. –Lianna.

“Someplace safe? Someplace safe!” Part of me knows I’m screaming like a madman. I don’t give a fuck. Lianna’s safest place is with me, period.

I’ve got to find her before she gets too far.

I stride over to the enchanted painting. “Get me Transfer Central.”

The brushstrokes on the world map reform into the familiar image of Diana. She’s pale and pretty, with long brown hair and freckles. Normally, she gets all blushy when I summon her. Today, her mismatched eyes are wide with panic.

“I was hoping you’d contact us,” Diana says quickly. “Are you here to stop Zephyr? Everyone says he’ll cut off our air.”

“He won’t,” I say in a firm voice.

Diana exhales a shaky breath. “Thank heavens.”

“Did anyone named Lianna ask for transfer to the surface?”

“One minute.” Diana starts flipping through piles of paper and leather-bound logbooks. “No one passed through by that name.”

“How about the Monarkki of Water?”

Her voice lowers to a hush. “The goddess?”

“That’s the one, yeah.”

“She left for Pulpitum X. It just got reopened; I figured it was safe.”

“Pulpitum X. That’s Purgatory.” Some of the weight of worry lifts from my shoulders. My grandparents run Purgatory, and they’re big believers in inter-realm alliances. If Lianna steps off that Pulpitum, she’s going to have a reception party waiting. Grandma Cam isn’t going to let her run off after Zephyr without some explanation and protection.

“Do you want me to prep your transfer to Purgatory?” asks Diana.

I rub my neck, lost in thought. Something about this doesn’t add up. Lianna’s too smart to run off to Purgatory if she’s in trouble. She’s got to know that a new monarkki is bound to grab a lot of attention.

No, there must be something else going on.

“Diana, is there a record of her arrival?”

“Why wouldn’t there be?”

“Humor me.”

Diana flips through some more log books. Then, she tears through additional piles of paper. I know her answer before she says it. “There’s no record of her arriving.” Diana’s mismatched eyes grow large with worry. “Do you think she fell off the platform?”

That kind of thing happens sometimes, and it always ends badly. But that’s when a thrax is involved. As an elemental, Lianna’s a different story.

“She’s fine,” I say quickly.

“Where did she go?”

I’m tempted to explain that she probably changed into mist form and went wherever the hell she wanted. Traveling that way will make it a lot harder to track her, which was exactly what she planned.

“Have Ty run a magical trace on her. Send the news to me at the Queen Emeritus’s command center. Over and out.” I wave my arm and the painting returns to its usual map image.

For a long time, I can only stand in the library. At first, my body feels numb with shock. Then the real hurt settles in.

A week ago, I didn’t know if I had a heart. Now, the damned thing’s shattered.

I could kick myself for being such a dumbass. Why did I go talk to G and leave Lianna alone? I should have known Zephyr would try something. I pound my fist into a nearby table. The thing smashes in two. Damn it! If I hadn’t been such a lovesick fool, I’d never have dressed up to see G and gush about my new girlfriend.

Rage and fear battle it out in my heart. Trashing the table felt pretty good, so my tail slices a nearby club chair in half. That feels even better. After that, things get a little crazy. I tear through a few more tables and couches, then I go to town on the wet bar. Bottle after bottle gets chucked against the wall.

Finally, my soul calms enough to start thinking clearly again. First thing I notice is Walker standing in the doorway. He surveys the trashed library.

“I would’ve done the same thing,” he says.

Some of the tension melts from my body. Walker always knows the right thing to say. Turning on my heel, I head toward the door.

“Where are you off to?” asks Walker.

“Visiting G in her new command center,” I reply. “If anything happens, she’ll be the first to know.”

And once I know where Lianna is, I’m heading to her side. Doesn’t matter what enemy she faces. Doesn’t matter the obstacles along the way. Screw it all. Nothing’s more important than Lianna. I see that now. She’s the world to me.

I’m getting her back.


Lianna

I pace around Charybdis, the dry sand crunching beneath my feet. Above me, the full moon casts long shadows across the desert floor. Any shift in the darkness quickly grabs my attention.

Is that a burst of blue mist? Has Fisk finally arrived?

But there’s been no mist. No Fisk. And no question that I’m going nutso with worry.

Fisk should’ve arrived already, especially since I was late to begin with. It took me extra time—and some creative use of thrax transfer platforms—but on my way here, I stopped off in the underground caves of Charybdis. I found the stone chamber where I’d recently been trapped, and that’s where I stashed the Kristalli of Fire and Earth.

A satisfied smile rounds my lips. Out of all the places Zephyr will look for the stones, the depths of Charybdis should be last on his list.

More minutes pass, and my throat constricts with fear. By now, Zephyr must know that I’ve left Antrum. He could show up at any second.

Don’t worry. You know how to escape Zephyr. You did it for years.

At last, a blue haze forms to my left. The mist quickly takes the shape of Fisk. He’s out of his general’s uniform and back to cargo pants and a black Henley. His pale features are unreadable.

“Fisk.” I offer him a shaky smile. “Thanks for your message.”

“Everything would’ve been easier if you’d visited the Water Palace alone.”

Here it comes. Where our conversation goes to hell.

“Maxon isn’t going anywhere. You need to get used to that idea.”

“I’m trying.” A muscle ticks along Fisk’s jawline. Tension thickens the air.

“Try harder. Remember Esau? You and I both know he’s not the only one who’s suffering. How many are dying right now because I’m not wearing my crown?”

Fisk stares at his combat boots. “This isn’t easy for me. The Valta have their concerns. They don’t want a monarkki like Zephyr.”

“And are you worried that I’ll rule like Zephyr?” I step closer. “Tell me Fisk. Honestly.”

He scrubs his hands over his face. “No, I’m not concerned about that.”

“Then, why’s the coronation on hold? It’ll do more than enable me to heal, you know. I’ll stand a better chance against Zephyr once I’m connected to the power of my people. Waiting for my coronation only helps our enemy.”

“I know that. Believe me.”

“Then, what are we doing here?”

“Honestly?” Fisk exhales a puff of breath. “We’re trying to get past how I lost it at the Water Palace.” He forces a laugh. “I guess it never occurred to me that you’d find someone else. I went a little crazy.”

“A little?”

“A copious amount.” He meets my gaze, his sea green eyes glimmering in the moonlight. “Since then, I’ve had time to think things through. The truth is this. I want you to be happy, Lianna. That’s what love really is, right? Wanting someone else’s happiness more than your own.”

My heart lightens a little bit. Not a ton, but this Fisk is a definite improvement. He’s much better than the nutjob version that I met before. Now, I need to check if the new Fisk has actions to back up these nice words.

“What about my Kristalli, Fisk? What about the Valta?”

“I want to set things right.” Fisk pats his hip pocket. “I brought your Kristalli.”

“Thank you, Fisk.” A weight of worry lifts from my shoulders.

At last, we’re getting somewhere.

“And I can assemble the Valta whenever you want. They’re ready to hold your crowning ceremony.”

“They are?” My breath catches. This is too good to be real.

“It took a little convincing, but they’ve all agreed to acknowledge you.”

“Wow.” My eyes sting with tears of pure joy. After so much hard work, I can finally be crowned. “Thanks again.”

“Please don’t say that.”

An uneasy feeling creeps up my back. It’s the prickle of awareness that says someone’s watching us.

“Let’s go to the Water Palace. The sooner I’m crowned, the better.”

Fisk steps away. “One more thing, please.”

I open my mouth, ready to yell my ass off if I have to. We need to move. Then I meet Fisk’s gaze. His eyes look empty and haunted. A pang of guilt tightens my torso.

He’s trying. And hurting. “Sure, Fisk. What’s up?”

“I know Zephyr is attacking Antrum. You can’t go back there. I found a place to keep you secure.” He offers me a half smile. “So, what do you say? Are we off to a new safe house?”

“I don’t know. This is too dangerous. Our people need you. I can’t put both of us at risk. I’ll find somewhere to hide out.”

“Our people need you far more than they need me. My job is to protect you, Lianna. Please, go to the new safe house with me.”

I stare at my boots. Based on Fisk’s note, I knew this conversation was coming. However, it’s one thing to contemplate placing someone you care about in a new level of danger. It’s another thing to drag him headlong into the abyss.

Fisk steps closer. “I can’t stand by without knowing you’re safe. Please.”

And there’s that haunted look again. I’m such a goner.

“All right, Fisk. Lead on.”

“Thank you, Lianna.”

I’m about to follow when a harsh wind kicks up, blotting out the stars.

A half-dozen Air Valta appear in the night sky. Fast as a heartbeat, they grab Fisk and speed off toward the horizon. He struggles under their grip, fighting with everything he’s got.

I take off after them, my body becoming a blur of mist. Fisk pulls out his sword and stabs one of the Air Valta in the chest. I summon a piston made of boiling water and smash another one through his face. Our group tears through the clouds, fighting and lunging as we go. Panic and rage rush through me.

Not Fisk. Not now.

More Air Valta appear. They grab my arms and legs, draining my energy and returning me into solid form. I watch in horror as Fisk is dragged off into the darkness. I thrash under the grip of the Valta, hoping that I can somehow break free. That doesn’t happen. I have greater powers that I can use here. Something tells me to save them for later.

That’s when Zephyr materializes. His gray Roman armor glimmers in the moonlight as he hovers before me. Fresh anger streams across my skin.

This would be the something I was waiting for.

“Hello, little monarkki.”

My face twists into a scowl of rage. “Release Fisk. Now.”

Zephyr pounds on his Roman breastplate. “Do you really think you can order me about?” He eyes me from head to toe. “You’re nothing but a little…”

“Don’t say it.”

“You don’t issue me orders, girl.”

“Seriously? I’ve Namare’s powers and I’m learning how to use them. Your Valta can’t just hold my arms anymore and expect that to stop me.”

I don’t wait for a reply. Instead, I summon two daggers of boiling-hot water and hit Zephyr straight in the face. “Take that, boy.”

With all my focus, I pull every last ounce of elemental energy from my soul. It takes a huge effort, but I’m able to overcome the magic of the Valta who hold me. My body returns into mist form. Since I’m no longer solid, I can easily slip free. Fast as a heartbeat, I conjure bands of ice to hold the Valta in place while I focus on defeating Zephyr, once and for all.

You are going down at last.

Zephyr’s still hunched over, howling in pain. It’ll only take him a few more seconds to heal, so I can’t waste any time. Raising my arms, I summon a hailstorm to ricochet through Zephyr’s body, injuring his solid body further. Zephyr heals himself quickly, but I’m just as fast to tear him apart, again and again.

I can’t keep injuring Zephyr forever, though. I need help. Time to summon the water elementals. With Fisk gone and me crownless, will they answer my call?

My thoughts are so focused on summoning elementals, I barely register the air shift behind me. An oily male voice sounds in my ear.

“Excuse me, Your Eminence.”

Whatever it is, it’s not an elemental. And therefore, I’m not turning around to chitchat with it. “Kind of busy here.”

The newcomer moves to hover before me. It’s a black dragon with two heads spouting from his shoulders. A third neck-stump sits in the center of his chest. The beast’s great ebony wings pump behind it in a slow rhythm. My neck and shoulders constrict with recognition and fear.

No question who this is. Chimera. I’ve read about this guy and his venom sacks. Him showing up here is bad news.

Chimera’s appearance breaks up my concentration. Anything I’ve created with my powers—including the bonds on the Air Valta—now weaken. The Valta use this to their advantage. They tear free from their bindings and reach for me once again. The moment that the Valta touch my misty body, they drain my powers more than ever before. I no longer have enough energy to stay in my mist form. I am solid once again.

With rough movements, the Valta pin my arms behind my back. Pain tears across my shoulders. I twist under their grip, but it’s no use. I no longer have enough energy to break free.

Now that I’m restrained, Chimera closes in. His great black wings pump the air until his two faces are only inches away from mine. Foul dragon breath warms my body. Panic electrifies my soul. Opening one of his mouths, Chimera spews green venom into my eyes.

Which one was it? Acid or paralytic?

Every molecule in my body freezes. New levels of terror careen through my mind, but I can’t even twitch, let alone scream.

Paralytic it is.


Maxon

I stalk G’s command central like I’m a caged animal in need of raw meat. All the pink and yellow in this place makes me want to tear my eyes out. I pause by the entrance and grip the doorjamb so tightly, the wood lets out a soft crack. G looks my way for a second, but she doesn’t say anything. My G knows better than to talk when I’m like this. Instead, she starts issuing orders to the half-dozen or so folks who are running around doing damage control.

Turning around, I glare down the outer hallway. Ty could walk toward us at any second, bringing news of Lianna from his tracking spell. Since it’s an emergency, Ty could even teleport right into this room. He won’t, though. G considers it rude when people enter her chambers without knocking, no matter what the hell is going on. Walker’s the only one who portals in whenever he wants. Then again, Walker has some serious balls.

I turn back around to find G standing across from me. She stares long and hard at my eyes.

Still mismatched, G.

Sure, I care deeply about Lianna, but I’m too broken to have it turn into more. Not that I’m having this discussion with G right now. It’s all I can do to keep my staring vigil going with the hallway.

“Let’s give it a rest,” says G. She guides me inside the room and slowly closes the door.

“If you say so.”

“How are you holding up?”

I feel and look like crap. That’s what I want to say. Of course, G looks like she just stepped off the cover of a magazine. You know, if the middle ages had magazines and cover girls.

“I’m fine, G.” And definitely in no mood talk about my feelings. “Mom sent her igni around Antrum, yeah?”

“Of course.” A small, knowing smile rounds G’s mouth. “You know your mother.”

“I know the thrax. They love her supernatural light shows.”

G arches her right eyebrow. “You’ll command the igni one day, too.”

Meaning when I fall in love. When I’m Angelbound. And I’m not having this talk, either.

A heavy knock sounds at the newly closed door. I couldn’t be more thankful for a break from this awkward conversation. A muffled voice carries into the reception chamber.

“Tyberius of Striga, requesting permission to enter.”

I whip the door open. “Come on in, Ty.”

Ty doesn’t meet my gaze. “Hey, Maxon.”

The second my buddy moves past the threshold, I shut the door and push for answers. “What did you find out? Did the tracking spell work?”

Ty keeps on not looking at me. “It’s a little complex.”

This can’t be good.

I turn to G. “Can you give us a sec, here?”

“As you wish, my child.”

Once G’s out of earshot, I round on Ty. “What’s up?”

“Lianna jumped off the Pulpitum and went to Charybdis.”

I exhale a relieved breath. “That’s not so bad. We know where she is now.”

“There’s more.” Ty’s already long face gets longer. “Your parents and Walker are on the way here.”

“So something else is going on? Why can’t you just say it?” Ty’s dancing around big news and it’s getting on my nerves. “Spit it out, man.”

“Zephyr’s sent an emissary. He wants to talk with all the royals. You in particular.”

A shock of awareness zooms down my spine. Zephyr wouldn’t send an emissary unless he wanted to talk terms. And he wouldn’t do that unless…

“Does he have Lianna?” All of a sudden, I’m breathless and flustered. Part of me registers that this is more emotion than I’ve felt in a year. More of me is beyond caring about all this emotional crap. Lianna could be in the hands of that monster.

“We don’t know yet,” answers Ty. “We’ll find out when everyone shows up.”

A low hum sounds as a large door-sized hole appears in the center of the room. Out of the portal steps Walker, my parents, and an Air Valta. I’d know this elemental anywhere. He’s one of the kids who tried to seal Lianna and me into a cavern. In other words, he’s a dumbass. That’s good.

“Greetings,” says the Air Valta. “I am Caius.”

G nods toward the door. “Please excuse us, everyone.”

There’s a lot of bowing and “Yes, Your Majesty” as Ty and all of G’s team hightail it out of the room. Meanwhile I give Caius a careful once-over. The guy has an all-gray body, baby face, and Roman armor. I tilt my head.

“You’re the one who screwed up in the Philippines.”

“Come again?” asks Caius.

“You let Lianna and me escape,” I explain. “How are you alive?”

