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To all the versions of myself I’ve buried and mourned.

And to the one that survived.

I wrote this one for me.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear Reader,

THE POISON DAUGHTER deals with some difficult subjects including ableism, violence, murder, blood, references to sexual assault, poisoning, death, references to domestic violence, child abuse and neglect (historical), grief, depression, PTSD, brief suicide ideation (historical), primal play, voyeurism, and explicit consensual sex.

I’ve attempted to treat all sensitive topics with the utmost care, but this content might still be challenging for some readers. Please take care of yourself.

-Sheila


[image: The Seven Divine]


[image: Mountain Haven Map]


[image: Lunameade Map]


1


HARLOW


The Drained are at the city gates again. I can’t hear their claws scraping the metal bars or see their ghastly pale faces, but the distant bells ring loud enough to warn the citizens of Lunameade to take shelter.

It’s disconcerting that the Drained are out so soon after sunset. While the sun doesn’t hurt them, they usually prefer to wait until the deepest part of the night to come looking for blood.

I lean farther out the manor window, squinting into the night to spot any breaks in the blue holy fire that covers the top of the city walls, straining to listen to figure out which gate they’re storming.

They come to South Hold most often, so I’m used to hearing the havoc in my backyard along with the low-pitched ring of the bell at the South Gate. But tonight, they’re farther west—Southwest Hold, from the sound of the slightly higher-pitched vibration.

Lunameade was designed for siege. Everyone in the city lives and dies by the pattern of those bells. The solid, steady signal clang means the bloodthirsty are at the gates. It’s the first in a series of signals to indicate how serious the attack is. Two clangs in a row would indicate a breach, signaling that every civilian in that quadrant of the city should fall back to the first set of safety doors. Three would signal that the safety doors are breached and they must fall back to the second set of safety doors.

One loud clang and then the warning bells go silent. I wait.

The first survival skill we learn is how to run. The second is how to listen. These bell patterns are burned into the brains of everyone in Lunameade because knowing the slightest variance could be the difference between life and death.

The rapid, high-pitched tinkling of the safety bells sounds.

I blow out a breath of relief. The threat has been dealt with—for the third time this week. The city is safe, or at least safer. For now.

Most people won’t wander tonight. They’ll stay tucked in their homes, unless, of course, they’re my family members, or any of the other high magical houses forced to attend this wretched dinner.

I grab my flask and dash out into the hallway. I don’t want to be late, but I also don’t want to be there any longer than I have to be. I take a swig from the flask and pause at the end of the long hallway.

Alcohol normally blunts the sharp edges of my moods, but tonight the burn of booze in my chest does little more than send my already fluttering heart into a more frenzied rhythm. I tuck the flask into a large plant next to the hall table and stare at my reflection, giving my pale cheeks a pinch.

“That’s as good as it’s going to get. Pinch all you like. You’ll never be quite as lovely as your older sister.”

I jump, my breath catching in my chest as I turn and behold Aidia.

“Nonsense,” I say. “I look just like you.”

She stands so that half her body is shadowed by the corner of the wall that leads to the back stairwell, the rest in chandelier light that cascades over her left cheek and shines on her sleek black hair. The relief and joy of seeing her for the first time in a month is dampened by the fact that she won’t turn toward the light so I can see her full face. She’s always hiding it from me. Ever since our parents married her off to that monster. Ever since the beatings started.

“I didn’t know you would be here,” I say, finally regaining my senses.

“Mother insisted this was an all-hands-on-deck dinner. Couldn’t do it without all her children.” Aidia waves her hand down the hallway toward the sound of glass clinking so casually—like she hasn’t been sequestered to North Hold for the past year—like her husband has allowed her to attend more than a handful of events.

The chandeliers cast an elaborate mandala of light on the dark wood floor, and Aidia traces the pattern with the silk toe of her shoe.

“Any chance you know what this unscheduled dinner is about?” I ask. “I’ve enjoyed getting to avoid so many of them lately.”

“Ah, yes, on account of your broken heart.”

I fake a pout. “I can’t believe you would doubt how much I miss my beloved…”

Aidia’s lips twitch into a smirk at my long pause. “Marc.”

I snap. “Marc! It was on the tip of my tongue. I’m so bereft I nearly forgot his name.”

“May the Divine Asher deliver his soul safely beyond the veil,” Aidia says sarcastically.

“As long as he’s delivered far from me,” I counter.

Aidia glances down the hallway again, and I know she’s dreading this performance as much as I am. It’s the burden of being a Carrenwell.

Part of the reason our family stays in power is because we act as a unit. We only display magic when we’re all together, so it’s impossible for anyone to tell who is doing what. My father will not abide someone spotting our weaknesses. I used to think my parents were paranoid, but the sheer number of attempts on our lives over the last few years has made it clear that their fears are warranted.

“Can’t you do something to make me look less exhausted?” I ask, looking in the hall mirror again.

Dark circles shadow my eyes, making my irises look even more violet than they already are. I push my bottom lip into a pout as I turn to glance at Aidia. The baby-sister face usually works on her, but today, she frowns.

“You know I can’t.” Her half-shadowed expression looks almost like concern. There’s something unspoken in her eyes that turns my stomach.

I swallow hard. “Aidy, step into the light.”

“You can’t confront Rafe. It will only make it worse,” she whispers.

Aidia’s magic is weaving glamour, not mind-reading, but there are times when her foresight makes me wonder. She has an uncanny ability to read my emotions the way a huntsman can read the forest, a deep intuitive knowing that senses an unnatural shift with ease.

“Step into the light and let me see you, and I swear I’ll be on my best behavior,” I say.

She steps forward, confirming what I already knew. A mottled bruise colors her right cheekbone. It’s a regular occurrence, but every time I see her hurt, it robs me of breath.

Despite my parents’ careful rules and meticulous planning to have their children almost exactly two years apart, Aidia and I broke the mold with only eleven months between us. Maybe that’s the reason we’ve always been so close, but at times it feels like all the Carrenwell ambition was spent on our older siblings and none was left for us. Of course, I have long suspected that they never planned for a ninth. I think they wanted to stop at eight children—one to marry into each gatehouse family to secure Carrenwell control in every powerful magic household.

Aidia has always felt like a mirror for me—like part of my heart living outside my body. It doesn’t matter that she’s older. It doesn’t matter that she can take care of herself. She’s my sister, and when someone puts their hands on her, I want to kill them in the slowest, most painful way possible.

“I know you’re worried, but you don’t need to be,” Aidia says. “I’ve always been able to take care of myself.”

Something about those words rings false. Unpleasant memories scratch at the back of my mind, but I don’t want to go to that dark place before this dinner.

“You’ve always had a big mouth that gets you in trouble,” I counter.

She shrugs a shoulder.

I lower my voice. “Aidy, no one would know. I would make it look like an accident. I could just⁠—”

She holds up a hand to brace against my concern as she has so many times before. As if she would allow me to live with a monster. As if she wouldn’t be the first in line to claw his eyes out if I showed up with a black eye or angry fingerprints pressed into my pale neck.

Panic swells in my chest, threatening to cut off all my oxygen. My heartbeat crescendos in my ears and I run a hand down the silk of my dress. This is smooth, soft. My dress is red.

I’ve done this same exercise so many times, trying to remind myself that I’m safe. My body cannot always tell the difference when my mind tries to drag me into the memories of when I wasn’t.

When I meet Aidia’s gaze, there’s a crease in her brow. “Say it,” she whispers.

I press a clammy hand to my breastbone. “My heart.”

She mimics my pose. “My bones.”

“Our blood,” we say together.

Weakness is a punishable offense in our family. We can never outright say when we’re struggling. So those words have been our secret check-in with each other for years. Those words say, You’re never alone in your pain.

I turn to the mirror and press my hands to my cheeks.

“If you’re really worried about how you look, you can always use your pendant,” Aidia says.

Running my fingers over the star pendant imbued with her magic, I turn to face her. “That would be a waste.”

She rolls her eyes. “Of course. You need to save it for your secret missions.”

Aidia doesn’t approve of my double life, not because she doesn’t like to see men put in their place, but because she worries about my safety.

“It only has limited uses. I don’t like to waste your gift,” I say.

“What will you do when it runs out?” she asks.

I don’t like to think about that. It has at least another month of uses. Replenishing it is a problem for future Harlow.

Her violet eyes light up and she grins. “I like to imagine you’ll resort to disguising yourself with a fake mustache and wig.”

“Either way, there’s nothing to be done for my dark circles now, but I thought you’d glamour—” I wave at my eye.

“Why should I fade it? So everyone else can feel comfortable?” She laughs bitterly. “If our parents are happy to abandon me with that monster, the least they can do is look at the damage. Everyone else stares at us no matter what. May as well give them a show.”

As much as we have in common, this has always been where Aidia and I differ. She wants to make her problems everyone’s problems by dragging them out into the light. I’ve always been content to take care of injustice in the dark.

“Whatever this dinner is about, I hope it doesn’t drag on. I have better things to do than hear who is newly engaged or what tragedy befell the most recent group of scouts who ventured beyond the city walls,” I say.

Aidia grins and her eyes sparkle. For a moment, she looks like her old self. “I know you’re an old, wizened widow, but the young bachelorettes fuss over this sort of thing. It’s just one dinner with the most powerful families in Lunameade.”

I walk to the window and look out at the carriages lined up in front of the manor. “I suppose you’re right. Maybe there’s been a new baby blessed with some rare magic or⁠—”

Movement in the reflection in the glass catches my eye.

“Miss Carrenwell.”

I turn as Gaven steps around the corner and stands at rigid attention, his arm extended to act as my escort.

“Gaven, must you always lurk?” I snap. “Call me by my Divine-damned name when we’re alone. I can’t stand the ceremony.”

He frowns, the movement accentuating the deep groove in his brow. “Who were you talking to?”

I don’t even need to look to know Aidia has managed to disappear. It has nothing to do with magic, and everything to do with years of practice. She’s always been good at slipping away unnoticed, thanks as much to her ability to bend light and cast illusions as her knowledge of every passageway and hiding place in this mansion—knowledge she’s been gracious enough to share with me.

“Myself,” I mutter.

Gaven’s pale green eyes dart down the hallway as if looking for some unseen danger. When I was young, I’d never seen someone with such strange pale eyes, and I believed it when Aidia told me that they gave him the magical ability to see danger. Now I know that he’s just well-trained and used to my tricks, as any bodyguard should be.

All Carrenwells have a bodyguard. When I was young, I thought it was ridiculous. We’re the most powerful family in the city, both politically and magically. But when there was a particularly swift and deadly breach eleven years ago, it was Gaven’s vigilance and fearsome fighting that protected me when South Hold was overrun with Drained.

Looking at him tonight—his hair, once a deep ashen brown, gone almost entirely gray, and the faint lines of his face shadowed by the chandelier light—it occurs to me that he looks old. Not in his posture, which is still the perfect rigid stance of a soldier, or in his build, which is as broad and muscular as it’s always been, but in the look in his eye that is more wary and, perhaps, more weary than it’s ever been. He was handsome once—he still is for an older man—but something has shifted in him over the last few months, and it’s bothering me that I can’t put my finger on it.

“Did you hear the bells earlier? Southwest Hold isn’t very far. You should stay in tonight,” Gaven says. “You know how quickly things can shift. It’s been eleven years, but the attacks are more frequent than ever now.”

He’s always quick to remind me of that attack when he suspects I’m preparing for one of my nightly excursions around the city. Just like he’s always quick to bring up the fall of Mountain Haven.

The fort along the only trading route for Lunameade was supposed to be impenetrable. But one night ten years ago, their sturdy granite wall fell, and the Drained killed every last man, woman, and child inside. Seemingly overnight, the only stronghold we had outside our city walls became Fallen Hold, and Lunameade was cut off from the world. We became more isolated than we had been since my ancestors founded the city.

I know Gaven is hoping the fear will be a sobering reminder to keep him close, but I refuse to be a prisoner in my own house.

I’m well aware that the bloodsuckers outside the city walls aren’t the only threat. There are plenty of bloodthirsty people safe inside our city who would love to get a crack at one of the Carrenwells. Once a year, some overzealous rebel storms our gardens and Gaven proves his worth.

The rest of the time, he makes himself an unrelenting pain in my ass.

I weave my arm through his. “Do you know what this dinner is about?”

Out of the corner of my eye, the tight line of his mouth momentarily dips into a frown. He knows something.

“Care to share with me?”

“Perhaps if you share how you manage to sneak out at night?” he counters. “Or what you’re doing out there?”

I bat my lashes at him. “Oh, are we going to gossip? So eager for news of my latest love affair? I’ll tell you mine if you tell me what I’m walking into.”

He ignores my taunting.

Fair enough. I guess I’ll just have to wait to find out with everyone else.

He pauses in the hallway just before the dining room doors. No matter how many times we have done this, it still hits me in the chest that Gaven grants me this moment to brace myself. It’s a kindness my own parents have never offered.

“How’s your head?” he asks.

“It’s fine,” I say.

“If that changes⁠—”

“Just give you the look. I know.”

It’s not like he can actually get me out of a family event, but the few times I’ve had an attack in public, he’s caused enough of a diversion for me to sneak away.

He pushes the door open, and an overwhelming surge of magic in the room hits me like a blow. The room smells like beeswax candles and wine, but it looks like bright fireworks of magic bursting around the table. I close my eyes as we step inside. I can still see the auras behind my lids.

Every magical family in Lunameade in one room, the rainbow of their magic a bright swirl of color. This is what separates our family from all the others and what has kept us in power all this time.

Every guest at this dinner can wield magic, but only the Carrenwells can see it.

That means no one can try to use magic on us without us noticing, and it means that even if we meet a stranger, we’ll know immediately what kind of blessing they have and how to counteract it.

Blinking my eyes open, I take in the smiling faces and expensive clothes.

My mother’s dark violet gaze sweeps over me, and she purses her lips. That’s as close to approval as I’ll get. I’m sure there’s something displeasing about my appearance. There always is. It took years of desperate striving to learn, but I’ve abandoned the notion that I can possibly please her. There’s freedom in being a disappointment.

Gaven leads me past my usual spot toward the end of the head table, and my hackles rise. I dig my fingernails into his arm, but he doesn’t slow as he guides me past my sisters, Electra, Carianne, and Sophie. I expect him to stop at the chair beside Sophie. Instead, he leads me on past my brothers, Frederick and Thomas, to the seat beside my older brother Kellan and his wife Libby.

I smile and sit, placing the golden napkin in my lap.

Before I can ask, Kellan leans over and fills my glass with sparkling wine. “What did you do?” His tone is teasing, but I can see the hint of concern in his eyes at this sudden shift in the usual seating order.

He runs a hand over his jaw, the movement a disturbing echo of our father. Then, his lips tip up, and that smirk is just like mine and Aidia’s.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I whisper. “Clearly we’re celebrating.” I tilt my glass back and the fizzy liquid tingles over my tongue.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,” Kellan says, draining his glass. He cocks his head to the side, his lilac eyes scanning me for any hint of a lie.

Kellan is the only sibling besides Aidia that I have a relationship with. Before he took over as captain of the city watch at eighteen, he spent all of his free time with Aidia and me, and he did his best to protect us from our father’s wrath.

I turn to face him. “You mean, you don’t even know what this is about? Getting rusty in your old age?”

He refills his glass, looking at our parents and then back at me. “I’m serious.”

“So am I. I haven’t done anything.”

One of Kellan’s brows arches, disappearing beneath the dark hair falling over his forehead, the expression so startlingly like Aidia’s that it makes my chest hurt. “Perhaps the problem isn’t doing anything but doing anyone?”

I smirk. “Perhaps.”

I don’t like lying to him, but what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. It’s his job as captain of the city watch to spot any threats to city security or the magical families, so I’ve been meticulous at covering my tracks. He knows that I sneak out most nights, but he assumes I’ve been sleeping my way through the city, and that’s how I like it.

“How are Jack and Kate?” I ask, leaning over to grin at his wife.

“Trouble as always, just like their father,” Libby says.

If my niece and nephew were here, I could be entertained, but children are treated like a nuisance in our family—at least until they master their magical abilities.

Libby wrings her hands. “It’s good to see you out of mourning black and looking so well, Harlow. Red suits you better.”

I smooth my dress. “If I have to be unlucky in love, at least I can look good doing it, right?”

Kellan purses his lips. He knows my late husband’s untimely death was less a lack of luck than an abundance of poison magic at the request of my parents.

I offer Libby a sincere smile. “I’m kidding. Six months in mourning seems to have ruined my social skills, but surely you have better things to worry about than one of your sisters-in-law.”

“Yes, well, I only like one of them,” Libby says, tucking her red hair behind her ear. “And Kel refuses to let me worry about him, no matter how wild the rebels get in town.”

I eye Kellan. “Has it been dangerous of late?”

Before he can answer, a servant places plates of bright orange zucchini blossoms in front of us, and I’m forced from the moment of personal connection into my usual role of playing a part of the untouchable Carrenwell Family.

I try to ignore the fact that I am sitting across from the man I loathe, but Rafe Mattingly’s orange aura is a vortex that pulls on everyone in the room.

Blessings from Polm, the Divine of Malice, tend to feel like that because manipulation magic relies on the wielder’s ability to attach to other people.

My oldest brother, Able, leans a conspiratorial arm on the back of Rafe’s chair and whispers to him. Rafe tips his head back and laughs. That bastard has the audacity to laugh in our house—to bare the long column of his throat like he’s certain no one would try to slit it.

With his dark golden hair falling over his forehead and the laugh lines crinkling around his eyes, it would be easy to mistake him for someone harmless. But if you pay attention, it’s impossible to miss the cunning in his bright blue eyes.

He rests an arm on the empty chair to his left and smiles lazily at Able to his right. That’s what happens when men act up. They don’t get punished. They get rewarded with a place of honor next to the heir.

I could end him so quickly, and his little whisper of magic would do nothing to save him. I could poison his wine, or sneak him into a dark room and press my lips to his, and as sick as that would make me, it would be worth it to trick him into a swift death.

But that’s just a daydream. Rafe managed to wrestle the title of mayor away from my father four years ago. Though it’s a role designed to represent the unblessed, magicless people of Lunameade, my father held it for years, as did every ancestor in his line right up to the founder of the city—until Rafe.

Rafe has managed to convince the unblessed that he understands their plight and wants to make the city more equitable for those who lack magical gifts. It would be a more compelling notion if I didn’t know what a self-serving monster he is.

For now, he is untouchable, but he won’t be forever.

Rafe catches me staring and lifts his glass of wine in a mocking toast. I’ve wished for a long-distance magic—something swift and violent—all my life, but never as much as at this moment. He looks so smug as he licks his lips and savors our expensive wine.

He should be terrified of our family. He has lesser magic, but his ability to charm and persuade is only a glimmer of the magic my parents or eight siblings possess. But Rafe doesn’t even look concerned. He’s busy acting chummy with Able, who returns his attention like they’re the best of friends.

Aidia sneaks in the side door of the dining room, but everyone is too focused on the first course to pay her any mind. She leans against the wall by the window, staring out at the city.

My parents don’t even glance at her. I wish I could say that I’m surprised. While they’re happy to benefit from the loyalty afforded by marrying off their children to lesser magical houses, they don’t like to witness the cost of their ambition.

For a long time, I waited for my mother to show some semblance of guilt. But whenever Aidia shows up with a black eye, our mother suggests she glamour it away. As always, Liza Carrenwell is more concerned about what other people think than her daughter’s pain.

Rafe also ignores Aidia’s colorful presence, pouring himself another glass of wine as she finally crosses the dining room and sits down in the chair beside him. Of course, he doesn’t bother to pull it out for her. Instead, he holds my gaze and cracks his knuckles as if to show off the fists that have been beating my sister.

Aidia stills, the futile animal stillness of prey trying to outwit a predator.

My mouth starts to burn. I can feel my lips turning a deep, poisonous purple beneath the bright red stain I applied earlier. It takes all my restraint not to launch myself across the table and drive my steak knife into his throat.

My wrath is incendiary, a swelling, explosive thing that demands action. But a reckless swing at him now won’t help anything. I need to bide my time.

The poison turns my mouth sweet as I sip my wine and glare at his smug grin.

This is how it always is—him getting away with his violence and me waiting for my opportunity to do the same.

I cannot make him sorry, but I can make him suffer. And that will have to be enough.

The shrill tap of a knife against glass startles me from my seething.

My father stands, and a hush comes over the room. “We have some exciting and surprising news. After the many years we believed Mountain Haven to be completely annihilated, we’ve received a communication from them.”

The murmurs of the crowd swell into a frenzy.

I can feel Gaven’s gaze on me as the words register. Aidia shifts but doesn’t speak. She doesn’t need to. I can practically read her thoughts. My father sent multiple scouting parties beyond the walls to try to find survivors at Fallen Hold, but in all these years, they haven’t found any.

“For so long, we’d thought they were lost to us, but Fallen Hold is now Mountain Haven once again. Now we can rejoice in their safe return,” my father continues.

“Where have they been all these years?” Rafe asks.

My father’s smile pinches a hint. He hates when Rafe chips away at his authority. While I love seeing my father taken down a peg or two, I hate that it’s Rafe benefiting from it.

“Underground, and then rebuilding. Apparently, it took them until now to have the infrastructure in place to reach us without risk of losing lives in the journey through the Drained Wood.” Murmurs rise around the table. My father pauses until they hush again. “Not only are the Havenwoods still ruling the hold, but they have a son and heir.”

The guests descend into pandemonium—chairs scrape as several men push back from the table as if preparing to riot. They won’t actually do it, because anyone Divine-blessed who lives inside these city walls is loyal to my family out of necessity. Still, they get a thrill from believing for a moment they might be able to hit back.

I can relate.

Animated conversations break out all around me, including between Kellan and Libby. Even before the attack on Mountain Haven, city folk considered the people of the fort savages. Aidia and I used to sneak out to pubs, hoping to hear stories about the only world we knew outside the city walls. We listened intently as tradesmen told tales of their huntsmen offering bloody rituals to Asher, the Divine of Endings, or wild sex rituals to Kennymyra, the Divine of Pleasure. We were sheltered and inexperienced and fascinated. Their world seemed so much more mysterious and feral, so very much in contrast to our structured, bustling city.

I catch Aidia’s gaze, and she lifts a brow as if to say she sees where our father’s speech is going. They’re going to marry off some poor young woman from one of the lower magical families to the Fallen Hold heir. If they survived this long out in the wild, the Havenwoods either have more powerful magic than our parents realized—or a more valuable secret. If there’s one thing they can’t resist, it’s the possibility of more power.

Aidia nods to several young, unmarried women at the far end of the table. They wring their hands and stare wide-eyed at the plates of untouched stuffed zucchini blossoms in front of them. A young woman from a lesser family is a small price to pay for whatever helped them survive.

I lean back in my chair. Thank Divine I’m a widow. I haven’t been this happy that Marc’s dead since the day I killed him. I served my time, and now my reward is largely being ignored.

My father smiles indulgently at the whispering crowd, as if we are all just a bunch of naive children. Finally, he holds up both hands and the room quiets.

“Liza and I are delighted to accept their request to come back into the fold after thinking they were lost to us for so long. They arrive tomorrow.” He looks at my mother, who rises and takes his hand, lifting her wine glass with the other. She nods, and my father continues. “We’d also like to offer a toast. After much misfortune, this is a moment of hope.”

The guilt placates everyone, and a wave of solemn nods goes through the crowd, all eyes shifting to me. I refuse to meet any of their gazes. It’s so hard to fake grief over my horrible, dead husband. I do my best impression of a weary widow.

My father clears his throat, indicating the end of his performance of solemnity. “We are certain that whatever has allowed them to thrive in such dire circumstances makes them a great asset to strengthening our resolve against the Drained. We are pleased to announce that we’ve agreed to a preliminary marriage contract between their son and our youngest daughter, Harlow.”

Kellan tenses beside me and Aidia’s jaw drops across the table, but it’s not until every gaze in the room shifts to me that I register that my father said my name.

I choke on my wine, sputtering into my napkin. I stare at my father, trying to master my expression. All the years of practice and gritting it out through pain fail me; I can only manage a tight smile.

There’s a challenge in his eye, as if he’s daring me to argue in front of everyone, knowing I would never break the first rule of the Carrenwell Family—present a united front in public and save dissent for behind closed doors.

I force a smile to my face and nod.

My father holds up his glass. “Now we’d like to offer a toast to our daughter for solidifying this alliance and ensuring a stronger future for all of Lunameade. To Harlow.”

The crowd repeats after him, and glasses clink. I knock back the stinging bubbles and enjoy the sharp burn that slides down my throat.

My parents want to trade me to some savage from beyond the walls, but I have every intention of getting something for my trouble.
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The new moon is my accomplice, blanketing the city in a velvet dark perfect for getting away with murder.

I cast a glance over my shoulder at my home. Night grants the mansion sharp teeth made of darkness. Few secrets are safe from their bite.

Fortunately, my sins are well hidden.

I turn back and tread the path I’ve walked down many times before. The twists and turns of the alleys in the southern half of the city are so familiar, I can walk them by muscle memory alone, which is good because I’m distracted by the announcement of my impending nuptials.

Of course my parents didn’t warn me ahead of time. If they’d told me without an audience, I could have objected. They trapped me into agreeing.

The more congratulatory well-wishes I received, the more my stomach churned, and the more pain pressed against the back of my eyes. I wasn’t willing to risk an episode, so I’d excused myself early and snuck out as soon as Gaven dropped me in my room.

The dark alleyway dumps me out into the center of the city. The glowing sunstones around the base of the Blood Well make it a beacon in the dark. Calling it a well is not entirely accurate. It’s more of an underground river. Though it’s been expanded to accommodate the growing size of the city and the need for so many children to be blessed every month, the large cavern in the center of the square marks the original location of the founding of Lunameade.

Two guards are posted at the sacred site, one at the entrance ramp that spirals down to the water and one where it spirals back up to the exit.

I pull my hood higher and skirt the edge of the square as quietly as possible. The last thing I need is to be spotted by someone who knows who I am.

One of the guards takes notice, forcing me to improvise. I pause at the altar of candles in front of the founding mural. The colorful painting takes up the entire side of a bar at the edge of the square, portraying the story of the discovery of the well.

I take a long match from the cup on the right of the altar, strike it, and light one of the votives in its ornate glass jar. Then, I hold up my hands like I’m praising the Divine, and gaze at the face of my ancestor, Alistair Carren, spilling his blood in the well. I’ve heard the story so many times I could probably act it out by now.

Centuries ago, Alistair was the leader of the nomadic clan. He was the one person in the clan who was born with magic. Small as his gift seemed, his ability to see magic in the world allowed him to steer the clan clear of magical traps set by rival tribes throughout their travels. His Divine-blessed sight kept his people safe and earned him the place as their leader.

When the territory his people traveled was ravaged by wildfires, they were forced to move beyond the land they knew. They stumbled upon the Drained Wood, where they were beset by monsters and scattered through the forest. Alistair prayed to the Seven Divine, the deities the clan had worshipped for years.

That night, while his people were fast asleep, Harvain, the Divine of Fortune, answered. Alistair was woken from a dream by a golden glowing orb. He heard Harvain’s voice tell him to follow it and he would be blessed with a way to protect his people by Vardek, the Divine of Protection.

Alistair followed the glowing light through the woods until he stumbled upon a spring that pulsed with a strange blue aura.

Harvain’s voice returned and told him to cut his hand and spill his blood into the stream and then submerge himself in it. With no better option, and afraid fear was driving him out of his mind, Alistair did as the Divine asked. As he submerged himself in the water, he felt a new power rush through him.

When he rose, a monster was waiting at the woods’ edge, and Alistair shot his magic out at the beast. Blue fire sparked from his hands, lighting the beast and turning it to ash in seconds. That holy fire allowed Alastair’s people to build a settlement and protected them while they worked.

It’s by that power that our family name morphed from Carren to Carrenwell, and is how we became the ruling family of this walled city in the middle of the Drained Wood. And it’s our ability to see magic that ensured we were prepared for any magic-blessed person we encounter, and, thus, kept us in power all these years.

Once I’m certain that I’ve performed my fake devotion to an acceptable level, I cast a glance back at the guards and rush into another alley on the east side of the square.

At the end of an alley, I pause and listen for thieves that might be waiting for an unsuspecting victim, but there’s nothing but my own breath puffing out in little white clouds, and the distant sounds of merriment from the pub around the corner.

I wonder if there’s a man in that pub sitting up a little straighter tonight, eyes a little more suspicious, hair on the back of his neck standing on edge because he worries that someone is coming for him. It’s unlikely, but I like the idea that men in this city might feel a hint of fear for once.

I was six years old the first time I killed someone. Back then, it was an accident. Unfortunately, my power doesn’t require intention to take a life. It simply came on one day at the least opportune moment, making my eagerness for my magic to show up feel foolish. I should have enjoyed childhood while I could.

As the youngest of the Carrenwells, I’d been dunked in the Blood Well at one month old and in the Family Well once a week since I was born.

The occasions during which I was allowed to interact with children who weren’t my siblings were very infrequent. But several of the women of the high houses had brought their children to a party in my mother’s garden.

Timmy was the son of my mother’s best friend and the one boy Aidia and I knew. Naturally, when Aidia suggested we play wedding, she cast him as the groom, me as the bride, and herself as the officiant. I wore a lace table runner as a veil and walked down the grass covered in flower petals to Timmy. When Aidia lifted her hands and pronounced us married, he kissed me, and in a few gasping breaths, our make-believe happily-ever-after turned into a nightmare.

I was confused and horrified. I braced myself for a punishment that never came. Instead, my parents rejoiced in my “gift,” delighting in the way that it could help solidify our family’s reign.

His parents didn’t attack me or blame my parents. His mother cried quietly over his body and his father stood behind her with a firm hand on her shoulder. I waited for them to rage at me, but they didn’t even meet my eyes.

That was the day that I learned true power is in the silence. The threat was implicit in the power imbalance. Timmy’s parents didn’t bother to fight because they knew they wouldn’t win.

It was a good lesson for me. I couldn’t stop my tears then. Great, wracking sobs shuddered through me, but Aidia stepped up beside me and squeezed my hand. She already had her magic, and she had learned something I didn’t yet understand.

She whispered to me to not let them see me be weak and gripped my hand so tight the bones creaked. There in our family garden, holding on to my sister’s hand and standing over the body of the first boy I ever killed, I learned how to swallow my pain.

I’m not sure I’ve ever really learned how to let it go. Perhaps that’s why I’m plagued by this strange, sporadic agony.

My sister Electra used her magic to erase the memories of Timmy’s family and anyone other than my siblings who had witnessed my kiss. They let his family think he’d been taken by the Drained.

My secret died with Timmy that day, and now it dies with the abusers of Lunameade several nights a week.

I’ve turned my bad luck into other women’s good fortune. This world is plagued with men who only know how to speak with their fists, and I have made myself a monster for them.

Shaking off the thought, I tug my hood up and dash down the adjoining alley, following the path to my secret mailbox.

I pause and bring my fingers to the star pendant on my necklace. This gift from Aidia is imbued with the ability to change my appearance to whatever features I see in my mind’s eye.

Objects like this necklace are the one loophole to seeing auras, because even when I’m borrowing this magic from my sister, my aura doesn’t show it. Magic-infused tokens can be used by anyone, both blessed and unblessed, which makes them especially dangerous.

My parents keep a registry of all magically blessed objects that are created in the city, for the sake of keeping our family safe. I suspect, though, that most people don’t share their creations since there’s no way for us to track them, and it strips our family of an advantage. This gift from Aidia is a good example, because I have no intention of registering it in my parents’ records.

Before we were married off, I used to use it for fun—changing up my hair color for a night or making myself look exactly like Aidia so we could mess with men at bars.

But now I see her too infrequently to waste it. Not when I need it to take out my fury on a nightly basis, so that I don’t take it out on the one untouchable man in this city.

The magic flows through my body. A fierce, tingling itch spreads over every feature I’m changing. The eyes are the worst of it, but they always have to change. While many escorts in the city glamour their eyes violet for men who want something exotic, it’s still an unusual eye color. Even if anyone who sees me assumes I’m a sex worker instead of a Carrenwell, it will draw unwanted attention when I’m trying to be forgettable.

It takes ten deep breaths for the glamour to settle in. I picture my face with ash-blonde hair, slightly rounder cheeks, and dark brown eyes until, finally, the itching abates.

My safety and the safety of the women I’m helping requires this discomfort. It’s the only way we can safely meet face to face, and the easiest way for me to check my mailbox regularly without being found out.

I lift my hair from the shadow of my hood, relieved to see the raven-black locks are now golden. With the glamour in place, I step out of the alley and cross the small square to my mailbox.

Lunameade is not as quiet as I expected it to be, given the attack on Southwest Hold earlier. Perhaps the frequency of the attacks lately is making people more apt to continue business as usual. Then again, there’s only so little living one can do inside these city walls, and there are plenty of citizens who would rather risk life and limb than miss a fun party or a moonlit tryst.

My mailbox—or, rather, the Poison Vixen’s mailbox—hides in plain sight, among a collection of others. I also own several boxes around it to avoid suspicion of always visiting the same one. The trouble with my popularity growing is that I have to be extra careful when checking for messages. If some husband or lover is on to a woman seeking my help, I could just as easily find him waiting in the shadows.

The lock clicks and the door creaks open. I snatch the small piece of parchment inside and hold it up to the light pouring from a nearby bar window.

GX Client Meet.

I frown. That’s odd. I was expecting a location for a target we vetted three days ago, but Bea wants me to come straight to her bar.

Footsteps behind me startle me into action. I slam the mailbox shut and dart down the nearest alley. I follow the twists and turns until the familiar facade of Guardian’s Crossing comes into sight. The watchful painted eyes of a warrior look out over the heads of two men leaning against the wall, smoking. The man in the painting has his sword drawn, like he’s ready to cut down the men for daring to smoke so close to the front door, but for all the painting’s handsome menace, he’s just a folktale for the people of the city. The greater threat to the smokers is the bar owner.

I ignore their leering as I shove open the front door.

Guardian’s Crossing is an easy choice for meeting clients. It’s full of potent cocktails, loud music, and discreet liaisons. Pushing through the crush of people, I make my way to the bar.

Beatrice Grange looks up from behind the bar and meets my eye.

Even in a glamour, she recognizes me. I try to ignore the way her smile hits me in the chest. No matter how many times I remind myself that we’re just friends now—that she’s moved on—my heart still kicks up a beat for her.

Bea always looks so confident and beautiful behind the bar. Her hair is short but styled impeccably into a shiny bob. Her high-waisted trousers accentuate her full hips and narrow waist, and her shirt sleeves are rolled up to show off flawless brown skin and strong forearms that she’s earned pulling pints, hauling casks, and tossing out any man foolish enough to get too handsy with her barmaids.

I walk to the end of the bar, dodging a waitress with a precariously stacked tray of drinks, and lean over the bar toward Bea.

“You summoned?”

She smiles tightly. “I did. I have a new client here for you. There’s just one problem.”

I groan. “Please, no more problems today. I’ve had a long night already.”

“It’s a rush job. She wants it done tonight.”

Of course. This couldn’t just be a normal job and a normal night.

“Fine,” I grumble. I rub the bridge of my nose, the ache from earlier growing worse with the sudden rush of noise and scent.

Bea’s brow pinches in concern. “You’re not doing this if you have a headache.”

I sigh. “It’s just the itch of the glamour.”

The lie comes easily because it’s born out of years of pretending I feel fine when I’m in excruciating pain. It used to make me feel powerful—that I could hide such wretched agony from the world. Now it just makes me feel lonely.

In truth, it’s not that bad right now, and I don’t have the bright, shining aura that I sometimes get around my eyes. Tonight, my pain is manageable, and I have to push through because there will be too many nights when I can’t.

Bea’s doubtful frown suggests she doesn’t believe me, but she nods toward the table tucked behind green velvet curtains in the back corner as she hands me a pint.

I grab it, but she tugs it back.

“I don’t like this,” Bea says, her low rasp cutting through the bar noise. “We agreed no rush jobs. We have a vetting process for a reason.”

“Don’t go soft on me now. You’re the one who summoned me here to meet a new client instead of sending me out to take out a vetted target,” I snap. “I suppose it’s for the best. I have so little time.”

Maybe it’s foolish to think that one last kill will be enough to calm the restlessness that’s settled in my stomach since my father announced my betrothal. Killing violent men has allowed me to temper my rage for the time being, and it’s given me some semblance of control. I can’t stop Rafe from hurting my sister, but I can stop other violent men, and at least that’s something.

But that could all end tomorrow. Maybe one more abuser choking on his dying breath won’t make a big difference in the city, but it will make a big difference to one woman.

“Why don’t you have time?” Bea presses.

I yank the pint glass from her hand and take a long pull. “Well, Bea, it seems I’m being married off.” I offer her a brief rundown of the earlier events of the evening.

A muscle in Bea’s jaw clenches. “I thought once would have been enough.”

“You and me both.”

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t served as my parents’ beautiful assassin before—discreetly flirting and sneaking away with anyone they deemed knew too much about our family. Keeper of the Well getting too big for his britches? That’s a job for Harlow. An old tutor drinking until his lips loosened about my brother’s magic? Harlow will take care of it.

I hated every minute of it, but I never complained because our survival relied on unified strength. The only time I ever hesitated was when they asked me—or, rather, told me—to marry Marc Beckley.

I may be toxic to a chosen few who deserve it, but that man was a poison to the entire city. He’d managed to carve out a place for himself as a sort of antagonist to my father, and before he could gain too much political strength, my father proposed a marriage alliance. He accepted because he wanted a pretty, powerful wife who was half his age.

I’d hoped I could just kiss him and get it over with quickly. But my father didn’t just want Marc gone. He wanted the man discredited entirely.

Though the magic at my lips is ever-present—coming to life with the swift and deadly poison of the Nightsong flower any time I anticipate a kiss—I’ve learned that with a little focus, I can summon other types of plant poison instead. All I have to do is read how the plant works and take the time to touch it.

I’ve been careful not to let my family know about the nuances of my skill. As far as they are concerned, all of my poison is the same and it’s only how much I use on a victim that affects whether they die immediately or slowly.

Poisoning Marc was delicate work—a huge test of my concentration as much as my ability to wield my magic.

We courted for three months, during which time he incessantly pressured me to go to bed with him and I feigned chastity while sabotaging his political campaign. Every time I served him tea, I dipped my poison fingers in it and watched him slowly unravel to the point of madness. A week after we were married, his political career and bid for mayor imploded. Finally, I made it look like he’d poisoned himself in his shame.

The city is better without Marc, and I don’t regret what I did, except it means that I’ve had to accept condolences with some semblance of faux grief for the past six months. That is the truly exhausting part.

While much of the family’s magic is bold and dazzling, mine is invisible unless you’re looking for the purple tinge to my lips. That said, there’s no secret so closely guarded as how each Carrenwell’s magic manifests. We only ever show off as a family unit so that it’s impossible for adversaries to tell who would make easy prey. The only magic they know for sure is Vardek’s protective blessing of holy fire that my father and Able wield.

Bea’s eyes dart around the room. “So you’re to be married again? To who?”

“Apparently Fallen Hold has come in from the cold and their heir needs a wife,” I say. The words taste bitter on my tongue.

Bea’s shock is an echo of my own. “I don’t understand. They’ve rebuilt?”

I nod.

“From complete annihilation?”

I shrug.

For almost ten years, Mountain Haven has been Fallen Hold, a dark fairy tale—a threat whispered by parents to naughty children at the market—you better behave or I’ll ship you off to the haunted Fallen Hold where they’ll steal your soul and keep you as a little ghost puppet.

I was twenty when the wall fell—old enough not to believe the macabre folklore—but I can’t help but wonder what kind of grim things the people of Mountain Haven had to do to survive all these years in hiding.

Bea stands a little straighter, her interest piqued. “Does that mean we could get trade back with the outside world?”

I cock my head. “I thought you loved me, and here you are willing to offer me up for a chance at importing wines from beyond the mountains.”

She shrugs a shoulder. “I do love you, but those wines make me money. You just cost me.”

The words are more teasing than barbed, but they still sting.

Bea glances at the bottles on the shelf behind the bar. “Sorry. It’s just been so long. It’s hard to imagine what trade routes could do after almost ten years of isolation.”

“Yes, I’m delighted for you, but I have more pressing concerns than you being able to stop making your terrible wine,” I say.

When the fort fell, the visiting traders that used to come biweekly dwindled, their visits stretching longer and longer, until finally they stopped because of the lack of shelter and the growing number of Drained.

Bea brushes her dark hair behind her ear, her brow pinched with concern. “But why marry you to their heir? You’ve done nothing wrong.”

I laugh bitterly. “It’s less punishment than bad luck. I’m the last Carrenwell available to marry off. Offering a wife from one of the other magical families would have been an insult. Plus, Kellan thinks my parents want me to spy on the Havenwoods. It’s suspicious that they haven’t made contact for ten years and the first thing they ask for is a wife for their son.”

“You’re not a spy.” Bea shakes her head. “They can’t do this. Haven’t they learned after Aidia?”

Aidia’s bruised face pops into my head, and I fight the urge to tell Bea about the latest injury. It’s not the first time I’ve lamented this to her. She started helping me vet clients a year ago when I first found out about what Aidia was going through. I can’t help my sister, but I can help the client in similar circumstances who’s probably already sitting in the curtained-off booth in the back of this bar.

“I can take care of myself,” I say.

Bea’s eyes narrow, her cheeks flushing a dark berry color. She rounds the bar, drags me into the back room, and shoves me up against the wall.

The storage room had once seemed dark and romantic, but now it just seems dingy. A water spot stains the plaster ceiling, and the scent of stale beer hangs in the air. The room is dim, but I can still see the fury in her eyes.

I bite back a startled laugh. “This is familiar, but I thought you and Josie were exclusive now.”

Bea scowls, but her gaze drops to my mouth before meeting my eyes again. “Just because you and I are not together anymore doesn’t mean I don’t care.” She swallows thickly. “You’re my best friend.”

Bea’s tough bartender exterior is completely gone, and seeing the raw concern in her eyes is too much. I shouldn’t tease her. It’s not her fault that she couldn’t do without the intimacy of being kissed. I wouldn’t choose it myself if I could help it.

I cross my arms. “I’m not here about that, and I didn’t anticipate you being so sentimental about it. You left a note in the box. There’s a client here and my days are numbered in town.”

Bea dries her already dry hands on her apron. “When do you meet your betrothed?”

“Tomorrow, when our families sign the contract and share our blessings. Tonight might be my last chance to help, so I want to do what I can. Is there anything else before I get going?”

Bea rubs the back of her neck. “Another woman in the pleasure district went missing. A friend of one of Josie’s old friends. Morgan something. I don’t know her personally, but Josie’s friend seemed confident that she’s not the type to disappear on her own, and that’s the ninth woman in the last two months.”

The sheer volume of violence in the city is exhausting. Some days it feels like, for all our efforts, we’re barely making a dent in the problem.

“I’ll talk to Kellan, see if he knows anything about it—but let me know if she turns up in the meantime. Or if anyone else goes missing,” I say.

It’s hard to make someone disappear in a city this size. Bodies show up eventually. But all of the women who have gone missing have left no trace, and we haven’t recovered any remains. It’s a disquieting mystery, but one I can’t solve at this moment.

She grabs my hand. “Wait. There’s more. The client—I have a bad feeling about this one.”

“Of course you do. She’s being abused.”

“You made the rule about rush jobs,” Bea says. “If we’re going to be both judge and executioner, we take time to vet the client’s story and location.”

Normally, our process starts with a letter in a mailbox that requires the client to give us their address so we can observe them. Once we’ve validated that there’s ongoing abuse, we invite them in for an interview confirmation. Usually, Bea takes care of this for me. Then, once she’s confirmed the woman’s story and where to find the abuser and we have enough time to track his movements and vet locations, I go to work.

I nod. “I know. I’m going to see what she has to say, but I’m also more concerned with doing what good I can while I can. I’ll make an exception.”

Bea’s lips press into a thin line, but she lets me go. I cut through the crowd toward the back of the room.

The bar is loud, hectic, the air stuffy with perfume, beer, and a hint of sweat. Barmaids flirt in the laps of wealthy patrons. Fiddlers play by the fire as couples dance, the percussive beat of their boots loud on the old wood floors.

Women bustle about the room, silken hems swishing against the floorboards as they bat their lashes at suitors.

They all murmur about being loved, but they really mean being wanted. When I was younger, I was just like them.

Being wanted is the way out, a ticket that will carry them beyond their family home to a house they run, their own haven in a bustling, walled-off city. They don’t know the way want sours into control. They’ve not seen how men use wanting to excuse their violence. They haven’t seen the things I have.

I don’t dream of being wanted anymore. I’d rather be feared.

I want eyes wide and full of terror as I whisper the name of the woman who sentenced them to death for their crimes. There’s always a moment of shock as the poison spreads through their bodies, but it quickly turns to a bargaining, choked “I’m sorry.”

They never mean it. Sorry is a thing people feel in their hearts—a regret born of realizing a wrong and wanting to repent.

They’re not sorry for the harm they’ve done. They’re sorry they’ve been caught.

I duck behind the curtain at the back of the bar, and the woman at the table jumps. I sit down across from her.

From what I can see under her hood, she’s young and pretty, with dark eyes and smooth brown skin complemented by a light blue cloak. One look at the hunch of her shoulders and I know she’s my client even without the purple ribbon on her wrist and Bea’s confirmation.

For a moment, she just stares at me, her eyes wide in fear and doubt.

“Miss…Vixen?”

None of these women suspect that the person helping them is the youngest Carrenwell daughter, but they like to have something to call me. They’ve nicknamed me the Poison Vixen on account of the almost-empty vials I leave at every scene wrapped in a small purple ribbon. The clues have become my signature, and I’ve left a trace of a different poison in each one to throw Kellan off my trail, since he and the rest of my family think I only have access to a singular poison.

“No names, please, except your intended target,” I say.

The woman withers, nodding in the shrinking way that only women who have taken regular beatings do. I can practically feel the poison pulse beneath my skin as my anger rises. I take a long pull of ale, hoping to calm the burning in my lips.

“Go on, tell me your story,” I continue.

Her eyes dart around the bar before she tips her hood back slightly. Without the shadow of her hood, I can see a bruise around her right eye and an older fading one along her jaw. She shifts the clasp of her cloak so I can see dark blue fingerprints dotting her throat.

“It’s getting worse,” she says in a harsh whisper. “I don’t want anyone to be hurt, but last week when he did this,” she gestures to her neck, “my vision went so dim I thought he was going to kill me. And my oldest jumped in and Ron put a beating on him too. I cannot watch the pattern repeat with them. I have three children, miss. Please.”

I study her closely. There’s a natural cadence that most victims have, a line they go up to where the words don’t seem to come and I can hear what’s unsaid in the silence. The fear is bigger than words, and that’s something I understand.

But this woman speaks it all and leaves nothing unsaid.

She slips her hand under the table, dumping a heavy pouch into my lap.

My eyes dart to hers. “This is too much.”

She shakes her head, tears forming in her eyes. “I swear it’s not. I will do whatever I must to keep my children safe. Put it toward another woman who can’t afford your help.”

I press my lips together. I only charge a fee to those who can afford to pay something. I donate most of it to women who need support after I dispose of their abusers, or to relocate young girls who need to escape their violent parental homes.

But this woman doesn’t seem wealthy enough to afford so much coin. Warning bells ring in my head.

“What about your children? How can you afford to sacrifice so much?” I ask.

The woman hesitates. “Mabel at Ink and Willow told me that your time is largely donated. I won’t ask how you can afford that if you don’t ask me how I afforded this.”

I nod. Mabel is an excellent judge of character and a trusted part of our network. I could postpone until tomorrow and check with her in the morning to be sure.

I tie the coin purse to my belt. “All right. Where will your husband be tomorrow night?”

The woman’s eyes go wide. Now I see the raw desperation in her face. She’s truly afraid. “Oh no, miss. Please. I already took a huge risk just being here. If it doesn’t happen tonight, he’ll find out I had a neighbor watch the kids. Worse, I had to follow him to find out where he’ll be. I doubt I could do it again tomorrow without getting caught.”

I hold up my hands. “Okay, calm down. I’ll do it. Just tell me where to find him and what he looks like.”

“He went to Heartless Haven Pub with some friends. They’re thick as thieves, but be careful of them as well. He has dark hair and olive skin, and eyes like a dark blue stormy sky. You’ll know him by his coat, though. It’s finely made, dark navy with gold leaf embroidery on the lapel. When we met, he told me the stars had nothing on my eyes and gave me a rose. He has such easy charm, but don’t be fooled,” she says bitterly.

“The truest monsters are always the most at ease,” I say. I take her hands across the table and give them a squeeze.

“Thank you,” she gushes, taking my hand between both of hers. She blinks back tears. “I promise I’ve learned my lesson, and without him gambling and drinking our money away, I’ll be able to take better care of the children. I can’t tell you what this means.”

I nod, pulling my hood farther forward. “Now do me a favor and go have a drink at the bar. Strike up a conversation with both the bartender and the person next to you, and make sure they both know your name. Then, leave in an hour and make your way home. Stay with your friend who is watching the children until ten bells, and then take them to bed.”

“Why?” she asks.

“So you have an alibi when the watchmen come.”

She swallows hard and nods as I hand her back a few coins.

“Good luck,” I say.

I rise from the table and head to the Heartless Haven Pub and what might be the Poison Vixen’s final victim.
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Inormally change my glamour between meeting the client and the victim so I’m harder to identify if anyone spots me, but my necklace has limited uses, and the power went out when I was a few blocks from the bar. It’s a common occurrence this time of year. If the sunstone network along the walls doesn’t get enough light during the cloudy winter days, all nonessential power is shut down in the evening.

A candlelit bar will be too dark for anyone to notice my eyes.

Unlike when I put on my glamour—by focusing on how I want to look while pulling power from my necklace—to go back to my base appearance, I only need to take it off.

I remove the necklace, brushing my fingers over the delicate star that hangs from the chain, and tuck it into my cloak pocket before turning the corner and pushing open the heavy wooden door of Heartless Haven Pub.

I’ve never met a mark here, but I’ve snuck in a few times for the music.

I’m met with a wave of humid, ale-scented air and boisterous fiddle song as I step inside.

From the threshold, I glance around the room, searching for my mark. There’s a man in a navy coat sitting by the fireplace with a barmaid in his lap, but he’s pushing fifty and, upon closer inspection, his coat doesn’t have any embroidery.

I tug my hood a little farther over my forehead, scanning the crowd, until I see another man in a navy coat with gold embroidery on the far side of the room. I walk toward him, skirting the edge of the room.

My mark leans an elbow on the raw wood bar and laughs with a friend. I move deeper into the crowd, keeping a peripheral eye on him.

He’s younger than I expected. Only a year or two older than me, and, even from a distance, I can see how handsome he is. He has a dusting of stubble over a strong jawline. His dark hair is a little longer than most men in Lunameade wear theirs, but it’s styled neatly into perfect waves. If it wasn’t for his faint sun kissed tan, I might believe he was a wealthy merchant trapped in a shop all day. But I can tell he’s a laborer simply playing the part in his fancy clothes.

He looks handsome and at ease. Then again, the prettiest faces can hide the most vicious violence, and I’ve been fooled before. I ended up with a black eye and broken wrist for my doubts.

I walk farther into the room, sitting down at a table in a darker corner of the pub, right in his sight line. His copper-haired friend grins and claps a hand on his shoulder, then shuffles around the bar and down the hall toward the washroom. My mark’s gaze passes over the crowd.

I choose that moment to tip my hood back and unbutton my cloak. My red silk dress is like a beacon. I feel his gaze immediately, but I force myself to look as if I’m fussing with my cloak before I finally meet his eyes. Smiling softly, I wait for him to take in the truly absurd amount of cleavage I’ve put on display.

In my experience, men never suspect someone lovely could hurt them. The simplest enticements can get them into a room alone with me.

Men like a story of a woman humbled, so I play that part—dazzled by their charm, disarmed by their attention—a lamb stumbling dumbly to the slaughter. A girl wandering a wooded path, unaware of the wolves.

A year ago, before I started doing this secret work, I tried to get Kellan or the city watch to do more to help the women in our community. Both my brother and his guards were content to let women’s worries be women’s work.

But quietly accepting men’s violence was not the women’s work I wanted.

In the absence of a conscience, men need something to fear. I’ve made myself their monster.

I’m not searching for men who need mending. I don’t care for their penance—only their last gasping breaths.

Still, they have the nerve to look betrayed when the burn of poison hits them—outraged that they’ve been caught and bested by someone they expected to be weak. They may only ever be sorry that they underestimated me, but that’s something.

I twist my lips into a shy smile, which my mark returns. He stands, placing a coin on the bar and gesturing to my table. This is going to be easier than expected. I didn’t even need to work to get him to come over to me.

He holds my gaze, and there’s an arrogant confidence about him as he swaggers to my table.

“Excuse me, miss, are you waiting for someone?”

I grin. “Not anymore.”

He laughs and sits in the seat across from me. “Is that how it works for someone so striking? You wear an extraordinary dress and you’re never at a loss for eager company?”

“Something like that,” I say.

“I hope you’ll forgive my forwardness, but I couldn’t let another moment pass or I was certain you would have been set upon by at least a dozen other men. Those eyes put the stars to shame.” He reaches into his coat and hands me a white rose.

Excited fluttering fills my stomach. This is definitely my mark.

I smile as I take the rose. “Yes, well, I have my ways of dealing with men who see beauty as an invitation.”

He smirks. “I’m sure you do. What’s your name, lovely?”

“Stellaria.”

“As in the Divine who hung the stars or the harbinger of darkness?”

I lean back and take a long sip of my drink. “Why not both?”

He looks pleased by that response. “A woman who has it all.”

Everyone in Lunameade knows this myth because it’s the story of how the Drained were made. The Seven Divine beings who made our world were never supposed to fall in love.

Stellaria, the Divine of Stars, fell for Asher, the Divine of Endings, and their marriage blended their two magics so they could use both. When her father, Polm, the Divine of Malice, kidnapped Asher, Stellaria stormed into the mortal realm and poured her darkness over the land and all her father’s worshippers. Her wrath was even greater than Polm’s. She made the whole world dark for days while she grieved for her missing husband.

Polm was so angry, he cursed the ground where Asher was imprisoned so that no one of life or death could set foot on it. So, Stellaria breathed her magic and Asher’s into a man so he was neither entirely of life nor entirely of death, and sent him into the cursed land to free her love.

The couple were happily reunited, but the man Stellaria had animated couldn’t fit in with the living, nor could he pass through the veil of death. He was cursed to live in the land of the living with an insatiable thirst for blood, and eventually he became the first Drained.

I look at my mark. “And what shall I call you?”

“I suppose I should say Asher.”

There’s an ease about him. A confidence and intensity I wasn’t expecting. He looks back to the bar, where his friend has returned. Asher raises a mug of ale in his companion’s direction, and the man rolls his eyes and slumps against the bar.

“You’ve abandoned your companion,” I say.

“He’ll be fine. He’s just upset that I won’t let him lose any more of his money to me tonight, but I’ve had enough cards for the evening. And I suspect you’re better company in a dimly lit room.” He places a hand on my knee.

The heat of the touch sinks through the fabric, and he looks at me expectantly. A flicker of doubt bursts to life in my mind. A mark has never looked for approval to touch me.

A buzzing warmth spreads over my hand. I swear I see a hint of an aura around his skin, but the candle on the table gutters and I’m sure it’s a trick of the light. I brush my thumb over what I can only assume is a wedding band.

He tracks the movement. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“And what does it look like?” I ask, playfully tracing a finger across the ivy vine etching.

“I’m not married. It’s just something I wear so the barmaids don’t get too touchy for tips.”

“Of course.” I make it clear I don’t believe him.

He tenses as if waiting for me to tell him off. Instead, I interlace my fingers with his, and his shoulders relax.

A barmaid appears, holding a bucket of ice with a bottle of sparkling wine. Both items are luxuries in a walled-off city. I try to hide my shock, but I can tell I’ve failed by the look of satisfaction on Asher’s face.

“I’ll admit I was trying to impress you, so I sprung for the expense of a chilled bottle.”

The Heartless Haven Pub has some wealthy clientele. It only takes a glance around the room to spot them, but I’m surprised they have the resources for ice and such expensive wine. Over the years, the selection of wines from beyond the mountains has dwindled drastically. If we didn’t have a full cellar of it at home, I would be more impressed.

I suppose this was why Asher’s wife wasn’t concerned about paying me so much. He’s quick to spend his money wining and dining other women.

He pours me a glass, and the foam rises to the lip, stopping just short of spilling over. I take a long pull, the bubbles sharp and sweet on my tongue. My lipstick leaves a red imprint on the glass. Asher looks from the glass to my mouth as he takes the world’s tiniest sip.

He’s going to make me work for this. The longer we spend sitting here, the more likely it is someone will recognize me. I suddenly regret not wearing a glamour, even though it makes me feel powerful to enact justice with my own face.

“So, were you and your friend out to celebrate something this evening?” I ask.

“Yes.” He casts a glance at the bar, but his friend has already made himself scarce. “We came out to celebrate his last night as a single man. Were he not already disgustingly in love, he’d probably be here trying to win you over as well.”

“Nothing wrong with a man who knows when he’s met his match.”

Asher takes a longer sip of his wine. “Maybe someday soon I’ll know the feeling. And what are you celebrating?”

I grin and lift my glass in a toast. “The slow, unwitting defeat of my enemies.”

He pauses with his glass halfway to his lips and laughs. “Well, that calls for a serious celebration. Perhaps we could find somewhere more private to speak? I have a room upstairs.”

I shouldn’t be surprised that he was so certain he’d succeed in finding someone to cheat on his wife with that he rented a room ahead of time. That makes things easier. No nosy barmaids or boarding hosts to get a glimpse of me.

Still, I prefer my marks a little drunker than he is. Booze makes them more handsy, but it also makes them clumsy and more malleable. However, the less time I spend in public with him, the better.

I trail my fingers down the neckline of my dress before letting my hand rest on his. “So eager?”

He leans forward, running his fingers up the inside of my forearm. “I’m really enjoying this conversation, but I’d love to take it somewhere more quiet.”

I smile demurely. “That sounds perfect.”

He presses a brass key into my palm discreetly. “Go up now and let yourself in. It’s the last door on the left by the other staircase. I’ll wait a few minutes before joining you so no one suspects anything, and I’ll bring the refreshments with me.”

Strange that he’s concerned about preserving my reputation. Normally, these men are groping me in the hallway before I ever make it upstairs. But I finish my glass and rise to my feet, letting him kiss my hand as if I’m leaving. Then, I turn and duck out of the bar. Instead of leaving, I turn left at the door and climb the staircase to the boarding floor.

The door creaks open and I step into a small, dimly lit room. The candles on the bedside table are nearly burned all the way down. Wax puddles in the candleholders, leaving the room smelling like burnt beeswax and smoke from the fire and a hint of something earthy and sweet. It’s the same smell that comes in off the north winds that blow down from the mountains. The scent stirs a memory of standing on the North Hold walls with Aidia as children and staring out at the snow-capped trees, wondering what it would be like to run into the forest.

I was so young and danger seemed a faraway thing. My parents’ caution felt excessive, smothering, and more violent than anything I’d seen from outside the walls. That is, until the night the blood mist came, when a horde of the Drained managed to break into Northeast Hold and drain two hundred Lunameade residents dry in mere hours. In a city of tens of thousands of people, that number was small, but it was the most casualties Lunameade had experienced at once since the wall was complete.

My parents brought us to see the dead—as if they could sense the restlessness inside of me and wanted to crush it. I stopped imagining leaving after that—the world narrowed to just Lunameade, and although the city had never felt safe to me, the forest felt far more dangerous. Better the violence you know than whatever lay beyond the tree line. I truly believed that until the first time I saw Aidia’s bruised face.

I fight the urge to rifle through Asher’s things, since he could come in at any moment. There will be plenty of time once my job is done. Instead, I hang my cloak on the hook by the fire and cross the room, smoothing my dress in front of the looking glass next to a small desk. I want to peek at his correspondence, but first, I check the window for an escape route.

I could climb out onto the tree branch there and shimmy down if I need a more discreet escape, though I’ve had enough sparkling wine to make that a less-than-ideal option. Not that I’m particularly concerned about discretion. I have no clue what will happen after tomorrow. I may have a few more days here, but there will no doubt be too many events and expectations on my time for me to easily sneak out. I’ll be married and shipped off to Fallen Hold, or I’ll be shipped off and then married far from friends and family.

The door swings open and I jump at the groan of hinges.

His smile is playful as he bolts the door and tosses his coat on a chair. “Sorry, lovely. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Asher seems so sincere—clearly one of the finer actors I’ve had the misfortune to interact with. The dissonance between what I expected him to be and what he is scratches at the back of my mind. I steel myself with the memory of the bruise on my client’s cheek.

“Suddenly at a loss for words?” he asks.

“I didn’t really think I’d need to do much talking,” I say.

Anticipation twists in my stomach as he removes his cufflinks, a smug smile on his face. “A woman who knows what she wants.”

“A woman in demand.” I run my fingers along the edge of my neckline. My magic pulses like a heartbeat in my lips.

He unbuttons the top few buttons of his shirt, revealing a pale, straight scar on the side of his neck. I stand on the opposite side of the room, watching. He really is handsome. Maybe in another life, where he wasn’t an abusive asshole and I wasn’t a poisonous woman, I might take him for a tumble.

“You remind me of a silver maple tree,” he says.

I laugh. “Your flirting could use work.”

His smile grows wide as he closes the distance between us. He reaches out, and I fight not to flinch. It’s a reflex of being indiscriminately toxic. I don’t let people get close because I’m afraid they’ll forget they can’t kiss me.

He runs a lock of my hair between his fingers. “Silver maples are lovely in the fall because of their vibrant leaf color, but they have these incredible, fast-growing roots. There’s so much going on beneath the surface, and I get the impression that you are much the same. So lovely, one could easily forget that there’s so much unseen.”

“But not you,” I say, my voice softer than I expected.

His gaze drops to my mouth. My heart is thunderous in my ears as he leans closer. I’ve never been attracted to a mark. Usually, the threat of violence is enough of a turn-off.

Normally, it doesn’t take this long. I’d kiss him quick and get it over with. I wouldn’t feel the nervous flight of butterflies in my stomach—but he doesn’t just kiss me. His lips brush along my jaw, his nose skimming down my neck. The touch is so intimate, I can’t decide if I want to push into it or shrink away.

Bea is the only person who has ever been so tender with me, but with her, it was dangerous. I could never really relax into it because her safety required my vigilance.

Though my lips are always poisonous, the rest of my body is safe to kiss. But for anyone who isn’t me, kissing is natural. I’ve had enough close calls to know that partners tend to forget themselves when lost in the throes of passion.

I don’t need to be careful now, and I’m acutely aware of how much more intense everything feels when I’m not consumed by vigilance.

He nips at my neck, and I gasp.

“You even smell like Stellarium Blossoms,” he murmurs against my pulse.

One of his hands slides into my hair, angling my head to the side so he can kiss my neck. I shiver as he presses his lips to the space behind my ear. None of my other marks have been so sensual. They’re usually anxious to get right to it, but he seems set on savoring every touch.

The slowness is torture. Somewhere in the back of my brain, the fear that he could strangle me right here is blaring like a warning bell, but I can hardly breathe as his lips brush back up my jaw.

His other hand grips my hip and he pulls me closer, meeting my gaze, a question in his eyes. “Can I do more? I’m afraid if I kiss you I’ll lose myself. I think maybe I want to.”

It takes me a second in my lustful haze to realize he’s asking permission. None of my targets have ever done that before.

I nod dumbly, and his lips brush mine, tentative and then harder. His enthusiasm makes me gasp, and he takes the kiss deeper.

I’ve so rarely been kissed, but never like this. Lust burns through my veins and my hands clench in his shirt as I drag him closer, his hips pressing into mine. He kisses me like his life depends on it, and it’s that thought that snaps reality into place.

He pulls back, and I meet his storm-cloud eyes, but instead of confusion and pain, I only find lust. He grabs my hips and lifts me onto the desk, sending his papers scattering over the floor. He should already be feeling the effects of the poison, but he’s just as enthusiastic as he kisses me again, harder. Yanking me to the edge of the desk, he hooks my thighs over his hips and starts to grind against me. I should be terrified, but I fist his shirt and tug him closer.

I groan, my head falling back, and he draws a blazing line of kisses down my neck.

What is wrong with me? Is my magic not working?

I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the looking glass and sigh in relief. My lipstick is smeared; my lips are dark purple and tingling like they always are when I summon my magic.

I thread my hands through his hair, yank his head back, and kiss him again. His mouth is sweet with wine, mingling with the sweet tartness of poison on my lips. He pulls away, gasping.

This is it. He’s about to keel over. Only his eyes are filled with fire and his breathlessness seems entirely a result of the kiss. Panic sends my stomach tumbling.

He runs a hand over his face. “Divine dammit, woman, what are you doing to me? I don’t normally⁠—”

I kiss him again before he can finish. My lips are burning, the familiar sickening sweetness of the poison on my tongue, but he’s kissing me like he can’t get enough of it.

For so long, I felt certain that kissing was just a novelty—only appealing because I couldn’t do it. It was simply my curiosity and its illusiveness. I was certain once I finally got my lips on someone for longer than a moment, I’d discover the fuss was all anticipation. But the kiss is world-rending. I never want it to end. One moment tender and soft, the next hungry and eager. My surrender is entirely involuntary. My body softens against his.

It’s possible I’ll never get another chance to kiss someone like this. My victims usually die within a minute, but he must just be stronger. So, I kiss him back with the reckless abandon of someone who has waited thirty years to be kissed like this, rolling my hips to meet his movements. My skin is too hot and tight, my heart pounding in my ears. I let myself surrender to the fantasy of a life where I can have this any time I want.

Finally, he pulls back, resting his head on my shoulder.

“Something wrong?” I ask, trying not to sound hopeful.

He meets my eyes and grins. “I’m just trying to control myself because I’m struggling not to push you out of your comfort zone.”

Not the words I’d expect of a mark.

I search his face for a hint of pain. “Are you well?”

“Never been better. But your lips look quite dark, love. Are you getting enough air?”

I shrug. “It happens when I kiss someone.” Neither a lie nor the whole truth.

He scrubs a hand over his face, looking away before meeting my eyes again. “We don’t have to do more.”

“Don’t go soft on me now,” I tease.

He barks a startled laugh. “I promise I’m the very opposite of soft right now.” He tips my head back and kisses me softly. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

I grip his collar and drag his mouth to mine. This must be what people mean by a spark; I feel like my whole body is on fire, and even though I’ve been told this man is a brutal predator, I don’t care.

He grabs my thighs, and I thread my arms around his neck, and he carries me over to the bed, sitting on the edge with me in his lap. I summon as much poison as I can and push it into him, nipping at his lip until I taste blood.

He kisses me back harder, thinking it’s just passion driving me instead of a desire to kill him. The sweet poison mixes with the iron and salt in my mouth.

I shove him back on the bed and stare down at him. He’s grinning up at me like I’ve hung the moon, his lips streaked with blood.

He rolls us over so I’m beneath him, and my dress bunches up to my waist, baring my dark red garters. He groans as he takes in the sight of them, running his fingers over the patch of skin between the top of my thigh-high stockings and the lace of my underwear. Holding my eye, he bends and places a kiss on the skin there. He grins at the bloody mark left on my thigh. Then, he bites the soft, pale skin, and a pleasant anticipatory shiver tears through me. I want more.

Reality slams into me. This man is an abuser who is somehow immune to my magic. I didn’t even know such a thing was possible.

He must see something in my eyes. He frowns. “What’s wrong?”

I jump to my feet, smoothing my dress back in place, and he sits up.

“Hey, whoa. It’s okay, we don’t have to go any further. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

My eyes dart to the door, and he launches off the bed, hands up like he’s approaching a frightened animal. This is it—where I see the real him.

Only he stays where he is. He doesn’t reach for me.

“I’m late,” I blurt.

He barks out a startled laugh. “Late for what? Am I just one of many suitors this evening?”

I bite back a smile, my cheeks warming under his gaze. “Maybe.”

I’ve officially lost it. I’m flirting with him.

“Can’t say I’m surprised you’re so in demand, but I’m wondering if there’s anything I can say that might get you to stay.”

I shake my head, inching toward the door.

“One more kiss, then? I’m dying for it.”

I choke back a laugh. If only he knew.

I nod, and he steps closer, tilting my chin back and looking into my eyes.

“You’d be wiser to let me go,” I whisper.

He licks his lips like he enjoys the taste of my secrets. “Wisdom is overrated.”

He cups my face and kisses me, slow and deep, like he wants to drink me in until he’s had his fill.

“I could do that all day,” he murmurs.

How many times have I stared at other couples, wondering what it was like to feel something tender without fear of killing someone?

And yet, he looks like he’s at my mercy.

I stumble away and yank on my cloak, bracing myself to fight my way out. But he takes a step back.

I dart from the room, down the stairs, and out into the cool night air, like I’m running for my life instead of running from someone else’s death.
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My maid, Marie, sets the heated iron on the table to cool. She’s spent the last two hours curling my hair into tight ringlets. She begins to wrangle the coils into submission, pinning them up on my head and topping the updo off with an emerald-encrusted headband.

I stare at myself in the mirror, brushing my fingers over my lips. I haven’t spoken a word about last night to anyone, not that there’s anyone I would tell other than Bea or Aidia. If something is wrong with my magic, the moment I’m about to be sent to Mountain Haven is not the time to bring it up.

Besides, I would have no easy way to explain it without outing my secret. If my family knew what I’ve been up to, I would be locked in a tower like some fairy-tale princess until a prince of their choosing came to claim me.

Though I suppose that’s what today is about. My prince has finally come.

While I didn’t initially want this assignment, I now see it for what it is: a way to earn a favor from my father. I have had a plan since the first time Aidia showed up with the bruise on her face.

Years ago, when the Drained population grew and traveling far beyond the walls became almost impossible, my father commissioned my brother Frederick to use his blessing for manipulating nature, to build a tunnel to the outside world. It was a way to continue trade without losing so many guards and resources to the Drained.

According to the tradesmen who came through before the forest was overrun, the Drained rarely wander into the mountain pass because there isn’t much coverage during daylight. While the sunlight doesn’t kill them, it’s enough to keep them from straying too far beyond the Drained Wood.

For years, I have stared at the key, hanging from the chain around my father’s neck, imagining how it would feel to get far enough away from here that I would feel true safety for the first time in my life. I’ve fantasized about stealing it and disappearing with Aidia to finally find the freedom we’ve always dreamed of. Unfortunately, my father is too controlling for escape to be so simple.

The entrance to the tunnel is cloaked, the route mired with dead ends and magical traps, and it requires the collective magic of several of my siblings just to navigate it, as well as my father’s magic to pull down the wall of holy fire at the end. Like every other resource in Lunameade, my father has made sure that no one can use the tunnel without him.

If I do this, I’ll finally have a safe way out of the city. By the time he realizes he’s lost two daughters instead of one—that I’ve used it to get Aidia away from Rafe—we’ll have escaped beyond the mountain pass, beyond the reach of the Drained, and, more importantly, beyond our father’s reach.

“Are you sure about skipping a lip color, dear?” Marie asks.

I nod. “People like the spectacle of an otherwise invisible magic.”

Marie is the only servant in the whole castle who knows about my power because she helped raise me and needed to know for her own safety, much like Gaven needed to know in order to protect me. She has sworn a vow of silence that sends her into excruciating pain if she were to ever try to speak it to someone outside of the family.

“What do you think he’ll say when he finds out that he can never kiss his wife?” I ask.

Marie arches a brow. “As I understand, most men care more for other bedroom activities anyway. I suspect he’ll live.”

I blow out a sigh. When I turned eighteen, my mother brought a handsome young man to “test” that other activities were safe. She waited in a sitting room down the hall, but it was still the most uncomfortable night of my life. I wouldn’t have gone along with it if I hadn’t been so curious myself.

“Yes, at least there’s that.”

Marie laughs and shakes her head. “Don’t be so morose. You could use some affection, love. You’ve been on your own too long, and while your independence is admirable, this alliance will help Lunameade. Peace is good for everyone.”

Even if my parents want peace, Able doesn’t give a Divine damn about it. The true poison apple on the family tree will someday be head of South Hold and rule over the magical families of Lunameade. I kill for vengeance and protection, but if Able had my gifts, he’d do it for fun.

Marie squeezes my shoulder, a knowing look on her face. She’s helped me get ready for years, but this is always where she leaves me. She can do nothing for this ache—the burn of knowing that I am nothing more than a currency for my parents to trade.

My bedroom door creaks open, and my mother steps inside. I avoid meeting her gaze in the mirror, turning and busying myself with pulling on my stockings and fastening the stays to my slip.

It’s been months since I’ve looked my mother in the eye. The last time I did, I was screaming at her until I lost my voice. She’d traded Aidia to a monster for the greater good of the family, even when she saw the damage done. I was more angry about my sister being used that way than I am about it happening to me for a second time.

Her reflection appears in the mirror, her appearance so like my own it’s like looking thirty-five years into my future. Her hair is still a dark raven-black, but instead of making her look young, it ages her. The color is too stark against her pale skin and plays up the prominent lines around her violet eyes—eyes that are only purple and blessed with magic sight because my father gave her a family heirloom ring that grants her the same vision the rest of us have by blood.

She’s still striking, with her tall, statuesque figure, high cheekbones, and full lips. Despite the lack of glamour, she still looks younger than she is—beautiful in a cold, calculating way that I would probably respect more if she weren’t my mother.

Even her aura is similar to mine: a bright golden swirl around her that remains close to her skin. Her blessing from Harvain is far kinder than mine. The Divine of Fortune loves to give eclectic gifts, and my mother’s is no exception. Her gift is retro-cognition. While most people would have seen it as useless, she landed my father because of the way she was able to glimpse into any political adversary’s past and find unseemly things. She gained my father’s attention by warning him about a plot another house had hatched against him. She’s kept his allegiance for years by continuing to find past sins of all the magical families in Lunameade.

I’ve watched her aura stretching out and probing guests for information at every event of the high houses we attend. None of them are the wiser, because you can’t fight off magic you can’t see or feel.

There was a time I worried she might realize what I’ve been doing in my free time, but she doesn’t like to look into her children’s pasts. That would require looking at her own failures, and that’s a thing she cannot abide.

My mother’s gaze drops to my star necklace and her hand instinctively comes up to the ruby pendant around her own throat. I haven’t asked Aidia, but I suspect that she’s stopped refilling my mother’s necklace with glamour magic. I respect my sister for the protest because there are few things more reliable than our mother’s vanity.

“Excellent work. You’re dismissed, Marie,” my mother says.

Marie gives me a wary glance before seeing herself out.

“Did you need something else, or are you simply here to fill me in on what you’re planning ahead of time for once?” I say as I run a finger over the belladonna flower embroidery along the edges of my purple silk dress.

My mother blows out a weary sigh. “Don’t sulk, Harlow. If we’d told you ahead of time, you would have just thrown a fit like you did with Aidia. You’re always so dramatic about these things—as if duty is optional. We all do things we don’t want to. It’s part of what it means to be a Carrenwell. We have to put the needs of the city first, not ourselves. You haven’t complained about any of your other siblings’ marriages.”

It’s not that I don’t care about my siblings, but most of them were too much older to bother with me. They’ve all married people they wanted to, and the only other sibling I cared about, Kellan, had been in love with his wife, Libby, since they were teenagers. I always knew he would be okay. It was Aidia and I who were the outliers—young and stubborn and ready to put up a fight.

Sometimes I wonder if they agreed to marry her off to Rafe to break both of us. Unfortunately for them, it had the opposite effect.

“You say that like I haven’t already done this once,” I snap. “You can’t just use the same ‘you owe us’ excuse every time.”

My mother holds up a placating hand. “They’ve been operating under our noses all this time and we have no idea if they’re actually coming home to us or planning our demise. This isn’t just about our family, Harlow. This is about the safety of the city. We don’t trust the Havenwoods.”

“So you’ll throw another daughter into the fire,” I say.

I adjust the sleeves of my dress, and my mother begins to button it.

“You’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, as you love to remind me all the time,” she says.

I want to argue, but she’s right.

“I know you think I haven’t been a good mother to you, but you should consider that it’s impossible to be a good mother to you, a good partner to your father, and a good ruler of Lunameade. So often those priorities are in conflict with each other.”

“How difficult for you,” I say.

“I can take your anger. It’s all you’ve ever given me. But I know how you feel. I share your victories just like I share your losses.”

I don’t like the way the words twist between my ribs like weeds looking for a place to grow. No matter how much I’ve hardened myself against her comfort, it doesn’t get any easier. It’s her trick, giving me a glimpse of her potential. I’ve always understood the impulse of wanting a mother, but when I’ve felt it, I’ve always imagined some alchemy of generic soft hands and tight hugs and the scent of rosebushes. What I want is the idea of a mother, not the woman standing beside me.

She fastens the last button, and I turn to face her. The admission that something is wrong with my magic is on the tip of my tongue. But telling her would require explaining what I was doing sneaking out. I don’t have it in me to give up the last escape hatch in my life, especially when I know she wouldn’t change her plan for the sake of my safety.

There are so many things I would like to say to her, but every time I give her a chance to be better and she chooses not to, it breaks me into smaller pieces. I’m already past the point of being certain I can reassemble myself, and I can’t take the reminder of my own brokenness when I need so badly to be strong.

A loud knock on the door shatters the silence between us. My mother rushes to let my father in.

He stands with his hands clasped behind his back in the practiced, militant posture of a man who always shows up ready to war with me.

My mother gives him an expectant nod.

“Harlow—you look very nice.” His compliment is forced. I wish he wouldn’t bother.

A mild pain still presses against my temples, and though it’s abated since last night, the anxiety of meeting my new spouse isn’t helping. The pain comes and goes, but stress makes it worse. I reach to rub away the ache, and my father tracks the movement.

“You’re not having an episode, are you?” It’s an accusation—like I want the Havenwoods to see that I’m defective.

“I’m not. It’s nothing.”

He nods, appeased by the instinct to hide my weakness. “Today, we will sign the official marriage contract. We’re going to ask that they stay with us two weeks before we send you off. We’ll use that time to try to get to the bottom of what they want before you go. They were non-negotiable on the wedding being at Fallen—” He stops and clears his throat. “Mountain Haven.” He shakes his head. “I still can’t get used to calling it by the old name, but we need to be sure we don’t accidentally call it Fallen Hold in front of them. They might consider it disrespectful.”

It’s a relief that I’m not being completely thrown to the wolves. It also gives me a few more days to fulfill what’s outstanding of my Poison Vixen duties.

“And what happens once they know my magic?” I ask. “Once I’m married to a stranger and stuck in the fort with a forest of vampires between me and home.”

The fear hits me for the first time, a great sucking terror that swells from behind my sternum with the imploding gravity of a dying star. I’m leaving this cage to be trapped somewhere smaller.

“We will have an escape route in place for you. You have my word,” my mother says. There’s such certainty in her voice, like she thinks her words have weight—like she hasn’t broken promises before. “We will keep you updated every step of the way. Your only job for now is to play nice with your fiancé and get him to like you. Let him believe your loyalty to him is above reproach. It shouldn’t be hard for you to fake disdain for us. I know you find our methods distasteful. You may as well use that to win him over. Use whatever you must to entice him, but it’s in your best interest if his loyalty to you is more compelling than what he holds for his family.”

My father’s aura is swirling. There’s something he’s not saying.

“Understood, but it would be helpful if I know exactly what I was looking for,” I say.

He shifts, bringing his hands to his hips. “We need to know how they’ve truly survived all this time and if they have anything to do with Rochelli.”

I gasp. “You think they’ve been stirring up trouble with the rebels?”

“We haven’t been able to rule it out, and it would make sense for them to rally the unblessed. We have magic, but there are twice as many magic-less citizens in Lunameade as those of us blessed by the Divine.”

Rochelli is the name of the man who has been stoking the simmering rebellion among the common people who resent the blood tithe they have to pay to the Blood Well. Kellan and the city watch have been looking for him for months. There have been whispers of the rebel for years, but it’s only in the past year that he’s been a constant threat.

How quickly the people forget who keeps them safe. For all my parents’ flaws, they take the security of our people very seriously. Maintaining our wall and the magic that turns the hordes of Drained away requires an enormous expenditure of power. My father has carried on the Carrenwell line and that duty since his father died years ago. He bathes in our Family Well weekly so he can continue to do it, and I’ve seen how spent he is when he returns from securing our defenses. Usually, he can’t even walk into the house on his own. He needs my mother and Able to help him stumble down the stairs to the basement well so he can restore himself. Then he sleeps for a full day.

It’s only his incessant need to be seen strictly when he’s strong that keeps the people from understanding the cost. As if they are sacrificing everything and my family gives them nothing back. What are a few ounces of blood dripped from their palms into the Blood Well twice a month compared to a lifetime of safety within these walls? My parents didn’t create the tithes. They are a sacred ritual given to our ancestors by the Divine.

It’s not as if I don’t feel trapped here sometimes. It’s not as if our world is perfect. But I know for certain it’s better than what lies beyond the walls. It’s better than an army of drained ones who wouldn’t hesitate to suck them dry of every last drop of blood for the temporary high of feeling alive again.

“We’ve heard rumors that one of the Havenwoods is blessed by the Divine of Endings,” my mother says.

“With what kind of power?” I ask.

My father shakes his head. “We don’t know, but the rebels have also chosen Asher as their Divine patron. It could be a coincidence, but it’s worth investigating.”

“So, make my husband like me and find out what he knows about the rebellion discreetly. I can do that.” I fold my hands and summon all my anger to bolster my courage. “If I do this, I want my freedom when I’m done. I want to take the tunnel key and the help of my siblings to take it out of the city. I think I’ve earned some peace, have I not?”

The question is directed at my mother, but my father holds up a hand to silence her agreement.

He’s always doing this—stepping in when my mother has things in hand, looking for a chance to fight with me.

“You think you’re so much better than us.” My father spits out the words like they taste bitter.

“No, I don’t.”

“You do—with your attitude and your endless sneaking around. You think you know something we don’t.” He gives my mother an expectant look.

Her gaze drops to the floor. “You can be a bit rough with us⁠—”

“I don’t think I’m better than you,” I say. “I think we’ve been speaking your language my entire life and neither of you have bothered to learn mine. I’ve been forcing myself into a family system that doesn’t fit me, but the two of you have only ever seen me as a problem to solve, rather than a person to try and understand. Not once have you asked me to collaborate. You’ve commanded me around. The reason you think I’m better than you is because I’ve ceased begging you to care. You won’t or can’t give what I want and I’ve learned to stop wanting it altogether. The two of you have nothing to offer me but grief and weakness.”

My mother looks stricken, but my father’s face is beet-red.

“You will do this,” he says.

The only thing that keeps me from arguing is the threat in his eyes. “I will. Because I choose to. Because I know what’s at risk. Because this will be the last thing I do for you or this family, and when I am done, you will leave me in peace. I will earn the tunnel key and my freedom and I’ll get it without argument.”

My parents look at each other warily. After an agonizing pause, my father nods.

“Fine. If you wish to abandon your family when this is over, that’s on you,” my father snaps. “Divine deliver us from ungrateful daughters who don’t understand the precarious place this family is in.”

I ignore the prayer even though it chafes. Today is too important to take the bait.

“Perhaps you could enlighten me as to the peril of the situation. Do you believe the Havenwoods are a threat?” I know the ethos of this family is that everyone is a threat, but I want to understand if he sees that threat as specific or more general.

He crosses his arms. “I believe that Mountain Haven might be outside of our walls, but they were still our people. I had a responsibility to them. I failed them ten years ago, and I can only assume they place blame on me.”

“Even though you were here in the city.”

“They had been asking for help manning their wall,” he says curtly.

“And you didn’t grant it,” I finish.

He pauses for the briefest moment, and I know there’s something he’s not saying. My father straightens. “They’ll be here any moment. There will be time for more questions later.”

He storms out of the room with my mother on his heels, and Gaven smirks at me from the doorway.

“Seems like that went well,” he says, leaning against the doorframe.

“Will you be accompanying me to Fallen Hold?” I ask.

“You should probably stop calling it that before you meet your new husband and in-laws.”

I wave a dismissive hand and pause in front of him.

“Yes, I’ll be coming with you. I’m your bodyguard. Where you go, I go. It’s a non-negotiable for your parents.”

I hate the relief I feel knowing he’ll be there.

Gaven straightens and tilts my chin up to see my face in the light pouring in the window. “Your eyes don’t look right.”

I swat his hand away and pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about. “I’m fine. I feel better than I did last night. You can stand down.”

He nods. I thread my arm through his, and he leads me down the stairs to the first-floor hallway and toward the sitting room. My heels click on the marble tiles.

A strange, nervous rumbling settles in my stomach at possibilities I hadn’t even considered until now. What if he’s old enough to be my father, like my last husband? What if he has terrible, barbaric forest hygiene and rotting teeth? All I know about him is that he has magic that won’t be disclosed until the marriage contract is signed.

I hesitate, and Gaven pauses, turning to look at me.

He lets out an exaggerated sigh. He’s always sighing like he’s the only adult in a city of children. “I already met him and the parents this morning when I delivered their formal invitation to the signing. What do you want to know?”

Suddenly, I wish my family were normal—wish that I was surrounded by the comfort of my sisters as I go to meet the man I’m supposed to spend my life with. But I do this with just a bodyguard and my parents, who have only ever seen me as the perfect weapon for an alliance, my magic so stealthy that my act of murder would be perceived by any outsider as an act of love.

I know that the Havenwoods used to come to the city back before the fort fell, but I never met them. My parents didn’t want Aidia or me meeting any influential magic families until they were certain who they wanted us to be paired up with. The two youngest daughters from the Carrenwell family were a prize, and while Aidia had the benefit of a glamour and her light magic to sneak out without her bodyguard noticing, it took me much longer to learn how to evade Gaven.

Now I wish I had tried harder. Maybe I could have glimpsed my future husband at the last Dark Star Festival before Mountain Haven was attacked.

I glance toward the door. “Is he⁠—”

“He’s much younger than the last one, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Gaven waves a hand at me vaguely. “A bit older than you, I think, but not by much. Handsome enough, I suppose, with—the hair and eyes.”

I grin at the discomfort on his face. “You’re so eloquent when you describe suitors.”

“Can’t say I’ve had occasion to do so in the past.” He shrugs and gestures to the door. “Good luck.”

I steel myself for a moment in front of the mirror outside the sitting room. My face in the mirrored glass looks grim and discordant with my perfectly coiffed black hair and elegant dress. Gaven is right—my violet eyes don’t look quite right. They’re a bit too glassy. Hopefully, this meeting is quick, and then I can go sleep off the impending headache.

Plastering a smile on my face, I push the doors open and step into the sitting room.

My parents and two strangers turn to look at me. I narrow my eyes, but no matter how I search, there’s no color. I only find the faint whitish aura that all unblessed have.

Strange. I know that the Havenwoods have Divine blessings, but I’ve never met someone with magic I couldn’t see. This must be how every other magical family in Lunameade feels. I’m so accustomed to seeing people’s blessings and anticipating how they might use them that I’m instantly disoriented.

“Harlow, allow me to introduce our esteemed guests, Philip and Evangeline Havenwood, the magic-blessed rulers of Mountain Haven,” my father says.

He’s laying it on a bit thick, but I smile and shake both of their hands. I search for my betrothed out of the corner of my eye, but there’s no one else in the room.

I lift my gaze, looking at my mother with a question in my eyes.

“Their son, Henry, was delayed in his travel through town last night. He’s running a few minutes behind,” my mother says.

I nod, clasping my hands and smiling as naturally as I can at my future in-laws.

“We’re very sorry for his tardiness, and rest assured it will not be a regular thing, but as you can imagine, traveling through the Drained Wood takes a lot out of us,” Evangeline says. “Such unusual violet eyes. We were expecting that, of course, since all of you have some shade of purple, but they are so very striking. You’re a beautiful girl. I expect he’ll be very pleased.”

She levels a gaze at me like she’s searching for my magic. Sadly for her, that’s a talent that only Carrenwells possess.

Most of the families of Lunameade’s magical high houses choose not to reveal their gifts until they’re named heir of a house, but the Havenwoods never revealed anything, and their well blessings are mysteriously missing from the city records. I’m sure it chafes on my parents.

I am so uncomfortable under the Havenwoods’ dissecting gazes. It’s a relief when my mother hands me a cup of tea. I sip it gratefully.

The silence stretches between us, becoming awkward. Finally, the door creaks open and a young man steps inside. He pushes the door closed, and when he turns to face us, I almost fall over.

Because he’s not a stranger. He’s Asher—the man I tried to kill but ended up making out with last night.

I place my teacup on the table with a clatter, tea sloshing into the saucer.

He stills, his eyes locked on mine. Then, his mouth tips into a perfect smile that showcases the teeth that bit my thighs last night. He nods to his parents and mine and then bends to kiss my hand with a smirk. The dim light in the boarding house didn’t do him justice. His storm blue eyes are bright with mischief, and his dark hair is perfectly combed in delicate waves, unlike how mussed it was when I ran from him last night.

I can’t tell which version of him I like better.

“Henry,” he says. “You must be Harlow. Blessed Divine, you have the most striking eyes.”

He’s not looking at them when he says it. It seems almost like he’s rehearsed saying it.

“Thank you,” I mumble, nerves twisting my stomach in knots.

I wait for him to rat me out, but he turns to our parents.

“My apologies for my tardiness. I assure you it’s not an indication of my eagerness to meet my bride.” He meets my eye again and winks. “She seems just as eager, so let’s get this started.”

Cocky bastard. An unfamiliar heat rises to my cheeks as I remember the way it felt to kiss him, the softness of his mouth, the eagerness of his hands on my skin, the way he nipped at my thighs and made me shudder.

He leans close. “Lady Stellaria, you are full of delightful secrets. Was that just one last romp before the big day, or should I expect it to be a regular thing?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” I keep my face placid, staring at our parents, who are gathering around a small table.

“As you can see, I’ve had the contract drawn up to stipulate that her first marriage payment will be delivered within a week of the wedding,” my father says. “The following three will be paid once a season through the first year to ensure a smooth transition.”

To ensure you don’t murder our daughter until we have more time to solidify long-term trade deals and peace, is what they really mean.

I want to focus on what they’re saying, but I can feel Henry’s eyes on me. I look up, and he grins. I doubt he’ll be grinning when the contract is signed and my magic is revealed.

“Yes, and we approve of your request to negotiate trade as we celebrate the new engagement with events over the next two weeks here in Lunameade,” Philip says.

My father nods. “Excellent. Everything else is in order. Shall we sign and bind the deal?”

He cuts his finger and dips in a quill, signing his name in blood on the contract. My mother goes next, followed by the Havenwoods. Lunameade’s magic requires blood. It has ever since the discovery of the well—and contracts are no exception.

My hand shakes, but I hardly feel the blade. My secret life is about to be unearthed, and it will doom me and the rest of Lunameade.

I look up at my mother, pleading with her with my eyes, trying to find a way to stall, but she just nods and hands me the quill.

I sign my name. Then, Henry signs his.

“Now, what is this power you’ve assured us is potent and deadly?” Philip asks.

I hold Henry’s gaze. He’s still grinning, his eyes fixed on my mouth. I lean against the bookshelf beside me, brushing my fingers over an ornamental dagger that sits there. It’s probably not very sharp, but better that than nothing, especially since my magic isn’t working.

“As you can see, our youngest daughter is a great beauty, which perfectly hides her deadly gift.” My father loves to address my beauty so that people will ignore my more advanced age. Thirty is old for a marriage, even if I am a widow, but he makes sure to remind everyone how lovely I am, so they forget that my childbearing years are limited.

He lets the pause stretch out before he speaks the words sure to start a war between our families. “Harlow has a poison kiss.”
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HENRY


Harlow Carrenwell tried to kill me.

It takes a moment for it to sink in. I stare down at the marriage contract as if the answer might be written there. That menace tried to kill me, and I fell right into her trap because she batted those long eyelashes at me.

I knew that someone would have it out for me the moment I set foot in Lunameade, but this is not where I expected the first shot would come from. At least now I have a specific reason to hate her and not just a general hatred of her family.

Harlow watches me with narrowed eyes, like she’s waiting for me to rat her out. She shifts so her hand rests on a ceremonial blade on the bookshelf. She was so convincing in her performance last night. But now, with belladonna blossoms embroidered on her dress and her hand on a blade, she looks as dangerous as she truly is.

Since the attack ten years ago, my vision has been colorless. But while the rest of the world is a spectrum of muted grays, Harlow is black and white. That’s why I noticed her in the bar. Her hair dark and inky, her skin pale as fresh snow. In a monochrome world, Harlow is still striking.

She catches me staring and flashes a knife-sharp smile.

I thought I’d at least make it down the aisle before I did something offensive enough to beg for that level of ire. She tried to murder me…and yet she also moaned and arched into me when I kissed her neck. Either she’s the world’s greatest actress, or she was at least a little bit into it.

My parents are looking at her like they won the daughter-in-law lottery. Coming here and making this offer was a huge gamble, and now they know for sure it paid off. Her magic is dangerous, but not from a distance.

I’ve nurtured my hatred of the Carrenwells for almost ten long years. I was not supposed to ever see Harlow as anything but an assignment, and yet, she’s already outmaneuvered me. Every time I look at her, I can only think of her body pressed against mine.

Harlow was only meant to be a means to an end—someone I could woo and use for information. But the fact that she has sneaky magic makes her even more of an asset.

My new fiancée’s gaze is fixed on me, like she’s waiting for me to speak now and end this.

I’m outraged enough to consider it, but if I tell everyone now, I won’t get a chance to figure out who put her up to it. I won’t get a chance to figure out why she ran off instead of finishing the job she set out to do by some other method, or how she managed to be so convincing. The memory of the way she whimpered when I kissed the thin slash of skin at the top of her stockings rattled through my mind all night, and I need to rid myself of the idea that it was anything more than an act.

Most importantly, if I sell her out now, I won’t get a chance at revenge.

“Could we see a demonstration?” my father asks, startling me from my thoughts.

It takes all my focus not to react. When we planned for this meeting, we’d expected a demonstration would be manipulation or holy fire—not murder. But my father gives me an expectant look, and I have no choice but to commit.

Harlow’s body is rigid, poised to run.

I grin at her and nod. “Yes, I’d love to see.”

Liza Carrenwell knocks twice on the door. A moment later, it opens, and a man walks in. He hands her a paper with trembling hands.

She checks the signature. “The contract looks good. Your family will be paid well.”

The Carrenwells are paying this man to die. They anticipated our request, or perhaps they wanted us to see first-hand how well their daughter can defend herself.

The man takes a step forward, looking torn. He’ll die either way now that he knows Harlow’s magic, but he still has to decide not to die a coward.

Harlow closes the distance between them, her eyes flitting to me before settling back on him.

I step closer to watch how the magic works.

Harlow holds her victim’s gaze. “I’ll make it quick.” The whisper is so faint, I’d think I imagined it if the man’s eyes didn’t go wide.

He nods. “I have a wife and daughter. Make sure they’re taken care of?”

Harlow bites her lip. An exhausted resignation settles in her shoulders.

I’m morbidly curious to see how this works, to know if she can control how quickly and painfully her poison kills someone.

She squeezes her eyes closed as she pulls him closer, like she can’t stand to see her reflection in his gaze as the monster she truly is. Her lips go darker, like they did last night. The witness’s gaze drops to her mouth, and he tenses as she leans closer, his body torn between the biological imperative to flee and survive and the inevitability of staying.

Harlow kisses him. It’s quick, platonic. He stumbles back, staring at her. For a moment, he’s relieved. He pants, but there’s a hint of a smile on his face, like he thinks nothing will happen.

Then, the man stumbles back, clutching his throat. He gasps for air, fingers clawing at the skin of his neck, his face going splotchy and his mouth foaming. His knees hit the floor with a loud thump before he crumples to the side.

I watch the man die the death she meant for me.

Harlow looks resigned, grinding her teeth as she’s forced to watch her victim’s veins turn black beneath his pale skin. Her lips are still dark.

I stare at him longer than I need to, to remind myself why I’m here—what’s at stake. To remind myself that no matter how lovely Harlow Carrenwell looks on the outside, she is a murderous woman with a poison mouth.

My parents’ clapping draws me from the spell.

Harlow turns toward them and catches my eye. For the first time, I see a hint of doubt on her face.

It’s a drastic error for her—a weakness I can exploit. She feels guilty—which makes her attempt on my life more curious. It’s a relief to know she’s not as strong and steady as she appears. Her full lips slowly return to a soft gray as her magic recedes.

“What a fascinating power,” my father says.

Liza places a hand on my mother’s shoulder. “Harvain has blessed Harlow greatly. I’m sure you’re wondering what this means for the line of succession, but we’ve made certain that Harlow’s kiss is the only deadly thing about her. She’ll be able to have heirs without issue.”

Harlow’s skin, from her neck to her cheeks, goes dark. She’s blushing—clearly embarrassed that her mother is talking about her sex life so casually.

“Well, that is excellent news. Hopefully one of those heirs will inherit just as impressive a gift,” my mother says, her voice stiff with the effort of not swatting Liza Carrenwell’s hand away.

Harrick clears his throat. “And what of your son? What is his magic?”

“Our Henry is blessed by Elvodeen. He’s a healer,” my mother says.

I hold my breath for half a second, hoping the Carrenwells won’t ask too many questions about my magic.

Harlow studies me with new interest, but Liza looks bored. Harrick frowns, then shakes his head. It’s like he can’t tell whether to be disappointed I don’t have a more brutal power or glad he’s sending his daughter away with a mender.

“It’s a relief to know that Harlow will be in good hands,” he says, a beat too late for it to sound natural.

Harrick draws a dagger from his belt and steps toward Harlow. Her eyes go vacant as he grabs her arm, pushes up her sleeve, and slices into the flawless pale skin of her forearm. A thin line of blood forms and spreads. The scent of it hits me at the same time as her perfume—a mix of copper and Stellarium Blossoms. Magic and years of hunting in the Drained Wood have trained my sense of smell to break down complex scents quickly, but there’s something unique about hers.

I shift. I’ve felt on my heels since I walked into this room. All I can do is stare at the blood rapidly dripping from her arm to pool on the floor. I should be horrified that her father cut her without any warning, but I’m more disturbed by the fact that she didn’t even flinch.

She holds her arm out to me, and a hot rage swells in my chest at their presumption. Her father doesn’t even know what kind of mender I am, yet he was willing to gamble that I could fix it quickly.

An uncomfortable feeling, something like sympathy, twists in my stomach.

This could all be a carefully choreographed game to prey on my sympathies. I know better than to expect not to be tested. After last night, I can’t put any of this past her.

Harlow steps closer, and the heady scent of her skin hits me like a blow, mingling with the iron smell of blood.

I place my palm over her bloody wound. Her skin is warm and sticky and her pulse pounds.

“Does it hurt?” I whisper.

“No,” she says.

The burning ache that she’s trying very hard not to react to is so sharp it feels like my arm is wounded.

I click my tongue. “Lying again, lovely? Shame on you. It doesn’t matter, though, because I can feel it.”

Her gaze goes far away.

“Harlow?”

Her eyes remain unfocused, like she’s looking through me. I push my power into her, and she winces as the tingling, itching sensation hits her skin.

“It will pass in a second,” I say.

She clenches her jaw as the last edge of the cut knits together. I know that overwhelming itch. She sighs as I pull out a handkerchief and wipe away the blood to reveal flawless skin again.

“Remarkable,” Liza says. “You’d never even know she was cut.”

For a moment, I forget to speak. Neither of her parents looks remotely concerned about whether Harlow is still in pain. I suppose it’s not a surprise since they just watched a man die without batting an eye. Still, I thought maybe they’d show more concern for their own daughter.

I meet Harlow’s eyes. “The pain takes longer to abate, but it will.”

Liza steps closer. “Does it work as well on sickness? Ailments of the mind?”

I frown at her. “Can’t say I’ve had much opportunity to work on ailments of the mind, but I do well enough with fevers.”

“What happens now?” Harlow asks.

“Now you’ll have time for formal courting here in Lunameade, culminating in an engagement party,” Harrick says. “Then you’ll go back to Mountain Haven for the wedding. I understand that they have their own customs. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to attend with all our duties in the city.”

Harlow nods. She looks so calm, her assessing gaze passing over me, like she’s entirely unconcerned about marrying me.

I want to ruffle her. She tried to kill me, and I want to know why.

“Well, we will leave you all to get settled in,” Liza says, gesturing toward the door.

“I’d love to start getting to know my lovely fiancée now if she’d be willing to take a stroll around the garden,” I say, extending a hand toward Harlow.

The entire group freezes, but the request has the desired effect.

Harlow’s gaze darts to her parents before coming back to rest on me. “Now?”

I smile. “Why not? It’s a glorious day and I’m eager to get to know my bride.”

Her eyes narrow. Maybe I have a death wish, but I like that I’ve finally caught her off guard. This is a test to see if she’ll push back. I want to know how desperate her family is for this alliance.

She purses her lips. “I’d be happy to show you around.”

I hold out my elbow, which she reluctantly takes. “Lead the way, lovely.”

We walk out of the room, and a burly-looking man in dark clothes falls into step behind us, his boots clicking against the floor. I try to ignore him as Harlow leads me through the long hallway and out into bright sunlight.

The patio is lined with planters brimming with flowers. It has to be magic keeping them in bloom so late in the season.

Stones crunch beneath our feet as we walk down the short trail into the garden. The whole ride to the city, the forest was barren, nature preparing for winter by shedding leaves and blooms and drawing energy inward, but here, safe inside the city walls, the Carrenwells are so well-resourced they can spend magic keeping their garden blooming like it’s spring.

Harlow leads me toward the tall, leafy walls of a hedge maze, and I stumble a step, wondering if she’s leading me into some kind of trap.

She waits until we clear the maze border to speak. “Are you enjoying your time in Lunameade? Have you taken in the sights? I must admit I’m relieved to see that you can walk on two legs.” Her tone is suddenly as pleasant as the sunshine. It’s more unnerving than her staring daggers at me earlier.

I want to demand answers, but I’ll play her game for now, because the longer I drag this out, the more agitated she’ll be.

“I passed through North Hold, but I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure of sightseeing, not that I would have wanted to see the manor. It’s awfully grim-looking.”

She flinches. “My sister, Aidia, lives there. Did you see her?”

I shake my head. “We didn’t even visit the manor. Just passed through the gates. Why? Are you close?”

She pauses and narrows her eyes at me. “You’re awfully nosy.”

“So strange that I’m curious about the woman who tried to kill me?”

She pauses on the trail and turns toward me. “What happened—it’s not what it seems. And please keep your voice down.” She casts a meaningful glance at her guard, looming like a shadow behind us.

I lean closer, and she holds perfectly still. “Does he not know his charge is a merry murderess who sneaks out on her own at night to try to start a war between families?”

She glares at me as I run a lock of her hair between my fingers.

“He can’t be very good at his job if he doesn’t,” I continue. “How often do you do it? Is it weekly, or more of a nightly thing? Just wondering what kind of body count my beloved has stacked up.”

She swats my hand away. “It’s none of your business how often or why I do what I do.”

“It is if you’re coming to live amongst my people. They’ve already been through enough,” I snap.

The guard behind us clears his throat.

“You’re dismissed,” I say, waving a hand at him.

An amused smirk ghosts over his weathered face. “I’m here at Miss Carrenwell’s discretion.”

I’m guessing he’s got to have a good twenty years on me. He looks like he’s in his fifties, but I can tell he’s still fearsome. He has the trained stillness of an experienced fighter, and I’m not about to test him this early on—not when he’s already so wary of me. Part of training is learning to assess a threat, and despite his age, he wouldn’t be guarding a Carrenwell if he weren’t formidable.

Harlow turns to the guard. “You’re dismissed, Gaven. I’m more than capable of handling one brute.”

“One hour,” Gaven says.

The bodyguard’s tone is more fatherly than Harrick’s. He waits for Harlow to nod before he turns and disappears down the path toward the house.

“He seems fond of you,” I say.

“He’s paid, Henry. He’s fond of money.” She laughs.

Her pragmatism is unexpected.

“How did you do it?” she asks.

“Do what?” I ask.

“Hide your aura. I would have known—well, maybe not who you were, but what you were.”

I choke out a disbelieving laugh. “You’re upset that I hid my magic from you, after you tried to murder me? That alone would be enough to start a war, you know?”

“How did you do it?”

I consider not telling her, but I need her to play somewhat nice for now. My plan hasn’t changed; I just need a new strategy, because she’s not a wilting city flower—she’s a murderous snake.

I pull my ring out of my pocket and lift my hand. Holding her gaze, I slide it onto my finger, and she frowns.

“Your ring is⁠—”

“A shield.”

“It prevents magical attack?” she says.

“And magical eavesdroppers.”

“Bullshit.”

She’s smarter than I anticipated. The ring doesn’t shield anything but the visual aura of my magic. I assumed these city walls would have made her soft-hearted and -headed, but she’s sharp as a blade.

“I wanted protection, but I didn’t want to be spotted in the city until we formally met. Didn’t want to cause a fuss ahead of schedule.” I tug on the lapels of my jacket. “I like to make an entrance. I thought you’d understand, considering that dress you were wearing the night we met.”

She crosses her arms, shivering, and for the first time, I realize she’s only wearing a delicate silk dress. She didn’t stop to get a coat before we ducked outside. I pull off my coat, and she flinches as I reach to wrap it around her.

“Easy, Harlow. Just being a gentleman.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’ve heard that one before.”

“In your nightly exploits? Tell me—do you usually let them get so close to fucking you, or do you prefer to kiss quick and get it over with?”

She silently turns away and rounds another corner, leading me farther into the hedge maze.

I walk faster to catch up. “Why did you try to kill me?”

She frowns. “I didn’t.”

“But you did. You pressed your poison lips to mine and you tried to kill me.”

“No, I didn’t try to kill you.”

I laugh. “Could have fooled me.”

She throws her hands up. “You don’t understand. I didn’t know who you were⁠—”

“So you kill indiscriminately?” I ask.

“On the contrary. I kill selectively, and I was led to believe that you were a problem that needed solving. I didn’t know you were my fiancé.”

Her indifference disgusts me. I know I’m supposed to get her to like me and open up, but I can’t mask how much I loathe her. She’s grown up behind tall walls, and she knows nothing of the world yet thinks she has a right to execute men as she pleases.

“Is this a regular thing for you? Just a normal night out with a side of murder?”

She scoffs. “Why did you take me to your room? Trying for a taste before we make it official? You could have just told me who you were and it would have saved us both trouble.”

Her tone is so haughty, it takes me a moment to realize she thinks I knew who she was.

“I didn’t know who you were either,” I say. “In fact, every person I asked about the youngest Carrenwell had no idea what you even looked like.”

She hums low. “So, you think I should believe you, but you shouldn’t believe me.”

I don’t know what to think. I don’t like that I’m already on my heels. I’d assumed she’d be a delicate flower, but she’s more like a climbing vine waiting for the chance to choke me.

She cocks her head. “Why didn’t you tell your parents?”

“This alliance is important for my people. I wanted to at least speak to you before I decided how to handle the incident.”

She stares at me for a long moment before turning and continuing down the trail.

I follow her around the corner into a tall, ivy-bracketed pathway.

“Why did you look so relieved when they told you I was a healer?” I ask.

She glances up at me and flutters her lashes. “Who doesn’t want a nurturing husband?”

It’s almost enough to make me forget she’s a murderous little viper.

I try again. “I think you owe me a little honesty.”

She scoffs. “I owe you nothing. Just because my family traded me away doesn’t mean I owe you my mind. You’re standing here looking none the worse for it. You got to feel up a pretty girl and now you’re crying about it. Maybe I should be asking the more compelling question…” She smiles viciously. “Why didn’t you die? I poured poison into you and you drank it down like fine wine.”

“I told you. It was the ring,” I say.

She purses her lips, her gaze raking over my face, looking for a lie. She doesn’t look at all convinced. This is trouble.

Her eyes dart past me just long enough that I pick up wariness in them.

I glance over my shoulder. There’s an offshoot of the maze that I almost missed. The whole walkway is bracketed by climbing white roses.

“What’s down there?” I ask.

“Nothing for you to see.” Her tone is suddenly cold.

“It looks beautiful.” When I turn back to her, there’s a murderous glint in her eyes.

“It’s not for you.”

That makes me certain it most definitely is, but I’ll have to wander the gardens another time when she’s not looking at me like she’s planning my death again.

I trail her around a corner into a wild-looking section of the garden. “Poisonous plants,” a sign at the entrance warns.

“Your favorite spot?”

I want her to say more. To explain how her magic works. To offer me any information at all—but she just stares at me.

“Many poisonous plants are medicinal,” she says matter-of-factly.

“So you just use magic to hurt people.”

She scoffs. “If magic was all that hurt people in this city, we wouldn’t need a city watch.”

I’ve hit on something. “Is that why you do it? The casual kissing murders? To stop violence?”

She looks away.

So that’s it. She does have a soft spot under all those thorns.

“You can tell me, Harlow. I won’t tell anyone.”

When she finally looks back, her eyes are glassy. She hesitates, then leans in close, her breath ghosting over the shell of my ear.

“I would rather marry another old pervert than pour my heart out to some feral forest wolf.”

I stumble away. “You think I want this?”

She crosses her arms and looks completely bored by my outrage. “Do you want to hear all about my secret pain, Henry? Want to be my white knight stealing me away to your creepy forest fort?” She huffs a cruel laugh. “You’re not a hero. You’re just another asshole impersonating a good guy.”

She storms by me, bumping my shoulder as she passes.

Anger twists in my chest as I stalk after her, but she’s too wound up for me to get a word in.

“I’m not your friend,” she says. “I’m not your family. I’m just a person who knows how it feels to be currency. Just like you.”

“Harlow, I⁠—”

“You and I are nothing but necessary to each other,” she says as she turns and shoves me back against the marble statue. “Do not be an obstacle.” Her voice is laced with menace.

I hate to prove her right, but maybe growing up in the fort has made me a little feral, because her viciousness turns me on.

“Or?” I ask, arching a brow.

“Or I’ll be forced to remove you from the board in this little chess game our parents are playing.”

I hook an arm around the slim curve of her waist and twist us so that she’s pinned to the statue. I bracket her body with my arms and slip a knee between her thighs. She looks up at me with murder in her eyes, and I’m reminded of how good she feels pressed against me.

“Is that what it is? A chess game?”

I lift my knee so it’s flush between her legs. She tries to shift away. My jacket slips down her shoulders, revealing the pale swell of her breast straining against the dark silk dress. I let my gaze linger.

“Are you foolish and feral enough to believe you’re more than a pawn?” she taunts. “If so, I suppose I won’t have to worry about it being difficult to eliminate you if I wish to.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“One option down, plenty more ideas to go,” she says.

I slide my hand to her hip, but she doesn’t even flinch. I wonder if she’s thinking about last night. This close, it’s hard to think of anything else. But that’s the kind of blinding sense-memory that will be my demise. I brush my fingers down the silk on her hip to her thigh. My knuckles graze something hard.

She freezes as I slide my hand inside the slit and palm a sheath on her thigh. She has a fucking dagger.

My mind flashes back to the ceremonial blade she gripped when she thought I was going to sell her out. Did she just want me to know she had a weapon in hand?

“Planning to use that?” I ask.

“Planning to give me reason to?” she counters.

She’s so sure of herself that I can’t help but be curious. I act on instinct alone and bring my hand to her throat, not to actually hurt her so much as to see what she’ll do. I know better than to poke a bear, yet I can’t seem to help myself.

My fingers have barely brushed her neck before she swats my arm aside, grips my wrist, and twists it around until I’m forced to drop to my knees.

“What in the Divine-damned Drained Wood do you think you’re doing?” she snaps. “I’m not some meek toy for you to break. Next time you lay a hand on me, I’ll shatter it.”

“Next time?” I ask. “You think I’ll try again?”

She shoves me forward so hard I barely have a chance to catch myself before I hit the gravel.

That was unexpected. I jump to my feet and turn to assess her.

She’s fuming, her pale face flushed gray with anger.

“This was illuminating, but I have to go get ready for dinner,” she says through gritted teeth.

She turns to leave. I’m losing her, and I need to know more.

“Who is Rochelli?” The question comes out before I can stop it.

It has the desired effect.

She spins on me. “What did you say?”

The rebellion has them rattled enough that a Carrenwell has stopped to see what I’ll say about him. Clearly, I’m going to need to find this man and maybe even help him.

“I heard a few men talking about him at the bar last night before we met,” I say.

“What did they say?”

I rub the back of my neck, trying to figure out how much to share. I have her hooked, but I don’t want to surrender all my leverage. “I assumed at first that it was just drunken ramblings. Those without magic love the idea of someone evening the score for them.” I wait.

She sighs impatiently. “But?”

“But then they said he was gaining ground in the city—becoming more popular with the common people than your family. They’re tired of the blood tax and they say he’s going to get you to abolish it.”

She crosses her arms. “Of course they would say that. The common folk love a fairy tale. It makes them believe they could be more than ordinary.”

I can’t tell if she actually believes that or if she’s been conditioned to respond that way.

She blinks and winces. She opens her eyes wide and then narrows them on me.

“Are you well?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” she says, but her eyes remain squinted and she rubs her temple lightly. A smirk splits her face as she glances around us. “Well, I’ve enjoyed our little chat, but I must be getting back. This is the center of the maze. Hope you can find your way out.”

I turn, and, sure enough, we’ve reached a circular alcove with six paths leading in different directions.

She tosses my jacket at me and gives a mischievous glance at the trail to her left. She’s going to run from me.

“Harlow, don’t.” My heart kicks up, blood pounding in my ears.

Her eyes light with mischief. “Why not?”

I grab her arm. “Don’t ever run from me.”

For a moment, she’s frozen there, her eyes far away and then focused, and she looks murderous as she yanks her arm away. “Why?”

“Because I’ll chase you.”

She arches a brow. “Wow, you wild forest huntsmen really commit to the feral thing, huh? Do you still do all those fancy blood rituals and wild forest orgies to Kennymyra?”

“I’m serious.”

She takes a step away, her gaze darting down the path. A cold wind blows her hair forward, but I can still see the mischievous smile on her lips through the dark, shining strands. “What happens when you catch me?”

I grind my teeth, trying to keep control of my temper. Why can’t she just listen? “If you trust me on nothing else, please trust me on this—you do not want to know.”

She frowns and still looks poised to run.

“So, will we be venturing out again this evening? More victims on your list?” I ask, knowing this is my absolute last chance to change the direction of this interaction.

She crosses her arms. “That’s none of your business, and you need not worry about my nighttime antics until you’ve said your vows. You cannot speak of it to anyone.”

I close the space between us, and her hand skims the place where her blade rests on her thigh.

“Is that a command, lovely?”

“It’s a threat that if you don’t keep quiet, I’ll find a more permanent way to silence you.”

I click my tongue. “I’ve lost track of how many times you’ve threatened my life.”

“I’d say this arrangement is off to an above-average start,” she says, a half-smile creeping over her lips. “No matter how I act in public, let there be no question in private that all I feel for you is loathing.”

I lean closer so she can see the seriousness in my eyes. “The feeling is entirely mutual.”

She steps away and turns toward the opposite pathway. “Good luck finding your way out, my feral forest wolf,” she calls over her shoulder. “I look forward to our formal introduction feast tomorrow evening.”

By the mercy of the Divine, she doesn’t run. She just strolls away casually. I’m too proud to follow her, but she effectively led me to the center of the maze without my noticing all the twists and turns we took to get here.

I shouldn’t be surprised that she walked away. It’s what Carrenwells do.

Ten years ago, her family led the Drained to our gates and left us alone to die.
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HARLOW


Istumble into the sunroom, panic clenching in my chest and pain throbbing in my head.

Gaven takes one look at me and reaches for the blade at his waist. “What did he do⁠—”

“Nothing,” I rasp, a hand finally coming to my head. “It’s⁠—”

“An attack,” he finishes, crossing the room to loop an arm around my waist. He hauls me down the hallway with surprising speed for someone his age.

I squint. Everything is lit with a bright halo that warps and bends as I move. It’s always the first sign of trouble, and the nausea and dizziness follow close behind. I only have a few minutes to find somewhere private to ride out the pain once the glowing starts. Because after fifteen minutes or so, the pain will grow from a hum to a roar.

I don’t know what causes the episodes, but stress certainly makes them worse, and the past day has been trying.

Servants scatter as we breeze down the corridor toward my rooms. The world starts to tilt and I stumble. Gaven drags me along faster, ignoring my grunted protest.

“How long ago did it start?” he asks as he climbs the stairs.

“Ten, fifteen minutes. I couldn’t just run off when I was expected to walk with Henry.” We pass the landing windows and pain lances my brain as I try to hide from the sunlight. “Hurry—I’m going to be sick.”

I want time to pick apart my first interaction with Henry, but my mind will not allow anything but the impending pain. It builds like a storm on the horizon, lightning strikes firing behind my eyes every time we pass the windows. A cold sweat rises on my neck and my stomach turns over.

Finally, we round the corner into the hallway that leads to my room. Gaven drags me the last few feet and then shoves me through the ornate bedroom door.

“Bed or washroom?” he asks.

“Washroom,” I groan.

