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“Once upon a time there was a girl—”

“Oh!” The little girl dropped the bucket; water sloshed out the sides and onto the wooden floorboards. “Was she the fairest in the land?”

Her grandmother wiped her bloody hands on a rag, glancing at the man on the table. He hadn’t made it—a simple bar fight and one life lost. She’d humor the girl with a story; it was the first death she’d seen, after all.

“You could say she was fair,” Isadora replied.

Her granddaughter shot her a frown. “Not the fairest?”

“Not every story gets the fairest maiden in the land,” Isadora replied. She needed to weave a lesson into this story. Her granddaughter could surely use it—she lived in a fairy-tale.

The girl pursed her lips but pressed a cloth to the wound on the man’s chest still seeping red onto the table. “Go on then, Grandmother.”

“But she was beautiful: blond hair, smooth porcelain skin, and dark eyes.”

The little girl’s brows lowered in suspicion at the description of her own features. “Grandmother—”

“Oh, hush. This is my story, not yours.”

Her granddaughter frowned again, but kept her mouth shut, rinsing the bloody rag in the bucket.

“She was a simple girl, living a simple life. Doing chores around the farm—”

“Oh, Grandmother.” She drew out the word. “Surely you jest. No magnificent tale starts this way.”

“How do you know? You’re only six, after all.”

“I know more than you think,” she grumbled.

Isadora continued. “She lived a simple life for quite some time . . . until she realized she wasn’t a normal girl.”

Her granddaughter’s eyes widened, now interested in the story.

“No, she wasn’t normal at all. She had . . . magic.”

“Really? Could she read people’s minds?”

Isadora shook her head. “No . . . she could open the seal, and release magic to all the land.”

The girl got an itch on her cheek with the back of her hand. “But, how did she have magic if it was locked up?”

“Well, some people were born with magic, and some were not. If the magic were unlocked, then everyone would have it.”

“What’s so bad about that? It sounds like fun to me.”

“It made many human men insane,” Isadora said simply.

The girl’s brows knitted. “How so? Did they go pillaging and raping?”

Isadora blinked. “Where did you hear about that?”

“Johnny and Castor were talking about how Titans go pillaging and raping.”

Isadora sighed. Six. Six years old going on twenty. She’d have to drag out the etiquette books soon. “You’re not to play with those boys anymore. They’re getting too old for you anyway.”

The girl’s eyes shot up from her work. “But, Grandmother, they are the only ones to play with. Otherwise, I have to cross the stream to get to Sarah’s, and you’re always complaining when I come home wet. Besides they’re only a few years older.”

“You’re a lady. You don’t need to be consorting with those Briar boys.”

The little girl snorted at the word ‘lady,’ but Isadora went on, ignoring the crass sound—she’d take one battle at a time. “The girl had to wear these . . . cuffs—” Her granddaughter frowned as she looked down at her own silver cuffs, “—to hide where she was. Otherwise, anyone would know how to find her. Well, one day, one fell off.”

The girl eyed her grandmother skeptically. She had the power to make one feel silly beyond disbelief with that gaze, yet she was only a child. “And one just fell off? Just . . . plop . . . on the ground?”

“Why is that so unbelievable?”

The girl pursed her lips as if she was disappointed in this story. “Mine have never fallen off.”

Isadora sighed, regretting that she agreed to tell this tale. “Fine . . . someone stole it.”

“Who?”

Her granddaughter’s expression was still dissatisfied, so Isadora thought, why the hell not? “Well her mother, of course.”

The girl’s mouth dropped open. “Her mother?”

Isadora nodded. “The girl had to go on the run because now everyone knew where she was. So, she took off on her own, and tried to find an escort to get her somewhere safe.”

“A prince!”

“No, not a prince, just an escort.”

The girl frowned, dunking her rag in the bucket. “Grandmother, Old Man Briar has told a better tale than this.”

Isadora rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she huffed. “He was . . . an assassin.”

The girl looked up in awe, and Isadora wondered if she had a grandson instead of a granddaughter—but she was as stubborn as a girl, that was for sure.

“Did he carry a sword to chop off heads?”

“No, he only had knives. He was a skilled knife thrower, you see,” and because Isadora was beginning to think her story really was worse than Old Man Briar’s, she added, “the best in the land.”

“Did he kill lots of people?”

Isadora didn’t know how far she should take this, but there was a dead man on the table—the child wouldn’t be sheltered from death. “Well, he was an assassin,” she said simply.

“Did he kill men to save the princess?”

Isadora sighed. “She wasn’t a princess; she was a farm girl.”

The little girl pouted. “But, Grandmother—”

She huffed, acquiescing or she’d never get through this story. “Fine. She was a princess, she just didn’t know it.”

Her granddaughter nodded, pleased. “This is a great story!”

“Yea, yea,” Isadora grumbled. “That’s because you’re twisting it how you like.”

The girl shrugged. “I’m only making it better. So what next? She doesn’t kiss the assassin, does she? Princesses are only supposed to kiss princes,” she said matter-of-factly.

Because Isadora was tired of her granddaughter bending the story how she wanted it, she said, “Yes, she does kiss him.”

The girl scrunched her nose. “Gross.”

Isadora was pleased with her granddaughter’s reaction; she hoped it would always stay that way.

“Do you mean I should go kiss assassins, Grandmother? Because I know you like to put your little lessons in these stories.”

Isadora blinked, wondering how the girl was only six. “No—”

“That’s how it sounded to me. After all, the princess kisses an assassin. And every girl looks up to princesses.”

Isadora let out a little noise of frustration. “Okay, he wasn’t an assassin; he was a prince. He was only pretending to be an assassin.”

“Oh! I bet the princess was happy when she found out.”

“She didn’t find out.”

Her granddaughter frowned. “Why didn’t he tell her?”

“Because he wasn’t a good prince, but a bad one.”

The girl’s eyes widened. “There’s no such thing.”

See, this was a lesson needed . . . “There is no black and white in human nature. Just because a man is a prince doesn’t make him a good man.”

“How do you know? You’ve never met one.”

“Yes, I have.” When it looked like her granddaughter was going to cut her off again, she hurried to say, “but that’s a story for another day.”

The girl sighed. “That sounds like a better tale than this one. But do go on, Grandmother.”

Isadora wasn’t sure she wanted to continue, but they had some time to kill until the man’s family came to retrieve him. “He was a bad prince, and he wanted the princess to free the magic.”

The girl’s mouth dropped open. “What an awful prince! Or maybe he didn’t know there would be pillaging and raping?”

Isadora couldn’t help the little laugh. “Oh, he knew.”

“Then why would she kiss him?”

Isadora sighed. She was beginning to forget the details of this story. So she shrugged and said, “You can’t help who you love.”

The girl scoffed. “I bet the princess didn’t love him. How could she love an evil prince? I bet she just wanted to try kissing, like Alysia. She kisses boys she doesn’t love.”

Isadora’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about that?”

Her granddaughter shrugged. “Alysia kisses lots of boys—I’ve seen her. She says it’s fun.” The girl scrunched her nose. “I don’t know why. It looks gross.”

“Who has she been kissing?”

“I’m not a tattle-tale. You’ll go and tell her mother, and then Alysia will tell Sarah not to play with me after mass no more. And little sisters listen to big sisters; at least that’s what Alysia told me when I threatened to tell on her for kissing Tai—” The girl clamped a hand over her mouth.

Isadora chuckled. The town was small enough she knew Tailor was who her friend’s daughter had been fooling around with. He was a charming young man, she’d admit; the favored in the town. But he was a little too charming, and Isadora had no problem interfering if it saved Alysia from being ruined. “Ladies don’t kiss boys until they are married to one,” she said finally.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll never kiss a boy; it’s disgusting. Now forget about kissy Alysia and tell me more.”

Isadora let out a breath. “Well, the princess and her escort went on a journey, and then one day, she finally discovered he wasn’t a good prince.”

“What did she do? Did she kill him?”

Isadora pursed her lips. “She didn’t want to, but she stabbed him.”

The girl’s eyes widened. “In the heart?”

“No. In the gut.”

“Why? Did she find out he wanted to free the magic?”

Isadora was tired of her granddaughter taking over the story. Maybe it was a little petty, but she was the one telling this tale. “No . . . she found out he wasn’t human.”

Her granddaughter eyed her warily. “Grandmother, your story is getting a little far-fetched.”

Isadora smiled. “It’s what happened, and if you don’t want to hear it, then you don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

Isadora continued, “She found out he wasn’t human—”

“How? Did horns sprout out of his head?”

“No . . . he, ugh, had sharp teeth.”

Her granddaughter’s eyes widened. “Like fangs?”

Isadora shrugged. “Sort of.”

“What do you mean ‘sort of,’ Grandmother? You cannot ‘sort of’ have fangs. Either you do, or you don’t.”

Isadora sighed. “I didn’t take you for a fang extraordinaire.”

“What’s an extraordinaire?”

“Someone who knows a lot about something.”

“Oh. What was he, if not human?”

Isadora smiled. “It’s a secret.”

Her granddaughter groaned. “Tell me!”

“You need to be patient. Maybe if you are good and don’t fall asleep in mass tomorrow, I’ll tell you.”

The girl pressed her lips together. “It isn’t my fault that Father Mathews’ voice puts me to sleep, Grandmother. I’m not much older than a babe, anyway. And they’re allowed to sleep in the chapel.”

Isadora laughed. Her granddaughter was younger or older, whichever served her purpose.

The girl tilted her head in thought. “Did he die when she stabbed him?”

“No . . . it only made him angry.”

“Like poking a bear with a stick?” the girl questioned.

“Exactly,” Isadora replied. “The girl escaped the prince and went out on her own—”

“And he caught her! And threw her in his dungeon!”

“Well, no. He didn’t have a dungeon.”

Her granddaughter’s brows knitted. “Every prince has a dungeon.”

Isadora thought she’d need some wine to get through the rest of the story. “Fine, he had one, but he wasn’t near it. So, he only held her captive on his journey.”

“And when does she kiss him again?” the girl asked, disbelieving.

“I’m getting to it.”

Her granddaughter sighed, put out. “Does he tie her up and make her walk behind his horse? Does she fall and get dragged?”

Isadora wasn’t sure where the little girl got her imagination—it hadn’t been from her. “No, he wasn’t that evil. She rode on the horse with him.”

“But he’s supposed to be a bad villain!”

Isadora raised a brow. “You’d rather he tie her up?”

“Well, yes, otherwise she’s just following the evil prince around. She sounds silly.”

Isadora frowned; it did sound a little silly. “Well, he had a very . . . good sense of smell, you see. He could find her anywhere she went, so she had no choice but to follow him.”

“Like a wolf!”

“Like a wolf.”

“That’s why he has sharp teeth, he’s a wolf.”

Isadora shook her head. “No, he’s not.”

“I don’t know. I think he is and you are only trying to bring suspense to the story.”

Isadora sighed, her granddaughter was a handful, but at the least there wasn’t a boring day in their small cottage. “He isn’t a wolf,” she said finally, staying firm. Her granddaughter could persuade Old Man Briar he was young again.

“Okay,” the girl replied, drawing the word out. “So, what happened then?”

“Well.” Isadora pursed her lips. “She kissed him and lived happily ever after?”

The girl frowned. “She married the evil prince?”

Isadora shrugged. “The prince went to the chapel, repented his sins, and became a good prince. Then the princess and prince married, kissed chastely on the lips, had two children, and lived long healthy lives.”

The girl looked down at the wooden floorboards as silence rushed into the small cottage. The only sounds were the echo of soft splats as the man’s blood dripped off the table and onto the floor. The little girl bit her lip, tilting her head. “But, Grandmother, that’s not how it went at all.”

Isadora sighed. “I told you that you couldn’t twist the story how you wanted.”

“But I’m not. That’s not how it went.”

Isadora put a hand on her hip. “Then how did it go?”

“You’re right,” the girl whispered.

Isadora watched hesitantly as her granddaughter caught the drops of blood dripping off the table in her little hand. “How so?” she managed to ask, the hair on the back of her neck raising.

“The princess does kiss the prince,” the little girl said, looking down in her cupped hand.

Isadora stared.

Her granddaughter’s dark eyes met hers, a small smile playing on her lips. “And then he stabs her in the heart,” she whispered, holding her hand above her; the blood dripped from her clenched fist onto the bodice of her dress in red rivulets.

Isadora froze, a chill sending ice down her spine.

“You told me you’d tell me a story, Grandmother,” the girl shook her head reproachfully, “you didn’t say you’d tell me mine.”

Goose bumps raised on the old woman’s arms for the first time in years, cold fear gripping her heart.

Blue began to tint the little girl’s pink lips like frost over glass. “Do you believe there is a place we all go when we die, where all our dreams come true?” she asked.

Isadora swallowed, holding her hand over her beating heart. “Yes.”

“If that’s true, then why is it so cold here?”

A tear dripped down Isadora’s cheek, her throat thick with a heavy sense of dread.

“There’s something you should know, Grandmother. A lesson to put away in your books.” The girl smiled white teeth and blue lips. “Not everyone gets a happily ever after.”

Isadora stood frozen to the floorboards, a cold draft seeping into her bones.

Her granddaughter noticed her discomfort, and cocked her head, running her bloody hands down the front of her dress, leaving a messy red stain in the center. “It’s okay, Grandmother. Nobody will get their happily ever after . . .” The fire flickered behind the little girl’s body as she glanced at the dead man on the table with an indifference that would always haunt Isadora.

Her granddaughter glanced up at her—eyes empty voids, deeper than the dark pits of Lake Clare. Ice trailed up the cottage walls, the fire dissipating with a hiss before the little girl’s eyes rolled back into her head as she fell to the floor.

Isadora was swept back in time, snippets of the past flashing through her eyes.

“If he finds her, she’ll be . . . she’ll be a calamity to us all. Don’t forget, Mother.”

A chill went down Isadora’s spine with the vague memory of the last time she’d seen her daughter.

“A calamity, huh? She looks innocent to me,” Isadora had said, glancing at the bundled infant her daughter had pushed into her arms.

“Then name her Calamity if that’s what it takes for you to remember, Mother. But don’t forget.”

Reina was more often wrong than right. So, Isadora hadn’t thought much of it until she pulled back the blanket, taking a good look at the infant. A shiver danced under her skin as she looked into the child’s eyes, seeing something dark in her gaze that told her caution first.

“Calamity,” she said softly.

“Calamity it is . . .”
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One year ago, a stranger told me I would die.

She was right.

But my existence didn’t end. It was only different. Time had been measured by the burning of my lungs. The tick, a stinging blink in the dark. The tock, a swallow of salt water. And the pendulum, blond hair waving like a piece of lonely algae.

My existence became nothing but a burning cold that caressed with an abusive hand.

And then the silence.

A quiet so deafening I could still hear it when I closed my eyes, as if putting my ear to a shell. But instead of hearing the ocean waves, I heard nothing. Nothing but a silence running its finger down my spine.

To this day, I often times fought the impulse to look behind me, to make sure that Death wasn’t standing there in the dark, touching me with his icy fingers—lying in wait to drag me back. The impulse was pulling on my body now as I glanced out at the dark ocean waves.

I wasn’t fearful of the place I’d been. I was afraid of the feelings that crawled out of the dark corners of my mind, whispering their longing to return. To shrug off my dress and walk into the water until there was nothing but waves lapping at the shore. Or better yet, cut my wrist and let the blood drip, drip, drip.

My grandmother had always said you can only conquer a fear by throwing yourself into the fire. I hadn’t the guts yet to walk myself into these dark flames. I’d been there once before and barely made it out alive. Besides, there wasn’t a reason to do it, if you knew you could never return.

Now, time was measured differently than when I’d been in the dark. It was the same as it had been before icy blue eyes and blood-stained hands.

The church bell rang in six, slow dongs throughout the darkening city, announcing the evening hour. A small breeze blew off the ocean, a relief against Symbia’s sticky, hot air.

At this hour, the city was quiet—the never-ending lilt of its ghostly instrument so commonplace it faded underneath the sounds of the rats in dark street corners, the ringing of laundry as it was hung to dry on lines above the alleyways, and the shallow puffs on cheroots or traditional pipes.

Sometimes it grew so silent—everyone tight in their homes for the evening meal—that the indiscernible music came to the forefront again, as though its tune drifted down the street, knocking on residents’ doors to remind them it was still there—that it still played. Then, they wondered what would happen if the music ever stopped. For all the city’s people knew, once the music ceased, so would the sun.

Standing on the roof of the magistrate’s house, was the best view of the city. The residence maintained its reputable, rich air with its stone walls and the soft trickling of a fountain below in the middle of the home where an open courtyard sat. Though, its placement near the south side of town allowed the smell of garbage and spicy Southie cooking to cover the soft scent of the jasmine vines.

The last gong of the bell reverberated through the air, and I swept my gaze across the city. The tall steeple of the church was to my left, while the palace sat on my right. The ocean straight ahead with the dark silhouettes of a few ships sitting on the water.

A deep, masculine laugh reached my ears, and I followed the sound, walking across the roof to the front of the home. I looked down at two of the king’s men guarding the front door. I say ‘guarding’ lightly, because one was taking a piss, and the other was lighting a cheroot from a lantern.

The man, spraying an overly wide stream, chuckled. “Was it worth it?”

Letting out a puff of smoke, the king’s guard shook his head. “Barely got out alive. ‘Bout got my cock chopped off, in fact. Awkward situation getting home without my pants, got some nasty looks. Bloody wench never told me she was pledged.”

“Like you would have cared,” said the other guard as he buttoned up his pants.

“I do when the pledged is twice my size.”

His friend chuckled.

“I don’t think I believe it.”

Their heads whipped toward my voice, seeing me standing above them in my hooded cloak. One guard only took a puff on his cheroot, unsurprised.

The other narrowed his gaze on me. “Ei, how many times have we told you to stay off the roof?”

“Close to five,” I said indifferently.

Steady, the king’s guard with the cheroot, who I knew got the name from his charm with the ladies, took a lazy drag, a sly smile pulling on his lips. “So, what is it? You don’t believe I can get a woman? Or you don’t think I got disapproving looks in the buff?”

He was confident it wouldn’t be the latter, it seemed.

“Neither. I just merely think it would be difficult to find that small target to try and chop it off.” Yea, it was a cheap shot. But it’s all I had at the moment, and everyone knew the best way to anger a man was to question the size of his manhood.

Steady choked on some smoke. While his friend’s laughter was instantaneous—my next target.

“You know, Gregory,” I started, his amusement faltering as I called him by his real name and not Tuko, the only name his friends called him, “I heard the magistrate’s wife going on about finding out who’s been relieving themselves on her gardenia bush. Said she’s just short of hiring a street runner to off the culprit.”

His jaw tightened. “And how did you hear her ‘going on’ about that?”

It was a good question, considering Beatrice was a recluse who’d never left her house . . .

I lifted a shoulder. “She’s awful chatty in the morning after her first cup of wine. Did you know she drinks like a fish? I don’t blame her, though. It’s good wine if I do say so myself.”

Steady chuckled, eyeing his friend. “Gregory, huh?”

“Oh, fuck off,” he responded before shooting a narrowed gaze at me, his hands on his hips. “You saying you been in their home?”

I pursed my lips. “Well, there’s a trellis leading right down into the courtyard. It’s basically an invitation for a meal at their table.”

He was silent for a moment, looking a little stunned that I would admit something like that. And then he sighed, resigned. “All right, missus. Come down from there. You haven’t harmed anything before, and that’s why we’ve let you off, but I can’t let you go knowing you’ve been going in their home.”

I laughed. “You couldn’t catch me if you tried. I saw you running in that king’s guards’ race. You were second to last; even Steady here was ahead of you, and he smokes like a chimney.”

“It’s true,” Steady said. “Those short, stocky legs of yours don’t do much for you in a race.”

“This is bloody ridiculous,” Tuko muttered, reaching for his long blade. “Come down here,” he ordered.

“No thank you.” I glanced at my fingernails. “They’re having beef tonight, and I am so tired of eating like a rabbit. Meat is an important staple in one’s diet.”

They both looked at me like I was simple-minded, so I only continued, “Though, that cook, Angelo, he’s a hit or miss, really. Seems to experiment too much with sauces. Upsets my stomach often, if it wouldn’t be improper to admit.”

Steady shook his head, slightly amused, and unfortunately not in a hurry to arrest me, but at least Tuko eyed the house, looking for a way up. He let his long blade slide back into the sheath on his hip.

My brows knitted. “Do they give swords to just anyone?”

That was the last straw for Tuko.

Testing a trellis with a frown about its stability, he started to climb.

“You been eating Angelo’s cooking too, Gregory?” I eyed the trellis with mock unease. “He does make those sauces heavy; makes sense you’d put on a little weight.”

He snorted but continued his dreadfully slow climb. And when Steady made no move to follow, I sighed. I knew Tuko would be an easy target; I’d have to up my game to get Steady to participate. Otherwise, I’d have to use harsher methods, and I didn’t want to hear about it later from someone a foot shorter than me.

“You ever heard of Belladonna?” I said, absently. “Some women use it as eye drops to make their pupils large and their eyes more radiant. Interestingly enough, Beatrice does this. Don’t know why, considering she never leaves the house, but to each their own, I suppose. Little do many know, a large quantity . . .” I pursed my lips regretfully, “let’s just say a mouthful, well, it can be a slow and painful death. Seems silly to have the stuff lying around for just anyone to accidentally spill into a wine glass . . . and with Beatrice’s heavy consumption . . .” I left off on a suggestive note.

Steady watched me with a blank gaze, before dropping his cheroot and stepping on it. “Damn it all to hell,” he muttered, moving toward the trellis.

He couldn’t ignore a direct threat to the magistrate’s wife, and he knew it, but apparently climbing trellises wasn’t what he wanted to do tonight as he let another curse fly.

Tuko reached the top, his face a little pale from his climb as he got to his feet.

I felt for the man a little. Not too long ago I’d been forced to cross a glass bridge and had been much closer to dying than I’d preferred. That moment was in the top ten on the list of all the reasons I hated a certain Titan. Yes, I’d made a list. It helped me analyze my feelings and arguments. Which were all logical, I might add. I’d thought of seventy-two reasons to hate Weston over the six months I’d been here, and hate him I did.

I tapped my lips in thought. “You know what I do when I’m scared of heights, Gregory?”

He raised a brow, taking a step toward me.

“I find a handsome man to hold onto. You should try it next time.”

He grunted.

Last time I offer him advice.

He was short for a man, but he was still stocky—the kind that even a tall man would take a second look at before agreeing to a scuffle. Once he caught me, our little fight would be over. He knew it—and was pretty cocky about it—with the way he walked toward me as if he were strolling down the street in Northie with a pocketful of coin and three women at his command.

“Pull that hood back,” he told me, “it’s about time I get a good look at ya. You’ve been terrorizing us long enough.”

“I’m only a girl. Surely, I’m not that much of a threat,” I replied, taking a step back to each of his forward.

“Girl,” he scoffed. “You’re an annoying wench that doesn’t know her place. Come quietly, and I’ll only tell them you tried to steal from me.”

I laughed. “And lose a hand? I think not.”

He raised a brow. “Your hand or your life? Your choice.”

Steady was now on the roof, walking around the other side of the courtyard to block me in.

“You’re trapped. Come on. I’ll try to talk them into just a finger,” Tuk said.

I chuckled. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me.” Well, not true. It was almost as sweet as a Titan saving me repeatedly so that he could destroy the land, but I didn’t want to upset this poor guard’s principles. Taking a step back, I felt the very edge of the roof under my sandal.

“You’re going to fall,” Tuko warned, taking a large stride toward me.

“You think I came and antagonized you to lose a hand?” I asked.

Tuko shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but you’ve clearly lost your sense.”

Both of my heels now hung off the ledge.

“Lady . . .” Steady warned.

“Ha. Now I know why they call you Steady. Calling a commoner ‘lady.’ But I do think Darren seems more fitting.”

Tuko glanced at him. “Darren? Doesn’t fit you, man.”

Steady shrugged. “Can’t say you look like a Gregory much, either.”

“Now that I’ve brought you gentlemen together, I’ve an appointment to make.” I frowned. “He was probably expecting me here an hour ago. I bet he’s really sweating . . .”

“Here?” Tuk questioned.

“Enjoy the view, boys. It’s the best in the city. I shall let you borrow my spot for the night.” And with that, I leaned all my weight on my suspended heels—

“Wait!”

“Grab her, Tuk!”

But it was too late.

A thrill shot like hot lava from my fingers to my toes as I fell off the roof, back first. And then I was weightless.

My palms burned, a hot and cold sensation running through me until my feet hit the dirt softly. Opening my eyes, I stood on the other side of the home in front of the entrance.

I laughed. Thank Alyria that worked. Unfortunately, it wasn’t always the most reliable.

“Gentlemen!” I hollered.

It took a minute before they both stood above me. Tuk’s face was pale—I didn’t know if it was because of the heights or the fast-traveling thing . . . I knew it was the latter when he spit out, “Magic. You damned—”

I cut Tuko’s cursing tirade off by giving the trellis a couple of hard yanks until it hit the ground with a thud and quite thoroughly smashing one of Beatrice’s gardenia bushes. “Whoops.” I eyed it apologetically.

Tuko had gone on a second round of cursing, while Steady remained silent, his lips looking glued in a straight line.

Magic made this land. But each region treated it differently based on their king’s opinion of it. It was banned here in this southern city, and you could only find services using magic down the dark alleys in Southie.

Tuk looked at Steady with unveiled disgust. “You telling me we’ve been conversing with that Girl in Black all this time? This is her, ain’t it? I thought she would be . . . taller or something.”

I frowned at that.

“Tuk, go down the trellis to the courtyard,” Steady told him, his gaze still locked on me.

I bit my lip, my hands on my hips. “Yea, about that . . .”

But Tuk was already gone. Coming back within a couple of seconds, he stated the obvious: there wasn’t one.

I pursed my lips. “It’d be a little silly having a ladder leading right down into their home, don’t you think?”

“You tricked us,” Tuk snapped.

“I’ve been found out,” I said with a sigh.

Steady’s gaze was pinned on me, hardening like a snake coiled around its prey.

I tsked. “Careful, Steady. The word might get out that you aren’t as steady as you seem. Ladies might be disappointed.”

He didn’t say a word; only looked at me like he was trying to kill me with his eyes.

“I didn’t plan this out all the way, or I would have brought you two some cards or some rocks to play Five Stones to keep you busy. I’ll try to remember next time.”

“Next time!” Tuk sputtered.

“It’s all right. I’ll show myself in. Thank you for your time, gentlemen! It’s been a pleasure.”

I didn’t hear Tuk’s reply or feel Steady’s killer gaze—thank Alyria—because I was already standing in the dimly-lit foyer of the magistrate’s lavish home. There was no one in sight, but that wasn’t a surprise. The magistrate spent most of his time at his mistress’s house while his wife stayed in the dark corners of the home with her servants, slowly poisoning herself through her eyeballs and drinking herself into a stupor. I guessed if I had to see and hear her pretentious husband every day, I might do the same . . .

Walking across the room, my sandals trod softly on the marble floor while I expected Tuk’s shouting into the courtyard right about—now.

The downside to doing the right thing, I supposed.

There were other things I could have done to get them to cooperate without putting on such a spectacle. But one, I was about to be judged on the matter; and two, I might have been testing myself . . . or just enjoying myself. Same difference.

It was a beautiful house: spiraled, marble pillars framing the courtyard, the scent of honeysuckle filling the home with its many vines trailing to the floor from end tables, and the sheer red curtains blowing from the high windows in the light ocean breeze.

My shadow glided across the wall as I headed down a long dimly-lit hallway, avoiding the noise from the busy kitchens. Passing the baths where lamp light glistened across the still water, I came to a room in the back corner of the house. Shoved away from the respectable people, and closest to the stables as it could get.

A king’s guard stood in front of the wooden door, hands clasped in front of him, with his gaze on his boots—half-asleep, it seemed.

His eyes shot open. I pulled my hood back, giving him a radiant smile. I looked like I couldn’t hurt a fly, let alone a man. His expression faltered. “Who are—”

I brought my hand up to my mouth, blowing a gray, smoky substance into his face; he sputtered, before blinking and then crashing to the marble floor with a thud. I shut the lid on my ring up tight—I’d learned my lesson about not closing it properly when I accidentally knocked out a vendor while trying to buy some peaches. We’ll just say he wouldn’t sell to me again. Besides, I didn’t want to waste any; if I had to ask Farah for more already, she’d give me that disapproving look, wondering what I was up to. And the less she knew, the better.

Walking into the small, musty room, where crates were stored, my eyes ran over a little, dirt-stained boy with a chain around each wrist connecting to the stone wall behind him.

“Well, you took long enough, didn’t ya?” he said, frowning at me.

I crossed my arms, disapprovingly. “Did you even try to escape? Or did you just sit there and wait?”

“I tried, all right.” He held up his shackled wrists. “They figured out how I got out last time. I can’t wiggle out of these smaller chains.”

My eyes ran over the brown, furry creature sitting next to him. His pet monkey, who had small chains around his little arms as well. Who shackles a monkey? We had the most simple-minded king’s guards in the country. I laughed, pure amusement rushing through me. “They caught you, too, Tasha?”

He crossed his arms, looking down his nose at me. I didn’t know what I’d ever done to him, but we’d never gotten off on the right foot.

“I told him to go on home, but the idiot wouldn’t do it and look where it got ‘em,” Henry said.

“Mm hmm. And who was the one that got caught this time?”

Henry kept his mouth closed, while Tasha stared straight ahead, a frown pulled tight.

I chuckled. “So, it was Tasha.”

The monkey screeched at me, showing his little fangs.

I pursed my lips. “Please. I’ve seen scarier teeth than that.”

Wasn’t that the truth.

He screeched again, but Henry shushed him. “Just get us out of here, will ya? Before they decide to hang me early.”

“You’re lucky your mother found me and told me about your predicament.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have had to come at all, if they didn’t decide to lock me up in here after the two times I escaped the criminal holdings,” he grumbled.

I glanced at Tasha’s chains, and couldn’t help the laugh bubbling out of me. “What were they going to do? Hang Tasha, too?”

The monkey glanced away, looking ashamed as Henry explained that Tasha had gone on a rampage, biting and screeching until they finally just chained him to get him off.

“I imagine that right now they’re making a little noose just for you, Tash.”

His brown eyes narrowed on me.

“What kind of chains are these?” I asked.

“Standard. No magic.”

I pulled two pins designed for lock-picking out of a braid in my hair, handing one to each criminal. I never knew when I would have to get Henry out of a mess—or myself—and it was best to be prepared.

They both got to work while I glanced around the small room with crates of fabric, silverware, and candles. They put pickpockets in their storage room? Thankfully, Symbia really did have a lazy magistrate and even lazier king’s guards. I never thought I’d be on the criminal side of things, but the times had changed.

“What did you do with the guards out front?” Henry asked as he got to his feet. “You didn’t knock them out, did you? That stuff gives a worse aching head than a barrel of ale the night before.”

Henry and I had an unspoken agreement: he never questioned me about my magic, and I always saved him when needed. I would have done it anyway, but at least the kid was smart enough not to go blabbing about magic in a city that had it outlawed.

“And you, being seven, know that how?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s what I heard.”

“No, I didn’t use it on your favored king’s guards. Knew you’d be a little touchy about it.”

“They let me go for pickpocketing once. That short one only boxed me on the ear. Just repaying the favor is all.”

Uh huh, and I was Queen. I’d seen him trailing the two guards around with puppy dog eyes. “No, it’s called hero worship, and you’re enamored,” I said as we headed out the door, stepping over the guard slumped on the floor. I gave Tasha a disapproving look when he stopped to dig around in the man’s pocket, pulling out a couple of coins with a shine in his eyes.

“You know, Tash, I heard the cook in this house treats monkey stew like a delicacy.”

His brown eyes widened to saucers.

A moment later as we walked down the hall, a crash came from the kitchens followed by the cook’s shouts, and Tasha about jumped out of his skin. I laughed, receiving a dirty glare from a monkey in return.

A servant ran out of the kitchens, stopping in the hall when she saw us; her eyes were wide as she stood frozen to the floor. Symbia’s lack of a magistrate of competence meant an immense criminal populace, but at the least slavery was banned. We were the main port city, so slaves were often traded from ship to ship or headed to different locations, but to a certain extent, I didn’t have to live surrounded by that atrocity.

“Good evening, missus,” Henry said, giving her the most charming smile he had. The kitchen maid nodded shakily as we walked past her.

“You’re a manipulative little thing,” I told him as we walked out the front door.

He smirked. “Gotta do what you gotta do.”

“Mm hmm. And that’s what your momma’s gonna tell you when she tans your hide for getting yourself into this mess when you get home.”

He scoffed. “I’m a man. She wouldn’t dare.”

I rolled my eyes. This little man seemed to have an ego as large as a Titan’s. Not that I’d met more than two, but I was speculating they were all very much the same.

“What have you done with the guards?” Henry asked, seeing no sign of them in the front of the home. “They aren’t going to be happy with me if you’ve turned them into woodland creatures.”

“Not really how it works, Henry, but . . . look up.”

He did, his eyes stopping on the two guards standing near the edge of the roof with their hands on their hips, their narrowed gazes on us.

A smile pulled on my lips. “You two are a striking pair, aren’t you? Somehow you look even better up there.”

Tuko grunted.

“Oh, man,” Henry groaned. “I didn’t know she would do this to ya.”

I frowned. “You’d rather I let you hang?”

“Well, you could have done something besides taking away their manhood!”

I rolled my eyes. Boys for boys, and all that. “You can be upset later when I get you home, safe in bed, without a noose around your neck. Come along now. That serving girl has probably worked up the guts to say something.”

“Sorry, sirs!” Henry said. “She only did it to save my neck.”

“Eh, I probably would’ve done it anyway.”

Tuko muttered something about finding us and making us pay, while Steady still aimed that steady gaze on me. I’d be a little unnerved by it if I wasn’t already used to a more murderous stare.

I blew him a quick kiss, which narrowed his gaze even further. Tasha hopped on Henry’s shoulder, and we walked down the alleyway toward Southie.

Symbia was the largest city I’d ever been in. But you’d never know the ocean was only a short distance away while immersed in the narrow, dirt streets and sparse cloth coverings, to keep the hot sun off the vendors’ backs.

Now, the last of the vendors were rolling their carts home, kicking up orange dust in their wake and preparing for a tongue lashing from their wife—or the southern term, pledged—for being late. Here in Symbia, the evening meal was almost sacred.

The stone homes weren’t very tall, but they were all crammed together, leaving dark alleys that pickpockets—not the cute kind like Henry—murderers, alchemists for hire, and the ilk reserved as their own.

Nestled in a still-water bay, was a labyrinth of wooden docks, leading to an assortment of inns, cut-rate brothels, taverns, and goods stores. Our steps were hollow against the wood, while the scent of sweet smoke hit my nose as we reached a residence called The Three Cups—a smoke room turned tavern to accommodate the sailors’ western culture.

Men leaned against the wall surrounding the place, a mug in their hand. With the heat wave that had hit us a couple of days ago, sailors from the west were miserable in their leather jerkins and heavy pants and boots. They wouldn’t remove them, though; Symbia wasn’t a place to relax and take off your shirt. So, they only drowned themselves in ale. Not really a way to stay alive either, but I wouldn’t say anything.

Some whores loitered, further inebriated than anyone else it seemed. This heat wave was probably a vacation for them, considering not one man here looked in the mood for a tumble.

Two round, hanging lanterns cast an orange glow over three mugs clinking on a crooked sign.

“You bloody idiot!” I heard a woman yell as I followed Henry into the tavern. I came to a stop as Henry’s curly-haired mother about suffocated him in a hug.

Tasha stood on a table, holding his arms out like he expected the same, but Sunny, Henry’s mother, gave him a flick to the chest. He grabbed at it like he’d been stabbed. “You know better! How many times have I told you to look out for Henry, and you go and get him arrested!”

Tasha shrieked.

“Don’t sass me. Go with Henry and get something to eat. You’re both probably starving.”

They lived above the tavern, with Sunny overseeing the place her father owned. He was a captain and rarely here, taking the four-month trip to Elian back and forth. I never asked who Henry’s father was, but I was betting she didn’t even know; he could have been anyone, any sailor, possibly from Elian or further.

A breath escaped me as Sunny threw herself at me, wrapping me in a hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She smelled like strong perfume, ale, and curry cooking. “I swear that boy will be the death of me.”

I smiled at her jubilant ways. “It’s all right, Sunny. It’s only been the third time this month,” I jested.

She pulled back, her hands on my shoulders. “How can I repay you?”

“You can’t.”

She bit her lip in thought before her big, blue eyes lit up. “I’ve got it!”

Oh, boy. I could only imagine what she’d come up with this time.

“I’ll make you a dress for the Kings Festival.”

Oh. That wasn’t as bad as I thought, considering her first offer had been setting me up with an attractive male whore. I hadn’t known they existed until that moment. I declined, of course . . . after giving it a thorough thought. You’re supposed to think everything through, right?

A frown pulled on my lips at the idea of the festival. “They are still having that?”

She nodded, her burnt-orange curls bouncing—hence the nickname. “Mm hmm. Maxim is allowing it. He thinks the annual Kings Festival will keep the hostility down. It’ll bring in plenty business here, and maybe Henry will stop thinking he needs to bring coin home.”

Maximus and his Untouchable regime had taken over the city two months ago. It’d happened so fast, that nobody even had the chance to fight back; especially because the king and his men weren’t in the city but at another of his territories.

Being the main port, whoever held control of it had a sway of the entire country. Maxim and his men were holding it, and the Queen and Princess, ransom until the Kings’ Council gifted Maxim the power to undo the curse on their people.

It was treason taking his father’s, the King’s, men and going against orders, but I didn’t take Maxim as someone who twiddled his thumbs when he didn’t like something.

I tried to keep my head down any time he strolled through the city. And he did, often, walking the streets like a commoner. He wasn’t one to sit on a throne and be fed grapes by his harem—as much as I liked to imagine so.

It was a surprise the weeklong festival would go on, but it was probably a good move not to anger the people who were already restless with the idea of Untouchables in control of their beloved city.

“You really don’t need to, Sunny. I’ve plenty to wear.”

I wasn’t sure who she thought I was that I could rescue her son from the magistrate’s house; apparently she sensed something from me walking him home each day I’d see him out, or having saved him from some mess or another. Not that I would even tell her, but I appreciated that she never asked. My home on the southern docks told her all she needed to know about me.

“Oh, I know that, darlin’. But I’ve the perfect dress already in mind.”

I glanced down at her dress uneasily; at the low white bodice, and the tight leather girdle squeezing her from hips to waist. I forced a smile. “Can’t wait.” Because who needs to breathe?

Darn you, Henry. Next time you’ll hang.

She began to prattle about something, but my gaze caught on a poster on the wall across the room. Patrons took turns throwing knives at the makeshift target drawn on the girl’s forehead.

The girl was me.

Well, she looked different than me. She had blond hair, but they got the nose all wrong, and the lips were a little too thin—but there I was, gracing most corners and tavern walls . . . as a convenient face to throw knives at when someone was angered.

At first, it’d been odd seeing my face—well, what they thought I looked like—with the words below:

‘Believe the innocence, support the dissidence.’

I was the face of Alyria’s downfall as the ‘girl who could open the seal.’

I’d feel special . . . a little, if there wasn’t often a poster next to mine, representing the one and only . . . Prince Weston of Wolfson. The artist who drew him must have seen him in the flesh because the likeness was uncanny.

His poster said:

‘Love the prince, love our land.’

His didn’t rhyme . . . but still, it was clear who they thought had been the bad one in the situation, and they had it hilariously wrong. They thought Weston had killed me to save the land; when in reality, he wanted the seal open.

The posters were at least ten months old, and with them all believing I was dead, you’d think they would give it up by now. But no, I was still a perfect target for blades.

Ever since I’d learned the truth—that they called Weston a hero for my death even though it’d truly been his brother—I often had to talk the burning spark in my stomach down. It made me want to do stupid things, like go to Titan and punch him as hard as I could. With a knife. Or be mature about it and just hand him my list of all the reasons I hated him. Just to get it off my chest.

But the thing was, it was much better he thought I was well and truly dead.

I wouldn’t be dragged on a goose chase by him ever again. Not that I thought he could succeed like he had before. In fact, I knew he couldn’t, but it was at a price I didn’t want to pay.

Waking on the beach six months ago, the first thing I’d felt was the sun on my back, the waves lapping at my feet, and a presence standing beside me. I’d had no choice but to go with someone whom I had no inkling of trust in. But I was naked . . . and my options were nonexistent. So, when they gave me their hand—I took it.

There was a memory, or at the time it surfaced in between glances of dark water and burning lungs, I had thought it was only a dream.

My grandmother telling me a story.

The first look I’d had at Prince Weston, his eyes almost searing the paper as his gaze focused straight ahead, I’d known. I was curious of the artist; there was no other way they could emanate that killer gaze without being a subject to it once. The Titan brand was stark on his tan skin, the red ring more prominent—even the scar on his bottom lip was there. I wondered if they hadn’t drawn him in the full, black Titan wear, if they would’ve known about the blade-sized scar on his side, and the others I vaguely—okay, distinctly—remembered gracing his torso.

Call it intuition or hindsight, but I knew with a certainty that my grandmother’s story was a memory, as if it’d been returned to me during those four months in the dark. It wasn’t a twisted dream I’d had, but my past that had somehow been hidden from me.

Fated: the process of Alyria screwing someone over. Hard.

I didn’t think that was the exact scholarly definition, but it had to be close. Words were extremely important, and Alyria didn’t miss a one.

My grandmother’s sad, little tale—even I could say it wasn’t that great—became a horrid destiny. Mine.

I was never prophesied as the girl who could open the seal; I was Fated to do so.

And maybe that was the same thing in itself, but it changed something entirely: I didn’t have a choice.

And I could imagine I was only alive because I’d yet to accomplish it.

I was never the special girl born to accomplish her destiny and save the land. I was an average farm girl with really bad luck and a twisted Fate hanging over my head.

If learning that hadn’t ruined my day, seeing Weston’s face on every street corner would have.

He wasn’t even these people’s prince. But since they didn’t have one—a sane one, anyway—and Titan was the closest neighboring city, they adopted him as their own. It gave me a bad taste, but I didn’t think anyone here would take the dead-girl-Fated-to-open-the-seal’s opinion. Too bad, really. Because Weston wanted exactly what they despised, yet he was the ‘oh so exalted’ Prince.

Sometimes I felt like upchucking my food when I’d see women fawning over his poster. And fawn they did. One time I couldn’t help but say in passing, “Save it, ladies. He gets off on killing, not love-struck women.”

They responded with something along the lines off, “I’d pay coin to even try and get him off.”

Ugh.

I had wished I kept my mouth shut. But, sometimes it took over—even now. A little dying couldn’t even keep it in check.

Saying my goodbyes to Sunny after she told me every detail of her and her mother’s life, it seemed, I took my leave.

The walk home was uneventful because it was only on the other side of the bay. Lanterns lit the way, and I pulled my hood back up, trying to remain inconspicuous. There was no reason to attract attention to yourself here if you didn’t need to. I met gazes with a couple of Untouchables walking past me on patrol. They were white-clad from head to toe, only a slit showing their eyes. I knew that they wore it because they could kill anyone but their own with only the tiniest touch.

Truthfully, their presence seemed to make the docks safer when they were in the vicinity. Maxim might have held some twisted beliefs about selling women who came into his “protection,” but his men never took a step out of formation. Never harmed or raped like those raiders who I’d encountered.

The remaining king’s guard had to go about their duties as usual. They had no choice even if they wished otherwise—not with an army of Untouchables in their midst. But there was a definite animosity there. Step between a glare from one to the other, and you could feel the hostility on your skin.

Walking up to the large wooden residence, The Royal Affair—proudly, the classiest brothel in Southie—I skipped the red front door, taking a left around the building and into an alleyway instead. I followed it until I came to the back. There was no handy trellis, unfortunately; so I had to climb a stack of crates, do a little jump until I could reach the ledge of a window seal and pull myself up.

I landed with a thud on the floor and froze.

But when I didn’t hear a sound, I hung my cloak on a hook near the bedroom door, brushed my hair, pinched my cheeks, and headed out of the room, down the hall and wooden steps.

In the center of the home, was a large stone fountain. In it, stood a naked woman whose life’s work was pouring water from a pitcher. Wooden beams, red carpets, and comfortable chaises and seats were distributed throughout the open room.

The area was empty, and with a sigh and knowing I was late, I took a right into the dining room. Wall sconces glowed orange as eight pairs of eyes settled on me. Pulling in my chair, I ignored the heavy stares on my skin.

“You’re late,” Agnes said from her spot at the head of the table.

“Yes, I know. I have my monthly. Cramps is all.”

Someone let out a breath of amusement, another of disbelief, and one of annoyance from having to wait for me.

“You must have an affliction to have your monthly three times this month.”

I lifted a shoulder. “I’m irregular.”

A few snorts went around the table.

Agnes sighed. When I first heard her name, I’d imagined a stern old lady; in reality, she was only ten years older than me, with mahogany hair and deeply tanned skin. “If you’re ‘irregular’ again, I’ll have to notify the Superiors.”

I frowned, but knowing I didn’t want that attention, said, “I can feel it regulating as we speak.”

“Good.”

The front door slammed, and Agnes let out an exasperated noise. “What now?”

A woman strolled into the room. “Sorry to interrupt! I know I’m late, but I haven’t had much time to stop by lately, and I thought I’d come for supper.”

Not next to me. Not next to me.

Agnes let out a breath. “There’s an open seat near Calamity.”

I sighed.

“Oh, splendid.”

Splendid indeed.

Everyone waited until she got settled in, and then the plates began to arrive. Looked like carrot soup. Ugh. What I would do for an actual meal right now.

I was tracing the scratches in the wooden table, waiting for the servants to finish bringing our plates, when someone nudged my arm.

I sighed, glancing up. “What?”

“Not going to say hello?”

I really didn’t want to, but I was feeling generous since Henry was home safe. Besides, if you can’t beat ‘um, then kill them with rationality . . . or something.

So, I acquiesced.

“Hello, Mother.”
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Fornicating couples in dark lit corners.

Lurid acts on the furniture.

One or two naked patrons.

Low cut bodices and spilling cups of wine.

To be clear, none of this was occurring. It was what I used to think happened in a brothel at seven in the evening; the distant sound of the church bell rang once again to alert of the hour.

Instead, the clatter of silverware and the sighing of seven jaded girls filled the dining room, our movements sluggish as the oppressive heat seeped through the jarred window, suffocating us all.

I guessed that my assumption wasn’t far off; it just wasn’t happening between the hours of seven and eight, of which most establishments closed in Symbia for the evening meal.

“I think I shall die in this heat,” Magdalena said, pulling her fiery-red hair off her neck.

“One could only hope so,” Juliana muttered from beside her, twirling her spoon in, what was in fact, carrot soup.

Magdalena only rolled her eyes, resting her chin on her hand.

“Have you heard about the festival?” Sinsara asked. “It shall be a miracle to get out of this oppressive, stuffy whorehouse.”

“You all have better things to be doing than going to a festival,” Agnes said. The looks she got from seven girls almost knocked her chair back, but she continued, “It’s only a month until All Sister’s Day. Half of you here haven’t decided what you’re going to do. No one will be going to the festival until I have an answer from everyone whether you’ll be pledging or petitioning for High Sistership. Those who have a bad track record—” Her eyes shot to me, “—better not even waste the time petitioning. Because you won’t be accepted.”

I frowned, pulling off a piece of bread and chewing.

“There’s going to be a menagerie!” Sarai exclaimed, sitting on my left with her feet up on her chair, reading a gossip rag against her legs.

Agnes’ brows knitted. “Did you girls hear anything I just said?”

“And dinghy races, five different dramas, and a lantern light show!” Sarai continued.

“What are the dramas?” Carmella asked her younger sister. “Please tell me it’s that Queen Sephil’s execution! I’ve wanted to see that one.”

“Any music events?” Marlena said.

“Sarai, just give it to me,” her sister said, holding her hand out across the table.

The sixteen-year-old frowned. “No.”

“Well, it’s not even yours. Mother gave it to me, so give it back.” When Carmella reached for it, Sarai spun out of her chair and headed out of the room. Everyone else hopped from their chairs—disregarding Agnes’ protests—and followed to find out what events were taking place during the weeklong festival.

I sat there in the silence, with only my mother and Agnes. Chewing my lip, I said, “This is a great sup—”

Agnes shot me a little glare.

I sighed, putting a spoonful of soup in my mouth.

Agnes rubbed her temples, mumbling something that sounded suspiciously like, “Hate my life,” before pushing her chair back and heading out of the room.

Without a glance in my mother’s direction, I got up from my chair and left the dining room.

“Calamity, wait.”

I sighed, reluctantly stopping on the stairs.

I crossed my arms as my mother met me on the staircase. Her emerald-green dress was sleeveless, with a roundly cut bodice, and a thin leather girdle resting on her hips. Similar to mine, although I had a penchant for white; seemed to give me an advantage in my profession. The skirts were still ankle length, but compared to Alger, Symbia had a more liberal way of dressing. Not exactly Sylvian-liberal, but generous enough.

There was a strangeness about looking similar to someone you hardly knew. Other than my mother’s eyes golden like ale, while mine were as dark as those costly coffee beans you could buy in Northie, our likeness was uncanny. She might have had a slightly more square and mature face, while mine was heart-shaped, but there was an undeniable blood tie between us, and I hadn’t quite figured out what I thought about it.

She thrust a letter toward me, and I only glanced at it with a frown before crossing my arms. “I don’t want it. In fact, I remember quite clearly telling you not to give them to me anymore. Not unless Grandmother decided to visit me or disclose her location.”

“Well, she won’t do that. Because you’ll try to leave and come to her. And she isn’t ready to return yet. She’s visiting Aunt Deidre. Don’t you think that’s acceptable after living like a recluse in that nowhere town for twenty years?”

“She’s had six months! If she wants to speak to me, then she can come do it in person. No more letters.” I was not budging on this. It felt like I’d been dumped off with my mother and I didn’t like the feeling one bit.

She sighed. “Is this about that incident at Mother’s?”

Ha. That incident.

This was why I often times avoided my mother when she visited. She either wanted to pass messages off from Grandmother or her pledged. And I never wanted to hear what he had to say.

The first letter I’d gotten from Grandmother was handed to me by my mother before I’d even arrived at this brothel. The words in it changed my perception on everything I’d known in the past year.

My mother was never a prostitute.

My Grandmother had written that Reina was slightly freer with her favors than she would have preferred, but she never accepted coin for said services. I thought after getting to know my mother, that might have been an understatement and decided Grandmother was in blatant denial.

My mother was also never sick from the Pox.

She’d pissed off the wrong witch, which after getting to know her, made perfect sense.

So, what was my mother?

A really good performer. I’d told her she could join one of those traveling dramas, but she’d only responded that she’d rather die than work for her own coin.

“Are you ever going to forgive me for that night?” she asked.

“Mm, probably not.”

Honesty is the best policy, right?

“It wasn’t only my fault, you know. Mother made me go along with it.”

I let out an exasperated breath. “Grandmother might have done just that, but she gets more leniency when it comes to these sorts of things for raising me.”

There were some important parts to this story I’d learned in the last few months:

1. I was a Sister. Not a sister as in familial. A witch. Funnily enough, one Untouchable Prince had asked me close to a year ago, and at the moment I denied it, I would have laughed if told otherwise.

2. My grandmother convinced my mother to go along with the destitute-prostituting-mother-who-would-steal-from-her-own-child story all to cover up who we were and the real reason Reina would rip a silver cuff off my wrist.

3. Sisters were not allowed to share their identity with anyone and had to magically swear when being avowed into the Sisterhood on All Sister’s Day.

There was a childhood phrase real prominent in my memory. It went like this:

If you hear a witch’s cry, stab her through the left eye, burn her to a crisp and let her ashes fly.

In fact, after mass, the girls held hands, spin in a circle and chant that adorable phrase. I might have participated. And now Grandmother’s disapproving—more disapproving than usual—stare made more sense than ever. But the fear surrounding witches did make sense of why the Sisterhood kept it a secret.

4. Being a Sister came with its up and downs. Silver being one of the downs. The aforementioned Untouchable Prince had told me silver was the witches’ metal. Now, that wasn’t because we liked to boil it down and cook children in it; it was because it sparkled just right, its texture so smooth. It was a curse after a woman arrived from Elian long ago and decided to extract more magic than the land would grant her by burning it, creating the first Sister. One cannot take without taking a burden as well, I’d learned. It was the reason my covetous mother took my cuff off for a better look and ruining my life as I knew it.

5. And lastly, minus some small details, my grandmother—and possibly mother—were lying.

See, there was a problem with their story. I was Fated to open the seal when I was six, so why had I worn the cuffs beforehand?