Caius tips up his chin. “Zephyr was merciful. He only killed—” He clears his throat, most likely to hide a sob. Suddenly, I feel bad for the kid. He’s too young to be in this job.

“He let me live,” says Caius.

And killed your friend.

“Look, whatever happened with your buddy, I’m sorry. I’ve been in battle, I know what it’s like to lose someone.” I fold my arms over my chest. “Now, what does Zephyr want?”

“Lianna is in Zephyr’s compound,” says Caius.

When I speak again, my voice takes on a deeper ring of menace. “We guessed that already, Caius. What else you got?”

“They’re in deep negotiations on how to jointly rule all elementals,” says Caius. “Any attempts to cease this peaceful process will be taken as an act of war. Emissaries have been sent to Heaven, Hell, the Dark Lands, and Purgatory. All have the same message.” He focuses on me. “No coming after Lianna.”

And leave her with Zephyr? Never.

Every nerve ending in my body zings with rage. “Negotiations? You’ve got to be kidding. If Lianna is with Zephyr, she’s a prisoner.”

Caius looks pointedly at my parents. “What is your reply?”

“There will be no official rescue party from Antrum,” says Dad. “Is that acceptable?”

A breathless pause hangs in the room. Dad specifically used the word ‘official.’ That means I can do something on my own, assuming Caius agrees.

I love my Dad.

“Excellent,” says Caius. “That’s exactly what we were hoping for.”

G nods regally. “I’ll have my scribes put it in writing.” According to G, diplomacy is all about writing stuff down. I’d rather zap a few lightning bolts, but that’s me.

Mom steps in to close the deal. “You’ve done an impressive job here today, Caius.” She grins and bats her eyes. Classic move. Mom does this all the time in negotiations. The woman can win over almost anyone with an X chromosome. Turns out, even elementals aren’t immune.

Caius blushes. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“We’ll finalize the agreement immediately.” Mom gestures toward Walker. “Please join the Queen Emeritus and Walker in the Throne Room.”

“As you command,” says Caius.

With a wave of his arm, Walker quickly opens a ghoul portal. Along with G and Caius, he steps into the darkness and disappears. Once the three of them are gone, I face my parents.

“I’m going after Lianna,” I say. “Unofficially.”

“I know, my boy,” says Dad with a sad smile.

“What can we do to help?” asks Mom.

“Nothing,” I say. “This is a solo mission.”

A muffled voice sounds from beyond the door. “Forget it! I’m going with you,” calls Ty.

We all share a knowing smile. Ty must have cast a listening spell. I whip open the door. All the guys are there.

“Where did you all come from?” I ask.

“I might have called them here,” answers Ty.

“You can’t have all the battle fun without us,” adds Uth.

I try to pretend that I’m pissed, but do a shit job of it. “You’re a bunch of sentimental dicks, you know that?”

“Yeah,” they reply in unison.

I turn back to my parents. “We have some planning to do, and then we’re off.”

“Be safe,” says Mom.

“I can’t believe you said that, Myla.” Dad shakes his head. “Kick some ass, son.”

“That’s the plan.” I speed out the door, ready to make a plan and get my girl.

Don’t give up, Lianna. I’ll be there soon.


Lianna

I’m so thirsty, I could scream.

Only I can’t.

In fact, all I can do is stare at the same stretch of blank white wall. Not that I have a choice where I look, either. Chimera’s paralytic venom lives up to its reputation. It works like a charm on almost anybody. While I keep up the stare fest, the infirmary door opens with a menacing creak. I sense more than see an oily presence sidle up next to me.

“How are you feeling?” asks Chimera.

At this point, I’d love to tear the old dragon’s heart out. Hell, I’d settle for being able to shift my weight or even twitch, but I can’t. In fact, all I can do is make sarcastic comments inside my head.

“Ah-ah-aaaaaah,” says Chimera. “You want to move again, I can tell.”

You think?

“Have I told you about my paralytic venom?”

Only fourteen times.

“Works on anything in the after-realms, and I do mean anything.”

Must save you money on date rape drugs.

And so it goes. Chimera’s been nothing but irritating for hours.

“Ready to give me what I want?” he asks. He wiggles the Kristalli of Water, which has been strapped to my hand.

The movement reminds me for the millionth time that Fisk was the last one to have the Kristalli. I really hope he’s okay.

“Come on,” coos Chimera. “Charge up the stone with your power, and all this will be over.”

That’s so not an option. No way am I charging the Kristalli just so Zephyr can shoot up.

Chimera taps the stone with his claw-like finger. “Not filling with power, I see.”

Wow. Something we agree on.

“Ah, well,” Chimera sighs. “Time for more venom.”

Ugh. My stomach would heave if I could move the muscles. Every fifteen minutes, Chimera shoots another dose of his personal paralytic into my neck with a syringe. He could spit into my face too, but the nurses were complaining about getting paralyzed while they cleaned me up. So, syringe it is.

Did I mention that I hate needles?

Chimera rises to his feet, taking care to stay in my limited line of vision.

Thanks for the freak show, creep.

A pair of smiling, reptilian faces stare directly at me. They’re Chimera’s. The two heads have different colored scales, but both end in the same lean body. Chimera’s a wily guy in a black waistcoat with matching breeches. Or at least, it’s what left of a waistcoat. Since Chimera’s in his hybrid form, his pair of heads have shredded the top of his outfit.

Chimera tilts one of his heads back, plunges the syringe into its venom sack and fills the glass vial with a bunch of green goop. Again, he’s super careful to make sure I don’t miss a second of the action. Wow, do I ever hate him.

“More paralytic, coming up.”

After stepping up to my bedside, Chimera jams the needle into my throat and chuckles. My soul seethes with held in rage.

What I wouldn’t give to be able to kill the old bastard, right now.

“Ready to charge up your Kristalli? All it takes is a little force of will and—whoosh—in it goes. Zephyr has given me his solemn oath that once you’re drained of your powers, you’ll be free to leave.”

That’s because I’ll also be dead.

“Perhaps you think someone is coming to save you?” Chimera asks.

Hey, I’d be insane not to fantasize about Maxon busting down the door.

“I’d give up on that idea, little monarkki.” I can hear the smug smile in Chimera’s voice. “Escape is impossible.” His clawed finger runs down the side of my face. “Why not transfer the power? You’re going to die; what could it matter?”

He has a point. Hopelessness weighs down my body, heavy and cold as blocks of ice. I don’t doubt my escape is impossible.

Still, if death is all I have left, then it matters quite a lot.


Maxon

I stand on the abandoned loading docks of Arx Hall. A silver Pulpitum disc glitters underneath my feet. Lianna and I used this very transfer station when she first came to Antrum. It was such a thrill to hold her as the platform rushed around.

Now, Zephyr has her imprisoned. Adrenaline kicks through my nervous system.

If that freak touches one hair on her head, I’ll kill him.

I roll my eyes. Who am I kidding? We’re about to launch a rescue mission for Lianna. No matter what’s up with her hair, if I get the chance, I’m killing Zephyr.

A familiar voice breaks up my thoughts. “You okay, M?”

It’s Uther. He and Ty are standing nearby, waiting to get started. We just finished the fastest planning session in the history of the thrax military. Now, we’re waiting for Zee and Raj to show and we’re ready to roll.

Uther raises his voice. “I said, are you okay, M?”

“Give him a minute,” whispers Ty.

I rub my eyes and refocus my thoughts. “Nah, I’m good. Just thinking.”

“You reworking the plan?” asks Ty.

“Nope, it’s a good plan.”

Actually, it’s a long shot mess, but I can’t say that to Ty.

In my mind, I run it through everything one more time. First step, we use Uther’s phase bomb to open a doorway to Zephyr’s realm. Assuming Uther’s toy doesn’t kill us all, then we go straight to step two, finding Lianna. So we find and rescue her. And then—if we’re all still alive after that—we move onto step three, killing Zephyr. His place will be crawling with Air Valta and my lightning only does so much. That’s why I’m about to send Ty to Furonium. He’ll ask Tempest for help.

On second thought, calling this a ‘long shot mess’ is sugarcoating things. That said, it’s the best plan we’ve got.

I turn to Uther. “Are your bombs ready?”

Uth raises two small metal boxes in his arms. “Two identical bombs, ready to go, just like you asked.”

“Good man,” I say. “How’d the final tests go?”

“Uh, fine.” Uther stares at the floor. That’s his ‘I’m so guilty it isn’t funny’ look.

“Anything more for me than that?”

“Nope, not really,” says Uth. He keeps staring at the ground. That’s not good.

“So, you’re sure those can punch a doorway into Zephyr’s realm?”

The whole plan hinges on Uth and his bombs. It was tough enough getting into the Water Palace, and that was with Lianna at my side. And Ty couldn’t even stop some random elemental lights from twinkling out of the ground. No way can he open a portal into Zephyr’s backyard. Unless Uther’s bombs work, this plan will stop before it gets started.

“No worries,” says Uth. “These babies can open a portal anywhere in the after-realms, including Zephyr’s compound.” He purses his lips. “Only…”

Here it comes. There’s always a catch with Uther’s stuff.

“Only what?” I ask.

“We can’t do it a ton.”

“Define ‘a ton.’”

“Well, I’ve been working on these bombs for months. I did one last test before I came here.”

“And?”

“The space-time continuum got a little wonky.”

“Wonky?” Ty gasps. “What the hell, man? You’ve been fucking with space-time?”

“It’s not like I meant to,” says Uth. “I’m a scientist. Mistakes go with the territory.”

I step between Uth and Ty before they start whaling on each other. “Get to the bottom line, Uth. What’s the deal?”

“Well, we can only do a few more blasts,” says Uth. “Or bad things will happen.”

Here we go again. You have to be super-specific with Uther.

“Define ‘bad things.’”

“Oh, well…”

My voice takes on a warning tone. “Uth.”

“The universe might collapse or something,” says Uther really quickly. “Or, you know, it could be fine, too.”

Ty shakes his head, dismayed. “That is wrong on so many different levels, I can’t even begin to tell you.”

Uther folds his arms over his stocky chest. “I said this is science, man. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“Understand?” asks Ty. He’s almost screaming, so I need to shut this convo down. I raise my hand, palm forward. Both guys go silent.

“Look, you two. Right now, all that’s important is one thing.” I turn to Uth. “Can we safely do two blasts?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“Good. We’re using one bomb to go to Zephyr’s realm, and Ty’s taking the other one to Furonium for Tempest.”

Uther frowns. “Why can’t I take the bomb to Tempest?”

“We covered this already,” I say.

“Many times,” adds Ty.

Uther looks unconvinced, so I go through it again. “Tempest doesn’t know you, Uth. He’s only ever met Ty.”

That’s not entirely true. Tempest has met Zee as well. But Ty has a reputation as the best warlock in the after-realms. Dragons are big on magic. We’ve a better shot at getting help with Ty pleading our case.

I point between Ty and one of the metal boxes. “You know how to operate that thing?”

“Yup,” says Ty. “Picture where I want to go, and then hit the red button.”

“It’s a really simple interface,” grumbles Uth. “You could say something nice about that, you know.”

That’s our Uther. Still prissy that Ty bad-talked his bomb.

“Okay, fine.” Ty rolls his eyes. “Nice job putting a big red button on the machine that almost blew apart our universe. Feel better now?”

Uth hands him the bomb. “Yeah, I do.”

Ty holds the box like it’s radioactive. Hell, it probably is. Good thing Ty has a spell to counteract that kind of thing. I lean back against the wall and hitch my thumbs into the pockets of my body armor.

“Go through the plan with me one more time, Ty.”

“I’ll ride the Pulpitum to Furonium and ask for Emperor Tempest.” Ty’s mouth presses into a worried frown. “You’re absolutely sure he’ll help us? Everyone else in the after-realms seems scared that Zephyr will retaliate against them. We’ve got no official help coming from the Dark Lands, Antrum, Purgatory, or even Hell. Maybe we should nix this part. I should be with you guys on the strike team.”

“It’ll be fine, Ty. The Furor love a good fight. They practically held a party when Zephyr attacked them to get at the Kristalli of Fire.”

Okay, so that answer’s only partly bullshit. The Furor do like to fight, but I’ve no real idea if Tempest will pitch in. He’s a moody son of a bitch. “Be sure to tell Tempest that our intel says Chimera is with Zephyr. That may change his mind.”

Or not. T is really a wildcard.

“Got it,” says Ty.

“You ready to roll?” I ask.

Ty nods.

“Good man.” I cup my hand by my mouth and speak a little louder. “Activating communications system to Transfer Central. Diana, are you there?”

A sultry voice fills the stone room. “Hello, Maxon.”

“Hey, Diana. I need you to send Ty here into Furonium. Make it the Pulpitum right inside Emperor Tempest’s palace.”

“As you command, Your Highness. Waiting on your mark.”

Uther stares at the bomb in Ty’s arms. The way Uth looks at that thing, you’d think Ty was stealing his baby. Well, maybe he is. I gently rest my hand on Uther’s shoulder and guide him away from the circular metal platform on the floor. Uth can’t be anywhere nearby when the transfer starts or he’ll get mushed into road kill. Once Uther’s safely out of range, I give the countdown. “Initiating transfer in three, two, one.”

A burst of white light fills the room as Ty’s platform takes off through the ceiling. The brightness blinds me for a few seconds, and then my eyes readjust to the dim room and torchlight.

“Will you need another transfer today?” asks Diana.

“No thanks,” I reply. “Over and out.”

Raj and Nizam rush into the room. Both are decked out in black body armor, like me and Uth. However, they’re also loaded down with heavy backpacks. An odd assortment of crossbows and knives are strapped to their arms and legs. Jetal sits perched on the top of Raj’s pack. She does not look happy about her new nest away from her master’s shoulder.

Playing around in the armory again. That’s Zee and Raj for you.

“You’re late,” I say.

“Sorry,” says Raj. “We got caught up.”

“I see.” I make a big show of eyeing them from head to toe. It’s a wonder the two of them are upright, considering all the crap they’re carrying. “Think you got enough gear, guys?”

“Why?” Zee’s mouth falls open with worry. “Do you think we need more?”

“Maybe we should go back,” says Raj. “They got in a new shipment of nun chucks this week.”

“Stay right where you are,” I order. “Gear time is over. We’re going to Zephyr’s compound now.”

Zee frowns. “How’s that gonna happen?”

“If you’d been here, you’d know already,” I say dryly.

Uther clasps his bomb to his chest. “This is my phase bomb. It’ll open a gateway to Zephyr’s compound. We know Lianna’s being held there. Maxon found some old maps in the library. The best point of entry will be the forests surrounding the place.”

It’s a scary plan that could wrong about a million different ways, and Raj and Zee know it. Raj’s eyes slightly widen with fear. Zee doesn’t twitch. Then again, he’s a hard-core warrior.

“What happens then?” asks Raj.

“We find Lianna and kill Zephyr. Ty is off in Furonium getting back-up from Tempest.”

“Oh, I see,” says Raj in a low voice. “Do you really think Tempest will show? He’s a…”

“Moody son of a bitch,” I finish. “I know. Hey, I’m not saying that the plan’s guaranteed.”

Uth smiles. “For the record, I’m really excited about this. Great plan.”

“Thanks, Uth.” He’d love anything that involved his bombs. “Let’s get started.”

Raj straightens his backpack. “We’re ready when you are, Your Highness.”

I freeze at his words. The guys never call me ‘Your Highness’ unless we’re in a super-dangerous mission. And this one’s got all the marks of a disaster.

Uther’s bomb. Finding Lianna. Relying on dragons. Killing Zephyr.

Time seems to stop as I scan the faces of my friends. They all look set for action, and yeah, they’ll follow me anywhere. Worry churns up my ribcage. We’ve all been in tough battles before. None like this one. I’m risking their lives so I can save my girlfriend, not protect the thrax.

“Look, guys.” I rub my neck in an anxious rhythm. “This isn’t an official mission. If any of you want out, now’s the time to go. I won’t judge you. This is all a little crazy.” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “Okay, a lot crazy.”

A long pause hangs in the air while I wait for the guys to march out the door.