He quickly crosses the bedroom and deposits me gently on the washroom floor. I press my cheek to the cool tile and moan.

“I’ll order ice.”

“Don’t forget—” My stomach heaves, and I sit up so quickly I almost fall over, making it to the toilet in time to hurl up my breakfast. I wipe my mouth and look up at Gaven. “Don’t forget to order something to drink with it. If we order ice without a drink⁠—”

He sighs. “The staff will sense weakness. I know. Last time⁠—”

“Last time you were lazy.” I don’t mean for it to sound so harsh, but I can’t stand for him to see me looking so weak. “You’re dismissed. Return with the ice and then keep everyone out of my rooms.”

He grunts his assent and leaves me alone with my agony.

I hear the echo of Aidia’s old whispers in my head. “You are bigger than this pain.”

But I’m not. I never have been. I have always been lost in the current of it, drowning in a violent, blinding hurt that comes and goes at random.

The pain is sharp and loud, and I am soft. It claws at everything, hollows out thought with a bright ache that demands stillness, razes all sense of self. And all I can do is try to survive it.

One moment, one breath, one aching blink at a time.

Moments drag by until Gaven’s footsteps approach. He fills a towel with ice, and I lay it over my eyes and clammy forehead. I listen blindly to his retreat. He hesitates at the door.

“Leave,” I snap. The word pulses in my brain, but Gaven listens. A moment later, the bedroom door clicks closed behind him.

When I was younger, he sat with me when these spells came on whenever Aidia couldn’t be there, but he hasn’t done it in years. Until three months ago, when I woke from a spell thinking it was Aidia’s finger stroking my hair, only to blink up at Gaven, and that made me feel so much worse. I hate the reminder of her absence. Imagining what’s happening to her on the other side of the city is almost worse than seeing the evidence of it.

I groan and press the ice against my eyes. It’s a waste of resources. It probably won’t even help me. Most of the time, I think it’s more of a distraction than a help, but when it hurts this much, I can’t care.

The pain is a liar. It whispers that I’m weak—that I will not make it through this next swell. It whispers that I will—that the pain will endlessly endure—and that’s almost worse. There is no beginning or end and time becomes a smudge of harsh golden sunlight and silver slanted moonlight until eventually the red riot in my head abates to brown and green, like the sky brightening as a storm subsides.

I set the mostly melted ice aside and turn to appraise myself in the full-length mirror across the washroom. My hair is a mess, half-unpinned and plastered to the side of my face. My eyes are glassy, and my skin is pale.

I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve looked in the mirror at my body, burning with fury. Be strong. Be stable. Be normal. But it refuses to bend to anything but these peculiar fits and starts of pain—head-splitting aches that feel like someone is cracking my skull open so violently there is nothing to do but curl up and vomit.

How can my face be so beautiful when my insides are so ugly? How can I look so normal when I’m nearly blinded with pain?

For all my attempts to block it out, my parents’ disapproval has bled into me. All of my older sisters mastered themselves. They didn’t commit the trespass of being weak—as if this was something I chose.

Just after the pain started when I was eleven, my parents brought me to an Elvodeen-blessed mender to assess the peculiar spells of agony that plagued me. “Women bear pain better. That’s why they bear the children. Women are made to endure it. You must simply try harder,” the man had said.

I saw it in my father’s eyes then that he agreed. The worst thing I could be was a woman ungovernable of both mind and body.

Other women seem at home in their skin, but mine is a prison—a dungeon full of torture that I can never escape.

Still, the pain I can remember has always been preferable to the pain I forget. It’s the strangest thing, the blank spots in my memory. My body can conjure the terror, feel it in the pounding of my heart and tension in my limbs, and yet I can only ever remember the aftermath.

I remember the tension in my jaw, the fatigue in my muscles from bracing for blows that seemed never-ending, and Aidia’s frenzied whispers hot in my ear.

“Low, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t do it. You know what he will do if I give him what he wants. You know what it will mean.”

Of course I did. That was why I took the punishment. Because I could take pain even better than she could. Because very early on, when my father understood he could not break Aidia with violence, he realized he could by hurting me.

“My heart,” she’d say, her voice still tight with panic.

I’d squeeze her hand, but that wouldn’t be enough to convince her until I answered, “My bones.”

“Our blood,” she’d say as she laid her cool palm against my clammy skin.

The memory jumps to my mother’s grim face, but I cut off that scene before it can start. I don’t need more agony right now.

I count backwards from one hundred, just to give me something to focus on other than pain. I keep losing track of what number I’m on, but after several more tries, I fall into a dull, restless sleep.
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Iwake to loud birdsong swelling from the balcony. I slept too long and lost another night of helping the women of Lunameade. All because my body is too weak.

My neck and back are stiff from the hard floor and my dress is damp from sweat and the fact that I’m lying in a puddle of melted ice. I carefully press up to a sitting position, blood rushing in my ears as I gain equilibrium. The pain has receded, leaving behind a sensation like a hangover—like someone has slid fogged glass over the world. My thoughts are muddled and I am so unbearably tired.

“You’re up.”

My heart lodges in my throat as I turn and find Aidia sitting at my vanity.

“Bleeding woods! You scared me, Aidy.”

She grins. “You look terrible.”

“Good. Maybe it will scare off my new fiancé.” I stand, cross the room, and flop onto my bed. Aidia follows and lies down facing me. I could conjure the gardenia scent of her perfume even if she weren’t in front of me. The scent of my sister is burned into my memory, like my soul has always known the smell of its other half.

She only comes home when she’s close to breaking, and her calm now makes me wild with fear. Now she seems a faint approximation of herself that leaves me feeling like I’m looking at her through distorted glass.

“What are you doing here?”

She shrugs. “I knew you’d need me.”

“What if Rafe⁠—”

“Fuck Rafe.”

My sigh turns into a laugh. “Aidy, your last bruise isn’t fully healed yet.”

“I told him Mother sent for me to get you ready for your big night and he couldn’t argue, especially since—” She hesitates. “Especially since I can’t be there tonight.”

I sit up so fast I get a head rush. “He can’t keep you locked up in that grim little mansion whenever it suits him.”

“He can and he will,” she says. “For now, I choose my moments. Besides, you know I hate parties. I’d rather have you to myself. Now, lay down and tell me how you’re feeling.”

I slump back onto the bed. I want to fight with her, push her to fight for herself, but her replies are too calm, too stiff—practiced theater meant to convince other people she’s fine. I know she’s not.

The sharp edges of her are wearing away. I can see it in her smile that fades too quickly and the tired rasp of her usually smooth voice.

There’s a terrible clarity in seeing her like this. I loved her so much I ruined her, and then I ruined myself. Now I don’t know how to mend anything.

She traces the stitching in my bedspread. I wish she’d run her fingers through my hair like she used to when I had an episode, but she keeps her hands to herself.

Touch has always been harder for her. No matter how strong she seemed when she was standing on her own, when I hugged her, she’d fall apart. I wonder if she would now, but I’m too much of a coward to reach for her and find out.

What’s wrong, Aidy? I want to ask so badly.

I’ve never confronted her directly. Never asked her to transform the unspeakable violence into words. I know what it’s like to follow the blood trail in your brain like a well-traveled path but still not know how to give voice to it. True intimacy would mean allowing someone to poke around in my chest and explain why I’m forever riddled with this senseless agony.

This is how we’ve always been, our broken parts mended, growing around each other in gnarled scars. No matter how hard I try to heal, I can’t stop pressing my fingers to the same half-mended fracture, giving myself a new reason to hurt.

Vaguely, I wonder what I’m trying to blot out with that ache. But I hurl the thought from my mind as soon as it rises.

Staring at Aidia now, I see all the ways we are similar and the few where we diverge. People have always said we could be twins, just born eleven months apart. Aidia has the same black hair and fair skin, but her eyes are a pale lilac that looks blue most of the time, while mine are a dark violet. My expressions are a mirror of hers, and she has the same silvery scar on her palm. And yet I have always looked to her and seen the ways I lack.

I’ve been reserved while she danced like a star through every party or challenged our parents with articulate fury.

Aidia had always seemed complete while I felt half-formed. Rebellion came so naturally to her. I would have never found my own path to it without her. She was so resolute in her convictions that they built the foundation for my own.

That’s what it is to have a sister—to love her, envy her, and also be in awe at how much better than you she is. Having a sister is pressing your heart up against another heart and seeing how your hurt and triumph mirror each other. It’s saying, “There’s no pain you carry that I don’t carry too. As long as I’m here, you’re never alone.”

I could never decide if I wanted to be her or run from her. Aidia was vital and flexible, while I lived at the mercy of the vicious swells of pain in my head.

I spent my youth navigating the mercurial weather between my sister and my father. I learned to be ready to take cover when a gale was amiss, and when to step in and pull her out of the rain. For all my efforts to emulate Aidia, I am nothing like the girl-shaped thunderstorm that is my sister.

At eight, you should not need to know how much your sister can take, but I did. Whatever intuitive, animal instinct that lived in me then rears up again now. I know the rhythms of my sister.

You have seen this before. The thought cleaves through my brain like a lightning strike, but I shake the hurt away. I don’t want to think about all the past times when I could do nothing. I want to focus on a future where I have a chance to save her.

Surviving is just as much about knowing when to approach the wounded animal of my sister as it is about knowing how to size up an opponent.

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“Like I need to go to the well,” I say miserably.

She hops from the bed gracefully and gestures toward the door. “Up, up, then. Let’s go.”

I yank off my ruined dress and pull on my robe and slippers. When I push through the door with Aidia on my heels, Gaven greets me with a grim smile.

“Just going down to the well.”

He gives me a quick once-over and nods, but he still follows behind us as if I haven’t safely taken this path thousands of times before.

We follow the spiral staircase at the end of the family wing, down, and down, and down.

Gaven stops outside the door, striking a match to light a fresh torch and taking up his post to the left. I kiss the enchanted lock, feeling the tingle of poison in my lips. The lock is attuned to each Carrenwell’s magic because it doesn’t just lead to the well. The family vault of magical objects and the Cove—a place where prisoners are questioned—are located in the same section of the house.

The lock clicks and I pull the door open. Aidia winks at Gaven and darts inside. I grab the torch from Gaven and follow her into the dark.

The smell of moss and fresh water wafts up. The ceiling shimmers with the torchlight reflected as we descend further into the darkness. When we finally get to the bottom of the well, I walk along the edge of the shelf and light the additional torches, filling the space with an orange glow.

Aidia sits down on the ledge, dangling her legs into the water. I kick off my slippers and hang my robe on a hook. The slate floor is cold, but I know the water will be colder. I only allow myself one moment of hesitation before I rush down the steps into the water. My chest seizes, breath shuddering out of me in a wheeze from the arresting cold. The water ripples around my body, sending orange torchlight shimmering off the walls.

“What have you learned about your new beau?” Aidia asks, keeping her voice low so it won’t echo.

I smirk. “He’s hard to kill.”

Aidia bursts out laughing, the sound of it ringing through my chest. I cannot remember the last time she sounded so genuinely happy.

I shake my head. “I don’t know why you’re laughing. It’s a truly terrible quality in a husband.”

Aidia laughs harder. “I’m sure many women would disagree with you, but I’ve never related to you more. How did you make that discovery?”

I look up at the ceiling. “I kissed him.”

Aidia stills, her lilac eyes burning into me. “On purpose.”

“I thought he was a mark.”

Aidia’s jaw drops. “Someone hired you to kill the heir of Fallen Hold.”

I shush her. “Keep your voice down. Gaven doesn’t know where I get off to at night and I don’t need him in my business right now.”

Aidia’s face softens, and I know she’s thinking of her own bodyguard, Arthur, whom Rafe fired the moment he married my sister. Arthur serves on the city watch with Kellan, but every time I see him, he asks if I’m missing her in such an earnest, fatherly way. I know he misses her just as much.

“But yes,” I whisper. “It does seem that someone tried to trick me into killing the heir of Mountain Haven, which is very bad because⁠—”

“It means they know what your magic is and that you’ve been moonlighting as the Poison Vixen,” Aidia finishes.

“It means they knew who Henry was, too, even though he had a ring that hid his aura.”

Aidia traces the pattern in the tile along the cavern wall. “I was wondering how you didn’t know who he was.” She frowns. “So, who would know who both of you were?”

“No one, as far as I can tell.”

“You know who it could be?”

“Don’t say it.”

“Rochelli.” She rasps it in the creepy voice she’s used every time he’s come up in conversation the past couple of years.

“He’s real,” I say.

“And yet no man or woman in the city has ever laid eyes on him?” She scoffs. “They all know someone who knows someone who did once. He’s a fairy tale.”

“Fine, he’s a network of people, but how is it possible that someone figured this out ahead of even our first meeting? Obviously, Henry didn’t know what my powers were or he wouldn’t have kissed me like that.”

Aidia’s head whips toward me. “How did he kiss you?”

Just thinking about Henry’s hands on me sends a flood of heat through my whole body.

“Oh, you don’t need to say anything. It’s written all over your face.” She says it in the irritating way that only a sister can.

No one anchors me like she does, or gets under my skin so easily, and no one else knows how to see in my eyes the words I cannot say.

“It was good, but it doesn’t matter,” I say. “I’ve just never been able to kiss anyone for more than a moment before, and I’ve certainly never kissed anyone I was attracted to.”

She arches a brow. “So he’s handsome?”

I’ve made an error. It’s the pain hangover making me slow. She’ll never let it go now. “If you’re into that tall, charming-and-knows-it kind of thing.”

“What does he look like?”

I try to sound casual. “Tallish, with dark hair.”

Aidia sits up straighter and claps her hands. “Oh, he must be gorgeous. Look at your face. Never thought I’d see the day someone had you all flustered like that.”

“I am not flustered. He’s just—different. Most men are so similar.”

Aidia is utterly delighted, swirling her feet in the water as she laughs. “I did not expect it to be a feral mountain man for you, but most men in this city are too weak for your intensity. I guess it makes sense.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “He’s not my real husband. He’s just a means to an end.”

“Famous last words. All bets are off if you don’t have an easy way to off him.” She brushes her hair back over her shoulders and smiles at me. “I think it could be good for you. Every girl needs a hobby, and you do love your murder games.”

I ignore the jab. “Aidy, what if I can’t do it? I’ve never had to be charming for more than a night.”

Her face softens. “What is the only thing stronger than the stone this house was built on?”

“My will.”

She’s asked me that question so many times over the years. But my will never feels weaker than in the moments when I cling to this phrase. It took me years to understand that the strength isn’t in not wanting to give up, but in desperately wanting to and continuing to persevere.

“I’ve made a decision.”

“Oh?” Aidia asks.

“I’m not going to let our parents use me anymore. I’ll do my time at Mountain Haven, but you and I are leaving this city when I’m done.”

A crease forms in her brow, her expression morphing from humor to concern. “Low, you know we can’t do that.”

There’s so much conviction in her words, but I don’t want to hear it.

I want to rage at her for giving in. Her surrender to her circumstances feels like a betrayal. She’s always been too strong to break, and I can’t bear to live in a world where she’s irreparable.

A dull ache forms in my temples, and I lie back and stare up at the light reflection patterns on the stone ceiling to try and summon calm.

I’m tired of everyone acting as though this is a problem we can’t solve. I don’t care about peace for the city if it means chaos for my sister. I don’t care if that makes me a bad person. Maybe it means I’m unworthy and ungrateful for my magic, but I’d give up both my social and literal power if it means bringing Aidia home not just to us, but to her old self.
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HENRY


My morning meeting with a new contact in our Lunameade network ran much longer than I expected it to. The man could certainly drink, especially for so early in the day. I had hoped to be in and out, but it was clear the messenger from several of the high magical houses knew the value of his information and had every intention of getting as much out of me as possible while he revealed it.

When I step into the boarding house suite and see that my mother’s bedroom door is closed, I know I’ve missed my chance to have lunch with her.

“She’s resting,” my father says. “It was a lot of stress for her to play nice with the Carrenwells at dinner last night.”

Guilt sinks in my stomach. I hate that she’s here in Lunameade instead of tucked safely back at the fort. She’s too valuable to spend so much time here, and every moment under their hawklike observation feels like an opportunity for them to find out exactly what she can do. It’s an enormous risk. I wish we had left her behind, but she insisted we had a better chance of seeming legitimate as a full family unit.

“It takes a lot out of her to smile to their faces when she knows what they’ve done,” my father says, his voice withered with weariness.

The Carrenwells are the reason Holly is gone—the reason my parents lost their daughter and heir. She was always the responsible one—the one with holy fire to protect the fort.

Holly’s smiling face still glows in my memory, her dark eyes full of laughter, her lips twisted in a mischievous smile. She loved to tease me. She’d find this entire situation hilarious and likely be taunting me endlessly about having the very difficult assignment of flirting with a pretty girl. But that’s how Holly was; she found lightness in even the most dire of situations. Even the day she died, she’d been teasing me not five minutes before her death blow.

When my father looks at me, I can see her absence in the heavy creases in his brow and around his mouth. His dark hair is streaked with gray. It’s cut short and styled neatly, just like his beard. It feels like he aged overnight, but it’s just as likely that managing the fort through crisis took as much out of him as Holly’s death.

He sits down in a plush chair and stokes the fire. It’s not as cold here as it is at the fort, but he gets restless without something to do with his hands.

“Your betrothed is quite beautiful,” my father says.

This is the first chance we’ve had to debrief about my time alone with Harlow. I don’t want to meet his eye. I’ve always been bad at lying to him. “Yes, I suppose she is. Also a handful.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him that she tried to kill me, but I hold back. I don’t believe her story, but if I tell my parents that the Carrenwells have already made an attempt on my life, they will bail out on this plan, and I cannot bear to meet the ten-year anniversary of their betrayal without giving the Carrenwells the revenge they deserve. Nearly ten years of rebuilding, and the driving force motivating me through it all was the promise of vengeance.

My father arches a brow. “Did she get under your skin yesterday?”

“One wrong move and she might have jammed her blade under my skin. She carries a dagger.”

My father’s brows shoot up. “Smart. Does she know how to use it?”

I shrug. “I didn’t have the misfortune of finding out, but I appreciate the vote of confidence in my charm.”

“So how did you know?”

I wince. I didn’t want to admit that I got so close or it might give him the wrong expectations. “I felt it.”

He grins. “I knew you’d make headway. She gave you a look when you walked into the room to sign the contract.”

Yeah, a look that said I’d nearly fucked her the night before. A split-second look of shock and lust that transformed into terror and then a forced, placid calm.

“She expected me to look like a wild animal. To use her charming words, she was happy to see I knew how to walk on two legs,” I say.

My father rubs a hand over his beard. “The Drained are hardly the only danger in this world for a young woman. I gave your sister her first blade to fend off mortal men, not the Drained. It sounds like Harlow is similarly prepared.”

I can’t believe how casually he mentions my sister. Every time someone brings Holly up, I still feel blind with rage and grief. I feel her absence in every lull in conversation, in every failure, in every passing day when the Drained scratch at Mountain Haven’s walls.

I push through the emptiness in my chest. “Harlow is smart. She’s not going to be easily swayed.”

“You knew that might be a possibility.”

“She’s used to safety. I assumed she’d be more pliant,” I say.

My father shakes his head. “There’s different danger here. People resent those at the top of the food chain just like they do at home. She’s used to a different type of survival. Blessed Divine, she didn’t even flinch when her father sliced her arm, and that was no scratch.”

I should have known my father would have picked up on that. I was hoping to impress him with that fact, but it’s almost impossible to be more observant than he is.

He rubs the back of his neck. “You look tired. Make sure you’re eating enough and resting. We need to be ready to head out at any time if this goes wrong.”

I blow out an exasperated sigh. “I’m a grown man. You don’t need to coddle me.”

My father holds out his hands to brace against my frustration. “I’m not trying to patronize you. I need to know you’ll get your mother out. It’s just the first time we have been away from home since the attack.”

“It won’t come to that, but if it does, I will get her out,” I say. “I can’t say I’m rested, and being here makes me feel nauseous, but I’m fine.”

My father’s eyes narrow on me as he leans back in his chair. “Just stay ahead of it.”

He says it as if I haven’t spent the last ten years living in hypervigilance every moment of every day. I know I have to forgive them for over-parenting me. It’s only like this because Holly is gone.

“And don’t let your mother see you all moony-eyed over that girl.”

I wave a hand. “I’m not moony-eyed over her. I’m just trying to assess the best entry point. She was not impressed with my conversation in the garden.”

“What did you talk about?”

I can’t exactly say that we talked about her trying to kill me, so I improvise. “The Divine.”

My father laughs. “Is she devout?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t get that impression, no. But it came up, along with the fact that the rebels are gaining popularity.”

My father leans forward, resting his chin in his folded hands. “That confirms what we’ve heard, which should make it even easier for us.”

“I know you trusted me with a new contact this morning, but it would help if you would put me in touch with whoever has been sending you those doves with coded messages⁠—”

My father holds up a hand to silence me. “I let you meet with that new contact this morning. As far as established relationships go, the less you know right now, the better. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but lines get blurred where pretty women are involved, and you can’t share what you don’t know. We have compartmentalized our knowledge for a reason. I was worried she had a manipulation blessing and would be able to crack you easily, but now I’m worried that she’ll be able to get it out of you without any magic at all.”

I know it’s a wise strategy, but I loathe being treated like a child who can’t keep a secret. Logically, I know that’s not what he’s doing, but I can’t help feeling like he would have told Holly everything if she were here.

“I know what’s at stake,” I say firmly.

“You need to be careful. There is so much more happening here. I know your temper burns hot, but you can’t let it get the best of you. We need to be impeccable and efficient while we’re here.”

I know my parents can’t help themselves. The worry is a reflex now that all their hope rests on me. If I can just do this one thing, maybe I can finally bring my parents and my people some peace. Maybe I can find it myself. Years of restless fear have worn me down. I don’t think I could bear to show my face at Mountain Haven if I fail.

Much as I hate it, I’m a bit at a loss when it comes to Harlow. I know how to charm a woman, but I have no idea how to tame a viper.

“What did she say about the rebels?” my father asks.

I run a hand through my hair. “She shut me out immediately when I mentioned Rochelli.”

A wrinkle forms in his brow, but he says nothing else. He’s done sharing.

I stand. “I’m supposed to meet Bryce and Carter to scout the city gates.”

He nods and runs a hand through his graying hair. “Be safe and subtle.”

I nod and duck out into the blustery afternoon.
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The messenger doves flop around on the ground, cooing incessantly, their wings spread and bodies bent at unnatural angles as they press against the bars of their cage.

“What are they doing?” I ask. “They look—hurt.”

My best friend, Carter, leans against the stone wall beside their large cage and grins. “The Dove Keeper told me that they do it because they saw a wounded dove get a treat, and now they all think if they act wounded, they will get an extra feeding.”

The Dove Keeper descends the stairs beside us and looks at Carter. “Message sent.”

Carter nods and hands him a few coins. “Thank you.” He takes a deep breath and tips his face up toward the sky. The movement reveals the clean-shaven brown skin of his neck, and the top of a shiny, jagged scar at the base of his throat that peeks out of his collar.

I’ve turned over the memory of how he got that mark—of how I got the many that litter my body—so many times, but the guilt that accompanies it never lessens.

Carter catches me staring, and his dark eyes flash with recognition. “Don’t go there now.”

I shake my head. “I’m not. Are you ready?”

He nods, and we follow the small lane back toward the center of the city.

It’s been ten years since I’ve been here, and though the walls have expanded a bit wider, the layout of the city is the same as it was when we last visited before the fall.

Lunameade is split into four quadrants: Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Southwest. Each quadrant is sectioned off into three fallback points so that if the Drained ever infiltrate the city walls, there are strongholds to defend. It would be easy to get lost here, having not visited in ten years, but once you understand the quadrant structure, it’s easy to find a path to lead you to the center of town and the Blood Well. And for anyone too panicked or directionally challenged to remember, bright sunstone arrows are inlaid on the second story of most buildings in town, directing people toward the nearest fallback gate.

“How’s the wife-to-be?” Carter asks.

I shrug a shoulder. “Pretty. Feisty. Not quite what I expected, but nothing I can’t handle.”

Carter elbows me. “I never had any doubt, but I figured I’d ask because when we meet up with Bryce, his questions are sure to be more vulgar.”

I rub a hand down my face. I’m not looking forward to that. I don’t want to think about my soon-to-be wife’s perfect tits, or her lacy undergarments, or the sound she made when I bit her thigh. She is just a part of this revenge mission, and if she’s fun to take to bed, that’s merely a bonus.

I didn’t wait ten years to get distracted by a tempting woman.

People rush in and out of the businesses ahead of us, carrying bags full of produce and candles and carafes of ale. They certainly don’t seem like they’re struggling for resources. Of course, it’s the wealthier people who live near the center of town since it’s safer farther from the city gates.

When we finally step into the center circle of the maze of streets, it’s easy to spot Bryce. In the afternoon light, his copper hair is like a beacon. He leans against a flower cart, talking to the woman who runs it.

He spots us and smiles at the girl before sauntering up to greet us.

It’s not a surprise that he’s more at ease in the hectic city. While my friends are both trained huntsmen—warriors at home in the perils of the forest—Bryce has always been more invigorated by crowds, while Carter prefers to watch the action from the periphery.

“Eight ways into this Divine-damned city. Why are we even bothering to check it out from the inside? There’s no way they’re all so well guarded,” Bryce says.

We have no intention of laying siege to a city built to withstand it. If all goes well, we won’t need to.

“You tell me,” I say. “You’ve been following the patrols. What have you found?”

Bryce pauses at the window of a bakery, smiling at the shopgirl. He orders something and then turns and nods at the high stone tower to the east. “They work in groups of three. Six-hour shifts, and they typically alternate between the same three posts for the same direction. So, if they cover the east side of the city, they might start their day at Northeast Hold, shift to East Hold after two hours, and then Southeast Hold two hours later. The problem is that every fifteen minutes, a soft bell chimes and they patrol the top of the wall. So, one man stays in the tower to watch the gate, and the other two walk in opposite directions down the wall until they meet their peer from the next tower. Then they turn around and walk back. Any attack would require a minimum of three guard casualties.”

The girl from the bakery returns to the window and hands Bryce a honey cake. He takes a bite and smiles at her appreciatively as he leads us around the perimeter of the center circle.

As we walk, Carter and Bryce bicker about sweets, but I tune them out and take in the city that’s changed so much in the ten years since I’ve visited. Some of the last good memories of Holly are here during the Dark Star Festival, the month before she died.

It used to be so much easier to travel the Drained Wood. The forest was still dangerous then, but not so overrun. We used to take quarterly visits to Lunameade in much larger groups. Back then, the fort was a resting place for traveling tradesmen before the perils of the woods, and a place to regroup for anyone traveling from Lunameade after they survived the Drained. That seems like a distant fantasy now.

These days, we take only the strongest riders who are prepared to take the twenty-mile journey from Mountain Haven to Lunameade at an all-out gallop, on horses that are blessed by healers with magic from Divine Elvodeen, so that they’re in peak condition for the perilous journey.

What strikes me most about the city is that the nature is so perfectly curated. In Mountain Haven, everything is wild, natural, and overgrown. Here, the flowers are neatly contained in planters and window boxes and magically still in bloom even though the season is turning. The trees are weak, removed from the outside and replanted in squares too small for them to really grow in.

“Any thoughts on how they manage to keep the lights on?” I ask, finally turning my attention back to Carter and Bryce’s bickering.

Bryce laughs. “About that. The streetlights and wall perimeter lighting are clearly an upgrade since the fort fell. It seems our sources were right. There are a lot of rolling blackouts, but we can’t figure out how they power all of this or how they have such an elaborate network. It’s likely some blessing from Stellaria that allows them to channel light through a system of sunstones. Safe to say your city girl is going to have to adjust to the candlelight at the Haven.”

“The adjustment should be short-lived,” I grumble. “What about Rochelli?”

Bryce grins. “That part is more fun. Somehow, everyone seems to know someone who knows someone who met him. Not one has laid eyes on him.”

“Could be an alias,” I say.

Carter shrugs. “Could also be a group of people instead of just one man. Regardless, the consensus is that he’s the leader of this resistance in the city.”

I frown. Hard to believe that even behind these tall city walls, they can still find a reason to revolt. “What’s their issue?”

Bryce runs his hands through his hair, tucking it behind his ears. He winks at a woman walking by. She smiles and watches him appreciatively as we pass.

“There have been as many breaches in the past six months as there were all of last year,” he says once she’s out of earshot. “They’re rattled at the lack of protection, but it’s more than that.”

Hearing that makes my blood run cold. It’s one thing for the Drained to be worse at the fort. We are a smaller and more isolated target. But if they’re also coming at the city this hard, that’s a very bad sign.

Bryce pauses and turns, pointing up at the building next to us as if admiring the architecture. “From what I can tell, they have the ‘unblessed’ pay blood tithes on a cycle. They have a book where they keep records of who is due on a particular day.”

I frown. “Does that work?”

Carter throws an arm around my shoulders. “You tell us. Your new in-laws are the most powerful magical family in Lunameade. I’d say it must do something.”

I shake my head. The Carrenwells aren’t just powerful because of their magic. They’re powerful because they can see magic, and that has given them the advantage of always knowing what type of fight to be prepared for. It’s the reason that no one will challenge them outright. Those who have tried have died.

“The shift is that they seem to have adjusted the blood tithe requirement from once every thirty days to once every fifteen days,” Bryce says. “No idea why they⁠—”

The soft din of the square is cleaved by shouting. We turn toward the well to see what’s happening. Two city watch guards drag a man toward the Blood Well. The people in line watch with rapt interest, but the rest of the townsfolk milling about the square avert their eyes as if they’re used to this.

The man stumbles to his knees. He’s old—his body bent with age and hair white and sparse. He has to be pushing seventy.

“I don’t owe you blood. You’ve had it every month of my life since I was of age. And what do we have to show for it? A failing wall, dark nights, and an even darker future,” the man shouts.

“Sir, it’s your blood day—perhaps you’ve just forgotten,” a guard says, his voice calm and placating.

“I’m not senile! I’m just tired of the charade. The magic is failing.” The old man takes a swing at the guard.

The guard grabs his arm and twists it behind him. His partner grabs the old man’s other hand and slides his blade across the man’s palm. They drag him to the well, and the rest of the line watches in a mix of horror and resignation.

“Barbaric,” Carter mumbles as they force the old man’s hand over the well and dark blood drips down into the abyss. The guards mumble something as the blood pours down.

Finally, they let him go. He hobbles away and takes the piece of gauze offered by a young man beside the well.

The old man spits at the city guards’ feet. “Bleeding us all dry for power. You’re no better than the Drained.”

Bryce whistles, and I scowl at him.

“What?” Bryce shrugs. “He’s got a point. I don’t claim to understand the magic of the wells, but it does seem excessive for such an old man. I thought there used to be an age cap.”

“There did. But I guess desperate times call for desperate measures,” Carter says.

“And desperate measures can be exploited,” I say.

This is the place where I can drive a wedge between the Carrenwells and the magicless people of Lunameade, and my future wife holds the key to their weaknesses. All I have to do is get her to reveal them.

The ten-year anniversary of the attack on Mountain Haven is imminent. For the first time, it feels like I’ll be able to ease this driving ache for vengeance that has lived in my chest ever since the wall fell.
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HARLOW


The Carrenwell House ballroom is full of all the people who gawked at me the night my betrothal was announced, only now they’re being way less subtle. Their looks are a mix of judgment and curiosity.

I’m only recently out of my formal widowhood mourning period, but many of our people believe a year of mourning would be more appropriate than six months.

I stare back, challenging them to say anything.

These dinners always begin less formal because everyone arrives fashionably late. I lean against the bar and look at several couples swaying on the dance floor to the soft music played by the string quartet. The power is on tonight, so the blown-glass chandeliers shimmer in the large glass windows that look out to the front driveway.

The bartender tops off my wine, and I take a bracing sip. I cross the room and take my seat next to Kellan at the table with all of my siblings. I ignore the empty seat on the other side of me, just like I ignore that my new fiancé is late.

“So?” Kellan says, keeping his gaze casual, his smile playful as he looks around the room.

“Well, what?” I ask.

“How is your husband-to-be, Low?”

“Who?” I ask, sipping my wine.

Finally, he turns to narrow his gaze on me. “Really? That bad?”

I shrug. “He tried to work me like a common schoolgirl.”

Kellan purses his lips. “So he was nice to you?”

I scowl. There’s no way to explain without admitting where I’ve been going when I sneak out. While I’m sure that Kellan wishes his loyalty could be to me first, I don’t live under the illusion that it is. If I admitted that I was putting myself at risk this way, that I was risking people finding out about my power, that I am the Poison Vixen he’s been hunting for the past six months, he’d be forced to tell our parents. The only reason I’ve kept him off my trail this long is because of the signature vials of poison I leave behind and the fact that he doesn’t know about the glamour necklace Aidia gifted me. By changing my appearance for every job and leaving behind empty vials with traces of different poisons, I seem to have sufficiently convinced him that it’s a group of women working together.

Our parents love to say loyalty to the family comes first, but they mean loyalty to them. Kellan tries, but he’s always been torn between appeasing them and standing up for me and Aidia.

If I don’t make him choose, I’ll never be disappointed when he doesn’t pick us.

“Henry is ridiculous and condescending,” I say when I realize Kellan is not going to let it go.

“So his flaw is being a man?”

“His flaws are numerous, but his most critical is underestimating me,” I say.

Kellan grins. “You’re in a mood tonight.”

“I was born in a mood. Where’s Libby?”

He nods to the bar, where his wife is chatting with our sister, Electra.

“Should I save her from what I’m sure is another awful garden party invitation?” I ask.

“What do you even do at those things?” Kellan asks.

“Drink tea and daydream about how much more pleasant it would be to just feed myself to the Drained.”

Kellan laughs, and his whole face lights up. He’s always had an ease about him. I know he has a serious side, but while Aidia was loudly rebellious and I was quietly clever, Kellan was the magnanimous peacemaker. It’s part of the reason he is such a good captain of the city watch. He knows how to get people to compromise.

“You shouldn’t joke like that, Low,” Kellan says. “Not everyone gets your dark sense of humor.”

I sip my wine and scan the room. Henry isn’t here yet, but his parents are. Every eye in the room that’s not on me is glued to the table where they sit chatting with my parents.

Henry’s mother is doing an admirable job of pretending to be interested in whatever my mother is saying, but her gaze is too vigilant. She’s constantly sweeping the room, like she expects a pack of Drained to descend upon us.

Kellan leans closer and lowers his voice. “So what’s he really like?”

I glare at Kellan. “Are you asking as the captain of the city watch or my brother?”

“No reason I can’t be both. I am the rest of the time.”

That’s the whole problem. Kellan doesn’t know how to separate his duty from his sense of self. He will always put his job first. I miss when we were younger and he was as carefree as me and Aidia.

I shrug a shoulder. “He’s nothing I can’t handle.”

Kellan frowns. “I’m looking forward to speaking to him. I don’t like this whole thing. You’ve already done this once. You shouldn’t have to do it again, and out beyond our walls. It’s not safe out there.”

“Gaven will be with me, and I’m well trained. If all else fails, I know how to run. Besides, I might not make it quite so easy on our dear parents this time. I was enjoying my spinster life.”

His eyes go wide. “What do you mean?”

“I said I would help them so long as I get something in return,” I say. “But that is none of your concern. I can take care of myself. You have a city to protect.”

“And Poison Vixen to catch,” he sighs.

I dig my fingernails into my palms so I won’t react. If my magic kicks up, he will see it in my aura. “Oh?”

He takes a long swig of his wine. “She killed two more men last week.”

“And you’re certain it’s a woman?” I ask.

“Who else would be able to lure them away without force and kill them with ease?”

I cock my head. “Good point. You men do prefer your violence loud and flashy.”

Kellan cants his head to the side and eyes me.

I click my tongue and give him my most patronizing glare. “Honestly, Kellan, I had thought you’d not immediately take the easiest solution presented to you. Maybe she’s being put up to it by some man with his own agenda. Maybe she’s just a pawn. You cannot presume to know.”

“There’s something else. I’ve noticed a pattern.”

“Oh?” I try to sound casual, but I feel Kellan’s eyes on me.

He frowns like he’s unsure if he should say the next part. “She only kills men who have been unfaithful to their wives.”

I whistle. “Sounds like she’s got a score to settle. Safe to say she’ll have her hands full with how unfaithful the men of Lunameade are. That body count won’t be ebbing any time soon.”

Kellan opens his mouth to say more, but his gaze locks on something behind me and he frowns. “Your guest is here. I’ll leave you to it.”

I turn and find Henry poised in the arched doorway. He steps into the light, and the collective attention of all of our guests washes over him in a wave.

He pretends not to notice as he crosses the room to me. I stand, and he pauses in front of me, then bends to kiss my hand. I’m frozen the way the rest of the room is, waiting for him to do something more vicious than just kiss me. But after a warm brush of his lips over my knuckles, he draws back to standing and smiles.

Bleeding woods, he’s handsome. His dark hair is neatly styled into waves, and a dusting of dark stubble on his jaw gives him a more rugged look. His clothing is perfectly tailored, and his smile is wicked and devastating.

He nods. “Harlow.”

He’s far too comfortable.

“Good evening, my feral wolf.”

The pet name lands just how I wanted it to. The warmth leaches from his face, and he sighs.

“Don’t you look broody,” I tease.

His gaze rakes over me, and it’s like I can feel his hands on my skin again. “And you look like murder wrapped in sin.”

I intentionally wore something that my mother would consider inappropriate. The fabric is such a dark purple, it’s almost black. The slit up my right leg comes nearly to my hip and most of the strapless bodice is sheer. As long as my parents have something I want, they can make me do their bidding. But they can’t control how I do it.

I swish my dress from side to side. “That’s exactly what I was going for.”

As if suddenly aware of the eyes on us, he leans in to kiss my cheek. His lips are so warm against my skin. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until he starts to draw away.

“Want to tell me why you tried to kill me?” he whispers as he meets my eye.

“Want to tell me how you survived?” I counter.

He offers me nothing but a smug grin. His aura shimmers in a dark purple halo around him. I glance at his hand and, sure enough, he’s not wearing his magical ring.

“Then I guess we’re at a stalemate.” I scoop his glass from the table, dipping my finger into his wine as I hand it to him.

I let a little bit of Slyven Seed poison run into the glass. I probably shouldn’t do this in front of all the magical families in Lunameade, but I can’t help but take this chance to see if he was telling the truth about his protective ring. Using a different poison than I did the first time will tell me if he’s immune to one poison or all of them.

Henry eyes the wine skeptically, so I draw my finger into my mouth, trying to pull back the magic that has turned my fingertip temporarily purple and licking it clean as suggestively as possible.

He takes the cup from me, staring at my lips as he takes a long sip. I watch with rapt interest and a hint of delight.

“What?” he asks as he lowers the glass.

This is the moment of truth. He’s not wearing his ring, which I don’t believe could really protect him from a magical attack.

I stare at him, waiting for him to fall over, but he looks unfazed.

“Really? Nothing?”

Realization tears over his face. “You tried to poison me again?” His voice is low, torn between humor and disbelief.

I roll my eyes. “Relax. It was just a test.”

He looks at my hands like he knows exactly what I did. “You can poison with your⁠—”

I clap a hand over his mouth. “Keep your voice down. My magic is a well-guarded secret.”

It was stupid of me to take a risk like that. My family doesn’t know that I can poison with my hands, and I’ve suffered greatly to keep that secret. I glance at Able, who is seated on the other side of the table, praying that he didn’t hear Henry, but my oldest brother is deep in conversation with Rafe.

When I turn back, Henry clicks his tongue. “Keeping secrets from everyone, it seems. Do they know about your hobby?”

“They don’t and they’re not going to. Don’t make me get more creative in my attempts.” I bat my lashes at him. “Can you not appreciate that we have our first mutual secret? I think they call it ‘intimacy.’”

“I call it ‘mutually assured destruction,’” Henry says, holding my gaze as he knocks over his glass. The poison wine spills across the white tablecloth like a bloodstain.

“Oops, how clumsy of me,” he says as a frantic servant comes to wipe it up and bring him a new glass. “I was so distracted by her beauty.”

I scowl at him, and he grins as he takes a long swig of his fresh wine. His gaze darts behind me.

The sludgy press of an aura hits me before I see the burnt orange-brown edges of it in my periphery. Rafe.

I don’t want to listen to him taunt me about how Aidia isn’t here for my big night. I’d rather sit here all night talking to the women of the high houses about wedding planning than give Rafe the satisfaction of upsetting me.

Several couples have taken advantage of the soft string music and are spinning around the ballroom floor. No matter how much I want to leave, no matter how my head starts to throb, I will not show an ounce of disappointment to this man.

My heart slams against my ribs. My rage is hardly leashed, drowning out the soft melody of string music. Forcing my face into apathy, I take a breath and turn.

Rafe’s suit is immaculate, and his golden hair is neatly styled, but still, he looks like he’s performing. No matter how nice his clothes are, he can’t hide the hungry look in his eyes. The man is made of the kind of envy that will never be sated. How the common people in town don’t see it is beyond me.

“I wanted to offer my congratulations on behalf of North Hold, dear sister-in-law.” There’s a challenge in Rafe’s blue eyes, like he’s daring me to ask about Aidia.

“Thank you for the sincere well wishes. They mean so much to me,” I say with a saccharine smile.

“I was hoping you’d do me the honor of a dance,” Rafe says.

There’s nothing I’d like less, but he’s asked loud enough that I can’t turn him down without it causing offense.

After the briefest moment of hesitation, I place my hand in his and rise to my feet, ignoring the way his touch makes my skin crawl. He intentionally pushes his magic out, the muddy orange-brown of his aura closing in on me. My heart thunders, my mouth dries, and my breathing goes shallow. It’s not exactly a threat, but it’s a flex, and I hate that I’m rattled.

Manipulation blessings from Polm, the Divine of Malice, require the wielder to find a way to get an emotional hold on their victim. I can’t let him get his hooks in me.

He wants a reaction, and I’m trying desperately not to give it to him, but for some reason, my body is not cooperating. I don’t understand the strange panic tearing through me. Rafe’s not bold enough to use his magic on me in front of my family, but this flash of it sets my teeth on edge.

He pulls me against his body, and it takes every ounce of self-control to not knee him in the groin.

“You seem stiff. Is something wrong, Harlow?” He smiles, but it’s not warm. It’s a dare.

“Not at all,” I say.

I know how to dance, but following his lead is unnatural. He dips me, and I’m so stiff I almost slip.

“Careful. Wouldn’t want you to fall,” he chides.

My stomach twists. I’m winded. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I can hardly catch my breath as he pulls me back up to standing. It’s as if my brain and my body are divided. My body is on the dance floor, but my mind wants to go far away.

His magic swirls around us more as he spins me.

I catch Kellan’s eye over Rafe’s shoulder, and my brother looks murderous. Libby is holding his arm, not out of affection, but with the white-knuckled grip that’s meant to keep him in place.

I raise my brows at If my family doesn’t react, no one will know that Rafe is taunting me with the threat of his magic. The hair on the back of my neck rises.

Rafe’s hand slides down my back, resting just a touch too low to be appropriate. The knife-sharp strike of manipulation slices at my mind, trying to convince me to let him leave it there. I’m too practiced at blocking this magic for it to actually work.

He’s just testing me for weakness. His blessing is the kind that works best if you can’t see it coming. I let him leave his hand there. I’d rather him think he’s won than find out how he’ll act out if he hasn’t.

Still, I wish I were wearing thicker fabric. His fingers brush along the back of my bodice. He presses his fingers a little lower, running them back and forth, like he’s looking for something.

My blood goes cold. I know what he’s looking for. He wants to know if Aidia and I have the same scars.

I force my face into a soft smile. “You would do well to keep your hands still. My fiancé is watching and he’s half wild animal.”

Rafe grins and winks at Henry. I glance over my shoulder.

Henry looks wholly unbothered, leaning back in his chair. Even his aura is calm and steady, not that Rafe can see it.

“Tell me, what does his wild-man aura look like?” Rafe asks.

If he didn’t banish Aidia from family events, she’d be here to tell him. I’ll do no such thing.

My parents let him do as he pleases because he has so much support from the common people. For a while, that support kept the rebellion from gaining too much traction, but in the past year, it feels like he’s been testing my parents by keeping Aidia from attending family events and saying things that are subtle criticisms of my parents in mayoral speeches. It’s never enough that the rest of the magical high houses would sanction taking any action against him, but it is enough to be noticeable.

I’m disquieted by Rafe’s sudden lack of subtlety. Normally, he wouldn’t taunt me so publicly.

“What do you want, Rafe?” I ask, trying to sound bored and not furious.

He leans closer. “I was just wondering if your feral fiancé has been enjoying his extended stay in town.”

I cock my head to the side like Rafe is the dumbest man I’ve ever met. “He’s only been here a day. Does time pass differently in North Hold?”

Rafe rolls his eyes. “You’re such a terrible liar. I hear that you and he had a private meeting two nights ago.”

My blood runs cold. He should not know about that, unless he’s the one who set me up to kill Henry.

“Tell me, is that mouth always poison, or is it safe when it’s stuffed with cock?” Rafe nods at Henry. “I have to assume the latter since he’s still breathing.”

I sink my nails into his neck and smile tightly. “Watch the way you speak to me.”

“Why? You’re just the throwaway daughter,” he whispers. “You and I would have been well matched, but your father insisted on marrying you off to that old bastard. What a shame. You could be sated in my bed every night.”

The thought sends a wave of revulsion through me. I knew that Rafe wanted to marry me. My father had insisted I was spoken for because he needed me to do his dirty work. More than once, I’ve thought about what I might have endured if things had gone the other way—what I might have saved Aidia from. I wonder if he’d be raising his hands to me, knowing that I have magic that could actually fight back.

A throat clears behind us. “I’ll ask you to keep your hands to yourself.”

I hate that Henry feels a need to save me, but I’m also relieved he’s there because I’m struggling for a response.

“Forgive me. I forget myself around beautiful Carrenwell women,” Rafe says, his voice laden with sarcasm.

He turns and retreats to his seat beside Able, but his gaze lingers on me, no doubt waiting for my reaction. I turn back to Henry.

It’s only then, in the middle of the dance floor with my fiancé and everyone else in the room staring at me, that I realize Rafe knows what my magic is. That’s a secret he should not be privy to. Unless⁠—

All the air rushes out of my lungs at once. Unless he manipulated it out of Aidia.

“Fix your face and laugh,” Henry says, startling me out of my panic.

My laugh is overloud, but it does the trick. My rigid muscles loosen. He clasps my hand and pulls me against his body to dance.

I lick my lips. “He knows you were here early. He knows my magic.”

“No one should know that I arrived early,” Henry says. “Well—no one but you.” He leads me through the first few steps of the dance, and I’m shocked that he actually knows how to dance.

“No one but you and my family know my magic,” I rasp. “Surely the guards at the gates would have noticed the arrival of a man from the woods. We get those so infrequently.”

Did Rafe set us up to go to war? I’ve long suspected that he’s Rochelli, and what better way to stir up conflict than to set me up to kill the man who would strengthen my family’s hold on power. This alliance with the Havenwoods gives my family support from all of the major magical houses, as well as an unknown outside resource—especially if there’s truth to the rumors that one of Henry’s parents has a rare blessing from Divine Asher.

As mayor, Rafe would benefit from chipping away at my father’s power—the same way he has been for months. But this would be taking that to another level. It would cause a very big conflict between us and the Havenwoods.

Henry frowns. “I was discreet when I arrived, but I’ll not share all my secrets so soon, lovely. Not when I know how fun it will be to watch you try to pry them out of me. I know how you like to see men suffer.”

His words are so alarmingly close to the truth of my mission, but I give him my most feral smile. “I suspect I’ll enjoy your suffering best.”

Henry guides me around the floor effortlessly, dipping me as the music swells. He lets out a hum of amusement. “Try not to look so stunned, Harlow. I may not be a city boy, but I am still our version of society.”

He lifts me back to my feet, and I scan the crowd. I need to tell Kellan. He was standing over by the dining room windows when the dance started, but now he’s gone.

“Who are you looking for?” Henry asks.

“Kellan.”

“The city watch brother?”

“Yes.”

Henry pulls me flush against his body as we spin. “You trust him?”

“I find it’s best to be selective with my trust, but I trust that Kellan needs to know this. It’s a matter of family security.”

Henry nods back to our table. “Wouldn’t Able be the choice for family security since he’s the oldest and has holy fire?”

I arch a brow. “Taking notes for an invasion?”

Henry barks out a startled laugh. “No, Harlow. It’s just, you have eight siblings, and I’m trying to get the political landscape down so I don’t offend anyone. As you love to point out, I’m a classless feral wolf. I’m just trying to get the lay of the land.”

Able and Kellan are the only two siblings whose powers are common knowledge. Kellan’s manipulation blessing from Polm is part of the reason he is in charge of the city watch. The men who work for him know they can either fall in line on their own or he can make them.

Able helps my father light the wall every night, so there’s no avoiding people knowing. Not to mention that holy fire kills the Drained, and since my father and brother are the only two who can wield it, it affords the Carrenwell family a measure of security in our position.

I find it almost impossible that Henry wouldn’t be aware of their blessings.

The music ends, and everyone claps for our performance. Henry steps back and gestures to me like I’m the star of the show. I wave them off and pull him away from the dance floor.

I lead him past the row of tables toward the windows. I’ve caught Gaven’s notice. He frowns, and I force a smile and pretend I’m showing Henry the view, gesturing to the windows while scanning the room for Kellan. He’s nowhere to be found, but neither is Libby, so maybe they stepped out or had an emergency with the kids.

Henry’s parents are also missing from the table, but I heard my mother tell them something about a rare painting of Mountain Haven that hangs in our library. They might have gone to see it. Maybe that’s where Libby and Kellan are. My brother Thomas is also notably absent, though his wife Veronica is chatting with my sisters Electra and Sophie. There’s one more empty seat at the table next to Able.

Henry follows my gaze. “Where did Rafe disappear to?”

“Hopefully the Divine hells,” I grumble.

Henry smirks, but it’s there and gone. He tilts his head in a strange, predatory way, like an animal straining to hear something. Then, he grabs me.

I try to pull away. “What are you⁠—”

He throws me to the ground and covers me with his body. A loud blast rattles the house. The windows shatter. My head smacks against the marble floor, and the world goes dark.
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HENRY


Glass rains down in an endless stream. I curl around Harlow, trying to shield her from the shrapnel.

For a moment, there’s an awful silence. My body is frozen—stuck in a panicked echo of the past. I’ve heard a terrible, violent silence like this before.

Then, shouts and cries ring out as the dust settles. The room smells like smoke and blood, but there’s a hint of something fruity and fermented. The wine. There was a wagon of it sitting out front when we arrived tonight. Someone could have easily snuck some sort of magical incendiary device in with the real wine.

Harlow groans beneath me. She mumbles something, but my ears are ringing from the blast.

I roll to the side, ignoring the bite of glass in my arm as I rise to stand and pull Harlow to her feet. I take her face in my hands.

“What did you say?”

She narrows her eyes. “You covered me before the explosion.”

That’s going to be hard to explain. I brush a thumb over the lump already forming on the back of her head. “I think you hit your head pretty hard.”

Her bodyguard is beside us in a second, taking hold of her arm. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Henry protected me from the glass,” she says.

“I noticed.” Gaven’s suspicious gaze is fixed on me. “He’s a fast thinker.”

I can hear the unspoken accusation in his words. He also noticed that I moved too soon. I knew he would be an issue eventually, but I’m going to have to deal with him sooner rather than later.

Shouts outside the shattered windows draw our attention. “Bleed no more!”

“Rebels,” Gaven grumbles.

The shouts are close. I need to get Harlow and my parents out of here.

“This kind of stuff wouldn’t happen if they didn’t insist on having everyone important and magical in one room,” Harlow grumbles.

The room is alive with shouting and groans of pain, but Harlow seems surprisingly calm as she reaches into a hidden pocket in her dress and withdraws a dagger.

“We need to get you to safety,” Gaven says. He eyes me skeptically. “It would be wise to leave him behind.”

“Play nice, Gaven,” she chides. “We need him. Trust me. I’d leave him if I could.”

“Thanks,” I grumble.

I place my hand on her back to guide her out of the mayhem and into the hallway. The Stellarium Blossoms scent of her skin and the iron smell of blood hit me.

I pull her to a stop. “You’re wounded.”

She lifts her arm. A piece of glass juts out of her forearm. “I figured it was best to leave it in.”

I take her wrist and make quick work of the mess, pulling the shard from the wound and clasping my hand over it. She flinches as my magic presses in, sewing the tissue and skin back together.

“Bleeding woods, that itches!” she says.

Finally, I pull my hand back and wipe away her blood with my sleeve, revealing pristine pale skin.

Gaven gives me a begrudging nod. “Fine. He can come.”

The bodyguard leads us down the hallway, away from the chaos of the dining room.

“Miss Harlow!” A man runs toward us, and I’m instantly ready to shove Harlow behind me. I need this alliance to look real.

“Relax, that’s Arthur,” Harlow says. “He was Aidia’s bodyguard before she married Rafe.”

Arthur closes the distance between us. “Kellan is wounded.”

Harlow takes off behind him with surprising speed. We tear down the corridor. I can’t help but notice Harlow walked right by the rest of her wounded family in the dining room, but now she’s sprinting to get to Kellan. That’s valuable information.

When she rounds the corner ahead, she draws up short and throws an arm out to stop Gaven and me.

“Arthur, stop!” she shouts. But it’s too late.

The guard is several feet ahead of her. He goes rigid, shakes for a few seconds, and then collapses to the floor. Harlow drags him back from the invisible boundary and presses her fingers to his neck. I shouldn’t be surprised how casual the motion is for her, but it makes me wonder how often she checks a body for a pulse—or a lack of one. I suppose it makes sense if murder is one of her pastimes.

“He’s alive.”

“What is it?” Gaven asks, glancing down the hallway.

Her gaze tracks over something I can’t see. “It looks like some sort of trap from someone with a malice blessing. Do the rebels have⁠—”

“Magic,” Gaven offers. “Yes, your brother warned me there had been a few magical disturbances of late.”

Harlow scowls at him. “And you didn’t think to mention that to me?”

The guard crosses his arms. “So you’d be aware when you sneak out?”

“So I can warn your common ass,” she counters.

This is exactly why I need Harlow. Much as I might loathe her, I need her insights into her family, their blessing, and her ability to see magic. We can’t fight the Carrenwells blind. You can’t stop what you can’t see coming. The sooner I get her to trust me, the sooner I can set to unraveling her family’s power over the city.

“Can you undo whatever the trap is?” I ask.

Harlow shakes her head. “I don’t have holy fire to burn it away. We’d need my father or one of my siblings.”

Everyone knows Able has holy fire because he’s the heir, but she’s suggesting one of her other siblings has it too, and I can’t tell if it’s a bluff.

“If the rebels did this, it seems they’re trying to corral us in the dining room,” I say.

She nods before meeting Gaven’s eye. “We need to find Kellan, which means we need to show Henry.”

Gaven sighs and bends to drag Arthur away. Harlow wordlessly crosses the hall and pauses in front of what looks like a normal wood-paneled wall. She glances both ways down the hall and then presses into the molding. A hidden door swings open, and she waves me inside. Gaven grunts as he drags Arthur inside and lays him on the ground. Harlow follows with a quick glance over her shoulder before she presses the door closed.

There’s a soft scratch, and a match flickers to life. Harlow lights a candle. The narrow passage brightens.

Gaven glances down at Arthur. “He’ll be confused when he wakes up, but he’ll figure it out once he gets his bearings.”

Harlow steps over Arthur and leads us down the long corridor. It grows narrower before it dead ends. She hands Gaven the candle and presses her ear to the solid wall. After a moment of silence, she whispers something I can’t hear. Before my eyes, the wall goes transparent and the hallway comes into focus.

Harlow gasps. Across from where we wait, Kellan is sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood. Gaven grabs her arm before she can move. He blows out the candle and sets it on a table to the right of the opening, then whispers something and presses through the viscous barrier between us and the hallway.

Harlow takes my hand and whispers something that sounds like “Stellaria” before yanking me through the opening. The oily film of the barrier spills over me, and suddenly I’m in the hallway. I turn around. We stepped through a mirror—clearly some type of magic created by someone with a blessing from Divine Stellaria.

When I turn back, Harlow is kneeling next to her brother, smacking his cheek. “Kel, wake up.”

She tugs his shirt to the side, and the metallic scent of his blood hits me. The wound in his stomach is still bleeding, soaking through his white shirt.

Beside him, a rebel lies dead. The captain of the city guard got the best of this fight, but not by much.

“Fix him!” Harlow says, her panicked face turning up to mine. It’s the first time I’ve seen her look anything but completely in control. “Please, Henry.”

I stare down at her brother. His family may not have actually killed my sister, but they orchestrated her death all the same. I should let him die. It would be a fitting end for him to bleed out at the hand of the rebels.

But I have a job to do, and that would be short-sighted. Of all the members of this family, Kellan will know the most about the city’s defenses and his family’s weaknesses. And if he’s as important to Harlow as it seems, it might soften her toward me.

Kellan groans and blinks his eyes open. “Low.”

“You’re fine. Henry will fix it.” She looks at me expectantly. She trusts me—not completely, but with the health of the family member she came looking for first in the melee.

A loud crash sounds from somewhere down the hall.

“Libby?” Kellan groans.

Harlow shakes her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.”

“I hid her in the safe room,” he says. “With Ames.”

Harlow’s shoulders relax. “I’ll find her once we get you up but take this as a sign to stop ditching your bodyguard.”

Kellan’s gaze darts over her shoulder. “Gaven.”

Pounding footsteps echo down the long hallway. I turn just in time to see several men round the corner.

Harlow stands, pushing me toward her brother. “Heal him. We will cover you.”

I want to argue with her. If she dies now, all of my planning will be for nothing. But there’s no time.

Kellan’s eyes narrow on me. “You have to decide now. If your magic is torn between protecting her and saving me, it won’t do either well. If you heal me, I can help.”

“If I heal you, you need to rest. You’ve lost a lot of blood.” I focus on Kellan’s wound, pressing my magic into him. “It will hurt, but the itch is worse.”

He nods, and the tingling in my hands stretches out, stitching his wound back together. It’s deep, the blood vessels shredded and the pain of it bright and angry. It takes longer than I want it to.

Behind me, steel clashes and men groan. The sounds of a fight fill the air, but I can’t turn to look because the wound requires too much of my concentration.

Kellan winces, and I know the itching has hit. It’s just like the natural healing process, only the speed of magical healing makes it unbearably intense. He grits his teeth as his skin heals over, and he curls up into a sitting position.

“It will still be sore for a few days,” I say.

“Understood, but I’ll have to worry about that later. There’s more coming.” He rises to his feet, and I can see the moment of hesitation as he realizes I’m going to see his magic.

We were already aware of his blessing, but I’m thrilled with the chance to see it in action.

Gaven drives a dagger into the neck of one of the rebels, while Harlow spins and slides her blade between another’s ribs. Her movements are precise as she jerks the dagger free with ease and blocks the next attack in one smooth motion by grabbing the man’s wrist. She slices across his arm and shoves him toward Gaven to finish the job.

“Nice, Low,” Kellan says.

She smiles but doesn’t turn to look at him, keeping her gaze focused on the men at the end of the hallway.

The men freeze, noticing the leader of the city guard for the first time. One of them is holding a bottle with a rag jammed in the top. He’s about to light it, but his eyes go suddenly vacant. He drops the match, carefully sets the bottle to the side. One by one, he and his companions set down their weapons and lie face down on the floor.

“They’ll stay down until the sun rises unless I tell them otherwise,” Kellan says.

I stare at the men on the floor. I knew Kellan Carrenwell was blessed by the Divine of Malice. Compulsion magic is the most feared, and therefore, the most valued among our people. But it’s one thing to know something in theory and another to see someone with a strong enough gift for manipulation that he can make a group of men that large and focused lie down for an entire night.

It makes him well-suited to running the city guard. Men listen to someone with Polm’s blessing because they don’t want to find out what happens if they don’t.

Harlow hugs Kellan, her face full of relief. For a moment, she’s not a woman who tried to casually murder me in a boarding house the other night. She’s just a woman who loves her brother. It’s too humanizing.

“Easy, Low. I’m fine,” he says.

“Getting rusty?” Harlow taunts as she draws away.

Kellan shrugs. “There were three of them and I barely got Libby out safely. I wasn’t at my best.”

“Excuses, excuses.”

Harlow is so much calmer now, her voice back to its smooth, steady cadence, her face less pale. Since Kellan’s magic is good in a fight, it’s clear that she’s just more emotionally attached to him than the rest of her family.

I tuck that knowledge away, along with the fact that Kellan’s wife doesn’t have good defensive magic, or else she wouldn’t have been hidden away.

The Carrenwells are notoriously cagey about what magical gifts they each have. It’s another way that they hoard power; that’s only compounded by the fact that they have a record of which of the Divine has blessed every magic wielder in Lunameade. The more information I can gather quickly about each of the magical families in the high houses, the better chance we have of swaying them from supporting the Carrenwells.

Kellan pats my shoulder. “You should go find your parents. No rebels made it past me, but they may have breached a different entrance. If they know who your parents are, they won’t be safe.”

I want to laugh in his face. As if a Carrenwell has ever cared for my family’s safety. For all I know, he put Harlow up to killing me the other night. If I had to gamble on anyone knowing I was in the city, it would have been the captain of the city guard and the most well-connected of the siblings. One fake show of concern will not be enough to put my suspicion to rest.

“I think Mother said they were heading to the library to see a painting of Mountain Haven,” Harlow says.

Paranoia creeps up on me. What if the Carrenwells planned this? What if this was a trap? I have been wondering why exactly they went along with my parents’ plan. The biggest point of failure when we sent the proposal was whether they would see value in it. The fact that they do means they want something from us.

Harlow narrows her eyes at me—no, not at me; through me. Panic grips me. She’s seeing something in my aura.

“Are you well? You need to be ready,” she says.

I smile tightly. “Lead the way, lovely.”

Kellan’s brows shoot up at the exchange, but he doesn’t say anything as Harlow starts down the hallway with Gaven at her side. They pause at the corner, listening for footsteps. There’s only the distant sound of fighting and screaming from outside the house. It sounds like the rebels are on their heels.

We round the hallway, and Harlow pauses behind Gaven in front of a tall, ornate wooden door. The bodyguard leans his ear against it for a moment before pushing inside. Harlow follows, and I stride in behind her, the smell of ink and parchment mixing with candle wax and a faint scent of honey. Harlow draws up short when her eyes come to rest on a body on the far side of the room.

I look over her shoulder.

My mother is wounded. Blood pools around her on the library floor. My father crouches over her, trying to staunch the bleeding. Panic descends so quickly, I don’t realize Harlow has already taken action, ripping strips of fabric from the hem of her dress to hand to my father. My mother’s face is twisted in pain.

“They came so quickly, I couldn’t hold them all back,” he says, his voice frantic. “The guards fought them back, but⁠—”

“Kellan, you have to help,” Harlow says.

My enemy, the head of the city guard, doesn’t hesitate. He kneels next to my mother, places his hand on her shoulder, and the grimace on my mother’s face dissipates into a soft frown.

She blinks up at Kellan. “How did you⁠—”

He presses a finger to his lips. He somehow took away her pain. I loathe that I owe him more than I can express.

I place my hand over the wound in her shoulder and stitch the tissue back together with my magic. It’s slow work and I’m tired. The more I use this power to heal severe wounds, the harder it gets to weave it together. While Divine blessings are a seemingly endless source of magic, their limits are tied to both the wielder’s skill and endurance. For me, it feels like the more I heal people in a short period of time, the more my concentration wanes.

My mother believes that the natural limits of a mortal body are how the Divine ensured that their gifts wouldn’t be abused by any one person. You can condition yourself to stay at peak magical performance, but everyone hits a wall eventually.

I force my magic to focus on the surface-level healing until my mother’s skin is flawless once again.

“Mom?”

Her eyes flutter open and she gives me a grim smile. “You’re too young to look so serious, Henry. You’ll scare off your new fiancée.”

“Are you well?” I ask.

“I’m fine. Your father just panics when I’m hurt. I would have been fine.” She meets Kellan’s gaze. “Not that I don’t appreciate the assistance. That’s quite a gift you have.”

I look at the stain on the carpet. She’s lying. She’s already lost a lot of blood. I don’t know if she doesn’t want me to panic or if she doesn’t want to feel beholden to the family who robbed her of her daughter, but she wouldn’t have been fine, and she certainly wouldn’t have felt well enough for my father to help her stand.

I turn to Harlow. She’s leaning against the bookcase, looking more relaxed than she has all day.

“Should we go find the rest of your family?”

She shrugs. “Protocol is to stay in hiding until the threat is handled.”

Kellan nods. “We can show you to a safe room where we have fresh water and food that might help your mother feel more like herself. I’ll feel better when I set eyes on my wife anyway.”

My father catches my gaze. I’m dying to tell him everything I’ve learned so far—that my wife-to-be knows how to fight, that she flawlessly spotted a magical trap, that the rebels used magic, that her brother has such a strong blessing that he could compel frenzied rebels to lay down their weapons. For now, I have to hold my tongue and go wherever Harlow leads. The more they show us about the South Hold mansion, the better.

Kellan crosses the room and hesitates, glancing at me over his shoulder. It’s hard to tell if it’s an act to make us feel like he’s letting us in on something valuable, or if he’s actually fighting the instinct to protect family secrets. He lifts his hand to a large volume and pushes it in. The entire shelf of books clicks, and he pulls it away from the wall, revealing another passage.

He leads the way inside, followed by my parents, Harlow, and me, with Gaven pulling up the rear.

Harlow leans close to me. “Thank you for healing me and Kellan.”

“You seem close,” I say.

She eyes me warily. “We are, but I have a great affection for my niece and nephew, and I’m not about to let their father die if I—or in this case you—can help him.” She must see the skepticism on my face. “It’s clear that neither of us is interested in marrying into this alliance for love, so let’s make the most of it. I know things about Lunameade you don’t. You know things about Fall—” She clears her throat. “About Mountain Haven that I don’t. Kellan is very important to me. Clearly your mother is very important to you. Rochelli hurt both of our families tonight. I don’t plan to sit back and allow these rebels to hurt my family or yours. It sets a dangerous precedent if they think they can get away with it so easily.”

I nod.

“I know you don’t like us and you think we’re soft behind these walls, but my father’s magic keeps the people safe,” she says. “They don’t like to think about that when they riot and whine about sacrificing a little blood to the Divine. I don’t know what you’ve been through living outside these walls for so many years, but I think you can admit you don’t know what I’ve been through living within them.”

Harlow’s passionate, eloquent, and, unfortunately, right. I don’t know, and I need to.

This whole mid-dinner attack is almost too convenient. Her family is twisted enough to have orchestrated it to appear more sympathetic—or, worse, to point the finger at us. I can see the suspicion in Harlow’s eyes. She doesn’t trust me, but for some reason, she and her family have accepted this proposal, so she must think she needs me. I wonder if that need is strong enough to build a tentative peace on.

“You’re right.”

She chokes on a laugh and holds a hand to her ear. “Did I hear that right, my wolf? Did you finally admit that I know best?”

“I admitted that you have the entirely accidental good fortune of being right this one time,” I counter.

Her smile morphs from wicked to docile in a second as she glances at something over my shoulder.

I turn and nearly bump into my father.

“Harlow, given the way the night has gone, I’m afraid we’re going to need to return to Mountain Haven sooner than expected,” he says. “You have a day to get your affairs in order, but I think it’s best for everyone’s safety that we return to the fort.” He claps a hand on my shoulder. “We ride out at dawn the day after tomorrow.”

He leaves us on our own, and Harlow watches him go with narrowed eyes.

I read her distrust in the way she crosses her arms and angles her body away from me. My father is right, but he’s rushed to this so quickly that now it looks like we planned the attack to push the timeline.

Whatever goodwill I gained by healing her brother has been wiped away by this change of schedule.

“Have a drink with me tomorrow night,” I blurt.

Her dark eyebrows shoot up. “Why would I waste my last night at home with you?”

“Because you’re about to leave the city walls for the first time and you’d probably feel more comfortable if you had a chance to interrogate me.”

She scoffs. “You’re acting as if you’ll be honest with me.”

“I will.”

She cocks her head.

“At least half of the time.”

The corner of her full lips twitches. “You know, if you’re trying to kill me, Henry, there are more efficient ways than boring me to death with your company.”

I wink. “It’s a date.”

Harlow presses a hand to my chest. “It’s a hostage negotiation. Don’t read my agreement as anything other than a desire to survive you.”

“Bold words from a woman who already tried to kill me twice.”

She rises onto her toes, and I bend so that her mouth is closer to my ear. “Then, by the grace of the Divine, let’s hope the third time’s a charm.”
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Guardian’s Crossing teems with people. Raucous laughter and quick fiddle music bring the drunk crowd to a frenzy as I cut down the back hallway and slide up to the bar.

Bea marks my presence immediately. She passes a pitcher of ale to a pretty young waitress and pulls a pint.

She leans over the bar as she hands it to me. “I did background for your new client personally, but between what happened with the last client setting you up and the attack on South Hold, I think you should take a break. Rest up.”

I shake my head as if I can rattle away the memory of Kellan lying in a pool of his own blood. Listening to Bea would mean admitting that I’m losing my edge. This has always been the unnavigable rift between us. Bea has always wanted me to be soft in a way I can’t afford.

I lean over the bar and whisper to keep from being overheard. “I’m fairly certain the setup was courtesy of Rafe. He made a comment about it at my engagement dinner.”

Bea’s eyes darken, and it’s like a cloud has gone over the sun. All the warmth is erased from her face. “That fucking ghoul. I swear to the Divine, I’m going to choke the life out of that man someday.” She shakes her head and blows out a slow breath. “His desire for power is matched only by your father.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her that Rafe knows about my magic, but if I tell her, she won’t continue to help me do this work that’s given me a purpose to focus on while I can’t help Aidia. So many things in my life are out of my hands right now, but this is something I can do.

“As for the attack, it was just a couple overzealous men who weren’t as brave as they fancied themselves,” I say. “The real shame is that mother’s fine dishes are no longer with us. May Divine Asher deliver them.”

She frowns, and I know I haven’t sold my apathy.

I squeeze her hand. “I’m fine and I may as well do some good with the last bit of my time here. I leave for Mountain Haven tomorrow. The Havenwoods want to return to the fort and have us married immediately. They don’t feel comfortable staying in the city any longer.”

Bea tilts her head to the side. “You think that’s what the rebels were hoping for? To scare them off?”

I shrug a shoulder. “I think they would have had more men and a more solid plan if they actually wanted to take us out. If you come for all of the high magical families at once, you better not fail, you know?”

Bea nods. “And what better way to cast doubt on your parents’ ability to protect their people than to show it on display to the very people they’ve already failed.”

“So, I suppose this job is my last for a while,” I say. “One last hurrah before Henry makes an honest woman of me.”

“I’m certain no man could handle such a task,” Bea says. She scrubs at a nonexistent spot on the bar, not meeting my eye. “Tell me—what’s he like, this new husband?” She glances up at me and a lock of dark hair falls into her face.

I shove down the desire to tuck it behind her ear. “He’s a man.”

She waits for me to say more, and when I don’t, she bursts out laughing. “Oh, he is in for so much trouble.”

“He’s just a job, Bea. Like you with this bar.”

Her grin grows wider. “Yes, but the difference is when this bar fucks me, it’s metaphorical. That’s not the case with your mountain man.”

I purse my lips. “Jealous?”

She shakes her head and smirks. “It’s different when you love someone.”

“I wouldn’t know, but that’s hardly a concern here.”

She pauses her scrubbing and sets the rag down. “Are you nervous?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

I knock back half of my beer and burp in the least ladylike way possible. “I’m cautious. I’ve never even left the city gates, and while that’s terrifying, it’s also almost…a relief.”

I see the recognition in Bea’s eyes. She knows what it is to be trapped here, to feel that the same walls that keep you safe also cage you in.

The itch to leave is ever-present. Each time it grows too large to contain, I stand on the top of the South Hold guard towers and stare down into the Drained Wood. I think of the gray-skinned, clawed creatures lurking in the dark. I think of their black-hole auras. I imagine fighting my way through the woods.

But I can’t imagine anything beyond.

The concept of escape is too abstract. I’ve heard stories from travelers and tradesmen, but none of it feels more real than the threat of death outside of our city walls.

Beyond the woods might as well be the edge of the world. An adventurous few people have come to visit Lunameade, but the natives don’t leave.

The bar lights go out and the whole crowd groans in unison. The fiddlers play on, but the dancing stops. The fire is bright enough that people aren’t crashing into each other, but not enough that they feel comfortable with such a frenzied dance.

Bea pulls fresh candles from beneath the counter. “As if it doesn’t happen multiple times a week.”

The rolling blackouts are normal, considering how cloudy it gets this time of year, but after an uncommonly sunny fall, people have become accustomed to the ease of sunstone lighting.

It’s not a perfect system, but the Bennetts of East Hold have a blessing from Divine Stellaria that allows them to store light in sunstone. They’ve built a network of it through the city to provide residents with light. It’s a limited resource, and priority goes to the gatehouses—which is just another way of saying it goes to the powerful.

For that reason, every household in the city is supplied with a monthly stipend of beeswax candles. After the attack on Fallen Hold, the wagons of supplies from the outside world slowed and then ground to a halt as the drained population made the woods unsurvivable. The Crookes, a family of beekeepers, sprang into action, teaching people how to keep hives. Most households with gardens also keep bees, and my family supplements the rest by hiring unblessed citizens to keep the hives along the walls of the city.

Guardian’s Crossing has several hives on its rooftop garden, and Bea has used the honey to make her signature Sweet Bea’s Wildflower Honey Ale every spring. The brew is so coveted that people line up around the block on the night of release. Bea once hinted that the brew paid for a year of maintenance and stock in just one month. She makes enough for three months because she’s smart enough to know that there’s no better way to charge a premium in this city than to market something as exclusive.

Bea lights several jarred candles, and I help a waitress pass them around the room. A moment later, the revelers are back to their dancing and the blustering cacophony of sounds resumes as if nothing happened.

I bend over the counter and hold out my ale to be topped off.

Bea takes it and fills it to the brim. She leans in close. “When you leave for Fallen Hold and the killing stops, that brother of yours is going to finally figure out who you are.”

I rub the bridge of my nose. “I know. I’ve been trying to come up with something.”

“And?” Bea looks so hopeful.

I twist my mug around on the bar top, drawing a finger through the beer pooling on the wood.

“Josie wants to help,” Bea says, her voice cautious.

I swallow my shock. “Absolutely not.”

“Just listen,” she says, raising her voice as much as she dares. “We don’t need to do much. You’ll be gone for, what? A couple weeks for the wedding? But I imagine you’ll be back for Dark Star Festival. We’ll continue doing intake. And we’ll take on a job or two.”

I hold up a hand. “I’m touched that you want to help, but you’re already more involved than I’d like. It’s too dangerous.”

Bea shakes her head. “Josie has been asking to help for a while—before all this. You know her history.”

I look away. I know her history well. Josie was one of our first clients ever, and she was so grateful for our help that she took over running all the administrative duties at Guardian’s Crossing.

The more I pulled away, the more Bea leaned on Josie. That was fine with me. Bea and I were casual anyway. I have never been good at letting someone in. It was inevitable.

“She’s trustworthy,” Bea says.

“I don’t doubt her trustworthiness, Bea. I would just be devastated if she got hurt, and so would you,” I snap.

A man a few seats down turns to look at us for a moment before going back to his conversation.

Bea’s face softens. “We know enough women with small magic. The girls at the pleasure houses do enough.”

I sigh. Lunameade’s pleasure district is notorious, or at least it was when we used to have regular tourists and visitors. We get very few outside visitors now since the forest is overrun with Drained and impassable to those who aren’t well-trained.

However, the reason they are so popular is that many of the bastards of the magical houses work in the district, and those who can wield small magic like glamours abound. According to Josie, violet eyes like mine are a very popular request of those blessed by Stellaria.

“We can make it work,” Bea says. “Those women are a huge part of our network and they’ve wanted to help for years if you would just⁠—”

“I’m not putting them at risk,” I say in a harsh whisper. “At least not until I have a strong plan to insulate them from the mess it could make.”

Bea pulls her hand away. She’s not one to sulk, hardened bartender that she is, but I recognize the wounded look in her eyes.

I don’t want to worry her and tell her that Rafe knows about my magic, but the last thing I need is for her and Josie to draw his attention.

“Just give me a little more time and I will come up with something.” I try for placating, but I sound so condescending. “I know you two can handle yourselves, but these are delicate times, especially after the rebel attack. If I’m not here, there’s no way for me to insulate you. Assumptions would be made, and I can’t lose you.”

“We don’t have more time. I’m not asking for your permission. I’m telling you that friendship means having someone’s back, and this is a risk we are both willing to take—and we have backup,” Bea says.

She’s trapped me here and waited until the last minute to spring it on me when I have no other option. I want to argue, but I know she’s right.

Bea looks away and nods. “I’m glad that’s settled. Now you better get going before your mark moves on or finds another lovely lady for the night.”

I grin, drain my ale, and dart out the back door. The night is cold and my breath puffs out in little white clouds as I tug up my hood and walk north, following a series of narrow alleys and quiet side streets.

Ashen Eclipse is a dark bar in the northeast quadrant of the city that is themed around Divine Stellaria and the complete darkness she washed the world with when her husband, Asher, was kidnapped.

I’ve been there a couple of times before. It’s not really my kind of place, but the city is only so big and everyone needs a change of pace sometimes.

Pausing at the end of a dark alleyway, I brush my fingers over my enchanted necklace and close my eyes. I don’t want to waste the limited magic left in it, so I just focus on changing my eyes from violet to bright blue. The familiar press of Aidia’s magic tingling behind my eyelids makes me want to cry.

When I blink my eyes open a moment later, the world looks slightly hazy. The film will clear after my body adjusts to the magic.

Two drunk men stumble by the alley, and their laughter sends me into motion again. I cross the street and take several more twists and turns down alleyways until finally I approach the back of Ashen Eclipse and peek around the side of the building. Several men stand by the door, smoking and laughing with each other.

My preference is to make an entrance, but I’d rather not get too much attention until I’m actually inside. I’ll have to use the back entrance.

I turn and immediately stumble back from a dark, looming figure beside me. Bracing my hand against my thundering heart, I laugh at myself for being so jumpy. With the streetlights out, what looks like a person is actually just a statue of Stellaria clasping Asher’s hand. As my eyes adjust, I realize her face is a mask of narrow-eyed vengeance, while Asher looks at her with total adoration.

I stare at the Divine of Endings. Asher is so rarely depicted in art around the city. People have a strange nervousness about him—as if it were he who cursed the world to darkness and not his wife.

When I was young, I was convinced that wariness came from the rarity of blessings from Divine Asher. Not one of the high houses had a family member with a blessing from the Divine of Endings, and in my lifetime I’d never heard of a New Moon Blessing Ceremony where a child had received a blessing from Asher. But my parents were always saying that the Divine were mysterious and it wasn’t up to us to question their decisions.

Aidia had other ideas about why the people of Lunameade were so wary of paying homage to the Divine of Endings. She thought that the men of Lunameade were disturbed that Asher willingly shared his power with his wife, and the reason they didn’t like statues of him in the city is because they don’t want their own wives getting ideas. Now that I’m older, that seems more likely.

Mercifully, the back door is unlocked, and I enter, slipping down a long, dimly lit hallway until I reach an equally dark bar.

The atmosphere in Ashen Eclipse is much more subdued. A man plays haunting piano music in the corner, and most of the patrons either seem to be listening to him or speaking quietly amongst themselves.

The only exception is a group of eight young men by the front windows who laugh loudly and take turns bouncing coins into shot glasses on their table. One of the men ducks out of the way of a rogue shot and slips from his stool onto the floor. His friends break out into loud hoots, and everyone in the bar turns to look at them.

I use the distraction to search for my target.

Even in the dim candlelight, my mark is so easy to identify, his bright red hair like a beacon the moment I step into the bar. I toss my cloak over a chair in the corner booth. As I cross the room, heads turn to take me in.

It’s the dress. It’s spectacular and obviously expensive, which draws the eye in this part of town. Many of the magical family guards spend time here, so it’s not exactly a bad neighborhood—more the part of town where they have just enough to covet expensive things.

There’s an opening at the bar a few seats down from my mark. I lean over to flag the bartender down, showing off my backside. The young man behind the bar is on me immediately, a flirtatious smile on his face.

“Big night, miss?”

I twist a lock of hair around my finger and nod. “Could I get a chilled bottle of sparkling wine?”

He hesitates for a moment, but I pull out a Mattingly family marker. The bartender’s eyes go wide when he sees it, and he nods. He disappears into the back room.

Interesting. When Aidia passed me this marker, I wasn’t sure it would come in handy for something, but that level of service makes me wonder if my twisted brother-in-law makes a habit of gifting his household markers to beautiful young women.

Most families give those markers out sparingly because they’re essentially a free pass to add your tab from anywhere in the city onto the corresponding Gatekeeper House’s bill.

The young bartender returns, opens the bottle, and stashes it in a bucket of ice. Batting my eyes, I snatch the bucket and two glasses and cross the room to a table in my mark’s line of sight.

His gaze is heavy on me as I cross the room and slip into my seat.

I meet his eyes as I pour myself a glass of wine. Leaning back in my chair, I take a sip, letting a few drops splash onto my chest as I draw the glass away. The chilled wine slides down between my breasts.

“Does that work?” a voice right next to my ear says.

I jump and whip my head around to see Henry’s smug smile.

He’s squatting behind me, his dark blue eyes filled with amusement as he studies my target.

I try to stuff down the panic that he might have followed me all night—that he might know Bea is involved in this.

“What are you doing here? This bar has a strict no-wild-animal policy,” I say, leveling him with a glare.

He settles into the seat beside me and helps himself to my wine. “Well, lovely, as you’ve seen, I’m excellent at walking on my hind legs. I’m sure no one will notice.”

Every eye in the room presses in on us now.

I arch a brow. “Oh?”

He purses his lips. “They’re all looking at that dress—or maybe the lack of dress.”

I smile brightly. “So you noticed.”

“Isn’t that the idea? For men to notice you?”

“Why are you here?” I ask.

He leans back and holds his drink up to the room. “It’s date night with my beautiful fiancée, of course.”

“Not until later.”

He winks at a man walking by. “But how could I wait when the heart wants what it wants?” His voice is overly loud, and people keep looking at us. This is not the attention I want to be getting.

“You’re ruining everything,” I whisper.

He cocks his head. “By wanting to get to know you?”

“By standing in my way.”

“Ah. I know what happens to men who get in your way.”

I scoff. “Not all of them, unfortunately.”

“Tell me. Do you pretend to hate me because you’re stuck with me or because you can’t stop thinking about me biting your thighs?”

I almost choke on my wine. “Bold of you to assume you can imagine all the ways I loathe you.”

His lips twitch into a half-smile. He leans back, throwing a casual arm over the back of my chair as he looks around the room. “I would say this place seems a little dark for you, but I’m wondering if you’re here to do to some other man what you did to me.”

“Leave him hard and lonely in a boarding house?” I suggest.

Henry glowers at me. “No. I was talking about the poison part.”

“Tell me what you want before I smash this glass and try a more direct method,” I say, forcing my face into a sweet smile.

“To get to know you.”

That’s probably half-true, but I want to do whatever I can to get him out of my way. “Fine. Ask me a question.”

He grins and sets his glass down. “How did you learn to fight?”

I roll my eyes. “How did you?”

Henry hums in amusement. “Thank you for asking, Harlow. I was trained by my father and mother because everyone beyond the walls gets extensive training. I’m just wondering why an elegant woman with a cushy life behind these nice big walls knows how to defend herself so well.”

I purse my lips and take a sip of wine. The bubbles tingle across my tongue. “So you think I’m elegant?”

He laughs. It’s loud and genuine and it rumbles through my chest in a pleasant way. “That’s what you got out of that?” He takes a long sip of the wine. “You know you’re elegant. You don’t need me to tell you. Besides, I hear you have unusual eyes.”

“You hear?”

“I can’t see color. Ever since the attack—” His voice trails off and his eyes go far away.

“Your eyes were damaged when the Drained attacked Mountain Haven? How old were you?”

He shakes his head. “Twenty-three. I was so brazen and idiotic. Always looking for a fight. I sure got one.”

I swallow hard. I don’t like thinking of him that way—young and foolish and humbled by violence. It’s too relatable.

“Don’t do it, lovely.” His voice is almost a purr.

“Do what?”

“Don’t believe for one minute that I’m some wounded man who will be patched up by your love.”

I lean toward him. “I’m not the loving type. I have nothing to give you but poison. You, on the other hand—” I wave at him. I’m not sure what game he’s playing. One moment he’s a little too raw, and the next he’s taunting me.

Clearing my throat, I shift in my seat. “So you can’t see color. That seems like a significant disadvantage for a wild man. How do you tell which berries are poisonous?”

“I have an enhanced sense of smell, taste, and hearing. Also, the poison ones tingle a bit on the tongue,” he says.

If he can’t see color, that means he doesn’t notice my glamour. I’m suddenly relieved I only changed my eyes for this job, or I would have given up a valuable secret that I might need later. If things go wrong in Mountain Haven, a glamour might be my only way to hide.

I bring my hands to the star pendant and pull off the glamour, ignoring the intense itch in my eyes. Once it’s abated, I meet his gaze.

He just watches me as he takes a long sip of wine. He’s telling the truth.

“Do you miss it?” I ask.

“Color?”

I nod.

“I miss my sister more.”

I gasp, too shocked by the admission to keep it from slipping out. “Your sister?”

He nods, studying me intently over the rim of his glass. He takes another sip, and there’s a satisfied gleam in his eyes, like he’s happy to see me caught off guard. “Holly died when the hold fell.”

“How?”

“She was defending the wall,” he says flatly.

I could kick myself for not realizing. “She was the heir.”

The Havenwoods hadn’t publicly named an heir before the fort fell, and seeing as their blessing records are missing, I made assumptions the way everyone else in the city does when it comes to succession.

But Henry Havenwood wasn’t born to be heir of Mountain Haven. His sister was. I should have known because magic chooses the wielder, not the other way around. Even if men want to pass their power down to their sons, they only pass a baseline affinity. What happens when they’re blessed in the Blood Well is entirely up to the Divine.

“You don’t have any other siblings?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

I’m surprised at the easy admission. Just because he’s not aware of them doesn’t mean they don’t exist, though his father did seem very protective of Evangeline during the attack.

I can’t tell if Henry is trying to lull me into a false sense of intimacy or if he’s actually oblivious. In Lunameade, no one would ever freely offer so much information about their family or their magic, but perhaps it’s not the case at Mountain Haven. If the rumors are true, and someone in his family has a gift from Asher, this means it has to be one of his parents.

I cross my arms and sit back in my seat. It’s unpleasant being on my heels like this. In one conversation, Henry has managed to dismantle all my plans for the evening and all the assumptions I’ve made about him, and he’s grinning like he knows it.

He pours us both more wine. “Why did you try to poison me a second time?”

“I thought you were lying about that ring protecting you from magical attacks, and I was right.”

“But if you were wrong, you’d have killed me in front of every magical family in Lunameade,” he says.

I shrug. “High risk. High reward.”

“You’d have started a war based on a hunch?” Henry looks like he doesn’t know whether to be angry or impressed.

“My life is a war. This would just be a battle I see coming.”

He cocks his head and looks me over in a slow, assessing way, then his gaze flits to my mark at the bar. “So what comes next for the redhead?” he asks. “You go talk to him?”

“I wait for him to come talk to me.”

Henry arches a skeptical brow. “You can’t guarantee that he will.”

“Can’t I?” I lean back in my chair, take a long sip of wine, and groan as if it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted.

Several nearby heads turn, and I tilt my glass so a few drops of wine splash onto my chest again. The sparkling wine is cold against my hot skin as it dribbles down the dip between my breasts.

Henry tracks it with his gaze.

I smile wickedly and lift my glass in a toast toward my mark, who has taken notice of me, despite Henry’s presence at my table.

Henry whips his head around just in time to see the man raise his glass to me. He shakes his head, turning back. “Shameless.”

“Men in this town are quite simple, Henry.”

“If you say so.” He glances over his shoulder at the man, who is still looking at me. “So, why him?”

I down the rest of my glass and stand abruptly. This has gone on long enough. I don’t need Henry in my business—not when I’m restless about leaving. Not when I have this one last chance to help the women who rely on me, not without a succession plan.

I can’t leave the women of the city in a lurch. Not to mention that if I leave and all the poison-based murders stop, it will be very obvious who the Poison Vixen is.

Kellan might not have figured it out yet, thanks to my signature poison vials left at the scene, but he’s not stupid. I don’t like Bea’s idea for her and Josie to take over while I’m gone. There are too many variables, and I don’t want them mixed up in this. If they’re caught, they’ll go down for the whole thing.

But that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t trust anyone else.

I move to leave, but Henry grabs my wrist. I freeze, looking from his hand to his eyes.

An amused smile plays across his lips. “Not so fast, lovely. We’re supposed to be spending time together—a hostage negotiation, as you so eloquently put it.”

I try to wrench my arm away, but he pulls my hand toward his face. He holds my gaze as he brushes his lips over my inner wrist.

It’s just a soft kiss, but the intimacy of it feels too obscene for a public place where anyone can watch us. Heat rushes through me, and I draw away from him.

He stands and presses a hand to my bare upper back. “Come on, lovely. I planned something you’ll like way more than murder.”

“Doubtful.” I glare at him skeptically, but let him usher me across the room. “I’m not going anywhere else with you.”

“Not even to meet my best friends?”

Divine dammit. I want to turn him down. That man at the bar is beating his wife and children. But I need access to the people who know Henry best; understanding their dynamics will help me manipulate them. This is my only chance to do that before I’m stuck in the fort with the lot of them.

Henry cocks his head to the side. “Or I could go with your plan and I’ll let your brother know about your hobby. It will be hard to talk your way out of that one. Especially since you’ve been the center of attention in this bar all night.”

I click my tongue. “Blackmail is beneath you.”

Henry licks his lips. “Nothing is beneath me. I will get as low and dirty as I need to in order to get what I want.”

I hold his gaze for a moment too long. Then, I cast one last frustrated glance at my mark and sigh heavily. “Fine, but if your friends are as boring as you, I’m leaving and finishing this job, and I don’t care what you tell Kellan.”

Henry helps me into my cloak and ushers me out into the oppressive dark of the city streets.
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When we step inside Guardian’s Crossing, I help Harlow out of her cloak, and she immediately starts toward the bar like she owns the place.

“Don’t worry, I’ll put it on your tab,” she says before I can offer.

I silently thank the Divine that my family has the money for whatever outrageously expensive bottle of wine she’s going to order.

Bryce and Carter are seated toward the back of the room at a table by the window. I push through the crowd, trying to ignore the grating music.

Mercifully, they have a mug of ale waiting for me.

“That was quicker than I expected. How was the murder?” Bryce teases. “Did you help her hide the body?”

“Keep your voice down,” I say, snatching up the waiting ale. Carter pours me a whiskey to go with it.

Bryce winces and lowers his voice. “Sorry. I’m just invested since I tipped you off in the first place.”

I’m glad I had him standing watch. I knew she wouldn’t just go along with a normal date night.

I sigh. “Yes. Thank you for trailing her earlier. You didn’t happen to notice how she managed to ditch her bodyguard?”

Bryce shakes his head. “No. She just kind of came out of nowhere and dashed across the front driveway so fast I had to run to catch up.” His gaze darts past me. “Where is she?”

I nod to Harlow. She’s leaning an arm on the bar, looking at me and my friends. She lifts a hand and waves.

“Fuck me! That’s her?” Bryce seems a second from drooling as he watches her lean across the bar. “I didn’t get a good look at her in the cloak. That’s quite a dress.”

I scrub my hands over my face. “That dress looks like it belongs in a brothel.”

“Looks like it belongs on my bedroom floor, more like,” Bryce says.

“Will you shut up?” I snap. “We’re trying to get information out of her, not worship her.”

“I don’t know,” Bryce says. “I can think of a lot of ways I’d worship her if she let me.”

A strange prickle of something akin to jealousy twists in my chest. I blow out an exasperated breath. “Can you stop drooling over her long enough to get information out of her?”

Bryce frowns, chastened, as he takes a long gulp from his mug.

“I can’t tell if you’re mad at her for being gorgeous or mad at yourself for noticing,” Carter says.

I scowl at him.

“Am I supposed to pretend she’s not?” Carter presses.

“You were supposed to be a good companion and friend.”

“And honesty makes me neither?” he asks.

“Honesty makes you tedious,” I grumble.

Carter laughs and throws back the rest of his ale. “Look at it this way—you’ll certainly enjoy taking her to bed.”

I’d been trying to put the thought of it out of my head, but watching her bend suggestively over the bar to speak with the bartender brings to mind the image of her bent over like that for me.

“What’s she like?” Carter asks.

“Vicious. Angry for no reason I can comprehend. The woman has had everything handed to her⁠—”

“I thought you, of all people, would be the first to be a little more discerning. You know well that privilege is not always what it seems,” Carter says.

“Are you sympathetic to our enemy?” I ask.

“Of course not, but it would be foolish and show a lack of training and temperance for you to presume to know her when you’ve only just met. Do you know why she’s looking for men to kill?”

Carter is so pragmatic—so calm in the face of chaos. I’ve admired that quality as much as I resent it at times like this, when I just want him to agree with me.

“No,” I say.

“Then you know nothing,” Carter says. “What could be a more important thing to know about her than the answer to that question?”

He has a point. The entire purpose of this arranged marriage is to get close to her and figure out how to tear her family apart. Her nightly activities are obviously a thing she doesn’t want them to know about, as evidenced by her lack of bodyguard and her oblivious city watch brother.

“How am I supposed to get anything out of her at all? While she might not hate me specifically, it’s clear she hates that she’s being married off.”

Before we arrived in Lunameade, this task seemed easy, but Harlow is right. I’m not nearly as good at reading people as she is. Mountain Haven is vast now, built up from nothing, but it’s not the city. She’s seen more of men than I could ever hope or want to. So what makes her so violent when she could live a cushy life of comfort?

Curious people die quickly around here, and I already know Harlow has no issue with murder, but I need to figure out why she’d take such a risk.

I glance back at the bar. Harlow said she was getting a bottle of something and then she’d join us, but she’s been chatting with the bartender for a while now.

“I thought she’d dress more discreetly. She looks⁠—”

“Arresting?” Carter suggests.

I roll my eyes. “She looks adequate.”

“That dress is a weapon,” Carter says. He nods to the bar, where every single man’s gaze is trained on her—or, rather, the back of the dress. “Though you’re right. It’s not exactly the best way to stay under the radar. I think the whole place is staring at her.”

A quick glance around the bar confirms that most of the room does seem to be trained on her. She’s half-bent over the bar, pouring herself a glass of sparkling wine and laughing as the bartender slaps her hands from the bottle. The woman reaches to tuck a hair behind Harlow’s ear and then rubs her temple. The gesture is soft, intimate, and for a moment Harlow is bare-faced. She smiles indulgently and winks at the woman.

“Looks like they’re close,” Carter says, startling me from my gawking.

I take a long swallow of whiskey and it burns all the way down. “It seems so.”

That’s something I can use. Perhaps she’s not as cold-hearted as she likes to seem.

Harlow grabs the ice bucket and some glasses and starts across the room toward us, her eyes shooting daggers at me.

Carter clicks his tongue and leans forward in his chair. “I don’t know why you’re pretending you’re not interested. You love exotic things. How could you not like your poison princess and her violet eyes?”

“They’d likely be more effective if I could see them,” I say.

Carter grins. He loves to throw it in our faces that he can see color and we can’t, but that strangeness in our magic is still a mystery. Though all of us who nearly died in the Drained attack ten years ago couldn’t see color for a time, those who fall in love seem to get that back through a divine mystery we still don’t understand.

Carter’s color returned when he fell in love with Naima. He claims it happened the first time he saw her, but I’m fairly certain it was several minutes after that, when he used a crude pickup line on her and she dumped her ale on his head.

“Keep your voice down,” I snap. “I told you her magic so you could watch your back, not blab it in the middle of a crowded bar.”

“These men are too shit-faced to hear anything but the sound of their own lewd thoughts,” Bryce says. “The way I see it, there’s no reason you can’t do your assignment and enjoy all its considerable benefits. She looks like she’s planning your death.”

Carter shakes his head and claps Bryce on the shoulder. “It’s twisted that you’re into that, my friend, but it explains so much about your love life.”

“Spoken like someone boring and settled who forgets how much fun a good hate-fuck can be,” Bryce says. “Harlow, let me help you.” He launches to his feet and helps her set the glasses and bottle on the table. Then, he takes her hand and makes a show of bowing to kiss it.

“What a gentleman,” she says.

I don’t miss the way she bends toward him, offering an eyeful of her cleavage as she takes her seat. Bryce doesn’t even pretend not to notice, letting his eyes linger on the swell of her breasts.

“That’s a lovely dress,” he says.

“This old thing?” she says, running her fingers down the plunging neckline.

Bryce tracks the path of her finger until I slap his arm.

“Eyes to yourself. That’s my fiancée,” I say.

Bryce tips his head back and laughs as he opens the bottle. “You’re going to have your hands full with this one. She’s way too pretty for you.”

Harlow preens, but I can tell she’s just trying to get a rise out of me. It’s so irritating that her technique is working. For a breath, I fantasize about how much easier this would all be if I could simply manipulate the truth out of her.

“So, what are we doing here?” I ask. “I’d really like to know who is responsible for my mother getting hurt.”

Harlow clicks her tongue. “Relax, mama’s boy. We are all motivated to find out what happened last night. Bea is well-connected, so I thought I’d ask if she’s heard anything.”

Bryce hands her a glass of bubbling wine, and she sips it.

She hums in satisfaction and grins at me. “I hope you don’t mind, my wolf. I had her put this exceptionally expensive bottle on your tab.”

I frown. “I hope that she has something valuable for the price of that bottle.”

She purses her lips. “She said that she heard a few drunks in here last night, an hour or so after the attack, who let it slip that there’s a rebel meeting place at a bar near North Hold. That’s Rafe Mattingly’s territory. I loathe him and I also think there’s a strong chance that he’s Rochelli. It would be out of character for him to be so sloppy. So either he planted that information, or he’s bold enough to try to bait my family to do something.”

“Isn’t he the mayor?” Carter asks.

Harlow sighs. “Unfortunately.”

“I don’t understand your politics,” Carter says. “What does the mayor do?”

She sips more wine and licks a drop from her lips. “It’s a largely ceremonial position. It was designed to keep the common, unblessed people appeased, with the feeling that they voted for a leadership position. Three years ago, my father lost the election. He was the first Carrenwell ever not to be reelected his entire lifetime. Every other head of our family has held both the real, magical rulership position of keeping the boundaries strong against the Drained, and the ceremonial position of listening to common folks’ concerns about things like sunstone light rations.”

Bryce pours her more wine. “So Rafe is a bit of a thorn in your father’s side?”

It’s so smooth, I almost miss it, but he’s trying to keep her talking.

Harlow arches a brow at him. “Don’t get any ideas. The man cannot be reasoned with and it would be silly to think you can outsmart him. Rafe Mattingly is well-connected and the only master he serves is himself. He has no honor. No morals. And no soul. How do you think he managed to pull one over on my father?” She waves a hand. “Say what you will about Harrick Carrenwell. He’s many awful things, but he takes his responsibility very seriously, and people take it for granted.” She stops abruptly, her eyes go unfocused for a moment before clearing. I wonder where she goes in those moments. I know she’d bite my head off if I asked.

It’s clear she doesn’t have much love for her father, but she does have respect. That in itself is valuable information.

“So the people blame him?” Carter asks.

Harlow shrugs a shoulder. “We’ve been more isolated in recent years. It takes more magic to maintain the boundaries. The unblessed used to have to visit the Blood Well once a month, but now we ask them to go twice a month—only those well enough and old enough to do so, of course. There are no children or elderly.”

I frown, thinking of the old man we saw the city guards dragging into the square the other day. I wonder what they consider too old to bleed—or too young, for that matter.

“How does it work? The magic? The bleeding?” I ask.

She sips her wine slowly—stalling. “Have you been away so long that you forget? Surely you remember your own well ceremony?”

“Humor me.”

Harlow sighs and pours the last of the wine into her glass. “Every new moon, all the one-month-old babies in the city are brought to the Blood Well, whether their families have magic or not. The Divine work in mysterious ways and no one knows how they choose to distribute their blessings. The children are submerged in the flowing waters at the bottom of the well, and they come out with magic or without. There is always a Carrenwell on site to record the glow of their aura color so we know which of the Divine they’ve been blessed by. If the child has magic, they’re registered for a spot in the Divine Blessed School to learn how to wield it. If they don’t have any, they continue their normal schooling and commence their bleeding days when they turn sixteen.”

“How do you keep track of how the blessings present in each child?” Bryce asks.

Harlow shrugs a shoulder. “It’s largely reported by the parents.”

“They’re so forthcoming?” I ask. “I thought magic was a well-kept secret in the city.”

She cocks her head and looks at me like I’m a moron. “Yes, but non-magical parents are usually terrified and eager to have help. They trade the secrecy for safety. And those from blessed families can either help guide their own if they have similar gifts, or they can request help from my family to place them with the appropriate tutor at school.”

Carter leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “It’s that simple.”

“It is,” Harlow says. “The complication is the increase in bleeding days, but with the growing attacks by the Drained, our families have needed to extend much more magic.” She pauses to sip her wine. “They forget that the blood of their sacrifice is to please the Divine, not my family. Not everyone likes the changes, but it’s easy to be outraged when the danger feels far from you. We’ve never had a breach penetrate beyond the B gates. Considering the population of the Drained now, that’s impressive. The darker winter months are always a challenge, and it takes tremendous resources to keep the walls strong. If you never see the enemy at the gates, it’s easy to forget the danger.”

We fall into contemplative silence. Carter, Bryce, and I all know well enough the threat the Drained pose. We also know the struggle of protecting people and the way they resent the very rules that keep them safe.

It’s one of the reasons we’ve risked crossing the stretch of Drained Wood to get here.

“That’s why the rebellion is stirring,” Harlow continues. “The non-magical folk believe my family is taking advantage of them, and I can understand how it might look that way if you don’t see how much work it is to maintain the nightly holy fire protection wall.”

“And Rochelli is stirring them up?” I ask.

Harlow waves a hand. “Yes, I suspect he’s more of an instigator than a true leader.”

“And you think he’s the mayor? No other theories?” Bryce asks.

“I’ll admit I’m biased. Rafe’s just been chipping away at my father’s power for years now. My father thought marrying him off to my sister Aidia would be enough to rein him in.” Her face twists into a disgusted frown.

“It wasn’t?” I ask.

Harlow laughs bitterly and takes a long gulp of wine.

“But why attack during the engagement dinner?” I ask. “He was there. He danced with you right before the Divine-damned explosion.”

“Yes, but what better cover than that of a victim? And if memory serves, he wasn’t in the room when it happened.” She meets my eye. “Neither were your parents.”

“Neither was your brother Kellan.”

She rolls her eyes. “Point taken, but I noticed something curious. Only one person moved before the blast went off, and that person was you. How do I know that your family wasn’t responsible and just using the rebels as a convenient distraction?”

I’m impressed that she thought of this, but I’ve been dreading her bringing it up. If her stupid bodyguard hadn’t confirmed it after the fact, she might have let it go.

I shrug. “Wish I could have taken credit, but if I’d done it, I would have made sure I was farther from the windows. Just because I can heal quickly doesn’t mean it’s fun to take the brunt of all those glass shards.”

She purses her lips and offers only a mildly skeptical look. I’m desperate for a distraction, and Carter must read it because he leans forward.

“If you two are done bickering, I have a question about the well ceremony,” Carter says. “Could someone hide a baby’s aura?”

Harlow shakes her head. “There’s always a Carrenwell there to witness, and since we can see magic, we would also see any kind of glamour they used to hide it. That’s how I know you have a blessing from Polm.” She turns to Bryce and winks. “And you have a gift from Kennymyra. We don’t get many of those around these parts.”

“How do you know?” Bryce asks, looking down at his body like he’ll be able to see his own magic.

She grins, twirling her wine glass on the table. “It’s the color in your aura. Yours is red. Must admit I’m very curious to know about your magic.”

Bryce leans toward her, a lazy smile on his face. “I’d be delighted to show you.”

I don’t like the way they’re eyeing each other. She doesn’t look like she’s just doing it to fuck with me anymore—she’s actually curious. Not that I care.

My head is spinning. I’m relieved that my parents have been wearing their cloaking rings. She’s offering a lot of information freely. So much that I don’t trust that it’s real, or that she doesn’t have some other motive for being so forthcoming.

I tap a knuckle on the table. “That hardly feels foolproof. I tricked you the night we met.”

Harlow scowls at me, the skin on her neck and cheeks darkening from pale to light gray. She’s blushing.

She clears her throat. “If I hadn’t been so distracted by my impending unwanted nuptials, I might have paid closer attention.”

“Yes, I’m sure it was that and not the fact that you were ready to let me fuck you through the bed,” I taunt.

“Don’t flatter yourself. I was annoyed my parents were selling me off again⁠—”

“Again?” Bryce interrupts. “You were married before?”

Harlow feigns a pout. “Did you think I was just an old spinster?”

Bryce leans forward and winks. “Of course not. It’s just that Henry tells us nothing.”

“Yes, I was married before. To a man named Marc Beckley. He passed,” she says.

We all look at her expectantly.

“May Divine Asher deliver his soul safely beyond the veil,” she says, a beat too late.

Bryce laughs. “You seem pretty broken up over it.”

“It’s been six months. I’ve had some time to adjust,” she says. “I had faith the Divine would bring me my true love, and here he is—” She gestures to me and pretends to swoon. “How fortunate I am.”

“You’re so sincere,” I say.

She leans back and takes a long drink of wine. I watch for any sign that she’s sharing because she’s drunk, but she handles herself well. I go back through my memory. She had at least half the bottle at the last bar, plus another glass and a half at the table. She should be feeling it, but she looks unruffled.

“I think it’s fair to say that after thirty years I’m tired of being a pawn in my father’s games,” Harlow says. “I don’t want to marry you any more than you do me, and it doesn’t do either of us a kindness to pretend otherwise. It’s cleaner to call it what it is—a marriage of inconvenient necessity. It’s a job, and we will approach it with mutual professionalism.”

“Fine.” I lean back and eye her. “Your blessing is from Polm?”

Her gaze flicks from Carter and Bryce to me. “No,” she says.

I frown. A poison kiss is a very unusual gift, but it must be the work of the Divine of Malice. I stare at her, trying to puzzle out which other Divine would offer it.

“Asher?”

She shakes her head. “Not the Divine of Endings.”

Maybe I’ve been drinking too much, but now I am very confused. Until I remember how she introduced herself when we first met. Stellaria, Asher’s wife, who managed to learn to wield his magic as well as her own.

“Stellaria’s the only other option, then.”

Harlow grins wickedly. “Is it?” She glances at Bryce and Carter again. “Being a bit casual with my secrets.”

I roll my eyes. “They’re practically family.”

“Your family,” she says.

Bryce shrugs. “Listen, this game you two are playing is cute, but we should probably admit we already know about your favorite pastime.”

Harlow scowls at me. “And here I thought we were off to such a trustworthy start.”

“Are you going to tell me that your siblings don’t know what my magic is?” I ask.

She sighs. “Point taken. My magic is a gift from Harvain.”

The three of us freeze and stare at her. I would be pissed that Bryce and Carter are doing such a bad job of hiding their surprise, but I’m thrown equally off-kilter with that admission.

“Divine of Fortune,” Bryce says slowly.

I search Harlow’s face for a lie, but she’s just smirking in amusement. “Yes. I find it rather interesting myself, but they say he’s the only Divine with a sense of humor.”

It’s possible she’s lying, but I’m not sure why she’d bother. It doesn’t really matter who blessed her, but it makes me curious about how she uses it. Many people believe the Divine dole out blessings based on temperament. They want their magic to be used, so they select those who have the will and vision to use it.

But just as many people believe Divine magic is random, so perhaps she’s right and Harvain saw her as an agent of chaos.

Carter claps and grins at me. “So rare that you’re stunned silent, Hen. I think she’s a good influence on you.” He pours us all a whiskey and holds his up. “To being humbled by love.”

Harlow clinks his glass. “To being humbled by business.”

Bryce waves his hand. “I’ve got it.” He clinks their glasses. “To being humbled by a beautiful woman.”

“To doing what we must,” I say, tapping my glass to each of theirs.

We all drink.

I immediately pour myself another, glancing around the bar. The fact that half the men in the room are still looking at Harlow fills me with unwanted possessiveness. I don’t want their eyes on her, even if she’s to be my wife in ceremony only. They should show some respect when I’m sitting right here. The man at the next table is looking her over with unveiled lust. I imagine smashing his glass into the side of his head.

I roll my shoulders back, trying to rid myself of the feeling. I don’t actually want her. I just don’t like other men feeling entitled to look, no matter how she might bait them.

Even Carter seems to be struggling not to steal glances at her cleavage.

I catch his eye and frown, and he gives me a look that says, I’m married, not dead.

She shifts, and the slit in her dress rises higher, revealing the top of her stockings and the ribbon stays.

Immediately, I’m back in the boarding house, kissing her soft thighs, listening to the way she moans as I drag my teeth over the pale skin. I squeeze the edge of the table.

When I meet her eyes again, she arches a brow, like she knows the exact direction of my thoughts.

I scrub a hand over my face.

“Should we fuck right now and get it over with, my feral wolf?” she asks. “I don’t want to be distracting.”

Bryce sputters, choking on his ale.

“At least she’s direct,” Carter says.

“Well, I think I’ve managed pretty well through this interrogation,” she says. “My turn to ask the questions. Why seek out a bride now? You’re not exactly young.”

“I was feeling sentimental. Just really hoping to finally settle down and find my true love,” I say.

“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you. I like you better broody,” she says, crossing her leg so the slit rides higher.

The feel of her curves pressed against me is practically imprinted on my brain, and the more I try to ignore it, the more she seems delighted to wear the most scandalous dress possible to make sure I can’t. My body doesn’t seem to care how dangerous she is.

Carter’s gaze volleys between us, but Bryce’s is on anything but the slit in her dress that’s now showing a long length of pale skin at the top of her stockings.

“I put my cards on the table, Henry. Let there be no secrets between us,” she taunts.

“If my family is to stay in power at Mountain Haven, I’ll need an heir.” It’s not the full story, but it’s also not an outright lie. The best deceptions have a kernel of truth.

She kicks her lips into an exaggerated pout. “And none of your mountain women will do?”

“Our magic is limited since⁠—”

Her face lights with recognition. “Since the attack ten years ago.” She frowns, considering. “Surely there must be women with gifts—and even so, there’s no saying for sure that marrying a blessed woman will get you a blessed child. The Divine do as they please.”

“There are few magical women left at Mountain Haven.” Lie. “And anyway, any children will need to visit the well to claim their magical gifts.” Lie.

She hums in amusement. “Do you lie to all the girls, or is that honor reserved for your betrothed?”

I frown. “It’s not a lie.”

“Perhaps not all of it, but some part of it is.”

“How do you know?” I sound so petulant, and she looks delighted.

“Maybe if you’re exceptionally good, I’ll tell you,” she says. “Or perhaps I’ll keep it to myself. Every woman deserves a few secrets.”

This is bad. If Harlow truly knows when I’m lying, my job just got so much harder.

There’s too much at stake and I’m running out of time to get all of the information I need out of her. The Drained are becoming more powerful and more plentiful by the day. I know city people think we’re wild and reckless, but Mountain Haven is still standing by sheer force of will and meticulous structure.

Harlow doesn’t understand what’s at stake—how rare my mother’s magic is. That’s a good sign, because if her parents knew, they would have told her. The less the Carrenwells know about my family and how we survived the attack ten years ago, the better. If they knew, they would surely try to find a way to use my mother for their own agenda.

A sharp whistle from behind the bar draws Harlow’s attention. The bartender salutes. Harlow jumps to her feet.

“Well, gentlemen, this has been a lovely chat, but I’m afraid I need to get home.” She makes to walk by me, but I grab her wrist.

I can’t let her go yet. There’s more to unravel with this rebellion, and I want to know everything she knows about it.

“Leaving so soon, lovely?” I taunt.

“I’m afraid it’s a necessity. Unless you want my brother to discover me here plotting with you.”

“Kellan?”

She nods, yanking her wrist away. “City guard will be here in less than two minutes, so I need to get out the back door now and head home—where he thinks I am.”

“You’ve been drinking quite a lot. At least let me walk you⁠—”

Harlow is already across the bar, heads turning as she covers up that sinful dress with her cloak, and she’s swallowed into the shadowed hallway at the back of the bar.
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South Hold should be silent at this hour. I’ve snuck back inside in the dead of night so many times, knowing exactly where the guards are posted and which hinges creak.

But the halls aren’t dark and silent. I freeze inside the kitchen door and strain to hear. Somewhere in the depths of the house, someone is screaming.

I take the back servant staircase two steps at a time, pausing on the landing.

Another shout rings out, a bit closer this time. I continue up and a stair creaks under my foot.

I bite back a curse, pause, and listen to see if a guard will notice. No one comes looking.

The shouting echoes down the hallway, becoming louder and more insistent.

I lean out of the stairwell, peering down the hall. There’s not a guard in sight. The hair on the back of my neck rises. There should be rotations of them. Normally, I wait in this stairwell until the patrol goes by, and then I have three minutes to get down the long corridor to my room. I count my breaths, waiting for guards to appear, but none do.

Another pained scream rings out. It’s coming from the family wing.

With one last glance toward the other stairwell, I dart down the hall.

I slip into my room like a wraith and shrug off my cloak, hanging it on the hook inside my closet. I peel off my dress, pull on a silk nightdress, and wrap myself in my robe. Creeping back to the door, I crack it open and strain to listen.

In the silence, I slip into the hall and pause, hand on my doorknob, waiting for someone to admonish me, but the hall is still empty and no scolding arrives.

My muscles are coiled, unsure whether to flee the house or continue down the hall and see what the commotion is. Every instinct tells me to mind my business, to stay here in my room and lock the doors.

But secrets are currency in this family. If I see something I shouldn’t, I could use it as a bargaining chip.

I gather my courage and start down the hall.

The only people who still live in the family wing of the house are my parents, me, and my oldest brother, Able, and his family. The rest of my siblings reside in the other gatehouses around the city.

I pass Aidia’s old room, beside mine. Then, Kellan’s childhood bedroom across the hall, and on and on until I come to the source of the commotion: Able’s room.

“You should be in bed.”

I jump at Gaven’s whisper so close to my ear.

“Bleeding woods, Gaven! I’m going to put a bell on you, I swear to the Divine,” I gasp, clutching my chest. “It’s not as if I could sleep through this.”

“Especially since you were out and about,” he says, his dark eyes narrowed on me.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was getting some tea in the kitchen when the commotion started.” I peek through the cracked bedroom door. “Do you know what’s hap⁠—”

“You can’t escape them! They’ll make you one of them!” Able’s voice is so shrill and panicked.

I shove into his bedroom.

The light is minimal. The dying fire and several candles cast flickering shadows over the walls. My parents are standing by the fireplace, their grim gazes fixed on Able. Several guards are scattered about the perimeter, but three of them hold Able down on the bed.

It’s hard to process what I’m seeing. Able is always calculated, conniving, and calm in an unnerving way that lets you know he’s in control at all times. He’s unrecognizable with the look of horrified panic on his face.

His nightshirt is practically shredded from his flailing hands, his dark hair is matted with sweat, and his deep purple eyes are wide with hysterical terror.

“There’s Drained in the walls. Drained on the stairs. They’re coming for us.” His wild eyes dart to my father. “You!” he growls. “You’re their leader. They’re waiting for your command.”

He bucks against the guards holding him down as my mother and father look on. His aura is flared wide—its blue, pulsing light illuminating the whole room.

“They’re coming for us,” Able shouts. “The halls are full of them. They’re right here.” His eyes widen at the guard pinning his left arm. “You’re one of them!” He takes a wild swing, nearly connecting, but the guard ducks out of the way at the last second.

“Dose him, Divine dammit,” my father says solemnly. “He’ll be better in the morning.”

I recognize the man on Able’s right as his bodyguard, Nick. He’s talking to Able in a steady, calm voice, but Able keeps thrashing. A healer stumbles forward.

On the other side of the room, my sister-in-law Sierra sobs quietly in the corner. Her golden hair is somehow still perfectly twisted into a curling wrap, but the skin around her neck is bruised with Able’s fingerprints.

Anger sparks to life in my chest. Here I am, out hunting violent men, while living under the same roof with my brother, who is hurting his wife.

I shift and finally my mother notices my presence.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she says.

I glance at Sierra meaningfully.

“He doesn’t mean it,” my mother says. “He’s trapped in a nightmare. We’ve told Sierra not to sleep in here, but she doesn’t listen.”

The healer shoves a syringe into Able’s arm. His squirming and shouting slow immediately, and his muscles go slack.

“It’s a sedative,” my father says, clearly for my benefit alone since everyone else in the room seems to be used to this. “It’s to help him sleep.” He stands a little straighter. “An heir carries a heavy burden and these kind of nightmares aren’t unusual.”