I twisted the one silver cuff I had left on my wrist absently in thought. The other was probably on the bottom of the ocean somewhere. I wasn’t sure of the consequences of having it off, but nothing untoward had come of it yet.

I hadn’t put my questions before my mother; because one, I was sure that she wouldn’t answer them, and two, I didn’t trust her. Not at all.

“Just take it, Cal.”

“No.”

She shook her head. “You must have gotten that sensitivity from your grandmother.”

“It was clearly not from you,” I said with a sweet smile.

“Fine, don’t take it. But drop by the house if you change your mind. Clinton is curious how your schooling is coming along.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I won’t be stopping by, and I won’t be talking to your pledged about my training, considering the tiny fact that he wants to sell me off to his son. You know, my brother.”

My mother rolled her eyes. “Stepbrother. You aren’t related by blood. You’re only trying to find an excuse to dislike him.”

I laughed. “Oh, please. I’ve plenty reasons to dislike him.”

“What?”

I faltered, hesitating. “Well . . . first off he has a girl’s name. I simply do not like light-haired men. And he’s slightly annoying.”

“That’s ridiculous. Alis is the best match in the city. Besides you must take a pledged on All Sister’s Day.”

Frustration seeped into my chest. I knew I had a short time to figure out what I would do as that day crept closer and closer, each step putting more pressure on my lungs.

“I wish to marry someone normal,” I said stubbornly. “Like a blacksmith.”

It was true. I didn’t want a man with magic after my little adventure. I just wanted someone human, most definitely.

My mother snorted. “Thankfully I have the last say in it, then.”

There were rules to the Sisterhood; most importantly that to keep the peace between us and our male equivalent—Druids—we each had to marry one. There were occasions when that was overlooked for a man in a higher position of power or simply someone who the Sisterhood thought would be an ally. But the worst part was that my mother had the last say in who I married completely. I thought she had a lot to make up for, though, and wouldn’t be forcing me to marry someone I didn’t approve of.

“A blacksmith?” my mother muttered. “You’re either in your cups or Mother has accomplished her goal in brainwashing you.”

Ironically enough, a blacksmith was who my grandmother had wanted me to marry in the first place. But no, her insistence didn’t brainwash me. I just knew what a man with magic was like now. Sounded nice, until you had one pushing you around, telling you what to do . . .

I smiled all teeth. “Well, at least she taught me something, particularly like how not to abandon one’s daughter for a good twenty years.”

She pursed her lips, sighing, “And that’s my cue to leave.” She walked down a couple of steps, before stopping to say, “I heard forgiveness is really good for the soul.”

“I imagine so is having a mother to raise you. I wouldn’t know, though,” I added, feigning disappointment.

Ignoring that jab, she made her way to the foyer. “What is she thinking?” she muttered to herself. “A man without magic is weak.”

“And so is Clinton for sending you so often to question me about my training.”

She opened the wooden door. “It’s been a pleasure, daughter. Let’s do it again some time.”

“I’m anxious already,” I replied dryly as she shut the door behind her.

It was safe to say my relationship with my mother was rocky. Interesting. But rocky as hell.
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“If you look at the maps in front of you, the Sisterhood houses are all marked with a star. The big star being the Main House in Grover, near the Marshlands,” Agnes said as all us girls were in the upstairs drawing room, away from any debauchery that would be happening downstairs.

“That’s near Latent!” Juliana said from her seat at the wooden table. “I’ve always wondered what it was like being with one.”

“I heard it’s magnificent,” Sinsara replied with a sigh.

“Who told you that?” Farah asked in disbelief. She was ever the cynic, but with her curly mane of hair, dark brown skin, tawny eyes, and the smoothest complexion you’d ever see, she always captured everyone’s attention.

“My older sister,” Sinsara answered. “She’s seen the entire country.”

“Slept with it too, it seems,” Farah countered.

Laughter swept around the room.

“Ladies,” Agnes chastised.

“What does gre . . . gar-ious mean?” Sarai asked from her seat at the end of the table, a gossip rag in front of her face. She was the youngest here at sixteen and was always stuck in a book of some kind. Most commonly gossip.

“Sociable,” Agnes supplied, “but you shouldn’t be reading that right now, Sarai.”

“Wait,” Magdalena said. “I thought that Latents kill you afterward? How could your sister have been with one?”

Sinsara sighed like that was ridiculous. “They don’t kill you. They just take a lot of your energy, that dying is a possibility. It’s just their way.” She shrugged.

Some “Hmms” went around the table like that made it more interesting.

“If you look closer,” Agnes added loudly, “the Sisterhood safe houses are marked with an S. They are anonymous so that when you have children, you can take them there without breaking your sworn word to keep your identity a secret. If you have boys, that’s your pledge’s responsibility to deal with his son and what he needs to know, not yours.”

“Why did you say ‘when?’” Magdalena asked.

Agnes’ brows knitted. “What?”

“Why did you say ‘when’ we would have children, not ‘if?’”

Our High Sister sighed. “If you have a problem with it, then maybe you should think about petitioning for High Sistership.”

Magdalena frowned. “No offense, Agnes, but your job looks terrible from my angle.”

“And who’s fault is that?” Agnes asked.

I shut the rest out as I perused the map for a city I already knew didn’t exist. Probably the most irritating part in this whole situation was that Undaley wasn’t real. It was only the Sisterhood code name for these safe houses.

The entire trip to Undaley was based on a lie. And the thing that gave me the urge to laugh out of near lunacy was that Weston hadn’t even blinked once when I told him my destination. He, instead, came out with an imaginary time of travel without even a smile. He was good, I’d give him that—but he was dead if I ever saw him again.

Though, I had always wondered: what was a Titan Prince doing, sitting in a Cameron tavern? I would probably never know.

My grandmother hadn’t even planned for me to make it to her stupid safe house. They were only going to throw off the magic trail, or I’d have much worse after me than one inhuman rider, but once they came to find me, I was nowhere to be found. I was stuck in a place between annoyance that they didn’t have the slightest of confidence in me, and wanting to gloat that I’d proved them wrong.

It wasn’t until six months ago the Sisterhood was alerted of one lone Sister on a southern beach. Gifts were far and few between before this awakening, but we didn’t truly come into our magic before this. Even afterward we weren’t guaranteed any magic; we each had different gifts and levels of power. It was based on our bloodlines and how much magic our families stole through desecrating rituals. It made a lot of the first Sisters lose their sanity, but throughout hundreds of years, each generation built a stronger tolerance to it, until now, only the weakest minds couldn’t handle their Sister magic.

My mother had found me, thinking I was only sunbathing naked on the beach before taking me here. I never told her what happened to me over those months I’d been gone, nor of the four months that were missing from my life completely.

“Now, I wasn’t jesting when I said I want to know your plans for All Sister’s Day before you go to any festival events,” Agnes said sternly. “Sinsara is the only one who has petitioned for High—”

Sinsara shot her closest friend, Carmella, a look. She was the princess of the group—she deserved the title more than I ever had. “You told me you were petitioning too!”

Carmella was the tag along, you know, the girl who followed the leader. But not this time. She didn’t say anything, only widened her blue eyes in unease.

Sinsara gave her a dirty glare, before pushing her chair back from the table, and running from the room.

“Sinsara—” Agnes started.

“I love Trevon!” Carmella cried. “And he’s already gotten my mother’s approval. I don’t want to be a High Sister. No offense, Agnes, but it looks horrible from my angle too!” She jumped from her seat and disappeared out the door.

Agnes let out a big breath, muttering, “Alyria, help me.”

“Agnes,” Greta, a kitchen maid said, sticking her head in the door, “we have a problem in the kitchens with the new cook. He’s trying to cook meat for supper!”

“Thank Alyria,” escaped my lips before I could stop it. Agnes shot me a look, and I coughed. “I mean . . . how . . . bizarre, eating meat. Sick,” I muttered. I might have overdone it with my tone at the end, but I didn’t think Agnes would believe my revulsion either way.

“Have you not told him we do not consume meat, Greta?”

“Yes, miss. But he does not think that is healthy and will not budge. In fact, there is a lamb sitting on the table now.”

The girls’ eyes went wide.

Agnes took a breath. “I’ll be back, ladies. Study the map while I’m gone.”

The Sisterhood had its rules. They were now in touch with the land and animals, and didn’t eat anything they had to kill. I thought they were only trying to make amends for the ugly past of how they’d gotten their magic, leaving burnt trees and land in their wake. But I knew they weren’t righteous witches; no, there was a lot I didn’t know about the Sisterhood, but I suspected we didn’t hold hands and sing.

“Sarai, is that the new gossip rag? Read it, please,” Marlena said. She was the quietest of the group that sometimes I forgot she was even here. Most times she was in the music room, the sound of the organ filtering through the house late at night.

Sarai sighed. “Fine.”

“Skip to see if there are new stories on the Girl in Black,” Magdalena said.

“No,” Juliana said. “I want to know if the Princess has been courting anyone. You think she’s falling in love with that Untouchable Prince?”

“You mean the one who’s keeping her hostage until he gets the kings’ cooperation? That one?” Magdalena returned.

Juliana lifted a shoulder. “Sounds romantic to me.”

“Everything sounds romantic to you,” her adversary returned.

“You aren’t going to have any kids, nor a pledged who loves you if you keep up that suffragette nonsense.”

“I just merely think that a captor is not the right love match! What’s so ‘suffragette’ about that?”

I traced a crack in the table, ignoring how close that one hit home. “For Pete’s sake,” I sighed. “Just let her read it from the beginning.”

Some shouting from downstairs filtered into the room, and I wondered how much this new cook was fighting to make sure we ate meat. Grandmother never followed that rule. In fact, she slaughtered a chicken almost daily. There were a lot of questions I had for her when she chose to stoop so low as to honor me with her presence.

I’d learned that my grandmother became a High Sister after her husband passed. She spent years in a house like Agnes, until she’d gained enough freedom to do as she pleased. It was awfully strange imagining this when I thought she had always lived in Alger.

Sarai began reading the Princess and Queen’s schedule, of which seemed pretty normal even being ransomed: what they were wearing, what perfume they wore, what they ate. The real entertaining stuff.

I leaned on the table, barely listening to her prattle.

“. . . Princess Luciana of Aldova and the oldest Prince of Titan, Weston of House Wolfson . . .”

How mind-numbing this is. Symbia is the largest city in Alyria and this is all that—

What did she say?

It sounded suspiciously like—

“. . . a confirmed source has informed us they’ve spotted Princess Luciana and the Titan Prince at a pledging celebration less than a fortnight ago . . .”

I swallowed down my surprise. This happened every time I heard his damn name in these gossip rags. But I couldn’t stop the back of my neck from prickling with awareness as if he were in this room standing right behind my chair. I forced myself not to check. This was paranoia—I was quite aware. But when paranoia came in the form of Weston, it became acceptable.

“Ugh,” Juliana said. “Princess Luciana is a slut. Everyone knows it.”

Magdalena rolled her eyes. “She is not. And even if she is, who cares? Men get to be with as many women as they want and nobody calls them whores.”

“Men cannot control themselves in that regard. Why, they’d probably get sick if they stayed abstinent.”

Farah snorted from her spot beside me.

“I feel sorry for you, Juli. Your future pledged will run all over you,” Magdalena said.

Juliana pursed her lips. “Alis wouldn’t do that.”

Magdalena burst out laughing. “You can’t be serious! You’ve got no magic to speak of. He’ll have nothing to do with you. He’s going to pick Calamity.”

I sighed, hating this ‘pick’ business. Like he could just select me without my consent. Well, truthfully, he could with my mother’s approval.

“What nonsense,” Juli said. “She’s not even nice to him!”

I really wasn’t. But I couldn’t pay attention to them anymore because my mind wandered back to that stupid gossip rag. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard his name mentioned next to some woman’s, but it was the first time that suggested ‘courting.’ A hot spark burned in my chest.

Could he have gone any further in picking someone the complete opposite of me?

The answer—no.

Tall, dark hair, deeply tanned skin, and expressive green eyes. That was Princess Luciana. The worst? She was known for being soft-spoken and demure, the absolute opposite of me.

He’d once told me he didn’t do any wooing unless it was of a certain licentious variety. In fact, he said something along the lines of ‘the only wooing I do doesn’t involve clothes.’

I didn’t know why that particular falsehood made me grit my teeth, considering the others, like say—escorting me to a city that didn’t exist.

“All right, the lamb is being sent to the orphanage—Calamity, where are you going?” Agnes asked as I made my way past her.

“To brush my hair,” I replied to the girls’ amusement. And then to add number seventy-three to my ‘Reasons I Hate Weston’ list: being a lying liar about not wooing women who wear clothes.
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In Symbia, there was often a saying that passed from the elders’ mouths to the ears of the young:

‘Never tarry in the southern port, for what will befall you is a bad sort.’

Considering I’d only lived here for six months, it was easy to pretend that I hadn’t become aware of the dangers of walking deep into the harbor, where ships docked to unload.

How sailors had a slightly higher set of morals than their captains—who had none. And how walking that close to a vessel known for carrying slaves, with a body that would sell for a hundred silvers in any auction on a bad night, was too tempting to those whose minds revolved around greed.

I was definitely aware of the danger—Henry had warned me himself in a deep voice. I thought he was trying to appear as a man so that I would listen. But he should’ve known I wouldn’t have listened either way. I just needed to get out of that house, away from the future that was closing in on me.

I wasn’t supposed to leave the house after dark or without permission from Agnes. But I always had a problem with rules. Following them, that is. The wards on my windows didn’t work to keep me in, and I took advantage of it often.

The rules were so that we didn’t draw attention to what the Royal Affair truly was: a Sisterhood residence for girls before they were sworn in.

All of the women who worked at the brothel were oblivious to us. The wards around the residence somehow blanked their minds from trying to figure out what our purpose there was. Though it didn’t work to keep men from noticing you, and after you were spotted, well, you were told to do the job as to not draw unnecessary attention to a ‘whore’ who didn’t want to whore. I usually just stayed upstairs for that very reason.

I pulled my hood further over my head as I walked down the dock; the lanterns hanging from iron hooks extinguished with a hiss as I passed them.

When I got a clear look at the dimly lit port and the dark water, I froze. An icy shiver danced under my skin, sending goose bumps to the surface.

The white of a sail was bright in the night. The black T in the middle a formidable presence—and it was only a simple letter. Titan. I’d never seen one of their ships docked here, and never thought I would. Everyone knew Maxim and the Titans were not on good terms. I’d learned firsthand.

But there was no way that Maxim didn’t know; he had this city locked down. No one entered or left without a thorough checking over at the front gates or here at the port. Untouchables stood in line in groups of four, watching the unloading of goods.

“And where do you think you’re going, missus?”

The scratchy voice came from my right, and I turned to look at an older man: short, gray beard with a pipe to his lips, sitting cross-legged in a dilapidated dinghy tied up to the dock.

He nodded toward the harbor. “Wouldn’t go any further were I you. Bad sort o’er there.”

I gazed absently at the waving Titan sail, anger, uncertainty, settling under my skin. My voice was soft, musing. “Maybe I’m one of them.”

He scoffed. “Missus, you ain’t like them; they ain’t normal. Been raised a certain way. Besides, even if you were, you don’t got the mechanics to be one of ‘um.”

I let out a bitter laugh. “And you know me so well?”

“Yer a woman. Don’t got the ire in you that men do.”

I don’t know. I felt ire, all right.

But I only said, “‘S’pose you’re right,” because he didn’t know. He didn’t know what I had dreamed, what I had seen or heard. What I was.

“Now be a good girl, and help an achin’ old man out.” He held his hat out for me, and I frowned before digging in my cloak and dropping a few coins in it.

“Thank you, missus. ‘Bout out of smoke.”

I glanced at him disapprovingly.

A figure caught in the corner of my eye, and my heart beat like a drum as I watched him walk out onto the deck of the ship. A rush of uncertainty flooded me, and the visceral fear sparked some anger in my chest.

Dark cropped hair. Black Titan wear.

Roldan.

My palms itched as I watched him skip the ramp and hop over the edge of the ship onto the docks, walking toward a few Untouchables. Roldan followed in the direction of mainland, and I knew he was heading to the palace.

The ship just sat there. Taunting me with its waving sail and its hidden secrets. The two Titans who had walked down the ramp to stand in front of it were only a roadblock. Two large and formidable roadblocks, but I guessed we’d find out how immovable.

I took a step towards them.

“Be careful, missus. Even worse sort over there. Would stab you in the back. Can’t win against ‘um, even face to face.”

I turned to glance at him.

He faltered with the pipe to his lips.

It was my eyes—always was. Sometimes I could make them appear young and innocent, other times I didn’t care, and let the dark deepen.

“There’s a way to beat them, you know,” I said softly.

He raised a brow, taking a drag on his pipe and letting the smoke out in a contemplative puff. “What’s the secret, then?”

I smiled, glancing at the dark ocean water.

“You die.”
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My footsteps were hollow against the wood.

Nostalgia, the slimy feeling that leaves you with a heavy heart and a sense of loss rushed over me for whatever reason as I saw the determined and strong gazes of the Titans who stood in front of the ship, looking more like statues than humans.

I forced more cheer into my voice than necessary. “Gentlemen? Do you know what time it is? My mother is always saying I need to bring one of those new pocket clocks around, but—”

“No,” one of them barked. He was taller than the other, his face a little sharper. He wore the same thing I’d always seen Roldan wearing: a fitted sleeveless jerkin, loose pants, and boots. All black. And just like Roldan, neither had a red ring incorporated in their brand, only a couple of thin black lines circled their forearms.

The church bell rang, alerting me of the hour and I smiled. “Oh, nevermind!” And then I tripped, spilling my coin purse all over the dock, the rattle of coins spreading across the wooden planks.

“Oops,” I said, glancing up apologetically to see both Titans with a look of distaste marring their features. “I’ll, ugh, just pick these up . . .”

“Leave them and go,” the taller one snapped.

“But—”

“Go.”

I got to my feet. “Now, listen here. I’m not some crying maid you can scare off. These coins are mine, and I’ll stay to pick them up!”

An outstanding performance, if it wouldn’t be a little presumptuous to admit.

They both stared at me blankly, like they couldn’t believe my insolence. But then the one doing all the speaking walked slowly toward me. A thrill of anticipation rolled through me, and I met him with unwavering eyes. He reached me, standing so close I was forced to take a step back. “You have three seconds to disappear before I decide this ship needs a woman to liven it up.”

“Does it usually work to threaten your adversaries with a good time?”

I could have choked out a laugh at his dumbfounded expression.

“She’s mad,” he spit out to the Titan standing behind him who only grunted in reply.

“Hopefully you have no reservations against bedding a crazed woman,” I said.

“None.” The response was immediate.

I held back a laugh. This was beginning to be too easy. Didn’t Titans have more sense?

I met his eyes. “You’ve made three mistakes. Want me to tell you your first one?”

His lips formed a frown, but his gaze said he was intrigued.

“Meeting me.”

He ran his tongue across his teeth. “My second?”

“Speaking down to me.”

He nodded like he was pretending to listen, but actually thinking about whether he should kill me or have fun with me first. “Third?”

“Falling in love with me.”

He blinked, then laughed in disbelief. “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

“Easy.” I smiled. “You’re about to fall to your knees and admit it.”

His eyes grew suspicious, hesitant.

“Now.”

His face contorted in anger and confusion, while it seemed he was going through an internal struggle; but then, his knees hit the deck with a thud. It appeared as though acclamations of love were a little harder on him than kneeling at my feet because he gritted his teeth, but he couldn’t stop a few words of amazement at my ‘beauty’ and endearments from slipping past his lips. However, he could work on his expression and not spit the words at me.

Now, this was what it looked like to take away a man’s manhood. Hopefully, Henry wasn’t watching . . .

The other Titan’s gaze narrowed on the scene, taking a step in our direction. “Archer,” he barked, but Archer failed to respond; instead his eyes were on me, mesmerized—but truly hating every moment of it. I’d never known a man could look like he’d kiss your feet if you but let him and like he wanted to strangle you at the same time until I began cleaning these docks up and compelling slavers to quit their day job.

I lifted my shoulder at the confused Titan watching his friend kneel at my feet. “What can I say? I guess I’m as ‘stunning as the sun,’” I mocked Archer—he really could work on his compliments—before adding, “Not the fairest in the land as my grandmother says, but surely close if I could make a Titan fall—”

“Quiet!” he snapped.

I frowned, wondering if Titans were ever taught manners. Surely that was involved in their years of training, and yet I couldn’t quite picture them sitting their big bodies at our cottage table with an etiquette book open.

Archer’s gaze grew hazy, confused—the sign he was shaking off the persuasion. He gritted, “You are a foolish wench,” but his body hadn’t caught up with his mind just yet, and he wasn’t able to move.

“But I’m your wench, aren’t I? Don’t you want to protect me? Your friend . . . he’s been looking at me wrong. I think he wants me. . .” I whispered, eyeing the other Titan who stood watching us with hesitant suspicion. “He wants your woman. Are you going to let him get away with it?”

The Titan’s eyes glazed over for a moment before pure hatred burned that haze away. He stood up, before taking slow steps back, his determined stare locked onto mine with each step.

His friend’s gaze narrowed. He was reaching for a blade strapped to his thigh, when Archer suddenly turned, without a pause, throwing his entire body weight into a punch that knocked the other Titan out flat. He hit the dock with a thud, and I thought it rocked the entire southern port.

I whistled, impressed.

Persuasion took time for me to get into someone’s head. I wasn’t so sure how well it’d work on a Titan because I knew they were taught to block their minds from magic. It’d been like trying to invade a brick wall, but with just a little searching, I found the tiniest crack, letting me in.

It was different than compulsion, in the way that I could manipulate their thoughts and actions without having to tell them to do it in direct words. Though I could do both, sometimes it was a toss-up of which worked better on someone. Compulsion not working so well on those who were trained to block magic because they could feel it coming; persuasion was like a simple thought or emotion entering their mind, and before they knew it, they were mine.

Before I knew what happened, I was lifted off the docks by an arm around my waist, a fist in my hair pulling my lips to his.

Drat.

I always forgot this part. You can’t drill possessive thoughts into a man’s head without him acting like a possessive lunatic in return. I thought I’d learned my lesson the last time, but apparently not. This was the downside of persuasion.

His lips slanted over mine, and I pushed on his chest, trying to make him stop so that I could breathe. My lungs burned. Titans had no tact; although I couldn’t exactly say that because when Weston had kissed me, it’d hadn’t lacked any finesse.

When he pulled back far enough, I rushed out, “Put me down.”

I sucked in a breath when he put me on my feet. Once I was in someone’s head through persuasion, compulsion was easy sailing. “Don’t touch me again,” I said immediately. I hadn’t realized how fast he’d be. I didn’t really have experience with Titans. Well . . . you know what I mean.

He stood there, his eyes bright with the possessiveness of what I’d convinced him to feel. The “protect your woman” persuasion always seemed to work the fastest with men. Primal mentality, I thought.

“Well, Archer, anyone else on this boat?”

“It’s a ship,” he muttered, shaking his head at me for calling it a ‘boat.’ How was I supposed to know the difference? They both floated. “No,” he finally supplied.

I tilted my head. “You know your prince well?”

“Cousin.”

I froze. “You’re jesting.”

“If that is what you wish.”

Lord. Of course this would be Weston’s relative. I laughed. It sounded a little maniacal, but it didn’t look like Archer minded with the way he eyed me like I walked on water. The persuasion was a little much sometimes, I’d admit . . . though, it did make me feel nice other times.

And because he was starting to blink, looking a little less persuaded, I smiled, feeling the ridiculousness of my words. “I’m the only woman for you, aren’t I? I couldn’t bear it if you were with anyone else . . .”

I could so be a performer. Must be hereditary . . .

He nodded, a dazed look back in his eyes. “The only one.”

I was beginning to feel a bit sorry for this man—because this was pathetic, really—but he was a cousin of the two Titans I hated, so by proxy, it was perfectly acceptable to treat him as if he were them.

I told him to wait until I returned as I walked up the ramp. I didn’t know how long this particular persuasion would last, but I guessed I’d find out. I would just have to make this quick . . . whatever I was doing here.

The boat rocked softly under my feet as I crossed the deck and climbed down the small staircase into the cabin, down a hall to where I knew the captain’s quarters usually were. The room was plainly decorated with a wooden desk, a large bed, and a couple trunks of which I headed straight for.

Opening the lid, my eyes grew wide.

So much silver. I groaned in my mind like I’d just eaten the best piece of chocolate on this side of the city. I itched to run my fingers over the silver pitcher.

No. No. Let it go.

I sighed, closing my eyes and the lid before my attention was stuck in the trunk until Roldan returned from the palace to try and kill me again.

I hollered Archer’s name, and he came down a few seconds later, standing in the door.

“Take that trunk to the orphanage, please,” I told him, giving him my back as I looked through the scrolls on the desk.

“Of course,” he returned, but his voice was clear as a blue sky, no hint of dazed persuasion in it. My eyes narrowed on the shelf in front of me. I felt the air move before it did. I spun around, coming face to face with one disobedient Titan, the blade in my hand a quarter of the way in his stomach.

“Don’t make another move.”

He stood stalk still, the only thing alerting me that he’d been stabbed was a tightness to his expression.

I shook my head reproachfully. “You’re good, I’ll give you that. Not many can get past my persuasion once I’m in.”

It seemed that it didn’t work so well with him when I didn’t have my eyes on him. I frowned because that meant my persuasion would probably have no bearing on Roldan or Weston.

Glancing down, I groaned. “Now look what you’ve done! I’ve got blood on my cloak,” I grumbled, then grimaced as I pulled the knife out. “That won’t kill you, will it?”

“Flesh wound.”

I nodded hesitantly because it felt like all Titans would say that even if their arm had been severed from their body.

“Please, go take that trunk to the orphanage, and then go get your ‘flesh wound’ checked out.”

I watched him out of the corner of my eye until he picked up the trunk like it weighed nothing and walked out of the room. Well, he didn’t look like he’d die, so I put it out of my mind.

I walked to the bed, searching for what, I didn’t know. There was a familiar leather jerkin sitting at the bottom of the mattress, and my heart pattered as I looked at it. It was his. He was the only Titan I’d seen who wore western clothes. I ran a finger across the smooth leather.

A shiver went through me, and I again got the feeling he was standing right behind me. I closed my eyes, pushing the feeling away.

Giving the place one more look, I headed upstairs.

Standing on the docks, the wind blowing my hood, I stared at the ship before me. I picked the lantern off the hook, holding it the night air.

The T on the sail mocked me, the jerkin on the mattress disturbed me, and the air around me grew thinner the more that nostalgia tightened its noose around my throat.

There was only one solution.

One lazy toss of the lantern in my hand.

I burned it down.
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I’d admit that I grew overconfident.

Besting two Titans had gone straight to my head.

I’d slept like a baby that night even though the bright light from the fiery Titan ship lit my entire room.

At the moment the glow had danced on my wall, I thought I was invincible. And all throughout the next day, even though during training I struggled with my magic. There were a few other things I could do besides compulsion and persuasion: fast-traveling and manipulating certain elements.

The former skills I could do on command, but the latter were a toss-up; especially when I was under pressure—say, seven pairs of witches’ eyes on my back.

The arson of the Titan ship had already been heralded to be the work of one ‘Girl in Black,’ and was the talk of the day. I never set out to draw attention to myself that way, but I needed something to occupy my time, to keep my mind off the things I couldn’t control.

Each time I couldn’t fast-travel or manipulate a tiny flame, frustration shot through me. But there was also something else in the back of my head—that I wasn’t far off from a normal girl, a normal life, if I couldn’t do it. But what a lie I was living.

The ache in my head, the soft swaying of a ship, and my arms falling asleep chained behind me told me I wasn’t as invincible as I believed.

It had all started with a tasteless tight dress with a slit up the thigh, dark charcoaled eyes, and a lazy expression.

A whore I did make.

It was an act I often played to fool slavers into letting their guard down, and something I should have seen caution in before, but I wasn’t exactly wizened in this game yet. And one lesson I’d learned that night was: trust your gut, always.

That night, I threw caution to the wind.

He’d look like any normal man: blond shoulder-length hair, slightly weathered face from the ocean wind, deeply tanned skin. But I knew he was anything but, when I saw him corral some goods off his ship the other day.

Six girls in a row.

I wasn’t a mind reader, I was a little high on winning, and when he called me a familiar name, my thoughts got convoluted in the past.

“Bad day, angel?” the captain had said to me as I leaned against the tavern wall; ironically enough, right beside a poster of one Titan prince.

I’d glanced lazily at Weston’s likeness, a cold gaze looking back at me.

Angel.

“There’s a reason two men have called you an angel.”

“Why?”

“Because you look like an innocent.”

I couldn’t stop the shiver from running through me.

Moments like this happened often—his words repeated themselves in my mind as if I still wasn’t even strong enough to push his memory away. He had no relevance in my life, but he still had a hold on me.

I’d laughed too loudly when the captain said something minimally amusing, using that practiced laugh that was supposed to sound sensual but only sounded fake to my ears. I thought he bought it.

But the truth was, I was the one being deceived.

I knew he planned to hit me over the head when he didn’t haggle a price but only agreed on my twenty shillings for an hour. They always haggled.

I’d been prepared for him to try and capture me to sell as a slave. But I hadn’t been prepared for the real reason I’d be chained up in the hull of a ship with a heavy stare on my skin.

The captain was in his late thirties, probably. He had the experience I did not. He was good enough at what he did that the only thing I had warning me was my gut, but sadly I’d abandoned the feeling.

Walking up the ramp of his ship, apprehension danced in my stomach, but I’d convinced myself I wasn’t weak anymore and forced my feet to continue all the way to his quarters.

“Where you from?” he asked.

I took off my cloak, hanging it on the hook by the door. “Sylvia.” It was my go-to whenever anyone asked me about my background. Alger was so small that I wasn’t sure if most people knew about it, and if they did, then I didn’t want them to associate me with any tales.

“Ah. It’s bloody hot there, too,” he replied, pouring a cup of wine.

“It is,” I said, looking around the spacious quarters. He’d obviously seen the world with all the different artifacts on the built-in shelves behind his desk.

“You’re not into playing games like those Sylvian women, are you now?”

I smiled. “No.”

I hadn’t even escaped their games.

“Now that I think about it, your accent doesn’t sound Sylvian,” he said, leaning against the wall, and watching me with a gaze I wanted to shake off.

I faltered for just a second, and I was sure he noticed. I had wondered why I was so jumpy at the time. Well, because I knew everything was wrong. If only I’d listened to myself, I wouldn’t be back in a position I’d been in once before. I ran my finger over a smooth horn on his shelf, finally replying, “My grandmother and I traveled a lot. Sylvia is the place I remember most.”

He took a drink, but that gaze still remained on me.

I could bloody feel it, and a slight tremor started in my hand.

This is ridiculous.

I chastised myself to get it together. I was in control here. I spun around, meeting his gaze.

My heart beat uneasily in my chest, but I walked toward him. He kept my gaze the entire time, and I let out a small breath of relief—this was going to be easy as pie. I was in; I knew I was in. I could feel the slight give in the air around me. It lightened. The thing I’d always been taught to look for.

“Dress,” he said, nodding to mine.

That meant take it off. I didn’t know why men had to grunt their one-word demands and just assume it made any sense, but a lot of them did. At least, most of the men with the hobby of buying sex anyway. Sounded depressing to me, if I was honest.

“You don’t want me to take it off,” I said.

He crossed his arms. “Yes, I do.”

I faltered, unable to keep my expression from him. What was happening? I pushed the apprehension dancing in my stomach aside, walking a couple of feet closer. It had to be the distance. Everyone was different, some easier to persuade than others.

“No, you don’t.

His eyes were blank for a moment, before filling with the understanding of the persuasion. “No, I don’t.”

All my tense muscles relaxed on cue. “You don’t want to hurt me.”

He nodded, eyeing my body in a new, relevant light.

And that was when I put my guard down. I was in, why shouldn’t I have? I turned to pour a cup of wine; these conversations and long-term compulsions to drop the slaver business always made me thirsty.

I felt the movement in the air, my stomach jumped as blood flew through my veins. I knew it was all wrong. Why hadn’t I trusted my judgment? Before I could stop anything, his arm wrapped around my waist keeping my arms pinned at my sides, while the cold of a knife grazed my throat.

I went frozen, holding my neck back so that the blade didn’t cut my skin. My pulse fluttered in my throat. The adrenaline that coursed through my veins took a different path from fear to anger. How could I have let this happen?

“What do you want?” I hissed.

“To get paid,” he said simply.

I cursed myself over and over. I closed my eyes, trying to feel that burning in my palms—the feeling that I got before I fast-traveled. But it wouldn’t come. My heart was beating too hard, my concentration jumbled, and it wouldn’t come.

“Next time, girl, know who you’re takin’ to bed.”

“Who are you?” I breathed.

“Just a man doing a job.”

“How’d you get past the persuasion?”

“Brand on my arm.”

I’d never even known they existed. He must have done this for a living to know how to appear persuaded like he had.

“This wasn’t the first time I’ve been asked to find the girl ruining trade on the docks. Don’t like slavery much myself, but I got an offer I couldn’t refuse. There’s a lot of men after you, you know. The compulsion you’re doing in their heads—makes them crazed. A few have hanged themselves. It’s making a lot of people angry, the trouble you’re causing.”

“You aren’t a slave trader?” I asked.

“Nah. I play the part I need to play. That’s all.”

I swallowed.

“Sorry about this.”

I blinked, but then pain exploded inside of my head, and everything went black.

And that was how I got here.

There was a groan, and it took a moment to realize it was my own. An ache pulsed in the side of my head and the clink of chains sounded as I pushed myself into a sitting position. I peered through the bars of the cell while trying to ignore the heavy heartbeat ringing in my ears.

A chair sat just outside the iron bars, and it took me a moment to discern who the large inhabitant was in the dimly-lit hull. I leaned against the ship’s wooden wall.

“Hello, Maxim.”
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One side of the Untouchable’s mouth quirked up. “Calamity.”

“How you been?”

“Just a little treason here, a little kidnapping there.”

“Sounds busy. I don’t know how you have time to satisfy all the women in your harem.”

He let out an amused breath. “Oh, I promise they’re all taken care of.”

I frowned disapprovingly but then shook my head. I was turning into my grandmother.

His amusement faded, his jaw tightening as he rested his elbow on the back of his chair. “I think you’ve taken us all for fools.”

“I could only hope so,” I muttered, looking the hull over.

“Those cuffs you have on prevent you from doing any magic, so save your strength. You’ll need it.”

I sighed. “I thought we were closer than that, Maxim.”

He only watched me with an unamused stare for a moment. “Your kind disgusts me. Truly. And the fact that you can now rise from the dead is disturbing beyond measure.”

“You only dislike ‘my kind’ because you think we are the ones who cursed your people with that lovely Untouchable gift.”

“I don’t think, I know,” he growled.

I’d hit a nerve there . . .

Apparently a Sister felt scorned by a man from the eastern city Talia ages and ages ago—so long ago I thought it was irreverent if I’m honest—who had been disgusted when he found out she was a Sister. So, she cursed him and his people, that if he didn’t want to touch her out of prejudice then he could never touch anyone but his own—oh, and then she made him fall in love with her. Seemed like overkill to me. But I supposed much of what the Sisters did was just that.

“I didn’t do it, so I’m not sure what your ire is with me. Besides—”

“Do not speak unless I ask you to.”

I shut my mouth, a frown on my lips.

“Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, and you are going to answer. I don’t need your annoying opinions or your insolent retorts in between, understood?”

I clenched my teeth, but after a quick thought I let out a breath and my irritation. Riling him up was not what I needed at the moment. “Understood.”

“I am not your prince, but I am the ruler of this city. Address me respectfully,” he told me as if he were speaking to a disrespectful common peasant.

Now he was just being a bastard.

Annoyance ran through me. It took everything to say it, but say it I did. I learned a little more patience since I’d been here, realizing where my stubbornness had gotten me the last time. “I. Understand. Milord.”

“How are you alive?”

I paused, the anger slowly draining out of me. I hadn’t spoken of this to anyone.

Swallowing, I glanced down at the wooden planks. “Why do you think I was dead? You are clearly mistaken.”

“I assure you, I am not.”

“Look, can we have this chat somewhere else? Particularly with these chains off?”

He stared at me, waiting for me to address him properly.

I sighed. “Milord.”

“No.”

What an infuriating man. “I don’t recall such an event as dying taking place. It must have been a different girl you’re thinking of. It wouldn’t surprise me with the way they go about willy-nilly with knives—”

“This falls under annoying opinions.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, milord. I am alive. As you can clearly see.”

“What was your endgame?”

“I wasn’t playing any games. Weston had me thoroughly kidnapped.”

“How can you still be here when Roldan told me you were thoroughly dead?”

I shrugged. “Magical maturity.”

Not true, but I doubted he’d know that.

Sarai went through hers when she got her monthly for the first time. Magdalena when she lost her virginity. Not one of them had ever died and come back.

“How did you find me?” I asked with a sigh.

“My men said they saw Weston’s woman in the city, having remembered you from when you graced us with your presence at our camp a while ago. I thought they were imagining it, or maybe losing their minds—it has been bloody hot.”

I frowned deeper. Because Weston’s woman?

“Secondly, I saw you light a Titan ship up. That’s when I knew it was you. Somehow that simple little flame engulfed an entire ship in seconds.”

Oh.

“Well,” I said, “I guess that would do it.”

A calm settled around us, the ship seeming empty with the quiet and only a gentle rock in the still water.

“What are you doing in the city?”

I countered with, “What do you want with me?”

He sat back in his chair, his legs spread out before him. I imagined that’s how he sat while a couple of his women fanned him. There was something amusing yet annoying about his self-indulgent air. That was the difference between him and Weston. They might share the same “mine” attitude about a lot of things, but Maxim was a hedonist—while I believed Weston had certain things he strived for, however giving up many pleasures in return. What are they, though? I wondered.

Maxim rubbed his jaw, thinking it over, while the silence did much for the slight ache in my head. “I know you better than you think, you know.”

I scoffed, amused. “I highly doubt that.”

“I probably know you better than Weston.”

I raised a brow.

“I’ve at least kissed you better,” he said with a little amusement in his eyes, “though, now I hate to admit I’ve kissed you at all.”

My brows knitted, ignoring his insult to me being a Sister. “How would you know that?” I did not figure Weston as the kiss and tell type.

He watched me for a moment as if thinking over what he should tell me. “Weston and I are blood brothers. We were young and stupid. Cut our palms and shook hands. Our fathers had bonded when they were younger to show allegiance between our cities; we thought we’d do the same.” He laughed, completely unamused. “There’s not much that happens in Weston’s life that I’m not aware of and, unfortunately, vice versa. His emotions feel like my own sometimes. I felt your little ‘moment’ shortly before . . . well, your magical maturity or whatever.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “That was none of your business.”

He chuckled. “Seems it was, when I felt it and all. Didn’t seem to last very long, though, before I felt the strongest sexual frustration I’ve ever felt in my life.”

“How thankful you must’ve been that you had your harem,” I said, feigning indifference.

“Quite.” He smiled. “Although that particular revelry didn’t last very long . . . considering a tidal wave of pain hit me. I’d thought someone had actually bested Weston and killed him. But the pain just kept coming. I was sick for a month. It put my plans to invade Symbia on hold.” He narrowed his eyes at me, but I vaguely noticed.

I always wondered what happened to Weston. He’d told me he’d die from the bond as well, but I knew that wasn’t what happened when he seemed to be alive and healthy if you asked anyone in the city. At least he’d suffered a little pain from it.

“Well, get your apology from Roldan if you want one because he’s the one who stabbed an innocent woman.”

“So I heard,” he drawled.

Anger sparked in my chest as he took the information in with an indifferent gaze. “What’s wrong with you men that murdering a woman is just another day for you?”

“The interesting thing about it is, that it was all done to protect a woman. Or a girl, I should say.”

I faltered. “What?”

He eyed me warily but then shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. “Roldan has always been . . . well, Roldan. The least sympathetic of us all. But he has one soft spot, and his father knew it. Even without the threat, though, I’m sure he’d have tortured you if that was the arrangement.”

“What do you mean, arrangement?”

“Why do you think there are posters of you all over this city? There were all sorts of people looking to find you. Roldan was sent to kill you by order of the seven kings, and he would’ve done it a lot sooner if Weston hadn’t been there.”

The posters were vague, not at all hinting that the kings had officially ordered my death. It was a little much to take in.

“After Roldan realized he wasn’t going to be able to get close enough to you with Weston stuck to your side, he went back to the council. Weston was committing treason, of course, but nobody fucking cares when their golden boy runs off with the woman who could destroy our entire society if she meant to.”

Bitter, much? was my first thought.

But then, I faltered.

He knew. He knew about the seal and me. Of course, he did. My heart beat against my ribs. What did that mean for me?

“Titan had the most to lose in this. If you opened the seal, a farmer could have more power than a Titan warrior. Of course, they were in an upheaval about the whole thing. Warrick, Weston’s father, took matters into his own hands and threatened Roldan’s daughter’s life if he didn’t find a way to kill you.”

A sinking sensation began in my chest. “How old is she?”

He smiled. “Just turned three. Gonna be a fierce little warrior.”

I pulled my knees up close to me, my arms still uncomfortably chained behind my back. I hated Roldan for what he did to me, and would never forget the details of that day. How his emotionless gaze still burned into my dreams making me wake with a thin sheen of sweat. But his motivations, saving his daughter, loosened a bit of the resentment in my chest.

I realized then, that hate—it only dragged you slowly under. And the last thing I wanted was to be pulled into the deep. It danced around me, just waiting for its moment.

There was a companionable silence that settled between us. Maxim had his hands clasped, looking at the floor with his elbows on his knees.

My words were quiet. “Why do you hate each other?”

He was still before meeting my eyes, a reminiscent smile pulling on his lips. He was handsome as it was, but when he smiled—I had the sudden urge to fan my face. An awkward feeling to be sure.

“We didn’t always hate each other. Hell, we were close enough we did a blood bond. Stupidest mistake I ever made.” He glanced at me meaningfully. “You have to know Weston isn’t a normal Titan.”

I looked at him blankly, because, of course, I knew that.

“I said something to someone I never should have. A secret Weston told me that ended up getting his mother executed.”

My eyes widened. “How long ago was this?”

He paused in thought. “Twenty years ago.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.”

I blinked, putting it all together. “You were nine years old when you let a secret slip? And somehow you’re still enemies?”

He smiled sadly. “But that’s only when the feud began.”

I groaned, because of course.

“His mother was . . . different like him, and his three siblings.”

I already knew Weston had two sisters as well as a brother. Princess Fallon and Rowena. They came up in the gossip rags too, but not as often as Weston. He was always in the spotlight, and I wouldn’t lie and say it didn’t aggravate me.

“Titan looks down on those who have magic—it’s considered a weakness, and it’s banned the same as here. Weston’s mother lied to her pledged about who she was . . . and when it became known she had magic, her life as a Titan was void. I was speaking to a trusted servant in passing, and I let the truth slip. I’d known it for years, and it just became common knowledge that I didn’t think before I spoke. It was the early morn; his mother was executed before lunch.”

I swallowed, my throat feeling thick at the bitterness yet remorse in his voice.

“In Titan, children aren’t allowed to be close to their parents. They live in the barracks as soon as they’re off milk and until they’re fifteen when they test out to be sworn in as a Titan. But even so, Sasha, she would go see them in the barracks, bring them things, trinkets they hid underneath their pallets. Mostly knives and other killing devices,” he laughed, “they were still Titans, well . . . even worse.”

I listened, so entranced hearing about Weston’s past. I felt like I could read books about him and never grow bored.

“My family was invited to her execution like it was a celebration, and I sat there, not being able to see what I’d done. I murdered her, but I couldn’t watch her die. I glanced across the colosseum and Weston stood there, only ten years old wearing the thin rags Titan children wear to understand rank and humility, with his hair cropped to his scalp. His father stood behind him with a hand on his shoulder, another guard on his other side. But he didn’t move—he was a child, there was nothing he could have done. He watched. He fucking watched the executioner’s blade sever his mother’s head from her neck. I understand why he did it. So every time the image played in his head, the rage would fester like a disease. Maybe it was his reminder never to trust anyone again.”

I swallowed, my chest feeling heavy.

“When the Titan Council petitioned to execute the children too because they could have magic in their veins, Warrick stopped it. Not out of a sense of fatherhood, I thought, but because he knew he’d have the strongest sons in Titan. The magic was appealing to him when it served him a purpose.”

I cleared my throat, the sound loud in the quiet hull. “And then?”

“I was prepared for Weston to kill me. I was going to let him. I decided it was what I deserved, but you know what he did? He walked past me, not even giving me a second look. For some reason, that hurt worse than if he’d stabbed me. And that’s exactly why he did it. Even then he knew people better than most.

“Though, it took not only a week before he snapped. He beat the life out of me at a formal dinner while our fathers watched. I let him, I didn’t fight back. My mother sighed and got up from the table, taking her wine into the other room. His siblings were silent, but I could tell by each of their heavy stares, they were glad someone was finally going to kill me. And when he grabbed the knife, I was prepared to die. I deserved it; I knew I did. No one was going to stop it, not even my own father. I had shamed him by not fighting back. To this day, I still think he remembers it.

“Weston didn’t kill me, of course. He stabbed the knife next to my head and left the room. The following years, we ignored each other. When we were fifteen, and he’d been sworn in, I came to train in Titan for a few years. We got into fights over stupid things. Training. Women. Anything we could find to argue or beat the shit out of each other about.”

I paused. “No offense, but how could you even measure up to Weston?”

He finally glanced up at me as if the story he’d been telling was written on the floor. “He gets his strength with his age, and at that time we were equally matched. He can best me now. It’s been five years since I’ve learned that much.” A small smile played on his lips, and I wondered just what he did to learn that, because he had instigated it—and had enjoyed it—that much was clear.

“And yet you still egg him on?”

“Just because I can’t win, doesn’t mean that I don’t like to try.” His smile turned sly. “Besides, learning dishonest methods to best him has served me well.”

“You mean cheat,” I supplied.

“If you can’t beat ‘um, cheat ‘um,” he replied.

That’s not how the saying went, and he knew it with the playful glint in his eyes.

“I understand why he hates you,” I said hesitantly, “but why do you hate him?”

“That’d be because he ruined my sister, and refused to pledge her,” he said darkly.

I faltered.

“He knew our customs, and he knew what he was doing. It was all to get back at me.”

“And you mean ruin . . . by?” I was hoping it was like Alger, and holding hands could be cause for ruin . . . Yea, because I could see Weston holding some woman’s hand . . . not.

“I mean he fucked her and refused to pledge her.”

I flinched. And . . . I was suddenly done with this conversation. “Why did you lock me up, Maxim? We could have had this talk over tea.”

“One, you’re a criminal who’s been messing with trade. Two, you’re a fucking witch. And don’t think I’ve forgotten you lying to me when I asked you before at my camp. And three, because I fucking can.”

A frown pulled on my lips at his sudden mood change. “You were so agreeable before.”

“Until I realized you’ve been pulling some witch shit to get me to talk,” he snapped.

Whoops. I was hoping he wouldn’t notice.

There was something I could do—it was a simple energy like persuasion I exerted that cooled someone’s ire. But the side effect was that it made them much chattier.

He jumped to his feet, his chair hitting the floor behind him. He gave me his back while running his hands through his short dark hair. “Those magic cuffs you got on? They don’t work, do they?”

I pursed my lips, but then let the cuffs fall to the wooden floor with a clank.

He laughed darkly, his back muscles tense under his thin white shirt. He didn’t dress like a stuck-up prince, but more a humble one. He might be a profligate, but I learned he might have a softer side to him.

“Fucking witches. I should quarter and hang you all.”

Or . . . maybe I just spoke too soon.

The cuffs never worked on me. It wasn’t a normal gift, but any magic cuffs, locks, or enchantments I’d come across were useless against me. And I wondered why that man’s brand seemed to work.

“You can look at me, you know. I’m not going to turn you into a woodland creature if you do,” I said, slightly amused. Henry inspired me often.

“No, you’ll only have me sharing every foolish thing I’ve done in my life. We’d be here for fucking hours.”

I got to my feet and opened the cell door, being that it was only locked with nothing but a charm. It creaked as it opened, and Maxim’s back tensed with the sound.

“No. I know all I need to know now, thank you. But I am leaving.”

And then it happened so fast, the breath slammed out of me. The iron bars hit my back, while a forearm pressed against my throat; it wasn’t a painful pressure, but it was a meaningful one.

I raised my hand and blew the rest of my powder in his face; there was little left, but it should have been enough to knock him out. Color me shocked when he blinked, shook his head slightly, and then pressed harder against my throat.

“Short memory, Calamity? I’ve trained as a Titan. I’ve taken every known poison each day for years. They do not affect me.”

Damn every prince to hell.

“It would take one thought to end this life of yours,” he said, and I became blatantly aware of his bare forearm across my throat, “if I so much as even think you are using magic.”

I breathed shallowly as though if I took even too deep a breath, it would make his touch lethal.

“You haven’t been addressing me respectfully.”

I glanced up at him with widened eyes. Was that really important? By all, you just couldn’t take the prince out of the man. I couldn’t get enough air in his presence, it seemed; his body twice as big and closeting me in. And maybe I was dreadfully terrified of what his hands could do with only a thought.

He looked at me with contempt as if he could see the witch in his proximity. “You’ve forgotten what I am.”

My eyes hardened. “I assure you, I have not.”

A familiar burn in my palms and chest sent the feeling of blessed relief through me. Thank you, Alyria.

“Why shouldn’t I kill you?”

“Because I promise you, you won’t get out of this ship alive, if you do.” I flashed my eyelashes with a smile as an oil lamp lighting the hull, suddenly burst into flames, catching a wooden crate on fire.

He barely seemed surprised, but his forearm pressed harder against my throat. “I told you I would kill you if you did magic.”

“But you won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because you want something from me. How would you get it if you killed me?”

The fire spread across the stairs, blocking the exit, and licking up the wall.

His jaw tightened when he realized who had the upper hand here, and while he was the one in the position to snap my neck, I was the one in control. And he didn’t like it.

He let out a frustrated growl. “I fucking hate witches.”

I pursed my lips, before supplying, “Me too.”

“That . . . brothel you’re living in, my guess is it’s a Sister cult.”

“How on Alyria did you figure that out?” I said dryly.

“Woman . . .” He exhaled an agitated breath. “Maybe you do not realize how stubborn I can be. Before I came here, I ordered my men that if I did not come out, to kill every woman in that brothel.”

My fight dissipated. “You’re bluffing.”

The room grew hot, the flames licking higher than our heads, as the smoke began to build in the air.

“How would you know? Even if I didn’t, they know where you live. They would be sure to investigate . . . and once they found out the truth of the women you live with . . .” he drifted off, saying everything with his silence.

I gritted my teeth. “What do you want?”

“A favor.”

“What favor?”

“I don’t know yet.”

I paused, coughing on a bit of smoke. I might have been able to manipulate fire, but smoke still affected me like everyone else.

“No,” I replied automatically.

“Do you understand what it’s like to die under my touch? You think it’s painless? It’s not. It feels like thousands of tiny knives slicing your insides.”

“I am not afraid of you.”

“Maybe not, but do you want to subject the women you live with to it?”

“Okay, Maxim.” He narrowed his eyes as I didn’t “address him respectfully.” Too bad. “I agree, under two conditions.”

He raised a brow.

“I want to know if Weston is coming to the Kings Festival, and also your promise not to tell him about me.”

He watched me for a moment. “No, he won’t be here. I invited all the royals, and Weston declined, didn’t even give a reason like anyone else would out of propriety. In fact, he wrote, ‘Will your head be on a pike? That’s the only cause for celebration I can think of.’”

“We have something in common, it seems,” I muttered. “Will you tell him?”

He chewed his cheek, thinking about it. “No. That would bring trouble I don’t need.”

The church bell rang, and the sun was starting to pour into the tiny barred window. I was going to be late again. “The seal? You aren’t concerned about it? Would it not solve your problem to open it?”

“If you were going to open it by now, you would have. And no, I’d rather not destroy the land for something I can accomplish without.”

I rolled his answer around, reading his sincerity. “Okay, fine. I agree to your terms. One favor and you’ll leave the Royal Affair alone.”

He slowly released me, and I fought the impulse to rub my throat. For a minute, I panicked, thinking that I couldn’t manipulate the fire enough for us to get out, but with a cold sweat of relief, my magic appeared in that tell-tale heat inside me. The flames parted from the stairs. “Well, thanks for the evening, Maxim. If I ever find another man as courteous as you, it shall be a miracle.”

His hand wrapped around my wrist—not trusting me to keep the flames from closing in on him—and followed me up the stairs.

“Can you not put the fire out?” he asked as we reached the top deck, a plain white sail blowing in the wind.

I thought about it for a moment, before agreeing. The flames slowly dissipated until only smoke was visible through the stairway. I gave him my back, making to leave.