“I can speak for all of us,” says Zee. “We want to do this.”

My voice comes out thick with disbelief. “Why?”

More silence follows until Uther gets up the guts to speak. “We lost you,” he says simply. “Like a year or so ago.”

His words take my breath away. It’s all I can do to stare at the wall, my face burning with shame. “And here, I thought I had you all snowed.”

“That’s not important,” says Uth. He takes a step closer to me. “What’s important is that she brought you back. You started smiling again, man. Lianna brought our friend and prince back to us. We’ll do anything for her.”

His words echo through my mind. For a year, I was only sleepwalking through life. Now, in the last few days, I’m alive again. Happy, angry, you name it.

She brought you back.

“She did, didn’t she?” I ask.

“Yeah,” says Uth. “We’re not letting that go. Not for anything.” He lifts his arms, offering me the small silver box. “So stop whining already and set off my bomb.”

I shake my head. “You sure have a way with words, Uth.”

Taking the bomb from Uther, I place the small metal box on the floor by the stone wall. In my mind, I picture the forest outside Zephyr’s palace: A creepy place filled with bare white trees and waves of choking smoke. I lean over the box, hit the red button and wait.

It doesn’t take long.

One wall of the stone chamber crumbles in on itself. Gray smoke pours into the room, covering the floor. Beyond the open wall, tall white trees stretch out into the murky distance. Long and bare branches reach up into the night sky like bleached skeletons.

Uther jumps up and down. “It worked! It really worked!”

I pat him on the shoulder. “Nice job, man.” I gesture to the other guys. “Let’s move out.”

Zee and Raj answer in unison. “Yes, Your Highness.”

As I step through the wall, my boots move from hard stone onto the soft earth of a forest floor. Tall trees surround me as I make my way toward our first objective, the outskirts of Zephyr’s compound. Behind me, the others march over the same low pile of rubble and follow my trail. The moment we’re all secure inside Zephyr’s lands, the Antrum wall reforms, trapping us in the realm of air elementals.

A spark of excitement flares in my chest. For the first time since Zephyr threatened Antrum and grabbed Lianna, I can actually do something.

The four of us hike in a rough line through the darkened forest. Every step sounds like a drumbeat in the quiet night. Smoke hovers up to our knees. A sickly sweet smell fills the air. Makes me want to puke if I think about it too much.

The rustle of wings sounds nearby. Jetal lets out a squawk.

A pair of crows lands on an empty branch right above our heads. Acting in unison, Raj and Zee point their crossbows at the birds.

“Hold your fire,” I say. “Let me get a closer look.”

I approach the crows. The guys follow slowly behind me. There’s not a lot of moonlight. Still, I can see that the birds have stone eyes, razor-sharp wings, and rusted nails for claws. Both of their rib cages have been cracked open, then sewn back together at an odd angle using leather strips. Bits of mangy straw peep out from the needle holes.

“What the hell are those things?” asks Zee.

“Cross between taxidermy and zombie, far as I can tell. It’s the work of a demon warlock named Silas. Class A job.”

The joy in Raj’s tone is unmistakable. “You think he’s nearby?”

“No doubt.” I scan the darkened skies. “Let’s hope Tempest gets here first, though.”

“Why?” asks Zee.

“I took an oath not to harm Silas. Long story.”

Zee frowns. “Think it applies to us, too?”

“Yeah, I’d assume so. Let’s just say that Silas is a crafty demon and I’m not willing to risk you guys being on the wrong side of his spell.” I stare at the birds a bit longer. Their stone eyes shift, looking each of us over in turn. “These are scouts. You guys have fire bolts on you?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” say Raj and Zee together.

“Take them out.”

A second later, Raj and Zee fire off their weapons. A quick zing sounds in the air, and then the crows go up in smoke. Raj and Zee exchange a high five.

“That was easy,” calls Raj. From his backpack Jetal lets out a happy caw.

“Keep your voices down,” I say. “There are more of them.”

Uth stares at the smoldering bird carcasses, his head tilting from side to side. No doubt, he’s calculating how best to blow them up going forward. Gotta love Uth.

“How many more of these birds do you think there are?” asks Uther.

“Lots.” I reply. “Remember the Scarlet Horde?”

“Yup.”

“More than that.”

“Cool.” Uth pats down the pockets of his body armor. “I brought a ton of mini-grenades. They’ll be perfect.”

“That’s good news, Uth.” I scan the skies. Everything’s clear, both of crows and dragons.

Damn, I hope the dragons get here first.

We march along through the darkened forest. More of Silas’s crows appear in the trees. Raj and Zee have a grand time striking them down, but there are only so many flaming bolts that they can shoot without a magical refill. We need Ty here and soon. More and more, I’m wondering why I sent away my only wizard.

At last, the outline of Zephyr’s compound appears through the trees. It’s a series of huge concrete blocks, each about one-story high and without windows. Some wooden structures peep out from behind them, but they’re far off in the distance.

Lianna’s in one of those buildings. The thought sends fresh adrenaline coursing through my system.

There isn’t time to analyze the view. A figure steps out from behind one of the thick tree trunks. It’s a girl, or what’s left of one. She’s in a nurse’s uniform, only the white cloth is all mucked up and torn, showing her upper rib cage. Like the crows, her chest has been cracked open and re-sewn together. Her eyes are smooth black stones, while her legs are those of a panther, not a human. Long daggers have been tied to her hands with more strips of leather. She’s the perfect mix of speed and lethal power, all wound up with magic and taxidermy.

Now, I’ve seen some sick demonic shit in my life, but Silas just hit a whole new level of awful. My blood boils with fury. This human was a nurse, like the ones I met back in the club on earth. When I took those ladies for ice cream, they told me all about how they loved helping people heal. Soldiers, especially. And then this demon abducts someone like them. Hatred charges every muscle in my body.

Sure, I gave an oath not to hurt Silas. That doesn’t mean I won’t find a way to kill him anyway.

“Silas!” I call. “Get out here. Now.”

The old demon steps out from behind another large tree trunk. Probably hiding back there so he can quietly cast the spells that direct his poppets. Moonlight outlines his handlebar moustache and bowler hat.

“Hello, Maxon,” says Silas. “I’m here to thank you.”

“For what, exactly?”

“You gave your oath not to kill me, so Zephyr has given me the task of destroying you. He’d do it himself but he doesn’t think you merit the effort. Seems two of his most junior Air Valta locked you and your lady love in a cave without too much effort.”

“They didn’t see me at my best.” I raise my hand so lightning can dance across the palm. “I still have a few surprises for you.”

“I’m sure you think so,” says Silas. “However, I’ve a few of my own as well.”

Within a heartbeat, the forest fills with Silas’s horrible creations. Hundreds of crows fill the branches of nearby trees. Mutilated bears, dogs, and wolves line the forest floor. Undead humans—patched up with body parts from other animals—slink out from the shadows.

There are hundreds of them, and only four of us. I scan the skies. No sign of Tempest or Tyberius.

We’re so fucked, it isn’t funny.

“Quad formation,” I call. The four of us move into a loose square, our backs to each other, our faces turned out to the zombie army.

Silas smiles, showing a mouth of black and broken teeth. “Attack!”

All at once, the creatures come at us. I summon a column of lightning down from the sky. It scares back some of the larger animals, but the birds easily avoid the strike. The humans couldn’t care less. The ones with animal legs vault over the other cowering creatures and leap for our heads. I take them down with my tail or, better yet, my dragon-scale arm.

Silas watches the action from the sidelines, and damn, he’s getting pissed. Raj and Zee are still using their distance weapons. Although they’re out of cross bolts, they’ve simply moved onto throwing daggers and short bows. They haven’t had to get out to their hand-to-hand gear yet, which is good.

The problem is the damned birds. Without any fire bolts left, they’re back to being a bitch to kill. Uther can blow them up with his mini-grenades. The blast radius is small enough. Even so, things get messy. Plus, Uth has to maneuver around to get at them, leaving him exposed for attack. Long story short, I keep having to stop what I’m doing to prevent some souped-up zombie from slicing Uth into mincemeat. Makes it harder to down the baddies who’re coming after me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Silas smile as some wolfhound with broken glass for teeth tries to take a chomp out of my shoulder. It’s the arm covered with dragon scales but still, half my upper body armor gets torn off. Gripping the hound by its jaws, I tear the thing apart and toss it aside. Instantly, a black bear with silver armor takes its place. Moonlight strikes the beast’s armor and I get a better look at what Silas has done.

That’s not silver armor. It’s layer upon layer of long razors, the ends bolted together. The thing’s like a zombie lightning rod.

Beautiful.

I raise my arm and summon a trio of lightning bolts straight into the bear’s skull. The creature bursts into flames and falls to the side. The break in the battle gives me a chance to check out my buddies.

They’re not doing well.

Uther’s back got clawed by some sewn-together mix of human and wolf. Raj and Zee are down to their short-swords. All of them are missing body armor. Their exposed flesh is a patchwork of gashes and blood.

We don’t have much longer.

Another crow swoops in past me, its rusted nail claws scraping across my neck. A razorblade feather makes a gash along my jawline.

“You see?” says Silas. “My birds will get you. I knew they would.” He gestures to the skies. “And now, more are coming.”

As I glance up, I’m only half aware of another rabid hound sinking its teeth into my arm. This is the one without dragon scales, and whatever Silas put in these creatures for teeth hurts like hell. I rip the creature off, snap its neck, and lift my gaze to the night sky. It’s darkened over, and not with clouds.

Something is flying across the horizon and in such numbers, it’s blotting out every star.

Please let it be dragons.

An angry chorus of caws sounds above me. My heart sinks.

Not dragons. That’s the sound of a murder of crows. Damn.

A humanoid monster attacks my arm. This one’s a cross between man and bear. My tail punches its head. After that, I kick the beast squarely in its belly, launching it into the forest. Unfortunately, two more bear-human hybrids quickly take its place. I steel myself and pull a fresh dagger out of its holster on my thigh.

I’m not going down without a fight.

The human poppets prepare to lunge when a new sound freezes them in their tracks. This time, it’s not the caw of crows. It’s a roar. I could fucking cry, I’m so happy.

The dragons are here.

My limbs become charged with energy and hope. “Tempest is here, guys! Get back in a quad.”

The four of us limp into our back-to-back formation once again.

More caws sound from the darkened skies. This time, the birds sound frightened. Bursts of golden fire appear above our heads. Only one kind of dragon does that particular battle move. The Kathikon, Tempest’s personal guard.

In other words, the best of the baddest warriors in the after-realms. Thank Heaven.

Dragons land all around us. The dry and blackened trees quickly burst into flames. Some of the Furor tear through the forest in their dragon forms. Their long tails slam through enemy and tree alike. Other dragons move into a hybrid state where their skin is fully covered in dragon scales. They grab poppets, tearing them apart with glee.

Only one dragon changes into a full human. Tempest. He’s broad shouldered and tall, with strong bone structure and wavy black hair. He’s wearing some kind of tricked-out heavy black armor. His eyes, normally brown, are slitted length-wise like a lizard’s and glow red with demonic rage. Tempest has a tail like mine. As he steps along, it sweeps behind him, taking out Silas’s monsters left and right.

I’ve never been happier to see anyone in my life.

The fight moves to wherever the dragons are, which means less trouble for me and the guys. Still, in our weakened state, it’s trouble enough. Raj is leaning against Zee, hardly able to stay upright. Uther’s body armor is shredded. His exposed skin is covered in bruises and blood.

Silas decides that now is the right moment to join the fight. He stalks toward me, unknowingly stepping right into Tempest’s line of approach. Silas stops when we’re only inches apart.

“No attempt to strike me down?” asks Silas. “Such a pity. It would cause you extraordinary pain to try and break our black magic bond. And I was so looking forward to watching you writhe.”

I meet his gaze straight on. “You’re still going to die, Silas.”

“You can’t kill me. You made a magical vow.”

“I know I did.” I nod toward Silas’s shoulder. “Tempest didn’t, though.”

Turning around, Silas sees Tempest looming over him. The Emperor’s slitted eyes are bright red with rage. He leans his head back, and black dragon scales crawl up his neck. The glow of red fire peeps out between the scales.

Tempest opens his mouth and releases a stream of red flame straight into Silas’s face. The Incarnate howls in pain while Tempest’s tail slices Silas in half, brains to balls. The demon falls over, dead. A warm sense of satisfaction blooms through my chest.

Goodbye, Silas.

Tempest’s face returns to his human state. Our gazes meet and we share a half-smile.

“Tyberius seemed to wonder if I would come to your aid?” he asks. His English accent somehow goes perfectly with his lizard eyes and badass armor.

“Well, you can be a touchy bastard sometimes.”

“And you’re an awful lad that I keep meaning to remove from my line of succession. Next month, for sure.”

“You always say that.”

“I always mean it.”

A moan sounds from beside me. Spinning around, I find that Raj has collapsed. None of Silas’s creations are left nearby, but my buddies are a mess. Tyberius races out from the trees.

“The dragons set me down near you,” says Ty while panting for breath. “Then I got lost in the battle. Finally, I had to cast a locator charm and…”

“You can tell the story later,” I say quickly. “These guys need your help.”

Ty finally pauses enough to see the guys. Uther and Raj are now lying on the ground, passed out. Zee is kneeling with his eyes rolled up into his head.

“I’ve got to teleport them out of here,” says Ty.

Tempest nods. “Do it now. My troops are still flying in, so the portal’s open.”

Ty frowns. “Once I teleport them, I’ll be wiped out. These injuries are serious. I won’t have enough magic to save them.”

“Take them to my palace,” says Tempest. “The Hexenwings can help you.”

“Thanks, T.” I pat Tempest on the shoulder and turn to my friend. “Get them out of here, Ty.”

Tyberius raises his arms and starts chanting. For a few seconds, a light purple mist surrounds him, Uther, Raj, and Nizam. A loud crack tears through the air and then they all disappear. I stare at the spot for a few seconds.

“I hope they’re holding up,” I say in a low voice.

“You’ve other things to worry about, lad.”

I turn to face Tempest. “Like what?”

He points to the white figures that are now filling the forest.

Air Valta. Hundreds of them.

“We can hold them for a while,” says Tempest. “Get out of here and find your girl.”

“I don’t know where she is.”

“I caught a scent on that demon,” Tempest nods toward the charred body of Silas. “Elemental and antiseptic. He was near your monarkki. They must be holding her in one of the infirmary buildings. I saw them on the flight in—wooden structures along the back of the compound.”

“Thanks, T.” I turn on my heel, ready to sprint away.

“Oh, and Maxon?”

I pause. “Yeah?”

“I scented Chimera there, too.” Tempest’s eyes flare red. “He’s mine.”

“Understood.” I take off at a run.


Lianna

At last, I can move my eyes. No more staring at the same spot on the infirmary wall.

Hallelujah.

Chimera’s paralytic is finally starting to wear off a little. These moments are rare. Normally, Chimera gives me more than enough venom ages before I need it.

I’m still thirsty as hell, though. They won’t give me water in case it strengthens me enough to escape. Good thinking, actually.

A pair of elemental heliae float-walk into the room. They’re the nurses of this place. The heliae have super-long necks, hollow sockets for eyes, and long silver hair that hangs down to their waists. Their skinny arms sport an extra set of elbows, so they can grab a syringe and stick you before you have time to realize what’s going on. I learned that one the hard way.

“Treatment,” says the first heliae. He speaks in a slow, rough howl that reminds me of harsh winter wind. “Chimera.”

Not a chatty bunch, the heliae. This is his way of asking why Chimera isn’t here to jam more venom into my neck. I’d say there’s no rush, but I can’t speak yet.

“Audience,” says the second. This one’s a woman; I can tell because her winding-sheet robe covers her from shoulder to ankle. Her voice quivers with fear. “Zephyr.”

A spark of hope ignites in my soul. I know what that shaky voice means. It’s the same one all the heliae use when Zephyr’s temper is up. Half the infirmary is packed with air elementals that Zephyr hit or hurt. One guy got his legs torn off for addressing Zephyr as Your Eminence instead of The Eminence.