I know that tone. It’s the one he uses to placate our people. This is a performance, but not one I need to be involved in.

My father glances at the guards. “Leave us.”

The men file out in a rush.

Sierra hovers beside the bed, sniffling. She places a hand on Able’s forehead.

“Leave us,” my father repeats.

She hugs her robe around her body and is ushered out of the room by Gaven. He passes her off to a guard in the hallway, closes the door behind her, and turns to face us.

So Gaven also knows about this. I guess I’m not the only one keeping secrets.

I turn my expectant gaze on my father.

“We believe Able is going mad.” He says it so calmly—like he’s talking about what he ate for dinner and not his son and heir’s sanity.

My mouth goes dry. “Excuse me?”

He frowns as if eternally disappointed that I don’t understand this abrupt news. “You heard me. He’s going mad.”

It’s not an isolated incident—I’d gathered that from the practiced choreography of the guards and the way they were ready with a sedative. I can’t imagine how I have never witnessed this before.

Except I can. I spend several nights a week out hunting.

“Why? How? For how long?” My voice sounds muffled in my ears, like I’m underwater.

“You have to tell her, Harrick,” my mother says. “Gaven will be there with her at Mountain Haven, of course, but she’s going to be alone at times. She needs to be aware of everything that’s at stake should she fail.”

My father clears his throat and adjusts the tie on his robe. He doesn’t look nearly as dignified or threatening in his pajamas, but I wouldn’t make the mistake of telling him so.

He clears his throat. “We have reason to believe that the well is making us mad.”

The words tangle in my brain. The well is healing—magical. It’s the place I go when I need to feel strong.

My mother wrings her hands. “Able is visiting so much more often to help your father lay down the holy fire barrier every night, and it seems like the more he visits the well, the worse it gets. It started very infrequently, but in the last few months, things have—escalated. It seems to be worse at night. It’s fortunate that you’re such a heavy sleeper or you would have noticed sooner.”

Gaven catches my eye and arches a brow, but I am too shaken by the revelation to worry about him taunting me for sneaking out.

The well replenishes our magic. It’s part of the reason that we limit knowledge of the house well. It’s our ancestral secret, in case anything bad happens to the Blood Well.

“But we all go in the well,” I say.

Gaven’s steady gaze is fixed on me. He already knew this. It’s not unusual for him to know things before I do. My father trusts him more than he trusts me, and while it’s not surprising, it does sting.

My father sighs. “Yes, and we know you go more often because of your⁠—”

Defect. He wants to use that word, but my mother has scolded him for using it and now he can’t think of a better word.

My father shifts, his attention sliding to my mother. He wants her to smooth this over because he thinks she holds more sway with me. She shrugs a shoulder like she has nothing to offer, but I think she knows it would fall on deaf ears. It’s been a long time since I cared what she has to say.

“Condition,” my mother suggests.

I know there’s no name for the pain that plagues me, but it still bothers me that no matter how much I do for them, they only see the ways I fall short. As if my own frustration with my body isn’t enough.

They stare at me—waiting for me to speak. After years of being forced to listen to them scheme, it’s satisfying seeing them both at a loss for words. I want to cling to this—the only power I’ve ever had. I want to show them that I’ve inherited their gift for hitting someone where they’re weakest. But I don’t need to say anything. They already know this discovery—the urgency of madness overtaking my brother at the very moment that we face a new external threat—only improves my bargaining power once I get them what they want.

It’s tempting to toy with them, but I’m tired and agitated about leaving tomorrow. I need the quiet of my room to think.

My parents are still looking at me expectantly.

“Are you asking if I’m mad too?” I bite back a startled laugh. “I suppose it’s a distinct possibility. I did just decide to go behind enemy lines by marrying a dangerous man for the second time—after I was promised that my duty had been done.” I shake my head. “Perhaps I am a bit mad. Are you, Father?”

My father grinds his teeth, his face going red with rage. “You know very well that I’m not.”

“Do I?”

I shouldn’t tempt him by pushing, but it’s as if Aidia’s absence has pulled the fire out of me and I can’t let it go like I used to. I spent my childhood thinking that I was the problem—that there was a level of good I could achieve that would satisfy him. I learned to read his shifting moods like changing weather, but no matter how I twisted and turned, no matter how small I made myself, there was no way to avoid his mercurial wrath.

My mother’s voice shakes me from my thoughts. “Have you seen any signs?”

“Signs?”

“Of madness,” she says impatiently.

I shake my head. “No.”

I mentally run through how often I’ve visited the well. I haven’t been much lately because it never really helps anything for my pain during or after an attack. The only thing it does is make me feel more energetic and make my aura brighter and my magic easier to access.

“You can’t think of anything?” my mother presses.

I glance at Gaven, who is still leaning against the wall by the door. “Can you?”

He shakes his head. “All is normal.”

My parents lock eyes.

“Maybe it’s just the attacks for her,” my mother says quietly.

My father nods. “Good, then.”

I look past them to Able, asleep in his bed. “What about Able? If it’s getting worse, shouldn’t he stop going to the well?”

“If he stops going to the well, I cannot defend this city,” my father snaps. “The wall is too big now. We’ve expanded twice during my rule. I can’t power it without him, just like he won’t be able to do it without his heir.”

The gravity of the situation hits me. Every day at sundown, my father and brother pour their power into the specially treated sunstone that lines the top of the city walls. Able takes the northern half of the city, and my father takes the southern half. It takes tremendous concentration and skill to channel enough holy fire to span the entire length of the wall and burn through the night. If either of them goes too mad to wield their magic, there would be nothing left to prevent the Drained from scaling the city walls. The entire population of Lunameade would be defenseless.

Worse, if the well makes us mad and my brother and father are already in its grips, the rest of us are next.

“Was it always like this? The madness?” I ask.

My father shakes his head. “No. It’s recent. No family records make note of it.”

“Would they?” I ask skeptically.

“There are private family notes that only the heir can access. It would be in there,” he says.

I try to trace back our family history to anything that has changed during my father’s rule, but part of the reason the city still stands is that we follow the rule set out by our ancestors, and we don’t deviate. Any changes that have been made in our history have been through the influence of the Divine. Usually, a Harvain-blessed Seer shares a Divine prophecy, but occasionally one of the Divine appears to someone in our family, like in the story about Alistair Carren.

Strict rules are how we have survived remotely in these woods for so long.

“Is that it?” I ask.

My father nods, and I turn to leave wordlessly. Gaven opens the door for me and follows me back to my room.

He makes to go inside, but I stop him. “I hardly think an assassin is in there waiting for me. Go to bed. We have an early morning.”

He frowns but relents, disappearing into his room across the hall.

I wait for his door to click closed before I close and lock mine. Then, I throw myself on the bed, squeezing my eyes closed. There’s a shift in the air, and I sit with a start and spin toward my closet, hand brushing the dagger still strapped to my thigh.

But it’s not a villain standing there in the low firelight. It’s Aidia, looking ghostly pale and exhausted.

“Aidy.” I’m so happy to see her, I almost start crying instantly.

She walks toward me but stops just short of the bed.

My eyes burn as I reach for her, but she steps away and holds up her hands as if to brace against me.

“Don’t. I’m afraid I’m not in hugging shape.”

The relief at seeing her turns to rage. “Your ribs again?”

She smiles half-heartedly. “Just bruised this time. Not broken.”

“I could have Henry fix it. He’s a healer.”

Aidia shakes her head, a hint of fear in her eyes. “Low, I am not letting your broody mountain man waste valuable healing on me when you could need it tomorrow. Your trek to Mountain Haven is dangerous. Now lie down. You should be well-rested for the journey.”

I frown. Just once, I wish she wouldn’t be a big sister. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Officially, you never saw me,” Aidia says.

“And unofficially?” I ask.

She smiles sadly, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I had to say goodbye even if you’ll be back in two weeks.”

I reach my hand out for her, but she doesn’t take it. I don’t know if it’s because she’s afraid she’ll never let me go or if she’s just so fragile right now that any closeness will break her. She’s always been careful not to shatter when I need her to be strong, but now I wish she weren’t.

My eyelids grow heavy as I watch her in the fading firelight.

“You’re going to be fine, and I will see you in a few weeks.”

“What if I’m not?” I ask, blinking up at her.

She smiles softly. “My heart.”

I close my eyes, searching for the steadiness the words bring. “My bones.”

“Our blood.” Our whispers are barely audible.

With my sister’s fingers stroking my hair, I let the exhaustion of the day sweep me into the dark.


13


HARLOW


The shadow of the North Hold guard towers loom over me as I study the elaborate reinforced locking system on the gates. It’s a marvel of engineering, but I haven’t the faintest idea how it works because I’ve never been this close to the gates when they open.

A few yards away, several large geldings stir restlessly as Henry quietly converses with his parents. They brought a remarkably small contingent of guards to the city. I’d expect more security for the leaders of their household. I’m not certain of the scope of a blessing from Asher, the Divine of Endings. Maybe they don’t need a horde of guards. That thought sends a chill up my spine.

I wonder absently how the defenses of Mountain Haven are holding up with them here. How do they keep their wall secure without holy fire? In Lunameade, it’s such a rare magic, gifted by Vardek, the Divine of Protection. My father and Able are the only ones who can wield such magic. But I suppose it’s possible that there is someone similarly blessed hidden somewhere in Mountain Haven.

I try to ignore the fact that somewhere inside the tall walls of the manor behind us, Aidia is probably watching from some high window, taking shallow breaths so as not to hurt her bruised ribs.

I turn and wave, but I know if I lay eyes on her right now, with her staying in her cage and me flying free, I will lose my nerve.

I take three deep breaths in and out to settle the twisting, raw feeling of leaving her. It feels like failing, like surrendering to my parents once again. I can’t shake the sense that I’m letting down the women of the city who count on the Poison Vixen. How can I escape when so many others are trapped?

But if I don’t go, I can’t return with the answers. And if I can’t assess this threat for my parents, I can’t get access to the tunnel.

Fear settles in my bones. When the task was distant, it felt entirely doable, but for the first time, it hits me that I might never return. In trying to find the leverage to save my sister, I might doom her to be trapped here alone forever.

Aidia has always felt stitched to me. I always assumed it would be a sharp rending that separated us, but this is more like a slow, brutal tear. I feel the distance grow by the second, and I haven’t even passed through the gates to the outside world.

The morning is cold, a sharp wind whipping over the wall. I focus on its breath-stealing chill to steady myself.

Henry approaches slowly, perhaps sensing my nervousness, or just waiting for me to turn into a wilting mess. He’s wearing a heavy fur-lined coat and well-worn riding boots, his hair neatly combed back. Much to my annoyance, he looks handsome, like some mythic dark god who drags maidens into the forest.

Though I’ve never been one for devotion, I tilt my chin up, praying to the Divine that everything I’m feeling isn’t written all over my face.

Henry’s gaze lingers behind me. “No parents?”

“We said our farewells last night.”

There’s a hint of disapproval in his frown.

“Careful, Henry. Pity is one step removed from tolerance,” I taunt.

His lips twitch. “Tolerating my wife. Sounds terrible.” Footsteps crunch behind me, and Henry purses his lips. “Seems you’re not forgotten after all. Your brother’s here to see you off.”

I turn in time to see Kellan smile tightly and nod at Henry in the way men do to casually dismiss each other. Henry takes the hint and walks back to his horse by the gate.

Kellan guides me off to the side. “Have everything you need?” he asks.

He means my dagger.

I pat my thigh. “Never leave home without it.”

“Right.” Kellan’s voice is soft. His gaze drifts up to the North Hold mansion, and I know he’s thinking of Aidia, locked away in there like some sort of rare bird. He’s thinking of losing another sister to a brutal man.

“Be careful,” he whispers.

“I’ll be back in a few weeks, Kel. Hug Libby and the kids for me.”

He sighs and shakes his head. “Kate is beside herself that she won’t get to be in Aunt Harlow’s wedding. But I told her that you would tell her about it in detail when you return. Considering their customs, I’ll ask you not to.”

I bite back a laugh, so relieved he has the wherewithal to joke when I feel like crying.

Kellan pulls me into a tight hug. “Low, listen,” he whispers. “Our father didn’t want to tell you this because he thought you would back out, but I can’t let you go out there without all of the information.”

“What information?” I whisper, trying to keep my expression neutral.

Henry is watching from about twenty yards away. He fumbles with a saddlebag, but he doesn’t bother to hide that he’s paying close attention.

Kellan leans closer. “There is a chance that they think our father was responsible.”

“For what?”

“For the Drained attack that nearly annihilated them ten years ago.”

I jerk away from Kellan. “What do you mean? We don’t command the Drained.”

Kellan shakes his head, his eyes darting to Henry and back to me. “Focus, Harlow. I just needed you to know that this is dangerous. I don’t know why they’ve shown up after all this time, after all our searching. But I can’t rule out the possibility that they have a score to settle and that they want to use you to do it.”

“Why didn’t you say so before? Why wait until now?” I turn my back to Henry and run a hand over my face to try to master my frustration. I’m so tired of secrets and compartmentalized family knowledge. I am about to walk into a den of vipers and my parents couldn’t bother to tell me.

“It wasn’t something you needed to know until now,” Kellan says. This is how he operates, in secrets—in only sharing what someone needs to know in the moment and hoarding the rest to himself. It’s how he’s kept the city in line all these years.

“How could they blame us for what the Drained do?” I ask after a long pause.

Kellan rubs the back of his neck. “Because our father had a choice to make and a responsibility to our people.”

I frown. “Are you saying that there’s merit to their suspicion?”

Kellan looks to where Henry is fastening the saddlebag to his gelding.

“Mountain Haven was full of our people, too,” I say.

“I know that!” he whispers. “But if that horde came to our gates, they could have torn through the city, getting stronger and stronger as they went. Sometimes you have to sacrifice the few to save the many.”

I am trying so hard to stay calm, but I can barely keep my voice to a whisper. “There were thousands of people at Mountain Haven.”

“There are tens of thousands more here,” he says.

I stare at him. “Surely you’re not okay with that. You knew many of those people.”

He nods to Henry. “Not him, though.”

He’s right, but the way he talks about it like it’s a math equation and not human lives lost irks me.

“So, just to be clear. Ten years ago, our father somehow directed a horde of Drained away from our gates and toward Mountain Haven. For ten years, we believed that horde annihilated them, only to be surprised when they suddenly reemerged seeking a wife for their heir. And now you’re sending me, your sister, who has already married once to protect this family, with a stranger who thinks I killed his sister, in the hopes I can find out what exactly they want?” My tone is calm, my face placid, but inside my heart is frenzied, slamming against my ribs.

Kellan frowns, his lilac eyes cast down. “Yes. That about sums it up.”

“What if they kill me the moment I arrive? What if they drop me in the forest and let the Drained have me as revenge?” It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him what exactly I’m heading into—a marriage to an unkillable husband—but something stops me. Some nagging voice in the back of my mind urges me to hold on to my secrets, not out of some misplaced loyalty to Henry so much as a desire to keep hold of valuable information as a form of currency. Kellan has proven once again how often my family does this to me. I should learn the lesson they keep teaching me.

The weight of our history is mine alone to bear. My father has slighted the Havenwoods, and it cost them an heir. Perhaps my parents don’t know that the Havenwood heir died. Maybe they assume that Henry always was the heir, or they suspect that the Havenwoods have other children.

Even so, my parents are comfortable sending me into hostile territory, knowing that the Havenwoods might be using me to get their revenge.

I meet my brother’s worried gaze. Kellan is so rational and steady. If he says there’s reason to be concerned, he must have evidence to believe that’s the case, but there’s nothing I can do now but be careful.

He nods at Gaven. “I’ve informed Gaven, but two of you are no match for an entire fort of them. If things get bad, I’ve shared everything I know about the fort with Gaven. He’ll share it with you when he has a chance, but you should also try to find out more from Henry. Be smart and do what you must to survive.”

Kellan kisses my cheek and pulls away. He takes one last look at me before turning away and striding back toward North Hold.

I watch him go as Gaven steps up beside me. “I’ve guarded you since you were an infant, Harlow, and I haven’t let anyone touch a hair on your head.”

I glare at him. “I think we both know that’s not true.”

He looks away. “I have not let anyone else touch a hair on your head, and I don’t intend to start now, but you have to be wise and hold that sharp tongue of yours. We will be surrounded by enemies, and if you want to do what you set out to do, you must be patient.”

I wave a hand, more because I’m annoyed than because I sense Henry’s approach by his looming aura.

He offers his arm to guide me to a horse, and I take it.

“Does he have a blessing?” Henry asks, glancing at Gaven.

My bodyguard has already mounted his horse and is sitting tall, waiting to depart.

“That’s an awfully personal question,” I say.

“It’s a necessary one, I’m afraid. I’m bringing him into my home,” Henry says.

I frown. “No, he doesn’t.”

Henry’s lips twitch. “It’s a comfort to know you’re such a terrible liar, lovely.”

I can’t tell if he knows I’m lying for real or if he’s bluffing to get me to confess.

I open my mouth to argue until I realize he’s led me to his enormous gelding.

Henry looks me over with a scowl on his face. “You aren’t dressed warmly enough.”

“These are the warmest clothes I have.” My riding pants are shearling-lined, and aside from the layered undershirt and two sweaters, my cloak is made of heavy plum-colored wool and lined with fur. I could barely make it out of the house before I was sweating. “If I add any more layers, I won’t be able to ride.”

He laughs as if I’m joking and pats the midnight-black horse. “You’re not riding.”

I cross my arms. “Then how do you suppose I’ll get there?”

He shakes his head. “I meant you’re not riding alone. You’ll be riding with me. You’re not a strong enough rider to be on your own. Not when you’ve never left the city walls.”

I stare at him with as much contempt as I can manage.

“The terrain is dangerous and unpredictable, Harlow. I’m sure you’re an excellent rider, but riding for sport inside the safety of these walls is different than riding for your life from a horde of Drained. I have a responsibility to keep you safe.”

I’m mad at myself for leaving. I’m furious at myself for staying this long. Most of all, I’m angry at myself for being so afraid to run away when I’ve spent my life wishing for the chance. I want to fight. I want to hurt someone. I want to turn my pain into someone else’s.

“Trust me, lovely,” Henry says, his tone unforgivably placating. “I’m not thrilled about it either, but it’s the only way to do this safely. More than just your well-being depends on it.”

I glance toward the gates, and Henry takes a step closer. His hand comes to my hip, his mouth hovering next to my ear. “I know you look out there and see freedom. You think that it’s daylight and nothing can get to you—but a mile into the forest, the canopy is thick and we will have to ride very hard. You may not want to hear it, but I won’t put your ego over your safety.”

I blow out a resigned breath.

He slaps a hand on my ass. “Now get on the fucking horse, like a good little wife.”

I want to slap him back, but his antics have caught everyone’s attention, and Kellan’s warning is fresh in my mind.

Bryce winks at me from atop his mount. Carter is grinning beside him on a giant black gelding.

Henry boosts me onto his gelding and climbs up behind me.

The leather creaks below me as I try to shift away from him, but he wraps a hand around my waist and pulls me back against his body.

“It’ll be an easier ride if you just relax,” he says, his breath ghosting over my ear. “Besides, the last time you were pressed against me, you seemed to like it just fine.”

“Asshole,” I grumble.

He chuckles as he raises a hand to signal the gatekeeper.

The gears grind and the large metal gate swings outward. The second they’re open, Carter and Bryce lead the group into the wild.

For most of my life, I have seen the Drained Wood through windows, in misty glimpses from the top of the wall, or through the slats of the gates that lead to the outside world. Now I’m going to venture into it.

The moment I cross over the threshold into the rest of the world feels like the first moment I’ve ever drawn a full breath. The scent of moss and damp, leafy pulp mixed with fresh pines mingles into a welcoming aroma.

I don’t understand what’s happening to me. I draw in gasping breaths. My chest has unclenched for what feels like the first time in my life, and my eyes burn with tears.

I was not expecting such a visceral reaction. I squeeze my eyes closed, praying to the Divine that Henry won’t notice.

“Take it easy, lovely. You’ll be back soon,” he murmurs, his voice low so that no one else will hear.

I try to master myself, but the dam has burst and humiliating tears stream down my face. I draw in another deep breath, and it’s as if the air is moving everything that’s been trapped in my body out all at once.

“I’m not upset,” I manage.

“Could have fooled me,” he says, slowing our horse and handing me a handkerchief.

“I’m not upset about leaving,” I say.

I don’t know how to express what I am. It feels something like relief. Like I’m finally out of my family’s control, even if I’m still doing their bidding.

“We can go faster now. I’m fine,” I whisper, conscious of the people riding with us and the Drained that could be lurking somewhere within the hollows of the forest.

I have no intention of telling Henry how trapped I’ve felt or that this mission is the most freedom I’ve ever been granted. I’ve lived a lifetime under the weight of my family’s expectations—and the fear of not meeting them—and for the first time, they won’t have an easy way to keep tabs on me for weeks.

“We’ll go a little faster now and then slow down once we’re farther from the gates,” Henry says softly. “I’m sorry you’re upset.”

“I’m not upset. I think I’m relieved.” The admission slips out.

Henry’s body tenses behind me for a moment, the horse slowing a bit more as if sensing his surprise, but then he relaxes and we speed up again.

I wish we could go slower. The trees whip by and I can’t drink it all in fast enough. There aren’t flowers with it being so close to winter, but I bet it’s gorgeous in the summer, green and lush and full of colors I’ve never seen.

“There tend to be more of them gathered by the city gates.” Henry’s voice is barely audible above the wind and the pounding of horse hooves. “We’ll slow down by mid-morning.”

When he said that the canopy is thick enough that the Drained lurk in the shadows, I’d assumed he only said it to inspire my cooperation, but the speed we’re traveling at and the wary glances of our traveling party suggest otherwise.

The morning is a blur of greens and browns and wispy white mist that is thickest at the low points of the forest. We only slow once to give the horses a quick rest by a stream just off the main trail, and we don’t linger long.

Henry is quiet, contemplative, not that I expect him to have anything to say to me. I know what I am to him because it’s the same thing he is to me—a burden I bear out of duty.

I’ve barely finished eating the light lunch before Henry is boosting me back on his horse and we’re off again. I knew it would be a long day since we need to reach the fort by dusk, but my hips ache from the long ride.

As we ride, I consider how they kept the rebuilt fort a secret for so long. It’s possible they had a glamourist who could cast an illusion and hide it all this time, but that would be a very skilled practitioner wielding a very strong blessing.

I wonder if the few tradesmen who traveled to town in recent years skipped it or knew that it was still alive with activity and kept their secrets. The more I learn, the less certain I am of who can be trusted, especially with how eager Henry was to learn about Rochelli.

Our group continues through the forest, Bryce and Carter leading the way with a contingent of four guards. Henry’s parents ride in front of us, and Gaven and three more guards follow behind us. Everyone else is engaged in quiet conversation, less tense than they were at the start of the journey.

“Feeling better?” Henry asks.

I bristle. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He leans down so his lips graze my ear as he speaks. “I’m talking about how you were crying earlier.”

I grind my teeth. “I have terrible allergies, but I’ve acclimated.”

He chuckles, and his arm tightens around my waist as if to taunt me.

Fine. Two can play at that game.

I subtly arch my back, pressing my ass into him.

“Harlow,” he hisses. His tone is low, warning.

“You say my name like I’m a thing you’re cursed with.”

He makes a sound between a laugh and a hum of agreement. “Divine deliver me—that I may survive such a curse.”

“If they’re merciful, you won’t,” I say.

We ride in silence for a few moments, until the question that’s been crammed in my mouth finally slips out.

“Is it safe for me at Mountain Haven?”

His hand flattens against my stomach. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I’m trying to ask what it’s like.”

“Well, it’s not wild like you think,” Henry says. “We follow meticulous rules because that’s the only way to survive. Now, I know this will grate against your very nature, lovely, but there’s an expectation that as my wife, you’ll listen to me.”

I straighten in my seat, and he chuckles.

“Yes, I thought that might be your response, but you’ll find that strength is prized above all else there, which means that in order to stay in charge, I must appear strong and my wife needs to appear both strong and obedient.” He leans closer. “And before you take a swing at me, note that I said appear obedient. What you do in the privacy of our rooms is your business, but the easiest way to get killed at Mountain Haven is to belong to no one—and I don’t mean in a possessive way, though that’s part of it. I mean if they think you’re on your own, they will pick you off. While I have the support from most thanks to my exhaustive work securing our home, you know well that when you’re the ones risking everything and doing all the work, there are always people who think they can do a better job.”

That is something I am acutely aware of. I have no love for my father, but I have seen how hard he works to keep our people safe and the way they all think they could do better.

“What happened?” I ask. “During the attack ten years ago? How did the Drained get to you? Growing up, I always thought Mountain Haven was impenetrable—I heard the stories⁠—”

“Stone walls in front and mountain face behind?” Henry asks, his voice bitter. “Everything breaks eventually.”

I wait for him to say more, but he’s gone quiet and contemplative. I settle into the steady rhythm of the ride and the feeling of him behind me—solid, strong, protective. The arm he has wrapped around my waist occasionally tightens to draw me closer. I can’t tell if it’s out of discomfort or fear that I might fall.

At this point, he must feel my ease with the horse. My only tension comes from him behind me, breathing against the nape of my neck, crowding my space with his firm chest.

He sniffs the air just as Carter throws a fist up at the front of the group. Everyone slows nearly to a stop.

Carter holds up two fingers and everyone soundlessly falls into pairs along the narrow trail. The path grows darker, the dying shrubs and ferns pressing closer.

We ride down the incline, and the temperature plunges. The hair on the back of my neck rises, like I stepped through a ghost.

“What is this pl⁠—”

Henry’s hand clamps over my mouth. The group has almost stopped, everyone holding their breath. A faint red tinge colors the air. I squint in the dim light cutting through the thick, leafy canopy, trying to figure out if it’s something about the trees above us casting the light a strange color.

It almost looks like this place has a red aura.

Henry presses one finger to my lips in the signal to be quiet. I stare into the darkened forest to our right.

Henry sniffs the air, and his whole body goes rigid as a low hiss rises from somewhere deep in the underbrush.

“Go!” he shouts.

Carter and Bryce lead the way, taking off at a full gallop, no longer concerned about making noise. The time for caution is gone. Now we’re riding for our lives from some invisible force in the forest.

My heart pounds. I pull off my gloves and shove them in my pocket. My hands itch for a weapon, but I’m too afraid to drop my dagger in my nervousness. Henry fumbles in his pocket and then shoves a glass vial into my hand.

“Hold this.”

Henry yanks off his gloves and shoves them in his pockets. He unsheathes a vicious-looking sword and slows the horse. “Uncork it and pour it over the blade.”

I do as he says, with considerable difficulty at our pace, dribbling the liquid haphazardly over the blade. “What is it?”

“Well water,” he says, urging the horse on faster.

Our mount is steadier than I expected, but I place a hand on his neck anyway.

“Hold on,” Henry says.

I’ve learned about our history and the magic of the Drained Wood since I was a child, but reading a story in a book or hearing it around a campfire doesn’t do justice to the horror of hearing the deafening rush of the current of blood mist.

In the pub tales I’ve heard, it’s a magical current that flows through the Drained Wood in a seemingly random pattern, always with a horde of Drained coming just behind it. In reality, the mist rushes in like a furious river, giving me no time to orient to the path ahead before the red haze blocks out everything.

The air smells like iron and salt. I lean back into Henry, fighting against the suffocating smell of blood.

“Just breathe. We just need to stay on the horse and keep riding. But fear attracts them and your heart is pounding. Just take a breath,” Henry says.

“How do you⁠—”

He shifts, and I realize I’ve grabbed his hand. “I can feel your heart in your hand.”

A startled laugh bubbles out of me at the thought of ever offering my heart to a man so freely. The laugh is cut short when something barrels into me from the right.

Henry curls around me, taking the brunt of the impact as we crash to the forest floor. I roll off of him and press up to a seat.

He’s on his feet in a second, turning in a slow circle with his sword at the ready. I stand and reach for my dagger. The moment my fingers brush the cool metal hilt, sharp claws curl around my wrist, and I’m dragged toward my bloody death.
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All sense of strategy flies out the window the moment Harlow yelps and gets dragged into the mist. I follow the sound of her struggle.

I hate that I could track her by scent alone—hate that I can smell the hint of my laundry soap mixed in with her floral perfume. Mostly, I hate that I’m following her more out of a sense of possessiveness than duty.

I should be thinking about what they’ll say back at home if I can’t even protect my fiancée on one trip through the Drained Wood. Instead, I’m thinking about one of those things touching her—and it’s making me furious.

I run faster through the mist. “Harlow?”

There’s a grunt and then the snap of teeth, and my blood runs cold. I sprint toward the sound and nearly stumble over Harlow.

She’s splayed on the ground, blood sprayed across her face and neck. Panic twists in my throat as the gray-skinned beast above her snaps its teeth in her face, right as she plunges her dagger up through its chin. The beast shudders and collapses on top of her. Harlow rolls it off of her.

I look her over as she rises to her feet.

She wipes her face on the edge of her cloak. “It’s not my blood.” She sounds calm, but she’s holding her left arm gingerly.

“Did it bite you?”

She goes still, and horror tears through me. Then, she turns and jabs her dagger forward, right as a Drained one springs from the bushes beside us. The blade plunges into its throat and she drags it across its neck until it crumbles to ash.

“How did you⁠—”

“They have an aura,” she says. “Or, rather, they have the absence of an aura.” She closes her eyes and tips her face toward me. “Over your left shoulder.”

I turn and slash to my left as a beast leaps from the mist. Its skin hisses where my blade struck, and it bellows a blood-curdling screech.

“What is that?” She darts to my left, bringing a knee up into the stomach of one of the Drained as it bursts from the mist. It grunts and tumbles to the side, and she buries her dagger in its eye.

“It’s the well water that hurts them.”

She turns toward me with wide eyes. “How do you have well water, and how do you know that and we don’t?”

She looks remarkably calm, but her heart is pounding. I’m sure the Drained can smell her adrenaline. I need to get her the fuck out of these woods.

She waits a beat for me to answer, then closes her eyes. “Two coming from your left.”

“You can see auras with your eyes closed.”

“Yes, and I’m less distracted by the mist when I do.” Her eyes snap open as a beast leaps from the mist with blackened claws swiping through the air. I swing my sword, slicing through its throat. I can barely hear the dull thud of its head hitting the forest floor over the swirling blood storm.

It’s getting louder as the mist gets thicker. I whistle, praying Nightsong hasn’t run off. The sound of hooves grows louder as the horse appears through the mist. He’s been treated by those with a special healing gift to be steadier in stressful situations and to recover faster. It’s why he can carry the two of us across the forest so quickly with so few breaks.

I pat his side, happy to see him in one piece. “Good boy, Nightsong.”

Behind me, Harlow gasps. I turn to watch as she’s tackled to the ground by an enormous, ghastly-looking Drained. I can tell that it’s new by the fact that it still has most of its hair, and its skin is only mildly gray. Its hands still vaguely resemble human fingers, unlike the more advanced Drained, whose claws extend all the way to their palms. Its posture is more upright, unlike the more advanced, hunched stature of long-turned creatures, and its body is more filled out and less gaunt.

I grab it by the shoulder and yank it off of Harlow. She grunts as its claws come free bloody. It flails, trying to reach her, shoving its bloodied claws into its mouth.

I plunge my sword into its heart, and it keeps up its frenzied thrashing another moment before turning to dust. Harlow leaps to her feet.

“They’re too frenzied. We have to get out of here now,” I say.

I can hear her bodyguard fighting nearby, and someone else struggling a little farther away, but we have to go or we’re going to be completely overwhelmed.

I whistle loudly three times: the signal to scatter. Everyone who can will race on to the fort. We aren’t too far now, and this is a last resort—but I need to get Harlow there safely or all of our plans will be for nothing.

Pulling out my dagger with one hand, I reach for her with the other. “Do you trust me?”

“No.”

I choke on a startled laugh. “After all the lying, your honesty is refreshing, lovely. We have to go now, and I am your only way out of this mess.” I grip her wrist, flipping her hand palm-up. “If I can spray some of your fresh blood here, they will surge here and not after us.”

“Why not use your own blood?” she asks.

“Because you’re so frightened. Yours smells better to them.”

Her face slides into a furious scowl, but she opens her fingers wide, waiting for me. I slide my dagger along her palm, holding her gaze, waiting for her to flinch.

She doesn’t. She closes her eyes, scanning the surroundings for more Drained.

As I watch, blood pools in her palm in a dark line. I flip her hand over and let it pour onto the dried leaf detritus of the forest floor. The coppery scent of it mixes with the smell of moss and the ripe scent of decay coming off of the Drained that were not cut with well-blessed blades. They’ll rot slowly instead of turning to ash.

My focus is so intent on her hand that I swear I can hear the first drops of her blood hitting the ground over the roar of the mist. Most colors are murky in my mind, but I can still remember blood-red, even if I haven’t seen it in ten years. Maybe it’s because the night of the attack is imprinted in my brain forever. Maybe it’s because of the way the streets of Mountain Haven were practically painted in the blood of my people.

I give it another moment, until there’s a decent puddle, before I pull out a handkerchief and wrap it around her hand. The mist is so thick, I can barely make out Harlow’s face.

“Harlow.”

She blinks rapidly. “What about your family?”

“They’ll be fine, but you will not. Get on the fucking horse.”

I boost her onto Nightsong. A Drained one bursts from the shrubbery next to us and I cut through its chest with my sword. It sizzles as I hop up behind Harlow and urge Nightsong into a gallop.

My horse—or, rather, my late sister’s horse—is used to this, well-trained and guided and protected by magic. He’s warded against the Drained, but most importantly, he’s as calm as he is headstrong.

The more ground we cover, the more the mist thins. My heartbeat starts to settle, and it’s in my own body’s calming that I notice how badly Harlow is shaking. I pull her closer, trying to hug her cloak more tightly around her body. Both of her trembling hands grab my wrist, but she doesn’t pull my arm away. She clings to me.

She was so calm in the moment, but I know this response—the delayed tempest of adrenaline that comes after the body knows it’s safe. It’s born out of violence and trauma. I’ve seen it enough in those who survived the attack ten years ago. I’ve seen it enough in myself.

“It’s just shock. It’ll pass in a few minutes,” I say.

She nods once, her body relaxing into me ever so slightly. When I stroke my thumb on the back of her hand, she goes rigid again.

“I don’t need coddling. It’s just unspent adrenaline,” she snaps, scowling at me over her shoulder.

I hate that I enjoy her prickliness. It should put me off, but I either have a true death wish, or I’m twisted enough to delight in the fact that it will take time to break her. It will make besting her more satisfying. If she were some wilting flower, I would feel bad—like I was taking advantage of someone who was truly innocent in all of this. But knowing that she’s a viper in a vixen’s clothing frees me from that fear.

She shifts yet again, trying to put space between us, and I’d laugh at her stubbornness if every shift didn’t rub her perfect backside against my cock. Divine deliver me. Much as I remind myself she’s poison, my body doesn’t care. She’s going to drive me insane before we ever reach the fort.

I know it’s just the afterglow of the fight—the thrill of surviving death—that makes me want to live as hard as I can. I know the impulse to drink and fuck and carry on—to live like I’ll die tomorrow. It has nothing to do with her and everything to do with my nature and the magic humming in my body.

The forest begins to thin, and I slow Nightsong where the trail grows wider and brighter. We come around the bend, and I blow out a sigh of relief as I spot my parents, two guards, and Carter and Bryce on the trail ahead of us. I knew they’d be fine, but it’s still a relief to see them safe.

I pull Nightsong to a stop next to them. My father looks us over, sniffing the air.

“She’s hurt.” His tone is disapproving.

“Actually, she’s fine. Just eager to get off this horse,” Harlow says.

My mother’s eyebrows fly up, and she purses her lips the way she does when she’s trying not to smile. It takes me back to simpler times, when Holly would do something reckless and my mother would be trying to scold her but unable to keep from laughing.

Horse hooves pound somewhere down the trail behind us. Harlow turns and leans to peer around me as her bodyguard and the rest of our men appear.

Despite his age, Gaven looks unshaken by the battle. His clothing is splattered with dark blood, but his face is stoic.

“He lives to lurk another day,” Harlow taunts, but I can tell she’s relieved to see him.

“Onward,” my father says.

We continue down the trail at a slower pace, and Harlow’s previous terror seems to be forgotten. She looks around, peering into the forest on either side, drinking in every inch of the scenery as if it will disappear the moment she looks away. I suppose for someone who has lived her whole life behind big city walls, she’s feeling the impulse to soak it in.

The last few miles before the hill to Mountain Haven are quiet and uneventful.

“What will happen when we arrive?” she asks as we clear the forest and begin up the steep mountain trail.

“I wouldn’t expect a welcome party, if that’s what you mean. I’ll take you to bathe and you’ll have time to rest and have dinner in your rooms. You’ll be formally introduced tomorrow at dinner.”

She glances down the side of the cliff as Nightsong turns up a switchback.

“It’s better if you don’t look down,” I say.

She meets my gaze over her shoulder. “I think it’s better if I do.”

I’m startled by her defiance, even so far from home—by the way she didn’t flinch when I cut her hand and made her bleed all over the forest floor. This woman, who grew up in safety, seems so undaunted by danger.

The large stone wall of Mountain Haven finally comes into view as we round the bend in the trail, and Harlow gasps. The sunset paints the cream stone brilliant orange. She stares at it, transfixed by the vicious scar that marks the wall in a brighter shade of white—installed ten years ago when the Drained came and fractured our world.

“That is what survival looks like,” I say.

Every time I see it from the outside, I feel the same creeping dread up my spine. The fear comes in these moments as fresh as it was that night. I’m here and whole, but looking at my home from the outside, it’s almost comforting to see a monument of all we lost that night.

“They broke through.” Her voice is barely a whisper.

“They did.”

“But how? I thought they just broke through the doors.” She turns to look at me, her expression a mixture of horror and curiosity.

She is either the world’s greatest actress, or she really doesn’t know anything.

We crest the last hill, and the large metal doors creak open as my parents approach the gates.

Harlow sits a little straighter, her gaze darting around the entry.

“Looking for an easy escape, lovely?” I taunt.

“Just a prisoner sizing up her cell, my feral wolf,” she counters, her voice overly sweet.

As soon as Nightsong trots through the entrance, I feel the weight of eyes on us. Harlow keeps her gaze straight ahead, like she can feel it too.

As we wind through the narrow streets of Mountain Haven, Harlow’s composure slips. She gawks at the structured housing and the bustling little city we’ve built. “I thought you said you went to ground.”

“We did. For a year. While we rebuilt the walls.”

“I thought you said a lot of your people died.”

“They did.” I offer no further explanation.

She continues openly staring at the busy streets as we ride through the six levels of the fort toward Havenwood House.

The people pay us little mind. Though some stop to gape at her, most continue about their day, trying to get tasks completed before dusk.

When we reach the stables, I dismount and help Harlow down. She’s steadier on her feet than I expected her to be, but her hips must be sore.

Her guard dismounts and rushes to her side, looking at the blood matted to the slashes in her cloak.

She bats his hands away. “It’s a scratch, don’t fuss.”

Gaven gives me a look that would wither a lesser man. “You had a responsibility.”

Harlow presses a hand to his chest. “I’m fine, Gaven. Henry got me here in one piece.” She meets his gaze, her voice low. “I’ve seen worse.”

He frowns, but his shoulders relax and he takes a step back, folding his arms behind his back. “I’ll need a full layout of the manor with all entry and exit points, and I’d like to see Harlow’s rooms.”

“She’ll be staying with me,” I say.

I’m not sure what madness drives me to think it’s a good idea, but several of our guards are already crowding around the manor doors for a glimpse of her, and I’m not about to let her become a vulnerability to some lesser man who wants my place of power. I did not fight this hard for this long to lose my chance at vengeance now. My family didn’t suffer unimaginable losses and drag our people back from the brink of extinction so that I could let some bystander snatch away my vengeance.

My father gives me a side-eye, but it’s Harlow who crosses her arms and glares at me.

“That’s inappropriate for an unwed couple,” she says.

I clear my throat. “I meant you’ll stay in the adjoining rooms meant for my wife.”

She’s supposed to stay in guest quarters for propriety’s sake until the ceremony, but our people aren’t terribly traditional, and I want her close so that I know what she’s up to.

I hold out an arm for her to take. She threads her left hand through it, wincing when I bump her. I know she hurt that wrist.

“I’ll take you to the baths and I’ll heal your wounds.”

“That would be highly inappropriate,” she says, louder than she needs to.

“Are you suddenly modest, wife?” I say, my voice low.

“Are you suddenly unconcerned with appearances, husband? After spending all that time to perfect your hair?”

Bryce lets out a low whistle beside me.

“Surely you have a female healer who sees to women,” she says.

I grind my teeth. “Yes, but I am the best, and I am your fiancé, so I will do it.” I lean closer. “Plus, we should talk about house rules.”

Her face is awash with indecision as if she’s trying to predict if it’s better to fall in line or cause a scene. She glances at the warriors gathered by the entrance and nods once in acquiescence.

Harlow’s gaze passes over everyone. I know she’s assessing who has blessings from which Divine. She tosses one last glance over her shoulder at her bodyguard as I usher her inside.

I lead her down the hall toward the stairs to our private wing.

Harlow hesitates at the bottom of the stairs. “I thought you said we were going to the baths.”

“Changed my mind. We’re going to our private washroom upstairs.”

She stops suddenly, her gaze focused on our left, where a servant has propped the ballroom door open.

Harlow openly gawks at the ornate room, and I bite back a smile. I like seeing her disoriented. She expected us to live like a bunch of savages, not to be more technologically sophisticated than her fancy city. Being so remote has made us resourceful, and being much smaller than the city has made us agile in ways they simply can’t be.

“I’ll take you for a spin around the floor after our wedding, lovely,” I say.

She glares at me, releases my arm, and storms up the stairs ahead of me. She pauses at the top.

“Straight,” I say.

She walks down the hallways quickly, but I can see her counting the doors in her periphery, mapping the house in her head. Her training is much better than I expected. Given her status, I’d made a lot of incorrect assumptions about her.

“To your right.”

She places her hand on the door to our right and pushes it open.

Aware of her bodyguard following behind us, I turn and nod at the door across the hall. “Make yourself at home.”

He eyes me suspiciously. “She’s to be treated with respect.”

“I’ll afford her the same respect she does me,” I say.

He scrubs a hand over his face. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

I grin and close the door behind us. I nearly run into her back when she stops just inside the door.

“This is your room,” she says.

“Our room.”

Her gaze goes to the bed immediately.

“Imagining our happily-ever-after, lovely?”

“More like imagining smothering you with those fancy pillows,” she snaps.

She crosses the room and steps through the closet, into the washroom. She runs her hand over the large stones on the edge of the tub.

“Sunstones for your bath. You put them in until the water is the temperature you like.”

She nods and places most of them in the tub. Then she turns and begins opening all the cabinets in the vanity, riffling through my things as if I’m not standing right there.

“Looking for something?”

“Gauze,” she says without looking up.

“You won’t need it. Once you bathe, I’ll heal you.”

She opens her mouth to argue but must think better of it. She crosses to the door on the other side of the washroom and pushes it open, standing in the threshold of her closet for a moment. “What are these?”

“Dresses for you,” I say.

“I already have clothes.”

“And I had more designed for you. A seamstress will take care of any alterations and fit you for additional clothing of your choosing.”

She holds up a hanger with dark lace lingerie.

“You’re welcome to skip undergarments if you prefer,” I say. “Your room is on the other side of the closet, so I’m close if you need me.”

She glowers at me, hooks the hanger on the bar, and steps back into the washroom. “Fine. Get out.” She peels off her cloak and tosses it at me.

The wound on her shoulder is worse than I thought. Her sweater and undershirt are shredded. She presses her palm to it, and it comes away bloody. The scent of it hits me and I fight the impulse to yank off all the layers and look at how bad it truly is. It’s only then that I realize her hand is still trembling.

I should not care if she’s hurt. I don’t care if she’s hurt—except that her being hurt reflects poorly on me, and it chafes that she won’t just let me fix it.

“You must be sore. I can help you⁠—”

“Get out of the Divine-damned washroom, Henry. I’ll be fine without you hovering.”

I back out of the room, close the door, and dart off to bathe somewhere else.
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It must not hurt that badly because Harlow takes an obscenely long bath. When she finally opens the washroom door to let me in, I’ve already bathed and changed.

Her skin looks light gray in my monochrome vision. She’s flushed, her skin dewy, damp hair dripping onto her robe.

She sits on the edge of the tub, and I kneel in front of her.

I lift my hand to heal her, and she flinches.

We both freeze. That reaction is one of a woman braced for a blow. Her eyes go wide, like she’s shown me something she didn’t intend to.

It’s such an obvious tell. I can’t decide if this is the act or if she’s so exhausted from our travels that this is the true moment where her mask has slipped.

“I would never raise a hand to you,” I whisper. “Unless you wish me to.”

She purses her lips. “I’ll be sure to let you know if I feel a pressing need for a slap.”

I laugh in spite of myself. Thank the Divine. She’s still well enough to be sarcastic. “Let’s see that shoulder.”

She lets the robe slip, revealing smooth, pale skin marred by five jagged slashes stretching from her shoulder across her collarbone.

“Does it hurt?”

She pulls her damp hair out of the way with her good arm. “It’s just a little tender.”

I place my hand gingerly over the mark and her pain hits me, bright and blinding. Harlow is a liar. She’s in agony. Now I wonder if she was really shaking from shock after all or if she was just in more pain than I realized.

I press my magic into the wound, keeping my gaze fixed on the skin knitting back together.

Her eyes burn into me. “Your aura flares when you’re working.”

I hum in agreement.

“It also flares when you’re feeling possessive.”

Her observant nature is irritating. I don’t like that she has the upper hand.

“I don’t feel possessive. I feel responsible.” It’s easier to lie to her than it is to lie to myself. “I told you that the men here need to understand that you’re mine and I’m not afraid to show them.”

“They can’t see magic.”

“But they can sense it.”

“How?” she asks.

“A prickling feeling. It’s difficult to explain.”

She goes rigid.

“The itching will be worse because the wound was worse.”

She nods, squeezing her eyes closed.

The wounds heal perfectly. I leave my hand there until she finally blinks her eyes open.

“It will be tender for another few days, so you’ll have to take it easy. Now let me see your wrist.”

Not waiting for her to argue, I take hold of it. She winces. Her pale skin is mottled with bruises that are varying shades of gray to me, but likely purple to her. My fingers brush a lump in the bone, and the blaring white pain lances my mind.

I grit my teeth. “This is broken.”

“I could have⁠—”

I set the bone, and she grunts, a guttural string of curses pouring from her mouth.

“Asshole.”

Taking her chin in my hand, I make her meet my gaze. “Don’t hide injuries from me.” I am so close to telling her that she can’t, but I don’t want to reveal anything about my magic in a fit of anger, especially when she already has the advantage of seeing auras.

I hold my hand over the broken bone and press the healing into her skin, down through the damaged tissue to the broken bone. Bones are harder to heal, slower, but after a few minutes, the break is mended, and I move on to reducing the inflammation around the injury.

I jump when she leans her forehead against my shoulder.

“I have never had an itch on the inside of my bones. Bleeding woods, that’s uncomfortable,” she murmurs.

The urge to apologize bubbles up, but I shove it down.

I remind myself that I don’t owe her anything. She is a means to an end. The moment I forget that will be my last.
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HARLOW


The unfortunate thing about madness is that the more I think about it, the more paranoid I feel, and the less certain I am of my own sanity.

My father’s words are fresh in my mind, as is the vision of Able thrashing in his bed. But even between the two of them, I cannot see it in the rest of my siblings. Not in Aidia, who is so fiery and passionate. Not in Kellan, who is pragmatic and stoic. Not in any of the rest of my siblings, who are so rational all the time and consumed by their vapid parties or annoying children.

Then again, so is Able in public. If I had not seen what happened last night with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.

I walk down a dark hallway in Havenwood House, ignoring the quiet click of Gaven’s boots on the wood floors several paces behind me. For once, he’s not judging me for exploring. He must be as desperate as I am to get the lay of the land. The hallway to our left is dimly lit by candles and gray light coming in the windows.

“What’s down there?”

“A library and a solarium,” Gaven says.

I look down the hallway to my right.

“A private ritual room and some sort of temple to Kennymyra and some meeting rooms,” Gaven says without prompting.

I start down the right hallway. There’s a startling lack of guards. No one is watching as far as I can tell, and there’s not an aura in sight but my own. I thought security here would be tight, but it’s lax.

“What do you make of it? The scar in the wall? The bustling city?” I ask.

Gaven speeds up so he’s walking beside me. “I’ve seen some things in my day, but never a horde which could take down the mighty wall of Mountain Haven.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I think that someone helped things along.”

I stop and turn to look at Gaven head-on. “You mean someone on the inside helped the Drained?”

“Their claws meet our walls daily and the city walls are made of the same stone. They have scrambled over or broken the gates, or tricked guards at the gates. But they have never once managed to break through the wall, no matter how frantic and furious their thirst is. I find it hard to believe that they bothered for a much smaller prize than they’d find in the city.”

“There are a lot of people here. Perhaps the Drained are smarter than we thought. Perhaps they’ve learned enough to know that the Haven was not as well-armed. Maybe they thought it was an easier target,” I say.

Gaven shakes his head, glancing down the hall, and I can read it on his face. Between the scar in the wall and what Kellan told us, it’s starting to look more and more like there’s merit to the theory that someone helped the Drained get in. Now I just need to figure out if it was actually my family or if there was someone else with just as much to gain in bringing them down and making my father look bad. Someone like Rochelli or Rafe Mattingly…if they’re not one and the same.

We walk past the meeting room doors and round the corner toward the temple and ritual room, only to find Henry leaning against the wall.

“There she is. My lovely wife-to-be.”

I scowl at him. “You said I could explore.”

“I said I would escort you on a tour.”

I wave a hand at Gaven. “I have an escort.”

Henry holds out an arm. I reluctantly take it and let him usher me down the hall. He turns to look over his shoulder at Gaven. “We don’t need your services.”

“My services aren’t optional. Miss Carrenwell is under my protection,” Gaven says.

“As she is under mine,” Henry says smoothly. “It would not be in my best interest for anything to happen to her now.”

Gaven and I lock eyes, and I know he’s focused on the same word I am. Now. Meaning that my safety is linked to how useful I am to Henry. I knew that was the case already, but it’s nice to hear him admit it.

“You can go, Gaven.” I raise a brow and hope he reads the subtext: go spy elsewhere.

Henry waits for Gaven to round the corner before he begins down the hallway in the opposite direction. “Let’s start outside. You look like you could use some air.”

He ushers me around another corner, and it strikes me how labyrinthine this manor is. I retrace my steps in my mind as a servant appears from a doorway at the end of the hall, holding my cloak.

Henry helps me into it. The wolf design on the shoulder that had been shredded by the claws of a Drained has been neatly stitched into elaborate golden embroidery. I trace my fingers over the thread, and it’s only as I draw it out that I recognize it as the sigil of Harvain.

“I can’t wear this outside,” I say in a hushed whisper. “Why is this emblazoned with the sigil of the Divine of Fortune? If I wear this, people will assume my gift is from Harvain.”

“And what if they do?” he taunts.

I cross my arms. “It should be my choice to tell them. Not yours.”

“And if I decide it’s not?”

My blood boils as I glare at him. “Then you’ll be asked to reconsider.”

He holds my gaze in challenge for a long moment. “It’s fun to rile you up.” He points to his coat collar, where the same golden sigil is embroidered. “We all wear the sigil of Harvain for luck. You’ll notice it on all of the Haven guards, and since you’re to be my wife, you’ll wear one like I do.”

I glare at him, incredulous. “Will you also be selecting my clothing for the day? Setting out undergarments that you prefer?”

His mouth tips into a wolfish smile. “I’d love to.” When I don’t smile, he shakes his head and sighs. “It’s just another way to signal to everyone who you are and it’s considered a sign of acceptance. Also, our people consider surviving a Drained attack in the open to be a sign that you’re blessed by Harvain, so you’ve earned it.”

I look at the other sigils beside the one for Harvain. “What do those mean?”

“This one with the rose and the thorns is for Kennymyra—you’ll find many others wear that one as well. But only those who have passed the Mountain Haven guard exam have this flame for Vardek as a sign of strength. Healers have this golden leaf and needle to represent Elvodeen, and many of our storytellers and glamourists wear golden stars and a dagger for Stellaria. The least common sigil is Polm’s, but it features a golden hook and an eye.” He turns and points to the last embroidery on his coat. “And, finally, this golden moon is for Asher.”

Henry registers my shock before I can hide it.

“You’ll find it’s not nearly as taboo to honor the Divine of Endings here. He is one of our patrons, and it’s by his grace that we have risen from the ashes of this ruined fort,” he says.

“It’s not that. It’s just—” I hesitate. I don’t trust him, but this is an opportunity to rattle him and see if he is truly connected to the rebels. “It’s just that the rebels in Lunameade have chosen Asher as their patron.”

He frowns. “Interesting.”

I wait for him to say more, but he just straightens his collar and nods at my shoulder.

“How are your injuries?”

“Good as new.” I don’t know why he pretends to care.

He crosses his arms. “If you say so. Where should we start? In town? At the armory? The garden? The art gallery?”

I glance over my shoulder, down the hallway. “You have an art gallery?”

Henry balks. “Of course we do. All cultures need art. Creativity is vital.”

He hardly strikes me as a soulful artist, but his face betrays no humor. He runs a hand through his hair and it falls right into place. Henry is truly obnoxious in his perfection.

He holds out his elbow for me to take. “So, where to?”

“The armory.”

He lets out something between a laugh and a sigh. “Why am I not surprised? Hope you’re not gearing up for a murder spree here in my home.”

I thread my arm through his, and he leads me toward a door at the end of the hall.

“Why all the murder?” he asks as he presses the door open.

“We all need a hobby.”

He sighs. “You’re really not going to tell me?”

“I’m really not. Feel free to take that as a sign to stop asking.”

We step into the bright gray morning. I squint as my eyes adjust. He leads me through the mansion courtyard. It’s so unlike the tidy yards and patio at home. While Carrenwell House is all sharp, clean stone and tidy planters full of flowers, Havenwood House is all mossy stone and wild ivy twisting up the walls. Deep, bloody-looking flowers bloom in clumps through the cracks in the walls and up through gaps in the cobblestones, and the iron gate is tangled with some sort of spiky, deep purple flowering vine that is still in bloom despite the turn of the season and the frigid mountain air.

Somehow, it doesn’t look messy. It looks beautiful in a harsh sort of way, as if everything about this place is a monument to things that thrive in a brutal environment. I suppose I’ll blend in just fine.

We pass through the gate and turn right, taking a wide stone path down. Havenwood House perches on the sixth and highest level of the fort, with five other levels unfurling below it. I watch the distant bluster of town as we walk. Several men in guard uniforms pass us as we follow the winding path. Most of them have their sigils prominently placed across their chest, but there are a few who take Henry’s more subtle approach.

“What does it take to become a guard?” I ask.

“Why? Thinking about trying to pass the test?”

I blow out an exasperated breath. “Give me a break, Henry. Not every question is a weapon. I’m in a strange place with a culture I don’t understand. I’m trying to acclimate to my new life.”

He grimaces. “Sorry. You’re right. To pass the test, you have to survive a week alone out past the wall.”

“A week!” I stop, pulling my arm free from him. “In the Drained Wood?”

He nods as we round a corner in the outer wall of Havenwood House and start down a labyrinth of narrow, twisting and turning paths between tall buildings.

I can’t tell if he’s trying to confuse me, to get me to stop asking questions, or because this is the actual way to the armory.

“So all of those men—” I glance back down the path at the distant figures of the guards who were patrolling. “They’ve all survived a week out⁠—”

An orange aura swells up in my peripheral vision. I spin, throwing a hand up just in time to catch a man’s wrist and stop his dagger from plunging into my chest. A lightning bolt of pain shoots through my freshly healed but still tender shoulder. The man’s eyes go wide as I bring my other hand up and sweep his blade out to the side.

His magic slams into me—manipulation magic from the Divine of Malice. I don’t wait to find out how he’s trying to influence me. I spin under his arm and wrench his hand back. Blazing hot pain shoots through my left wrist, and though I watched Henry heal me, the ache of the injury remains.

But pain is just a focal point. I can push through it.

The man squeezes his hand tighter around the blade, and I put more pressure on the joint. Fear spreads through my blood like a fever. He’s not going to release the blade. I’m going to die. I’m too weak to hold him off.

The manipulation is so strong, I taste bile in my throat.

My hands shake, my whole body trembling under the weight of his magic. I hold fast, pressing so hard the bone creaks under my grip.

The man is yanked away so suddenly that I almost fall over. Henry pins him against the wall by his throat.

“Really, Seth?” Henry’s voice is a low growl. “Attacking my wife?”

“She’s not your wife yet,” Seth chokes out. “She’s one of them.”

“She’s one of us now. And she’s harmless.”

I bristle. I’ll show him harmless when I smother him in his sleep.

“Then why is she trained?” Seth asks.

“Because when you’re at the top, everyone wants to take a swing to prove they can,” I say.

Both men’s heads snap to look at me as if they forgot I was here.

“You were in Lunameade less than a day and someone tried to kill you. It’s only fair that I should get the full experience,” I say.

Henry grins at me and slices Seth’s throat without looking. I can only imagine that the shock on my face matches Seth’s.

I blink rapidly, trying to figure out if I imagined it, but Seth slumps against the wall, blood pouring from the wound in his neck. Henry sniffs and his nose wrinkles as he lets Seth fall to the ground, ignoring the gurgling death rattle of his breathing.

My knees tremble so badly I can barely stand, but if there is one thing I am accustomed to, it’s fear. I’ve felt its icy grip on me every day since my magic showed up at six years old and I learned what it truly meant to be afraid.

Henry frowns at the blood on his hand, bends down, and uses the edge of Seth’s coat to wipe it off. He walks toward me, and I take a step back.

“It’s okay,” he says softly. “It’s just fear magic.”

“Yes, that’s quite clear.”

“It didn’t bother you.” It’s an accusation.

“Didn’t it?” I gesture to my body with trembling hands. “For someone who judged me for killing so casually, you certainly didn’t hesitate. Why?”

“Because he attacked you.”

“Shouldn’t he have a trial or something?” I ask.

“Is that how you do things in the city?”

“It’s supposed to be, but—” I hesitate.

Henry arches a brow. “But?”

“But when justice is dealt out by the powerful, is it ever really justice?”

Henry whistles low. “That was honest. Shocked we’ve found something we agree on.”

My hands finally cease trembling as the magic leaves my body. “Then why slit his throat?”

Henry presses me back. The rough stone wall catches my cloak as his intense gaze meets mine.

“This is what survival looks like, Harlow. You have to be brutal and decisive. It’s ugly. It’s that scar in the wall of the fortress. It’s necessary violence of culling the weak and disloyal.”

Everything I learn about Henry contradicts what I thought I knew. I’d expected him to have a reverence toward his people, but now I’m not so sure. If it’s all about the strong surviving, is Mountain Haven any different from Lunameade?

“Shall we continue, or do you need a rest? Your wrist must be sore.”

I scowl at him, pushing him back so I can duck around him. “My wrist is fine. Continue showing off.”

I should be ruffled—or at least wary that I’m not—but I’m more confused than anything else. I loop my arm through his, and he leads me down the trail toward the armory.

“I also killed him because he saw you defend yourself. I’d rather no one know that you can defend yourself for now, or how your magic works,” Henry whispers.

“Would you have preferred I let him murder me?”

Henry scoffs. “I would have stopped him.”

I gesture to my shoulder and wrist. “Forgive me for not holding my breath for that.”

“I need you to trust me.”

I laugh. “You can’t possibly expect that. Especially now.” I glance meaningfully at Seth’s body.

His arm tenses. “That won’t happen again.”

The sound of clashing steel fills the air as we round the tall, ivy-covered garden walls and a large building comes into view.

Several fighting rings bracket the entrance of the building. Several men spar, some with swords, others with wrapped knuckles. Their fighting style isn’t showy. It’s brutal, efficient, much like the way Henry fought in the Drained Wood. Still, there’s an elegance to their violence, even if it’s not the same form taught in Lunameade.

“Don’t look so interested or they’ll read into it. You’re supposed to be a vapid city girl,” Henry whispers.

“No reason I can’t be interested in watching some handsome men spar.”

His arm flexes. Henry is an enigma. One moment, he’s taunting me. The next, he’s slitting a man’s throat for touching me. I know he doesn’t like me, but he certainly seems to think he needs me—for now at least.

I note the lack of guards stationed at the armory doors. At least I’ll be able to get access to more weapons if I need to.

“Shouldn’t you have someone stationed there for security?”

Henry pulls the door open and waves me inside. “We don’t have enough guards for that. We have other means of protection.”

I freeze inside the doors, the glow of magical booby traps cluttering the entryway. The one to my left is made of glowing orange light that shoots up and down in jagged bursts of lightning. The one on the right is a swirling red vortex. In the distance, I can see more of them, in almost every kind of magic. There must be at least a dozen in the corridor alone.

Henry’s hand on my lower back startles me. “What do they look like?”

“A deadly rainbow. How do we get in?”

He walks to an ornate stone plaque on the wall. “Come here.”

He presses his fingers to the sharp white stone, then draws away, letting a drop of his blood dribble on the stone below it. Then, he pulls a flask and a handkerchief from his pocket and pours some alcohol into the fabric. He wipes the stone point.

“This marker is enchanted. Once we are married, you’ll be able to press your finger here alone and get in. But for now, you’ll need my blood too.”

He grabs my wrist and presses my finger to the point. I hiss as it pricks my finger and he squeezes a drop onto the stone.

“Strength above all,” he whispers.

Our blood sizzles as the stone lights up. I turn and watch the magical traps disappear one by one and a heavy door at the end of the long corridor grinds open.

Henry snatches my wrist as my blood begins to drip onto the floor. I gasp as he takes my finger in his mouth and sucks gently. The heat and pressure soothe the sting. I should be disgusted, but the intensity in his gaze warms my blood. His pupils dilate as he pulls my finger free, the wound healed by his magic.

“Neat trick.” I mean for it to be a taunt, but I sound too breathless to pull it off.

He smirks and feeds my hand through his arm. We continue down the hall and through the stone doorway. It opens to a large storeroom with an arched wooden ceiling. Racks and racks of broadswords, short swords, crossbows, and longbows cover the walls down the entire length of the building. Mountain Haven might have been caught unprepared once, but they clearly won’t let that happen again.

It’s impossible to tell what Henry’s game is. I thought he’d be cautious about showing me where I can avail myself of more weapons, but he didn’t even hesitate to bring me here and show me how to get in. He must be trying to lull me into a false sense of security so I’ll let my guard down.

The few men in the room nod at Henry, then go back to their work sharpening blades and stocking arrows in quivers. On the far side of the room, a man dumps water from a small jar down the length of a blade. The runoff drips into a bucket below him. He holds the blade in place until it’s finished dripping, then hangs it on a hook on the wall. Finally, he puts a funnel in the jar, dumps the water inside, and restarts the sequence with a new blade.

“It’s well water,” Henry says. “As you probably noticed in the forest, it burns the Drained down to nothing.”

The wells hold sacred water, so it makes sense that it would burn the abomination of the Drained, but I’m shocked that we have never used it as a defense for the city. We’ve only ever thought of its healing properties. It never would have occurred to me to wield it like a weapon, but now I’m eager to get back and share. This could be the solution to protecting the city walls.

“I didn’t know until I saw you use it,” I whisper.

There’s judgment in Henry’s gaze.

“The well is only part of sacred ceremonies in Lunameade.”

He waves a hand to the wall. “We keep all the blades forged here dipped in well water so they’re ready for any attack.”

“How do you have access to well water?”

“You’re quite curious about that.” He continues to stroll down the central walkway.

I jog to catch up to him. “Can’t imagine why?”

“And I thought I wouldn’t answer.” He grins at me. “Unless, of course, you want to trade secrets. I’ll tell you where I get the water if you tell me why you murder men.”

I sigh. It’s not as if I thought it would be easy, but it would at least be nice if he didn’t get such pleasure out of goading me.

They must have someone sourcing them in Lunameade. I should tell Kellan about it—maybe them taking from the well without permission is corrupting the water that flows through the well. But before I tell him, I need to understand what they’re using it for. Kellan can be a bit quick to assume he knows what’s best, and if the well water can truly give an edge against the Drained, that’s worth knowing. Even more interesting is the fact that he offered to trade for this knowledge, which means Henry knows how they source it.

He shepherds me back toward the entrance. “How about I take you to see some art? We’re more than just brutes here. I promise.”

Henry whispers the magic words to a plaque beside the stone door, and it slides open. We exit the building. Instead of turning back the way we came, Henry leads me in the opposite direction.

The farther we go down the trail, the wilder and lovelier the scenery becomes. The trail narrows so that I have to huddle against Henry’s side to keep from getting tangled in the ragged vines and roots of overgrown forest. I squint into the wilderness. It’s too wild to be a garden. It looks like the forest has taken over this part of the fort.

“It’s the scenic route,” Henry says, noticing my assessment. “It might not look like much, but this is where the biggest part of the battle for the fort took place.”

I note the reverence in his voice and remember what he said about his sister dying. I wonder if this is where it happened.

“Why here?” I ask. The broken wall must be miles from where we’re walking now. I would have thought the violence would have been at the breach.

Henry hesitates as the trail opens up. The view takes my breath away. There are ruins of what must have been a lost outbuilding. Tingling cold washes over me like I’ve stepped through a specter of what once was.

Moss gathers in the claw marks scored into the crumbling stone and ivy strangles the iron gate that hangs from one hinge.

“Escape routes,” Henry says. “We have them here just like you do in the city. In case the Drained get in?”

I nod. In the city, we have similar strategic plans by gate and area that allow us to efficiently defend less territory in case we’re overcome.

“The last stand is at the manor here. The people were shepherded up here to higher ground during the attack. And this is where most of them fell.”

This is where his sister died.

“I’m sorry.”

His gaze snaps to me, like he thinks I’m teasing, but I mean it. Even if he thinks that my family had something to do with this, even if my family did have something to do with this, I can’t imagine losing a sister. Especially since it was just the two of them.

“Thank you,” he says finally. He scrubs a hand over his face. “Anyway, the reason I brought you here is not to relive our sad history. It’s to tell you that in your wandering, you shouldn’t stray beyond this point into the fort forest.”

I stare beyond the crumbling walls into the forest. “Why? What’s over there?”

“Hunt grounds.”

I glance back at him. “For game?”

A wicked smile steals over his face. “No, lovely. Different kind of hunting. For Kennymyra feasts—like tonight.”

My cheeks heat, thinking of the stories of wild sex rituals to honor the Divine of Pleasure that Aidia and I used to overhear when we snuck out to bars.

I rub my arms like I’m cold, hoping to distract from my embarrassment.

He clears his throat. “Let’s get you inside.”

We follow twists and turns through the trails until finally Havenwood House comes back into view.

Henry takes us in through a different door that dumps us into a long, quiet hallway. We turn at the end of the hall and my eyes adjust to the dim room. Shadows dance over three veiled statues in the half-light. The white marble is stark against the black walls, giving them a spectral glow. The beautiful intricacy of the carvings is apparent, even through the veils.

“Beautiful,” I whisper.

“The trio of Kennymyras and Stellarias. My great-great-grandfather made them. They are his life’s work.”

A subtle breeze shifts the red veil on the closest Kennymyra statue. I step forward, expecting Henry to stop me. When he doesn’t, I move so close that the toes of my boots nearly brush the base of the statue. She’s life-size, a bit taller than me, and her face is carved with hooded eyes and a subtle smile.

“Why the veils?” I ask.

“It’s a feast tonight.”

“Can I go?” The question is born out of the childhood fascination of a sheltered girl, not the wise strategy of a grown woman who is here to spy and get critical information.

Between an inhale and exhale, Henry is right behind me. I didn’t even hear him move, but now his firm chest is pressed to my back and his breath ghosts over the shell of my ear.

“I’m not sure that would be appropriate for a woman of your delicate sensibilities.”

“I might get some ideas for our wedding night,” I counter.

I don’t know how I expected him to react, but it’s not by nipping at my neck. I jump, swatting him away as he grins.

The man slit someone’s throat earlier for touching me and now he nipped at mine for asking if I could go to a feast during which I assume there will be a lot of public sex.

I have made it my mission to know a man on sight—to understand what motivates him so I can use it—but Henry is so mercurial. The more he shifts and changes before my eyes, the less certain I am that I’ll be able to understand him enough to get what I need from him.

“I know you’re curious. You’ve been let out of your cage and now you want to see everything. But you are not, under any circumstances, to leave your room after dinner this evening,” Henry says firmly.

I arch a brow. “Will you slit my throat if I do?”

He chuckles darkly. “No. I’ll do worse.”

The words have menace, but his lustful smile promises something else entirely.

“There’s worse?”

“Perhaps I’ll drag you down into the dark with me. Abscond with you into some wild corner of the forest and have my way with you.”

The threat heats my blood, but I cross my arms. “Let’s get one thing straight. This will not be the kind of marriage where you tell me to stay. I will not be brought to heel, no matter what kind of monster you fancy yourself. If you make yourself something to fear, I promise I’ll make myself worse.”

His eyes light up at the challenge. “Is that what this is? A competition to be the bigger monster? Don’t threaten me with a good time. I have done things the likes of which you can’t imagine.”

“Then let’s hope you’re not foolish enough to find out that you’re wrong,” I say. “You were so judgmental about me killing in the city, but you slit the throat of a man you knew by name for trying to hurt me—a wife you don’t even want.”

“You have no idea what I want. If the difference between us is unclear, let me break it down for you. You kill drunk men as a hobby. I kill violent ones out of necessity. Every day, I make choices for the best of my people⁠—”

“So do I,” I say through gritted teeth.

His brows shoot up, and I realize the mistake. I’ve tipped my hand. Now he knows my murder spree is for more than just amusement. It was safer to let him believe that. Safer to keep him far from the things that he could use to hurt me.

He cocks his head to the side, assessing me with new interest. My mind races, searching for anything I can use to deflect from this topic.

A red splotch on the white stone floor catches my eye. “Is that blood?”

Henry’s head whips around, gaze narrowing on the spot instantly. He reaches a hand back to tuck me behind him.

I take a step back, toward the veiled statues, but my foot slips on something. I flail for purchase, but Henry is too far away and I land on my backside. I glance down at the floor. A bloody streak mars the wood where my boot dragged through the mess.

A low growl to my right makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I turn my head slowly, and there, in the darkness, two cold blue eyes stare back at me. I hold still as the beast steps out into the light. A white wolf prowls from the shadows behind the statues. As it emerges into the candlelight, I can see it’s not pure white; there’s ashy gray mixed into its coat. It lets out a low, rumbling growl, lips peeling back over a row of sharp teeth.

“Henry,” I whisper.

The wolf sniffs the blood on my boot and nudges my right foot with its snout. I try not to flinch or make any sudden movements, but my hands tremble.

“What did you drag in here, Ky? You know better than to bring your prizes in the gallery,” Henry says. His voice is soft, torn between scolding and teasing.

The wolf chuffs and jumps excitedly, turning to glance at the dark before returning its attention to me.

“This thing is your pet?” I ask.

Henry frowns. “He’s not my pet.”

“But you named him.”

“Yes. Kyrin. It means ‘little mystery.’”

“And do you feed him?” I ask.

Henry rolls his eyes and gestures to the blood trail. “Sometimes. Often he feeds himself, as you can see. He just lives here and hunts with me.”

“But he’s not a pet. What is he, then? Your colleague?”

Henry blows out an irritated sigh.

I tense as the wolf prowls closer, bloody snout nudging my skirt. Its paws are huge. It must be nearly as big as me, with a lean, muscular body.

“He won’t hurt you,” Henry says.

“You just told me he’s not a pet, which means he is a wild beast and—” My mouth goes dry as the beast steps closer. The wolf’s coppery breath ghosts over my face. He stares at me like he can see into my soul.

I flinch as he flops onto the floor beside me and rolls onto his back, rocking from side to side, like a puppy. A startled laugh rushes out of me, but I’m still too afraid to do more than talk.

“Really, Ky? What a fierce protector! Showing a stranger your belly,” Henry grumbles behind me.

The wolf rolls onto its stomach and looks at me. Its eyes are bright with intelligence as it stares me down and then glances at Henry.

“I suppose I wasn’t so far off with your nickname,” I say.

Henry rolls his eyes. “I should get you back upstairs. The feast festivities will start at sundown and you should be tucked away in your room by then.”

“Are you going?”

He smirks. “Of course. I’m heir of Mountain Haven.”

I glance at the wolf, slowly pushing up to my feet.

“Why? Does that make you jealous? I’m happy to escort you, but I thought we’d ease you into our lifestyle. Unless you’re feeling up for it. You are going to be Mrs. Feral Wolf, after all.”

I glare at him, but he just laughs and presses a hand to my back to lead me to our room. I look over my shoulder at the statues.

“We’ll come back and see the rest soon, but I figured you’d want to clean off the rabbit blood,” Henry says.

I let him lead me upstairs and leave me in our room with the promise that I’ll stay put, knowing I have no intention of missing an opportunity to snoop.
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Kyrin trots along beside me as I stalk down the long corridor to my parents’ private sitting room. It’s early evening, an hour until moonrise and the start of the hunt, but it’s so dark already. It’s a reminder that we’re just weeks from the Dark Star Festival and the coldest part of the winter.

“Way to be a fearsome beast, Ky,” I tease. “You really put the fear of the Divine into her.”

The wolf chuffs as if to say he thought the same of me.

“It’s my job to get her to open up. You’re supposed to be the cagey one.”

We take the last turn in the hallway and the guards posted outside my parents’ room come into view.

Kyrin comes to a stop outside the ornate sitting room door and lies down to wait beside the guards.

The guard to the right nods. “They’re waiting for you.”

I let myself into the room and find my parents seated in plush chairs across from the fire. My mother’s face lights up when she sees me, the well-worn crease in her brow relaxing.

“Have a seat, Henry. I had tea brought up. I know you were out and about and it will help you shake off the chill,” she says.

This kind of doting makes her feel useful, but I wish she would relax from time to time. If she’s not careful, she’s going to worry herself into an early grave. Holly’s death cost all of us a lot, but my mother is an integral piece of the puzzle that has kept us in power and kept the fort together after the attack. In her own grief, she pulled us all back from the brink, and she’s helped to steady tempers in the ten years since.

But I see how the burden has robbed her of vitality. Her appearance is impeccable—her dark hair in a neat twist, her dress immaculate with not a wrinkle in sight. But in the lines growing deeper around her eyes, I see how much she’s paid to ensure that I will be heir. Not out of some hunger for power, but out of a desire to be a steady hand that curbs the baser instincts of our people. If the wrong person were to rise to power here, the fort could very easily be plunged into chaos again.

I sit down in the chair across from them and pour myself tea.

“So?” my father asks.

I take a long sip, trying to decide what to say. “She’s very curious. She was casing the armory like she was planning a grand offensive on the Drained.”

My father grimaces. “Yes, it was an interesting choice beginning your tour there.”

“I thought it would lull her into a sense of security,” I say. “She’s certain we have something dreadful planned for her. I can’t expect her to open up unless she feels like she has nothing to fear. I thought this would be an effective way to make her feel at home.”

My mother wrings her hands. “We have held our people off this long with the promise of blood. They are expecting results, and without context, it looks like we’re welcoming the Carrenwells back into our home. The clock has started now, and your father and I don’t know how much time you’ll have before their frustration boils over into something violent.”

“I know, Mom. Don’t worry.”

My mother hums, her eyes boring into me. “She’s smart. I can tell. You can see it in her eyes.”

I know what she means. Harlow has a look about her—a hunger that I find startlingly familiar and appealing.

“Practiced with a blade, too,” my father says. “How did she manage to hold her own in the woods against that horde?”

“She can see them coming,” I say.

My father’s brows shoot up. “Even in the blood mist?”

I nod. “She closes her eyes and she says they’re like blank spots—black-hole auras. She directed me which way they were coming from and she waited until the last minute to open her eyes and fight.”

“How much training do you think she’s had?” my mother asks.

“A lot. She was unpracticed, but her instincts were good and she was fairly calm during the attack. If she hadn’t been, we would have been swarmed.”

My father rubs his chin. “Curious.”

“Have you learned anything of value?”

I hesitate. What she hinted at—killing to right wrongs in her community—makes sense, but I also can’t exactly explain to my parents about her murderous hobby without explaining how I know about it in the first place. They’re too good at picking up my lies to fall for one now. I also don’t completely understand her motivation for doing it or how she selects her victims to answer their questions.

“She’s very guarded, but I think I can get her to open up a bit as she settles in more,” I say.

My father nods curtly. “Good. Will you be joining hunt night?”

“Of course,” I say.

“And Harlow knows to stay in her room?” my mother asks. “It would be quite a culture shock for her on her first night here.”

“Yes. I’ll make sure of it.” I know immediately that my tone is too strained for that to be believable.

My parents look at each other and some silent conversation passes between them.

Finally, my father turns to me. “That woman is smart. Don’t let her figure out too much too soon. Carrenwells are crafty. Harlow didn’t grow up in that house without picking up some of their tricks.”

If he only knew how many. “I have it under control.”

He grips the arms of his chair and sits up straighter. “You think I didn’t think the same? That I didn’t see that family and all their children and their fierce commitment to protecting the city? That I didn’t look into Harrick’s face while he lied through his Divine-damned teeth?”

My mother clicks her tongue, presses a palm to her chest, and bows her head in apology for my father’s profanity. She has always been more devout than all of us. Perhaps it’s her blessing from Asher, or the way she drew and drew on the well of her magic just after the attack and it somehow never went dry. I wasn’t there to see the miracle, only the aftermath, but perhaps if I had seen it, I would be a believer too.

I run a hand over my jaw and look at my father. “I haven’t lost focus and I don’t need to be reminded daily. It’s under control. I’ll leave you two to get ready for the hunt ceremony.”

My father offers a stern nod, and I take my dismissal before they can chide me any more.

Kyrin perks up when I step into the hall. He springs to his feet and is immediately at my side as I walk down the hall toward the back staircase. I pause in front of my bedroom door and listen. The crackle of the fire is punctuated by the soft patter of Harlow’s slippers on the floor. I put the key in the door as quietly as possible, waiting until a strong wind rattles the hall windows to cover the click of the lock.

I turn toward the back stairs and pause at the top.

“You can’t come tonight, Ky. And no going into the hunt grounds. Keep an eye on Harlow instead.”

He lets out a huff of what I can only assume is indignation at being assigned guard duty, but he turns and trots back toward my room.

I don’t go out the front door because I don’t want to be stopped and asked if I’m attending tonight’s hunt. I want to go and have a drink and see my friends for one blessed moment of peace before my life descends into total chaos over the next few weeks.

I sneak out the back entrance meant for house staff. The moment I step outside, a cold breeze nearly rips the door from my hand. That wind should make the hunt interesting. Wind always changes the way sound and scent travel, and it makes for an entertaining night.

I cut down the drive toward the busier part of the top level of the fort.

The streets are buzzing with people. Most of them are just finishing their last few errands before the hunt, but there are nervous young women in white dresses giggling as they walk toward the ceremony. A few off-duty guards wander down the streets behind them, but most of those participating in the games are out for a drink with friends before the reveling begins.

The lights of the bar beckon to me as I turn down a long, dark lane. The heavy metal sign groans as the wind kicks up and the light catches on the bright red lettering.

The Stone Guard, named in honor of the sturdy walls that protected us from the Drained for years, is in the sixth level of the fort, closest to my family home and the hunt grounds. It’s our favorite bar, the most popular haunt for huntsmen, which makes for good people-watching and information-gathering. But usually we end up here because it’s where Carter’s wife, Naima, works.

The swelling of conversations, music, and laughter hits me before I even step inside and crescendos as I pull the heavy wooden door open. The bar is warm, all the wooden tables adorned with glowing sunstones that cast golden light on the drab walls.

Two drummers and a fiddler sit at the front of the bar, playing a lively tune that keeps picking up speed. Couples on the dance floor struggle to keep pace as they move through a series of complicated footwork.

On one side of the room, a long wooden table is piled with fresh breads, preserves, and the picked-over bones of several roasted chickens. Feast nights are a sort of community potluck where the price of entry is food for the community table. It’s meant to honor Kennymyra’s generosity and celebrate the pleasure of excess.

I push my way through the drunken crowd and find Carter and Bryce toward the back of the bar.

“I knew Carter would be here, but I’m surprised to see you, Bryce. It’s not like you to spend so little time primping for a feast night,” I say.

Bryce grins. “Stop acting like I don’t look great. Plus, I like to wait until the last minute. It takes the new prey a little longer to work up the nerve, and the newbies are more fun.”

Carter shakes his head. “Only because no one else will have you.”

Bryce scoffs and tosses his hair. “Don’t be jealous. Just because you’ve settled on one pussy for the rest of your life doesn’t mean the rest of us have to.” He winces as he meets my eye. “No offense, Hen.”

“Who says there will only be one?” I ask.

Carter shakes his head and takes a gulp of his ale. “The murderous look in your wife-to-be’s eyes, for one.”

“Yes, but that’s part of the fun with a woman like that,” Bryce says. “The danger.”

Carter shakes his head. “Nothing about that sounds fun.”

Bryce flashes a sharp smile. “That’s only because you’ve never fucked a woman who’d like to kill you.”

“I worry about you,” Carter says.

Bryce shrugs. “What can I say? I have a type.”

It’s good to have a moment with them before I step out and am expected to be heir. The pressure to be impeccable is constant out there, but in here, Carter and Bryce still treat me the same as they always have—perhaps even a bit more like family. We all barely survived the attack. In the aftermath we became even closer, connected by the same unspeakable horrors.

I take a long swig of whiskey and set the glass down. I need to keep my head tonight.

Carter’s assessing gaze bores into me. “You good? It’s been a while.”

I glare at him. “You suggesting I can’t handle myself?”

“I’m suggesting you’re a bit distracted.”

I frown. “By what?”

“By your pretty fiancée, though I think it’s more than her beauty that has you ruffled.”

I cross my arms. It felt wrong to tell my parents what I noticed, not out of some sense of loyalty to her but more out of not knowing what to make of it. But Bryce and Carter are different. They’ve survived the same crucible, been forged by the same fires.

“What happened in the woods?” Carter asks.

“She was afraid, but also—” I swirl the liquid in my glass.

“But also…” Bryce prompts.

I glance around the bar, but no one is paying us any mind. “But she stayed focused and precise. The shock didn’t hit her until we were out of harm’s way.”

Carter’s brows shoot up. “So your city girl has seen some things?”

I nod. “I suspect she has. Back in Lunameade, her father sliced her arm to have me prove my ability and she didn’t so much as flinch—and that was not a scratch. Then she was wounded in the fight in the woods—claws in her shoulder, a broken wrist—and said nothing.” I scrub a hand over my face.

Carter’s jaw drops. “She’s got you.”

I balk. “She does not. I can tell that these things have slipped out when she didn’t mean them to.”

Carter leans forward, his elbows resting on the table. “So you’re telling me this woman who casually fought off the Drained, who tried to murder you twice already, who curates an appearance designed to entice and trick men, has accidentally let things slip to you?”

When he puts it like that, I doubt myself, but I know what I saw on her face, what I felt from her in those moments.

“He’s fucked.” Bryce laughs and pours some more whiskey into my glass.

I rub the back of my neck. “I’m fine. Nothing has changed. I just think there’s more to uncover with her.”

Bryce waggles his eyebrows. “Sure is. Just a few more days until you get to uncover all of her.”

I shake my head. “You better stand at the back of the crowd at the wedding ritual. I’m not listening to you make cracks about my wife’s tits for the rest of my life.”

Bryce’s grin widens. “I make no promises.”

Naima wanders over to our booth with a tray in her hand. “Making no promises is a wise choice for you. I’ve heard more than enough about how you’re going to someday pay your tab.”

“Naima, you wound me.” Bryce clutches at his chest. “You know I’m good for it.”

A smile lights in her eyes as she gathers our empty glasses on her tray and kisses Carter on the cheek. “I know you’re good for nothing but trouble. Keep an eye on my love tonight. You know how those brutes can be when someone is breaking up their fun.”

Since Naima and Carter are in a monogamous relationship, Carter often opts to police hunt night and make sure that everyone is abiding by the rules that keep participants safe. Most people have no issue following them to the letter, fearing Kennymyra’s wrath if they violate a sacred ritual. But sometimes people get lost in the frenzy and get especially aggressive and territorial. Being part of the safety patrol can be a rough job.

“What about you, Hen? Are you on guard duty, or will you be indulging?” Naima asks, absently running her fingers over the nape of Carter’s neck.

“Last chance before I’m a married man—not to mention I’ve been away too long to skip it,” I say.

Naima smiles warmly, her light brown eyes bright with mischief. “Carter tells me your wife is feisty. I think she’ll be good for you.”

“It’s not that kind of match. She’s just a part of my job,” I say.

Naima smirks. “We’ll see if you’re singing the same tune after you take her to bed.”

She and Carter have overly romantic notions, but what they have is rare.

Everyone who almost died ten years ago in the attack lost the ability to see color—the world shifting to monochrome in the gasp of a breath. Carter is one of the rare few who had his full color vision restored. He speaks about it like a holy experience—as if the moment he realized he was in love with Naima was the moment he was reborn, and the color returning was just a symptom of a new life beginning.

It’s nauseating.

In recent years in Mountain Haven relationships, waiting for color to appear has become a point of tension. I can’t be bothered to succumb to the hopeless notion, nor do I aspire to.

For ten years, I’ve had one plan: rebuild and revenge. I have been careful not to form attachments with anyone. The thousands of us left here who survived the attack split into two directions. Some survivors sought out the comfort of partnership and family—eager to put their second chances to use. The rest, like me, turned away from that entirely.

Watching Carter pine for his wife while we were away was enough to put me off it even more.

Outside, a bell rings, and the bar quiets for a moment to hear the pattern. But it’s just that one chime, the warning that the hunt will start soon.

“Shall we?” Bryce says, nodding toward the door.

I stand and follow him toward the exit. Carter lags behind, kisses his wife, and swats her ass as she walks away.

He struts up beside us with a grin. The cold air steals the breath from my lungs as soon as we step outside, but I know the chill will be short-lived. Once the hunt starts, my blood will be burning.

I’m desperate for this hunt. It would be easier to blame my eagerness on my time away, but much as I hate to admit it, it’s just as likely that it’s the way Harlow has been taunting me. Maybe it’s just Harlow in general, with her vicious smile, her sinful body, the heady floral scent of her skin, and the heated look in her eyes when I sucked her finger earlier.

There are plenty of things that are annoying about being heir, but I can safely say I’m going to thoroughly enjoy fucking Harlow Carrenwell in every sense of the word.

Carter and Bryce lead the way, and I scrub a hand over my face as we walk. I need to stop fantasizing about that. Tonight is about our people and playing the part of the heir.

By the time we reach the edge of the ruins where a statue to Kennymyra still stands, a crowd has gathered. Torches burn around the circle of the shrine. My parents stand in front of the large marble statue, their cloaks embroidered with Kennymyra’s sigil. I know the cloaks are red because it’s the color that honors Kennymyra, but to me, they just look charcoal.

The prey group of men and women fuss with their white cloaks, making them look like nervous ghosts milling about the entrance to the hunt grounds. The white is so that even those of us who can’t see color will be able to tell who is participating in the hunt.

On the other side of the circle, the hunters are decked out in dark colors, their hungry gazes assessing the options in front of them. I join them, Bryce falling into place beside me. Carter hangs back toward the edge of the circle in his green guard cloak.

I scan the crowd until I find my target. I’d know those dark eyes and the curve of that sensuous mouth anywhere. Miriam.

My blood heats. She’s a good twenty feet away, but a breeze stirs her hair, and her scent hits me all at once, sage and floral and so familiar. Desire rushes through me. Perhaps my friends were right. I do deserve some fun. I was just going to catch Miriam and steal her away to fool around for old times’ sake. I wasn’t going to fuck her, but Harlow’s disdain is obvious and she’s made it clear she could not care less who I fuck.

What’s between Miriam and me is purely transactional. I can think of no better way to chase away the memory of how Harlow’s body felt arched against mine. This will set me straight.

Miriam winks, pulls her braid over her shoulder, and tightens the ribbon that fastens the end of it.

“One last hurrah?” Bryce whispers. “You look like you need it.”

I grin. “Can’t hurt to indulge this once.”

Bryce claps a hand on my back. “Fucking finally. You’ve been so serious of late. Happy to see the old friend Hen is back.”

I swat his hand away. “I’ve been here all along. Now, who will you be chasing this evening?”

He nods to a curvy woman who is smiling shyly at him. She lifts her hand to tuck her hair behind her ear and flashes the ribbon around her wrist. “She looks fun and she’s new. I love the first-timers.”

The restlessness of the crowd is a hum in my bones. I just want to go.

My father lifts his hands and a hush comes over the crowd. “All participants must follow the rules. The word Breach brings all games to an end immediately,” he says, his stern gaze passing over the crowd. “Now be safe and have fun.” He lifts his arms so they frame the statue behind him. “We dedicate this hunt to Kennymyra.”

A guard on the edge of the forest holds up a bell. “All prey get a five-minute head start.”

He rings the bell, and the participants in white dash into the trees, disappearing like specters into the darkness.

The fiddlers start playing loud music and the prey disappear into the hunt grounds. With a mere couple of miles between us and the mountain face, there are only so many places they can go inside this small area within the fort walls.

These few minutes of anticipation are my favorite part. So much about our lives here is regimented and controlled. We rely on order above all. These nights are when we can be as wild as we want, so long as we have the consent of our partner, and sometimes it’s a relief to not have to hide the impulse to be monstrous, especially after how much I’ve been leashing it with Harlow here.

The image of her running through the trees in a white dress flashes in my mind unbidden. I saw the way her pupils dilated when I mentioned the hunt. She was curious. I hate to admit that I’m just as curious about how she’d react.

The guards walk through the crowd, reminding us of the rules as the song changes over.

I can practically feel the hum of excitement in the air as hunters tip their heads back, scenting the air. It’s a gift bestowed on many of us thanks to a blessing bestowed by Elvodeen to the Davilian family. Those of us who hunt in the Drained Wood need it to know when the blood mist is coming and that enhanced sense of smell saves lives.

I can smell Miriam still. I’m not sure if she just didn’t run that far or if my senses are so heightened because I’m desperate for this, but I also don’t care. I just hope she’s ready for me.

Beside me, Bryce stretches and rolls his shoulders to ready himself. “You going to Miriam?”

I nod.

The fiddle music swells, and I scan the crowd. Everyone is caught up in the revel except Stefan Laurence. His narrowed eyes are fixed on me.

Bryce bends toward me. “You think he’s pissed about Seth?”

I shake my head. “Doubtful. That was a test. He was seeing how I handled defending a Carrenwell against one of our people. If he wanted to hurt her, he could have waited for her to be alone and he would have sent someone more competent with stronger magic. They don’t know what Harlow can do, though he definitely wasn’t expecting her to be able to fight.”

“So he wants you to look bad,” Bryce said.

I glare at Stefan as he holds up a flask in a mock toast. He has been a thorn in my side since we both survived our guard test in the same culling season. His family is beloved in Mountain Haven, and they have been gaining influence since the attack ten years ago. Fortunately, our rebuilding efforts haven’t gone unnoticed, and the people of the fort are superstitious, so they are wary of changing leadership after my family gave up so much to help them survive the attack.

Stefan knows he can’t outright challenge me, but it’s smart of him to chip away at my reputation for loyalty at a time when it will already be most in question for our people.

Only me, my parents, and my two best friends know the truth of this marriage arrangement. In order to keep it a secret, we had to keep it from everyone, and we knew there would be anger and frustration from our people. But these few weeks of deceit will provide them with a lifetime of safety. Easier to beg forgiveness once we’ve brought the Carrenwell family down.

Then, the Laurences will be well and truly dealt with.

Eyeing the rest of the group, I estimate only about twenty hunters heading out tonight. More prey than predators, which means some might go more than one round, or there might be some disappointed prey.

Bryce punches my arm. “Be careful out there. He looks like he’s going to be a problem.”

“One problem at a time. I need this hunt so I can think straight.”

Bryce grins and rolls his shoulder out. “Happy hunting.”

Across the boisterous crowd, a huntsman lifts the bell and rings it.

The hunt is on.
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Bryce sprints into the forest immediately, but I wait until Stefan has disappeared into the trees so I can be sure he stays in front of me.

Once I’m beneath the dark canopy, I’m instantly distracted. The hunt grounds aren’t endless. They only go about three miles before they run into the granite face of the mountain wall. Some prey run the whole time, but experienced players like Miriam go to the same area every time.

I pick up her scent immediately beneath the pine overtones of the forest.

Out of the corner of my eye, a flash of white nightgown punctures the dark. I take off toward her, closing the distance between us in a few quick bounds, and step her into my arms.

She squeals as I shove her back against the nearest tree and kiss her. She bites my lower lip, her hands tugging at my hair to pull me closer.

Miriam smells so good, and there’s a new, illicit feeling to this, like I’m doing something more forbidden now that I have a fiancée. The more I feel my old life being swept out from under me, the more eager I am to enjoy every last moment of it.

I kiss Miriam desperately, trying to chase away the ghost of kissing Harlow that still lurks at the edges of my thoughts.

Lifting Miriam, I press her back against a thick tree trunk. She wraps her legs around my waist.

“Please, Henry.” Her plea sounds as desperate as I feel.

Her thighs are soft and warm under my hands. She presses her breasts into me, and I close my eyes. But my mind immediately flashes to Harlow in the boarding house, arching against me, kissing me with a fierce hunger.

Divine dammit! I need to replace that vision with something else.

I skim my lips down Miriam’s neck, and she shivers.

A twig breaks behind me and I freeze with my lips pressed to Miriam’s pounding pulse. She opens her mouth to speak, but I press a finger to her lips.

Another crunch of leaves breaks the stillness, and then a breeze sweeps from behind me, carrying the familiar, soft floral scent of Stellarium Blossoms.

Harlow. I hate that I know her by scent alone.

“Yes, wife? Did you need something?” I call over my shoulder. “Or do you like to watch?”

I can practically feel the irritation wafting off her.

I slowly release Miriam. She looks bereft, blinking up at me with startled doe eyes.

“Sorry, Miriam. It seems my wife-to-be doesn’t approve. Run along.” I smack her backside and she rushes away with an irritated glance over her shoulder.

Once the sounds of her retreat have faded, I turn. Harlow stands ten feet away, leaning against a thick tree trunk.

“Lovely, it’s not what you think. That’s my friend Miriam.”

“I have friends, too,” she says. “It’s not a big deal.”

I don’t like the jealousy that uncoils in my stomach when I think about how true that is. How many people have probably sat with her in dark corners of the bar, thinking they were going to get to fuck her only to wind up dead. I also think about the pretty bartender who smiled at her so tenderly, and for one insane, irrational moment, I hate everyone who has ever touched her.

I force the feeling away and turn on her. “You’re jealous.”

Her head snaps toward me. “Only of how delusional you are. I wouldn’t mind being out of touch with reality about now.” She waves her hand in the direction Miriam disappeared. “You didn’t need to stop on my account. It looked like you were just getting to the good part.”

“If you think that was the good part, you have an awful lot to learn. Don’t worry. I’m a very willing teacher.”

She tilts her chin up in challenge. “So am I.”

“If that was true, you wouldn’t be in these woods on a feast night hunt.” I start to circle her, slowly moving closer. She stays put, trying to look apathetic. But her heart pounds and all I read on her now is excitement.

I come up behind her and lean closer. “Want to play, Harlow? I’ll give you a head start.”

She tugs at her dark cloak. “Didn’t you want me not to run from you? Besides, I’m afraid I’m not properly dressed for the occasion.”

I continue to round on her and the cloak gapes open, offering me a view of her nightdress. Divine damn me—the material clings to her curves, and her nipples press against the thin silk.

“I don’t know. I think you’d manage okay,” I say.

A sly smile spreads over her face, and suddenly it’s not so clear which of us is the hunter and which is the prey.

I shake my head. That won’t do.

“You clearly came out here to snoop and I warned you not to come out here alone on a hunt night,” I say. “You could have received a very brutal welcome to our customs, all because you could not be bothered to listen to me.”

“You’re my fiancé, not my warden.”

“We’ll see about that.”

I grab her wrist and drag her into the forest. I can hear someone nearby already getting started, so I pull her down the narrow trail. We round a large rocky summit and start down the incline. When we reach the bottom, a soft whimper from the hollow of the rock overhang tells me we’re in the right place.

I know this place. It’s a small shrine to Kennymyra that was often visited during feasts before the fall.

Now it’s in ruins.

I squint into the dark to see a broad back covered in a familiar tattoo. It’s Bryce.

“Wha—”

I clap my hand over Harlow’s mouth and step behind her, pressing her back into my chest.

Bryce clicks his tongue, looking down at the blonde woman. “Naughty girl. I told you to hold still.”

He turns the woman around and bends her over the stone railing, yanks up her dress, and slaps her bare ass.

Harlow winces, but she doesn’t make a sound. My hand slides down to her neck, fingers resting above her thundering pulse.

Her gaze is riveted on Bryce as he pulls off his belt, folds it in half, and cracks it.

“Anything to say?” Bryce asks the woman.

He’s checking to be certain she’s still on board.

“No,” she rasps.

Between one breath and the next, he brings it down on the woman’s backside, and she yelps.

Bryce waits, belt raised. He’s experienced. He’s waiting for her to get over the initial shock to see if she’s going to say it was too much.

“More.”

The word is breathless, and it’s all the permission Bryce needs. He brings the belt down three times in quick succession. He gives the woman no time to recover before he wrenches her wrists behind her back and secures them with his belt. Then he drops to his knees and buries his face between her legs.

The woman moans loudly.

Harlow presses her back into me harder. Even in the half-light I can see her lips are parted in shock, her pupils dilated. Fuck me, she smells so good—like Stellarium Blossoms and nighttime in the forest.

My cock is stirring to life in the hope that the fun that was cut short earlier might be continued now.

The woman’s moaning swells until she goes rigid, her mouth open in a silent scream. Finally, she settles, and Bryce stands, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. He grabs her long hair, wrapping it around his fist, guiding her up to stand on trembling legs. He turns her to face him.

“Kneel.”

Harlow’s jaw drops as the woman rushes to kneel and opens her mouth. Bryce doesn’t hesitate to free his cock from his pants and shove it into her mouth until she gags. He holds it there, grinning down at her watery eyes.

Harlow stares at them, open-mouthed, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. I wrap my arm around her waist, rest my palm to the thin silk covering her stomach, and press her against me so she can feel how hard I am.

Her head tips back, her gaze snapping to mine.

“Do you want that?” I whisper.

She frowns, but her gaze slides back to Bryce, who is now feeding his cock down the woman’s throat at a steady pace, using a fistful of her hair to guide her. She chokes and gags, struggling to take him.

I lean closer to Harlow so I can whisper directly into the shell of her ear. “He likes using her, and she’s out here because she wants to be used.”

My thumb brushes gently back and forth over Harlow’s stomach, and she shivers, pressing her ass back into my cock.

“Need something, lovely?” I tease.

I wish she weren’t such a talented liar. It’s impossible to tell if she truly wants it.

Bryce stops abruptly, ripping the woman’s head to the side, turning her. He kneels behind her and nudges her knees wider. He reaches around her body and rips her dress down the front, playing with her breasts. His gaze locks on us and he winks at Harlow.

Harlow tears herself free from my grip and turns back down the path we came from. A night-splitting scream of pleasure erupts from somewhere behind me. I ignore it. Hunt night is full of those sounds.

I trail behind Harlow, aware of several sets of eyes that have been on us the whole time. Everyone wants to know how my new wife will react to the wild nature of Mountain Havenians.

She stalks back toward the house with impressive efficiency. I can’t believe how well she’s oriented herself.

I follow close behind her like a wraith. I wait until we’re out of the woods, through the ceremony circle where musicians still play, and into the courtyard of the house before I speak.

“You were supposed to stay in your room.”

She ignores me as she reaches for the manor door handle. I press my hand against the dark wood so she can’t pull it open.

“That was dangerous,” I whisper.

She turns on me and juts her chin, somehow managing to make it feel like she’s looking down on me. “I am not some docile wife to be kept locked away in your creepy tower. I will know the customs and ceremonies of this place, and I don’t need your permission.”

“Your pride is boring. It will get you killed or worse.”

“Then at least it will save you the trouble,” she counters.

I take a step back. Did she overhear someone she shouldn’t have, or does she just have her own suspicions about what my family wants? I wouldn’t be surprised if she overheard people grumbling about her presence around the fort, but I don’t need to make it any harder for her to trust me.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she snaps.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re forgetting to hate me. Like you’re concerned.”

Her words spear me. I’m forgetting myself because I’m tense. Because I’m tired and hungry and trying to wrangle this woman is already a bigger task than I anticipated. Why couldn’t she have been a pretty, coddled moron?

“Don’t you have a bodyguard who should be keeping you from doing things like wandering into the woods alone at night?” I ask.

She shrugs a shoulder.

I glance up at the house. I’m going to have a word with Gaven. How is it that she ducked him so easily in the city to go on her murder sprees and here to go to a feast night?

Unless he’s snooping and she’s just a diversion. I hadn’t considered it before—so busy worrying my wife-to-be will be the one burying a knife in my back—but now I see that the two of them are a team.

“Do you need an escort or can you be trusted to make it back to your room alone?”

Her eyes flash with mischief. “Only one way to find out.”

She chops her hand at my elbow, releasing my weight from the door, and ducks inside before I can scold her. The door slams closed behind her, and I turn to head back to the hunt, trying to ignore the scent of her perfume on my clothes.
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HARLOW


I’m not sure what possessed me to sneak out to see the hunt last night. Perhaps it is madness that made me think following a stranger into a dark forest during some sort of sex game was a good idea. But it’s not madness alone. It’s also seeing the annoyance on Henry’s face when he realized I won’t be so easily contained.

I had an idea of what it would be like here, but none of the stories I heard as a teenager could have prepared me for watching Henry’s friend with that woman.

It was reckless to wander. I could have just as easily been scooped up by someone other than Henry. I need to stop treating this place like I know the dangers the way I do at home in Lunameade. There’s a whole new set of rules I need to familiarize myself with so that I know how to skirt them without getting myself killed.

The Havenwood House library seems the obvious place to start. I should be looking for secret tunnels or hidden books, but instead, I’m searching for a book on marriage rituals because no one has told me a thing about what to expect.

This morning, I woke to two women knocking on my bedroom door. They rudely barged in despite Gaven’s protests and proceeded to fit me for my wedding gown and ritual clothing.

I wasn’t exactly expecting privacy here, but I also wasn’t expecting two strangers to ask me what position I’ll be consummating my marriage in so that they could create undergarments that would best put my assets on display.

The only highlight was seeing the stunned look on Gaven’s face over the top of the changing screen. It’s almost impossible to shock him, but I’ve never seen him hustle out of a room so fast.

Now he’s posted outside the library doors after sweeping the entire room like a secret army might be waiting to murder me in the history section.

I understand the vigilance, but I hardly think the two of us are prepared to stop the full force of the fort. If they want to kill me, they will likely succeed. Still, I appreciate that Gaven will go down swinging.

The library is bigger than I expected. People in Lunameade believe Mountain Haven is full of wild folks who don’t care for scholarly studies, but this room must span the entire length of the house. Light pours in the large windows, illuminating dust motes that swirl around leather-bound volumes of every color and size.

A large map of the fort adorns the wall by the entrance. There are six levels, with Havenwood House situated at the top of the fort, the last strategic stronghold if the Drained were to attack. The map is more decorative than functional, and while seeing the gates between levels is helpful, it offers little detail that I didn’t see with my own eyes yesterday. Riding into the fort, I noticed some of the nuances of each level, like how most of the gardens and farmlands seem to be on the first level, but I need to ask Henry if there’s a hierarchy to who lives where. I wonder if the poorest and least magical in their community live on the first level, the way that the poor and unblessed live on the outermost rim of Lunameade.

I walk down the narrow aisle, running my fingers over the spines. None of the titles mention rituals or weddings. When I reach the end of the row, I notice a small alcove cut into the wall that’s sectioned off from the rest of the room by an iron-barred door. I peek through the iron slats, scanning the books inside until one catches my eye. The entire shelf contains titles related to divine rituals of Mountain Haven. Some of the books look ancient, their leather worn and cracked.

I try the handle on the door, but it’s locked. When I was young, Kellan and I made a game of picking locks to all non-magically locked doors in Carrenwell House. That skill has come in handy with my double life as the Poison Vixen more than once, but when I’m working, I typically have more professional tools to use. Now I only have the pins in my hair, and while they could probably hold up to picking this kind of lock, the last thing I need is for one of them to break and leave evidence of my snooping.

Instead, I try to squeeze my wrist through the opening in the slats. It’s a tight scrape, but my hand pops through right beside the handle. I’m just barely able to reach the lock, my fingers skimming it enough to twist it. I try the handle again and the door creaks open.

Wrenching my hand free, I take one quick glance over my shoulder, then dart inside and pull one of the newer-looking tomes from the shelf. I duck out of the space and close the door behind me. My heart kicks up, a pulsing rhythm that drowns out my footsteps as I walk to the end of the row and place the book on a table tucked into the stacks.

The title is etched in fancy red lettering. I trace the words: Mountain Haven Marriage Rituals. The leather creaks as I open the book and flip through the handwritten pages. There are sigils for the Divine, elaborate drawings of where the couple and their family members should stand during the ceremony, and lists of offerings that should be made to the Divine for a long and prosperous marriage.

According to this, Mountain Haven’s marriage rituals consist of three parts: Vows, Communion, and Consummation.

I page through the book until I reach a section on the consummation ritual. My pulse kicks up as I flip through page after page of diagrams depicting all manner of sex positions. There are notes on which couples bonded their marriage in which styles, including the names and dates of their coupling.

Shuddering, I turn a bunch of pages at once and pause on the image of a woman with her hands fastened to opposite posts in a canopy bed. Her legs are also spread wide and attached to posts at the bottom of the bed. The elegant script at the top of the page reads: Rituals of Submission.

Apparently, there are different versions of each part of the ceremony, but these people have another thing coming if they believe I’m going to submit to that smug asshole.

It’s less the thought of having sex in front of other people that unnerves me than the fear that I might enjoy fucking Henry. Warmth rushes through my blood at the thought of his rough hands on my thighs and the way he bit the skin above my stockings like he knew exactly what I wanted.

The last thing I need is to harbor even the smallest bit of affection for him. This is just a job—one that I need to end soon so that I can return to Lunameade and help Aidia. The sooner I convince him that I’m vulnerable, the sooner I can figure out what he and his family want.

“If you want to know about our traditions, you only need to ask. You’re the only one that expects yourself to be all-knowing.”

Henry’s voice startles me from my thoughts.

He’s right behind me. I was so focused, I didn’t even hear him enter the library.

I continue to page through the book, ignoring him as I scan more illustrations in various positions.

“Isn’t this from the locked section of the library?” Henry asks.

I shrug a shoulder. “The flimsy lock made it feel more like a suggestion. But if you’d like to tell me what I need to know about the ceremony, I won’t have to resort to petty crimes. I’m eager to be a dutiful wife and I wouldn’t want to offend the Divine by not honoring your customs.”

He chuckles low. “Yes, you certainly seem devout.”

I swirl my fingers in front of my lips. “I honor the Divine by using the blessings they’ve bestowed on me, or at least I did until you interrupted me.”

He arches a brow, then flips back to the front of the book and taps the page. “First, we’ll exchange vows in our Vardek Temple. He’s the patron of our house since my father and my sister were both blessed with his gifts. The ceremony is much the same as a Lunameade wedding, from what I understand, though with less pandering to the ruling family.”

He rubs his stubble. I noticed it the first night we met in the bar—he does that when he’s unsure how I’ll react.

“And then we will have a wedding feast, music, fine wine, and cake. Not like the stuffy affairs you’re used to,” Henry continues. “People actually dance and enjoy themselves. We take the pursuit of all pleasures very seriously.”

I wish he would get to the point. It’s the next two parts that I’m most apprehensive about.

“Then we will have time to be in communion with each other.”

“What does that mean, though?” I ask.

He smiles wickedly. “It means that we have to be spiritually and emotionally intimate before we are physically intimate. You’ll sit with me under a veil and we’ll have to exchange secrets.”

I scoff. “No, thank you.”

“It’s not optional.”

I wave a dismissive hand. “And then?”

He purses his lips. “And then we’ll be taken to the chamber in the back of the temple, where we will consummate our marriage in front of witnesses.”

This entire conversation is unsettling. Not because I’m uncomfortable with my body, but because I don’t like that he has more experience—that he’s witnessed this while I’ll be going in blind. Being on my heels is disorienting enough. I don’t like that he knows more than me.

“So I’ll have to—” He clears his throat.

“Fuck me?” I finish. “If you can’t even say it, I’m not sure how you expect to do it.”

His eyes narrow. “This isn’t a game, lovely. I’ll need to fuck you like I’m claiming you. I need to make you come. Everyone will need to believe that you’re mine or there could be challenges.”

“Challenges?”

“I told you before, out here strength is prized above all,” he says, tapping a finger on the book. “Only the strongest of us survived the attack ten years ago. Only the strongest of us survive the culling to become guards, and if you don’t regularly prove you’re stronger than the rest, they will come for you, to take what’s yours for the good of our people. You are a powerful ally. Others will try to sway you. It would be foolish of them not to when they have such an obvious opportunity to attack my relationship when it’s at its weakest.”

I smile. “Is that what this is? A relationship? And here I thought it was more of a hostage situation.”

He frowns, his shoulders going tense. “Harlow, this is serious. I know you don’t trust me, and that’s fine. I don’t trust you, either, but this is the truth: I cannot protect you from them if you don’t let me. We have different rules here—different customs.”

“And those customs don’t require consent?”

He throws his hands up. “The consent is a precursor to participation⁠—”

“So anyone can do anything they want⁠—”

“That’s not what I said,” he snaps. “We have customs, like hunt night, that are inherent to keeping wildness in our culture—where hunters can hunt and capture their prey and fuck them into submission. No one is ever forced to play and hunters need to go through a full training ahead of time to ensure they understand how to do so safely. But once they are out in those woods, anything goes. It’s why it’s an optional event.”

“That—” I shake my head, my mind whirling with the image of Bryce fucking that woman.

“It’s triumph and surrender. You wouldn’t understand.” He rubs a hand over his face. “I’m telling you all of this because everyone here already knows the rules and you don’t, and if you don’t learn them fast—if you keep fighting me every step of the way—I won’t be able to ensure your safety. The last thing I want is a war with your family.”

I could at the very least count on that last part being true. There’s no way he wants an outright war with the Carrenwells. It would be too messy, and my family’s magic—and that of those we shared the well with—would easily overwhelm even the well-trained killers within these fort walls. But I still can’t rule out the possibility that he wants a quieter, sneakier war with us. He could be working with the rebellion. For all I know, he could be Rochelli and the whole attack at our engagement dinner was a clever diversion.

“I know it goes against everything in you to listen to me, or anyone else for that matter, but there are things you cannot do here. Do not flirt with others. It makes me look weak, and that makes you vulnerable.”

I scoff. “So, I can’t so much as flirt with someone else, but you’re allowed to fuck some other woman on hunt night?”

Henry arches a brow. “I didn’t think you would care if I fucked someone else, lovely. Now that I realize you’re jealous⁠—”

“I’m not jealous!”

His lips twitch. “Now that I realize you are determined to have me to yourself, I promise my eternal fidelity.”

I clench my teeth. I imagine how satisfying it would be to press my fingers into the soft notch at the bottom of his throat just to make him gag. “I meant that I don’t need or want your protection. I can take care of myself.”

He shakes his head. “In Lunameade, I have no doubt, but the quickest way to get hurt in Mountain Haven is to believe that you don’t need anyone else. Do not flirt with others. Do not wander far alone. And never, under any circumstances, run from me.”

I want to push. Maybe it’s a lifetime of restriction and the freedom of finally being away from my family, but I want to stretch the limits—rattle the bars of my cage and see what he does when I do.

“What happens if I run?”

Something menacing flashes in his eyes. “I’ll catch you.”

My mouth goes dry, but I refuse to break our eye contact.

He sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Can we just have a truce? Can we be allies? We don’t have to be anything else. I know you don’t trust me in general. I know you didn’t plan on getting married again and I am just an obstacle in your path, but can you at least trust that it’s in my best interest to keep you alive?”

I cross my arms.

He licks his lips. “Why are you being extra prickly about this? It seems like you could use a good fuck.”

I scoff. “Doubtful I’ll find one here.”

He closes the distance between us and pushes me back against the wall, his hand resting against my neck. His dark blue eyes burn into me like he can see right through me and knows why I’m uncomfortable.

“No, that’s not it.” He lets out a low laugh. “You almost let me fuck you the night we met. This is something else. Tell me.”

I look away, searching for anything to focus on but the intensity of his gaze. I hate this. I hate that I have to let him see this. I don’t want to lose the upper hand.

His thumb strokes my jaw. “Allies, Harlow?”

I have to give him something. I’ve pushed enough that he’ll feel like I’m compromising.

“Allies.” I swallow down my dignity and blurt out the truth. “I’ve never had an orgasm with someone else.”

He smirks until he sees that I’m not messing with him. “How is that possible? You don’t seem like the type to settle for someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing. Is it an emotional thing—like, you need to be in love?”

I scoff, brushing his hand away and crossing the room to stare out the window instead of meeting his gaze. I can’t look at him for this.

“Love has nothing to do with it.” I sigh and drop my head back. “It’s impossible to relax when I’m with someone because no matter how much they remind themselves that they can’t kiss me, it’s a reflex of affection for other people. I have never been able to lose myself enough with someone else to get over the edge because I was too worried about keeping them alive.”

When I turn, he still looks wide-eyed. “So you’ve never⁠—”

I blow out an exasperated sigh. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I know how to get myself off. I’ve done it in front of other people, just never had someone else doing it for me.”

The recognition dawns on him, and I feel too exposed. “You can’t control your poison?”

I brush my fingers over my lips. “Not here. Every person I’ve ever kissed on the mouth has died.”

He stares at me, slack-jawed, and the admission is almost worth seeing him look so stupefied.

Then his mouth tilts into a smirk, and I hate him. “So I was your first real kiss?”

It would be so satisfying to slap that smile off his face. “You hardly seem the sentimental type.”

He shifts and plays with the stitching on the book cover. “So you can’t control it in your lips, but you can with any other touch. You can summon it or banish it at will from your hands like you did with my wine at our engagement dinner.”

I chew my lip. It makes me nervous that he knows this secret. Not even my parents know, though that’s mostly out of spite. Aidia doesn’t even know because I didn’t want to give her something she had to hide from them.

In my early days as the Poison Vixen, I did have to kiss my victims. The magic in my hands was untested. It’s hard to practice without victims to practice on, and it was easier to kiss them. I learned about new poisonous plants and their effects, the speed with which they could kill a victim, and how painful the death was. There had never been such an opportunity for creativity.

Over time, I became more comfortable using my hands first and my lips as a backup. I also got to experiment with using different types of poison.

That secret created a near-constant conflict when I was with Bea. She hated that I was kissing strangers, even if it was to kill them. I liked that it made her jealous—liked that I could get a reaction out of someone so steady.

It was the one secret that was just for me. Until now.

I hope it wasn’t a mistake to surrender this so quickly.

“Keep that to yourself,” I say. “I prefer to be underestimated. You learn a lot from people by how they treat someone they think is weaker.”

A slow smile spreads across his face. “Your secret is safe with me.”

I believe him for now, though I expect the moment it makes sense for him to share it with someone else, he will. I cannot count on him to be more than a temporary friend because I have precious little hope to start with. I have the slimmest opportunity to save Aidia and very little time to do it. I need something valuable to bring back to my parents so I can get the key to the tunnel and get her away from Rafe before she breaks for good.

I turn my back to Henry and flip through the book again until I come across an illustration that depicts a woman whose limbs are tied to the four posts of the bed. “So, is it like this? Will I be restrained?”

Suddenly, he’s behind me, his body pressed to my backside. My heart kicks into a faster rhythm as his fingers skim my hip.

“Would you like to be?” His voice is different—low and gruff in a way that twists my stomach in knots.

“No, I don’t think I would.”

He chuckles, his breath ruffling my hair. “No, I don’t think so either. You like to think you’re in charge.”

“I am.”

He runs his fingers up my waist, then higher, sliding his palm to my stomach and pressing my body back against him. “Let’s test that theory.” He presses a soft kiss behind my ear.

“What are you⁠—”

“Shh,” he murmurs, his lips brushing my ear. “You’re going to have to get used to me touching you—make them believe that you enjoy it.”

“It’s a good thing I’m an exceptional actress,” I say, but my voice is too breathy to be believable.

“We’ll have our wedding ceremony and party, just like I imagine you do in Lunameade.” He kisses my neck, and it’s so nice not to worry he will accidentally kill himself by brushing his lips to mine.

His breath ghosts over the nape of my neck as he speaks. “Then we’ll be brought to the ceremony room. There’s a bed at the center and couches and seating around the perimeter where everyone is welcome to station themselves.”