“You owe me. Don’t think to renege.” I heard the subtle threat in his voice loud and clear.

“Can’t wait,” I said cheerily. “Goodbye, Maxim.”

“Calamity.”

I didn’t know if his one-word greetings and farewells were part of his culture or just because he was used to not acknowledging those below him. Though, what he described of his younger life didn’t sound like how I’d always imagined princes were treated.

A few Untouchables waited in front of the ship, eyeing me with disdain—knowing I was a Sister, it seemed. And realizing I just tried to kill their prince.

Once Maxim walked off the ramp, and stood next to them, the sudden burn in my chest grew from the anger of getting caught—and so, I let it all out. Three oil lamps in the ship exploded, wooden pieces flying by my head as I walked down the dock without looking back. A smile pulled on my lips as debris hit the water on both sides of me with a splash.

I could feel his anger hit my back with the heat of the flames.

And damn did it feel good.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

“YES,” I groaned. “So good. So, so good.”

“Sweet Alyria, girl. Have you not eaten in a week?”

“Practically,” I muttered, sitting on The Three Cups’ counter and shoving another bite of stew in my mouth. This meat was real, actual venison. In my mouth.

Sunny eyed me. “They not getting enough business over there at the Royal Affair? I can find you a couple patrons right now.”

“No,” I said, almost choking on my food. “No need to do that.”

“All right, darlin’. You just let me know. No reason a girl like you should be starving.”

Tell that to Agnes . . .

I’d gotten home in time for breakfast, without even alerting my High Sister that I’d been knocked out and held in a cell by the Untouchable Prince running the city. Though, she did shoot me some suspecting glances as I about fell asleep at the table twice.

I grabbed at the piece of bread sitting beside me when a furry hand reached it first. Tash took a big, dramatic bite out of it, letting me know exactly how he felt about me eating his food. Ugh, thankfully Alger never had monkeys.

A king’s guard stepped into the tavern. He wore a hauberk and a surcoat over it with Symbia’s golden eagle insignia on the front just as they all did. I was glad I was a woman because that heavy clothing looked miserable in this heat.

I chewed, watching him make his way through the small crowd of men sitting at the tables getting something to eat for the midday meal. The hardened sailors watched him like he was a boy playing dress-up as a man. A little amusement bubbled inside me. Because that’s all it really took to be a Symbian knight.

The king’s guard nailed a poster to the wall, turned like he was supposed to announce something, but when he barely got a glance from the sailors, closed his mouth and walked out. I finished my soup, eyeing the new poster:

‘Five-hundred silvers for the Girl in Black,’ it read.

Apparently Maxim didn’t tell the magistrate about me. Surprising after that little incident with his boat.

“I think that girl’s got a thing against ships,” Maranda said as she walked by with an armful of dirty bowls. She was one of the barmaids who worked here; middle-aged, and had a boy who sometimes came along to play with Henry. Wherever that kid was.

I glanced at Tash digging in a bowl of nuts on the counter; he shoved his fingers in his mouth and then put them back in the bowl. My nose wrinkled in disgust and, when he glanced up and saw it, he made sure to lick each finger.

“Where’s your master?” I asked him.

He glanced around the tavern, a frown pulling at his lips before jumping off the counter and leaving the room.

I finished off my soup, thinking about the man last night with the brand. In fact, I needed to go to the library to see if I could find any information on it.

I hopped off the counter, and when my eyes came up to the door, my heart froze, icy cold, my breath catching in my throat. I dropped my bowl and spun around so that my back was to the room. I grasped the edges of the counter as if to steady myself. Because the man who stood just across the room . . . he killed me once.

He hadn’t seen me, but just being in his proximity, sent a shard of pain through my stomach. I could almost feel the blade slide in, hear the ringing in my ears, the blood drip, drip, drip.

“You okay, darlin’?” Sunny asked, coming out of the kitchens.

I nodded. “This girdle’s just a bit too tight. Gonna get some air,” I told her, heading through the kitchen and out the back door. I leaned against the back of the tavern, sucking in deep breaths.
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It seemed that Roldan found a new ship. I’d noticed earlier as it sat in the harbor. Hell, he was a prince—he had his own fleet.

Why wasn’t he docking in the Northie harbor? Why wasn’t he drinking ale in a northern tavern? This side of the city was meant for the commoners, and it was mine. He could take his murdering-prince-self over to the stone-paved streets near the palace. He wasn’t welcome here.

These thoughts consumed me most of the day. My reaction to him earlier had been so visceral, I couldn’t stop it. It made nausea churn in my stomach, my heart pumping resentment, not blood.

I didn’t want to hate him for something he did to save his daughter, but the revulsion I felt in his presence was uncontrollable and stirred something inside of me. Truthfully, it made me wonder if Weston had allowed his brother to do it. If he just stepped aside. How else couldn’t he know his brother was in the area? He was too good to beat. That stirred the revulsion in me.

“He loves me, he loves me not. He loves me, he loves me not,” Juliana echoed as she pulled petals off a rose, letting them fall over the rail of the loft and onto the floor below. “He loves me, he loves—”

“For heaven’s sakes, Juli,” Magdalena snapped. “He doesn’t love you!”

To be honest, I was close to saying the same thing. She was breaking my concentration as I read a book I’d just gotten from the library. Voids were people who could brand themselves with certain enchantments that repelled magic. Each brand stopped one form of magic, and only the strongest could handle more than a couple.

So that man had one against compulsion. And I would never know a Void when I saw one unless I made him strip where he stood to look him over. I would just have to be more careful; in fact, I should just take a pause on the Girl in Black antics as long as there was a five-hundred silver award on my head.

The soft tune of the organ flowed down the hall from the music room where Marlena was playing. She could manipulate feelings through her music, but I thought she left us to our bickering devices most of the time.

“You’ve only met him a few times,” Farah said, as she lay on the chaise. “He doesn’t love you, or you him.”

The sweltering heat had us all fanning our faces and lazier than a whore on a Sunday. Well, at least the ones working at this brothel; we were closed on Sundays. The Lord’s day and all. Bad form to be whoring.

“Love isn’t measured in time,” Juli replied.

I could feel the eye-rolls go around at that one.

Once a month, there was a gathering where possible future pledges came to meet us girls. We were supposed to dress nice and be on our best behavior. It felt like a bride auction, and I hated it. The men walked around, conversed, and were nice, but I thought they were only getting us to talk so that they could investigate our teeth and learn about our gifts and how it could benefit them. I wanted nothing to do with it, and I didn’t blame Agnes one bit for not marrying and instead becoming a High Sister. Though, neither option seemed to be that satisfying. And I’d screwed up too many times for High Sistership to be a possibility.

“He won’t even give you a glance,” Farah returned. “You have no magic, and that’s all he’s interested in.”

Juli’s eyes narrowed. “How can you say that about him? I’m sorry that you all find love so disgusting, but I do not. And I don’t think Alis does either.”

I rolled my eyes, flipping a page. “And when did you think he was a romantic? When he handed you his wine glass to hold so that he could go speak with one of the other girls? Or when he invited Carmella to that play on the square after you asked him if he’d like to go with you?”

She shook her head, getting flustered. “He only does that because he has to make an interest in all of the girls to know who’s the best match.” She paused. “Maybe if I just bed him he’ll realize that we’re meant to be together.”

Sinsara nodded from her spot on the floor while Carmella sat on the chaise behind her braiding Sin’s long black hair. “That is the way men can be certain.” She said it with mischief, and I looked up from my book, giving her a glare.

I glanced around the room, and most of the other girls seemed to be with Sinsara on this—and amused at the possibility of how this would play out. Sarai lay on the floor, too immersed in a gossip rag to have an opinion.

“I really don’t think that will work, to be honest, Juli,” I said blandly.

Magdalena fanned her face in this oppressive heat, and apparently feeling bad about not speaking up before, said, “That’s a silly idea, Juliana. Every woman knows if you want to keep a man, you have to keep your legs closed to get him.”

Juli scowled. “Because you’re one to talk.”

“I don’t expect love out of what I do. That’s the difference.”

Sinsara snorted. “You won’t get much out of it but the Pox with the sailors you choose.”

“You can chastise me after you’ve been with a man who’s been on a ship without another woman for the four months it takes to get back from Elian. You’ll never go back,” Magdalene replied dreamily.

“Sarai,” Carmella said, “does that gossip rag have the announcement for the festivities tomorrow?”

“No, the only thing that’s in today’s is the news about our Prince Weston killing his father, the King.”

It took me a moment to process that and then my eyes widened. “What?” escaped my lips, just as five more sounded throughout the room. Everyone’s eyes shot to Sarai, as she pulled a loose parchment from the middle of the gossip rag.

“Says he killed him.” She shrugged. “Looks like it too.” She turned around the drawing of a Titan Prince I used to know, holding his father’s head by the hair.

My heart stilled. Earlier, curiosity had overwhelmed me, and I’d asked the librarian about who drew the posters around town. Well, they were drawn by painters in our magic capital, Rainer, who could remember the slightest detail of an actual moment. The picture Sarai was holding was real, and my stomach turned at the cold look in Weston’s eyes.

“Our Prince is a king!” Juliana exclaimed.

“No, he’s not. That’s not how it works in Titan, Juli,” Magdalena said.

“Then how does it work, miss know-it-all?”

“There’s a tourney for the position. Whoever wins gets the crown.”

Juli rolled her eyes. “Our Prince will win, no doubt.”

I tuned them out after that and headed to my room when they began to pass the poster around. Leaning against the closed door, I fought the strange feeling in my chest. The man responsible for my death was now dead. I should have felt free, liberated. But strangely enough, I’d never felt a certain Titan’s grip on me tighter.

I’d thought escaping Weston would save the land and myself. But now that I was doing it all on my own, I’d learned that freedom is nothing but a dream. That once you think you’ve found it, you realize that freedom doesn’t taste so free. That what we have now is only newer chains than what we had then.
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The Southie streets were still. I could almost see the dust settling back down after the long day of preparing for the festival.

Laughter and heavily drunken voices rose and then faded as I walked past a mainland tavern and in the direction I saw the menagerie was being set up.

I wasn’t Girl in Black tonight. I’d given up on her for a while, being only myself. Calamity. A girl in a white dress walking through empty streets. Everyone must have been starting the festivities early, but I didn’t mind when I saw I would have the entire menagerie to myself. There were wooden posts blocking the street off so that no one got in without paying, but at this hour it was closed, and with no one around, I walked around the blockades.

Soft animal huffs, flapping wings, and the unmistakable sound of monkey shrieks reached my ears as I walked down the lantern lit street.

Wooden cages sat on platforms down the sides of the street, containing some creature or another. I passed close by a barred wagon, trailing my fingers across the bars and meeting gazes with a moment from the past: the amber eyes of a tiger looked back at me, a gravely purring noise leaving the beast.

From monkeys, snakes, tarantulas, to a giraffe, gazelle, and even a pinned off elephant made up the attraction.

I stopped in front of a giant net that encased, what had to be, a hundred butterflies. Some danced around, the orange glow from the lanterns playing on their colorful wings.

I laced my finger through the net; a butterfly landed right on my knuckle, flapping its wings gently—and somehow, it reminded me of home.

My heart squeezed painfully. I missed my grandmother. I even missed Alger, and the simple life we led there.

It seems we always want what’s out of reach.

How inconvenient that is.

I didn’t want to be a part of the Sisterhood as much as I didn’t want a Fate over my head like a hanging cloud I couldn’t control. But I didn’t get a choice, and that fact made resentment heavy in my chest.

I stood there for a few moments, letting my thoughts work themselves out. I wouldn’t let some order stop me from living a life that I wanted, that I chose. Sometimes life already has stones laid beneath your feet, but that only means you need a new path.

But I only had that thought for a second, because subtly, as if the breeze switched direction, the hair raised on the back of my neck.

I stopped breathing, all the air getting caught in my chest.

I didn’t know how I could’ve ever had curious, fanciful thoughts about the man I was certain was standing close behind me. This wasn’t paranoia anymore, this was real life. There was nothing more than apprehension rushing through me like I’d been injected with it directly into my veins.

A tingly, hot awareness danced across my spine and played down the back of my thighs. The butterfly on my finger flew away as if he sensed the danger as well.

Closing my eyes, I felt the hot, burning sensation in my palms—the feeling I got when I could fast-travel. I should take the offer because once it was gone, I couldn’t get it back. It came when it wanted, and I’d never been able to perfect the gift. I closed my eyes, about to accept it, but then, something clicked loud inside me: I wasn’t her, the farm girl. Not anymore. I didn’t need to run like her. And I wouldn’t.

With a shallow breath, I opened my eyes.

As if on cue, the burn dissipated until there was only a tell-tale ache in my palms. A sour taste of regret rushed through me, giving me the impression I’d made the wrong choice.

I made my bed . . . now I have to lie in it.

Maxim had promised he wouldn’t tell him . . . the lying liar. And when I said I needed a new path, this hadn’t been the one I was talking about. Anticipation rolled through me in hot and cold waves, bringing goose bumps to my skin.

Ping, ping.

Cold drops dripped from the sky onto my arms, making gentle pinging noises as they hit my cuff. The rain fell in an oddly-timed rhythm, while dark clouds rolled across the sky, consuming the moon until there was no silver light left.

The apprehension in my stomach twisted, tingling, and I knew—as the sun is bright—that I was causing the changes in the weather. It hadn’t been something I could do before—well, not in the current state I was in.

“Impressive.” The single word was flat, rough.

My heart faltered, and I closed my eyes. Hearing his voice for the first time in so long was nostalgic. Terrifying, yet somehow alluring. The deep timbre ghosted down my back.

I hadn’t been putting on a show on purpose, and he might have known that, but I was too proud to admit it. “It was too bright a night. Hurt my eyes.” I swallowed, congratulating myself for keeping my voice so even and indifferent.

“And here I thought witches danced under the moon’s light.” The voice was so close behind me, too close. A few feet, maybe. Every rough word was a heated awareness against my back.

“Naked,” I supplied, blinking the rain off my eyelashes as another random bit dripped from the sky. “After supping on a pot of children stew.” The breeze blew my hair, tickling the back of my bare shoulder blades—and every inch of my skin felt alive as if one touch would singe me. “He promised not to tell you,” I said quietly.

It took a moment before he responded. “There’s something you should know about Maxim. Don’t ever make deals with him.”

I slipped my finger back in the net, barely noticing my actions, but trying to remain in control of the situation. I could have laughed. Rain fell aimlessly from the sky, the moon was gone, and I didn’t have a clue how to fix what I’d done.

A butterfly landed on my finger, a brave one indeed. I tilted my head, blinking as I regarded it. Not now. My breathing was labored, the feeling in my stomach rivaling the hundreds of butterflies encased in this net.

I couldn’t blame what I saw on the dark night because I already knew that wasn’t the case: the butterfly on my finger lacked any color. It was black and white—duller somehow than all its surroundings.

“It calls to you often, does it not?”

He could see it too? I thought this dark and uncertain part of my life was only a product of my mind, but now that I knew things were changing around me that others could see, it sent a rush of uncertainty through me. And then my chest filled with frustration that he was here, witnessing this.

“I’ve no idea what you mean.” But I did. I knew. My stomach twisted, but I turned the butterfly on my finger indifferently, ignoring the slight cold sweat on my skin. I’d randomly seen things like this, in black and white, as if from a different world: books, paintings, vases—anything and everything throughout my normal routine during the day, but I dismissed them. Refused to acknowledge them, and I didn’t want someone—especially Weston—to come back and make me aware of it. I was happy in my ignorance.

“You never were a good liar,” he said. “Interesting place, the Shadows.”

I shooed the butterfly away and clenched the net in my hand. Anger rushed to the surface. He just had to say it. The Shadows of Dawn. A dark, dreary, and colorless place. It had its own society filled to the brim with the darkest of souls; but when the magic was sealed, it became closed off from the rest of the world. Nobody could leave, and if you ever chose to enter, you became a nobody.

I didn’t know why the Shadows had haunted me ever since I’d woken on the beach—no, scratch that. I knew, I only pretended I didn’t. Sometimes ignorance really is bliss.

I swallowed down my apprehension. Who was he to come back into my life after a year, and put himself deep into my issues without even a hello?

The anger heating beneath my skin gave me the courage to turn around; but then, it quickly evaporated, coming back down in warm raindrops on my head.

We stood there for a moment, only taking each other in for the first time in what felt like a long time. I thought there couldn’t be a way to forget how he looked. How could I? His likeness hung on every corner.

Sure, I remembered the basic structure of him: his square jawline; his hooded, strong gaze that would stop anyone sane in their tracks; his full lips that always seemed to be indifferent or in a slight frown, but rarely seen in a smile—if so, it was usually due to arrogance or amused deception.

But what I’d forgotten wasn’t that; it was the real-life breadth of his shoulders, the power under his skin, and the control in his stance. The effect was captivating. Breath catching. And utterly destructive. It had always been so for me.

It had led me right to my death.

But he wasn’t the same person anymore. The Weston I’d known wore western clothes; this one wore a costly black jerkin with silver buttons down the front. Black pants with a dagger on his right thigh and one attached near the ankle of his boots. I knew without a doubt there was one tucked in the back of his waistband as well.

As I watched him now, I couldn’t conceive how I’d grown so comfortable around him in my past life. He looked like a dark stranger. A Titan prince looking down on a commoner. I stared at him, the memory of my grandmother’s story hitting me in the face.

“Okay, he wasn’t an assassin; he was a prince. He was only pretending to be an assassin.”

“Oh! I bet the princess was happy when she found out.”

“She didn’t find out.”

“Why didn’t he tell her?”

“Because he wasn’t a good prince, but a bad one.”

Everything he’d ever told me had been a lie. And now the proof was right before my eyes.

He barely gave all of me a glance, his gaze staying trained, indifferently, on my face as if he were at a Kings’ meeting, instead of standing in front of me—the girl he dragged around the country for months.

For a moment, I wished he would look at me. He’d hardly ever seen me dressed as a woman without a boy’s haircut—and for some reason, I wanted him to see me. Me, with the long hair and white dress. Not as the girl he found as a nuisance, not as a solution to his problems, but as a woman. It seemed, though, that I wasn’t even going to get a lick of emotion out of him. Bloody hell . . . I was such a girl. Did I want him to cry? I paused. That might have been nice . . .

“Shall I curtsy?” The words tumbled out of my mouth in contempt.

“I see nothing has changed.”

He was referring to my attitude, it seemed.

“What did you expect, milord?” His eyes hardened only the tiniest flicker as I mocked his title. “A subservient me?”

“Truly?” His gaze narrowed. “I was expecting you to be dead.”

I responded before I could let that comment sink in. “Yes, well, not everything is as it seems, is it?”

“When it comes to you? Never. I’m sure you’ve realized by now that killing for coin would have been a tedious chore for me.”

“Yes, I’m quite aware you’re a prince, milord, and that you kill without charge,” I said with venom.

“Do not call me that.”

I blinked, feigning coyness. “I’m sorry. Do you prefer ‘Your Highness?’”

“It’s an honorific—you say it with scorn, which makes it worthless. Don’t say it again unless you truly mean the words.”

I faltered at his suggestion that I would ever consider him my lord. My lips turned up slightly. “Then I shall never say the words again.”

Before I knew what he was doing, he took a step forward; his hand was underneath my chin, raising my gaze to his face. Normally the action would have felt belittling, as if I were a child, but the brief contact stole my breath, and the meeting of our gazes melted all my ire.

Only with our eyes, there is most times a basic understanding—even between the most different of people. And he and I were at such a large divide, it was a wonder we had ever met. Him, battle-hardened prince; me, innocent farm girl he made not so innocent.

He dropped his hand the moment he had my gaze, his touch still burning my skin. “I hope you can keep that promise.” It sounded like he truly hoped I would never look up to him, or consider him more than any other ordinary man in my life. Why the statement made my heart clench, I didn’t know. It was as if he was trying to tell me something—something I desperately wanted and needed to hear. But he took a step back, and the moment was broken.

The silence stretched between us, and a panicked feeling rushed under my skin that he was already going to leave. The thought made my head reel with something to say. “Don’t you want to know how I’m alive?”

“Figured it out already.”

I paused at his calm response. “You have?”

He tipped his head once in a slow nod.

“Care to share your theory?” I asked.

“No.”

“I see nothing has changed,” I said, hinting at his refusal to open up about anything. A corner of his lips tipped up, but that was the only reaction I got.

I began to walk around him. “I shall just have to guess, then.” He stood still while I played his part: examining him like he was beneath me. He let me, only mildly amused at my blatant perusal.

“When did you have this realization of how I’m alive?” I asked, trying to put it all together.

“Roughly two minutes ago.”

I paused behind him. “So, you really did think I was dead all this time . . .”

The Titan brand on his forearm drew my attention—the one thing that not long ago I’d overlooked with naivety. If I could only go back, do it again, I might have lived this time.

The thick, black rings circled his arm with a T in the center on the underside of his forearm; the one red ring slightly thinner and higher than the others. I’d always wondered what it could mean. And had known he would never tell me, but as this prince stood there, letting some commoner walk circles around him, a rush of bravery overtook me, and I reached out to skim my finger across the red ink.

His eyes shot down to me, his expression clouded, but I saw the flicker of . . . discomfort? . . . behind the hard exterior. The insight to some raw human emotion only encouraged me to trace the red ink on his skin with my fingertip. The smallest touch made my blood sizzle, my heartbeat picking up.

I let my hand drop from him as I reached his front as if it’d only been a touch out of the slightest interest in his brand. “I’ll take that as a yes—you did think me dead. You don’t believe I tricked you somehow? Made you think I was dead so that I could get away from you?”

“No.”

I raised a brow. “Why so certain?”

His gaze met mine for a steady moment. “Because I put your body on a pier, set it on fire, and pushed it out to sea.”

I faltered, my heart so heavy I thought it would fall right into my stomach. I spun around before he could see the waver in my cool expression. Clearing my throat, I slipped my fingers through the net. “Like a warrior,” I said simply.

He didn’t respond.

Bodies were never buried in Alyria; it affected the land, like the Red Forest. Instead, they were burned. The story being that souls couldn’t escape until the body was ash. Warriors, though, they were put on piers, and the water would carry their souls until they could be reincarnated. It was a tradition and honor among soldiers—not peasant girls.

My heart bloomed in my chest that he’d somehow held that kind of respect for me. I’d always wondered what he did when he found me but had never expected that kind of honor, not once.

I spun around, my fingers grasping the net behind me, rain dripping from the sky, soft and idle. “So,” I continued with trying to understand what he knew, “you only realized how I am alive right when you got here . . .” He watched me lazily as if he was content doing so until I’d figured it out. My thoughts filled with ideas, and then stopped, a black and white butterfly the only thought left in my head. My stomach filled with dread, and I almost tripped over my words. “Well, it doesn’t look like I’m going to figure it out, and I know you won’t lower yourself to tell me, so we shall just have to call it an impasse.”

His eyes narrowed, in almost amused suspicion. “You never knew what was good for you.”

“And you do?” I countered.

He stepped forward, raising his arms above me, and grasping the net—completely boxing me in. My heart thumped at the proximity, my skin vibrating with anticipation.

“I’d say I have a better idea, yea.”

My arms were stretched out behind me, my backside resting on my wrists and my fingers interweaved through the net. I didn’t realize at first what a provocative picture I seemed to present with the rain matting my white dress and my breasts slightly pushed out, but when I did, a blush warmed beneath my skin.

“Just like many times before, I’d say you need my intervention before you walk yourself into a hole you can’t get out of.”

Why did he sound so put together? I could hardly breathe in his proximity. He smelled like sage and leather, like a man, and it made my thoughts fuzzy. I let out a noise of disbelief, trying to conceal my breathlessness. “I’m not a helpless animal. I can take care of myself.”

“Even so. I think I should enlighten you.”

“Can I change your mind?” I asked dryly.

“No.”

I sighed. “Very well. Then continue.”

“Are you familiar with why Roldan did what he did?”

“Murder me?” I asked with heat. “Yes, I’ve been told it was to save his daughter’s life.”

“Are you familiar with how and when the kings realized who you were?”

I shook my head, suddenly not able to look him in the eyes.

“Titan is located at a corner of Alyria—of civilization, anyway. Leaving only one more known area until the Winter Desert stretches westward to the ocean.”

“Is this a lesson of our land, then? I don’t really have time for—”

“Quiet.”

I frowned.

“Titan was built there for a purpose, to keep the Shadows of Dawn—”

I let go of the net to dunk under his arm in a quick move, but without even a glance in my direction, he grabbed my arm, slowly forcing me backward until I had to grab the net to keep from falling into it. Irritation burned in my chest.

“I wonder why only mentioning the Shadows offends you so,” he said like my act was amusing to him. “It seems you already know, you are only pretending otherwise.”

I focused my heated gaze on him.

“Haven’t even lost that insolence after death,” he said with a small chuckle as he went to rest his arms on either side of me, not trusting I wouldn’t make another escape attempt.

I kept my eyes on his chest. “I have somewhere to be, so if you could please get on with it.”

The church bell rang twice, announcing it was two in the morning—as if it were mocking the lie that I had anywhere to be at this hour. Stupid bell.

Weston’s lips tipped up in both corners as if he heard that thought. But I knew he hadn’t. He couldn’t, not anymore. “Witches must have full social calendars to have plans this late.”

“So full, I cannot keep up with it,” I said dryly.

His expression turned almost playful. “How long has it been? A year? Since you practically ran right into my arms in Cameron.”

My brows knitted tightly. “I did not run into your arms.” Technically, I did just that in that inn stairwell, but . . . semantics.

“Arms, clutches, same thing. Lucky move for you, otherwise my brother would have killed you that first night.”

“You only stopped him because you wanted me for your own nefarious plans. Don’t pretend to be the hero of this story.”

“And who is the hero? Maxim?” he said with venom.

“I am,” I snapped.

His voice calmed to only the slightest of turbulent waters. “Yea, I suppose you are, aren’t you?”

I averted my eyes, his gaze seeming to burn me.

“The Kings’ Council was only alerted of who you were by an intercepted magic signal. It was going past Titan,” his eyes watched me as I put it together, “to the only other society known to be further than us.”

The Shadows of Dawn.

“And? There were many different types of people searching for me.”

“No,” he said. “There was one magic signal, one, intercepted at different points all the way across the land to the Shadows.”

The inhuman rider . . .

That meant the human men, the Saccar, the Mages . . . and everyone else who Weston probably cheerfully murdered before I’d even noticed, had intercepted that one magic signal directed to the Shadows.

My mind spun, and I had the urge to run, from him, from my problems, but I knew I wouldn’t get far from either. My heart beat, while trepidation filled my stomach, climbing up my throat. “I still don’t see why it matters. The Shadows is a dark place, it’s not a surprise they would put some kind of signal on me.”

“It wasn’t a normal signal, Calamity.”

I shivered at his use of my name. “Then what was it, if not a ‘normal’ signal, Weston?”

He lifted a shoulder. “A call to home.”

I pushed him away then, and he let me. It felt as if the air were being sucked out of my lungs, as anger pulsed in my stomach. Not necessarily at him, but at the truth. I’d known it for a while, and I realized it was stupid and childish of me for denying what was right in front of my face, but it was so repulsive of my nature to accept that what I was—wasn’t who I’d always known. That the dark part was real, swimming below the surface, a constant pressure under my skin. That human was no longer a word I could use to describe myself.

It made sense, though—all of what he said. The cuffs? If I’d worn them since before I was Fated, that meant they were to hide me from something else . . . or someone else.

“I’d suggest you read up on your people,” he said to my back as I stared down the dirt street. He said it like an insult, and it raised my hackles. Because what he was—whatever it was—was so much better?

Something about where I came from had to do with my death and climbing my way out of it, and instead of denying it, I should have been studying the reasons why. I felt ridiculous now that I had to face it, and my blood heated with anger that Weston had to be the one to make me feel this way. “That isn’t who I am. The Shadows has been closed off for hundreds of years. No one can leave. It isn’t possible.”

“Don’t lie to yourself. The only thing it’s going to do is get you killed for good.”

I spun around. “What do you care! You’ve only saved me again and again for your own gain. Is that the plan, then? Try and get me to open the seal again?”

He licked his lips, flicking his gaze away from me. “I’m done with that.”

He was done with me. I heard the innuendo in his voice.

How convenient that he could just ‘be done with me’ when he wanted, and when I wasn’t done with him, I didn’t get a say in the matter? When I realized what I’d just thought, I let out a frustrated breath. I was one misguided soul. “Moved onto some other nefarious plan to take over the world?” I asked, pushing away my fanciful—scratch that, suicidal—thoughts about Weston.

“Something like that.”

The pit spread and bent in my stomach, and I crossed my arms—somehow feeling as vulnerable around him as before when I couldn’t save myself. “Then what are you doing here? Wanted to see the spectacle in front of your eyes? Maybe I should travel with the menagerie so everyone can see the girl who died.”

He nodded thoughtfully, his gaze running down my body, a burn traveling with it. “I can imagine a few people who would pay to follow you across the country.”

My heart stilled, a warmth spreading beneath my skin. Why did he have to say things like that?

And just like that, the breeze carried out the uncertainty, bringing with it something more enticing. A palpable current flowed between us; it was hot, intoxicating, and I just wanted to step into it. All in the name of closure. I would only have to take one step, and I’d be caught up in it.

I teetered, the possibility pulling on my body as if I’d imbibed too much wine.

Glancing up from the imaginary line of no return in the dirt, my eyes met a pair of indifferent ones. I wanted to shake him up. I wanted to see some of the passion he used to show me. Anger . . . anything I could get. I wanted to play with him.

I took one step forward, crossing the line, and blinking the rain off my eyelashes as warm drops ran over my lips.

It suddenly felt as if the roles were reversed. My captor’s indifference, and the scaling interest inside me. But there were always two sides to every story, and I was beginning to learn that maybe in his, the corruptor had never been him, but me.

I glanced up under my eyelashes when I stood in front of him, so close that his jerkin brushed my bare arms.

He looked down at me, nothing but slight suspicion in his gaze—that’s what he wanted me to see anyway.

But just like so many times before, he blinked, and not fast enough to correct himself, there was a heated flicker I’d seen before. He still wanted me. And that idea gave me a dark rush.

I thought back to this morning, how mundanely I’d gone through the routines, and to now, how life was vivid, cast under orange lantern light and the taste of temptation.

The game seemed to cross lines and slip into reality when his rough voice rushed over me.

“Trust me,” he said so softly, his gaze intensifying, “if you went there, you wouldn’t get out alive.”

“Thanks to you, I’m used to that.”

His eyes hardened, and my breaths shallowed at the reaction I saw up close.

“Maybe I merely want to see what all the women at court boast about in those gossip rags.”

He licked his lips thoughtfully before saying, “That blade you got tucked in your sandal? It would end up in my back when I least expected it . . . Princess,” he shook his head, running a thumb across my lip, “I don’t fucking trust you.” He said it like he was almost proud; interested and amused for sure.

A shiver went through me at that use of my nickname. “It’s Girl in Black now.”

Some amusement crossed his face. “Nah. You’ll always be Princess to me.” But then the soft stroke of his thumb changed and he pressed down on my bottom lip. “But Princess or not . . . burn down another one of my ships, and I promise you won’t like the outcome.”
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I watched his back as he walked away, as though he already forgot about me. As if he was a prince and I a mere commoner.

I never expected it to go this way. Though, I’d never been able to imagine exactly how it would. Would he go on as before, force me on another goose chase? Would he apologize for my death? Show remorse? Those were the possibilities that had always filled my mind. But threatening me and then walking away from me? It had never made the list. I never thought I’d see Weston’s back as he left me to my own devices, and for some reason, the feeling put weight on my chest.

I should have been relieved. Thankful that he didn’t have any nefarious plans for me.

But somehow it felt as if this wasn’t the closure I wanted. Needed.

I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, uncertainty pressing down on me. And when I felt short of breath, I tossed the covers to the side and paced back and forth in front of my window.

I grabbed the parchment on my desk, wet my quill, and added for the very last time an item to my ‘Reasons I Hate Weston’ list.

It was number seventy-four.
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“Well, make it quick,” Magdalena said. “I need to go to Mother’s beforehand to get some coin for the festival today.”

Agnes eyed the witch from her spot at the table, having just said she needed a word with us. “No one is leaving this room until I get answers from every one of you of what your choices are for All Sister’s Day. We’ll start with you, Magdalena.”

The girl in question pursed her lips, but then one of the doormen walked through the room from the kitchens to the foyer. Magdalena’s eyes followed him, a smile overtaking her face. The unimpressionable blond close to my age smiled back, in an exchange that only two people who have slept with each other would do.

Sinsara’s eyes narrowed on the scene and then widened with understanding as the doorman left the room. She shot Magdalena a look. “You whore!” She looked to Agnes in outrage. “She’s bloody been bedding him too. I’ve probably got the Pox!”

The table erupted into laughter.

“This isn’t amusing at all! Sarai! You better fix this,” Sin cried before rushing out of the room. Sarai was the healer and usually sympathetic, but she didn’t look so concerned this time while barely glancing up from her gossip rag and putting another grape in her mouth.

Agnes closed her eyes for a moment, frustration lacing her voice. “She can be looked over after we’re done here.”

Carmella’s gaze shot to Agnes. “Are you that unfeeling? She could have worse than the Pox knowing who Magdalena sleeps with. She could die!” Carmella jumped from her chair and pulled her sister from the room.

Juli sighed. “Really, Magdalena. See the trouble you cause?”

“Me! I didn’t force her to sleep with the doorman. She thinks she’s a queen anyway; what’s she doing with the help?”

“Maybe she loves him! And you’re just tupping him like a whore!”

“You know what, Juli? I’m sick of your ‘love, love, love’ crap. I’ll tup who I want. In fact, I think I’ll go find Alis right now!” Magdalena threw her napkin down before leaving the room.

“Oh, no you don’t, you witch!” Juli shouted, chasing her out.

Farah, Marlena, and I looked to Agnes who had her hands on her temples. There was a moment of silence before she spoke. “Don’t think you three will tell me what you’ve planned for All Sister’s Day?”

We all shook our heads.

“Right,” she muttered before grabbing the pitcher of wine and leaving the room.
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Banners hung from one building to the next. Women waved towels from high windows. The clop of horses’ hooves down Northie stone streets and city folks’ cheers filled the morning air.

It seemed that every royal family was in attendance for the annual Kings Festival, even though the prince who was running this city was treasonous. And I wondered how normal this was for Alyria, with how blasé they seemed to be about the whole thing. It wasn’t like they could take Symbia back—not with Maxim’s two thousand men lining the streets and blocking the gates and ports.

My eyes narrowed on Maxim as he rode by, Symbia’s Queen and Princess, their advisors, and the women in their court following behind.

If you can’t beat ‘um, cheat ‘um. Why had I ever trusted Maxim’s word? At least nothing untoward had come of his big mouth. Yet.

The girls all crowded me, trying to get a better view of the prince over some Untouchables’ heads, who were doing a great job of keeping the crowd contained. No one was stepping within a couple feet of them.

Princess Luciana was even comelier in person . . . unfortunately. She rode side-saddle on a pearly white horse, her emerald green skirts cascading down the sides. I suddenly wondered if Weston called her Princess. Ugh, gross.

“Calamity! Your mother at ten o’clock!” Juliana said.

I paused, turning to look in the crowd.

“Your other ten o’clock!”

Oh.

I turned in the other direction while hearing the girls’ laughter. My mother was indeed coming this way, with Clinton at her side. I’d rather do some bodily harm to myself than speak to my mother’s pledged right now. I immediately went in the other direction, squeezing through the tight crowd.

I knew Clinton and my mother were going to force me to think about my future pledging, and I’d rather enjoy the first day of the festival.

“Calamity!”

I paused at the masculine voice, hesitating for a second before turning around.

You see, a lot had happened to me over the past six months. And yet, I was still the same girl in a way. Innocent in regard to men. A virgin. It was laughable, really, being that I lived in a brothel. It wasn’t like I wanted to be, or that I was holding on to it for any particular reason. Virginity wasn’t held as a virtue in the Sisterhood; in fact, it was looked at like a weakness and was the reason I’d never shared my status with the other girls.

It wasn’t that I wanted to rid myself of it because of that; it was because the girl I used to be was a virgin. The weak and naïve one. And I didn’t want to be her anymore.

So, I might have gotten close to a stablehand who worked at the palace to finally absolve myself of it. Though, it never could get further than some harmless kisses. It should have been easy; at least that’s the way the girls made it seem while sleeping with doormen and sailors alike. But it wasn’t as simple as I believed. I was constantly overthinking everything, and anytime his hand went lower than my face I froze up, before making some excuse to leave.

But now I’d gotten myself into a bind. I’d led this man on, and thinking I was a whore, he probably thought I was the biggest tease in Alyria. I was waiting for the day he just walked in the Royal Affair and offered to pay. I would compel him, of course, or maybe I would get the guts to finally do it.

“William,” I said with a smile.

He rolled his eyes, correcting me. “Will.”

“Yea, yea,” I said as he threw a heavy arm over my shoulders and pulled me in for a half hug. “Keep walking,” I told him. “My mother’s at . . .” I frowned, not good with this whole time-direction thing, “five o’clock.”

He turned his head in a different direction than I was going for. I sighed, some amusement rushing me. I grabbed his wrist hanging over my shoulder and pulled him down the alley.

I didn’t know what it was. He was tall, strong, with a handsome almost boyish face. He was even polite, and only a year older than my twenty-one. He should have been the perfect man to get it over with. But, alas, there was something keeping me from it, and I couldn’t figure it out.

“You can’t evade her forever, you know,” he told me, weaving us in and out of people’s way as they trickled through the alley. The streets went slightly uphill toward the palace, creating a maze of roads and alleyways; we’d run into the main route of the parade no matter which direction we headed.

“I’m going to try. Don’t sound all high and mighty up there. Don’t tell me you’ve never evaded your mother.”

“I haven’t,” he answered immediately. “She would beat my ass.”

I let out a breath of amusement, shaking my head while imagining his mother I’d seen once who was half his size with a quiet disposition. “That’s ridiculous.”

His blue eyes glinted with amusement, pulling me closer with his arm around my neck. “You wouldn’t be laughing after one smack from that spoon of hers.”

I laughed, glancing out at the street when my smile froze on my face, my heart stilling. My eyes stopped on a familiar Titan. He rode with his brother, and a few other of his men decked out in black. He was looking at me like he’d sensed my presence before I did his.

For a moment, the rest of the parade blurred into colors, only his stare clear in my mind. His gaze glanced away from me for a moment, landing on Will by my side. If I wasn’t mistaken, I thought I saw a spark of darkness flick through his eyes, before the indifference set back in.

“Calamity?”

I was pulled out of my trance. “What?”

“I said are you going to be at the dinghy races tonight at the southern harbor?”

“Oh . . . um. I don’t know.”

“Well, if you decide to go, catch up with me, all right? I gotta get back to help with the horses after the parade.”

I barely made a noise of acknowledgment as he kissed my cheek and headed off. Because my mind was still reeling, still stuck in a Titan’s gaze.

It took me a few minutes to process seeing him, to realize the thing that sent an unknown feeling through me.

He was riding my horse.

Gallant.
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I was walking the streets, trying to keep myself from rushing to the palace to see Gallant, when I saw a little boy. He had a bandage around his head, a long stick under his arm he was using as a crutch, and a monkey standing beside him with his hand cupped to accept coin.

Some amusement rose in me when I saw Henry swiftly switch his crutch to the other side.

He saw me heading toward him, and with a look of exasperation, leaned against the wall but held onto his stick. Tash pinned me with distasteful eyes.

“My goodness. What on Alyria happened to you?”

Henry frowned, but then seeming to come up with a story, said, “Fell down the library stairs.”

“The library, huh? Didn’t think you knew how to read.”

Tash snorted like that was a ridiculous assumption.

I crossed my arms. “Have you gotten much coin for the spectacle you’re putting on?”

His eyes lit up. “Wanna see? I even got Titan coin! It’s worth twice as much as the silvers most folk use here.” His hand disappeared in his pocket before pulling out, what was indeed, Titan coin.

My heart thumped. “Where did you get that?”

“Well, from a Titan. Who do you think?” he said with too much sass for a seven-year-old. I suddenly thought I needed to apologize to my grandmother.

“What did he look like?” I asked.

Henry frowned in thought, stashing his coin in his pocket. “He was tall.”

I sighed, impatience curling in my chest. “Other than that, Henry. They’re all tall.”

“Had dark hair. Longer than the others,” he said absently, fiddling with his stick. “He didn’t believe my act, but he still gave me coin. Think I’m gonna be a Titan when I’m eight,” he said, sounding determined.

First Weston steals my horse? Then he makes my Henry aspire to be a Titan?

“You can’t just be a Titan,” I said.

“Whaddya mean?”

“You have to be born there. Besides you’re too old.”

“I’m only seven!” he said, outraged.

“Did he say anything to you?”

“Not much. I asked ‘im if he were here for business or pleasure. And he didn’t say anything for a real long minute, before telling me, ‘Let’s just hope it isn’t the latter,’ and then he walked away.”

I frowned. What did that even mean?

“Momma told me to tell ya to come on down and pick up ‘er dress. You can wear it to the dance tomorrow,” Henry said.

I grumbled under my breath. “All right. But go home before you get arrested.”

“I ain’t doing anything criminal!” he protested.

“You’ve escaped their holdings five times now. Someone’s going to remember your cute little face.”

His expression puckered. “Darn it, I ain’t cute. I’m a man,” he said before he walked off, dragging his stick behind him.

My eyes came to Tasha who still sat there, looking at me like I’d just stolen a child’s toy. He stuck his finger at me and squawked something unintelligible.

“I’m sorry?” I feigned confusion. “I don’t speak monkey.”

His shrieks got louder before he followed after his master. I wondered what kind of fur apparel I could make from a monkey. Just kidding. Tash was too small to make anything worthwhile.

I strolled through the crowded streets, and when I realized I’d like a little air without bumping shoulders as I walked, I headed toward the southwestern tip of the city. The deserted part where empty stone houses sat crumbled, with unattended vines snaking up and inside the empty recesses.

A tumbleweed blew across the street in the breeze, orange dirt following like a light spray of ocean water. A well sat in the square at the end of the street, an entire day devoted to it. The Day of Fools. It was said that on that day, this forgotten well filled up, and if you looked inside, it would give you the answers you sought.

It was the reason this part of the city was deserted, the people who lived too close being haunted by what they believed was the well’s doing.

As I looked into the well now, I saw nothing but an empty vessel, a sign of famine and misfortune. The idea that it could be the answer to how to reverse my Fate was doubtful. But it was my only chance.

Though, it wasn’t called The Day of Fools for the hell of it. It was said that not many walked away with their sanity. That the well showed them too much, or maybe it just showed them the truth, and they couldn’t handle it.

“If you have a soul to sell, look into that well,” I whispered, leaning over the dark hole. It didn’t echo. It sounded empty, so vacant a chill went through me.

That was often the saying that went around Symbia if you ever mentioned the Well of Fools because you never came back the same.

Some might call me a martyr. But the thing was: I wasn’t. I knew that I would walk away from this well, just like I’d removed those prisoners from those magical rocks. Just like I’d escaped death. I wasn’t a martyr; I was merely confident I would survive.

It was only days away. Days until I would become a Fool. I was already a tragedy. I might as well go all out. I chewed my lip in reflection of my decision. “If you have a soul to sell—”

My heart stopped as cool air came up to brush my face.

“Look into that well . . .” whispered back at me.
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A couple of hours later, after leaving that mystic well as soon as it spoke to me, I awoke from a nap, climbed out of bed slowly, and stretched like a cat. It was late afternoon, the parade had long ended, and I could hear Sinsara and Carmella arguing loudly in the other room about Carmella not petitioning for High Sistership.

Looking down at the small silver charm on my desk, my heart skipped a beat, but then anger rushed me, making my cheeks heat.

I was hesitant to even touch the cursed object, but with an aggravated sigh, I snatched it off the desk before throwing my door open and heading down the hall.

Why did people try to predict my life? I didn’t want to know!

I threw open Farah’s door, to see her lying on her stomach on her bed, some cards in front of her face.

“What is this?” I demanded, holding the object in my palm.

She raised a perfect, dark brow. “What does it look like?”

“Why was it on my desk, Farah?”

She shrugged.

“Farah . . .”

Her eyes narrowed at my dark tone. “I thought you’d want to know. But now I can see that you don’t.”

“No, I don’t. But now I know. This is why you don’t meddle around in other people’s lives!”

She glanced down at the cards spread out in front of her, dismissing me. “You should be happy that someone even wants you with that temper.”

I scoffed, crossing my arms. “I would be a prime catch for anyone.”

“That’s your subjective opinion,” she muttered, shuffling some cards around.

My eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”

She frowned but didn’t answer.

Then I got a good look at those cards. “Oh, no you don’t. You’re not predicting anyone’s future in this house!” I snatched the cards off the bed, still holding onto the stupid charm.

“Hey!” She lunged at me, but I was already sprinting barefoot down the hallway and skidding to a stop in front of the stairs before taking two at a time.

“I swear I’m going to wring your neck, you witch!” Farah called close behind me.

“Fine! As long as you don’t dig around in my future!”

“You aren’t going to have a future!”

“You can’t help yourself, can you?” I said breathlessly, hopping off the last stair. “Before you know it, you’re telling someone they’ll die, and then you ruin their bloody last days!”

I came to a stop, out of breath, before throwing the cards and charm in the fountain. Farah bumped into me, and I lost my balance, teetering over the stone ledge; I grabbed her arm for leverage, but with a cry, we both fell into the cold water with a splash.

Farah sputtered, the stone woman pouring water right on her head. “My hair!” she growled, moving out of its way, and pushed the wet curls out of her face.

We eyed the cards floating around us, silently.

I sat in water up to my waist. It actually felt pretty nice; the water was cool against the hot, sticky air that had been torture all morning.

Once the shock wore off and an angry silence spanned between us, I became aware of women’s laughter. Farah pulled herself out of the water, eyeing me with a look I was familiar with. The last time I’d messed with her things, it’d gotten me as far as the palace dungeons. It might have worked in my favor, but still, she would get me back for this.

I swallowed, glancing down at the little silver charm that floated past me in the water: a woman with her head back, her lips parted, in the throes of passion. Sexual awakening.

Now I had to watch my back for, what looked like, immense pleasure from finding me.

Huh. Maybe I’d overreacted . . .
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It was a little later when Henry banged on my bedroom door. Yes, Henry. That seven-year-old boy who thought himself man enough to walk into a brothel.

“What on Alyria do you think you’re doing here?” I asked as soon as I noticed him on the other side of the door.

“I closed my eyes the whole way, just like Momma said,” he grumbled. “How else was I gonna tell ya that she needs ya?”

I frowned. “What for?”

Tash eyed me with disdain like I was a real whore before jumping on my desk and throwing my brush over his shoulder as he dug through stuff.

“Maranda’s sick and, with the dinghy races at the docks, Momma can’t keep up with it all! She told me to tell you that she’d pay you more than any patrons you could squeeze into the whole day.”

I groaned. I didn’t really want to watch the races like the other girls, but I really didn’t want to serve handsy men ale all day. I had told the doormen when I got back from that creepy well incident to tell my mother or Clinton I was out if they came by. I’d dodged them so far, and I knew the last place they’d look for me was as a barmaid in a back-alley tavern. Just for the festival, I wanted to live like I didn’t have to marry some stranger in less than a month.

With a sigh, I realized this favor was going to be at least male-whore worthy. “Fine. Let me get my cloak.”

I grabbed my ‘Hate Weston List’ from Tasha’s fingers as he eyed it sideways, and laid it back on my desk, receiving a glare from him like it had actually been his.

“How did you get up here with your eyes closed?” I asked Henry, shutting the door behind me. “Didn’t you run into walls?”

“A couple,” he grumbled. “Think I got a real bruise on my head now.”

Amusement rushed through me. Only Sunny would tell her son to walk through a brothel he’d never been in with his eyes closed.

I laughed. “Cry wolf . . .”
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This was more than male-whore worthy—like two of them at once. Wait, how would that even . . . oh. Huh.

Anyway, I’d missed supper, and now I was going to hear it from Agnes. Hopefully, she didn’t contact the Superior Sisters like she’d always threatened. I would just say I’d accidentally boarded a ship to Aldova and had to find my way back . . . or something.

The last bit of the sun was dying behind the horizon, a tiny slit of orange glowing across the ocean water. As soon as it began to get dark, the heat had snuck up on me, grabbing on and not letting go. I tucked my skirts into my girdle, not even caring that it made me look like a true loose woman. Comfort over reputation any day. Grandmother might have said otherwise, but she wasn’t in Symbia melting. Who knew where she was, abandoning me here. I should really whore to teach her a lesson.

Leaning against the wooden counter, I sipped some wine that seemed to only make me lightheaded from the lack of food. Sunny wasn’t jesting that she couldn’t keep up with it all. Even Henry had been carrying mugs and running errands all evening.

It wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. Yea, I’d gotten my backside smacked more times than I cared for, but the next time I came back to the table, I was sure to subtly persuade the man with wandering hands to make sure that in the future he always asked a woman whether he could touch her. It was a light persuasion; they shouldn’t have lost their minds. Keyword: shouldn’t.

With a sigh, I pulled my heavy hair off my neck and around my shoulder. It was longer than it should have been, but that was the last thing I’d worried about when waking from the dead. Tugging on my bodice, trying to get some airflow anywhere I could, I stopped when I heard someone yell, “Just take it off. We won’t mind!” Laughter ensued.

I sighed. Well, as much as I tried to turn this into a respectable establishment, I didn’t think it was going to happen. I tipped my head back, wishing for patience. And then I felt a tingling at the base of my spine, a rush of awareness running over me. I didn’t even need to glance at the door to know who just came in.

Pulling my gaze in that direction, my breath caught in my chest as I met Weston’s heavy stare. He stood there for a moment, watching me, slowly taking me all in from my head to my toes, before glancing away and taking a seat at a table. Some man I hadn’t even noticed took a seat across from him.

It seemed all the air was sucked out the doorway when he stepped inside. This place was too small for him.

“Bloody hell,” Sunny breathed, coming to stand beside me. “Tell me that’s not—”

I nodded, my unfocused gaze in the opposite direction. “It is.”

“Bloody hell! The other prince was in here the other day and I ‘bout had a heart attack, but this one . . .”

Yea, this one was something.

And he could hear all of this, I was certain.

A shiver of uncertainty went through me, settling in my stomach. “Sunny, you can serve them.”

“What! No. Don’t think I could without dropping their drinks, I’d be so nervous. You do it, darlin’. They’ll want the likes of you anyway.” She leaned in, her shoulder brushing mine as she gave the table another glance. “Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll get that prince as a patron. Imagine that!”

I groaned, imagining what Weston would think about that statement, but not daring to look.

What was it with princes trying to mesh in with the commoners? The other men didn’t seem like too much was out of place. The laughter died down a little bit, but they didn’t act like a prince just stepped into the room. I guessed that was because he fit in here fairly well.

I grabbed two mugs, cursing myself for somehow being in the position to serve Weston, but there was a part of me, after he walked away from me last night, that wanted to show him I was indifferent to him. That I didn’t care he was here, sitting right there.

Weston didn’t give me another glance, only stretched his legs out, sitting as simply as a prince would.

Looking at the man across from him, now that I was up close, I noticed he was a captain with just a glance: darkly suntanned skin, lines on his face from the harsh weather, and rough, calloused hands from handling the rigging. As if he felt me looking at him, he glanced over, watching me carry two mugs to the table, his eyes falling to the bare legs I’d suddenly regretted showing.

A little flame of irritation pulsed in my stomach as I made it to their table and Weston completely ignored me like he hadn’t kidnapped me, hadn’t gotten me killed, and hadn’t then stolen my horse. And so, I pretended I’d forgotten all the above and treated him like a common patron. I set the mugs on the table, but when I turned to go, the captain grabbed my wrist.

“Don’t reckon I’ve seen you here before.”

“I’ve seen you,” I responded, a smile pulling on my lips. I lifted a shoulder, saying, “You must have forgotten me is all,” and tried to pull my wrist out of his grasp, but he held tight.

“No.” He shook his head. “I would’ve remembered you.”

I hadn’t seen him at all, but I’d known how this would go, from fifteen different conversations with these sailors—they were all the same. And I knew that no matter how indifferent Weston really was, this would still annoy the hell out of him. And I was right.

“Smith,” he said harshly, and maybe if I hadn’t heard it enough times, I would have missed the threat in his voice. The captain glanced at him before dropping my wrist, but his hand ran down my thigh to my knee before truly leaving me.

I felt Weston’s gaze follow the entire movement, saw his grip tighten around his cup out of the corner of my eye.

Normally the touch would have irritated me, but with a Titan’s hot gaze suddenly on the side of my face, telling me if I didn’t leave his table I’d regret it, well, this couldn’t have gone better in my opinion. It wasn’t me who couldn’t maintain their indifference.