Man, I can’t wait to get out of here and kill that monster.

Fresh voices sound in the hallway. The heliae gasp, turn into their smoke forms, and drift silently away. That can only mean one thing.

Zephyr’s coming to visit.

I hear him talking outside my room. “Silas’s work in the forest is an utter failure,” says Zephyr. “I need every Air Valta there to clean them out.”

If I could smile, I would. Maybe I’d even cheer, too. Sounds like Silas is in trouble.

A new voice sounds from the hallway. “And what do you wish of me?” That one’s Chimera.

“What I always want,” says Zephyr. “Your venom. Her powers.”

“Before we discuss this, there is another matter I wish to raise. Perhaps I can be of more use…”

“Silence! You said you were an expert in torture.” Zephyr’s voice takes on the roar of a cyclone. “So, why must I watch over you like a child? You know what I expect of you. If the girl transfers her power to that Kristalli, I’ll continue to keep you safe from Tempest.” I hear his fist pound the wall with each word. “That is all.”

“Then, I shall do as The Eminence commands.”

“At last.” A whoosh of air follows those last words. Zephyr is gone.

Chimera growls under his breath. “That monarkki needs a strong general to keep him in line.” When Chimera speaks again, he raises his voice. “You there. Heliae.”

“Sir.”

Chimera starts rattling off commands at the heliae. My mind can’t focus on his words. Instead, the mention of ‘general’ has my thoughts returning to old paths of worry.

Fisk.

Once again, I wonder what happened to my friend. With any luck, all Zephyr wanted was the Kristalli of Water. Once he had the stone, Zephyr should’ve let Fisk go.

A long creak sounds as the door opens, jarring me from my thoughts. Heavy footsteps tromp across the floor. Chimera’s here. He’s in his hybrid human-dragon form, so his two necks sway as he steps to my bedside. Chimera lifts my right hand, examining the Kristalli that’s still tied to my palm.

“The stone’s dark,” he whines.

And it’ll stay that way.

“You’re incredibly stubborn.” Chimera paces along the back wall. “Zephyr says that I should torture you. Pull out your nails. Punch in your eyes. Elementals heal so quickly, you’d feel an exquisite sort of pain.”

What I wouldn’t give to flip him the finger right now. And then maybe scream and run for cover. That torture stuff would suck.

“Then again, you are a warrior.” Chimera’s voice lowers an octave. “For one such as you, there are more effective means of delivering pain.”

Icy fear trickles down my spine. He’s right. Namare trained me to handle physical torture. She always worried that Zephyr would capture me and do his worst. On the other hand, Chimera seems like the type who likes mental torture. Not something I’m familiar with.

“Last chance,” says Chimera in a sing-song voice. “Transfer your powers back to the Kristalli and I will kill you quickly. You’ll get no such promise from Zephyr.”

My mind races for a way out of this mess; I come up empty. With a flash of realization, I know that I’m about to die. At this point, my only choice is how.

Do I go while giving Zephyr what he wants?

No way. After all these years, I can’t give the evil freak anything. If holding back the Kristalli is the only victory I can have over him, I’ll take it.

Chimera leans across the base of the bed. His reptilian-slitted eyes stare directly into mine. “Oh, no. You can move your gaze. Let’s fix that, shall we?” He smiles at me for a long moment, and I know another needle is coming my way.

And so it does.

Chimera drags out the process of filling up another syringe and then pumping it into my neck. Once he’s done, he steps into my frozen line of vision, his pair of lipless reptilian faces winding into ever-wider smiles. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” As always, his heads speak in unison.

A cold bead of sweat slowly dips down my back.

What’s he planning to do, exactly?

Chimera waves his scaled hand before my eyes, ensuring that my gaze is once again locked at a certain spot on the wall. Whatever he has planned, it requires that I can’t look away. Fear twists my insides.

“It seems I can’t convince you to transfer your power,” Chimera says with a dramatic sigh. “And I very much need Zephyr’s help. You see, my son is causing all sorts of trouble and I’d much rather be scheming against him than wasting time with you. So, I’ve decided to bring someone else in… An expert in changing minds.”

Chimera drags a chair so it’s placed directly in line my sight.

Terror overwhelms my mind. All I can think about is the chair and empty stretch of wall. This is some kind of performance for my benefit.

Chances are, it won’t be pleasant.

Chimera bangs on the door. “Bring it in!”

A pair of heliae haul in a pale figure. With a great heave, they set the lifeless form onto the empty chair. My skin crawls with grief and horror.

It’s Fisk.

And he’s dead.

The man I once loved has his throat torn out. Ligaments and bone protrude from the open wound. His beautiful sea green eyes stare at me, while his mouth rounds into a silent scream. Tears stream down my face. Everything in me wants to turn away from this sight, but I can’t. And the worst part of all? I’m the reason his life’s over.

This is torture. Pure. Raw. Unthinkable.

I don’t consciously will it to happen, but the Kristalli in my hand glows with a pale blue light. Fisk’s empty eyes seem to plead with me to join him in the next world. We’ll reunite in friendship, free of pain and loss. My fears were right, all along. I was never strong enough to be the monarkki. Now, I crave a simple end to my useless life.

Chimera promised me a swift death. I hold onto that thought as my power slowly seeps away. I’m vaguely aware of raised voices somewhere in the infirmary.

Zephyr must be at it again. More heliae are about to die.

I brace my soul for the screams that inevitably follow one of Zephyr’s rages.

They don’t come.

Instead, there are rushed footsteps in the outer hallway. The heliae sound frantic. I focus on their wispy voices.

“Evacuate.”

“Warrior.”

“Front door.”

My thoughts freeze. Zephyr sent all the Air Valta to the forest. So who’s trying to break through the front door?

A thrill of realization moves through me. Maybe Zephyr wasn’t fighting Silas after all.

Perhaps Maxon is here.

As soon as the thought strikes my mind, I dismiss it. There is no rescue from an elemental realm. Zephyr only allows those he chooses into his compound. Maxon couldn’t have found a way in, could he?

Another heliae voice reaches my ears. “Thrax.”

Pure joy zings through me. A thrax warrior in Zephyr’s realm? It must be Maxon.

Chimera has the same thought. He bolts to his feet, races to the door, and pulls it open. “Come here, you.”

“Yes?” asks a heliae.

“I heard someone speaking of a thrax. Who is here?”

“Warrior.” The heliae’s voice quivers with fear.

Chimera speaks slowly and with a menacing edge. “What’s the name?”

“Maxon.”

I sense more than see Chimera dragging the heliae into my room.

“You know how to use a syringe?” he asks.

“Yes,” answers the heliae.

In my peripheral vision, I see Chimera open a supply drawer and pull out a fresh vial. He plunges the needle into his throat, draws a full dose of green paralytic venom and then sets the syringe into the heliae’s hand.

“Inject her in fifteen minutes,” orders Chimera.

“Evacuation,” says the heliae. “My people.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Chimera voice comes out a low growl. “Stay right here with her.”

“You stay,” replies the heliae. “Zephyr says.”

“Blast Zephyr!” roars Chimera. “Prince Maxon and I have unfinished business. No one cuts me and lives.” Chimera bolts from the room, leaving the heliae waiting and silent.

A full minute passes before the heliae lets off a string of odd words. I don’t need to speak air elemental to get the gist. The heliae is cursing out Chimera. With a dramatic swoosh of his extra-long arms, the heliae resets the syringe back into its drawer and slams it shut.

“My people,” hisses the heliae. “Evacuate.”

As the heliae leaves the room, a great crash sounds from the far side of the infirmary. An unmistakable noise follows—the happy gurgle of water as it tumbles from a broken cistern.

I sense the clean liquid as it flows under my doorway and beneath my bed. Hope lightens me, body and soul. Maybe I can cleanse myself with the fresh water, just like I cleansed Maxon in the cave.

Only one way to find out.

On my command, the water in my room transforms into mist. A blue haze surrounds me, soaking into my skin. I focus on each molecule as it moves through my body, asking it to remove the harmful venom.

Seconds tick by, then minutes. At last, the process works. My skin flares blue with glee as I move my eyes once again. Soon, I can twiddle my fingers and toes.

This is happening. If I can move, I can escape.

A new voice rings in my ears, chilling me over with cold despair.

“Where is he? Where’s Chimera?”

It’s Zephyr. And man, does he ever sound pissed.

I focus my energy on the fresh trickle of water nearby. More and more, I ask it to rise into my body, clearing away Chimera’s paralytic. Next, I can move my legs. After that, my shoulders are mine to control as well.

Meanwhile, light footsteps speed down the outer corridor.

Zephyr.

If he reaches the door before I’m fully healed, I’m in deep trouble. I can’t fight back. I can’t even scream. He’ll whisk me off somewhere and find a new minion to torture me.

My eyes widen with comprehension. He may even take the task upon himself.

A thin tendril of smoke pours in from under the door. Zephyr is coming inside. With aching movements, I force myself to stand up. The ordeal is exhausting. There’s still too much poison in my system, but I can’t give up. Before me, the smoke starts to gel into a human shape.

I’m almost out of time.

That’s when it hits me. If I can change my appearance to resemble my old thrax self, why not try something else? Sure, Namare never changed herself to look like another creature. That doesn’t mean it can’t be done. And that syringe is still sitting in the drawer…

Zephyr’s body becomes solid and complete. He stares at me carefully, his fingers playing along the scar on his cheek. I fight the urge to gasp. In the rush, I’d forgotten all about my precious Kristalli of Water. I must have dropped it in the bed.

“She’s gone?” asks Zephyr.

I nod and try to look terrified. It isn’t hard. I can’t talk with a windy voice like a real heliae, so hopefully that’ll be enough for Zephyr.

“Chimera failed,” he adds.

More nodding.

“Where is her Kristalli?” Zephyr asks slowly.

I shrug and gesture to the mattress.

Fast as a heartbeat, Zephyr rifles through the bed, tearing apart pillows and blankets in his search. After a few seconds he pauses, holding the Kristalli of Water high. He wraps it with a bit of leather and sets it into a holster at the waistline of his Roman armor.

I’m out of time.

Racing to the other side of the room, I yank open the drawer and pull out the loaded syringe. Twisting about, I stab the needle into Zephyr’s neck, quickly pressing down the plunger to inject the paralytic venom. He feels the prick of the needle and roars with anger.

“How dare you?” Zephyr spins, his arms outstretched and ready to throttle me.

I stand motionless as a statue, frozen in terror. One thought echoes through my mind.

Please let this work.

Zephyr’s hands brush my throat. After that, they stop. For a few precious seconds, his mouth tries to form words. He can’t. Instead, Zephyr tumbles to the floor, paralyzed. His eyes stay fixed on me, while his mouth hangs open in a snarl.

Raising my arm, I conjure an ice sword into my right hand. “This is for Namare.” Raw rage sends my energy levels skyrocketing. Gritting my teeth, I slam the frozen blade into Zephyr’s belly. It’s a perfect strike, just like Fisk taught me.

I summon another sword and raise it high. “And this is one’s for Fisk.”

Before I lower the blade, a dragon roar fills the air.

Chimera.

My arm freezes with fear. Maxon is somewhere nearby. What if Chimera finds him?

Dropping the blade, I force myself into mist form. This shift takes a ton of energy even if I’m at full power, and right now I’m definitely not. I give myself an internal pep talk and hope like hell that it works.

Hurry up, Lianna. You have to find Maxon.


Maxon

I stand on the cobblestone courtyard before one of Zephyr’s infirmaries. There are a shit-ton of these places around here. I could search for days and not find Lianna.

Good thing I found these kids instead.

A couple of Air Valta boys stand guard at the infirmary door. It’s obvious they know where Lianna is and won’t say anything. Stubborn little guys. I’ve been negotiating with them for too long already. Hell, I called down enough lightning to smash down three trees and burst up a cistern. At least, the kids are softened up now. Dragon roars are now carrying in from the battlefield, so that’s helping to loosen them up, too. One more round of threats and they’ll be ready to talk.

“Where is she?” I ask.

The kids look at each other, their eyes wide with terror. Neither replies.

“Last warning.” Raising my hand, I summon lightning to crackle across my palm. “This one isn’t going into the trees, guys. I’m out of time.”

“She’s inside this building,” says the first kid quickly. “Last room on the left.”

“Good work,” I say. “Now go hide. Things are about to get nasty.” The kids disappear in a puff of smoke.

I kick down the front door and race into the infirmary. The place is half deserted. Worried heliae carry wounded elementals out to safety. None of the injured are Valta, though. I picture my Furor allies back in the woods, fighting off the Air Valta. Anxiety constricts my temples. I hope they’re okay.

One battle at a time, Maxon. Focus on Lianna.

Turning on my heel, I race down the main hallway. My gaze stays locked on the last door on the left. Lianna’s room.

Almost there.

My chest warms with a mixture of hope and excitement. Is she still in her room? Will she be all right? I’m only a few yards from her door when the unexpected happens.

The entire wall of the infirmary bursts open.

It’s Chimera, and he’s in his full dragon form: A massive body covered in black scales.

At least I lopped off one of his heads back at Charybdis. Less to worry about now.

Chimera’s two remaining heads swivel on their long necks, tearing through the wooden walls like tissue paper. I grit my teeth, disappointment and rage battling it out in my nervous system.

I was almost to Lianna.

Chimera’s long, powerful limbs flex down into crouch, ready to pounce. I mirror the movement, keeping my tail high above my shoulder.

Chimera launches at me, his dual jaws snapping at my head. Venom-laced saliva drips from his long pointed teeth. Pushing back with my legs, I jump right at him. The arrowhead end of my tail plunges through his dragon scale hide right at the top of his rib cage. Once I have a good catch, I use the momentum to tear a line down his torso. I land in a roll on the courtyard grounds, one thought on my mind.

Nothing cuts through dragon scales like dragon scales.

Chimera sits up on his haunches and lets out a howl of fury. The cut isn’t deep enough to kill the old bastard, but I’m sure it hurts like hell. Chimera’s bulk twists around to face me. He stomps through the remains of the infirmary wall and onto the courtyard, the venom sack on one neck puffing out as he moves.

Right neck. That means acid venom.

I dodge for cover behind a cluster of trees that line the cobblestone yard. A blast of yellow acid hits the trunks, melting them into the ground.

That was Chimera’s volley. It’ll take him time to work up another venom shot.

Now, it’s my turn.

Rising to my feet, I summon bolt after bolt of lightning. Some slam straight into Chimera, shocking him and giving me time to close in. Once I’m near enough, I leap toward his throat, loop my legs around his neck, and spin until gravity has me hanging upside down. After that, I go to town on his neck. Using my scale-covered hand and tail, I punch into the venom sack, rapid-fire style.

Chimera lets out another big roar. The bare trees shimmy from the force of his cry. I cling to his throat as Chimera tosses his injured head from side to side. For a while, I keep my grip. Soon, the movement tears me free. I fall onto my back with a thud. Chimera’s wounded head hangs at an odd angle, unable to focus or speak.

Good. His second head is unconscious. One down. One to go.

Chimera’s final head focuses on me. This is the one that spews green paralytic. Opening its jaws wide, the mouth releases a stream of venom straight toward my face.

Nice try, asshole.

I roll out of the venom’s strike zone. With a low hiss, the liquid slams into the ground beside me. I leap upright, jump onto Chimera’s back, and race along his spine scales.

Paralytic head, here I come.

I speed up the thick neck. My tail arches over my shoulder, ready to spear its arrowhead end straight through Chimera’s last functioning skull.

That’s the moment Chimera decides to take flight.

The dragon’s huge black wings spread wide, beating in a regular rhythm. I’m tossed onto my ass. Leaning forward, I grip the larger scales with my hands, while my tail plunges through the skin for a better hold. Chimera spirals up and up in a corkscrew motion. Clouds whiz by us. The air turns cold. My vision starts to blur with dizziness.

Chimera pauses mid-flight to change direction. For a second, I feel weightless. After that, Chimera swoops down toward the ground. He keeps flying in a corkscrew motion, only faster this time.

I get dizzy as fuck and lose my grip.