“To watch?” I ask.

He nips at my neck, and I gasp.

“Yes. To witness me claiming my new wife. To be certain that I’m capable of pleasing her.”

I frown. “Plenty of women can’t get off with a partner by no fault of their own.”

“Yes, but there needs to be a believable connection. To make sure that neither of us is faking our commitment to each other. And there’s particular pressure on me as their heir to be able to please his wife. If I can’t deliver on my commitment to you, I won’t be able to deliver for them, and since my family has already failed to protect them once, the pressure is on.”

“That’s a lot to risk on a stranger.” Especially a stranger he’s supposed to hate—a stranger whose family nearly wiped his people out, assuming he knows that’s the case.

His lips brush over my pulse. The instinct to pull away from him wars with the satisfaction of being touched this way.

It’s been too long since Bea and almost a lifetime before that. There was an occasional tumble with a handsome idiot from one of the bars I snuck off to, but those were always quick and disappointing.

Henry’s slow and sensual kisses on my throat are so different and not unwelcome. He’s being too bold and no one is here to watch this. I should stop him. I should pull away.

“We worship Kennymyra, the Divine of Pleasure, and we take the pursuit of pleasure very seriously,” he says.

“Will I have to be naked? I was measured for undergarments this morning,” I rasp.

He pauses. “You strike me as very confident in your body.”

“That doesn’t mean I wish to share it with the world.”

He hums softly against my neck. “You can choose to keep them on if you’d like, but the acts are very clear. Whatever you wear needs to be something that allows me to get my face between your thighs.”

I clench my legs together involuntarily. Trying to deny my attraction to him would be ridiculous at this point. There’s a ruggedness to Henry’s good looks. So many of the men in Lunameade are pretty, but soft. Henry’s hands are callused, his forearms marked with faint scars. And he’s confident in the way of someone who has rarely been denied.

“I’m going to make you come with my mouth and my cock.” He says it so matter-of-factly—like he’s talking about the weather or what he’s planning to wear to dinner.

I clear my throat. “I don’t know if I can climax more than once.”

“You can.”

His confidence chafes. It breaks the spell.

I tilt my head, glaring at him over my shoulder. “We’ll see about that.”

“If you’re so certain you’re an unsolvable puzzle, then perhaps we should practice ahead of time.” His grin turns roguish.

I choke on a startled laugh. “Of course that’s your suggestion.”

“I’m not above taking instruction. Show me how it’s done.” He gestures to the table.

Warmth spreads up my neck to my cheeks. He wants me to get myself off in front of him right here, right now.

“Didn’t think you’d be one to blush, lovely,” he says.

I roll my eyes. “I’m not. I was just caught off guard by the suggestion. It’s not like I haven’t done it before.”

“So you like to be watched?”

My stomach twists at the gruffness of his tone. I do, but he hasn’t earned that information.

“What I like is irrelevant. This is a business arrangement.”

“Well, if that’s your attitude about sex, I understand why you haven’t had much success with a partner.”

I shoot him a scathing look, but he just laughs.

“Harlow, you’re going to need to lighten up. Show me. I promise to keep my hands to myself. Perhaps you’re not as sure of yourself as I thought.”

I have to rise to the occasion. He needs to be humbled. Thank the Divine I only brought scandalous underthings with me.

I shove the book onto the floor and slide onto the table, hiking my dress up in one smooth motion.

He goes silent as he catches a glimpse of the green silk garters.

“For someone so focused on practicality, you certainly seem to appreciate fancy undergarments,” I taunt, sliding my fingers over the top of the stockings.

“Well, they hardly seem frivolous on your body—though one wonders why you bother wearing something so intricate if you weren’t planning on showing it off.”

I frown. “Bold to assume that I wear them for anyone but myself.” I snap one of the garters, and his hands flex at his sides. “Want to know what I like, Henry?”

He tracks my fingers as they slide higher, gently rubbing over the lace between my legs. I’m already wet and I don’t doubt that I’m going to be able to easily get myself off in front of him simply because he’s turned it into a challenge. If I was focused on anything but the finish line, I’d be more self-conscious, but the only thing I’m focused on now is my desire to get the upper hand back in our exchange.

If he was one of the idiots I snuck off with back in Lunameade, I might try for the performance of it all, giving him a good look and reminding him that he can’t touch.

But Henry is something else entirely and the freedom of me focusing on my own pleasure will get to him more than even my finest performance.

I close my eyes and tip my head back as I drag the strip of lace to the side. Henry lets out a sigh, and I feel his gaze fixed on my hand. The table creaks as I lean back and draw my hand away, letting him have a clear view.

Then, I slide my fingers over my clit and sigh. With my eyes closed, I watch the pulse of his aura as it swells and shifts around his body, forming a crude outline of him. I’ve tried not to study it too closely, but now I see the intricacy of it. It’s a deep purple, but as it swells, it looks almost like a burnt plum color closer to his skin.

I move my fingers faster, pinching my clit before sliding a finger inside myself. I moan.

Henry’s aura flares wider, pressing right up to the edge of mine.

My skin is hot as I pump my fingers faster and rub the heel of my palm over my clit. My muscles tense as I chase my pleasure and try to ignore Henry altogether.

Instead, I think of his eyes, the deep blue of a stormy sky at dusk. I think of the way he felt pressed against me last night and the feeling of his lips on my neck. I think of bending him to my will and getting control of my life back once and for all.

The climax hits me out of nowhere—a soft swell of pent-up pleasure that rolls through me like a wave. Goosebumps rise on my skin and I gasp as I ride it out. When I finally blink my eyes open, Henry is closer—only a few inches away—his gaze fixed between my thighs.

“Did you learn something, my feral wolf?” I draw my fingers free and suck them clean, my eyes on Henry’s.

His nostrils flare and his hands fist at his sides. He licks his lips. “Now that you’ve educated me, you should know we have a dinner with all the most influential families at the fort tomorrow night. I’ve sent a dress to your room and you’ll be expected to be on your best behavior.”

I lean back and offer him one last glance at my undergarments before letting my dress fall back in place. “Is this not my best behavior? I haven’t even murdered anyone.”

He arches a brow. “Yet.”

“Excellent point. There’s still time.” I glance at the book beside me. “Anything else I need to know about this?”

“They will know if you fake it.”

I freeze. “How?”

“Those with blessings from Kennymyra can always tell, but there’s an enchanted golden sigil in the headboard of the bed that absorbs that released pleasure and acts as an offering to Divine Kennymyra.”

I stare at Henry, waiting for humor to break through, but he’s not joking. My mouth is suddenly dry and my hands are clammy.

“Not sure what to do when you have to stop pretending, huh?”

I glare at him. “More concerned you won’t be able to finish the job.”

A predatory smirk spreads over his face. “I can’t wait to make you scream.”

The words send a pleasant shiver through me.

I jump down from the table and walk toward the library doors. When I push into the hall, I expect to feel better without the weight of Henry’s assessing gaze on me. But the certainty in his words haunt me, the echo of them chasing me down the hall and all the way back to my room.
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HARLOW


Henry said he sent a dress for me to wear to dinner. He did not say it was going to be a barely-appropriate-for-public-consumption kind of dress.

The one-shoulder red silk corset is covered in glittering beads, and the neckline scoops to show a scandalous amount of cleavage. The silk gathers at my right hip and drops into a flowing skirt with a slit up the right thigh nearly to my hip. It is exactly the kind of dress that I would go hunting for abusers in. How irritating that Henry has good taste.

It’s more frustrating that he isn’t here yet and I’m forced to smile awkwardly at a room full of people whose hatred for me is practically a life force. After our time in the library yesterday and all I learned about the ritual, I’ve been avoiding him. Not because I’m embarrassed, but because I don’t want to think about the awkwardness of this arrangement any more than I have to.

I glance around the dining room. The tables form a U-shape, with Henry and my table at the top, and his parents beside us. It’s meant to make everyone feel like they have an equitable place and view of the room, while allowing servants easy access to everyone. Unfortunately, it also means that everyone has an opportunity to gawk at me.

Gaven is a steady presence at my back, leaning against the wall just out of my peripheral vision. I know it’s a reflex of his to stay out of sight so he’s less intrusive in my daily life, but now I’d like to be more aware of his presence.

I knew I would be unwelcome here, especially after what Kellan shared before I left, but it’s hard to tell if this is because they’re naturally distrustful of outsiders, if they blame my family generally for the massacre, or if they all know what Kellan shared with me before I left.

Even if Kellan hadn’t shared the information about my father’s involvement with me before I left Lunameade, I wouldn’t be surprised if the people of Mountain Haven blamed my family. Protection of both the city and the fort has always been a Carrenwell responsibility.

Most of the faces in the room wear the same mask of irritated hostility. All except for a man at the first table to my right. He looks almost bemused when I meet his dark eyes. His assessment is like having the silk peeled from my skin.

Ignoring him, I pick at the candle wax that has dripped onto the golden tablecloth in front of me and gulp down my wine.

A subtle hush comes over the crowd as Henry steps into the room. He comes to stand beside my chair, bending to kiss my hand with a gentle brush of his lips.

“Good evening to my lovely bride,” he whispers, straightening again. “Good evening, everyone. I apologize for my lateness. I had to see to an injured hunter who returned with this afternoon’s party.” He lifts his wine glass and looks around the room. “Thank you for being here tonight to meet my wife-to-be and to show your support for this union that will provide us the resources and security that we need to continue to flourish here.”

I swear I can feel their skepticism in the way their rainbow of auras flare and dance. People who can’t see magic are usually less aware of the way their auras shift with their moods. It’s an advantage my family is careful not to share much about. You never know when it could be valuable.

Henry gives me an indulgent smile. “Now, my bride-to-be has something she’d like to say.”

My stomach plummets. It takes all my years of impeccable self-control to not react to this surprise challenge. He said nothing about public speaking.

I rise from my seat and smile at the room as a servant hustles forward to refill my wine glass. My hand is so clammy, I nearly drop it when I pick it up. I take a breath, frantically trying to come up with something wise to say to a room full of people who loathe me.

I clear my throat. “I’ve never left the city walls. I know what you’re all thinking—that I have no business marrying your heir.”

Several onlookers’ expressions shift from loathing to surprise.

“You’re right. It would not be my choice if it was up to me. But centuries ago, when my ancestors discovered the well, the blessing bestowed by Divine Vardek came with a holy duty to protect their clan. Ten years ago, my family failed to protect the people of Mountain Haven. That failure cost you friends and family. That’s a debt I can’t repay. I won’t pretend I can comprehend your losses and there’s nothing I can do that would soothe your grief. But I’m here now to ask for the chance to try to right the wrongs of the past in some small way—to repent on behalf of my family, by securing your future.”

I pause and look out over the sea of stunned faces. Some of them still look skeptical. I’m laying it on a bit too thick, but I’m too nervous and on the spot to lie better. My stomach roils, and I have to take a deep breath so as not to vomit my wine all over the beautiful floral-wreathed candle centerpiece.

“My magic is strong, and Divine Vardek has blessed my bloodline.” My tone is a little too blunt, but I press on. “It’s no secret that you’ve lost your heir. The Divine have mysterious ways, and we cannot imagine their plans for us. We all know there are both nature and nurture elements to Divine blessings, but I am the last single Carrenwell. My marrying Henry is the best chance you have to carry on living here safely with future Havenwoods defending your walls with holy fire. I can’t undo the past, but I can secure your future.”

The crowd shifts, and I pause to let them take in my words.

“I’m not asking you to love me, or even to like me,” I say. “I merely ask that you tolerate me.” I hold up my glass. “May the Divine bless this union, this feast, and this fort. To the well.”

Everyone repeats after me and sips their wine.

I sit down next to Henry, hoping I didn’t sweat through my dress. The panic in my body dissipates, leaving a dull ache behind my eyes. It could be the wine or my nerves, but it’s the first hint of trouble. My body always knows, the way some people’s bones ache before the sky darkens with a storm.

I take three deep breaths, trying to stave off the attack. I can’t deal with a fort of enemies, a poison-proof fiancé, whatever madness is awaiting me the moment I let my guard down, and excruciating pain.

For the millionth time since my attacks started as a child, I’m frustrated with the inconvenience of being burdened with this body.

Henry leans close. “That was quite a speech, but you’re looking a little pale. Not a fan of public speaking?”

I scoff. “To a room of people who hate me?”

He sighs. “They don’t hate you, Harlow. They just don’t trust you. They don’t trust any outsiders. No traders who visit are allowed beyond the first level of the fort. Since the attack, our people have become much more cautious.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask how exactly the wall came down, but if I ask too soon, he’ll know it’s information I need, and that will just give him more incentive to hold it back.

I glance over Henry’s shoulder toward the man watching me as he sips his wine. “Who is that?”

Henry follows my gaze, and his face instantly darkens. He brushes a kiss to my cheek and leans close to my ear. “Stefan Laurence. His family is important, well-liked, and they’d very much like to be in charge here.”

I hum in amusement. “I do love an ambitious man.”

“Not him, lovely.” Henry nips at my ear. “You are a weakness.”

I scoff.

He whispers before I can argue, “You are my weakness in his eyes. If he can hurt you—or, worse, win you over—it will chip away at the people’s confidence in me.”

Strength above all. It’s what rules this place. I’m starting to see how I could make havoc, but it’s not worth making unless it would result in a better outcome.

“Do not, under any circumstances, go near him,” Henry says.

“Looks like he’s about to go near me.”

Henry’s hand comes to my lower back as he straightens and turns me to face his approaching nemesis. This would be more fun if my head weren’t starting to throb. I cast a glance at Gaven, and a hazy halo forms around the candelabra beside him.

Dread blooms in my chest at the clear sign of a pain episode. I need to get out, and quickly. I look toward the doorway as I take a long sip of my wine. Gaven seems to notice my agitation. I see a question in his eyes, but there’s no easy way out of this room right now.

A bright orange aura swells in my periphery. I turn back to face Stefan. He’s more clean-cut than I would expect of a mountain man, but perhaps he thinks the clean-shaven face and slicked-back dark hair fool people. The look in his dark eyes is too intense.

His magic probes at me. The gifts of the Divine of Malice have tendrils that reach out, looking for a way to hook into their victim.

But this isn’t like what happened with Seth, because Stefan doesn’t have surprise on his side. Fear and manipulation magic requires finding a way into the other person’s psyche. It’s bold of him since he doesn’t know what my magic is, but it wouldn’t be the first time a man tried to test me.

I steel myself, giving him nothing but a confident smile. I’ve met plenty of men of his measure, and most of them are dead now.

He prods at me with his magic, looking for any hint of fear or doubt. When he realizes he can’t get his hooks in me, he draws back and gives me a long, lascivious look. “When I heard the rumors that you were marrying a Carrenwell, I didn’t believe it, Henry. You, of all people.”

Henry’s hand slides from my back to curve around my waist.

“But now I see the appeal, though I thought it would take more than a pretty face for you to forget who failed to keep us safe ten years ago,” Stefan says.

Henry bristles, his hand flexing on my waist. “I’m focused on securing our future, not the tragedy of our past. You’ve never been one for forethought, though. That’s why you’re up here being rude to my bride-to-be in front of everyone. That’s why you seem to have conveniently forgotten that those who live on principles alone die by them.”

Stefan stills, as if considering whether to press on or go back to his seat. “Heartwarming to see you so protective already, but I simply had to come say hello after your bride spent so much time eye-fucking me earlier.”

I laugh from sheer shock. “That’s one way to see things. I was simply studying you, like when you spot a beast in the wild. But I don’t play with wild animals. I hunt them.”

Stefan’s smug grin disintegrates. “Sharp tongue for a city girl.”

“What can I say? I like the taste of blood,” I say.

Stefan’s eyebrows shoot up, and he looks from me to Henry. “Do you?” A sly smile splits his face. “I guess you’ll fit right in with this parasitic family who lives off the hard labor of the people of Mountain Haven.”

I should probably make peace, not war—I need Henry to work with me, after all—but I can’t help myself when a man needs to be put in his place.

I cock my head to the side and nearly wince from the pulsing pressure growing behind my eyes. “And yet, here you are dining at their table and drinking their wine after trying to use your magic on me just moments ago.”

Stefan frowns. I can practically see his resolve waning—the recognition that he’s chosen the wrong approach and made a bad first impression.

“Now, now, lovely. Let’s be cordial,” Henry chides.

Stefan crosses his arms and juts his chin out, clearly eager for a public conflict with Henry. He understands I’m more than just a pawn now. I’m curious to see how he uses that information and what I might be able to learn from his efforts.

Henry obviously lacks that wisdom, but his underestimation is my advantage, so I’m not about to educate him until I’m certain I can land a killing blow.

“Shall we speak privately?” Henry asks. There’s a subtle threat in his tone.

Stefan purses his lips. “Are you challenging me?”

“Merely asking if we need to have a private conversation,” Henry says coolly.

I want to stay and watch how this drama unfolds between Henry and Stefan. Any enemy of Henry’s is someone worth at least paying attention to. If I can learn what the pain points are for the people of Mountain Haven, I can figure out who is most willing to share secrets about the Havenwoods.

Pain pulses to life behind my eyes. I need to leave while Henry’s distracted, speaking in hushed whispers with Stefan. What was a mild ache is growing more powerful by the second. I close my eyes to chase away the sensation, but when I open them, a bright ring of white light mutes my vision.

Panic twists in my chest. I’m having an episode in a room full of people who won’t stop staring at me.

There are two doors to an outside patio directly across from me. It’s not ideal, but it’s an option. There are three more sets of doors behind us, but I can’t see the clearest route without projecting my intention to bolt.

I try to bargain with the merciless god of my body not to do this now, in a room full of adversaries, so far from home. But the pain has no master. It is a clawed beast that I can’t fight off much longer. I need to run.

I look at Gaven and tap my breastbone three times. By the mercy of some Divine who doesn’t hate me, he takes the hint. He closes the space between us in a few quick strides, but before he can get to me, Henry takes my hand.

“A dance, lovely?”

I look beyond him, but Stefan is gone—chased back to his table and glaring daggers at Henry.

I frown up at Henry. His aura has turned into a bright, shining purple light.

This is catastrophically bad timing. Even with my head throbbing and my vision swimming in light, I can feel every eye in the room on us.

Henry leans closer, his face coming into focus. “Your pupils are huge. Did you take something?”

I shake my head. A mistake. The blood in my head sloshes and I almost fall over from the wave of dizziness. “Too much wine.”

There’s a chuckle from the table beside us and a few hushed whispers I can’t make out. I’m mortified, but it’s better they think I’m a lightweight than defective.

The last place I need to show a weak spot is miles from home in the heart of a hostile fort. The only person in this room that I trust is Gaven, and I only trust him enough to get me back to my room safely.

Henry’s head snaps to the side, clearly noticing that Gaven is making his way toward me.

“What’s going on, Harlow?” Henry whispers.

“I think I just need to lie down. The wine went to my head.”

He dips his head. The winter-forest scent of him hits me all at once, and I have to fight the urge to lean into him—to tuck my face into the crook of his neck and rest.

Clearly, I’m very unwell.

Henry is not my salvation. He’s not even my friend. He is just the means to an end. My end, if I’m not more careful.

“Tell me what’s going on right now,” Henry whispers.

“I did,” I snap.

My vision turns splotchy, blood pounding in my ears. The attack is coming on so fast. It used to take longer. I used to have more time to hide. It’s getting worse.

“Gaven will take me back to my room now. Thank you for being so concerned about me getting a good night sleep. Such a doting husband-to-be,” I say loudly.

Several chuckles rise from the tables around us. They think I’m taunting him, and I guess I am, but I’d rather be seen to be teasing than fleeing.

Behind Henry’s shoulder, the dark splotch of Gaven comes into view. I know him by his naturally rigid gait, because he’s walked beside me my whole life and I have often needed to find him while blind with pain and trying to hide it.

The ache is splitting me open, nausea turning over the little bit of dinner I managed to force down. It’s coming on much too fast. I need to get out of this room before I completely implode. I step around Henry and take Gaven’s arm.

“Good night, my wolf,” I say over my shoulder, forcing my face into a bright, teasing smile.

Just before we step out of the room, I hear Bryce laugh and mimic, “My wolf.”

In the hallway, Gaven tightens his grip on me. “How bad?” he asks, rushing me down the half-lit hallway.

“Terrible. I don’t know why. I went to the well right before we left home. It shouldn’t be like this.”

Unless it’s beyond the well’s healing. Or, worse, corruption from the well itself—my body reminding me I’m so full of poison that I’m rotting from the inside out.

“How long do we have?” Gaven loops an arm around my waist when we get to the stairs and practically hauls me up the two flights.

“Seconds.”

Several servants gawk as we rush by, but I don’t bother to smile or act fine. Let them all think I’m a drunk. It’s better than them thinking that I’m weak.

I stumble down the dark hallway. With the throbbing in my head, I don’t mind the dim light, but my blurred and haloed vision casts a strange glow in the hall, like we’re walking through a sea of ghosts.

Just breathe, Harlow. Just breathe.

I’ve lost all sense of time and reason. It’s just me and the searing ache splitting my brain down the center. This is it. I have fought and fought, but this time I’m done.

This time, the agony will win. This time, I will die.

The pain is a liar. But right now, I believe it.

I know this perilous feeling—the tipping point between wanting to survive and being afraid to.

Aidia’s haunting whispers echo through my mind. “Some people have something extra driving them, Low. You’re a survivor.”

I don’t feel like one now.

Finally, we get to the door of my room. Gaven rips it open, nearly dropping me in the process. I’m too overcome with the blinding ache to chide him. I just want something cool on my head.

He kicks the door closed behind us with a grunt and clicks the lock into place.

“Washroom floor,” I rasp.

Gaven hauls me into the adjoining room and lowers me beside the tub.

I gesture toward the door that leads to Henry’s room. “Lock him out. He can’t know about this before the wedding.”

Before Gaven can close the washroom door that leads to Henry’s room, Kyrin trots in. Gaven freezes, but I just groan. If the wolf wants to rip my throat out, at least it will end my misery.

Instead, Kyrin whines and nudges my hand with his nose.

“Go away,” I groan, drawing my hand back.

The wolf whines again.

I try to force some sort of authority into my voice. “I said go away. Go back in his room.”

I wince and open my eyes to see Kyrin take two steps toward the wrong door—the one that leads to my room.

“Do you want me to…” Gaven’s voice trails off when he doesn’t have a solution to offer.

“Just lock the door to Henry’s room. One beast at a time,” I say, rolling onto my side and hugging my roiling stomach.

Gaven shuts the door. The faucet turns on, and a moment later, he places a cool washcloth on my forehead.

“Thank you,” I whisper. My breaths are shallow. The floor is cool under my clammy cheek. Sweat beads on the back of my neck.

Gaven’s voice cuts through the pounding rush of my heartbeat in my ears. “I’ll be outside your room.”

His boots click on the floor as he walks away.

“Gaven,” I whisper. “Don’t leave yet.”

Even with my eyes closed, I can sense him there, torn between staying and going. Since Gaven’s only power is borrowed, his aura is the white of those who don’t have a magic blessing granted by the Divine.

Gaven has seen the moments before the pain descends, but he’s always been banished before it consumes me. Either way, he’s not warm. He’s always maintained a strong boundary between guard and caretaker. I doubt he will change that now, but I can barely care.

My dress sticks to my clammy skin. I am nothing but agony and I can’t stand to feel it alone.

Kyrin lets out a huff of disapproval from the threshold to my room.

A moment later, the light shifts behind my eyes. Gaven sighs and sits beside me. I reach out, and he takes my hand.

“I miss Aidy,” I whisper.

I sound so pathetic. A thirty-year-old woman who wants her sister because she’s lonely and in pain. When I’m hurting, all of the things I’ve been shoving away can get to me. I’m mortified by my profound weakness, by the fact that someone other than my sister is seeing it.

Gaven squeezes my hand. “I know,” he says after a long moment.

We stay like that for a long time, with him acting like this is a normal request, and me breathing through the wretched agony.
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HENRY


Three Divine-damn days. That’s how long Harlow has been hiding in her room. That’s how long I’ve been locked out of my own washroom. That’s how long she’s hogged Kyrin.

It’s childish to be jealous that my wolf is so loyal to her. I want him protecting her around the fort since she is as reckless as she is curious. But Ky has never warmed to anyone except me. He’s even surly toward Bryce and Carter. Yet he won’t leave Harlow’s side.

It makes me even more curious what she’s doing in there, because despite what her bodyguard has said repeatedly, I’m not buying that she’s cloistered herself to pray to the Divine.

The cold morning air stings my cheeks as I run through the hunt grounds behind the estate. The staccato beat of Carter and Bryce’s familiar gaits behind me is soothing, as is their bickering. But every time I settle into a rhythm, my mind wanders back to Harlow, her eyes fever-bright as she rushed out of the dinner.

I know she wasn’t drunk. I need to know what scared her off.

A haunting mist threads around the trees and over the trail ahead of us. It’s not particularly nice weather for a run—cold enough to burn the lungs, damp enough to make everything chafe. But ever since we were forced to spend the first two years after the wall fell mostly underground, I’m too happy for the freedom of it to complain.

I’ve run this path so many times, the steep mountain face to my right, the forest and fort to my left. The coating of dry pine needles on the trail keeps the ground from being too muddy and fills the air with their earthy scent. It smells like home.

The new moon and our wedding are tomorrow, and Harlow has to be ready. I’m torn between dread and excitement. She has managed herself well so far, but she’ll be out of her element tomorrow. She’ll need me to guide her through our customs, and that puts her at a disadvantage. It forces her to be the one thing she absolutely refuses to be with me—vulnerable. I know I can get under her skin, and I’m more determined than ever.

“I can tell you need a good tumble by how fast you’re running,” Bryce shouts from a few yards behind me. “You only have this much energy when you’re miserable.”

I push the pace faster, charging the last half-mile to the mountain escape tunnel. Finally, I stand tall and lift my arms, sucking in air as I check the foliage covering the tunnel opening.

The branches and vine net that hide the door are in place. Anyone else would miss the secret door, but we are trained to know these escape routes in the dark, by touch alone. These tunnels saved us ten years ago. They still save us.

I’m not particularly devout. Holly’s death and my own brushes with the veil made certain of that. But three of the youngest children in our community being blessed by the Divine of Fortune with the ability to make plants grow in the glow of sunstones allowed us to create a full farming system inside the mountain tunnels. That, combined with our miraculous survival, inspired devotion in many people in our community. They think if we ask, the Divine will provide.

I’m not so sure. If the Divine are so eager to be at our beck and call, where were they the night the fort fell?

A hand claps down on my shoulder. I spin, slapping it away.

Carter immediately lifts his hands, readying for a fight. “Oh, is that how it is today?”

I hesitate. It would feel good to hit something—someone—just to have control over something right now, but I need to keep my head.

I step back and run a hand through my sweaty hair. “She won’t come out of her fucking room. I’ve been locked out of my own washroom for days.”

“Is this because Ky likes her better?” Bryce asks from where he leans against a tree, stretching his calves.

“Ky is just antagonizing me,” I say.

The two of them look at each other, a silent conversation passing in that glance.

“A dove came from Lunameade this morning.” Carter reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tiny scroll.

“And you didn’t think to say something earlier?” I ask.

Carter chuckles. “You took off running before we even said hello. When would I have had time to?”

I unroll the note addressed to Harlow and read.
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Able misses you. He hopes you’ll be wed and back in time for his birthday. - Mama
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“Seems innocuous enough,” I say, tucking the note in my pocket.

Carter shrugs a shoulder. “It does, unless you know that Able’s birthday was three moon cycles ago.”

“You think it’s a code?”

Bryce shoves at Carter’s shoulder. “We think they’d be stupid not to have a safe way to communicate with her, and there seems to be some urgency for them to get her back. The real question is why.”

I think back to the dinner we had with her family. She didn’t so much as glance at her oldest brother. The heir of the Carrenwell family is a pompous ass from what I could tell, laughing about drinking wine with the mayor, ignoring his sullen wife sulking into her own glass beside him.

It was a far cry from how Harlow acted around Kellan.

“I’ll ask her,” I say, brushing the sweaty hair back from my forehead. “I’ll see how she reacts. I just have to get her out of her⁠—”

Carter holds up a hand and turns slowly toward the forest behind us. The faint sound of footsteps echoes from somewhere down the foggy trail in front of us.

A moment later, Stefan emerges from the mist with his friends, Zach and Darren, at his back.

When Stefan sees me, he slows for a second before charging at me. He stops just a foot away.

“You are a fucking traitor to your people,” Stefan barks. “You slit Seth’s throat for touching a Carrenwell.”

I cross my arms and appraise him with boredom. “Seth knew better than to touch my betrothed. He tried to use his magic on her.”

Bryce approaches from my left and Carter steps into position on my right. They’re ready for a fight. Much as I’d like to throw down with Stefan, the Laurence family would just use any lack of control as a sign that I don’t have what it takes to be heir. Worse, Stefan’s friends also come from families who have a lot of influence in the fort, and while both are currently loyal to my parents, there’s no guarantee that I’ll inherit that loyalty.

Stefan laughs bitterly. “I can’t believe it. One good fuck from that city slut and you’re already killing your own people for her.”

Bryce shifts beside me, ever the hothead fixing for a fight.

I knew our people would doubt this plan and that Stefan and his family would use it as a way to cast doubt on us. It’s a calculated risk, but I’d hoped that I’d at least get to marry her before the mutiny started.

“Let it go, Stefan. We’ve told you that we have a plan,” I say. “I know when you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail. But we don’t need to risk more bloodshed when diplomacy could get us everything we want.”

He cracks his knuckles. “I’ve been patient for ten years, Havenwood. I’ve followed your family’s rules and I’ve waited for this score to be settled, but instead, you’re bringing one of them into the fold.”

His anger is palpable, a sort of prickle in the air. I wish I didn’t understand it. It’s not as if I don’t feel the urgency. I hate that it’s taken this long. There’s not a day that passes that I don’t feel the rapid slip of time—the ever-present guilt that I haven’t avenged my sister. This is just another reminder that I’m running out of time to prove to our people that we can get them the vengeance they need. They have earned peace, but none of them will have it until Harrick Carrenwell is dealt with.

I’d love to go at the Carrenwells directly, but that’s the fastest way to get us all killed.

“You’re not the only one who lost someone—who lost yourself that day, Stefan.” I hold fast to the last fraying edges of calm. “We have a larger strategy. I wouldn’t expect you to understand something that can be solved without fists.”

“Bet I could solve your new Carrenwell with fists,” he says over his shoulder to his two minions.

Zach and Darren chuckle in approval, and my blood boils. It’s taken years to master my temper—to not rise to every occasion. Showing weakness now would destroy the goodwill I’ve tried so hard to build after years of holding back. The only thing separating me and Stefan now is my ability to be temperate and think about the larger picture.

I have half a mind to let him try. I can’t decide if it would be more satisfying to break his nose myself or to see the stunned look on his face when Harlow does it.

They all think what I thought before meeting her—that she’s a coddled city girl. But she’s not soft and trusting. She’s vicious and conniving—a viper waiting for her moment to strike.

Stefan’s grin slips into a frown. He’s not satisfied that he hasn’t baited me into a fight. I’ve had years of holding my tongue when I’d like to put someone in their place. Years of listening to half the fort talk about how they could rule better than my family without ever understanding the burden of making decisions that affect thousands of people. Years of judgment about the methods my mother turned to in order to save us.

They don’t like to think about who would have stood on that wall every night while we rebuilt if she hadn’t made those hard choices—if she hadn’t pushed herself to the very limits of what was possible with her magic. There are people here who have an aversion to Asher’s gifts—but I don’t know anyone who returned who doesn’t feel grateful to be here—except Stefan, I suppose.

He uncrosses his arms, hands flexing again. “And if my fists don’t work, I could show her an even better lesson with my cock. I heard she made an appearance at hunt night. Have her wander out there again and I’ll race you, Havenwood. I could break her far better than you ever could.”

My heart thunders, my hands itching to pummel his face to a bloody pulp.

I need to blow off some steam before I do something stupid. Not fucking Miriam on hunt night really messed me up. I am all pent-up energy, and in the absence of a good fuck, I’m aching for a good fight.

Carter’s hand alights on my shoulder. “How hot, Hen?”

The words are like being dunked in cold water. Holly used to say that all the time when my temper was getting the best of me—a taunt from the level-headed big sister to her raging younger brother. She was a better fighter—smaller, but quick and clever. She’d have me losing my mind with frustration in mere minutes.

I can picture her watching me train with someone else and yelling it from the edge of the ring. “How hot, Hen?”

Carter is the only one who says it, because even though Bryce knows it too, he’s more prone to instigating a fight than stopping one.

“I’m sure if you were going to issue a real challenge to me, you would go through the formal channels to do it instead of finding me on my morning run,” I say.

It’s almost impossible to walk away from Stefan. The only consolation is the simmering rage in his eyes when I remind him that he’s afraid of me. If he issued a formal challenge, he would have to beat me in a fight, and the Laurence family would take over as ruling family of Mountain Haven. The only reason Stefan hasn’t done it yet is because he doesn’t think he can. I’m hoping it stays that way.

His ego might tempt him to find out, but I already know. As much as I’d like to put him in his place, there are people I would alienate by killing him.

I step around Stefan and continue down the path at a slow walk until I hear Carter and Bryce behind me. We walk a few more minutes until we’re certain that Stefan isn’t following us. The trees become more sparse, opening to the ruins of my mother’s favorite shrine. Stones lie where they fell the night of the invasion, but the statue of Asher has been righted as if nothing is amiss. The only sign of the battle is the dried blood staining the Divine’s white marble feet a dark, rusty brown.

Just below the base, an iron handle protrudes from the rocks. It’s almost completely covered in strips of blood-stained fabric. My mother comes here every time she misses Holly. Every time she wants to honor Divine Asher for giving her the power to save one of her children.

The reminder fills me with frustration. I think of Harlow locked in her room.

“She hasn’t shown her face since that dinner and speech. You heard them out there. What will people think?”

“That she’s afraid,” Bryce says.

Carter slaps his arm. “He was speaking rhetorically.”

I glare at Bryce. “A lot of help you’ve been on that front.”

He crosses his arms. “I hardly think it’s my fault that she snuck into hunt night. Plus, it looked like she was enjoying the show to me.”

“Looked like you enjoyed her watching,” I say.

Bryce arches a brow. “You’re being a bit territorial for someone who’s just a job to you.”

“A job or not, she’s still my job.”

“Did you have quality time with Miriam before you were interrupted?” Carter asks.

Bryce barks out a laugh. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Carter stares me down. “You know what I mean. You’ve had that look in your eyes and I can’t tell if it’s Harlow or⁠—”

“It’s nothing,” I snap. “And yes, I took care of my needs—now drop it. You both know how it is. The possessiveness comes with the territory. I wasn’t expecting it to be so bad when I don’t feel anything for her.”

They glance at each other, another unspoken conversation passing between them.

“You need to stop by the recovery room before you go see her. You’re too agitated and you haven’t stopped breathing hard since we left Stefan,” Carter says.

He’s right. My chest is too tight. I tip my head back and draw in a slow, deep breath.

He holds up a placating hand. “It’s normal. We all struggle sometimes.” He winces as he continues. “And Miriam told me you were interrupted and that she didn’t see you again that night.”

“I don’t need you checking on me,” I snap. “I saw someone else.”

Bryce takes a step toward me. “You didn’t, and it’s unlike you to lie.”

The revelation hits me all at once, and I turn away from him, pressing my hands against a tree trunk. “You’ve been following me?”

“Just since the betrothal was announced,” Carter says. “We were worried that some people might not take it well.”

“I’m the heir of Mountain Haven. I don’t need a Divine-damned babysitter,” I snap.

Carter ignores my anger. “We know. You think you’re all-powerful and indestructible, but you know you’re not. We’re just trying to make sure you get the chance to claim the peace you need.”

I stare down at the muddy ground. It’s easier than looking at the divide between us—the way that Carter and Bryce have healed while I’ve remained fractured. They’ve moved on from the night the Drained nearly overran the fort, but some days it feels like I’m just taking my first breath after life as I knew it ended. Like I’m still blinking up at a gray dawn, knowing I’m greeting the first day in a world without my sister—and that it’s my fault she’s gone.

The grief is like an icicle lodged in my sternum. For a moment, I’m too frozen to draw breath.

I tug at the collar of my shirt. I suddenly can’t wait to get out of this sticky linen and into dry clothes. This is not a conversation I want to have now.

“Fine,” I grumble. “I’ll go to the recovery room after I bathe. Crisis averted. Then, I’ll go drag Harlow out of her room and figure out what’s wrong with her.”

Carter speaks first. “You sure you don’t feel anything for her?”

I cock my head to the side. “Annoyance. Frustration. Exasperation.”

Carter bites his lip to keep from grinning. “You’re not normally so ruffled.”

I wave him off. “You’ve been spending too much time with your wife and her romantic notions. It’s unhealthy for a man to be so happy.”

“No one would blame you. She’s as clever as she is beautiful,” Carter says, grinning widely.

I think of the way her eyes lit up when looking at the racks of weapons in the armory. “She’s dangerous and hiding something.” I wipe my hand over my face. “The bodyguard knows something. I just need a clue as to what she’s doing in there⁠—”

“Ice.”

I snap my head toward Bryce.

“One of the cooks from the kitchen. She’s chatty, you know—after.” He waggles his eyebrows.

I roll my eyes. “Focus, Bryce. What about ice?”

“The cook says with everything that they send up to her room, there’s always water and the bodyguard also requests extra ice,” Bryce says.

“You think she has a fever?” I ask.

Bryce shrugs a shoulder. “The cook didn’t know what Harlow is using it for, just that the tray is always returned with no ice remaining several times a day.”

“Why wouldn’t she tell me if she’s ill?” I ask.

Carter laughs. “Isn’t it obvious? You’ve gone on and on to her about our culture, have you not? Why would she want to appear weak if strength is so important here?”

“But I’m⁠—”

“A stranger,” Bryce says. “You’re the guy her family is marrying her off to. She’s hardly a blushing virgin. She’s been married before, for Polm’s sake, but she doesn’t know you. You were expecting her to be meek and she’s not. She is justifiably wary, especially now that you know about her favorite…hobby.”

Carter leans forward, elbows resting on his knees, and gives me a hard glare. “Look, what Bryce is trying and failing to say is that she’s clearly not thrilled. If you want to drive that wedge between her and her family, that’s the place to start. Show her something—give her some kind of offering and see what she does with it. If she’s unwell, you have a very big secret that you could trade for a little bit of trust. She just needs that initial push.”

I sigh and drag a hand through my hair. Both of them are good enough not to remind me that they both lost something in the attack—that they want vengeance as bad as I do. Their opportunity to settle a score relies on me winning Harlow over. I’ve got to stop losing sight of the fact that this is bigger than me.

If I’m too nice too quickly, she won’t trust me. She’s too smart for that—and even so, I feel the weight of her bodyguard’s assessment. I don’t completely understand their relationship, but I can tell she trusts him.

She has secrets to trade, but I have secrets too. This is a huge risk, but if she’s actually hurting, it could do wonders to warm our relationship. “You’re right. I’ll show her the Mountain Well.”
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Two hours later, after a bath, a meal, and some quiet time in the recovery room, I finally feel up for confronting Harlow.

Unfortunately, when I turn down the hallway, Gaven is still standing guard outside her room.

“Miss Carrenwell is deep in pre-wedding prayer and meditation.”

It’s a credit to the bodyguard that he keeps a straight face while saying it. It makes me even more eager to kill him. I’ve been thinking about it since the moment we left Lunameade. I had hoped that the journey across the Drained Wood would take care of Gaven, but he’s made of surprisingly hearty stuff. I’m going to have to do it myself.

“Neither of us believes that,” I say. “The wedding is tomorrow. I’m done waiting around. I need to speak with her.”

Gaven crosses his arms. “It would bring about ill regard from the Divine to interrupt her now.”

I knew he was going to be a problem when he survived the Drained Wood, but the longer he makes himself an obstruction, the more I wonder how exactly he survived that horde of Drained without any magic.

“Whatever ails her, I have the solution,” I say.

He frowns. “She doesn’t need a healer or I would have already called for you.”

I scoff. “Doubtful. I need to see my wife-to-be. It has been three days. You can let me into that room or we can call off the wedding.”

Gaven doesn’t so much as blink. “I guess it’s off, then.”

I grind my teeth. “Let me into that fucking room.”

“Afraid you’ll have to go through me, boy?”

I grind my teeth. “I’m no boy.”

Gaven gives me a slow once-over. “I’ve been fighting Drained since before you were a Divine daydream. You’re a child playing at being a man. Men don’t threaten. They act.”

I want to just cut his throat, but I need to show some restraint. I have to play the only card I have left—the one that will tell me if something is actually wrong with her. “We have a well.”

Right now, servants are preparing it. I’m confident this will at least pique their interest, so even if Harlow won’t go with me now, I’m betting she’ll go snooping for it later.

I need to know if Gaven cares more about listening to Harlow or about her well-being. That’s a valuable piece of knowledge, and it costs me nothing.

Gaven’s eyes widen slightly, and his posture relaxes. “What do you mean?”

“We have a well. You know—holy water blessed by the Divine,” I continue, ignoring the irritated look on his face. “Everyone thinks the Blood Well is the first well. The Carrenwells’ secret house well, that only the high houses are invited to, is the other. But the first well is actually ours. The Mountain Well snowmelt starts here, then flows south to the Blood Well, and then to Carrenwell House.”

I watch the realization dawn on him. He wants to argue, or maybe to call it blasphemy, but he cares about Harlow enough that he’s considering letting me in.

“Our wedding ceremonies are vigorous. She’s clearly tough, but I want her to feel up to the task. It’s in my best interest that she’s ready for anything,” I say. “For better or worse, my success is tied to hers.”

I can tell I’ve hit the mark by the look in his eye. He doesn’t trust me, but he believes me when he knows my motivation isn’t magnanimous.

Gaven hesitates, his hand on the doorknob. He taps lightly on the door. When Harlow’s voice beckons him inside, he cracks the door open and slips inside before I can get a look. The lock clicks and I try to bite back my irritation.

I barely have a chance to feel the full heat of my anger before the lock turns again and the door swings open. Gaven waves me inside.

I expected Harlow to be in bed. Instead, Kyrin is perched on the bed, watching Harlow. She sits in a chair by the balcony doors, sipping a cup of tea in an airy silk dress that’s too thin for this time of year. Her face looks a bit paler than usual, and her hair is pinned haphazardly on top of her head, wisps of dark hair falling against her delicate neck.

My wolf cocks his head to the side and looks at me.

“Traitor.” I shake my head at him, then turn to Harlow. “Are you well?”

She smiles sweetly. “As well as can be expected—assuming, of course, that the wedding is still on.”

I’d like to take her over my knee and wipe that cocky smile off her face. Instead, I take a breath.

“The servants indicated that you called for quite a lot of ice with your drinks and I thought perhaps you had a fever.”

Her lips part in surprise. “Perhaps I just like my drinks very cold.” She cocks her head to the side and looks at me like I’m the dumbest man she’s ever met. “It keeps the deep freeze on my cold, murderous heart.”

I hum in agreement. “Perhaps. Or perhaps you are unwell and too proud to take a trip to our family well. It’s normally cold this time of year, but my mother just had several sunstones put in to heat it, so it’s quite comfortable.”

Her spine straightens ever so slightly, her gaze flitting from me to Gaven. The bodyguard gives the barest nod.

“Very well. I know how you men love to show off. Take me to this well.” She extends her hand in a mock imitation of a storybook damsel. I take it and help her to her feet.

We walk down the hall in silence, Gaven on our heels. At the bottom of the stairs, on the main floor, I turn and look at Gaven.

“I’m afraid this is where we leave you.”

The guard frowns, but Harlow cuts off any argument he might make by brushing the slit in her dress aside to reveal the dagger strapped to her pale thigh. “I’ll be fine, Gaven.”

He nods and takes up his rigid stance in the hallway, hands tucked behind his back, watchful gaze fixed on us.

I pull out a blindfold and hold it up to Harlow.

“Surely you’re joking.”

I grin. “Don’t worry, lovely, I’ll stay close so you don’t trip.”

She grumbles as I tie the silk around her eyes. I loop an arm around her and guide her down the hallway through a series of twists and turns until we’re at the entrance to the well.

I lead her down the stairs like I’m stealing her away to some dark underworld where I might get lost too. I hold fast to her waist as we descend and pray to Divine Harvain for luck that this is the thing that will finally get her to let her guard down.
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Henry’s aura pulses frantically around us as he leads me down the stone staircase. He’s nervous.

I can’t tell if it’s because he wasn’t supposed to show me this well, if he was hoping to hold out on this secret for a more strategic reveal, or if this is the actual strategic reveal and he’s just trying to get me to tell him what’s wrong with me.

I’m disoriented without my sight, with my head still foggy from the aftereffects of the pain. Every muscle in my body is wound tight from bracing against the ache, and even though the worst of it is gone, the remnants hang on as a warning not to let my guard down.

Still, a wild glimmer of hope sparks inside me. If this well is closer to the source of whatever magic is imbued in the waters of our family well, maybe it will be more potent. It could finally fix what ails me.

A frightening thought sears through my mind. Maybe it will make me mad like my father and Able. Maybe it will make me worse.

My silk slipper slides on the steps, and Henry tightens his hold on me. I’m graceless without my vision, too close to him and too off-kilter, and so angry at my body for being weak when I need it to be strong.

My heart beats frantically as the damp and fresh smell of water hits me. A faint trickling sound echoes through the stairwell.

Finally, we reach the bottom of the descent, and Henry stops me. He removes the blindfold, and I blink, trying to acclimate to the dim space.

Light emanates from the pool in front of me. Steam rises off the surface of the water, warping the reflections on the arched stone ceiling. On the far side of the room is a table with a carafe of water and a pile of linen towels.

It’s not as ornate as the Carrenwell Family Well. Instead of the fancy whitewashed stone of the well I grew up with, this room looks carved from the mountain itself. The dark granite walls glitter in the dancing sunstone light, but the dark color of the space seems to eat up the glow. The effect is a bit claustrophobic—like I’ve been let into a space too intimate for the newness of our acquaintance.

I stare at the water in disbelief. What does this well do?

For so long, I’d believed that the only wells in existence were the Family Well and the Blood Well. How could there have been another all this time without us knowing? I’d never been naive enough to believe my father knew everything, but he was nothing if not motivated by his own survival. There is no way he knows this exists and wouldn’t have at least attempted to explore it after the fort fell.

Henry watches me so intensely, it’s like he’s trying to see through my skin to understand.

“How does this work?” I ask.

“Well, lovely. You simply get in the water and⁠—”

I glower at him. “I know that part, you ass. I mean how do you get the water in here? Our well is always cold. The water flows through in a gentle current, but this is still.”

Henry walks around the pool to the far wall. He taps his hand on what looks like a long stone slide that forms a gutter into the pool.

“As you can tell, we’ve come down pretty far below ground level. The actual flow of the well is higher than this. It’s about twenty feet or so to the right of where we stand. There’s a valve here.” He places his hand on a knob I hadn’t seen before. “If I turn this, water will flow in. Cold as a glacier. Not pleasant at all. That’s why we use the sunstones. It should be nice and hot for you.”

“And when you’re finished—where does the runoff go?” I ask.

I don’t really expect him to answer. He’s already given me a valuable piece of information.

“You saw it in the armory. We typically only use the well once a week or so. The leftover water is repurposed to treat weapons and fortify our walls.”

“This seems like quite a journey for your people to go on to pay their blood tithes. I assume you do them all on the same day instead of having daily rotations like we do in Lunameade,” I say.

Henry shakes his head. “We don’t do regular blood tithes. People only tithe if they choose to, once a year on Founder’s Day.”

I stare at him, dumbfounded. If they don’t tithe to the well, surely it affects the well’s magic—but I don’t want to say that and insult him when he’s offering me a way to heal.

He leans back against the wall and crosses his arms. “Now, have I satisfied your curiosity? Will you tell me what’s wrong? Maybe I can help if the well can’t.”

I shake my head. “No healer’s magic has worked.”

He frowns, but there’s a curious gleam in his dark eyes. “What is it?”

I step to the edge of the pool and stare down at my reflection. I don’t know what I expect. Even I have trouble understanding how something invisible can ail me so severely. It makes it feel less real, or at least like I shouldn’t bother anyone with it.

“At least it’s not a visible affliction. Thank the Divine for that. At least this beauty can be of use.” My mother’s words are seared into my mind. I wonder what she would say if she could see how messy my hair is in front of my husband-to-be.

This is a gift my parents have naturally—no Divine blessing required. Their words are always with me; I can’t shake their disapproval even if I’ve shaken their observation for the moment.

“Are you homesick?” Henry asks, startling me from my thoughts.

I laugh. The question is so absurd to me. I have been waiting to escape that house for twenty-four years—ever since my magic showed up. Of course, living at the fort is more dangerous than being safe behind the fortified walls in Lunameade, but it’s also the most freedom I’ve ever had, and while the scrutiny is still substantial and drenched in loathing, no one here is scolding me for looking tired or messy.

Henry probably has no idea what that’s like; his parents are doting. They welcomed him at that dinner with true warmth, not the fake performance like my parents put on.

It’s hard for me to fathom that kind of nurturing. I’ve thrived in spite of my parents, not because of them. The roots of defiance dug down deep into my bones. I don’t want to be this way, but I don’t know anything else.

“No. I could not be less homesick. Why do you ask?”

“You seem to take every opportunity to make jabs at how wild it is here.”

I finally look up at him. “It is wild here.”

He waits for me to say more, but I can ice him out until he leaves.

I swallow and gesture to the glowing pool of water. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

It’s meant to be a dismissal, but he stays. The silence stretches.

I wait for him to leave, to realize that this is a line I won’t cross, even for my duty. Revealing this secret now could throw this whole agreement into peril.

Instead of retreating, he unbuttons his collar and then his sleeves, a hint of defiance in his eyes.

“What are you doing?” I rasp.

“I’m bathing with my fiancée in my family’s well. Suppose she’s overcome by her pain and slips beneath the water. How would I live with myself if I wasn’t there to be of assistance?”

My skin heats as I glare at him. “And if she doesn’t wish to bathe with you?”

He waves a hand at the stairwell behind him. “Then she’s welcome to leave.”

I could. It would be easy to walk away and leave him here, but I want to know what this well does, and I’m afraid that if I don’t go in now, I’ll lose my nerve for good. Who knows if I’ll have another chance with such easy access to it?

I glance at the shimmering water. I’m afraid to even hope for healing. I’m surprised I can still feel any semblance of hope that I’ll find a cure for this peculiar pain that ails me. The episodes have been so debilitating for so long, and trying to hide it from my new in-laws so they don’t think me defective has been a chore. Right now, I’m too broken by the pain that pounds dully in my temples to pretend.

Henry tosses off his shirt, revealing a broad, muscled chest and abdomen. But it’s not his physique that makes me gasp. His skin is a tapestry of vicious scars—most notably, jagged claw marks crisscross his chest, shiny and several shades lighter than his skin, and a bumpy white scar that looks like a dagger was slid between his left ribs.

Years of appearing unaffected are completely worthless now. I’m too stunned not to stare. I should look away. I wouldn’t want someone to stare at my scars like that, but the more I look, the more I see the violence of his history scored into his skin.

As he turns to hang his shirt on a hook on the cavern wall, the light catches a short, neat scar over his jugular and what looks like two puncture wounds in his back that appear to be made by arrows.

The training for hunters that go beyond the fort walls is extensive and harrowing, but Henry looks like he’s survived so much more than my poison lips.

There are other, fainter scars over his forearms and shoulders—the marks of years of training—the same kind common on city guards back in Lunameade.

Henry clicks his tongue as he unbuttons his pants. “I know I’m handsome, Harlow, but if you don’t stop staring, I’m going to blush.”

Finally, I drag my gaze away and busy myself with the buttons on the back of my dress. I slip the straps off my shoulders, letting the silk land on the floor, a pool of red against the dark stone.

Henry pauses with his pants hanging low on his hips. He watches me bend to unfasten my garters. He swallows hard, eyes fixed on the stretch of skin above my stockings, and I know he’s remembering kissing me there the way I remember the sharp pinch of his teeth that chased each kiss. I slide the stocking down my right leg slower than I need to, enjoying this power I have over him. I do the same with the other stocking before standing tall and unclasping my bustier, letting it down my arms.

Finally, he meets my gaze and grins, sliding his pants down as I shimmy out of my lace underwear. I stand in front of my husband-to-be, naked, trying not to let my eyes stray any lower than his chest, even as I feel his unapologetic predatory perusal.

He makes a low sound like a hum, then steps into the pool. He might have been ready to fuck someone else the other night, but it’s clear I have his full attention now.

There’s a ledge a few feet down that he uses to slowly lower himself into the steaming pool.

Staring down at the water, I try to summon the courage to step in. What if it hurts me? What if these waters are like the ones at home and they’re only carrying me on a current toward madness?

The longer I stand here, the more questions I’ll raise in his mind.

I force myself to walk toward the water, silently praying to any of the Divine who will listen to let this be a well that will heal me and not drive me toward madness. Praying that this secret holy water that appears to be even closer to the source won’t be the thing to prove once and for all just how broken my body is.

I pause with my foot hovering over the water. I hate myself for that one second of weakness. I cannot afford to be weak here.

Breathing in deeply, I step down onto the ledge. The hot water feels amazing on my aching calves. My whole body has been clenched in pain for so long. Perhaps, at the very least, the heat will help ease the tension.

Henry takes my hand and helps me down.

The water comes to just below my breasts, so I sink lower, holding my breath—I don’t know why. It’s not as if the relief is instantaneous at home. It usually takes at least fifteen minutes of soaking. I typically stay in longer.

Questions bounce around my brain. What if being closer to the source means the madness comes on faster? What if it makes the pain worse? What if Henry sees?

I swish my hands along the surface of the water as if I can shake the rogue thoughts free. Henry watches me from the far side of the pool. We’re separated by ten feet of aqua water, but he still feels too close. His aura is stretched wide, pulsing slowly and steadily. He’s calm and comfortable in here.

“How often do you soak?” I ask.

He shrugs noncommittally. “After every hunt beyond the walls.”

Mentally, I calculate how often that is from the book he gave me on the basics of life in the fort. Several times a week, hunter parties, made up of the calmest and best-trained people of Mountain Haven, venture beyond the fort walls to hunt game. It’s dangerous work, though not as dangerous in daylight.

“You work in shifts, right?”

He nods. “It works out to be two to three times per week, depending on how many people are healthy and able to go out. I try to go a little more often for appearances.”

“Always a slave to appearances, aren’t we?” I sigh. “How do you usually feel after? I’ve only ever been in the Family Well and the Blood Well.”

Henry looks down at the water. “It’s usually subtle at first—just a feeling of being refreshed. It’s not until I’m climbing out and walking back up to my room that I notice how much less stiff and tired my body feels.”

We fall into a heavy silence, and I use the time to look around the space. It’s not very large, and there’s only the one way in and out. I should probably be more nervous about that than I am. At least Gaven knows I’m down here. If I don’t come back out, he’ll know who to blame and where to find the body.

“Why the ice?” Henry asks.

The question startles me out of my daze.

“Excuse me?”

“While you were in meditation.”

Think. Think. Make any excuse.

“Pain tithes.” It slips out, and I immediately regret it.

Henry’s dark eyebrows shoot up. “To which of the Divine?”

“Harvain, of course.”

“You pay pain tithes to your patron Divine by using ice?”

“Of course,” I say.

“To bless our marriage?”

I laugh. I’m so startled by the question that I can’t help it. There’s no way he would believe that. I have to give some kind of half-truth.

“I pay them to help me control my magic or—” I tip my head back and groan. “Or to take it away. I know that sounds ungrateful. Maybe it is, but I’ve never completely understood why I have this particular gift, and while I’ve found good use for it with my hobby, I’d love to be able to live a normal life without being afraid I might accidentally kill someone I care about.”

It’s partly true. The best lies always are. I used to wish for a cure to my cruel magic. But I stopped wishing when I stopped hoping for better and started making myself worse. If the men of Lunameade needed repercussions to behave, I would be the harbinger of consequences.

When I finally meet Henry’s dark blue eyes, he looks less skeptical but not entirely believing. That’s okay. He can be suspicious. It’s better than him knowing I’m defective. That could destroy this entire arrangement. I can’t afford that when I need this goodwill from my parents—when Aidia needs to get out of the cage of Lunameade before it suffocates her. For a moment, the wind is knocked out of me. I close my eyes and I can see nothing but her haunted eyes when she lay in bed with me the night before I left home.

The water stirs as he sits on the ledge next to me. “And the ice is for⁠—”

I blink my eyes open. “Have you ever held your hand in ice water for a few minutes? It’s very painful.”

He hums. Not exactly an agreement, but it seems like enough to get him to stop pushing.

Generally, when I’m hunting in Lunameade, I don’t have to spend so much time talking, and I certainly don’t have to volunteer things about myself that are even partially true. I’m starting to realize how out of my element I am. Mercifully, my first husband had thought me nothing but pretty window dressing and didn’t care to hear me speak at all.

I’m only now realizing how different fake intimacy is from real intimacy. When a man knows you already tried to kill him twice, he’s not inclined to believe casual flirting. I need to make him believe my interest the same way I need to let him think I’ve given up information I don’t want to.

I need to get him talking about something else. I clear my throat and nod at a neat scar on his throat. “That looks like it hurt, but it’s too clean to be from the Drained. How did you get it?”

He purses his full lips. “Going right for the throat. Why am I not surprised?”

“You have many curious scars. I could pick another,” I offer.

He bows his head and goes so still, I’m afraid to even breathe. When he looks back up at me, he looks entirely at war with himself.

“You don’t have to—” I say at the same time he says, “I hate talking about the day the fort fell.”

He runs a hand through his hair, the water flattening his waves and trickling down his temples. His eyes are far away. The candlelight bounces off the well’s surface, casting strange shadows over the planes of his face.

“No one here talks about it,” he says. “We don’t need to—or maybe we do and we just don’t know how to speak to that kind of terror.” He pauses and licks his lips. “I’m a fighter. Every man in Mountain Haven is raised to be a fighter. You chase. You hunt. But most of all, you protect. And that responsibility was even heavier for me. I was raised with a blade in my hand—to not fear the monsters in these woods that surround us, because to fear is to attract them. But it is one thing to go meet them where they are, and another entirely when they bring the fight to you. I have never felt fear like I felt that day.”

He takes a slow breath and looks at me. For the first time since we met, his face is absent of all its guardedness and there’s no hint of cunning in his eyes. He looks devastated. “You are wary of me and uncomfortable so far from Lunameade alone. I’ve done nothing to make you feel at home, and I could say I’m sorry, but we both know I wouldn’t mean it. You did try to kill me, after all. However, at some point we have to have a base level of trust between us or this whole thing will fall apart.”

I lick my lips. “That’s fair.”

“I have no illusions. I know you have your own agenda, Harlow. No grown woman enters into something like this without good reason. But I’m telling you a secret and asking you not to share this information with anyone else.”

My mouth is dry. I shouldn’t feel so uncomfortable when I’m getting what I want, but I hate this version of him.

“The ring I was wearing in the city hides auras. It’s made with protection magic from Vardek. My sister’s creation. She was gifted with more protection than just holy fire. She also had a sort of boundary magic. My parents also wear them.”

That explains why I haven’t been able to see his parents’ auras. “But I can see yours now.”

“I don’t wear it around you because I imagine it’s unnerving when you’re used to seeing everyone’s auras. I only wore it in town when I didn’t want to be spotted by the rest of your family. But my parents always wear them because my mother has a blessing from Asher.”

His intense, dark eyes bore into me.

“She’s a resurrectionist.”

The words take the breath out of me. Resurrection—the rarest of magics. While we had credible reason to believe that was the case, it’s another thing to hear it from Henry.

When I don’t say anything, he continues. “It’s a rare gift, but also a terribly draining one.”

He opens his mouth to say more, then closes it.

Finally, he turns on the ledge to face me head-on, and I can sense the weight of whatever he’s about to say.

“The day the wall fell, I wasn’t just wounded. I died. And my mother brought me back.”
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HARLOW


Shock freezes me in place. Those two small words echo through my mind: Henry died.

I have so many questions, but my chest seizes with a shocking grief.

“How?” I rasp.

He pats the claw marks on his chest. “The blood loss from these almost killed me.” He closes his eyes for a moment. “It’s been almost ten years. It feels like both a lifetime ago and like it happened yesterday.”

“I’m sorry.” Though I actually mean it, I’m so shocked it sounds like a reflexive response.

“You’ve seen the way the fort is set up—it’s like the city. Fallback plans and safe zones. The Drained had never done more than climb the walls a few at a time. We’d never even had a breach beyond the wall before that day.” He shudders. “The first five levels of the fort fell that day. Holly and I—” His voice is hoarse, and he takes another slow breath. “You’ve seen how strength is the most prized currency here and you know how it is being a ruling family. If you don’t protect your people, you have no value. We had to be on the front lines. My parents stayed back, trying to keep our people calm and help as many as possible to safety and to hold a final line to help the wounded. Holly and I and the last of our hunters—Bryce, Carter, and one hundred others—held the level six wall.”

He shudders and rubs a hand over his face. “I grew up venturing into the woods. I know how the Drained act. You can’t hunt for game beyond the walls without a deep understanding of how the Drained operate. You learn what’s normal and how they sometimes work in groups. But this was like nothing I have ever seen. A horde of them. Thousands. You have to understand. Every man and woman who stands on that wall has faced down terror many times. We have plans and contingencies—things that are drilled into us from the time we are children so they run on reflexes when something goes wrong. But the front wall was overwhelmed in minutes. There was a blast and the wall broke and it was madness.”

I am torn between wanting to hear the rest and the desire to run from this. Kellan thinks our family was somehow responsible, and though I have no idea how that could possibly be true, I trust my brother. My stomach turns over. I feel guilty by association. As if I wouldn’t choose to be in any other family.

“We lost so many of our best fighters in the lowest level of the fort,” he continues. “We were on our heels and barely able to hold off the onslaught enough to evacuate our people. So Holly, Bryce, Carter, me, and one hundred of the best men fell all the way back. We knew if we didn’t shore up the level six wall, we wouldn’t be able to stop them. With every level, the Drained fed on the warriors who fell. You know how it is if they get blood in general, but the more vital the blood, the stronger the Drained become. They were faster and more terrifying. So we held the line and it brought all of us to the limits of our magic. I was healing people between fighting. Holly was laying down holy fire to cover the parts of the wall where we were thin. But it wasn’t enough.”

I think of the sheer size of the fort, of the levels that lead up to the manor, of the number of people I saw in the streets on my way into town.

Henry runs his hands over the crisscross of scars. “We were down to the last big surge of Drained, but all of us were flagging. Bryce took a bad hit from one of them, and I was distracted for a split second, and one of them got me. I went down and I knew right away it was bad. But I’d healed so many people, I had nothing left for myself. It was too slow and I couldn’t breathe, because one of the claws had punctured my lungs. I felt myself fading, and Holly lost it. She basically turned herself into a human fireball and jumped into the crowd of them and took out all of the remaining Drained at once. But it cost her. She channeled too much magic at once and she burned herself up from the inside out. There was nothing left of her but ash.”

Henry looks down at the clear blue water. “The last thing I remember was watching over the crumbled edge of the wall as my sister burned away to dust and took the rest of the beasts with her.” He swallows thickly. “Then I closed my eyes, and I don’t remember this part, but my mother got to me right after I died. She brought me back. I was lucky, I suppose. If a soul has strayed too far, she can’t draw them back.”

I’m speechless. The ethos of the fort has always been about strength, so I had assumed Henry’s scars were a way to show off his courage, but this is so much worse.

“She called back as many of us as she could—Bryce, Carter, Stefan, and about fifteen other hunters who stood on that wall with us—but Holly was gone. That day broke my mother. She had always been devout, but she couldn’t live with Holly’s loss. She prayed to Asher for days, and he answered her. He gifted her a way to ensure she would never lose another child.” His eyes meet mine, and I can’t look away from the agony in them. “Divine Asher gave her the method and the will to answer her plea. Whatever end I have met once, I cannot meet again.”

It takes a full minute for me to understand what he’s saying.

“You can’t be killed the same way twice,” I whisper. There’s no way to claw back my composure because this is much worse than him simply being immune to my magic. I might not be able to kill him at all. I point to the pale scar on his neck. “She did that?”

Henry chews his lip. “Technically, my father did that part. She just brought me back. He does the violence. Naima does the healing, and my mother calls my soul back.”

He points to the scar on his left ribs. “Blade to the heart.” He brushes the hair on his left temple aside so I can see the bare line where his head is scarred. “Cracked skull.”

He leans an arm against the lip of the well, looking alarmingly casual for a man describing his many painful deaths. I want to ask what was the worst. I want to ask what happened after he died, but I won’t.

“And then there are all the invisible ones: crushed to death, broken neck, drowned, fever, and hypothermia.” He says them all so casually, but his aura flares violently. “And, as you noticed the night we met⁠—”

“Poison,” I finish.

He nods.

“That’s why I can kiss you.” I look up and blow out the breath that’s been trapped in my chest. “There’s nothing wrong with my magic.”

I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but my relief is so profound, I can’t help it.

Henry arches a brow. “You thought you were moving miles of vampire-infested forest from home, with a man who hates you, while your magic wasn’t working?”

“Yes.”

He whistles low. “You’re braver than I thought.”

I shrug a shoulder. “Or more reckless.”

He smirks. “Or just a complete idiot.”

I’m too shocked he’s making a joke right now not to laugh. “Did you think that’s what I would be? A pretty idiot?”

He smiles sheepishly.

“You must be pretty Divine-damned disappointed.”

He laughs, and it’s a real laugh. He looks relieved for the lightness, but my skin itches. I can’t get out of this room and away from the uncomfortable intimacy soon enough. He probably thinks I’ll feel indebted by the secrets he’s shared, but I just want to run.

There’s a knot in my throat threatening to choke me. “I’m sorry about your sister,” I rasp.

I’m surprised by how much I mean it. I know what it’s like to watch someone dear to you slip away. I think of Aidia’s face in bed beside me the night before I left the city. I can’t imagine what I would do if I lost her. Just like I can’t imagine that he would let it go if he blames my family for what happened. He lost the sister he loved—and he died.

Then, there’s the matter of all the different ways he’s been killed. I may have finally trapped myself in the one mess I can’t kiss my way out of—an indestructible husband.

If I marry him tomorrow, I won’t have any escape.

An involuntary shudder ripples through me.

This sham marriage is so much more than I bargained for. I need to send a message to Kellan. I need Gaven to help me find a way out of here. I need at least three more creative ways to kill a man.

“Well, I appreciate you telling me, and I won’t share that with anyone. I feel quite refreshed and I’d like to go back to my room now,” I say as I turn away from him and press up to stand.

Henry’s gasp startles me. I freeze, standing on the ledge. I know what he’s seen, and I can’t believe my stupidity. My desire to escape left me exposed. I entered into this nude game of daring with him without considering that he might see the thing I’ve managed to keep hidden from everyone for years through carefully selected dresses and clothing that covers it up.

I meet his gaze over my shoulder. His eyes are narrowed and his jaw clenched.

“A gentleman would avert his eyes.”

His gaze lingers on my scars. “You’re to be my wife.”

“So you have a right to my body?” I ask, venom creeping into the words.

I’m mortified by the fury and pity in his eyes.

“Of course not. I thought—” He swallows. “I’m sorry. You were so comfortable in the library that I assumed and I shouldn’t have. I can leave and you can pull the string over there when you’re done and I will come lead you back to your room.”

We stand there, staring at each other over the water. The candlelight reflects off the surface. It casts an eerie glow on his face and stretches his shadow tall and strange on the wall behind him.

“Who did that to you?” he asks.

“Did what?”

His jaw ticks and his hands fist at his sides. “Who scarred your back? Who burned you, Harlow?”

The question leaves me breathless, my rage a great wave that never seems to crest. It just rises and rises until it’s too big for words. All at once, I’ve slipped out of the present and into the past.

The memory skips and jumps. The pain is too bright for it to connect. Aidia’s hand cool on my neck. “I’m sorry, Low. My heart…my heart…my heart—” Broken agony in her voice until I say, “My bones,” and she descends into sobs so intense I can barely make it out when she says, “Our blood.”

Aidia’s hushed voice in my ear. “This is the true beginning of your tale, Harlow. The hurt is not a dying ember—it’s the spark that helps you set this world on fire. The same place where the hurt seeps out is where the hope shines in.”

The brush of my fingers to the bumpy skin on my lower back returns me to the present. Those wounds never felt like a place where hope could live. Those beatings were meant to break me. Surviving them didn’t make me feel hopeful so much as transform me into a weapon to wound the world instead of a tool someone else could use.

I can’t remember the actual violence. But I remember the creeping horror—the awful inevitability of pain—the crushing, claustrophobic terror of having no way out.

Most of all, I remember the helplessness, and I will not be helpless again.

I let him look. I’ve spent so much time trying to keep anyone from seeing it, wearing carefully cut clothing, never being fully naked with lovers. I feel like I’m leaking vulnerability—like I’ve shown him where I’m tender and now I’m braced for a blow.

But Henry doesn’t move. He’s so still, I’m not certain he’s breathing.

Some part of me wants him to look—wants someone, anyone to bear witness to this secret burden I’ve carried for so long.

The desire to show my strength could work in my favor. Henry has already seen it. I may as well let him look his fill and see that I’m not so easily daunted.

“Harlow—who did this to you?” His voice is tight with anger.

Maybe he’s mad his bride isn’t pristine. Maybe he just wants to know my past so he can try to understand how to frighten me. He’ll be disappointed to learn that he can’t.

Henry waits for me to speak, his eyes drinking in the topography of my back.

I lick my lips. “How did you put it? To use your own words: This is what survival looks like.”

He swallows hard, his gaze tracing over the starry pattern at the very bottom of my spine, like he’ll be able to find the truth written there on my skin. I suppose that’s exactly what it is, but it’s impossible to read if you don’t know the language of this kind of violence.

“You are entitled to my future, Henry. Not my past.”

He holds my gaze, but I refuse to give him an inch. I know what he’s thinking—that he’s owed something because he shared with me. That’s the trap he tried to set. He can’t be mad at me for not stepping into it. I keep my chin up, my arms crossed over my chest, and turn to face him.

“Share if you want, but don’t expect me to feel obliged to do the same.”

Giving him this now might make him feel like we’re even, but it could also make him suspicious. I think it’s too soon for him to believe this is a realistic win. Just like how I don’t believe he was being magnanimous when he told me his secret. He wants sympathy.

“We all have our secrets, Harlow. But here, the difference in living and dying is knowing which ones keep you alive and which ones will cost you. Those marks are not…” His voice trails off, his face torn between anger and confusion. “Natural,” he says finally. “I’m not judging you, but as my wife, people will always be looking for your weakness because you will be my weakness. If someone here sees those scars, you need to be steadier. If they see a place to hurt you, they will use it.”

“Sounds like I’ll be right at home.”

In all our time together, Henry has been at ease, but now he shifts uncomfortably, water stirring around him as he crosses his arms, then lowers them back to his sides. It’s as if he can’t decide how to rebuild the wall that this unwanted intimacy tore down.

I know the feeling. It’s not as if I didn’t expect this to come up. In a few days, he’ll see me naked, but I had hoped to reveal my secrets at a moment of my choosing, when they could be used to strategically disarm him, instead of leaving me feeling exposed.

He looks down at the rippling water and then back up at my eyes, and I know at once that—even if this started as a way to test me—whatever he’s feeling now is real.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I whisper.

He frowns. “Like what?”

“Like you’re forgetting to hate me.” I arch a brow, glancing down at his body shimmering in the water. “Don’t go soft on me now, Henry.”

His lips tip into a wicked grin as his gaze dips to my breasts. “I think you’ll find that no matter how I look at you the next few days, there’s no risk of that.”

Well, at least I have that going for me. Sex is one of the more effective motivations I’ve used.

Henry sighs. “Fine. If you won’t tell me about the scars, will you at least tell me about why you locked yourself in your room for three days and Kyrin wouldn’t leave you alone?”

I stare at him. I can’t tell if he orchestrated this whole thing with his oversharing, or if I’ve tragically developed a conscience that makes me feel uncomfortable that he shared so openly while I held everything back.

“If I tell you this, I need you to swear you won’t immediately back out of the wedding.”

He holds perfectly still, as if afraid any sudden movements will scare me off. “Harlow, whatever it is, your secret is safe with me. Consider it mutually assured destruction. You know mine and now I’ll know yours.”

“I prefer just knowing yours,” I say.

His lips twitch. “You would.”

I look away. I don’t want to see the disappointment on his face when I tell him. “My whole life, I have been plagued by these—episodes. I can always feel them coming on. Usually they’re preceded by light sensitivity and these glowing orbs that shine around light sources. Sometimes I get dizzy or nauseous. And from the time I get those first few warning signs, I can have anywhere from a few minutes to an hour to get somewhere private. They can last a few hours to a few days. I know strength is important here, but it’s also important for my family to always present a strong, united front. It wouldn’t do for our people to know that I have this kind of weakness.”

“That’s not weakness,” Henry says. “Do you know what causes them?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve seen every healer in Lunameade and none of them has any idea. Stress can make them worse, but truthfully, they seem to come entirely at random, and when they come on, it’s crippling. I can’t do more than lie on the washroom floor and vomit and try to survive. It’s all very pathetic.”

“Harlow—” His voice is pleading. I finally allow myself to meet his gaze.

The pity I find there is worse than disgust or anger. I hate it.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I snap. “This is the exact reason I don’t tell people. It’s just something I deal with. I don’t want to hear that I’m brave or strong. I have no choice but to bear it. I need this marriage to work to protect my family. So, if this changes things, please don’t be angry. I wasn’t trying to trick you and I have no reason to believe it will be passed down to our children.”

Henry frowns. “So the ice is for your head?”

I nod. “It helps sometimes.”

“They shouldn’t have put so much pressure on you. They should be finding you support to deal with it. Surely there must be an herbal treatment. Maybe we have a healer here who would know something. Carter’s wife is an excellent herbalist. I could speak with her discreetly to see if⁠—”

“Stop! I’m not a problem to be solved. I don’t need you to fix me.”

He has the sense to look chastened. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I know. You want to help. But sometimes the idea that I could and should always be doing more to figure it out feels like a massive burden on me when I’m already embarrassed to need the help in the first place.”

The same pity from before is back. “I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“Don’t do that. Don’t treat me differently now. It feels worse to be treated like I’m weak. You don’t know what it takes to endure that on a regular basis. If they aren’t that bad, I force myself to go about my day.”

He rubs the back of his neck, and he truly looks like he’s on his heels for once. “I feel like shit for pressing you so much about appearing strong now that I know you do it all the time.”

I look away. This is too much. I want to crawl out of my skin. I’ve never spoken about this in depth with anyone except Aidia, and it was even hard to explain it to her.

“What about your family well?”

I shake my head. “It helps afterward with the sore muscles and fatigue, but it’s never cured an episode, and I don’t think it’s improved anything for me.” I run my hand over the surface of the water. “I was afraid to get in, because if this doesn’t work, then it means I’m really broken.”

Saying it out loud feels like I’ve gone a step too far. The instinct to run returns.

“I don’t expect you to push through daily. I want you to tell me when you need a break. If you need to rest, Harlow, you will always be given that dignity here.”

I glare at him. “If I lay down every time I don’t feel well, I’d never leave my bed. I don’t have the luxury of pain-free weeks. I have to live, Henry. I have to do something.”

“What happens if you hold still?”

The answer to that question is dangerously revealing. Is this my madness? The inability to just hold still? The fear that everything tucked away in the back of my mind will finally catch up if I stop moving. My hand comes to my back reflexively—the mark there tied to every memory I’d rather not unpack right now.

“I think that’s enough soul-baring for one day. I’ve answered your questions and you haven’t rejected me—yet.”

He chuckles and looks away. “So prickly.”

“You would be too if you’d been vomiting and curled up in pain for three days.”

“How do you feel now?”

I cross my arms. “Like I’ve revealed enough of myself.”

His gaze drops to my breasts. “Oh, I don’t know. I think it’s just the right amount.” There’s a heated interest in his eyes. It would be unnerving if I weren’t relieved that he’s looking at me the same way.

Henry shakes his head and climbs out of the pool, grabbing a towel from the table on the edge of the room, and wraps it around his waist before he turns back to me. “All right. I think that was quite enough for both of us and the last thing I need right now is for my parents to find out I showed you that this was here. Harlow—” He waits for me to climb out and hands me a towel. “I need you to understand that this is a very big secret. Not to my people, but⁠—”

“To my people. I know,” I say, knowing very well that it will be the first thing I offer my parents.

“Let’s go, lovely. This was a good start, but you should rest up before this wedding.”
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HENRY


The night is a fierce, breath-stealing cold. The wind tears at my coat as I pass through the gates from level two to level one of the fort. A chill zips up my spine.

I’ve tried to banish the dread by returning here over and over—conditioning myself to the rush of memory of the moment I first knew the fort might fall. But all my efforts have been in vain. The fear of that night never quite leaves me. It has grown roots inside my chest. Vengeance on the Carrenwells is the only thing that has a chance of ripping it out.

Kyrin trots along beside me, closer than usual. I think he senses my apprehension. Maybe that’s why he’s finally left Harlow’s side, or maybe he stayed there in the first place because he knew she was in pain. Ky has wandered progressively closer the lower I descend through the fort.

The eleven bells ring out from back atop the level six wall. I should be in bed, resting ahead of tomorrow’s wedding, but instead I’m trudging through the dark fort with just the sliver of the moon in the sky.

The colorblindness that came with my first death used to bother me in this kind of darkness. But where my vision was diminished by my journey across the veil, my other senses returned sharper. I could probably navigate these streets and alleyways blindfolded at this point.

I’m energized from this new knowledge of my wife-to-be. Harlow has pain that can’t be cured by the well in Lunameade. While I’ve only been working on her for a short time, this chance at revenge has been such a long time coming. Finally, I know something valuable.

I know there’s so much more to learn about Harlow. At first, I thought her way of talking around things was just a deflection—the result of being around magical people who could probably tell how she was feeling and what she wasn’t saying—the practiced dance of someone who must always be cautious. But there was real pain in her eyes when I told her about Holly.

If she were the idiotic, spoiled city girl I was expecting her to be before I met her, I might feel bad about sharing what she told me. But Harlow is a worthy adversary. She’s probably off spouting everything I told her to her bodyguard now. I’m suddenly glad I burned the note from her family and instructed the dove keepers to confiscate any correspondence she or Gaven try to send.

Music spills out of a pub to my right, the sound of laughter and glasses clinking punctuating the frantic fiddle music. The familiar sounds of a normal evening should be relaxing, but they set my nerves on edge.

I always feel that way when I’m on the first fort level at night, but it’s worse with Harlow here. The stakes are higher.

The bright white scar of the mending against the darker, weathered cream of the rest of the wall is impossible to ignore, even in such low light. I turn down the straightaway that leads to the front wall, trying to settle the restlessness that hasn’t left my body since I walked Harlow back to her room and made sure she actually read the ceremony sequence for tomorrow.

Pre-wedding jitters would make sense if I were actually worried about the success of my marriage. This is more of a growing apprehension that I’m in over my head. The more I learn about Harlow, the less I understand her. It’s not as if I expected it would be easy to overthrow the family that’s ruled Lunameade for generations, but this is a type of warfare I am unprepared for.

Kyrin trots ahead of me, claws clacking on the stone. I climb the stairs behind him and turn right, nodding at the guard stationed at the bell tower by the front gates as I walk toward the mended part of the wall.

My father is standing exactly where I expected him to be. He does this often—walks through the fort in the evenings, checking on our people as he makes his way down to the wall. He stays for a while, sometimes just watching the forest or others walking the wall.

He smiles as I approach. “Surprised to see you down here. Tomorrow’s a big day. I take it you have news.”

I slide up beside him and lean my elbows on the stone railing, looking out at the towering trees. “Harlow is ailing. She has episodes of severe pain in her head that come with nausea and shifts in vision.”

My father tilts his face toward me. I can’t read his expression when he’s backlit by torchlight. “Is that why we haven’t seen her in a few days?”

“Yes, she locked herself in her room under the guise of being in prayer and meditation before our wedding. Apparently the well in Lunameade hasn’t been able to heal her.”

“Not everything is meant to be mended by the Divine,” my father says. “Some ailments are teachers.”

“I doubt she would agree with that assessment.”

He hums. “Yes. I’m sure you’re right. Does her family well give her any relief at all?”

“It doesn’t seem like it.”

We fall into a silence, and he traces his fingers over the white stone mending the wall. Standing on top of the breach, the wall looks stronger than ever. It is stronger than ever. The stone was mended by one of the most powerful fort families, the Rathens. It took them months of intricate work, and I spent those months guarding them as they used their protection magic from Divine Vardek to fuse the stone back together.

When I asked one of the Rathens how they did it, they said you have to remind the stone—like it’s a living thing—that your will must be stronger than what seems possible.

Every time I look at this mark on the wall, I think of those words.

“Anything else?” my father asks.

The etched lines of the burns on Harlow’s back rise in my mind unbidden. They aren’t random. They’re art. Someone made art out of her pain.

“She has a large and very unusual scar on her lower back that looks like a brand.”

My father rubs a hand over his beard. “How did it make you feel?”

The question is so unexpected that I can’t think of a lie or deflection. “Uneasy. Like I’ve underestimated my opponent.”

“But you’re already in the fight.”

I nod. “And I didn’t wait almost ten years not to finish it.”

“Well, by all accounts and reports we’ve received, no one in Lunameade lays a hand on a Carrenwell without paying for it,” he says. “Which means it was either done by a dead man, or⁠—”

“A relative,” I finish for him.

The thought fills me with irrational anger. The skin was healed—the scar old and white, as if someone had hand-painted shooting stars there, when really they were branded into her flesh.

“It’s not a bad idea to work that angle and see what you can find.” My father cocks his head and smirks. “Curious how you saw her naked.”

I slowly turn to face him head-on. “She was too buttoned up. I had to give her something if I wanted to get something out of her. I suspected that she’d been ill when she was locked in her room for days.”

My father’s face is a mask of calm. “So you showed her the well?”

I nod.

“And she saw your scars?”

I nod again.

He sighs. “Well, we knew you would probably have to give that up at some point. No way she would see all of those scars and not start asking questions. Better that answer come from you and not someone with loose lips. She can’t know the full story until you’re married.”

I know he’s right. Very few people know the truth, but they know that those of us who were revived are different. Whatever blessing Asher granted us made us baser, more animal. This possessiveness I feel about Harlow is just part of that baser instinct I came back with.

I try not to think about the soft curve of her hips, her full breasts, or the way she groaned when she slipped into the hot water. This would all be easier if I weren’t attracted to her. The inconvenient animal instinct in me wants to drag her into a dark room and make her scream and come for hours, until I’m so deep inside of her that I know there’s nothing she can hide from me.

Rolling out my shoulders, I try to shake the lewd thoughts away. Unfortunately, chasing them off leaves me with only the disquieting feeling that perhaps not all of my desire to protect her is born out of some base animal possessiveness. Some small part of me likes the way she challenges me. It’s both comforting and unnerving that she looks at me with no fear—like she has seen much worse.

I shove the thought from my mind.

My father pats my back. “Don’t worry about the well. We’ve long suspected Harrick knew about the Mountain Well. I imagine it’s why he was willing to sacrifice our people. If the fort fell, he would have yet another secret well.”

I clench my teeth. Harrick Carrenwell’s greed and desire for power knows no bounds.

“And given that we showed up after ten years away with no fear of what he would do, he must assume we have a strong magical community to have survived. We couldn’t do that if we weren’t doing our own well ceremonies and continuing to have new generations blessed with Divine gifts.” My father tugs at the sleeves of his wool coat. “Is Harlow ready for the wedding tomorrow?”

I nod. “She claims she’s read everything I gave her, and by all accounts she’s committed to being respectful and following through on this. I haven’t figured out what she’s getting out of it yet, but it must be something good for her to travel so far from home and risk her life to ruin mine.”

My father laughs—a deep, rumbling laugh that’s so rare to me I can’t help but smile. “Divine deliver us! No concern you’ll be seeing color any time soon.”

I laugh along with him at the sheer absurdity. Even before the wall fell, I wasn’t prone to flights of romanticism, but since the attack hollowed me out, I’ve filled every empty inch of space inside of me with simmering anger. Every time Stefan makes his snide comments. Every time I think about the Carrenwells merrily ruling over Lunameade with no consequences. Every time I have to perform some official duty as heir and feel Holly’s loss all over again.

Kyrin’s ears perk up and the fur on his back rises as he glances down the wall. He bares his teeth and lets out a low growl.

Bells ring out in a familiar pattern. This frantic, drawn-out clanging means a breach. The Drained have breached the wall. Two more short trills ring out.

“Hunter down!”

The shout comes from the darkness down the wall to our left, and Kyrin takes off toward it, growling.

Fear arrives before any of my other senses can register what’s happening. It’s there and gone so fast—shoved away by years of training and the intimate knowledge of what happens to hunters who panic when the Drained attack.

My father is already in motion, one hand holding out a blade, the other pouring well water down the edge of it. I follow him, coating my blades as we sprint along the top of the wall toward the sound of claws and steel meeting.

We pass four torches, and the scent of blood and rot hits me just before the fight comes into view.

Two hunters are fighting off four Drained. Their movements flicker in and out of shadows. I’d almost rather fight in full dark. The stuttered, dancing torchlight and the illusion of being able to see something are distractions.

I cut my father off, forcing him to stay behind me as I charge into the fight. It’s the least I should do. If I were wise, I’d send him away. But the head of Mountain Haven can’t be seen running from a fight.

I recognize the hunter closest to me, Pelan Langley. He’s guarding someone wounded on the ground. It’s a technique we all use, called blood baiting. When the Drained are near fresh blood, they’re so desperate to get to it that they will always take the shortest path. It’s easier to fight a wild beast off if you know its motivation.

Their appearance is humanoid since they were once humans. I never quite get used to their eerie appearance. After turning, the Drained grow more hunched and animalistic, their skin going gray, their bodies gaunt, and their eyes black as night. Their fingers lengthen into dark claws and their teeth turn viciously sharp.

The beast roars in my face as I step between it and the wounded hunter. Its breath smells like iron and carrion. I grip the hilt of my sword until it hurts so that there’s no room for the fear that scent evokes.

Kyrin snaps at the Drained one’s ankle, but it swipes its claws at me. I dart left and run my sword across its ribs.

It screeches as the well water sizzles on its skin. It stumbles back, and I shove my blade up between its ribs and into its heart.

The Drained lets out a loud wail and curls forward. Its whole body crackles as it lets out one last screech and disintegrates into ashes.

I turn just in time to see my father shove a beast back off his blade and over the edge of the wall.

Pelan has finished off his beast as well, as has the other hunter, who. I now recognize as Kayleen Reyas. She nods to me as she kneels beside Pelan to tend to the wounded man.

Finally, I turn my gaze on the injured hunter. Maxime Palemore. He’s one of the fiercest men in the entire fort, five years older than me and still in his prime at thirty-eight.

Kyrin paces back and forth beside the guards.

“Did they bite him?” I ask.

Maxime shakes his head, but we can never take a victim’s word for it. We always have to check. While their claws can maim, a Drained one’s bite transfers the disease. It starts with a fever and then an almost deathlike state where the heart slows so much, its beat is barely perceptible. Then they wake, violent and hungry.

We’ve only seen hunters survive a bite three times. The rest have all either been killed as they were transforming, or shortly after. A bite from the Drained is largely considered a death blow.

However, it’s not uncommon for men to deny it and only admit later what happened. That threatens the safety of the entire fort.

Pelan looks up from the wound along Maxime’s stomach. “No bite. Just claws, but it’s deep. He needs a healer before he gets down.”

I glance at the bell beside the nearest torch and ring it five times in quick succession to call for a healer. There are at least three healers stationed at the level one wall at all times so they can respond to emergencies like this.

My father nods to Pelan and Kayleen. “Clear the area. Make sure there are no more. We’ll hold this spot and Henry can work on him until the healer arrives.”

The two hunters split and walk in opposite directions in the protocol we use to ensure there are no further breaches.

My father kneels beside Maxime, and I walk to the wall. “Listen for the mist. Then help him.”

Peering over the side, I squint into the dark, listening for the rushing sound. It’s never been clear if they follow the blood mist or if it follows them. The wall is tall enough to keep out most of the Drained, but there are those hungry enough to wear their claws off trying to climb it. That’s my best guess for this breach. What concerns me is that they occasionally hunt together on the ground, but apart from the night the fort fell, they tend to climb alone.

A chill runs down my spine as I turn and kneel beside Maxime. He winces as I probe the bloody wound.

Pounding footsteps sound to my right. I jump to my feet, drawing my sword.

But it’s just Kayleen and a healer who emerge from the shadows. The woman nudges me out of the way and gets to work immediately, speaking quietly to Maxime as she works.

After a few tense moments, Maxime is able to sit up with Kayleen’s help.

“Get him to the clinic downstairs so he can rest and send up a reserve hunter to replace him in the meantime,” my father says.

Kayleen nods and leads Maxime off into the dark.

We hate calling on reserves. It means that we’re waking someone who has probably already worked their required shifts this week. It’s hard work staying vigilant on the wall, and we limit shifts for that reason. But desperate times call for desperate measures. If I weren’t getting married tomorrow, I would do it myself.

We fall into silence, the two of us facing each other, leaning against the stone railing of the wall.

“That’s the fourth hunter down in two weeks,” my father says quietly.

Naima will be able to heal him so he’s good as new, but Maxime is very experienced. This is just a sign of how thin our lines are getting. When the wall fell, we lost half of the newest class of hunters because they were the least experienced at fighting the Drained, but they were almost all stationed on levels two and three. In one night, I lost half of the men I grew up with and a third of the women.

This problem has compounded over time as older hunters aren’t able to keep the same number of patrols anymore and we don’t have enough skilled hunters to replace them.

“Standing on that wall at night is not a job just anyone can do,” my father says. “We need the Carrenwells to send us those able-bodied guards sooner rather than later. Once that part of the marriage contract is complete, we can move to the next part of our plan and work at depleting their control in Lunameade.”

I stare out into the dark forest. I can hardly see a thing, but I can hear the occasional hoot of an owl from somewhere deep within the woods. Animal sounds are always a good sign. They get quiet when the Drained are close. Plus, Kyrin has gone back to meandering down the wall casually instead of growling at the dark. If he doesn’t hear anything, we should be safe for now.

“How do you know that who you’re going to replace them with will be a better option?” I ask. “What if we’re just clearing the way for someone worse?”

My father turns to face me. The torchlight casts shadows over his eyes. “I’ve made that mistake once before. It’s not one I’ll make again. You’ve made your desire to know the full plan clear, but I am reminding you again that there is a reason we compartmentalized information, and you are in too deep for us to tell you everything⁠—”

“I’m not⁠—”

He holds up a hand to silence me. “I don’t mean that I don’t trust you. I mean that I don’t want to put you in a situation where you have to compromise the plan to win her over. It’s best if you know less for now.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

He places a hand on my shoulder. “I know you think that now. But once that blessing comes into place, you might be less certain. I know that the real driving force behind you all these years has been the fire of revenge. I worry what you’ll do without it to keep you going. I worry you’ll keep burning even once this fight is won.”

I swallow the lump in my throat and breathe out slowly, watching the cloud of vapor dissipate.

I wish I could say that he’s wrong, but sometimes I feel like I’m made of nothing but that churning need for revenge. The ability to put rage into action—to rebuild and reinvent myself into someone who can settle this score by any means necessary—I have only been able to do that by ignoring what it took to get here.

My father turns his face, and in the torchlight, he looks older than ever. “Sometimes I feel like I lost both of you that day. Holly was gone and you came back as someone else, with an extra weight on you that you’ve never been able to lay down. I pray to the Divine you’ll be lighter when this is over. I miss my son.”

He squeezes my shoulder, and I want to reassure him so badly. But deep down, I know that I’m in this mess too deep already, and with tonight’s attack, I don’t have the luxury of time to worry about my soul and what this fight might cost me.
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HARLOW


Weddings in Lunameade are always bright and shining, with huge floral garlands and boisterous music, but in Mountain Haven, the only light in the room comes from a few flickering candles.

This is partially my fault. Wedding ceremonies both in Lunameade and here at the fort mimic tales of the Divine. I chose the love story of Asher and Stellaria, which is a story of darkness.

I thought Henry would be charmed by the callback to the night we met. I also thought it would remind him that our first interaction was me trying to kill him, in case either of us forgets that this marriage is just a means to an end.

I’d hoped the darkness would feel comforting, but it’s done nothing to ease my nerves.

In the stories passed down through generations, the Divine of Malice, Polm, didn’t like that his daughter, Stellaria, was losing focus in her celestial duties as the Divine of Stars, choosing instead to spend her nights with the Divine of Endings. Polm captured Asher and stole him away.

Polm thought Stellaria, ever the dutiful daughter, would take the reminder and go back to work. He thought the love affair was something temporary since an eternity of existence meant most of the Divine weren’t prone to attachments. He didn’t realize that Asher and Stellaria had bound themselves together in the Divine approximation of marriage.

Stellaria didn’t go back to her duties. For three full days, she blotted out the stars and sun and moon. She turned the entire world into the deepest, darkest night and went to reclaim Asher.

Now, a room of important Mountain Haven families waits for me to claim and promise myself to a man I can’t stand, before I’m meant to feast and fuck in front of them. I knew this would be awkward, but I didn’t think about the fact that all of the groom’s guests wear black masks to show their support for him, while the only person here for me is Gaven. He stands stiffly at the back of the room—the only silver mask shimmering in a sea of matte black.

He’s not even staying for the ceremony. Even though I’m pretty sure nothing scandalous will happen during the vows and blessing portion, I’m not taking any chances. Plus, I figured tonight’s festivities would be his best chance to poke around the rest of Havenwood House with minimal disruption.

I hadn’t counted on how unnerving it would be to look out and not see one friendly face. I suppose it will at least make the consummation ritual less awkward if I can’t recognize every single face in the crowd.

The collective weight of every eye in the room slides over the fine silver silk of my dress and its barely wedding-appropriate cut. The thin straps cross on my back where the fabric drapes just above my scar. The silk is so fine and the neckline dips between my breasts enough that I couldn’t wear any undergarments.

It’s a marvel they have access to such delicate fabrics in this remote fort. Generally, they seem focused on necessities only. But the fact that I arrived to a closet full of dresses, furs, and coats—all designed according to Henry’s tastes and preferences—makes me wonder if that’s a front.

I’d always been taught that Mountain Haven was isolated—that the only way out was through the front gates. But, being here, I wonder if they’re not as isolated as they seem.

For all their talk of needing crops, they seem remarkably well-provisioned. Every meal I’ve had includes fresh fruit and vegetables, and while I know there are some plots on the lower levels of the fort, and nothing is ever wasted, it’s still more variety than I’d expect them to be able to provide.

My stomach dips as Henry’s mother, Evangeline, hands me a candlestick. I shouldn’t be nervous. This part is easy enough. I nod to her, and the crowd stands.

She walks down the aisle ahead of me. “The night comes swiftly. The daughter of wrath. She’s here to claim her love.”

I wait for Evangeline to take her seat at the front of the room. All the candles in the room, except the one in my hand, gutter out at once.

The wax dribbles down the side of the candle, and I try to hold it steady to keep it from dripping on my dress. All I smell is melted beeswax mixed with the delicate floral scent of the Stellarium Blossoms that line my path.

It takes a small eternity to walk down the short aisle. This is just the first part of the three-part ceremony. First, the vows and blessing, then the communion, and finally the consummation. Rationally, I should be most nervous about the public sex, but the biggest point of failure is my ability to be in emotional and spiritual communion with Henry. Sex is one thing, but intimacy is unnatural.

I make it to the front of the crowd, where Henry sits in a chair with his father, Philip, standing over him.

Philip meets my eye. “You shouldn’t be here, daughter. This tantrum must end. Go back to the sky and do your job.” He projects his loud, steady voice so that everyone in the room can hear him.

“You have something of mine.” I’m relieved that my voice doesn’t betray my nerves.

Philip crosses his arms. “He’s mine now. He’s agreed to stay.”

I don’t feel particularly connected to Stellaria, but the stories of her always make me think of Aidia. I tilt my chin up and try to summon my sister’s defiance. “You cannot claim him. He is mine as I am his. We are bound by spirit and veil and blood. You cannot hold what doesn’t belong to you. I am the darkness at the end of the world. You have no power over me and mine.”

I reach for Henry’s hand and draw him to his feet.

“Praise the Divine,” Henry says.

All at once, the candles in the room burst back into flames, bathing the space in golden light.

“The Divine have blessed us,” the crowd says in response. They clap in approval.

I know the candles are just the work of someone in the room with a blessing from Stellaria making this experience more real, but it’s unnerving to feel the hand of a deity in the room with us, even if it’s just an act.

Philip raises his hand, and the room settles. “It’s my pleasure as both the mayor of this fort and a father to welcome all of you who have come to bear witness to the joining of my son, Henry Asher Havenwood, to Harlow Catherine Carrenwell⁠—”

Philip continues to speak, but I’m too focused on Henry’s proximity to pay too much attention. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me.

It’s hard to even meet his eye after he saw my scar, after everything he told me last night. But I force myself to hold his gaze because this is just a job. I am just a woman getting married to protect her sister.

Henry’s gaze rakes over me slowly, from the loose braid in my hair strewn with Stellarium Blossoms, down over the dress that leaves almost nothing to the imagination. The silk is so thin, the dress fitted so exactly to my curves that I was nervous I wouldn’t be able to sit down.

“You look stunning,” he whispers.

My mouth falls open in shock for a split second before I can master myself, and his eyes light up.

Divine dammit. I should not let him fluster me so easily. One sob story and one minor favor, and I’m already fawning over him. What would Aidia say?

She’d probably say he’s very handsome and that I should relax and enjoy the fun part of this assignment our parents have given me.

He is annoyingly attractive. His dark hair is a little too long, but it’s combed back into neat waves instead of falling into his dark blue eyes. He’s exchanged his leather armor for a crisp white collared shirt, a black vest with golden embroidery, and a perfectly fitted matching jacket that shows off his broad shoulders and muscular chest.

“Harlow?” Henry’s whisper rips me out of my thoughts. “Are you ready for the blessing? It might be⁠—”

“Intense. I know,” I whisper.

I read about this part of the marriage ritual about ten times because it was the most vague. Henry’s parents will call down blessings from the Divine to guide us in our marriage. The book I read implied that those blessings can sometimes have “an effect” on the recipients.

Philip is joined by Evangeline. She places a hand on each of our shoulders and smiles warmly.

I stare at her. Evangeline’s face is warm and open. She’s beautiful, with dark hair and dark blue eyes like Henry’s. Faint smile lines crinkle around her eyes, but her skin is otherwise smooth and well-preserved. It’s hard to picture this woman sitting by while her son is repeatedly, violently killed so that she can bring him back.

I have the irrational urge to slap her, but it’s not as if my own mother hasn’t done her share of enabling.

“People of the Haven,” Evangeline says, her voice clear and strong. “I ask Divine Asher and Divine Harvain to bless these two children of the Divine, as they have once before. I ask Asher, who has already been so generous to us, to bless them so their lives are long and their fights end swiftly. May Harvain bless them with luck in their endeavors and in their love.”

She holds up a hand, and everyone in the crowd lifts a hand to mimic her.

“May the Divine blessings shine upon them for the good of the Haven.”

“For the good of the Haven,” Evangeline echoes.

She steps aside and Philip takes her place, resting a hand on each of our shoulders.

“People of the Haven.” Philip sounds as commanding as his wife. “I ask Divine Vardek and Divine Kennymyra to bless these two children of the Divine, as they have once before. I ask Vardek, who has already been so generous to us, to guard them from all who would wish them ill and to strengthen their marriage bond to last for many years. I ask Kennymyra to bless them with all the pleasure of partnership and to make their marriage bed fruitful with many blessed children.”

The words are jarring. It’s not as if I’m surprised by the mention of fertility. My magical bloodline is the entirety of my value to these people, who would probably otherwise have tried to kill me by now. I’ve felt their disdain since I arrived. Even if they don’t know that my family had something to do with the attack that brought down the fort, they still blame us.

But I have only made it this far by fully ignoring the fact that this arrangement comes with the expectation of bearing Henry’s heirs. This isn’t permanent, and I’m not going to be hanging around long enough for the threat of children to become an issue. I’m not cut out for mothering.

Henry catches my eye and arches an eyebrow like he’s waiting for me to object to the wording, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction. He brushes his thumbs over the tops of my hands in a soothing motion that makes me want to shove him away from me. I don’t need his comfort. His contempt is much preferred.

Philip holds up a hand, and everyone in the crowd lifts a hand to mimic him.

“May the Divine blessings shine upon them for the good of the Haven,” the crowd says in unison.

“For the good of the Haven,” Philip echoes.

The room is so still, like we’re all collectively holding our breath. Nothing happens.

Then, the candles blaze into torches and a warm tingling surges in my body. Henry squeezes my hands a little harder, and I dig my nails into his palms, trying to stay standing as the intense, swelling sensation rushes through my body.

My breathing is shallow and quick. I can’t tell if it’s the blessing itself or the sheer shock that I feel anything at all.

It only lasts a moment, but when the buzz finally abates, I feel like my insides are full of bubbles.

Philip releases his hold on us and steps back. “The blessing has been offered. Now the couple will exchange their vows.”

I’m relieved to be back in the scripted portion of the ceremony.

There were several sets of vows that we were allowed to choose from. Henry specifically chose the most generic ones. I have my theories as to why. The basic vows don’t say anything about protecting your partner. If he’s planning to kill me at some point, or even just harm me, it wouldn’t do for him to violate vows made in the eyes of the Divine. Some people believe the Divine do their part to help a promised couple hold their vows, that they compel a devotee not to violate their word.

But there were plenty of people in the city who promised fidelity and cheated on their wives anyway. I’ve never seen the hand of the Divine reaching in to right the scourge in Lunameade. I doubt I will see it here. I’m on my own.

Still, it’s a relief to not have to lie, because once I have what I need from him, I would kill him without a second thought if I could think of a creative enough way that would actually stick. It’s very likely that’s exactly what my parents will ask of me.

Philip nods to me to go first.

“I, Harlow Catherine Carrenwell, take you, Henry Asher Havenwood, to be my husband. I promise to be your partner in this life, to stand beside you in joys and sorrows, in your weaknesses and strengths. I vow to hold you in high esteem and bear your burdens along with you.”

Evangeline holds out a jeweled ceremonial blade, and I take it in one hand.

I slide the tip across the inside of my left ring finger. “Let this mark serve as a reminder of my vows. Let my blood serve as a pledge of my faith. When you bleed, I bleed, too.”

I hand the blade back to Evangeline. She dribbles well water over it and wipes it clean.

When I meet Henry’s gaze, something flashes in his eyes as he opens his mouth to speak. “I, Henry Asher Havenwood, take you, Harlow Catherine Carrenwell, to be my wife. I promise to be your partner in this life, to stand beside you in joys and sorrows, in your weaknesses and strengths. I vow to hold you in high esteem and bear your burdens along with you—” He hesitates for a moment, licks his lips, and continues. “I swear to protect you from all who would do you harm, and bring justice to those who have wronged you.”

I try not to react to the change in vows. Protection and vengeance were not originally on the table. He wouldn’t offer those things without a good reason. I stare at him, trying to assess what his angle is and what he thinks this offer will gain him.

What changed between when we chose the vows and now?

It hits me all at once. My scar. He saw my scar and assumes he knows where it came from—that our vengeance is aligned in this one way. I’m suddenly so angry at him for thinking he knows me enough to manipulate me.

Henry draws the blade across the inside of his left ring finger. “Let this mark serve as a reminder of my vows. Let my blood serve as a pledge of my faith. When you bleed, I bleed, too.”

He holds up his palm and I press my bloody hand to his.

“I swear these things under the watchful eye of the Divine and I speak these words freely and of my own volition,” we say in unison.

It’s not true for either of us, but hopefully the Divine don’t notice.

Henry lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses the cut on my finger. The wound tingles and itches. He’s healing it.

His mouth comes away bloody, but he seems wholly unbothered, simply licking the stain from his lips. I stare at him, trying to puzzle out this twist.

If he were smart, he would have chosen those vows to begin with instead of leaving us with this particular inequity. Maybe he feels confident that he’s indestructible. But he hasn’t met my determination. I can be very creative.

I can hear Aidia’s question in my head. What’s the only thing stronger than the foundation of this house?

My will.

I grin at my husband and make a silent vow to myself. If I can’t kill him, I will make him wish he could die.

Philip holds up his hands. “The vows have been accepted and the blessing has been offered. Now seal the ceremony with a kiss.”

Henry dips his head, smiling wickedly.

“You’d let me hurt you?” I whisper.

He leans in so that our lips are just a breath apart. “I’d let you try.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond before kissing me.

This is more than just a perfunctory kiss to seal our vows. He tugs my hair to tilt my head back, and his other arm wraps around my waist, pressing me against his body. He kisses me hard, the way he did the night we met. It’s fast and passionate and claiming. It’s a rhythm I know intuitively—like kissing Henry once burned him into my muscle memory forever.

The thought is jarringly incongruent to the way I feel about the feral man I’m supposed to be spying on. It’s inconvenient how much I like kissing him—that it manages to be both novel and familiar.

When he finally pulls away, I’m breathless, my whole body thrumming with pleasure.

The impulse to run is so strong that I take a step away from him. The nearest exit is at the back of the room. Too far away to get to quickly and impossible to get to discreetly since every eye in the room is locked on me.

It’s just a kiss, Harlow. Get a grip.

He takes my hand, turns to the crowd, and holds up our intertwined fingers. The crowd cheers. Actually, they’ve been cheering the whole time, and I just went momentarily senseless during that kiss.

I’m still half-dazed as Henry threads an arm around my waist and ushers me back down the center aisle as the crowd claps.

People offer congratulations as we pass, but my head is still spinning and I can’t offer more than a dumb smile to each of them.

When we reach the back of the ceremony room, Henry holds up our joined hands and the room erupts in cheers before he leads the way down a long hallway to a ballroom.

The tables are covered in tall candelabras and wildflower arrangements. Wax dribbles down the sides of the tapers and every single bouquet is different. I’m so used to the tidy tablescapes of Lunameade that I like the disorder for the sheer fact that it looks like the outside has come into the ballroom. Ivy vines have been woven into the chandeliers, adding a romantic wilderness feel to the space. It’s so beautiful. No one would ever look at a room like this and think this is the sham wedding of two people who hate each other.

“This is part two, lovely. Communion,” Henry whispers. “We’ll share food and wine and you’ll sit on my lap and bare your soul to me.”

“Oh, is that all?”

He ignores my snark. “Usually, just one secret is enough to complete that part of the ritual. Then we can get on to the part you’ve been waiting for.”

My stomach tumbles so suddenly, I don’t even have the focus for a comeback. This morning, I felt confident about all of this, but as Henry leads me to our place of honor at the front of the ballroom and the masked guests start pouring in, I feel completely unprepared.

There is a very real and present danger that I will ruin a sacred ritual to Kennymyra. I’m hardly a believer, but it still feels in poor form to start a marriage—however fake—with an equally fake orgasm. On the off chance the Divine really is watching this offering, I don’t want to risk her ire.

Henry sits in his chair and tugs me into the chair next to him. Servants pour us both wine, and I knock back half my glass immediately.

He piles food onto my plate. A bunch of tiny bites. Cheese wrapped in some kind of cured meat, melon slices, biscuits with berry jam and bacon. He adds food until the plate is heaping and looks at me expectantly—as if I’m going to go into the rest of this ritual with a full stomach.

I note that he chose only foods I like. I don’t like that he’s paid such close attention in our limited interactions when I have no idea of his preferences. I feel suddenly at a disadvantage and oddly uncomfortable at such public intimacy with a man I barely know.

Considering the way my stomach already feels like it’s full of a flock of messenger doves, I don’t think filling up right now is a wise idea.

I take a bite of melon to appease him. It’s delicious; somehow so ripe that the juice drips down my chin. I take a few more bites of melon and eat half of a biscuit, but that’s all my stomach can take.

“It’s time,” Henry whispers as his mother walks up to the table and places a small hourglass in front of us.

A hush comes over the crowd as Evangeline raises her hands. “We ask the Divine to witness this communion of the newlyweds.”

I take another gulp of wine, trying to steady my racing heart. I didn’t know it was timed. I thought it would just be a minute or two. The thought of everyone looking at me while I look at him and tell him my secrets makes me want to run.

I can do this. What’s a minute or two of lovingly gazing into his eyes?

Two servants step behind Henry’s chair, a scarlet veil in their hands. They look at me expectantly, but I can’t bear the thought of being trapped under that ceremonial veil with Henry. It’s just a piece of fabric, but it feels like a cage.

Evangeline waves her hands in the air. “Please eat and drink in their honor as we give the happy couple their ten minutes of communion.”

Ten minutes! My heartbeat whooshes in my ears.

I force myself to stand and place my hand in Henry’s.

Running is the first and most important survival skill I ever learned. The impulse is innate, the muscles in my legs already twitching, ready to spring into action. But just this once, I shove the impulse down and let this predator draw me into his lap and hold me in the snare of his gaze.

Then, the servants drape the veil over us and I’m alone with the man of my nightmares.
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HENRY


Up close, Harlow doesn’t look as mean as she wants to. She studies me with rapt fascination, like I’m a puzzle she’s trying to solve. Her bottom lip is kicked out in a pout as she concentrates on anything but my eyes.

Those full lips are distracting. I wish I hadn’t kissed her so hard after our vows. I can still taste her, and every time I look at her lower lip, I want to sink my teeth into it and hear her gasp again.

She always smells like Stellarium Blossoms, but with the flowers woven into her hair, it’s even more pronounced. If it weren’t for the intensity in her eyes, the braid and the dress and the flowers would offer a sort of sweet naivety. But there’s nothing innocent about the way she looks at me.

I wish I were less attracted to her. Then, I wouldn’t be sitting here wondering just how violet her eyes are.

“Are you well?” I ask.

She freezes for a split second. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“You seem tense,” I say.

Her eyes narrow, and she tries to shift away from me. The indecent dress strains against her breasts. Her nipples poke through the silk. I want to bite them, just to see how she reacts, but the communion is supposed to be about emotional and spiritual intimacy. The physical intimacy comes later.

I hate to admit that she feels good in my lap. Her body fits perfectly against mine.

I run my fingers up her right leg, tracing the slit in her dress. “You’ve hardly touched your first course,” I whisper.

“Forgive me for not being terribly hungry.”

“It’s normal to be nervous.”

She smiles sweetly. “Only concerned my new husband might not be able to perform in front of a crowd.”

I clench my teeth. “No need to worry about that.”

Her cheeks go dark. She knows exactly what she’s facing in that room. She saw me naked last night.

“I know we are just pretending, but these games can get rough, Harlow. You need a safe word.”

Harlow thrusts her lower lip into a pout. “It’s very sweet that you think so.”

I slide my hand up the back of her neck and grip her hair, giving it a quick, firm tug. “I promise you do.”

Goosebumps break out over her skin. That’s more satisfying than it should be. I already know what she’s comfortable with. She wrote it down for me. But seeing it on paper and in action are two very different things.

Her gaze keeps darting to the door of the ceremony room. I understand her apprehension. This must seem a strange custom to her, and, if I’m honest, it feels strangely casual to be feasting right beside the room where we’re supposed to do a sex ritual to honor Kennymyra. Loath as I am to admit it, she’s been remarkably easy-going about our Mountain Haven customs.

She seemed to enjoy watching Bryce on hunt night, but that doesn’t necessarily mean she’ll enjoy being watched. Plus, it’s one thing to be watched by someone who’s into it and quite another to be watched by a room full of people who don’t like you.

I would never admit it to her, but I’m apprehensive about the ceremony too. Being heir comes with expectations, and given that Harlow is the daughter of our enemy, I know everyone wants to see me fuck her into submission. I’d probably enjoy it.

But there’s pleasure in the long game. If I can win her over, get her to choose to let her guard down and give me what I want, this victory will be so much more satisfying.

“Stars,” she says finally.

I lean in close so my lips brush the shell of her ear. “Good girl. I can’t wait to see your face when you realize you’re going to come.” I chuckle low, and she squirms. “I know you’re going to fight me—but when you’re struggling, just remember I’m going to enjoy knowing that you hate how wet you are for me.”

The shock in her eyes is there and gone so quickly, but it zips through my body like a shiver. She leans in, her breath ghosting over my lips. “I’m going to smother you in your sleep.”

Then she kisses me. The room erupts into a combination of hoots and applause.

We’re not really supposed to kiss during this communion. I’m almost certain she knows that, but of everything she’s seen at the fort so far, this closeness is the thing that’s made her most uncomfortable. She doesn’t like intimacy that she’s not in control of. It gives me an irrational thrill when I think of how much I’m going to enjoy teaching her that surrender can be fun.

I move my hands down to squeeze her ass, and she immediately pulls away to glare at me.

I click my tongue. “I understand it’s hard to keep your hands off me, but you’re supposed to be looking into my eyes and telling me all your deepest, darkest secrets.”

Her lips twitch into the barest hint of a smile. She thrusts her hand into my hair and tugs my head back. She shifts closer, rubbing herself over my half-hard cock and pressing her breasts against my chest.

“Want to know my deepest, darkest secret, my wolf?” Her smile is wicked but so striking. It brightens her whole face.

Divine damn, she is beautiful.

She makes sure I’m looking in her eyes as she says, “My first husband had a bigger cock.”

I’m so startled, I laugh. Actually laugh. “No, he didn’t.”

She tilts her head and gives me a patronizing look, pressing a finger to my lips. “Don’t worry. You’re still very respectable.”

“We’ll see how respectable it is when you’re gagging on it.” I nip at her finger, and she gasps.

There’s a flare of heat in her eyes. I wonder if she’s thinking about that night in the boarding house and how instinctual and magnetic it was between us—how it still is.

I kiss the finger I bit. “Tell me a real secret. Tell me why you do it.”

She closes her eyes for a long moment and sighs. I can tell she knows what I mean.

“They’re all abusers.”

I wait for her to say more.

She blinks her eyes open and runs her fingers through my hair. For someone who has had little practice with intimacy, she’s alarmingly good at pretending.

“Do I need more of a reason?” she asks. “No one else is protecting those women.”

“That’s not what I asked. I asked why. What drove you to start something so dangerous?”

She signs in annoyance. “Is this really necessary?”

I arch a brow and glance around the room. Most of the guests are busy enjoying the feast, but my parents, Gaven, and Stefan are all focused on us.

She follows my gaze and sighs. “Rafe Mattingly.”

I frown. “The mayor?”

She nods.

“Your sister’s husband.” The sister she’s fond of—Aidia.

“My sister’s abuser.”

I wanted this secret—now I wish I could give it back. I thought there was no good reason for a woman from the highest magical house in Lunameade to make a hobby of casual violence, but there’s nothing casual about her work.

If some man put his hands on Holly, I would do a lot worse than poison him. I would rip him limb from limb, and it would be too soon when he took his last gasping breath.

She looks me dead in the eyes. “No one calls it violent when a man lays hands on his wife. They call it none of their business. But the moment a woman fights back—that’s violence.” She shakes her head and smiles bitterly. “Rafe is too much of a public figure. I can’t kill him…yet. The only way for me to survive—to not rip him apart with my bare hands every time I see him—was to become the inevitability the men of Lunameade were afraid of. Our city has stayed so small because women are still bound to their husbands. I can’t help Aidia, but I can help someone else’s sisters, someone else’s friend, someone else’s mother.”

There’s a challenge in her eyes, like she’s daring me to flinch. I won’t. If this is a standoff to see who is more monstrous, she won’t win.

I’m about to fuck her and then use her affection for me to rip her family apart. Her violence is petty compared to the vengeance I’m going to spread.

“So you kill other abusive men in the city.”

She nods, her gaze darting around the room to make sure no one is close enough to hear. “I have a network and a process that I follow to ensure the validity of all claims. I don’t just choose at random.”

This is too convenient. Her family could have somehow fed her this sob story as a good way to endear her to me.

But there’s something about the intensity in her eyes. In the way she was so annoyed when I interrupted her “hunt” the night before we left the city. Then, I couldn’t understand her urgency. But if her story is true, then it would make sense that she sees that job as her last chance to help the women of Lunameade.

“The night we met, someone set me up.” She runs her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck. “It was my fault. The betrothal was a surprise announced in front of all the major magical families in the city. I just wanted to do one last job before I got roped into another political marriage and I skipped part of my vetting process. I swear I didn’t know it was you.”

Her annoyance seems sincere.

“Now give me a secret back, and it better be a good one,” she says.

A petulant part of me wants to give her nothing. But I can’t crack her open if I don’t find some way to disarm her. I saw a hint of it last night, but I’m not in yet.

“The first time I saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on, even in black and white.”

She rolls her eyes, not in the least bit charmed by my honesty. “Ugh, Henry. That’s a pathetic secret. I gave you a real one. Tell me why you really showed up with a marriage offer after ten years of silence—or tell me why you changed your vows.”

I run my thumb over her jaw, and she frowns. I don’t want to give her anything, but I will never admit why I changed the vows. If I show her any weakness now, she will use it, and I’ll lose all of my advantages.