His eyes followed me as I walked away, and it felt like the temperature rose from him just being here, his attention on my back.

The reaction I’d gotten from him was addictive; it sent a rush through my blood, and I urged to feel it again, to see something else from him than his back as he walked away from me. So, I did something degrading, juvenile, and a little manipulative.

Any of the newcomers trickling into the tavern, well, I let them treat me like a willing serving wench—shameless flirting and innocent touches, anyway. The worst it’d gotten was when some man pulled me down on his lap for a second, before Sunny yelled at him and he let go.

I refused to look at Weston’s table, but after that episode, my breaths were shallow, like I could feel the tension that suddenly overtook the room.

I tried to pretend he wasn’t there at all. It was the only table I wouldn’t look at, but the only table I was truly aware of. I couldn’t figure it out, but him, just sitting there, it jumbled my thoughts into a mess of wondering where he was looking, what he was saying, thinking.

Every time I’d walk closer in his direction, the undying awareness under my skin would tingle, sending a rush of nerves through me, and I’d brush my hair over my shoulder, anything to keep my hands busy, my mind off the man sitting there, his presence driving me mad with an assortment of feelings.

It had to be loathing. That’s what I told myself. A severe loathing.

My skin burned from the heavy heat trickling in through the open doors, and from a Titan’s gaze brushing me like a ray of raw sun against my skin.

I’d walk just a bit closer to Weston than necessary every time I made my way by this table. Not purposively, of course. Just . . . circumstances.

Anyway, this time I might have misjudged the space between us as I moved out of the way for a man passing through. Weston was so close that my hip brushed his arm. It felt like fire, my breaths stilling. I hadn’t even glanced at him, just pretended that it was a completely indifferent touch, but the truth was, I was losing my mind. I needed air. Yes, air.

But before I could rush off, I felt it. His hand rested lightly on the back of my thigh, almost feather-light, but all my breath caught in my lungs, and I froze. My stomach tightened as the heat from his palm burned through my dress, so hot.

The captain across from him took a swig of ale, flicking his inquisitive gaze between us while Weston said something to him, but I didn’t hear it, because his hand brushed a trail of fire across my backside and up to my hip, before he stood, guiding me through the tavern to the back.

It felt like everyone was looking at me, and I realized exactly what this looked like: a quick tup with a whore. My heart beat like a drum when we passed Sunny in the kitchens whose eyes went wide as he pushed open the back door, his hand sliding off my hip to my back, guiding me out.

My stomach tightened as the door shut, secluding me in this dark alley only lit by moonlight.

“Weston, what—”

But I never got to finish what I had to say because my back hit the door, and then his mouth was on me, his lips parting mine without hesitation, a sizzle igniting inside me as his tongue brushed my own.

YES. I never needed air, I needed this.

Sparks fired under my skin, a rush of warmth spreading throughout my blood, and I kissed him back like I’d been planning this for years, running my hands up his jerkin around his neck and into his hair.

His lips played mine over and over, his tongue sweeping in and tangling with mine as if he were angry with me and himself, and the only way to get it out was through our mouths. He was furious. I could feel it in his movements, hear it in his breaths. And I loved it.

Every warm, wet brush of his tongue sent a hot vibration of pressure on a lazy path between my legs.

The heat of his hands slid down to my backside, squeezing as much as he could fit in his palms, before pulling me up against him, in a position aligning us so much better.

I pressed against him, getting as close as I could; even the minutest touches sent pleasure flaring, burning hotter: the brush of his fingers on the sides of my bare thighs; the glide of my breasts against his chest every time we swayed into another open-mouthed kiss; the soft yet rough pressure of his lips against my own.

I thought the heavy pressure inside me would combust when he pulled the hair at my nape so that he could trail his mouth down my throat. It built even hotter, a moan escaping in between two desperate breaths as he nipped my earlobe, following up with a gentle suck behind my ear.

He lifted me, and then dropped me on a stack of crates, his hands sliding further and further up my thighs, pushing my dress up as he went. Every nerve ending was suddenly in that spot; each minuscule movement had me swaying, urging his hands to push up my skirts all the way.

I was hot everywhere. So hot. The lazy pressure in the lowest part of my stomach had turned into a fiery burden that needed put out. He came up from my throat to kiss me hard, and I swayed into his mouth, pressing my hips against him.

Sparks fired under my skin as he kissed me for so long I didn’t know where I ended and he began. Wherever his hands went, my nerve endings sizzled like rain on hot stone.

And when my movements got desperate, my hands pulling at the buttons on his jerkin, my legs wrapping around his, urging him to press hard against me, with a rough, angry sound, he pulled back, though his hands still settled like two flames on the sides of my thighs.

I sucked in some air, his heated gaze fixated on me. The sounds of our breaths filled the air for a few moments. My head light, my vision still clouded with a mindless haze.

His words were quiet and rough. “Who are you?”

A reminiscent smile bloomed inside me. I leaned in, brushing my lips against his. “Name’s Calamity,” I whispered, repeating the same thing I said to him close to a year ago. With our lips already touching, it was too hard to resist—he captured my top lip in between his own. I slipped my tongue into his mouth and groaned when he sucked on it gently.

And then he pulled back, his hands leaving me completely. “Fuck. Fuck,” he hissed. He turned around, his back tense, resting his hands on the back of his neck as if he was walking something off.

I sat there for a moment, feeling empty without his hands on me. Slipping off the crates, I took a step in his direction but stopped when, “Calamity, don’t,” was bit out at me.

But then I only took another step, and another and another.

He turned around abruptly. “Do you not understand English? Is that what it’s been all this time?” The words were supposed to be sharp, but they only came out sounding tired and rough.

“I’ve only neglected to learn some words,” I said, standing directly in front him. “Like ‘don’t.’ I’ve no idea what that means.”

Amusement flitted across his face like he didn’t want to find it funny, but he did.

As we stood there, the social divide growing between us, large and assuming, I didn’t want this to end, not yet. I just wanted a little more, so that once I found my blacksmith, I could be content with this, me and Weston, parting ways, forgetting each other. Finding closure.

When Weston’s expression suddenly hardened, his eyes narrowing, I realized that sometime while he’d been kissing me, the walls in my mind came down. I forced them back up quickly.

“A blacksmith, huh?” His indifferent tone didn’t match the dark way he was looking at me.

I bit my lip, nodding as I stepped closer to him, running my finger across the brand on his arm. “You killed your father,” I said quietly, tracing the T.

“Never really did like the bastard.”

A laugh climbed up my throat. It wasn’t funny—it was seriously disturbing. But the way he said it, was like it’d been a simple decision to make.

“I don’t think repenting will help in this situation,” I said thoughtfully, imagining him sitting beside Father Mathews and admitting all of his sins. They would be there for a year. No, two.

“No?” he asked, his eyes flickering with amusement. “Don’t think there’s any hope left for me?”

Shaking my head, I leaned fully against him, chest to stomach, my eyes on his. “I don’t believe so. But since I know you won’t, I shall repent for you.”

My heart kicked up a notch as I shall repent for you . . . settled in the air around us like the filthiest phrase ever said. It morphed into a heaviness filled with expectation. My breaths turned shallow when his hands came up to my face, his thumb skimming across my cheek, before his lips caught mine, pushing me back with the force as he took a step with me.

On a groan, his hands cupped my backside, pulling me off my feet and up against him. My back hit the wall, the heat of his body pressing tightly against me. Finally.

It was more ragged, rougher, wilder than the kiss before. But it was the worst sort of kiss: the kind that you wonder if it never stopped, where it would have gone. How differently your day could have looked if you were given a chance to find out.

Unfortunately, I never did.

With a ragged breath, Weston pulled back, saying, “I heard congratulations are in order.”

I blinked out of the haze, bemused about what he meant, but then the familiar chuckle behind Weston’s head, made me realize he wasn’t talking to me.

Maxim.
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“I thought the only cause for celebration would be my head on a pike,” Maxim returned.

Weston slid me down his body until my toes touched the ground. “Pledging is the same, is it not?”

Maxim laughed.

Ha. Ha. I rolled my eyes and then paused. “Wait. You’re pledging some unlucky lady?” I asked Maxim, aghast. What a poor girl, I thought, my eyes flicking to six of his men who stood a little ways down the dock.

“The price to pay for one of the king’s vote,” Maxim said dryly. I frowned, but then realized he must have to make deals with some of these kings to get their vote to use the Mages they had in retainer to reverse the curse. That must be why it was taking so long to get what he wanted—he had to appease each one of them.

The Titan next to me let out a breath of amusement as he turned toward Maxim like he loved the idea—only because Maxim would hate it.

“Why would any father want to pawn his daughter off to you?” I asked, blinking away the rest of the haze in my mind. My heartbeat was slowing down, my breaths evening out.

“Believe it or not,” Maxim deadpanned, “I’m a catch.”

Maybe as one of those male whores, but not for a husband. But I didn’t think he’d find that an insult, so I said nothing.

“I meant to congratulate you on your father’s death, but you’ve been avoiding me since you’ve been in the city,” Maxim told Weston.

I blinked. There was a lot wrong with that statement.

“You expected something else?”

Maxim shook his head, running his thumb across his lip, slightly amused. “I got your note earlier. Here I am.”

A frown pulled on my lips, some uncertainty rushing through me. Why would Weston tell Maxim to meet him at some Southie tavern, on the docks no less? Princes didn’t come down here. Though, I knew these weren’t your average ones.

As I looked at them now—Maxim wearing white, Weston in black, they looked like good versus evil. But both were on the villain side of the scale. This dark alley was a nice atmosphere for . . . earlier, but now, surrounded by Titan and Untouchables alike, I decided I needed a bit of light. Three lanterns near the edge of the dock suddenly flamed, filling the area with an orange glow.

They both shot their gazes to me, but I only looked at my nails, bored.

“How long have you known about this?” Weston asked Maxim, tilting his head toward me. What, did Maxim just write him a note that said, ‘Dead girl you kidnapped walking in Symbia?’ He gave him no details?

I suddenly felt like an outsider, uninvited, so I thought: why not let these two gentlemen duke it out themselves?

“I’m just gonna . . .” I began, taking a step to the side to leave, but Weston grabbed my arm without even a glance in my direction. “Or not,” I muttered.

“Long enough,” Maxim drawled.

I frowned at him disapprovingly. He was a liar. He’d known for two days, max. But I wasn’t getting involved in this, that much was for sure.

Weston let out an amused breath that wasn’t entirely amused at all as he rubbed his jaw—probably to keep his hands busy so that he didn’t throw his knives somewhere in Maxim’s vicinity.

“Doesn’t feel so good to be on the other side, does it?” Maxim asked.

“Quite lethal,” Weston bit out seriously. After a moment of silence surrounding us, he said, “You can have your vote.”

I blinked. “I thought you weren’t King?”

Weston glanced at me. “I’m an intermediary until the tourneys.”

Huh. Was that another way of saying I was just kissing a temporary king? Bloody hell . . . Wait until I tell Grandmother about this. She’d never believe me.

I wondered how Maxim felt about having to work with Weston to get his vote on the council. I bet he didn’t like it very much. I found it amusing, though.

“Just like that?” Maxim asked, disbelieving. “What’s it going to cost me? That,” he nodded to me, “was my leverage. But it seems she isn’t so good a leverage anymore when she doesn’t even know the meaning of monogamy.”

My eyes widened. “Monogamy? What—”

Maxim glanced at me meaningfully, and I realized with that look, this was the favor he decided on. Technically, that was void now that he hadn’t upheld my conditions and told Weston I was here. But with a glance at the Untouchables standing down the dock, I realized that I wasn’t really in a position to make demands as it was. He controlled two-thousand men who were alerted the Royal Affair wasn’t a normal brothel. I sighed, acquiescing to his game. “Like you know the meaning of the word, Prince a la harem.”

“You’re obsessed with my harem, aren’t you?”

I mean, I hadn’t thought about it all the time . . . but, I guessed there was something gravitating and suggestive about the idea. How did he choose? Did he prefer one over the other? Did he bring one back to his room, or two . . .? My cheeks warmed. “Maybe—wait, no.”

Maxim laughed softly, while I felt Weston’s gaze burn my cheek.

I crossed my arms, Weston’s hand still attached to one and leveled a gaze on Maxim. “I do not like your harem. I feel sorry for your bride; you’ll have to dig through all the other women to find her.”

I was sure the smile he gave me was the exact one he used to entrap women with that ‘protector’ bit. “I’ll just have to go one at a time, then, won’t I?”

“Ugh, poor gir—”

“Stop.” Weston’s word cut through the air. He looked at me questionably, differently, darkly, like he believed I’d actually been a volunteer in Maxim’s bed.

The thing was, I imagined I could bed Maxim if I had to. I was sure he knew what he was doing with all that experience; but therein lay the problem that I didn’t think about Maxim in that sense.

He was beyond attractive, but that was all there was to me: a handsome face . . . and if he wanted to go shirtless around me, I wouldn’t complain. But just like William, there wasn’t the familiar breathlessness I felt whenever I was around a certain unnamed Titan. I’d surmised that I just had to find someone I hated equally as much as him and I could feel this way again. There was just a little malfunction in my brain is all.

But if Weston believed I wasn’t a virgin, that I’d bedded Maxim and however many others, then that’s what he could think. The farm girl was a virgin. The Sister was experienced, even if she had to lie about it.

“So, what’s it going to be?” Maxim raised a brow.

My stomach twisted at the fleeting look Weston gave me; it resembled dirty betrayal, and my heart unwillingly sank in my chest.

I let out a breath as Weston pushed me in front of him like I was a criminal in front of the magistrate. But that look still penetrated my mind, regret burning my stomach, and I couldn’t find the annoyance I should have. “This, whatever the fuck this is,” he said bitterly, “it’s done.”

Maxim’s jaw ticked at the harsh demand. Crossing his arms, he regarded me, and then with the tiniest flicker of disappointment, responded, “Done.”

Maxim rivaled my mother as an actor, but I was only glad this—whatever this was—was going smoother than I expected. Everyone just might get out alive. Now, if only I could part ways with Weston amicably, I could feel content with the situation. This was the closure I needed . . . wasn’t it?

But, alas, I was a girl playing a man’s game, and it turned around to bite me in the ass.

“You can have your vote as soon as your guards escort her out of the city.”

Weston’s words took a moment to fully register. Time stopped in my mind until with a couple of shallow breaths, it clicked back on, and the severity, the meaning became clear. He stood close behind me, the voice that had given me shivers just a moment ago, now only a cold sentence as if he really were the magistrate, and I a lowly commoner. My crime: being in the wrong tavern in the wrong city at the wrong time. His sentence: banishment.

I stood real still, my executor behind my back.

Turmoil twisted and bent inside me. The question most prevalent in my mind: why? Why did he care what I did? Where I did it? Why did he believe he had a say in the matter?

For whatever reason, he had planned this before he’d even kissed me tonight. Sending Maxim that note made that much clear.

“Far from the south. North, west, I don’t care. But I don’t want to see her here again. Make it happen, then you get your vote.”

I watched Maxim, my mind numb, my body stunned still at Weston’s demand.

“Done.”

Some dark hilarity rushed through me.

I’d just gotten played, and man did it burn.

With a thick throat, I swallowed, glancing up at the starry sky.

There was one thing I knew with a certainty: I couldn’t leave the city just yet. I could transfer to another Sister house with little problems, but the Sisterhood wasn’t what kept me here. The only possibility of being able to rid myself of a Fate that I knew about was that well. There was an actual documentation of a Fate being reversed in the books from the well, unlike other mystic entities like Lake Clare. It was my best chance.

I couldn’t compel myself out of this one, though, and anticipation ran up and down my arms, leaving a cold sweat at the decision I had to make. Even if the burn in my palms chose to make an appearance in the next few minutes and I fast-traveled, Weston could find me in seconds. Running from him wasn’t a possibility, and that left only one option for me. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve business here, and I’ll be staying until I finish it.”

“What kind of business?” they both asked at the same time.

I smiled at Maxim, ignoring Weston who still stood behind me. “It’s called my business, none of yours.”

It was quiet for a moment, and I noticed Maxim exchanging a look with Weston above my head. Plans. They were making them. Well, if anything, I could say I brought them together. This wasn’t a time for jests, though; my skin was tingling cold in nervousness, but still, “Really? How many princes does it take to catch one girl?” slipped from my lips.

The next few days were going to be rocky, but the only other option was leaving the city, escorted by six Untouchables.

Pulling my wrists behind me, Weston took my silver cuff off and threw it to Maxim, who caught it like they were the best of friends. Why was he taking my cuff?

Weston held my wrists with one hand, and leaning down, he spoke softly in my ear, “Go north, to a sleepy town where you belong. Live your life. Marry your blacksmith.”

Why did the idea make my stomach churn in revulsion when he said it? I stared blankly at the Untouchables making their way toward us. “I plan to do all that,” I said indifferently, “but not yet.”

“I thought we could coexist here for a short while, Calamity, but it’s obviously not going to happen. If you don’t leave this city, you leave me no choice. Don’t make me force your way.”

Coexist? We were coexisting just fine a moment ago, weren’t we? My chest tightened at the betrayal.

“You have a profound way of ordering people about,” I told him, my throat thick with the decision I had to make.

He pulled back. “You were groomed to be a ridiculous, spoiled little girl . . . I was groomed to tell you what to do. It’s what we do best.”

“Perfect fit then, aren’t we?” I asked sarcastically.

“It’s a shame we can’t find out.” His drawl ran down my spine, the innuendo settling around us like sweltering, lazy air, reminding me of his rough hands on my skin.

I swallowed. “Weston?”

“What? Wait, I know this—you hate me?”

Watching Maxim talk to his men, I replied, “I do. I really do dislike you. I even have a list, in fact, but that wasn’t what I was going to say.”

“A list?”

“Mmhmm. Would you like to see it?”

He watched me, slightly amused. “I think I’ll leave it to my imagination.”

I shrugged. “Your loss.”

“Go on, get out what you were going to say, then. Maxim’s men will take you home and then wherever you need to go. You can find Mages for hire in Shelton,” he said, mentioning the nearby city where magic wasn’t banned. “I wouldn’t mention you are a Sister, though.”

The Court of Mages was only one of our foes.

“Oh, I can fast-travel myself,” I said absently, chewing my lip. Well, not completely the truth, but I wasn’t going to tell him my magic was defective. “I was going to say that I’m not leaving. And I am not ridiculous.”

He paused, looking down at me. “Yea, you are. As for you leaving . . . shall I carry you out? You love when I do that.”

I bit my lip. “Can I see one of your knives?”

He flicked his gaze to me, watching me as if I’d lost my marbles. But then with a thoughtful tick of his jaw, he reached behind him to the waistband of his pants, and pulled out a small blade, setting it in my palm. Why wouldn’t he? He didn’t fear me. There wasn’t anything I could do with this knife that he couldn’t stop beforehand.

He might have an idea of who I was, heard stories of where I came from, but he didn’t know what I really was—and I realized that the moment he set his blade in my hand.

Maxim finished talking to his men and came to stand by us, his gaze growing hesitant as he saw a blade in my hand, then looked to Weston as if he was mad. “Yes, give the knife to the pretty, scorned witch.”

“You never did answer my question,” I said, playing the sharp point of the blade across my fingertips.

Maxim raised a brow.

“How many princes does it take to catch one girl?”

They only looked at each other, as if from somewhere between kissing Weston by those crates and here near the edge of the dock, that I had in fact, lost my marbles somewhere on the wooden planks.

“Let me guess,” Weston said dryly, “more than two.”

“Wrong,” I whispered, pushing hard against one fingertip until it pierced skin. “Only one. But it’s not either of you two.”

Standing near a lantern, we all watched as the blood pooled on my skin, a small—not red—but black dot sitting on my fingertip. “Surely there isn’t an issue with my blood, do you think?” I asked, widening my eyes. Long ago, Weston had grimaced when he took my blood. He was tasting the Shadows; he just hadn’t been certain what it was.

“You shouldn’t give your knives to witches, Weston,” I said as I turned my hand so that the blood would roll off my skin. As if in slow motion, it fell from my finger, dripping into the dark water below.

There was nothing for a moment. A chilling stillness.

And then it all changed.

Hot energy seeped from my bones into my muscles, as if I were on fire from the inside.

A darkness pulsed in my chest, spreading throughout my body. Under my skin, to my eyes, leaving an awareness behind them. To the tips of my hair, blackening to the color of ash. I knew my irises were the same color. My body faded to a dark transparent hue, before solidifying again.

With an icy sensation, the fire minimized inside of me to something tolerable, but still there. Still burning, itching, blackening.

Everything settled then. The blackness inside me going eerily calm, quiet, waiting, watching.

Maxim stared at me with a look laced with disgust. Weston watched me with a calculating expression, before saying quietly, “And suddenly your name fits you better than it ever has.”

I regarded him, emotionless, quiet, so quiet. My body felt light as air, and maybe it was, because the breeze was passing through it in places. I could feel the ends of my hair blowing, could hear the newest wind coming before it reached us.

“What the fuck . . .” Maxim muttered, looking at me like I was a Red Forest creature. Rightfully so.

Weston shook his head, frustration darkening his features. He knew he couldn’t stop me. He would only have to reach forward to realize his hand would go right through me if I wished.

“I have your blood, Calamity,” he said simply, but I didn’t miss the threat behind it.

“That bond was broken.”

“I still have your blood,” he said. “You must have started anew. I didn’t.”

“Lovely.” A smile slowly pulled on my lips. “Care to bond again? I’ll try real hard to make it work this time. I swear not to stray.” I crossed my heart.

Weston wasn’t amused at my jesting. He watched me with a cunning look like he was close to figuring out a way to best me. Even the idea that he had my blood didn’t worry me; the hot, pulsing blood in my veins was too exhilarating, too calming. The burning now welcome, now me.

I walked a circle around them, playing with the knife in my hands. “Like I told you earlier, I have business here, and I’m going to stay until I finish it. Then I might decide to leave.”

“You’ll be leaving before then,” Weston said.

I laughed, softly, carefree and shook my head reproachfully. “No, I won’t.”

“You cannot stay.”

I walked up to him, chest to chest. “But who will make me?”

His jaw ticked, but he didn’t try to touch me. He knew what the result would be, and trying and failing would raise his ire too much.

“I suppose this means you can’t carry me out.” I looked to the ground, feigning contrition. “What a shame. I was so looking forward to it.”

He met my gaze with unwavering eyes. I was surprised he didn’t show a flicker of unsettlement at my appearance. My body was now completely tangible, but my irises, the tips of my hair, were the color of ashes. And I knew the look in my eye was wild, my steps more otherworldly, my voice darker.

I took my cuff out of the Untouchable’s hands—who did nothing but watch me with an unfriendly expression—and put it back on my wrist.

So many arrogant princes, was my last coherent thought.

I turned around, a darkness crawling from my stomach into my chest. “One prince, two prince, three . . .” I mumbled mirthfully as I walked away. Black shadows trailed me down the dock like a sea monster’s scaly back in the water.

The dark stretched into a thin pool in my mind, an invisible thread pulling me to the edge of a dock deep in the harbor. As if I’d imbibed too much, I swayed on the ledge, until in slow-motion, I teetered over the edge.

Splash.

It wasn’t water. Emerging my head from the darkness, black trickled down my face and shoulders.

There really was nothing like swimming in the dark.
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I sank.

As if I were a sinking ship and the water was pulling me down, claiming me as its own. But there were no passengers’ screams. No fire and burning wood. No captain saving the day.

Only silence.

A silence you can only know once. The stillness of the dark water surrounding me. The quiet in my head.

The finality of it all.

Nothing scares at you at that point.

It just is.

Until it isn’t.

My dreams haunted me all morning: of drowning on repeat, of blood dripping, the sounds of the soft splats hitting wooden floorboards like a form of torture.

The house was now empty, it seemed. It was too early for the working women to arrive, and the girls had already left for the festival. Even Agnes had gone to a meeting after breakfast, and the servants were given the day off to enjoy the festivities as well. I’d gotten quite the talk from Agnes about missing supper last night, but she only threatened, ‘One more time and I’ll alert the Superior Sisters,’ like she always did. I was only waiting for the day she would really do it.

I felt content sitting at the window seat, looking out, like my mind had been altered by a dark version of Midnight Oil. The quiet tick of the clock and the soft trickling of the fountain were the only sounds besides for the occasional shouts from the unloading at the harbor.

I’d only gone through this change once before. Somehow, out of sheer luck, I’d kept it hidden from the Sisterhood, because I’d found someone to help me through it.

The state only lasted days, unless more of my blood dripped, though I hoped it didn’t have to come to that. Because the longer I felt this way, this burning, this blackening, the harder it was not to free-fall into it, just give into this pull on my body from all directions. Last night I did, and I’d woken wet on a remote Symbian beach, having no recollection of what happened during that hour I was out. I could only hope all I’d done was go for a nightly swim.

I could hide it, pull the awareness into the deepest recesses so I appeared normal. Sometimes it wanted free rein, and occasionally I didn’t mind at all how I looked, but thankfully I’d checked the impulse.

I twirled my cuff in my hand, having found the reason Weston had taken it off my wrist last night. Etched in the metal on the inside were two letters: WW. I didn’t need to think hard about whose initials those were. He could track me with this cuff. He must have done it long ago—which meant he never had to take my blood. But the only reason he would take it off would be that he didn’t want to find me. Why would it matter unless he looked? I guessed maybe that was an itch too hard to scratch. My ego could only assume anyways.

A creak sounded through the room, and I turned to glance at the front door as someone walked into the foyer.

A dark smile rushed over me on the inside.

I knew I couldn’t go through this change again, that eventually, this dark pull on me would win, and I’d become a Shadow of myself. So why not take advantage of it and tie up my loose ends now?

The door shut behind the Titan. He wasn’t the one I preferred to see, but this would be interesting, nonetheless.

He hadn’t noticed where I watched him from, but his movements were short and slightly tense, aware that he wasn’t alone.

It was undeniable, even for me when I hadn’t known them, that Roldan and Weston were brothers. Same mouth. I could only imagine that their smiles would be almost identical; but I couldn’t know that for sure because I’d never seen Roldan smile. He was perpetually granite, while shockingly enough, Weston’s features were softer when he wished, usually when he was aiming for something nefarious.

Undoubtedly, I would have found Roldan attractive if it hadn’t been for the whole murder situation. In fact, I remember staring at him the first time I’d seen him and Weston telling me to close my mouth. But now I could see the lack of sympathy behind his eyes. The pretentious air in his stance. And I resented it all.

The good thing about this magic was that my palms burned continuously. I was so much stronger, so much more confident. It was utterly addictive. I might have, some of the time, had to shake unintelligible whispers out of my head, dreamt of death and blood, and had a fleeting paranoia that someone was watching me, but the power that came with it, sometimes made it feel worth it . . .

Roldan’s gaze swept the room, and when his eyes reached the window seat, I had already fast-traveled behind him. His shoulders tensed, having felt the shift in the air.

Lovely shoulders though, I noticed. My gaze was right between his shoulder-blades, and the hard lines of muscle were impressive. Must have come from all those stabbing motions as he killed innocent girls.

He noticed where I stood, but gave it a second before he turned around, his heavy gaze focusing on me. My appearance was normal, but the dark was unleashed inside me, rubbing against the sides of my chest, seeking a way out.

“Welcome to the Royal Affair. Are you here for our special?”

I wouldn’t show it, but internally a little tremor ran through me. I could almost feel a twinge of pain in my stomach as if reliving the moment, his cold eyes looking back at me. Blood dripping to the sand. So much of it. My lungs tightened.

“And what is this special?”

I was sucked back into the foyer, my lungs filling with air once again. I lifted a shoulder. “It wouldn’t be all that special if I told you, would it? I shall just have to show you.”

I didn’t know if he heard what I said, or he at least didn’t care, because he never responded. His eyes were searching me meticulously as if to find a flaw that would prove I was only a figment of his imagination.

When his gaze came back up to my face, I smiled. “What can I say? I’m hard to kill.”

I didn’t know where half the words I said found the thoughts to even conjure them, but at that point, I was glad for it—because I wasn’t as blasé about this situation as I seemed. My heart was fluttering at an uneven pace, and I could only hope he couldn’t hear it.

“You smell different.” The words were accusing, but the amusing and strange statement released the heavy weight on my chest.

I walked around him into the main room. “It’s common courtesy not to sniff the host, Roldan.”

“It’s common courtesy to stay dead once you’ve been killed, Calamity,” he replied, following me deeper into the room.

“Touché.” Arriving at the small end table, I turned and lifted a brow, silently asking if he’d like a drink.

He ran his tongue over his teeth, in an unsure way, but then nodded. I poured him spicea, Symbia’s traditional wine, only momentarily wishing I could poison him. It didn’t say in exact words that was frowned upon for a hostess to do in the Ladies Book of Etiquette.

He grabbed his cup from my outstretched hand as I poured my own, and took a seat on the chaise. I eyed him over my glass. He looked ridiculous on that dainty red chaise. He didn’t seem to care. He only stretched out, spread his legs, and leaned back against the seat.

The quiet tick of the clock somehow made the silence in the room much louder as I realized he wasn’t going to say anything yet, that he only planned to stare at me. I imagined this was a form of Titan intimidation. He’d come into my house and somehow taken over the place like he owned it. The realization sent that darkness heating, growing, and bending inside me.

“So, for what do I have the honor of my murderer’s visit?” I asked, sitting on the chaise across from him.

“Murdered implies dead. You are not.”

“I was,” I corrected. “And it was most uncomfortable.”

He watched me for a moment, his eyes narrowing in disbelief.

“Why are you here, Roldan? Let me guess: you’re upset about your ship? I did donate your silver to charity, you know. Or, your brother cried his woes to you that I wouldn’t leave the city and he sent you to kill me again? Please tell me he cried.”

His lips flattened as if he was troubled I’d even mention something such as a Titan crying. “I’m not even going to acknowledge that last part. As for your guesses, no. Neither.”

I bit my lip in thought. “I have a theory that after all that time of watching me, stalking me, you’ve realized that you are in love with me. Though, if that’s the reason you’re here, you’ll just have to get over it, just as I’ve told Archer.”

He paused, his eyes narrowing at his cousin’s name.

“He’s alive, isn’t he?” I asked with feigned concern. Oh, the Titan was alive, all right. I’d seen him the night before at the docks as I walked dripping wet from the beach to home. I could have fast-traveled, but there was something about this Shadowed side of me, that made even a walk so much more entertaining than usual.

We sat there, staring at each other for a moment. He never responded, but I thought if he even knew what I was talking about, then that was family business and I wasn’t invited.

I lifted a brow. “You don’t have uncontrollable amorous feelings for me, then?”

His face was stoic, apparently not even going to say he wouldn’t entertain that idea—he just wouldn’t.

I sighed. “Then my last thought is that you’re here to beg for my forgiveness to evade the fiery flames.”

“Yes, because imaginary flames terrify me,” he said dryly.

“Don’t say that in front of my grandmother . . .” I muttered, my eyes concerned for his well-being if he so much as questioned the Holy Book. “Then what, pray tell, brought you all the way here?”

He rested his arm on the back of the chaise. “Wanted to see if it was really you, myself.”

“Ah, the sniffing thing,” I mused, twirling the wine in my glass. “Do I add up then? Weston didn’t need to smell me to realize it was me.”

“Weston spent months with you, I did not.”

“Don’t lie, Roldan. You watched me from the bushes.”

Annoyance flickered in his eyes, and amusement bubbled inside me.

“How’s your daughter?” I asked.

His gaze hardened a bit. It was only a casual remark, but I bet when an enemy made ‘casual remarks’ they weren’t meant to be so.

“I heard you’re teaching her to be a heartless killer. Just. Like. You.” I ended on a sweet tone.

He lifted a shoulder indifferently. “Comes with the territory.”

I eyed him over my cup as I took a sip of wine. “Ah, yes. The Titan territory. Charming.”

There was a moment of silence, the kind of silence that builds when two people have no idea what to say to each other. I thought Roldan had indeed something to say, he was only biding his time.

He broke the quiet. “I think I know why you want to stay in the city.”

My interest piqued. “Oh, yea?”

“No one really knows how a Sisterhood works. Maybe you don’t even know yet.”

Annoyance flared in my stomach. He was correct: my knowledge of the Sisterhood was the basics. I had no idea what we did, who we did it for, and what motivated us. What I knew, was that I would learn more once I was sworn in. I imagined I could leave if I chose to go dark at all times, but then I would only be a slave to something different. My frustration at the lack of information built an annoying structure of unanswered questions in my mind.

“I don’t think you can leave the Sisterhood, maybe you are searching for a way out.”

“Oh . . . such intellect,” I taunted, the darker part of me seeming to form my words, growing agitated that I was stuck, trapped by this order. “Wasn’t expecting it. You appear as more muscle than sense.”

His jaw ticked as he casually glanced around the room as if he were just now noticing it was a brothel. “And you more whoring wench than witch. The place fits you.”

I smiled sweetly like he’d just complimented me. “What is it? The pouty lips?”

“Something like that.”

“You know, you might have been my favorite brother if you hadn’t killed me.”

“If I had just kidnapped you instead?” he said, dark amusement pulling on his lips.

I frowned, twirling my wine glass. It did sound silly, didn’t it? Blame it on my grandmother. She’s the one who made this story.

I got to my feet, moving to stand in front of the fountain. The air was hot and sweltering and oppressive, so much so that a slight breeze would do wonders. Too bad I couldn’t seem to force a little wind; whatever changes I could do to the weather only seemed to happen without my control.

I heard Roldan set his glass on the table before coming to stand beside me.

Just to appease the tense atmosphere, we both regarded the woman pouring water in the fountain as if she were the newest masterpiece by some artistic scholar. Silence, and the memory of his blood-stained hands were wedged, bluntly so, in the foot of space between us.

The fact that, even in this state, my body still tensed in fear as he stood inches from me, made a dark rush of hatred burn through me. “Roldan, what do you want?”

He lifted a shoulder. “The seal. I want it open.”

My stomach fell in shock, my cool expression wavering. And for a moment I wondered if my mind was playing tricks on me, that if somehow, I was being deceived by the dark inside me. But then the hot air, the smell of jasmine, and a glance in his direction told me that this was reality.

A maniacal laugh bubbled up my throat. “What a tangled web we weave.”

“Listen to what I have to say, then make your decision,” he said indifferently, standing with his hands in his pockets, his gaze in front of him like he hadn’t killed me for the exact thing he was now asking me to do.

Heat flared inside me. “Did you listen to what I had to say before thrusting your blade in my stomach?”

“You would have done the same to protect your own.”

That calmed a bit of my ire. I knew it to be true; I would have done anything.

Roldan glanced down at me, sizing all five-five of me up. “You like my brother?”

I frowned in thought, a little surprised by the question. “It’s a little more complicated than all that.”

“Isn’t it always?”

My brows knitted. “What’s it matter to you anyway?”

“Whether or not what I’m going to tell you will have any merit.” He paused, waiting for me to admit whether I liked his bastard of a brother or not.

I felt like a child who had to admit they had a crush on someone. It sucked. “I wouldn’t step on his fingers if he were hanging off a cliff,” I offered with a lift of my shoulder.

“Good enough for me,” he said.

Yea, because I was sure that was the closest way Titans showed they loved one another: not save each other, but not push each other over the ledge either.

“What we are, we don’t have a name—at least not anymore.”

My heart jumped that he was actually going to tell me who, or what Weston was. The thought sent anticipation zinging through me.

“Words are important here, I’m sure you know. And since our kind went rogue after the magic was sealed, any mentioning of us in books was erased from the land. We were—are—the nightmare you had as a child.

“Other kingdoms, weaker people, wanted us destroyed; and therefore, the idea of us had to be gone. Mentioning even what we were, could be carried on the wind, creating us once again. And so, hundreds of years went on, and we completely disappeared from memories, the only fleeting idea—the monster in your nightmares.

“Before the magic was sealed, we were the most feared race. We were the strongest—every advantage given to us. Built like predators, we fought like it too—but we had a flaw, one that destroyed us. We could turn our humanity, or sanity, on and off. A basic survival instinct to conquer more land, more villages, more people, without guilt, without remorse. To do what we were created to do.

“Many chose to flip the switch; it was easier that way. Our nature is to conquer. Denying it causes boredom to settle in like insanity,” he said as if from experience. “Therefore, anything that keeps our interest, even mildly so, we hold onto it.” He looked at me meaningfully. “What I did to you . . . it went against the order we’ve found amongst each other. Anything that can keep one of us from tedium, from madness, is off limits to the other, and I broke that code. But I’m not asking you for this out of some remorseful notion.”

“That’s what it sounds like,” I said vaguely, my head spinning with answers, sweet, sweet, answers.

“Because we could turn our humanity off, we were unpredictable, dangerous and untrustworthy. The only way we remained as a unified people, was having a leader who ruled ruthlessly, a dictator who put fear into everyone. But when the magic was sealed, our ability to control our humanity dissolved, and we scattered, never returning as one again.”

My brows knitted. “What does that mean, your humanity dissolved?”

“That at a certain point in our life, our humanity shuts off completely, and it does not turn back on.”

My heart stilled, cold. “And when does this occur specifically?”

“Around thirty.”

“And how old is Weston?” When he didn’t respond right away, I said harshly, “What age?”

“Thirty.”

The word settled around us like the world’s greatest secrets were just shared, and we needed a moment to take it all in.

My throat felt thick. “And what happens when one loses their humanity?”

“They usually go rogue. And they don’t come back. If they do, it’s usually not good for anyone.”

My head spun, explanations for every one of Weston’s actions, reasons he fit the ‘assassin’ persona so well, whirling around in my mind like a spin-top. Did I somehow amuse him, keep him from a tedious routine, the madness, as Roldan had said? If that was true, then what was he like while I’d been gone? Did I even have to ask that question? He killed his father.

Apprehension ran through me like icy water, my heart offbeat. “Does that have something to do with why Weston wants me out of the south?”

“I’m not sure what he has planned. But he’s lived here all of his childhood. We’re still connected to our past life; our feelings about it, the people in it, become even stronger. If he plans on staying in the south, I promise you don’t want to be here as well.”

I couldn’t decide what I should feel. If the uncertainty curling in my stomach from realizing why Weston wanted the seal open all along, was overpowering the sweet relief of why he wanted me to leave. And if the darkness inside me was somehow motivating me either way, swimming in the recesses of my stomach, waiting for its chance to lunge.

“You’re next, aren’t you?” I asked emotionlessly.

“Twenty-eight.”

I let out a bitter laugh. “So opening the seal will save you and your brother’s sane life.”

“And my sisters’, and my daughter’s. And all of my people scattered out there waiting for their day to come.”

“And ruin more lives than it would save,” I said dryly.

He shrugged. “Survival of the fittest. The minds that cannot handle the magic weren’t meant to be here in the first place. Humans never had a place on Alyria. They came from Elian and stole the land from us natives, and when they realized the magic didn’t suit them, they did away it, cursing those who cannot live normally without it.

“You’ve heard human plights, you’ve read human books—they’ve brainwashed you. They are physically weak, but they are smart, and you’re falling into their trap.”

I stood there, stunned. Having never heard this side of the argument before. It made me question everything I’d read, seen, heard. Was I somehow indoctrinated as he had said? Had I been on the wrong side all along? Was I still Calamity Debonair, Naïve? My heart thumped in my chest, the soft trickling of the fountain the only sounds as we stood side by side, silent, while I had this revelation.

“I shall give you time to think about it.”

“It’s not necessary,” I said, my voice a little unsteady, uncertain in my new decision.

He glanced at me, curiously, but seeing the resolve in my eyes, nodded once, a new understanding between us. He held his hand out for me to shake and to sign myself into this pact with him. I glanced at it for a second before sliding my hand into his grip. I stepped forward. “I’d say it’d be a pleasure to work with you, Roldan.” I leaned up on my tiptoes to say in his ear, “But you know, the killing thing and all . . . and drat, I’ve almost forgotten—I need to show you the special.”

Before he could question it, I shoved Weston’s blade to the hilt in his stomach.

An angry groan crawled up his throat, coming out like a growl. With my hand still on the blade, I pushed a little deeper for good measure. “My grandmother is a human. All of my past friends, my fellow Sisters. Do you think I would ever subject them all to a mental test that could end their life?”

I took a step back. His breaths came out in a hiss, his light eyes darkening to a black spreading out further than even his irises. I could see the monster he spoke of. His teeth were bared, two incisors sharpening to lethal points.

“Well, well, it seems you are just like your brother, aren’t you . . .?”

Pain flickered across his angry face, before he dropped to his knees.

“What purpose do those teeth serve, I wonder?” I asked absently, not expecting a response.

“Ripping out throats on the battlefield,” he growled, his head bowed as he hesitated in pulling the blade out, before pounding his fist on the floor in anger.

“Lovely,” I muttered.

“I’ll show you firsthand.”

“Hmm. I’ll pass.” He eyed me with disdain, his chest heaving with his breaths. “Speaking of your brother, give his knife back to him, will you? I’m sure he’s a bit cross his choices have been limited.”

When I reached the door, I turned to see he’d pulled the knife out and was sitting on his haunches, the monster relieved to have the thorn out.

I eyed him with feigned remorse. “I’m really sorry about all that,” I said, gesturing to the blood and stuff. “You understand why I had to do it, don’t you?” Leaving the room, I sighed, “Try not to trail any blood in the house!”

Revenge: it tasted more bitter than I’d expected.
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City folk from the Northside were trickling into the golden arches of the palace, while some were leaving to walk the streets. Lanterns lit the night, the stars bigger and brighter as if they’d been pulled closer to the land just for the ball.

Untouchables stood in formation around the palace, their dark eyes taking everything in from the slit in the white cloth covering them from head to toe.

The king’s guard clashed with the Untouchables, each of them glancing in the other’s direction with the same look: you don’t belong here.

I leaned against an iron lantern, watching the flock of people flit from here and there while debating if I should go in. The day and my actions were colliding in my head. I vaguely remembered the highlights, but everything else blurred like I’d been in a hazy world created by a dark intoxicant. I wanted to go lock myself in my room until it passed, but I didn’t know when Agnes was returning from her meeting; she’d been gone all day, and I didn’t want her to suspect me of ditching the ball that any girl my age would kill to attend. It was hard enough hiding this darkness—I didn’t want to bring any more attention to myself.

After Roldan left, I had to compel a servant to clean up the blood in the main drawing room, and, the Titan had, in fact, trailed it in the house. I didn’t know if I made the best decision in getting my revenge because once this magic wore off, I vowed never to use it again. When I was alone, it felt as if I was sinking further in each minute. And I knew I couldn’t protect myself as a normal Sister, not from him. Let’s just hope he decided we were even and he’d move on. Though, I couldn’t stop the uncertainty of how far he would go to convince me to open the seal.

A quiet rustle of wings brought my gaze to a nearby lantern, where a crow sat perched on top, his eyes on me. I paused, having an inkling of unease, but I brushed it off when I noticed Maxim walking out of a palace archway, stopping to speak to one of his guards. When he looked up and saw me leaning against a lantern, he observed me with a frown before heading my way.

He stood before me, dressed in a white, short-sleeved jerkin, white pants, and leather boots. My eyes fixated on the silver buttons on his shirt and belt . . . the orange lantern light hit it just right—

“What are you wearing?”

I was sucked out of my trance. It seemed the silver pull was a little stronger while dark. How convenient. His words processed, and I glanced down at myself. “It’s the newest style.”

“Looks like you stole it right off a barmaid.”

It did. It really did. I looked like a cheap working woman. Sunny had gone all out with it, in the worst way.

“Everyone likes barmaids.” I picked a piece of lint off my sleeve.

“That’s because they’re free with their favors, not because of what they wear. Though, now that I think about it, it isn’t so bad,” he added in an amused drawl.

“Go away, Maxim. You’re a traitor, and you’re ruining my quiet.”

“You’re at my palace telling me to go away?”

“It’s not yours, you stole it. And not even in an honorable way,” I said, thinking about how he snuck his men in at night while the king was away.

“What happened to the ‘milords?’ I preferred that.”

“I’m sure you did. Why are you being nice? Aren’t you cross you didn’t get your vote?”

He smiled deliciously—I mean, devilishly. “I got it.”

My eyes narrowed. “How?”

“How did you put it, ‘It’s my business, none of yours?’”

I had a feeling it was very much my business, but I didn’t respond, or we’d talk circles around each other for an hour.

Maxim held his arm out in a silent invitation to walk me in.

I raised a brow. “And make you be seen with a barmaid? How could I tarnish your inflated, self-indulgent reputation?” I put my hand over my heart in concern.

“It’ll survive. I merely do not trust you out here.”

“Even at the risk of touching me after last night?”

His gaze didn’t waver. “I’ve seen a lot in my life. A busty, slightly mad wench doesn’t worry me.”

“No,” I said matter-of-factly. “I imagine you have a few of those in your harem.”

My gaze caught on two king’s guards trading places with another, and a smile brightened my face. Joining Maxim’s side, I linked my arm in his. “Fine. But we have to go in over there.” I pointed in the direction.

“I can only imagine why,” he said wryly.

As we reached one of the open archways, the two king’s guards straightened, their gazes focusing straight ahead having seen Maxim.

“What a beautiful night, isn’t it?” I stopped to ask.

Steady’s gaze flicked to Maxim and then me, nodding with a hesitant smile. I believed Maxim was his idea of ‘twice his size.’ Tuko, though, he cleared his throat, a real-life blush tinging his cheeks. It brought a laugh out of me.

“What I would do to see it from a roof . . .” I mused.

Steady’s small smile fell, my voice and my statement clicking into place. Tuko, though, he appeared clueless. “It would be beautiful, my lady.”

They were both walking on eggshells, it seemed, in front of the Untouchable Prince who watched the scene with a stoic expression. I thought I would add one parting word, and then save them from themselves.

“Ah, Gregory—” Tuko’s smile fell and shattered like glass, “you’re much more handsome in your formal wear.” I jerked on the lapel of his jerkin. “Quite dashing.”

I felt both of their eyes follow me into the palace, probably in all kinds of turmoil, wondering if the prince knew I was the ‘Girl in Black’ or whatever nonsense they called me.

“You make men nervous,” Maxim said.

I let out a half laugh. “They were more nervous you were there. You’re the one who could kill them with a touch, not me.”

Women in satin flowing gowns, men in jewel-encrusted jerkins and leather boots, from most different regions filled the palace entrance. The open ballroom showed the dark sky, hundreds of tiny stars blinking in the night.

“Refrain from getting into trouble, or I’ll throw you in my dungeon until the ball’s over,” Maxim said seriously.

“I love it when your charm comes out,” I said, my gaze running over the room, and meeting my mother’s inquisitive stare out of all people. She looked between the prince and me with wide eyes.

I sighed, but turned to ask Maxim, “Say, is your pledged-to-be here?”

“No.” He glanced down at me before saying, “And thank fuck for that,” like because I’d asked, it was a relief she wasn’t.

What a poor girl . . . I thought as Maxim walked off to greet someone who had just entered the room.

I wasn’t sure what you were supposed to do at affairs such as this; but when my eyes ran over a buffet table full of food and wine, that’s exactly where I headed. It was after a moment of searching for something particularly sweet that I found just what I was looking for. Reaching for the strawberry tart, my spine suddenly tingled, a hot awareness rushing from my nape to the back of my thighs.

In a casual way, Weston’s front brushed my back as he reached for something around me.

“Pardon me.” His deep voice was so close to the back of my neck; each word sent a shiver of pleasure coasting down my spine.

I vaguely heard the actual words, because his entire front was pressed against me. The act was completely, deliciously inappropriate. It felt like he’d just slid his hand up my thigh and under my dress instead of only leaning over me.

My skin tingled, my breaths all backward, that my eyes closed briefly until he pulled back and walked away as if he really had only been reaching for something. I just didn’t know what, because I’d been in the land of pent-up frustration and that place virgins go only to come back as whores.

What was his plan now? Seduce me out of town?

Now that I thought about it, I’d never heard Weston say, ‘Pardon me.’ Didn’t even think he could form the words. What was he up to? I let out a breath, turmoil waging against the darkness inside me, and grabbed two sweet tarts.

“Sister.”

An automatic growl sounded in my head at the voice behind me.

“It’s particularly disturbing that you want to pledge with me, yet you call me ‘Sister,’” I replied, turning around and shoving the tart in my mouth. It was a big bite and would annoy Alis; particularly why I did it.

He shrugged. “It’s an endearment, is it not?”

My face puckered in disgust, the tart suddenly tasting like sawdust in my mouth. “Not of the pledged variety.”

“Then I shall call you ‘my pledged’ or ‘my love.’ Does that please you?”

“If I wanted to force myself to hurl, then yes,” I said idly, glancing from guest to guest like they were the most interesting thing I’d ever seen. Some of them stopped to touch Alis on the shoulder or to say a quick hello, giving me a smile as they passed. He was Symbia’s golden boy with the golden mane to go with it. Blond hair to his shoulders, brown eyes the color of dirty water—at least that’s what I thought, and a pair of lips that seemed to permanently be in a straight line whenever he saw me. Honestly, I didn’t look at the man much. He was like a potted plant to me: it sat in the corner, and nobody noticed it.

His father was Clinton Montgomery, one of the rich, popular faces of Symbia. If they only knew he was a Druid, they’d change their tune real quick.

I went to eat my other tart when Alis grabbed it with a scowl and tossed it behind him. It about hit a passing guest, and she gave me a scowl like I’d thrown it. “I wish to speak with you, not watch you shove tarts in your mouth.”

I gritted my teeth, and knowing that he’d follow me around until he said whatever he needed to say, I snapped, “Then get it over with.”

He looked at the ceiling, letting out a breath as if he wished for patience. “I wish to speak like adults about our future pledging.”

There was no ‘future pledging,’ but I only crossed my arms, waiting for him to continue. I’d learned that if I just let the man talk, he would leave me alone. But when his attention caught on my breasts, I sighed. This low-cut, stupid barmaid’s dress. Alis was idiotic and annoying, but he never ogled me; his interest ran only as far as that I could compel and persuade, an oddity in our world to even have one gift.

With a roll of my eyes, I brushed past him and ran right into my mother.

“Darling.”

I noticed Clinton on my side and Alis at my back. I’d been thoroughly ambushed. This was one of my nightmares—right up there with blood and death.

“Oh, look. My family all in one place. We’re only missing Grandmamma.”

My mother looked at the floor, clearing her throat, my suspicion suddenly rising.

“Calamity, don’t you look beautiful, if not . . . a little like one of the wenches I can buy a few moments with in the bachelor’s room.”

I turned with a large, fake smile. “Thank you, Clinton. They have a bachelor’s room here? What direction? I was hoping to earn a little coin for the night.”

His eyes flickered with annoyance. That was, in Clinton speak, a compliment: dark hair framed in an elegant wave, tanned skin, and blue eyes that contrasted everything else well. Many found him and his son attractive, but I couldn’t after getting to know them. Poisonous potted plants.

I felt a pressure that someone was staring, and glancing up, my eyes caught on Weston; he had his arms crossed as he leaned against a column, watching the scene. I swallowed, looking him over. He looked like a bloody prince if I ever saw one. How had I never noticed the arrogance about him that only a royal could have? Even the way he stood, with his legs slightly spread like he owned the floor I was walking on, screamed prince.

His stare was slightly unnerving as yesterday came flooding in. I couldn’t believe I was kissing him the night before. What had I been thinking? He was completely unpredictable, and it would be best to just stay away from him completely. Tell that to my drunken self later on in the evening . . . because Weston was like those sweet tarts: they were bad for me, but I still put them in my mouth. I blinked. That came out a little crasser than I’d intended. The truth was the truth, though.

A few Titans stood in his vicinity. Sleeveless black jerkins and black pants with an assortment of blades strapped to them like they were standing on a battlefield and not a ballroom floor. The guests weaved a large half-circle around them as they stood off to the side, not comfortable in their vicinity, it seemed. Pillaging and raping. My words as a six-year-old came back to me. Though maybe that was a lot of scaremongering, I couldn’t deny they looked like that would be a favorite pastime.

My gaze flicked to Princess Luciana who seemed enraptured in what some man of royal status was saying. She didn’t even seem to be sharing a glance with Weston. Maybe that gossip rag had been just that—gossip. Imagine that?

Pulling my eyes back to Weston involuntarily, my gaze caught on a familiar Titan among the few, whose intense and irate stare was on me. I gave Archer a sweet smile.

“Calamity, are you listening?”

“Of course,” I responded.

My mother frowned. “Well, Clinton and I have discussed your future, and we think it’s best for you to decide soon who you’ll be pledging on All Sister’s Day. There isn’t much more time.”

“Yes,” I said sarcastically. “I’m sure it’s because you’re thinking of my well-being.”

Alis frowned. “Calamity—”

“That’s my dress,” I interrupted, looking my mother over with a frown.

She glanced down. “No, it isn’t.”

“But that’s the same one you bought . . . you bought the same dress you gave me?”

“I thought we could match tonight, but for some reason, I couldn’t find you anywhere yesterday to tell you.”