For a while, I tumble through the air. My heart hammers away in my chest. Somehow I’m able to twist onto my side, which is the best way to hit the ground when you fall.

It still sucks when I slam into the earth, though. There’s a bone-crunching crack, too. I try to get back on my feet. Every part of me screams with the effort. It’s all I can do to look up and see Chimera dive-bombing toward me. The jaws of his last conscious head are wide open, ready to spew paralytic at me.

My mind runs through options and implications. At this speed—and with my injuries—I won’t be able to run away. I can’t cower, either. It’s not in me. I glare at Chimera as he swoops closer. My eyes flare demon-red with rage.

Chimera opens his mouth; the venom sack on his neck flexes as he prepares to douse me with paralytic. I keep my gaze locked with his.

Somehow, somewhere, I’ll get you for this. Maybe as a damned ghost.

The paralytic spews from his jaws, ready to engulf me.

But it doesn’t.

Instead, the venom freezes into a hard lump and tumbles onto the ground. Chimera does the same. His skin prickles over with frost. He loses control of his wings and crash lands not far from me. His last head rises up, ready to spit more venom. Before he can, the frost along the length of his neck thickens.

Chimera becomes frozen solid.

I grin from ear to ear. Freezing dragons means someone’s nearby.

Lianna.

Sure enough, a blue haze forms. The mist solidifies into Lianna’s lovely body. Moving as quickly as I can—which isn’t too fast—I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. Makes my rib cage scream with pain, but I don’t care.

She’s my heart and she’s come back.


Lianna

Maxon’s heavy arms wrap around me, making me feel warm and safe. I nuzzle into his neck and instantly relax. His voice is a sweet growl in my ear.

“How are you holding up, beautiful?” He leans back and I almost fall over. My legs are still jelly after so much time under the paralytic.

“You can’t stand up straight,” Maxon wraps his arms around me once more, only more tightly this time. “So I guess that’s my answer.”

“Chimera put too much paralytic in my system; I’m having a hard time cleaning it out.” I slide my arms around his waist. “How about you?”

“Got a little banged up back there. Chimera decided to take me for a ride and drop me.”

“I guess he did some damage to us both.”

“I’d be in worse shape without your flash freeze.” Maxon leans back and fixes me with his mismatched eyes. “Thanks for saving my ass.”

“Well, I am partial to your ass.”

He chuckles. “Good.”

My gaze shifts to Chimera and my skin glows with rage. “He made me stare at Fisk’s body. Sat it right in my line of vision.”

“I’m so sorry, Lianna.”

When I speak again, my voice comes out low and deadly. “I want to kill him. Now.”

“That’s not an option, beautiful.”

“Why not? Don’t you want to kill him?”

“Fuck yeah. Look, he hurt you and it’s taking everything I have not to rip his last two heads off. But I made a promise to Tempest. The Furor are fighting the Air Valta for us right now. In return, they want Chimera. Alive.”

An idea forms in my mind. Chimera has two heads. That’s one more than anyone really needs.

“Alive eh?” I ask.

Maxon shoots me a sly grin. “Yeah. Tempest wants Chimera to serve trial for crimes against his people.” He taps his chin dramatically. “But it’s probably a lot easier to try someone who can’t spit paralytic venom in your face.”

“Good point,” I say.

With a snap of my fingers, I send a fissure through the ice in Chimera’s body. From across the courtyard, a long crack forms in one of the dragon’s necks. For a moment, his paralytic head wobbles, then it falls to the ground with a heavy thud.

“Nicely done,” says Maxon. “Only one head left. Now, we need to get you out of here. Can you mist away?”

“Zephyr’s probably dead, so I should be able to manage it.”

“Probably dead?”

“I might have drugged him with some of Chimera’s paralytic and then stabbed him in the stomach.”

Maxon lets out a low whistle. “Have I told you you’re perfect?”

“Yes. But don’t stop.”

“Good. If Zephyr’s down, then it’s definitely time you left.”

“No, it’s time we left. With Zephyr out, I may be able to open a gateway for both of us.”

Maxon eyes me carefully. “Nah, you should go alone. I can’t leave until I’m sure Zephyr’s history.”

“In that case, I’ll check on Zephyr with you. Last time, I had to leave before I was sure he was dead. But if Zephyr’s still alive, then I want to help kill him.”

“You’re not killing anything. You can hardly stand on your own.”

I roll my eyes. “And you’re half dead from fighting Chimera.”

Maxon purses his lips, considering. “You’re not leaving without me, are you?”

“Not a chance.”

“Well, then.” He gives me one of his crooked smiles. “How do we leave together?”

“I’ll need some help. Let me show you.”

Turning away from Maxon, I raise my right arm. A small waterfall of bright blue liquid materializes before us. Within seconds, an image forms in the shimmering water. It’s a view into the Hall of Fountains. Once again, Esau appears.

“Lianna! You’re here!”

His happiness is so contagious that I smile. “What are you doing there?”

“I’m waiting for you. Dad said I could. Everyone told me that you’d come back with Fisk, not show up in the Hall of Fountains, but I said they were wrong. You’d want to talk our way.”

Maxon hides a smile. “Looks like you’ve a boyfriend there, Li.”

“She’s not my girlfriend!” says Esau. “That’s gross. Are you ready to become the monarkki, Lianna? Do you want me to get all the Valta? They’ll come if I ask them. General Fisk explained everything.” Esau lowers his voice. “Dad said Fisk acted like a deuce-bag to hit on you when you were so young. The guy’s like three hundred.”

I can’t believe my ears. “Deuce-bag?”

“I think that’s what he said. Anyway, are you ready to get crowned?”

“Not quite, Esau. I do need you to summon the Valta, though. Bring them to the Hall of Fountains as quickly as you can.”

“All right,” says Esau. He races away screaming. “Hey everybody!”

In no time, the Valta fill the massive space. None of them ask me about Fisk, and I’m not going to volunteer the information. That’s something best said in person.

Esau’s father steps forward. I remember him from his long droopy tentacle moustache. “I’m Johtaja. What do you require of us?”

For a moment, it’s all I can do to soak in his words. What do you require of us? I’m not crowned, and yet Johtaja is treating me as his monarkki. A sunny sense of pride spreads through my chest. Trouble is, it’s quickly overwhelmed by a cold wave of fear.

Zephyr could show up any second.

“Johtaja, I need your strength, and that of all the Valta. Remember when I gave my power to your child, back when I first visited the Water Palace?”

“I was so disrespectful then, Your Eminence—”

“That’s not important now. All that matters is the connection that took place. I need to find that again, but this time, it needs to be with all of you. I’m trapped in Zephyr’s realm without enough power to leave. If you can connect your elemental energy to mine, I may be able to turn this fountain into a gateway for escape.”

Johtaja nods briskly. “As you command, Your Eminence.” He leans his head back and lets out a long set of calls that remind me of whale song. Within seconds, the Valta are hovering in the air, their bodies aligned into a diamond formation.

“On my mark,” commands Johtaja. “We send our energy to Lianna.” He bows his head and raises his right hand. The other Valta do the same. “Now!”

All of a sudden, elemental strength pours into my body, overwhelming my mind. I feel frozen in place. At last, a voice breaks through my inner haze.

“Are you all right, Lianna?”

It’s Maxon.

My voice quakes when I reply. “I think so.”

“Focus, Lianna.” Maxon links his fingers with mine. “You can do this.”

I stare into his mismatched eyes and my spine stiffens with resolve.

This will happen. I’ll get us out of here.

Keeping my gaze on the waterfall, I reach toward it with my left hand. Fresh power flows to me from the Valta. My body fills to bursting with energy and light. Blue luminescence cascades into my fingertips, turning my skin even brighter. Excitement churns through me.

We’re really making this work.

Suddenly, the waterfall starts to disappear. Instead, a gateway opens directly into the Hall of Fountains. I lean forward, stopping right before my fingertips pass through what was once cascading liquid. Now, I feel nothing there.

I push further.

My hand touches the warm air of the Hall of Fountains. The scent of seawater rises to greet me.

We’re so close.

More Valta appear below. Additional power flows through me. I tighten my hold on Maxon’s hand.

“You ready?” I ask.

“Whenever you are.”

Acting in unison, we both stare down into the open gateway. Maxon and I share a nod. Moving as one, we crouch down and prepare to jump.

The waterfall vanishes.

“Oh no,” I whisper. “The gateway closed.”

We’re out of time.

Lifting my gaze, I see Zephyr standing across the courtyard. The light on his gray skin pulses with rage. His Kristalli crown becomes blindingly bright. My skin prickles with fear.

“On second thought,” I say slowly. “I think we may get to kill Zephyr anyway.”

Maxon cracks his neck from side to side. “Good.”

Zephyr glares at Chimera’s frozen form. The monarkki’s mouth twists with disgust. “Fool! I never should have trusted you with such a simple task.” Turning away from Chimera, Zephyr raises his arms. “Air Valta, to me!”

Tendrils of smoke instantly appear on either side of Zephyr. Two Air Valta take shape. Both are young with battered armor and lines of exhaustion on their faces.

Only two Valta come to Zephyr’s call? Clearly, the Furor are having fun. That’s good for our side.

Zephyr lets out a howl of rage. “More weakness! Where are the rest of your kindred?”

My mouth falls open with shock. If this were my Valta army, I’d leave the rival monarkki and thrax warrior alone so I could go help my own people. The enraged look in Zephyr’s eyes says he couldn’t care less about the Air Valta. Instead, he rounds on Maxon and me. “Attack!”

The two Air Valta speed toward us. Fortunately, there’s plenty of water nearby, thanks to the broken cistern from Maxon’s battle with Chimera. I summon liquid whirligigs—pinwheels of water with the bite of a circular saw blade. With a shout, I launch them at each of the Valta. The impact sends them careening into the forest, their Roman armor sliced open.

Meanwhile, Zephyr turns to the shattered remains of the infirmary building. He creates towering cyclones of wind. The broken floorboards and bits of wall are quickly engulfed in the storm. The debris spins at mind-blowing speeds as it whizzes in our direction. Once the projectiles cross the open courtyard, Maxon zaps them with lightning. The hunks of wood explode in fire. White ash cascades over the courtyard. The nearby forest erupts in flame.

Suddenly, a pair of cyclones slams into me. I glance at Zephyr. That wasn’t his handiwork; the Air Valta are back. My body’s tossed against a burning tree trunk. Flames singe my spine and bite into my watery body. I try to move, but the Air Valta flank my sides. They’ve created ropes of fast moving air that bind me in place as tightly as steel.

Through the smoke, ash, and flame, I stare up into the skies, hoping for the Furor will appear. They don’t.

Instead, the Air Valta tighten the bindings around me, making the fire burn more deeply into my body. None of the life-giving water from the broken cistern can reach me through the blaze. My waning powers are sapped, and all my abilities go into simply regenerating my flesh. My watery skin peels and reforms, becoming papery and dry. Pain like I never could have imagined rushes through me.

A heavy sense of doom drives into my soul, as harsh as the charred tree branches that dig into my body. The truth becomes crystal clear through the miasma of agony. The Air Valta are formidable enemies. The Furor are still occupied fighting them. No one is coming to save us.

I search for Maxon. In between the thick gusts of smoke, I see him grappling with Zephyr in the center of the courtyard. Maxon distracts Zephyr with pinpoint lightning strikes as he drives punch after punch into the monarkki’s gut. Even as I bite back pain, I can’t help but marvel at the speed and accuracy of Maxon’s attack. He’s a tough warrior. Maybe we’ll get out of this yet.

Zephyr curls forward, tumbling onto his knees. Despite the hurt, I feel a jolt of elation. Maxon has Zephyr down. Now, the Air Valta will have to choose between fighting Maxon and holding me captive. They can’t do both. Soon, we’ll be free.

Only we’re not.

Zephyr raises his head, leaps to his feet, and slams his skull onto Maxon’s. The Kristalli of Air breaks apart. Half of it falls onto the courtyard’s cobblestones; the other half attaches itself to Maxon’s chest. My world freezes as I watch Maxon claw at the stone, his face writhing in agony.

Oh, no.

It’s just like back in the cave, when I tried to heal Maxon. He somehow took in my elemental abilities. Now, the Kristalli of Air is digging into his rib cage. There’s no doubt in my mind. It will kill him.

Maxon’s expression hardens with resolve. He calls down more lightning. This time, Zephyr wasn’t expecting a counter-strike. Maxon catches him unaware. The bright bolts slam into Zephyr’s solid form, sending him tumbling to the ground.

My body stills with anticipation. Finally, Zephyr’s knocked out.

Unfortunately, so is Maxon.

Maxon lies unmoving on the courtyard stones. Anger, pain, and terror churn through me.

Not Maxon. Anyone but Maxon.

I roar with rage. Maxon will not die while I stand by and watch. Closing my eyes, I tap into some last reserve of elemental energy. A final burst of power charges my limbs. I tear through the bindings that hold me in place. Quick as a heartbeat, I cast two great icicles, one for each of the Valta. They don’t see the attack coming, so they’re unprepared. That means they’re in solid form, not smoke.

Much easier to kill.

I skewer both Valta through the chest. My icicle blades meet heavy resistance as they slice through the guard’s flesh. The pair of Valta crumple over, dead.

Gritting my teeth through the pain, I limp away from the burning forest, making a path toward the courtyard and Maxon. As I step along, fiery splinters spike into my bare feet. I don’t care. Zephyr lies on his side, injured but still dangerous. It doesn’t enter into my mind to worry. All I can see is Maxon’s immobile form. Blood pools around him. Half of the Kristalli of Air burrows into his chest. I hobble toward him as fast as I can go, tears of rage and fear streaming down my ash-covered face.

Not Maxon. Anyone but Maxon.


Maxon

I lie on the courtyard grounds like a corpse. Somehow, part of Zephyr’s Kristalli attached itself to my chest. Damn, it hurts like hell. Tiny prongs of stone burrow into my rib cage. Questions burn through my brain, but the pain’s too intense to really think things through. Still, I keep asking them, over and over.

Why did the Kristalli do this? Is it some trick of Zephyr’s?

Pain sears my lungs as the Kristalli digs deeper. On instinct, my fingers tear at the stone, trying to yank it out. It doesn’t budge. Somewhere through the haze of shock and hurt, my mind’s able to focus on one thing—the reason why I’m here in the first place.

Lianna. What happened to Lianna?

Wincing through the pain, I force myself to move and inspect the courtyard. Lianna slowly limps toward me. She’s safe and alive, so at least that’s going right. The two Air Valta who were holding her are now impaled on tree trunks. Their heads sag forward onto their punctured chests.

That’s about as dead as you get, right there.

I make a quick scan for Zephyr. He’s lying on his side, curled into fetal position. The other half of his broken Kristalli lies nearby. The stone keeps pulsing with light, but Zephyr’s not moving.

I hope to hell that he’s dead, or close to it.

Another jolt of pain sears through my nervous system. This time, the hurt isn’t coming from the tiny prongs driving into my chest. Instead, agony radiates throughout my body. This isn’t regular pain. I’ve been around enough crazy supernatural crap to know this is something else.

It’s power. Elemental power.

I try to think through my situation, but misery keeps me trapped without answers. Surges of hurt run through me in waves. With a low moan, I move onto my knees. My body curls forward while my hands press at my temples. Every inch of me radiates agony.

Across the courtyard, Zephyr’s arm twitches. Damn, the bastard’s still alert and alive. He grasps for the other half of the Kristalli; the stone attaches itself to his hand.

What’s going on here?

Fresh surges of power and pain careen through me. I let out an anguished howl. More elemental energy tears through my system. The flesh on my arms and legs begins to smoke and bubble. I’ve been in tight spots before. Nothing like this, though. Reality hits me like a physical punch.

I’m about to die.

At last, Lianna crosses the courtyard. With jerky motions, she kneels down beside me. She’s hurting, too. I want to ask her if she’s okay. The words can’t get past my gritted teeth.

Lianna’s voice comes out all calm and sweet. “Do you remember the cave, Maxon?”

I manage a half nod.