But this is part of the ritual. I can’t opt out. The mini hourglass on the table is close to running out of sand. I could stall for a few more minutes and then lie to her once the ritual timer has run out, but as much as I’ve felt abandoned by the Divine, I don’t want to risk upsetting them by violating our customs.

“We need men to guard the wall,” I say after a long pause. “The Drained are getting worse.”

She tilts her head and narrows her eyes at me. She knows I’m stalling.

“Fine,” I huff, lowering my voice. “We need an heir with holy fire or some kind of protection magic. You know how rare that blessing is, Harlow. Like you said, the best chance I have is joining my bloodline with a bloodline that has that magic in their line as well. The families here in the fort who have that blessing only have sons. You were our last resort. If we don’t get supplemental guards soon, we might not last the winter.”

She purses her lips, considering my words. They tell the truth, but not all of it.

I’ve made sure she hasn’t seen the extent of our staffing issues, only bringing her to places that are fully appointed with hunters, but at some point, she will notice. Maxime’s injury on the wall last night made that much clear.

She clicks her tongue. “Oh, my feral wolf, you are a very good liar. You shared a truth, but not all of it. Pray the Divine don’t notice.”

I grit my teeth in irritation. I don’t know how she knows I lie, but it’s making everything so much harder.

The room erupts in clapping, startling both of us. A quick glance at the timer and I know why. We’ve completed part two of the ritual.

One more step and Harlow will be bound to me. Finally, after years of waiting, after all of the planning, after all of the heartache and grief, I will finally have taken the first step to make it right.

Harlow practically leaps from my lap and gracefully sits back in her seat. Soft laughter breaks out in the crowd as she gulps down the rest of her wine.

The musicians begin to play as the servers bring in the main course. Even as the feast is served, revelers crowd the dance floor, swirling around the floor in bright flashes of color and black masks. It’s a relief that everyone seems appeased for now, despite the fact that Harlow is a Carrenwell. Maybe her speech had the desired effect.

As a server places a steaming bowl of pasta in front of me and Harlow, I slip away from the table and cross the room to the bar.

The server there has my favorite whiskey waiting for me, but I barely get to take a sip before my father steps up beside me.

“You changed the vows.”

I knew this conversation was coming. “I did.”

“Why? Blessing chafing already, son?”

The blessing is something I can master in time. It doesn’t matter if it compelled me to slip up already. I can use the moment of weakness to my advantage. That one moment of surprise was enough to throw her off, especially since she had already said her vows.

I shake my head and glance across the room at Harlow. She’s sipping her wine and glaring daggers at Stefan. She’s a pain in the ass, but at least she knows how to close ranks when it’s appropriate.

I just have to make sure she doesn’t get too enthusiastic and actually murder him. That wouldn’t look good for the family.

“She is very untrusting,” I say. “I needed her to think that I changed my mind last minute. If I had led with those vows, it would have seemed like I was trying to lull her into a false sense of security. An impulse decision is more believable.”

My father’s frown morphs into a smile. “Thank the Divine. I was worried she’s already got her claws in you.”

I smile sardonically. “Only in the most literal sense.”

He chuckles. “Seems like you have this in hand. Are you ready for the final part of the ceremony?”

I nod.

“Is she?”

Sipping my drink, I watch Harlow over the rim of my glass. She hasn’t touched her food, but she’s doing something with mine. Probably poisoning it. I’ll have to make sure someone brings some food up to our room later.

“I guess we’ll see.”

My father pats me on the shoulder. “We’ve waited a long time for this opportunity. This is the last step to solidify this alliance. It will grant us the men we need to guard the wall, and, Divine willing, it will eventually give us some peace.”

I worry that inviting men from Lunameade into the fort will just create a whole new set of problems, but we don’t have much of a choice. We desperately need the support.

Seeing Maxime go down last night was a wake-up call.

My father squeezes my shoulder. “Your mother and I will stay by the door so we’re as far from the ceremony as possible. You can tell Harlow that. It might put her more at ease.”

I doubt that anything will make her feel at ease about getting fucked by the husband she doesn’t want in front of a crowd of people who hate her and her family.

I’m suddenly glad she opted to wear lingerie. It feels like too much to ask her to be naked and vulnerable with so many eyes on her.

I shake my head. What is wrong with me? I knock back the rest of my whiskey and hold out my glass for the server to refill.

“Go eat something. You’ll need your strength. And get her up to dance in a bit. She looks stiff and it might help her relax,” my father says.

I nod and cross the room. Several guests offer their congratulations as I pass, but just as many give me looks of distrust, as if this marriage is a choice I made out of love and not necessity.

Across the room, Stefan is leaning against the bar, talking to several notable fort families. He looks like a king holding court, all smiles and humor as they laugh at whatever story he’s telling. It’s easy when you have nothing but theoretical ideas of how to fix our issues. More and more, it seems that our people are out of patience—that they prefer fantastical promises to hard truths.

By the time I sit down next to Harlow, I’m full of doubt. What if this plan does more harm than good? What if I can’t get Harlow to open up to me fast enough to win my people over?

I stare at my plate, trying to compose myself, and it takes me a full minute to realize that Harlow has pushed my food around and used a long, stringy piece of pasta to spell something out.

Infection?

When I meet her expectant gaze, she’s grinning. “Well?”

I laugh because of the strangeness of the day, because I’m so tense from these expectations, and because I thought my new wife was nervous, but really, she’s just been planning my demise by checking off ways I’ve died from her mental murder list.

The question rebalances the ground between us. I should be angry. We’ve been married a half-hour, and she’s spent the entire time thinking of creative ways to kill me. But I’m relieved that whatever we said in our vows, the truth remains. She is my adversary through and through.
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HARLOW


I’m relieved to be away from the heat and burning eyes of the ballroom. I can almost pretend I’m not about to get fucked by the new husband I hate in front of a room of people who hate me and my family.

I’m grateful to have a few moments of relative privacy in this little room tucked behind the ceremony space. It’s no more than a windowless space with gray stone walls, a vanity, a couple of chairs, and the soft glow of sunstones in the fireplace.

We already agreed on positions and what I’m comfortable with in the library, but I’m still tense. What if he ignores my wishes and does whatever he wants? He’s been waiting ten years to fuck my family. What better time than when he’s literally fucking me?

But Henry doesn’t seem the type. He will want to do everything exactly as I’ve given him permission to and still make me come. He wants to prove he can because he knows that would be more humiliating than anything else he could do.

Too bad for him it’s not going to work.

I slip off the silver dress, careful to keep my front facing the servant as I hand her the dress. The last thing I need is for anyone other than Henry to know about my scars—well, I suppose other than Henry and his parents. I have to operate under the assumption that he’s shared everything we spoke about with them.

The servant woman hangs the dress carefully and hands me the red slip I had made for this ceremony. The fine silk and delicate lace slide smoothly over my skin as I pull it into place.

I walk across the room to the looking glass next to the fireplace.

The servant steps up beside me. She’s a pretty young woman with honey-blonde hair and full pink lips and a hazy purple aura. She’s blessed by Elvodeen, Divine of Strength. I wonder if she has healing like Henry or some other type of strength magic.

“Take your hair down, miss?” she asks.

I meet her eye in the mirror’s reflection. “Do you think Henry would have a preference?”

She smiles warmly, pleased by my interest in her opinion. “I think most men of the fort like to see their wives with their hair down. We’re normally all pinned up.”

I nod, and she goes to work, plucking the flowers from the elaborate loose braid that took more than an hour to weave earlier. She unravels the plait a section at a time until my hair is free, the loose waves hanging down my back.

“What’s your name?” I ask as she grabs a roll of linen from the dresser beside us.

“Cora,” she says, holding up the roll and blushing. “This is for after—for the bleeding.”

“Oh, I won’t bleed. It’s not my first time. I was married once before⁠—”

“No.” Cora’s cheeks turn bright red. “I thought they’d told you. There’s a blood bind in the ceremony where you’ll cut your palm. I’m sure Henry will heal it, but you don’t want to get anything on your slip. This silk is very fine.”

“The book I read wasn’t very explicit about what a blood bind means,” I say tentatively. I don’t know if the omission of detail was intentional or not.

Cora’s eyes flit to the door and back to me. “It’s all for Divine Kennymyra, for pleasure and vitality. Most ceremonies involve pleasure of the flesh, which is measured in how much vitality is in the blood after. You’ll press your palm to Kennymyra’s sigil in the headboard—there’s a sharp point at the center of it, and you just hold your bloody palm there. If she’s pleased by your offering, it will glow golden.”

“I see.” I don’t really see at all. Things here are much more ritualistic than I’m used to, but what’s a little blood between two enemies?

“Do you know Henry well?” I ask.

Cora flushes again and looks away. She seems a bit too shy to be his type, but someone like Henry must have lovers here. He’s attractive in the wild mountain-man way that seems to be popular, and I’ve certainly noticed the way he turns women’s heads.

“Just in passing. He’s respectful but quiet,” she says.

“Am I in competition for his affections?”

Cora smiles faintly. “I wouldn’t worry about Miriam, miss.”

I smile tightly, like I know who she’s talking about.

“His eyes follow you wherever you go.”

Yes, because he doesn’t trust me.

“Obviously we all know it’s a political marriage, but you really seem to have won him over. A lot of the women here are wondering how you did it,” Cora says. It’s as if one question uncorked all of the words inside her. “How did you do it?”

“I tried to kill him,” I say. “Sadly, it didn’t take.”

Cora freezes for a moment and then bursts into laughter.

I smile and pretend to laugh along with her as if this is a joke and not the most honest thing I’ve said since arriving at Mountain Haven.

“You have a quick wit,” Cora says. “No wonder he looks so smitten.”

A knock sounds on the door.

Cora stands a little straighter. “That means they’re ready for you.”

I nod and stand as she hands me a red silk robe that matches my slip.

Cora sweeps my hair over my shoulders and smiles brightly. “May Divine Kennymyra bless your union.”

I nod and cross the room. Gaven is waiting for me when I push open the door to the small antechamber that connects to the ceremony room. He immediately averts his gaze, placing a hand over the silver mask on his face for emphasis.

“I know you wanted me elsewhere, but I was apprehensive about being away so long,” Gaven says. He hesitates, and I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him look so uncomfortable. “It’s not as if I want to be in the room, but I think I should. What if they lock me out?”

“Gaven, they’ve already had easier chances to kill me. If you’re in the room for this, I’ll actually want them to succeed in offing me.”

He lets out a surprised gasp that sounds like half a laugh.

I pat his shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Just stay out of earshot. Consider that a command. There will be no better time to snoop around this place.”

He sighs and nods curtly, then shoves the heavy wood door to the ceremony room open for me. I step inside without hesitation.

Roughly forty masked faces turn toward me as I enter the space. The murmuring group quiets and shifts to take their places in an arch around the bed. Several men stand toward the front of the crowd, their colorful auras pressed out wide.

Though tonight’s ritual is to honor Divine Kennymyra, I know the heads of the fort’s most powerful families are the ones we really have to impress with our performance.

The room is bathed in golden candlelight from the red candles in the wall sconces. Shadows flicker over the ceiling, making the knots in the intricate wooden beam look like ghoulish faces. Servants flit about the room, refilling wine glasses. There’s a door on the far end of the room that leads back to the feast. Music from the party filters in under the gap in the door.

Finally, I turn to face the bed and my new husband standing beside it. Henry’s changed from his wedding clothes into a red silk robe that matches mine. The top gaps open, revealing his broad, scarred chest as he holds out a hand in invitation. When I take it, he yanks me closer and pushes my back against one of the bedposts. He kisses me hard. I’m so shocked, I let him.

My heartbeat kicks up and I’m suddenly nervous—not about the public sex so much as the fact that I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep my composure. Whatever that blessing did—or maybe some reckless desire for oblivion—makes me want him.

Henry breaks away from my lips and kisses along my jaw, pausing at my ear. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

I don’t like feeling at his mercy. I need something—anything—to balance this dynamic between us. Henry is so tall, he looms over me. His eyes on me are heavier than the weight of the collective gazes of everyone else in the room.

“Is Miriam the woman you were trying to fuck on hunt night? Is she here tonight?” I ask.

Henry’s aura flares in surprise. “I didn’t take you for the jealous type. I know better than to bring her around my murderous wife.”

I glare at him, but I’m relieved that the comment had the desired effect. There’s a hint of annoyance in his eyes.

He moves so quickly, I can barely track him as he hooks an arm under my legs, sweeps me up, and then tosses me on the bed. I bounce once, and before I can right myself, he’s prowling over me. He unties my robe and sits back to drink me in.

Bea used to say I have a body built for fucking. My breasts are full but perky. My waist is slim but my hips are wide, and my ass is high and round from all the running.

This isn’t the first time Henry has seen me naked, but under his assessing gaze, I wonder if he prefers someone with a fuller figure, like Miriam.

“Is this red?” he whispers, drawing a finger along the lace edge of the neckline.

I nod, and he hums low, closing his eyes. I wonder if he’s trying to remember red. I try to imagine what it would be like to have a sense and then lose it.

He puts his hand on my chest, but he doesn’t cup my breast or tweak my nipple. He just presses his huge, callused hand to the soft skin, his fingers resting against the pulse point in my neck.

My heart is pounding so hard.

“I’ll keep you covered,” he whispers.

When he was kissing me, it was easy to ignore the eyes in the room, but now that he’s reminded me, I feel suffocated by their attention. In my periphery, I only see black masks. I’m relieved Gaven listened to me, and the anonymity of the masks makes this a little bit less uncomfortable, but not much.

I want to choke Henry for making me so aware of them. I look up at him with as much defiance as I can manage. “I’m not ashamed of my body.”

A muscle in Henry’s jaw twitches. He runs a finger down the center of my chest, then grips the top of my slip and rips it down the center, baring me to the room. The violence is so sudden and shocking, we both freeze. His hungry gaze scrapes over my skin and he licks his lips.

He cups my right breast, gently brushing his thumb over my nipple. He pinches it lightly. When I don’t react, he pinches it harder, and I arch off the bed, pressing into his hand. He hums, the slight twitch of a smirk on his lips as he caresses my skin.

He kisses me again, and I’m torn between shoving him south so we can get this over with. We discussed what I was comfortable with ahead of time, but I wasn’t expecting him to kiss me so much, and every time he does it, I feel so disoriented by how much I like the closeness. Pain is grounding—but the tenderness unnerves me.

As if sensing my distraction, he pinches my nipple even harder, and I groan into his mouth and shudder. Damp heat rushes between my thighs. I told him I liked it rough because I thought that would be easier to sell than some slow, sensual lovemaking, but now I’m worried what this kind of recklessness will bring out of me.

He nips down my jaw, buries his hand in my hair, and yanks my head back to give him better access. His other hand slides down my side, passing over warm skin, shredded silk, and then more skin. He rakes his fingers up and down my thigh, progressively moving from outer to inner thigh.

He bites my neck hard, and I gasp. The hand on my inner thigh pushes the remains of my slip higher. The cool air hits my pussy and I feel just how wet I already am.

The first brush of his fingers over me is so gentle, but I shudder like I’ve been struck by an electrical charge. He chuckles into my neck.

He’s enjoying this, and I hate it. Maybe that’s exactly why he’s enjoying it. I want to slap him, but instead I press my hand against the wooden headboard. The cool metal of the sigil to Kennymyra set into the wood grounds me.

As he kisses down my chest and sucks one of my nipples into his mouth, he slides a thick finger inside me. I’m wet enough that it glides in easily. He curls the finger and bites down hard on my nipple, and I lose all composure.

I moan. My hand comes to the back of his head reflexively, but not to push him away. I urge him on. He sucks hard to ease the ache, and my pussy clamps down on his finger as he starts to slide it in and out.

I’m mindless with pain-tinged pleasure. I want to blame the blessing and the ceremony and how tense I am, but some part of me is wondering if he’s actually going to be able to get me over the edge.

His mouth drifts to the other breast, nipping at my skin all the way. I’m going to be covered in bruises, but as he bites the other nipple and shoves a second finger inside me, I’m too dizzy with lust to care. He moves his fingers faster, pressing the heel of his hand against my clit for friction.

He traces rough kisses down my stomach, withdraws his fingers, and shoves my thighs wide, baring me to him and the rest of the room.

I’m suddenly aware of just how many people are around us—the closest no more than eight feet away. They can see everything. I’m not modest, but it’s so strange to be watched like this.

I really don’t care—as long as they don’t see my back, and so long as Gaven isn’t in here.

Henry gives me no time to think about it. He holds my gaze as he lowers his mouth and gives me a slow lick, then plunges his tongue inside me. I reflexively try to squeeze my thighs closed, but his hands press them back into the bed as he starts to fuck me with his tongue.

The benefit of having tried to kill him twice is that I’m certain nothing is going to hurt him. For the first time in my life, I can relax and enjoy what’s happening without worrying he’s going to forget himself and die.

I try to ignore the rapt gazes of the crowd. Their masked faces make them more anonymous, but I recognize Bryce and Carter, and that’s unnerving.

Henry slides two fingers inside me, drawing my full attention back to him. I want more. This isn’t enough. I need him to stop messing around and fuck me. I agreed to this because he said it was necessary to prove his commitment to service, but I just want this over with.

His mouth has perfect suction on my clit as he pumps his fingers faster. He flattens his tongue against me, alternating between that, suction, and light grazes of his teeth. It’s maddeningly effective. He slides his other hand up to alternate pinching my nipples.

Bleeding woods. He knows what he’s doing. My body is tingling, my limbs full of liquid warmth.

He bites my clit, and the pain is so stunning, it leaves me clenched and frozen. He shoves a third finger inside me and sucks hard on the aching flesh. It hurts so perfectly. I’m so full of him; he’s overtaken every sense in my body.

I slap my hand against the sigil, barely aware of the point biting into my palm as the pleasure bursts all at once. I’m suspended in some liminal place as wave after wave rolls over me. It goes on and on like that, the ecstasy so warm and bubbling that I can barely breathe around it. The sound he wrenches out of me is something animal—the guttural half-scream, half-moan of a woman rent from who she was and remade into something new.

He moves his fingers frantically, his other hand pinning my hips to the bed so I can’t escape his fingers or the rhythm of teeth, tongue, suction on my clit.

I’ve brought myself satisfaction before—but I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m suddenly terrified this is the best I’ll ever feel. My body has only ever been a prison where I’m trapped with pain or a bait to lure a violent man to his death. It has never been a place of pleasure for more than a fleeting moment.

But this is an eternity of ecstasy laced with sharp pain to bring me up and down until I’m breathless and aching and ready to give him anything he asks for. My thighs clamp around his head as the last shudders rip through me.

When I finally open my eyes, they’re blurry with tears. The release is so intense that every emotion I’d been holding back rushes out post-climax. I bite back a shocked laugh.

Henry looks as wrecked as I feel as he prowls over me and leans close.

“I want to hear you moan like that every night,” he murmurs into my ear.

Henry kneels and licks his lips. He doesn’t let me recover. He tosses off his robe and uses his soaked hand to stroke his cock twice before notching himself at my entrance and thrusting inside to the hilt.

I groan loudly, body arching into him like I was meant for this. I’m so turned on that it barely hurts at all, but he is by far the biggest man I’ve been with. The stretch steals my breath.

He thrusts again and groans a curse into the space behind my ear. “You were made to take me just like this.”

My muscles instantly start clenching again and I’m so relieved for the familiarity of something rough and purely physical. He cups my breast and tweaks my nipple hard, and I gasp as he pulls out and thrusts again.

“You like it fast and rough?” His voice is a gravelly whisper as he continues to move.

If it didn’t feel so good, I’d be more angry that I can’t compose myself, but I’m half-mindless with the need to feel what I just felt again.

He slows down and pushes the fingers that were just inside me into my mouth. “Taste how hard you just came for me.” He’s so cocky.

I bite down, but he shoves his fingers back into my throat. When I gag and open, he chuckles into my ear.

“I can’t wait to do that with my cock.”

His voice is low enough that only I can hear, and I shiver at the thought. I don’t actually want that. My brain is slow from the aftereffects of the orgasm.

Surely he’s not planning on this now. It wasn’t one of the activities we discussed.

“Oh no, not tonight, lovely,” he taunts, his voice low and full of certainty. “You’re going to ask for this again, and when we’re away from this crowd, I’m going to love watching you choke on my cock as much as you’re going to like me making you.”

I shove my hand into his hair and hold him in place as I bite his ear. “Only in your wettest dreams will you see me on my knees for you.”

He thrusts into me harder and chuckles. “That would be more believable if you weren’t soaking for me. If you get this slick for someone you can’t stand, I’d love to see how you respond when you actually like someone.”

“Shut up and move,” I grunt into his ear.

The man is bent on doing exactly what I tell him not to. He pulls back, looks me in the eye, and pauses his movement so the pressure that had been mounting dissipates. His smug smile is maddening.

I briefly consider slapping him, but I’m afraid he’d like it.

He shifts, hooking his arms under my knees to push them higher toward my shoulders. The new, deeper angle has me arching off the bed.

I curse, hands fisting in the sheets. He’s so deep, and I should hate it, but it feels so good I can hardly breathe as he finds a slower pace.

He watches his cock slide in and out of me with hooded eyes, and I can’t look away. It feels so good.

“You look so beautiful taking me like this. I hate that anyone else is seeing it. I want your pleasure to myself.”

I shouldn’t like those words, but the possessive edge to them that would normally be a massive turnoff is unbelievably hot when I’m this close to a release.

The only thing holding me back is the relentless reminder of everyone in the room watching. They haven’t moved, but all conversations have ceased, and their hungry gazes are all on us.

Henry groans, his dark blue eyes narrowed in intense concentration. I swear to the Divine it feels like he’s getting bigger, but it must be the mounting pleasure. I’m clenching tighter with every slow thrust.

When he meets my gaze again, his eyes are full of heat and unnerving softness. “I knew this is what you needed. As much as I’d love to choke you until you come all over my cock, I know what you need is a nice, sweet fuck. A soft fuck for a secretly soft woman.”

He thrusts in deeper, and my eyes roll back, fingernails scratching up his back. “That’s right, lovely—” He breaks off into some sort of incomprehensible praise as my pussy clamps down on him harder and he presses my legs back further.

“Fuck, you’re flexible,” he groans.

He momentarily loses control, fucking me hard and fast. I’m gasping for air, nails scoring his shoulders, as the tension in my body becomes so extreme that spots form in my vision. I’m so close it hurts.

But then he stops all at once. I let out a mortifying whine. His aura is shooting off bright flares in all directions. He’s close too, but he’s stopped to stare into my eyes.

His hands come to cup my face.

Then, he kisses me hard and starts to move again. He releases his arms from under my legs and cups my ass in his hands. I wrap my thighs around his hips, arching up to meet his every thrust.

Immediately, I’m lost in blinding rapture again.

It’s the kissing. I’m terrified at the way this tenderness has me so undone, so quickly. I’m holding off the climax by sheer force of will. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of it being this easy.

He kisses down my jaw and chuckles into my ear. The pleasant timbre of it sends a shiver through me that almost pushes me over the edge.

“I love watching you fight it. I love that you’re about to have the best orgasm of your life and I’m the one giving it to you. But mostly I love how much you hate it.” His voice is a hoarse groan in my ear, but the certainty makes me shudder. “That’s right. Be a good little wife and give me what I want.”

It’s tempting to defy him, but he kisses me again, and the tension in my body is so intense. Every nerve ending in my skin is electrified with pleasure. The climax is close but somehow elusive. What if I can’t? What if we fail the ritual?

My skin is covered in goosebumps and my nipples are so hard they hurt.

I feel like a dying star, just trying to suck everything in and in and in. I’m gasping for breath, clawing Henry’s back, clenching around his cock. I want more of everything. I’m so, so close, it hurts.

His hands flex on my ass, his aura so wide and expansive it’s taking up the entire bed. He’s just as close.

Henry was clear he needed to finish inside me as part of the ritual, but if I don’t finish first, it might not work. We might offend Kennymyra.

I’m hit with the fear of failure, with the horror of a room full of people who loathe me watching as I consummate my marriage with the best sex of my life.

Henry meets my eyes, and he looks suddenly so serious. “You’re safe, Harlow,” he whispers.

I know it’s not really true, but the words are like a match struck in my body. The climax blows through me like a storm.

“Oh, fuck, fuck—” His curses break off as he pumps into me harder and faster.

It’s only the faint warning in my mind that reminds me I need to touch the sigil because I’m about to die of pleasure. I slap my still-bloody palm to the sigil.

I’ve never felt anything like this. It’s like I’m being broken apart and reassembled, all at once made and unmade by pleasure alone.

I scream, loud and throat-shredding. My entire body spasms with the lightning strike of pleasure. I’m blind and breathless—gasping in shallow gulps of air as my body buzzes with ecstasy, the rushing warmth of it filling me up in shivery swells. It goes on and on and I’m bearing down on Henry’s cock so hard. My thighs shake violently. My feet curl until they cramp.

I’m only aware that Henry is still there because of the way he murmurs soft praise between cursing and groaning.

It goes on even longer than the first one, until I’m certain my body and mind will both break. Until I’m practically sobbing with pleasure. Finally, the waves slow and I’m relieved to draw in a deep breath.

But then, Henry bites the soft place where my neck meets my shoulder. The pain sends another wave of pleasure rolling over me, wet heat rushing between my thighs. He grips my hips with bruising strength and shoves his cock as deep as he can get as he spills inside me. We both groan in unison.

He holds himself deep inside me, his hips jerking as the aftershocks hit him.

Henry presses his hand over mine on the golden sigil.

I must look shocked because he smirks and nods at the headboard. “I told you I would get it out of you.”

Sure enough, when I look up, the sigil is glowing golden. It gets brighter and brighter, until I have to squint. There’s a loud metallic crack and a piece of the metal falls away.

The glow fades and the room goes deathly quiet.

Stunned murmurs break out in the crowd, and then they applaud. I’m startled by the reminder of their presence, but the horror is more distant in the drugging afterglow of pleasure.

Henry releases his hold on me and presses up to kneel. He withdraws, and I feel him leaking out of me. His gaze is riveted between my legs, and I let my thighs fall open so he can look his fill.

I tell myself it’s to get the upper hand back, but the truth is I’m so mindless and exhausted right now, I’d let him have anything he wants.

“Get out.” Henry’s voice is like a blade drawn across a whetstone.

The crowd instantly moves toward the chamber door.

He doesn’t look away from my pussy until the door closes behind the last person. The music in the ballroom gets louder, and finally, Henry breaks out of his daze.

I lift the broken piece of sigil from where it landed on the pillow above my head.

“Was this supposed to happen? Did it work?”

Henry scrubs a hand over his face. “I’d say we’re in the clear. No one has ever given so much pleasure they broke the sigil, Harlow.”

I glower up at the self-satisfied look on his face. He can feel victorious this round, especially if it means he’ll let his guard down. I’ll let him look at tonight as a triumph, instead of a reminder that this sigil is the first of many things I’ll break to get what I want.
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HARLOW


There is nothing more insulting than Henry sleeping heavily beside me. How dare he be so certain he’ll wake up—so blissfully unaware that I’ve spent every moment since waking watching the sunlight creep across the planes of his peaceful face, imagining creative ways to kill him.

Infection is out, along with a whole list of other causes of death. Perhaps I’m thinking too small. Surely he’s never been decapitated. That feels like it would stick.

I’ll give him something to lose sleep over. In fact, I’ll consider it a massive personal failure if he ever feels a moment of peace again.

It’s strange waking up next to someone. I’ve never slept with a lover. People forget themselves in sleep. When one half-awake brush of the lips is enough to have another body on your hands, it’s not worth the risk. The only person I’ve ever slept beside is Aidia, and that was only when I was half-unconscious from pain.

There’s an unearned intimacy in watching Henry sleep. I didn’t take him for a man who slept in, but I guess we wore each other out.

Personally, I slept soundly until he threw an arm across my waist and pinned me to the bed. Then, I was wide awake and aware of every place our bodies touched. Frustrating that years of shoving down the craving for physical affection has left me as comforted as I am repulsed.

I shift my arm under the pillow, wondering if Henry has ever been smothered to death and if I’d be able to hold him down long enough to test that method.

By the time Henry wakes, I’ve been staring at him for at least an hour, watching how the dawn light passes over the planes of his face, turning harsh shadows into something soft and almost innocent.

He stirs, and I grin, waiting for him to realize he’s snuggling me.

“Good morning, beloved husband.”

He jerks away, finally releasing me. He rubs his eyes and gives me a look that suggests he knows I was lying beside him, thinking about new ways to try to kill him since first light. “Beloved?”

I wave a hand. “Beloathed is more appropriate, but less socially acceptable given the need to inspire the masses with our great love story.”

He clears his throat. “You did well last night. I know you’re enjoying giving me a hard time about it, but you were very respectful and—receptive.”

That is the last thing I want to talk about. I scoot away from him and sit up. “Yes, well. We had an agreement. I keep my word, just like I’m sure you’ll keep yours.” I pull a few pins from my sleep-tangled hair. “Now that you’ve freed me from your oppressive snuggling, I’d like to go for a run.”

Henry scoffs. “You can’t go for a run.”

“You know as well as I do that endurance is survival out here. I’ve been sitting on my ass long enough. I need to rebuild whatever I’ve lost being cooped up in my room.”

“In prayer?” he says sarcastically.

“Yes,” I say slowly. “When one spends so much time on her knees, it’s important to take an occasional break in other positions.”

He scrubs a hand over his face. “You have a filthy mouth.”

“Positively toxic, I know.” I wink.

“You can’t run here, Harlow.”

I glare at him. “I need you to explain this to me. What is it with running?”

Henry pinches the bridge of his nose. “Well, to start, if someone in the fort sees you running, they will think I can’t protect you.”

“That’s ridiculous. This fort is surrounded by vampire-infested forests. People here must do something to build endurance.”

“They do.” He shifts to sit up, his back braced against the headboard. The sheet slips down to his waist, giving me a bright sunlit view of his scarred chest. He rubs a hand over his jaw, and I can practically feel the scratch of his stubble against my thighs.

I look away instinctively. After last night, everything I know about him feels too intimate. As much as I know that offering me those secrets in the well was a calculated manipulation, I still feel oddly indebted to him. I wish I could surrender the secret because now I’m filled with this morbid curiosity about what it was like to die.

I’ve never been very spiritual. A childhood rife with violence and a Divine-cursed magical kiss that’s made to kill people will do that to a girl. But there’s a driving instinct, a macabre interest that’s always plagued me not to just see what exists outside Lunameade’s tall walls, but also what exists outside of this plane.

Normally I can curb that desire to believe in more. But something about this whole experience—about the way that life over the past few months felt so stifling in the city—has made me want to know that there’s more to hope for than just survival.

“If they build endurance here, it has to be by running the perimeter. It’s not as if you could go for a swim,” I say.

Henry’s aura swells, throwing off flares. He’s irritated. Good.

“Yes, they run, but it’s different.”

It’s a chore to keep myself from snapping at him. I’m not exactly homesick, but I feel restless—like I escaped my old cell only to end up trapped in a smaller cage. After days in pain, followed by that marriage ritual, I just want fresh air and time alone to clear my head.

As I shift down the bed so I can face him head-on, the sheet slides away.

His gaze is a slow caress down the black silk nightdress I slipped on before collapsing into bed when we got back to our room after the ceremony. It’s not about modesty. Until last night, I’d never actually slept in a bed with a lover and it felt too vulnerable to be naked.

“Why is it different for me?” I ask.

“Because if you run, I will chase you, Harlow.”

I shiver. “Then run with me, if you must.”

“I thought you were familiarizing yourself with our customs. I left those books for you while you were in your—spiritual retreat.”

I read all about their strength-first hunting culture. I just want to hear him explain it aloud. “I was, and you’ll remember that I witnessed a hunt night.”

He scoffs. “You have seen the barest hint. The gifts we are blessed with—there’s a reason that there are so many rules about consent that are established ahead of time because it’s very intense. But it’s different now that you’re my wife. I’d be expected to fuck you into submission right there on the forest floor.”

The words send a reckless and completely unwanted thrill through me. Thank the Divine he can’t see auras because mine is swelling in my periphery.

“Honestly, if you want to fuck me again, you’re going have to chase me down, my wolf. I’m just not a good enough actress to fake it a second time and I’d hate for your ego to be bruised.”

Henry’s eyes gleam with challenge. “So you’re trying to tell me that you faked that last night? There are scratch marks on my back that say otherwise.”

“I scratch when I’m nervous. I don’t like being watched.”

“You seemed to like it just fine in the library the other day,” Henry taunts.

It takes enormous effort to hide the way the memory of that makes me feel—the way the memory of last night makes me feel. I’ll do what I must to dismiss this awkwardness, and anger is the easiest way to deflect him.

I fake a pout. “I was just doing my job. Divine have mercy, Henry. I bet you think whores like you too.”

He crosses his arms and leans back against the headboard. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had to pay for it.”

“Me either.” I laugh. “I’m glad I was so compelling. I was just doing my job as a dutiful wife to teach you how to get a woman off.”

He clenches his teeth. I’m fascinated by his possessiveness. He keeps saying it’s part of the fort culture, and I’ve seen that in the body language between couples here. But those people actually like each other, whereas Henry barely tolerates me. The external appearance of possessiveness makes sense, but no one is watching now.

I press a hand to my chest. “Oh, did I hurt your feelings, my wolf?”

He licks his full lips. “No, lovely. I just don’t think you could fake being that wet. Or the way your pussy gripped my cock. Or the way your pleasure was so powerful it literally broke the sigil of Kennymyra. That thing has survived hundreds of years of rituals.”

The words send heat coursing through my blood. I can feel him murmuring how good I feel into my ear. I can feel his hands bruising my hips. I can feel the slow slide of his⁠—

No. Absolutely not. I refuse to fantasize about my husband. I can’t think of a worse fate than being genuinely interested in the man I married.

I scowl at Henry and abandon my strategy. “Congratulations. Everyone manages to be good at something every once in a while. I’ll acknowledge the one-time fluke. You look like you need a win. Congratulations on giving your first orgasm.”

He shifts to his knees, and I freeze at the predatory look in his eyes. “I’ll prove it again right here, right now, Harlow. I’ll fuck you until you’re screaming so loud that there’s not a doubt left in this whole estate about whether or not you were faking.”

My mouth goes dry, and it’s as if every survival instinct has abandoned me. I don’t know why I can’t stop poking at him. The more he keeps his composure, the more I want to see how far I can push before he snaps.

This is a test—just a need to know my enemy—to know where the line is so I can dance along it without stumbling over.

It should be a turnoff that he’s so possessive. The last thing I want is an overbearing man controlling me. I’ve seen how that ends.

But there’s something about his control that feels like caretaking, and that is a very dangerous thing. This man doesn’t want to take care of me. He just wants to appear to take care of me. Forgetting that could break my heart at best. At worst, it will end my life.

I’ve seen him be casually lethal, and given what Kellan told me before I left, he has a very good reason to direct that brutality toward me. I should be more careful.

“So, if I run, you’ll chase me down and fuck me?” I ask.

He nods, breaking the tension between us.

“You’d have to catch me first.”

Just like that, the challenge is back, and he looks like he’s ready to spring up and tackle me now.

“I know this fort like the back of my hand. I will catch you. And I won’t just give you a tumble, Harlow. I’ll fuck you into the ground, until I’m completely spent. I know you don’t have any respect for our customs, but I thought you had more sense than to not take my word for it on this.”

I scoot back on the bed and glower at him. “I just think it’s convenient that your rules make it impossible for me to escape you even for a few minutes.”

He cocks his head and studies me. “Now, why would you want to do that?”

“Because I didn’t leave one prison to live in another,” I snap.

I don’t even know where the words came from. It’s like they punched up from somewhere beneath my ribs. Since I met Henry, I’ve teased him for being wild, but now I feel like the cornered animal. At least in Lunameade I could wander the city alone at night. Here, Henry lurks over my every move.

Henry’s aura flares and a muscle in his jaw clenches. He looks away and composes himself. He can wipe the slate of his face clean so easily. His aura flares when he lies or is agitated, but it settles quickly. I’d love to know how he does it.

“I’ll allow you a short sojourn to the art gallery,” he says finally. “But then we must return to this room and appear to be doing what newlyweds do.”

“Plan creative ways to murder their spouse?” I suggest.

His lips twitch. “Look how comfortable you are threatening me. I think they call this intimacy.”

I slide off the bed and walk toward the washroom and my room on the other side, but I stop in my tracks when I see a scarlet dress hanging in Henry’s closet, along with matching lingerie.

I turn slowly to face him, pointing at the dress. “What the fuck is that?”

He smiles serenely. “It’s what you’ll be wearing today, lovely. Tradition for new Mountain Haven husbands to begin their caretaking duties with an orgasm at the wedding ceremony and choosing their wife’s wardrobe for the first two weeks of marriage.”

Crossing my arms, I look at the dress again. The scarlet silk is delicate but beautiful, and the silhouette is simple but sexy. I know without even trying it on that it will be devastating. Especially with the way the sheer lace bustier cups will peek out from the plunging neckline and the draped back will show the delicate lace design. It’s a dress that you can’t look at without thinking about how easily you could take it off.

“It’s red.”

“So they tell me,” Henry says. “Red is a common color for new brides seeking Kennymyra’s blessings for a pleasurable marriage.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Do you not like wearing red?”

“I like red fine, but I usually only wear it when I want men to pounce on me. Considering how frequently it’s worked for me in the past, you might not want me to wear it out of this room.”

Henry gives me a look that could wither even the heartiest Drained Wood tree. “Just put the fucking dress on, Harlow. Play the part and I’ll take you to the gallery so you can stop being such a Divine-damn pain in my ass.”

It’s so tempting to fight him, but allowing him this meaningless victory won’t hurt anything but my pride. Even so, there’s no way he will be able to look at me in that dress and not think about last night, and that alone might be enough to throw him off.

“Please, Harlow?”

I gasp in mock shock. “The beast has manners.”

Henry flops back on the bed with a growl of frustration, and I dash into the washroom, laughing.
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HARLOW


The large, dark wood double doors to the art gallery stretch all the way to the ceiling. They’re much plainer than the doors in my family’s manor—than those in all of the great houses in Lunameade.

It makes sense. The fort is set with several fallback strongholds, just like the city, but the threat of a Drained attack here is ever-present. They don’t need pretty doors. They need something that will hold against an onslaught of beasts.

Even though I know Gaven has made himself scarce so that we will eventually be able to make eye contact again, I keep expecting to see him there like a grumpy shadow. Instead, Henry is standing behind me, waiting to show off the gallery. He didn’t comment on the fact that my bodyguard hasn’t made an appearance this morning, and I hope he will assume that he’s taking time off, instead of the more likely scenario that he’s discreetly snooping around the house. Hopefully, he’s busying himself figuring out why we haven’t received any correspondence from my parents yet.

My body buzzes with restless energy. I want fresh air and the burn in my legs from a hard run, not a walk through a stuffy art gallery.

I reach for the handle to the gallery doors, but Henry snatches my hand back.

“Hold up.” He gestures to the enchanted lock next to the door.

It’s just like the one in the armory. I’m not a thief, but I’m curious what type of art requires a locked door. Even if someone here could steal it, it’s not as if they could sell it.

“Always with the blood,” I say. “Can I do it now?”

“I wouldn’t be a very doting husband if I let you—but yes. Now that we’re married, you can unlock this door.” He presses his finger to the sharp point of the lock, and a moment later, the bolt clicks. “Art takes blood.”

I wrinkle my nose, but I tuck away this new knowledge. Perhaps this explains why he won’t let me out of his sight. If I can unlock any door in the fort now, there’s no telling what secrets I could uncover, and the sooner I do, the sooner I can go home and get Aidia out.

“I mean it metaphorically, Harlow. Now, if you’ll indulge me.” He holds up a blindfold.

“You must be joking.”

He sighs. “Come on, Harlow. Don’t fight me. You’ll just turn me on.”

It’s against everything in me to just give in, but I’m walking a delicate line. I need him to think he can get to me. If I give in too easily, he won’t believe he’s won me over, but if I fight him too hard, he will never trust me.

I nod, and he ties the silk blindfold around my eyes, blotting out the world. He curls an arm around my waist and pulls me flush against his side. He smells like juniper and fresh snow, and I don’t hate it.

The door creaks open and Henry ushers me inside. He pulls the door closed, and a second later, the lock clicks into place.

Even with the blindfold and my eyes closed, I can see his aura grow wider as he steps into the space. It pulses lightly, probably along with his heartbeat.

He nudges me forward, and I awkwardly let him lead me into the room. I can tell by the echo of his footsteps that the floor is some kind of stone and the ceilings must be high.

I wonder if I’m about to see more haunting sculptures breaking free of marble like out in the hallway, or if there is more than one artist in their family line.

“I don’t like this sensory deprivation,” I whisper. “I don’t know if it’s supposed to be sexy, but I’m not a fan of stumbling around like an idiot.”

Henry hushes me, his breath ghosting over the back of my neck as he pulls me to a stop and turns me to the right.

His body is warm and solid, and I can’t stop thinking about how that body was naked and on top of me last night. The last thing I want to think about is the way my thighs wouldn’t stop shaking, or the way he knew he could get to me if he was gentle.

It’s unnerving to be known by your enemy. I’m supposed to be the one working him. Luring men is what I do.

“Are you ready?” Henry whispers into the shell of my ear.

I nod.

He removes the blindfold with deft fingers, and I blink, trying to get my eyes to adjust.

Gray sunlight pours in from skylights, forming perfect rectangles on the white marble floor. The wall in front of us is also white and adorned with three large paintings. I walk toward the square one on the far left. The gilded frame looks old and a bit worn by time, or perhaps the hard trip through the mountains or Drained Wood.

I take a step forward, focusing on what looks vaguely like a field of wildflowers. Then, the colors of the painting begin to move.

I squint. Surely it’s a trick of the light, but now the aquas, blues, whites, and greens are moving rapidly, blending together and forming new patterns.

“What in the Divine is that?” I rasp, my mouth suddenly dry.

It’s like no magic I’ve ever seen, and as startling as that is, I don’t want to look away. The colors morph and blend, and the texture changes from soft to something jagged.

Henry steps up behind me, his chest brushing my back. “It’s called mirror art. It shows how you’re feeling. Which looks like—” He casts a glance at the painting. “Prickly.”

The painting has indeed formed a more violent-looking pattern. The texture has shifted to something spiky as opposed to the smooth, sweeping strokes that it started with. It looks like a colorful exploding star.

The impulse to run is so strong that I take a step toward the door. The last thing I need is a room full of art that will reveal to Henry everything that’s tucked safely in my heart.

Henry seems content in here. Normally, there is a controlled rigidness to his body. His movements are purposeful and swift, and when he’s at rest, he’s always preternaturally still.

As I relax, the painting starts to morph again. Henry brushes his fingers over my hip. The silk is so thin, I can feel the heat of his skin.

“Who painted them?” I ask, watching the painting shift again.

“My sister.”

I stop breathing for a second and crane my neck to look at him. “How did she make these if her magic was protection?”

Henry hesitates, but there’s pride in his eyes as he watches the paintings in front of us shift. “Holly was twice-blessed. Once by Vardek and once by Polm.”

My mouth falls open from the sheer shock. I’ve witnessed years of Divine baptisms, but never once have I seen someone blessed by more than one Divine. I know it’s possible, because my parents drilled into us to be very vigilant that we didn’t miss any more subtle blessings. But if the well here is more powerful, perhaps it bestows more frequent double blessings—ones that we have no records of.

He hums low. “Holly had an incredibly inventive mind. She understood how to blend her magics in very creative ways. The way she described it was that she wanted to turn her art into protection, and what could protect my family better than having art around the house that would let us know if our allies were still our allies? That would give us insights into how they are feeling. She channeled the gift of reading emotions—the base of manipulation magic—into each piece so that it would display a feeling.”

I’m stunned. My magic has always been a burden, and while I found a way to transform it into something useful, I’ve never been able to imagine uses beyond just varying the different types of poisons based on plants I learned about.

This art is brilliant not just in its practicality, but in the tremendous skill and creativity that it requires to learn to channel the Divine’s gifts in a new way. Most blessed by Polm think only about how to use it to manipulate other people, but that manipulation comes from a deep understanding of someone’s emotions and how to read them. She would have had to weave half of that magic into the painting at the same time she channeled in the protection magic.

I’ve never seen anything like it.

The pride on Henry’s face is endearing. Much as I loathe him, I respect this sincerity. He loved his sister, but that love means the kind of grief that endures. That grief might be the thing that gets me killed. I need to be careful. If he brought me here, it’s because he wants a glimpse at how I’m feeling.

I watched Aidia learn to go from small glamours and appearance changes to freestanding illusions as large as changing the entire facade of our family estate. It’s difficult to learn to use that skill in new ways—only the most Divine-blessed can do it—and that was just for one type of blessing.

Looking at Holly Havenwood’s art leaves me breathless.

“It interprets all feelings?” I ask.

“They all show different aspects of a person. This one is the strongest emotion at the moment.” He nudges me to the right, in front of a narrow rectangular piece. “This one shows desires.”

The painting looks vaguely like a sunset over the mountains. It has a pulsing energy that brushes against my skin when I step closer. A beat thrums through me, and suddenly I feel like I’m back in the ceremony room, Henry looming over me, the ache of pleasure beating through my blood and⁠—

I step back, out of reach of the painting. All the colors have bled away from the center, leaving a black abyss and a set of dark blue eyes looking back at me. Henry’s eyes.

“Bleeding woods,” I grumble.

Henry chuckles in my ear. “Glad to know I made enough of an impression that you associate me with desire, lovely.”

If I react, it will just give him more satisfaction, so I hold perfectly still, trying to will my desire into anything else.

“How are you feeling?” he asks.

His question snaps me back to the present moment.

I glance over my shoulder at him. He’s too close. This intimacy isn’t a performance like last night. That was meant to convince everyone else. This performance is meant to convince me, but I’m not that easy.

“I told you, everything you did was fine. I’m a little sore, but not in a bad way.”

His gaze heats, and he licks his lips. “I healed all of your bruises while you slept.” He slides his hand up higher so his knuckles brush the underside of my breast. “I told you that you’d still feel me today, but I meant how is your head?”

Warmth creeps through my blood, but I refuse to let him ruffle me. “It’s fine.”

“No pain since the well?” he asks.

“No pain.” It’s only been a day, but I’m as afraid to hope that it worked as I am of what it means if it didn’t. If the well here heals, but the one at home doesn’t, I’m no closer to figuring out why.

The idea of having pain-free days—of never worrying about the spells that come on with no warning and take me out for days, of never having to worry about hiding my weakness from the world—is hard to fathom. I’m too afraid to want it—too terrified to lose again to let myself truly believe it’s possible.

Still, some small, disobedient part of me refuses to let hope die. Last night was intense, and the fact that I went through all of that after just getting over a headache seems like a good sign.

I turn back to face the art and walk to the last painting. The base painting looks like a stone wall marked with a bright white scar. It actually looks a bit like the fort wall, but the breach happened the night Holly died, so it must be something else. That, or Henry is thinking about the breach—which makes sense since this is his sister’s art.

“What does it do?” I ask.

There’s a static in the air around it. The prickly feeling dances over my skin, and I close my eyes.

Henry steps up behind me, his warmth pressing to my back as whatever magic is in the painting presses against my front. I lean back into him ever so slightly. I breathe deeply, and it doesn’t even bother me that I’m breathing in the cold-forest scent of him. A strange calm washes over me. It reminds me of the peace I feel when I’m lying in bed with Aidia and she’s smiling.

When I blink my eyes open, the painting has morphed. There’s a bright red blotch at the middle and smaller spray coming out from the center. It looks like a blood stain.

I stare at it, not even daring to breathe. A flash of memory rises in my mind unbidden—a flash of blood and pain and gasping, sobbing tears.

I bolt. I don’t even think about Henry’s warning never to run from him until I throw open the gallery door. “I’m not running.” My voice is a hoarse rasp.

He’s already behind me. “I know. That’s everyone’s least favorite. It’s hard to look at,” he says softly. “It’s called the heart mirror. It’s meant to show the hidden parts of one’s heart.”

He reaches a hand out to touch my shoulder, but seems to think better of it at the last second.

Henry did this on purpose. He wanted to see what would happen. I shouldn’t have trusted that this was a magnanimous gesture. He always has an angle.

I glance around the hall for anything to distract from my loss of composure. A half-finished painting directly across from the gallery door catches my eye. I walk toward it. The left side of the painting is a swirl of dark blues and purples, dappled with yellow. It looks like the night sky here in the fort—or half of it, at least. In the city, there’s so much light from homes and lanterns that it’s hard to see the stars, but here in the mountains, the fort is so dark at night, the sky is lit up with a brilliant array of stars.

Seeing something so beautiful unfinished makes me feel irrationally sad. It’s not like I knew her, but she was so young and she was just trying to protect her brother.

“This one was in progress when the fort fell,” Henry says.

A small placard below the art reads: In honor of the lost and the Returned from the breach.

“I know who the fallen are, but who are the Returned?” As soon as I ask the question, it hits me.

“Those of us who were called back by my mother.”

I nod. I made everything worse. I want to run. I feel disoriented, like I’m grieving something I didn’t live through and people I don’t know, and my skin is crawling with the desire to run.

“I should have warned you about the heart mirror,” he says softly. “I should have warned you.”

I try not to think of the bloody painting, but it rises in my mind.

Henry ushers me over the threshold and down the hall. “Come. I have a wedding present for you.”

Eyeing him warily, I smirk. “Something more than your eternal distrust and loathing? My wolf, you’re truly too generous.”
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HENRY


Harlow doesn’t even pretend to like her wedding present. She just stares at the small room with her nose wrinkled, like I’ve gifted her a shoebox full of rats.

“It’s a—closet?” Harlow says.

In her defense, it’s not much to look at. Dark gray walls that soak up the meager light from a sunstone atop a simple wood table. The only other furniture is a velvet reading chair directly across from the doorway we’re standing in.

She purses her lips. “The chair is nice.”

I shake my head. “This room was blessed by Holly with unique and powerful protection magic. It’s a safe room, and its protection can be transferred to the person of my choosing. I’ve made it so that you are the only one who can get into it.”

She eyes the space with the kind of skepticism that suggests she’d never trust any space to be safe. Her mouth twitches in a hint of a smile. “I noticed the door the other day. I was wondering what was in here.”

“I bet you were.” A locked door inside my bedroom closet would have been impossible for her to ignore. I knew she’d poke around the first chance she had.

Blood drips from her finger onto the floor. I snatch her wrist and curl my hand around the wound. The cut from the lock on the door isn’t deep. It only takes a moment before it’s healed. She looks at me expectantly until I pull out a handkerchief and wipe her skin clean.

“If this is something she could do, why not do the entire house—the entire fort, for that matter?” Harlow asks.

It’s a clever question. Truthfully, Holly did protect the front gate as well as the central gates of each level of the fort.

“It took her a tremendous amount of magic just to protect this small room. There are a few other spaces in the fort she protected this way. She would have done more if she’d had the time, but as you know, anyone with holy fire spends a good deal of their magic on that.”

She hums in agreement, then places a hand on my back. “Thank you.”

She sounds so sincere that my guard is immediately up.

She shoves me toward the door. I slam into the invisible magic boundary, like I’ve been shoved into a brick wall. My teeth sink into my lip.

When I turn to face her, she grins and reaches up to swipe her thumb over the wetness there.

Her hand comes away from my mouth bloody, and she holds my gaze as she licks the stain from her finger. The look in her eyes is a dare, same as the one I saw in them yesterday during communion. She doesn’t understand that the more she shows me her claws, the more I want to feel them.

“Just testing for a lie,” she says, bumping my shoulder as she steps across the threshold into the one place in Mountain Haven where I can’t follow her.

The silk clings to her ass as she adds an extra sway to her hips. The draping in the back dips low enough to show off the lace bustier she’s wearing beneath. The dress is sinful. It was stupid of me to make her wear it.

She lowers herself into the chair, and I don’t miss the way she sits gingerly.

“A bit sore, wife?”

She leans back, her knees parting, and her lips tug into a wicked smile. “That would please you, wouldn’t it? To know you’ve left me aching.”

Deep animal satisfaction surges through me.

Her fingers scrunch the silk until the slit over her right thigh is high enough for me to see the little ribbon stays attaching her thigh-highs to the lingerie I picked for her. I close my eyes for a moment, imagining the red against her pale skin. When I blink my eyes open, her hand has migrated higher, moving lazily under the thin silk.

“What are you⁠—”

“Enjoying my new private space, husband.” She sighs and pushes her lips into a pout. “Are you sure you don’t want to help?”

This is the real test. She didn’t believe me crashing into the magical boundary, so now she’s trying to push me. I loathe that it’s working.

Harlow places her heels on opposite arms of the chair and pulls her undergarments to the side, baring herself to me obscenely. My mouth goes dry as I watch two of her slick fingers circle her clit and then push inside her pussy.

My cursed sharper senses call up the taste of her and the feel of her soft skin effortlessly.

She moans. She’s throwing down a challenge, and I want to punish her so badly. Last night was a soft thing. Sitting gingerly isn’t enough. I want to slap her fine ass and fuck her until she’s too sore to sit for a week.

I pace the closet a few times and then press my hands against the doorframe. “Come here,” I snap.

“Make me.”

I freeze. But her face is fixed in defiance. She’s just playing games to see if I can get to her. It’s tempting to try to find some way around the boundary, but there’s only one I know of, and it would require manipulation magic.

I look around the closet for anything that might lure her out, and my gaze falls on the box wrapped in a large ribbon. The other part of her wedding gift.

“We have toys, you know? Books to get you in the mood as well.”

She pauses her movement. “Toys?” The interest in her eyes is a dangerous thing.

“Yes, as is customary for any new Mountain Haven wife, I have another gift for you if you come out.”

She cocks her head skeptically. “But I’m so enjoying this gift right now, and this seems like a trick to get me out of this room.”

“No tricks. The toys really exist. As do the books. I could read one to you if you’d like.”

“Your voice is grating. I’m much more likely to come if you’re silent,” Harlow taunts.

“That wasn’t the case last night.”

She looks away but continues to move her hand between her thighs. I want to tie those hands to my headboard and make her pay for teasing me. I want her screaming and writhing and coming, and I⁠—

I stalk away, rolling out my shoulders to try to rid myself of the restless desire pounding through me. Divine-dammit. The blessing from Kennymyra is going to be the death of me. I’m practically panting for Harlow, and she’s going to hide in her safe room forever. This was supposed to make her feel some sense of security, but I clearly miscalculated.

I grab the gift box, yank the large satin ribbon free, and walk back to stand in front of the doorway. I tilt the box so she can see what’s inside it.

She stops her ministrations immediately, her gaze fixed on the toys. I wonder if she’s ever used something like this. They’re a bit prudish for such things in the city, but Harlow has shown an interest and some knowledge of our rituals.

I run my fingers over the thick, bumpy glass shafts. “These go inside you.” I lift the silk ties. “These shorter ones are used to fasten your wrists, and these longer ones for your thighs or ankles. Or I have a room with a bench I could strap you to if you are worried about silk burns on that pretty pale skin.”

She licks her lips, transfixed by the items in the box.

Watching her reactions is making me crazy. The second she leaves that room, I’m going to make her pay.

When I lift the small riding crop from the box, she flinches. It’s barely perceptible.

“I didn’t know about your preferences when I purchased this,” I said. “I thought I had you pegged as a woman who would like a little sting.”

As soon as I toss it to the side, she resumes her movements, but I know what I saw. That flinch, combined with my knowledge of her scar, fills me with infernal anger. I want to say something, but it’s going to take a lot more to get her to open up and confirm my suspicions.

That seems unlikely to happen, considering that I can’t even get her to leave this room.

She lets out a low moan. “And the book?”

“It’s handwritten stories. Some of the fort storytellers’ most requested tales.”

She licks her lips. “People request explicit stories in public?”

I grin. I have her. “They do at the Raining Star Bar. It’s the fort’s storytelling bar. So much of our history was passed down through stories told around campfires, but not all of those tales are factual. Many of them were purely for entertainment purposes. The tradition remains alive and well for lore of all kinds.”

There’s genuine curiosity in her eyes.

I shake the box lightly. “I knew you would like your gifts. Now, why don’t you come out here and I’ll make sure you enjoy them.”

Finally, she surrenders her game, and an annoying prickle of excitement sparks to life in my chest. She rises from the plush chair.

As soon as she steps over the threshold, I’m going to drag her to the bed by her hair. I’m going to do everything I would have done last night if I weren’t so focused on disarming her with gentleness.

She crosses the small space and pauses a few feet from the doorway as if she’s afraid I’ll somehow reach in and snatch her.

A wide smirk spreads over her face when she realizes I can’t. “This is a really generous present, my wolf. The perfect gift. How unfortunate that you can’t enjoy it yourself.”

She lifts the fingers that were just inside her to her mouth and sucks them clean with a look of obscene pleasure on her face.

Then, she slams the safe room door in my face.
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HENRY


Ale sloshes from Carter’s mug onto the knotty wood table as he bellows a deep laugh.

Despite the boisterous music and loud conversations around us, Carter’s laughter has heads turning all over the bar.

“Could you two pull it together?” I snap.

Bryce is practically wheezing. He wipes tears from his eyes. “All that and then she slams the door in your face,” he says between gasping laughs. “You must be aching.”

I am. I tried to lure Harlow out with food and wine, but she remained stubbornly locked in her little sanctuary all afternoon, doing Divine know what. I’d imagined the many things she might be doing alone in that room.

When she refused to come out to eat, I finally surrendered. Leaving her with the ever-watchful Gaven Pomeroy posted outside our bedroom door, I immediately went to the Havenwood House recovery room to try to calm down. The quiet helped, as did my breathing exercises. The recovery room has become a sanctuary for the Returned. Sometimes the world here is too loud and overwhelming. Sometimes our sharp senses are too much. The recovery room has been the place where we can find moments of peace.

Once I’d had some time to soothe my nerves, I left the house to blow off some steam.

No doubt my parents will hear about it from the servants and I’ll get an earful tomorrow about upholding traditions and being patient. I know we need Harlow to open up and tell us not just about what kind of magical blessings her siblings have, but also any other secrets that might help us remove her father from power.

But my parents don’t know that Harlow is a Divine-damn serial killer. After the ceremony, my father said that she must be a blessing delivered straight from Kennymyra, but I swear to the Divine she’s a curse from Polm. That woman is all malice.

Never mind that it doesn’t look good that I’ve left my new wife alone the night after we wed. If I spent any more time in that room waiting for her to come out, I would be climbing the walls. At least Harlow is contained for the moment.

My friends finally settle their raucous laughter and eye me with something akin to pity.

“Your girl is fun,” Bryce says. “That ceremony was—” He whistles, and I briefly think about murdering him right here in this pub.

Carter leans forward in his chair and presses a hand to my chest. “Easy, killer. You look like you’re ready to rip his throat out with your teeth.”

This is normal for us. Though the Returned instincts have made many of us more territorial, we’ve also done plenty of sharing. Bleeding woods—I shared Miriam with Bryce last month, and I enjoyed every moment of it almost as much as she did.

I should feel proud that I put on a believable performance, that I made the woman I loathe come so hard that her pleasure broke Kennymyra’s sigil. I can’t blame Bryce for enjoying it.

The sound of Harlow’s scream will be burned into my brain forever. But there’s some part of me that wishes I had it to myself.

I spin my mug in a puddle of condensation, trying to breathe through the territorial feelings.

“You both seemed like you enjoyed yourself despite your differences. You’re a lucky man,” Carter says diplomatically. He looks across the room to where Naima is pulling pints for a couple of men at the bar.

Bryce rolls his eyes. “Enjoyed themselves. The woman broke a century-old magical sigil. I’d say they have Divine-blessed chemistry.”

“It’s not a big deal,” I snap. “And you’ve never been known for being pious.”

“I don’t know. Seeing your wife’s tits might have renewed my devotion,” Bryce says.

I know this is just what Bryce does. Ever since we’ve all returned—and in particular since Carter fell in love and started seeing in color again—Bryce has struggled between being a true believer and making light of the Divine. I don’t know if it’s just a response to the trauma of dying and coming back, but he’s always trying to sell us on how much he enjoys casual flings, when in truth, I think he envies what Carter and Naima have.

I don’t look up from my ale. “Harlow is off-limits.”

Bryce and Carter both freeze. I’ve been with plenty of women over the past few years, and I’ve never once said someone was off-limits to them.

While I’m sure Bryce’s interest is as much to annoy me as it is genuine, Carter isn’t interested in anyone but his wife. I can practically read the thoughts in his head from the way his eyes narrow on me.

“You don’t have to tell me twice, but I thought you said you weren’t at risk of seeing color,” Carter says.

“I’m not. I’m just feeling the normal aftereffects of the ceremony,” I say.

The two of them glance at each other and drink in unison.

I need to talk about anything else. I am under enough scrutiny with my parents. I don’t also need my friends getting in on it.

“Abusers. That’s who she’s killing,” I say. “It’s not a hobby so much as a calling. She kills men who abuse their wives and children in Lunameade.”

The distraction works. Carter sits up straighter. “Wait—Harlow is the Poison Vixen?”

I stare at him. “What are you talking about?”

“A couple of men were gossiping about it—city guards.”

“Kellan’s men?” I ask.

He nods. “They’ve been trying to catch her for months. They were convinced the Poison Vixen is just one woman, but apparently Kellan believes it’s a network of women doing it and the name is just to give a sense of mystery and because it makes for a better story. Apparently, the men’s wives always have alibis, but when they questioned neighbors and friends after the fact, the city guards discovered all of the Vixen’s victims were stepping out on their wives—and also that many of the wives had seen healers for treatment of mysterious bruises and broken bones. There seems to be some suspicion that it wasn’t just adulterers but any man who did something wrong.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this?” I ask.

Carter waves a dismissive hand. “Those men are bored. They haven’t seen real action in years. I thought they just needed the myth to feel a sense of purpose. I didn’t put it together because the Vixen always leaves a vial of poison behind, and also because every witness has described her appearance differently. It sounded like it was a network of women, not just one woman.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “They might get suspicious now that the killing will stop.”

They both lean back in their chairs, considering it as they drink.

Bryce runs a hand through his copper hair, tucking it behind his ears. “Why, though? Why does a pretty, rich girl care about the plight of women in her city?”

I take a long swig of my ale. “Rafe Mattingly.”

“The mayor?” Carter asks.

“He’s married to her sister, and he’s hurting her,” I say.

Recognition tears over Carter’s face. “He’s too much of a public figure for her to take out?”

I nod.

“So she takes out everyone else,” Bryce says.

I take a sip of my ale. “So she says. She told me in communion, but it just feels too⁠—”

“Understandable?”

“No,” I snap. “It feels a little too convenient. Harlow claims someone gave her my description and told her what line I’d say the night we met. I was supposed to be meeting someone who had valuable information about passageways in the Carrenwell residence. My father wrote to us with the specific line to say in order to let the contact I was meeting know I was who they were looking for. They told me she would be a beautiful young woman, but they didn’t give me a description of what she would look like. They just said she’d show an interest in me, and I should use that line.”

“But what purpose would her family have to start an all-out war before they knew what you wanted?” Carter asks.

That’s the problem with my theory. If her family wanted to kill me, they obviously wouldn’t anticipate me being unsusceptible to poison, but it would be stupid of them to kill me as soon as I got to the city. They’re more strategic than to murder a lead without using them for information first.

“I think it was the rebels,” Bryce says. “They have a great reason to want us all fighting each other. What better way to get us to take each other out? The more chaos, the better for them.”

That does make a lot more sense, but I don’t want to surrender my suspicion of Harlow. If this is purely a thing she does out of the relentless drive to see some sort of justice where she can have none—if she’s really watching her sister suffer slowly from afar—it transforms her from a cruel serial killer using her magic to pick off unblessed men into someone who uses her power to protect people who can’t protect themselves.

“I’m sorry that you have to face the possibility that your wife might have some redeeming qualities,” Carter says with a sardonic smile. “You know who would love this? Holly.”

As soon as he says it, I know it’s true. It’s the kind of thing Holly would respect. It’s the kind of thing she would do if we hadn’t always been so vigilant about domestic violence in our community.

I can practically hear her laughing at me from beyond the veil. I take a long drink to try to chase away the tightness in my chest.

This grief is old, but some days it feels so close. Perhaps my mother’s devotion to Asher makes it feel so, or perhaps it’s because, despite his gift of returning, the Divine of Endings still has claim over me.

Sometimes I wonder if Bryce and Carter feel it too—this strange sensation of being slightly out of time with the rhythm of life—but I don’t know how to ask. We never talk about it because no words ever feel quite right to describe what it is to die and then come back.

A quick shift in the crowded bar has me immediately on edge. Someone is cutting through the room with purpose. Carter and Bryce turn to face the hooded man approaching us.

I reach for the dagger at my back, but when he draws closer, I recognize his gait. It’s Gaven. My fight instinct turns to fear.

“Where is she?” I ask.

Gaven’s face is all hard lines. “You said there was only one way out of your rooms.”

I glare right back at him. “I lied. Don’t act like you haven’t been poking around.”

“It’s my job to poke around,” he snaps. “I’m one man defending a reckless woman against a fort of people who hate her. It’s my duty to assess threats and plan escape routes.”

“That’s my job now,” I say.

He narrows his eyes. “I may have been born at night, but it wasn’t last night, boy. You’re not fooling me and you’re certainly not fooling her. The only one buying your performance is you.”

I glare at him. “I vowed not to harm my wife in front of the Divine. If that’s not enough for you to believe I will protect her, I don’t know what else I can do.”

Gaven jabs a finger at me. “I’ve watched you—walking into every room like you’re the most dangerous thing in it.”

“I am.”

He scoffs and shakes his head. “No, you’re not. You’re too young and dumb to know the truth, which makes you the least qualified person to guard her.”

“What truth?” I snap.

Carter’s hand clamps down on my arm to remind me this isn’t the place, but I’m sick of Gaven’s superior attitude.

“The truth,” Gaven says, “is the most dangerous one in every room is the one who’s willing, and you will find no one more willing than Harlow Carrenwell. If you don’t know you’ve met your match yet, there’s nothing I can say to prepare you.”

I know that’s not true. She trusts Kellan and Aidia, and maybe that bartender she was whispering with back in Lunameade. Perhaps there’s no one she trusts entirely, but there are ways to know some of her. I don’t need to have her in totality. I just need enough to drive a wedge between her and her family.

“Then why do I know about her scar?” I ask.

As soon as the question slips from my lips, I wish I could haul it back. I just surrendered every bit of progress I made with her for the sake of proving something to her bodyguard. He’ll tell her what I said and she will lock herself back up like the vault she is.

Gaven’s dark eyes burn into me as if he knows me for exactly who I am. Someone not to be trusted. Someone who wants to use the woman he’s been sent to protect.

He shakes his head and laughs. “You were bound to see it eventually. What’s more pressing than your ego is that she’s already slipped out because you were more concerned with me knowing the layout of your manor than keeping her safe.”

I hold my hands up, chastened by the truth. “There’s a passageway from my room. I didn’t show it to her, and it’s well-hidden, so I didn’t have reason to believe she would find it.” I shake my head. “Where would she go? She was annoyed I wouldn’t let her go for a run today—maybe she tried to do that?”

Gaven frowns. “She only ran occasionally at night back in Lunameade and only because she knew the territory well. I swear she could sprint through those streets blindfolded. She’s more of a morning runner, though, and I don’t think she’d try for the first time at night here. She can be reckless, but that would be a lot even for her.”

I lean in close to whisper. “Well, I have no idea. I gave her a safe room as part of her wedding gift. No one can get into it but her, and she used it as a way to hide from me all afternoon.”

Gaven’s mouth twitches. “Did you mention anyone? Anywhere important?”

I shake my head. “We were in our room all day. The only place I took her was the art gallery.”

Carter and Bryce both whip their heads around to look at me.

“You took her to the gallery?” Bryce asks at the same time Carter says, “The sculptures or the paintings?”

I hold up a hand to brace against their questions. “Don’t read into it. She wanted to go for a run. It was the only compromise I could think of that kept us inside the manor.”

Gaven watches the exchange with too much interest. He’s far too observant—yet another reason he needs to die sooner rather than later—but the larger concern is the way my friends are looking at me like they doubt me as much as Gaven.

“Can you think of anything else?” Gaven asks.

I pore over everything I said to her this afternoon. The art, the toys. The book.

I jump to my feet, sending more ale sloshing onto the sticky wooden tabletop. “Raining Star Bar.”

“What’s that?” Gaven asks.

“It’s the storyteller’s bar,” Bryce says. “On the fourth level of the fort. It’s not that far from the manor.”

“And I mentioned the storytellers to her this afternoon when I gave her part of her wedding present,” I say. “She has to be there.”

I make for the door without looking back to see if they’re following. It’s not until I’ve pushed through the crush of dancing couples and flirty barmaids into the cold night air that I can sense them behind me.

Their boots echo on the stone ground in a percussive rhythm that’s soothing to the panic clawing at my chest.

Harlow is smart, and she knows how to defend herself. She’s not a damsel in distress. She’s a Divine-damn serial killer. I know she’ll be fine, but my pulse doesn’t settle at all.

Why couldn’t she just be a beautiful, naive idiot like I was expecting?

It’s terrifying that one heartbeat separates me from the peace I’ve been chasing.

All I can think about is how quickly this ten-years-in-the-making chance at vengeance could be dashed if she’s hurt. It might already be too late thanks to me and my stupid mouth.
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HARLOW


It took me roughly a half-hour of stumbling around in the dark streets of the fort’s fourth level, but it was worth it. Explicit story hour at the Raining Star Bar is way better than I expected.

My glamour necklace from Aidia came in handy. The last thing I need is for someone to recognize me. I’ll just listen to a few stories while Henry is out sulking, and I’ll be back before he even knows I’m gone. I feel a little guilty, but I think Aidia will forgive me for the frivolous use of her gift when I have stories to bring her from the Mountain Haven storytellers themselves.

I used as little magic as I could, just changing my appearance enough to not be instantly recognized. I made my hair a honey-blonde, my eyes a dark brown, and my face slightly rounder.

No one in the bar has given me a second look, even the men at the table next to me, one of whom I recognize as one of the guards who was stationed in the room for the consummation ritual last night. If a man who watched me come so hard I broke an ancient sigil doesn’t recognize me, no one else in this bar will.

I sip my wine and glance around the room at the array of auras. Lots of Divine blessings are represented. The current storyteller, a hearty woman named Nicolina, looks to be in her fifties, with a bright golden aura, long, dark hair, and a smooth, confident delivery.

According to the man at the table next to mine, who quietly complained to his friend when she announced what tale she’d be telling for the night, this is a frequently requested story.

The tale reimagines the Drained not as soulless, bloodthirsty, gray-skinned-beasts, but as handsome, playful huntsmen who just happened to occasionally sip some blood. Like the huntsman from the tales of Stellaria—the Deathless. Men born of both realms—who didn’t belong entirely to either one.

I was inclined to agree with the man beside me that it sounded silly before she started, but the moment she opened her mouth and began to speak, she had my full attention.

“Rayleen ran as fast as she could through the dark forest, branches and vines tearing at her nightdress and auburn hair. Her heart pounded. She knew what she was doing when she baited him, but now that she’d slapped him and run off, it was only a matter of time until he caught her and claimed her.”

A chorus of whistles and whooping goes through the crowd.

Nicolina grins and holds up her hands to silence them. “Rayleen paused for a moment just to listen to hear how close he was. But there was nothing but the breeze blowing through the boughs above her. So she turned and ran again. A moment later, she was tackled to the dirt, the wind knocked out of her.”

The storyteller pauses again while the crowd cheers and clinks their glasses. “She was flipped onto her back to look up into Victor’s angry eyes. Do you have anything you’d like to say to me? But Rayleen just bit her lip and shook her head. She was surrendering to him completely, not using her chance to opt out, and he was thrilled she’d finally agreed to be his. He shoved her nightdress up and found her already wet and aching just from the chase. He fucked her roughly with his fingers, pinning her to the ground by her neck.”

The room is so quiet, I feel like everyone must be able to hear my pounding heart. But when I glance around, auras flare all over the bar. Everyone is just as excited as I am.

“He pulled his fingers out and shoved them into her mouth, making her gag, holding his hand there to remind her that he was fully in control now,” Nicolina continues. “Then, he unbuttoned his pants, grabbed his thick cock, and plunged it into her. They say you could hear her keening wail of pleasure from a mile away, but Victor showed her no mercy. He was eager to claim her and the faster she came, the sooner he’d be able to make her his. He fucked her savagely, dirt and gravel digging into the tender skin of her back, his hand squeezing her throat as he felt her climax growing imminent. Rayleen started to panic from the lack of air and the awareness that they were being watched from the shadows by many other people. Victor ripped her dress down the front so that everyone could enjoy the show.”

I clench my thighs together, remembering how hot I’d felt when Henry ripped my slip during the ritual.

“He bit her nipples and cut off all her air, until her pussy was leaking, clenching and unclenching. Then he finally let go. She drew in a deep breath and her release hit her like a storm. Wave after wave of pleasure washed over her as she convulsed. Victor kept his pace, and right as she was reaching her thigh-trembling, back-arching peal, he sank his fangs into her neck and began to drink, and a second orgasm hit her. She screamed and cried and clawed at his back, the pleasure driving her half-mad until finally Victor buried himself deep inside her and found his release.”

The crowd applauds and shouts lewd encouragement to the fake lovers, and Nicolina waits for them to settle before continuing.

“Rayleen lay there, feeling the warmth of his venom coursing through her along with a newfound need for more of him. Victor gave her no time to recover. He withdrew and shoved her legs wide for the onlookers to see and announced her as his claimed. Rayleen didn’t stop him. She was eager to do anything to make him happy and excited to see whether he would use her himself or if he would share her with others, because her night was just beginning.”

Nicolina lifts her arms, and the crowd claps and cheers as she bows.

Imagination is not something that my family ever tried to cultivate in me, unless it was imaginative ways to kill someone and make it look accidental. I’m amazed at the creativity of these women and the bold way they tell scandalous stories so casually.

I’m hardly inexperienced, but it’s one thing to read something in the quiet of your room and quite another to perform it.

The guard at the table beside me nudges my arm. I almost jump out of my skin for fear I’ve been found out, but he just passes me a basket.

“What’s this for?” I ask.

“Tips for the teller,” he says, nodding to Nicolina.

I’m at the end of the row of tables, so I toss a few coins into the basket. When Nicolina steps off the small, raised stage, I stand and hand it to her.

“Sweet girl, you look pale,” Nicolina says, touching my cheek in a gentle maternal way. “It’s just a story. Like the ones a man tells when he wants to get you into his bed. They’re just to excite and entice. They make the monsters seem less monstrous. They remind us we have survived and endured enough to find pleasure. You are a sweet thing to be here alone for this.”

I purse my lips. “I’m not as sweet as I look.”

She tips her head back and cackles. “Well, if that’s the case, that gentleman at the table beside you is known to be not very sweet either. I’ve heard rave reviews from the ladies. He’s always here for this particular hour. I think you’ve caught his eye.”

Sure enough, when I glance back at the table, he’s smiling at me in the cocky, knowing way of men who have no clue who they’re dealing with.

“Thanks for the tip, Nicolina,” I whisper as I walk back to my seat.

“I don’t think we’ve met before,” the man says as I slink back into my seat.

I watch him over the rim of my glass as I take a sip of wine. “I’m sure you’d remember if we had.”

He cocks his head. “I’m sure I would.”

I hold out my hand. “Eve.”

“Brennan.” He takes it and presses a kiss to my knuckles. It’s a bit over the top, but he’s clearly counting on me being a woman who loves a romance story, so I guess it makes sense.

“And what do you do, Brennan?” I try to sound playful instead of bored.

I know he’s a guard. I vaguely remember Gaven mentioning his name, but he’s reported so many things to me in the past few days, it’s all a bit jumbled in my brain. The fact that I know the name and face means that he must be somewhat important.

These next few moments are critical. I need to make a quick and accurate study of him. Fortunately, I’m attuned to the mercurial nature of men.

The fastest way to learn a lesson is to incorrectly assess a threat. I’ve made it a point to only pick fights I can win. My father has taught me many things, but none so vital as how to size up an opponent.

Brennan is drunk. His aura is dark purple. He’s blessed by Elvodeen. Most of the hunters seem to be blessed by the Divine of Strength, and that alone tells me a bit about how to get to him.

“I’m a hunter. I guard the walls.” He looks so proud of himself.

“Oh,” I say, forcing a smile. “There’s so many of you out there all the time.”

He frowns. “I’m actually a group leader.”

I feign embarrassment. “Oh? So you are in charge of a few men? I’m afraid I just don’t understand the hierarchy.”

It’s just dismissive enough for him to want to prove himself.

Brennan takes an exaggerated look over his shoulder, like he’s worried he’s going to get caught sharing something important, then leans in close. “I lead a group of twenty men, and we handle very dangerous assignments.”

“Like venturing into the woods?” I suggest.

He scoffs. “Like guarding a Drained we caught.”

My shock is genuine this time. “Caught?”

He leans in and offers a cocky smile. “A new evolution of them. They call it a Breeder.”

“I don’t understand.” I try to think back to when I was at home talking to Kellan. I don’t remember him ever mentioning an evolution of the Drained.

However, there have been five breaches in the last six months at home. There were only two breaches all of last year. Something has changed.

Brennan glances around us again. “I really shouldn’t talk about it out in the open, but I have a room upstairs for the night. A little privacy would surely loosen my lips.”

I should have seen this coming, but between the explicit story and the surprisingly helpful information, I had completely stopped thinking about why he was telling me.

I place my hand in his. “Lead the way.”

Brennan guides me down a dark hallway next to the bar, his hand on my lower back the whole way. It’s an effort not to fidget. The silk is thin and I don’t need him feeling my scar.

We take a flight of stairs up to the second floor. He leads me to the second door on the right and shepherds me inside.

Before he can pounce on me, I turn to face him. “It sounds dangerous to be around an evolved Drained. Why is it here? How do you protect yourself? What if it escapes?”

He gestures to the bed, and I sit down on the edge.

“We’ve noticed over the past six months or so that the Drained have seemed more strategic. Where they used to just mindlessly chase blood and bash themselves against the gates and walls, they now will work together to breach at weak spots. Groups of them don’t fight over a kill. They collaborate to try to break through. For months, it’s felt like they were testing us. Seeing how we responded to different types of breaches and then retreating instead of pushing inside. So we went to investigate.”

“Into the Drained Wood?”

He puffs out his chest a little. “To find a lair.”

I was thinking he was putting on a show earlier, but what he’s describing is incredibly dangerous. Going into—or even near—a lair is a death sentence to even the most talented and magically gifted hunters.

“Did you?” I ask.

Brennan starts to pace. “We found a small one, but it was different than what we had discovered in the past. They had women.”

I stop breathing. Cold dread spreads through my body. “Human women? Not turned?”

Like the human women who have been missing in Lunameade’s poorer neighborhoods. Could the Drained be sneaking in and stealing women away in the dark of night?

He nods. “They were—tied down in a compromising position.” He pauses. “The beasts have somehow found a way to bite them without turning them. They had bite marks all over their bodies, but they were still alive and still fully human.”

I stare at him, unable to fathom that I’m in a fort miles from the city with a forest full of newly evolved beasts between us. I feel breathless and claustrophobic, but also morbidly curious.

“Most of the women we recovered were too traumatized to speak, but one could. She didn’t remember how she got there, but she told us that the beasts had been breeding them to make more intelligent Drained. They grow quickly, and apparently the birthing process is a violent, bloody mess, so none of them survived it and⁠—”

Brennan must see the horrified look on my face and realize this is not at all a good foreplay story.

“Hey, you don’t have to worry,” he says, his voice suddenly placating. “We’re just trying to study what it does without blood for an extended time. You know, to see if it devolves into something more animal like what we’re used to. That thing is locked up tight in the old holding cells by the armory and guarded by hunters. It’s not getting out.”

I stand with a start. “I’m so sorry, but I’m feeling quite unwell. I have to go.”

Dashing from the room before he can say anything else, I descend the stairs and charge across the bar.

Outside, I take in big gulps of cold air and sprint up the street toward the sixth level. Several people stare at me, but most just ignore me as if it’s totally normal to see a blonde woman in a fine silk dress sprinting through the fort this late at night.

I spot the armory up ahead and duck behind a small outbuilding. I grasp the star on my necklace and pull down my glamour. My face, eyes, and scalp itch as I transform back into myself. I ignore the sensation, continuing toward the smaller building behind the armory.

Rounding the corner, I draw up short. A group of five hunters is sitting in a circle, in the middle of a raucous candlelit card game. They’re gathered in front of a large steel door, each of them sitting on a wooden crate, their cards on a rickety-looking table in front of them.

The only other way in that I can see from here is a wooden staircase that leads up to the second floor and an equally heavy-looking steel door at the top.

This has to be the place. If resources in the fort are so slim, they wouldn’t have that many men guarding nothing.

I duck back around the corner and reverse course to the other side of the building. I eye an unstable-looking emergency ladder that leads to a window on the second floor.

I don’t want to go near the thing. I just want to see why they’re keeping it.

I place a tentative foot on the first rung of the ladder, slowly shifting my weight onto it. Mercifully, it doesn’t creak. I climb to the top, fighting the dress constantly tangling around my legs, and peer in the window. It’s dark inside and the glass is too dirty to see much.

There’s enough of a gap for me to wedge my fingers beneath the pane, and with a soft, labored moan of the wood, it opens.

I poke my head in. The air is musty and the room is quiet except for the soft patter of pacing footsteps down below. I pull myself up the rest of the way, struggling with my dress as I slide inside and onto an elevated catwalk about fifteen feet above the room.

The footsteps stop, and I freeze too, holding my breath as I peek over the railing. The Drained one is looking right at me.

It sniffs the air, and I swear to the Divine it smiles.

It’s the faintest upturn in the lips around vicious-looking teeth, but the room is dim enough that my mind could be playing tricks on me.

I expect the Breeder to be under guard, or at least locked in a cell, but it’s wandering freely on the ground floor. Those idiot hunters playing cards outside are probably supposed to be watching it, but when they decided to fool around instead, it took its chance to find a way out.

I duck down behind the wooden railing again. It’s time to go. I need to get out of here and tell Henry.

I still. Henry, who gave me a safe room today. Is this why he offered that gift?

Now isn’t the time to solve that mystery. I turn back to the window, but to my horror, Stefan Laurence’s face is there waiting for me.

“Hey, Carrenwell,” he says. His voice is all menace as he climbs over the windowsill.

I’m torn between the beast in front of me and the one down below.

I could make a run for it to the door on the other end of this catwalk, but it could be locked. If it’s not, my cover will be blown the moment I pop out the door on the other side.

Better to live to see another day.

I jump to my feet and try to sprint toward the door, but I trip over the hem of my dress and my knees slam onto the wooden catwalk floor. I’ve had extensive training, but all of it was done in pants. There’s no accounting for the way a dress moves and tangles as I try to fight.

I spring up, but Stefan is on me. He grabs my hair and yanks my head back.

“Quite a show you put on last night,” Stefan taunts. “But I bet the beast down there would take you for a better ride.”

I’m vaguely aware of the sound of two other people at the window, their graceless climbing making it hard to hear where the Breeder is down below.

I twist, gripping Stefan’s wrist, and yank us both down toward the catwalk floor before slamming my head back into his face.

He curses and lets go of my hair. I grab the blade wedged in my boot and stab it into his side. He howls and backhands me so hard I stumble back into the arms of one of his minions.

“Grab her, Joe.” Stefan’s voice is muffled by the hands trying to stop his nose from bleeding.

Joe wraps an arm around my throat so tight I can barely breathe.

Stefan regains his composure and yanks me away from Joe. He wraps a fist around my hair and shoves the top half of my body over the railing.

I’m bent at the waist, perilously close to falling headfirst to the floor below. That alone might be enough to break my neck and kill me instantly, but I don’t want to find out. I try to shift my legs wider to brace myself, but my dress is tangled around them.

The Drained one hasn’t moved from its spot, but it’s watching me. I recognize the difference in it immediately. It’s terrifyingly calm and unnaturally still.

The Drained in the woods would not be waiting. They don’t have that same intelligence in their eyes. This beast is something else. Real fear bolsters me.

“I went to the nest where they found this thing.” Stefan’s voice is ecstatic with menace. “You should see how it fucks. You think your Henry is a savage?” He whistles low. “He’s got nothing on what that Breeder will do to you, but I bet you’ll love it. After all, you were sent here to be bred like a little traitor whore.”

I don’t break eye contact with the beast, and for a moment, I wonder if it has more humanity than the men dangling me here.

Normally, I would stand and fight, but this is a scenario where I really need a distraction.

“Why do you keep trying to kill me?” I ask.

“The first time it wasn’t personal,” Stefan says, as if sending someone to murder me was only a minor insult. “I was testing Henry because defending you would make him look bad, but so would allowing you to be attacked. You were just a means to an end. But after that, I would have had nothing against you. I think we would have been good together, but you had to humiliate me instead. I couldn’t let that stand.”

I test Stefan’s hold by shoving my chest a little farther forward. It has the desired effect.

Stefan shifts to pull me up, and I throw all my weight back at once, pushing off the railing with all my might and arching my back. I slam into Stefan, and he stumbles. Joe and his other friend catch him.

Joe is on me instantly, but I’m ready for him. I duck his swipe and stab my blade into his side. He elbows me in the chest, stunning me enough that my heel catches on my ripped hem.

I grab Joe for support, but the movement drags him off balance. He’s much taller, so when he hits the railing, he tips right over.

My relief lasts a split second—until he grabs my waist and we both tumble down to the floor below.
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HENRY


We have the full attention of the Raining Star Bar as soon as we step inside. The storytellers seated on a long line of barstools give me a slow once-over and then turn their backs.

“I’m picking up a bit of an icy reception from about half the room,” Gaven says.

He’s not wrong. He’s probably noticed that the Laurence family is our greatest competition for power in Mountain Haven, but I doubt he realizes that the most established storyteller in the fort is a Laurence.

The greater offense than my being a Havenwood is that we’ve entered and made noise mid-tale.

The storyteller on stage, Marjorie, only pauses a moment to give us a disapproving look before continuing.

I scan the room for any sign of Harlow, but even at a glance, I know she’s already gone. It’s probably too much to hope she went back to our room, but maybe I’ll send Carter back to check.

“There’s something I should have told you before,” Gaven whispers.

Several patrons turn to give us a dirty look.

“Only if it’s urgent?”

Gaven rubs the back of his neck. “Harlow can glamour.”

I grind my teeth, keeping my voice as low as possible. “What the fuck do you mean she can glamour?”

He glances guiltily toward the door. “I suspect that’s how she never got caught sneaking out for her many trysts.”

I’m struck that Gaven knows she was sneaking out but not why. The ability to glamour explains how she never got caught as the Poison Vixen. If she changes her appearance for every kill, it would be a logical assumption that it’s a network of women fighting back, instead of just one.

“She’s twice-blessed?” I ask.

Gaven shakes his head. “No. One of her siblings has a blessing from Stellaria. Harlow has a necklace that has a limited amount of glamours.”

“So she could be anyone in this room?” I ask.

Gaven shakes his head. “She’s not here.”

I want to ask how he knows, but he’s been protecting her since she was a child. Surely he knows her mannerisms and gait even while glamoured.

Our only option is to wait for the story to end, so I can ask if anyone has seen her, but if she used magic to change her appearance, I don’t even know how we will ask if anyone saw her.

The five minutes we wait for Marjorie to finish her tale are the longest of my life. As soon as the crowd applauds, I cross the room to the bar, tossing a handful of coins into the storyteller’s basket on the way.

Nicolina Laurence turns to face me. She’s Stefan’s aunt, and while I know she has no love for me and my family, she does believe in tradition and the chain of command.

“You’re not usually one for the listening, Henry. You’re a man of action. Or has your new love changed you already? Your chemistry was quite something last night,” she says, her voice laced with accusation.

My parents and I knew this would be the most perilous time for our plan. Not telling our people that this marriage is a sham, that we are using Harlow to bring her family down, made sense all those months ago. The more people who knew, the more likely someone would tell her. But now, seeing the faces of the wisest women in the fort with expressions ranging from anger to downright betrayal, I worry we miscalculated.

“My new wife is a fan of stories. I was hoping to bring her here soon,” I say.

I wait for her to say Harlow has already been here, but Nicolina purses her lips. “Shouldn’t you be busy entertaining her?”

“Yes. I’m actually here because I was supposed to meet a woman about some urgent fort business. Unfortunately, Harlow made me late.” I offer a smug smile.

Nicolina rolls her eyes. “What’s your woman look like?”

“She was wearing a red silk dress and⁠—”

“Blonde? Dark eyes?” Nicolina asks.

I nod.

“She seemed quite entranced by the tale of the Deathless⁠—”

Of course. Hundreds of possibilities, and it had to be that Divine-damn story that’s going to reinforce all of her prejudices about fort life. This is exactly why I wanted to choose the night we attended a story session—so I could curate Harlow’s experience.

“But she left a bit ago—wandered upstairs with Brennan Marley,” Nicolina says.

I force my mouth into a tight smile. My wife went upstairs with another man. If that man isn’t dead from poison already, I’ll kill him myself. The thought of Harlow kissing him⁠—

I shove down my rage. If I cannot manage one woman, the Carrenwells will have ruined my family for the second time in a decade.

“Thank you, Nicolina,” I say.

Turning back to my friends, I nod toward the hallway that leads to the boarding rooms. If Harlow kissed another man, I’m going to tie her to my bed for the duration of her time here.

My mind is a torrent of irrational rage. I don’t care about her, but I do need her, at least for the time being. If her recklessness ruins ten years of planning, I will ruin her.

When we reach the dark hallway, we find Brennan standing at the bottom of the stairs.

The very fact that he’s still standing means that Harlow didn’t kiss him, but I feel no less furious.

“Brennan, did you speak with a blonde woman in a red silk dress tonight?” I ask.

He instantly stills at the menace in my voice. “Yes, I spoke with her a little while ago.”

I’m so incensed. I fight the urge to strangle the man. He’s always on the hunt for a woman to bed, but he has the sense not to knowingly go upstairs with my new wife. Then again, she was glamoured.

I lunge for him, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and shoving him back against the wall. “Did you take her upstairs?”

He stares at me with wide eyes. “Yes, but I⁠—”

“Is she still up there?”

“No—”

I tighten my grip on his shirt. “Did you fuck her?”

The hall goes silent for a second, then the floorboards creak behind me, and I just know that Carter and Bryce are exchanging one of their wordless judgmental looks.

Brennan lifts his hands in surrender, his eyes pleading. “What? Henry, no! If she’s one of yours, I didn’t know.”

There’s not a hint of deception on his face. He just looks baffled.

“Did she say where she was going?” I ask.

Brennan shakes his head violently. “No. She was curious after the stories, so I told her about the—” He cuts himself off and glances down the hall toward the bar.

“You told her about what?” I grit out.

“I was trying to sound brave,” Brennan says. “I told her about the Breeder we’re holding, and she was rattled. She ran off before anything happened. I swear. It was only a few minutes ago. Please don’t demote me.”

I slam my fist into the wall beside his head. “Telling fort secrets to bed someone is a huge security risk.”

But I don’t have time for that now. Dread turns my chest cold. Harlow is too smart to investigate on her own—and yet I know that’s exactly where she went. Fresh fear hits me, pumping adrenaline through my body.

Bryce and Carter are already moving toward the back door, Gaven falling into step behind them.

I slam Brennan into the wall one more time. “We’ll talk later.”

Then I turn and charge off behind my friends.

By the time we get outside, I’m fully sprinting. I don’t care if it looks like I can’t wrangle my new wife. If Harlow is in danger, the entire future of Mountain Haven is at risk.

My breath saws in and out of me, the cold air scraping up my throat. I welcome the shock of it. The night is so dark, but I have moved through these streets so many times, I know them blind. Bryce, Carter, and Gaven’s footsteps pound along behind me.

I pick up speed as we pass through the gate to the sixth level and turn toward the holding cells. Laughter erupts from behind the gray stone building, and as I round the corner, I find the hunters who are supposed to be standing guard bent over a card game.

They all go rigid when they see me, but I don’t bother to lay into them. I charge up the stairs to the second floor, jam my hand against the blood lock. I wait one agonizing moment until the lock clicks and then throw the door open, faintly aware of Carter yelling orders to the men behind me and Gaven and Bryce’s footsteps on the stairs.

I’m not sure what I expected to find, but it’s not Stefan Laurence and Roland Hazrah leaning over the observation railing, reaching for someone on the first floor.

It’s not the Breeder loose from its cage.

And it’s definitely not my wife in a shredded silk dress, facing down a monster with only a small blade in her hand.

Our abrupt entrance startles Roland. His grip slips, and Stefan with it. Roland struggles to grab him and fails—both men tumble over the railing to the first floor.

A disorienting cocktail of fear and fury explodes inside me. I want to jump down to the lower level, but I have no idea how the Breeder got out of its cage or how it will react to four pieces of bait down there with it.

Gaven and I run to look over the railing in time to see Stefan and Roland struggling to their feet. This is a disaster. If Stefan dies, his family will easily be able to usurp mine. They can say we have no control of the fort, and they will be right. Their hold will be temporary, since he’s their last living child, but it will be enough to ensure that the Havenwood family loses power—and in the long term, whoever steps in to fill the power vacuum could be worse.

Harlow stands between the creature and the three men, her gaze fixed on the barred first-floor door.

The Breeder watches her with studied patience, but Harlow ignores it. She gives the beast her back and turns to face the men.

She’s laboring, her hand bracing her left ribs. There’s a bright red slash across her forearm and she’s shaking badly. Her fear is so potent, I can smell it. Her hand is trembling so much, I’m afraid she’ll drop her dagger.

“They’re Polm-blessed.” Her voice is tremulous, and though she doesn’t look at me, I instantly know what she means.

Both Joe and Stefan have blessings from the Divine of Malice, and they’re hitting her with fear manipulation at once. I don’t know how she’s still standing. The strongest men I know would be curled in a ball on the ground, but Harlow is ready for a fight.

Killing any of these men would be bad—they all come from powerful Mountain Haven families—but killing Stefan would threaten everything my family has built, though it would be within my rights since using his magic against my wife warrants retribution.

Gaven, rigid beside me, tries to size up the Breeder. “Why doesn’t it attack? She’s bleeding. It should be on her already,” he whispers.

“We’d love to know,” I say. “We’re keeping it for observation, but this isn’t exactly the kind of testing we had in mind.”

The beast looks up at Gaven and cocks its head to the side, the only movement it’s made since we came in.

The Drained used to attack quickly and recklessly in the pursuit of the fastest path to blood. In recent years, one of the most notable changes in their behavior has been that they now tend to attack the strongest member of a party first.

The Breeder didn’t look at Stefan, who has a very powerful blessing from Polm, or either of his friends. It didn’t look at me. It looked right at Gaven.

It’s all but confirmation that the bodyguard is more than he appears. There’s no way the Carrenwells would send their youngest daughter here with someone they didn’t genuinely believe could protect her.

“Can you help?” I ask.

It would be convenient to let the thing kill him, but then we’d have to explain to the Carrenwells how he died and why we’re studying the Drained. Divine know how they would manipulate that information. Plus, now that Gaven has revealed that Harlow can glamour, I’m wondering what other secrets I could get out of him if I had the time to torture him.

“I need to get between her and that thing,” he whispers.

This could all be over in a second, but I’m not confident that Gaven could handle the drop.

“Go around the outside, to the ground floor door, but you have to wait until I open the door to come in. We can’t risk that thing getting out.”

I turn to Bryce. “If it somehow gets up here, you’re all that stands between it and the rest of the fort. Don’t let it get by you.”

He nods, tying his hair into a bun at the nape of his neck as Gaven brushes by him and climbs out the window.

I have no warning before the mayhem breaks out. All three men on the first floor sprint toward the door, but Harlow is closer. At first, I think she’s going to run, but when she reaches the door, she stops.

“Harlow, let Gaven in. Then run!” I yell.

She stands between Joe, Roland, and Stefan, but she doesn’t run. Determined to defy me, she lifts her hand from the bar on the door and turns to face them with her blade clenched in her fist. She stands between three Divine-blessed men and one evolved Drained and their only way out, and she’s ready to fight.
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HARLOW


Ireally was going to run. I have at least one broken rib from the fall, and I need to wrap the cut on my arm. But if I open this door now, they will be right behind me and the Drained one will be right behind them and I shudder to think of what that thing might do if it’s let loose in the fort.

Putting all three men between me and that beast was intentional. Now I can see all of my adversaries at once, but unfortunately, I don’t have anywhere to run.

That Drained is unnerving. The aura void around it is the largest I’ve ever seen. That, combined with the fact that there’s blood dripping down my arm and it hasn’t so much as taken a step toward me, is a clear sign that there’s something very different about the beast. If it truly wants fertile women to breed, then I’m less likely to be killed immediately than these three men, and I will hold them here until that thing rips them apart.

Stefan smirks at my bloody arm and the small blade in my fist. “Move.”

The third idiot man, whose name I don’t know, has the good sense to turn toward the Drained.

“Roland!” Henry’s voice rings out.

But it’s too late. The Drained grabs Roland and bites into his throat before he even has the chance to scream.

Henry jumps from the catwalk, landing behind the beast in a low, graceful crouch. I faintly remember what he said when he told me about returning from death—how it gave him more animal instincts.

The Breeder drops Roland’s half-drained body and turns to face Henry. It cocks its head to the side and with a voice that sounds like a claw dragged along bone, it speaks.

“You don’t scare me, death-touched.”

Henry’s face betrays no shock, but his aura flares out wide. Clearly, he has also never heard a Drained one speak.

“I should scare you,” Henry says. “You’re standing between me and my wife.”

The Drained makes a low sound like a rasping laugh. “She doesn’t smell like yours.”

The impulse to run is so strong, but I am not letting these two assholes who tried to pass me off to a monster get away so easily.

I shouldn’t kill them. I shouldn’t hurt them at all. It will make me more of a villain than I already am in Mountain Haven. It will make it almost impossible for me to do what I need to do.

My mind conjures Aidia’s face, and I almost open the door and let them run.

But this is what I do. I punish men who think they can hurt women without repercussions.

The surprise on their faces is so typical. Men are always shocked when they meet resistance to their plans. Comfort has made them all complacent.

I have no such luxury. I was very young when I learned not to expect any softness from life. Violence came for me the way it does for all women. It hunted me, and I let its blade whittle me into something too sharp to touch—so that no man could bleed me without getting bloodied too.

“Are you so weak you won’t turn and fight this beast?” I taunt.

Over Stefan’s shoulder, Henry and the Drained are circling each other.

I need these two idiots away from the door so I can let Gaven in to handle the Drained. I don’t want to show Henry his magic. That was a secret we were keeping as long as we could, but desperate times require improvisation.

“Move or I’ll move you,” Stefan says, his dark eyes full of menace.

His orange aura spikes out, prodding at me, and I have had enough of that.

Much as I loathe them, murdering Divine-blessed hunters of important fort families will do nothing for my mission. If the Havenwoods lose their power here, my chance to help Aidia will be lost as well.

Leaving them alive is also a risk. Stefan is too volatile to be controlled. If his family takes over, I will have no way to earn his trust.

Both men are looking at me like they’d be happy to kill me just to get through this door—and if they open the door too soon, that Breeder will escape. Much as the people here might hate me, they’ve suffered enough. I don’t wish them any further suffering—especially if this thing is hunting women.

I take a step toward Stefan. Gaven taught me how to fight like a woman, which means following an opponent’s movements instead of trying to overpower them. It has meant learning to ignore the natural fear in my body, to let an adversary close. Stefan comes at me hard with a left hook. I slash across his forearm with my blade and snatch his wrist, using momentum from the punch to slam him against the metal door.

He hits it shoulder-first with a loud pop. As he stumbles to the side, I pin him against the wall, calling up my magic. My lips tingle and my mouth turns sweet as I lean in.

Stefan fights for a second until he realizes what I’m doing. He thinks he’s getting what he’s owed.

In a way, he is.

My lips are a breath from his when I’m grabbed by my hair and jerked back. I stumble a few steps. Joe releases my hair and tackles me to the ground. He tries to pin me there, but something inside me snaps.

It feels like I’m being pulled apart by a living anger, like all the rage in the world is splitting me up the center and coming out to rip these men apart next.

It’s only a blink of an eye that the world disappears in a flash of white, but when I come back to my body, I’m straddling Joe’s waist, ripping my blade from a raw, bloody wound in his neck.

“Harlow!” Henry’s voice drags me from the daze. He’s circling the beast, but his shirt is torn, bloody scratches weeping on his side.

Stefan is leaning against the wall next to the door, holding his shoulder, which dangles at an odd angle. I must have dislocated it when I shoved him.

I sprint for the lock. When Stefan sees what I’m doing, he tries to cut me off. I throw my full weight into him, ignoring the fierce protest of my broken ribs. His head hits the door with a dull crack and he collapses against the wall.

For a moment, I can’t figure out how to open the door, but then I see the pointed blood lock on the wall. I hold my breath as I press my finger to it, praying to the Divine that it will work like the locks in Havenwood House.

The bolt clicks, the bar sliding to the side. It’s heavy and the notches fit into the wall like a puzzle, but after a long moment of fiddling, it finally lifts and the door is unbarred. I press my ear to it and knock three times—my signal to Gaven that we established years ago to let him know when it was safe for him to come into my room.

It’s immediately wrenched open, and Gaven sprints past me. Carter rushes in after him, yanking the door closed and barring it again before any drunken hunters can get a good look.

Carter takes one look at my blood-soaked hands and dress and stops. “What⁠—”

“It’s not mine,” I say. “I don’t know what happened.”

I couldn’t possibly explain it. The anger carried me somewhere else and I was gone for what could have only been seconds.

Across the room, blue fire flares from Gaven’s hands and the beast lets out an unholy keening sound as it burns into a bright blaze of holy fire. Within moments, it’s nothing but a pile of putrid ash.

Henry doesn’t even wait for it to cool before he’s stepping over it and rushing toward me. He looks me over, patting my arms.

“It’s Joe’s blood,” I say. “Not mine.”

He looks at the shredded throat of Joe’s body on the ground beside us and then back at my face. “Did you have to make such a bloody fucking mess?”

He cups my chin roughly and wipes my cheeks with his handkerchief. I stare at the dark stubble on his jaw instead of meeting his eyes, until he brushes his thumb to my tingling lips.

“You tried to kiss another man.”

I lick my lips. “It seemed practical in the moment. I didn’t think you would mind.”

“You can use your⁠—”

Hands. He’s going to say hands.

I yank his face to mine and kiss him. It’s quick, just a subtle parting of our lips, just a hint of whiskey on his tongue mixing with the poison sweetness on mine before I pull away.

“I told you that no one else knows that,” I whisper.

He bends so his lips brush my ear. “So many secrets, but your days of poison kisses are over.”

Gaven is suddenly yanking me away from my husband.

I realize when I look at his stunned face that I never told him Henry is immune to my magic.

“Relax, Gaven. Henry is as impervious to my poison as he is to my charm.”

Gaven’s relief is instant, his face morphing from a look of panicked escape-planning to one of annoyance. After all these years, I would think he’d be used to being kept in the dark.

Bryce jumps down from the catwalk and saunters over to us, appraising Joe’s body with raised eyebrows.

“Would have been helpful to know you could wield holy fire this whole time,” Henry says, eyeing my bodyguard.

Gaven crosses his arms. “My duty is to Miss Carrenwell. That wasn’t information you needed to know.”

“How?” Henry asks. “According to the records, you’re not blessed.”

Gaven looks to me for permission.

I wave a hand. “May as well.”

“I’m not,” Gaven says. “But I showed enough promise when I was a young man that Harrick Carrenwell hired me to protect Harlow and offered me a unique gift.” Gaven rolls up his sleeve and bares his forearm, showing off the dark, shiny inked sigil of Vardek.

Henry narrows his eyes at me as if it’s a betrayal that I didn’t tell him, but I can’t imagine he would have been forthcoming if our roles were reversed.

My husband looks at the mark. “I’ve always been aware of magically blessed objects that transfer power for limited uses, but I’ve never seen a blessing infused into one’s skin.”

“They didn’t want to risk me losing the object in a fight,” Gaven says. “Best to have it marked right into my body with a brand and ink made with well water.”

“Holy fire. How can Harrick Carrenwell bestow a Divine blessing?” Carter asks.

“I can only use it to protect Harlow from threats against her,” Gaven says. “I can’t power a city wall, or fire it off at will. She needs to be under threat.”

Henry rubs a hand over his face. “That’s why you kept the Breeder between you and Harlow. As long as it’s a threat, you can use that magic. That’s how you survived the horde alone in the woods on the ride here. They were standing between you and her.”

Gaven nods. “She and I have trained extensively on how to maneuver ourselves in a fight. Now, if we’re done exchanging secrets, what are we going to do about this mess?”

The ashes of the Breeder are the least of it. My dress is soaked in Joe’s blood, and Stefan is unconscious, bleeding from a slice along his left forearm.

“Carter, can you…” Henry gestures.

“Can I make the last twenty minutes not have happened?” he asks, a nervous pinch in his brow. “No, Hen. Afraid not. Polm’s gifts are powerful, but not that powerful. We need a strategy.”

“Drained attack?” Bryce suggests.

Henry shakes his head. “They weren’t on duty, and it makes my family look bad.”

“Training accident?” Carter says.

“This late at night?” Gaven counters. “And it still makes the Havenwoods look bad.”

“They attacked me,” I say.

Carter sighs. “That makes Henry look bad.”

My trembling from Stefan’s fear magic has stopped, but I know I don’t have much time before the adrenaline hits me.

I’m good in an emergency. It’s born out of necessity—out of years of needing to show a brave face and suffer quietly far from prying eyes. It’s like my mind and body have learned how to postpone the panic until all the danger is gone, but the delay costs me. When it comes on, it comes on very hard—until I’m a shaking mess, entirely unable to compose myself.

I don’t know how long I have before I fall apart completely. I need to get away from Henry and everyone else before that happens.

For the first time in my life, I wish for my sister, Electra. She is beautiful in a cold, cruel way—much like our mother—but her blessing from Harvain gave her the ability to erase or reform memories. I used to resent her for being granted a much less brutal gift by the same Divine. Most of my family have blessings from Harvain. It was part of the reason my father chose to marry my mother.

Harvain is the wildcard of the Divine. His blessings are the most unique and least predictable. They’re also highly coveted because there are fewer defenses to counteract them. I know I’m ungrateful, but I wish he’d granted me something I could control.

“How does your magic work?” I ask Carter.

Carter looks to Henry first. Bleeding woods—don’t they ever get tired of looking to him for approval? How does Henry even have such allegiance from two men who look like they could at the very least go a few rounds with him in a fighting ring?

When Henry nods, Carter looks shocked, but his gaze turns skeptical when he looks at me.

“It works a little bit different for everyone because no two gifts are exactly the same,” Carter says. “But, generally, Polm’s gifts are most effective on someone with whom you’ve established a personal connection. What Henry is asking for here is a challenge, to say the least.”

“But you can do it,” Henry says.

Carter holds up a hand. “If you could give me a second to think, I could.”

He paces back and forth a few times, then looks toward the catwalk and back at the bodies on the floor.

My hands are still tacky with drying blood. It’s a reminder that my time to escape without making a scene is dwindling. I try to think like Kellan. How would he manage a situation like this? He would never use his manipulation on someone who wasn’t asking for it.

“Could you make him believe that he hurt his friends?” I ask. “Like, could you make him stab them now and then trick his brain into thinking he’d done all this violence?”

“That is a degradation of a blessing,” Carter says, his face the picture of genuine disgust. “Just because Polm is Divine of Malice doesn’t mean his blessings have to be used for harm. Very few even have that level of power. It’s a rare gift that can force someone to do a physical act.”

Henry meets my eye, and I wonder if he’s thinking of the fight against the rebels at our engagement dinner—of Kellan forcing all those men to lie on the ground until dawn. Kellan’s magic is very powerful. It’s the reason he’s the leader of the city guard.

“Doesn’t seem rare enough in Lunameade,” I say.

All of them stare at me blankly.

“There are those who would use their blessings to—force women,” I say.

Henry’s aura billows out like an explosion in all directions. “What are you talking about?”

All three of the other men flinch.

I scoff, trying to shove down the panic and rage. “Calm down, my wolf. Not me. Women I know. Women in my community.”

This is too close for comfort. Anger claws its way up my throat, dragging something from the center of me. I take a breath, shove it all down, and level a glare at the men.

“Do you know one of the first things a girl learns when she’s young? The first thing her mother teaches her when she’s coming of age?”

None of them speak.

“How to recognize influence blessings. What the first press of it feels like—how to ground yourself so that it can’t get in deeper. I don’t imagine that men learn the same, judging from the looks on your faces. It might be rare in your circles, but it’s not rare in this world.”

Even Gaven looks chastened.

It’s a slip-up. I am slowly splintering, and I need this figured out now so I can leave this room that smells like mold and death and breathe clean air.

“Their families—” I gesture to Joe and Roland’s bodies. “They’re powerful, right?”

Henry nods. “Not as much as Stefan’s, but still very connected.”

I scour my brain for a believable lie. “What if Joe and Roland were tired of playing sidekick? What if they wanted to take Stefan on?”

Henry frowns. “It would make more sense for them to wait until I was out of the way too, but it could work.”

“Can’t you just make him forget?” I ask.

Carter rolls his eyes and bends to check Stefan’s breathing. “I can’t erase a memory or remove it, but I can refocus the mind on different parts of a memory. The more you know the person, the easier they are to influence. To know them is to understand what motivates them. Minds want to take the path of least resistance. But Stefan hates Henry and, by proxy, you. I’m not sure how I’d find a way in.”

I replay the few interactions I’ve had with Stefan in my mind. “He wants to fuck me.”

Henry’s jaw clenches. “And how is that relevant?”

I place a hand on his chest. “Calm down. You can’t be the bad guy, but I can. What if I make myself the slut everyone already thinks I am?”

“Absolutely not. That will humiliate me,” Henry says.

I glare at him. “And yet, somehow I’m certain your ego will survive.”

Carter and Bryce muffle nervous laughter.

“You could make him think I lured him here to seduce him. We thought it would be somewhere that we wouldn’t be disturbed.”

“Harlow, no,” Henry says at the same time Carter says, “That could work.”

I push my advantage. “The people here already hate me. If anything, you’ll get sympathy. I lured him away. We thought it would be safe here. Joe and Roland were supposed to stand guard. The Breeder got free of its cage. There was a fight and all of you showed up at the tail end of it.” I turn to meet Carter’s gaze. “Could you do that?”

He gives a half-hearted shrug. “I could.”

“Absolutely not. There has to be another way,” Henry says.

Gaven sighs. “I don’t like it either because it puts her more at risk, but we’re running out of time and I don’t see another option. The hunters outside those doors are going to be wondering what happened. This story holds up for them and it holds up with what’s here in the room.”

I can feel Gaven’s disapproval, but I can’t tell if it’s because of the kiss or the suggestion or both.

Henry looks to his friends.

“She’s right, Hen. It’s the only way to keep the target off of you,” Carter says.

“But they’ll hate her. It will be more dangerous for her,” Henry argues.

“They already think she’s a selfish, spoiled city girl from a corrupt family. If we play into their expectations, they won’t look for another explanation,” Bryce says.

I hold up my hands. “Good—it’s settled. I need to go back to my room and wash up.”

“You’re hurt,” Henry says.

“You’re hurt worse. Clean up here. Gaven will walk me back to my room.” I thread my arm through Gaven’s and start toward the door before Henry can argue.

Bryce makes short work of the bar on the door, ready to intercept the half-drunk hunters as we slip out.

Gaven and I walk in silence down the gravel trail back toward Havenwood House. Silver moonlight turns the evergreen tree shadows ghoulish as we cut up the trail toward the back door.

He waits five blessed minutes before chastising me. “That was incredibly foolish.”

“Believe me. Silk would certainly not be my first choice for a fight with the Drained, but⁠—”

Gaven jerks me to a stop. “Is the careening toward oblivion going to stop at some point? The risks you were taking in Lunameade were one thing, but this isn’t a controlled environment and you are not invincible, Harlow.”

The venom in his voice is as startling as the use of my name. As much as I resent his coddling, Gaven has always been a better approximation of a father than the man who raised me. A more gracious woman would appreciate his concern, but it just makes me feel stupid.

I glance back the way we came. “Stefan and his friends caught me off guard. They must have spotted me and followed me through the sixth level. I just wanted to peek and see if the Havenwoods were really keeping a Drained, especially after what that idiot at the bar told me about the Breeders. I’m here to do a job and I got in a little over my head, but I’m not trying to make a regular thing of rumbling with these mountain men.”

His scrutinizing gaze rakes over me. “You fell from the second story?”

I don’t remember the fall. I remember the moment before and the moment of impact, but the falling is a blank spot in my mind, just like stabbing Joe. It frightens me that this could be my descent into the same madness that claimed my father and brother.

Forcing the thought away, I shrug. “Fortunately, Joe broke my fall, so⁠—”

“What happened in there?” Gaven snaps.

“A man put his hands on me.”

“And?”

“And I put my hands on him back.”

He clenches his jaw and looks away. “We’re going to discuss this later.”

That’s all the scolding I can take. I continue up the trail toward the house, listening to Gaven’s footsteps behind me as I cross the back patio and duck inside the large glass doors of the solarium.

The glass panes of the ceiling form a moonlit checkerboard on the tile floor and highlight the white, shimmering petals of the Stellarium Blossoms. I’ve only ever been in this room in daylight, when the blooms look withered and dead. They’re named after the Divine of Stars and Darkness because of the way they come alive in the dark.

These flowers are rare in Lunameade, but grow wild in the mountains here. They’re stunning. Moss grows over the rims of the planters and the vines cling to the glass walls, forming an intricate pattern all the way up to the ceiling. Their soft floral scent fills the space, blending with the ever-present beeswax smell of the rest of the house.

Havenwood House is quiet. The gentle clatter of dishes echoes down the hall from the kitchen.

The glass door creaks open behind me as Gaven enters. “His parents should already be in bed. I ducked in the kitchen and let them know you’d need a bath.”

My scolding from him and the sight of the flowers offered only a temporary distraction from the growing panic in my body.

Gaven steps up beside me, and I let him lead me up the back stairwell to my room.

He posts himself beside the door and gives me a hard look. “Don’t sneak out again.”

I know he thinks it wasn’t worth the risk, but he always thinks that. Besides, I learned something valuable.

When I push through the door into my bedroom, Cora, my maid from the wedding ceremony, is waiting for me. She quickly fetches water to fill the bath—not well water like below the manor, just fresh water from a nearby river channeled through a network of pipes in the fort. She places heated sunstones in the tub.

I begin to wash the blood from my hair, face, and hands in a bucket of warm water she brought separately, so that I can keep the bath from getting bloody.

“I can help you with the bath, miss. I don’t mind,” she says, clearly noticing the way I’m struggling to move with my broken ribs.

But I can’t bear one more person touching me today.

I dump an unnecessarily wasteful amount of soap into the tub and the room fills with the soft lilac scent of it as I peel the last bit of sticky silk and lace from my body.

The bubbly water is divine on my sore muscles as I step into the bath. The ache of last night is still alive in my hamstrings, inner thighs, and even inside me in a pleasant way that I feel when I twist. But the ache from the fight is more present. My forearm stings where the fresh cut is red and angry, and the growing pain in my ribs makes it hard to really relax.

I resign myself to quickly wash my hair and scrub the day from my skin. I lean my head back, lifting my hair over the lip of the tub and resting my neck.

Now that I’m safe—or at least as safe as I have ever been—it all hits me.

The adrenaline is like being struck by lightning. One moment, I am functional, and the next, my body is trembling like I’m electrified by delayed fear.

I try to suck in great gulps of air, but it’s like my lungs can only hold a mouthful. The air wheezes in and out quickly. My heart is so thunderous, pumping so loudly, it’s all I can hear. Tears burn in my eyes and I’m afraid I will drown here, not in this tub but in whatever this torrent is.

It feels like dying—or at least what I imagine dying feels like.

Though it always passes, I wish so badly I could feel nothing at all. That I could be the woman I am in the tense moments when I can think clearly and strategize. I don’t want to be someone who breaks, and I definitely don’t want to think about that moment of blind rage.

The anxiety builds to an all-consuming peak, and at the center of the storm, I try to call up Aidia’s soothing voice—how she would tell me to look for something in the room to ground me.

“My heart,” I rasp between desperate gasps of breath.

But there is no one to say, “My bones.”

And it feels wrong to say “Our blood” when I’m alone. I’m so miserable that I let myself miss her—feel frightened for her—desperately wishing she were here.

I sink under the water and allow myself one good sobbing scream even though it sends a fierce shock of pain through my ribs.

When I come up for air, my chest is burning and my vision is spotty, but it’s like the scream let something loose, and the tension begins to unwind.

I’m homesick. This feeling is nothing new—the instinct to go home, but not to my home. Maybe it’s just the fleeting human impulse to seek shelter, to endlessly search for comfort even if you’ve never really known what it was to begin with.

I’ve been hit enough to know that pain is not a home, but it felt like all I deserved. Over time, I started to believe it.

Some old base instinct clings to the possibility of something better—the myth of it alive inside me, the way a story sinks into bones and becomes as real as the ache in your ribs when you watch two lovers kiss.