I held in my slight amusement at that. “I don’t know what’s worse—you thinking we should match, or you pushing Alis at me like it would ever be a good idea.” I tried to push past her, but Alis grabbed my wrist painfully. I shot an incensed look his way, the dark inside me getting oppressively hot. “Let. Go.”

After a moment, he released his grip. “You’re going to pledge with me on All Sister’s Day. I’m the best match you could find.”

“Sorry.” I smiled ruefully. “I happen to already be promised to another.”

“What—”

“Who—”

“Cal—”

All three went off at the same time.

I stopped a servant who was walking past me with a tray of wine, putting a hand on his arm. “We’re getting pledged, aren’t we, darling?”

He blinked. “Yes. Yes, we are.”

His words lacked a little less passion than I would have liked from my future husband, but I guessed I could give him some time to process the idea. At least this man came with wine. I grabbed a glass, taking a swallow while ignoring the hot, incensed stares on my back.

“What’s your name?” I asked him.

“Samuel.”

I sighed with relief. “Much better than Alis,” I muttered, walking away.
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I was having a staring contest, and quite frankly, I was losing. I blamed the issue on the fact that I’d never been taught intimidation from infanthood. Every once in a while, my gaze would collide with Weston’s, and we’d play this silly game. I’d only won once because some royal or another stopped to say a word to Weston. I’d thought he would ignore them to win the game, but then at the last moment, he conceded.

This time, though, there were already enough stares on my skin.

Averting my gaze from the Titan across the room and surrendering, I stared into the crowd absently, ignoring the two king’s guards who seemed to be fixated on me like glue.

“What if someone was up to no good?” I said as I leaned against a column just outside of the revelry. “You’d miss it and shame your city because you’ve been staring at me this whole time.”

“We know exactly who would be up to no good, and that’s who we’re keeping an eye on,” Tuko replied.

“Me?” I feigned surprise. “Why would you ever think that?”

Tuko grunted.

I tossed back my glass before grabbing another off a servant’s passing tray. I was on my third and thought that if I could just drink enough, I might be able to have a dreamless sleep.

Steady glanced around as if to see if anyone important was near, before lighting a cheroot from a wall sconce.

“So, this is what being a king’s guard consists of,” I mused. “Watching everyone else have fun.”

“We swore to protect, and that’s a sacrifice we are proud to make,” Tuko boasted.

“That sounds like a response you’re all supposed to memorize.”

Tuko frowned, his lips in a straight line—his admission on his face.

Amusement rose inside me. I was glad I came tonight. Being alone only allowed the black inside me to chafe, my thoughts drowning in the dark. But now, I was floating.

“What are you doing with the prince?” Steady asked, his gaze suspicious as smoke rose from his lips.

“What prince?” I asked, pushing from the column and walking towards them.

They both stared at me with eyes narrowed in exasperation. How could they know I’d come to know one too many princes? I ticked them off on my finger. “There’s the Untouchable Prince. The oldest Titan Prince—”

Tuko shook his head in amused disbelief. “You don’t know the Titan Prince.”

I bit my lip on a smile. “Okay, I don’t. Sometimes I get a little carried away.”

Their gazes shot to the Titan in question, as if me just lying about knowing him would send him over here to kill us all.

“The Untouchable Prince,” Steady said wryly.

“Oh,” I said as if in understanding, and then lifted a shoulder. “I’ve compelled him to be my lover.”

They both paused, before watching my expression to see if I’d been jesting.

I didn’t blink.

Their gazes found each other’s in complete turmoil, it practically collided with the sweet smoke in the air.

“You are both too serious,” I said, grabbing Steady’s cheroot out of his loose hand, and taking a puff. The coughs were instantaneous, my eyes watering down my cheeks. “Gosh, that’s awful.”

“It’s not meant for women,” Steady censured, taking it back.

I took a swig of my wine to get the awful taste out of my mouth. “I won’t even argue that one,” I croaked, getting the last bit of coughs up.

They both watched me like it was a strange occurrence the ‘Girl in Black’ would cough from a little smoke. I’d never smoked in my life; my grandmother would have horse-whipped me.

“There’s a warrant for your head,” Tuko supplied, eyeing me with condescension.

“Really? I didn’t know I was that popular.”

“If we don’t take you in, it’s our necks on the line.”

“Please,” I scoffed. “The magistrate doesn’t even know who’s been peeing on his bushes let alone what’s happening outside his yard.”

It was then that I realized whatever Steady was smoking, it was going straight to my head.

It was close to ten minutes later, after the two guards decided not to turn me in, that we’d somehow gotten into conversation. Well, I thought I was doing most of the talking while they vaguely listened; in reality, they were probably only debating themselves whether or not to change their minds and arrest me.

“ . . . so then Weston killed him—like usual. He has a serious jealous streak. Now that I know he’s truly mad—or going to be—it all makes a lot more sense. But surely you can see how confusing it was at the time.”

At some point as I finished up that story, both king’s guards had straightened up like they’d been pulled at the end of a marionette string.

“Serious jealous streak, huh?”

I sighed. I really was imbibing a little too much if I hadn’t even felt Weston sneak up on me. I poured my drink into a potted plant, giving up on the idea of sleep tonight. Getting drunk hadn’t been a good idea with him around, anyway.

“If the shoe fits . . .” I muttered, dropping my cup into the plant as well.

The guards’ expressions couldn’t mask their horror at my insolence to the prince they a moment ago, thought I’d been jesting about.

“I look away for a second, only to find you drunkenly spilling all my family’s secrets.”

Tuko swallowed, his Adam’s apple moving like he was going to lose his head from hearing what I’d told him. He hadn’t even known Weston was that Weston, but he did now.

“I don’t keep anything from Gregory and Darren,” I said seriously.

They both flicked uneasy gazes at me, pleading with me to shut up.

“He’s a lot more bark than bite,” I told them, but then blinked, adding hesitantly, “well . . . besides that one time.”

“So that’s your mother?”

My head whipped toward Weston, uncertainty mixing with the wine in my stomach.

“Looks like you,” he commented nonchalantly, but I didn’t like the tone behind it. His eyes hardened. “Keep sharing secrets that aren’t yours, and I will go find out some of your own.”

“I don’t have any secrets,” I blurted.

When he raised a brow, as if accepting the challenge, I grabbed his wrist to keep him from seeking out my mother. I didn’t know if she was strong enough to keep him out of her head or not, but I didn’t want to risk him searching for things about me that I didn’t want to face yet.

“Let’s just keep all of our secrets to ourselves,” I said like I had come up with the notion myself.

“Good idea,” he said wryly.

He tried to pull away and go who knew where, but I held tight onto his wrist. He flicked his gaze down to my grip, then met my eyes with an amused expression. Ugh, why did he have to be so handsome it made my stomach flutter with one look?

I bit my lip to keep a smile from growing, but it was just too damn hard. “I’ve forgiven you for trying to banish me from the city, you know. We must just learn to ‘coexist’ better, don’t you think?”

“I think we coexist too well. That’s the problem.”

My brows knitted, remembering what he told Henry: that he hoped he wasn’t here for ‘pleasure.’ I suddenly wanted to find out the reason he was. “Would you like to play Five Stones with me?”

He only watched me for a moment. “You’re serious.” It was voiced as a question, but not.

“Quite.”

“Five Stones . . . you know you have no chance of winning, right?”

“I do expect you to be a gentleman about it,” I replied primly.

The king’s guards were deathly silent. The complete uncertainty I’d brought into their lives, it was a diverting amusement to my complicated life.

Weston raised a suspicious brow. “Why do I have a feeling that ‘be a gentleman about it’ means let you win?”

“Because that is partly what it means,” I said seriously as I linked my arm through his. I felt high on Midnight Oil at the contact, and the mere comparison of his tan skin and brand against my own unblemished arm was intoxicating, as if taking another hit of smoke, filling my head with sweet, light air.

“I know just the place to play,” I said as I directed him through the crowd. “Unless you have prior engagements, of course?” I glanced up at him meaningfully. “Like courting a princess wearing clothes, maybe?”

His eyebrows pulled down in confusion, while my heart thumped too heavily in my chest.

“How much have you drunk?” he questioned.

“Enough,” I muttered. Right on cue, we were walking by his men, only a foot away from Archer. I gave him a passing smile. “How do I look? ‘As stunning as the sun?’”

Jaw tight, his stare hardened, but it flickered with uncertainty seeing me walk with his cousin. How much I loved playing with Titans. I sighed, realizing it would probably be my downfall. We all gotta go some way.

Weston flicked his gaze between us, but before he could ask any questions, I said to him, “Or are there too many princesses in clothes to count?”

“I told you I don’t do princesses,” he said, indifferently.

“Forgive me if I don’t believe you because you also told me you were taking me to an imaginary city.”

A sly grin pulled on his lips, and for some reason, I couldn’t even find ire in the situation. The amicable moment was intoxicating, firing off all kinds of happy signals in my chest.

“So, would you court a princess without clothes, then?”

He let out a breath of amusement as we entered the hallway; not even entertaining the idea of taking a naked princess to a party.

I took a turn, pulling on his arm to direct him down the sconce-lit hall. The red carpets looked like freshly dripped blood under the light. Or maybe that was just the dark talking.

“Do you know where you’re going?” he asked.

“Mm hmm.”

“Do I want to know how?”

“No.”

After a moment, he broke the comfortable silence. “You need to stay away from my brother.”

“Your brother came to me. We had an amicable chat is all.”

“He handed me my bloody knife,” he said dryly.

“Oh.” Amusement ran through me. “I forgot about that. You’re not angry that I know your secret?”

He chewed the inside of his cheek thoughtfully. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Well, by all means, take your time.”

He shook his head, a smile pulling on his lips.

Laughter trickled out of a hall just ahead, and stopping in front of it, I realized this corridor must have made up “the bachelor room” Clinton had been talking about.

I stopped, my brows knitting at the spectacle spilling out into the hall as one man chased a half-dressed, laughing woman from one room to the other.

“We just have to evade all that,” I told Weston with a wave of my hand.

He stood quietly by my side. “Scared that someone will mistake you for a working woman?”

I blinked, but then remembered my dress. I didn’t think of that . . .

“It’s all right, Princess. I won’t let you get swept away. Alyria knows you get too much of that living in a whorehouse.”

I grimaced but didn’t comment on his slightly bitter tone. We were, for the first time, completely cordial and I wanted to keep it that way . . . at least until he demanded something else nefarious of me.

He nodded his head forward to get me going, and so with a sigh and Weston at my back, I headed down the hall, drunken laughter coming from behind closed doors while I refused to look in the ones that were open.

A woman almost knocked me over as she stepped out of a room, playing tug-a-war against a man with her skirts. Cheap, floral perfume clouded the air as I brushed past her; and when I reached the end of the hall, I was only glad someone didn’t mistake me for a whore and pull me into the fray. But then, thinking I was in the clear, I glanced into the last open door, and instead of averting my eyes like anyone respectable would have done before quickly doing the sign of the cross, I froze.

Weston bumped into me, but he never stepped back, his gaze following mine.

There was a woman on her knees in front of a man, and she was . . . well, it was pretty self-explanatory.

I might have lived in a brothel, and seen things I shouldn’t have, but for this particular endeavor, I’d only ever heard raunchy jokes. Actually witnessing it, the act was so . . . obscene, filthy, that I was fixated in horrified fascination.

“Calamity.”

“Hmm . . .?”

“We gonna watch this to the finish or are you going to move?”

I swallowed. “Oh—um, is the first one really an option?”

“No.” The word was harsh.

A hot blush had stolen my breath, and so I didn’t even argue. Taking a right, and then all the way at the end of the corridor was a wooden door. I pushed it open, my heart pumping to an out-of-tune beat from realizing what I’d just witnessed with Weston at my back.

The room was small, shelves crammed full of dusty books lining each wall. Everything looked a little worn: the wooden desk, the round, red rug, and the heavy velvet curtains. It was my favorite room.

I found what I needed on the desk and then turned around to find Weston leaning against the closed door, his heavy gaze fixed on me.

I swallowed, feeling immobile with his full attention.

After a tense moment, he nodded to the bag of stones in my hands. “We’re really playing, then?”

I bit my lip nervously. “What did you think we were going to do?”

“I imagined you devised some plan to rid yourself of me.”

“And you still came? Not at all afraid of me, are you?”

He paused, his intense gaze meeting mine. “I wouldn’t use those exact words.”

My pulse fluttered, a cocoon of butterflies erupting in my stomach.

Collecting myself, I sat on my haunches, a shelf to my back as I dumped out the stones. “Well, I have no devious plans. Can we not call a truce for the night?”

“A truce,” he repeated, sitting next to me instead of across from me. He leaned against the bookshelf and rested his arm on his knee. “You’d trust a Titan’s word?”

“No,” I said automatically. “But I can read your intentions in your eyes easily.”

“You think so?” His lips lifted in a small smile, his stare focusing heavily on me, before saying slowly, “Then no nefarious plans for any princesses tonight. Clothed or not.”

A blush traveled under my skin as his gaze met mine for many moments, and when I was feeling breathless, I cleared my throat and said, “You pass.”

He said nothing, only glanced away from me, something undeterminable flicking in his eyes.

I tried to pretend that I was indifferent to his presence; that his bicep brushing my arm didn’t send a shiver through me, each and every time. And that the door shut, completely closed in a room with him after the day before was insignificant. But I wasn’t unmoved in the slightest. My actions were choppy, my thoughts jumbled, his watchful gaze burning through any control I’d collected along the way.

“What are we playing for?” he asked.

I wrinkled my nose in consideration, finally supplying, “Answers.”

“What kind of answers?”

“Whoever wins gets to ask the other a question, and they have to answer truthfully. If we tie, we can both ask a question.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “You do realize I’m not a gentleman, and I won’t ‘play like one,’ don’t you?”

My eyes sparkled. “Maybe you are the one who doesn’t realize what a master I am at Five Stones.”

Amusement pulled on his lips. “I think I shall believe that when I see it.”

“You can go first. The first throw you need to toss one stone, pick one up, and then catch the one you’ve thrown on the back of your hand.”

With a flicker of disbelief that he was doing this, he scooped up his rocks and did as told.

I feigned disappointment when he got it on the first try, and then I smiled proudly when I’d succeeded with my rock sitting on the back of my hand.

I hadn’t been lying about being a master at Five Stones. This was a game Grandmother and I had often played. The thought sent a shard of nostalgia through me.

“Tie,” I responded woefully. “Well, ask away then.”

Without a thought, he turned his gaze to me, asking, “What is the first thing on your list?”

I paused, a smile pulling on my lips at his unexpected question—at the list, he wanted to ‘keep to his imagination.’ But now that I realized I had to answer questions as well, I didn’t know how I felt about this game. I shrugged. “For lying to me about who you were, Mr. Fake Assassin for Hire.”

His eyes narrowed in thought. “Not for kidnapping you in general?”

I shook my head, averting my gaze to the stones on the rug. “It was the first thing I’d come across when I arrived with my mother in the city, realizing who you were . . . the first thing that I was cross enough about to write down.” I lifted a shoulder, clearing my throat. “Where were you taking me all along? Was it the seal? And if so, how do you know where it is?”

He watched me for a moment. “That’s three questions.”

I frowned. “They’re all connected, really.”

He ran a hand across his jaw as if he was debating whether he should answer me but then sighed. “The seal isn’t in a fixed location. And it’s not your choice to go to it—it will come to you. Different experiences, sights, might have made it reveal itself.”

My heart stuttered, this disturbing reality that I would be sought out settling over me. “How do you know this?”

“That’s another question.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

Another tie. The beginning of this game was easy, but each throw would get harder and harder.

“The Sisterhood. Can you leave it?”

I rolled the question around. “If I truly wanted to, yes.” If I welcomed the Shadowed side of myself, I could do anything. But the thing was, I was connected to my grandmother; if I decided to leave, I could only imagine the trouble it would cause her. And even though All Sister’s Day was creeping closer, I hadn’t given into the idea of staying yet, of marrying some stranger. The reality that it might be my only choice was settling over me like a dark cloud. I didn’t want to face it yet.

“How do you know so much about the seal?” I asked.

“My mother left a lot of research behind,” was all he said, and I didn’t think I wanted to force the sensitive topic, so I only got the stones to play again.

Tie.

“Was it you who stabbed my cousin?”

Amusement bubbled inside of me. Apparently Archer was refusing to tell anyone it had been a girl half his size. I lifted a shoulder. “He asked for it.”

Weston shook his head. “Do not egg my family on. They will return the favor when you least expect it.”

I pursed my lips. “I can take care of myself, Weston.”

He glanced at me sideways, his gaze annoyed at my words, but I ignored him.

“What were you doing in that Cameron tavern?”

He ran a thumb across his lip. “Ask another one.”

I blinked. “No. That’s my question, and you have to answer.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Then I pass.”

“Ugh, I should have known you were a cheat,” I grumbled. “Fine, I shall ask a different one.” Feeling ridiculous and like a child put in the corner, I fixated my gaze on him and asked, “Do you prefer dogs or cats?”

He laughed—at the question or my pouting attitude, I didn’t know. I listened to his deep laugh, as it sent a shiver through me, all throughout trying to pretend like it was very much an important question to me.

“Dogs, I think.”

“Why not cats?”

“They do not listen.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “I could imagine how that would bother you.” I chewed my lip, and frustrated with my wasted question, I came up with a solution: “We can only pass three times then. Use it wisely,” I warned.

He didn’t look so troubled about the new rule. It was I who should have been concerned. Who knew I would have run out before him?

And so we played another round.

We were tossing five stones in the air, catching as many as possible on the back of our hand, then catching as many as possible in our palms.

When I won, triumph flourished inside me. I didn’t care if he was letting me win or not, though I liked to imagine he was just not as good as me. However, I imagined if he played like this was a true competition, it wouldn’t be a game any longer. The look in his eyes told me that might be more accurate than my honest win. I’d still take it.

“Are you going to enter the tourney?”

“No.”

“Why not? You would win,” I blurted.

Darn my honesty . . .

A sly smile pulled on his lips. “That confident of me, Princess?”

A shiver went through me at that stupid nickname. “Well, all I’m saying is that you’re not human, and therefore have an advantage.” I shrugged. “Of course you would win.”

“I don’t wish to kill my brother.”

Oh . . . I supposed Roldan would be entering that. I shivered at the idea of him ruling a city. And then I couldn’t help but feel resentment seep into my chest that Weston hadn’t killed Roldan for what he did to me. That he wouldn’t. I swallowed, pushing the dangerous feeling away. “Just your father, then?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have that kind of future ahead of me, besides.”

I faltered. How could I forget? He seemed so normal . . . so sane, sitting here with me that I’d overlooked the fact that he wouldn’t have a stable future ahead of him. Before I could let that sink in, he was already taking his turn.

“What business do you have in the city?” he asked.

“Pass.” I didn’t think he knew about the Fate. And I surely wasn’t going to tell him.

His eyes narrowed.

I lifted a shoulder. “You passed, so can I. Ask something else.”

He looked at me, and just as I had done before when I felt cheated that he passed, he asked a silly question. “What color are you partial to?”

A laugh bubbled up my throat as I thought it through. “Pink, I think.”

He raised a brow.

“What?” I said, readjusting myself on my knees. “Pink is bright . . . and hopeful.”

“All right, Princess,” he said, amused. “Your turn. And don’t cheat this time. You never threw one of those rocks, you held it in between your fingers.”

Yea, yea . . .

“What does the red ring mean?”

Don’t pass. Don’t pass.

To my amazement, he didn’t. “The T all Titans get when they’re sworn in. Each black ring signifies a different challenge we’ve won. The thicker the ring, the more prestigious the opponent—”

“What are the challenges for?”

He shrugged. “Power. What else?”

Indeed.

He continued. “The red ring is a sign of shame. When I was eighteen, I left Titan for a few years, and when I chose to come back, I had to take the mark of dishonor and the punishment that came with it.”

“Where did you go?”

His eyes narrowed that I was asking more questions than allowed. “Elsewhere.”

“It’s a follow-up question. Everyone knows they are allowed,” I explained.

“You cannot just make up rules as you go along.”

I huffed. “Fine. But at least tell me what the punishment was.”

He glanced to the other side of the room. “We’ll just say, that when I told you I’d rather take a fortnight of torture than hear your thoughts, I’ve been there.”

My throat felt tight. The air in the room thickened, and to lighten the mood, I jested, “My thoughts were that bad, huh?”

He glanced at me with an intense look that sent my heart pattering in my chest so unevenly that I looked away, reaching for the stones to play another round.

This time he won, unfortunately.

“What’s the last thing on your list?”

I pursed my lips. “Pass.”

He raised a brow, his interest piqued. “Sure you want to use one of your passes for that?”

I nodded, definite.

He leaned against the shelf, his arm propped on his knee, watching me, just as he had done so many times before in between here and Alger. My breaths turned shallow.

“What was it like?”

Such a vague question but from his rough, almost remorseful tone, I knew exactly what he was asking. I looked at the ceiling. “It was . . . four months of . . . dark and cold. It felt endless. I still dream of it, sometimes it feels as if it is a ghost that haunts me,” I ended on a lift of my shoulder. I wasn’t good with exposing myself, and it always felt like I needed to lighten the mood, to belittle the moment. Others would have bought the indifference. I didn’t believe Weston did, and it sent a rush of uncertainty through me.

Handing him the rocks, a zing vibrated underneath my skin as Weston’s fingers brushed my own. He eyed me warily, before starting his turn.

I hadn’t realized until now how I was evading some important questions I had: who he was and what he was going to do about it. And about what he was doing here, which I thought was all connected.

Bringing up the dark truth of that would shatter this exhilarating moment and I didn’t want to do that. But somehow when I won this round, I thought back to what Roldan had told me, about their people, about their inevitable boredom. And to now, to seeing how Weston always watched me like I was somehow entertainment, that I found myself asking, “I amuse you, don’t I?”

It was a simple question. A harmless one, I’d thought. Requiring an easy yes or no answer.

But when the air grew heavy, the silence morphing into something loud and assuming, I realized that the unpretentious question, was for him, something entirely different.

His gaze had shot to me when the words left my lips, and while the silence was suffocating me, I almost packed up the rocks and just left.

“Pass.”

My heart restarted in pure relief, a shallow breath escaping my lips. And finding the resolve to go on with this game, I thought of something that had been on my mind lately. “You love my horse, don’t you?”

He flicked a heavy gaze to me but didn’t say a word. One second turned into two which turned into three. “Something like that.”

My heartbeat hesitated, and just to calm the air, I nodded, saying, “You love him.” I cleared my throat. “One more round before I go see Gallant?”

And so we played one last round when we should have quit while we were ahead. Maybe if I had won, things would have happened differently. But alas, I lost, blaming the issue on the fact that I’d been too enthusiastic to see Gallant.

The stones fell off my hand, scattering to the floor around us. And with a sigh of disappointment, but the enthusiasm of seeing my horse again in the back of my head, I didn’t even think before I leaned over Weston to grab the stone by his side.

Leaning across him on my hands and knees, his leg brushed my navel, my side his stomach. My skin tingled, sending a warm shiver through me from the lightest contact, and the position I’d put myself in came rushing to me.

The rest of the air in my lungs came out in a shallow breath as I froze, just like I had in the hall. My pulse fluttered like a butterfly’s wings, my heartbeat in accord. I was so still, like if I even moved an inch, I wouldn’t make it out of this room alive.

My breath caught at the feather-light brush of his touch against my ribs, sending a chaos of tingles sizzling throughout my body. And when he slid his rough hand from my cheek to my nape, pushing my curtain of hair out of my face, I shivered. Goose bumps ran down my arms. The tightness in my stomach, the emptiness between my legs, though I’d never known anything different, had me turning toward him, resting my palm on the floor between his legs so that I could get closer.

On all fours, leaning in toward him, I could only imagine that with this dress, I looked like I’d been paid to service him the way that woman in the hall had that man. Instead of the idea making me feel shameful, it made me tingle in anticipation, made me feel powerful, important.

I was mere inches from his lips, but his gaze was elsewhere—following the curve of my spine, my backside; the heat of his gaze running down the low cut of my bodice. He met my eyes, turmoil, frustration, staring back at me. “I still have a question.”

I waited.

His fingers threaded through the hair at my nape. The action pulled me closer; so close to his lips, our breaths intermixed.

His words were rough, dark. “Did you let Maxim in your bed?”

I hesitated, lowering my eyes.

Was I ready to admit that in that endeavor, I was the same girl he knew before? The same ridiculous girl?

I wasn’t a romantic. I wasn’t someone who believed in soul mates or love at first sight. But I couldn’t deny that even though he’d always had questionable—more than questionable—motives, for some reason, I loved the roughness of his hands and the sound of his voice. That, strangely enough, I felt more alive than I ever had where he was concerned.

There was a lot about him that made me feel lost and uncertain. But what I knew with conviction, was that I wasn’t ready to put myself out there like that. If I said no, it would sound like I’d been waiting for him. And if I said yes, that would be a lie. I knew my response would push us one way or another.

I just hadn’t expected how far it would go.

“Pass,” came out in between two shallow breaths against his lips.

My gaze had been lowered, and therefore I could never pinpoint exactly when it started. But when the silence pressed on my lungs, filling my chest up with regret and not air, I glanced up.

Two black-as-night eyes looked back at me, the irises losing their round form and spreading like liquid throughout.

My heart leaped into my throat, and I tried to jump back, but his hold stayed steady in my hair. His jaw ticked, but he closed his eyes, his breaths heavy. I once again tried to pull away, but his grip tightened even further.

“Don’t,” he said, his voice hoarse, the unmistakable ‘sort of fangs’ visible when he barred his teeth.

My heart beat in horror. But I couldn’t do what he said; the flight instinct was too strong. Just as it was in any nightmares I had when I was a child. If I hadn’t been full of uncertainty, terror, I would have tried to embrace the darkness inside me. But somehow it lay dormant like it wasn’t going to go up against this version of Weston.

“Don’t move,” he growled, his chest moving with agitated breaths. “If you keep fighting me, I won’t be able to stop myself.”

I went stalk still at that, while he waged an inner turmoil with himself. When a few moments passed, and his breaths calmed slightly, he slowly loosened his grip on my hair.

“Walk,” he said roughly.

I got to my feet the slowest I’d ever done, my breaths heavy, a tremor rolling through me as I did what he said.

“Open the door.”

I did, cringing at the creak that filled the air, and waiting in silence, horror gripping my heart. I glanced at him for the last instruction. His eyes were completely black, there was no color left at all, and he was undoubtedly something I would’ve seen in my nightmares.

His expression wasn’t in turmoil anymore; in fact, it was cold, watching me under his eyelashes, just like I was a worthless commoner and him a king.

My heart froze.

He’d lost the battle.

He appeared merely bored, resting his head on the shelf while looking straight ahead of him. “Might as well do what you do best, Princess.”

I hesitated, my hand on the doorknob.

He flicked a gaze to me: lazy, dark, unsympathetic, inhumane.

“Run.”
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I didn’t run. At least in the literal sense. I wouldn’t stay near that if someone offered me the Crown. I fast-traveled as soon as the door clicked shut behind me, the cold, stone walls of the palace dungeon appearing in front of my eyes.

Trepidation ran through me with a cold shudder, my heartbeats all colliding. What have I done? Had I pushed him over the edge only to keep my pride intact? The guilt tasted acidic in my mouth.

Shadowed cells surrounded me, some criminal or another depreciating in different stages of death and madness, depending upon how long they’d been here. With the overpowering smell of urine and the idea that Weston could appear behind my back at any moment, I strode to the front of the room where a guard sat sharpening his long blade to pass the time.

“Ei,” he barked, sitting up from his slouching position and resting his limestone on his sword, “how’d you get in here?”

I didn’t stop my strides, not giving him even a glance. “I’m a witch, pretty sure I hate all men, and have the urge to curse them all. Don’t make that idea a reality.”

He didn’t get up from his seat.

I stood in front of a wooden door just down a darkened hall of the main cells, and with my hands still shaking from the moment upstairs, I pushed it open. It creaked like it had never been ajar before.

Shutting the door behind me, I leaned against it for a moment, my gaze running over the man sitting at the table, before sliding down it until my butt hit the floor. I let out a tortured breath. “I think I made a mistake.”

“I’d say. A quick death would put you out of your misery,” he returned, indifferently.

“I didn’t make that bad of a mistake,” I countered.

It wasn’t even like he knew what happened, not sitting down here in his jail cell. But death seemed to be his favorite advice of choice, half of the time not even glancing up from his work to suggest I commit a quick suicide. My grandmother would cross herself at just the mention of the word and, being a product of her grooming, I found it hard to resist myself.

I banged my head against the wooden door gently, wishing I could go back and tell my pride to shove it and just admit to Weston the truth about never being with Maxim. But why did I have to? It wasn’t my fault the Titan had issues.

Red candles dripped down the sides of the wooden table and onto the stone floor. Piles of books were scattered across the room; pages were torn out, strewn around in disarray.

“What time is it?” he asked, tinkering with springs and metal pieces sitting on the tabletop in front of him.

I blinked my tumultuous thoughts away. “I don’t know. Eleven, maybe.”

“Can’t hear the bells,” he mumbled. “Can’t hear them.”

I was assuming he was speaking of the chapel bells, and yea, I guessed it would be difficult to hear them down here. I’d just gotten used to sleeping through them ringing throughout the night.

“You better not have your trouble follow you down here. I think they have the palace children cook my food when I misbehave.”

I grimaced at that idea. “This is the only place I thought to go where he wouldn’t find me. The magic wards,” I said as if he’d forgotten. Though, I doubted he ever did—he was locked down here for good.

“It’s not so bad. It’s been a while since I’ve had a frightened woman in here since what happened with the last one.”

I paused, deciding I didn’t want to venture a question in that direction. Looking up, I saw his dark, inquisitive gaze on me. His hair was so black that sometimes it gleamed blue in the light; it was longer than it was supposed to be, probably because I didn’t think anyone wanted to bring shears in here to try and cut it. His face was sharp but somehow still soft, and I always imagined he would be an artist’s dream model. They could paint away the dark circles under his eyes, and a portrait could always hide a lack of sanity.

His gaze could be wizened as if looking into a scholar’s eyes; it could be licentious, as if he were only a young man whose priority was women; or sometimes it could just dance with madness. I was looking at the latter.

My curiosity grew about this mad prince. I knew that he wasn’t an ordinary human at all, or there wouldn’t have been magical wards on the room. But I never could figure out how. For all I knew the King and Queen were magic-less humans, but this was a strange land, and I wouldn’t think I had it figured out. “How old are you?” I asked.

His lips turned up in the corners as he worked delicately with the pieces on the table. “What is the unit of measurement?”

“Uh . . .” I paused, then supplied, “Years?”

“Years.” He laughed softly to himself as if I’d just told him a jest.

Well then . . .

It wasn’t often that I tried to ask him personal questions because I would get answers like this. Sometimes he made me truly think, but other times he merely made my head hurt.

It had been five months ago that I’d gotten the true initiation to the Sisterhood. It was then I’d learned Farah was stingy with her things—well, psychotic about her belongings. I borrowed one of her books. I was going to give it back, I swear—I just forgot to. Well, somehow when the magistrate got a tip on where the Princess’s stolen necklace was, he’d come to search the Royal Affair only to find it sitting neatly on my desk.

Being taken to the palace dungeons until I could be judged at a later date was only an annoyance and had actually worked in my favor.

I’d been thrown into a cell that couldn’t keep me in and found myself being pulled to the wooden door at the end of the hall. I’d pushed it open and was standing in the doorway when a saccharine yet refined voice rushed over me. “Ah, finally they send me a woman.”

I’d blinked, standing still while he turned from his spot at the table to look me over. He grimaced. “Ugh, not another blonde. They’re too squeamish.”

Don’t ask me why I entered that room and why I shut that door behind me. At that point, my dreams of icy water and darkness had left me sleepless, and this man-boy with the dark shadows under his eyes seemed to be the only one to understand. I was angry with this new order I’d been shoved into and desperate to find a solution to being Fated. I had, at that point, nothing to lose.

The first time I’d embrace my Shadowed side, I sweated it out down here. He didn’t ask questions; he only worked on that clock on his table. And somehow, I believed he understood the dark; he might have known it better than most.

The noise of him tinkering with metal filled the room. I’d rarely see him do much else than work on that clock. His obsession with time drove his madness into a full-fledged profession. For all the knowledge he shared with me—usually completely irreverent to my question—the man couldn’t finish that clock. He’d been compulsively working on it for five months, and the strange part was, that it looked far enough along that I might be able to figure it out if I ever got the chance. Not that I did. He guarded that thing with his life.

“They won’t give me a fork anymore.”

I blinked, being pulled back to the present. “What?”

“Forks pierce food, not eyeballs,” he said as if he was repeating what someone had told him. I wondered if Maxim had ever come down here, or if he just allowed the palace servants to deal with him. Probably the latter.

“Forks are multi-purpose,” I supplied.

He dropped a metal piece with a clink, his eyes gleaming when he glanced at me. “That’s exactly what I told them.”

When I came down here, I was mad as well. At least I played the part—it seemed to work well for both of us.

“Talon,” I said, but then frowned when he shot me a glare. I wasn’t supposed to use his name for whatever reason. I’d tricked him into telling me a while ago, and I thought he was reminded every time I said it. “I think I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a tangle . . .”

“Better just leave as that Titan prince tells you.”

I blinked. “How do you know he wants me to leave the city?”

“The mice,” he said simply.

Ah, yes . . . the mice. Of course.

I wondered if the mice were code for palace servants who knew everything about everyone. If I had to clean chamber pots all day, of course, I would eavesdrop to pass the time.

“I cannot leave yet. I have to stay for a few more days at the least.”

“You’re a fool.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nice play on words. Aren’t you at least curious about why I’m going to look into the well?”

“I do not care about your trivial issues. Do you think I have all the time in the world to listen to your woes?”

“Um . . .” I glanced around the small quarters he lived in all alone, before replying wryly, “I suppose you are probably much busier than I had imagined.”

He let out a breath like even that was an understatement.

Some nerves ran through me at the monster I’d created who roamed freely upstairs. I smacked my head against the door. Bloody hell . . . And then some confusion settled over me as I realized that dark feeling wasn’t there anymore. It didn’t move, make a sound—it was gone. I blinked, uncertainty pressing on my chest.

“Say, do you have any books on the Shadows of Dawn?” I asked him.

“Third book in that pile.” He nodded to a heap of books sitting on the floor by his table. I scooted over, digging through the mountain. There was no system to it, and I wasn’t sure where he pulled the number three from; but eventually I found an ancient, leather-bound book that looked like it would fall apart if even opened.

Records of the Shadows of Dawn and its Inhabitants.

I let out a hesitant breath, eyeing the book for a moment. It was time to learn the truth about who I was, that much was true. So, while Talon tinkered throughout, I opened the book and read until the last of the red candle wax melted, filling the room with blackness.

The Mad Prince’s voice filled the dark. “What time is it?”

I sighed. “Time for me to face the music.”
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I made it out of the palace alive. In fact, I hadn’t seen Weston at all, and the ball seemed to be continuing without a hitch.

At the end of the night, I now knew a little of how I was alive, and that it wasn’t as strange of an event as everyone believed. Well, not for my people anyway. We were born as humans, rebirthed as a Shadow when we came of the age of ten, in a haunting ceremony of blood and death. I just seemed to be a late bloomer because, well, no one killed me.

The information I found on Shadow magic, was that the people bonded their blood with the land as some kind of offering—it fueled their black and white world, keeping one of the largest territories known to Alyria from fading to color.

They’d always been compelled to do this because, in the Shadows of Dawn, it wasn’t the people who ruled—but the land. The dark feeling inside of me, was an actual entity, the darkest part of Alyria, that I was now tied to till death.

I didn’t have a sudden answer for why the darkness seemed to be gone—nothing in the book had touched on it. But I could only call it a blessing. Because the idea that it was a being that haunted me, had shivers rolling down my spine. I wouldn’t do it ever again—I promised myself right then.

I had some answers for who I was, but I’d barely scratched the surface of that book. And I almost didn’t want to. I’d rather forget that my people murdered their children—even if they did come back—as a tradition and that we were in constant battle with being possessed. I was only glad that it didn’t take me under last night when I’d blacked out for a short amount of time.

As I turned the corner, putting the Royal Affair in view, I saw that the girls were trickling in the front door, far in their cups, it seemed, with their giggling and uneven steps. I quickly squeezed into the group, relief filling my chest at the coincidence as Agnes stood in the foyer, watching us return. I’d already pushed her far enough that I thought she was close to turning me into those ‘Superior Sisters.’ Who knew what they would do, but from the rumors the girls had heard, it wasn’t a pleasant experience.

All the girls went silent, sobering up in an instant. Or trying to. Magdalena almost fell over in her jump to attention.

Agnes waited until we were all in the door—and steady—with an exasperated look before going on a spiel about the last gathering for future pledges tomorrow.

“If you want to petition for High Sistership, tomorrow is the last day to do it. If you’ve no desire to be a High Sister, then after tomorrow you and your mother will have a week’s time to contemplate over your pledging before we need a final decision for approval. Sarai is the only one pardoned this year on account of age. The rest of you need to be thinking about your future.”

I sighed all the way up to my room, and when I got there, I fell onto my bed, letting my arms hang off the sides.

Before I realized she was there, I heard Farah’s voice, “I’ve decided what I want in return for you destroying my cards.”

I rolled my head her way, seeing her lean against the doorframe.

“I want you to persuade my mother to give up on her idea of pledging me to that grotesque, annoying Lord Baltimore.”

I grimaced. “Why would she choose him for you?”

“She’s a witch,” she said, then hiccupped.

I laughed. “You had to get far in your cups to ask me for this favor, didn’t you?”

“It’s not a favor. You owe me.” Hiccup.

I smiled and mulled it around. “I don’t know. It goes against Sisterhood rules.”

“You go against the rules every night by sneaking out the window, Girl in Black.”

Ugh. She was the last person I would want to know about that. And now that she did, I didn’t really have a choice.

“Fine,” I sighed. “I shall do it tomorrow at the gathering.”

Without even a ‘Thanks,’ she was out the door.

I lay in bed for a long time after that, turmoil sitting on my chest, my breaths short. I didn’t know what Weston was planning to do, and if it would change now that I’d pushed him over the edge. All I knew was that he did not come. Not that night. And not when the morning sun shined through my window.
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It was Sunday, it was noon, and I was just leaving mass. I thought it might have been a different experience now that I was older, more mature, not as ridiculous. But alas, I hadn’t reached that wizened age yet, because I’d only entertained myself by counting down the minutes. With all the uncertainty in my life, I just wanted to be normal for a moment. And I might have gone so that when my grandmother asked if I’d been attending mass, I could tell her yes without feeling like a liar.

The sun beat down on me as I strolled from the chapel to my mother’s. I was going to hound her about where my grandmother was. I’d known she knew her exact location, but neither would tell me, in case I would leave Symbia to go to her. And I would, as soon as I looked into that well, because sometimes you just needed your grandmother, like after pushing a prince to lose his sanity.

Frustration pressed on my chest about the Shadows, the Sisterhood, and my upcoming pledging. I just wanted my grandmother to tell me what to do; though, she’d have to admit the truth of my cuffs before all that.

It was as I kicked a rock, taking a shortcut through the alleyways, that I’d run into the very last person I wanted to see.

“Calamity, what a surprise seeing you here.”

I stopped short, coasting my gaze across the large corridor with a well, woven baskets, and laundry lines—letting Alis know that I found his presence here contrived.

“A word with you, if you don’t mind.”

I sighed.

A couple of women dunked shirts in some water before scrubbing it on a washboard, their mundane chore becoming interesting as the city’s golden boy stood in their dirt alley. My gaze narrowed further when three of Alis’ friends stepped into view, as if this had been rehearsed—well, at the least, it had been thought out.

This wasn’t a happy run-in. It was a staged ambush.

I couldn’t protect myself against four Druids. They knew how to withstand compulsion, and it would take too much time to try and persuade them all. There was also no burning in my palms at the moment, which meant I couldn’t fast-travel myself out of this mess.

A sense of vulnerability rushed me. I didn’t think Alis would hurt me, but the fact that he set this up to intimidate me, which I would have never thought he would do, already let me know I’d underestimated him.

“Alis,” I said cheerfully. “What a surprise, indeed. But I’m a little busy right now. Can we speak later?”

His eyes narrowed suspiciously at my behavior. He’d never seen me this nice before and didn’t know how to take it. He shook his head regretfully. “Sorry, but this cannot wait.”

Lovely. Unease worried itself into my brain.

“I’ve given you many opportunities to accept my offer to pledge with you, and still you refuse. Well, it is no longer an option.”

Anger uncurled in my stomach, expanding. “That’s great, Alis. I’ve heard that my mother accepts your suit, so I don’t understand what this is all about.” I glanced meaningfully at his three friends standing stoically nearby.

He raised a brow. “And you accept?”

Hell no—but I hesitated. Currently magically inept, and surrounded by four determined sons of bitches . . . “Yes, of course. I wouldn’t go against my mother’s wishes.”

His eyes hardened. “You think me stupid.”

“That’s not true.” Yes, yes it was.

His gaze shot to the women watching the scene as if they were memorizing every word. This is going to be in the gossip rags tomorrow, I thought with a sigh. “Go,” he said harshly. The women’s eyes widened before dropping their clothes and rushing from the alley. I thought about running out with them, but I knew that would get me about four feet because Alis could fast-travel; that, and he had the ability to cause severe pain that completely immobilized his opponent. His gifts must have been what made him so popular with his cronies here.

His eyes came back to me, before glancing at one of the men behind him who looked a few years older than me, with dark hair and an indifferent expression.

Alis nodded his head in my direction. “Raymond, let’s see if she’s lying, shall we?”

Shit. Worry needled its way into my chest, my heartbeat picking up pace.

I was sure that you weren’t supposed to let yourself get into this position: four men surrounding you in each direction. But screaming wasn’t an option for me. I was not that farm girl anymore, and I wouldn’t act like her unless death was on the line. Being that Alis’ goal was to pledge with me, I knew that wasn’t what he had planned. I would just have to think my way out of this situation.

Raymond stood in front of me, his callous gaze looking me straight in the eyes, and I noticed that something was missing from it: sympathy. I’d thought Weston losing his humanity would be a tragedy for anyone, but I realized then, that many gave it away for nothing.

Alis stood back, leaning against the wall indifferently while chewing on a piece of straw. “Are you lying to me about accepting my suit, Calamity?”

Raymond was watching for my reply, able to see the truth in one’s eyes. I bit my lip, uncertain. But I knew there was no point in lying. So, I looked Raymond steadily in the eye, and said, “Yes.”

He blinked, not expecting that response.

Alis didn’t flinch, though, somehow having learned me better than I had him in the six months I’d been here.

“Truth,” Raymond supplied, and the two other men circling me guffawed at my blatant disrespect.

Alis rubbed his jaw, frustration only seen in his tense movements. “I’ve been trying to go about this the right way, Calamity. I do not understand why you have to make it difficult.”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. Because what a piece of work.

Raymond flicked his gaze to Alis in question, receiving a short nod in return. I should have seen it coming, but I still vastly underestimated the potted plant: I was backhanded across the face.

A sharp sting erupted across my cheek, and a couple drops of warm blood trickled down my face from where his large ring split my skin. I caught the blood with the back of my hand before any could drip to the ground below.

I could get myself out of this mess; I couldn’t fight being possessed by the Shadows again so soon. That frightened me more than Alis and his friends did.

“What’s wrong with your blood?” Alis asked in disgust, noticing the black color.

I lifted a shoulder. “Been dabbling in black magic.”

His expression grew intrigued at that, but he didn’t ask any more questions about it. “I will not hit my future pledged. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have someone do it for me.”

I wanted to laugh once more. It was an itch I desperately wanted to scratch. But I really didn’t want to be hit again; that had really hurt, so I only dryly replied, “How courteous of you.”

The man behind me scoffed. “I do not know why you want this woman, Alis. I can think of one good use for her, but she will drive you mad before you can get there.”

Alis shot him a look. “Don’t speak of her that way.”

My Prince Charming . . .

The man put his hands up, taking a step back behind me.

“I wish I could get your acceptance of free will so that we could go into our pledging with a clean slate, but if I have to force you to swear your agreeance to me then so be it.”

“I hope you have a lot of time, then.”

He raised a brow.

“Because you’ll be here forever. I won’t do it.”

He closed his eyes with a sigh, then waved his hand toward Raymond, who backhanded me once again. The sting spread across my face like little needles, the scratch in my cheek splitting further open.

I turned my head back around slowly, hate seeping into my chest with each heartbeat, and pinned my hard gaze on Alis. “If you wish to be a successful villain, there is something that you should know.”

He raised an intrigued brow, that stupid piece of straw still bit between his teeth.

“Make sure there aren’t any more corrupt ones in the vicinity. It’s the number one rule.”

“I thought that was being mad,” Weston returned, walking into the area like he washed laundry here daily.

“I suppose you’re right.” I lifted an indifferent shoulder. “It’s worked for you.”

All of the men froze as if there was a sudden chill that blew in, watching the Titan Prince with stunned uncertainty. Stunned at what I said, even more stunned that Weston only glanced at me with amusement.

Alis’ posture stiffened, the straw dropping from his mouth, while looking from me to the Titan. Confusion waged in his eyes. All I felt was a sweet relief because as much as I wished otherwise, I hadn’t quite thought of an idea to get out of this mess . . .

To my surprise, Weston looked . . . sane, as if he’d gotten ahold of the madness between now and last night. Involuntarily, the weight on my chest drifted away. “Don’t you look well this afternoon! I thought for sure you’d taken ill after yesterday. Your appearance was . . . quite worrisome.”

Weston chewed on his cheek thoughtfully, holding back a smile. “I’m feeling much better today. Thank you.” His eyes wandered down to the cut on my cheek, his gaze darkening as he rubbed a thumb across his bottom lip—a behavior I’d thought was to keep his hands busy. But I vaguely noticed his reaction, because I was still trying to process Weston saying the words ‘Thank you.’

‘Pardon me’ and now ‘Thank you’—who was this man?

The air was tense, quiet, filled with the questions of how this was going to play out, and why a person of Weston’s status would know me at all.

“I don’t think we’ve been introduced, milord,” Alis said to Weston.

“Don’t believe so,” Weston replied, but he didn’t make the slightest movement to introduce himself, only swept his gaze around the area. He nodded his head in my direction. “What did she do? Talk back?”

The tension in the air relaxed as if the men had found something in common with the Prince: disliking disrespectful women.

Alis finally answered, “Audacity, milord. She has it in spades.”

Weston’s gaze flicked to me in amusement as he walked the perimeter. “Does she? And who are you to her?”

“Her future pledged,” Alis said with conviction.

I shot him a look of annoyance.

Weston didn’t miss a stride; his expression darkened around the edges, but his words were light. “My condolences.”

I rolled my eyes. Cute.

The men laughed at that. They thought they were getting chummy with the Prince.

But I knew Weston better than that.

“Who touched her?” The question was indifferent, but the insinuation filled the easy air with heavy expectation. They each stilled, uncertain of what they should do. Alis eyed the scene as if trying to figure out the reason for Weston’s involvement and what I could mean to him.

Weston came up behind one of the men whose eyes were wildly fixed on Alis for direction.

“Him?” Weston asked me.

I paused for a moment but then shook my head, the man looking visibly relieved.

Weston watched me, licked his lips thoughtfully, and then snapped the man’s neck in one smooth move. He dropped to his knees before falling to the dirt.

The men each took a step back, their wide gazes focused on their dead friend. “She said he didn’t do it!” Raymond rushed out.

“Association,” Weston replied blandly.

Alis took a step toward me, his eyes full of anger and questions. I meaningfully wiped some blood off my cheek with the back of my hand, while offering, “Jealous streak.”

“Him?” Weston asked without looking at me, his attention on the man who ‘knew one thing I was good for.’

I shook my head. But I didn’t know why I even did, because a sickening crack and then the sound of a lifeless body falling to the dirt still hit my ears.

Anger contorted Alis’ face as he stood his ground, hesitantly looking determined not to give up. He was the only one with the ability to protect himself magically. Raymond, though seemingly only a truth-teller, turned to run but didn’t get very far without Weston fast-traveling in front of him and snapping his neck.

Silence filled the area, but there was a ringing in my ears from the carnage on the ground. You’d think I’d grow used to dead men surrounding me whenever Weston was near, but I just couldn’t. And it was at that moment, that I realized he wasn’t an ordinary man to have fanciful thoughts about. This, killing like this, was not something you could just walk away from. He was not a blacksmith, and he never would be. That every time I had let him touch me, he spread blood across my body.

Weston’s gaze focused on an enraged Alis. “Maybe you haven’t realized I’m not your average Titan?” he said, taking short steps toward him. “Your mind tricks don’t work on me.”

A vein stood out in Alis’ forehead. “She is a witch. One manipulative witch. Trust me, you aren’t the only one she’s fucking.”

I closed my eyes for a moment at Alis’ stupidity, but then realized that was a horrible idea, and quickly blinked them back open—at just the right time.

I practically threw myself in between them, putting a hand on Weston’s chest, pushing against him. He didn’t look down on me, a muscle in his jaw ticking.

“Wait,” I rushed out. “Just wait.”

Alis sneered. “I don’t need your help.”

“Stop being an idiot,” I snapped at him.

My mind spun. I thought of my mother, that even though she’d sell me out to this bastard, I didn’t think I had the heart to let something happen to her stepson. Alis was her family, and unfortunately mine in return; idiotic and psychotic family, but family all the same.

A calm settled over me when I thought of the perfect solution. Meeting Alis’ eyes, I laid out his future: “You’re going to offer for Juliana. You’re going to love her and make her the happiest woman in the world. You’ll never stray, and you’ll live life as dutifully as a law-abiding citizen.”

Disgust pulled on Alis’ lips.

I knew that my persuasion wouldn’t last on Alis, if it hadn’t even worked well on Archer. And I knew I couldn’t get in with compulsion—it took a long time to master that, and I’d only started months ago. But I knew who could do it. And with a glance at him, he didn’t look so happy about what I wanted.

However, with some aversion, Weston compel—no, he hit Alis, right over my head. I heard the crunch of bone, nose, jaw, I wasn’t sure which. Alis reared back, holding his face, blood dripping steadily to the ground.

I wanted to feel displeasure about it all, but the bastard deserved it. He dropped to his knees, moaning something unintelligible. He would have to see a healer about all that.

Weston compelled Alis, distaste lacing every word, his expression telling me he’d rather kill him. Mine said, ‘Too bad. We don’t all get what we want.’

If Alis didn’t have a strong enough mind to handle the long-term compulsion, then that was his problem. At least I tried. While Weston finished up compelling him, I turned around, stepped over lifeless limbs like puddles, and walked down the alley toward my mother’s house.
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“Always saving you, aren’t I?”

I frowned but kept walking from him. It was fruitless, because, in less than a second, he spun me around, backed me up slowly until my back hit the wall, and then ran his thumb down my cheek. My skin burned at the contact, my legs tingling where they touched his.

“Look. At. That.” He whistled at the smooth skin of my cheek where minutes ago there’d been a cut. He braced his hands on the wall on either side of me.

A sudden shyness ran through me, and I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t know where we stood and what he would do next. “Are you . . . sane?” I asked hesitantly.

A smile pulled at his lips as he glanced down the alleyway before a small laugh escaped him. He shook his head, drawing his gaze back to me. “Do I look sane?”

My eyes narrowed. “No. You’ve always been mad.”

“If I had finally lost it, you would know,” he told me, his gaze darkening. “I wouldn’t be standing here alone with you, chatting.”

“And what would you be doing?”

He leaned in so close, his lips brushed my neck. “Why do you ask questions you already know the answers to?”

His low, rough voice sent goose bumps down my arms, my breath catching. How does he do this to me? I pushed the breathless feeling away as best as I could.

“Well, that’s a pipe dream, really,” I told him as he pulled back to look at me. “Because you could never catch me.”

He licked his lips, dark amusement pulling at the corners. “Oh, I’d catch you, Princess. If you even ran.”

My stomach fluttered, warmth pooling between my legs, but I couldn’t stop being annoyed at his insinuation—regardless if it were true. And it wasn’t.

“Weston,” I looked meaningfully at his hands braced on either side of me, “we’re coexisting a little too closely, don’t you think?”

His eyes narrowed.

“I want to share Symbia with you as much as you do me, but if you keep stopping me on the streets, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“I’m pretty sure—correct me if I’m mistaken—that I just saved your sorry life.”

I scoffed. “Alis wouldn’t have killed me. He wanted to marry me, that’s all. You know, the way I’m sure you’ll have to do it to get any woman to marry you.”

“Why didn’t you fast-travel?”

I blinked at his sudden change of topic, but then only lifted a shoulder. I wasn’t going to tell him that part of my magic was faulty and that everyone knew it.