“You were poisoned. I tried to heal you and you took in my power instead.”

Another small nod.

“That’s what’s happening now. Somehow your powers align with elementals. Stuff got mixed up in your fight with Zephyr. You’re taking in the energy of the Monarkki of Air.” She lifts her hand to brush her knuckles down my cheek. The touch helps me focus. For the first time since this stone glommed onto me, I’m able to think beyond the torment.

Lianna’s right. I got a taste of her power in the caves and used lightning as a buffer. That slowed everything right down.

I hiss out two words. “Thanks, beautiful.”

With all my focus, I summon a sheath of lightning to surround my skin. At first, the brightness is pale and weak. Soon, the power grows. Within a few seconds, the shield is strong enough to block whatever the fuck the Kristalli is doing. The hurt lessens. My head clears.

“That’s it.” Lianna gently kisses my chin. “You’re doing it.”

The power of the air element starts to seep away from me as well. Pain drains from my body. Without the weight of agony in my limbs, I can breathe deeply again. My thinking becomes clearer by the second.

My focus immediately snaps to Zephyr. We need to kill that guy and get the hell out of here.

Zephyr lies on his side about twenty yards away. I release a relieved breath.

“He’s still down,” I say to Lianna.

“Can you stand?” she asks.

“Can you?”

Lianna chuckles. “Now, I know you’re feeling better.”

We both try to rise to our feet when shit goes downhill, fast.

Zephyr’s started to move, too.

The Kristalli on his hand glows with energy. A ripple of fear moves across my limbs. My now-clear mind can easily see what’s happening.

As I release air power, Zephyr takes it back in.

Damn.

Pressing his palms against the courtyard stones, Zephyr hauls himself up to a sitting position. Not good. The more power Zephyr gets back, the more Lianna and I are screwed. Neither of us is in any condition to fight him at full strength.

What happens next isn’t a thought-out thing, but when it comes to a battle, sometimes there’s only reaction. You just do. And now, what I’m doing is removing the lightning shield from around my body. I can’t let Zephyr get back to full strength.

Instantly, white-hot hurt shoots through every nerve ending I’ve got. This time, it’s even worse than before. Still, accepting the elemental energy does the trick. Zephyr howls in pain as his Kristalli dims.

Lianna leans forward, her gaze meeting mine. “Maxon, stop!”

I shake my head. “If I stop, he kills us both.”

From the opposite side of the courtyard, Zephyr moans and bitches as he flips over and starts belly-crawling toward Lianna and me.

Man, I hate that guy.

“I am The Eminence!” growls Zephyr. “You both will die.”

Lianna tries to drag me away, but she can barely stand up. I grab her hand.

“You need to go,” I say. “Find Tempest. Be safe.”

“I’m not leaving. There must be something else we can do.” Her face lights with an idea. “There’s something you haven’t tried.”

I see where she’s going with this. “I can store the power in the stone. See if my lightning will keep it from Zephyr, too.”

“Can your lightning power do that?”

“It can try.”

Closing my eyes, I realign the lightning shield around my body. Right away, it focuses the elemental energy into the Kristalli. My pain lessens. The Kristalli shimmers with a pale gray light.

“It’s working,” says Lianna. “Keep going. Move all the power you can into the Kristalli. Zephyr will be weak as a human.”

With every ounce of will inside me, I order more energy into the stone. The Kristalli grows brighter. I glance over to Zephyr. His part of the Kristalli has stayed pretty dark. The bastard keeps crawling at us, though. He’s only ten yards away now.

Lianna raises her hand, summoning some kind of frozen spear. The second it appears, pain racks my nervous system again. I howl in anguish.

“Step back,” I say to Lianna. “Your power’s mixing with Zephyr’s.”

Lianna moves away. That doesn’t do dick to stop the hurt. She lowers her hand. The ice spear vanishes.

“You should take him down,” I say through clenched teeth. “I can handle the pain.”

“I’m not doing that until you’ve moved more power into the stone. I don’t know what releasing my energy will do.” She runs her fingers along my neck. Her touch is soothing. “It won’t be long now, Maxon. You’re doing it.”

“No, beautiful. We’re doing it.”

Never thought I needed a battle twin, but I need her.

We’re working together, turning this shit around. Yeah, my head feels like it’s about to explode. Still, my body’s no longer screwed up in agony. And although Zephyr keeps belly-crawling toward us, he looks like total shit. His Kristalli is almost dark, and his body’s all banged up and bloody. If he’s dumb enough to keep coming, then Lianna and I can make mincemeat out of him when he gets close.

I look into her eyes.

Damn, I love this woman.

And with that, everything goes to hell.

A cool sensation pools behind my eyes and I just know my irises are flashing blue.

Lianna tilts her head to one side. “Are you okay, Maxon?”

Sadness weighs on my heart like a block of cement. I want to tell her no, I’m not okay. In fact, I’m pretty sure that I’m fucked.

“Are my eyes glowing?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“What color?”

“Blue.” Lianna’s fingertips brush beside my eyes. “What does that mean?”

“Means I’m getting Angelbound.”

“What?”

“I love you, Lianna. My powers are changing. No more lightning for me. I’ll get control over igni.”

As much as anyone can control igni.

“I don’t understand. You can’t change, not now.”

“Not my call, beautiful. It’s happening.”

After that, the crazy music starts in my head, just like Mom said it would. A pretty children’s choir for the light igni, which is the power that sends mortal souls to Heaven. Next I get the screeching voices of the dark igni, which is the energy that condemns spirits to Hell.

My abilities over lightning start to fade. I do everything I can, but it’s like trying to cup water in my hands. The droplets simply go; there’s nothing I can do about it. The reality hits me like a punch in the gut.

I’m gaining power over igni, same as my Mother did. That means I’m losing my control over lightning, which is the only thing keeping me alive right now. Without that lightning shield, Zephyr’s energy will go to town on me. I don’t stand a chance.

Bit by bit, my lightning-shield disappears. Instead, tiny bolts of sentient light—the igni—start swimming around my body. They move in little schools like fish. I’ve seen igni a million times as they move around Mom. I never seriously pictured them anywhere near me.

A thin hope sparks in my mind. Maybe these igni can still protect me from the power of Zephyr’s Kristalli.

A heartbeat passes. Then two.

At three, it happens.

Zephyr’s elemental power slams back into me. Agony like I’ve never known rips through my soul. It’s like every inch of me is being torn apart. My skin bubbles and smokes once again. Black puss oozes from my veins.

Lianna gasps in horror. “No!”

Zephyr sees his chance and makes his move. Jumping up from his crawl-mode, he body-slams Lianna. Rage overtakes me despite the agony. I lunge forward, knocking Zephyr down. Lianna leaps back towards us, wraps her hands around Zephyr’s skull, and twists the fucker’s head right off. There’s a satisfying crack as Zephyr’s spine snaps in two.

The Monarkki of Air is dead.

Fuck yeah.

With Zephyr gone, the power that was stored in his half of the Kristalli now slams into my nervous system. I grit my teeth in agony.

Lianna rounds on me. “You have to stop it.”

“There’s no way to do that, beautiful.”

More igni whirl around me. All I know is agony and their childlike voices. They sing a bunch of nonsense and do whatever the fuck it is that they want to do, just like I always said they would. More of my flesh starts to smoke and peel away.

Lianna grabs some bandages from the infirmary. She wraps the long strips around my body, trying to keep all of me together. Somehow, that’s the worst part of this. That she’s trying so hard to save me when we should be saying goodbye.

“Don’t waste your strength,” I say. “Whatever happens to me, happens.”

“No, Maxon.” She wraps another bandage around my forearm.

“Go find Tempest. Please.”

Bright blue tears stream down Lianna’s face. “I’ll find a way to save you.” Her voice breaks with grief and fear. “I refuse to let this happen.”

Once again, the igni take charge. They wrap around Lianna, pulling her away. She tries summoning all sorts of water magic. None of it goes past the heavy column of brightly lit bodies swirling around her. It seems my new Scala powers and I agree on one thing: Lianna can’t waste her energy on the impossible. This transition is going down and she needs to stay away. Most likely, I’m dead.

Who am I kidding? I’m totally dead.

The pain and process takes over. I tilt back on my knees, my arms thrown behind me. Smoke burns through my skin and digs into muscle and bone. Pain blots out every other sensation. My vision starts to dim.

This is it. I’m going down. One last thought hits me as I’m completely torn apart.

I’ll die here, but at least Lianna will live.


Lianna

Finally, the little lightning bolts release me from their hold. I stumble forward, my legs numb with shock. In my mind’s eye, Maxon’s last moments replay over and over. He kneels on the courtyard. His body curls backward. The skin on his torso turns black and bubbling. Hunks of his flesh are torn away. His beautiful face contorts in pain.

Maxon literally gets torn apart, the tiny pieces of his flesh carried off in smoke.

It can’t be real.

Losing my footing, I fall forward. It hurts like hell but I don’t care. All I can focus on is reaching the spot where Maxon last lived. I crawl across the courtyard, my chest aching. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I register that the Air Valta are carting away Zephyr’s lifeless body. It’s a hollow victory.

At last, I reach the place where Maxon fell. I sit back on my knees, just as he did. This was where he pulled his final breath. My parents and Namare are gone. Now Maxon is too. My chest aches with loss. Warm tears roll down my cheeks and off my chin. They dot the smooth brown stones beneath me like so many raindrops.

Perhaps I weep for hours, minutes, or days. There’s no telling. Time has little meaning for me. Eventually, a hand rests on my shoulder. I look up, seeing Tempest. He seems indomitable in his heavy black armor. I wouldn’t have thought he mourned Maxon, but his eyes are rimmed with red. Maxon was second in line for the Furor throne.

“He gone,” I whisper.

“I know,” says Tempest. “I’m so sorry.”

I can only repeat myself. “He’s gone.”

Tempest’s voice is mild. “They want to know if you’re leading them now.”

“Leading? Who?”

“The Air Valta.”

“Aren’t they all dead?”

Tempest shakes his head. “We just held them down until the battle was over. They’re now the released prisoners of a very short war.”

For the first time, I notice dozens of Air Valta standing behind Tempest. They should look tough in their Roman armor. Instead, their young gray faces are lined with despair.

“You’re the last monarkki, Lianna. The Air Valta want to know if you’re their ruler as well.” Tempest pats my shoulder before pulling his hand away. He moves to stand behind me, giving me some breathing room. “What should I tell them?”

“I don’t know.” It’s hard to speak through the knot of grief in my throat. “I need a moment to think.”

Silence follows. The Air Valta continue to stare at me, their all-gray eyes wide with worry. Zephyr was cruel. Their desire for a wise ruler is a living thing. It tugs at my heart.

Maybe I have the strength to lead them. Maxon might have wanted that.

Someone calls my name again. “Lianna?”

“Wait, Tempest. I need more time to decide.”

Tempest steps back into my line of vision. “I didn’t say anything.” He tilts his head. “Did you hear something?”

“Yes, I thought you said my name.”

The voice speaks again. “Lianna.”

I hop to my feet, my skin flaring blue with excitement. “Did you hear that?”

Tempest frowns. “I heard nothing.”

“That voice. I thought it was…” I shake my head.

Stop now, Lianna. You’re imagining things. How could it be Maxon?

It happens again.

“Lianna.”

A ripple of awareness runs through the Air Valta. They exchange curious looks. I round on them, every particle of my consciousness on alert. “Did you hear it, too?”

A handful of the Valta nod slowly.

“There’s a voice on the wind,” says one of them.

Now the cry is loud and unmistakable. “Lianna!”

Before me, wisps of smoke drift into the shape of a man. The form is so thin and transparent, it could be a trick of the eyes.

But it’s not. This is Maxon. He’s alive. Somehow, he survived.

A crazy dream comes alive in my soul. I’ve seen those wisps of smoke before. How they start as winding tendrils and then transform into a human shape. It’s what happens every time an air elemental appears.

Could Maxon have become an air elemental, too?

For a fraction of a second, Maxon’s body comes into clearer focus. His arms reach out for me.

“Maxon!” I strain toward him. Our fingertips almost brush. At the last second, he turns back into smoke and drifts away. My soul aches with loss and longing.

I don’t know what happened to him. I don’t know if I can ever find my Maxon again, let alone touch him. I don’t know, and I don’t care. Something that looks like Maxon is leaving and he’s not going alone.

In the blink of an eye, I transform into mist and follow.


Maxon

What the fuck is going on?

One second, I was kneeling on the courtyard in Zephyr’s compound. My body had never known such pain. The next thing I know, I’m yanked away on a vicious gust of wind.

My mind gets assaulted with so much stuff, I can’t take it all in. One place after another tumbles past me. Even worse, I don’t just see stuff. I’m part of it, too. First, I’m a summer wind that rolls down an empty city street. Then, I’m a storm tearing across the Himalayas. And finally, I’m a stream of air driving through a jet engine. This is insane.

Did I die and go to Hell?

No way. I’ve been to Hell. This is something else.

So what’s happening to me?

The answer’s almost clear when—whoosh—I’m carried away on another blast of wind. This time, I’m a gust that slams into skyscrapers. Whips through pinwheels. Touches the upper layer of the atmosphere. My mind starts to keep pace with the constant changes, and that’s when the truth gets both obvious and nasty.

I’ve become an air elemental.

Screw Zephyr and his Kristalli. All I wanted to do was protect Lianna. Now, I’ve no clue if she’s safe and I’m stuck whipping around. Pangs of worry spin through me, whatever ‘me’ is anymore. I’ve no clue how to control this shit. I try to focus. Come up with a Plan B.

No such luck.

Before I can string a strategy together, my consciousness gets yanked in a new direction. This time, it’s an ocean-bound hurricane at night. The thing is one vast mess of tall waves, lightning, and wind. My mind gets tossed around like one of the dumbass ships trying to navigate this storm. All the twisting around isn’t helping my concentration.

One thing does help, however.

Now that I’m over the ocean, there’s an unmistakable aura in the air. Even though I’m being spun around like crazy, I can’t miss the sensation. Damn, I’m not even sure what to even name it. Energy. Magic. Elemental power. Whatever it is, it’s bringing her closer.

Lianna.

Is she really here? Is she all right?

Man, do I need those answers. I try like hell to take some kind of human form. That’s not happening, so I do the next best thing. Scream for all I’m worth.

“Lianna!” My voice comes out rough with excitement and fear.

Please let her hear me.

Little by little, a hazy shape appears on the storm. It’s her. The hurricane winds whip through her hair and long robes. Still, she appears perfect, strong, and beautiful: Lianna, my blue-skinned goddess. Watching her, I can only think about what I said to her.

I love you.

Sure, saying those words got me into this mess. My lightning powers changed into Scala stuff and ended up getting me killed or shredded or whatever happened to me. Even so, I can’t regret the feeling. After Armageddon, some part of my soul was broken and should have stayed that way. But she fixed it. Actually, we fixed it. Maybe I only had that feeling for only a minute or two. That’s enough.

No, that’s everything.

A warm sense of joy moves through me and that’s when I realize it—I have a body again. No way am I missing this chance. I may be a gray and smoky blob, but I’m here. The wisps of smoke that are my arms reach for her. Seeing her helped me take solid form again. If I can only touch her…

“Lianna! I’m here!”

She turns toward me. “I’m trying to stop the storm.” Her face is the picture of bone tired. “It’s so strong.”

“No time for that. Hold onto me.”

I set my palms onto hers and whoa, I didn’t see that coming. Some kind of elemental charge moves through my soul. It doesn’t feel bad, necessarily. In fact, I’m pretty sure this rush was why Zephyr ran across the after-realms trying to suck off other monarkki. It’s a huge wallop of energy, though, and that’s not what I was expecting.

My limbs start to disintegrate into the windstorm.

Damn, I’m losing it.

“Can you hold back your elemental energy?” I ask. It’s hard to howl over the crazy winds.

“Yes, I think I can.”

Lianna reaches for my hands, her fingers trembling. The storm lashes against us both as we hover above the churning waters. We’re getting tossed about, making it harder and harder to connect. My body is almost completely faded now, but I’m not giving up. Not on her. Not on us.