My breathing slows and the very real ache in my ribs returns. I splash water on my face and sigh, batting a mound of bubbles onto the carpet.

The bathroom door flies open, and Henry storms in so fast I don’t even have time to reach for the dagger I left on the shelf next to the tub.

“Get out,” I snap.

His dark hair is damp, and he’s changed into linen pajamas. There’s something about the contrast of seeing him with a feral look in his eyes while wearing matching navy pajama separates that makes me want to laugh.

He sniffs the air and narrows his eyes at the bubbles like an assailant might be hiding beneath them in the giant tub. “I wanted to make sure you were actually in here.”

I stand. The bubbles slide down my body and my skin tingles as his gaze follows their path. “Leave.”

He arches a brow. “Is that what you want? After playing games with me? After touching yourself where I couldn’t get to you and making me watch? After going upstairs in a boarding room with another man? After trying to kiss Stefan?”

A slow smile tugs at my mouth. I didn’t think any part of this assignment would be fun, but driving this man out of his mind is so easy.

“First of all, there’s nothing wrong with a woman practicing a little self-care alone in her safe room.”

He huffs a laugh. “Self-care.”

“Second, I went upstairs with that idiot to get information about a dangerous situation within the fort. I’m miles from home and surrounded by strangers, and I think I deserve to know about the very real threats to my safety.”

His hand flexes at his side. “You are the greatest threat to your safety.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence. I’m inclined to agree with you now that the deadly evolved vampire is gone.”

Henry glares at me.

I step out of the tub onto the plush carpet and grab the soft white towel from the hook beside the bath. Wisdom tells me not to test him, but I haven’t had nearly enough fun tonight.

Instead of wrapping it around me, I slowly begin patting myself dry—starting with my neck, then my breasts, then sliding it between my legs.

Henry tracks my progress with interest before he snaps out of his daze. “I should heal your ribs.”

The vanity counter is cold against my ass, and I shift back to lean on my hands. I intentionally leave my thighs spread. I don’t actually want him to fuck me, but I like knowing that he’s thinking about it.

Henry drinks me in for a long moment, like he’s saving this view in his mind for later. He mutters a curse and places his hand over the cut on my forearm.

My skin tingles pleasantly, then itches horribly. When he lifts his hand, there’s no trace of the wound. It stuns me every time. I wish I could place his hand over my mind and erase whatever ails me.

He gently moves his palm to my left ribs, prodding tenderly with his finger until I wince. “Two broken. You’ve felt it before. Bones are one of the most uncomfortable things to heal.”

I hum in agreement, closing my eyes.

The tingling healing sensation sinks through my skin, a cooling balm against the angry, heated pain in my side. Goosebumps rise on my skin, my nipples tighten, and I shiver. Then, the wretched itching sensation in my bones returns.

Henry senses it. “Distract yourself. Talk to me about something.”

I can’t look at him when I ask, so I just keep my eyes closed and head tipped back. “What happened when you died?”

I feel Henry still for a moment, and the itching seems to halt with that stillness, but it’s so quick I doubt myself.

“That’s too personal,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Even though my eyes are closed, I swear I can feel him looking at me.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you, Harlow.”

It may as well be a door slammed closed in my face. Stupid of me to ask. Now I’ve tipped my hand and let him know he has something I want.

The itching in my ribs is almost unbearable.

“You didn’t have to agree to take the blame,” Henry says.

I sigh. “Of course I did. I can’t help Aidia if I can’t help you.”

“I’ll keep you safe,” he says, his thumb brushing lightly back and forth over my skin.

The itching finally ebbs as I blink my eyes open. “You can’t promise that.”

He looks at me like I’ve insulted him, which I suppose, by their cultural standards, I have, but the day I rely on a man to protect me will be my last. Even Gaven, who has literally saved me from the Drained and men alike on multiple occasions, can’t be fully trusted.

Henry steps back as if realizing that I’ve closed the door to any intimacy between us.

“You’ll sleep in my bed tonight.” He says it with a truly astonishing certainty for a man whose death I spent hours planning this morning.

“And be imprisoned by your snuggling again? No, I don’t think so. It’s been a long day and I need rest.”

His aura is wild, swirling around both of us. It’s always been unique in both color and opacity, but now it’s blown out wide, filling the whole space. It’s such a deep, warm purple, as if he’s so angry, even his aura is smoldering with it.

He stands over me, all menace and desire and a cocky self-assurance. “You kissed me.”

“To shut you up,” I counter.

“You could have covered my mouth with your hand,” he says.

“My hands were bloody.”

“I think you like kissing me, Harlow.”

I glare at him. “I think you want me to say I like it so you don’t have to think about the fact that I have nothing to compare it to.”

There’s a scratching sound at the door that leads to my closet. Henry crosses the bathroom and opens the door. Kyrin struts into the bathroom, nuzzling his head against my hip. I run a hand over his fur, and he yawns and nods his head toward my bedroom.

I turn to follow him as he trots into my room, casting a glance over my shoulder at my husband. “Sorry, Henry. This bed is only big enough for one wolf, and that spot has been claimed.”

I take pleasure in slamming the door in his face for the second time in a day.
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HENRY


Iwake from a nightmare, panting. The linen sheets are plastered to my skin with sweat. My bad dreams are frequent, but they’re always of the night of the attack. They’re always Holly’s determined face as she turns away from my broken body to face the Drained.

But not tonight. The Divine must want to torture me because I dreamed of Harlow, blood-soaked and facing off with that Breeder.

If she wasn’t such a Divine-damned pain in my ass, I could look at her beside me in bed and know she’s safe—that the future of the fort is safe. Instead, she’s locked in her bedroom, probably sleeping soundly.

Fierce, driving rain pounds against the windows, the wind howling through the old panes.

Faint scratching sounds from the washroom that connects my room to Harlow’s have me up and out of bed in seconds.

I pause, straining to hear over the storm. Kyrin whines on the other side of her bedroom door, and the scratching returns.

I try the handle, but it’s locked. Pressing my ear to the door, I try to calm my breathing. The storm sounds louder in her room. Like the windows are open or—the balcony doors.

I draw back and jam my heel into the spot right above the doorknob. It rattles and groans but doesn’t open. It takes three more tries before the door finally flies open and splinters fly in all directions.

The balcony doors are thrown open and the wind batters them against the wall. The rain-soaked curtains snap in the wind.

Harlow isn’t in her bed.

All the panic I felt upon waking returns in a stifling wave.

I race out onto the balcony.

Harlow stands precariously poised on the railing, staring down at the stone patio below. Her nightdress is plastered to her skin, her hair hanging in soaking clumps down her back.

Calling her name might startle her, so I approach her carefully from behind. She remains frozen in place despite the battering rain and wind.

Finally, I’m close enough to reach her. I wrap an arm around her waist and yank her back, and she instantly goes rigid. She struggles until she tips her head up and looks at me.

“Henry?” She blinks rapidly, looking from me to the sky, and then around the balcony. “How⁠—”

I swipe an arm under her legs, lift her, and carry her inside.

I place her on her feet inside the room and close the doors. My hands are shaking so badly that I fumble to latch them closed. Then I stay there with my hands on the glass for an extra moment, trying to compose myself.

Finally, I turn to face her. “What were you doing?”

“I was asleep,” she says flatly.

“You were standing on the railing like you were going to jump.”

The confusion on her face transforms into irritation. “Bleeding woods! I’m not suicidal, Henry. Being married to you isn’t that bad. I just had a bad dream.”

“About tonight?”

A crease forms in her brow. “I don’t remember. I just know I felt stuck there.”

She wraps her arms around herself and shivers. She needs to get warm and get in my bed.

It’s a testament to how rattled she is that she lets me guide her into the washroom. I peel the soaking silk from her skin and wrap her in a towel. By the grace of the Divine, she lets me. I grab another towel and pat her hair.

Her skin is covered in goosebumps. I leave to rifle through my closet until I find a sweater. She doesn’t even say anything snarky about it being mine. She just lifts her arms and lets me slide it on her.

I tilt her chin up so she has to meet my eyes. “Now get in my bed.”

She grumbles something under her breath, but she trudges into my room and climbs into the bed, pulling the cover up to her chin.

Kyrin makes to follow her until I whistle. He whines but retreats to his place by the fire.

I stoke the fire with an iron poker and try to calm my thundering heart.

Finally, I climb into bed beside my wife. She’s curled on her side, facing me.

“No more fighting me about sleeping in here,” I say.

She purses her full lips. “If I can’t fight, how else will I turn you on, my wolf?”

I take her hand in mine. Her pale skin is so soft, her fingers delicate and thin, like a musician’s. She tries to pull her hand away, but I grip it tighter.

“Don’t fucking fight me. It’s this or I will tie you to the headboard. Just go to sleep.”

She looks at my hand in hers like my touch is causing her physical pain. Then she huffs and closes her eyes.

We lie there for a few long minutes, listening to the roar of the storm and the crackling fire.

“Harlow?”

She blinks her eyes open.

“You would say it if you needed a break, right?”

She frowns. “Say what?”

“It’s not just for sex. If you need to quit—if you were breaking—you would say Stars, right?”

Her eyes narrow. “I never quit and I won’t break.”

She’s certain in the way only someone divorced from any real tragedy can be. I spent my youth certain I was unbreakable. No one thinks they will break until they meet the thing that shatters them.

I don’t fall asleep again for hours—until she’s sleeping fitfully, her breathing soft and even, her hand still in mine. As I drift off, I think about how comforting it is to feel her hand in mine.

But when I wake up at first light, her side of the bed is cold. She’s gone, and so is the sense of any ground gained. Whatever vulnerability could exist in the dark can’t endure in the light of day.
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HENRY


When I step out of the washroom, clean and ready for another day of trying to contain my new wife, Harlow stands in front of her bed, folded in half, stretching the backs of her legs.

I can’t decide if she’s trying to tempt me, persuade me, or if she doesn’t consider my presence at all.

Fortunately, she’s no longer fighting me on picking out her clothes. She’s wearing the sweater I laid out for her. Unfortunately, she’s forgone the pants, so I have a perfect view of her round, lace-covered backside.

She sways from side to side, shaking out her arms. “Can I go for a run today? I’m getting stiff. Surely word of my misdeeds has spread enough and everyone already hates me. May as well enjoy myself.”

My own restlessness has made me weak. I don’t like being stuck in this room, either, and after last night, I don’t want to deny her this simple pleasure.

It doesn’t matter that it’s a terrible idea—staying in this room and watching her stretch in her underwear is not an option.

“Fine.”

She straightens, and her face is immediately brighter. “Really?”

“Really. But you have to listen to me. You can’t just run off, and if I tell you to do something while we are out there, for the love of the Divine, don’t fight me. Just do it.”

She smirks. “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of disobeying my husband.”

I huff a laugh. “Get changed and I’ll run with you.”

By the time I walk back to my room and change, Harlow is waiting at the threshold of my closet, practically bouncing on her toes with excitement. If I knew that this was the thing that would make her agreeable, I would have considered it sooner.

Her dark hair is pulled back, and she wears a pair of fitted black pants, a wool sweater, and a pair of boots. I’ve seen her sleep-mussed, post-orgasm, and meticulously styled, but there’s something about seeing her in casual clothes, lit with excitement, that makes me feel like I’m seeing the real Harlow Carrenwell for the first time.

She looks down at her clothes. “Is this not appropriate attire for a run?”

I shake my head. “It’s fine. Let’s go.”

Gaven is waiting for us outside the bedroom door.

“We’re going for a run,” Harlow says.

A hint of surprise flashes on his face. “Are we?”

“You can stay here,” I say.

He crosses his arms. “I go where Miss Carrenwell goes.”

Harlow waves a hand. “We’ll run a loop. You can time me, Gaven.”

He gives her a long, hard look. “Fine. Tell me where you’re going and how long the loop is.”

“Is five miles too long?”

Harlow smiles widely. “Not for one loop.”

Fuck me. I wasn’t counting on running more than five miles. This is going to be painful, but maybe it will wear me out so I can get some sleep tonight.

“Fine,” Gaven says. “Check in after each loop, and if you’re more than two minutes off time, I’m coming to find you.”

Apparently, he knows her well enough to know her five-mile time.

Harlow starts down the hall without waiting to see if either of us is following. Several servants give us startled glances as we pass, but no one asks why the newlyweds are out of their room and dressed in activewear.

We head downstairs, and I stop in the kitchen for a water pouch, and then we head out into the cold morning. As I explain the loop to Gaven, Harlow stretches her legs and tightens the laces on her boots.

Then, we’re off, and I’m lost in the discomfort of the first mile of a run. Despite the fact that I’ve been running for years—that running distance is the first survival skill everyone at the fort learns—the first couple miles of a run always feel like I’ve woken up in a new body that I don’t know how to work. Every step feels out of time, my entire body in rebellion to moving at such a rapid pace. It takes the first few miles to settle into a rhythm.

Harlow doesn’t seem to suffer from the same discomfort. She’s grinning, her body moving with rhythmic grace as she jogs along the wooded trail behind the manor.

The run wouldn’t be a problem, except Harlow is fast. She starts at a sprint, and I have to race to keep up.

She dodges tree roots and low branches with ease—as if this is her normal trail and I’m the interloper. I struggle along, trying to breathe through a cramp in my side, pine-scented air sawing in and out of my lungs.

I keep expecting her to fade, but she just seems to get stronger and steadier as we go. Everything about it kicks my hunter’s instincts into high gear.

It’s been too long since my last true hunt night. I want to tackle her to the ground and fuck her however I’d like. I want to watch her pretend not to like it—to watch how well she takes it. She wanted me to be rough the other night, but I wanted to spite her by making her come from something more gentle. Now the itch to fuck her rough and dirty, to do what I want instead of worrying about some power struggle between us, is relentless.

When I look over at her, she’s still smiling. Her ponytail swishes behind her, and her cheeks are dark, flushed with cold.

I’ve never missed color as much as I do with her. I’d like to know exactly what shade of pink her face is right now—how violet her eyes are in the sunlight.

She takes note of the scenery in a way that’s both appreciative and calculated. “I’ll need to do this loop at least three times, and a couple of times a week, I should try to do four loops just to stay in shape. I can already feel myself lagging.”

“Four times! Slow down, you fucking menace,” I growl.

She speeds up to spite me, but then glances back, and with a roll of her eyes, slows to a stop.

I jog to catch up and step alongside her, pulling the canteen on my chest up to drink. My side is cramping. I run plenty, but not at an all-out sprint like this. “What on earth would possess you to run twenty miles in a day?”

She swipes the water from my hand before I can drink any more, unclips it, and gives me a look that says I’m a moron.

It hits me. Twenty miles is the distance between Mountain Haven and Lunameade. She wants to be able to run home.

“I thought I told you not to run from me, Harlow.”

She licks water from her lips and hands the canteen back to me. “Who said I was running from you? Maybe I just want to go home.”

“This is your home now.”

She smirks. “And what a cozy home it is, with my husband who wants to snuggle me to death.”

She glances at the granite rock face beside us and the bits of foliage strewn about the bottom, her eyes homing in on one spot.

The elaborate natural cover we’ve woven for the entrance to the mountain caves.

I try not to react, but she must see something in me because she cocks her head and smiles wickedly. “Something wrong, my wolf? Cramp? I didn’t expect you to be so out of shape.”

When I don’t say anything, she walks straight toward the entrance, as if she knows exactly where it is. I rack my brain, trying to figure out if I slipped up. I must have, though I can’t remember mentioning the tunnels to her. When she asked where we had been for ten years, I said underground, but that could be anywhere. How did she manage to find the primary entrance to the caves so quickly?

It’s not the only way in, but it is the most frequented and largest. It’s the primary evacuation route in case of trouble. I was going to have to show her eventually—the fort has fallback and safety protocols, just like Lunameade. Her job as my wife is to help ensure that all of our people follow the fallback plans and escape safely. I just wasn’t expecting her to know this a few days into our marriage—or, at least, not without me telling her.

“Harlow?”

She shoves her hand between the edge of the pine boughs and tugs.

“It latches to keep out animals.” I step up beside her, caging her between the granite wall and my body. I bend down so my mouth is right next to her ear and guide her hand to the latch, trying to ignore the Stellarium-Blossoms scent of her skin.

The latch pops free. The hinges squeak softly as the large, round door swings open.

We’re immediately assaulted by the musty smell of the caves and the faint noise of farmers working deep within the tunnels.

Harlow squints into the dim sunstone glow. “Bigger than I expected.”

“Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

She glares at me. “My wolf, was that a joke? Are you well?” She touches her hand to my forehead. “Did my exceptional speed disorient you too much?”

I swat her hand away. “How did you know this was here?”

She leans against the lip of the cave, one hip jutted out.

Divine dammit. I thought the lingerie stretching was bad, but the fact that I know she’s not wearing anything under those stretchy skin-tight pants is worse. She looks sinful.

“I didn’t know until you helped me open the latch.”

“Bullshit.”

She had to have found it. Maybe in the library archives. We have never needed to hide such things, so it’s possible that I missed tucking a map away.

She drags the toe of her boot across the dirt in an arc and licks her lips. “Gaven may have talked to one of your huntsmen when he was a bit in the bottle.”

“Divine deliver me,” I grumble under my breath.

“What’s in there?” she asks.

“Farms grown by sunstone. Small rooms for families. We spent a year fully underground and then slowly took back the fort level by level.”

She doesn’t tease me about that. For all of her terrible qualities, a lack of compassion isn’t one of them. It’s possible she just feels guilty that it’s her family’s fault we have to rebuild in the first place.

Still, I saw it when we first rode into the fort and she stared at the scar in the wall. I see it again now as she peers into the dim tunnel and listens. She respects our grief.

I feel exposed. Being here reminds me of the literal and figurative darkest moments of my life—of too much time spent in bed, my body strange and sick and restless at the same time. I can’t think about that time without feeling the same stomach-plunging sadness I felt when I first woke up and found out that Holly was gone.

There are many things I’ve elected to share with Harlow for the sake of building trust, but this wasn’t one of them.

She steps out of the doorway, brushing her finger over my chest as she strides back into the sunlight and swings the door closed.

“Don’t look so grumpy, Henry. It’s a bodyguard’s job to know the ways in and out and any evacuation possibilities. If he couldn’t get the information on his own, he would have already made it your problem.” She nods to the trail. “Come on, let’s go. Gaven will worry if I don’t check in when he’s expecting.”

“Does Gaven normally keep up with you?”

She grins as she starts down the trail, again at an all-out sprint. “Yes, and he hates every moment of it, but he must be the healthiest fifty-something man in Lunameade. We’ve been doing this since I was young.”

I’d assumed her constant whining about running was just to get under my skin or to see as much of the fort as possible. And while I do think those are added benefits to her, she really does seem happy now that she’s moving. This is a part of her routine that I can grant her here—probably the only part.

We cut down the narrow trail, keeping the fort wall to our right and the houses and businesses to our left as we descend to the next level through the perimeter gate.

“Are there gates like this on both walls of the fort?” Harlow hardly even sounds winded.

“Yes,” I gasp. “These smaller gates stay open during the day, but they’re locked up at night to funnel everyone through the central path.”

“So you don’t need as much guard coverage,” she says.

“Yes. But these doors can be opened during a breach, depending on where and how many people we need to move, and the final fallback is the caves. There’s a heavy, reinforced door on the inside that gets locked in place once everyone is safely inside,” I explain.

I’m grateful she doesn’t say anything else, not just because I don’t want to think about my time in the caves, but also because I’m embarrassingly winded.

We pass several off-duty guards jogging in the opposite direction. They ignore Harlow and nod at me. That’s not a good sign, but Harlow continues on, unbothered.

“Interesting that you let the trees grow within the perimeter of the fort. Don’t you worry it will provide cover if the Drained get in?” she asks as she leaps over a large rock.

“It’s not always practical to go beyond the fort walls for wood, and people miss nature. We tried to keep it as present inside the walls as it is outside. Everyone who lives here deserves to enjoy the wild without the fear of being attacked.”

She bounds through the narrow gate to the next level, seemingly satisfied with my explanation.

We run through the next two levels in silence, nothing to distract me from my panting but the sight of her fine ass in those tight pants and the desire to beat her in this race for no reason other than pride.

Harlow casts a glance over her shoulder at me. “Have I ever told you your aura is different?”

The question is so out of the blue and so unnerving that I stop breathing for a second. “Different how?”

“Well, all auras are unique, but yours is—” She stops and glances at me again.

The longer it takes her to describe me, the more afraid I am of what she’ll say. I knew she could see magic, but I didn’t realize the level of detail and the way it could ruin all of my well-laid plans.

“It almost looks like a burnt purple. Most people have auras that float around them and are most concentrated a few inches from their skin. But yours is such a dark, warm purple, and it’s very concentrated in a ball at the center of you.”

As we finally come to the bottom of the fort trail, Harlow slows to let me pass. I turn left and lead the way through the busy cobbled street toward the center route back up through the fort.

The first level is mostly community gardens and farming because it’s the only level that isn’t completely shadowed by the mountain in the afternoon. This is the least populated level of the fort, since it’s most susceptible to breach due to the expanses of agricultural land. Most of the people who work those plots of land are unblessed, but there are a few interspersed magical families who help with growing crops and distributing sunlight, as well as those who have protection blessings from Vardek to help with our defenses. A healthy smattering of newer guards is stationed in the barracks near the opposite fort wall.

Harlow looks at me expectantly. She’s waiting for me to respond to her comments about my aura.

“What does yours look like?” I ask.

She picks up speed to match my stride. “Like a golden cookie-cutter outline of my body. Like I could be one of the Divine myself.”

I bite my lip to keep from smiling at her casual blasphemy. I’ve been so focused on what she’s saying that I only now notice the eyes on us. And not just some of them. All of them.

Harlow smiles brightly and wishes them a pleasant morning as we pass, but all the warmth and teasing evaporates from her face as she notices just how many people are focused on us. Her eyes return to their usual intense vigilance, rapidly darting from side to side to search for incoming danger.

We continue up through the second, third, and fourth levels, met by a similarly cold reception. The people just continue to gawk at the two of us. Worse are the not-so-quiet murmured slurs. Maybe they aren’t loud enough for Harlow to hear, but it takes a lot of self-control for me to not react.

As we finally pass through the gates to level five, she cocks her head and smiles playfully at me. “I guess I was right about the rumor mill working as hard here in the fort as it does back at home.”

She hurtles up the steepest incline into level six and circles the manor with me on her heels.

Gaven leans against the solarium doors, his arms crossed like he’s on sentry duty. His face relaxes when he sees Harlow and she gives him a mocking salute.

“You were right,” she says. “The caves were exactly where you said.” She turns to me and jerks her thumb toward the trail. “Ready for round two? I’ll race you.”

I don’t know how she’s so unbothered. She had to have heard their words, though it’s possible this is what she anticipated from the start and it’s a relief their behavior finally matches her expectations.

Gaven lifts a hand. “You’re off pace. Is Henry slowing you down?”

I glare at the bodyguard. I can’t believe I didn’t realize he had magic. I sense something else strange about him that I can’t quite put my finger on. I don’t think I have the full picture yet, but I’d really like to before I try to kill him and am met with some unpleasant magical surprise.

“Gaven, start us off,” Harlow calls.

She’s bouncing on her toes beside me, the most energized and perky I’ve ever seen her—and, loath as I am to admit it, it’s actually very cute. If she weren’t such an unbelievable pain in my ass, she would actually fit in here. She has the right competitive spirit underneath all the snark.

Gaven pulls out his handkerchief, lifts it into the air with a flourish, and then yanks it down to signal the start. I take off, sprinting a few paces behind her on purpose. I’ll lull her into a false sense of security for the first few miles and take her on the uphill through town.

I shouldn’t be surprised how quickly she navigates the same trails as before. This is the reminder I needed that she’s not just a pretty girl to play my wife. She’s a calculating spy sent to get information out of me.

On the hill through the center of town, I pull ahead. It’s not until we enter the fifth level, when she charges ahead, that I realize she was holding back. Now I’m spent and she is fully sprinting. The sound of her footsteps triggers something animal inside me.

Not now. I don’t want to fuck my wife.

Except I really do.

The manor comes into sight, and I want to immediately drag her inside, up to my bed, yank down those tight pants so they trap her legs together, and fuck her like my life depends on it.

Instead, I watch as she races up to Gaven and taps his shoulder. I trot to a stop when I see Carter standing off to the side, whispering with Bryce. I know by their faces and their presence this early that something is off.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

Carter glances at Harlow and then back at me. “We received a dove.”

Harlow’s head whips around. She lifts her sweaty ponytail off of her neck and walks toward my friends.

Until now, we have made a point to intercept every communication from her family without informing her. I try to puzzle out why Carter would volunteer this information.

He hands me the note, and I have to read it twice to understand the full gravity of the words.

I look up and meet Harlow’s expectant gaze.

“Well?” she asks.

I look at my friends and clear my throat. “There was a breach.”

Harlow stills. “Which gate?”

I shake my head. “They said everything is fine. There were a few deaths and a few injuries and a couple of women missing, but⁠—”

“Which gate?” Her voice is so calm, but there’s a lethal edge to it.

I look helplessly at Carter and Bryce. I know when I tell her, this rare lightness in her will be gone.

“Henry,” she says softly. “Which gate?”

“North Hold.”

She’s so still, I’m not sure she’s even breathing. Finally, she tilts her chin up to the sky and blows out a slow breath. “The brightest part of the day is in an hour. If we leave soon, then we can arrive in Lunameade a before sunset and⁠—”

I hold up a hand. “Harlow, we just got married. You’re embroiled in a scandal. We can’t go right now.”

“Why? What will happen? People will talk about me?” Her voice is edged with sarcasm. “I don’t care.”

I lean in close. “Harlow.”

“Henry.” She looks up at me, her eyes pleading. “That’s my sister’s house. I need to see that she’s okay.”

The tinge of desperation and fear in her voice unsettles me.

“Please, Henry?” Her face is soft, her eyes wild, like she’s waiting for me to back her into a corner by saying she can’t leave.

“So you do have manners,” I say, hoping the teasing will bring back the levity we’ve lost.

This version of Harlow doesn’t feel like a performance. If she’s playing me, she’s just about the best actress I’ve ever seen and her parents sending her here is truly diabolical. But if she’s not pretending, she’s just like me—someone who would do anything to protect her sister.

The only difference is that her sister is still alive. Much as I want to even the score between us, it’s useful to grant her something she wants if it will win her favor in the long term.

“Fine.”

Relief relaxes all the tension from her face.

Before she can speak, I press a finger to her lips. “But there are rules, Harlow. You will do exactly as you’re told when we’re in the woods, and when I say it’s time to come back, you don’t argue with me. I’m doing this at great personal risk.”

She nods and bites the tip of my finger hard. The sharp sting of her teeth sends a jolt right to my cock.

“Yes, sir,” she says, drawing away with a wicked grin on her face.

I wait until she’s disappeared inside the manor with Gaven close behind her before I turn to face my friends.

“What possessed you to do that? Our people will think you’re totally under her finger now,” Bryce says.

“If I try to stop her, she’ll find her own way, and if she gets hurt doing it alone, I promise it will be much worse for all of us,” I say.

Carter sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose. “Another journey through the Drained Wood for this girl. Naima is going to kill me.”

Bryce runs a hand through his dark copper hair. “Why can’t you just tie her to your bed and fuck her like a normal newlywed?”

“Because normal newlyweds don’t have a familial blood feud,” I counter. “Look, this is a huge risk, and you don’t have to take it with me, but this will be very telling. Her parents don’t protect the sister, but we could. If I can show her that, I won’t need to wrangle her. She’ll want to help us because it would mean getting her sister back.”

“Are you so sure, my friend?” Carter squeezes my shoulder. “Carrenwell family ties run deep.”

“Only one way to know for certain.”

I pat Carter on the back and enter the manor, happy at last to have something Harlow wants.
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We emerge from the Drained Wood to a crowd of fifty hunters. They’re cloaked in the late afternoon shadow of Lunameade’s city walls, but they have weapons drawn for a fight. They lower them as soon as they see that we’re human.

Behind the hunters, a group of engineers and nearly one hundred men are working on the North Hold Gate. A series of pulleys and ropes is constructed around the massive doors. One door is being pushed onto an extra-long carriage flatbed. The other door still stands, but barely.

Seeing the North Hold Gate riddled with claw marks turns my blood cold.

There are always some marks. The doors get replaced every few months. All the gates in the city are a standard size so the smiths in town can remove the damaged ones, melt and reform them, and be ready to replace the next damaged door. The Drained hit the north and south entrances much more frequently, so those gates get replaced almost twice as often as the others.

Personally, I’ve never seen so much damage on one set of gates.

Henry tightens his arm around my waist, as if he senses my tension.

“State your names,” the man at the front of the group of hunters says.

“Harlow Carrenwell, Gaven Pomeroy, Henry Havenwood, Carter Peliet, and Bryce Kennison,” I call.

We already had the full attention of the contingent of hunters, but at the sound of my name, several of the engineers turn to look as well. It would be wise of them to work faster, considering how little daylight is left and the fact that they still have to remove one door and get both new doors installed.

“Make way,” the lead hunter says.

His men form two lines on either side of the gateway. We ride through the half-replaced gates, ignoring the looks from the men around the wall.

The ride through the Drained Wood was uneventful, but now my heart is racing and my palms are clammy as we ride around the side of North Hold Gatehouse. The manor’s dark stone walls cast clawed shadows over the road in front of us.

Aidia. Aidia. Aidia. Her name pounds through my head in time with my pulse. I just need to see her.

One of Henry’s hands comes off the reins and presses to my chest.

I want to squirm away. I don’t want his comfort. I loathe that he even knows I’m anxious, but the ride took most of the day and I spent the entire time tense, not nearly as worried about the Drained in the woods as I am about the ones that shredded the gates.

I relax into him anyway, my heart rate slowing at the contact. It’s frustrating that I’ve spent my entire life holding people at arm’s length for their own safety, and now the one chance I have at casual intimacy is this maddening man, who is the last obstacle between me and Aidia and freedom. What a Divine-damned joke.

As we round the front of North Hold, the glare from the sun flashes off of the windows, and I wonder if my sister is watching me from somewhere safe inside.

Henry slows the horses as we near the front entrance of the house. A huge crowd looms ahead of us, arching around the front steps, and there, atop the stairs, stands Rafe Mattingly, arms lifted and voice raised like a king holding court.

I search for Aidia, but there’s no sign of her. It’s not a surprise that she’s not beside Rafe like a dutiful wife. She has often resisted his publicity stunts, but given how she looked before I left, I know the more likely reason is the state of her face and her unwillingness to glamour away his violence. I respect her conviction, but I hate it right now. Her absence fills me with a cold, impotent terror because I see her bruised, hopeless face every time I close my eyes. I feel her flinching away when I try to hug her. I just want to see her eyes to know that she can hold on a little longer. I’m so close to getting us to the freedom we’ve dreamed about for years.

My parents and Able are on the top step behind Rafe. Most people can’t read the subtle expressions hidden within Harrick Carrenwell’s scowls, but I can. I have to make a quick study of him; I can read his supreme displeasure, just like I can read the mad, swirling blue cloud of his aura like a fierce stormfront moving in.

My mother stands beside him. She’s fabulously outfitted in a dark purple fur-lined coat. Her black hair is pulled back in a severe chignon, and her deep violet eyes are fixed in a look of calm sympathy.

Able is not so well-mastered. He stares holes into the back of Rafe’s head. My oldest brother has always been quick-tempered, with a dark blue aura that spits off little firework sparks when he’s angry, but now those sparks are full-blown explosions. Anyone close with any semblance of magic is sure to feel it.

Fortunately, the crowd seems to be full of those with no Divine blessings, and Rafe seems wholly unbothered, perhaps even a touch delighted by their dismay.

The people are entranced by his impassioned speaking.

“These times test all of our faith, and this failure is mine alone. Don’t blame our leaders. They have done everything they can—have used the power you’ve bought them with your blood—to keep our city safe and secure. The threats outside our walls grow stronger daily and their commitment is unwavering. It is I who has let you all down. As the man you chose to be a voice and advocate for you at the magical tables of Lunameade, I have done my best as mayor to balance what is best for all of you with what is necessary to protect this great city. That’s why I made sure that the blood tithe would never be paid by retired guardsmen.”

I bristle. My father was already going to include that provision, though more for the sake of bolstering his waning popularity than magnanimity. Unfortunately, Rafe has a way of speaking loudest and first. If he were anyone else, I would be entertained by the efficiency with which he antagonizes my father. But his brutality and manipulation have robbed these speeches of any joy.

Able’s aura spins into a full-blown tempest. It builds and builds until I’m genuinely concerned he might have a fit right here in front of everyone. My mother turns to glance at him, and that’s all it takes for him to master it—one cold, disapproving look from Liza Carrenwell.

Still, it’s a bad sign. I have only been gone a few days and Able seems somehow worse.

“It is important at times like these that we honor the dead. Unfortunately, every one of us here knows what it’s like to lose,” Rafe says. He bows his head as if overcome by the loss. “But what I know is that you are all resilient. We are all here because we know how to endure—how to rely on the care of our communities to rebuild after loss. I am grateful that Divine Polm granted me the power to help the North Hold guardsmen stop the attack swiftly. But make no mistake: those ten lives lost are no less felt to me than if I’d lost a hundred of my people. I feel your grief alongside you. I mourn with you.”

Heads nod and people whisper prayers to the Divine. Rafe Mattingly should really have gone into theater because this performance is flawless.

Rafe’s wording is intentional. He takes responsibility and begs forgiveness, while praising my family for coming to the rescue. It’s as much a subtle reminder that they have the power to do that as it is a reminder that he is also merely someone who serves the Carrenwells.

It’s a tactic that my father and Able can’t use. While I’ve watched Rafe’s subtle barbs for years, I still marvel at the ease with which he manages to paint himself as a humble servant of the common people of Lunameade, instead of the wealthy, self-serving, Divine-blessed predator he is.

The rage inside me is like a lightning strike in a dry forest. I am so tired of waiting for him to mess up enough that I can bring him down. Between the panic about the attack and the fact that he’s making himself the foundation of the community daily, that chance might never come. Potent rage swells in my throat.

“Harlow.” Henry’s voice is low and calm in my ear, but his hand presses hard against my chest. “Breathe.”

The words ground me, bring me back into my body and away from the spinning anger. My lips are tingling. My poison. He must have felt it coming on.

Although the Carrenwells are the only family who can see magic through auras, most of the Divine-blessed can feel it.

This kind of slip-up is unacceptable. I am not normally rattled like this, and I’m even more aggravated that Henry knows.

“The noble women of the North Hold pleasure block will not be forgotten. May the Divine deliver them peacefully beyond the veil and may Asher welcome them home,” Rafe says, pressing his fingers to his lips and opening his palm toward the crowd in blessing.

I still. Much as it’s killing me to not hear him talk about her explicitly, the fact that Rafe hasn’t mentioned Aidia in his speech is a good sign. If she had been wounded or killed in the attack, he would have played the sympathy card for all it was worth.

There’s only minimal satisfaction in that. The women of the pleasure block were attacked—as in the women who help with my spying. The fact that it’s all women is concerning. Rafe is saying they were killed, but it’s entirely possible that they’re just missing.

My mind pulls up the nightmarish image of the Breeder’s dark, soulless eyes on me, of the nightmarish scrape of its voice.

I crane my neck to glance at Henry. “Do you think⁠—”

“That it’s the work of Breeders? Maybe. I’ll send Bryce and Carter to get more information once we’ve seen you safely to South Hold.”

On the rare occasions that Henry works with me instead of against me, he’s actually not unbearable as a husband.

At the rear of the crowd, I spot Kellan standing among ten of his guardsmen. He scans the crowd, not as if he’s looking for someone, but at everyone. The crowd is entranced, which can’t be a good thing for him and the rest of the guards.

“I know you’re worried, and in times of crisis, we want to put our anxieties into action, but you are already doing everything in your power to help us maintain the security of the city,” Rafe continues. “I’m grateful for that, and I know our leaders, the Carrenwells, are too. But the sun is growing low and the hour late. The replacement gate will be up within the hour and you can sleep soundly tonight. Go home and be with your families and tomorrow we will do what we have always done after a breach. Thrive.”

The crowd breaks into raucous applause. Their enthusiasm is unsettling.

We wait for the group to disperse, but Rafe seems intent on shaking hands with every single person in attendance. It takes an excruciatingly long time for the people to return to their homes.

I want to urge our horse forward so I can ask my parents how she is, but my mother catches my eye across the short distance and gives a quick shake of her head. Then she points south. She doesn’t want to speak in public. It’s possible she just wants to be away from prying eyes, but it’s more likely that she wants me to ditch Henry somehow.

“Let’s go straight to Carrenwell House and settle in,” I whisper. “My parents will join us when they’re finished here.”

Gaven leads the way through town, with Carter and Bryce behind him and Henry and me holding up the rear.

We’re quiet as we ride through the city. It’s not as busy as it would usually be this time of day. Shop owners turn signs in store windows to Closed and mothers rush their squealing children into cozy homes for supper.

If I hadn’t lived here for so long, it might look like a normal evening. But the lack of pedestrians milling the streets and the way the few that are out and about are constantly looking over their shoulders is very telling to me. The people of Lunameade are used to living in the shadow of fear, but the moment when our borders are truly tested always brings out this wariness.

Bryce and Carter peel off before we enter the southern half of the city. I don’t ask where they’re going because I know Henry won’t tell me.

Once we cross through the southern safety gates, things seem a bit more normal. People chat outside of pubs and couples walk down the street arm in arm. The more distance from the breach, the less immediacy the people carry. Still, there’s a part of me that wonders if this is the result of the excessive number of breaches over the last six months.

“Why wasn’t your sister out there with him for the speech?” Henry whispers.

I swallow the dread caught in my throat. Just being back inside the city walls makes the need to get Aidia away from Rafe more urgent. I have more questions than answers, and while I’m glad Aidia is safe from the Drained, I know the real reason she wasn’t out there holding court beside her husband.

“She’s probably too bruised.”

“Is she not a glamourist?” Henry asks.

I can’t stop the bitter laugh that slips out. “She won’t cover up for him. She likes to make my parents and Rafe look at it. They’d rather hide her away than have her look weak, and Aidia would rather endure any punishment than perform for them. It’s always been like that.”

This is too close, too intimate, just too much. I need anything else to deflect from the sore spot he’s prodding.

Henry hums low, but his aura curls around me in an almost protective way. “I should come in with you when you go to speak with them.”

“You should stay the fuck away. Henry, my family is private.”

“I’m your family.” He says it so calmly.

“You’re my duty.”

“What’s the difference at this point?”

It’s a fair question, but I don’t need to explain this to him now. “I am duty-bound to you. I am blood-bound to them.”

“Which comes first?”

A test of a question if ever there was one. “Whichever will deal me the least damage today. I come first.”

He laughs, a real laugh. When I glance over my shoulder at him, he looks as surprised as I feel. “I wasn’t expecting you to answer honestly.”

“Have you not learned yet, Henry? It’s not about your agenda or their agenda. It’s always been about my own.” I peek at him out of the corner of my eye. I need a way to get him out of the house so I can figure out what’s going on with my father and Able. “When we get to the house, my mother is going to want to hear everything about the wedding. I know she’ll invite us both for dinner, and I’ll be stuck there for hours. Would you go check on Aidia?”

I sense his surprise more than feel it. “She hasn’t even met me.”

“Yes, but if I go, Rafe will be awful and he’ll make sure to keep her from me. You have to understand that he’s the kind of man who wants to humble the world. Just your presence will be a challenge, and while Aidia won’t glamour herself for anyone else, she’s nosy enough that she’ll do it so she can meet you.”

The more I talk, the more I realize how insane it sounds. But I honestly believe what I’m saying.

“You were so anxious to see her,” he says.

“I know,” I say, craning my neck and shifting in the saddle to look at him. “And I still am, but I will just feel better if you set eyes on her today. I know these politics are complicated, but Rafe will know how much I want to see her, and there’s nothing he loves more than to make a woman miserable. She always finds a way to sneak out, but if you go, she’ll know I’m here to check on her.”

The longer Henry is quiet, the more certain I am he knows I’m just trying to get rid of him for a few hours.

“What reason do I give for being there?” he says finally.

“An invitation to Aidia and him for a post-wedding family dinner tomorrow night. You want to invite them as the newest member of the family.”

“Rafe’s magic?”

The thought of it sends a violent shiver through me. My mouth is so dry I can barely get the word out. “Polm.”

If ever there was a man who was made in the image of the Divine of Malice, it’s Rafe Mattingly. Most of the time, I put it out of my head so I don’t have to think about how he might be using that blessing on my sister.

A wave of nausea sweeps through me.

“Worried about me, wife?” Henry’s teasing voice snaps me out of my thoughts.

“Of course not. Rafe is not the creative type, and you’re indestructible. I’m only worried about myself and my utter lack of imagination. I’m so disappointed I haven’t found a way to take you out yet.”

He laughs, and the sound warms me.

When we finally reach the gates of Carrenwell House, I expect to feel relieved to be home, but I still feel like a tightly wound ball of stress. Leaving did not, in fact, make this house feel like a home. It still feels like a museum where my behavior needs to be as curated as the art on the walls. After acting like a wild woman in Mountain Haven for a few days, I’m not as anxious to walk these familiar halls again.

Gaven busies himself speaking with the stable hands tending to our horse, but I feel his eyes on me as I smooth Henry’s coat and fluff my windswept hair.

My parents’ carriage pulls through the gates as we’re dismounting. Able hops out first, gives me and Henry a withering sneer, and then storms into the house, slamming the door behind him. He’s devolved into a forty-five-year-old toddler.

My father helps my mother down from the carriage and they turn their assessing gazes on us. I wonder what they’re looking for. I make sure to take slow, deliberate breaths to smooth my feelings into a blank canvas so that my aura will stay steady.

“Congratulations on your nuptials. We wish you were back under better circumstances, and we weren’t counting on seeing you so soon, but we’re happy to see Harlow looking so well,” my mother says with the imitation of a warm smile. “Doesn’t she look vital, Harrick?”

Vital. I wince. She means I look terrible, which I probably do. I went straight from my run and only changed into riding clothes before we took off for the city.

“Marriage suits you, Harlow,” my father says. “I’ll leave your mother to get you settled, but we would love to hear about the wedding. Join us for dinner.”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He turns and walks into the house as if my agreement is a certainty.

My mother smiles, like that alone can balance out my father’s rudeness. “We’ll make the most of this unexpected visit. We’ll catch up tonight, and tomorrow, we’ll invite the high houses for a post-wedding reception. Nothing fancy. Just allow everyone to get to really meet you and your new husband—since the engagement dinner was interrupted.”

“That sounds good. Henry has to pick up medicine from a healer in the northwest quadrant of the city for someone back at the fort, so he won’t be able to join us tonight,” I say.

My mother’s face brightens. “Of course. Perhaps he could also stop at North Hold and extend the invite to the mayor on our behalf.”

I bite back a smile. She asked Henry to do it so she doesn’t have to deal with Rafe, but now he has an officially sanctioned reason to go there.

“I would be happy to,” Henry says.

My mother clasps her hands together and gestures for us to follow her up the stairs.

Inside the dark foyer, servants help my mother out of her coat and stand awkwardly by, unsure how to help me and Henry since we brought so little with us.

My mother smooths her hair. “We’ll have rooms made up for you⁠—”

“I’ll stay in Harlow’s rooms, thank you,” Henry says. “Customary for newlyweds to spend their nights together at the fort.” He squeezes my side and smiles indulgently down at me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can read my mother’s immense displeasure, and it makes me smirk back up at him. She abhors the rudeness of his interruption, and she hates it more that he’s commanding her in her home. But he’s a man and my husband, and this is what she signed up for—what she has never pushed back against.

He leans in like he’s going to kiss me, and my lips tingle with the rush of poison. Instead, he brushes a soft kiss to my cheek. When he pulls back, his eyes drop to my dark lips.

“Expecting something, lovely?”

I hate that I have a tell.

Part of me wanted him to kiss me just to see the complete shock on my mother’s face when he didn’t immediately die. But if she and my father find out now, they will find a way to call this whole thing off. They’ll pull me out because they’re counting on my magic to get me out in a pinch. While I’m very aware that I’m expendable to them, they don’t like to waste resources.

“I’ll be back soon. Enjoy your family time,” Henry says. He hands his small saddlebag to the servant beside us and nods to my mother before ducking out the front door.

My mother’s face instantly melts into a scowl. “At least he has some manners.” She wrinkles her nose when she looks at me. “Go wash up and change and meet us in the dining room. We have much to discuss.”

I don’t need to be told twice. I race up the stairs, eager to wear something that Henry hasn’t picked for me for the first time this week.


37


HARLOW


The parental scrutiny starts before I’ve even had my first sip of wine.

Instead of sitting at opposite ends of the grand dining room table, my parents sit across from me, making it clear this is an interrogation, not a reunion. The candelabras have been moved to the sides so they have a clear view of me and my aura. I try not to be flustered, but being the youngest, I’ve so rarely borne both of their attention at once.

There’s one other place set at the table, but I don’t expect Henry to return until after dinner. A young servant fills my glass and then rounds the table to top off my mother’s and father’s. She rushes out of the room so quickly, her blonde braid flies out behind her like a tail. I wonder if he notices all the servants are afraid of him.

My father waits until the door closes behind her before he speaks. “Henry has an unusual aura.”

I lower my glass, trying to hide my annoyance. “I’ve noticed.”

I’m tempted to tell them why I think it looks different, but admitting my magic doesn’t work on him would mean surrendering my chance at getting the tunnel key. If they realize that Henry is basically invincible, I’ll never have a chance to escape the city or the fort. I’ll be stuck spying on my husband forever, while Aidia withers away to nothing, locked away in North Hold like a hostage.

My father leans back in his chair, taking a long sip of his wine as he stares at me. He’s reading my aura like I’m reading his. He has more years of experience, but my survival has relied on knowing every flicker in his field, so we are not as outmatched as he thinks. I wait for any sign that I’ve given something away.

He hums and sets down his glass. “How was the ceremony? I’ve heard their customs are barbaric.”

“It was fine,” I say flatly. “Different than here, but still respectful of the Divine.”

He nods. My father is satisfied with any surface-level answer. The less work I create for him, the more I will be appreciated. My parents have always made a point to celebrate my independence and my helpfulness. I grew up believing there was nothing worse I could do than inconvenience them with my feelings—or, Divine forbid, my ailing body.

My episodes were treated as a personal failing, which makes it even more maddening that they might just be a result of visiting the well so often. I spent years hating my body for its relentless agonies, of hating my mind for not being strong enough to ignore the ache.

When my parents started to give me important tasks, it felt like penance. They trusted me to follow through despite my obvious physical shortcomings. I thought that responsibility must be the same as love.

It didn’t take me long to learn how wrong I was. I’m not sure I know what love is, but I recognize the lack of it.

If there has been any estimation at all of it in my life, it’s Aidia’s protection.

Servants bring in the first course in a clatter of commotion as Able shoves past them into the room. His aura hits me like a shock of lightning. He stalks to the head of the table rather than the place set beside mine.

My father shoots him a disapproving glare, either for his lateness or for choosing the seat of honor at this more intimate dinner instead of sitting beside me.

I’m relieved to have something to focus on other than the interrogation my parents were gearing up for.

Everyone waits for the servants to leave. They won’t be back for twenty minutes; Gaven and the rest of our bodyguards are posted outside to ensure none of them listen in. This is a family-business-only dinner.

“We were just discussing your sister’s wedding at Mountain Haven,” my father says.

Able laughs and pours himself wine. “You must have been thrilled to be the center of attention for once. I’ve heard their ceremonies have public sex. Did you enjoy getting fucked by that animal?”

“Sad you weren’t there to watch?” I taunt.

Able wrinkles his nose, but my mother clicks her tongue. “Enough, you two! We have important matters to discuss.”

“I’m just wondering how Harlow is going to make this mission all about her,” Able says. “Meanwhile, we’re here trying to keep the city out of Rafe’s hands while those new beasts are stalking through the street.”

“Are you quarreling with Rafe? And here I thought the two of you were the best of friends,” I sneer.

Able scoffs. “I keep my enemies close. If he thinks I’m a soft moron, he’ll underestimate me.”

I hum dismissively. “What new beasts were stalking through the streets?”

This is the first time anyone in my family has acknowledged that they know the Drained have evolved.

My father pinches his brow in annoyance but remains quiet. If Able were smart, he would, too. This silent version of my father, where his royal-blue aura swirls slowly, is the most volatile and terrifying.

“Yes, the Drained have evolved. They work in teams now. They have enough focus to slip past our defenses and they have some new appetites,” Able says.

“Oh?” I say, stalling by taking a long sip of wine. I feel suddenly and violently angry that they let me go into the Drained Wood without this information.

I wish Gaven were in here so I could look at him and know if he told them about the Breeder back at Mountain Haven. Nervous energy buzzes through my limbs, and I know my aura is pulsing a little bit too quickly to match my calm exterior.

“Is that what happened last night? They stole women?” I ask.

“They also broke the gates and shredded some guards, but yes,” Able says. “While you were busy getting mounted by your animal husband, we were here fighting to keep our people safe.”

My father pounds his fist on the table. “Enough.”

“Was anyone important hurt?” I ask, edging around the question I want to pose and trying to speak their language.

“It was just a few whores. I think we’ll live,” Able says.

I almost flinch. They were our people—they very well could be the friends who helped me keep the women of Lunameade safe.

“Is that why so many women have gone missing recently? If the Drained have evolved, why do they only want women?” I try so hard to sound curious and confused instead of accusatory, but I can tell my father isn’t buying it.

“The Drained have evolved to develop a taste for flesh to go with the blood. We have made a careful study of their changes in behavior, and we have found that they seem to have a use for the women,” my father says, tapping the edge of his spoon on the side of the bowl.

“Alive? For what?” I ask.

“For breeding,” Able answers before slurping a spoonful of soup.

My stomach turns over when I think of the beast and its fathomless eyes. I should be quiet. I should just go along to get along, but I can’t.

I don’t know if I fight because I like the feeling of making a scene or because I’d been taught the only way to be taken seriously in this family is to show my teeth.

I set my glass down too hard on the table, and everyone jumps. “How long have you known about this? It would have been valuable⁠—”

“We tell you what you need to know,” my father snaps.

I cross my arms and stop trying to control my aura. “Well, this is a thing I needed to know when I was face-to-face with one.”

All three of them go still. The anger in the room dissipates in an instant.

My mother sits up straighter, her expression shifting into her best approximation of concern. “What do you mean?”

I run my finger around the rim of my glass. I can’t tell them the truth. While directing the horde of Drained toward the fort ten years ago might have been done out of necessity, this particular piece of information in the wrong hands could see Henry’s family removed from power there. As much as my husband annoys me, he’s a much more reasonable heir than Stefan Laurence.

I’m a practiced liar, but my father is just as practiced at detecting lies; any indication of my deception will stoke his paranoia even higher.

I steady myself with a bracing breath. “I mean that in my travels, I encountered an evolved Drained one, and it was clear immediately that its behavior was different. Fortunately, Gaven was able to take care of it swiftly.” I cock my head to the side. “Our agreement was that you share information with me and I will share it with you. If you don’t share a known threat, I can’t be prepared to meet it.”

My father’s jaw ticks as he stares through me. “They are more cunning, and you should be careful out there and stay close to Gaven.”

I would love to lay into him, but I need this dinner to be over soon because I’m exhausted. I want to get back to my room as soon as possible so I’ll be ready in case Aidia sneaks out after getting Henry’s message.

“I’m quite tired after our journey, so I will give you the basics quickly and you can tell me why you’ve summoned me,” I say. “The deal that the Havenwoods made with us seems to be their true purpose, though I doubt it’s their only one. From what I can tell, they are stretched very thin with able-bodied guards. Many men died in the attack ten years ago, so they have older fighters and younger ones, but the generation between has been decimated.”

“Kellan seems to think the same,” my father says.

“Yes, well, Kellan suggested that there might be a reason why you’re so nervous about the Havenwoods showing up. That there might be a reason for them to blame us—” I lick my lips. “To blame you for their misfortune.”

My father’s aura sucks in close to his skin. “He shouldn’t have told you that.”

“Is it true?” I ask.

I take a long sip of my wine and watch my father over the rim of the glass. His reaction to this information will tell me a lot.

I lick the excess from my lips before speaking again. “I assume it had to do with their well.”

My mother drops her spoon, and Able pauses with his wine halfway to his mouth.

I watch them in my periphery, but I keep my entire focus on my father. The blue light around him picks up speed. He’s furious. I can’t help but brace myself with my hand gripping the seat of my chair.

It’s been many years, but I have still not mastered the cold, paralyzing terror of knowing he’s angry. I doubt I ever will.

“I knew about their well, but we didn’t need it,” my father says, his voice wavering with barely leashed anger.

I scoff. “You weren’t curious about what it might do?”

He slams his fist on the table and points at me. “What would you have done? There was a horde of those evolved things coming at the city. I tried my best to brace for it, but I couldn’t hold the tide of them back myself. Even with Able’s help, it would have been impossible. So I did what I had to do to ensure they headed north. I set part of the forest on fire. You know how fast holy fire spreads. I used all of my magic to force them away from the city. Then I rode out and shepherded them all the way to the wall of Mountain Haven. Once they smelled the blood inside, they stopped trying to fight their way back to the city. I left them there without looking back. I thought the wall would hold. I didn’t realize how much they had evolved, but I’d do all of it again for our people.”

Able is so still, I’m not sure he’s breathing.

After a long moment, my brother laughs—a loud, hysterical laugh. “Yes,” he says between great, gasping breaths. “I’m sure you did it all for our safety and not your own greed.”

He laughs harder, and my father’s aura swirls faster; he’s getting angrier by the second.

Able looks at me. “I didn’t know about this, but I—” He gasps with laughter. “I saw the aftermath. Those things found a weak spot in the wall and they clawed at it over and over. When we went back to investigate afterward, we found the remnants of claw marks in the stone.”

Able can’t seem to stop himself. His eyes tear and he completely comes undone in a fit of laughter.

The dining room door cracks open and Able’s bodyguard, Nick, rushes in with Gaven close behind him. Nick has something in his hand that looks like a syringe. When Able sees him, he just laughs harder.

“Come to shut me up again, Nick?” Able shouts.

Nick plunges the needle into his arm, and Able’s laughter cuts off abruptly. He sighs, and a moment later, he slumps back in his chair, unconscious.

“Get him out of here,” my father says.

Gaven and Nick enlist the help of my mother’s guard, Fallon, and the three of them carry my hulking brother from the room with great effort.

Moments later, the doors open and the servants return to clear our plates and replace our soup with roasted chicken. My parents eat as if nothing is amiss. I pick at my food, knowing that I need my strength, but still too unsettled from the stress of the day to keep much down.

“Why did you summon me back already?” I ask.

My father sets down his cutlery and leans back in his chair. “As you saw tonight, Rafe is becoming a very big problem. He publicly asked for more responsibility. Of course, he framed it as a way to prove to the people and the Divine how sorry he is for his failure last night, but he’d already run the idea by several of the magical houses before he announced it today. He wants his men to take over the full guard duty of the northern half of the city.”

The chicken suddenly tastes like ash. I swallow it down, trying to breathe through the uneasiness.

“He’s coming for us, Harlow,” my mother says.

“So you want me to—what? Kiss him?”

My mother clears her throat. “We know you have as contentious a history with the man as the rest of us, but unfortunately, he’s only become more connected over time. Our hopes to wrangle him have not been fruitful.”

Aidia. She means Aidia hasn’t been able to control him.

“We can’t take him out, but we could possibly spin a story from our history,” my mother says.

I stare at her. “I don’t follow.”

She sits taller in her chair. “If any of us suggested that Rafe somehow influenced the horde all those years ago to attack Fallen Hold, we would seem like we had an agenda with the accusation. But if Henry had reason to believe there was another option—one that we all know personally makes tremendous sense based on his temperament and desire for power here—I think we could not only win your new husband’s trust, but rally him against our common enemy. Not to mention the fact that while our high magical houses may look down on him, he’s not someone embroiled in city politics. His word will carry more weight.”

My brain finally catches up to what she’s saying. She wants me to convince Henry that Rafe is to blame for the fall of Mountain Haven.

It’s not a bad plan. Rafe is blessed by Polm, and his influence is known to be very powerful. Who better to manipulate a horde of Drained to turn away from the city than the man who loves to play the role of savior? I shudder, thinking about the kind of compulsion that could move a mob of beasts.

It’s terrifying to watch my parents work this way, but they haven’t held on to power this long by being friendly. They are diabolical.

I fold my hands neatly in my lap. “How do you expect me to casually bring this up to Henry?”

My father waves a hand dismissively. “You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure it out. We just need the accusation out there at the perfect time.”

I bite my lip. “When?”

“By Dark Star Festival.”

My mouth goes dry. I have been dreading Dark Star Festival for months.

It’s a celebration and remembrance of the time when Divine Stellaria made the whole world dark in protest of Polm stealing her husband Asher. As an eclipse sends Lunameade into three days of full darkness, the city begins a three-day party. Each day follows a theme of the story.

Day one is the Agony, in honor of Stellaria’s grief and rage at her love being stolen from her. It’s the day when all of Lunameade honors those who have died in the past year. Ceremonial floral pyres are burned and the people bring letters to their lost loved ones to add to the fire. People gather in bars and private homes to tell stories and celebrate the lives of those they’ve lost.

It’s not the grieving I dread, though. It’s convincingly performing my grief for a crowd by pretending I miss my first husband, Marc. It’ll have the whole city watching me and, by proxy, Henry.

“You want Henry to make the accusation on Agony night,” I say. The puzzle pieces in my mind click together. “Everyone will be looking to me, because of Marc.”

My father opens his mouth to speak. “And⁠—”

But my mother, seeing that I’m on the hook, grabs his arm to silence him. I’m shocked that he lets it happen.

“They’ll be looking to me—and Henry will be with me,” I say. “You want him to lay blame then to start the groundwork.”

“With that much attention, it’s sure to catch fire as quickly as the pyres,” my father says. “Even the magical houses who like Rafe won’t risk supporting him then. I swear to the Divine they’re only pretending to now to get things from me. None of them actually want that animal in charge.”

There’s terrifying satisfaction on my mother’s face, the hint of delight that she’s about to get away with something.

“During Descent, we will continue to ensure the rumor spreads,” my mother continues. “The mayor always starts the celebration by summoning the Descent drummers to begin. We will ensure that there’s some kind of public scene to make things worse for him.”

Day two of the festival, the Descent, echoes the part of the story where Stellaria descended from the sky to take back her love. Polm cursed the land where he hid Asher so she couldn’t retrieve him herself. He cast his malice magic on the land so that no one of sky or earth, living or dead, could set foot there without burning up. That is why Stellaria created the first Drained, a being of both life and death, a man of earth transformed by her star magic and reanimated by Asher’s ending magic.

For the Descent, women put on their finest dresses and take to the streets in search of their lost loves. They can bargain with men dressed as Drained, who will go into the crowd and retrieve the man she wants. While it’s largely considered a night for single people to meet and get to know each other, there are plenty of committed people who join in the fun.

“And I assume this will culminate in some major event at the Dawn,” I say.

“By the Dawn, there will be some evidence found to link Rafe to the crime. By the time the sun comes out on the fourth morning, he’ll be the most hated man in Lunameade,” my mother says. “We will take it from there.”

They look so certain I’ll agree that I want to hold out just to spite them. But I picture Aidia’s face when she knows he can’t hurt her anymore. I picture life beyond these city walls in another town somewhere far from here—and that vision gives me the strength to stay silent.

I take a bite of my chicken and chew slowly, letting the silence stretch as I sip wine to wash it down.

I slide my chair back and stand, planting my hands on the table so that they won’t see the way I’m trembling—how much it costs me to stand up to them.

“I will do this, but I want your word that you will give me what I want,” I say, ignoring the breathlessness in my voice. “Before you make assumptions, this is not a suggestion or the start of a negotiation. I am risking an enormous amount behind enemy lines and I want to be clear now that I expect to be rewarded for it. These are my terms. When this is over, Henry has skewered your latest rival, and I’ve delivered you the information you need about him and his family, you will give me the tunnel key, and you’ll make all of my siblings cooperate to let me out with any supplies and resources I request, and without Gaven tailing me.”

The crease in my father’s brow deepens, and I know I’ve hit my mark. That was his plan. He agreed to let me use the tunnel, but he intended to send my guard with me to keep him informed.

My chest clenches. I can barely draw in a breath. Until now, I wasn’t sure how I would get Aidia out of the city. She can glamour herself, but my father would still be able to see her aura. Seeing a woman with a silver aura leaving the city with me would instantly make him suspicious.

But now that I know Henry has a ring that hides auras, I could steal it for her and pretend she’s just one of the lovers Gaven thinks I sneak out to see at night.

My father’s hands flex on the edge of the table. He wants to avoid offering me the safest way to escape the city and losing access to me.

Finally, he meets my eye and offers a stiff nod. “Fine.”

He’s only ever seen me as a currency. He’s not considered me a worthy adversary.

Maybe not today, but someday I’ll change that.
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HENRY


The North Hold sitting room is ostentatious and far too warm for the heavy coat I’m wearing. The servant who answered the door offered to take it three times in the short walk from the front door to this room, but I don’t plan to stay long.

Now I wish I had just let him have it. Sweat rises on my lower back, and my heart pounds. As I strain to hear any hint of movement in the large manor, I realize it’s not just the heat of the fire that has me sweating. I’m nervous.

The servant who brought me into this room disappeared to find Rafe, but it’s not the mayor that I’m anxious about meeting. It’s my new sister-in-law.

If Aidia doesn’t like me, I have no doubt she will have a way to make sure Harlow knows it. And one veto from the person my wife loves most will be enough to wipe out all the progress I’ve made.

A set of wing-backed chairs stands in front of the fireplace, and a wolf-skin rug is laid out in front of the fire. The mantel and every other surface in the room are covered with crystal trinkets and blown-glass vases. The curtains are a heavy, dark brocade.

Everything about the design screams of wanting to appear wealthy, but the sheer volume of expensive objects counteracts the desired impression.

The walls are covered in art, including a large portrait of Rafe over the mantel. I search the numerous paintings for someone who resembles my wife. Maybe Aidia doesn’t look like her at all, but there’s such a strong resemblance between the rest of the siblings, I have to assume. If there was even a hint of a personal touch in Carrenwell House, I would know, but Harlow’s parents prefer a more sterile, museum-like environment.

I walk farther into the room, scanning the artwork. Finally, at the very corner of the wall, by the windows, I find a small portrait. The woman looks like Harlow, with the same dark hair and full lips, but there’s an intensity in her eyes that is more severe.

Rafe keeps her as tucked away in this room as he does in the rest of his life. I don’t know how Harlow bears knowing that her sister is here and suffering. If it were Holly in this situation, I would have ripped the man’s throat out.

I look around the room and consider Harlow’s theory. Could Rafe Mattingly really be both the mayor and the leader of the rebellion without anyone knowing? Harlow is too biased against the man to be a reliable source. I can understand why, but I have to get a feel for him myself.

That’s why I didn’t just leave word with the servant who answered the door moments ago. That and I’d like to actually meet Aidia Carrenwell since she’s the one person Harlow respects.

I think about the way Harlow took in that spectacle earlier today. She didn’t get reassurance from her family’s words. She assessed what had happened the previous night based on their actions, which in itself was telling. It’s clear she has a lot of experience reading nonverbal cues.

Footsteps sound in the hall, and a moment later, a man appears in the doorway to the sitting room. He’s dressed in an elegant suit, his hair perfectly combed. “Welcome to North Hold, Mr. Havenwood. I’m Mr. Mattingly’s butler, Paul. How can I help you this evening?”

“I was hoping to personally extend an invitation to our post-wedding celebration dinner tomorrow. I know it’s late notice, but it would mean a lot to me and Harlow if we could have the whole family together.” I sound so awkward speaking this formally. I don’t want to be the brute these people think I am, and I was raised with proper manners, but the words still feel stiff.

“I’m afraid you’ve just missed Mr. Mattingly.”

I nod and look toward the sitting room door. “Is there anyone else I could formally deliver the invitation to? I’m just trying to do things right by my new wife.”

Paul smiles warmly. “I’m afraid not, but rest assured that I’ll make sure he gets your invitation as soon as he arrives home.” He hesitates and lowers his voice. “You might be able to catch him later out and about, but right now, Mr. Mattingly is stopping to visit the unblessed prisoners in lockup.”

“Oh? Is that a thing he does often?”

The butler nods fervently. “Seems it happens at least once a week now with so many of them protesting the double blood well tithes.”

“It’s thoughtful of him to visit,” I say.

Paul presses a hand to his heart. “He cares deeply about this community. There’s never a day when he isn’t worrying. He brings many of them bread and also delivers funds to the incarcerated families so they can survive in the meantime.”

Now that is interesting. Rafe is friendly to blood tithe dissenters and their families. He’s doing anything he can for loyalty, but also, a man like Rafe Mattingly would have the access to come and go freely from lockup. He’s clearly used it as a way to ingratiate himself with people in dire circumstances—and that makes me loathe him more.

Paul looks at me expectantly.

“That’s very generous of him,” I say, a beat too late. “I’m disappointed I missed him, but I’m sure Harlow will understand.”

Paul hesitates a moment. “Well, he has a meeting at the Living Nightmare after his lockup visit. It’s a bar in the northeast quadrant. You might be able to catch him there in an hour or so.”

Forcing my warmest smile, I thank him and turn to go. I cast one last look toward the door, hoping to catch a glimpse of my new sister-in-law, but there’s no one coming. Rafe must have her locked away for the night. If she’s anything like her sister, I almost understand the desire to contain her, but if everything Harlow says is true, I’d appreciate Aidia’s wanting to get out.

I owe the woman no loyalty, just like I owe Harlow none, but it still grates on me that she’s stuck here with an abuser and Harlow is the only one doing anything to try to get her out. What kind of family would expect such loyalty?

I sigh. The same kind that would send another daughter off with the family they tried to wipe out ten years ago.

I rub a hand over the back of my neck. How I feel is irrelevant. I just need to deliver this message to Rafe or at least make my best attempt so I can go back to South Hold and tell them I tried.
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Two hours of waiting at Living Nightmare has yielded me nothing but a mild buzz and a ringing in my ears from the boisterous music.

The fiddlers play at a volume more appropriate for a large ballroom instead of this small, dark bar. The power went out earlier, casting the room in darkness for a moment before the owners brought out candles and the party started back up again.

The flickering candlelight bounces off the patrons and the large firebird rising above them, painted on the wall of the bar.

The bartender, an older man with an alert and constantly moving gaze, has kept my glass full since I sat down. He returns again, but I wave him off and throw a few coins on the bar.

Maybe Rafe’s butler was just trying to haze me, or maybe his boss got caught up with something else. Whatever the reason, I need to get back to South Hold.

Standing, I take one last look around the bar, pull on my coat, and head toward the long hallway that leads to the rear exit. A door creaks open in the corridor and several men shuffle out. I pause at the end of the narrow hallway, and they walk by with their heads cast down.

As soon as the last man clears the hall, I walk to the back door and out into the cold night air.

The rear courtyard of the bar is small. Some iron furniture is stacked in the corner, likely meant for outdoor drinking and merriment in fairer weather. A large statue looms to the left of the bar doorway.

It’s Divine Asher. I’m so stunned to see the Divine of Endings with any sort of shrine or honor here in Lunameade. He’s depicted in dark gray stone, with a snake eating its tail wrapped around his neck.

Asher’s stories are popular here, but there’s a strange superstition that talking about him too much will welcome his presence in your life and rob you of a loved one. It’s rare to find art depicting him or Kennymyra in Lunameade. City folk probably think nothing of it, but it stands out to me after growing up at the fort, where Asher and Kennymyra are praised and reflected as much as the rest of the Divine.

The sound of rhythmic footsteps startles me from staring, and I turn to the courtyard entrance as Kellan Carrenwell and twenty of his city guards walk through. He stops as soon as he sees me, his expression shifting from surprise to confusion.

“Henry? What are you doing here?” he asks.

The fact that I’m surrounded by city guards makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong, but I force a smile. “I just thought I’d get a drink after extending our post-wedding dinner invitation to North Hold at your mother’s request. I didn’t realize this was a bar that honored Asher, but I guess I should have, given the name.”

Kellan looks past me toward the door. “Were you meeting anyone?”

I shake my head.

Kellan says something to the man beside him that I can’t quite make out, and his guards file past me into the bar. He waits until the door closes behind the last of them before he speaks.

“We received a tip that there was a rebel meeting here tonight. Did you see anything?”

It takes all of my self-control not to react. “No. It just seemed like a normal bar.”

It’s possible that this was just a coincidence. Maybe Divine Harvain has cursed me with wretched luck. But I know the more likely scenario.

Rafe set me up. Or his butler did. But how could they know I was coming? Maybe Harlow was right and Rafe was supposed to be there because he is Rochelli. Or maybe he was coming out the back door of North Hold when I was coming in the front and told his butler to set me up, then tipped Kellan off to try to create tension between our families.

If what Harlow says is true and our alliance does actually help her family and solidify their stronghold in the city, then it makes sense for him to try to disrupt that.

I feel like a fool. He set a trap, and I stepped right into it.

“I just needed a break from your sister.”

Kellan’s face relaxes as he laughs. “I bet you do.”

I look beyond him, at the courtyard exit. I really don’t want to have to fight my way past my new brother-in-law. He is Harlow’s only family member who doesn’t seem completely awful.

“I should really be getting back,” I say, and to my surprise, Kellan steps out of the way and lets me pass.

“Keep her safe,” he says as I walk by him.

“I will.”

It’s not until I’m through the courtyard walls and out on the street that I realize I mean those words.
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HARLOW


My bedroom is dark when I step inside. The fire has gone out, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust.

A dark shape in the chair at the corner of the room makes me jump. But it’s just Henry’s bag, dumped there carelessly by a servant. My things had better be hanging in the closet, because I cannot abide my mother’s scolding about wrinkled dresses.

Henry will be back soon, which means I need to decide if I want to wait here to see if Aidia shows, or chance a visit to Bea to find out what she knows about the missing women.

I’m so restless. Going to Mountain Haven is the first time I’ve ever been more than a city away from my sister. While I know Aidia wasn’t hurt by the Drained, that doesn’t mean she’s not hurt at all. Until I can look at her again, I’ll be plagued by this same restlessness.

Swiping the poker from beside the fireplace, I prod at the coals to see if I can restart the blaze. The steel scrapes against stone, but there’s no life left in the fire. I’ll have to call someone to get it restarted. In the meantime, I swipe matches from the mantel and light the three candles on the candelabra atop it. The second after I blow out the match, I hear the sound of fabric swishing.

“Are you kidding me with this red lace, Harlow? I know you’re married, but this is downright indecent.”

I turn at the sound of Aidia’s voice and dart to my closet. There she stands, pointing at a hanger holding some of the red lace undergarments Henry had made for me. The sight of her waggling her eyebrows at my underwear unknots something stuck in my chest.

“What’s the point of this? It covers nothing,” she says, flicking her finger over a tiny satin bow.

“I’m pretty sure that’s exactly the point,” I counter.

Her voice is light, but she keeps her face in the shadows as she walks toward me.

I want to grab her and hug her, to bury my face in her hair and smell her floral scent. But she stops in the doorway. She’s keeping her distance.

When she finally tilts her face toward the light, I know why. Her whole left cheek is mottled with bruises, her lip split.

A sickening sense of familiarity hits me. I have seen this too many times before.

I force myself not to react, but I already know from her expression that my aura has slipped, surging out around me like a golden halo.

“My heart,” I rasp.

She smiles sadly. “My bones.”

“Our blood,” we say in unison.

She’s okay. She’s safe.

Except we have never been safe.

The tension that left me earlier returns. I want to touch her, but I can tell by the way she moves so gingerly and keeps her face away from the light as she circles me that she can’t take it. My heart is in my throat. I swear I’ve seen her looking worse, but something about her presence in my closet fills me with dread.

“I can’t stay long,” she says, glancing at the door. “Your husband’s arrival caused enough excitement for me to slip out without any of the servants noticing.”

“Did Rafe try to stop him?” I ask.

“Rafe wasn’t there. I didn’t want to meet him myself until I knew if you were okay.” She smirks. “And until I knew whether I should give him a hug or punch him in the face.”

I laugh.

Aidia shushes me. “You undersold him a bit, Low. You said he was tallish with dark hair. That man is devastating. What is he, seven feet tall?”

I roll my eyes. “Six-foot-five max.”

Aidia fans herself dramatically. “And those muscles.” She blows out an exaggerated sigh. “That coat must be Divine-blessed, because I swear one flex of his arms and it would be shredded. He looks like he could throw you around—and, frankly, you’ve needed a good fuck these last few years. You were getting pretty uptight.”

I glare at her. “I’ve had plenty of good fucks.”

Aidia whistles low, ignoring me entirely. “And those eyes. Bleeding woods! I’d be on my back day and night.”

I roll my eyes.

“How was the wedding? Did you really do a sex ritual?”

“Yes.”

“Did it hurt?” she asks.

A pleasant shiver runs up my spine as I recall that night. “Only when I wanted it to.”

Aidia’s jaw drops. “I knew it. Did you have fun?”

“Once I got over the weirdness of so many people watching. But there was this whole part where he had to give me an orgasm to get a blessing from Kennymyra in this ornate bed, and I came so hard I broke their centuries-old sigil.”

“What!” The word is part shrill laugh and part gasp.

“Aidy—hush!” I glance at the door, hoping Gaven hasn’t heard her.

She smothers her laugh with a hand. “Say more immediately.”

At her urging, I give the quickest recounting of the wedding events, and she listens with her jaw progressively becoming more slack.

“Oh, he is going to fall in love,” she says. “Without a doubt. That man has no chance. You’re too beautiful for him to resist. How has the sex been since?”

I lick my lips. “We haven’t⁠—”

“Harlow Catherine Carrenwell! That man gave you an ancient-sigil-breaking orgasm and you haven’t fucked him again?” She points to the lingerie. “You have a closet full of the most intricate lingerie I’ve ever seen, and you haven’t used any of it.” She scoffs. “What a waste! You don’t deserve to have the best boobs in the family if you’re not going to use them to seduce our enemies.”

I stifle a laugh. “You’re right. I’m a terrible Carrenwell.”

Aidia’s bright smile slips into concern. “You promise you’re okay?”

I nod. “I did sleepwalk one night and Henry found me on the balcony in the rain. I don’t remember ever sleepwalking before.”

“You did it when we were younger, remember?” Aidia says. “You used to relive things from your day. Dance lessons once. There were a few others, but I can’t quite remember. Maybe it will come to you if you try to remember the last time you were on a balcony?”

I frown. I really don’t, but there’s a hint of desperation in her voice and her eyes are clouded.

“Aidy, can you hang in there? Just until after Dark Star Festival.”

She cocks her head to the side. “I can hold out a day longer than Rafe. Always. You know this.” Her voice is full of forced lightness. “Speaking of the monster. I should go.”

She walks back into the closet and it takes a tremendous amount of restraint to not grab her and drag her into a hug, but her ribs are probably still bruised and I don’t want to cause her any more pain.

Aidia pauses with her hand on the passageway door. “Low?” Her voice is so serious, it sends a chill through me. “Tell Henry to go down on you like he’s trying to honor the Divine again, because I’ve never seen your aura look more radiant.” She smirks at me over her shoulder.

I pull off my silk slipper and toss it at her. It hits the door as she wrenches it closed behind her.

It was good to hear her laugh—to fall back into easy teasing.

I blow out three slow breaths, but my heart hasn’t stopped pounding since I saw her bruises. The room feels too hot and stuffy.

Henry should be back any minute. If I don’t go now, I’ll lose my chance to get out.

Riffling through the dresses in my closet until I find the most indecent one I own, I slip out of my dinner dress and into the red lingerie Aidia was waving at. I slide the gown over my head, and the silk is so fine and delicate that it shows the texture of the lace below. Though the lingerie is bright, the dress is such a deep red, it looks almost black.

I tuck my feet into matching slippers and pull on my coat. Then, I sneak out the closet passageway.
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Guardian’s Crossing is so packed, I have to shove my way through three drunk old men doing a linked-arm line dance just to get to the bar.

Bea has a glass of whiskey waiting for me. I’d prefer wine, but I’ll settle for anything to take the edge off of seeing Aidia. She’s fine. At least as fine as she can be considering the circumstances, and yet I’m still full of nervous, churning energy.

I take a long gulp of the whiskey.

Bea clicks her tongue. “That’s good stuff. Don’t gulp it like it’s common swill. You’ve only been out with the wild mountain people a few Divine damn days.”

I lick my lips as I place the glass down on the bar and grin at her. Bea looks beautiful as always. Her short hair is twisted back from her face, a flower tucked behind her ear. No doubt it’s Josie’s touch. Bea has never been one to accessorize.

She pulls a few beers for the men on the stools beside me and grabs a rag to wipe down the bar. “I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon,” she says, rubbing at a nonexistent stain in front of me.

“I was summoned.”

She frowns but still doesn’t look at me. “They call. You come.”

“Not for long.”

Finally, she meets my eyes. “Oh?”

I nod. “I think I finally have a way to get everything I want, but that’s a conversation for somewhere more private.”

She nods her head toward the back room, and I round the bar and follow her through the curtain into the dim stock room.

As soon as I step inside, I take off my coat and toss it onto her desk in the corner. Her face shifts from annoyance that I’ve disturbed her stacks of papers to appreciation for the gown.

She whistles. “Bleeding woods! Every time I think you can’t wear something less appropriate in public, you go and one-up yourself.”

I smooth my hands down the deep red silk. “Thank you for noticing. I’d been saving it for a special occasion. After being naked in front of all the magical families of Mountain Haven, I figured why not.”

“So it has nothing to do with your new husband?” Bea challenges.

I shrug a shoulder. “If Henry is agitated by my choice of dress, that’s merely an added bonus.”

Bea laughs, the sound a smooth, melodic alto that’s all at once familiar and foreign. I used to collect those laughs like precious coins, but we’ve laughed far too little these last few months.

“What’s your new deal?” Bea asks.

Bea doesn’t know everything about my family. There are many things I can’t tell her for her safety. It was a huge sticking point in our relationship. She didn’t understand that my not telling her things wasn’t because I didn’t trust her, but because I didn’t trust them. If they even suspected she knew things she wasn’t supposed to know, I wouldn’t put it above them to at the very least have Electra wipe all recent memories from her brain. Something like that would be devastating to a woman who runs her bar from an accounting system that only makes sense to her and a list of merchants and favors she keeps in her head.

“I need to turn Henry against Rafe.”

“How do you plan to do that?” Bea asks.

I wave my hand down my scantily clad body. “With the gifts the Divine gave me…and my sparkling personality, of course.”

She laughs again. “Of course. It seemed like you were off to such a good start.” She takes a step closer. “He’s been good to you?”

“He’s been humbled.”

Bea purses her lips. “As I knew he would be. But really? You’re doing well?”

I don’t take the offer to share. It’s hard enough for me to share things with anyone, but it’s far too strange to talk to a former lover about my new husband.

She seems to sense this new boundary between us. “And what will you buy with this one last favor?”

“Freedom once and for all.” I take a deep breath. “I’m leaving.”

“How?”

I understand her skepticism. I’ve threatened to leave so many times before. I’ve ranted and raged and said I was fed up, but I always stayed. It was impossible to leave without a clear escape route.

“My parents have agreed to grant me a favor when I do this one last thing. Once the deed is done, I’ll be gone and they won’t have any dominion over me anymore.”

“So you’ll stay at the fort?” she asks.

I’m tempted to just tell her about the tunnel, but I’m so close to escaping. Bea is one of the most secretive people I know—yet, still, I can’t risk word of its existence getting out before I make my final escape.

“No. I’m going beyond the mountain.”

Bea stares at me for a beat. “And what of your husband?”

I scoff. “He’ll be glad to be rid of me and have the resources our marriage granted him.”

She purses her lips like she wants to say more. I understand her doubt, but the thing that has shifted this time is that I’ve left the city walls. Before leaving, it was unimaginable to think of life outside this fishbowl. Now, this boundary has been crossed and freedom feels within my grasp.

She rubs the back of her neck. “What about the Poison Vixen?”

The guilt is swift. I take my responsibility to the women of Lunameade seriously, but the whole reason I started that work was because I couldn’t help Aidia. There’s not a place in the city I could stash her that my parents couldn’t find her. They’ve already shown they have no problem marrying a daughter off again if it suits them. There’s no escaping them inside the city walls. If we stay here, sooner or later, we’ll get sucked back into their games.

“I can’t surrender the only chance I’ll ever have to leave to be a one-woman vigilante against an army of abusers,” I say. “I don’t want to let anyone down, but I thought about what you said about letting more women help. It’s going to take a while for me to make formal plans. I thought in the meantime we could brainstorm a way to develop our network and carry on the Vixen’s work.”

Bea looks around the room, anywhere but at me.

“You were the one who tried to get me to quit so many times,” I say. “I can’t believe you’re mad now that I’m finally doing it.”

Bea swallows, and her dark eyes are full of grief. “I’m not mad. You were so stuck for so long. I’m relieved to see you healing, Low.”

I’m speechless—so moved that the person who knows my struggles best recognizes this massive shift in me. I’m not sure I even recognized it in myself until she said it. A lump forms in my throat.

Neither of us seems to know what to do with this unexpected emotional revelation.

Bea tugs at her sleeves and clears her throat again. “In that case, we have work to do. I’m assuming you’re here about the attack in North Hold and the women.”

I nod. “Who’s missing?”

“Francesca is the only one in our network missing. But several other women from the district have been taken as well, and that’s a concern. Especially because our favorite revolutionary, Rochelli, is spreading rumors that they’re not victims of an attack. He says they’re a tithe to the Drained.”

I stare at her. “I don’t understand. What do you mean? How do you know?”

Bea beckons me toward the curtain that leads to the bar. She draws it aside and nods toward a bearded man at the bar. He’s spinning his glass in a bubble of spilled ale.

“I know because that half-drunk, soon-to-be full-drunk fellow at the bar can’t stop running his mouth about it,” Bea says. “He slipped up and mentioned Rochelli, so I started filling his glass with the good stuff to keep him talking. He seems to think that it’s something your family agreed to.”

“They wouldn’t do that.” Defending them is a reflex in public settings, but less so with Bea. “There are a lot of lines my parents will cross, but our own citizens aren’t one of them.”

What I can’t tell her is that was the entire reason I was drafted into this sham marriage. My father sacrificed the fort to protect the city. It makes no sense for him to change course now, especially when he knows the fort is back up and running.

“I realize how it sounds,” I say. “There are many things they would sacrifice, but all of those sacrifices have been for the sake of protecting the people inside these city walls.”

Bea holds up her hands in surrender. “I know there are things you can’t tell me, but the great thing about being your friend is that I don’t have to buy into your family’s bullshit.”

I sigh in frustration. “It has to be Rafe. This is the perfect kind of rumor to start a frenzy. There’s no way to prove it, but also no way to disprove it, so it will just spread and spread and turn the tide of power in the city his way.”

Aidia’s face is still so fresh in my mind, and as much as I would like to tell my parents where they can shove their favors, as much as it’s their fault she’s in that situation to begin with, I only have bad options at the moment, and theirs is the only one that offers me what Aidia needs.

Bea leans back against the wall and tugs on the rolled sleeves of her button-down shirt. “Maybe it’s less that he’s effectively turning the tide toward him, and just that people are tired of your family’s manipulation. Just like you are.”

I glare at her. “You do realize Rafe is the other option, right? He was out there today like a king holding court.”

Bea wrinkles her nose. “That ghoul hasn’t shut up in weeks. He just feeds on the fear and misery. There’s no tragedy he can’t turn into a political opportunity. I’m sorry you had to listen to it.”

I shrug a shoulder. “You know more than anyone how much I’d love to stick it to my parents, but I need just one viable candidate who actually has the best interest of the city at heart. Whatever is going on with these missing women is scary. I—” I hesitate to tell her the full truth, but she deserves to know. How else will we do what we set out to and keep the women of Lunameade safe?

As I tell her about the Breeders and the evolution of the Drained, her eyes get progressively wider. When I finish, she looks like she’s going to be sick.

“Well, you know what you have to do,” she says. “You have to take that man at the bar upstairs and find out what he knows.”

“I don’t have my necklace.” I rarely take it off, but I didn’t want to detract from the scandalous neckline of this dress. “Plus, I never do work here. That’s one of our rules.”

Bea crosses her arms. “Are you not forever bending rules when it serves you?”

“Last time I bent the rules, I kissed my husband.”

She grins. “And look how well that turned out.”

I cock my head and glare at her.

“Hear me out,” Bea chides. “You’ve hit so many other bars and boarding houses that at some point it will become suspicious if it doesn’t happen here at least once. Plus, you don’t have to kill him. You can just pump him for information.”

I groan and smooth my hair. “Fine. Ruin my night off.” I nod to the board of hooks that hold keys to the rooms upstairs. “Give me number three.”

Bea tosses me the key and holds out my coat.

“I won’t be needing that,” I say with a grin as I slip through the curtain and into the bar.

I feel the man’s eyes on me as soon as I step into the light. Normally, I would try to be charming and flirtatious and wait until he suggests going upstairs, but my time is limited. Henry is probably back at Carrenwell House already. If I keep him waiting too long, he’ll come looking for me. I’m going to need to be more direct.

I step up beside the man. His blond hair is tied in a bun at the nape of his neck and his pale blue eyes hold a hazy, drunken sheen.

I lean in close. “I heard you’re one of them. That you work with—” I glance around the noisy bar and lower my voice. “Rochelli.”

He smirks, leans back, and holds a finger up to his smiling lips to indicate a need to be quieter. “I’m Shane. And what’s your name?”

“Gwen,” I say, leaning forward so my dress gaps. “I have to say. I was particularly disturbed by the part about the tithe. As a young woman, one can never be too careful when walking alone at night.”

His eyes slide down my body, pausing on my chest for a long moment before sliding lower. “You need to be very careful. These new, evolved Drained ones would love you. They say the beasts aren’t content with just blood anymore. They want flesh, too. The Carrenwells are all too happy to stave them off with women like yourself. A couple of working women is a small price to pay for them.”

I run my fingers down the embroidery on his button-down. “I have a room upstairs. I thought maybe we could discuss the details. Privately. For safety, of course.”

His eyes light up. “It would be my honor to help protect a beautiful woman like yourself, assuming, of course, we can come to a mutually agreeable price.”

“Meet me in room three in two minutes and we can talk terms.” I draw back, letting my fingernails scrape down his shirt as I walk away.

I cut through the bar, down the hallway in the back, and up the stairs to the second floor. The number three on the third door on the right of the dim hallway hangs slightly askew. I unlock the door and let myself into the simple room. There’s a single bed to the right of the door. On the far wall, a wooden chair sits next to a matching table in front of a fireplace.

Bea must have sent Josie up to start a fire, because it’s already bright and the room is warmer than I was expecting.

I check my appearance in the mirror hanging on the wall by the door. The bright red stain on my lips is still perfect. I pinch my cheeks to give the illusion of a flush.

A knock sounds at the door, and I rush to answer it.

As soon as I crack it open, he’s on me. Shane grabs my arm and tugs me toward the bed. Stupid of me to let my guard down just because he’s drunk.

I twist and break his hold. “I was thinking you could sit in that chair there while I slip out of my dress.”

“I thought I could have it however I like. I’m good for it. I want you to sit on my face,” he says.

His words are slurred. He’s drunker than I thought.

“Actually, you’re right about the chair. I want to look in those violet eyes while you ride my cock,” he says.

Shane stumbles toward the chair, fumbling and almost missing the seat. I crack my elbow against his temple, and he instantly slumps over to the side. I search the room for something to hold him in place in case he tries to get handsy again.

The only option is the cords holding the curtains open.

“Sorry, Bea,” I say as I remove them from the curtains and use them to bind each of the man’s wrists to the wooden arms of the chair.

I stand back and look him over. His chin is tucked down, his mouth open and drooling on his shirt. I hit him harder than I meant to.

This might take a while.

Instead of sitting there staring at him, I slip out of the room and back downstairs to enjoy Bea’s fine wines while I wait to begin my interrogation.

Instead of going straight for the bar, I turn the other way at the bottom of the stairs and head down the back hallway that leads to a cleaning supply closet. I duck inside and cross the small, cluttered space. The shelf on the back wall is almost too high for me to reach, but I brush my fingers over the top edge until they brush cool metal. I grasp the key and push aside a cleaning smock hooked beside the shelf to reveal a keyhole. I unlock the door and push, and it creaks open, revealing Bea’s fine wine collection. She should never have told me it was here if she didn’t want me to drink it.

Running my fingers over the dusty bottles, I choose an old favorite, then step back into the closet, close the secret door, and lock it. I return the key to its spot, reach into the smock pocket where I tucked a corkscrew a while back, and use it to uncork the bottle.

I step out of the closet and sneak out the back door with my pilfered wine in hand.

The courtyard behind the bar is quiet, and the cold air feels good after wrestling with the man upstairs.

I lift my hair away from my neck and sigh, taking a sip of the wine. It’s as good as I remembered—smooth and rich and perfect for a winter night.

Shane better wake up soon. When Henry gets back to Carrenwell House, he’ll realize I’m not in my room and he’ll tell Gaven, and then I’ll have to deal with both of them.

I stare up at the night sky and sip my wine, listening to the ruckus inside. I could just stay out here and take a night off from spying. Guilt twists through me at the thought and I knock back a few gulps of wine.

It takes a good fifteen minutes or so for the feeling to dissipate, but once it does, I feel more grounded, even with the pleasant buzz of alcohol flowing through my veins.

Hopefully, I’ve given Shane enough time to wake up. I’ll just bring this bottle to the bar since it’s one of Bea’s favorites and I feel bad only drinking a little bit of it. If the man isn’t awake by the time I’m done, I’ll find a way to wake him.

When I step back into the bar, it’s even louder and more crowded than before.

Bea spots me and frowns as I push my way toward her.

“That was fast,” she says, pouring something from a nondescript bottle and handing it to me. She glances over my shoulder toward the stairwell.

“My friend got a little excited and I had to settle him down,” I say. “I may have settled him a little harder than I meant to. I figured I’d have a drink while I wait.”

Her brow wrinkles. She looks toward the hallway again. “Did you see—” She holds up a hand and shakes her head. “Never mind. I’m not here to judge whatever games you get up to.”

I’m about to ask what she means, but I take a slow sip of the reddish liquid and almost groan. It’s the smoothest whiskey I’ve ever tasted, with a hint of something fruity at the very end.

“What is this?”

Bea preens in satisfaction. “This is why the crowd is so big tonight. Word got out that I was sampling my new Dark Star Festival brew for one night only. I can’t imagine how that happened when I was keeping it under wraps.” Her voice is laced with sarcasm.

Bea is so good at spreading rumors and hyping up her rare distillations. She has an uncanny ability to create a frenzy by sharing information with just the right patrons to ensure that it spreads through the whole city within one evening.

A thought sears through my mind. The only other person who can create such persuasive havoc is Rochelli.

I watch Bea as she wipes up a spill in front of a man sitting a few seats down at the bar. She couldn’t possibly be the leader of the rebellion. But my mind immediately starts fitting pieces together. She is incredibly well-informed—a fact I’d written off because of the sheer volume of people she speaks to every night. But she also hates my family, she has no magic, and she has testified vehemently at town meetings against the second blood tithe.

I shake the thought away and take another sip of the drink. It’s unimaginable that I was so blinded by my affection for her that I would have missed that. Besides, she rarely ever leaves Guardian’s Crossing except to get ingredients for her creations. How could she run a revolution and a business?

After handing an ale to a man at the end of the bar, she walks back toward me, leans over, and smirks. “Low, I’ve been trying to work up the nerve to say something. I don’t know what kind of kinky game you and your new husband are playing, but I have to ask why you’re still down here when he went upstairs so long ago.”

I frown. “What are you talking about?”

Bea holds up her hand in mock surrender. “I don’t know if you’re just trying to make me jealous by doing it here, and I’m not one to judge whatever weird roleplay thing you’re doing, but I’m surprised you’re making him wait so long. He popped in and asked where you were right after you went off with your rebel. He went up a while ago.”

I don’t wait to answer her. I shove through the crowd and sprint up the stairs, praying my informant isn’t already dead.
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Istep inside room three and close the door behind me, pausing with my hand still on the knob, my gaze fixed on my husband.

Out of the corner of my eye, Shane tugs frantically on the ties at his wrists. At least he’s still breathing.

Henry is perched on the bed, his dark eyes burning into me. I can tell he’s been back to Carrenwell House because his hair is neatly combed and he’s changed into clean clothes.

He crosses his arms, and his biceps strain against his black dress shirt.

I’m not afraid of Henry, but an alarm bell rings in the back of my brain, warning me to run.

I release my hold on the doorknob and turn slowly to face him. “My wolf, what a truly unpleasant surprise. How did you know how to find me?”

“This is your favorite bar,” Henry says. “With your favorite bartender.” His gaze rakes down my body, pausing on my breasts before sliding down to my right leg and the hip-high slit. “What the fuck are you wearing?”

I swish from side to side. “A very expensive dress from an exclusive Lunameade designer. I’m glad you like it.”

“If that’s a dress, surely it’s unfinished.”

I tug on the neckline. “If you don’t like it, I’m happy to take it off.”

“Don’t.” The word is a threat, a challenge, and an invitation all at once.

Adrenaline races through my blood at the menace in his eyes. Good. I’m angry, too. Even in Lunameade, I can’t escape my unwanted husband.

“Mere days into this marriage and you’re already inviting another man up to your room?” Henry asks.

I purse my lips. “I didn’t think you’d be so sentimental.”

A muscle in his jaw twitches. “It’s not sentimentality. It’s pride. You don’t shame a man like this.”

“Or? What will happen?” I ask, pushing my lower lip into an exaggerated pout.

I shouldn’t push him, but making him crazy is one of the few joys left in my life.

Shane shifts the chair forward as he tries to yank his hands free. He only succeeds in drawing Henry’s attention.

“I didn’t know she was married. This is clearly a private conversation. If you untie me, I can see myself out,” Shane says.

He looks terrified. Divine know what Henry said to him before I arrived.

“Are you feeling more talkative and less handsy now?” I ask.

He glances warily at Henry.

“Don’t mind my husband. I’m sure he would love to hear about your correspondence from Rochelli. I want to hear more about what you were talking about downstairs.”

Shane tugs on the bindings around his wrists and looks from me to Henry. “Yes.”

“You work with the rebels?” Henry says slowly.

Shane nods.

“And you thought you would talk to Harlow Carrenwell about your spy work?”

I sigh. So much for not killing him. Henry just ensured I can’t let him leave this room.

Shane’s head snaps toward me. “I thought it was a glamour. I didn’t think you were actually a Carrenwell. Lots of the—professional women just do it for the fantasy. I didn’t know. I⁠—”

His words aren’t slurred anymore, but he doesn’t seem entirely sober either. Hopefully, this is the sweet spot for interrogating him.

“Relax, Shane,” I say. “I’m not going to sell you out. I just want to know what you know about Rochelli and the missing women.”

Henry’s eyebrows shoot up.

“I don’t know anything. I was just drunk and bragging,” Shane says.

Henry sighs and shakes his head. “Come now, Shane. You clearly had a purpose in bringing my wife up here. I can tell you the one thing that gets her going is information. Isn’t that right, lovely?”

I don’t want to share all of this with Henry, but I’m almost positive from the way his aura is shifting and the look in his eyes that he’s holding himself back from killing Shane immediately with great effort. If I don’t ask now, I might never get a chance to.

“It’s so sweet how you pretend to know what gets me going,” I taunt. His aura presses wider, but I ignore him and focus on our captive. “Do you know who Rochelli is, Shane?”

Shane laughs and shakes his head. “No one knows who he is. Some people think he’s a group of people. Some think he’s actually a she and that no one would suspect a woman because men of Lunameade underestimate women’s intelligence.”

I think of Bea again, but I can’t fathom how she would do it, or how she would have kept it from me until now.

“They’re not wrong about that,” Henry says. “Men here are very foolish. If you don’t know who Rochelli is, how do you communicate with him?”

Shane shifts, subtly tugging against the bindings on the chair. “Letters. A note comes to my house with the number of one of the public mailboxes in the city and the combination to unlock it. It’s different every time—never in the same quadrant and no rhyme or reason to the numbers.”

My stomach churns. As the Poison Vixen, I rent a few mailboxes around the city and rotate them each month to avoid being caught. The women who vet clients for me give our clients a mailbox number and a code just like this. The process is alarmingly close to the one I use—the process Bea suggested.

“Why did you get recruited?” Henry asks. “What makes them trust you?”

Shane looks toward the door and then back at Henry. “I don’t have a blessing, but I manage accounts for several of the high magical houses. I think I was invited because I have access and because I spoke out openly at a city meeting about the second monthly blood tax. My mother technically qualifies, but she has a bleeding disease. While the healer can heal the wound, it’s costly for us to pay them twice a month, and it’s a risk for her every time she’s cut. I got especially heated at a meeting six months back, and that’s when the first message arrived at my door.”

I frown. “And you just went with it?”

Shane shakes his head. “I didn’t believe it at first. I thought it was a trap. But I followed the instructions. It was simple enough. I just had to leave some healing supplies—gauze, alcohol, a tincture for pain—with a woman at a bar. I didn’t know anything about her and she didn’t know anything about me. I simply went to the booth I was told to go to and she was waiting for me. I gave her the package and left. The next day, there was a pouch of coins left in my home mailbox.”

“But you’re so quick to give him up now?” I challenge.

Shane shakes his head. “No, I don’t know enough to give him up. I think that’s how this has gone on for so long. No one knows enough. I met different people and dropped things in different locations. I think they wanted me because I work with a lot of people who come in and out of the magical houses, and I myself visit them quite a bit. Some people I’ve met claim there are meetings around the city, but I’ve never been to one of those.”

“Then how did you know about the women?” I ignore Henry’s eyes on me.

Shane tries to itch his nose on his shoulder and then gives up after an awkward attempt. “One of the men I met tonight when I was making a drop was talking about it. I was running late and he’d clearly been drinking while he waited. He just started gossiping about how the missing women weren’t an accident—that they were payment to stave off the Drained.”

Henry’s aura pulses out wide. “What do you mean?”

Shane nods to his vest pocket and wiggles his hands. “He had a note from Rochelli. I swiped it.”

I cross the room and pat his vest pocket, only vaguely aware of Henry coming closer. I pull out a small piece of parchment and unfold it. The penmanship is remarkably neat, but also distinct in the swoops of the letters.

These women are not merely victims of the thirsty Drained. They are the payment the Carrenwells offer to keep these evolved monsters at bay and⁠—

Henry swipes the note out of my hand.

“I was reading that—and it’s evidence,” I snap.

“I’d like to see what you earned with that dress,” he says.

I reach for the letter, but Henry spins away from me. His eyes rapidly scan the page, and he dodges two more of my attempts to grab it. I trip on the hem of my dress and pitch toward the fire. Henry grabs me around the waist.

The scene plays out in slow motion: Henry releases the parchment to grab me. The letter flutters directly into the fire.

I stare at it in disbelief as Henry pulls me upright. He follows my gaze and curses.

The ink bubbles and the paper turns black. Just like that, the one piece of evidence we had is nothing but ashes.

Henry has been, at all times, annoyingly graceful for someone I expected to be a burly mountain oaf. But that was uncharacteristically clumsy. I try to contain my suspicion. For months I’ve believed that Rafe is the only viable option for Rochelli, but Henry snatching the note and fumbling it feels convenient.

“What is wrong with you?” I snap.

“With me?” He takes a step toward me, and I step back. “What’s wrong with you? Going out with no glamour in that indecent dress and inviting a man to go upstairs with you. Interrogating him yourself? What if he had tried something?”

I glare at Henry. “He did try something, and oh—look at that. I’m fine and he’s tied to a chair.”

“I wasn’t actually going to do anything she didn’t want to do,” Shane interjects. “I just made some incorrect assumptions about why she brought me up here.”

Henry shoots a murderous look at Shane. “Oh, and what did you think, Harlow? How were you planning on getting information out of him?”

It would be wiser not to press him when he’s angry, but I’m angry too. “I was planning to do whatever it took to entice him.”

Henry grabs my arm and drags me toward the bed.

I grunt. “What are you⁠—”

He sits down and yanks me down on his lap, facing away from him. He hooks my legs outside of his and the slit in my dress rides up so high, my lace undergarments peek out. I try to pull my arms free, but Henry has them trapped behind my back, between our bodies.

Shane watches us, torn between curiosity and fear.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I squirm against Henry, but he has a firm grip on me.

He nips at my neck. “You wanted to play, little wife. I’m here to play your games.”

“I didn’t want to play with you,” I snap.

“And that’s exactly why I’m here,” he growls. “You can play with me or not at all.”

I struggle against his hold, but he has my arms pinned tight.

Henry ignores my struggles as he brushes his nose up the column of my throat and pauses beside my ear. He trails his fingers up my leg and toys with the lace peeking out at my hip. “What color is this?”

“Bright red.”

He hums, and the vibration of it raises goosebumps on my skin. “What word do you say if you want me to stop?”

I shiver with anticipation. The ritual was one thing, but electing to let him touch me, maybe even fuck me, in front of a stranger fills me with a mixture of heat and anticipation. It’s less that I like that Shane is watching and more the possessive way Henry is touching me. Like he’s cursed by his desire.

“What do you say, Harlow?” he repeats.

This is the distraction I really needed. I’ve been so tense all day. If this game makes him want me more, that can only help this deviation from my original mission.

“Stars,” I say.

He nips at my earlobe. “Good girl.” His thumb gently strokes my inner thigh. “Do you have anything to say, lovely?”

I feel a mixture of shame and lust. I love and loathe that he’s making me admit that I want this. “No.”

Henry slides his hand up the slit of my dress, throws it open, and presses his legs out, wrenching mine even wider.

“Is this what you were hoping to see, Shane? These lace underwear I picked out for her?” Henry asks.

Shane looks torn—unsure if he should be honest and agree or deny it. He nods slowly.

Henry hums, looking down between my legs and petting me through the lace. He clicks his tongue. “Naughty wife. So wet already just from giving Shane a glimpse.”

The low rumble of his voice, laced with interest and disapproval, is only making me wetter.

Shane’s eyes light up. He’s an idiot. I can tell he’s not nearly as drunk anymore, but he seems to actually believe that Henry is playing some game. Shane has no sense of danger. It’s a wonder he’s made it this long living in Lunameade.

Henry teases me with a few soft strokes. “What do you think, Harlow? Do you want him to watch? Should we offer him something since he gave us such good information?”

He doesn’t wait for a response. A loud rip rends the air as Henry tears the delicate lace.

Shane licks his lips as he looks on.

I’m humiliated and annoyed at how turned on I am by the lack of control. I like to be in charge. I don’t know why I’m enjoying letting him grope me in front of a stranger.

Henry drags a hand up my inner thigh. I crane my neck to meet his deep blue eyes and force every bit of frustration into the words when I say, “I hate you.”

Henry shoves the torn panties in my mouth to shut me up. He gives me a light slap on my pussy and chuckles at my muffled yelp. Then, he smiles conspiratorially at Shane. “That’s much better. She does get mouthy sometimes, and not in the fun way.”

I hate that I like his deranged possessiveness. I don’t want to belong to anyone, and I know this isn’t true jealousy, but something about the low, feral tone of Henry’s voice and the way he seems like he might actually hurt this man for even trying to sleep with me is really turning me on.

Henry guides my hand down between my legs and murmurs into my ear, “Feel how wet you are for me? Your loathing would be more believable if you weren’t dripping.”

He squeezes two of my fingers together and pushes them inside me.

I groan.

Henry holds my wrist and makes me fuck myself with my fingers as Shane looks on. “Tell me, Shane. What were you planning to do to her before you knew she was happily married?” he asks.

“Nothing. I⁠—”

“Come on, now. I really loathe being lied to. Go on and be honest.”

Shane looks at me as if I have the answers, but I’m too focused on the building pressure in my body and the way Henry is forcing me to finger-fuck myself faster. He controls my movements entirely. I’m a puppet in his hands.

He brings his other hand up, slides the dress strap off my left shoulder, and pulls down the lace bustier beneath it, baring my breast. He cups it in his palm, kneading it and rolling my nipple between his fingers. His other hand is unrelenting, pumping my slick fingers in and out of my pussy as his thumb brushes over my clit.

I drop my head back onto his shoulder and notice his aura. It’s a deep plum color and tendrils of it curl out around me, sweeping up and down my body like they’re petting me—up my inner thighs, over my arms and breasts, and down my stomach. I can’t feel them, but seeing the possessiveness in his aura sends a rush of wet heat between my thighs.

The panties barely muffle my next moan. The tension is getting more intense. Henry’s enjoying keeping me right on the edge. It’s frustrating that he’s so good at this—that he’s so quickly come to understand the rhythm of me that he can bring my pleasure up slowly and suspend me right where he wants. If I couldn’t see his aura, I might believe his Divine blessing was from Kennymyra.

He pinches my clit, and I cry out.

“You see, Shane, we’re newlyweds,” Henry says. “And my wife really likes attention. That’s why she wears such scandalous dresses. But I think she’s most beautiful when she’s like this, don’t you agree?”

Alarm creeps over Shane’s face. I think he’s finally starting to realize that I’m not the only one who’s fucked.

“Say my wife is beautiful, Shane,” Henry snaps.

I pant around the panties stuffed in my mouth. I’m so wet, and the way he’s humiliating Shane now is making me hot all over.

“She’s beautiful,” Shane stammers. “Her eyes are really stunning.”

Henry moves my hand faster. My climax is just a breath away.

“Her eyes?” Henry scoffs. “I’ve shown you all of this, and you’re talking about her eyes.”

Shane swallows hard. It should not be this hot to watch Henry humiliate this man who thought he was going to fuck me however he wanted, but I’m insanely aroused. Or maybe just insane. Maybe this is my madness.

“Her breasts are perfect. Perky and just the right size,” Shane says. “They were the first thing I noticed since she was showing them off so much.”

“And?” Henry prods. “What about this beautiful bare pussy? I wasn’t expecting it on our wedding night, but she wanted me to have a perfect view of what’s mine.”

If my underwear weren’t jammed in my mouth, I would tell him I underwent a treatment years ago from a healer who specialized in removing body hair. It had nothing to do with him or my wedding, and everything to do with keeping male partners from getting lost.

He pumps my fingers faster still, and I gasp.

“She’s very tight, you know. Isn’t that right, lovely?” He nuzzles my neck. “Didn’t I have to stretch you out and go nice and deep on our wedding night?”

I moan and squirm against him. I’m so tense from the day, and I need this release. As I shift, I feel Henry’s hard cock pressed against my backside.

I freeze. Is he actually going to fuck me right here in front of Shane—not for some ceremony, but because he wants to?

I didn’t think we would have sex again after our wedding night. Spite is usually the only motivation I require. But all the stress of the wedding and the Breeder and the fear that Aidia might be hurt is exhausting. If he wanted to right now, I would let him. Just thinking about him stretching me wide has me clenching around my fingers.

He grips my wrist and forces me to fuck myself harder, as if he wants to punish me for enjoying this game.

“I’ve never fucked a bare pussy,” Shane says.

I can’t fathom why Shane would be so forthcoming. He has to realize how screwed he is. Surely he can read Henry’s very obvious anger. Then again, he also thought I was a woman to mess with, so maybe he’s just not great at reading people.

“Is that what you wanted to do when you brought her up here?” Henry asks.

“I wanted her to sit on my face. I wanted to taste her.”

I watch Henry’s mouth tip into a grin in my peripheral. “And? Is that all you wanted to do?” His aura stretches out long fingers, almost like it’s shoving at Shane’s chest in challenge.

Shane clears his throat. “I wanted to hold her down and watch her struggle as I fucked some respect into her.”

“I know the feeling,” Henry says. “And why did you think you had a right to do that?”

Shane nods toward my rumpled gown. “She wore that dress and brought me up here alone. I know what she wanted even if she wouldn’t say so directly. All women need a firm hand from time to time.”

Henry’s chuckle is low and lethal as he pumps my hand faster. I’m so close, the tension in my belly hurts. I just need a little more friction and I will go right over the edge.

Instead, Henry pulls my hand away and swats my pussy hard. I grunt in frustration from the spoiled orgasm as much as from the stinging pain on my sensitive flesh.

Henry holds my hand up in front of my face and nips at my ear. “Summon your magic to those fingers.”

The failed orgasm has me seeing red. I want to punch him, but I listen, watching as my fingers turn dark purple.

Henry wrenches me up to stand and drags me to Shane.

“You tried to take something from her that wasn’t given freely,” Henry growls. “The only taste of my wife you’ll ever get will be your last.”

He shoves my poison fingers, still soaked from my pussy, into Shane’s mouth.

Shane has no idea what he’s doing. He clearly thinks this is a kink because he sucks my fingers hard and groans.

Henry goes so still at the sound that I wonder if he’ll rip the man’s throat out before my poison can kill him.

I’m spared the suspense when Shane’s face goes suddenly pale. He tries to clear his throat but starts to choke. His mouth foams and his eyes go comically wide as he struggles to breathe.

The sound of his head going limp against the back of the chair snaps me out of my haze.

I yank my panties out of my mouth. “You brute! He had information. Why would you kill him before we asked more questions?” I snap, wrenching myself away from Henry and spinning to face him.

The look in his eye is lethal and half-crazed. “What’s wrong with me?”

I take an instinctive step back, shrugging my shoulder strap back into place.

“You came out in public in that dress that is hardly appropriate for a bedroom, brought yet another man who isn’t me upstairs with you, and, from the sound of things, were nearly assaulted in the process.”

I shove his chest. “I took care of it. He had valuable information and loose lips. I thought I could entice him to share more.”

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he says, one fist clenched at his side. “You’re my wife, and as much of a performance as that may be for you, I expect you to at the very least be discreet.”

“You’re jealous.” I smile, and a terrible idea pops into my head. “You thought your cock was going to be the next one in my mouth, and you’re disappointed he beat you to it. I know it’s hard to manage disappointment, but⁠—”

Henry is on me in a second, pinning me to the wall, one hand in my hair, the other on my hip. “Stop trying to rile me up because I denied you an orgasm. Given how much you show off, I thought you would be pleased to have another opportunity to perform.”

I wish I had never let him touch me. I’m furious with myself for letting him when I don’t trust him. When I need to keep my head.

Hyperaware of his proximity, I want him to step away so I can have some space to think. But a bigger part of me doesn’t want him to step away at all. That part of me wants him to finish what he started.

He lifts his hand from my hair. When I flinch, he freezes with his hand in the air. “There’s a flower petal.”

“Oh.” I’m mortified by the unnecessary vigilance, by the way I’ve just confirmed something he suspected.

He plucks something from the top of my head and holds up a pale white petal.

I stare at it in his palm.

He clenches his jaw. “Harlow. Why did you flinch?”

I force myself to meet his eyes with as much defiance as I can muster. “Because you’re an animal.”

Henry’s eyes narrow. “Not that kind of animal.” He steps away and runs a hand over his face. “We learned something valuable tonight. I’m sorry about the note. I didn’t mean to drop it. I think I can write down what it said.”

I appraise him skeptically, body still buzzing.

He crosses the room, unties the bindings on Shane’s wrists, and fastens the cords on the curtains where they belong. Then, he gestures toward the door.

“I should get you home. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

I want to argue, but we’re literally in a room with a dead body. A poisoned dead body. I never stay at a scene this long. I’m getting sloppy—or, rather, Henry is making me sloppy.

He grabs his coat from the bed and tosses it at me. “Put that on.”

I pull on the oversized coat, take his arm, and let him lead me away from yet another poisoned corpse.
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HARLOW


I’ve been searching through the Carrenwell House library for an hour when Kellan finds me.

I don’t even need to look up from my research to know that it’s him. His aura and the rhythm of his gait as he saunters across the room are so familiar. I glance at him when he’s a few feet away.

In the foggy gray morning light, he looks depleted. His aura is a dull orange, like he’s been over-exerting himself or using too much magic too quickly.

“You’re up early,” he says, peeking over the stack of books I’ve pulled from the shelves.

“Henry is a cuddler. I have to escape the first chance I get if I don’t want to be smothered,” I say.

What I don’t say is that I hesitated to leave the bed when he shifted enough for me to squirm free this morning. I’m pretty sure he only holds me because he’s worried I’ll sleepwalk again and he’ll lose his chance to get the men he needs to defend the fort. Whatever his reasons, I’ve never slept as heavily as I do with Henry’s arm curled protectively around me.

I continue to page through the book in front of me. It’s a large, handwritten tome with brittle pages and faded ink, and it contains the history of my family and the wells. I’m hoping to find any answer as to why the madness is only getting worse for some of us and why or how the Drained evolved.

Kellan chuckles. “So you’re enjoying the honeymoon period?”

I gesture to an abandoned needlepoint project that I’m planning to make into a pillow. “I’m fantasizing about creative ways to kill him.”

Kellan grins as he reads the nearly finished linen. “Disembowelment?”

“I’ve already run through the more obvious choices,” I say with a shrug. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him about Henry’s unique ability, but I hold back. I don’t trust him not to tell my parents out of fear for my safety, and I won’t lose my chance to get the tunnel key.

Kellan comes to stand over my shoulder to see what I’m reading. “Interesting choice. Doing some light research?”

Up close, the dark circles under his eyes are more severe, as is the distinct crease permanently etched between his brow.

“You look old.”

He laughs, and the lightness brings some youth back to his face. Still, I can tell something is weighing on him. He sits down beside me and takes a book from my stack.

“I saw him last night, you know?”

I still. “Oh?”

“Leaving a bar where rebels were meeting.”

I turn a page, but I’m no longer reading. “Henry? Was he speaking with them?”

“No, he was leaving when we arrived, and we found no one inside meeting about the rebellion.”

“So it was a bad tip?”

“Or we got there too late,” Kellan says.

I’m almost positive that Henry dropped that message from Rochelli in the fire on purpose. What I don’t know is why. I wish I knew what it said, but when I asked him later, he only remembered what I’d already read.

The wise thing would be to tell Kellan, but I know I’m not seeing the full picture, and the pieces almost fit together too well. If I tell him, he will run with it, and at least for the time being, I need Henry to trust me so I can take down Rafe.

I haven’t waited this long to finally settle my score with him to spoil it for some man. It’s not like I trust Henry anyway.

I release the crumbling page of the book and turn to look at Kellan. “Do you think he’s working with the rebellion?”

“I honestly don’t know. Either he is or he has remarkably bad luck.”

I flip my hair and grin. “He is married to me, so that tracks.”

“Nonsense. You’re a ball of sunshine,” he says. “Is he treating you well?”

“He’s treating me like he knows I’m trouble. He’s careful.” I go back to the faded handwriting in front of me.

Kellan slides a book from the stack and starts to page through. “So why the research?”

I lean an elbow on the table and rub my tired eyes. “Because I had dinner with Able last night. He had to be sedated, Kel. In the middle of the dining room.”

He cringes. “It’s getting worse. You’re trying to figure out why?”

I nod. “I have a few theories.”

Kellan leans back in his chair. “Let’s hear them.”

“Could it be how much they use their power?” I ask.

Kellan frowns and shakes his head. “I’d venture that I use my power at least as much as they do—daily, really. Perhaps not to the same extent, but I have to think if that was the case and we added exposure over time, surely Thomas or Electra would both be at risk since they are the next two oldest. Neither of them have shown any signs of the—ill temperament.”

“Ill temperament?” I laugh bitterly. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“Low?”

I can’t stand the softness in his face. His eyes are lighter, like Aidia’s, and seeing them makes me miss her terribly. I want to ask about her, but I want to believe Kellan’s on my side. As much as I’ve seen him yell at our parents about Aidia and Rafe, I know I can’t fully trust him even if I want to.

“You’re right.” I sigh. “If it was about the length of exposure, Mother would also show signs. She’s colder than the dead of winter, but she’s not mad.”

He hums in agreement and continues flipping through his book. I slide my finger across the spines, reading the faded gilt titles of everything I’ve pulled so far.

“What are you looking for?” Kellan asks.

“Is there somewhere that the well pattern is documented? A map of the underground flow of it?”

His eyes light up. “You think it’s environmental?”

“If it’s not something that’s built up over time, it has to be something new that’s been introduced to the well. Maybe it’s connected to why the Drained have become worse over the last year.”

He goes entirely still, and I can sense him trying to feel me out. “Are they worse at the fort, too?”

I hesitate with my hand on a book of maps. “I was trapped with one the other night.”

His head snaps up from the book he’s paging through. “How?”

“It’s a long story. The point is, the Breeder is dead and I’m still here.”

“What was it like?”

“Definitely eerie. Much more in control—calm almost. I was bleeding, but it was biding its time. And it could talk.” Just thinking about its voice, like claws scraping over stone, makes my blood run cold.

“What did it say?”

“Henry jumped down between me and it like some kind of hero and said I was his, but it laughed and said I didn’t smell like I was his.”

“What does that mean?” Kellan asked.

“Well, Kel, when people get married, they sometimes spend alone time⁠—”

He holds up a hand and makes an exaggerated vomiting noise. “You know that’s not what I meant. I meant what was it scenting?”

I shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine, but what if the madness and the evolution of the Drained are related?”