His voice hardened. “Why would you allow four men to corner you like that? Do you have any sense?”

Some irritation ran through me. “You’re cornering me right now while telling me not to let it happen. Back. Up.”

His gaze flickered with heat, but he took a step back allowing me out. I continued the walk to my mother’s without a look in his direction.

“Not even a ‘Thank you’ or maybe an ‘I owe you one?’” he asked from behind me.

I snorted, keeping my voice light. “For all you’ve done to me, you deserve a ‘Go to hell’ or maybe a ‘Fuck you.’”

All I heard was a breath of amusement.

I frowned, not expecting that response. “Why are you following me?”

“Hasn’t that always been the question,” he said softly, thoughtfully.

I sucked in a little breath, inhaling the smell of sweet smoke escaping a window somewhere nearby. If he just kept his mouth shut, half my uncertainty about him would fly out the window, but it was like he knew how to reel me in with those words, that voice.

I pushed a towel hanging from a line out of the way, letting it drop right on him, but suddenly, he grabbed my wrist, slowly, gently, turning me around. Surrounded by hanging laundry, his gaze focused heavily on my own. The air was hot, suffocating, and the way he was looking at me, made my blood burn even hotter.

There was something soft behind his eyes that I couldn’t figure out. Something that made my heart patter in my chest, because paired with that stupidly handsome face, it suddenly made me want . . . more than I ever should.

It was so quiet in this spot that Symbia’s music flowed down the alleyway, hitting our ears with soft, melodic sounds.

“If I didn’t get here when I did, what would have happened?” he asked, his voice dark and deathly serious.

I swallowed, but then some agitation ran through me. He tries to banish me from the city and then acts concerned about my welfare?

“Who are you to act like you care?” For some reason, the resentment came up all at once, choking me. “Your brother walks around without a care in the world. For all I know you let him—”

“Don’t say it.” His voice was so cold that it sent a chill through me, cooling the bitterness in my veins. “Do you know what it takes to get close to a man like my father? How long it takes?”

I blinked, uncertainty piercing my chest.

“How fucking long does it take, Calamity? Tell me. You can do the math, can’t you?”

Swallowing, my heart beat erratically. I opened my mouth, but I was stunned silent.

“Ten months,” he said roughly.

Understanding dawned on me completely.

“He had his solar warded, the strongest Mages you can find at his disposal. He knew what his children were, knew of ways to protect himself from us.”

I shook my head, somehow not believing it was because of me. He had too many other reasons to do it, especially the execution of his mother.

A heaviness settled in my chest when he let out a bitter laugh as if he read my thoughts; he’d judged my expression at least. “I’ve wanted to do it for so many reasons, Calamity. But there was only one I needed to do it for.”

“Why?” I breathed.

“He took what was mine. I took what he cherished the most: his life.”

Mine. A sudden warmth heated my skin.

“He took your chance to open the seal,” I corrected.

“My chance is still standing right the fuck in front of me,” he snapped. “If I wanted it, I could take it. I still have your blood—I could have you following me on your hands and knees if I wished. And trust me, that idea’s been fucking tempting.”

What he said rang true. If he was that upset about the seal, why wasn’t he taking the time he had left to get me to open it? To save his sanity?

The fact that he waited, planned the death of his father, it made his actions—in the most disturbing way—much sincerer than doing it out of the heat of the moment.

After a minute of intense silence, he spoke.

“Truce.”

His deep, thoughtful voice worked its way into my chest.

“What?”

“Truce. For good. Symbia is yours for now, but in your best interest, I suggest you don’t make a home here.”

My brows pulled together, uncertainty rushing me. “Mine? Are you leaving?”

“Yea.”

A heavy pressure settled on my lungs. “And what lucky place is expecting you?”

He ran his tongue across his teeth in the same unsure move I remembered his brother had done. “Elian.”

“Elian?” I choked out the word. “What’s in Elian?”

He never replied, but there was a suspicious light in his eyes that told me it might not be what was in Elian at all. But what was not.

So he was leaving because I wouldn’t? Why couldn’t we just coexist?

A feeling of panic twisted and bent in my stomach, making me almost nauseous, and the only word I wanted to say was ‘No.’ It was so strong on the tip of my tongue, an automatic reaction to something I couldn’t understand. But I held it back, my feelings spinning in turmoil. “Tired of me already?” I asked with a fake smile, my voice sounding off to my own ears. “When are you leaving?”

“Tonight.”

I nodded like I completely understood, but inside, an unnerving feeling was needling its way into my chest. I was going to be honest with myself about him for the first time because this panic squeezing my lungs gave me no choice.

I knew exactly how this would play out: he would leave, and I would be left here, trying to come up with more reasons I hated him just so that I could pen his name. These unnerving feelings I had toward him wouldn’t go away, and I’d be searching through men trying to find one whose hands took away my thoughts instead of making them spin with an excuse to leave.

I understood how this would play out. But I would never admit it, and I didn’t know how to fix it either.

“The captain?” I said, remembering the man he spoke to in The Three Cups. “You’ve had this planned? So why even try to make me leave?”

He shook his head. “I’ve decided to move my trip up a couple of months.”

Because of last night . . . because of me. I should have just told him the truth. Stepped on my pride and been honest with him. My chest tightened. What was wrong with me that I couldn’t be okay with this? I had the strongest plea on the tip of my tongue to ask him to stay, as if I had that kind of sway with him.

“What are you going to do in Elian?”

“I imagine what any other does in Elian.”

I swallowed, my throat thick. “What about Titan and your duty there?” What about me? the thought floated through my mind. My eyes almost widened at this visceral reaction that seemed to be waging without my consent. Confusion wedged deep into my chest.

He shook his head, some amusement crossing his face. “You think I should be in control of Titan after last night?”

“Rather you than your brother.”

“He won’t bother you again,” he assured as if he sensed my unease but was misjudging it on the topic of his brother.

“I stabbed him.”

He laughed quietly. “Yea. He deserved it, and he knows it.”

I wondered if Weston knew his brother wanted the seal open, but I didn’t ask. He’d made his decision to leave, and I didn’t want him to feel like he had to stay to protect me. I could handle myself.

He walked towards me, running his calloused palm to my nape, skimming his thumb across my cheek.

I licked my lips nervously, my heartbeats colliding with each other. I could feel his heavy gaze on me, but I wasn’t brave enough to look him in the eye. What if he saw everything I could never say?

“I’d tell you to stay safe,” he said soft and rough. “But I think you can do a better job than I ever could.”

My heart ached like my uncertainty had wrapped around it, squeezing.

“Goodbye, Princess.”

I couldn’t say a word as he walked away, my gaze fixed unseeingly. Numbness settled into my chest, deep and heavy. And it was as the stone wall in front of me blinked into black and white, that I recognized this feeling.

I knew this feeling . . .

But I wouldn’t even let myself think it out loud. What a sick and twisted game Alyria had played on me. Maybe this was punishment for who I was, of what I could do. The music flowing down the alley suddenly took a melancholy dip as if it was serenading, mocking, my realization.

This one word, this feeling . . .

I hated it.

But I realized then, that I hated this pain in my chest even more.
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My mother’s ageing servant answered the door, her gray hair swept into an elegant bun on the top of her head, her plain white dress thin and flowing to her ankles.

“I think I’m in love,” I said completely passionless, having come to terms with it on my walk here.

She watched me with a blank look for a moment, before shouting, “Reina!” and then she walked away.

“I told you not to shout at me anymore, Samira! It’s improper!” my mother hollered back, her voice getting closer as she came to the door.

Her face fell when she came into view and saw my imploring expression. “Oh, no. You’re with child, aren’t you? Like mother like daughter . . . well played, Alyria, well played,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head.

“What? No. I’m not with child. Worse! I think I’m in love!” I told her as I strolled into the foyer and past her into the drawing room.

She followed behind me. “Oh, dear. Not with that Untouchable prince, I hope.”

I blinked, remembering she’d seen me with him at the ball. “No, of course not,” I assured, shaking my head. “With the Titan prince.”

My mother’s eyes widened as she fell onto the chaise. “Which one? Not the one who killed his—”

My expression cut her off.

“Lord,” she breathed. “Mother is going to have a fit about this!”

“But she’ll never know! Because he’s leaving and . . . I have this very strange feeling in my chest like I can’t breathe. And it’s most uncomfortable. How do I make it go away?”

My mother watched me, her expression thoughtful. “Well, I don’t know. Don’t think I’ve ever felt that way before.”

I fell on the chaise across from her with a sigh.

“You must merely find a new man to focus on. Like Alis,” she said, pleased with herself that she had fit that in seamlessly.

“But it’s like every other man will not do. And besides Weston almost killed Alis today—broke his face, in fact—so I do not think he wants me anymore. Anyway, I’ve heard he has designs to offer for Juliana.”

She sat up. “What! Oh, no, no, no. I told Mother that I would get you pledged. And Alis is the only one who has strong enough connections to please her.”

My eyes narrowed. “Why does Grandmother want me married off?”

Her lips fell into a thoughtful pout. “It is important to have a strong ally on your side, Cal. If Alis has really planned on Juliana—which seems odd, considering just yesterday he was settled on you . . .” she narrowed her eyes at me, “then we need to find you someone new and quickly.” My mother cursed softly, sitting back on the chaise, before shouting, “Samira!”

She arrived, standing in the doorway, looking at my mother with annoyance.

“Wine, please. I think I feel a headache coming on,” my mother said, putting a hand to her temple.

Samira eyed my mother for a moment, then headed to the side table, muttering, “It is because you’ve already drunk too much wine today.”

I sat up, my thoughts chaotic. “Mother, you are older, and therefore slightly wiser—” Samira snorted, “—don’t you have any advice for me?”

She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Well, start bedding someone else. It should pass in time.”

I sighed, sitting back against the chaise. I wasn’t bedding anyone at all, so that particular suggestion wouldn’t help.

“Reina, your advice is hogwash. You don’t know anything about love,” Samira said, thrusting a wine glass at my mother, some purple liquid almost sloshing over the sides.

My mother’s gaze narrowed as she snatched the cup from her hand. “And you do? How long has it been since you’ve been with a man? Surely I have more experience in the matter.”

Samira rolled her eyes. “She is talking about love. Not tupping anything that moves!”

“I have higher standards than that.”

“Hardly,” Samira responded, then focused her gaze on me. “Now you listen here, dear. If you love him, then tell him.”

Ugh. I thought I could taste my breakfast once again.

My mother scoffed. “Samira, you’ve no idea what you’re speaking of. She won’t degrade herself like that.”

“You degrade yourself every night in a different man’s bed! Looks where it’s gotten you. You don’t even know the meaning of love.”

“You don’t understand,” I told Samira. “I just want it to go away. That’s all.”

Her face softened. “Honey, if it goes away it’s not real love.”

My mother snorted.

Samira ignored it. “I’ve been with my James for fifty years. I know what I’m speaking of.”

I’d never entertained the idea of a future with Weston. Could I even put him in place of my blacksmith? Wake up next to him every morning? Instead of washing soot, wash the blood off his clothes? Even if I could fathom the idea, Weston didn’t have a future like that ahead of him.

I shook my head. “We can’t ever be together like that.”

“Finally, some sense in this house,” my mother muttered.

“Why not?” Samira asked.

“Because . . .” Weston is going to go mad sooner than later, and he kills . . . everyone. “It’s complicated. But impossible.”

“Well, if that is truly the case, then make sure you get everything off your chest so you can move on feeling like you’ve said everything you needed to say. Because if you don’t, the words will go through your head for the rest of your life.”

I blinked, taking her statement in. It settled in my chest, flooring me. Of course, that was it. Closure. I’d never fully got it.

The pressure released from my heart and a smile pulled on my lips. “I think I’ve just the plan.”

Samira smiled brightly. “Good, child, good. Are you going to tell him you love him?”

“No.” I shook my head, and then announced, “I’m going to sleep with him.”

My mother laughed so hard that wine sprayed from her mouth across the white chaise. Samira tossed her rag behind her, muttering something as she left the room.
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Leaving my mother’s house, I felt much better about my plan, but the problem was: I wasn’t sure how to go about it.

Honestly, it was a little questionable this would give me the closure I needed. But I knew it would probably take me years to find another man I wanted to sleep with, and I didn’t want to wait that long. The only one in the vicinity was leaving tonight. What choice did I really have?

I knew that I would be straightforward with what I wanted. But some unease worried its way into my brain. What if he refused me? I chewed my lip while that possibility filled my mind. If I didn’t try, though, I knew I would regret it. For some reason, he was the one I wanted to be with first, and no other man would do. And besides, this gave me an excuse to see him once more.

The streets were filled with people, shoulder to shoulder, as they picked through the new shipment of strawberries, mangoes, and bananas that just came in.

The festival still had activities dispersed throughout the streets. Some dancers flittered from here to there in their colorful, ruffled skirts; a man who breathed fire entertained a passing crowd. A drama re-enacted Queen Sephil’s execution for adultery, the pig’s blood almost hitting me from a good distance. It was when I was shying away from the spray, that my shoulder collided with a woman’s.

I turned around to quickly apologize but then froze, a chill crawling into my heart, growing, icing over. It was then I realized that I hadn’t frozen—the world had.

The woman had turned around to look at me, the tragedy of my name, my inescapable future staring me in the eyes in the form of one potion shop woman. A haunting fear filled my lungs, cutting off my breath.

Her dark hair spilled down her back, her lips in a genuine apologetic smile, but it was the darkened gleam in her eyes that saw me, saw what I could—would—do, that filled my throat with dread. A young girl held purple and yellow streamers behind her, and they were frozen in a state of disarray in the air, her waving arms moving at a snail’s pace.

The woman was frozen mid-turn, but her smile wasn’t immobile; it still brightened on her face, before falling into a thoughtful pout. She blinked in black and white, back and forth, before fading into color.

With a rush, sounds returned to my ears, the world resuming. My head had already snapped forward as if the world went on without us, my feet taking a few steps before I could stop them.

I whipped my head behind me, only to see the back of the woman’s dark hair disappearing completely into the crowd.

And so, I took a breath, willed my heartbeat to slow down, and then I walked away like nothing had happened as well.
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My hands shook, nerves somersaulting in my stomach as I walked slowly to the palace. The church bell reverberated through the air, ringing in my ears. Tall palm trees waved in the wind, only a small breeze making its way through the streets. I could almost see the heat of the sun, the temperature having peaked mid-afternoon to an almost suffocating level. Not the best day to try and seduce someone, but I couldn’t wait; because one, he was leaving, and two, I needed to do it before I lost the guts.

After my mother’s, I’d lazed in the baths for a while, some of the girls coming with me to prepare for the last gathering tonight. The potion shop woman had been prevalent in the back of my mind, but I pushed her away. Because as Weston had told me that the seal would come to me, I knew with a certainty she was a part of it. And I wouldn’t sit and worry about something that I couldn’t control—at least not while my mind was spinning with how to ask a man to take my virginity.

The sun reflecting off the golden top of the palace came into view, and I let out a little breath, forcing the nervousness away. I can do this. I can just ask him to sleep with me for closure’s sake. He’ll understand. Right . . .? I worried my lip.

Untouchables filled the large bailey, their keen eyes on the city folk rushing in and out with deliveries. It felt like they all looked at me as if they knew I was about to ask someone to deflower me, their heavy gazes following me to the palace entrance. And then I realized I wore the dress my mother bought me—the one she bought for herself by the way—and it was far left of the scale towards ‘not modest’ but not quite at ‘barmaid.’ I wondered how Grandmother had even raised my mother. It was the biggest mystery of life.

The hall was usually open during the day for deliveries, announcements, and villager complaints at the magistrate’s office. It was always surrounded by king’s guards, the rest of the palace unavailable to the public.

I had to compel two guards to get past them, and no, it wasn’t Darren and Gregory, unfortunately. I was sure if it had been them, they’d have given me a free pass right on through. I let out an amused breath to myself at that one.

After stopping a servant girl to find out where Weston’s room was, I stood in front of his door. Just stood there for a moment, not even knowing if he was inside, but not able to knock just yet. I was debating about just forgetting this whole thing; nerves were crawling up my back, but then, the door opened, and the object of my thoughts stood on the other side.

No shirt. He wore no shirt, but I didn’t let myself look down from his face because I wouldn’t look up again if I did.

“Oh, hi,” I said, swallowing audibly.

A small smile pulled at the corner of his lips. “What are you doing?”

I bit my lip. “I was debating whether or not I should knock.” I was way too honest, and I’d never hated myself for it until lately.

He crossed his arms, leaning against the doorframe. So, so shirtless. “Are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

I shook my head slightly. “I don’t think so.”

He let out an amused breath and then walked away from the door, leaving it open and me standing on the other side. I stood there for a moment, only ogling his muscled back and the wolf brand between his shoulder blades.

He sat in a wooden chair that rested cockeyed from the desk, picking up one of his blades and running limestone across the edges, resuming what he must have been doing before I’d interrupted.

“What? No women in here fanning you? I thought that’s what princes did in this kind of heat.”

He glanced up from his work with a sly smile. “You offering, Princess?”

Heat rushed to my cheeks, my heartbeat stuttering, but thankfully he’d already averted his gaze, running his hand along the edge of his blade, testing the sharpness. I made myself busy by shutting the door and leaning against it, then eyeing the room like I’d never seen one before in my life.

Sheer curtains blew back from the open balcony in the lazy breeze, the bed was prince-sized with a cream-colored duvet; pink accents and flowers covered the light wooden desk and end tables. A laugh escaped me. “Maxim gave you a lady’s room.”

“Yea,” he said after a moment, “he’s a bastard.”

“Well, at least you made it your own,” I said, hinting at the arsenal of knives he had laid out on the desk.

He didn’t reply, only gave a slight shake of his head, his shoulders tensing as if he was suddenly agitated with me.

I pulled the hair away from my neck, my nerves making the heat much more oppressive. The air was heavy with tension and that awkwardness of trying to find something to say. His sudden change in disposition had unease running down my back. I didn’t understand it. I could stand here and watch him all day. Why did he suddenly act like he wanted me to leave?

Maybe I did want this more than him. And he only told me he wanted me as some means of intimidation. Because surely if he really did, he’d at least look at me while I stood in his room?

Or maybe I was only misinterpreting him because of the nerves coursing through me. So, I put a small smile on, and jested, “Sharpening your knives is how you prepare for your trip? I almost feel sorry for the people of Elian.”

His gaze flicked up to me as a breeze blew in through the terrace, teasing my skirts and baring my leg from the high slit in the thigh. His eyes followed the motion, before going cold. And with a frustrated shake of his head, he set his blade on the desk harder than necessary. “Calamity, what are you doing here?”

I flinched at his voice, realizing that I hadn’t misjudged him at all.

For some reason, me standing uncertainly near the door, and him, over there, in control of the situation, sucked me back into a Cameron inn.

“This is all I’m worth?”

His smile was wicked. “Care to prove your worth?”

I shivered at the memory. Because if I had known him like I did now, I would have accepted. Some nostalgia made my throat thick, my heart heavy. Did I always want to put the idea of finally being with him into a memory where it never happened? Because if I didn’t get what I came for, the regret would follow me into my dreams. I was young, I had no idea that what I wanted would actually make the feelings worse; but in my mind, I hid the truth behind a paltry need for closure.

The idea of regret haunting me just as the Shadows did, gave me the rush of fortitude to do what I came for.

I glanced up to see him sitting back in his chair, running a towel with some kind of oil over a blade, his expression cross as if he’d been having a good day until I entered his room. I didn’t care how he felt. He did this to me, and he was going to fix it.

I had no idea how to tell him what I wanted, so I only pushed myself off the door and walked towards him.

His gaze was down, his attention completely focused on his work like I wasn’t even here. And I wouldn’t lie and say it wasn’t intimidating—because the nerves were strong enough they vibrated under my skin.

When I stood in front of him, I pulled the knife from his hands and tossed it to the side. His narrowed gaze shot up, but by then I had already leaned in and pressed my lips against his, hard. Like I hated him. Like I remembered every reason on my list, all seventy-four of them. An angry groan vibrated against my lips with the warmth of his tongue brushing mine. I leaned further into him, resting my knee on the chair between his legs. But he’d already gripped the back of my thighs, pulling me so that I straddled him, stomach to stomach, chest to chest.

My blood sizzled. I could almost hear it rushing through my veins with the ring in my ears. The roughness of his hands ran fiery-hot trails over my thighs, backside, and then up my torso, brushing over my breasts and gently squeezing before running back down to my hips. A moan escaped my lips, and he captured it in his mouth, playing my tongue with his.

I swayed into him, groaning when the hard length of him brushed between my legs.

For some reason, I knew I would have to tell him I wanted to take this further than a heated kiss, when truly, I needed to. I was tired of waiting. I wanted it now, all of it. I wanted him to douse this burning fire under my skin, so that I could breathe again, stop fantasizing of the moment and finally know it.

I didn’t have the words, so I only ran my hand down his chest, the muscles of his stomach tightening under my touch, and then between our legs, resting my palm right over the top of him. He groaned, deep and rough, his forehead dropping to mine. I had no idea what I was doing, but the sound that I affected him that much by only resting my hand against him gave me a rush. His breaths were heavy, uneven like this was somehow painful and not at all pleasurable for him, while I ran my hand hesitantly across the entire length of him, back and forth.

Our frantic movements had slowed into slow and lazy, our breaths mixing with the heavy, humid air. I kissed his lips once more, whispering against them, “Weston . . . please—”

He froze, the moment becoming ice cold before he got to his feet so abruptly, I fell back onto my butt on the floor.

He cursed, closing his eyes and stepping away from me like he couldn’t even bear to help me up.

I sat there, humiliation and anger filling my chest. The stupid bastard wanted me, had told me so how many times? I’d just had my hand on the proof. So why was he pushing me away again and again like he didn’t?

With frustration seeping into my chest, I got to my feet and turned around to see him walking to the door. He pulled it open and stood beside it with a firm grip on the edge in the unanimous way of telling me to get the fuck out.

Anger and then panic uncurled in my chest, with the aftertaste of regret if I walked through that door. So, I stood still, my heart racing in my chest.

“You need to leave,” he said roughly, keeping his gaze on the wall in front of him like he was tired of ridiculous me. If I left now, I’d have the worst sort of closure in the history of closures. Weston might have been stubborn in what he wanted, but I was immovable. And if he wanted me to leave then he would have to carry me out . . . and then I remembered something he told me before . . . something that he said would most assuredly make me a virgin no longer.

I didn’t even give myself time to think it through: I undid the leather girdle on my hips before sliding the straps of my dress over my shoulders. The loose fabric slid down my arms until it hit the floor. I wore nothing beneath. My breaths were shallow, my heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings.

“Calamity, for once in your life listen to—” He looked at me.

For a moment, he froze, so still, like I had completely stunned him.

“Fucking hell,” he hissed when he realized the door was wide open before slamming it shut. I had no idea if anyone had walked by, and I didn’t care. Because he was staring at me completely bare, every inch of my skin zinging just below the surface. I’d never stood naked in front of a man before, and it was one of the most exhilarating things I’d ever done.

He took a slow step towards me, and I tensed, panic uncurling in my stomach that he was going to make me put my dress on and send me away. I couldn’t handle his rejection. I was standing here, offering myself to a man for the very first time. I would take it hard, go find another man to feel wanted. And I didn’t want anyone else. Don’t ask me why, but this stupid Titan was who I needed.

He stopped, closed his eyes briefly, and then blinked them back open like he wasn’t going to let frustration ruin the view. “There’s no saint out there who could resist this.” He said it so quietly that I barely heard it, like he was talking to himself, trying to convince himself that it was out of his hands now.

His eyes finally, lazily, came up from my body to my face. “I’m done.”

I blinked a few times, trying to clear my thoughts. “Done?”

“From trying to save you by some self-sacrificing notion.” He took another step toward me, my heart jumping when he unbuckled his belt and tossed it on the floor beside him.

My throat felt thick. “I don’t need to be saved.”

He laughed darkly. “Yea, you do, Princess.”

I suddenly had a strong feeling that if I were ever given a chance to change my mind, it was far past.

“From what?” I took a small step back, but he’d already reached me, his hand in my hair, treating it like a rope and pulling me back until I felt the coolness of the stone wall behind me.

His fist tugged my head back, his lips coming down to brush mine. Then in the lightest, roughest whisper, he said against my lips, “From me.”

Maybe the shiver that went through me could be attributed to the fact that I never had a man in my life before. And I was just learning how much I enjoyed it, having a man’s presence, a man’s attention. I just wanted to languish in it, let him do whatever he wanted to me.

My pulse fluttered as the roughness of his hands spanned my waist, lifting me until my legs wound around him. The heat of his large body at my front and the cold stone at my back was an intoxicating combination. A violent shiver went through me when without even a kiss, his head lowered, taking a nipple in his mouth.

A guttural breath escaped my lips, and my head fell back when he moved to the next. Warmth seeped into my skin, spreading like wildfire to the pit of my stomach.

He pulled back, palming my breast in his hand. Groaning at the view, he ran his thumb over a nipple. Sharp tingles shot from my breasts lower and lower, sizzling.

His darkened gaze came up to mine, before kissing me, sucking on my tongue, and biting my lower lip, pulling on it. Differently and wilder than he’d ever kissed me before, like he was now uninhibited, unhinged.

I panted, tingles sparking inside me as the heat of his palms squeezed my bare breasts, thumbed my nipples until I thought I would go mad from the hazy pressure building.

His lips grew more persistent against my own, harsher, with more nips from his teeth and faster brushes of his tongue, until there wasn’t a breath his lips weren’t on me.

But when his hands slid against the underside of my thighs to unbutton his pants, unease cooled the fire under my skin. He was going to take me right here, against a wall. He didn’t know I was a virgin . . . the thought passed through my head.

“Wait.”

He didn’t stop kissing down my neck, biting a nipple gently. Panic uncurled in my stomach.

“Weston, wait!” I demanded breathlessly.

He pulled back only after I tugged sharply on his hair. I swallowed. “Um, I think there’s something you should know.”

He waited, his heated gaze hazy, maybe a little angry.

“I’m a—I mean . . . that I haven’t done this before,” I ended on a whisper. For all that is holy, don’t let him push me away for this.

Flicking my gaze back up to his, black slowly leaked into his irises, twirling and filling the space in a soft way. My heartbeat fluttered in my chest, but the heated, lazy expression he maintained kept me from fearing it, from fearing him. Slowly he slid me down his body until my feet hit the floor, and then in a position I thought was never possible for someone of Weston’s nature, he dropped to his knees at my feet.

My heart pattered so hard in my chest. “Wha—” I began, but the rest of the word came out in one long, guttural moan. Oh. Bloody. Hell. My back arched, and my head fell back, hitting the stone wall.

He had one thigh over his shoulder, and the other barely kept me standing steadily as the heat of his tongue licked and swirled around the center of me. Sharp tingles spread throughout my body, all the way to the tips of my fingers.

I gasped between heavy breaths, not sure where I wanted my hands: in his hair or spread on the wall beside me. I did a combination of both. The feeling inside me antsy, desperate, the deep tingles building to sparks. The feeling was foreign, unknown, and it made apprehension run down my spine. “Weston, stop,” I breathed.

He responded with an open-mouthed kiss at a place that made me see stars. The sparks built to a hotter level, the foreign feeling expanding. Oh, hell.

A moan started in my throat, and I bit my bottom lip to stop myself, but . . . his tongue was so wet, so hot, my lip slipped out of my teeth. “Please stop.”

“Shut. Up.” He slapped the inside of my thigh. Hard. Before tasting me softly on a groan.

Everything after that was incoherent.

Curse words, blasphemy, Weston’s name—who knew, escaped my lips as the sizzles built to a crackling fire, sending sparks throughout my body. My thighs tensed, and my fingers curled in his hair, the feeling of a warm flame pulsing between my legs, curling in my stomach.

After a moment, the tingles drifted away, leaving me feeling weightless—and that’s because I was. My back hit the bed, my breaths soft pants, while I came down from the most intense feeling ever, ever, ever.
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“Is this why whores are whores?” she asked, her eyelashes fanned across her cheeks as she tried to catch her breath. She wanted to talk right now? Classic Calamity. I was about to lose my fucking mind; my blood was rushing so fast through my veins I felt lightheaded. “Because if this is what it’s like, I might need to entertain the idea of the profession.”

Yea, over my dead fucking body. I doubted many men were dropping to their knees for whores anyway; though if Calamity were the whore in question they surely would. A jealous heat ran up my spine, and I shook it off. Everything about her made me irrational, which was unnecessary because it was my bed she was in, no one else’s.

Virgin, I had to remind myself over and over, so I didn’t completely fuck it up.

“Get the unpleasant part over fast or slow?” I gritted.

“Huh?” But then her head rolled to finally look up at me, clarity filling her dark, bottomless eyes. She swallowed, looking hesitant. “How bad is this going to hurt exactly?”

Did she think I deflowered virgins for sport? Probably.

“I couldn’t tell you,” I answered.

“Well, then I suppose I want it over fas—” Her words ended on a pained choke, her breaths cut off.

Fuck, so were mine. Wet. So tight. Too fucking perfect.

Sparks shot up my spine, and once I’d slid all the way in, I dropped my head with a groan.

Every inch of me screamed for more, to put my hand over her mouth so that I could only see those wide, dark eyes and just make her take it, but . . . nobody else has had her. And that thought alone sent a rush of possessive warmth through my body, enough to give me the strength to pause. She reflexively pushed against my chest, arched her back, and tried to push me out. And a dark part of me got a rush out of every minute of it. She was mine now. She couldn’t tell me no.

When the haze over my vision cleared, I noticed that a couple of tears had made their way down her cheeks. I loved when she fought me. I didn’t get a thrill from her pain. But the idea of some other man taking this from me, hurting her like this, it had all sorts of ideas running through my mind for the slowest death possible.

“I don’t think I want to be a whore at all,” she choked out on a sob.

“Good,” I said, leaning down and kissing her impossibly soft lips, tasting salty tears, “because you don’t get to be one.”

“In fact, I think I shall remain a virgin forever.”

A rough breath of amusement escaped me. “I think it’s too late for that.” The tightest pressure around my cock told me that much. Warm satisfaction shot through me, and I kissed her again before losing control and taking her just like the whore she kept speaking of.

Staying still inside her, I ran my hands up her hips and stomach. Her skin was impossibly smooth, softer than I’d ever imagined it to be. I palmed her breasts—and I’d been right: I couldn’t fit all of one in my hand. It had been my most thought-out mystery since Cameron City, and every time I’d been sitting across a campfire from her, fantasizing about this girl, anger had pulsed in my stomach. If she would have pulled up her dress and told me to get on my knees, I didn’t think I would’ve been able to say no. The idea that some ridiculous farm girl had that much pull on me, had sent resentment and irrationality rushing through my veins.

My skin vibrated with the knowledge that I was finally here, inside of her, in a position I’d put on a shelf as unattainable in my mind, something I wouldn’t give into. Because once I did, I didn’t think I could go back.

My heart pounded with satisfaction as I played with her breasts, sucked her nipples until her breaths went shallow, and her hips rolled in the smallest movements. This was finally fucking happening, and my heart thumped to an unsteady beat.

I groaned, finally giving into the haze, and moving. Her thighs tensed, her little hands grasping my forearms; her breasts grazed my chest, and sweet heat gripped me from inside her. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I moved slower than ever before until she could get used to it. My breaths were rough and uneven as I braced myself above her, only touching her where we were connected because I suddenly didn’t think I could handle any more. My skin vibrated violently just under the surface, screaming for me to go faster, harder.

The picture underneath me only made it crueler: her breaths coming out in pants between parted lips, her eyes wide open on me. I didn’t know how such perfection could even exist. But this ridiculous girl was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

Her hips moved with mine, in little circles, a small moan escaping her lips.

“Good?” I asked on a rough groan. It was my way of asking, ‘Are you okay?’ but I couldn’t even form all the words she was so fucking tight.

“Mmm. Good. It stings . . . but I feel so . . . full.”

Ah, shit. I groaned, not being able to stop myself from kissing that stupidly honest mouth of hers. I kissed her hard, my tongue in tune with the slow thrusting of my hips.

I couldn’t do this slow shit much longer. It was torture, plain and simple.

I pulled back, a spike of lust injecting straight into my bloodstream when I got the full picture of her, of us connected, me sliding in and out. It was the stupidest decision I ever made, because I was about to lose it, the sharp tingles at the base of my spine close to erupting. So I stopped, completely.

She blinked. “What are you doing? That isn’t it, is it?”

I could have laughed, but the wettest heat gripping my cock kept even her sincere naivety from being amusing.

“Enjoying the view,” I said roughly, not wanting to admit she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever fucked in my life and I was so close to losing it inside her.

“Well, can you do it moving, maybe?”

I shook my head, some wry amusement flooding me. From virgin to demanding little slut. Fuck, she was perfect.

I dropped back down on top of her, flicking my tongue in her obstinate little mouth. When I slid my hand down between us, brushing a sensitive part between her legs, she sucked in a breath. Moving inside of her slowly, I rubbed slow circles against her, while she tossed her head, arched her back, letting out little moans that sounded better than I’d ever fantasized.

She looked me in the eyes, that dark gaze piercing straight through my chest, before a groan escaped her lips, her fingernails digging into my biceps, while I felt her body clench so tightly around me. Sweat ran down my spine as I held still, tried to keep myself from letting go just yet.

Her legs went limp, her hands resting gently on my arms as she caught her breath. Her face turned to me, that ridiculously beautiful face. “Is that it then?” she murmured.

I shook my head. “No, now it’s my turn.”

She blinked. “Your tur—”

But I had already thrust hard inside her, pulled out, did it again. Fucked her hard and fast like I had always dreamed of, with pleasure curling up my spine. She was mine, mine to fuck, mine to use, and I wanted her to know it. I fucked her just like she had fucked me for months, putting all my anger, all my frustration into this moment. As much as I didn’t want to care about how she took this, I did; I waited to smell her fear, tensed, expecting it, though not sure I could even stop once I did. But it never came. She only grew wetter, loud moans escaping her lips as her nails dug into my arms.

It was at the moment I realized this fucking girl liked it hard, that I exploded deep inside her. Lost vision, sense of time, direction. I’d been so hard for this woman, for so long, that violent shivers erupted at the base of my spine, spreading throughout my body, sparking in my bloodstream.

Fucking hell.

I came down, slowly, catching myself before I collapsed on top of her. I braced myself on my forearms above her, my head bowed, trying to catch my breath. I felt the awareness behind my eyes, knew that when I looked up, she’d notice. And so I waited many minutes until I got a hold of myself.

Who knew how long later, with the haze clearing from my vision and my breaths evening out, she came into clear view. Her breaths soft and shallow, her eyelashes fanned across her cheeks, her expression at peace.

She fucking fell asleep on me.
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She was sleeping soundly while I pulled on some pants, ran my hands through my hair, and stood in front of the balcony, trying to calm my beating heart.

I knew that I shouldn’t have done it. That this would be the outcome: my hands practically shaking as I gripped the top of the doorframe to the terrace. I bowed my head, focusing on pushing the possessive feelings toward her away; the selfish, maddening thoughts that made me want to brand my name on her body, and the thoughts that were pulling on the last of my sanity.

She didn’t understand what it meant that I would lose my humanity, or she wouldn’t have dropped her dress at my feet. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t do this, that it wasn’t mine to take, that it might push me over the edge—feeling like she was mine for only the reality to set in and to realize she wasn’t. Not at all. She was going to marry her fucking blacksmith, there was just no other way.

Otherwise, once my humanity was gone, so would my sympathy, so would any protective feelings I had for her besides anger, lust, possessiveness. Revulsion rolled through me that she could anger me—it took only one time for me to lash out—and once again her lifeless eyes would look back at me.

I clenched my jaw, frustration leaking under my skin as I tightened my grip on the doorframe. I wasn’t a good man. I wasn’t sympathetic as it was, nor had I cared about some commoner girl’s life, at least that’s what I’d told myself. But when I saw her blood-stained body lying on the sand, her gaze blank, knowing that she would no longer say another obstinate word, something had clicked inside me. It was the moment I’d learned that panic exists: the painful grip on my chest, the twisting of my stomach, the pain radiating into my bloodstream.

I almost killed my brother. Beat him to within an inch of his life, in a mindless rage I’d never experienced before. He realized then what he did, what he took from me, and he hardly fought back. It was his reluctance that stopped me, stopped my blade from entering his heart. When my gaze drew to the girl on the sand, the rage faded into that thing they called panic, the feeling I would’ve never been able to describe until then.

Her death was my biggest failure, my greatest regret.

It made me admit to myself that I cared about that girl’s life too much. I hadn’t been able to save her, and the feeling of that would always haunt me. But now, she was going to live, my past guilt would make sure of it.

I knew that I shouldn’t have come here to begin with, that she was impossible for me to shake. That she was a liability I couldn’t afford, that messed with my head.

But I had to see her myself, just to remove the image of her lifeless body from my memory and replace it with something better: her long, wheaten hair down her back, in a white dress, reminding me of how innocent she always was as she stood in front of that butterfly enclosure. She was like seeing color for the very first time: her silky hair, the shape of her body, the delicate way she held a butterfly on the end of her finger.

I never doubted it was her; her mannerisms were too perfect. The way my heart beat heavily in my chest reminding me of my failure was an instinct I couldn’t ignore. And while the innocent, light scent I always associated with her wasn’t so innocent anymore, but instead more mature and slightly dark, I couldn’t deny to myself that it was anyone else.

After seeing her, I told myself I just needed to hear her voice. Just once and I could put her behind me.

But the idea that she was so close, of how easy it would be to seek her out, had been the only thought in my mind. I realized I couldn’t handle it when I saw her with some man at the parade. Yea, it was fucking selfish asking her to leave, but I had business here, and I wasn’t used to someone fucking up my plans.

And then she was taunting me in that tavern, and I’d realized I had zero self-control when it came to her. Fucking zero. Once I had my hands on her, I knew that I wouldn’t forget her when my humanity was gone—I would obsess over her. That thought alone sent unease curling in my stomach, a cold sweat down my back. It had changed my plans from finding a captain and crew unaffiliated to Titan to ship all of my possessions to northeastern land I’d purchased, to fucking Elian.

If she was here, and I was here, I’d find her. And I wasn’t going to let her death be on my hands again.

She was merely a drug. I only had to distance myself from it. Forget it exists, and I wouldn’t spend my days longing for it.

I heard a sigh from behind me. She was waking up. I closed my eyes, taking a breath. When I opened them, she was going to have to hate me. She came here, giving me her virginity for fuck’s sake. She didn’t hate me no matter how many items were on that list of hers. But she was going to in a moment because she needed to forget me. She needed to not drop her dress at my feet or look at me with that soft expression like she wanted something from me.

I opened my eyes, and fuck, I already regretted what I had to do.
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I blinked slowly, waking, the sheets underneath me so much softer than the ones at home. Clarity washed into my mind, and the warmth of contentment filled my chest, a small smile on my lips. I just slept with a man. No, I just slept with Weston.

I stretched, my skin feeling so sensitive against the humid air after his rough hands had covered every inch. Feeling a twinge of soreness between my legs, a flush ran to my cheeks. It was a different experience than I imagined, I supposed. I wasn’t expecting it to be so personal. Why was the image of him above me, burned into my mind with this warm, heavy feeling in my chest?

I swallowed. His lips on mine, his body moving into mine . . . it was so much heavier than I thought it would be. I didn’t even want to think about him leaving tonight because the idea made me feel as if someone were sitting on my chest.

The bed was empty, save for me, and I sat up, my gaze sweeping the room until I saw a certain Titan looking out to the terrace, his hands gripping the doorframe above him.

I only watched him for a moment, still in awe of what I just did with him. I didn’t feel much different, but it was hard to fathom that I just slept with a man like that.

He had his head bowed as if he was in thought, and a deep sense of tenderness rushed through me. I got to my feet, padding across the carpeted rug until I reached his back. I put my hands on his sides, feeling him tense slightly. A sense of unease crept up my back, but I still wrapped my arms around his stomach.

He dropped his arms and grabbed my wrists, gently pulling them off of him. A tense atmosphere overtook the room.

“I had a good time, Calamity, but I think you should go.”

My heart stilled, an uneasy sweat rushing to the surface. His voice was cold, colder than I’d heard it since he’d been in the city. I took an uncertain step back, stupid words slipping from my mouth before I could stop them. “Why do I have a feeling that’s what you say to any random whore?”

“Act like a whore, I’ll treat you like a whore.”

I faltered, and it took me a moment to realize that he had, in fact, just said that. I stood there, feeling like I’d just received a heavy blow in the chest from his fist.

I loved to think that I was tough enough to handle everything, anything that was thrown at me. But after that . . . sleeping with him, and giving him something I couldn’t give to anyone else, a sense of vulnerability rushed over me. And I realized I was standing there naked, completely bared to him, while he just told me he used me like a whore and expected me to leave like one. I never understood how sensitive I could be until that moment.

I took an uneasy step back when he turned around. His gaze came down to me and then hardened even further when he noticed I wore nothing. “Fuck, Calamity. Do you have any sense of modesty?” He shook his head and walked away from me like I truly disgusted him.

My heart was beating so hard in my chest, it felt like it was stealing all my breath. I was so confused my head spun. This wasn’t the Weston I’d come to know the past few days. This was someone else, and for a moment, I thought this was him losing his humanity. I glanced over at him hesitantly; and, as if he read my thoughts, he shook his head, putting some things in a leather pack. “Not yet, Princess. I got what I wanted. I don’t need to play the charming prince.”

His eyes were clear. He was telling the truth.

I swallowed, my throat thick as rejection crawled up it.

He glanced back at me, his expression tight that I hadn’t moved. “Do you not understand a dismissal when you hear one? Go. And for fuck’s sake, put your dress on before you do. If you’re going to marry that blacksmith of yours, you need to at least pretend you haven’t been whoring around.”

I was stunned, shocked-still for many moments. But when I realized I thought I could’ve had feelings for this stupid, heartless son of a bitch, anger sizzled like a crackling fire in my veins. My dress hit my stomach, and as soon as it did, I threw it back at his face.

He tossed it on the floor by my feet. “If you want a man to marry you, don’t throw yourself at him. Have some respect for yourself. Take that lesson from this and don’t drop your dress for any man who doesn’t deserve it.”

“Stop throwing myself—” I choked on my own anger; it was so strong it vibrated under my skin. I’ll throw something at him. I picked up a vase from an end table.

He stopped packing, his hard gaze cutting up to me. “Don’t you dare—”

The vase shattered against the wall by his head.

He closed his eyes for a moment, frustration ticking in his jaw. “You got it out, that’s great. Now walk away, Calamity.”

My heart beat so hard, my anger dying into something too much like despair in my chest. I hated it, I hated it so much. There was a burning behind my eyes, and I was going to lose it in front of him. But I couldn’t stop myself from picking up the thin glass ornament on the table.

“I swear if you throw—”

A muscle ticked in his cheek, but otherwise, he held still while it shattered against his chest, like he wasn’t even going to move, like he somehow . . . deserved it.

My breaths stuttered at the revelation. And I had to know. I had to know if this was a game or if this was real because it would haunt me for the rest of my life if so.

I turned and walked towards the door, leaving my dress on the floor. “Goodbye, Weston.”

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice dark.

“Leaving. Acting like the whore you seem to think I am.”

I had the door open and was one step out when he grabbed my wrist, spun me around and slammed his palm on the wall by my head. “Why!” he growled. “Why can’t you just fucking do what I want you to do for once in your life?”

I didn’t realize that tears were running down my cheeks like I’d never cried before. I shook my head. “I hate you. I hate you so much,” I bit out, trying to push him away, but he wrapped an arm around the back of my thighs and picked me up. It was almost comforting in a way, up until he dropped me on the bed.

He paced in front of the footboard, his body tense, his eyes dark and frustrated. I moved to crawl off the bed, but the look he shot me stopped me in my tracks.

The visceral reaction that I’d stopped like some kind of submissive wife sent a shot of anger through me. “I don’t take orders from you.”

“But you’re wrong.” His voice was hard. “Who would stop me from making you?”

Ugh, my chest burned in irritation. “You’ve been the worst experience I’ve had with a man yet, and I’d like to leave now.”

“You haven’t had any experiences with men besides me. I’ve just proven that, haven’t I?” His voice was too darkly pleased, and it pissed me off.

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ve been on my knees just like you were before.”

The look he shot me could have killed anyone weaker I was sure; black seeped steadily into his irises. Damn it all to hell. Maybe that wasn’t the best thing to say when I knew he could lose his humanity at any point.

He turned, walking away from me as if to collect himself.

How did it come to this? We could never just have a moment without it blowing up in our faces. “I just want to leave, Weston,” I said tiredly, moving to get off the bed.

“Get off that bed, I will put you right back.”

Annoyance ran through me. I could fast-travel to my dress, then fast-travel out. I’d be naked in the hall for a moment, but I was getting sick of him thinking I couldn’t do anything to stand up for myself. Though after a moment, I realized I couldn’t feel the burn at all. His presence had put me into a turmoil I couldn’t shake, and my magic wasn’t going to work with me.

With a frustrated sigh, I hopped off the bed only to come face to face with a chest in front of me.

“Do you think I say things just to say them?” he asked, but now the words were softer than earlier, the darkness losing steam.

“Sometimes, yea.” I didn’t notice he even had it before he was sliding my dress over my head, and a heaviness settled on my chest, so heavy. I was just waiting for a ‘Thank you’ if I was lucky and then to be escorted to the door.

My anguish from earlier returned, and then the skin-tingling relief of his palm running from my neck to my nape. His other hand brushed the tear tracks off my cheeks, in the lightest, most comforting, touch. I felt the back of my eyes burning again and willed it to stay down. He’d turned me into the biggest girl. Why was I letting him touch me after all that he said to me? I pushed both of his hands off me and tried to walk away. But his grip on my arm stopped me.

“Why can’t you use your magic?”

Of course, he would put that together. I tried to shrug his hold off with no avail and then brought my gaze up to him. “It’s my business—”

“None of yours,” he echoed dryly. “Answer the question.”

He wasn’t going to drop this until I answered, I could see that in his eyes. “I can’t do it when I’m stressed sometimes. It’s not a big deal.”

“Were you ‘stressed’ this afternoon, say in an alley with four men surrounding you?”

Ugh, he was annoying. And I hated that he had to know about this. I was going to respond with something impolite, when the church bell rang, pulling me from my thoughts. “What time is it?” I asked, looking out to the terrace, seeing that the sun was dimming in the sky.

“Seven.”

“Oh, bloody hell. I’m late!” I was really going to hear it this time. I pulled my hair out of my dress and rushed to get my sandals.

“For what?”

“Just a gathering where some men come to meet us to see if we’d be suitable for pledging.”

He stilled, giving me a ‘You’re jesting’ look. “You came here with the intention to sleep with me, gave us a couple of hours, and then were planning to rush back to pick out a man to marry?”

I sat on the bed, wrapping my sandals up my calves. “Yea, I guess that’s the way it happened.”

A disbelieving, dark laugh escaped him.

“I wish I could say it’s been swell and to have a great trip, but it really hasn’t. You’re rude, and I hope you get seasick.”

“I don’t get seasick,” he said wryly.

“Life just isn’t fair, is it?” I muttered.

For some reason, the air grew heavy as if there was something about to be said. I looked up to see him leaning against the desk. He chewed his cheek and paused for many moments. But then shook his head, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “I’ve decided to stay for a couple more days.”

I raised my eyebrow, ignoring the way my heart jumped in my chest. “What for? Are there more virgins in the city you plan to take advantage of?”

Dark amusement glinted in his eyes. “Only the ones who enter my room and ask for it.”

My blood heated that I had ever been so insistent. And then boiled at the insinuation that he would sleep with any virgin who was brave enough to come asking for it. I didn’t know if there were many out there . . . but still.

“I shall pray for her,” I said, getting to my feet.

“And repent for me afterward?” His gaze was mocking.

I gritted my teeth, walking to the door. “As for you, I think I shall let you rot, after all.”




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Fuck me, I thought, watching Calamity walk out the door, only to hear her let out a breath and then a small laugh around the corner as if she had run into someone. I already knew who the bastard was.

“Watch where you’re going, little witch.”

My eyes narrowed at Maxim’s voice.

“You ran into me. Keep your eyes off the floor. You can fantasize about all your women when you aren’t walking the hallways.”

“My palace. I’ll fantasize wherever I want.”

“Your stolen palace,” I heard her say, her voice drifting down the hallway. I was really beginning to hate the camaraderie they shared, a jealous heat crawling up my back. Every time I saw them together I remembered her sitting on his lap in his camp and a mad ache crept under my skin to hit something. Preferably Maxim’s face.

“Well, fuck me,” Maxim said as soon as he stepped into the room, his gaze going from me to the glass shattered across the floor.

I’d known I wouldn’t be able to keep this from him—the consequences of the stupid bond. But fuck if I had to talk to him.

I merely shot him a glance before walking onto the terrace and sitting in a chair overlooking the city. The sun was falling behind the horizon, and glowing orange torches were carried through the streets to light the lanterns.

I knew this woman would fuck everything up. I’d known it when she walked into that Cameron tavern, and I’d gotten a good look at her. So innocent. But for some reason, the thought that those dark, bottomless eyes would look so much better as she gazed up from her knees at my feet, had been my first thought.

I’d even decided to forget the whole thing, and had walked away, leaving her at the table, disaster following my back in the pair of unnaturally dark eyes. But then she barged into my room in nothing but a fucking man’s shirt, and that voice and that gaze crawled under my skin like a nuisance I couldn’t shake.

And now I had to stay a couple more days. Didn’t know if I would even make it that long, but the woman couldn’t even use her magic. Her Shadow magic, maybe, but I knew she wouldn’t be quick to use that. She was too good, too honest, and principled. She was the last girl on Alyria I would think to be a Shadow. I had brought attention to who she was, and I would stay until I knew she could at least defend herself.

Maxim took a seat next to me, resting his boots on the balcony ledge. “You could have warned me,” he said. “I was in a meeting with King Filip, and I’m sure he thinks I now have an affliction that I’ll spread to his daughter.”

I let out a breath of amusement. “You do have an affliction. Surprised he’s not worried you’ll slip up and kill your new wife.”

A drama was visible in the Northie square, the festival still in full swing, and every once in a while, the laughter would carry up to the terrace. I heard a couple of servants enter the room to light the wall sconces, one of the women grumbling under her breath when she noticed the glass on the floor.

“I have two non-Untouchable women,” Maxim said indifferently like it proved me wrong that he would never slip up.

I leaned back in my chair, my mind involuntarily shifting through every moment earlier, my heartbeat picking up. I’d never actually dressed a woman in my life—let alone urged a woman to put her clothes back on—but I couldn’t form any rational thoughts while she stood naked in my room without a care in the world.

I knew why she was named Calamity. Because she was a fucking travesty to all men alike.

Gets herself under your skin, and then dashes off to find a better man suited to marry.

I wanted to drag her back from that gathering; the urge was so strong it crept through my body, but I pushed it away. After a moment, I responded absently, “And I’m sure those women are sitting on the shelf, gaining dust.”

He lifted a shoulder, a sly smile on his lips. “I don’t think Filip cares about what happens to his daughter, anyway. She’s not a virgin, he made that clear to me. She thinks she’s in love with some stablehand.”

I shook my head, some pleasure running through me. “You’re a dumbass for agreeing to that. She’s going to make your life hell.”

He returned dryly, “I don’t think you can verse me on women. Looks like you’re doing a piss poor job yourself.”

“It’s my goal to fuck it up.”

“Right. So, you’re leaving for good ol’ Elian tonight then?”

I clenched my teeth in annoyance at his mocking tone, hearing the women whispering behind me about whose job it was to light the lantern out here, a slight tinge of fear in the air. I wouldn’t blame them that they didn’t want to closet themselves on a terrace with Maxim and me.

After Calamity left the room last night, thank fuck there was something else I wanted—no, needed—to deal with besides her. So, I went to Maxim’s harem, grabbed his favorite woman—a bastard of royal lines—and dragged her down the hall to my room. If there was anything more than a touchy subject between Maxim and I, it was women.

The fact that his woman hadn’t had any reservations against sleeping with me filled me with dark amusement, merely because it would piss Maxim off.

Though, I wouldn’t have fucked a Maxim hand-me-down for my sanity. I knew just the thought that I could would push Maxim over the edge. And I was right.

I found out he’d never been with Calamity.

And he’d also hit me so hard, it was probably the only reason I was sane today. Though, that didn’t stop me from hitting him back. I’d been able to beat him for years now, but it was a nice surprise I didn’t have to hold back much. Regardless, the stupid bastard loved a fight, no matter if he lost or not.

Maxim laughed, running his thumb across his bottom lip. “Man, I wouldn’t leave either. Not after that.”

“Stop acting like you were there,” I said, annoyed, my eyes following one of the maids who braved up enough to light the lantern on the table between us.