“Come on, beautiful.” I move the wisp of smoke that is my hand toward hers. “A little farther.”

Finally, her fingers brush mine. There’s no elemental power rush this time, either. Almost instantly, I take solid form. My skin is now the same dove gray that Zephyr’s was. I wouldn’t care if it came out plaid with green polka dots; I’m solid once again. I fold Lianna in my arms. Peace and joy swirl through my soul. The storm slowly dies down, leaving Lianna and me as two solid points in the night sky, holding each other close. I rub her back in soothing strokes.

“You okay, beautiful?”

“I’m so tired,” she says. “I couldn’t figure out how to control the storm.”

I kiss her cheek. “You did great.”

She meets my gaze and smiles. “No, we did great.”

And since that’s the truth—and my life tends to change on a dime—I decide that now is the perfect time to kiss her.

So that’s exactly what I do.


Lianna

I watch Maxon pace across his makeshift bedroom. The place is pretty sparse. A mattress on the floor. Gray concrete walls. A metal folding chair. Believe it or not, this is one of the nicer rooms in Zephyr’s old compound. Not a shocker, actually.

Two weeks have passed since we killed Zephyr, and we’re both still recovering. Right now, Maxon practices changing from elemental into human form. Half the time he hits one state or the other, he forgets to add clothes. I’m watching from the room’s only chair.

Needless to say, I’m enjoying myself immensely.

A knock sounds at the door. Maxon changes back into his elemental state. In this form, he wears gray body armor. His skin has a light gray tone as well, although his eyes have stayed a searing shade of blue.

A warm sense of affection blooms through my chest.

That’s my blue, right there.

Maxon pauses by the closed door. “What’s up?”

I can’t stop the smile that rounds my mouth. I love how Maxon doesn’t do all the formalities of court.

“It’s Viktor here. I’m your new general. I was wondering if you were in need of any assistance.”

“I know who you are, Viktor.” Maxon says with a sigh. “I’m the same as I was fifteen minutes ago.” The Air Valta keep checking on Maxon, like he’ll disappear or turn back into a thrax. Can’t blame them, though. Maxon’s a precious commodity now.

He’s agreed to become their new Monarkki of Air.

That said, if there’s some kind of special clingy disorder for elementals who just lost an evil monarkki, then Maxon’s Valta have it.

Excitement seeps into Viktor’s voice. “Does that mean you need something?”

“No, it means that I’m still perfectly fine, thanks.” A long pause follows as Viktor quietly steps away from the door. Maxon turns to me, his mouth winding into an all out grin. The sight makes me gooey inside.

“That was Viktor,” he says.

“I noticed.”

This is when I also notice that my ass has fallen asleep. To restart my circulation, I go into mist form and hover for a while.

Maxon’s forehead crinkles with concern. “You sure you should be going misty?”

I shrug. “I’m trying to get my endurance up.”

“It’s too soon, beautiful. You shouldn’t overdo it.”

“Says the guy who’s practicing changing forms and refusing any help from poor Viktor. Give the guy a letter to take to the post office or something. Sheesh.”

“Oh, Viktor will be fine.” Maxon changes back into his thrax state. This time it should be jeans and a black Henley, but he forgets his shirt again. Nice. “How was that one?”

“You forgot something.”

“My shirt?” He offers me a sly look. “The way you keep ogling my chest, I didn’t think you minded.”

“I don’t. You forgot your tail as well, though.”

“Good call.” Maxon snaps his fingers, and his tail reappears behind him. “That’s better.”

“Do you miss it? Your demon side, I mean.”

“A little. It was integrated with the rest of me, though.”

“Because of your Furor training.”

“Right. So now, I feel a little off. Still, I feel like me, if that makes any sense.”

“Hope you haven’t lost any skills.”

I didn’t mean for that reply to come out sexy, but it sure did. The way Maxon raises his eyebrows, though, I can’t say I’m bummed that he got the wrong idea. Or the right one, depending on how you look at it.

“Want to do an experiment, beautiful?” He prowls toward me. “Right now. You and me. I bet it’ll be so good as elementals, we won’t be able to speak.” He leans in until his mouth is above my ear. “And you know how I like to talk.”

Before I have time to respond, his left arm slides around my waist while his right curls into my hair. His mouth is right above mine, and yow, do I ever want him to kiss me.

“You know what I like about being an elemental?” he asks.

I’d try to speak, but all the energy that would normally fuel rational thought has gone south. I can only manage to shake my head.

“Clothes.” Maxon nips my earlobe. A shudder of want moves through my core.

“Hmm?” Not sure that’s an answer. Not sure I care, either.

“We can make them disappear with a thought.” His fingertips glide up my belly, sending a ripple of desire through my center. “Especially these blue robes of yours. Make them disappear, and we could be skin-to-skin in a matter of seconds.”

So I do just that. Maxon eyes me and sucks in a heavy breath. That’s pretty satisfying.

“Your turn,” I say.

Maxon gives me one of his dimpled smiles. More yum. More gooeyness. “I like that it’s my turn,” he says.

Another knock sounds at the door. I grit my teeth in frustration.

I’m going to kill that Viktor guy.

“That’s enough for one day, Viktor,” calls Maxon.

A voice answers, and it’s not Viktor. “Open up, my child.”

I know that tone. It’s Maxon’s grandmother.

“Damn, G. Give me a minute.”

“Are you ill?” she asks through the closed door. I can picture her mouth pressed by the doorjamb, her wrinkled lips drooping into a frown.

“I’m fine, G. Hold your horses.”

Maxon conjures his jeans and T-shirt back on, checks his tail, and then inspects me as well. Evidently, neither of us is missing clothing or limbs, so Maxon steps over to the door and swings it open.

A lot of hugs and hellos start up as Octavia enters the room, followed by Maxon’s parents. They’ve been visiting regularly and we’re all getting downright friendly with each other. Of course, Octavia’s still pulling together a huge ball for me. Now, it’s to celebrate my coronation. At least, that’s what she says it’s all about. I’m pretty convinced that it’s more of a ‘Maxon has a girlfriend and we actually met her’ kind of thing. Even so, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited. I missed every prom and dance and club experience growing up. This will be great.

Octavia moves to stand in the center of the room. “Let’s review seating charts, shall we?” She pulls out a sheath of papers from seemingly nowhere.

Maxon’s Mom leans against a nearby stretch of concrete wall. All the color drains from her face. Maxon rushes to her side.

“You okay, Mom?”

“Your mother is fine,” says Maxon’s Dad. He may be in jeans and a T-shirt, but he still looks like a King as he pulls his Queen into his arms. He whispers to his wife. “Do you need to lie down?”

“A nap might be good.”

Looks like Maxon and I aren’t the only ones who’d rather be doing something else.

I plunk down onto the metal folding chair and let out a huge sigh. “You know what? Maxon and I were practicing all day.”

“What kind of stuff?” asks Maxon’s Grandmother.

“Elemental, uh, things.”

Not my best lie. Hopefully, it’ll still do the trick.

“We’re pretty tired, too.” Maxon quickly moves to stand at my side. “I think we could all use a break.” He gives G one of his patented smiles. “You set up the seating chart, G. We trust you.”

Octavia scans the room, her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “If you insist.”

“We do,” says Maxon. He’s got his ‘I’m not arguing about this’ face on. No one pushes him when he’s like that, even Octavia. Maxon opens the door and ushers them outside with lots of thank-you’s and kisses.

Once they’re well and gone, Maxon summons Viktor. The guy is so excited to have an actual task, he could burst with pride.

“Yes, Your Eminence?”

“No disturbances for the next twenty four hours. I need to you to guard my door with your life.”

Viktor’s face brightens. “As you command, Your Eminence.”

Maxon closes the door and turns to me. A sneaky light shines in his eyes.

“What are you thinking, Your Eminence?” I ask.

Now, I know exactly what’s on his mind, but I do love to hear him say it.

“Remember when you tackled me outside Charybdis?”

“Mm-hmmm.”

“I think we should do that again.” Maxon runs his finger along my neckline. “Only naked.”

“All right,” I say slowly.

And as Maxon predicted before, that’s the last word either of us utters for a long time.


Lianna

Maxon and I stand on the same stretch of Australian beach where I first summoned the Water Palace to confront Fisk, one month and a million years ago. An impossibly blue sky arches over us. Palm trees sway in a gentle breeze that Maxon summoned. I’m still getting used to the idea that wind means good stuff—like Maxon approaching—versus imminent death.

A good problem to have, I think.

Behind us, a hundred Air Valta line the beach. Their gray bodies shimmer in the morning sunshine. When Maxon’s looking at them, they wear faces that are placid and supportive. But when he turns away? They scowl for all they’re worth, mostly at me.

Maxon leans in to whisper in my ear. “Don’t think I don’t notice.”

“Notice what?” I ask with mock innocence. “That the Air Valta loathe the idea of crowning us both at the Water Palace?”

“Yeah, that.” Maxon’s careful to keep his voice low. “Zephyr drilled it into my people’s heads that Air is the ultimate element. It’s not. We’re all brothers and sisters. That’s why you and I are getting crowned together in the Water Palace.”

“I get that concept, sure.” I look at him out of my right eye. “Do you really think that idea will stick with the rest of them, though?”

“Oh, I got a plan.” Maxon winks. “You ready?”

“Sure thing.”

I take his hand in mine and set out on a trek across the water. This time, we don’t need to hold hands, considering that Maxon can float as smoke if he likes.

We stroll across the ocean for a time, the Air Valta following behind us. Once we reach a fair distance from shore, I raise my right arm.

Like before, the Water Palace comes bubbling up from the water. I visit all the time now, so you’d think that this shell-shaped castle wouldn’t leave me gaping in awe anymore. But it does. Every time.

Once the palace is fully visible, the front door swings open. Maxon and I march through, hand in hand. We pass the reception arcade and head right into the Hall of Fountains. The place looks especially lovely today, with blue lights dancing through the waterfalls that line the space. A few hundred Water Valta stand in a rough circle on the chamber floor.

We move into the center of the room. The Air Valta follow, mixing in with their water counterparts, just as Maxon ordered them to. Once everyone is in place, Maxon’s first to speak.

“Air Valta, connect to your brothers and sisters.” In response, all of Maxon’s people raise their right arms, placing their palms onto the shoulders of a comrade in arms. Viktor rests his hand on Maxon’s shoulder.

That’s my cue.

“Water Valta, connect to your brothers and sisters.”

My soldiers do the same, reaching out their right arms and placing their palms onto the shoulders of another Water Valta. Esau’s father rests his hand on my shoulder. With that, the connection to our people is complete. If I could look down from the ceiling, I’d see an intricate snowflake of gray and blue bodies.

The ceremony is ready to begin.

Raising my arm, I summon the Kristalli of Water to appear in my palm. Maxon does the same with the Kristalli of Air. We both lift our stones high. I’ve practiced this particular move for years. Many times, I’ve raised this stone in preparation for battle practice.

Today, I lift it to change the Kristalli into my crown.

Excitement strums through me, like my inner life is a musical string that’s just been plucked. Maxon and I share a small smile that’s full of hope and promise. After that, we speak together.

“Who names us their monarkki?” we ask.

The crowd replies in unison. “The Valta.”

Blue and gray light dances around the room as one by one, the Valta’s bodies glow with emotion. Their feelings pass through their connected bodies, compounding as they go. Soon the full weight of their sensations slams into me. There’s love, support and—if I’m being honest—a little fear, too. My Kristalli fills with their emotion and power, growing brighter by the second. Maxon’s does the same.

My Kristalli juts out small prongs into my hand, extending, contracting and pricking into my flesh as it begins climbing up my arm, shoulder, neck, and cheekbone. From there, it creeps around my temples, taking the shape of a crown.

Across from me, Maxon’s Kristalli is making the same journey. The power of his Valta is changing his people’s stone into a crown. I smile so hard, it feels like my face could break.

Once our new crowns are firmly in place, the Valta lower their arms and fall to their right knee. Again, they speak in unison.

“Our monarkki.”

Suddenly, I sense the water elementals in my realm. In my mind’s eye, I see them all. Young naiads frolic in lakes, their long blue hair steaming over their naked bodies. Rain golems pour moisture into the clouds, their great blocky shoulders carrying huge vats of glowing liquid. Ocean guardians patrol the depths, their long seaweed cloaks flowing behind them.

I see and sense my people. Joy, pain, peace, and worry… All their feelings move through me as my own. We are no longer separate. I connect to their consciousness and speak to them through my soul.

I will fight for you, heal you, and help you. I am your monarkki. Together, we will be strong.

Across the after-realms, I sense water elementals everywhere bowing onto their right knee. They speak to me in a voice that rings through eternity.

Your Eminence. We are yours.

A part of my essence finally clicks into place. It’s like some piece of me was always missing, and now I am whole. I turn to Maxon.

“I feel my people,” I say with a smile. “Do you?”

“Yeah.” He returns my grin with one of his own. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.” He leans in and whispers in my ear. “Together.”

I do my best Maxon impression, keeping my voice low and my mojo controlled. “Yeah.”

We share a grin and then return our attention to the Valta. They clearly want a speech, and that still isn’t my strong suit. I frown.

“Want me to go first?” asks Maxon.

I’m about to take him up on that, when suddenly, I know exactly what to say. “Nah, I got it.”

“That’s my woman.” He kisses me gently on the cheek. Warmth and love radiate from his touch. I turn to face the crowd.

“I don’t give speeches much,” I begin. “Well, at all, really. I can’t begin without saying that I wouldn’t be here without some very dear friends. Namare rescued me. Fisk sacrificed everything to keep me safe. And you all have connected me into your power. Together, we will heal our world.”

A pulse of energy hangs in the air. I totally nailed that speech. Or at least, I’m pretty sure I did. Either way, I’m feeling good.

Maxon winds me into a deep hug as his voice sounds low in my ear. “Good work, beautiful.” He kisses me, brief and sweet.

Too soon, our kiss ends. Now, it’s Maxon turn to scan the crowd of faces. What will he say? Will he leave his warrior-self behind and go all statesman on me? Not that I mind that but… Okay, I would totally mind that. Maxon and fighter are one and the same to me.

Maxon rubs his stubbled chin. “You’re all warriors, so I’ll do you the honor of being direct here.”

A small grin rounds my mouth. That’s my guy, all right.

With pointed movements, Maxon positions me so my back rests against his firm chest. His solid arms wind around my waist. A fluttery feeling starts up in my rib cage. I do love it when Maxon gets possessive. “There’s been a lot of bullshit around here about which element is the best. That ends today. You make Water your enemy, you make me your enemy. Everyone understand?”

The Air Valta nod silently, their gray eyes large with surprise. A realization moves through me me as well. This is the moment Maxon whispered about on the beach. Now that he’s monarkki, he’s making his play to end Zephyr’s policy of one element being first.

That’s my guy, again.

“Now,” he says. “You all play by the rules and we’re good. No one’s number one anymore. No one gets hurt because of that shit anymore, either. We’re all a team now.” His voice lowers. “I know this is a big change for you. It’ll be weird for a while. Hell, it took me some time to adjust to the idea of having a battle twin, too. Trust me, once you’re there, you’ll never go back.” He turns me around to meet my gaze, and all the love and respect in the after-realms gleams in his eyes. My skin glows with joy.

He’ll never go back.

“You got anything to add, beautiful?”

“No, you said it perfectly.”

“Good.” He leans forward, nuzzling into my neck. “Now, since you already got your tiara on and all, how about we head off to Antrum and finish getting ready for your party?”

Crap, I almost forgot. Octavia’s throwing me a ball tonight.

“Sounds like a plan,” I say.

We’re still holding hands when we walk away from the Water Palace, and that’s what’s I call a good day.


Maxon

I step around the floor of the Golden Ballroom, bored out of my damned skull. Lianna’s not here yet, and I know why. Octavia’s spending a million years making my woman ready for tonight. And why? She already looks beautiful.

Plus, I miss her.

There, I admitted it to myself. The guy who needs no one except a good demon to kill now misses his woman. I shrug. When the woman’s Lianna, that’s a good thing.