He purses his lips. “I had considered it, given the alignment of the timing. Obviously, we don’t know for sure when the Drained started to evolve, but it’s clear that there are quite a few of them that have now.”

I look him over again, noticing the lethargy of his aura. “You haven’t had any episodes of madness?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing unusual. Now stop reading my aura. It’s rude. I did an interrogation last night and it took a lot out of me.”

“You should take some time off,” I say.

He shakes his head and looks away. “I can’t. Not with everything that’s going on. The rebels tried to blow up the well two days ago. They snuck some supplies in with the lumber to build the Dark Star Festival dais.”

Even for someone like me who both has magic and a healthy skepticism about how much the Divine care what we do with their seemingly random blessings, attacking the symbol to those blessings seems like asking for trouble. The well is sacred. The extreme sacrilege of it frightens me. That level of frenzy is unpredictable.

Kellan frowns and rubs the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know if any of these books will have it. That specific thing is such a family secret. All of the public drawings only show the Blood Well.” He takes two candlesticks from the table and places one in the center. “So if this is the Blood Well, and this,” he places another candlestick south of it, “is the Family Well, it stands to reason that the well must empty out somewhere south of Carrenwell House.”

“So, somewhere in the Drained Wood?” I lean across the table, scoop up a third candlestick, and place it as far north of the Blood Well marker as I can get it. “This is the Mountain Well.”

Kellan stares at it in shock. “It’s true?”

“I saw it myself.”

Kellan rubs his chin. “Interesting that he showed you.”

I ignore his curiosity and focus on the rudimentary map. “As far as I can tell, no one who uses the Mountain Well is having any adverse side effects. It’s just those of us in town, and if the well water really does flow underground and come out somewhere else, maybe it’s also corrupting the Drained.”

We both stare at the markers as if they hold all the answers.

Kellan turns to look at the rows of bookcases. “I wouldn’t put it above our father or grandfather to hide any detailed maps in the vault somewhere, but there must be depictions somewhere they haven’t thought of.”

“The city planner?” I suggest. “I know he spends a lot of time with the mayor, but I can never tell if he actually likes Rafe, or if it’s just a necessity of his job. But surely, if he’s in charge of all city expansion and redesign, he needs to have records about Lunameade’s foundation.”

Kellan rubs his chin and frowns. “I really don’t want you near Rafe or any of his allies.”

I roll my eyes. “If there was any other option, I would take it. It’s not like I want to spend quality time with him.”

He stares at me for a long moment, his face fixed in a frown. “I worry about you being alone with Rafe.”

“You should worry for him.”

He turns and walks down the row of history books, brushing his finger along the spines, humming as he goes. “So, not history and not the blessing records.”

“Maybe under agriculture?” I suggest. “Surely the city’s farmers need to be aware of all water access points. Remember that book Aidia was obsessed with when she was learning how to use her magic? It had illustrations of all of those different native plants that she used her light magic to practice replicating.”

Kellan whips his head around to look at me. “That wasn’t written by a farmer. It was by our great-great-grandmother, Louisa Carrenwell. And she didn’t just draw the plants. She also had a blessing from Stellaria—she made it her life’s works to capture the art and culture of Lunameade, which meant native plants and gardening, traditions and celebrations, and—” He darts to the other side of the library, disappears into the stacks, and emerges a moment later with two books held high in the air. “Hand-drawn depictions of art in the city. It’s probably not exact, but I vaguely remember a whole series of maps of the city layout through history. It’s possible there’s something old enough that it’s from before our family started hoarding their secrets.”

He places one book in front of me and sits down in the chair next to me with the other.

I carefully flip through the first few pages of handwritten notes. There’s no table of contents, so I go a page at a time, watching our history pass in a blur of paintings, mosaics, sculptures, and architecture.

Kellan gasps. “Here.” He points to the open page. “There are a few maps, but this one has some water markings.” He traces his finger over the drawing. “These ones that are marked with squiggly lines must be the first water channels. That’s what they used before the modern pipe system and obviously it wasn’t as intricate as what we have now. The direction of the lines show how they flow. And this triple down arrow must be the water flowing out. You can see they all channel clean water to the west side of the city and wastewater out to the east.”

“So that has to be freshwater from the Rylan River streams,” I say.

Kellan nods, still completely entranced by the drawing. “This bucket marking is right where the Blood Well is, and there’s another one here in our house just south of there. So it’s safe to say that’s how she marked the wells.” He flips the page to a map of the original Mountain Haven fort. “There’s one marked on there. We could work with the theory that the well flow starts at the Mountain Well, flows to the Blood Well, and then to the Family Well.”

“So the fact that it’s in here means our family has always known,” I say.

Kellan runs a hand through his hair, leaving his black waves sticking up in all directions. “Maybe, but if our father had known all along, I suspect he would have made an issue of it sooner. Also, if the Havenwoods had the well the whole time, why were they still sending their kids here to be blessed in the Blood Well every month until the Drained Wood became too dangerous?”

I frown, considering it. “To keep up the illusion? Maybe they only sent a few children and the rest were blessed in their well.”

He shakes his head and frowns at the map. “We only have speculation. The well flow isn’t marked.”

I tap a series of “Xs” just southwest of South Hold that stretch from just beyond the South Gate into the Drained Wood. “Then what are these? It says in the map key that this is a no-build zone. Obviously, we don’t know for sure, but it’s a good guess.”

Kellan traces the well flow with his finger. “I could have a group go out to investigate. At least a little ways away from the gates to see if there’s any sign of contamination.”

I absently flip through the book in front of me, stopping abruptly on a familiar image.

The sketch is of a painting of a man stepping out of sparkling water. It’s not just the familiarity of the image that catches my eye. It’s the title. “Stellaria’s Deathless.”

“Where have I seen this before?” I know this painting well, but somehow I can’t seem to summon the memory of it.

Kellan follows my finger to the drawing and freezes. “You can’t be serious.”

I frown. “Is it in one of the Stellaria shrines?”

He’s quiet for so long that I finally look up at him. He’s studying me like one of his marks, and his aura glows, but it doesn’t try to hook into me. “Do you really not remember?”

I try to shove down my irritation. “If I did, I wouldn’t ask,” I say curtly.

He hesitates. “It’s over the stairs on the way down to the Cove.”

A chill zips up my spine and all my muscles tense like I’m bracing for a fight. Then the breath trapped in my chest finally releases and the disorientation fades.

Of course. It’s hanging on the landing, down a dim stairwell that leads to our Family Well and the room where I first experienced my father’s madness—where I went on to experience it many more times.

“Can we go see it?” I ask.

While the Family Well is open to any of the Carrenwells, with a lock attuned to each of our magics, the Cove and the vault, which are on the same level, only open for my father, Able, and Kellan. The leader, the heir, and the captain of the city guard.

The vault holds valuable Lunameade artifacts and family secrets, but the Cove is a small room that leads to the vault. The underground location and thick stone walls make it the perfect place for interrogations because the screams don’t carry.

“Are you sure you want to go down there?” Kellan asks.

I stare at my brother with my face fixed in an apathetic smile, challenging him to admit he knows why I might want to avoid that space.

This is a thing we never talk about—a ghost in every room that we all see, but are careful not to disturb.

“Why wouldn’t I be? It’s just a piece of art.”

He studies my face for a long moment and must see something that convinces him. Kellan stands and tucks the book with the map under his arm and ushers me toward the library exit.

We exit the library and turn down the hall. Gaven falls into step behind us, though Kellan’s bodyguard is notably absent.

“Where’s Ames?” I ask, and we take a few more turns and pause at the door that leads down to the vault.

Kellan waves a hand. “With all the rebel activity, I’ve asked him to stay with Libby and the kids for the time being.”

Gaven takes his post at the top of the stairwell while we descend the stairs to the lower level.

I can tell there’s more to this, but I don’t press. The hallway splits. The stairwell to the Family Well is on our right. We turn left and begin the descent to the Cove, pausing on the first landing in front of a painting that takes up almost the entire wall.

I’ve seen it before but never noticed its beauty—the way seeing something so many times makes it fade into the scenery of your life.

The man in the painting looks nothing like the modern Drained. He looks like what the fort storyteller described in her story—an ethereal being neither of life nor death. There’s something uncanny about his eyes—a hint of silver starlight sparkle. His broad chest is carved muscle, his hands have human fingers instead of vicious claws, and through his parted lips glint a row of distinctly human teeth, save for a set of short fangs. I understand the fantasy. It’s a nice escape to picture the Drained this way, instead of the monsters scratching at our walls.

Looking at it is a gateway to things locked in the back of my mind. The door to the past is thrown open all at once.

I’m six years old. I have new magic and no idea how to use it. I just need to make it happen again once. But my father has largely ignored me and he’s staring at me and I’m afraid of letting him down when I finally have his attention.

I’m eight years old and I know now that my father’s attention is a thing to fear. His harsh commands are punctuated by Aidia’s crying. I wish I were invisible again.

I’m ten years old and I’m squeezing Aidia’s hand so tight her bones creak. I smell blood and I feel nothing but the searing agony on my back. Her lilac eyes are full of so much fear and sorrow. She keeps whispering how sorry she is but I keep telling her I’m fine.

I’m twelve and I know that it’s different this time. I know I’m not fine. I see the terror reflected in Aidia’s eyes the moment before she⁠—

“Low.” Kellan’s voice snaps me out of the memory vortex.

For a breath, I’m split between past and present. Alone in the room where I learned to be afraid.

Then, my mind rights itself.

I’m thirty years old, back in the hallway staring at the painting of Stellaria’s Deathless, grateful that Kellan is here to call me back from the nightmares.

My hands are shaking. It’s plenty warm in the stairwell, but my chest feels frozen.

“You okay? You looked far away, and you were…” He gestures around me. “Really open for a minute.”

He means susceptible to manipulation.

“Everyone is open sometimes,” I snap.

He smiles sadly. “Not you.” He looks up at the painting. “Why did you want to see this thing?”

“Have you ever heard of the Deathless?”

He frowns at the painting and shakes his head. “Can’t say I have.”

“I heard a tale about them at a storytelling bar in Mountain Haven. They said that Stellaria created the Deathless to help her retrieve Asher from the cursed land Polm created. The first Deathless drank blood, but they also ate food; they were both of life and death, and it was through greed for more power and drinking from the waters of the well that they gained an unquenchable thirst that could only be sated with blood. Over time, they became something monstrous—the Drained.”

Kellan leans against the wall and crosses his arms. “And you think—what? That there’s some truth to the story?”

“I think that the Drained existed before the city,” I say. “That’s what our ancestors were running from when they discovered the well. That’s why they built these walls. What if the story is true and whatever corrupted them is the same thing that’s affecting Father and Able? If the Drained evolved from this to what they are now, maybe it’s why they’re evolving again.”

Kellan glances at the painting. “But this is just a story. I think we need more than a storyteller’s fictional story to know for sure. That’s why I want to go look at the well runoff.”

“I know it’s a leap, but in the absence of a better theory, it’s worth looking into,” I say.

Kellan stares at me for a long time, until I can’t help but fidget from his assessment. Finally, he pushes away from the wall and puts a hand on my shoulder. “I know you don’t like Henry, but do you think you could find some peace there? Away from all of this?”

“I won’t find peace until I’ve settled all my scores.”

He looks like he wants to say more, but by some Divine mercy he remembers that he’s actually quite good at keeping his mouth shut. Instead, he guides me back up the stairs, away from the haunting echoes of the past.

At the top of the stairwell, he gives me a quick hug and rushes off to get a team ready to investigate our new findings.

Gaven trails me back to my room. He pulls me to a stop at the bottom of the stairs to the second floor. The foggy morning is finally giving way to sunlight that casts his face a sickly, pale yellow.

I’m still agitated from the painting and the visit to the Cove. All I want is the plush reading chair in my room, a good book, and the winter peach tarts that our chef makes. The only thing standing between me and those things is Gaven.

He glances over my shoulder, down the hallway from which we came. “Something has been bothering me. When did you learn you could kiss Henry without killing him?” he asks.

I should have known this question was coming. How could I not be prepared for it? Gaven was there at the contract signing where Henry learned my magic. So now he’s wondering when my husband would have risked a kiss and if I let us walk into a dangerous situation without fully informing him.

I wrinkle my nose. “You’re suddenly very interested in my sex life, and it’s weird.”

“Harlow, don’t dodge the question. That was information you should have shared with me immediately. If I don’t know the full scope of what we’re dealing with⁠—”

“You can’t protect me,” I finish.

His gaze darts around the room. “You knew before the wedding, didn’t you?”

“I knew before we signed the contract.”

“Why would you—” I see the revelation dawn in his eyes. “You trust him for some reason.”

I trust him and I don’t. I knew there was something different about him when we met, just like I have always known in some place deep down that I am safe with him.

It’s impossible to know if it’s the months of sitting across the table from abusers in bars, or if it was my entire childhood hunkered down to survive the volatility of my father’s moods, but I knew on sight that while Henry was not safe to my family, he was to me.

Gaven presses a hand to my cheek. “This is dangerous, Low.”

The nickname startles me almost as much as the caress. Gaven has used it so rarely and not since I was much younger. He’s only ever touched me for training or assistance, never in affection.

“It’s not like you to be so easily duped.”

The accusation turns my stomach. My intuition has never led me astray, but the vigilance in my mind never fully rests. Now it’s ready to pull up every interaction and find cracks in the fragile trust that has grown between us.

I can’t just hold on to something delicate. I have to crush it in my fist until it’s nothing but ash. My mind will always find the fastest path to distrust.

If I’m wrong about Henry, I can’t consider what else I might be wrong about. I have only survived this long by listening to that inner knowing. I can’t fathom what I would do without it.

Gaven steps closer, lowering his voice. “I get this strange feeling around him⁠—”

“Ugh, Gaven, I have the feeling too,” I say. “It’s called revulsion. I promise it will pass if you breathe through your nose.”

Gaven frowns. “I’m not joking.”

“I’m not either.”

“Just be careful. I think he might⁠—”

“What are you two chatting about?” Henry asks, stepping around the corner and into the stairwell.

Gaven stills and turns a withering gaze on my husband.

I can’t tell from the look on his face if he heard us, but Henry and Gaven are trapped in some silent battle of wills. I need them to bury whatever this is or the sparring will never end.

I blow out an exaggerated sigh.

“Born to be a queen. Cursed to wrangle the egos of men.” I glare at my husband. “Don’t lurk. It’s rude.” I point to the two of them. “You two don’t have to be best friends, but you do have to make peace. You don’t trust each other? Fine. Don’t. But stop making it my problem.”
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HARLOW


The ballroom is still being repaired after the rebel attack. Truthfully, I prefer the impersonal opulence and wide-open space of the ballroom to the intimacy of the smaller dining room at the front of the house. This space is full of memories of a lifetime of tense family meals.

A sunstone chandelier scatters sparkling light over the room, rendering the cream beeswax candles in the floral centerpieces redundant. My parents don’t put them out there to be wasteful. They do it to flaunt that the city has plenty of resources. It’s a silly show for the people of the high houses my parents deem important. These same people are acutely aware of the struggles we face since they help us solve all of the city’s shortcomings with magic.

A quartet of musicians plays lively string music on the far side of the room, but the upbeat wedding music feels discordant with the more subdued celebration.

I can tell by the morose look on my father’s face that he thinks this dinner is a waste. He’s sitting at the head of the table, brooding over Rafe not showing up to the event.

Dinner and dessert have been served and all the plates cleared away, but still the guests linger. I’m stuck here until they decide to stop prodding me for information.

I try my best to seem interested in talking to the women of Lunameade’s high houses about my wedding feast and the traditions of Mountain Haven. I skipped over the sex ritual because even though it probably would have put an end to the questioning, it wouldn’t be worth the scolding I’d receive from my parents later.

I turn my head, and a bright flash of light makes me wince. It’s not the glare of some ostentatious piece of jewelry. There’s a bright halo around all the lights in the room.

“No—” The word is part denial, part stubborn defiance.

I went into the Mountain Well. I refuse to believe it didn’t work. I refuse to accept that I can’t be fixed.

But my will is no match for the stubborn fear and frustration taking root in my brain.

There is no ache in my head, but the way the light pulses brighter is a sign that it’s time to go. It’s coming on fast, and I need to be faster.

Henry is across the room, speaking with Bryce and Carter by one of the windows. The other magical families keep a safe distance from him, but he’s clearly of interest to them. They circle close and nod at him, hoping to be invited into his conversation. They want to know why my parents pawned me off on him and what power he has.

It’s not a good idea for me to stay at the party if an attack is coming on, but I can’t exactly leave the only party celebrating my marriage without raising some questions that my parents surely don’t want asked. They have always treated these attacks like a point of personal failure—as if this is the tantrum of a child looking for attention and not a lifelong battle I’ve waged with my own body.

I lift my glass of wine slowly to my lips and search the room for Gaven.

My bodyguard is stationed by the dining room door next to Kellan’s. The two of them stand with their heads bent together in quiet conversation. I stare at Gaven, willing him to notice my distress, but his brow is pinched. His full concentration is on whatever Ames is saying.

I abandon him as an option and search the crowd for Kellan. There are not that many people here, but it still takes me a minute to spot him standing by the windows with Libby. He’s got her tucked in front of him as they look outside, whispering something in her ear. He places his hand on her stomach for a moment.

The movement is so subtle, but I know immediately why he was so panicked about her during the rebel attack and why he has Ames protecting her. My sister-in-law is pregnant again.

The revelation fills me with a mixture of joy and dread. With everything I’ve just learned about the Drained, I’m worried about what the future of Lunameade looks like for them and this new baby. I’m also a little hurt that Kellan hasn’t told me yet.

The women around me all laugh, startling me back to whatever conversation I zoned out of.

“Are the parties really as wild as the stories say? Everything you’ve described so far sounds like standard fare,” says Ellery James.

She’s one of the younger daughters of East Hold and a legendary gossip. Aidia can’t stand her, but we’ve always put up with her at parties because she and the rest of her family all have blessings from Vardek. While none of them are blessed with holy fire, they all have unique shielding abilities. They’ve built their magic into the stone walls of East Hold and their gates have rarely been breached because of it.

They’ve been slowly working their way around the city walls for the past five years, trying to shore up every angle, but it’s slow work. That means, as annoying as she is, I have to play nice.

I force a smile. “It was hardly any different than a wedding here.” Lie. “Just slightly different dances.” That, and the communion where I had to share my deep, dark secrets with my new husband.

“It was wild in the way any event with free-flowing alcohol is,” I say, imagining what their faces might look like if I told them about the sex ritual, and laugh.

The first lightning bolt of pain sears through my head, and my stomach heaves. It’s a fast attack. Normally, I have at least a few minutes after seeing the halos, but this is coming on in an almost supernatural rush.

I’ve always known that hope is not a thing for me, but it’s as if my condition sensed my desire to banish it—the hope Mountain Well gave me—and wanted to be sure to dash it as swiftly as possible.

I squeeze the stem of my glass to brace against the hurt. The women in the circle watch me with hawk-like assessment. They’re not looking for this. They’re looking for any sign of what I’m not saying about my new husband and his customs.

This is not a good time to be under such scrutiny. Sweat breaks out on the small of my back and my body flashes hot, then cold. It feels like all my nerves are sending opposing sensations at once and my brain is overloaded.

“What blessing did his parents bestow on you?” Harriet Lavoy asks. My brother Frederick is married to her oldest sister, whose family runs Southeast Hold. Her line is mostly blessed by Elvodeen, and they’re gifted healers.

I look to Gaven again, and a throbbing pain presses up behind my eyes. He has his back to me this time. I should just excuse myself and say I need some fresh air.

“Asher and—” My vision is almost entirely burned out from bright light flashing like a warning that I’m only a few moments from losing my dinner and maybe even collapsing from the pain.

I am so frustrated with the burden of this body and its weakness. Why does it refuse to be healed? Is this the price I have to pay instead of madness? I’m not sure the senseless anguish is better than actually losing my mind.

I try to focus on Harriet’s face, but my vision swims with light. “They asked Divine Asher, Divine Harvain, Divine Vardek, and⁠—”

The pain is a void I’m falling into, and I can’t seem to form words.

“And Divine Kennymyra, of course.” Henry’s deep voice comes from somewhere behind me.

I turn toward him and almost fall over. Henry’s arm catches me around the waist. I stare into his dark blue eyes, willing my body to cooperate for just a few more minutes. The lightning aches shooting through my brain seem to increase in response.

“Hello, wife,” Henry whispers with mock affection. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course not.”

He chuckles as he tenderly brushes my cheek and kisses me.

Nothing in my life has ever muted the pain, but this does. The moment his lips brush mine, Henry transforms into an eclipse that can blot out the rest of the world.

It’s not just some quick affection. This is a kiss I feel everywhere—a benediction that cleanses me of everything that came before and turns me into someone new.

His hands thread through my hair, and I’m hyperaware of all the places our bodies touch, of the way we fit together perfectly. He tastes like whiskey and a subtle, tart hint of cherry. I want to pull away and drink something, anything, to chase him from my mouth. But he holds me there, his hands gently cupping my face.

I’m breathless when he pulls away and leans his forehead against mine.

“I’ll get you out.”

It’s only then that I realize he knows. He spotted my distress from across the room—perhaps I am not so well-mastered as I think.

I lick my lips and draw away, turning to face my parents, Able, and Kellan. Even Gaven, who has seen me kiss Henry once before, is shocked. They’re all staring at us. The reality and the agony come crashing back at once.

Henry kissed me in front of my family.

The shock on their faces is entirely unmasked. I sense them all holding their breath, waiting for Henry to collapse. But he just brushes a soft kiss to my temple and bends so his lips caress my ear as he says, “Just go with it and I’ll get you out of here.”

The urge to fight him is not as strong as the pain swiftly razing through my head. I need to leave. My stomach turns over violently, and I blow out a breath to avoid vomiting on the dining room floor.

“Divine forgive me, but I simply can’t help myself when she looks so lovely,” Henry says, offering me his best approximation of an indulgent smile.

His aura flashes across my visions in a purple haze that prods at me. He wants to try to heal me. It’s what everyone with a blessing from Elvodeen wants. Something to fix.

“Thank you so much for having this wonderful party for us, but I’m afraid we have to retire for the evening. After such a long day, we need to rest.”

The innuendo in the word is clear and exaggerated, but Henry doesn’t wait for a reply. I barely get off a wave to my still-stunned family before he’s ushering me out of the room with an arm around my waist.

I lean against him and let him guide me until we turn at the end of the hallway.

Gaven’s steady footsteps trail behind us. I can’t turn to look at him or I will collapse from dizziness.

It would be wise to wait until we’re in my room to argue, but I may be incapacitated by then. This attack is coming on faster than ever before.

“Bleeding woods, Henry. Why did you kiss me in front of them?”

I know why. It was a flex. He wanted them to know I’m powerless against him. He wanted to fluster me when I was already flustered. He wanted them to be worried.

He pulls me to a stop at the top of the stairs. “We needed a diversion. Now, everyone thinks I’m just a newlywed who couldn’t wait to sneak off to bed with my wife, and your secret pain is safe. You said you couldn’t be weak in front of your people, so I made you⁠—”

“Sentimental,” I grumble.

“I made you desirable.”

He sweeps me up into his arms, ignoring my protest as he charges down the hall to my room.

I tuck my face into his neck to block the light from my eyes. At least now, if I throw up, it will be all over him.

A question tugs at the back of my mind. “How did you know? That I needed to get out?”

“You kept looking at Gaven. I just guessed, and then when I took your arm, I could sense it,” he says.

It feels like someone is driving a spike into my brain, and I momentarily black out from the throbbing. When I come to, we’re in my bedroom, and Henry is setting me back on my feet by my closet door.

He waits to see that I’m steady before he steps away. “What do I do?”

“I can do it myself. I don’t need you—” A wave of searing agony leaves me gasping for breath. I press my hands to my temples, trying to brace against it.

“Harlow.” His voice is firm. “Let me take your dress off so you can at least be comfortable.”

I lean against the wall and surrender. I can’t fight him and the hurt at the same time, no matter how I want to shove him out the door, to scratch and claw at him for insisting on seeing me weak.

His fingers deftly work the buttons at the back of my dress, and a moment later, he slides the green silk from my body and unhooks my bra with practiced hands. It’s irritating that I’m in such agony and still manage to feel the faint spike of jealousy that he’s had enough practice to be good at removing women’s clothing.

His warmth disappears as he steps into the closet to hang up the dress. He returns a moment later, his finger brushing gently over the scarred skin at the bottom of my spine, before sliding a soft robe up my arms. My skin is too sensitive. Even the gentle touch and soft material set my nerves on edge.

“I already sent for drinks with lots of ice. What else do you need?” he whispers.

“For you to leave,” I snap.

This is too much. Even half-blind with pain, I don’t want him to see this vulnerability. My stomach roils. I’m going to throw up. I need him out now.

I walk into the washroom, and he follows.

“Henry, seriously, leave—” The exertion of snapping at him makes my stomach heave.

Henry is behind me in a second, holding my hair back as I vomit into the toilet. The pain in my head peaks with each heave, until finally my stomach is empty, and it dulls to just a searing ache.

Sometimes, it feels like there’s a storm swirling in my head. Other times, it feels like my mind is nauseous. But this is the worst variety of attack because it’s just stark pain.

“They think I have some sort of fire magic,” I rasp.

Henry frowns. “What do you mean?”

“The staff. They think that’s why I ask for ice.”

He sits down next to me and offers me a cool washcloth. “Why do you hide it?”

“Did you not see the way everyone in that room studies us? You know how it is in the Haven. Strength above all. It’s the same here. They’re constantly looking for a pressure point to push. Information is power the same way magic is. We don’t share what power anyone in the family has except for my father and Able because it keeps people guessing. They’re less likely to try something if they don’t know what to prepare for.”

There’s a knock at my bedroom door, and Henry leaves me leaning against the bathroom wall.

He returns a moment later with a pillow, a blanket, and a tray. He sets the ice, water, and lemonade on the tufted seat in the corner and places the pillow and blanket on the floor behind me.

“The door is locked. I have some water for you if you think your stomach can handle it.”

He starts to hand the glass to me, but must think better of it, and continues to hold it steady so it doesn’t slip from my trembling hands. Then, he gives me a toothbrush and lets me brush my teeth.

Gently, he lays me back on the pillow and blanket he’s placed on the bathroom floor. He leaves the washroom and returns a moment later with a pillowcase.

I watch through half-closed eyes as he shrugs out of his vest, removes his tie, and undoes the top few buttons of his shirt. Then he scoops handfuls of ice into the pillowcase and places it on my forehead.

The relief is mild but instant. Something about the cold always helps—or at least distracts me from the pain.

“I don’t need to be coddled,” I grumble.

But I do. I’m weak and I’m tired and the pain is so blinding that all I want is to be held and soothed, and that makes me more angry.

He clicks his tongue. “Such a prickly little wife.”

My eyes are still closed, but I can hear the teasing in his tone. He’s not treating me differently. I could not take it if he were soft now.

The room is quiet except for the sound of my ragged breathing. As the agony crests again, I’m struck with surprising grief. I was foolish to wish for it, but I wanted so badly to be delivered from this pain, and I’m bereft at that loss of hope. I wanted the Mountain Well to work.

This is why I have forced myself to be practical for so long. I’ve spent years sculpting myself into someone who can survive in the harshest conditions, but being robbed of the dream of living pain-free cuts to the core of me.

“I really thought your well was going to work.” I’m mortified by the tears streaming from my eyes.

Henry wipes my cheek. “So did I. I’m sorry it didn’t.”

For years, I’ve resented that everyone treated my condition like it was some personal failure of mine—as if there was always more I should be doing to try to banish it. I changed my diet and sleep habits. I lost track of how many healers I visited in Lunameade. Every one of them had a different diagnosis, a more unique and certain-to-work solution.

“Nothing works.” I have lived my entire life braced for the ebbs and flows of this ache. And now I know I can’t solve it.

“I just wanted it to fix me,” I whisper. The lump in my throat is so large, it hurts, and I’m so close to losing it in front of him.

“You don’t need to be fixed, Harlow.” His voice is so soft. Even though I know he’s just trying to build trust with me so he can use me for whatever his family wants to use me for, I want to believe him. I want it to be real, if only for now.

“Come here,” Henry says, gently taking the pillowcase of ice from my chilled hand.

I blink my eyes open and frown at him. “No.”

“It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

I don’t want to take his comfort. I want to punch him for seeing me in such a state, but I let him gather me against his chest and hold the ice to my head.

It doesn’t fix the pain, but the steady rhythm of his heart does add a sort of focal point for it. I sense his magic gently flowing through me, and while I know it won’t do anything to ease the anguish, it does help my muscles relax between the most intense moments of it.

It feels good to be held—to relax and pretend his comfort is a simple thing I could reach for like a habit.

This is the most dangerous kind of fantasy—the kind that doesn’t become less compelling even when you know it’s manipulation. If I’m not careful, I might stop loathing my husband.
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HENRY


Harlow is going to be so angry when she wakes up and realizes she’s slept the entire night beside me. I carried her from the bathroom floor to her bed in the middle of the night, when the worst of her shaking had stopped and the pain was stable.

Now she’s splayed out beside me, her hand resting in mine.

She’s still hurting. I can feel it like a pulse beneath her skin. Last night it was much worse, but this is still the kind of anguish that would be impossible to ignore. I’ve never felt anything quite like it, but I’ve never treated anyone with attacks like these at the fort.

She spent hours last night writhing in agony. Now she’s still, but her muscles are tight, still braced for pain that hasn’t abated. How long do these attacks typically last, and how does she endure their seemingly random and sudden arrival?

She stirs, cracks one eye open, and groans. She pulls her hand out of my grip.

“Good morning, lovely. You look radiant.” It’s irritating that this is the worst I’ve ever seen her look, and she’s still so beautiful.

“Don’t you have something better to do?” Her voice is raspy from sleep. The sound of it, combined with the sight of her mussed hair, makes me want to messy her more.

Instead, I hand her a glass of water, help her sit up, and watch her throat bob as she swallows it down.

“Something better than tending to my grumpy, ailing wife? No. I don’t have anything better to do than be the recipient of your biting wit. How are you feeling?”

“Like my brain has been trying to outgrow my skull all night. Tense. Exhausted.” She lies back and presses the heels of her hands to her temples.

Clearly, the soft side of her has been chased away by the morning light, and I expect her to be especially ornery to make up for last night.

“Is there anything that helps other than ice?”

“I’m not a problem to be solved, Henry,” she snaps. “Everyone always wants to do something about it. The last thing I need is to endure a bunch of poking and prodding so you can feel helpful.”

“I’m not trying to solve you, but I’m happy to do some poking and prodding if you think it will improve your mood,” I say with a smirk.

She groans and rolls over.

I swipe the slip of paper from the nightstand and hold it up. “I have something for you. Someone slipped it under the door earlier.”

She rolls over, takes the note from my hand, and sits up, immediately pressing a palm to her forehead until the blood rush abates. She reads the note and freezes.

“What is it?”

I look over her shoulder at the note in her hands.

I left white roses for her.

“What does it mean?” I ask.

Harlow waves a dismissive hand. “He means he left them for Aidia. They’re her favorite. If I dropped them off, Rafe would throw them away, but Gaven knows the servants at North Hold and he can slip in and out without Rafe noticing. He usually takes roses over once a week.”

I frown. “Then what’s the issue?”

She shakes her head and blows out a breath. “I knew the handwriting on the letter last night was familiar. I just couldn’t place it. If you hadn’t been such a brute and dropped it in the fire, I could have compared it.”

I stare at her, trying to follow her thinking. “You think Gaven is Rochelli?”

She frowns and tilts her head to the side. “I don’t, but it’s not out of the question that he could somehow be involved. Gaven has unique access to the comings and goings of my family and is intimately aware of how things function in Lunameade. He has to be. There is no corner of the city he doesn’t know, and he can come into our home, stand outside the doors where we talk about family issues, and attend all high house events as my guard.” She pulls her hair over one shoulder and twists it around a finger. “Honestly, I don’t really see it. He’s loyal to my father first.”

“If that was true, wouldn’t he rat you out for all your sneaking around?” I ask. “What if your father attacked you? If what you’re saying is true, Gaven wouldn’t protect you.”

She stills, her eyes flashing with something unreadable. “How do you think I’m so certain?”

It’s as good as a confession, though I can tell from the look on her face it’s not one she’s happy to part with. It’s as I suspected. The scars on her back are from her father. What I didn’t suspect was that I would feel this disquieting, creeping rage in my chest, or that it would be directed at her bodyguard as much as her father.

“Don’t give me that look.” She holds up a hand. “It’s been a very long time, and I prefer your intense loathing to pity.”

I consider everything she’s said. If Gaven is working with the rebels, then he would have been paying extra close attention before the explosion at our engagement dinner. Maybe that’s how he noticed I heard the shout outside to take cover and reacted just before the explosion. But if that were the case, why was he so suspicious of me? That skepticism was instant and genuine. Harlow wasn’t aware enough to pay attention to the performance.

Harlow presses the heels of her hands to her eyes again and sighs. “How long until noon?”

“A few hours.”

She lies back, sets the note on her bedside table, and tugs the blankets up over her shoulders. “I could probably rest for a bit and then be ready to travel back today.”

“No. It’s a rough journey and we could be set upon by a horde again. We’ll wait until it abates,” I say.

“It might be a while,” she says.

“Then it will be a while,” I say. “Are you always this impatient with yourself?”

She rubs her temples. “I’m always this impatient with the pain.”

I’ve never met an ailment I couldn’t ease in some way. This helplessness is new and frustrating.

She rolls onto her side. “I really can push through if we need to get back. I’m used to ignoring it when it’s not that bad. My mother has always said I bear it better than most.”

I tilt her chin up so she’ll meet my eyes. “Just because you can bear your pain better doesn’t mean you should have to. We will wait until you’re well. It takes as long as it takes.”

She closes her eyes and sighs. I rub her back gently and focus my magic on releasing the tension in the muscles of her neck and shoulders.

After a few minutes, her breathing is soft and even again.

Elvodeen’s healing blessing has granted me one of the most practical magics that exists, but I’ve never really appreciated bringing someone relief until now.

A soft knock on the bedroom door startles me. I take one last look at Harlow’s soft, sleeping face before climbing out of the bed and tugging on my robe.

I open the door and squint into the morning light pouring in through the hall windows.

Gaven has abandoned his post and stationed himself at the end of the hall. Kellan stands in his place.

He smiles brightly. His face is all of the softness absent in Harlow’s. Though his hair is dark like hers, his eyes are lighter, and the skin around them crinkles when he smiles. Everything about his expression reads genuine, whereas Harlow’s expressions are masked unless she’s annoyed.

Obviously it’s by design. The full smile of straight white teeth and the jolly demeanor are meant to open doors and lull people into the sense that Kellan is just a normal guy instead of the head of the city guard with a manipulation blessing from the Divine of Malice.

That type of magic is frightening to even the strongest of men because it’s about strength of mind and how easily you can be influenced.

“Can I help you with something? Harlow is still asleep,” I say.

“She’s feeling better?” Kellan asks.

I wave a hand. “She’s feeling surly and her countenance is biting. So yes, I’d say she’s well on her way back to herself.”

Kellan laughs in surprise. “It’s good that you’re not afraid of her.” He studies me for a quiet moment. “I was surprised that you kissed her.”

So this is why he’s here. Kellan is trying to figure out how I survived and if Harlow is safe. At least someone in her family has their priorities straight.

“So was she,” I say.

“How did you survive?”

“The magic of true love.”

He frowns.

“I’m kidding,” I say. “I’m not susceptible to poison.”

He doesn’t look fully satisfied with the answer. “I have many siblings, Henry, but Harlow is my favorite. She has done more for this family than should have ever been expected of her. I’m a reasonable man, and sometimes other men look at me and assume that because I’m calm and thoughtful that I won’t react to being fucked with. So, please believe me when I say that if you hurt my sister, I will find a way to hurt you back so much worse. I have a long memory and a lot of resources and the ability to make something look like an accident.” He pats me on the shoulder. “Act accordingly and you’ll never have to find out for yourself.”

“You don’t have to trust me,” I say flatly. “You’ll see who I am eventually.”

It feels good to say something true. When this plan fully plays out, he’ll know for sure, and then it will be too late. For now, though, I need him to look for a problem anywhere else.

“Well water kills them.” This is a risk, but I’m betting that Harlow already shared about the Mountain Well and her father knew about it years ago.

Kellan’s gaze snaps to mine. “What?”

“Well water kills the Drained, just like holy fire. We told your father that. Ten years ago. A month before the fort fell.”

It takes a full breath for my words to sink in. He shakes his head in disbelief. “He would have told me. He would have told us how to defend the city. He would have⁠—”

“Told you how not to need him? I don’t suppose he would have. But whatever you think, the facts are facts. We told him in person, and a month later, Mountain Haven fell. Given the recent breach and the fact that I haven’t seen anyone using well water, I thought the captain of the city guard would want to know.”

I watch the reality of it dawn for him—shock, anger, and finally resignation registering in his eyes.

Kellan brushes by me and walks back down the hall. I have no doubt that he will do everything he’s promised when I hurt his sister. Lots of men make noise and try to seem intimidating. Kellan is the kind of quiet calm that I need to worry about. Only the Divine know what sort of messes he’s covered up for his family and how many “accidents” he’s manufactured. I respect that at least someone is looking out for Harlow.

When we execute the last step of this plan, he will be the first consequence I’ll be prepared for.
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HARLOW


The trip back through the Drained Wood was less tense than stepping into the Havenwood House dining room for my first public dinner since the wedding.

At least in the woods, the Drained are straightforward about being out for blood.

Everyone here is smiling, but their whispers stop when we walk by. They’re still hung up on the rumors about me and Stefan and the evolved Drained that attacked his two friends.

While I’m relieved that the damage to my reputation is the greatest casualty of that incident, I’m still a little alarmed by my blackout violence. It’s not the guilt of killing a man to defend myself that troubles me. It’s the fear that this is a hint of the same madness my father and brother have.

I’m already stiff from three days spent in bed and the ride back to the fort yesterday morning, but their assessment winds my muscles even tighter. We walk past a table of women who say my name just loud enough for us to hear before whispering again.

Henry ignores them as he guides me into the warm, candlelit room.

It was harder to leave Lunameade a second time. Harder to ride away from my sister and her bruised face and half-broken soul.

Maybe it’s the emotional hangover from my episode and I’m just raw from the pain, but I feel so heavy with dread, it’s like I’m moving in slow motion. Aidia is running out of time. If I don’t get her out soon, there might be nothing left of the sister I love.

I’m still shocked that Henry took me back to Lunameade to check on her when it would have been wiser and safer to stay put. But I’m more uneasy that he spent three full days tending to me. He lay in bed beside me and read, changing my ice when it melted, making innuendos to the servants about why I needed so much refreshment, gently annoying me every time I woke up.

I know what he was doing in those moments—trying to remind me that nothing had changed between us.

It’s a kindness I don’t deserve from him and, therefore, don’t trust. I’m beginning to worry that I don’t dislike him as much as I thought I did. This feels something like begrudging affection, and that is a truly dangerous thing.

Fiddlers are already playing lively folk music on a small, raised dais by the fireplace, and I try to pay attention to that instead of the urgency pounding in my blood and the steady murmur of gossip.

I’m not surprised that they’re eager to judge me. I’m a city girl in an elevated position in the fort, and the one thing that permeates their culture as much as society in Lunameade is the fact that women are always held to a higher level of scrutiny than men.

I’m less offended by their judgment than I am that they believe I’d actually sneak off with Stefan.

“They seem to have taken the news about the Breeder in stride,” I whisper.

Henry gives me an indulgent smile and leans in to whisper in my ear. “Yes, well, these are all the most powerful magical families. They want to know what we’re dealing with.”

He pulls me closer to his side, his hand hot through the thin silk of my dress. Silk is so impractical with the cold here, but Henry is still picking out my clothing. I think he likes that I let him stand closer when I’m cold. I only allow it because I’m mildly entertained by distracting him.

I study him out of the corner of my eye as we cross the room. Everyone looks to him with respect—everyone but Stefan, who looks at the two of us like he’s trying to set us on fire with his eyes. He’s going to need to be dealt with soon. If Henry doesn’t do it his way, I’ll have to do it mine.

Henry keeps glancing over his shoulder at Gaven. Truthfully, I’ve become so good at ignoring my bodyguard over the years that I hardly notice him anymore. But Henry is forever irritated by his presence. Despite my scolding, the two of them have not made peace.

The feast room is set up so unlike the dining room at Carrenwell House. Instead of one long dining table covered in brand-new taper candles and floral bouquets with the ruling family at the head, there are eleven smaller tables decorated with small vases of wildflowers and half-burned pillar candles in glass cases. They’re set up in a U-shape, with a four-person table in front of the large glass windows on the far side of the room and five tables running down each side.

“This is the typical layout of the room when we’re not having a wedding. There’s one table for each of our top magical families,” Henry whispers as he leads me through the room. “Two for each level of the fort, and then my family for level six.”

Gaven shifts behind us, an unnecessary reminder to me—and, more importantly, Henry—that he’s watching closely.

I’m not foolish enough to believe Henry’s caretaking over the past few days is completely selfless, but Gaven’s hackles are up. His hovering has been more incessant and smothering than usual. There is no one in my life I’ve spent more time with than Gaven, and while his job is to be suspicious, I’m still irritated. It’s not like I wanted to let Henry take care of me. I just didn’t have the energy to make him leave.

I haven’t lost my edge. I can’t afford to, for Aidia’s sake.

Simply thinking of her bruised face strengthens my resolve. Just because I tolerate Henry doesn’t mean I can’t do what needs to be done. If it comes down to him or my sister, it isn’t even a contest.

Evangeline and Philip Havenwood are already sitting at our table. When I first met them, they seemed as cold and focused as my parents. Of course, that’s how I would expect them to be if they think my father sent the horde of Drained that killed their daughter.

But seeing them safe and in their element, I see the warmth between them. Unlike my parents, who only ever display a practiced and performative tolerance of each other, the Havenwoods seem to actually be in love. Philip whispers something into Evangeline’s ear, and she smiles and swats his arm playfully. The kind of easy intimacy between them can’t be faked.

Henry nods to his mother as he guides me to my seat at the other end of the head table. “We can leave any time you need to,” he whispers as he slides my chair in for me.

I glare at him as he takes his seat. “I’m not some fragile thing. You don’t need to keep checking on me.”

His smirk is as irritating as it is devastating. “Prickly.”

This disquieting feeling of being seen is intimacy. Henry should be put off by my grumpy demeanor, but he seems almost charmed by it.

He tilts my chin up and brushes a kiss to my lips—because we’re in public and he likes antagonizing me by making me play along.

“What if I like checking on you?” he whispers as he draws away.

“Men who like their wives weak should be treated with the utmost suspicion,” I say.

He clicks his tongue, ignoring the weighty stares of everyone in the room. “I don’t like you weak. I like you fiery. That’s why I’ll always let you know there’s an escape route—so that you can keep your pride.”

I’m speechless. While I miss the familiarity of being at odds, this strange new territory is exhilarating.

Henry turns back to face his people and runs a hand through his dark hair. It’s a little too short to tuck behind his ears, which means it’s always falling into his eyes, giving him an air of broody mysteriousness. The scar on his throat stands out in the candlelight, a pale slash against olive skin that still makes my blood run cold. I’m struck by the desire to run my tongue over it—as if I could taste his pain and know what it takes to come back from something unsurvivable.

The thought is jarring. I take a slow sip of wine and glance around the room, taking in the array of colorful auras. Everyone is keeping to themselves except Stefan. His muddy orange aura is poking and prodding at the family of purple auras at the table to his left.

Of course, he abuses his blessing. It’s a rare thing to meet a man who doesn’t abuse Polm’s magic. Kellan is very much the exception and not the rule. Though I wonder how many men would be so bold if they knew someone could see what they’re doing.

He must feel me staring because his gaze snaps to mine. I click my tongue and shake my head, and even though I know he can’t hear it, his face goes red and he sits back in his chair. His aura retreats, tucking in close to his body.

I don’t know if he realizes I can see it or if he just lost focus when I distracted him, but I’m satisfied all the same.

The feast is served. Three courses of simple but delicious food come in quick succession. The musicians play loudly, and the people break out into more casual and less gossipy conversations punctuated by genuine laughter. It’s so much less formal than Lunameade, and while there is still a fair share of eyes on me, it’s nice to know they’re not judging my every shift in posture the way people in the city do.

No one asks me to speak, thank the Divine, and unlike the dinner we just had at my parents’, no one seems interested in speaking to me at all.

Once the main course is clear, the servants bring around small bowls of a cold, creamy dessert that tastes like lavender and honey and melts in my mouth. I have never tasted anything so delicious. I’m not even annoyed when I finish mine and Henry slides his untouched bowl in front of me.

“I can honestly say I’ve never seen you like something so much,” he teases. “It’s called Dark Star Custard. We only make it around festival season because we need colder temperatures.”

I enjoy my second helping with a very unladylike ravenousness.

Henry leans over and whispers something to his father, then turns back to me. “Ready to retire?”

“Already? Don’t you need to speak or something?”

Henry chuckles. “No. We’re not so formal. We just needed to show our faces. Lots of curiosity about the woman who broke Kennymyra’s sigil and seduced Stefan.”

I roll my eyes as he helps me up and leads me through the small crowd of people dancing at the center of the room.

Bryce leans against the wall beside the exit door. “Sorry to interrupt, but I need to borrow your husband for a moment before you head out,” he says with a grin.

“Borrow him as long as you want. Keep him for all I care,” I say, shoving Henry toward him.

Gaven immediately takes his place, offering me his arm.

The hallway outside the feast room is cool and empty. We walk down the long straightaway and turn right toward the back staircase to the second floor. A guard is stationed outside the recovery room, which neither of us has been able to get into. Despite our poking around, we can’t figure out what exactly that room is. My assumption is some kind of infirmary, but Gaven thinks it’s a vault for magical items.

What we agree on is that there must be something worth protecting inside, and that has made it our new investigative focus. The round-the-clock guard has foiled any of our opportunities to peek inside so far.

We turn left at the next hallway and nearly run into Stefan Laurence, two of his friends, and several women from the feast.

“Well, if it isn’t the woman who tried to throw herself at me the day after she got married. I guess old Henry just isn’t keeping you satisfied,” Stefan says.

I step toward Stefan and cock my head to the side. “Are you suggesting that I, a helpless city girl, forced you, a big, strong guard, to abscond with me to a secret location I didn’t know existed?” I shake my head. “That seems a bit far-fetched.”

I twirl the ends of my hair around my finger. “I’m certainly not afraid to own up to my mistakes. Frankly, you weren’t that desirable before that mistake, and you’re way less afterwards.” I laugh in his face just to see what will happen.

Stefan takes a step toward me, but Gaven pins him against the wall before he can take a second.

“Do not threaten Miss Carrenwell,” he says. His voice is pitched in the low, warning timbre of a man who has killed for lesser sleights.

I expect Stefan to underestimate Gaven’s age and experience. I wait for him to strike back or for his friends to join in. Instead, a growl behind them makes everyone go still.

Kyrin stands at the bottom of the stairwell just a few feet away. The wolf’s narrowed eyes are fixed on Stefan.

Stefan swats Gaven away and brushes his hands down his ruffled shirt. “I wasn’t threatening her.” He points at me. “You’re laughing now, but you won’t be laughing long. You’ll pay in blood one way or another, and some pumped-up, unblessed bodyguard can’t stop me.” He waves a hand at Gaven. “That’s a threat, old man.”

He stalks by us with his friends on his heels and the women chattering excitedly at the spectacle.

I want to brush off the threat, but I know right away that taunting him was a mistake. He’s going to feel justified taking a shot at me.

Or at least he’ll try to. The only thing more dangerous than a man with a bruised ego is a woman with a score to settle.
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HENRY


As I exit Harlow’s bedroom, Gaven watches me with distrustful assessment. He always looks at me that way. I should have just come out of my door to keep from further antagonizing him, but I like how irritated he gets seeing me get closer to her.

While Harlow has warmed from outright trying to kill me to just being her prickly self any time I try to do something for her, Gaven’s suspicion has only grown. I like having him here to keep an eye on Harlow, especially after what happened with Stefan last night, but every day I’m reminded just how attuned his vigilance is.

I’ve known I’ll need to kill him since the moment we met, but I need to get as much information from him as I can before then, and I need to find a way to make it look like an accident. Harlow doesn’t trust me, but she occasionally believes me, and if I’m not careful, I’ll set us back completely and she will run.

If we can’t figure out what magic the rest of her siblings and her mother have, we won’t have a plan to counteract it when the time comes to take out Harrick.

I’d hoped the trip to the city would benefit me twofold: it would give me more exposure to the Carrenwells to try to pick up on their magic, and it would endear me to Harlow.

Instead, it only made things murkier because all of my searching led me to Rochelli and sent me in a circle that led right back home. Harlow doesn’t seem convinced that it fits Gaven’s nature, and I’m inclined to agree with her.

Gaven clears his throat. “Are you out for the entire day?”

I shake my head. “She’s taking a bath. I have to meet with my parents, but I will be back in an hour or so.”

He crosses his arms and leans back against the door. “I’ll be here.”

“Tonight is a hunt night. I’ll have to be out for the evening and I really need her to stay in her room this time.”

Gaven nods. “I’ll stay in the room with her until you return.”

“Divine deliver you from her when she finds out you’re babysitting,” I say.

His mouth twitches into the closest approximation of a smile that I’ve seen from him. “I think I’ll manage.”

I turn and walk down the hall, casting one last glance over my shoulder before I descend the stairs.

The first floor is quiet in the afternoon. Most of the staff have finished cleaning for the day, and the only sounds come from the kitchen. Two guards stand outside the sitting room doors at the end of the hallway, and they let me in immediately.

Muted winter light pours in through the large glass windows. The view of the back patio isn’t particularly pretty when it’s this cloudy and cold, but my parents have enough meetings in this room that it’s better to be at the back of the house with a worse view for the sake of privacy.

My father sits in his old leather chair by the fire, a glass of whiskey in his hand. My mother is perched in a matching chair beside him. She looks up from the book in her lap as I enter.

I don’t even have to look at it to know it’s Hymns to Asher. It’s a classic fictional tale about a man who travels beyond the veil to steal back his wife from the Divine of Endings. I’ve never asked why my mother reads it so much, but I think it’s less the tragic love story and more the exploration of what it is to face down your shadows and descend into the underworld of yourself. She started reading it when Holly died, and now she’s read it so many times, the spine is cracked and the pages are falling out.

“I need to kill the bodyguard. He’s become too suspicious,” I say.

The chair creaks as my father leans back and takes a long sip of his drink. “I don’t see any problem with that as long as you’re sure it won’t set back your relationship. Her trust is the most important thing.”

“There’s just one small complication,” I say. This is the real test. I want to see how they react when I tell them about Gaven’s handwriting and the letter. Harlow wasn’t nearly as confident about it being his handwriting as I was that it was my father’s.

“What is it?” my mother asks.

“When we were in Lunameade, we happened upon a rebel with a note from Rochelli. For a long time, Harlow thought Rafe Mattingly was Rochelli, but the handwriting in the letter was her bodyguard’s.”

My father frowns. “She’s certain.”

“She’s pretty sure.”

He makes a low hum of interest, but he and my mother don’t look at each other. I hate that there’s something they’re not telling me when we’re doing something so risky.

“What else do you have to report?” my father presses.

I shove down my annoyance. I’m trying to figure out how to lead them to a place where they will finally be honest with me. Their protection is so patronizing. I’ve been kept in the dark too long. I’ll have to try another way to bring the conversation back to the letter.

I take a bracing breath and force myself to press on. “I haven’t had any luck figuring out Liza’s magic, or any of the other siblings. I’m not better off than when we started. Able has holy fire and Kellan has manipulation magic, but Liza either hasn’t used hers or it’s invisible. The rest of the siblings are more distant and I didn’t get to interact with any of them.”

“Not even the sister she’s close with?” my mother asks.

The guilt of not having more to offer my parents presses in on me. I suspect that Aidia is the glamourist who made Harlow the necklace that she uses to disguise herself, simply because none of her other siblings seem to pay her any mind. A gift like that would take considerable work and skill. But without meeting her in person, it’s hard to be certain.

“No, I still haven’t seen her,” I say.

My mother nods encouragingly. “That’s okay. We knew it would take some time to get Harlow to share such a big family secret. Just keep working on it.”

“How was the city?” my father asks. “Any change post-attack?”

“The people are tense and the mayor is using it to gain traction,” I say. “He’s been visiting the families of those jailed for protesting second blood tithes. The unblessed see him as their champion. When he speaks, they’re entranced, and he’s constantly throwing digs at the Carrenwells.”

“That’s a good thing,” my father says.

I frown. “I’m not sure it is. I don’t think he’s someone we can control. We all know the type. He’s just another Harrick, only worse.”

“No one is worse,” my father grumbles.

“Imagine Harrick with a blessing from Polm.”

My father bristles.

“Exactly,” I say. “He’s the last person who should have a manipulation blessing, but he does. And from the looks of it, he’s very, very good at using it.”

My parents look at each other, a silent conversation passing in a glance.

“Also, I think Rafe set me up to be caught at a rebel bar,” I say. “I can’t say for certain, but his butler directed me that I would find him at a specific bar in town. I waited for him for two hours, but he didn’t show. When I went to leave, I ran into Kellan Carrenwell and a bunch of his city guards who had been tipped off about a rebel meeting at the bar.”

My father curses and leans back in his chair.

I take a deep breath and continue. “That brings me to my second problem. The Drained breach was at the North Hold gates, which are not only the closest to us, but when the Drained got in, they didn’t just kill people. They also took some women from the pleasure district. So the Breeders are a problem in the city, too.”

My mother presses her hand to her heart. She looks strong today, but her magic takes so much out of her, even long after she’s wielded it. I’m worried this conversation is too taxing.

My father seems to notice her shift in demeanor as well. He gives me a meaningful look. “If that’s all⁠—”

“It’s not, actually.” I look at my father. “I tried to give you the space to be honest with me earlier. I know it wasn’t Gaven’s handwriting in that letter. It was yours. I fumbled it into the fire and risked all the progress I’ve made with Harlow to cover for you.” I blow out a breath, trying to calm the rising frustration churning through my blood. “I agreed to this ten-year plan for revenge because you said lasting change takes time. I’ve let you keep me in the dark, and I’ve played my part. But you put this plan in peril. You should at the very least disguise your handwriting if you’re going to communicate with rebels, but especially if you’re going to pretend to be their leader. Tell me right now what’s going on.”

He holds up a hand. “You know that’s not how this works. We agreed to let you know everything you need to know.”

I point to my mother. “If it wasn’t for Kellan Carrenwell, we could have lost her when the rebels attacked our engagement party. I can’t fathom why you would allow that.”

“That was a few rogue idiots,” my father huffs. “It shouldn’t have happened. We’re too close to risk compromising things now. You don’t know⁠—”

“Philip.” My mother places a hand on his shoulder. “Henry makes a good point. If we don’t let him in on a little bit more, he could very well work against us by accident.”

I want to turn away. I’m ashamed that my ten-year commitment to revenge is faltering—not because I want it any less, but because I’m actually concerned about how it will affect the woman who has already suffered more than I know.

Under my mother’s careful assessment, I feel suddenly nervous. “You like her—your wife.”

“I don’t.”

“You do,” she says firmly. “And I don’t just mean you liked bedding her. I mean you actually like her. Not admitting it doesn’t make it untrue. It only makes your inability to recognize your own feelings a liability.”

I know she’s right, and I’m embarrassed to be scolded.

My father scrubs a hand down his face, but she just pats his shoulder.

“Yes. I like her. She takes tremendous pleasure in antagonizing me, but she⁠—”

I can’t quite put my finger on exactly what it is about her. Of course, she’s smart and darkly funny, but it’s something more than that. She should not trust me, yet the other night she finally did—and not just out of necessity. I have no doubt she could have found her own way out of that dining room. She certainly could have told me to leave afterward. But she let me help, and that alone is a sign of the progress I’ve made.

“She understands how to taunt you. She makes you feel known,” my mother says.

That’s exactly it. Harlow understands me well enough to rake her fingernails over my last nerve, but in a way that makes it fun instead of just irritating. There is an unexpected intimacy in studying a foe this way—in having to understand her back so that I can manipulate her. I’m mortified that I’ve fallen into this trap and even more embarrassed that my parents have noticed.

“I’ll get over it. It’s just⁠—”

My mother holds up a delicate hand to silence me. “We’re not asking you to. There’s something she wants that you can give her if our plan works, right?”

I nod, thinking of Rafe and the portrait of her sister I saw in his sitting room.

“And it’s something she cares about enough to break loyalty to her family?”

I rub the back of my neck. “Yes. Now, will you tell me why that letter in Father’s handwriting was signed from Rochelli?”

She squeezes my father’s shoulder and gestures to the chair facing his. “You should sit down for this.”
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HENRY


When I step out of my parents’ study, my mind is still spinning. It’s only made worse when I see Carter waiting for me at the end of the sunlit hallway. His arms are folded, and he leans back against the wall, but the relaxed pose doesn’t fool me. Something is wrong.

“What now?” I ask as I walk toward him.

He falls into step beside me, casting a glance over his shoulder. “The bodyguard was poking around, trying to get into the recovery room.”

“Of course he was,” I grumble. “It’s fine. I’ve been given permission to take care of it.”

“I thought you had suspicions that he might be leading the rebellion,” Carter whispers.

I rub the back of my neck as we walk up the stairs to the second floor. “He might be involved, but according to my father, he’s not one of our contacts. The problem is that he’s trying to sway Harlow and I’m at too critical a point for that.” I pause at the top of the stairs. “I’ve just been given permission to remove him from play. Can you get the holding cells ready?”

Carter’s eyebrows shoot up. “You sure this is a good time? It might set her back.”

I shake my head. “We’ll make it look like an accident.”

“Henry, think about it,” Carter urges, his voice tinged with annoyance. “She’s smart and she knows you don’t like him.”

“She doesn’t like him,” I counter. “He doesn’t even know she can poison with her hands. He’s never even protected her from people in her own life.”

Carter shakes his head. “Are you blind? She may love to antagonize him, but she definitely cares about him. As your friend, I would be remiss not to warn you that this could be a huge setback.”

“I have no choice,” I say. “I overheard the tail end of a conversation they were having the other day. He’s too observant and too suspicious.”

Carter sighs and nods. “So be it. Divine help us with the fallout. What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to try to get any last information out of him in the holding cells. There’s no one who knows Carrenwell House’s layout better. I’ll kill him out with some sort of fast-bleeding wound and I’ll make it look like a message from Stefan.”

“She’ll kill him,” Carter says.

“She’ll want to, but she won’t,” I counter. “She hasn’t killed the man beating her sister yet, and she’s been watching that happen for a while. She can have restraint when she wants to.” Even as I say the words, I’m not certain they’re true. Holding back on Rafe might be the very thing that makes her more prone to go after Stefan. In her mind, he could be a score she could settle immediately, and that might be just the thing to release the pressure valve on her rage. But I have to trust that she sees how perilous things are here the same way she sees how perilous her family’s position is in Lunameade.”

Carter scrubs a hand down his face. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“My job? Getting the revenge we’ve worked ten years for?”

He smiles sadly and squeezes my shoulder. “I think you have to ask yourself, is it really revenge if you’re still losing something?” He pats my back as he walks down the stairs.

As I walk toward Harlow’s room, his words burrow beneath my skin and make me itch. I’m not losing anything.

Harlow is not what I thought she would be, but she’s remarkably resilient and not one to get emotionally attached. She’ll be upset about Gaven and angry at the end of this, but ultimately, she’ll be better off without her terrible parents anyway.

Gaven isn’t waiting in the hall outside her room. Either she’s out, or she sent him away to snoop.

When I step into Harlow’s bedroom, she’s not reading in a chair by the window where I left her. My heart pounds as I check her closet. She’s not in there or the connecting bathroom. I walk through my closet and into my bedroom. Kyrin perks up from where he’s lying on the floor in front of the fireplace. I finally spot Harlow.

Wearing a dark lace bustier and matching underwear, she props a foot on the windowsill as she fastens the stays on her garter belt to the top of her stockings.

My relief mixes with lust.

“You seem to be back to yourself,” I say, my voice hoarse.

“It’s dark green,” she says without looking up.

“Hmm?” I’m incapable of forming intelligent words.

“You like to know what color I’m wearing. This lace is dark green, like the forest at dusk.”

I stare at her, dumbfounded, as she turns to face me. “It’s very nice.”

“Nice?” She scoffs. “Careful. You’re looking at me like you’re forgetting to hate me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

She laughs and turns back to the mirror to adjust the cups of the bustier. “Whatever you say.”

When I don’t offer a clever comeback, her gaze snaps to mine, something like apprehension on her face.

I don’t know how to meet this version of her. Not with what I now know. For so long, revenge has been the driving force in my life—but the concept of payback was abstract at a distance. It’s different to look someone in the eye while you take something from them.

The thought of vengeance on the Carrenwells has been the anchor holding me fast through all the chaos of the last ten years. This is the first time I feel apprehension about seeing it through.

“I made you something. It’s on your bed,” she says.

I cross the room to the large bed and notice her gift immediately. A new white throw pillow stands out against the black sheets. The thread stitching on it reads, “Disembowelment?”

“Well?” When I spin to face her, she’s grinning broadly. “The thread is red. I know that’s your favorite. It took me quite a long time, so I’m hoping I finally got it right.”

My wife stitched her next guess at a way to murder me into a throw pillow. I laugh, a real laugh from the sheer shock and absurdity of her relentless commitment to offing me.

She bites her lip. “Does that mean I’m right?”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry, lovely. I don’t have a definitive on that one. You would have to ensure that was the thing to actually kill me because you’d be risking blood loss first.”

She frowns and blows out a labored sigh. “It sounds exceptionally messy, so it’s probably for the best.”

I clear my throat, trying to ignore the fact that she’s nearly naked. “I know you didn’t listen last time I told you this, but tonight is hunt night.”

“How often do you have them?” she asks.

“Hunt nights? Every fifteen days, but when the weather is bad like last night, we move them back to the next clear night for safety. Please stay in our room until I come back to get you.”

She pushes her lower lip into a pout. “Are we not participating, my wolf? It seems the sort of thing that newlyweds would be into.”

The thought of chasing her through the woods and fucking her into submission is very appealing, especially when she’s standing there in nothing but some strategically placed lace.

“No, we’re not participating. Unless you’d like to have an audience for the second time I fuck you.”

She smiles wickedly.

“Harlow, I’m serious. Given the rumors that you started about yourself, I don’t know how people will react, and Stefan could very well be participating. I have a quick errand to run right now. I should be back just after dinner. Poke around as much as you want, but don’t leave the house.”

She continues with her exaggerated pout as she steps into the closet and emerges a moment later in a white off-the-shoulder dress, a hint of dark lace peeking out the top of the sweetheart neckline.

I don’t need to be told it’s white. That’s a color I know on sight. It has to be something she brought with her because I never would have had a white dress made for her. My reaction to seeing my wife in that color is primal and instant. The cut of it is so Divine-damned sexy that a cold sweat breaks out on my skin.

She’s fucking with me—pushing my buttons in the maddening way she enjoys so much. She knows it’s hunt night, so she wore a white dress like prey.

“Harlow.”

“Yes, my wolf?” she says, ignoring the lethal edge to my voice as she closes the distance between us.

“Don’t test me today.”

She walks her fingers up my chest. “Then don’t make the testing so fun.”

I grab her wrist and nip at her finger, and she laughs. “Go to the library or the gallery. Just say you’ll stay inside.”

She rolls her eyes and sighs. “I’ll stay in the house until dinner is over, but I make no promises about after.”

It’s the best I can hope for, given her love of antagonizing me. I pray she learned her lesson after her last adventure ended in her almost dying or worse at the hands of a Breeder.

She grabs a book from her nightstand and settles into the chair by the fire to read.

Gaven isn’t waiting in the hall at his usual post when I leave the bedroom, but that’s not entirely unusual. I know that Harlow sends him to snoop around the house when she knows I’m distracted.

Fortunately, I don’t have to search very long. I find him standing on the back patio, looking down the hill at a couple of guards sparring.

“Do you miss it?” I ask. “I haven’t seen you train since you’ve been here.”

He doesn’t turn to look at me. “I get by fine on my own.”

“If you change your mind, I’d be happy to go a round or two with you, old man.”

He turns to scowl at me, and I hold up my hands in surrender.

“I’m serious,” I say. “The offer stands. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together. I know you’re determined not to like me, but as a matter of practicality, you’re helping to protect my wife⁠—”

“You’re helping to protect my charge,” he counters.

I sigh. “What I mean is we have a similar goal, and it’s in her best interest if we both stay sharp.”

He crosses his arms. “Fine.”

“In the meantime, I have a wedding gift for Harlow I was hoping you could help me with.”

Gaven’s eyebrows shoot up. “Astonishing that you have interacted with her this much and still think you’re going to be able to buy her a gift she likes.”

“Oh, I know she will. It’s a custom set of blades. Can I show you?”

Gaven glances up at the house.

“She’s just reading,” I reassure him. “She won’t try to sneak out until dark. This will only take a few minutes.”

He waves a hand and palms the dagger at his hip, an anxious habit of his. “Lead the way.”

I start down the gravel path toward the armory at an easy pace with his steady footsteps close behind me. If I rush too much, it will set him off.

Instead of going into the armory, I veer off behind it.

Gaven hesitates a step. “They’re not in the armory?”

“This isn’t the kind of gift I want people to know she has.” I take a step closer and lower my voice. “There are ceremonial things I will give her for everyone else. But these blades are for her to defend herself from people who might not be expecting her to be able to. I know you’ve taught her a lot. I want to be sure I’ve picked something she can work with.”

I don’t wait to see if that satisfies him. I just keep walking around the building until finally we reach the holding cells. He doesn’t say anything, but I can read his discomfort as we approach the building.

“No Drained in here this time. No one has been in here since that night, so I figure it was a good place to hide them for now and probably the one place in the whole fort where I’m certain she won’t go looking for something.”

Gaven huffs a laugh. “Pray to the Divine she’s learned her lesson about poking around this building.”

I unlock the heavy metal door, and it groans open. Bryce and Carter aren’t here yet, but they will be soon.

The air inside the building is stale and musty. Afternoon light pours in through the windows on the second floor, highlighting swirling dust motes. He steps past me into the room, his focus entirely on the spot where he killed the Drained the other night.

I don’t know how he knows. Maybe it’s some old fighter’s instinct or just the finely tuned intuition of a man who has been vigilant for so long, but the second I close the door behind Gaven, he spins on me. He draws his dagger, and I feel the prickle of him summoning his magic.

His face morphs from confusion to frustration as he meets my eye.

“Your magic won’t work on me,” I say. “I’m not a danger to Harlow. I’m only a danger to you.”

This is not how I wanted to do this. I know better than to stand between a bodyguard and their charge. I wanted to incapacitate him with the poison blades I had made for Harlow, so we could question him, but that plan is out the window. Now he’s not just fighting for his life. He thinks he’s fighting for hers, too.

Gaven comes at me hard, and he’s better than I expected. I’ve never seen a man his age move with such lethal precision. A sharp sting in my bicep focuses my attention. I didn’t even realize he had two blades until he cut me with that one. Divine know what else he has on him.

If I were anyone else, even a Breeder, his skill and efficiency would be enough. But I have met death many times before and won’t meet it again, at least not from anything in this fight. Not when use of his holy fire requires a threat to Harlow.

I’m younger, faster, and my senses are more attuned than Gaven’s, but it’s the best fight I’ve had in a long time. It takes almost twenty minutes for me to catch him with a blade between his ribs. He stumbles back a step, blood pouring from the wound. He takes a step, but his leg buckles and he goes down on one knee.

I’m going to have to heal him enough to get information, but this will at least slow him down.

“Had enough for now?” I ask.

“That’s a death blow,” he says, panting.

There’s both shock and resignation in his eyes. His salt-and-pepper hair is plastered to his forehead and his usually perfectly pressed shirt, soaked with sweat and blood, sticks to his skin.

“Not for a healer.”

I step forward and rip the blades from his stunned hands, tossing them aside. Then I press my hand to his side and summon my healing magic. It prickles at the edge of my blood-slicked palm, but when I try to weave it into the wound like I have for so many people before, nothing happens. It hovers just over his skin, never quite settling in.

“It won’t work,” he laughs, spitting blood onto the dirt.

“What won’t?”

“Your magic.”

Dread spreads through my blood. “Why?”

“It’s the reason I was hired,” Gaven says. “Surely you looked at me and wondered why Harrick would let me protect her when my only blessing is borrowed.”

My mouth goes dry, my stomach bottoming out at the realization of how badly I’ve miscalculated.

“If you were planning to torture me for information, boy, you’ll be disappointed,” Gaven says. “You won’t be able to magically patch me up and break me down again. I’m impervious to Divine blessings.”

This is why Gaven Pomeroy protects the youngest Carrenwell daughter. He has no Divine gifts, only the borrowed use of holy fire to protect his charge. What he does have is the extremely rare talent of being impervious to Divine magic. I didn’t even know it was possible until now. I want to deny it, but it makes so much sense.

I curse and run to the cabinets on the far side of the room in search of something to stop the bleeding. The last cabinet on the right has some old linen sheets, and I race back to Gaven with them. He’s already on the floor. One hand pressed to his side, his mouth moving in silent prayer.

Pressing the linen to his side, I meet his grave face.

“Why were you poking around the recovery room?” I ask.

Gaven winces, flashing bloody teeth. “It’s the only room I haven’t even been able to get a glimpse into. People come and go, but the security is tighter there than anywhere else in the house.”

This was not how this was supposed to go. While I’m sure Harlow knows a lot about the layout of her family estate, there are surely things that only the family bodyguards would know about what happens during an attack and where family members might be hidden if someone were hunting them.

Gaven grips my wrist hard. “For some reason beyond my comprehension, Harlow likes you. She’ll try to convince you she doesn’t care or have any hope, but she does. She’s left white roses for her sister every week for years, even when she knew Rafe wouldn’t give them to her. I know your goals with her aren’t altruistic, but she deserves better.”

The guilt is a gut punch. I feel the anguish in his words. It’s hard to watch someone mourn their unrecognized potential and the people they love.

“Gaven, why is she here? Why did the Carrenwells agree to this?” I ask.

He’s started shaking, the cold from the blood loss setting in. “They’re afraid of your family and they wanted to find out what you wanted after all these years.”

I’m stunned he’s become so suddenly forthcoming after everything Harlow has told me about his loyalty to her father.

“Don’t look so shocked,” Gaven says. “My loyalty is to her. Not them. You might make your vows with your fingers crossed, but I don’t lie to the Divine. If I make a vow to Vardek to protect someone, I mean it. I have watched over her since the first moment her mother placed her in my arms when she was just a few days old. Liza rarely came to the nursery. She was so busy with her older children, but I was always there. I have watched her every day since, and I have kept my word to Vardek.”

“Yes, when it’s convenient—when it doesn’t put you at odds with your employer,” I snap. “As I understand it, you’ve only been true to that vow in the last few months.”

Gaven’s eyes widen in shock. “She told you.”

“She told me.” There are a lot of things I can forgive a man for. I’ve wandered down many dark roads myself, but being assigned to protect a child and letting someone else abuse her is unforgivable.

Gaven rubs a hand over his face, leaving a smear of blood behind. “When I was young, I didn’t know how to do my job when it was at odds with my employer. I have never forgiven myself for that failure. I see it every time she looks at me. When she was old enough to understand my role in her life, the first thing she learned about me was that I would always protect her—as long as the threat was from outside the family.”

His brutal honesty is jarring. Though it’s been ever-present in my life, I forgot that death is so intimate.

“Why are you telling me all of this now?” I ask.

He looks away and heaves a shuddering sigh. “Because there is no other time to and there’s much to tell.” He winces. “There have been other children blessed by Vardek—new blessings of holy fire. Harrick killed every one of them.”

I stare at him in disbelief. For years, we thought we understood the depths of Harrick Carrenwell’s cruelty, but yet again we have underestimated him. Even the nonbelievers of the fort and city wouldn’t dare to slay a Vardek-blessed child, but the leader of Lunameade has been doing it for years. All to keep his people dependent on him.

“Does Harlow know?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I’m not supposed to know. He told me one night when he was ranting drunk. He must have forgotten about it or I wouldn’t be here.”

I can’t even begin to process this information, but Gaven slaps my arm.

“Whatever you’re doing with that magic—” He gasps. “You need to tell her.”

“I don’t⁠—”

He squeezes my arm. “Lie to yourself if you need to, but don’t waste your breath on a dead man. I know you’re more than you’ve let on. I may not see auras like she does, but I can sense it, and that feeling has the essence of a different Divine.”

“She knows,” I say.

He frowns. “If she knew, she wouldn’t get so close.”

I look down at the linen in my hand. It’s completely soaked in blood, as are the knees of my pants. Gaven has very little time.

He closes his eyes and swallows thickly. “Tell her I love her. I should have protected her much better than I did. I know she won’t forgive me for what happened six months ago, but I’m sorry anyway.”

“What happened six months ago?”

He presses his lips into a tight line but says nothing.

“Gaven, what’s the urgency?” I ask. “Why the urgency for the Carrenwells? Why did they agree to send her here so quickly?”

He blinks his eyes open. “Their well doesn’t work anymore.”

“Why?”

His head drops, and he loses consciousness for a moment. I slap him, and he startles awake.

“Why doesn’t their well work?” I ask.

Gaven shakes his head. “Don’t know.”

“How do you know it doesn’t work?”

Gaven rasps something that sounds like “Madness.” He shudders with a great, rasping sigh, and his body goes still.

I stare at him in disbelief. One swift swipe of the blade and ten years of meticulous planning have fallen apart.
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HARLOW


The moment I step back into my bedroom after dinner, I’m aware that I’m not alone.

Henry has been gone for hours, and I know it’s not him rifling through the closet.

Gaven still isn’t back from his single-minded mission of finally figuring out what’s in the recovery room, and Kyrin has been out hunting all day. I’m on my own, and I immediately regret agreeing to stay inside until Henry was finished with the hunt ceremony.

I strain to listen. Dread settles in my stomach, churning up my dinner. The room is dark except for the freshly stoked fireplace. Nothing appears out of place.

The rustling in the closet continues.

I place the book I just borrowed from the library gently on my bed and remove the poker from beside the fireplace as quietly as possible. Tiptoeing to my closet, I peek around the corner.

The noise continues from beyond the adjoining bathroom, but I can’t see anyone. I walk through the bathroom and pause at the door to Henry’s closet.

The safe room door is open, and the sound is coming from inside.

I spring forward, brandishing the poker like a sword.

But it’s not Stefan or one of his friends lurking inside. It’s my maid. Cora’s trembling hands are raised in surrender.

I stare at her, trying to figure out how she is in a room that’s supposed to be spelled so only I can enter.

“I’m so sorry to frighten you, miss,” Cora says. “Mr. Havenwood asked me to clean the whole suite, and he said that if you weren’t here, you were probably in the library. I certainly didn’t mean to give you such a fright.”

“How did you get in?” I ask. “This is my safe room. It’s supposed to be spelled so that only I can use it.”

Cora’s brow furrows in confusion, and then she smiles. “Oh no, miss. You must have misunderstood. The room isn’t spelled for a specific person. This room keeps out the bloodthirsty. No Returned allowed.”

The whole world tilts. The only thing keeping me on my feet is a lifetime of dealing with these sudden surges of adrenaline. Every nerve in my body is screaming to run, but this is not my home. I don’t know every alley and passageway in the fort. All I know are two ways out.

Trying to make it to the main gates and then through them without any sort of diversion is borderline impossible. I haven’t been here long enough for Henry to teach me the intricacies of their escape routes and evacuation plans. I only have what I absorbed on my run with him. And that doesn’t even take into account the fact that I’d then have to race through the Drained Wood alone at night.

I have to take my chances with the mountain caves. I don’t know where they dump out, but it has to be somewhere that I can find help, and I’m almost certain it’s not going to lead me out into a forest full of Drained.

Cora is still staring at me, her hands up in surrender. I need to be careful not to tip anyone off.

“Divine forgive me! I’m so sorry for scaring you,” I say, forcing false joviality into my voice. “I completely misunderstood when he described the room to me. I thought because of the blood lock that only I could get in.”

Cora relaxes and holds up her bloody pointer finger. “Oh, that’s an easy mistake to make. There are a few of them around the manor. The lock works for any of us who aren’t the Returned. Sometimes they get carried away when they’re feeding. Most of it is really well-monitored in the recovery room. There are guards who are responsible for watching feedings to make sure donors are safe, but you know how it is,” Cora says conspiratorially. “Sometimes when they feed in private—during more intimate moments, things can get a bit out of hand. Carter and Bryce have never had that issue, though—I’m sure you’ve seen. And from what I’ve heard, Henry has impeccable control, so I’m sure he just gave you this room so you’d feel safe. Not to mention that if there was another attack and breach of the wall, you would be able to hide in here and be safe from the Drained.”

She looks at me expectantly, and I realize I’ve been silent for too long.

“That makes sense. I think it’s just the terminology that throws me. I didn’t know about the Returned until I got here,” I say, forcing lightness into my voice.

Cora smacks a hand to her head. “Of course. You’re from the city, so you’re more familiar with the old term. You probably call them Deathless.”

The Returned are Deathless. She means all the people Evangeline Havenwood brought back to life are like the people from the story I heard at the Raining Star Bar.

My heart is pounding so hard, I’m worried she’ll hear it.

“Of course.” I smile brightly. “So this room will keep out Henry and Carter and Bryce.”

She nods and lowers her hands. “And lots more of them.”

I grip the poker in my hands tighter, fighting the urge to ask just how many blood thirsty predators I have been casually interacting with since coming to the fort. “Well, I apologize again for frightening you, Cora. I think I’ll treat myself to a stroll through the gallery, so I’ll leave you to your cleaning.”

She smiles. “Of course. You’ve had so much to learn in your new role married to the heir. I’m always happy to answer any questions.” She turns to her bucket of water and starts to wipe down the door handle.

I walk back into my bedroom with my heartbeat swooshing in my ears.

Run. The instinct is so strong, I can think of nothing but that. Run. But I can’t just sprint. It will attract too much attention. I need to go slowly and be smart.

I reach for my coat, then realize that wearing it will tip off anyone who sees me that I’m planning to go outside. It’s best to just go as I am. I take a moment to swap my silk slippers for boots and tuck my blade into my right boot.

When I poke my head out of my room, Gaven is still not back from his snooping. I don’t want to leave him behind, but if I start poking around the recovery room looking for him, I know I’ll at least run into the guards there. Now that I know what goes on in there, I’m less inclined to explore.

I hustle down the hallway and descend the back stairwell to the first floor. If I go out the doors in the art wing, I’ll be closest to the cave entrance, but I’ll still have to sprint a couple of miles. With this much adrenaline pumping through my blood, that won’t be a problem.

The Kennymyra sculptures loom in the shadows. Their veils are back tonight, and they rustle as I walk briskly down the hall toward freedom. Just as the courtyard exit comes into sight, I hear voices from around the corner.

The gallery is the only door between me and my escape. I press my finger to the lock, and it clicks open. I duck inside and close the door, glimpsing the shifting painting across from the doorway in the second before it closes.

Backing into the room, I listen to the voices grow louder. Footsteps echo on the stone floor. Immediately, I recognize Henry’s voice. I hold my breath, watching as the shadows pass in the crack beneath the door.

I don’t allow myself to breathe again until a full minute after the hall has fallen silent.

The gallery is almost fully dark. The only light comes from pillar candles on a table a few feet in front of the gallery wall. In the dim light, the shifting paintings feel menacing. I turn and walk back to the door, pressing an ear against the wood to listen.

The second my ear presses flush, the wooden door draws away.

I nearly fall into the hallway, but Henry catches my arm.

He’s changed into sleek black pants and a dark red button-down. His hair is damp, hanging over his forehead. What was he doing that he needed to bathe after? Did he participate in the hunt?

I search for some sign of the monster within. When he grins, there’s no flash of sharp teeth, just the handsome, easy smile of the best liar I’ve ever met.

He looks at me and then over my shoulder into the gallery. “What are you doing here?”

My mouth goes so dry, and my brain bounces between explanations, all of them sounding too stiff in my head. “You told me to entertain myself until you came back. I stayed inside. What are you doing here?”

He steps into the room, ushering me inside with him. “I smelled you.”

“Smelled me?” My blood. He smelled my blood on the lock because I’m an idiot who didn’t wipe it clean.

Now I’m stuck. I have to stay. I have to pretend.

A cold sweat breaks out on my skin. I just need to calm down and it will be fine. He doesn’t know anything.

“It’s very dark for looking at art,” Henry says.

“That’s why I was leaving. I couldn’t find any more candles.”

He eyes me suspiciously, then crosses the room to a basket tucked into the far corner of the space. He pulls out a few more pillars, lights them using the existing flames, and places them on the table beside the others.

I have no choice but to step up beside him and look at the art. Immediately, it begins to shift. I try hard to steady myself. To force my mind to anger, or calm, or anything but fear.

My heart is pounding so hard, I feel faint. He can probably see my heartbeat pulsing in my neck. It’s probably making him hungry.

Bleeding woods! I need to calm down and get him to go away. I need a head start. In any other circumstances, I might try to play along for the night and sneak out next time he steps away for some official business. But I’m too jumpy and agitated, and he will know that something is off if I can’t get rid of him.

For years, I’ve trained myself to appear okay in impossible circumstances, but every bit of that training fails me now. I cannot master myself standing next to a man who wants to drink me dry.

“Harlow.”

He knows. I can tell from the overly calm way that he says my name. I don’t know how he’s figured it out until I glance up at the painting again. The frame in front of us has shifted into something that looks like a set of vicious teeth.

I finally meet his eyes.

“You know.”

He lunges for me, but I duck and swipe the blade from my boot. All I have is speed and the element of surprise.

When he comes at me again, it’s the reflex of a lifetime of training with Gaven that helps me deflect his attempt to grab my arm. I plunge my blade between his ribs.

There’s a reason I don’t kill this way. The sickening feeling of my metal sliding through his flesh, of my hand pulling it free as blood pours from the wound—that feeling makes my stomach lurch, but I do it again for good measure.

Then, I turn and run. The last sound I hear before I slip out of the gallery is the sound of Henry’s body hitting the floor.
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HARLOW


Iclose the last few feet of open space before the woods behind Havenwood House at a full sprint. I wait to hear footsteps pursuing me or alarm bells—anything that might alert people to my escape—but there’s nothing but the scratch of branches overhead.

Moonlight casts creeping shadows on the ground, but I’m running so fast I barely have time to register them.

Low branches tear at my hair as I sprint through the forest, feet pounding, dirt flying up behind me in clumps.

The thing about surviving the inevitable horrors is knowing you’ll be there at the end with all the worst monsters who have done whatever it takes to endure.

I can’t believe it was just a few nights ago that Henry lay beside me on the bathroom floor and stroked my back while I cried and writhed in pain. I can’t believe I knew he was a grifter when I met him but I let my guard down anyway. I can’t believe I’m still dumb enough to trust a man.

I used to think I was justice, but now I’m afraid I’m just the soft touch born of many brutal beatings. Henry was so gentle. Some stupid, indestructible part of me wanted to believe that was the real him.

He made me remember what it is to want. He summoned this forgotten longing to press my chest against someone else’s and whisper, “Love me”—as if one command from my lips could summon enough devotion to fill my hollow ribs.

This mistake is an echo of every failed attempt at intimacy—of being so knife-edged that no lover could touch my heart without coming away bloody. I remember how badly I wanted a love I could feel. And then I learned not to want that because pain is a feeling, too.

Thank Divine Harvain I’m getting out now. If ever there was a time for good fortune, this is it.

My body is alive and energized from the run, but a squeal in the trees to my left draws me up short.

Bleeding woods! It’s hunt night.

In my rush to flee, I forgot. I’m in the hunt territory and wearing this stupid white dress, which means I’m fair game for anyone looking for prey.

Henry’s warning about Stefan echoes through my mind. Is Stefan also out here, hunting for blood?

I bite back a hysterical laugh as I spin, trying to get my bearings. There’s no simple way back to Lunameade. I have to go for speed, and if all else fails, I have my dagger still clenched in my fist.

My body springs into action, legs churning to propel me toward the mountain wall. I wish I weren’t wearing this flimsy dress that keeps tangling in my legs and snagging on thorns and branches.

It was always going to be like this. Running was the first survival skill I learned. I’ve been doing it for years—circling the garden perimeter with Gaven at my side, taunting me to go faster or do just one more lap.

The thought of Gaven sends my head spinning. He always seems to find me eventually, but now he’s probably just as at risk as I am.

Wild fear pumps through my blood. I doubt Henry is dead. For all my imagining, I still don’t know how to kill him. If I had something bigger than a dagger, I could have at least tried disembowelment.

A shiver creeps up the back of my neck. Someone’s close. I feel it before I hear it—the heavy sense of eyes on me—of being prey stalked by a predator.

My heart pounds and my blood rushes in my ears, the fear wild and completely uncontrollable.

An arm catches me around the waist and a hand clamps over my mouth and muffles my startled shriek. My back slams against a hard chest and my blade goes flying from my hand.

“You fucking stabbed me.” Henry’s voice is low and full of menace, but I go limp with relief.

My husband chuckles. The sound is bitter. “Oh, no. I’m not deliverance, lovely. I am that from which there is no escape. Not anymore.”

I try to scratch at him, but I can’t find any of his skin.

“You wanted to be caught, didn’t you?” He yanks my hair to bare my neck and brushes his lips over my thundering pulse.

“I wanted to kill you. Was my blade in your chest not obvious enough?” I snap.

He smiles against my skin. “You’re too well-trained to have missed my heart.”

“You’d have to have a heart to be maimed by such a blow. I aimed elsewhere in the hope of hitting something more vital.”

He sighs into my ear. “And yet that is an end I’ve met before and cannot meet again, thank the Divine.”

I stop my fighting. “They stabbed you in the heart?”

“They did what they had to.”

I squirm, but his arm wrapped around my ribs has me in an almost bruising hold and his other hand is fisted in my hair.

“There’s no getting away now.” He clicks his tongue. “I told you never to run from me, Harlow. I know which story you heard at the Raining Star Bar.”

The meaning of his words hits me. My mind flies to the tale of the hunt and the biting and the public fucking—the complete possession. Henry is Deathless, and he’s caught me here during a hunt. They aren’t mindless animals like the Drained, but they still have a wild side and a taste for blood.

I shake my head—because as exhausted as I am, as afraid as I am, I’m more curious and exhilarated. I’m not ready to stop fighting.

“If I drink from you now, you’re mine.”

I shudder against him, warmth rushing through my body in a mixture of hate and desire. How these two feelings can be so close and so conflicting is beyond my comprehension.

Henry skims his nose from the junction of my shoulder up my neck, breathing me in. “Is that why you ran out here on a hunt night, Harlow? You wanted me to claim you. You wanted to belong to me, but you couldn’t say it.”

“I hate you,” I growl.

“Hmm. Perhaps you wanted someone else to claim you. Should I leave you here and see who comes to taste you? You only have to say the word and I won’t do this.”

I still. He’s giving me a way out.

It’s on the tip of my tongue. Stars. I could surrender here, and for all his lies, I know he would master this animal side of himself. But I don’t want to.

He chuckles. “Oh, you don’t like that idea? That’s good because I’m going to fuck you into the ground and sink my fangs into you when you come.” I shiver, clenching my thighs together, and Henry wrenches my head back farther so his dark blue eyes meet mine. “Do you know the only thing that tastes better than blood laced with fear?” He nips at my neck, not enough to break the skin, but enough to make me twitch. “Blood laced with pleasure and fear, and I want all of yours. You’ve stabbed me and made me chase you out here and now I’m going to take what I want.”

I want to run. I want to stay right here. I want him to claim me, and also I want to take my chance in the Drained Wood.

“If you hadn’t stabbed me, I would have let you run, made a game of it—maybe I wouldn’t have fucked you,” Henry growls. “Maybe I wouldn’t have made it official, but now I’ve lost a bunch of blood and I’m hungry and your scent has been torture since we met.”

Goosebumps rush along my skin as his breath ghosts over the pulse point in my neck.

“Should I bite you here?” he murmurs.

He releases my head and slides his hand slowly down the front of my body, cupping my right breast. “Or here? I know how you love when I bite your nipples.”

His hand continues its slow path down my stomach, over my hip, until he grabs my inner thigh. “Or here. I think that will be your favorite.”

“Let me go,” I rasp, but it doesn’t even sound convincing to me.

I don’t want to give him this win. How can I have escaped my parents’ control only to end up in someone else’s? Can I not just be free?

And yet, being with him doesn’t feel like a trap. I know better, but I am so tired of fighting, and I can’t even begin to touch the betrayal I feel that he kept this from me. I feel like I’ve wandered into the forest too far and can’t find my way out. This is so dangerous and I want it.

Henry spins me suddenly and pulls me into a kiss. I want to scratch and claw at him—to shove him away and run forever—pursued but not caught. Instead, I kiss him back. I open, letting him take what he wants. His shirt is slick with his blood. I press against the place I stabbed him. I want to hurt him in any way I can. I want him to feel sorry.

Henry groans and kisses me harder.

I have never met a man who liked this monstrous side of me. This is what I’ve wanted the whole time. Not the soft, delicate things. I want this raw, unbridled need.

He picks me up and I wrap my legs around his waist. He slams my back into a tree trunk, and I bite his lip hard enough to draw blood. I lick it away, and that breaks all of his control.

“Fuck, Harlow,” he groans, kissing down my neck, rocking his hips against me. “I can’t be gentle.”

But I don’t want gentle.

He shoves a hand under my dress and rips my panties away before fumbling with his pants. A second later, his cock is pressed against me. He rubs it over my clit, and I shudder. I swear it feels different, but he just waits.

“Anything to say, lovely?”

It takes my brain a full minute to understand he’s giving me a chance to say the word and stop him. Stars. The part of me that wants control above anything else screams the safe word in my head.

But the stronger part of me that wants so badly to surrender just once wins.

Henry searches my face for any hesitation. I narrow my eyes, and that’s all it takes. That small hint of a challenge and he thrusts his cock inside me to the hilt. I grunt a guttural sound from being overwhelmed by the fullness. Something is different—he’s big, but not the kind of big that edges on painful.

“Does it ache?” Henry asks with a smug smile that shows off a hint of sharp fangs. “Claiming makes the teeth come out and my cock swell. I’m in my full form for you, teeth, cock, and all. So I can be sure there’s no part of you I don’t reach.”

He offers no time to adjust, immediately pulling out and thrusting in again. His hands on my hips are bruising, holding me in place and forcing me to take every inch of him.

There’s a satisfied, glazed look in his eyes, like he knew I’d be wet enough to take him, but it makes me hotter that he wants me so much that he doesn’t care. It feels good to be out of control—to let Henry take over. His sharp teeth scrape down my neck, and my whole body clenches.

Henry grunts a curse.

There’s something about being able to control the pain in my body, to see the place it’s coming from, to feel it given with pleasure. I’m not in control, but somehow choosing to surrender makes me feel powerful. This is a thing I can choose to give away without risking losing something, or maybe it’s that I’m losing something I never wanted.

Henry growls into the curve of my neck as he picks up his pace. My skin is covered in goosebumps, my nipples so sensitive they ache. Pleasure rushes through my blood. It’s freeing to be wanted like this, to be taken without judgment.

With no warning, Henry spins and takes me to the ground. He pulls back for a moment and rips my white dress down the center, baring the green lace undergarments.

He pauses to take me in, his eyes passing slowly over the lace. He yanks the cups down and tweaks my nipples. I arch off the ground and groan, and his grin turns feral. Then he strikes, biting my right nipple.

My scream turns into a groan as he thrusts into me and sucks the nipple hard. He does the same thing to the left nipple, and I’m stunned with pleasure and pain and fear that I’m his now. I wait for something to happen—some sign that I’m not myself.

“I didn’t draw blood,” he says, pinching the sore flesh.

He pulls back and thrusts into me, his gaze fixed to where we’re joined. He does it again, harder, and I slide along the leafy ground, twigs and stones scraping the backs of my arms.

“You look so good taking me like this.”

I should be freezing in the cold night, but I’m burning up, lust coursing through my blood at the wild pleasure of being wanted like this.

A twig breaks somewhere to our left, and I turn to squint into the darkness.

Henry leans over me, pushing my left leg higher and sliding into me deeper. My pussy clenches so hard.

“That’s right,” he whispers in my ear. “Anyone is welcome to watch. Does that make you hot, Harlow? Someone watching me fuck you?”

I clench harder around him, and he growls into my collarbone.

“You’re mine now, and I’m never letting you go—but maybe I’ll let someone else use you for a bit when I’m done.”

The thought of Henry letting someone else fuck me—of him watching someone else use me—makes me so hot. I’m dripping down my thighs.

“Oh, you like that? Maybe I’ll let the lot of them take turns using you until I’m ready to fill you up again?”

I moan loudly.

“Not tonight, lovely. Tonight, you’re mine alone to use however I like.”

I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I like that idea. I want to belong to someone—to be taken care of—and I don’t think I could take tenderness. Perhaps that’s what always felt discordant in my relationship with Bea. She was so gentle with me when I needed her to be as harsh and demanding as the rest of the world.

Henry can meet me where I am. His violence isn’t happening to me. It’s happening for me. He understands implicitly what I can take and what I can’t, and I am terrified of him—not because he’s a monster, but because he knows me.

I’m so close, every muscle in my body wound tighter than ever before. I feel like I’m going to break, but Henry doesn’t let up.

He groans into my neck. “Let go, lovely. You’re going to come and make it official. I want to claim you.”

I’ve been fighting it so hard because it’s what I do. I fight.

According to the story, when I come, he’ll bite me and then I’ll be his. The pleasure in my body is so intense, my vision is growing dotted. I’m right on the edge of a climax.

Henry’s teeth slice into my neck, the sharp sting stealing my breath. His canines withdraw, and he closes his lips over the puncture and draws my blood into his mouth. He shudders. The pain of the bite mixes with the strange tingling pleasure of being taken so completely, and I cry out as the orgasm washes over me.

He sucks harder on my neck, and pleasure races through my bloodstream, his hips pumping faster to draw out my release. My legs shake so violently I can barely keep them locked around his hips, but he thrusts into me harder. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes over me, going on and on so long that my feet cramp and my body goes limp.

Henry groans, his hips jerking more erratically as he comes.

The two of us lie there, limbs tangled, hearts slowing. Warm blood trickles from the wound on my neck. Henry laps at it gently.

“Mine,” he growls, taking another long pull of my blood.

My pussy clenches again, and he shudders.

He chuckles into my neck. “Oh, was that not enough? Don’t worry. I’m not even close to being finished with you.”

I hate how smug he sounds. He licks up my neck and presses a kiss to the bite. The tingly feeling of his healing rushes over my skin, followed by the itch. He healed the bite.

“I only did it so I can get that same reaction when I bite you again,” he murmurs in my ear. “Maybe I’ll let some of the others bite you, too. Maybe I’ll make you fuck them.”

I clench around him again, and he chuckles. “Such a greedy little wife. But not tonight. Not while I’m claiming you. I’m going to fuck that idea right out of your head.” He draws back and grabs my chin so I meet his eyes. “No one can do for you what I can.”

I shouldn’t push. He looks barely sated, still half-crazed, but I can’t help myself.

I lick my lips and smile. “Only one way to find out.”

His jaw ticks, and I expect him to bite me again. But a slow grin spreads over his face.

A strange feeling hits me in the chest. At first, I don’t recognize it. It feels like tingling, but then it sinks lower, rushing through my blood. It’s an ache—a need.

He clicks his tongue in mock concern. “What’s the matter, lovely? Feeling the effects of being mine? Did I forget to mention that claiming can be a bit of an aphrodisiac? It will be more intense if I bite you again.”

Suddenly, I’m ravenous for him. I need his touch everywhere. I need him to bite me all over. I need him to consume me. Lust courses through me, burning like a fever, and I arch into him.

I hate him so much, and also, I’m ready to get on my knees and beg for him to do anything he wants to me.

He draws out of me and I whimper at the emptiness. I want to cry, and also, I want to strangle him for making me so needy.

“Kneel like a good little wife,” he taunts.

My body is trembling, my limbs wrung out from running and fucking, but I force myself up to kneel before him in supplication with my tattered dress hanging from my arms.

“Beg.”

Even through the claiming haze, my defiance breaks through. “No.”

“Beg me to fuck your smart mouth or I’ll leave you aching and writhing in the dirt all night.”

“I know how to take care of myself,” I growl, sliding my hand between my legs to try to ease the ache.

“None of that unless I allow it. You’re mine and I decide when and how you get your pleasure.”

Lust rushes through me. I am so disgusted with myself and so turned on. I don’t know how he knows these dark things that I don’t even know about myself, but I have never been so aroused in my life.

“Take off those shreds of clothing and open your mouth.” His voice is low, commanding, and I rush to obey.

I slide the dress off so I’m naked before him.

“Good girl,” he chides. I hate how the affirmation sends a shiver of pleasure through my body. “Hands behind your back.”

I do as he says, and he cups my cheek and tilts my chin up. His other hand tugs on my hair. The pain is grounding, cutting through the lusty haze.

Suddenly, I feel eyes on me from all sides. I can only see shadows in the darkness, but I know they’re there, watching. That awareness sends a rush of wet heat between my thighs, and I shift, trying to get some friction.

“You’d let them watch your wife naked?” I challenge.

“They like to watch a claiming—to know how much of you I own. They like to watch you struggle when you know deep down you want to belong to me. They like to see a proud woman humbled by need.” He grins and strokes his still-hard cock. “And so do I. Now open your mouth.”

I obey, staring at his enormous cock.

“Take a breath.”

I take a breath, and then he thrusts his cock in deep. It’s almost too big—my jaw aches from being forced so wide. I fight the urge to gag, holding his gaze as my eyes water. He holds himself in my throat.

“Divine damn me, that feels good,” he groans.

He draws out, and I sputter, then he thrusts back in again.

He fucks my mouth mercilessly, like he did my pussy. His roughness just keeps making me hotter and hotter. My skin feels too tight. I need to please him as badly as I need to be touched. My breasts ache, nipples painfully hard.

He groans, deep and guttural, and I almost come just from the sound of his satisfaction.

He thrusts again and holds himself there. My eyes burn with tears, and the urge to pull away, to draw in breath, grows more intense by the second. My vision grows spotty, but I stay where I am. He tightens his grip in my hair as if afraid I’ll draw away, but I don’t want to.

Finally, he pulls out, and I sputter and gasp for air before he thrusts back in deep.

He repeats it again and again, taunting me with his control, with my desire to please him, with the insane lust coursing through my body. He starts pumping faster and harder, his movements frenzied. Both hands come to the back of my head. He thrusts in as deep as he can go and grunts as he spills down my throat.

I swallow as much as I can. He slowly pulls back, taking a few shallow pumps as he curses and pulls my hair harder. I am right on the edge of finishing with him, but I feel too painfully empty.

I lick him clean, holding his gaze as I drag my tongue up his shaft.

Henry growls, shoving me onto my back in the dirt. He spreads my legs obscenely wide. I’m mortified as he licks the wetness coating my inner thighs.

He chuckles. “Poor little insatiable wife.”

Then he strikes: his teeth sink into my left inner thigh at the same time he plunges three thick fingers inside me. I scream. The pain and pleasure send me over the edge again and I come in a wet rush.

“You taste so fucking good when you’re mine,” he growls.

He pumps his fingers in and out faster and bites my other thigh. I arch off the ground. He sucks hard, and my blood rushes into his mouth. I run my hands down my aching skin. I need more. I need to be filled with him. It doesn’t matter that I’m sore. I need him to bite me all over and fuck me.

He flips me onto my hands and knees, then shoves my chest down to the ground. The pine needles on the forest floor prick my nipples.

“You look so good like this. Drenched and needy,” he says. He slaps my ass, the sting sharpening my senses.

Shadows move just past the tree line. There are even more people watching now.

Henry yanks both of my hands behind my back. Securing them in one fist, he grips my hip with the other and then pushes his thick cock inside me again.

It hurts. I’m swollen, exhausted, my muscles practically at the point of failure, but I can tell he’s going to fuck me as long as he wants.

He curses, gripping my wrists harder. “Doesn’t that feel right?” he says, his voice full of smug satisfaction. “It looks fantastic. You’re so tight, but you take me so well.”

I can do nothing but breathe, torn between pain and pleasure. I’m groaning—a deep, guttural sound that feels drawn up from the center of me.

“Keep your hands here. I’m going to fuck you like you need to be fucked now.”

He pushes in deeper, and I gasp for air.

“Mine,” Henry growls. He thrusts faster and harder, and I can barely brace against how deeply he’s fucking me now. I feel him everywhere. He releases my wrist and moves that hand around to my stomach to hold me in place as he pumps into me.

The pain finally eases. I’m so slick, and the sensation is taking me higher and higher.

The rough ground scrapes over my nipples and my hands claw at the dirt. I scream as I come harder than I have in my entire life.

Right as I’m at the peak, Henry bends over me and bites my neck. He holds me in place with his teeth as he fucks me. The pain is searing, but I’m still clenching around him, my whole body shaking. It’s brutal, animalistic, but I want more.

He shifts forward, and his weight comes down on top of me, shoving his cock deeper inside me. I’m frenzied, screaming, coming, wanting more as he groans into my skin, his teeth sending a vibrating shiver through my body. Finally, he withdraws his fangs and starts to drink. He growls, sucking harder and harder, taking more blood from me than just a sip.

Suddenly, the danger slams into me.

Henry fucks me savagely. I feel him growing thicker inside me. I sense the life force is rushing out of me and into him, and fear slices through me. He’s going to kill me.

He groans, finally drawing his mouth away from the aching bite. “There it finally is. Fear. This is the perfect cocktail of you. Pleasure, lust, pain, and fear—and mine all at once.”

He bites the other side of my neck, pain lancing me as I start to struggle. He chuckles as he drinks more of my blood. My heart thunders. My ears ring. He sucks hard and fucks me even harder. The more I struggle, the more frenzied he becomes, and the more punishing his thrusts. He bites a bunch of shallow punctures down my neck just because he can, before sinking his teeth deep again.

I explode. I come so hard, my vision whites out and my mouth opens in a silent scream. Henry thrusts twice more, bottoming out as he groans and spills inside me. He takes another pull of my blood. Then he presses a kiss to the bites one by one. The tingling, itchy healing fixes them all.

He eases out of me and leans away. I can feel his heavy gaze admiring the mess he’s made of me.

I’m completely spent. My muscles are at failure. My body is prone in the dirt. My fingers and toes tingle from the lack of oxygen. My feet are cramped. My legs are still trembling.

“You look so good like this,” Henry murmurs.

I want to slap him. I want to run for my life, but I’m too exhausted to even move. Still, desire pulses in my body, a relentless burning ache for him. I want more. I’d quite literally let him fuck me to death. For a moment, I thought I had, but he understands where my line is better than I do.

He carefully rolls me over, and I stare up at him. His mouth is smeared with blood, his hair plastered to his sweaty forehead. His eyes are lit with lust still, and his predatory gaze rakes over my naked, bloody body. I hate him for being so handsome, for knowing me so intimately, for understanding my darkness and showing me his own. But mostly, I hate myself for liking it.

He places his hand on my stomach and peers through the trees around us. “This is my wife and my claimed. If anyone so much as looks at her in a way I don’t like, I will kill them slowly.”

I can barely keep my eyes open.

Henry carefully wraps me in his cloak and gathers me into his arms.

My head lolls against his chest. “You’re one of the Drained.”

“I’m not, but I’ll explain in the morning. I took a lot of blood. You need rest.”

I want to fight, but I can’t. My eyelids are too heavy. I fade in and out of consciousness as he carries me toward the manor.

When I wake again, Henry is placing me back on my feet on the plush carpet of our shared bathroom. I swat his hands away, and he retreats to give me a moment to myself.

I stare into the mirror at my face. My eyes are puffy, my cheeks flushed, and my chest marred with scratches from the dirt and branches. I splash cold water on my face and take care of my needs, then look longingly through the open door to my room at my bed. I want to sleep, but I need to clean the filth from my skin first, and the tub is already full of steaming water that would help my sore muscles.

Henry taps on the door behind me and enters.

He’s already naked as he peels his cloak from my body. Then, he helps me into the steaming bathtub and climbs in behind me, ignoring my protests.

“You’re too tired to be in here alone. Now, be quiet and let me clean you up.”

My mind is still hazy with a mixture of lust, anger, and fatigue. Questions bounce around my head, but I don’t know where to start.

Henry washes my hair with surprising gentleness, then scrubs the dirt and crusted blood from my skin. He presses his fingers to my pulse for a quiet moment.

“I didn’t take as much as I thought, but you should still take it easy, Harlow.”

I hate him so much, yet I still want him to touch me. I lean back against him and sigh as his hands travel down my neck and shoulders. He cups my right breast, and I arch back into him.

One caress and I’m awake, lit from within, aching for him again.

“You need rest,” he murmurs in my ear.

But I don’t want rest. I want a place to put all my anger. I want my power back.
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HENRY


Harlow turns quickly, sending water sloshing over the lip of the bathtub as she straddles me. One hand thrusts into my hair, yanking my head back. Then, she’s kissing me, and all of my good intentions of letting her go to sleep are gone. I should be helping her recover from a very intense experience, but I have been in control too long, and now that I’ve tasted her, it’s all I want to do.

She bites my lip hard and scrapes her fingernails over my scalp.

“I hope you’re ready for what you started, Harlow.”

She presses a hand to my chest and shoves me back. Then, she reaches between us and wraps her hand around my cock, giving it a hard stroke. She repeats the movement a few more times, rubbing her thumb over the tip, studying my reactions.

Then, with almost no warning, she guides my cock inside her and sinks down with a moan.

I have to be careful. This frenzy can get very out of control when she has venom in her system, and I can’t keep her up all night fucking her on every surface in our rooms because I need her to be able to walk tomorrow.

She moves tentatively, rolling her hips and wincing when she sinks down again.

“Sore?”

She must be. I have not fucked someone that hard—ever.

But Harlow bites her lip and arches her back as she starts to ride me in earnest. In this position, her full breasts are thrust forward, bouncing with each movement, and I feel the distinct prickle of anticipation in the air. She wants me to bite her again.

I shouldn’t. I already took a good bit of blood.

But she smells so good, and just because I bite doesn’t mean I have to drink. I suck her right nipple into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue. She gasps, her fingernails digging into my shoulder in encouragement. I wait for her to move again, and as she sinks down, I bite her nipple. Her pussy squeezes my cock, and we both groan.

The gentle teasing is over. The first drop of her blood, combined with the pulsing of her so slick and tight around me, has ruined all of my composure. I lift her hips and force her back down, trying to increase the pace, but the water is slowing us down too much.

“Go get in our bed. On your back.”

She whines as she lifts off of me and climbs out of the tub. As she stumbles toward our room, I admire the marks I’ve left behind on her pale skin.

Watching her crawl onto the bed, lie back, and spread her legs for me is a vision that will be burned in my brain forever. I’m still shocked she let me claim her.

I prowl over her and push into her slowly.

As much as I enjoyed making her submit to me, this is better. The anger in her eyes and the furious way she lifts her hips to meet my thrusts is making me crazy. I want to swallow all her wild rage.

She is trying to exorcise this wanting in the same way I am. I’ve never had this kind of intimacy—a battle of wills instead of simply mastering a partner’s pleasure.

Harlow scratches her nails down my back, and I bite her neck. Her pussy clamps around me so tightly, I almost lose it. It’s only the sting of the cuts on my back and her soft groan of my name that ground me.

“I hate you.”

I chuckle and pull out of her. “You’re about to hate me more.”

I lick and nip my way down her stomach and spread her thighs wide, sliding three fingers into her slickness and brushing a kiss to her clit. I pump my fingers in and out, picking up speed as her body starts to tense.

Right as I feel the tension about to break, I sink my fangs into her left inner thigh, and she screams. Her back arches and her heels dig into my back as she spasms around my fingers. I take long pulls of her blood, relishing the sweet taste of her pleasure mixed with bitter anger as she trembles her way through her orgasm.

I gently draw my fingers free as she relaxes into the bed, and I kiss the bite on her thigh to heal it.

“I knew you would like that.”

She fists her hand in my hair, forcing me to look up at her. “You said it’s just the venom. Don’t read into it.”

I chuckle as I rise to my knees, hook her calves over my elbows, and lift her hips as I drive into her. She’s immediately quivering, still oversensitive from all the stimulation, so swollen that I am seconds from losing it and rutting into her like an animal.

My grip on her waist is bruising as I find a fast, steady rhythm, but Harlow takes it all. I look down at her perfect tits and the flush creeping up her neck, blood still seeping from the bite there.

Her hands fist in the sheets, and she cries out, a guttural, needy sound that sends me over the edge. The climax is a jolt of electricity through my blood. I pump into her harder as I ride it out, until her legs are trembling so badly I lose my grip and collapse on top of her.

For a moment, I’m too wrecked by pleasure to move. As my senses return, I smell her blood. The bite on her neck is still seeping. I lick the wound and heal it, savoring what I’m sure will be the last taste of her I’ll have for a while, if ever.

I wish it weren’t so good. All the blood I’ve consumed during hunts tastes better, but it’s true what all the other Returned have said: it really doesn’t compare to claiming someone.

Flopping onto my back, beside Harlow, I lick my lips, trying to get any last hint of blood remaining. She rolls onto her stomach and pulls the blankets up around her.

“Are you well?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer. Her breathing is soft and steady.

For the first time, Harlow falls asleep in my bed of her own volition. I let the rhythmic rise and fall of her breathing lull me to sleep.

When I wake sometime later, the bed is cold beside me. I jump up and stalk through the closet into her room. She’s tucked under the covers with Kyrin snuggled up beside her. He lifts his head and rests it on her stomach, as if to remind me that while he is always welcome in her bed, I am not.

I may have claimed her body, but I have no chance of claiming her heart.
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HENRY


Icy is an understatement for Harlow’s demeanor in the morning. Whatever heat was between us last night has given way to her frigid contempt. It’s the first time I have ever seen even a hint of her parents in her.

She’s been primping in front of the vanity in her room for more than an hour. I’m pretty sure it’s just an excuse to avoid looking at me. She studies her eyebrows with hawk-like focus and ignores me standing behind her in the mirror’s reflection.

Kyrin is curled up at her feet. He blinks one sleepy eye open to look at me as I set a small glass of liquid beside Harlow and back away.

“What is it?” she asks.

“It’s a blood builder. There’s a unique mix of herbs and it’s infused with some of Elvodeen’s healing magic to help with recovery.”

She lifts the glass and sips it. “This is the same thing they serve with breakfast in the morning. Have you been planning to do that to me since I got here?”

“No, I—” I run a hand over my face. “I like you.”

I have never sounded more idiotic in my life.

She scoffs, takes a long sip of the juice, and rifles through the makeup laid out on the vanity in front of her.

“I liked you right away, and you smell amazing,” I say.

“So I’m just special.” Her voice is laden with sarcasm, but she doesn’t look away from the delicate work of lining her eyes with kohl.

“I wasn’t supposed to do it.”

She arches a perfectly shaped brow. “Fuck me in front of your people a second time?”

“Claim you. There’s something about the way you challenged me that made me want to. I’m not prone to being possessive. I’ve never had that impulse before.”

She doesn’t say anything, but she takes another sip of the drink. She’s naked except for a pair of dark lace underwear that make her ass look spectacular.

I study the scarred skin on her lower back. I was aware of it last night when I was fucking her and felt it beneath my palms, but it’s different in daylight. When I first saw it, I was so incensed by the fact that she had been branded that I didn’t take a good look. But the intricacy of the delicate design is impressive. Someone must have held a brand there for a long time to get something that detailed.

When I look up, she’s watching my reflection. “It’s not polite to stare.”

“I didn’t get to look before. Why stars?”

She pauses with the brush halfway down her hair. “Aidia used to say that stars were a nightly reminder to wish for better. Stellaria refused to be humbled, even by her father. I think Aidia related to that.”

“Is that why he branded you with them? To take that from her and you?”

I’m pushing too hard. I wait for her to remind me I’m not entitled to her past, but she sighs and sets the hairbrush down on the vanity.

“My father didn’t brand me. Aidia did.” She is so deathly calm when she says it that it takes a moment for her words to register.

I stare at her in mute shock. “But I thought⁠—”

I wait for her to say more, but she only offers me the silence to realize I’ve put my foot in my mouth, and there’s no way out of the awkwardness.

Harrick didn’t brand her. Ever since I first saw the scar, I’ve been constructing a specific narrative in my head about it. It’s humbling to see how wrong I’ve been.

“I can’t imagine subjecting myself to that kind of pain,” I say softly.

She turns and gives me a look that burns right through me. “Can’t you?”

I feel her picking me apart, death scar by death scar. I expected her to rage at me. To throw things. To try to escape as soon as she woke up. But she’s dressed and so eerily calm, and that is somehow worse.

“If I’ve satisfied your curiosity, I have some questions of my own,” she says.

I’m tempted to tell her she hasn’t satisfied my curiosity at all. She’s actually piqued it once again. Every answer I get breeds even more questions. I wave a hand to encourage her to continue because I am completely at a loss for words.

“How does this work now that I’m claimed?” she asks.

“Nothing changes. Most men of the fort will probably steer clear of you. It’s really meant to be protection.”

“From you? Because you’re a Drained?”

I sigh. “I’m not a Drained. When I died the first time, my mother prayed to Asher. Both he and Stellaria answered. But I am not the same as the beasts in the wood. I am⁠—”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Deathless. Like the story.”

“Yes,” I say. “You weren’t supposed to hear that particular story. That’s why I was going to pick a night to take you to the storytelling bars and curate your experience.”

She ignores me. “So you crave blood, but you’re not mindlessly driven to it.”

“And my diet is primarily normal food. I have a full serving of blood once or twice a week, depending on how active I am and if I’ve been injured. With you, it might be a little different, though.”

Her eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why?”

“Because I claimed you and you’re mine.”

She bristles. “I belong to no man.”

“I know that, Harlow. I’m answering your question. Because I claimed you as someone I want to belong to me, no one else will be appealing now. It’s not that I couldn’t feed from someone in the recovery room. It’s not as if I don’t have plenty of offers.” I relish the hint of jealousy in the glare she levels at me. “But I wouldn’t enjoy it. It would be like wanting a gourmet dinner and only ever having stale bread and jerky. Technically, I would survive, but it wouldn’t be enjoyable.”

She purses her lips.

I can’t help the impulse to taunt her just to try to get back the dynamic we had before. “What’s the most frightening part? That you enjoyed it, or that you want to do it again?”

Harlow shivers, and it’s a relief to know the memory of last night is as potent for her as it is for me. It’s taking an enormous amount of self-control to not bend her over the vanity and fuck her right now.

“What happens if I don’t let you drink?”

I lick my lips, thinking about how my wife tastes like iron and wine and cherries. “I had quite a lot last night, so I’ll be fine for a while. But eventually I would need to find someone else willing.”

“Would you also fuck them while you do it?”

“No. I’ll only fuck you.”

“Oh, I think you’ve already done a pretty thorough job in every sense of the word,” she says, her voice laden with sarcasm.

There’s no way she’s going to be amenable to this plan now. “I know you’re angry,” I say.

She holds up a hand to stop me. “You pulled one over on me. I knew your aura was different. It made sense after you explained that your mother used Asher’s magic to bring you back, but I never imagined you were Deathless. Truth be told, I’d never even heard of the term Deathless until story time the other night.”

I cock my head to the side. “But they’re in the story of Stellaria.”

She shakes her head. “Not in Lunameade.”

I frown. “So, in your version of the story, the man who retrieves Asher just devolves into a Drained?”

She nods. “Because he was divided—neither alive nor dead, and they believe that made him mad enough that he stopped sipping blood from willing people and started drinking them dry—that’s why they call them the Drained.”

That’s an interesting deviation from the original writings and word-of-mouth stories, but I wonder why and how it happened. Oral storytelling comes with variances, but to omit that what really created the Drained was a desire for more power seems an intentional choice. It wasn’t a random adaptation that brought about the strange sickness and reanimation among those the original Deathless fed on. It was drinking well water to try to claim more magic that doomed him. By the time he realized, there were too many Drained and they were too hungry to contain. Their numbers just kept growing.

I wonder when exactly the version of the story changed in Lunameade, and why no one who remembers the old stories challenges it. I think back to the last Dark Star Festival I attended in the city. I’d heard their version of the story and thought it unusual, but I’d assumed that the story changed based on who was playing the part of Stellaria each year.

Harlow sits straighter, her face a mask of indifference. This is somehow worse than if she were raging against me. It makes me wonder how she will react to Gaven’s death.

“You brought me here,” she says, her voice devoid of emotion. “You talked around what you are and you used me for my blood. Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed it. But I’m pretty sure you knew how this piece of information would land, or you would have told me sooner.”

I shift, searching for a way to defend myself. “I kept it a secret because I needed you to go through with the marriage so that we can get the resources your family promised. I didn’t bring you here to use you for your blood.”

She glares at me in the mirror. “Whatever you need to tell yourself. I’m not surprised you used me. Truthfully, I’m shocked that I still have the capacity to believe someone would want anything but to use me. Everyone is out for blood. You just happen to be more literal about it.”