Maxim waited until she left. “Thought I was going to bloody die.” He shook his head. “I’ve never been half as crazy for a woman as your diluted feelings were earlier.”

I laughed, unamused, because yea, I was fucked. “That’s because you don’t know what it’s like to wait for something. Your momma never loved you, and so you smother yourself with women to ease your pain.”

“Fuck, that’s what it is, isn’t it?” He looked amused, pulling a cheroot out of his shirt pocket and lighting it in the lantern flame.

“I’m staying two more days,” I said, looking into the distance. I could almost see that brothel Calamity lived in.

“Bad idea.” Maxim shook his head.

I stole the cheroot from his hand. “Why don’t we talk about your bad ideas instead? Your un-cursed bride who’s probably carrying some other man’s child for starters,” I said, inhaling some smoke.

Maxim simply pulled another cheroot out of his pocket, lighting it up. “She’ll stay secluded for three months before the ceremony, and I’ll make sure she isn’t with child.” He shrugged like it was an easy solution.

“And if she’s not? You can’t get an heir out of her anyway, not without killing her in the process. And if you’ve somehow managed to control yourself in that regard—which I highly doubt, considering your self-control where women are concerned—what will your father think of you diluting the blood?”

“My father and I aren’t on good terms if you’ve noticed,” he said wryly, sitting in his golden palace with treason across his forehead. “So what if I can’t get an heir from her? I shall merely have to recognize some bastards.”

“You sound like the father you’ve always hated.”

Maxim leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He looked into the distance, agitation set in his jaw. “This is the price I pay whether you understand or not. I know you don’t give a fuck about my people, but they are mine, my responsibility. Talia won’t be anything but ash if I don’t make some sacrifices. Having a bastard for an heir is one I will make.”

“Said like a true king,” I said sardonically.

“At least I’m not running from my responsibilities and handing them off to my brother.”

“You don’t have a brother.”

He gave me a sideways glance, exhaling some smoke. “Had one.”

I shook my head, agitated. “Bloody hell, man. I didn’t fuck your sister. Maybe if your father didn’t try to marry her off to some bastard twice her age, she wouldn’t have asked me to go along with the rumor of ruining her. She’s living the life she wants at that monastery she was sent to.”

“And the maid who said she saw you together?”

“Accomplice. She lied,” I said coolly. “Now you want to cry and hug this out or what?”

He lifted the cheroot to his lips, shrugging like he might, a small smile pulling at the corners.

I shook my head, some dry amusement rushing me.

“Sure the little witch won’t open the seal whenever it shows itself to her?”

I side-eyed Maxim, suspicion coursing through me. “Yea.”

“You have her blood, though. You could make it happen.”

I just took her virginity too. I had more power over her now than she probably understood, but it didn’t matter because I wouldn’t use it.

My suspicion suddenly grew, expanding in my chest. I let out a breath of disbelief. “Maxim? Haven’t you always been opposed to the idea? Your people are human.”

He shrugged. “Was thinking it might be all right to put the system on its axis. Might be the only way to get my people on the right path.”

Everything stilled inside me, so still. “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time with my brother lately.”

He said nothing, only lifted the cheroot to his lips.

And then everything came to the surface, blindingly hot, anger, pulsing under my skin. I had my forearm pressed to his throat against the terrace wall in a second.

A couple of noises of fright sounded from where the maids were making the bed.

I felt the pressure behind my eyes, above my eyeteeth, the boiling in my veins. “You know, I didn’t think my brother had it in him. He’s a whore for Titan, and opening the seal would only crumble its order. But you, I would never have thought you’d change your mind on this. Isn’t it what’s had us at each other’s throats for fucking years?”

Maxim’s eyes narrowed slightly but otherwise looked bored. “Five years is a long time.”

I pressed my forearm against his throat harder, an angry growl escaping my throat. “And the deal you made me to watch her for your vote, somehow seemed irrelevant to you now that I’ve already sent it to the council?”

When he didn’t say anything, I laughed darkly, shoving him before backing up. “This shit is why I always want to tear your arms from your fucking body, Maxim.”

He watched me, unmoved, bringing the fucking cheroot he still had in his hand up to his lips, before inhaling slowly.

I could already feel the nothingness associated with his death, how no sense of wrong pulled at me. How simple it would be.

He flicked the end of the cheroot over the terrace. “It just doesn’t sound right to me is all. You were all for the seal being open, and now that she has this . . . strong magic, you don’t want it open? What changed?”

She fucking died.

I leaned against the twisted iron bars of the terrace, bowing my head in thought, and trying to rein in the anger pulsing through me. Maxim was a cheating, lying son of a bitch. But he just made something importantly clear to me.

Roldan had always been against the opening of the seal. Titans were humans, their skills and size bred to what they are today; once the seal was open, it would collapse, before new order could be formed, if it ever was. My brother’s motivations had always been for Titan, but it now seemed that he’d realized time was creeping up on him, and he’d changed his opinion.

Frustration welled inside me as I wrapped my head around the best option. I would figure this out in the next two days, and then I would leave as planned. Firstly, I needed to speak to my brother. More like threaten the son of a bitch, and remind him that I spared his life one year ago.

And secondly, she needed to learn how to use her magic, but I wasn’t prepared to show her how.

Not at all.

She really would hate me for this.
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“ . . . and you shall make sure that Farah does not ever, I repeat, ever, fortune-tell ever again—” When the witch in question shot me the dirtiest glare to exist, I sighed loudly. “Fine. Cancel that. She can do it in moderation, but only to those willing.”

Farah only rolled her eyes, and I called that fair.

“Now enjoy your evening,” I finished.

Her mother blinked a few times, before turning around and walking back down the hall towards the drawing room.

I crossed my arms, eyeing Farah’s suddenly triumphant expression. She’d teased her curls, making this poufy style that would make me look like I’d been caught in a storm before living in the forest for a year. “You sure that persuasion’s going to stay?”

She nodded. “I gave her a tonic to assure it.”

What I would do to be skilled at spells and potions . . .

“What are you going to do now?” I asked her. “You have to choose somebody.”

“I shall pick someone my age, at least,” she said. “Preferably handsome and not daft.”

“And polite.”

She raised a perfect brow.

“Make polite a priority. Trust me,” I sighed.

Why am I allowed to make my own decisions? That’s what I’d been asking myself since I climbed into my window and changed my wrinkled dress for the gathering. My thoughts were in turmoil about the entire day, and I couldn’t even work out how I felt about earlier.

“And who are you going to pledge?” Farah asked. “You act like you don’t have to at all.”

Well, that was the reality I was trying to maintain, yea, until witches ruined it.

“I do not like men,” I announced, like that completely negated the fact I would have to marry one.

She only snorted at that. “Say, what’s Alis doing with Juliana?”

I peeked around the corner into the drawing room to see that Alis was indeed, completely enraptured in Juli’s every word. She was smiling with this whole sickening glow about her—well, only sickening to me, probably—and looked truly happy. I could only hope that I made the right choice in compelling Alis. And well, if I didn’t—I told you that I shouldn’t be allowed to make my own decisions.

My mother was chatting with a few men I’d come to know over the months—more potted plants—and I knew she was speaking to them in my favor, but their attention was completely hers. I let out a breath of amusement. She was trying to sell me off to a bunch of men who seemed half in love with her.

For the rest of the night, I said my hellos to any of the men my mother requested while trying to push Weston out of my mind, of his hands on me; but every so often, it would come back to me with a flush. I never could recall much of what I’d said to any of those men; the whole time my thoughts were fixed in Weston’s bed, him looking down at me, his hands by my head. I was trapped once again. But this time I wasn’t so sure I wanted to break free.
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It wasn’t until the next evening that I’d gotten myself into a tangle. Actually, I would say having a noose around my neck while thirty onlookers stood silently waiting for my hanging . . . a little worse than a tangle.

Though, the most disturbing thing about this scenario was the crowd. They were as quiet as church mice and it didn’t appear as if they were even blinking. Wait, there. There was one—oh, and look, there was a yawn. They were alive, at least, and not impressionists of Sylvian prisoners next to magical rocks.

It was amusing how I was the one banned from the city, yet it wasn’t me who stood waiting to watch girls hang to death with a bored expression. But that would be too logical a question to voice.

It had all begun around six o’clock while I was sitting in the dining room, watching Farah as she made me some more powder for my ring. It took a special kind a witch to be good at spells, and I’d learned soon after arriving here that I just didn’t have the patience for it.

The front door had flown open, and in came Clinton, his eyes glinting with malice. I sighed, thinking Alis must have shared his intentions to pledge with Juliana. “You did this! You compelled him to do this!”

The few servants in the hall ran out to find Agnes, but before he could even reach me, the magistrate and ten king’s guards filed in the door behind him. The magistrate was in his fifties with a silver mustache and a high air about him like he was King instead of an incompetent official.

He announced a warrant for the ‘wheaten-haired whore who worked at the Royal Affair,’ stating they’d received an anonymous tip that she was the Girl in Black. I directed my glare at the only bitch—I mean witch—who knew about the whole issue. “Really?”

Farah lifted her shoulder. “You ruined my cards and my charm. The deal was only for the cards.”

Ugh, witches and their grudges.

Agnes had made it into the room by the time they were shackling magic-proofed cuffs on my wrists. She denied any knowledge of who I was and gave me the strongest glare I’d ever seen from her.

Well, if anything, it had gotten me away from Clinton, who watched me, a bit cross, as they escorted me to the door. As I passed him, I pursed my lips, contrite. “Tell my mother that I love—”

“If they don’t execute you, I will,” he hissed.

“Rude,” I muttered as they pulled me out the door.

Shit, shit, shit. This was the point I began thinking I was in a bit of a tangle. I couldn’t compel ten king’s guards at one time. I could bite my lip hard enough to let some blood drip, but the thought of doing that again sent a shiver through me. I’d promised myself. So, I decided I would just wait until they put me in a cell and I would escape that way. But they never did; they took me directly to this wooden platform I was standing on and slipped the noose around my neck before I could even blink.

I was going to kill Farah when I got out of this . . .

The magistrate began reading off my crimes to the crowd:

“Arson of two of the Crown’s ships,” his voice reverberated through the air. “Murder of fifteen of the Kings’ advisories—”

I rolled my eyes at that. They were nothing but slave traders, and I didn’t murder them . . . exactly; they just couldn’t withstand the compulsion.

“And finally, Treason by threat of the magistrate’s wife.”

My eyes shot to the group of king’s guards off to my side, searching for two in particular. Finding them near the middle, it seemed they were evading my gaze with everything they had.

“Traitors,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “And here I thought we were becoming friends.” My voice was light, but this was actually where a cold sweat began settling in underneath my skin.

My gaze caught on Henry who was pushing himself anxiously to the front of the crowd, to Tasha who sat on his shoulder, eyeing me like I’d finally gotten what was coming. Should have never saved the bastard from his hanging.

While the magistrate finished off some, ‘By order of the Crowns,’ and unnecessary, ‘Here ye’s,’ I tried to force the burning in my palms, tried so hard that the back of my eyes hurt.

But as the king’s guard grabbed the lever that would drop the floor beneath my feet, the panic set in like a cold snake running down my spine. I stared blankly at the crowd, a chill running through me like I’d been dunked in ice water as he pulled the lever.

The tiniest spark ignited in my palms, barely flicking—

And then I dropped.

Right onto the dirt in an alley around the corner. I lay on my back, staring at the orange cloth blocking out the sun. My heart stuttered in relief, imagining everyone’s blank faces watching an empty noose swing back and forth. I wondered if they had even blinked.

That was so close, though. Too close.

A relieved laugh spilled up my throat.

“Did I somehow miss the humor?”

My heart unwillingly warmed at his voice, and I sat up, pulling off the worthless magic cuffs and brushing the dirt off my arms. “You saw that?” I asked Weston. “Wasn’t it great?”

His boots skimmed the edge of my sandaled feet, and I leaned back on my hands to look up at him. I should have been holding onto the anger I had for him, but it was a reaction I couldn’t control: my entire body heated in his presence, my heart skipping. He didn’t look so happy to see me, though, with that muscle ticking in his jaw.

“Yea, I saw it. And no, it wasn’t impressive.”

A frown pulled on my lips as I got to my feet. I was brushing the dirt off my butt when he grabbed my arm and pulled me roughly down the alley. “I want to wring your neck for the stunt you just pulled.”

“Why’s it matter to you?” I challenged. He was leaving soon to go court naked Elian princesses, so why pretend he cared about what I did?

“The short version or the long version?”

I pursed my lips like this was a much more serious question than it was, before looking up at him and supplying, “Short?”

His voice was deadpan. “It was stupid.”

“Long?”

“It was very stupid.”

I smiled, but it fell off my face when he jerked me around the corner. The sun was low over the water, placid ocean waves and sailors’ shouts steady noise in the background as we walked to the far side of the docks, near the harbor.

“What are we doing here?” I asked. “I’m not going to Elian with you no matter how much you want me to.”

He flicked his gaze to me. “If I wanted you to go, you’d go.”

I frowned as he pulled me down a wooden dock, our footsteps hollow against the wood.

I wouldn’t have followed him so easy if I weren’t so conflicted on what to do back home. But I hadn’t quite figured out that situation yet; all I knew was that I’d be stealing some of Farah’s poison to slip in her drink. And so, until I figured out a better plan with how to deal with Agnes, I’d see what the Titan was up to.

“You pick out a husband?”

My eyes widened, shooting up to him. The question was voiced nonchalant and completely emotionless. A sliver of unease trickled into my heart. What happened to jealous streak? And why did I suddenly mourn that? “I don’t think I would tell you if I did,” I said cautiously.

He raised a brow in question.

“You might kill him like you do everyone else.”

He didn’t deny it or confirm it, he only pushed me up against a wooden boathouse wall and chained my wrist above my head—wait, what?

“What the hell . . .” I eyed the heavy iron chain, pulling on it, noticing it was attached to a rafter, keeping my arm completely stretched out. Before I could even think to stop him, my other wrist was stretched above my head, a shackle digging into my skin.

He turned his back and walked a few steps away, while I wide-eyed the situation I was in. “Why is there a sheet under my feet? And what the bloody hell is this? If this is some kind of taboo thing you’re into—”

“Calamity, shut up.” The voice was quiet, almost strained, but it did shut me up, completely. Something was wrong here. Maybe being chained to a wall would clarify that to me, but that wasn’t it—it was the tension in the Titan’s shoulders, a tightness I’d never seen before. He was uncomfortable. And that sent uncertainty prickling inside my chest.

I watched him with wide eyes as he pulled a blade out of the back of his waistband and twirled the handle between his fingers. My heartbeat sped up, watching the too natural way he handled the knife. “What are you doing with that?”

“Your magic,” he said tightly. “Why can’t you use it?”

I shook my head uncertainly. “I don’t know.”

“Think, Calamity.” His words were harsh. “What mental barrier is stopping you? It’s not physical, it’s all inside your head.”

Unease ran through me. But he was mistaken—it was physical. I’d know. It was my body. “You’re wrong.”

“This magic thing, it’s a head game. Different for everyone. You’re the only one who can figure this out, or trust me, I would do it for you. When we leave here, you’re going to have full use of your magic.”

A nervous shiver went through me, and I shook my head. “I don’t think I want your help. In fact, I know I don’t.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, they were void of emotion, completely empty, sending a chill through my heart. Two things I suddenly knew: one, he’d shut down on me, and I wasn’t going to get any more sympathy from him; and two, I was getting his help whether I liked it or not.

My gaze shot to the knife in his hand by his side. He was planning on helping me, by what, throwing his blades at me? A sliver of fear ran down my spine but then dissipated with the breeze, my grandmother’s tale coming back to me.

“Did he carry a sword to chop off heads?”

“No, he only had knives. He was a skilled knife thrower, you see . . . the best in the land.”

Did he think that I wouldn’t trust him, that I thought he would miss? He was too good to miss his target. I knew that with a certainty. It wasn’t easy to get used to the idea that I would have knives thrown at me, but for some reason, I trusted him impeccably. “Fine. Let’s get this over then,” I told him.

Involuntarily, my heart beat fast while he turned his back, taking a few steps further away—is that really necessary? I wondered with a sense of unease—but before I even saw him throw it, a sharp burning sensation pierced my arm. I gasped, looking up to see the edge of the blade had cut into the sensitive skin underneath my arm. The warmth of blood trickled down my shoulder and into the sides of my dress, the sheet catching it before it could drip between the cracks and into the water, keeping me from any Shadow magic.

I turned my horrified gaze to him. “Why would you do that?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I missed.”

“You didn’t miss!” I choked out. “You did it on purpose.”

“Yea, I did,” he admitted, his expression emotionless.

I swallowed, nerves erupting in my stomach while I tried to hold my arm up so that it didn’t rub against the sharp edge of the blade. “Weston,” I breathed, shaking my head uneasily. “I don’t want to do this.”

“You won’t ever figure this out sipping wine in your whorehouse.”

“I didn’t ask for your help! And I don’t want it!”

“Well, you have it.”

I gritted my teeth. Wouldn’t leaving me like I was be easier for him to control me if he wished? Why did he even want to help me? Fear erupted in my stomach, rushing through my bloodstream at the thought of more pain. “You wanted me. You had me. Why can’t you just leave me alone now?”

“I thought you didn’t need to be saved, Princess,” he said harshly. “That’s not the way it looks right now.”

Anger rushed to the surface.

“If you’re so confident, then be the hero of your story. Save yourself,” he told me. “Fast-travel.”

“What?” I breathed.

“Fast-travel. Do it now. You have three seconds.”

When he said, “One,” panic immediately ran through me like icy water, a cold sweat rising underneath my skin.

“Two.”

“Wait!” I cried.

He didn’t even say three. Hot pain erupted in my side, sharp and searing. A hiss of agony escaped my lips, the backs of my eyes burning as I looked down to see the edge of the blade had cut my skin, black blood seeping down my hip and bare thigh.

I brought my anguished gaze up to Weston, resentment filling my chest. “I don’t want to do this anymore!” I cried, pulling on the chains.

“Then. Save. Yourself,” he growled. “Fast-travel.”

“No,” I said panicky. “You don’t understand. I can’t do it!”

“I didn’t know you were so weak. So pathetic.”

His words struck a chord in me, my rage burning a hole in my chest.

Three seconds later, searing agony cut into my thigh. I choked on the pain, not letting myself cry out. But when he came forward to pull his blades out of the wall, I shook my head. “No more.”

He didn’t look at me. “Seems like you’re nothing but the damsel in your story, after all.”

I growled in frustration, pulling on the chains. It’s like he knew exactly what to say to make the rage fester inside me. Why was he doing this? What had I ever done to him?

He walked away from me, the panic building in my chest once again. “I don’t know why you’re doing this. I saved myself earlier. I can fast-travel when I really need to.” Not exactly true, and I didn’t mention that the spark I had felt was nothing but a flicker, only saving me by the tiniest hair.

“You need to right now.”

I gritted my teeth, my heart beating hard in anticipation.

This time I tried so hard that a sweat broke out on my skin. I focused on the burn in my palms, but the fear of the pain was a constant battle in the back of my mind. Panic rolled down my spine and then was interrupted by a sharp pain in my other thigh.

I screamed in frustration, tears burning my eyes. I didn’t need to look to know that the cut was the deepest yet. They were getting deeper each time until the fear that he’d throw one directly at me sent a nauseous roll of horror in my stomach. He would do it. The emotionless gaze directed at me said that we weren’t leaving until I’d figured this out.

“You could have died earlier.” His voice was cold. “I’m surprised you made it this long. Now fast-travel. Because this time isn’t going to be a scratch.”

A scratch? I was covered in blood, warm and sticky. It dripped down my arms and bare legs. The wounds were already knitting back together, but the pain wasn’t any less. And the idea of a full stab wound made my heart stutter so hard in my chest, I lost my breath.

“One.”

“I hate you!” I screamed. I’d been focusing so hard, so damn hard. My head ached with the beat of my heart. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum.

The flame in my palms . . . the burning. Why couldn’t I find it? Maybe like he said, it wasn’t in my body—but in my mind. I frantically searched, panic engulfing me from my shoulders down.

And then there was a click, a ringing in my ears. Buried behind thoughts, memories, was a wall of black and white, built stronger than stone: the knowledge of who I was, of what I was meant to do.

“Two.”

Each stone was stacked on top of one another, not with glue, but with resentment of what was taken from me: a normal life, freedom.

My gaze was blank and unseeing, my weightless body swaying from the light ocean breeze as a numbness overtook me.

Save yourself . . .

Be the hero of your story . . .

I wanted it more than I wanted my old, sheltered life.

I felt the shift in the air as he threw the blade. With a fire kindling in my stomach and then expanding, the clink of the empty chains rattled against the wooden wall as I stood beside Weston, gazing emotionlessly at the knife that would have stuck itself into my thigh completely.

I had suppressed my magic, didn’t accept it. And therefore, it didn’t accept me.

My vision blurred. I blinked, taking a swaying sidestep, but with a rush of dizziness, I was held against a familiar chest as he walked down the dock.

“You left your blades,” I said, so numb.

“I don’t want them.”

The blood had dried on my skin, most of the wounds having knitted themselves back together. It looked like someone had dripped tar on me, across my white dress, down my legs and thighs.

But there was an undeniable sense of peace that rushed over me. As if I had spent the entire day in the sun and water. Black faded into my vision, weight pulling my consciousness down. Glancing up at his expression, it was still blank, shut off, as if this was merely a chore for him. But just before the dark took me all the way under, I rested my hand on his chest . . .

Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum.
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I blinked my eyes open, my brain dazed and confused as I looked around. The sun was shining through my bedroom window, and I knew I’d missed breakfast. Mid-groan, last evening came back to me.

Bloody hell . . . What was I going to say when I went downstairs? It wasn’t like I could blame this one on my monthly. I climbed out of bed and glanced down at myself. I was wearing one of my nightgowns, but still had dried, black blood all over me. He’d changed me, but I bet he didn’t even look. He was always telling me to keep my clothes on, or putting them back on for me. How aggravating was that?

After last night, I wasn’t certain about my feelings. I should have been angry that he took it that far, without my consent. But I couldn’t help but feel thankful for this constant warmth in my palms.

Something on my desk caught my attention, and I glanced down to see a few words written on a piece of paper: Number thirty is wrong. The only princess I’ve done is you.

For a moment, I just looked at his handwriting, somehow fascinated at the scrawl—but then, unease ran through me, and I found my list and flipped it over.

Number thirty: I hate that you lied to me about not ‘doing’ princesses, yet in the gossip rags there’ve been three claiming to have been in your bed this week. I hope you choke on one of your princesses!

He read my list? I growled in my mind, hesitation settling over me at the idea as my eyes shot down to number seventy-four:

I hate that you’ve somehow redefined the meaning of the word hate. And I hate how I couldn’t do anything to stop it.

I groaned. He’d read this. He must have thought I was infatuated with him now. Well, I did have a list of seventy-four items . . .

I was standing there, uncertain, when Agnes walked in. “I thought you might be back,” she said, closing the door behind her. Expression tight but slightly tired, she looked me and all the black smudges over with a frown. “Do I want to know what that is?”

I shook my head. “No.”

She leaned against the door in silence for a moment. “I know you girls don’t understand much about the Sisterhood yet. And that it can be frustrating not understanding what your life will be dedicated to. I was where you are once, not so long ago, in fact.

“But once you are sworn in, it will all become clear to you of who we are and what we do. It’s not as nefarious as everyone makes it out to be, but we do have our goals and aspirations.”

I don’t know, that sounded a bit nefarious to me . . .

“The one thing that we Sisters hold to the highest standard is loyalty. We are all a family amongst it all. But when family disobeys, family is punished. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I only watched her, not getting a definite vibe from her yet that I needed to do anything, but I wouldn’t act frightened of her words. She had little magic; I didn’t think she was strong enough to resist my persuasion. If I didn’t want her to leave this room again, she wouldn’t. She would merely be compelled to stay here until the end of time. But the truth was, that Agnes never treated me unfairly. And I wouldn’t act on anything unless I was sure that she would take this further.

She sighed at my demeanor. “You cannot have such pride when you are a Sister among your superiors.”

She was wrong. I was a Shadow. I was her superior.

The thought was so strong, and had come up on me so quickly, bouncing through my mind that I couldn’t even push it away, didn’t even want to.

“I know what a house like this is like to a young Sister, and I don’t blame you for getting out every once in a while. I had a friend who could get by the wards as well. But we had a nasty witch of a High Sister, and when she found out, I didn’t have a friend anymore. You get what I’m saying?

“The publicity you brought to the Sisterhood could have been damning to us all, but thankfully we have a useless magistrate. I will keep this incident to myself, as long as you use discretion until All Sister’s Day. You will no longer be under my charge then. Understood?”

I had to push this dark, entitled feeling away that was disgusted by taking orders from this Sister, and nodded.

“As for your pledging, you and Farah are the only ones left to decide now that Juliana somehow snagged that Montgomery boy. May I suggest you visit your mother? It seems she is only flirting—and who knows else—with your candidates rather than being serious about choosing one.”

“Yea, I’ll visit her today.”

. . . and the reality was finally here.

“Just watch out for trouble from the magistrate. Though, I have faith in you in that department,” Agnes said dryly before she shut the door behind her.

It was then that I realized Agnes was all right.

A pushover, but all right, indeed.
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“What about this one?” my mother asked, holding a dress up against her.

“It’s lovely,” I replied, not even glancing at it, because—He. Read. My. List. I had private stuff on that list, and I might have asked him if he’d like to see it before, but I’d only been jesting. I wouldn’t have voluntarily shown it to him if he gave me all the silver in Titan—and that was saying something.

At least number seventy-four seemed to be the only one to blatantly give away my non-feelings. Ugh.

“So, we’re just going to pretend yesterday never happened?” my mother asked, running her fingers over some silver chains hanging from a vendor’s stand. The sun did glint off them just right, urging my fingers to reach out and touch them. I gave my head a little shake to clear my thoughts.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I replied.

“The Girl in Black? Really, Cal. Why don’t you just put a sign on your head pledging your loyalty to the Court of Mages?”

I shivered at that. The last Mage I’d come into contact with wasn’t the friendliest man. Mages weren’t humans and were disgusted by the outsiders who came from Elian and stole more magic than Alyria would grant them by desecrating the land—therefore, the Sisterhood.

“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration,” I said, running my hand across some silky fabrics. “If I didn’t get out of that house every once in a while, I think I would’ve murdered everyone in it.”

Every so often as we walked the streets, I’d get a look from someone who seemed to notice me from last night; but just as they had acted at my hanging, their expressions were bored as they passed by. So far no one had alerted any king’s guards, but now that I could feel the burn in my palms on command, my worry drifted away on the breeze.

“Well, thankfully you did then,” my mother said dryly. “Agnes didn’t give you a hard time about it, did she?”

“No, I think we worked it out.”

My eyes caught on my wrist, my attention zeroing in. The blood below my skin . . . chafing. An itch to drip . . . drip—

“Good.”

I snapped out of it, my heartbeat picking up as I inhaled a little breath.

“But whatever you do, don’t come by the house. Clinton is very angry with you. He thinks you’ve compelled Alis to fall in love with Juliana.”

I shook my head, pushing that dangerous moment away. “That’s ridiculous. Alis is too strong for me to compel.”

“That’s exactly what I told him. But he still doesn’t believe me. He thinks you are some kind of prodigy or something.” She snorted.

A frown pulled on my lips at that. And then as nonchalantly as you please, I said, “Mother, who was my father?”

She dropped a dress right onto the Symbian dirt, receiving a curse from the old woman vendor. Mother picked it up gingerly and hung it back on the hook like it hadn’t happened. “I think we should get something to eat from that vendor down the street. Clinton is home, and I wasn’t jesting before—I believe he very well may try to kill you if we go there.”

“That’s nice, Mother. But who’s my father?”

She winced, moving on to some other dress, before supplying, “A man.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m quite aware he was a man, thank you. The question is who.”

“I don’t know, Cal. Am I supposed to keep track of every man I’m with?”

“Yes! That’s usually a good thing to do so that things like this do not happen. But if you are only thirty-eight, then you had me at the age of seventeen. I doubt you were bedding hordes of men then.”

She lifted a shoulder. “Could’ve been. But I honestly don’t know. I was in that house same as you. It was dark, and I was walking home from the library—” My gaze narrowed, and she sighed, “—okay, I was walking home from some tavern. The spelled windows never kept me in either, and you can thank me for that gift. It’s practically the only one I have. Anyway, it was too dark to see him, and well . . .” She shrugged.

Her answer dawned on me. “Are you saying you were raped?”

“Yea, that’s what I’m saying,” she said, digging through a basket of scarves. “Ooh, this one is my color, isn’t it?”

My heart beat at the revelation. “So why didn’t you use one of those tonics to get rid of me then?”

“I did not know the man, but that didn’t mean you weren’t half of me.”

I swallowed, my throat feeling thick. “Then why hand me off to Grandmother?”

“Cal, do we really have to bring this all up? It was so long ago, I’ve practically forgotten.”

I’d never voiced these questions before, but I suddenly felt strong enough to face them. I needed to know so that naïve wouldn’t be a word continuing to follow me. “That is unfortunate, but if you’ve truly forgotten . . . then I shall merely have to go find and voice my questions to Grandmother—”

My mother grumbled something under her breath. “You are manipulative, aren’t you? Guess I know where that came from . . .” She sighed. “I don’t have much magic to speak of, really. But every once in a while, I get visions or intuitions about something. It’s how I knew Clinton slept with that awful redheaded woman who lives across the square from us.” She shivered in disgust.

“So, you . . . what? Saw something?”

She paused. “Well, no, not really. I guess I had a feeling.”

“A feeling made you abandon me for twenty years?” I asked, disbelief coursing through me.

“I’m sorry it’s not the answer you wanted to hear, but it’s the truth. You weren’t safe here. And being a Sister, I have obligations in the south that I have to uphold. But lord, if I would have known she’d raise you like a peasant, I’d have sent you to Aunt Deidre, odd or not.”

She was lying.

Something dark chafed inside me.

Drip . . . drip . . . drip . . . echoed in the recesses of my mind.

It would be so easy to make her tell you the truth . . . The whisper was like the slither of a snake: soft and lazy and dark. I shivered, pushing the feeling down, down, until it was only an inkling in the back of my mind.

“And where did Grandmother live before Alger?”

“Oh, here. She lived in a quaint home right outside the city. She never was a people person. In fact, she hated Clinton and is probably only taking her time with Aunty Oddy so that she doesn’t have to come back and see him. He might have his faults—anger issues and penchants for redheaded sluts,” she added sourly, “but he was the only man who didn’t mind that I was pregnant. He was infatuated with me, even when I didn’t have much magic—oh, look! These sandal ribbons will match that dress I bought you for All Sister’s Day perfectly!”

And there was the reality, crashing in like powerful waves and crumbling my world of make-believe. “Mother, what would happen if I left Symbia?”

She dropped the ribbons, shooting her gaze to me—and receiving another curse from the vendor. “You aren’t really considering that, are you?”

I lifted a shoulder.

“Firstly, you can’t leave until you’ve sworn in as a Sister. And even after that, you cannot travel long distances without permission. If you break those rules, your future will be judged by the Superior Sisters—”

“Yes, I know all of that, Mother. But what will happen if they cannot find me?”

“They don’t take disloyalty lightly. They’ll go after your immediate family first. And if they even think they were involved in it, they’ll . . .”

I tuned her out as I grew lost in my thoughts. I’d had the suspicion that no matter if I chose to leave, the Sisterhood wouldn’t let me go without consequences. I wanted to convince Grandmother to run with me, to make a new life, somewhere like Alger. But I didn’t know if that’s what she wanted—to be a fugitive on the run for the rest of her life? Though, it didn’t seem to matter anymore, because I couldn’t let my consequences be pushed onto someone else. I could embrace the Shadowed side of me, but I knew that if I did it again, I wouldn’t make it back.

“Mother,” I said, “I’m ready to decide on a husband.”

“Oh, thank Alyria! I was beginning to think we’d have to pay someone last minute. Clinton will be out of the house tomorrow, and we can go over the list I made. Any preferences so that I can narrow it down?”

I thought for a moment, but the only attributes that came to me were of a certain Titan’s. The one who told me he needed to stay longer after he’d learned I had trouble with my magic. The one I was certain wasn’t going to seek me out again. I could feel it. And the one who was leaving for another country soon . . .

My chest tightened. I hated how uncertain he made me feel.

“Polite,” I finally said, “just polite.” And then Agnes’ words came back to me. “And no one you’ve slept with.”

She pursed her lips at that.

. . . and there went her whole list.

While she finished her shopping, I only stared blankly down the street. Because even though Weston had tortured me the last time we were together, it was, in our way, a sort of conclusion to whatever we were. There was never going to be a hug and sweet goodbye. I didn’t think I even wanted that.

All I knew was, that closure, it tasted even more bitter than revenge.
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“Guess who offered for my hand?” Juliana asked with a big smile while we all sat at the supper table. They’d already voiced a myriad of questions about the ‘Girl in Black’ for only Agnes to shoot them each a glare to not bring it up again. They’d all frowned and went quiet, and since then we’d pretended the Girl in Black never existed.

“Yea, yea,” Magdalena sighed from beside me. “We all know, Juli.”

“Not Calamity,” she said. “She’s been out all day with her mother. And with that . . . situation yesterday, I wasn’t sure if she found out.”

Farah ate her soup beside me like she hadn’t gotten me sent to the gallows just yesterday; and just like Talon, I wished I had a fork instead of a spoon.

“I’ve heard, Juli. Congratulations,” I said with a smile. I felt a little bad about her relationship being a lie, but the reality was, she had to pledge somebody, and I could guarantee that whoever her mother would have chosen would’ve been just as bad. At least she was getting what she wanted here.

“I still don’t understand why he chose you,” Magdalena said. “Your magic’s practically nonexistent. He even spoke about pledging Calamity.”

The girls’ eyes suddenly all came to me, recognizing I could compel. And knowing my antics as the Girl in Black, it looked even more damning. My mind reeled with something to absolve me. “I’m terrible company,” I said. “Bored him to tears.”

They all seemed to accept that quickly—too quickly—and I got a little offended.

“Witches,” I muttered.

They all laughed.

“What’s wrong with your hair?” Magdalena asked, pulling on my locks. My gaze shot down, a rush of unease coursing through me.

The very tips of my wheaten strands were turning ashen.

“What did you do? Dip it in dye?”

“Um. . .” My mind spun, trying to come up with an excuse. “I heard it’s the newest trend.”

“Huh. I’ve never heard about that,” Magdalena said.

“That’s because you lack a sense of style,” Juliana returned right away. At that moment, I was glad she’d say anything to argue with Magdalena.

The girls laughed when Magdalena threw a piece of bread at Juli in retaliation. I didn’t find much amusing, though. Because somehow my Shadowed side was pushing its way to the forefront.
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The twinkling lights in the dark sky were beautiful, like tiny versions of the moon. I lay on my back, looking up, my legs hanging over the edge of the magistrate’s roof. I loved to look at the nighttime sky, but I also didn’t. I couldn’t understand what was up there, and the feeling that I was only a blink in this world left this heavy unknown feeling on my chest.

All I knew was that this land was mine. And I could never go anywhere else. The thought that I could somehow be the cause of its destruction had been a weight on my shoulders since I’d found out. Life wasn’t fair. But if it were, it would be too easy.

I didn’t know how I’d gotten here. It felt like yesterday I’d been waking up on a cottage floor in Alger, and now I was in this big city, one girl in a sea of people with this unknown future ahead of me.

A smile pulled on my lips when a golden star streaked across the sky. I hadn’t seen many since I’d been here, and I wondered if Alyrians were merely not falling in love anymore. It was a depressing thought, but this one small moment brought some peace to me and, for some reason, had me sitting up and glancing past the chapel’s bell tower to the palace. I could see his room from here. The doors to the terrace were open, and my heart jumped when I saw his form walk past them.

This could be his last night in Symbia, and it seemed that he wasn’t even going to try and seek me out. A sense of rejection ran over me. And then frustration, covering up the pang in my chest. What was in Elian anyway? A camp for madmen? Well, he would definitely run it.

I shouldn’t have cared he wouldn’t seek me out before he left. Hadn’t I been trying to rid myself of his attentions not too long ago? What changed, and why did I suddenly wish for the opposite?

I’d lain here for thirty minutes, coming to terms with how much I hated closure—and I knew he’d redefined that word for me too. In fact, he was messing up my whole vocabulary.

I shouldn’t have been concerning myself with Weston anyway because I had bigger problems. Like the Shadowed part of me I couldn’t force down any longer.

Two familiar voices made me perk up, and I got to my feet and walked to the front of the home. I put my hands on my hips and looked down. “That was awfully inconsiderate of you to rat me out, you know.”

Their narrowed gazes shot up to me.

I took a step off the roof, and then fast-traveled to the ground.

“The magistrate has men searching for you,” Tuko said, looking disgusted at my use of magic in front of him.

“Yes, I’m quite aware. Though, he must have sent out his worst king’s guards because I’ve been strolling about all day.” I pursed my lips. “You two haven’t been in that search party, have you?”

They both frowned at that, but then Steady let out a half-amused, half-frustrated breath and leaned against a column, lighting a cheroot.

“It might take me a while to forgive you two,” I told them.

Tuko only snorted.

“You would have watched me hang,” I said, disappointed. “Well, I guess I’m not sorry about this.”

They both raised a brow.

Tuko started, “Sorry about wh—”

But they both had already blinked before crashing to the ground while I clicked my ring shut. Farah had paid up after supper.

“I hope you both wake up with the worst aching head you’ve ever experienced,” I said.

I turned, seeing the magistrate come around the corner alone. He froze, his expression paling as he noticed the men on the ground who were supposed to be securing his home.

I looked apologetic while I went to stand next to the frozen official, and considered Tuko and Steady on the ground. Beside me, the magistrate was stiff as a board, even though I stood a good five inches shorter than him.

I let the tense air accumulate before exhaling a little, tired breath. “We’re good, aren’t we?”

His hesitant eyes widened in shock. “Good?”

“Yea, you know. When I see you on the street, I wave—you wave back. That kind of good.”

He opened his mouth and then closed it, apprehension rushing across his expression like he didn’t know if this was a jest, but finally, hesitatingly, said, “Good.”

“Good!” I responded with enthusiasm, walking away. “Oh, and tell Beatrice I said hello. She could use the boost. A little extra heavy on the,” I tipped an imaginary cup to my lips, “this week.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple moving.

“See you around, Gerald.”

He didn’t respond, though I didn’t expect him to. I doubted we were “good” but I just wanted to clear the air. The magistrate wanting to hang me brought a stuffy atmosphere I didn’t need.

This was definitely not considered lying low as Agnes had told me to do, but I didn’t follow those rules. Not anymore. I was more than a Sister.

I was a Shadow, and I didn’t listen to anyone.
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My trek to the palace took me through the square where the root of the festival was taking place that night. Fire-breathers, music, and dancing filled the area. My eyes caught on Magdalena across the square who was leaning into some sailor from the west, being as suggestive as possible.

I was sure the rest of the girls were dispersed throughout the revelry, deep in their cups somewhere, mourning their last couple of weeks as a single girl and not a pledged Sister.

I squeezed my way through the crowd, sometimes pushing when a drunken man or woman would bump into me. It felt like I was in a sea of clumsy people, and it actually looked like a lot of fun. Why hadn’t I come here to drink a Titan away?

My heart stopped when I saw a familiar woman in the crowd. The back of a dark head of hair. I knew this moment. You’re positive it’s someone, but when they turn around it isn’t. Even so, I couldn’t stop the urge to walk toward her, grab her arm and turn her around.

The woman’s brows drew together, eyeing me with confusion. “Yea?”

It took a moment before I could respond. “Sorry, thought you were someone else.”

Her eyes narrowed a bit before turning back to the woman she was speaking to.

I walked away, a numbness settling deep inside my chest.

It was her.

The potion shop woman.
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I swallowed hard, unease creeping into my chest as I pushed my way out of the square. A woman bumped into me, and I’d barely felt it, my mind was reeling so fast.

The seal was playing with me, and that thought left my heart beating in anxiety waiting for the next time it would strike. As if it were a monster under my bed and I never knew when it would grab my foot next.

I practically ran through the palace courtyard, somehow getting past the Untouchables who only watched me, even though it was closed at this hour.

Some servants stopped to see me rush across the hall and down the corridor to the dungeon stairs. But before I could reach them, I plowed right into something hard and wet, the breath whooshing right out of me.

It took me only a couple of seconds to realize what it was. My cheek was pressed against a sweaty chest. I pulled back, my nose wrinkling in disgust while I wiped my hand across my cheek dramatically. I looked up at an amused Untouchable prince. “Really?” escaped my lips.

He let out a laugh. “Why is it you’re always sneaking around my palace?”

“It’s not yours, but I can see that you’ve been trying to make it your own,” I said, glancing at his bare chest meaningfully, but then a frown pulled on my lips. “Why are you sweaty anyway?” My eyes ran to the doorway he’d been exiting when I’d run into him, something dawning on me. “Please tell me that’s not your . . .” harem, I finished in my head.

He chuckled, running a hand across the aforementioned chest. “No.”

“Then what were you—” I cut myself off when an equally sweaty man exited behind him. Roldan. “Oh, how nice. Brawling. Because you both need to learn how to be more violent,” I said wryly.

Roldan eyed me like I was a bug beneath his feet, but never said a word. His stare crept under my skin, and I itched to leave his presence. But when my gaze dropped to his stomach, I faltered. I imagined I left a good scar on him, as I did his brother ages ago, though I’d never know because scars crisscrossed his entire torso. It looked like he took the brunt of severe beatings. I imagined this was the proof of why he was the way he was.

I cleared my throat. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.”

Maxim grabbed my arm before I could walk around them. “What are you doing here? Weston’s room is not in this direction.”

I pulled my arm out of his grip. “I’ve business here. And it’s not with Weston,” I bit out. I didn’t like the way his tone insinuated that I was Weston’s whore.

He shook his head, letting out a breath of annoyance. “With whom?”

“The palace’s true prince.”

His eyes narrowed in thought. “Who?”

Did he not know about Talon? Symbia’s prince with his own room in the dungeons? A wrinkle of suspicion went through me. Maybe no one had told Maxim of his presence. But surely Maxim would know . . . right? My chest tightened. Had Talon somehow been another trick of the seal’s all together?

“Fine,” he said. “I don’t care what you’re up to. But stay out of trouble.” Then he walked away, muttering, “I do not envy him.”

Roldan watched me for a moment, while I returned his gaze, before tossing his shirt over his shoulder and heading down the hallway.

I let out a breath as he left, my heart beating heavily in my chest. So heavily that I was worried he could hear it. I couldn’t do anything to protect myself from him as a Sister. And I couldn’t deny the man’s presence sent a shiver of fear down my spine every time he was near. I shook it off, heading down the stairs, but with the curling suspicion building about the Mad Prince, I stopped a servant girl rushing up the stone steps. “Miss?”

She halted, her eyes wide. “Don’t ask me to go back down there, missus.”

I let out a relieved breath. Talon’s existence must have been kept from Maxim for whatever reason. “What’d he do now?”

“He just gives me the shivers, that prince. Going on and on about time, and then when I gave him his food, and there wasn’t a fork, I thought he would kill me.”

“Yea, probably best not to give him that fork.”

She did a small curtsy before running up the stairs.

I pushed open his door, closing it with a quiet click behind me. He was working on his clock with a full tray of food sitting on the table beside him. Relief filled me and my suspicions dissipated.

“How do you know what is real and what is illusion?” I asked, leaning against the door.

“Everything is an illusion.”

My brows knitted. “How so?”

“Everything you see is processed by your eyes to your mind. It’s only your illusion of what is real.”

“Huh. So how do you know what an illusion is within an illusion?” That sentence was confusing to even myself, but I had to work with this prince to get any of the answers I sought.

“Easy.” I waited for a response, and finally, “You don’t. Not if it is a good one.”

I frowned. “So you just let this illusion run its course in your life? What do you do when it haunts you?”

“Maybe this illusion has a purpose, and you just cannot understand it.”

My heart beat at that, my stomach turning when the realization dawned on me: why else would the seal haunt me unless it wanted open? I’d been told since I was a child that the opening of the seal would be the end of Alyria. I read books by scholars on it. There wasn’t one person I’d met who wanted any differently until I’d met Weston. This was a trick. Some magic-user was spelling me, trying to convolute my thoughts with this idea.

“I came here to look something up in your book. The library doesn’t have any journals on the Shadows of Dawn.”

“Third book down,” he muttered, tinkering with his clock.

Again, there was no stack of books like he’d suggested, but a mountain that I had to dig through until I found what I needed.

I’d barely even made a dent in the book last time, but now I knew what I was looking for. I flipped through the pages, stopping on a profile drawing of a pale girl. The tips of her hair were ashen, her eyes gray and strange against her pale complexion. My stomach fluttered with unease as I read over the passage:

‘The Shadows is a choice many say, as though intoxicants are a choice to an addict. Months after their rebirth as a Shadow, if they do not use their magic the way they were created, their bodies will disown them. The illustration above shows the change. It’s said they can remain looking human with continual use of their magic, and only as their true selves without it.’

My stomach twisted in dismay and I slammed the book closed. Bloody hell. I didn’t want to use my magic, but how else could I remain to appear normal?

“That’s a thousand years old,” Talon muttered.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “Any luck with your clock?”

He only tinkered away without a response; so I got up to walk to the door, but before I opened it, I heard his voice behind me. “What time is it?”

I frowned. “I don’t know. Eleven, maybe.”

An inkling of déjà vu ran through me, but I shook it off. An awful lot of that was happening, and if I had asked Farah, she would have told me it meant something was coming. I didn’t believe in that stuff, though.

Talon’s voice stopped me before I shut the door. “Calamity?”

“What?”

A long pause.

“Tick tock.”
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Tick, tock. It’s what he had told me dozens of times, but for some reason, it repeated itself on a reel in my head all the way to the stables.

I didn’t know what I would do now that I couldn’t even appear normal without using the magic. Turmoil turned in my stomach, and I let out a breath.

When I saw Gallant’s head over a stall door, the pressure in my chest lessened.

“Hey, buddy,” I whispered as I ran my hand down his nose. “I’ve missed you.” He butted my hand, and it brought a smile to my lips.

“So much love for a grade?”

I started at the voice but then turned to look at Will leaning against the doorway.

A frown pulled on my lips when I realized what he said—as if Gallant didn’t deserve love because he was a mere farm horse. I gave him my back, running my hand down Gallant’s neck. “He’s smart, and he heard that,” I told him, sounding offended.

“My condolences,” he said, amused. He stepped up beside me and offered Gallant some sugar from his hand.

“You insult him and then you feed him? Is that supposed to make it all better?”

“Usually does, yea,” he said with a small laugh.

It did look like it was working . . .

“You should know that grades have just as much courage as any destriers.”

A smile pulled on his lips, but he shook his head. “No, that’s not how it works. If it did, we’d be able to use them in combat. A grade would get any soldier killed by throwing him at the slightest thing.”

“Well, not this one,” I said. “He took me across the Glass Bridge.”

“You’ve ridden the Titan prince’s horse?”

I frowned. “He’s not—” Bloody hell, how was I going to explain this? “Um, I think I might have had a bit too much to drink.”

He laughed like he knew something I didn’t. “I missed you at the races the other night.”

“Yea, something came up.” Like making out with the aforementioned Titan prince . . .

“The Day of Fools is tomorrow. Maybe you’ll go with me?”

I faltered. How had I forgotten it was tomorrow? A shiver of nerves went through me. “I think I’m going with my mother.”

“Ah, I get beat by the mother you’re always running from.” He tucked my hair behind my ear. “How’d I begin ranking so low?”

I averted my eyes, thinking about this situation I was in. It’d never been right to lead this man on, and now that I knew I could never have my own choice of husband, it was even more wrong.

I realized how alive I felt when one unnamed Titan even looked like he was about to touch me, and how I didn’t feel even a zing with this man’s hands on me. I didn’t know why it had to be this way, but it was. And that wasn’t going to change.

I drew my gaze up. “William . . .”

He let out a sigh. “I know, Calamity. I know.”

I opened my mouth to respond with something, but I didn’t know what to say.

“It’s hard to compete with a prince.”

My eyes widened. “What?”

He let out a breath of amusement. “Everyone knows your connection to him. It’s why they are letting you freely roam the palace grounds.”

Oh. That made sense. William knew that, and he was still standing so close to me?

“You’re brave, aren’t you?” I said absently.

He laughed softly. “Not really. He’s out. Saw him go down to the northern harbor to check on the ship for his journey tomorrow.”

I swallowed hard. Tomorrow?

“William—”

“Calamity, stop.” He shook his head. “I get it. I’ve always gotten it. But now it makes more sense than ever.”

“William—”

“Say my name one more time.”

We laughed, and he pulled me into a hug, resting his chin on my head. “Goodbye, Calamity.”

This was the way closure was supposed to feel. Easy. Right. So why couldn’t I find the same with Weston?

“Goodbye, Will.”
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A bitterness leaked into my chest as I watched Calamity smile and laugh with that stablehand I’d seen her with at the parade.

I couldn’t stop myself from memorizing his every important feature even though I could practically feel their platonic exchange from here. I’d be able to pick him out of the hundred or so other stablehands easily. And then when I dealt with him, I’d make sure everyone knew just how mine she really was.

Had she run from my bed and into his?

Fuck, I was losing it. Could feel the separation of conscious thoughts from feelings. And this was exactly why I couldn’t be near Calamity for much longer.

After the stablehand had left, I watched her rest her forehead on Gallant’s neck, whispering something that was too low to hear. And before I even knew what I was doing, I was walking towards her.

Lantern light lit the stable, sending an orange glow throughout. She wore a slim-fitting, white dress, her hair loose down her back. I leaned against the stable doors, just looking at her for a moment. I could waste a lot of time watching this woman.

She had asked me if she amused me. The truth was, she was the biggest distraction I’d ever come across. She didn’t amuse me—she captivated me as if I’d never seen a woman before.

I’d read her list. Couldn’t really stop myself when I saw it sitting on her desk. My gaze had gone straight to the last number just because she had passed on the question.

But while at first the words had given me some kind of dark satisfaction, I now realized she was playing me, or she meant something other than hate, like a lesser loathing. Because I was sure I’d never gotten such a carefree laugh from her as that stablehand had. If I tried to figure out this woman’s thoughts, I’d go mad a lot sooner.

Some resentment crawled up my throat, and my words came out before I could stop them. “I thought it was a blacksmith you were aiming for.”

She started, probably daydreaming about all the men she had hanging on her every word.

Could I even blame that stablehand for trying? He obviously didn’t know her tie to me, was an idiot, or just entranced when he saw her. Maybe all three. What man wouldn’t try it, if he could get past those dark eyes judging him as if he was beneath her? It was the reason I started calling her Princess. She’d look down on me like she was one. And it’d been the first time I’d ever received that look, even from princesses alike.

She turned around slowly, her gaze flicking up to mine. “A blacksmith will only ever be a dream of mine.”

Who was this woman? And why could I never figure her out? She never did what I expected of her, and especially what I told her. I wanted to get in her head, understand every reaction she made, and it frustrated me that I could no longer hear her thoughts.

“I’m leaving tomorrow night. I’ll have Gallant brought to your stable,” I told her.

She paused for a moment. “But you love him.”

He’d grown on me, sure, but that wasn’t the reason I’d kept him. To be honest, it was different now that I knew she was alive. I wanted the reminder of her then—I couldn’t handle the reminder now. “He’s yours, Calamity. I’ll have one of the hands bring him by.”

“I can come get him.”

“No, I’d rather you didn’t,” I said immediately and harsher than I’d intended. I hadn’t expected to see her again after the night before on the docks. But the last thing I needed was to watch her around the palace grounds, laughing with some other man.

She didn’t calm me like some fucking fairy-tale; she made me irrational, and it was too risky having her near.

Her expression was unreadable, her eyes darker in this low-lit room. “Thank you,” she said, her voice quiet.

My brows knitted. “For what?”

“For helping me with my magic.”

A sardonic breath of amusement escaped me, and I scraped my hand across my jaw in disbelief. Did she just thank me for torturing her? It sent an unshakeable bitterness through me. I was the man who used her, hurt her, and that was where she had placed me. It was probably why she came to me to lose her virginity. That was all she knew of me, all she understood. She reserved the sincere light-heartedness for other men.

My chest tightened, and I didn’t respond.

She walked towards me and stopped at my side, her gaze fixed in the distance. Her voice was soft and smoky, and as intoxicating as it always was. “I hope Elian treats you well. I’m sure someday I’ll hear you became a king there in your own right.”

Fuck. I hadn’t expected that out of her mouth.

I hadn’t seen it many times before, but when she was quiet and sweet . . . it made me want to do anything to see it again.

I itched to reach out to her, pick her up and carry her to my bed. Make her moan my name like she had before, but I forced it down. Because as much I wanted it, I’d been trained self-control since I was able to walk. She’d often made me forget everything I’d been taught, but I couldn’t let myself waver this time.