G spots me prowling in the shadows, so she comes over to chat. As she steps closer, I can see her black velvet gown and shit-eating grin. Finally, G got to throw her ‘my grandson got a girlfriend’ ball. She steps up beside me and surveys the crowd.

“How are you enjoying the festivities?” she asks.

I shrug. “You know how I am with formal stuff.”

“That I do.” G grins.

“It’ll be better when Lianna shows. When are you releasing her from the girlie brigade?”

G shoots me a sly look. “My Ladies in Waiting know you call them that, by the way.”

“They got no complaints with me.”

I know that because they tell me that all the time, mostly while hitting on me. I’m not into cougars, so I’ve never been tempted to take them up on their offer. Not that I’ll tell G a word about it. She’ll flip her lid.

“Suffice it to say that Lianna will be here soon.” G freezes in place. “What the?”

“Is something wrong?”

“They brought out the enchanted sculptures too early. The magic will wear off before the first dance.” G pats my forearm. “Excuse me.”

As G steps away, Mom and Dad approach my hiding spot. A small crowd of courtiers and hangers-on trails behind them. My tail arcs into battle stance over my shoulder. I hate courtiers. People should fight with knives, not words.

“Hello, son,” says Dad. We do our man-hug thing.

“My baby.” Mom’s voice breaks with emotion. “My sweet, sweet boy.”

Normally, Mom gets weepy faster than anyone I know. Lately, she’s been on a hair trigger.

The courtiers create an ad hoc circle around us, chattering about Lianna, the ball, and how excited they are to have a royal elemental. I’m glad they’re all pumped about my new state, but five minutes of their love is usually all I can handle. Tonight, I’ve had to listen to them for hours. It’s getting on my nerves. Some courtier starts chattering about my new Kristalli crown and I’ve officially had enough. I raise my hand.

“I’m talking to my parents now.” All the courtiers stare at me with open mouths. “Alone.”

They don’t budge. On reflex, I start calculating how to take them all down. Mom fidgets uncomfortably. She hates royal events almost as much as I do.

Dad catches the vibe. His face takes on that King look he gets sometimes, mostly when he’s feeling protective. And these days, there’s only one thing really sets off his protective side. Mom.

Huh. Something’s definitely up with her.

“Excuse us,” says Dad. Two words never sounded so powerful and threatening. The courtiers take off like a small bomb exploded nearby.

Once they’re well out of earshot, I carefully scan my parent’s faces.

“So, what’s going on?” I ask.

Mom twists her hands nervously at her waist. Whatever’s happening, she needs a little time to talk about it.

No problem, I can wait.

“Have you seen Cissy and her girls?” Mom asks quickly.

Cissy is Mom’s best friend from growing up in Purgatory. She’s also the Diplomatic Senator. She and her husband have six girls, all part lust demon. I dated the two oldest. And by ‘date,’ I mean the relationship lasted all of three hours. Mom doesn’t know this and I want it to stay that way. So, I avoid them at all costs to keep the peace. They’re beyond clingy.

Mom keeps looking at me, waiting for the answer. “Well?”

“I saw them tonight.” From a distance.

Dad slides his arm around Mom’s waist. “Cissy and her girls are fine.” He shoots Mom a sly smile. “Zeke is great, too. Why didn’t you ask about him?”

“Must’ve slipped my mind,” she says with a chuckle. Mom and Zeke never got along, although these days, Mom feels that six girls is some kind of karmic payback for Zeke being a player in high school.

Dad nuzzles closer to Mom and changes the subject. At least, he changes the subject as far as Mom’s concerned. Dad and I continue a hidden conversation about Cissy and her daughters.

“Did you see Hildy?” Dad asks me.

Those are the words that come out of this mouth. The look in Dad’s eyes says ‘I totally know you nailed two of Cissy’s girls.’

I shrug, which is my way of saying ‘hey, I’m a guy.’ Out loud, I say, “Yeah, Hildy and I talked for an hour. Her school’s going great.”

“Lots of legal issues with that school,” says Dad. “You ever put yourself in situations like that?” Translation: Am I going to have trouble with Cissy on this? Were any of the girls underage?

“No way. You know my system, Dad. I’m all about keeping it legal.”

Mom’s eyes narrow. She’s starting to see through our shit, which isn’t good.

“What are you two boys talking about anyway?”

I put on my most winning and innocent smile. Mom is a sucker for dimples. “Dad and I were chatting about Hildy’s new school for monopsyches. She built it in the Wastelands without Anton’s permission. The Earl’s having a hissy fit but she won’t tear it down. Dad’s acting as legal intermediary.”

“I’m changing a few laws so she can keep the school,” explains Dad. “I told you about that last week.” He kisses her forehead. “Your memory’s a little tricky these days.”

Which is totally true. Another reason to get the full story out of Mom.

A long pause hangs in the air. I’d hold my breath now, if I still needed to breathe. Will Mom drop the Cissy conversation?

“Oh, that’s right,” says Mom. “You did mention the legal troubles.”

And she’s moving on. This is my lucky night. I decide to push it.

“So, what’s going on, Mom?”

My mother blushes, which is something that I’ve seen about three times in my life.

“We didn’t want to say anything until we were certain,” she says.

“About what?” I ask.

Dad beams from ear to ear. “You’re going to have a baby sister.”

“Really?” I raise my brows. “You’re too old for another kid. I mean, I know we’ve got an extra-long lifespan and all…”

Mom raises her right brow. “Keep talking like that, and I’m liable to get insulted.”

“No, I mean… That is…” I scrub my hands over my face.

You’re babbling, Maxon.

“Here’s the thing,” I say. “I thought Mom couldn’t get pregnant. There can only be one Scala and one Scala Heir, and I’m the Heir.”

“And you lost that job when you changed into an elemental,” says Dad.

“Exactly,” says Mom. “You practically threw a party when you found out the igni weren’t coming back, remember?”

I rub my chin. “Uh, I forgot about that.”

“You did?” Mom’s face gets all pale and worried.

“I’ve had other stuff on my mind, Mom.”

Plus, igni get on my nerves. Once I knew I didn’t have to deal with them, it’s like I automatically erased them from my memory.

Mom turns to Dad. “Do you think he’s fully recovered from his change to an elemental?”

“He’s fine,” says Dad.

Mom keeps going. She’s on a roll.

“Maybe you suffered some kind of brain damage.” Mom raises her hand up to my face. “How many fingers am I holding up, baby?”

Dad lets out a low chuckle. “Give Maxon a minute. He’ll put two and two together.”

“Yeah. Let’s do what Dad said.”

I stare at them both, trying to process this news. Mom’s right. There isn’t a Scala Heir anymore so it makes perfect sense that a new one would be needed. And who better than Mom and Dad to bring up the new Heir?

All kind of warm and happy now bubble up through my chest. “I’m going to be a brother!” I wrap Mom and Dad big hugs. “This is great news.”

And speaking of karmic payback, Mom and dad deserve some of the positive variety. My parents got a major shaft when I was abducted. This time around, maybe they can have a typical parenting experience. Well, as typical as you get when you’re supernatural thrax royalty.

“Glad to see that you’re excited, son.”

“I should’ve guessed this would happen,” I say. “The igni worship Mom.” I shoot her a sly wink. “When they got in my head, half of what they said was about you.”

“And what was that, exactly?” she asks.

“Hell if I know. It was a lot of nonsense with your name thrown in every so often.”

Mom all-out laughs, which is one of my favorite sounds in the world. “That’s the igni, all right. They have lots of opinions on the baby, too.”

My brows lift with interest. “Like what?”

“Her name,” explains Dad. “They want her to be called Portia.”

At this moment, my grandfather Xavier leans over my shoulder to pop his head into the group. “Hello, everyone!”

“Pops!” Now, Dad’s not the only one smiling from ear to ear. I’m beaming, too. “I thought you and Grandma Cam couldn’t make it.”

“One advantage of being an archangel,” says Pops with his toothy grin. “You can tell the other angels to reschedule conventions and they go along with it, no problem.”

Grandma Cam bursts into the group and kisses my cheek. “Your grandfather cancels things and then I have to reschedule them. We have our system down to a science.”

No surprise, there. The pair of them have been running Purgatory for years.

“I’ve been thinking,” says a still-smiley Pops. “The after-realms need monarkki for Fire and Earth.”

Not sure where this is going. Knowing my grandfather, it’s a short list of places.

“Yeah, Pops?”

“Well, the easiest way to create new monarkki is for you and Lianna to start a family.”

And that would be one of his favorite places. Grandkid-ville.

“Don’t push it, Pops. Lianna and I haven’t known each other for very…”

I freeze mid-sentence. There’s more for me to say here. Really, there is. Still, I can’t get another word out. That’s because Lianna’s finally shown up and damn, she looks gorgeous.

My family says a bunch of stuff about her, but I don’t hear them. There are people around Lianna, complimenting her blue gown and long blonde hair. I don’t see them, either.

There’s only her.

I march up to my woman, wrap my arms around her, and kiss her with everything I’ve got.

“And hello to you, too,” she says with a smile.

“You know how to dance?” I ask.

“Wasn’t part of classic monarkki training.”

“Damn.” I lean into her ear and speak in a growling-whisper, which I know drives her crazy. “I need my hands on you.” I nuzzle into her neck and her hair smells fucking awesome. How does she do that? Take a bath in strawberries or something?

A smile sounds in her voice. “I’m supposed to meet the thrax nobility. Your grandmother was most specific.”

I scrub my hands down my face and admit the truth to myself. Yeah, G is right on this one. The thrax are taking my change in status pretty well, considering I’m technically no longer thrax. This night is about getting them used to Lianna and me as elemental rulers.

And about my surprise for Lianna, too. But that’ll have to wait.

I steel my shoulders and slap on a half-hearted smile. This is what G calls the ‘royal expression’ and it’s what we’re supposed to use at formal stuff.

“Let’s do this,” I say.

Lianna stares at me for a long minute. “Why do I have the sneaking suspicion that you have something else up your sleeve?”

“Because I do.”

Her mouth opens, ready to ask a slew of questions, so I whisk her off to meet the Earl of Striga.

And this is the first rule of Furor seduction: Anticipation makes everything better.

Lianna meets all the earls and nobles. The guys come by too, and we gab it up. They all look great, fully recovered after the battle with Zephyr. The night passes pretty quickly. As formal balls go, it’s one of the best. It may have something to do with Lianna being at my side, too. Actually, it has everything to do with her. I could hang around watching paint dry and it would be fun if she were with me. Before I know it, the herald announces the end of the evening.

Lianna scans the room while worrying her lower lip with her teeth. Not sure I like that look. “What’s wrong, beautiful?”

“Walker never showed up.”

“Oh, that.”

“You know where he is?”

“Yup.” I pull Lianna close to me again. “You ready for your surprise?”

He gives me one of her dazzling smiles. “Absolutely.”

We head off to one of my hidden Pulpitum and take a quick ride up to the Earth’s surface. For sentimental reasons, I pick the station near Charybdis. We step outside into the darkened desert, and Walker’s waiting for us, his long black ghoul robes fluttering in the breeze. When he spies Lianna in her crown, his face glows with happiness.

“Lianna,” says Walker. “You’re the monarkki at last.”

“Thanks to you.” She wraps him in a big hug. “Wish you could’ve been at my crowning.”

“Me, too,” he replies. “However, I understand why it was a closed event. The Valta had enough to adjust to, what with it being a double coronation and all. Allowing outsiders in would’ve put everyone on edge.”

“You were there in my heart,” she whispers.

Now, I don’t want to be a jealous little bitch here, but I can’t help it. The hug and happy chatter are lasting way too long, so I step closer and rest my hand on Lianna’s shoulder.

“That’s enough of a hello, don’t you think?”

Walker backs off, a sly look in his all-black eyes. “Why, you jealous?”

“Hell, yeah. Besides, you’re here for another reason.”

Lianna playfully swats at Walker’s shoulder. “This better be good. I can’t believe that you missed my ball.”

“Oh, it’s good,” says Walker as he opens a portal behind him. After linking hands, we all step into the darkness. Seconds later, we reappear at the top of a black volcano in Hawaiian islands. Portal travel is sweet.

I cup Lianna’s cheek. “You okay, beautiful?” Although I like portals, some people get dizzy. Plus, any excuse to touch Lianna is a good one.

“No, I’m good.”

Lianna steps around, taking in the view. It’s nighttime here too, with a sea of stars wheeling over our heads. Far below, the ocean rolls over a beach of black sand. Nearby, the red mouth of the volcano lights up the night sky. I set my hands on my hips, thinking the same thought as when I first found this place.

It’s perfect.

“So this is what you’ve been up to?” asks Lianna. “Hanging out by volcanoes?”

Walker winks. “Something like that.”

I slip my arm about her waist. “Ready for your surprise, beautiful?”

Lianna bobs a little on the balls of her feet. “Sure.”

Walker snaps his fingers and a crystal palace appears above our heads. Starlight glistens through the milky-white stone. It’s three stories high with lots of spires and towers. Walker said women like stuff like that. Lianna stares at it for a long minute, her mouth falling open.

“You don’t like it?” I ask.

Lianna tries to talk, but she starts crying instead. Fuck, I did something wrong. This was supposed to be perfect.

I exchange a defeated look with Walker. We’ve been working on this for months.

“Sorry, beautiful.”

She speaks through sobs. “No, Maxon. These… Are… Happy… Tears.”

“So, you’re crying because you’re so happy?”

More sobs. “Yes.”

I smile my face off. “That’s good news, beautiful.”

That’s as far as I get before Lianna’s mouth is on mine and we’re a tangle of limbs on the warm green grass. When I come up for air, I wave Walker off and he has the good sense to portal away.

Lianna finally comes up for air, too. “It’s so lovely. Is it for me?”

“It’s for us, actually. This is what Walker’s been working on. This place is the perfect mix of earth, sky, fire, and water. It’s our joint castle.”

I don’t want to scare her off, but I made sure there was lots of room for kids, too. Pops was right about the Monarkki for Fire and Earth. Lianna and I really need to do our bit there, eventually. Of course, there’s lots of time for that.

Lianna gives me another teary smile, and this time, I know exactly what it means. She’s happy. Time to go for the close.

Before I lose my nerve, I fall onto one knee and pull out the royal betrothal jewels. They’ve been burning a hole in my tunic all night. I meet Lianna’s semi-stunned gaze.

“What do you say, marry me?”

Lianna tilts her head, confused, and I realize I may have jumped the gun. Lianna’s lived her life in a cabin. Plus, I have no idea what elemental traditions are for this. Who knows if I made the right move?

“Is that what elementals do?” I ask quickly. “They get married?”

Shit, I should know this stuff.

The confusion drops away from her face. “Yes.”

I raise my brows. “So, which question were you answering?”

Her smile turns so bright, it’s dazzling. “Both of them.”

Lianna’s body literally beams with joy. Gray light shimmers across my skin too.

She said yes.

“All right.” I set the necklace, earrings, and rings on her. “I didn’t think it could happen, but you look even more beautiful now.”

She slips her hands in mine. “So, is the palace ready for inspection?”

“It’s built out in some parts.”

“Is there a bedroom yet?” Her skin starts to glow a different shade of blue, and I’m definitely liking where she’s going with this.

I act all cool. No need for her to know how much I want to tear everything off her right now. “The bedroom’s just a floorboard and some tarps.”

“Never too early to test it out, though.”

“Yeah.”

Acting in unison, Lianna and I change into our mist and smoke forms. Together we rise up to the palace gate. Happiness radiates through my soul. This has been a crazy long journey, one that started with torture in Hell and it ended with a castle in the sky. It wasn’t an easy road, but it brought me to Lianna.

And given the choice, I’d do it all again.

She’s worth it.


The story continues with Portia. Out on October 27, 2015
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Out now from Ink Monster, Becoming Alpha by Aileen Erin
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Out now from Ink Monster, Cipher by Aileen Erin
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For more information and updates about the series, go to: http://inkmonster.net/books/shadow-ravens
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