She walked away, and I forced my feet to remain where they were, clenched my fists to stop myself from reaching for her at the last second. I didn’t move until she left the palace gates because I didn’t trust myself not to stop her.

I headed through the bailey, suddenly relieved to have business that would keep me busy.

Taking the steps two at time, I couldn’t help the uncomfortable tightness in my chest. Bloody hell . . . if I’d ever thought I’d feel this way.

I pounded my fist on my brother’s door twice and kept going down the hall to my own.

It was a few minutes later when I heard Roldan enter the room. I looked up to see him standing silently by the door.

“I need your help,” I told him.

He raised a brow, intrigued. I’d rarely spoken to him in ten months besides for the other night when we had a chat about Calamity. He’d seemed sincere about not doing anything to force her about the seal. We weren’t the most honorable men as Titans, nor as our true selves, but I had leverage I wouldn’t hesitate to use if it came to it, and he understood that.

“How many blades you got on you?” I asked.

“Two.”

I paused. “Might want to bring a few more.”

This brought a corner of his lips up. “Yea? And what are we doing exactly?”

“Number thirteen,” I said absently, running my fingers over the silver cuff in my hand. My brother owed me one, and he was paying up tonight. Because, truthfully, I didn’t think I could manage this alone.
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The night was so quiet near the deserted part of the city that the musical lilt flowed through the dusty streets. Soft and melodic. The only thing that seemed to be a constant in my life.

I walked through the dark alleyways, lighting the old lanterns with a thought as I went, and wishing that my grandmother was here. What I would do for her sound advice at the moment. I wanted to leave, to just go and find her, to tell her my problems and ask her to fix them. But that would only bring trouble to her door. And I thought I’d already brought her enough of that.

There was so much I’d wanted to say to Weston, and yet the only words I could seem to find were ‘Thank you.’ He didn’t want me at the palace—I hadn’t missed the insinuation in his voice when he told me not to get Gallant. My throat tightened because, for some reason, I’d gotten into this much further than him. There was no emotion in his voice, it was as if he’d been speaking to anyone and not the woman who’d been in his bed a couple of days ago.

He’d read my list, and had nothing to offer but his emotionless stare. I couldn’t seem to put my pride away after that. It was there, holding back any words I wanted to say so they didn’t repeat in my head like Samira had said.

I stood in front of the well for a moment, a numb, blank feeling inside of me at the idea of looking into it tomorrow. It didn’t whisper, make a noise. I thought it realized I was already haunted by this pressure on my heart.

The Shadows was creeping up on me, its colorless world blurring mine. A door I passed sat in black and white, the light from the lanterns not hitting it in any way.

Hesitatingly, I walked toward it. My eyes shot to the top of an empty stone home when I heard the rustle of wings. A crow sat there, quietly, watching me.

I swallowed, brushing the feeling of eyes off my back, and stood in front of the door.

I’d known nothing would come of it because I’d touched the black and white parts of my life before. But when I raised my hand, resting my palm against the wood—with a blink, I wasn’t in Symbia anymore. I shot my hand away, reeling backward until my surroundings were a deserted street once again.

My heart beat so hard, it almost escaped my chest. I backed up from the door as if it would reach out and drag me back. I decided I liked my world in color, and that the Shadows of Dawn wasn’t at all my style.

Even if there were hundreds of its people standing below a terrace, their blank gazes, watching . . . waiting.

 

[image: ]

 

I blinked my eyes open from a hazy sleep. I’d lain there last night for a long time, with unrest pressing on my heart. I wished I could rewind time, do something different to get a different result so this weight on my chest wasn’t so heavy.

Dark feelings sat on my shoulder, whispering to join them in the dark. It would remove this feeling that consumed me. Though I didn’t think I’d have much of a choice whether to or not. My body faded in and out throughout the night; whenever I’d wake up, it blinked back into tangible form as if it hadn’t been whole while I was asleep.

I could probably only last until tonight. And then I couldn’t pull off normalcy anymore. At this point, the desire to just cut my wrist, let the dark take over, was growing stronger and stronger.

I rolled over, staring at the ceiling. And that’s when I felt it. A sudden emptiness, a quietness to the house that I’d never experienced before. As if I could hear the home settling, a certain unease seeping through the wooden boards from the first floor.

Something was wrong. I knew it, could feel it against my skin.

I climbed out of bed, walking across the room, troubled about what I would find on the other side of the door. It creaked when I opened it.

Nothing.

Not a single noise. That was unheard of in this house.

My feet trod softly down the hall, my heart picking up pace. The discomfort in the air surrounded me like a blanket.

Down the steps.

My eyes came to eight Sisters sitting in the main room, the soft sounds of the fountain the only noise. It was morning, maybe ten, but they each wore their nightgowns as if they’d come straight from their beds.

A couple of the girls’ brows were pulled together in confusion, though Magdalena and Farah were hiding some contentment. Agnes looked distracted, as if there was a lot going through her mind.

“What does this mean for us?” Sinsara asked. She was the only one who appeared to be upset and not merely perplexed like the other girls.

Agnes shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“What’s going on?” I asked as I stepped off the last stair.

“Really, Cal,” Sinsara said harshly. “You’ve got more magic than us all, but you slept through the wards going down?”

That’s why the house felt so empty, like it was merely wood and air.

Agnes flicked her gaze to me; it was full of indecision. “There’s been an issue within the Sisterhood.”

Farah snorted. “An issue? The Sisterhood has crumbled!”

“What?” I breathed.

Agnes cleared her throat. “All ten of the Superior Sisters are missing.”

I blinked, hesitation rushing through me. “What do you mean, missing?”

“They are nowhere to be found, Calamity!” Sinsara snapped. “Gone. Poof, for goodness sakes.”

My head reeled. “What happened to the wards? Why would they be affected?”

“The Sisters who put them up either reversed them or . . .” Juliana trailed off.

“Dead! They’re dead,” Sinsara said with agitation.

So we were missing our Superiors and our wards, but would that mean we were crumbled? We must’ve had hundreds of High Sisters all over the country . . . but when I looked to my High Sister sitting at the head of the table, it dawned on me. “What does this mean that the Superior Sisters are missing?”

Magdalena looked at me with a gleam in her eyes. “They are the only ones who know the count of the Sisterhood. And the only ones with the personal information on each one. Before they step down, the information is provided to the next one.”

“So that means . . .” I started, but I already knew—I just couldn’t process that this actually happened.

“All the information about the houses, us Sisters, it’s gone,” Farah supplied.

My gaze shot to Agnes, and I could already see the decision in her eyes. She could run without consequences. I could. She might have given me that speech about ‘family’ but only as a warning of what to suspect once I was sworn in.

“Does this mean I don’t have to have children?” Magdalena asked.

Amusement, relief, and uncertainty of how this happened, they all bubbled up inside me, a laugh escaping my throat.

Sinsara shot me a glare. “We are all going to stay right here until this is fixed. If you leave, the Mages will kill you all off. Right, Agnes?”

We all looked to our High Sister, but she didn’t say a word. She pushed her chair back and walked away, wide eyes watching her retreat.

“Apparently her job looks bad from her angle as well,” Magdalena muttered.

Sinsara let out a noise of frustration. “Agnes! I’ll report you!”

“Oh, stuff it, Sin!” Carmella said, shocking us all as she stood from her chair and headed to the stairs. “By that time, she’ll be long gone, and you’ll be here in her position, hating your life.”

Sinsara looked aghast before pushing from the table and grumbling about how she was going to see her mother about this.

Farah eyed me, a quiet satisfaction crossing her expression. There wouldn’t be an All Sister’s Day, not this year. There was still a shock settling over the room, a confusion spreading amongst each girl of what they would do. I knew most would stay—it was what they knew, what they were comfortable with. But I only smelled freedom.

The pressure growing heavier and heavier on my chest each day closer to All Sister’s Day lifted, and I could finally breathe. I sucked in a breath, turning and walking in a daze up the stairs. A lightheaded relief filled me the whole way.

Shutting the door behind me, I leaned against it for a minute.

How could ten Superior Sisters just disappear? There was no way they’d all have gotten lost. Was it the Court of Mages who we rivaled with? Or something else? When my gaze ran across my room, it caught on my desk. My heart stilled, and I only stared for a moment.

With hesitation, I walked to the desk, looking down at my list and a note sitting nearby.

I swallowed, my throat feeling thick. Pain started thumping in my chest. It was his scrawl. Somehow elegant yet masculine.

Number thirteen was in plain view. And not knowing everything I’d written in the waves of anger I’d had for him, I had to read it.

I hate that you didn’t save me. That I am now in an order I can’t escape. That I have to marry someone I don’t want. I hate that you didn’t save me. And I hate even more I expected you to.

My heart felt so heavy as my gaze went to his note beside it. To three little words that burned the back of my eyes.

Marry your blacksmith.
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My mind whirled, knowing he had done something so drastic based on some notes I’d written when I was angry and alone. It wasn’t even his fault I was a Sister. It would have happened eventually, no matter the circumstances.

I slid down the wall to the floor, holding his note loosely. I pulled my legs up to my chest, and I sat there for a long time. Because there was an invisible fist around my heart and I didn’t know how to release it.

The feeling of unsettlement followed me all day. The girls all congregated in Farah’s room, and it was very quiet. It seemed we were all stuck in our thoughts about the decision to be made. Option one: run from the Sisterhood and be free to marry who we chose—but have the Druids from breaking the alliance, Mages, and other foes after us. Option two: stay in the safety of the Sisterhood and marry who was forced on us.

Carmella was the only one truly happy with her situation, having found love with one of the Druids, but the rest of us were left in a tumultuous silence. Even Juliana seemed thoughtful, and I wondered if I should tell her about Alis, but maybe, just maybe, she was figuring it out on her own with the inquisitive glances she gave me.

I’d dreamed of being free of the Sisterhood, but as I lay on Farah’s bedroom floor, staring at the ceiling, the only thought consuming me was a departing ship from Symbia to Elian.

The reality truly hit us when Farah hopped off her bed and began packing a leather pack. We all watched her in complete silence, before she headed for the door, but stopped before it. Turning around, she gave us an uplifting smile, and it brought one to my lips as well. “I’ve always wanted to see the north. Maybe the Marshlands, and then maybe . . .” She shrugged. “Find home.” And then she was gone.

Find home. Those words worked their way into my chest, settling there. I wasn’t sure where home was, but I desperately wanted to find it. I walked the house, feeling out of place, realizing that Agnes had made the decision to leave as well. I wanted that decision, to just run, find Grandmother, find home, but I didn’t get to be as carefree as that, not with a Fate over my head. It sent resentment rushing through my blood, burning, blackening.

After a few hours of getting my thoughts together, l headed to my mother’s to see what she thought of the news.

“Oh, good, you’ve come,” she said as I entered her drawing room. “Clinton has been gone all day trying to understand what’s happening with the Sisterhood. If we can just find our Superior Sisters—”

“You’re not going to find them,” I told her, pouring a glass of wine from the side table.

Her gaze shot to me as she set down the gossip rag she’d been consumed in when I arrived. “You know something about this? What have you gotten mixed up with?”

I chewed my lip thoughtfully, before supplying, “Bad men, Mother.”

“Ei.” She looked to the ceiling. “I don’t know what to do about the trouble you get into.”

I nodded. “I suppose being a mother is a difficult thing twenty years late.”

She rolled her eyes, then shouted, “Samira!”

A moment later, the servant came to stand in the doorway, giving my mother a blank look.

“If you’re so good with advice, then what do you do when your daughter is mixed up with bad men?”

“Has she tried sleeping with them?” She wasn’t serious; she was mocking us from the last time she’d given me advice, but when my mother glanced to me as if in question, dry amusement filled me.

“Yes,” I answered truthfully.

My mother looked back to Samira, who said, “Well, that’s the problem,” and then she walked away.

“Old bird,” my mother muttered. “She wouldn’t know a good time if it hit her in the head.” After a moment, she sighed. “Well, Mother will be here soon after all this chaos. Tomorrow at the latest. I’m sure she’ll have some advice for you.”

My heart filled with enthusiasm. There was so much I wanted to tell her, to ask her. Especially about why she wouldn’t tell me I was Fated. I’d already forgiven her, but I needed to know the answers that were purposively hidden from me.

“Well, this has been a depressing day, really. There’s nothing new in this gossip rag, and this Sisterhood issue means I won’t get a monthly allowance for who knows how long.” She frowned. “Hey, maybe we should go over the list of potential pledges I made.”

I gave her a blank look. “Why? There will be no All Sister’s Day without our Superiors.”

“Well, you still need a pledged, don’t you? You’re getting old enough to be on the shelf.”

I let out a breath of amusement. A rush of indecision was overtaking me, but all day I’d been debating about whether to say one more parting word to Weston. There were all sorts of things holding me back: what if he was as cold as the night before? If he dismissed me right away? Would it only prolong this heavy pressure on my heart seeing him again?

But I had to know why he did it. I just . . . needed one more chance at getting this right before he left.

“Where are you going?” my mother asked. “I thought we were going to watch the fools go crazy together?”

“I’ll meet you there,” I told her.

“All right,” she grumbled. “I guess I’ll be here with Samira, then. I might die of excitement before I ever make it there, but don’t worry about me, darling.”

I shook my head at her sarcasm, hearing her shout her servant’s name as soon as I shut the door.

I dragged my feet all the way to the palace, some trepidation running through me. I’d changed my mind ten times on the way there, but eventually decided I had to address the favor he did for me. Something I could have never accomplished physically and morally. But leave it to him to cross that line I never would.

When I entered his room, he wasn’t there. And with a sigh, I almost turned to leave, but then my gaze caught on a sparkle on the mantle. The sun glinted off it just right. Though it wasn’t the silver that got my attention, but my cuff.

I’d never imagined he took it off my wrist, but knowing that he had, made my throat thick.

Running my finger across the metal, I debated about taking it, putting it back on. But quickly came to a conclusion. It was his. It was always his.
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Should I have been preparing for this event? Doing mental exercises? I didn’t know. But all I did was walk down the street toward the Well of Fools. It was the last day of the Kings Festival; a lantern light show later tonight concluded the weeklong revelry.

The sun warmed my skin, but there was still a numbness settling underneath. Number thirteen. I closed my eyes, trying to loosen the grip on my heart. Did he feel guilty for my death? And this was his way of absolving himself?

A dais was set up in the square for the royal family, but it was empty. Maxim probably had better things to do than watch people lose their minds with the Symbian Queen and Princess. A crowd filled the area; there were even a few barrels of wine set up.

My gaze caught on my mother who stood next to a redheaded woman. It looked like she said a few parting words before coming to my side.

I regarded the woman suspiciously. “Is that—”

“Yes.”

“Why are you conversing with the woman who sleeps with Clinton and the one you call a slut?”

She shrugged. “I liked her dress and wanted to know which modiste designed it.”

I shook my head, letting out a breath of dry amusement. This city was beginning to feel too small.

Looking around the area, I realized there were more fools than I’d thought there’d be. I was sure we all thought we were special. That we would remain sane while looking into the Well of Fools. It was the only reason there was a line forming, from people I was sure came from all over searching for the thing they wanted to know most.

What could it be, though, that would make someone risk their lives to know the answer to? Maybe my problem wasn’t as original as I’d always thought.

The magistrate stepped up on the dais, and of course, his gaze caught mine. He frowned, and I smiled, giving him a little wave. His jaw ticked, but then he did the smallest wave I’d ever seen with the scroll in his hand. Some amusement rushed me.

“Oh, thank Alyria,” I heard a little boy’s voice, as some people moved out of the way in the crowd. Henry weaved between them until he stood before my mother and me. “I knew you were too good to let that old goat hang ya. Sure let him draw it out, though. I’ve been staying out of trouble, and here I almost have to save you.”

I laughed. “I really don’t believe you’ve suddenly given up your old ways.”

He raised a brow. “Why’s that?”

I turned my head, glancing at Tasha who was on his tiptoes, an inch from reaching some man’s coin purse with a determined shine in his eyes.

Henry frowned. “Tash is his own person. He don’t work for me.”

“Right. What would he do with all that coin? Buy bananas?” I asked dryly just as Tasha reached our side and dropped a coin purse in Henry’s hand. The monkey shot me a dirty glare like I’d just offended him with my stereotypical jest.

My mother picked at her nails as Henry looked her over with a frown. “She looks like you,” he told me.

“I’m her mother,” Reina said dryly.

“Well, good job you did, letting her almost hang, didn’t ya?”

My mother shot her head up, looking Henry over, before turning her gaze to me. “Why are we conversing with peasant boys?”

Henry’s gaze narrowed dangerously.

“That’s an aspiring Titan you’re looking at, Mother.”

She snorted.

“I’m just not sure why he wants to be one,” I added.

“Titans have a purpose,” he boasted. “And they always get all the women.”

Amusement and disbelief rushed through me at this little man-boy.

“Men,” my mother muttered. “They start out young, don’t they?”

“Oh, no. I gotta go. Momma only sent me out for some milk, but I got sidetracked.”

“Milk only comes in in the morning, Henry.”

“I know,” he said. “I said I got sidetracked, didn’t I?”

It was seven o’clock in the evening. A laugh escaped me. “Yes, I’d definitely rush now before she gets worried.”

My mother sighed when he left. “I’m so glad I didn’t have a boy.”

I let out a breath of disbelief. “You didn’t raise me to begin with, Mother.”

She only frowned, before turning to talk to a woman she must have known in the gathering. Probably some other woman Clinton was having an affair with.

The magistrate finished his speech, and I watched the first man step forward, grasp the edges of the well and look inside. A few seconds passed, and then he took a step back, staring into the crowd, before walking away. Well, I guessed I expected something different. He looked stunned but fine—

He got all the way down the street before the screaming started.

My stomach tightened, and I noticed some people trickle out of the line. But some were still determined. One by one, they went and looked in, some of them falling to their knees afterward, holding their heads. Some making it down the street. But not one seemed to hold onto their sanity.

I was quickly losing my bravery. It was seeping out with each person who stepped forward. The line was dying down, and a thin sheen of sweat covered me.

I’d screwed up so much in my life. Was I going to give up on this? Was I going to be a product of my name?

My heart beat so heavily I could hear it, but before I could second-guess myself, I stepped forward. I swallowed down my fear, walking closer and closer. My mother was saying something, but all I could hear was the slight breeze and a ring in my ears.

I didn’t stop until my hands were grasping the cool stone of the well, and my reflection looked back at me.

The water was so still, not a ripple of movement. My likeness looked back at me; she was dark-eyed, young, foolish. She wasn’t even human, though she knew how to make human mistakes.

I was just a child, doing chores, and smiling up at my grandmother.

I was a little older trampling through the stream from the neighbor’s.

I was older still, smiling at a boy from across the pew in mass, and deciding I might not think they are so gross after all.

I was eighteen, staring at the stars and feeling more out of place than ever before. Though it wasn’t the place, the town—it was my skin.

I was twenty, with a shadowed Titan standing behind my back.

To now as I stood here, the image of me looking into this very well.

To tomorrow.

Close my eyes. Close my eyes.

To . . .

My lungs tightened. Please stop . . .

“Please stop,” the well mocked.

To my future. To darkness.

“Look into that well . . .” spoke back at me on a reel.

I closed my eyes tight, shutting out the images, but they still played in my mind. The sound of a ticking clock in my ears. Tick, tock. Tick, tock. Tick, tock.

I pushed myself away from the well, sucking in a large breath.

Anger, frustration, it all welled up in me and came out in tears down my cheeks. I looked up to see a crowd watching me hesitantly.

I walked away, down the street.

I never screamed.
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I walked away, knowing what my future held for me, and knowing that I couldn’t change it. That the path I was walking had already been laid beneath my feet and I couldn’t take another one.

When the church bell rang eight times, I barely recognized it until the very last one.

My perspective had changed from looking into that well. And I realized I had nothing to lose. Not when I could see my future in front of my eyes. Dark. Alone.

I headed in the direction of the northern docks with resolve, but with an unwavering sense of unease. I might not have had anything to lose, but that didn’t mean I didn’t fear rejection.

The heat wave had been letting up, a slight breeze carrying the hotter temperature away, and I sucked in a large breath, calming my trepidation.

The sun was falling behind the ocean, the silhouettes of ships floating on the water. I walked down the docks toward the Titan vessel at the Northie harbor, trying to find Weston’s form among the sailors loading the ship.

I stilled, my heart pattering when I saw him walk down the ship’s ramp into the loading area. As if he felt my stare, his gaze flicked in my direction.

He was wearing a western leather jerkin, and it made my heart feel heavy. I had no idea how’d I’d gotten here, but I had. What was it about this man? Why couldn’t I merely forget him? I didn’t know. But it didn’t matter because it wasn’t happening.

I knew there would be no happily ever after, no matter how my grandmother’s story went. But I couldn’t let the words I never said haunt me forever.

How did you even begin to tell a man how you felt, a man who you knew had never shared those words with anyone and probably never would? How did I hang on to my pride and admit it? And then it dawned on me: I would always have my pride.

I realized at that moment, bravery and honesty were much more important in the long run than pride ever was.

I swallowed down all my apprehension and walked toward him. He stopped and only watched me with a heavy gaze. It was a little dark, but he was interested enough to stay where he was.

My heartbeat thumped so heavily in my chest when I reached him. I looked up, meeting his eyes for a moment. It wasn’t fair that he was the one man I didn’t want to want—couldn’t even have—yet the only one who made me feel alive.

A pang went through my chest. After tonight, I’d never see him again.

I stood in front of him, number thirteen clouding the space between us, and sailors surrounding us. It wasn’t the location I wished to do this, but it didn’t look like I had another option.

“You didn’t have to do it,” I said quietly.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “I owed you. I’ve paid it.”

Was that the reason he did it then? To absolve himself of guilt? Because he felt like he was indebted to me?

I almost backed out, my pride was creeping up on me, wanting to cut my words off before I could bare myself further. “Weston . . .” I breathed.

He shook his head, agitation crossing his features, before wiping it away with his palm. “Calamity, let’s not draw this out, all right? I did you a favor. Are we even now?”

Even . . .? I guessed I hadn’t thought of it in terms like that in a while. Or realized that was all there was between us. At least, that’s what he believed. I shook my head, my mind spinning. “Yea, I guess we’re even.”

His gaze settled on me for a couple moments, before he turned his back to walk away.

My stomach twisted, nerves spreading through my body, but I had to do this. Had to. “Weston, wait.”

When he stopped and turned back around, his gaze was dark, furious. But I strode toward him, standing on my tiptoes and wrapping my arms around his neck. I didn’t think I’d ever hugged him, and there was something so comforting about it, that I didn’t want to let go. He tensed like I’d surprised him, but his hands didn’t come up to hug me back.

My heart was beating so hard, I knew he could feel it against his chest. And the sailors who were slowing their movements, watching us, made this one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

“I have something to say,” I whispered against his neck.

He didn’t respond, only kept his gaze in front of him while I embraced him on the docks with too many eyes on us. I knew what this looked like; that I was an infatuated maid, and he was only trying to turn me down nicely, but I suddenly didn’t care what a bunch of sailors thought. They were going to Elian. I’d most likely never see them again.

I inhaled a breath, preparing myself. “I just wanted to tell you to have a good trip.” An angry, disgusted sound escaped his lips, and I swallowed hard before finishing. “And I hope you find everything you’re looking for—”

“Calamity, stop,” he said darkly, pulling my arms off him.

“Just let me finish!”

“You’re making this into a fucking dramatic show I don’t need.” He turned his back on me once again.

My frustration built, before bursting. “You’re the most arrogant, stupid, pigheaded man I’ve ever met, milord!”

He froze, and so did all of the sailors, the air stilling completely. He stood there for a moment, his back to me, before saying lowly, “What did you just say?”

I swallowed, glancing at the sailors who were only watching us now than doing their jobs. “I said, you’re the stupidest man I’ve ever met.”

He finally turned around, his intense gaze finding mine. “That’s not what you said.”

My indecision was so strong, it almost choked me. Did he want to hand me a knife so that I could cut my chest open in front of him? “Yes, it is.”

He walked toward me slowly, my heart beating to each step he took until he stood right before me. “What. Did. You. Say?”

I pushed down my uncertainty, finding the resolve I had earlier. It was just much easier to tell yourself you could do something than actually having to do it.

This was harder now that he was staring me in the eye, and so I took a step closer, rested my hands on his jerkin and slid them up around his neck.

Standing on my tiptoes, I said, “You’re the most arrogant. Stupid. Pigheaded. Man. I’ve ever met,” before leaning in closer and whispering, “milord.”
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“You promised,” he said roughly.

“I lied,” I breathed, pulling back to look at him. “I do that sometimes.”

“What about your stablehand?”

My brows knitted, and then recognition hit me: he must have seen me with William. It wasn’t like Will did anything worse than kiss me on the cheek, but I guessed . . . jealous streak. The idea gave me a rush because that meant his emotionless expression yesterday was only a façade.

“What about him? No, I’ve never called him ‘milord.’”

“Of course you haven’t. He’s a stablehand.”

I frowned. “If I wanted to call him ‘milord’ I could have.”

“But you didn’t. You said it to me.”

My eyes narrowed at his cocky tone. “Well, I’m thinking about taking it back.” I pulled my arms away from him.

He wiped his thumb across his bottom lip. “Everyone on the docks heard it. It’s permanent now.”

I let out a noise of frustration. “Just forget it.”

I turned to go, but then he gripped my wrist, spinning me around. His hand was at my nape, and his mouth covered mine. Warmth pooled in my stomach as he kissed me, his lips parting mine. I heard some obnoxious whistles from the sailors, but I didn’t care, because relief filled my chest, light and airy, that I didn’t get rejected like I’d imagined.

I heard him make a little growl of frustration and then felt a sharp nip to my bottom lip. What the—

“Why did you do this?” he said against my lips.

I swallowed, but it was a rhetorical question because he grabbed my arm and pulled me down the docks. I was still burning from the kiss, but a mixture of nerves and anticipation began to roll through me.

“What’s with this?” he asked, pulling on a lock of my hair as we walked down an alleyway in the palace’s direction.

I looked at the ashy tips, before sighing, “I’d rather not discuss it.”

I was pretty sure I knew where we were going and what we would do. Though I’d never quite been in this position—walking next to a man with the intentions of getting into his bed with him. I wasn’t sure how to act, and, he noticed of course.

He glanced down at me, a little smile pulling on his lips. “Scared?”

“No.”

“You smell afraid.”

“Ugh,” I responded, “that’s cree—” I was cut off by him lifting me onto a stack of crates in the alley. Before I could respond, he leaned into me, saying against my throat, “Why are you afraid?”

I sucked in a breath as a warm shiver ran through me. “I’m not,” I said. “Maybe nervous but not afraid.”

“Aren’t they one and the same?” he said, but I barely heard him as his hands came to my thighs, pushing my dress up, and up.

My breath caught when his palms brushed my bare legs. I glanced down the dark alleyway, not seeing anyone, but I could hear laughter from one of the taverns nearby. We were going to do this here?

I choked out a breath when, without another word, he slipped a finger deep inside of me. A moan escaped my lips, my eyes closing at the hot pressure building.

We were doing this here.

A dizzy haze rushed through my bloodstream. This was so wrong. I could feel the Symbian air on my bare thighs, and the warmth of his lips on my neck as his finger moved tantalizingly slow inside me. The combination overwhelmed me, every inch of my skin burning hot.

His voice was dark. “Has anyone else done this to you?”

I blinked the haze away, and then slowly shook my head. I moaned when another finger slipped inside me.

“Why not?” he asked. “I know that stablehand would have tried.”

His thumb brushed over a sensitive part of me, and I sucked in a breath. If my thoughts weren’t in a mindless haze, I would have stopped to consider what came out of my mouth. But I just didn’t care anymore; at this moment, I would’ve told this man anything he wanted to know. “He wasn’t you,” I breathed, arching my hips to move against him.

He hissed a curse. “Why did you drop your dress at my feet, Calamity? Why not another man’s?”

I shook my head, the languid pressure building and building to a burning flame inside of me, and could only manage, “Only you.”

He groaned against my neck, and with a blink, the alleyway morphed into his room in the palace. A whoosh of air and my dress was over my head, the softness of the mattress hitting my back as his body came down on mine. The heavy weight of him had me arching my back, pressing against him tighter as his mouth caught my own.

He kissed me hard, and my hands found his wrists on either side of my head. The smooth leather of his jerkin brushed my breasts with his every move, and it sent shots of pleasure straight between my legs.

He moved down, capturing a nipple in his mouth, a flutter of warmth erupting in my stomach. Moving to the other, he flicked a nipple with his tongue before sucking; a shot of pleasure raced through me. He did it until I was lightheaded, as if he had all the time in the world. We both knew we didn’t, though.

He trailed kisses down my stomach, and anticipation shot through my veins when I realized where he was going. My eyes rolled back, my fingers digging into the sheets at the first hot, wet, touch of his mouth.

My fingers threaded through his hair, pushing and pulling him without any sense of direction, my only thought sating this fire inside me. I arched my hips, the sounds of his rough breaths, taking away any reservations I had.

The pressure expanded, close to bursting. A guttural moan escaped my lips as his fingers slid inside me. And then he sucked—no, it was too much. I shattered, warmth sizzling throughout my body, and then flooding with languid heat.

“I knew there was a purpose for your mouth,” I said breathlessly as he trailed kisses back up my stomach. I yelped when he nipped my breast, and then sighed when he soothed it with his tongue.

His gaze was dark, hazy, as he came up to kiss me. I pulled at the buttons of his jerkin, undoing a few, but unable to get them all while he kissed me, his arms resting by my head. I wanted to see him, to run my hands over him. To trace his scars and brands.

He pulled back to his knees, getting the rest of the buttons himself. He watched me as he did it, his gaze heated. “You’re so beautiful it’s unreal, you know that?”

I stilled at his serious and rough voice before a sudden warmth flooded my chest. I’d never heard such admiration from him before, and a sudden shyness overwhelmed me. I swallowed under his stare, speechless.

His lips tipped up at the corners as he pulled his jerkin off. “Interesting. Now I know what will keep you quiet: compliments.”

I only looked up at him, feeling subservient for the first time in my life.

He cursed before dropping to his forearms and capturing my lips with his.

My hands came to the smooth muscles of his back, a moan escaping me when the hard length of him aligned perfectly between my legs.

His heavy weight lay against me, his mouth undecided between my neck, breasts, or lips, with the maddening sensation of his hips grinding against me.

“Weston . . .” I moaned when I couldn’t take it any longer. I didn’t care if I had to beg for it.

My mouth went dry when he sat up, undid his pants and pulled them off. I hadn’t really gotten a good look at him the last time, and now that I was . . . no wonder that had bloody hurt.

I wasn’t satisfied with perusing him just yet when he came back down on me, gripped my thigh, pushed it up to my stomach before I choked out a breath as he slid in. And in. So deep. The sting was minimal; the feeling of fullness so new, yet so incredibly right. Like I’d just realized how empty I’d always been.

He groaned so rough, his gaze running from my face to between our legs. And then he began to move. Pleasure sparking with each thrust. My hands gripped his arms, feeling a rush that I got to touch him any way I wanted.

With my legs wrapped around his waist, he found a perfect rhythm.

He gripped my face, kissing me soft and lazy, and I melted into his touch, into the pressure of his body on top of mine.

“Weston?”

He kissed down my throat, a palm gripping a breast. His thumb brushing a nipple back and forth, and I completely lost my train of thought.

“Calamity?” he echoed me.

His mouth was on my breast, his teeth grazing—

Ah, I could die from this. Happily.

He came up to kiss me, whispering against my lips, “What were you going to say?”

“Oh—um,” I blinked the haze away, trying to remember what it had been, but it was incredibly hard when I felt impossibly full as he moved slowly inside of me. “I thought you didn’t like it when I talked?”

“I’ve realized I like it all right when I’m deep inside you.”

My eyes widened, a blush warming my cheeks at his crassness. He chuckled softly from seeing my expression, and then suddenly, a thicker air surrounded us like it knew what I was going to say.

I swallowed. “You’re still leaving.”

He pulled back slightly, looking at me thoughtfully, running a thumb across my bottom lip. “Yea. I am.”

An ache started in my chest. “Before you go . . . I want you to show me.”

He watched me, waiting for me to explain while a moment from the past played in my mind.

“You’ve no idea what I have imagined doing to you,” he said roughly.

“Maybe I should show you.”

My heart beat heavily, and I didn’t know why—he was already inside of me. But I realized I was just a girl who was completely new to this, underneath a man who wasn’t. I didn’t know what I was asking for, but I needed it. Wanted his marks on my skin so that this moment could follow me around for days. I wanted him to be my first everything.

“Everything you’ve imagined doing to me,” I breathed.

He came up from my neck he was nuzzling, a dark gaze settling on me. For a moment, he was so still, and then he pulled back from me. My heart beat in unease as I watched him walk away.

When he grabbed a blade off the desk, my eyes widened. What had I asked for? I shook my head frantically. “I didn’t mean something . . . like that.”

His gaze was almost amused as he walked toward me. I backed up, trying to escape, but he grabbed my ankle, pulling me in one yank to the end of the bed.

“I take it back!”

“You always jump to conclusions, don’t you?”

My brows knitted, but then I winced at a small cut he made on my thigh. I realized then what he was going to do when he caught a few drops of blood in his palm.

My eyes widened as he backed away from me, heading to the terrace.

“No!”

I jumped to my feet, grabbing his arm to stop him, but he only pulled me with him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, planting my feet on the floor, but that only got me jerked along.

“Dammit, Weston. No!”

But he already took the first step on the terrace, completely naked, while I stayed in the room. My grandmother was supposed to be coming soon—I couldn’t imagine what she would think if she looked up and saw me bare on a palace terrace with a naked Titan. Well, I guessed I could imagine the conclusion she would come to.

Irritation, expectation—they flowed through my veins as he held his hand over the railing, letting a drip fall to the ground below.

I backed up as he turned around and came toward me. My eyes narrowed on him, and then the first of the change began—burning, darkening, blackening. A rush traveling through my bloodstream, dark and heady. A flame lighting it, shooting like an oiled wick within my body. The burn was agony, sharp torment, until it faded and faded, allowing me to suck in a deep breath.

When my gaze cleared on Weston, anger rushed me, and I picked up the first thing I saw and threw it at him. I didn’t notice it had been one of his blades until it stuck in the wall beside him.

He stood there, flicking his gaze to the knife, a small smile pulling at his lips. “Thought I taught you how to throw better than that.”

I wasn’t amused—the dark scratched at my chest, ached, burned. I felt the awareness behind my eyes, the lightness of my body, and I forced the feelings down, down, down, until I appeared normal. I wouldn’t be a slave to this feeling. I could control it—I had to.

“I told you not to do it,” I bit out.

He lifted a shoulder, taking a step toward me. “You needed to. I got it done.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve done my research.”

“Was this before or after you killed my Superior Sisters? You’ve sure been putting yourself in my business, haven’t you?”

His eyes darkened a bit as I took a step behind the desk. “Your business is my business.”

He was wrong. Not with this dark swimming inside me. It was itself. Not me, but not him. It chafed, trying to push itself to the forefront, and I felt myself sway at the lightheaded sensation. I gritted my teeth. He did this to me. I picked another one of his blades off the desk, glancing up to see him watching me with that darkly amused look. I hated it.

I went to show him how well I could throw a knife, when he was suddenly at my back, gripping my wrist tightly until I dropped it.

The short pain pissed me off. My body went incorporeal, and I took a step back, passing right through him.

It must have felt strange to him because he sucked in a breath; I could even see goose bumps on his arms. And then I did what anyone would do—I picked up a vase sitting on the desk, and I smashed it on the side of his head.

Ceramic shattered, falling to the floor around him.

He went deathly still.

And then I realized that smashing a vase on Weston’s head, was the equivalent to poking a bear with a stick.

Before I could blink, my front was shoved against the cool stone wall, the heat of his body at my back. Frustration ran through me at the rough manhandling. But then one of his arms wrapped around my waist, lifting me—and I choked out a breath as he slammed into me. I gasped, and smacked my hand on the wall, trying to adjust to the sudden invasion. “That hurt,” I choked out.

“You smashed a vase on my head,” he growled.

“You deserved it!”

He moved inside me, and my eyes rolled back at the overwhelming pleasure. My feet weren’t touching the floor, and I wrapped my ankle around his calf, bracing my hands on the wall.

So full.

I couldn’t even think around how impossibly full he filled me, but then he pulled out and turned, dropping me on the desk. My teeth clanked together at the rough movement, but before I could protest, he shoved my back flat against the desk, keeping his palm between my breasts, and thrust hard inside me. I groaned, arching my back.

And then my thoughts diminished, my blood heating as he moved in a fast rhythm that made me see stars. I couldn’t move with his hand holding me down, and it was utterly consuming, almost overwhelming. Perfectly so.

I held the edge of the desk, his heavy gaze meeting mine before he pulled me by the back of the neck to meet his mouth. The kiss was wet and messy, warmth shooting straight to my heart as I wrapped my arms around his neck.

I moaned when his hand went between my legs, the rough pad of his thumb rubbing that spot until the stars at the back of my eyes exploded, a warm shudder running through my body from fingers to toes.

He groaned, rough and deep, right in my ear, and it sent goose bumps across my skin, before slowing, stilling.

Our heavy breaths filled the air for many moments until he broke the silence.

“Everything I’ve imagined, huh?”

I blinked, my muscles lax and my body so heavy. He’d had me against a wall, on a desk, and faster than I thought was probably considered appropriate—and that wasn’t it?

I realized my thoughts were now clear to him when a sly smile pulled at his lips. “Ah, Princess,” he said darkly, “it might take me a year to get through all that, but I’ll try to squeeze as much as I can into one night.”

Ah, shit.

I’d never understood what I had asked for, or maybe I would have given it a second thought.
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She sat on my lower back, the soft pad of her finger tracing the Wolfson crest brand in between my shoulder blades.

I was only lying here, letting her hair brush my sides as she leaned over me because, Shadow or not, I thought I needed to give her a break. She was new to this, and I wasn’t exactly gentle. But hell, she asked for it with that fucking vase.

Though she was only getting a short pause—because she was naked, straddling my back, the warmth between her legs burning my skin.

This woman was a liability. I felt high, attuned to everything she did, every noise she made, that I couldn’t pay attention to my surroundings. It unnerved me, went against everything that had been beaten into me. And I would surely get both of us killed if I indulged myself in this often.

The truth was, I had to leave. Because if I stayed, this was what would consume my time. This would be my focus in every aspect of my life.

If I stayed, my brother would be dead the instant I lost my humanity. Calamity would be chained like a pet to my bedroom wall; even if I gave her my blood to protect herself from me, she would be bonded to my side. I would find a way to keep her—I knew it stronger than anything else. And who knew what I would do to her, with how irrational she made me even now? Maxim would be next to go—though who the fuck was I kidding? The bastard could rot.

I would have Titan at my command, and the world to destroy at my fingertips. I knew how this worked, knew what I wanted to do sometimes, and I was far from fair. Though, I wasn’t so much concerned about the world than I was this dark-eyed woman on my back.

She traced over the wolf’s ears, down his eyes and nose, then whispered so softly, “That’s why he has sharp teeth, he’s a wolf.” My brows knitted while she spoke as if she was responding to herself, “No, he’s not . . .”

I couldn’t hear her thoughts anymore now that she’d blocked them from me, and it annoyed me. I wanted to know everything she thought, everything she did. I was about to question her about what she meant when she spoke.

“Weston?”

A small smile pulled on my lips because I fucking loved when she said my name in that soft, thoughtful way, like I was the only one who could answer her questions.

“Do you believe there is a place we all go when we die, where all our dreams come true?” she asked me.

I paused for a moment, wondering if she was worried those four months she’d spent in the dark and cold were what death really was. “I don’t think our dreams will still be the same after we die.”

I could practically feel her thinking.

“Like how you want to take over the world? You don’t think you’ll have the same desire when you’re dead?”

All right. Break’s over.

I twisted around, hearing her laugh as I tackled her to the mattress. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and I kissed her, intertwining my tongue with hers. “Why don’t we just stay in the now?” I said as I slid deep inside her.

She bit her lip, her dark eyes rolling back.

Yea, the now was exactly where I wanted to be.
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“No more,” she breathed, half-heartedly pushing me away. “I don’t think I can even walk.”

I nuzzled her neck, waking her from an hour nap. What did she want me to do? Just sit around and watch her sleep naked in my bed? There was no way I was getting any sleep with her here.

The church bell rang some time ago, letting me know it was after midnight. I was supposed to leave three hours ago, but it was my fucking ship—they could wait for me.

“You don’t need to walk,” I told her. “You just need to lie here.”

She laughed. “Go away. Surely you don’t bug all your women this much.”

My eyes narrowed at her nonchalant tone. I wanted to put my fist through a wall when I thought about her with other men, and she mentioned me with other women so casually? It annoyed the shit out of me.

She glanced up at me, frowning when she saw my expression. “What’s wrong with you?”

Did I want to go on a spiel about how I’d been with one other woman since I met her, and she happened to be blond with brown eyes? Fuck that.

I pushed away from her, getting off the bed and running my hands through my hair. This whole situation was fucked. I needed to go before this became harder than it already was.

I heard her crawl off the bed, and soon after her arms wrapped around my waist. She kissed the middle of my back. “You’re angry.”

No, not angry. Frustrated, it ran through my veins like a flame, settling in my chest, taunting me that I couldn’t do anything to fix this situation.

Her arms slid around me as she came to my front. I looked down to see her gaze on me. “Why so cross?” she asked, kissing my chest.

I was about to tell her my goodbyes, and ignore the dread tightening in my chest of leaving her anywhere alone, but then she pressed her lips to my chest again, her tongue darting out, and the heat went straight to my groin.

“I thought you could hardly walk.”

All she did was glance up at me with heated, innocent eyes. The look sunk its little claws in my chest.

I groaned, grabbing the back of her neck, and kissing her hard. I could feel the awareness in the back of my eyes, a heat running through me at the idea that, no matter what I had made her say earlier, she wasn’t mine.

Frustration and rage burned through my veins, and I tried to force the feeling down before she noticed.

The church bell rang once.

I had mere hours, and I was going to take advantage of each one.
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I held the sheet around me as I stood on the terrace, watching hundreds of paper lanterns rising into the air across the horizon. Over the dark ocean water and across this city of heat and stone.

My heart warmed when familiar arms wrapped around my shoulders, the warmth of his body at my back. I wondered if I made a terrible mistake being here with Weston. If just like the Shadows, I wouldn’t be able to make my way back—not from the dark, but from him. Though if that well had shown me the truth, then there was no other option.

“Weston,” I started, “your . . . brother.”

“What about him?” His rough voice ghosted down my back, and goose bumps overtook my arms.

I cleared my throat. “His scars. What happened to him?”

“My father.”

“He beat him?” I asked, aghast.

“Roldan always searched for our father’s approval. And so, he was an easy target and took the brunt of his anger.”

“That’s horrible.”

I felt him lift a shoulder, and I suddenly felt this heavy remorse for my murderer’s childhood, for my captor’s childhood. Especially for the fact that his indifference meant he didn’t know anything different.

“And you?” I asked hesitantly. “What did he do to you?”

“After fifteen? Not much.”

“That’s because you were stronger than him,” I said, remembering how Maxim said that Weston got his strength with age.

“You been reading up on me, Princess?”

A small tug pulled at my heart. “Maybe. What about before fifteen?”

Silence.

“He’s dead, Calamity. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

My stomach dipped, and I suddenly wanted to wrap my arms around him and protect him from the world. A strange feeling worked its way into my chest.

I pressed my palm to his, languishing in the difference as I threaded my fingers through his own.

I loved how rough his hands were. How much bigger they were than mine. How they felt against my skin. How I’d seen them snap necks, and yet how gentle they could be.

I loved the way he smelled like leather and man, how warm his skin was, and how completely safe I felt in his presence. I loved all of it. And right now, I didn’t care that I shouldn’t.

I swallowed thickly as I worked up the nerve to ask him something. A few lanterns floated right above our heads, and I glanced up into the night sky.

“Weston . . . do you think the seal’s unnatural? That humans forced it on the land, and it only does Alyria and its people harm?”

After a moment, he responded, “I think that without the seal, there would still be many saying the magic was harming them and the land.”

I stilled.

I never thought that’d be his reply. I believed he might try to push his past agenda on me. Even though he hadn’t shown me he was still interested in the seal, I’d still expected a last-minute effort to change my opinion and save his sanity.

But his honesty pierced a hole through my heart, its pain burning the back of my eyes. He was right, though. I’d never thought of it that way; that there were two types of people in this world and both would never be happy.

Lanterns blurred as a tear dripped down my cheek. Warmth and . . . desperation seeped into my chest, languid but heavy. It could have been a trick of the light, could have been the tears in my eyes . . . but the world settled down on me all at once, when one golden star shot across the sky.
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It was bright. I searched for darkness, rolling over, but when every muscle in my body screamed at me, the night came flooding in. My eyes shot open just as my hand reached over for Weston, but only touched a cold bed.

Panic set in my chest as my gaze shot across the room. But when I saw a familiar leather jerkin hanging on the desk chair, the fist around my heart released and I sucked in a breath.

He hadn’t left yet.

The reaction shouldn’t have been that strong. And I knew that he must be leaving any minute, but I couldn’t help the relief that I would get to see him one more time.

There was a shattered vase across the room, and one of his blades stuck in the wall. The sheets were on the floor, and I remembered kicking them there from having the hot Symbian air on one side of me and Weston’s body heat on the other.

I was partly relieved that I didn’t feel much of the dark inside of me, that it hadn’t felt as if I was fighting off the darkness last night. Though, to be fair, I was sort of rolling around with it in bed. It was probably content with that.

I padded to the table to pour a cup of water and chugged the entire thing before pouring more. My gaze shot to the door when I heard it open, seeing a serving girl enter. The one I’d run into on the stairs.

She averted her gaze when she saw me. “Oh, sorry, my lady!”

I scooped up my dress off the floor and held it in front of me. “It’s okay,” I told her. “I can get dressed if you need to come in.”

“Oh, no. You have a visitor,” she said. “An . . . Isadora?”

My heart stopped, before pumping in anticipation. I threw my dress over my head, adjusting it, so I didn’t appear freshly bedded. I looked around. Brush? Anywhere? Ugh, no. She would know anyway. What else would I be doing this early at the palace? I wondered who even told her I was here. Maybe it was Mother; she did know about my feelings for the Titan prince.

I rushed out the door, barefoot. A little inkling of wariness settled in my chest when I saw a flicker in the servant girl’s smile as I passed her. But the idea that my grandmother was finally here, it sent a rush through me, and I couldn’t stop from hurrying down the corridor to the hall.

Something slowed my steps. As if feeling a breeze before it shifted, I felt the hesitation, a foreboding seeping down the hallway and brushing my skin.

My breathing slowed, my steps becoming light against the carpet.

The disquiet in the air grew stronger the closer I got to the hall until I only had to take one step for it to be visible around the corner.

But I didn’t.

Because I heard my grandmother’s voice. And the man’s I’d spent the night with.

The nostalgia of hearing her voice, the relief that rushed under my skin, all of it sent my heart skipping, the backs of my eyes burning.

But that wasn’t what stopped me.

“The deal was never that you could bed her like some common whore!” my grandmother hissed.

That’s what stopped me.

The confusion of how they even knew each other, rushed me. The unease of the word ‘deal,’ split my chest in two.

I could feel his agitation from here, and I kept my breaths so shallow, kept myself incorporeal so that he couldn’t sense me.

“I decided I didn’t like your deal,” he returned.

“I told you I’d give you what you sought because you would have no problem killing a woman.” I closed my eyes, my heart going ice cold. “I didn’t ask you to have someone else do it!”

“It got done, didn’t it? You could have shared what she was with me,” he snapped.

The ice hardened, cracking the rest of my heart into bits. Agony ran through my bloodstream. The black, it was crawling from the dark corners in my mind.

It had all been a lie. He let his brother stab me, kill me. He hadn’t even known I would live through it. Maybe my grandmother did. But it didn’t matter—because she took my choice from me. I didn’t have to fight this monster in my chest. This feeling inside of me. She took my choice of normalcy. It was torture fighting this darkness now; it wanted to consume me—

I already have . . .

I stepped around the corner, the anguish visible on my face.

The Shadows would always haunt me, and the two people responsible for it were standing right in front of me.

Weston’s gaze shot to me, guilt crossing his face. He tried to clear his expression, but it was too late. Just like I could read his sincerity about our truce, I could see his guilt now. “Fail,” I whispered.

A flicker flashed through his eyes as if I saw right into his head.

He did it, he really did it. That was why he felt indebted to me. Not because he couldn’t save me, but because he had me killed.

“Stay away from her,” my grandmother said to him, her back to me. “You almost ruined everything . . .” she trailed off, having read his expression.

Grandmother wore the same brown, long-sleeved dress she always had, her gray hair in one braid down her back. “Calamity,” she said softly, ruefully, as soon as she turned around. I could barely see her through the tears in my eyes, the anguish clouding my mind.

My entire life was a lie. Betrayal seeped into my chest, filling it with a bitter burn. The darkness sunk its claws into me, itching, scratching.

My grandmother’s eyes flicked down, widening in horror. “What happened to your other cuff?”

I shook my head, resentment coming up to choke me. The one person in the world I thought would always be there for me, and that comfort was crumbling. Dark. Alone.

“Dammit, Reina,” she muttered to herself. “How long has it been off?” When I didn’t answer, she yelled, “Calamity! Answer me!”

Her expression paled when I said, “Months.”

She shook her head. “We can fix this. Let’s sit down, and I’ll explain everything.”

My voice was emotionless, not my own. “You’ve had twenty-one years to explain everything. It’s too late.”

When Weston took a step toward me, my gaze shot to him. With ashen eyes, I gave him a colder look than I could’ve ever managed if I were still myself.

I’d somehow grown to trust him, and I wondered if the entire time he was here had only been an act. That while I’d lain with him, he was plotting his next step to push me closer to the seal.

“As for you . . .” My voice was unforgiving, his expression tight with regret. “I guess shame on me, right?”

Naïve . . . how naïve . . .

The dark clouded my mind, seeping into my thoughts until I lost my own amongst all the blackness.

I took my cuff off and tossed it with a clang at their feet. My grandmother’s horrified gaze shot to it and then me. A small smile pulled on my lips. “Something to remember me by.”

I heard her pleas to put the cuff back on, for me to stop, and when I didn’t, for Weston to stop me, but as I walked down the hall, they eventually ceased.

The dungeon stairs were cold against my feet as I hummed the Witch’s Lullaby like I would with the girls after mass.

I pushed open Talon’s door, glancing around to see the room empty. I stepped inside, shutting the door behind me. Taking a step, I kicked something. A ringing bell sounded across the room. I took a breath, smelling the scents of Grandmother’s cottage. Like her fresh herbs.

What a shame it was she betrayed me.

My eyes caught on the table, at the clock that looked complete.

Well, it wasn’t quite finished, I thought with exasperation as I stood in front of it. One of the hands sat on the table next to it, and with a sigh, I fit the little metal piece into place.

Nothing happened.

I frowned, but then turned around—

Click.

A pause.

Tick,

Tock.

I spun around, eyeing the thing. Well, at the least Talon should be happy that I started his clock when he came back from . . . wherever he was.

And then the clock faded into black and white . . . expanding, overtaking the walls, the floor, me.

Tick,

Tock.

My heart pumped black and white. Not red like it used to. Not resentment. Not love. Nothing but the silence I heard during death. It was the most welcoming quiet I’d ever hear.

I turned around to see Talon, dressed not in the commoner rags he’d worn, but in a costly black jerkin and pants. His long hair was pulled half up, the light in his eyes, mad.

A little inkling of . . . something was working its way into my head, but the silence, the darkness, quietly pushed it back down. Rightfully so. I didn’t like it.

The wall behind Talon blinked, before morphing into a palace hall of black and white, to a dais where three chairs sat.

“Welcome home, Sister,” he said.

Sister . . .

He didn’t mean witch.

That inkling tickled, but it was quickly squashed as I walked to the wall. Without hesitation, and the biggest sense of right, I took a step out of Symbia and into the Shadows of Dawn.

My gaze ran to the black and white stoic faces surrounding the large hall, their eyes following me down the aisle.

I walked up the steps, and sat down in one of the thrones, crossing my legs.

Tick,

Tock.

The ticking sounded in my head like a persistent bug. I wanted it out. Knew what it was. Because you see, the well showed me all of this.

Me, sitting in this chair.

I saw myself count to three.

“One.”

I saw the land thrown into chaos.

“Two.”

And I saw my indifferent expression looking back.

“Three.”

The ground shook, the room plunged into complete darkness as a burst of magic seeped through the floor. My Fate was complete. And some time ago, I would have mourned it—but now . . .

My name was Calamity.

And, soon enough, the whole world would know it.
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