I expected her reaction to sting, but I did not imagine that her apathy—that likening me to everyone else in her life—would cut so deep.

I want to argue—to tell her I’m different—that I’m not like her family.

Except I am. I am using her. I did trick her, and I’ll continue to do it as long as I need to. I’m even counting on her sister’s well-being as motivation for her to follow through.

From the first moment my parents hatched this plan, I was fine with any collateral damage to a woman I had never met. I projected my judgment of her family onto her, and I didn’t once consider that a family that would sacrifice the people of the fort wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to their daughters.

For ten years, I have been so singularly focused on my own grief and anger, I didn’t once think about the fact that following through on this plan wouldn’t get rid of it. It would simply pass it on to someone else.

“I thought you would rage more,” I say.

“At you? Why? You’re doing what anyone would do in your situation.” She shakes her head and begins pinning her hair into a twist. “No. I’m not angry with you. I’m angry with myself for not seeing what was right in front of my face.”

She meets my eye in the vanity mirror. “Are you the one taking women from Lunameade? Or, I suppose—were you and the others like you doing it?” She’s not afraid when she asks, and that’s more unnerving than her lack of anger.

I shake my head. “No. We don’t need to do that. Women here volunteer because it feels⁠—”

She gives me a look that says she knows how it feels. She spreads a dark color over her full lips. I know even without being told that it’s red. It’s always red.

She stands, removes the dress from the hanger beside the vanity, and slips it over her head. I don’t bother to offer to tie it for her. She makes quick work of the string anyway.

The dark silk is so delicate and thin, it may as well not be there at all. The draped neckline dips between her breasts and the thin straps crisscross in the back several times, showing off the delicate muscles of her upper back. It stops just above her scar. For a moment, all I can think about is untying that bow, watching the dress slip away from her pale skin, and spreading her legs wide so I can taste her.

The dress is a punishment, and I have never liked a scolding so much.

She runs her fingers over her collarbone and up her neck, pausing right over the place where I first bit her last night. I’ve healed all of the marks I left on her delicate skin, but I know she’s trying to remind me what I can’t have.

“My intention wasn’t to hurt you.”

She bristles. “I’m not hurt. You had some score to settle, and I will go along with whatever I must, but let me be clear about how this is going to work. I won’t tell my family what you are. When we go back to Lunameade in three days for Dark Star Festival, I’ll ask you to do something, and you won’t question it⁠—”

“I can’t promise that if I don’t know what it is,” I argue.

Harlow holds up a hand. “The entirety of my cooperation is dependent on you helping me get my sister back. If you become yet another thing standing between me and her, I will be forced to manage you the way I’m managing everyone else.”

This is a trap that I have to step into. If I don’t give her something now, she will ruin everything—and she’ll enjoy making me suffer.

“Fine. I agree.”

She holds out her hand, and I shake it.

“Good. Now, is there anything you’d like to tell me?” she asks.

My mind churns through all the things I’d like to say. I killed Gaven. I’m using you to help overthrow your parents as leaders of Lunameade. I can’t stop thinking about the way you sigh after you come.

But this is not a time for confessions. I can’t say any of these things.

“Can I ask you something and you’ll answer honestly?” I ask.

She puts her hands on her hips. “I’ll certainly consider it.”

“Why have you put up with all that your parents have done when you clearly don’t agree with their methods?”

She tips her head back and sighs heavily. “What other option is there, Henry? This isn’t about some destructive affection I have for them. The city needs my father to hold the line. There is no one else in all of Lunameade with holy fire. Who else will light the wall? It’s already almost too much for him and Able to maintain together.”

I think back to Gaven’s confession. “Do you think it’s odd that Vardek has never blessed another person from the city with holy fire?”

“Do you think it’s weird that Vardek hasn’t blessed someone else at the fort with holy fire?” she counters.

“We have a considerably smaller population. It’s improbable that there wouldn’t be a single one in Lunameade.”

She waves a dismissive hand. “You don’t know that. The Divine work in mysterious ways, or so I’m told.”

“I do know.” I was not supposed to tell her that yet, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

She crosses her arms, searching my face, as if trying to spot a lie. “Why should I believe you? All you do is lie. You weren’t trying to hunt down Rochelli for the rebel attack that hurt your mother at the engagement dinner. You’re working with him.”

I run a hand through my hair and try to salvage this. “Technically, I wasn’t aware that we were working with him then, and that attack was orchestrated by a group of rogue rebels—not under his direction. When we were in Lunameade and I stole that note from you and dropped it in the fire, it was because I recognized the handwriting as my father’s.”

She doesn’t react, but I have her full attention, so I press on.

“Until then, I didn’t know for sure that they were working with Rochelli and the rebels. But that confirmed it, and when we got back, I confronted them.”

“Your father is Rochelli?”

I can’t tell her that Gaven told me about the Vardek-blessed children right after I dealt him a death blow. I need to lie and lie believably. “No. He’s in the network but not their leader. Apparently, all correspondence from rebel agents is signed by Rochelli, but with a lowercase r. The correspondence from the leader Rochelli is uppercase. But he has it on good authority from someone in the network who would know for certain that your father had anyone with holy fire killed.”

I wait for her to doubt me, to debate the merits of this information, but she looks resigned to its validity—more disappointed than surprised.

“I never personally witnessed a blessing from Vardek. I should have been more suspicious of the infrequency, but I so rarely attended blessings. My older siblings used to rotate through, but Kellan took over doing most of them a couple years ago. Of course, my family has ways of making people forget things…” She shrugs.

It’s the first hint of any of her siblings’ magic that she’s offered up. I can’t tell if she just means Kellan’s manipulation or if she’s suggesting one of the Carrenwells can erase memories.

Harlow is so calm. “But even if new blessings come in time, it will be years before a teenager can control their holy fire enough to light the whole wall. My father is an unfortunate necessity.”

“Not if you’re using well water. You must notice that we only light the fort wall every other night.”

Harlow’s eyes light up, and she nods.

“We supplement with well water and coat our weapons in it.”

“And that’s enough?” Harlow frowns. “Wait—don’t distract me. Do your parents know who Rochelli is?”

I shake my head. “No, they don’t know. I’m not trying to distract you. I’m just saying that holy fire isn’t the only way to defend the city walls, especially if your father is killing anyone who could have the chance of replacing him.”

She blows out a heavy sigh. “Who would you suggest rule over Lunameade, then? Rafe? If he’s Rochelli, what do you think happens when he takes over? You saw him. He’s much worse than my parents, which is saying something.”

I hold up my hands to brace against her frustration. “I know that. I have no love for the man, but right now I’m focused on this new information about your father.”

“What are you looking for? Permission to hate him?” She laughs bitterly. “Permission granted, Henry! Get in line. You’ll find it’s quite a long one.”

I scrub a hand down my face. “Rest assured I hate him fine, whether you permit me to or not. What I’m asking is that if the opportunity presents itself to find a way around your father, will you stand in my way?”

She crosses her arms and looks away, but she says nothing.

Bells sound outside. I’m out of time to make peace with her for now.

I clear my throat. “It’s time for⁠—”

“The luncheon with the ladies of the fort,” she says. “I know. Why do you think I’m dressed like this?”

“To make me suffer.”

She hums and smiles wickedly. As she stands, Kyrin flops over onto her feet and whines.

“Hush, you,” she says, bending down to pet him. “Such a baby.”

She rises to her feet and begrudgingly takes my arm. I usher her out of the room. She stutters a step when she notices Gaven’s absence.

“Where’s your shadow?” I ask.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, my wolf?”

Snark is better than suspicion, but I sense the uneasiness in her rigid posture.

It remains that way until we get downstairs. As we approach the feast room, I see a man and a woman standing in front of the double doors. It’s not until the man pats the woman on the shoulder and turns that I realize it’s Stefan.

I hesitate, but Harlow keeps walking, a smile plastered on her face. She nods as we walk by him, ignoring his lascivious smirk.

“I told you that you’d pay in blood. Maybe now you’ll learn to keep your mouth shut,” Stefan taunts. He offers me a mock salute. “Thanks for the show, Havenwood.”

There have been so many times over the past few years when I’ve wanted to kill Stefan, but never more than at this moment.

The point of claiming is to make a public statement, but I hate that he saw her like that.

He breezes by us.

Harlow seems suddenly tense. She glances over her shoulder again, looking for Gaven.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

She glances down the hall at Stefan’s back. “We had an altercation the other night where he threatened me and Gaven almost gutted him on the spot. Stefan threatened him, of course—said he would make him bleed.”

It’s the perfect way out of the mess I’ve made. It was always my plan to blame him, but the fact that she’s already suspicious makes it even more believable.

I squeeze her arm. “I thought you sent him to snoop.”

She straightens and smiles, and I turn to see two servants rushing down the hall with trays of cakes.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she says, nudging me forward.

As soon as we walk into the feast room, I regret telling her this was a good idea. All of the female storytellers and the women from the families who secure the fort with their magic are in attendance. The tables are covered in teapots and trays of small sandwiches and cakes, and it very much does not feel like the kind of event where Harlow would be at home.

She smiles brightly as I lead her into the room, to her place of honor beside my mother.

Before I can escape, Harlow grabs my arm and clicks her tongue.

“Running off without giving your wife a kiss?” she says with a faux pout.

She grabs my shirt and tugs me to her.

When she kisses me, all I can taste is sweet poison. My wife is trying to poison me—and I like it. I am fully entranced by her viciousness.

Then she looks at my mother. “Don’t you think he should stay and honor all of us ladies with his presence? I just can’t seem to keep my hands off him this morning.”

I read my mother’s skepticism immediately, but the ladies at the surrounding tables whistle and tap their silverware to their glasses in agreement, urging us to kiss again.

Harlow obliges them. And just like that, I’m trapped at the ladies’ luncheon along with her.

The minutes drag by as I pick at honey cakes and sip tea and try not to fall asleep from the sheer monotony of listening to so many conversations at once.

It’s a relief when Carter appears at the door, even knowing I’m going to have to engage in the best acting of my life. He waves, but I wait for Harlow to notice him.

She leans close. “It looks like Carter needs you.”

I lift my head. “I’ll be right back.”

None of the other ladies seem to notice I’m sneaking out of their party, but I feel Harlow’s gaze on my back as I step into the hallway with Carter.

“You ready for this?” he asks.

I nod. “Apparently, Stefan already did the heavy lifting for us. Harlow admitted that she was worried because Stefan threatened Gaven the other night.”

Carter pinches the bridge of his nose. “Kind of him to make it so easy on us.” He glances past me, toward Harlow. “How is she feeling this morning?”

“Vindictive. Even though she can’t stand the sight of me, she trapped me at this luncheon with her because she knew I would loathe it.”

Carter shakes his head and claps a hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure this is the time?”

Telling Harlow about Gaven during this luncheon was the plan, but that was before she found out I’m Deathless. I’m worried this is too much at once.

“It’s already been almost a full day since it happened. I don’t think we can put it off much longer without things getting messy,” I say.

Carter gives a resigned nod. “I hope you know what you’re doing. I’ll meet you outside.”

He retreats down the hallway, and I stand there for a moment, as if I need time to compose myself. Then, I turn and walk slowly across the feast room. I don’t have to pretend to dread this because between pissing her off last night and the secrets I’ve revealed this morning, I’m genuinely afraid of her reaction to this news. If she retreats from me entirely, I don’t know how I’ll make up the ground I’ve lost in time for Dark Star Festival.

Harlow looks at me expectantly as I approach.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

I nod toward the door. “Will you step outside with me?”

She frowns. “What’s going on?”

“I think we should step away and discuss it.”

Harlow is trying hard to look calm, but she has her hands clasped in a white-knuckle grip. “Henry, just tell me.”

I glance at my mother and then look back at my wife. “They found Gaven’s body in the woods behind the house. He’s dead, Harlow.”

She doesn’t say anything at first. Then she turns and whispers something to my mother, who nods and pats her shoulder.

She rises from her chair stiffly and takes my arm. I lead her out of the room and down the hall in silence. She shivers as we step out into the chilly winter morning, and her face looks especially pale in the bright sunlight. I shouldn’t have taken so much blood last night.

Carter, Bryce, and a few other hunters are waiting for us just inside the woods behind Havenwood House. It’s the very edge of the hunt grounds. I felt bad leaving Gaven there all night, but it was necessary to sell our story.

The men part, and Bryce ushers them away to give us some privacy.

Harlow stops short when she sees Gaven’s body. His eyes are shut, but his clothes are very obviously soaked in dry blood.

She stares at him for a long moment. “It’s beneath him to be mastered by some prick with an ego. I’ve seen him kill Drained like it was nothing, even without holy fire.”

I lick my lips, my mouth suddenly parched. “Stefan isn’t just mortal. He’s like me. The Deathless are faster and stronger, with better focus than the Drained.”

She lowers her gaze, and suddenly, I’m worried she’s going to cry. But when she looks up, her eyes are full of fury. “I’m going to kill him.” Her voice is low but full of certainty.

“You can’t.”

She glares at me. “I’ll not let this stand. It is one thing to try to assault and kill me. It’s another to murder my bodyguard. That is an attack on my family, and to let it stand would make me look weak.”

“I know well you can’t simply act on every impulse.”

“I’ll make it look like an accident,” she says.

“Harlow, if you do, my mother will be forced to call him back again.”

She looks at Gaven’s body. “Then have her call him back.” Her voice wavers, and my stomach sinks.

I keep my voice gentle, fighting the urge to reach for her hand. “It’s been too long. It won’t work.”

She stares at him for a few long moments, and I think of his final request. Not telling her what he said is eating at me. Divine Asher does not smile on those who ignore final wishes, but there’s no way for me to tell her what he said without implicating myself.

“We had a complicated relationship, but he did the best he could,” she says softly. “It wasn’t enough, but it wasn’t nothing.”

The guilt churns in my stomach. “He said something in passing the other night. I asked him about why he puts up with your attitude, and he said because he was sorry about something that happened six months ago.”

She goes still. “Six months ago?”

“Yes.”

She makes a soft hum of consideration. “No idea what he means.”

I press on. “I got the impression he regretted not standing up for you in a more general sense.”

Harlow is quiet for a long moment before she turns to face me. “And here I thought the two of you were forever at odds.”

“I sparred with him yesterday afternoon. It’s probably the most he’s spoken to me,” I say.

She rolls her eyes. “I’ve never met someone who talks so much during a fight. Honestly, he was never working hard enough.” She swallows hard and looks away. “We should light a pyre at dawn. Do you think your father would start it with holy fire? Gaven was particularly devout when it came to Vardek.”

“I’m sure he would.”

“I’d prefer for it to be private if that’s okay,” she says.

“Whatever you want.” In my own ears, I sound too agreeable—too guilty, but Harlow doesn’t notice, and that makes it worse.
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We burn our dead at dawn to honor Divine Asher. The end of the night is just the start of a new day, and the funeral services are meant as a reminder that life and death are a divine circle, each ending forever giving way to a new start.

Many people find that thought comforting, but to me, death has always felt final. Or it did, until I met Henry.

He shifts beside me, his aura curling around me like a protective cloak. I didn’t ask for that, and I don’t need it, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. It’s been that way since the claiming. I’m not sure if it’s more a measure of his possessiveness or his guilt.

He’s expecting me to melt down, but I don’t cry. I get even.

It might take some time, but Stefan Laurence is going to die a spectacularly slow and painful death.

Philip and Evangeline stand off to one side of the pyre. Bryce and Carter stand on the other. The weight of their collective gazes presses in on me.

This is what I have always hated about funerals and what I’m dreading about Dark Star Festival. It’s hard to perform my grief when I feel nothing but the chill of a cold winter morning. I pull my cloak around me tighter.

Of course, I’m sad that Gaven is gone. He has been the steadiest presence in my life. But the sadness is more like the ache of an old injury, a thing that flares to life on cold or rainy days. I’m sure I will feel it when the reminders come, but it’s so fresh, it doesn’t fully feel real even as I’m watching his shrouded body burn.

The blue fire is ravenous, catching instantly and roaring to such a blaze that I resist the urge to take a step back. The one good thing about using holy fire for these ceremonies is that it burns hot and fast, and the whole thing is over in moments instead of an hour.

As the holy fire burns, I think of what Henry told me about Vardek’s blessings.

My father would see anyone with similar magic as a threat to his rule of the city. He’s a man who needs control at any cost. It makes sense that he would not abide teenagers with holy fire showing him up.

I know him enough to be certain of the validity of what Henry shared, the same way I know that my father would never willingly allow the Drained to come into Lunameade. For all his many flaws, my father has a code, and that code begins and ends with him looking good publicly to the people of the city. Sacrificing the fort to protect the city is a clear example of that.

Everyone has an agenda. Henry and his parents, Rochelli, Rafe—all of them want different things, and they are all also constantly making moves against each other. Henry’s family or friends could have orchestrated that run-in with Shane to turn me against my parents. The man was at Bea’s bar—a place Henry and his friends already knew about. He could have mimicked handwriting on that note that looked like Gaven’s to create doubt.

In the absence of a fully trustworthy source, I have to rely on my instincts, and I’m not sure what to do with this new information about my father. I suppose I can ask Kellan about it, but there is a direct correlation between what he expects my response to be and the likelihood that he will share the considerable knowledge granted to him as head of the city guard.

Philip holds up his hand, feeding one last bit of fire into the remaining wood. “May Divine Asher deliver the soul of his servant, Gaven Pomeroy, beyond the veil, and may he find peace with the deeds he has done and all that he’s left unfinished.”

“Divine receive him,” we all say in unison.

Bryce and Carter wander away, along with Henry’s parents, but my husband remains beside me, staring at the charred remnants.

“When you’re finished, a servant will gather the ashes and bring them to you if you’d like,” Henry says softly.

I frown. “Why? What would I do with them?”

Henry steps closer. “I thought you might want to sprinkle them in one of his favorite places. But if you’re too upset, you don’t have to think about it now. I can⁠—”

I turn on him. “I’m not upset. I asked for holy fire because I knew that would be meaningful to him. There’s nothing else I feel compelled to do to honor him, unless I haven’t performed my grief to your satisfaction.”

Henry licks his lips and frowns. “I’ll give you a moment alone to say what you need to.” He turns and leaves me with the pile of ashes.

I wait until I hear the Havenwood House doors close before I speak.

“I know you would urge me to let this go—to not take my chances with a man like Stefan—but it would just be pandering if I listened to you for the first time ever just because you died,” I whisper.

I tip my head back and sigh. This is so stupid. Speaking to Gaven’s remains makes me sadder than watching his body burn.

As much time as I spent trying to evade my bodyguard, it was nice knowing that there was someone behind me when I wanted him to be.

When I turn and walk back to the house, a new day has dawned—one where I’m finished waiting for revenge.
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Three days after Gaven’s funeral pyre, a messenger dove arrives from Lunameade.

I look down at the wax seal, expecting it to be broken, the missive already read by Henry. But it’s still intact when he hands it to me. I guess he feels bad enough about Gaven’s death that he’s stopped confiscating or reading my mail.

I stop paging through the heavy book in front of me and hold the note up to the light streaming in through the library windows. My name is written out in Kellan’s messy handwriting. I break the seal and open the letter.

Found the well runoff. It turns into the blood mist just south of the wall, a short way into the Drained Wood. It explains the excessive attacks on South Hold, but the ones on North Hold are still a mystery.

I stare at the words, trying to make sense of them. My theory was right. Whatever is affecting the well seems to also be affecting the Drained. I was not expecting to find the origin of the blood mist.

I think of the story that Nicolina told about how the Deathless became the Drained by drinking the well water to try to gain more power. Maybe it’s the remnants of blood in the water driving them into a frenzy.

“Something wrong in the city?” Henry asks, startling me from my thoughts.

I shake my head, cross the library, and toss the missive into the fire.

The irritation on Henry’s face is delicious. He’s become better at controlling his aura’s reactions since he knows I’m paying attention, but it always gets a little prickly before he wrangles it. I’ve kept my distance from him, and his constant brooding is satisfying.

I’m right on the precipice of figuring out exactly what the Havenwoods want. My conversation with Henry was telling. It’s not a surprise that they want my father dead after what he did, but I’m wondering exactly how they plan to do it. If he weren’t so entrenched, I might have done it myself.

It might make sense to bathe the fort wall with well water because it’s smaller than the city. Trying to do the same in Lunameade would require a tremendous amount of water.

I have no intention of telling my parents everything I’ve learned, but knowing what is coming will help me figure out how much to give in order to earn the key and my way out. At this point, even if I told my father the truth about Henry, it’s not as if there’s an easy way to manage him.

Once the message finishes burning, I return to the still-open book on the library table. I sit and peer at the crude sketch of a Stellarium Blossom on the page.

When I first discovered my magic, I studied poisons to understand how different types worked, and through practice I learned that if I understood the way each plant poison worked, I could vary how my magic affected its victims.

When I killed my first husband, Marc, I used small doses of belladonna. A quick dip of a poisoned fingertip in his morning tea was enough to start the hallucinations, and I made them worse by adding a little more each day, until he was raving mad.

The healers of Mountain Haven have records of some different plants that are not in the books back in Lunameade. Most notably, they’ve documented the poison properties of Stellarium Blossoms. The flowers were so rare in Lunameade that I didn’t even realize they were poisonous. But according to this book, in low doses they have a subtle paralytic effect. In higher doses, they will paralyze the entire body and the victim will asphyxiate.

“Well then, I’ll let you get back to your studies of—” Henry bends over my chair, his breath ruffling my hair as he leans close. “Poisons.”

“I have a question about your deaths⁠—”

Henry stills but doesn’t object.

“Is it the method or the specific circumstances?” I ask. “Meaning, does a death from one poison prevent a death from any poison?”

“It’s the method—that’s why I can kiss you as much as I want.”

He’s so close that the juniper and cold mountain air scent of him is an assault on my senses. He slides my hair over my shoulder and brushes his nose up my neck.

I shiver, waiting for the sting of fangs, but he simply takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry. Did I distract you?”

I swat him away. “No, you just reminded me that I wanted to ask how you hide those fangs.”

He arches a brow. “They only come out when I need to feed—or if someone wants to play.”

That’s how he hid them from me. “So the first night I caught you on the hunt, you were going to feed on that woman.”

“Miriam. Yes.”

I frown. An irritating hint of envy fizzles through my blood.

He clicks his tongue. “It wasn’t the same with her. That was just a bit of fun. I never even had the impulse to claim her. That was just simple hunting and feeding. No need to be jealous.”

“I’m not jealous,” I snap.

He arches a brow and tips his head forward. His dark hair falls over his forehead. It’s irritating for him to look this handsome when I’m so annoyed at him.

“Not jealous, but you are tense,” he murmurs. “All that late-night fantasizing not cutting it? I know you’ve been enjoying your toys, but I imagine it’s hard to get the same satisfaction without me. I’d be happy to have you back in my bed.”

The book on poisons is heavy enough that it could do some damage if I chucked it at him, but it’s too valuable. I might need to come back to it when I have more time.

He wants to disorient me? Fine. I can do it right back.

“I’d like to meet with Nicolina Laurence. Do you think she would see me?”

All the humor drains from Henry’s face. “Why her?”

“Because storytellers are also historians and it was her tale that clarified things for me.”

He scrubs a hand over his face, and his annoyance is only an added bonus to this task. “We would have to make an appointment. I will go to Raining Star Bar and see if she can see us this afternoon or this evening.”

I offer an overly cheery smile. “What a helpful husband.”

He rolls his eyes as he walks toward the library door. “I live to serve.” He eyes my book. “Seems like you could write such a book at this point.”

I cock my head and give him my most patronizing smile. “I can see how you might think that, but it’s like I’ve always said. A woman can never be too rich, too confident, or too knowledgeable about poisonous plants.”
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True to his word, Henry begrudgingly made us an appointment with Nicolina. Unfortunately, Nicolina really doesn’t like him, so she made us wait three days, until after the nightly story hour, when it’s late and the Raining Star Bar is almost empty.

A few dwindling storytellers sit at the bar, drinking and talking and occasionally breaking out into hearty laughter.

While Henry took the spot across from Nicolina, I opted to sit next to her in the hope that she would see the positioning as less adversarial.

We return to Lunameade tomorrow for the start of Dark Star Festival. It will be my last trip to the city for a while. If she can help me figure out what I’m missing about the Drained evolving and my father’s madness, that alone could be enough to get me the key to the tunnel.

The older woman peers up from her notebook to assess me. I’ve already explained that our well in Lunameade doesn’t seem to be as effective at healing as it once was, and that has piqued her interest.

“We think that the issue is environmental,” I say. “In order to explain and get your expertise, I would have to share some secrets with you, and you would have to swear to keep those secrets in the eyes of the Divine.”

I noticed in the short time I was in the Raining Star Bar before that there is a certain level of superstition among the storytellers. They take their devotion seriously, and this is a vow that wouldn’t be taken without the purest of intentions.

“It’s the sacred duty of all storytellers to understand what information is necessary for sharing our history and which details must remain private,” Nicolina says. She places her hand over her heart. “I swear to the Seven Divine that I will not speak of any secret information shared here today with anyone but the ones sharing it.”

I sense Henry’s annoyance immediately. By not telling him the complete information about the wells first, I’m reminding him that he still needs to get back into my good graces. Now he’ll feel obligated to comply the next time I need him to do something.

Manipulation is not my favorite tactic because it’s a man’s tool, but there’s no denying its effectiveness.

Nicolina listens intently as I explain what we’ve discovered so far about the well’s healing magic not working, the blood mist, and the Drained.

When I’m finished, she waves a hand to a woman across the room, and a few moments later, we have a fresh pot of tea and a plate of small cakes in front of us. Nicolina pours us all tea and takes a bite of a strawberry-topped cake before finally turning her attention back to me.

“Can you explain more about what you mean about the well not working?” she asks.

A cold sweat breaks out on my back. I knew this question was coming, but I am nervous about revealing even the barest hint of weakness in my family. For so long, the need to appear strong, flawless, and invincible has ruled my life. Sharing a crack in my family’s facade is unnatural but necessary.

“They aren’t healing, and they seem to create a bit of agitation in some.” I hope this is subtle enough to give her an idea, because if I explain the full extent of the madness, Henry will undoubtedly do something stupid. He already wants to kill my father, despite the way it would cripple the city.

Nicolina cocks her head, considering. “Can you draw a sketch of how the wells flow?” She opens her notebook and pushes her charcoal stick toward me.

I hesitate. This is valuable enough information that one of our ancestors, or maybe my father, tried to hide it, even from the family. But I need her expertise, so I draw a crude sketch of the Mountain Well, the Blood Well, and, after a long moment of hesitation, the Family Well.

Nicolina’s eyes widen slightly at the third well. She traces the path with her fingertip and sits back, closing her eyes.

After a long pause, she turns her attention back to me. “I suspect you’re looking at the answer. The well flow starts here in Mountain Haven, goes through town, to your Family Well, and then dumps out into the edge of the Drained Wood. You say that the secondary blood tithes are making the people restless—that there are more protests than ever. When the clan first came to the well and gained Vardek’s protection, they were happy to bleed in offering while they built the first small city walls around their settlement. Alistair Carren took care of them. No one was treated differently, and as more people entered the waters and were blessed with Divine gifts, he welcomed their assistance. More importantly, those who weren’t blessed were still tasked with good work and treated as equal members of the community—as they still are here at the fort. So we have to ask—what changed in the city?”

I look down at the map where her finger rests on the Blood Well.

“The unblessed started to be treated as lesser-than while we asked for more blood tithes,” I say.

Nicolina nods. “Your family and the other magical families of Lunameade believed that the unblessed had no magic. But there is a difference between an offering made with a willing and open heart and one made with anger and loathing. Perhaps they are not so magicless as we thought. Perhaps they are the true poison in the well and it’s affecting your family and the Drained.”

I stare at her in mute shock. It makes so much sense. My family has been steeping in all the unblessed people’s hatred and loathing. No one visits the well more than my father and Able after their nightly work of lighting the city wall with holy fire. Every day, they’re taking in more rage and disdain, and it’s only become worse since the secondary tithes.

“My advice is to stop the tithes altogether,” Nicolina says. “Make them voluntary again. Nothing is more potent than offerings made with free will.”

Everything she’s saying makes so much sense, but I can’t imagine how I’m going to convince my parents this is a good idea. I can already hear their arguments in my head. If she’s wrong, it will be almost impossible to get people to go back to paying tithes afterward. It could make things better, but it could also bring the simmering tension in town into an all-out rebellion. They were already bold enough to attack Carrenwell House during our engagement party. They’re willing to escalate the violence for the sake of their revolution.

I spin my teacup in its saucer and meet Nicolina’s eyes. “Do you think what has been done can be undone?”

She shrugs. “I couldn’t say. That’s in the hands of the Divine. Sometimes all you can do is mitigate the damage for the future.”

I run my fingertip around the rim of my cup and turn to Henry. “Could you give us a few minutes alone?”

He frowns, a wrinkle forming in his brow. He wants to argue, but he thinks better of it and simply nods and leaves us to it. As soon as he takes a spot at the bar across the room, I feel his eyes on me.

I ignore him, keeping my focus on the delicate black cup hand-painted with small orange flowers.

“Those flowers are hard to come by outside these walls,” Nicolina says. “They’re called Polm’s Opus. Quite a unique flower. The poison in those pretty petals isn’t deadly. When harvested, ground down to dust, and ingested, Polm’s Opus petals offer temporary influence over a person and their magic.” She casts a glance at Henry. “Should you need it.”

I arch a brow. “And if one wanted to find it?”

“They could visit the herbal garden on the fourth level of the fort. Or they could find a patch of it growing wild behind the sixth level, just on the east side of the central gate.”

I tuck that knowledge away for later, tracing the flower design with my finger. “Tell me about the Deathless,” I say.

Nicolina glances over my shoulder at Henry, sitting at the bar on the other side of the room. “Yes, I hear that you know what he is—that you’ve been claimed.” She leans back in her chair and takes a sip of her tea. “They are both of life and death, more base and instinctual than humans, but not so wild as the Drained. So long as they feed regularly, they stay that way. They are stronger than humans and they heal faster, but they’re not indestructible.”

I stare down into my teacup. It’s good to know that they’re not all as strong as Henry. If Stefan is one of them, I need to be able to kill him. I’ll just need to ensure that I use a lot of poison.

“I have known Henry since he was a boy,” Nicolina says, glancing at him. “We do not always see eye to eye with his family, but he is a good man. He cares about this community and he has given a lot of himself to hold us together. I don’t always agree with his methods, but the difference between the Havenwoods and—” she searches for the words, “other leadership is that they welcome dissent. They let us speak freely and we are better as a people because of it.”

She pours both of us more tea.

“People forget that. Those stories aren’t often requested because they’re not pretty, but over the years, smaller, more extreme sects of our communities have broken off and tried to form their own societies,” Nicolina continues. “There were those who denied Divine Kennymyra because they knew that she empowers people to enjoy pleasure instead of feeling shame about it. They know that empowered women who have ownership over their pleasure don’t need partners. Instead of evolving and putting in the work to build healthy relationships, they wanted an excuse to trap women. And do you know what happened?”

I shake my head.

“They died off, because even though they convinced women to buy into those ideals, there was no equity or joy in those relationships, and there is no life without pleasure,” Nicolina explains. “When a community is built on removing access to information—from disempowering its people—there is no one to save them when a bigger threat rises. The first civilizations to fall are the ones where no one speaks truth to power, where every voice must be part of a chorus or be silenced. In our histories from the time before our nomadic clans, we know well that those who do not embrace the diversity of their communities are doomed to die out.”

I take a long sip of my tea and assess the old woman over the rim of my cup. She’s Stefan’s aunt. Though she bears a physical resemblance to him, even with her graying hair and her crinkling skin, her eyes are full of intelligence and understanding instead of rage.

“I see you,” Nicolina says. “They think you are a pawn in this game, but I think you’re a player.”

It’s genuine appreciation that compels me to reach over and take her hand. “Thank you, Nicolina. For being honest with me. I know you have no love for my family, but I appreciate the vital work you do.”

She sits a little straighter. “It’s an honor to be considered a source of wisdom by the heir and his wife. Quite a magnetic match you make.”

“Yes, like fire to tinder.” I go to draw my hand away, but she grips my wrist.

“Just be sure that you’re the fire and not the one being burned.” She casts a meaningful look in Henry’s direction.

I rise and press a hand to my heart. “Thank you, Nicolina. For sharing your stories and wisdom.”

Henry ushers me out of the Raining Star Bar with one last glare over his shoulder at Nicolina. The night is cold in an arresting way. It’s not very late for the streets to be so empty, but everyone is probably resting before the start of Dark Star Festival. The fort will have its own celebration.

The sky is so dark and clear here, especially before the eclipse starts tomorrow. I’ve never seen so many stars. The view makes me wish I were more eloquent so I could explain how it looks to Aidia—so I could remind her that the world outside the city walls is much more beautiful.

Henry’s arm is wrapped firmly around my waist. I don’t mind the closeness. I’m still not used to the cooler temperatures, especially at night.

A group of men is laughing and chatting outside of a bar up ahead of us. It’s not until we’re almost on top of them that I realize Stefan is among them. Of course he is. It’s like I’m being punished for having a singular thought that wasn’t about his swift death.

The group falls silent, and he sneers at us as we walk by. Once we’re past them, they break out into laughter.

As much as I’d like to take swift revenge on Stefan now, I just don’t have the time to do a sufficient job. We need to travel back to Lunameade tomorrow to be there in time for the start of Dark Star Festival. If we don’t leave then, we risk crossing the Drained Wood during a partial eclipse, and that would be a very bad idea since the Drained love the dark.

We continue the uphill walk in silence, but I can practically hear Henry wondering what I spoke to Nicolina about.

Finally, we walk through the front doors of Havenwood House and directly up the stairs to Henry’s bedroom.

I’m exhausted from the prospect of all that lies ahead of us in the next few days, but as I turn to head through the closet to my room, Henry grabs my arm.

He tips his head forward, his dark hair falling over his forehead. His eyes are pleading. “It’s going to be a long few days. Do you trust me?”

I’m so startled by the question, I almost laugh. “Of course not.”

“Could you?”

I stare at him. I know this is an act. I know it down to my bones. But when I look at him, it feels real. It feels like he desperately wants me to say yes. And maybe he does. Maybe he just wants to be certain I’m not about to tell my parents what he is.

“Harlow?” He tilts my chin up. “Sleep in my bed.”

His thumb strokes along my jaw, and I close my eyes. It’s tempting. I haven’t slept well since Gaven died. I’m too afraid I’ll sleep through someone breaking into my room to kill me, or I’ll take another venture in sleepwalking onto the balcony.

It would be easier to give in, but I don’t need a hero. I have saved myself far too many times to need a man to do it for me.

I don’t bother to decline. I just walk into my room, close the door, and flop onto the bed next to Kyrin.
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Taking staff from the fort walls makes me very uneasy. We need every able body guarding the fort, especially on the three darkest days of the year, but if we want to carry out this final stage of our revenge plan, we can’t do it without some help.

We don’t have the manpower to take on the Carrenwells and every other magical family in Lunameade, but we do have strategists and the weight of rebel forces behind us. I am not the most devout person, but I prayed to the Divine when we were crossing the Drained Wood.

Leaving my parents alone at the fort without Carter or Bryce to back them up makes me very nervous. Saying goodbye to them felt so final. I’m less worried about the people of Mountain Haven and more concerned about what these evolved Drained will be up to in three days of darkness.

My parents don’t have the benefit of being Deathless like me, but I have to trust that they can handle things on their own. This isn’t a time to have my focus divided, especially when Harlow can read my agitation in my aura.

We’re staying in a luxury boarding house in the southwest quadrant of the city. It’s close enough to South Hold that we can travel there easily, but far enough away to give the illusion of independence.

It was Harlow’s idea. By not staying at her family home as soon as we arrive, we establish ourselves as a separate entity from the Carrenwells and, therefore, outside of their interest.

I button the last few buttons on my vest and slide on my jacket as I peer out the boarding house window. Carter and Naima are sitting on the back patio. Naima joined us for this part since she’s such an adept healer and it’s possible we will need more substantial help if things go wrong. She, Carter, and Bryce are all staying in the boarding house as well. The secondary benefit of staying somewhere other than Carrenwell House is that it offers them the opportunity to come and go without the Carrenwells noticing.

Naima tips her head back and laughs at something Carter says. Watching them is like getting a front-row seat to intimacy, whether you want it or not. It’s not the big, sweeping things. It’s a hundred small touches. It’s the way he can tell when she wants tea and always has her favorite kinds on hand. It’s the way she stops at our table and rests a hand on his shoulder when he’s tense. I still remember the day he came running into the bar to meet me and Bryce and told us he could see color. As happy as I was for him, I was also a little envious.

When I was young and carefree, I aspired to that kind of closeness, but I’ve spent years trying to cut the desire for love right out of my chest. I did not die so many times to allow myself a weakness when I’m this close to the vengeance my people deserve.

But I have starved that dream so long, it has become clawed and clever. If given even a sliver of a chance, it will take root again and grow into something unstoppable. Wanting is a dangerous thing. It is perhaps the one thing I can’t survive.

I am so aware of Harlow all the time—so attuned to her shifting moods. I sense her agitation. She’s both relieved and restless to be back in a familiar cage. When we rode through North Hold, she didn’t take her eyes off the windows of the manor the whole way. I don’t blame her. She wants to see her sister, and that desperation will only grow until she’s settled this score with Rafe.

I have tried everything I can think of to drive a wedge between Harlow and her family. The truth is that the wedge was already there, but none of what she’s learned has made her any more forthcoming about what magic her siblings or mother have. I’d hoped we would be a little more prepared, but I wasn’t counting on her finding out I was Deathless before Dark Star Festival, and I really wasn’t expecting her to have to deal with losing Gaven so soon after that.

Instead of making her more willing to rely on me, she’s withdrawn.

I’m out of time. I have to do whatever I can to gain back her trust.

She brushes her hands over her dark dress and twists from side to side. I don’t need to see color to know it’s black. That’s the color everyone wears for Agony night.

I know she must be nervous, but I can only see the barest hints of it in her rigid posture.

I saw on her face when I told her about her father killing anyone blessed with holy fire. She knew it was true immediately, but she still believes there’s no other way to keep her people safe. I respect that she doesn’t play the hero, but she does have her own code. I just don’t know how to align our goals with that code.

She steps in front of the looking glass and slides a few pins into her curled hair to hold it back from her face. Then she presses a hand to her heart and looks down. She sighs and shakes her head, clasps her hands, and softens her face into a forlorn expression.

“Are you practicing looking sad?” I almost laugh at the absurdity.

She shoots me an annoyed side-eye. “Yes, Henry. Everyone is going to be looking at me in an hour as I say a bunch of untrue things about what a great man my creepy, criminal dead husband was. I need to look sad enough that they’ll believe my grief is genuine, but not so sad that they think I haven’t found healing in my new marriage to my mountain man husband.” She stares at her face again, shifting through several micro-expressions before she settles on one and turns to face me. “Does this face say, ‘I’m sad my husband died, but I’m glad I found someone new to marry me and give me value according to our flawed societal ideals for women’?”

I bite my lip. “I’m not sure it says all of that, but it looks sincere if that’s what you’re going for.”

She spins and wanders back to the mirror with a smirk on her face.

“Why are you so calm?” I ask.

She reaches over, adjusts my tie, and looks up at me with mischief in her eyes. “I can’t afford not to be.” She smooths the front of my jacket. “Oh, one more thing. I’m calling in that favor you promised me. I need you to say something after the ceremony, when we’re at the reception for the high houses.” Her voice is casual, but she won’t meet my eye.

“What do you need me to say?”

She turns away from me, looking into the mirror as she smooths her dress. “I need you to accuse Rafe of being the one who orchestrated the Drained attack that brought down Mountain Haven. I need you to say it was his manipulation magic from Polm that turned the Drained from the city and sent them to the fort.”

The words are so stunningly untrue that it takes a moment for them to register. Just when I thought that she could not surprise me any more, she drops something so explosive, I almost lose my composure entirely.

“You want me to lie to all of your people, to cast blame on Rafe?”

She stares at me expressionlessly. “Yes.”

I am almost shaking with anger. “When I know it was your parents.”

She crosses her arms. “I don’t know that. I suspect, but I don’t know. But as much as you will loathe saying it, this is necessary. I told you that there would be a cost to your lie. A lie for a lie seems an equal bargain.”

Rage boils through my blood, but Harlow looks through me, her lips tipped into an amused smirk as she observes whatever my aura is doing in response to this request. Her assessment is sobering. I need to control myself. This is a critical moment where I’m going to need her trust. If I slip up, she will pull away more and I won’t be able to reach her.

“This is not just a lie, Harlow. This is a betrayal of my people—of my sister’s memory.”

“Would the greater crime not be that man in charge?” she counters. “Don’t grow a conscience now. Don’t insult me by acting like our marriage is about anything other than revenge. Not after literally living off of me. This isn’t a request. This is an exchange. You can respect me enough to hold up your end of this deal or you can get out and I’ll find a way to do this without you.”

“I can’t betray Holly’s memory with a lie about who killed her. How could you ask that of me?”

She points toward the door, her eyes narrowing. “Because it’s necessary. Because vengeance isn’t neat or tidy. It requires doing ugly things. You love to play the part of a monster, but you don’t have the guts to do the dirty work. You are involved in your cause, but you aren’t committed.”

How dare she doubt me? How dare she think that I haven’t suffered for this?

“What the fuck are you talking about? I have spent ten years committed to this. I have died repeatedly to make myself into an indestructible force, all for vengeance for my sister.”

Harlow barks out a bitter laugh. “You’ve made yourself into an indestructible force for you—to assuage your guilt. But you can’t bring Holly back with your suffering.”

The words are a gut punch. I can’t breathe, but Harlow is not finished.

“Lots of people want to be involved,” she says. “They want to look like a hero, claim the daughter of their enemy, literally suck the life out of her. But being committed means surrendering your ego to do whatever is necessary. You of all people should know there is no dignity in revenge. There is only what you are willing to do and what you can’t stomach. You are involved, but you’re not committed.”

“I am,” I say.

She holds up a hand to stop me. “You’re not. You can claim you have put in your decade of loathing—that you’ve died and returned repeatedly so that you can avenge your sister—but if you can’t sacrifice your ego to tell a temporary lie, you’re not as committed as you think.”

I want to argue with her, but I know she’s right. What is one lie compared to the satisfaction of taking her father out?

She takes a tremulous breath, her body vibrating with rage. “I’ve lied to hide my parents’ sins. I’ve married and fucked and killed for them, because that was the price to keep doing this work when I couldn’t get my sister out. I’ve stood between the women of this city and their abusers. I have risked life and limb and I’ve been hurt to keep them safe. Because it’s not enough to be guarded from men, just like it’s not enough to avenge myself against their violence. I have ingested it, sucked it from their marrow. I’ve become the monster. Because it’s not an appeal to their empathy that will make men fall in line. It’s the fear that they aren’t the most dangerous thing walking these streets.”

Harlow glares at me, eyes wild with menace, chest heaving with breathtaking anger. I have never been more attracted to a woman in my life.

She pokes me hard in the chest. “You made a vow. Now follow through or learn to dread me with the rest of them.”

Harlow is undeniable. Her conviction is an arrow shot through the center of me.

Her tongue darts out to lick her lips. I track the movement, shifting to try to ease the strain of my cock hardening in these fitted dress pants.

“How much time do we have?” I ask.

Her eyes snap up to meet mine. “A half-hour. Why?”

I bring my hand up to her neck and force her to look up at me. “Because you seem tense.”

“Don’t give me that look. I’m not interested in getting fucked by you twice in one day,” she says, but her heartbeat kicks up.

I can’t help but laugh. “How about just once?”

The furrow in her brow softens. “Not unless you swear you’ll do what I’ve asked.”

I tighten my grip on her throat ever so slightly, feeling the thrum of her pulse beat harder against my fingers. “I swear to the Divine I will lie and say that Rafe compelled the Drained to attack Mountain Haven and that he’s a threat to the wellness and safety of the people of Lunameade.”

Her heartbeat kicks up faster. “Purple.”

“Hmm?”

“The underwear you’re about to shred are dark purple.”

I shove her back into the wall, sending a picture hanging beside us shattering on the floor as I kiss her. She grabs a handful of my hair to tug me in closer. I unzip my pants and pull my cock free, giving it a quick stroke.

She gasps as I tighten my grip on her throat and cup her breast through her dress. Her nipples are already hard, poking against the dark silk and the lace beneath it.

This is different. This isn’t part of a ritual or a part of a performance. This is something she’s doing far away from prying eyes simply because she wants to. Even if she still hates me, it gives me hope.

It’s tempting to take my time and be thorough, but I don’t want to go slow. I want to fuck her so hard and deep that she’ll feel me in every movement for the rest of the week. Days of holding back and waiting out her anger have worn me down to nothing but wanting.

The dress is more conservative than what she normally wears, given the somber ceremony tonight, but I slide my hand up the slit in her right leg and hike the dress higher. She hooks her right thigh over my hip, and that’s all the encouragement I need. I lift her up, and, after a moment of fumbling with the dress, she wraps her legs around my waist.

I don’t shred her panties because I want to peel them off of her later and shove them in her mouth while I fuck her again. Instead, I brush them to the side and thrust into her hard.

A guttural moan tears out of Harlow’s mouth, and all I want is to hear that sound again and again, as many times as possible. I pin her to the wall and drive into her hard. She kisses me and bites my lip, and my fangs sting and push at my gums. I try to hold them back, but it’s almost impossible with her.

“Fuck, Harlow. You’re so wet,” I groan.

I kiss down her jaw and neck, breathing in her floral scent. I shouldn’t bite her. The next few days are going to be long and exhausting, and she needs her strength. But just the slightest brush of my fangs on her neck has her quivering around me.

I sink my teeth into the soft skin, and she moans and arches into me as I withdraw my fangs and suck her blood into my mouth. Her body spasms against me. She feels so good.

“Harder,” she groans.

The wall creaks behind her as I pump into her. Harlow’s hand flails out to the side for something to hold onto, and she knocks several books from the shelf built into the wall. They thud onto the floor as I continue fucking her.

It feels so good, so deep in this position. It’s only been a few agonizing days, but that’s way too long. I need this every night.

I take one last pull of her blood and kiss the wound closed. She whines in frustration.

Turning, I draw her away from the wall, carrying her over to the table where the boarding house staff left a tea set up for us.

Using one hand, I swipe the entire tea set off the table, sending the delicate cups and saucers shattering on the ground.

I lay her down. Her dress bunches around her waist as I shove her knees up toward her shoulders, and push into her again. The sight of my cock sliding in and out of her almost sends me over the edge. I lean over her, pressing deeper, and kiss her.

The sweet poison taste of her mouth mixes with the remnants of her blood in mine, and this is the only thing I want to taste forever.

The thought is jarring. This isn’t forever. It’s only until she finds out what’s really happening.

I fuck her harder, with all the frustration of being caught in this trap I created. Wanting her this way is a huge liability, but I can’t stop. I’m so hard it hurts. It’s not supposed to always be like this, but I’m so into her and her violent temper.

Harlow squirms beneath me, the tension in her body so close to breaking. I want to punish her for feeling so good. I fist my hand in her hair and force her to look at where our bodies are joined.

“Look how wet you are. Look how well you take me.”

That’s all it takes. She gasps and her whole body goes rigid. She cries out a hoarse moan. I hold her hips and thrust into her as my climax crashes over me.

Finally, it ebbs, and Harlow goes limp beneath me. The only sound in the room is our ragged breathing.

I draw away, trying to collect myself and smooth my clothes.

Harlow stays there for a few moments, her legs spread, hanging limply off the edge of the table as she catches her breath. Finally, when she’s stopped trembling, she slides her panties back into place, stands, and runs her hands over the front of her dress.

She looks well-fucked. The curls she spent so much time working her dark hair into are wild, the pins knocked loose.

She licks her dark, bitten lips and presses her hands to her cheeks. I can’t wait for everyone to take one look at her and know she’s just been fucked by her new husband on her way to mourn the old one.

That thought is quickly banished by the realization that I am on my way to betraying not only my sister’s sacrifice, but the sacrifice of all of the people who died to protect the fort that day. Ten years of strategizing for this chance at vengeance, and all I have to do is risk the plan we’ve built with a lie that will exonerate the very man responsible for all of our suffering.

I’m no longer just involved. Now I’m committed.
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The roads into Lunameade’s central square are lined with jars that hold flickering candles. It gives the illusion of a bright star exploding out from the Blood Well at the circular city center.

I suppose that’s the idea. I’m just not used to such elaborate decorations to go with the ritual.

What the fort has always lacked in extravagance, they’ve made up for in enthusiasm, but I have to admit that the lighting and the flowers strewn about the square give an eerie, ethereal quality to the solemn procession of people gathering around the mourning pyre.

Beside me, Harlow’s veiled head is bowed in deference as we climb the stairs of the ceremony stage that’s been constructed over the Blood Well. She looks haunting but lovely.

From the dais, I have a clear view of the pulsing crowd and the tall, conical mourning pyre, made of wood and huge bouquets of dried flowers, a good twenty feet in front of us. Mourners take turns securely tucking their letters to loved ones between the sticks before retreating to the edge of the crowd.

Security is present but not as robust as I expected. Several city guards stand around the pyre, watching the mourners move around it. Two men stand at the corners of the stage, their heads bowed in reverence.

“Who are they?” I ask Harlow.

“They’re blessed by Stellaria. They’ll help control the blaze,” she says, keeping her eyes cast down on the missive in her hand.

A figure darts up the stairs on the other side of the stage, and I start to push Harlow behind me until I see that it’s Kellan Carrenwell.

His face is clean-shaven, and his dark, wavy hair is still damp. Like he rushed to get here the moment he stepped out of the bath.

“Low,” he says, pulling her into a hug and kissing her cheek through her veil. “Good to see you. Sorry I cut it so close.”

She pulls back and looks past him. “What are you doing here? Where are Mother and Father?”

Kellan turns to face us so his back is to the crowd. “Slight change of plans. There’s a heavy Drained presence around both the North Hold and South Hold gates, so our parents are staying put to keep an eye on things. Rafe is doing the same up north. They want us to carry on with the ceremony without them. I will take on Father’s role—you will do the family mourning speech, Low.” He points to me. “And you will do your part at the afterparty.”

I bristle. I don’t like being told what to do by any Carrenwell, but I steady myself because I can feel Harlow’s frustration that Rafe is probably using this as yet another excuse to keep her sister from coming to a family event.

The crowd stirs restlessly in the cold night air. By now, the square is packed with so many people, they spill into the side streets. The stream of people coming forward to tuck their messages into the pyre has slowed to a trickle.

“Ready?” Kellan asks, smoothing his hands down his dark wool coat.

Harlow nods.

Kellan steps to the front of the stage and lifts his hands, and the crowd quiets. “People of Lunameade.”

As soon as he speaks, I understand why the stage is constructed this way. There are long, curved cutouts in the stone ground that extend from this central point in the square. Originally, I thought they were some kind of water drainage system, but they’re designed for acoustics, to help carry your voice to a large crowd if you stand in the right place.

Kellan continues. “We, the Carrenwell Family, welcome you to night one of Dark Star Festival. It is with heavy hearts that we come here to honor those we have lost over the past year. If you haven’t already done so, please place your mourning letters in the pyre or pass them to the front so they can be placed for you.” He pauses for a moment as the crowd shifts, passing the remaining letters forward.

Once all of the messages have been put into the pyre, he lifts his hands again. “Thank you for coming here tonight. I know your hearts are heavy, but tonight we offer our grief up to the Divine in exchange for peace. This ceremony is not just a remembrance of those we have lost, but also a reminder of the miraculous power of the Divine. I’m happy to introduce my youngest sister, Harlow, who will play the part of Stellaria for this year’s Dark Star Festival.”

He steps aside as the crowd applauds. Harlow hands me her cloak and moves forward to take her place.

It was so bright back in our room, I didn’t notice, but the fabric that looked black in full light shimmers with silvery sparkles in the candlelight. She looks ethereal, like her gown has been sewn directly from the night sky. The fabric must be enchanted by someone with a blessing from Stellaria.

She takes a breath and speaks in a loud, clear voice. “My late husband, Marc Beckley, was a pillar of this community. He would have been our next mayor had Asher not called him home so soon.” She brings her hand to her chest, toying with the star pendant on her necklace. Then, she looks down. Murmurs of encouragement rise through the crowd, and she presses a hand to her heart and lifts her chin.

All her practice in front of the mirror paid off. She’s very believable.

She waves a hand in thanks to the crowd. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think of Marc and how much he cared for the people of this city. We could have benefited from such a servant leader as mayor. I honor his memory by continuing to love and protect this city as my family has done for generations. I ask Divine Asher to deliver his soul and all the souls of our departed loved ones safely beyond the veil.”

Her conviction reminds me of the speech she delivered at her first dinner in Mountain Haven. She can be quite a compelling liar when she wants to be, but something about this speech, about the ache in her voice, doesn’t feel fake. Her grief is real, even if Marc is not the true subject of it. Hearing how much she wants her sister back makes me feel the slightest bit better about betraying Holly’s memory.

Harlow raises her hands to the sky. “Divine deliver them.”

The crowd raises their hands toward the dark sky and repeats, “Divine deliver them.”

She turns and descends the stairs, rounding the edge of the stage and tucking her letter into the pyre. One of the men who is charged with managing the fire steps forward and hands Harlow a white candle. She curls her other hand around the flame protectively as she walks toward the pyre and raises her free hand into the sky in a fist.

“I am Divine Stellaria. I have been robbed of my love, and in my agony, I’ve made the world dark and it will remain that way until we are reunited. I am the light and the dark between stars. I share my radiance with all those who share my agony, with those who know what it is to grieve,” she says as she bends to light the pyre.

She moves clockwise around it, lighting what I realize are eight points, one to align with each city gate. The pyre isn’t a cone shape like I thought. The base is a star.

Because my family was always in charge of the celebrations back in Mountain Haven, I only went to two Dark Star Festivals in Lunameade—the last one with Holly and the other before the fort fell, when I was twenty-three years old. The memory returns to me now—me, Carter, and Bryce drinking, gambling, and fucking our way through the three-day festival without a care in the world.

I didn’t notice details like this back then, but I remember watching the woman who played Stellaria—who must have been one of Harlow’s older sisters—call to the crowd and light the pyre. The sight was fascinating then, but it’s arresting now, watching my wife finish lighting the bonfire.

The crowd watches her with the same rapt attention, as struck by her grief and conviction as I am.

Harlow turns and shields her candle from the wind as she makes her way toward the crowd. A woman at the edge of the crowd holds out her own candle, lighting it off of Harlow’s. She lights several more candles along the perimeters and those people turn and light the one next to and behind them.

Slowly, the glowing candlelight spreads through the crowd.

Harlow walks up the stairs and crosses to the center of the stage. “Go in peace to honor those you have lost,” she says, lifting her hands. “Divine deliver us.”

The crowd lifts their hands and repeats after her, then turns and begins to process back toward their homes and parties, a chorus of mourning sounds breaking as they disperse.

She stays there for a long time with her gaze fixed on the bonfire. When the crowd has dwindled to a few stragglers, she finally turns to face me and Kellan.

“How did I do?” she asks.

I don’t know where to even begin because her grief felt so palpable, but Kellan saves me from having to speak.

He places a hand on her shoulder. “Low, you did great, but I thought you would say more at the beginning since our parents couldn’t make it.”

She frowns, and even through her veil I can see the doubt creeping into her eyes. “Was it not⁠—”

“It was perfect,” I interrupt, casting an irritated look at Kellan as I pull her into a hug. “You were perfect.”

I don’t even realize that hugging isn’t a thing we do until she goes rigid in my arms. Kellan watches the exchange with raised eyebrows.

Harlow extricates herself and snatches her cloak from me. “It was just a performance, Henry. I’m glad you found it moving.” She smiles as she says it, but something in her tone rings false. “Let’s get going. They will be expecting us at the party at home.”

She brushes by me, seemingly unaffected. It’s almost enough for me to fall for it. But when she crosses in front of the still-blazing pyre, I swear I catch the gleam of unshed tears in her eyes.
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Whatever I saw on Harlow’s face earlier must have been an illusion of her veil. Now that the party has begun, she’s smiling, her posture relaxed as she sips a glass of wine and listens to two young women from the high houses of Lunameade telling her a story about the rivalry between two seamstresses in the city.

Naima and Carter are sitting by a heating stone, rolling their eyes as Bryce holds court with several young women. I can’t hear what he’s saying over the many conversations on the patio, but I can tell by the way he’s gesticulating that he must be regaling them with what is likely an unnecessarily overblown tale of his heroism in the Drained Wood.

A group of fiddlers plays soft music, less for dancing than for atmosphere. Harrick and Liza Carrenwell sit at the other end of the patio, calling out requests to the musicians. I know that they’re really keeping their distance so that their influence seems far from what I’m going to say tonight.

The party is beautiful, but my gaze keeps sliding to Harlow in her starlight dress. It shimmers in the truly absurd amount of light flickering from candles on every tabletop. I’m trying not to look at her at all because I can’t think straight with her in that dress, especially with the fresh memory of fucking her in it.

I take a long swig of my whiskey and turn my full attention back to the group I’ve worked my way into. I can’t for the life of me remember the names of the people I’m speaking to or which gate their families guard, but I can always pick the biggest gossips at a party. They’re receptive in ways that not everyone is, and they ask the exact right questions to lead to the answers they want you to give.

Back at the fort, I’ve been called closed-off, broody, and intensely introverted, but really, I’m always watching. When you don’t speak up as much, people tend to fill the silence out of sheer nervousness. Being quiet means that I get to observe everyone, and they sometimes forget I’m even there. It’s what has kept my family alert and aware of any threats growing inside the fort walls, but it’s come in handy here in this new environment as well.

Harlow keeps glancing over at me, clearly surprised by my sudden switch from quiet brooding to life of the party.

It’s easier to be charming when I’m playing a part. I liked parties enough when I was younger, when Holly was alive and there was no pressure on me to fill the void she left behind.

Being here in Lunameade brings enough distance that I can slip back into that old pattern. If I want to sway these people to my side, they need to think I’m one of them. A woman named Annie, introduced herself right away and she’s eager to keep me talking.

“So, you two seem to know everyone, but I swear I still can’t even keep my in-laws straight,” I say.

Annie laughs softly. “The Carrenwells are probably the easiest to track because of the eyes. No other family has all those shades of purple.”

“Ah, but I can’t see color. So I’m at a loss there.”

Her jaw drops. “Can’t see color?”

I shake my head. “After I nearly died when the fort fell. My body recovered, but my vision never returned to color. I see the world in black and white.”

She gasps, her hand flying to her mouth, as she smacks her husband’s arm. “Patrick, can you imagine? That sounds like such a headache.”

Patrick whistles low. “I can’t. Surely it affects your night vision.”

“Don’t make him feel bad,” she chides, squeezing my arm. “I’m sorry. I’m just so fascinated that you had a brush with the veil and came back changed.”

“The stranger thing is that it happened to all of us who almost died that day. We all recovered, but our vision lost its color. Except…” I nod to Carter. “My friend Carter over there. He got his back when he fell in love with his wife.”

I can tell immediately this is the right thing to say because all of the women in the group sigh.

Annie presses a hand to her heart. “You’re kidding.”

“I couldn’t make it up,” I say. “It’s happened to a few of our men.”

“But not you?” Annie asks, glancing at Harlow. “She does normally seem a bit reserved, but tonight she was magnificent at the ceremony. I can see the appeal.”

I’m trying not to think about how appealing my wife is or how I can still smell her perfume all over me.

I sigh. “It’s still early, but I’m hopeful my full vision will return as we get to know each other better.” Each lie begets the next lie. Like any exercise, it gets easier the more I practice. I’m slowly leading them right to where I want them.

A blonde woman in our circle presses a hand to her heart. “She really is a beautiful girl. A shame that you can’t see her in full color.”

Annie nods in agreement. “You’re so right, Colleen. All of those Carrenwell women have the dark hair and pale skin and the high cheekbones.”

“Truthfully, I’ve never worried about what I’m missing,” I say. “Even in a black and white world, Harlow is striking.”

Perhaps I’m laying it on a little thick, but all of the women look moved.

“I am glad you survived. I can’t imagine what an ordeal you’ve been through,” Colleen says solemnly.

Several more people wander into our group. It’s slowly growing thanks to the morbid curiosity of these ghouls.

They want me to talk about it more, and I stuff down my disgust. “Well, not everyone was so lucky. So many of my people—of our people died defending our walls that day. The fort is set up similarly to the city. We have fallback points the same way you do here, but instead of being divided into quadrants, we’re set up in levels, one through six.”

They all nod along with rapt attention, and I know I have them. I just need Rafe to show. It’s stupid to let my emotions get involved, but between Harlow’s justifiable loathing of the man and the fact that he tried to frame me at a rebel meeting, I don’t mind setting him up as much as I expected.

I continue the story, leaving out any details critical to our strategic defense and playing up the emotional aspect. When I finally get to Holly’s death, half of the women have glassy eyes, their hands over their mouths or hearts in shock and sympathy. Sharing my sister’s last moments for the purpose of manipulation makes me feel sick to my stomach, but I think of Harlow’s words and force myself to be committed to this vengeance.

I shake my head. “Listen to me, going on and on and completely ruining the mood. I’m sorry. I fear I’m living up to the reputation of mountain men having no manners.”

“Nonsense,” Colleen says, grabbing my hand. “This is exactly what Agony night is about. It’s about sharing memories to share the burden of our collective grief. Your sister sounds like a very brave woman.”

I swallow hard. The sudden shift from contrived storytelling to real sympathy throws me. “Thank you for listening. The more people who know what we have been through—who know the stories of the people we love—the more their memories live on. It makes me miss her a little less.”

I hear a chorus of greetings on the far side of the patio.

Rafe has finally arrived. If I were a true believer, I would see this timing as Divine. He shakes hands as he enters the party, but I notice it’s all men who greet him. The women of the high houses seem to shrink away.

Annie tracks my gaze and sighs. “I guess we have to go welcome the mayor with the rest of them.”

“You’ll find no welcome for him from me,” I say just loud enough to cut through the din of conversations. Several people outside of our group turn to see what I’m talking about.

Harlow is directly in my line of sight. She pauses her conversation and gives me the barest hint of a nod.

I wave a hand in dismissal. “Look, I have been living in the woods a long time and I know things are different here. There are political games to be played and that man has made himself indispensable in this community. I don’t want to speak out of turn.”

As Annie grabs my shoulder, I can feel Harlow’s eyes on us. I have no idea if it’s amusement or jealousy, but I hope it’s the latter.

“You must speak your truth tonight, especially after sharing that story. For Holly,” Annie says.

The group around us nods. I try to ignore the way the reminder that I’m doing this for my sister and betraying her at the same time feels like a blade slid between my ribs.

I take a bracing breath. My dread is no longer manufactured. “I told you how we’d never seen a horde of Drained that big. They were so coordinated and advanced compared to what we had seen in the past, like the ones who just attacked North Hold last week.”

They all nod and lean in closer. I’ve got them on the hook—it just takes the slightest tug to haul them in. This is the trickiest part.

Lowering my voice, I lean toward them. “When the Drained showed up, the blessed in our ranks sensed the distinct feeling of Polm’s influence.”

Colleen gasps. “You think that someone compelled them to attack the fort all at once?”

I cast a narrow-eyed glare at Rafe. “I know exactly who did. Rafe saw us coming and going through North Hold more frequently, and I think he sensed his standing with the Carrenwells was falling behind my family. With Holly set as heir of Mountain Haven, I would be free to move anywhere to marry into any family, and we all know the Carrenwells decide which families hold the gates. North Hold would be an obvious choice given our relationship with the Carrenwells at the time and our knowledge of the road north to Mountain Haven.”

I see my implication hit the group of them. I feel like a puppet master pulling strings. It’s easier than I thought to muddle my sister’s memory by mixing lies into her story—to speak words that make me feel sick. I know that Harlow’s right. There is no dignity in revenge. There’s only what I will do and what I won’t.

Once I remember that, the lie is easy. Because it’s not a lie I’m telling to anyone who matters, and it’s certainly not something I believe. I have always known who my enemy is, and one way or another, Harrick Carrenwell is going to pay for his sins. This lie is just another tool to bring me to the end game of this plan. When I really think about it, there’s something very satisfying about him thinking he’s getting what he wants, right before I rip it all away from him.

Colleen clicks her tongue, her eyes lit with anger. “This makes more sense than I care to admit. We already know discreet violence is a method he likes. How many times did we see that wife of his in long-sleeved dresses out of season?”

“I saw her fixing the glamour around a black eye once in the ladies’ washroom at a North Hold party—back when he used to throw parties up there,” Annie says, shaking her head. “It’s a wonder he’s still mayor.”

“It’s the common people,” I say. “It’s easy to see the sway he has on them—of course, that could just be that manipulation magic at work.”

The revelation dawns on their faces in a wave. I’m just planting seeds, but I can tell they’re taking root already.

“I can’t believe I’ve never even considered it,” Patrick says. “He could be doing it to any of us who don’t have Polm’s blessing.”

I step closer to and drop my voice lower. “This is why I didn’t want to say anything. We should all be very careful with him and very skeptical. We have it on good authority that Rafe sent the horde away. While it might have been done for the sake of the city, he could have just sent them off into the forest. He didn’t have to direct them at the fort. Anyone who can do that is powerful, and that kind of power would make them unstoppable. I would like to hold him accountable when the moment presents itself. Do you think—” I look down and blow out a breath. “No. I couldn’t ask that of you.”

“Couldn’t ask what?” Patrick asks.

I look up and meet their eyes one by one. “I know things are different in the city and you all survive on alliances with other houses. But if the moment came when I could finally hold him accountable—would you stand behind me, given all you know personally? I have tried to make peace with this knowledge for ten years. I have offered it up to the Seven Divine. But I couldn’t rest knowing he might be here doing the same or worse in Lunameade. It’s clear he’ll do anything to hold on to power, but after the breach at North Hold last week, I couldn’t hold my tongue anymore.” I wave a hand. “Maybe it’s just my old memories coming to haunt me, but it feels frighteningly familiar.”

Their faces are grave, and while I know I’m lying about the subject matter, I am confident about the implications I’m making. Rafe is dangerous, and if they didn’t know it before, they do now—and everyone will be better off for it.

Annie and Colleen are both already nodding.

Patrick steps closer. “You have my support,” he says as he claps me on the back. “If there’s one thing we loathe in this circle, it’s a grifter. I think we’ve all seen hints of it over the years, but this brought all these puzzle pieces together. You can count on our support for whatever you need.”

The rest of the group murmurs their agreement.

I shake my head. “I couldn’t ask that of you, considering the risk and his history of violence.”

I glance in Rafe’s direction. He’s speaking with Liza and Harrick, but he seems to have noticed our larger group.

Colleen pats my arm. “We protect our people here.”

I press a fist over my heart and nod solemnly. “Thank you, but we should probably spread out so he doesn’t get suspicious. I don’t want to pull his attention again,” I whisper. “And please, be discreet about who you share all of this with. Only those you trust. I wouldn’t want this to cause a scene during the festival.”

They all nod, and I know I’ve just ensured that these rumors will spread like wildfire. They turn and split off into smaller groups, wandering toward the refreshments.

When I turn, Kellan Carrenwell is watching me intently.

I am completely fucked. I did not mean to do all of that in front of him, but he’s looking at me like he knows exactly what I am—a liar through and through.

He waits for my audience to wander away, murmuring their own suspicions amongst their small group. By tomorrow morning, those suspicions and my story will be all over town. A wave of nausea rolls through me as Kellan saunters over.

“I couldn’t figure it out before. Everyone has hooks eventually. Even Low.” He shakes his head and laughs. “But not you. Because you’re twice-blessed. You hide Polm’s blessing well, under the purple of Elvodeen—the problem is I just watched you work that crowd and your orange was sneaking through.”

I’ve worked so hard to hide this part of myself, to always make sure that I’m using my healing magic at the same time I use any manipulation magic so that Harlow won’t see. Several times, I was afraid she did, especially once I realized Gaven had sensed it. Certainly, if he could sense it, she would see it. But somehow she still hasn’t noticed. The moment that I tell her, she will stop trusting me. Weathering that kind of fallout when I need her on my side for this next critical part of the plan would ruin everything.

“Have you used it on Harlow?” Kellan asks.

“Not how you’re thinking,” I say.

He frowns. “She’s a tough hook. I’m quite blessed by Polm, and at this point, I don’t need to know someone intimately. Even strangers are easy for me. But Harlow is my sister, and it’s been years since I could snag her enough to compel her. If you got to her, it’s because she trusts you—that is a rare thing.” He sighs and looks back at the party. “You need to tell her how and when. Whatever your reason may be.”

I wait for Kellan to say more. It’s more unnerving that he doesn’t. But Kellan is the captain of the city guard and a seasoned interrogator. This is probably part of the play.

“Don’t look so shocked. You know as well as I do part of this gift is understanding who will abuse it.” He crosses his arms and sighs. “I looked into what you said about the well water.”

“And?”

“And you were right. Thank you. It’s going to make a big difference for the men who guard our gates.” He rubs the back of his neck and casts a glance behind him.

Harlow is speaking with his wife, Libby, across the courtyard, the two of them with their heads bent close together over their steaming cups of mulled wine.

“I also looked into some old records and found the log entry of you and your father meeting with mine, but what was discussed was conveniently left out.” Kellan shakes his head. “I’m sorry. If I had known what you shared, so much would be different now.” He sounds so genuine, but it’s hard to believe anything he says when I’m waiting for him to rat me out to his sister.

I thought I was prepared for city politics, but everyone here has an angle. Kellan could be working me.

He looks at Harlow and Libby again. “Harlow seems calm—almost happy. Can’t say I’ve ever seen that.”

“Happy might be a stretch.” I try to sound light, but I am braced for a fight.

Kellan smirks. “Tonight is hard for her. I think there was some old stuff coming up and there are some things you should know.” He looks out at the party. “That storytelling you did was impressive. Very compelling stuff. But this is a tale better shared in private.” He nods toward the garden entrance at the end of the stone patio. “Walk with me? I want to show you something in the garden.”

I know I’m probably about to be thrown in some Carrenwell dungeon, but when I look across the patio, Harlow is smiling at me. I gesture to Kellan to let her know where I’m going so at least someone I almost trust knows who I’m with.

I follow Kellan into the dark garden, not because I trust that he won’t try to kill me, but because I’m confident it won’t work.
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It took every semblance of self-control not to show Kellan my fury as he pulled apart Harlow’s sob story piece by piece. He was so earnest—so concerned for the sister that very much does not need his protection.

My wife is such a talented storyteller.

“I can’t believe I fell for her stories when I knew she was a liar,” I say.

I have been fuming ever since I left the Carrenwell House garden after my talk with Kellan.

Fresh off of lying to half the high magical houses in the city to convince them to blame someone else for the Carrenwells’ sins, I found out what an unbelievable sucker I’ve been, and I’m livid.

I knock back the glass of whiskey in my hand and immediately hold it out to Carter for a refill.

The burning ache of humiliation in my chest hasn’t abated since I left the Carrenwell gardens an hour ago. When I came straight to Carter’s room, he read my emotional temperature quickly and summoned Naima and Bryce for backup.

They sat me down at the table in the room, and Carter has been monitoring my liquor intake as they listen to me rant.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard him talk this much,” Naima says, playing with the belt of her robe.

Carter smirks at her. “Consider yourself lucky.”

I ignore their jabs, the seething anger too much for me to hold in. “I told her about Holly and she used that to manipulate me. She lied to me about what she wants out of this, and if I don’t know her motivation, I don’t know how to trust her. I poured my heart out⁠—”

“To get her to share with you,” Carter reminds me.

“I told her about the worst thing that ever happened to me,” I say. “I told her about losing Holly, and she offered me the one thing she knew I wouldn’t be able to resist—a sister who could be saved. She played on my sympathies.”

“Like you played on hers,” Naima says. “You’re just mad you got outplayed.”

I am mad I got outplayed. But I’m furious I got outplayed by someone who understood how to hit me in the place where it hurts most. I grossly miscalculated when I showed her so much of myself early on.

Can I really blame her for using it against me when I was such a fucking sap?

“You know I’m always the first to gloat, Hen,” Bryce says, leaning forward to pat me on the shoulder. “But this is a time I really don’t want to say I told you so. You deserve better. Especially when it comes to Holly.”

I clink glasses with him and knock back the rest of my drink, savoring the burn in my chest.

“All right. I’m cutting you off after this one, so enjoy it. Tomorrow is a big day and we can’t have you slow and hungover,” Carter says, filling my glass one more time.

It’s more ceremonial than anything. It’s hard for the Deathless to get drunk, or rather to stay drunk, because of how quickly we process alcohol. I’ll sober up in an hour or two if I don’t keep drinking, and while I don’t get hungover like I did before my first death, I do sometimes get hungry for blood if I’ve pushed too hard.

That’s very unappealing since I’d rather shrivel up and die than be hungry for blood right now. Because it won’t be a general craving I’m trying to sate. It will be a specific one. Nothing has ever tasted as good as Harlow’s blood.

I take a slow sip of my drink, trying to savor it, instead of just using it to blunt the ache in my chest.

Naima sighs. “Look, you need some tough love. Your ego is bruised and you want to use it as an excuse to act out, but whether or not your wife used you like you were using her, you don’t get to act self-righteous just because you lost. If you could have done the same to her, you would have in a heartbeat. And let’s not forget the bigger issue here—Kellan knows you’re twice-blessed, and his sister, your wife, does not.”

I stare into my glass and refuse to look at her. At first, I had been entirely focused on Kellan knowing that secret, but after our talk in the garden, that was all but forgotten in the wake of Harlow’s cruelty.

“Divine deliver me,” Naima mutters. “Why don’t you actually talk to her, Henry? If what you learned from her brother disturbed you so much, why don’t you speak to her tomorrow before the events start?”

Bryce tucks his long copper hair behind his ears, then smacks a hand on the table. “That’s it! Naima is right. You should confront her with it before the evening starts. She won’t be able to avoid you for the rest of the night, so you can really make her suffer for it,” Bryce says.

Naima rubs a hand down her face. “That’s not what I meant.”

“No, he’s right,” I say, spinning my glass on the table. “If I talk to her before tomorrow’s events, I know exactly how to get the truth out of her, now that Kellan has been so forthcoming.”

She can be cruel. Fine. I can be cruel, too. It will be good to clear the air before the rest of the festival. If we’re going to have a prayer of pulling this off, I need her to be honest, even if I have to force her to do it.

I stand, gulp the rest of my drink, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

Tomorrow, I’ll bring her back to the garden and confront her there with evidence she can’t charm her way around. She’ll be forced to surrender this game she’s been playing with me. Either we’ll move forward with the clear understanding between us, or I’ll take her down along with the rest of her family.
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HARLOW


Carrenwell House is the absolute last place I expected Henry to want to go during our only free time on Descent day. That said, there is hardly a more appropriate place for me to begin a journey into darkness.

It’s midafternoon, but the eclipse has made the day so dark, the only light in the garden is from the glowing sunstones that line the paths. The lights cast his face in sinister shadows, and my stomach twists.

“Will this take long?” I ask.

Henry squeezes my arm a little closer to him, like he’s afraid I’m going to bolt. “Not long. Why? Did you have something else you wanted to do other than take a walk in the garden with your husband?”

I eye him suspiciously. “Is this a sex thing? Because yesterday was just a temporary lapse of judgment.” I wait for his comeback, but it never arrives. Now I know something is wrong.

His face is inscrutable. I fight the impulse to press onto my toes and bite the strong line of his jaw just for something to snap him out of his unsettling stoicism.

“I was just going to check my mailboxes if we had the free time before we have dinner with my parents tonight,” I say. “I didn’t have a chance to stop and check for messages on our last visit.”

He finally looks at me. “Your murder mailboxes?”

I glare at him. “Women rely on me, Henry.”

“The women will have to wait today. I need to show you something.”

He’s been too intense all day. Maybe it’s just his frustration over lying about Rafe, but he disappeared with Kellan last night, then left me at the party. Carter and Naima walked me back to the boarding house and Henry wasn’t in our room when I got there.

He stayed out all night, returning this morning smelling like alcohol. He’s barely looked at me all day, orbiting me more than interacting with me as we prepped for tonight’s events.

I was already dreading having dinner with my parents, but Henry’s sour mood makes me even more apprehensive. If he’s this standoffish in front of them, it will ruin my chance at getting the key from my father. I just need my husband to not be himself for one night.

The afternoon is clear but cool and the air smells faintly like there’s snow coming. I wonder if Aidia is at North Hold, standing on her balcony, willing it to snow. I loathe the cold too much to enjoy snow, but Aidia has loved it since we were children.

The ache in my chest has been a constant nagging reminder that I haven’t seen her yet. Staying at the boarding house is strategic for showing our distance from my family, but it also means she can’t sneak in to see me like she normally does when I’m in South Hold. Without seeing her face, I’m left with the unsettling vision of the last time I saw her. I just need her to hold on for a few more days.

A cold breeze ruffles my cloak, sending a shiver up my spine as Henry leads me through a white rose-covered archway in the Carrenwell garden. Gravel crunches beneath my feet, and it takes me a moment to realize where we are.

I freeze. A burst of adrenaline rushes through my blood. “I don’t like this part of the garden.”

Henry ignores me and continues pulling me down the path.

The dread presses in on all sides. I don’t like this path with its white roses. I don’t like the climbing vines that write their stories along the stone walls. I don’t like the cold fist of fear that wraps around my heart.

Nothing is wrong, and yet my body is coiled to fight or flee.

I try to tug out of Henry’s grip, turning to look down the path behind us for help.

But Gaven isn’t behind me, waiting to lend a helping hand. Gaven is dead.

“I’ve never seen it.” Henry’s words are clipped. It’s not the tone of a man who’s curious to see the garden. He sounds almost angry.

“It’s just a garden, Henry. It looks like everything else we’ve seen,” I say, my voice hoarse.

He narrows his eyes. “But we haven’t seen the roses.”

I stare down the path ahead of us. I don’t know why I feel like I’m walking straight into a Drained den. The path is lovely, the roses kept in perfect bloom thanks to magic, but fear has my muscles locked up. It’s beautiful, but wrong.

I meet Henry’s deep blue eyes, and there’s no warmth there, just cold calculation. “Harlow, everything is fine. Just once around the garden and then we’ll go back inside.”

An irrational sinking feeling settles in my stomach, but I force my feet to move. It feels like he’s leading me into a trap, but I’m too confused by the panic flowing through my body to do anything but let Henry guide me down the path.

There is a reason I don’t come to this part of the garden, but I can’t remember why.

We turn into the rose garden, and for a few moments, I’m lost in looking at the bright blooms. Peach climbing roses on a trellis blend into yellow ones and then bright red, which blend into exotic deep scarlet that’s so dark it looks almost black. I keep waiting for the dread to leave me, for the knot beneath my ribs to come unbound, but neither relent.

Henry’s hand is warm on my lower back, guiding me through the rows of roses until finally we come to the opening at the center of the circular rose garden.

I stop suddenly, without realizing. It’s like my feet sense that I’ve stepped into a trap before I’m even conscious of it. The toes of my boots edge onto the large white circular stone.

“Harlow?” Henry’s hand on my back nudges me forward.

“I think we should go back,” I rasp.

He takes my hand, which has begun to tremble, and places it on his arm as he guides me into the center of the space. “I just want to see what this monument says.”

I glance back the way we came. My heart is beating so hard. There is no active danger here, but I still want to hide. Every muscle in my body is coiled—ready to run the moment the invisible trap springs.

My steps are leaden as we walk closer to the stone.

Panic clamps down on my chest. My breath becomes swift and shallow. My heart thunders. Something is wrong.

Run. All I can think is how badly I need to run right now.

Henry comes to a stop in front of a white marble stone bracketed by beautiful white rose bushes.

I can’t stand still. My skin is crawling, a cold sweat rising on my back despite the chill of the day. I feel sick to my stomach.

“What’s this, lovely?” Henry nods to the stone. His voice is somehow both gentle and on edge.

He turns to look at me, and I must look the picture of fear and terror. I am a statue. I can’t move. Some deep part of me knows, if I look at that stone, something horrible will happen.

I don’t come to this part of the garden for a reason. I glance up at the tall walls of my family home, at the balconies jutting out from each bedroom and the perfectly manicured florals that decorate them, and the bright blue family banners that hang down over the walls.

“I don’t like this part of the garden.” My voice is barely a whisper.

The barest hint of doubt lights Henry’s eyes. “Just look at this stone and we will leave. Unless—” The corner of his lips tips up. “Unless you’re afraid.”

I have lost the will to argue with him. My fear is indescribable—so intense my eyes blur and burn with tears. It’s a bone-deep terror that I can’t pretend away.

But there has not been a challenge Henry has laid out that I haven’t risen to. Every irrational instinct in my body screams for me not to look, but I force myself to glance at the stone.

I blink the tears from my eyes, and my vision finally focuses on the white marble in front of me—a headstone that bears one name: Aidia Rose Carrenwell.

The truth slices through me with precise violence. I’m fractured between the past and present, rent from the dissociation that has kept me alive for the past six months.

“No.” I’m breathless, my chest hollowed out by the truth I’ve postponed—a secret I’ve kept even from myself.

I don’t know what he thought he was doing bringing me here, but I watch his face morph from anger to shock, and then to horror.

“Why would you do this?” I rasp, shaking my head. “Why would you bring me here?”

His entire demeanor has softened. His voice is low and pleading instead of tight and angry. “Harlow, it’s okay. I’m right here.”

“I have to leave. I can’t—” The air whooshes out of my lungs.

Henry takes a step toward me. “Kellan told me Aidia died six months ago. He said you didn’t leave your room for a month.”

I shake my head, turning away from the memorial, trying to ignore the memory that flashes in my mind of curtains drawn over windows, of my stiff muscles and brutal headaches from crying so hard I thought I’d die too. I had never been so devoted as I was to Divine Asher when I spent days on end begging him to take me with her.

“No, this isn’t right. I’ve seen her. She’s not—” I choke on a sob. “It’s a mistake.”

But some part of me knows it’s not. I’ve seen her. I’m mad. This is it. The whole time I thought I’d been spared, but the well has taken my mind too. Because I’ve seen her, alive and animated and whole. I’ve felt her touching my hair. Haven’t I?

I look up at the balcony three stories above us—my bedroom balcony—and I can’t speak. All the air has been sucked out of the world, and I cannot bear to be here breathing when she’s gone.

An awful jarring awareness yanks at the center of me. I’ve been wrenched from the shroud of ignorance and thrust into bright sunlight—confronted at last with the fact that there is no “we,” only a terrible, lonely me.

“Harlow.” Henry’s voice brings me back. “Kellan said she jumped from her balcony.”

I shake my head violently. “She didn’t.”

“He said she was troubled. Rafe was abusive and⁠—”

I turn on him. “She didn’t jump.”

His gaze is full of pity. “I know you want to believe that, but⁠—”

“I know it’s true.” I look at the circular pattern on the white stone ground. The ghost of a rust stain still mars the center circle, like a direct hit on a bullseye.

It was my fault. For six months, I’ve been holding back the bad memories like a tide, but now they slam into me.

Rafe had beaten her within an inch of her life. Aidia came home, and her body was a war zone. I found her hiding in my closet, her ribs broken, her eyes swollen shut, her lip split, her wrist sprained.

I’d knelt in front of her and taken her teary face in my hands. “My heart.”

But she hadn’t responded, and I knew she was broken—that he’d finally pushed her too far.

It made me think of the Cove—of the shared scars of our youth.

I learned things there I never wanted to know: the look in Aidia’s eyes when she could not take anymore, the way pain breaks someone down to their basest instincts. Survive.

At seven years old, a little girl shouldn’t have to know when to step in to pull attention. She shouldn’t have to know how to become a new target so her father doesn’t kill the person she loves most in the world.

But I knew.

I knew the rhythm of that moment like a skip in a heartbeat. I knew how to focus my father’s rage on me. At seven, I’d done the math, and I knew what it meant. Eight gates to protect in Lunameade meant our father didn’t need all of us to secure his power. The only way Aidia and I could stay alive was to spread the hurt around.

And now she’s gone and I’m still here. Now the sorrow is trapped inside my chest, an angry shrike slamming against its cage, so desperate for escape it will shred itself to do it.

A sob shakes out of me. Henry wraps his arms around me, and I lose every last shred of composure. I cry so hard that I collapse against him. He sweeps me into his arms and carries me to a bench under a nearby willow.

All the hurt pours out of me, all the guilt and rage and grief that I’ve fought so hard to tuck down deep, bursting free. I cannot master myself. I sob until I’m gasping for air and my heart is pounding and my skin is crusted with salty tears.

Finally, the anguish ebbs enough that I can take a deep, shuddering breath and lean my head on Henry’s shoulder.

“It’s a beautiful spot,” he says.

I glance around the garden. It is beautiful. If she’s going to be remembered, I’m glad it’s here and not at North Hold.

“I thought you were working me,” Henry says, softly rubbing my back. “When Kellan told me, I thought you knew about my sister, so you made up a sister that could be saved to play to that wound. That’s why I was so Divine-damned angry.” He sighs. “I’m sorry. I would have never sprung this on you if I realized it wasn’t a trick.”

He offers me a handkerchief and allows me a moment to compose myself.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” he asks.

“No.”

Henry barks out a startled laugh. “Fair enough. Still, it might help.”

“Nothing will help. She’s gone,” I rasp.

“But you’ve been seeing her.”

I wipe tears from my cheeks, not nearly as horrified as I should be that I lost my composure in front of him. “How do you know?”

“Because you were talking about her in present tense.”

The mansion looms over us, and I look up at it. I’ve lost track of how many times I dreamed of burning it down. I fantasized about turning my history and pain to ash and watching the ghosts of every old hurt rise in the smoke.

I stare at the rust stains on the circular stone. “When we were young, my father beat us. Aidia because she wouldn’t use her magic for him. She is a glamourist with a blessing from Stellaria. She is—was very talented. Whenever people started complaining about the blood tax, my father would have her transform some men from the poorest neighborhoods in Lunameade into Drained. They wouldn’t actually be Drained, but they would look like them. My father had some arrangement with these men where he would pay their families a large chunk of money. Then he’d have them run through town, and our guards would fight them off, proving to the people how capable my father was of protecting them. But Aidia—” My voice breaks. “She checked up on a couple of the men’s families afterward and found out that our father never delivered on his promise. And then she refused to help him with his game. So my father started beating her. But that just made her more stubborn. So he did the only other thing he could. He beat me, or rather—” The air rushes out of my lungs and it takes three tries to get myself to say it. “Or rather, he would make her beat me.”

When I finally meet Henry’s eyes, he looks violent, but he says nothing, just nodding for me to continue.

Now that I’ve started talking, I can’t seem to stop. “He made me beat her, also. He’d snap his fingers and threaten to burn her with holy fire, and I was pretty sure he was bluffing but never certain. He’d make me whip her until I gave in and tried harder to master my magic. He wasn’t happy that I could only use my lips. He wanted me to be able to poison by touch. I fought hard to keep that secret. I told Aidia because she suffered for it, but I never told anyone else in the family. They didn’t deserve to know.”

Henry squeezes my hand. “And your scar?”

“The stars are a brand that Aidia gave me to cover the marks from her beatings. She has—had the same one.” I run my fingers over my back, feeling the familiar topography through my dress and cloak. “We had this thing we used to say to check in to know if it was too much. One of us would say ‘my heart,’ and the other would respond ‘my bones,’ and then we’d say ‘our blood’ together. Carrenwells are never allowed to be weak. It was just a way to say—” I break into another wrenching sob. “To say that we were okay because we weren’t alone. It was a way to tell her I could take it.”

My chest hurts, my muscles wrung out from sobbing. My head aches viciously, but I press on. “We all knew that her husband was a problem. Rafe Mattingly wanted to marry me, but at the time, my father thought he could use me to get to Marc Beckley. Marc was running for mayor and was wildly popular with the unblessed of Lunameade, and he’d taken a fancy to me.”

Henry smiles sadly. “Popular girl.”

I sigh bitterly. “No, I was a bitch. I made the mistake of embarrassing Marc at a wine tasting my family was hosting. I was just trying to be charming to everyone else, but I caught his eye for making him look stupid. Marc decided then that he wanted to humble me.”

Henry’s jaw ticks. “And Rafe?”

“Rafe wanted someone who would be fun to break. My father knew us well—two sides of the same coin. Aidia, who protested loudly, and me, who picked my silent moments to wage war. Aidia knew how to size up an opponent, and she knew I would survive Marc, so she volunteered for Rafe. Because that’s who she was—the one person who always protected me.”

I rise to my feet and start to pace, remembering the way I’d pleaded with her not to do it. She was so determined, so light and airy and certain that she would break him first. I think she did in her own way. She showed him the only way he could beat her was to take her off the board entirely. So he did.

“Sometimes I wonder if he was so brutal with her because he didn’t get what he wanted,” I say, pausing in front of Henry. “He couldn’t touch me, but he could touch her. It was like our childhood in reverse, and I was weak, Henry. I was so much weaker than Aidia ever was. I don’t know how she weathered it. Every time I saw her bruised. Every time I saw a hint of her spirit breaking…I wanted to kill him.”

“Understandable.”

“But the timing was never right and that day I came to my room and found her in my closet worse than I’d ever seen her, and I said ‘my heart,’ and she was silent. So I did the only sane thing. I packed a bunch of my clothes for her, and I was going to hide her in the city. That had always been the plan, so I just moved it up.”

I press a damp palm to my chest. “But Rafe walked in before we could get out and I wasn’t ready. When he had come to retrieve her before, he’s always waited downstairs. I was so shocked I didn’t have a chance to block him. His magic—Henry, he has such a strong blessing from Polm⁠—”

I watch the understanding and horror dawn on his face.

“I’m a hard person to hook with manipulation. I spent a lot of time making sure of it. But I was so afraid for her, and he knew it. He made Aidia beat me with a fire poker, and then—” I can’t say it.

I’ve spent six months forgetting it happened because I couldn’t face it. I couldn’t live with knowing. The wound is raw, the infection too deep to remove cleanly. Speaking it out loud will shred me. It might be madness alone buried beneath my skin, but the only way to know for sure is to tell him the truth.

Henry is patient and quiet, but I feel the weight of his attention. I force myself to meet his gaze.

“When he didn’t get the reaction he wanted from me—when I wouldn’t fight back—he stopped compelling her alone and he started compelling both of us. He made us—” My chest clenches and I feel like I’m dying.

Henry reaches out and squeezes my hand and it’s just enough to steady me.

I point to the balcony. “He made us stand on that railing for so long—told us that neither of us could get down until we pushed the other. My ribs were broken. I was bleeding and trembling so badly from fighting the compulsion that I was certain I would fall. It was just a moment of broken focus, but it was enough.”

The garden is airless. Remembering takes everything from me. “He made me push her. He made me kill the person I loved most in the world.”

The words are acid. They can’t be true and yet I know they are. Down through my heart. Up through my bones. Around and around in the whirling, rushing spin of my blood.

I have been down somewhere in the deepest, darkest part of myself. I lived half a life without her because I knew my life could never be whole again. I made myself all blades, protecting this secret place inside my own head like a warrior holding the line. I cannot break and yet I am already broken, or else I always have been, and Aidia’s death just ripped the blindfold from my eyes.

Now I can see it—taste the salted blood on my tongue as I stand on the railing and try so hard to get her to love me less. The memory is so startlingly bright and perfect that I can’t believe I was ever able to hide it from myself. I want the ignorance back. I want to forget the look in her eyes in that moment—the love so fierce it could level a city.

“She looked at me and told me to do it and I pushed her,” I whisper. “She fell so fast.”

I feel hollow. I can’t escape the look in her eyes, the deep love and relief of knowing her suffering was over. It’s okay, Low. It’s okay. It’s not you. I don’t blame you. She tried so hard to reassure me, but I will never forget her shocked expression when I could no longer fight his compulsion. My mind is so broken, I don’t even remember the physical act of pushing her. I only remember the look on her face when she knew she was falling. All the grief and sorrow of the memory flood back at once.

“Then he made me stand on the railing, looking over the edge, staring at her body. I thought—” My voice cracks, and a soul-deep sob shudders out of me.

Henry clasps his hands around my arms to steady me. The solid press of him is grounding.

“I thought he was going to make me jump, too. The whole time I stood there—maybe twenty minutes, my legs trembling with the effort of balancing while I sobbed, looking down at Aidia’s body. All I wanted was for him to make me jump, too.”

The memory of blood on the white stone, of the dread in my body mixed with shock and grief, is as real now as it was then.

“And then he did.”

Henry goes unnaturally still. “How are you⁠—”

I nod to the tree and bushes beneath the balcony. “I’m blessed by the Divine of Fortune. I suppose Harvain’s purpose for me wasn’t finished yet. By his grace, my dress snagged two tree branches on the way down, so I only fell a story. The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was Aidia’s bloody body.”

I meet Henry’s eyes and a sob rattles through me. “She turned my scars into stars and now she’s gone.”

My body bows under the sorrow of the secret truth I’ve held alone for far too long. My knees give out. But this time, when I fall, Henry catches me.
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HENRY


Ihave died many times, but I’ve never felt pain like I do now.

When Holly passed, I felt responsible, but I can’t imagine carrying this burden as Harlow does. I cannot fathom her grief, even as I can feel it swirling around her. I sweep her into my arms and walk back to sit on the bench.

With this one heartbreaking confession, every single thing about Harlow suddenly makes sense—the brutal, unforgiving violence toward abusers, the single-minded rage focused on Rafe Mattingly, and the barely veiled contempt for her parents.

I’ve lived my life on the edge of boiling over, but this kind of wrath feels cleansing, holy. I want to bathe the world in Rafe Mattingly’s blood—present Harlow his head like some macabre centerpiece.

When Kellan showed me Aidia’s grave last night, I was so angry at Harlow for using my own heartbreak against me. I felt like a fool, and I was stunned by her cruelty. But this is unimaginable.

I blame myself for Holly’s death in a relational way, but Harlow is so traumatized by her forced responsibility that she made herself forget it even happened.

I think of her in her rain-soaked nightgown, sleepwalking on the balcony railing, and it all makes so much sense now.

When I saw her scar and then again when I raised my hand in the boarding house and she flinched, I knew there was more to her. I wanted to know then, but I knew better than to outright ask another survivor where their fear came from.

She is more than a knife. More than a pawn to be played in someone else’s scheme for vengeance. Beneath the prickly exterior, Harlow is wounded in the most horrifying, humanizing way.

She blinks away the tears and meets my gaze, and her fear hits me in a wave. “Am I mad?”

Her voice is so small. This version of her is so incongruent with the woman who has been trying to find a creative way to kill me for weeks.

I shake my head, sliding my hands up to cup her face. “Love is a kind of madness, but you’re no more mad than the rest of us. You’re just heartbroken. Losing a sister is like being cut in two. If you can’t heal the fracture, it stays with you and it messes with your mind.”

I try to settle her by stroking her jaw with my thumbs, but she’s too agitated to sit still. In all the times I’ve spent with her, there have been so few moments where I could use my influence on her, and now her impenetrable defense makes so much more sense. The more emotionally closed off a person is, the less malleable they are to Polm’s blessing. Now she’s full of hooks and frayed ends. I could easily soothe her, but I think that she’s been soothing herself too long. Everything is too pent up, and it needs to come out.

“Grief is a strange thing,” I say. “I can’t tell you how many times I thought I saw Holly in a crowd.”

She shakes her head, her eyes manic. “But have you had full conversations with her? Have you sworn you could feel her hand in your hair? Have you been certain? Or did you immediately remember that she was gone?”

“You’re not mad,” I assure her.

“The well is making my father mad,” she says. “It’s not just not healing and revitalizing. It’s making him more volatile. I have been in those waters. What if I’m mad too?”

It was obvious that there was something she wasn’t saying before, but I’m thrown by this admission.

“Do you think he wants the Mountain Well?”

She throws her hands up and paces across the white stone. “I can’t begin to know his motivations, Henry. He’s going mad. I have only survived this long by knowing how to read him in the moment.”

I stand and grip her shoulders to steady her, and she blinks up at me with tear-stained cheeks. “Let’s worry about one thing at a time. Let’s get you out of here and we can skip dinner⁠—”

“What happened when you died?”

Her question knocks the wind out of me. Last time, I’d assumed it was meant to throw me, but now I can see it’s a question born of fear and grief. I want to find Rafe Mattingly and kill him in the slowest, most painful way possible. I’m suddenly glad I’m well-versed in dying. It’s given me a great inventory to pull from.

“That night when I fell in with the Breeder, I wasn’t asking you that to annoy you,” she says softly. “I think some subconscious part of me was asking because I wonder where I sent her. I think maybe part of me died that day, too.”

I’ve spent the last ten years trying to forget everything about my many deaths, just for the sake of my sanity. For the first time, I wish I could remember something that might bring her comfort.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember. It was just pain, darkness, then pain and light and I was back.” I take a deep breath and shake my head. “I’m so sorry that he did that to you. He’ll never do it again.”

She looks over her shoulder, like Rafe might be waiting there for her. “You don’t understand—he could control you. He could make you do the same thing. You have no idea how it feels.” Fresh tears stream down her cheeks. I hate seeing this brave woman scared out of her mind.

“Harlow, I’ll be damned if I let him control me, and he can’t kill me.”

She searches my face. “Because of⁠—”

“Yes, because of what I am. Because my parents have thought of the many ways that people could use their Divine blessings to harm me. Because, despite what Carter said to you that night in the holding cells, he compelled me to kill myself. Unlike other methods of death, it seems when I meet one magical end, that magic can’t be used on me again.”

Harlow trembles—a mixture of fear and sorrow coming off of her in waves. “I’m so sorry.”

I squeeze her shoulder. “The difference was consent, Harlow. I asked him to do that as a favor to my parents, who were sick with grief. Rafe took something from you.”

She wipes her eyes and extricates herself from my grip. “I need to move. I can’t think clearly here.”

The wind stirs her hair as she glances at the memorial and turns back toward the patio.

There are so many more questions pressing at my mind, but I’m afraid to ask. I rush to catch up with her, afraid to say anything else until we’re out of her parents’ domain. They’re out all day at various gatherings at the high houses, but they will be back in a few hours and they’re expecting us to have dinner with them. All I want to do is get her as far from here as possible.

We emerge from the garden, and Harlow walks across the patio and rips the back door open. It slams against the wall with a loud bang, but she just storms inside.

I can barely keep up with her as she turns down hallways until we finally end up in what looks like a study. There’s a large, ornately carved fireplace with a roaring fire and a painting of Harrick and Liza hanging above it. On the far side of the room, the faint glow of sunstones on the side patio casts shadows over a large wooden desk topped with crystal water glasses, a glass lantern, a stack of ledgers, and several unopened letters. Beside the deck is what looks like a three-dimensional model of the city. The gates are all marked, as are the fallback points for each quadrant.

Harlow paces back and forth. “I just needed one room that didn’t make me think of her. We never spent any time in here. It’s my father’s study.”

I stare at the painting of her parents. “Why didn’t your parents stop Rafe?”

I don’t mean to say it, but it slips out. I’m not even trying to drive a wedge between her and her family anymore. This is already above and beyond just some power struggle between our families.

“They weren’t home,” she says absently.

I frown. “They didn’t have guards who were tasked to protect you? Gaven?”

She pauses and cocks her head to the side, like she’s trying to remember. Slowly, the concentration on her face gives way to shock.

“Could he have compelled them and the guards?” I ask.

I have my suspicions, but I want Harlow to get there on her own. She’s already been through so much in these few short minutes, and I’m worried more hard truths will shatter the woman I thought unbreakable.

Harlow rubs the back of her neck. “I don’t think so. Rafe is powerful, but that would be a lot of people to overcome very quickly, and even so, Gaven was chosen because he had an immunity to Divine magic—” She blinks up at me with wild eyes as the revelation hits her. “He would have been immune to the compulsion.”

“Is he ever so far from you that he wouldn’t have realized Rafe was in the house?”

She shakes her head. “I think he was worried I would kill Rafe and start a war between our families, so he was always very aware of our interactions.” She presses a hand to her chest. “Gaven knew. He let it happen.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Does anything happen in this house your parents don’t allow? I have to imagine violence against one or both of their daughters could only happen if⁠—”

I fall silent at the recognition in her eyes.

“If they allowed it,” she whispers.

Her face morphs from wide-eyed shock to confusion, then is drawn down by grief, until it finally settles on anger. “How could they? Why would they? Aidia gave them access to Rafe—a way to keep tabs. Why would they give it up?” She rubs her temples. “Why would they let him hurt both of us?”

Her whole body is trembling, breaking under the weight of her rage.

“Tell me where it hurts. Tell me and I’ll take it away,” I say.

She tears across the study and shoves me so hard I hit the wall behind me. She glares up at me, her palms pressed to my scarred chest, her face a mix of fury and grief.

I know this feeling—the powerlessness, the anger clawing its way out. This is what I want from her. I need her to know this—that I am a safe place to be angry.

“You can’t,” she gasps.

“I have to try.”

Harlow presses a palm to her heart and tries to still her quaking body. “This is where it hurts,” she rasps. “I used to know how to endure. I could do it because Aidia did it too. But they gave her to that monster and now she is gone and it’s all my fault.”

The light has gone out of her eyes. She turns and shoves everything off her father’s desk. The fine set of crystal glasses and ornate lantern shatter on the floor. With a great heave, she flips the desk onto its side, then picks up the fireplace poker and starts to hit the mantel. Glass shards explode from the vases and expensive-looking statues placed there, and when the poker gets stuck in the portrait of her parents, she shreds it.

She starts to batter the desk, all the rage and hurt coming out in vicious swings of the iron poker.

“I will not be a good little soldier. I will not be a weapon. I will not be quiet. I will not be them!” Her voice is raw. Her rage is a life force.

She pounds a fist against her chest. “This is where it hurts. Here. And everywhere else and it will never stop.”

She turns and swipes the poker across the desk. It catches in the wood and slips from her hands, clattering on the floor.

The floor is covered in broken glass and the remnants of expensive, fragile things, but Harlow isn’t finished. She looks around the room, wildly searching for anything else to destroy.

I see the war in her. I see a monster who doesn’t want to spread the hurt around. Just like I see the woman who knows how easily she could tip over that edge and become the thing she fears.

If I don’t slow her down, she’s going to hurt herself, either on the shards on the floor or the explosiveness of her anger. I grab her shoulder, and she spins on me with her fist raised in the air.

She stills, looking at her hand like she’s surprised.

Slowly, I reach up and take her fist in my hand. She lets me take it, but when I thread my fingers through hers, she grips tightly.

She squeezes until my bones creak, like she wants to press her pain into me—like violence is the only language that will make me understand. And I want to take it. I want to drink down all that poison if it will keep her from feeling like she’s dying.

Finally, she looks up at me. Her beautiful face is streaked with tears, her hair wild and half-undone, one shoulder of her dress ripped. She looks savage and so beautiful.

“You win,” she rasps. “I hate them.”

Guilt unravels in my stomach. I want to say that isn’t what I wanted—or that why I wanted it has changed. I wanted to use her anger against them, but knowing how they’ve wronged her now, I want them to suffer not just for what my family has endured, but for what Harlow has survived and lost.

Something tugs free at the center of me, like a hook behind my sternum, like a skip in the rhythm of my heart. I squeeze my eyes closed and press a hand to the strange ache. When I open my eyes again, the world is blurry, then bright.

I blink rapidly to focus, and when my vision snaps into place, it’s on Harlow’s eyes.

Harlow’s dark violet eyes.

I stumble back a step. The first color I’ve seen in ten years is the bold violet of Harlow’s eyes, and they are stunning.

In black and white, my wife is striking, but in full color, she is devastating—so angry and fiercely alive, it’s breathtaking. The flush of her cheeks, the red of her lips, the emerald of her dress. I never realized how much I missed color until I see all the colors of her.

Harlow Carrenwell is beautiful. And I’m in love with her.

No, no, no. This is not the time. When I claimed her, it was just a raw animal wanting. It was just the blessing and a need to feel like I could in some way tame her, but she was not supposed to stay mine. This is not how this plays out.

I keep blinking, trying to get the color to go away, but it just gets brighter and more vibrant.

“What?” she asks.

I’ve been staring at her for too long. The confession is on the tip of my tongue, but I have never loved someone like this. I didn’t know I had this in me—not once I came back to life the first time, and certainly not after the many subsequent times. I don’t know how to translate something so shocking into words.

“I see you.”

She frowns, and I tilt her chin up and kiss her. Finally, the tension in her body starts to melt away, and for one moment, she is mine.

The sound of voices and footsteps down the hallway startles us apart.

I glance at the destruction in the room. “We should get out.”

Harlow holds up a hand. “We can’t. Your plan was to overthrow them, right?”

It’s jarring to hear her say it so plainly. “Yes.”

“Then we can’t leave now or they’ll think there’s a break-in, and that means extra security. It will be impossible to get to them. You leave. I will play madwoman.”

“I’m not leaving you with them,” I say.

Harlow crosses her arms. “You are.”

“What if they lock you up?” I ask.

“They won’t.”

“Why?”

“Because they need me for the Dawn and they won’t risk upsetting you when you’re their witness. That said, they can’t know that you’re aware of the madness. So you really need to go.” She points to the window.

I want to argue. It goes against everything in me to leave her here after the day she’s had, but I know she’s right.

Just once, I’d like to be selfish and not think about the bigger picture. But it’s not just my people at stake. It’s hers, too.

“Do you think Kellan knew?” I ask.

“I intend to find out. Don’t count on me coming back to the boarding house until after dinner tonight.”

I take a step toward her. “I should be there.”

She shakes her head. “No. They will never be as open if you’re there. This is something I need to do on my own, but I swear you can help with Rafe. I’ll meet you back in our room for the Descent.”

The footsteps in the hall grow louder, and she darts across the study and locks the door. I climb out the window, thanking the Divine we’re on the first story.

She crosses the distance between us and leans out the window. Her face softens, and she clicks her tongue. “Don’t look at me like that, my wolf.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re forgetting to hate me?”

“I could never forget,” I say. But it’s a lie.

It has been long forgotten. That’s why I can see the pink flush of her cheeks and the violet of her eyes.

Bleeding woods, no wonder Carter wouldn’t shut up about her eyes. I can’t stop staring at them.

A fist pounds on the door, and she nods toward the path behind me.

“Now go before they send people around the outside. And don’t be seen,” she says.

I turn and force myself to walk away when what I really want is to throw her over my shoulder and bring her with me. It’s tempting, but if I rob her of this chance to find out the truth, if I risk my own shot at vengeance, I would never forgive myself.

I take one last look back at my wife. She stands in the window, watching me retreat with the fire poker braced over her shoulder and her bright red lips twisted into a smirk.

I can’t believe I’ve done the one thing I thought impossible. I fell in love with my wife.
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HARLOW


My parents are relaxed when they enter the dining room. My father has a whiskey in his hand and my mother sips her wine. I almost prefer this unassuming version of them. It’s good to know their guards are down.

If I had the gift of distance, I would think they make a handsome couple. My mother with her raven hair twisted away from her face and fastened into a chignon at the nape of her neck, balanced out by my father’s swiftly graying hair that’s combed into neat waves. Her pale silver dress glimmering in the candlelight, playing off the shimmering charcoal of the vest my father wears under his jacket.

Up close, I can clearly see the ugliness. The hungry look in their eyes and the cruelty in their smiles.

“Did you hear what Mary Varyss said about Rafe? That he’s a traitor to the living? And that group of unblessed protesting outside the North Hold gates—it’s already spreading like wildfire,” my mother says as she takes her seat and notices that Henry isn’t beside me. “Where is that husband of yours? I don’t know how he did it, but he must have said the perfect thing last night, and now the rumors about Rafe are everywhere.”

Just hearing his name makes my blood boil, but Rafe is a problem for tomorrow. Today I have more pressing things to deal with.

“Henry had something to attend to this evening, but I invited Kellan,” I say. “I know he’s so busy with the festival, but I’m hopeful he can make the time. Family is so important, don’t you think?”

My mother frowns, clearly noting my sarcasm, while my father rings the bell beside him to signal the servants.

A moment later, the dining room door swings open and the servants bring in the soup, placing a bowl in front of each of us and a cover over a fourth plate at the seat beside me.

I watch them hustle away, whispering excitedly to each other, but my parents don’t notice. They never pay attention to the unblessed servants because they think it’s beneath them to acknowledge the help. If they did, they might wonder why the servants were so excited. They might ask and discover that with Able out for the evening, and just the three of us here for dinner, I offered to bring out the rest of the staged dinner courses so the servants could enjoy the festival for once.

They were all too happy to have a night off.

I take a few spoonfuls of the soup and lean back in my chair to watch my parents eat. This hearty beef stew is my father’s favorite, and he shovels it into his mouth like he hasn’t eaten all day.

It’s so ordinary—the three of us here having dinner, the room lit by the fireplace and the shimmering glow of the glass chandelier overhead. I have sat at this table so many times before, but tonight it feels different.

“What do you have for us?” he asks, stirring his soup. “And where is Gaven?”

“Gaven is dead.”

Both of my parents freeze.

“How?” my father asks.

“A blade to the chest. Some political opponent of the Havenwoods.”

My father’s dark purple eyes light with interest. “Stefan Laurence?”

I should not be shocked by anything at this point, but somehow I am. “So you already knew what was happening at the fort?”

“Yes,” he says. “We’ve known for a few years that they were back up and running and the Laurence family shares our vision.”

“And yet you still took the risk of sending me there when you had someone powerful in place? You let me marry a man who hates our family, fuck him in front of all their high houses, and subject myself to the very real danger beyond our city walls for what, exactly?”

My father sighs and looks at the ceiling as if I’m a petulant teenager. “Harlow, at your age I shouldn’t need to tell you that we all have made sacrifices for this family.”

“Have we? Which sacrifices have you made?” In order to have something to lose, he would need to care about something, but the only thing he cares about is his power. That’s why he’s lied and killed to keep it.

“I sacrifice daily with my strength and magic. You think it’s easy to channel enough power to light miles of the wall every night?” he snaps.

My anger rises and I don’t bother to hide it in my pulsing aura. The golden light presses wide, and it feels good not to smother it.

After my revelation in the garden this afternoon, everything inside that had been bound for the past six months came unclenched. I was flooded with memories of the time after Aidia died. What had been a blank spot in my brain, a gray blur of days with nothing specific for months, is now filled in with horrifying color.

The first memory was unmitigated agony. I couldn’t even feel the extent of my emotional pain because my body was so broken afterward. It took days and hours of work by healers to recover, but I did. I saw hazy visions of Kellan sitting in the chair beside my bed, of my mother speaking with the healers in the doorway. It wasn’t until my father came to see me that I roused myself for war.

For weeks, I made myself into a force of nature, raged against the world, my parents, the Divine. I wanted to be a great, thundering tempest, but when the fog lifted from my eyes, I saw I was just a passing shower. I have no bluster. I only have grief and this sickness in my mind that won’t let me release it.

It occurred to me as I continued to destroy my father’s study with a fire poker—as I poisoned the guards who came to check on the destruction, as I tried to piece my world back together without my sister in it—that the only way to heal is to cut out the infection.

“That was not the deal we made,” I say, stirring my spoon in my bowl. “You said you would keep me informed. I said I would do this last thing and then I was done. That I would ask for something and you wouldn’t argue, that I would be given whatever it was.”

My father barks out a cold laugh. “You’re my daughter. You cannot possibly think I wouldn’t have a purpose for you.”

It always comes back to how I can be used.

When I was younger, I saw the way they looked at me when I did something they wanted, and I made the mistake of confusing need with love. If I could not have love, at least I could have their respect.

But trusting me to be their weapon and complimenting me for killing for them was not the same as love. No matter how I tried to shrink my wanting down to a size their scant affection could fill, they had nothing to offer.

I clung to Aidia because she was the last thread of love that stitched me to humanity. Without her, I could so easily be just like them, not caring about the collateral damage of my actions, happily using genuine affection to manipulate people.

Instead, I have taken their lessons to heart, and I used them to right the wrongs I could in our community.

I’ve learned from the best. My parents can be as dark and dreaded as they want. I will find a way to be more monstrous.

Now I understand that I can love my parents and still wish they had the ability to be better. Now I will love myself more by not giving them the chance to meet that potential.

My father wipes the corner of his mouth with his napkin. “Before the opportunity to marry you off to the Havenwood heir presented itself, we were in talks with Rafe.”

My mouth falls open.

“Well, he had to be dealt with,” my father says matter-of-factly. “But now that we have that so well in hand, I think we can consider other options.”

I turn my gaze on my mother. “Why do you continue to let him abuse us? What is worth spending your children like this?” I break down into bitter laughter. “I used to wonder how you lived with yourself while you listened to him beat us when we were so young.”

She frowns, and her usually flawless face shows its age for once. Six months must be the range on Aidia’s glamours.

My mother regards me with total confusion. “What are you talking about? What beatings?”

“The whippings, the torture to make us master our magic,” I say. “Will you pretend like you didn’t know what was going on in your own house? You watched him take us down to the Cove. You were our mother. You were supposed to protect us.”

These words are born of fury—a hurt so deep that I’ve never had the will to cast it out of my body.

I think of all the times I lay one cheek on the cold bathroom floor, the lacerations on my back burning with every subtle movement as I waited for my mother’s familiar gait coming down the hallway. I think of the way it always shocked me how it became easier not to cry the longer I waited. I thought it would be the opposite, but her neglect didn’t make me weak. It galvanized my will. It forced me to think.

It was only ever Aidia with her body weighed down by guilt who would find me, blow out an angry sigh, and go to work, her deft fingers mending what our father ruined with skill that a child should never have needed to master. I can hear her voice in my ear still. Poultice first for the infection. Then we will take you to the well in the morning.

My mother rolls her eyes. “You have always been so sensitive.”

“Sensitive?” My lips burn with poison and my aura is so wide, it scrapes the ceiling and the walls of the room. Thirty years of anger bubble up at once. I thought that I had worked some things out this afternoon, but it seems there is much more to tend to.

“Certainly your father was the disciplinarian,” my mother says in a soft, placating tone. “But that’s the job of every father—to ensure his children learn respect. Besides, he was trying to ensure you could wield your magic at will. How else would you have learned to protect yourself when you were so stubborn and willful?”

My father lifts a conciliating hand. “Harlow is right. There was a time or two when it got out of hand. I’m sorry for that. But can we get back to the task at hand and put an end to this drama?”

My mother’s eyes widen in shock for a moment before she immediately settles back into her usual upright posture and faint smile.

She takes a few more spoonfuls of soup.

“Mom—” My voice is so quiet, but she flinches as if I’m shouting. I have not called her that in years—not since the first time I screamed it and she didn’t come for me.

Her silence now is an echo of a thousand other silences—agonized quiet where I waited for her to speak up, to stop him, and she did nothing but turn away. Later, it would be as if it never happened, as if my back weren’t blistered, as if she’d never heard me screaming, as if she had no idea what had changed in our dynamic.

She balked at the rift between us—I was difficult and moody. I was sensitive. Acknowledging my pain meant owning her failure to prevent it—and that was something she’d never do. If she did, she’d be forced to go back through her other eight children and see the same mistake repeated—she’d have to look at their madness and feel culpable.

“Well,” she says, smoothing her hand down her dress, like she can shake off her guilt. “I thought you were just being dramatic. You and Aidia were always like that. I wish I had known that you needed me to step between you and your father.”

Her words leave me breathless.

I was seven years old, and I knew. That’s what mothers do. That’s what my clients who frantically hire me to kill their abusive husbands are doing. That’s what we understand to be the primal biological instinct of a mother—to stand between their child and danger.

I press on, fueled purely by my anger. “How could you know when you were too busy making yourself scarce when we were dragged down to the Cove?”

She looks straight through me, to the glass windows behind my head.

“Answer me this, Mother. If it were anyone else in the world hurting us, would there have been a question of if you should intervene and protect your children from a monster?”

Finally, she meets my eye, and I see it plainly. She is not strong enough to face what I have. Even when confronted with the truth, I cannot force her to see it because as long as she doesn’t, she’ll stay comfortable.

I resent that my very survival required that I understand my parents, but they have never once tried to understand me. This gives them a convenient way to be dismissive of everything I feel as an overreaction. It places all of the burden of managing our relationship on me. It means that they get to roll their eyes and act like I’m dramatic and ungrateful.

My hyper-awareness to keep myself and Aidia safe developed an under-awareness in them. If they could trace it back, they would find these same themes in our relationship. But if they did that, it would mean facing down the unimaginable pain they’ve caused using their children’s labor to secure their own comfort.

Everything I have done and everything I am is in spite of them, and yet, they will take the credit.

I can’t believe how my mother’s mind has written over reality with a narrative that makes her blameless. An ache swells in my chest. Her abandonment in the only moments I needed her always hurt, but this is different. She is trying to put ownership back on me, but even at such a young age, I knew the difference between simple discipline and abuse. There was no way to mitigate my father’s violence. No matter how Aidia and I tried for perfection, we could not behave our way around his moods, could not tiptoe past his rage or appeal to his madness. We were the only place for him to exorcise his demons.

Deep down, a kind part of me knows that my father likely endured similar violence at my grandfather’s hands, and while that explains why he thinks violence is a solution, it does not excuse him from understanding the cost.

I do not want to be another Carrenwell passing pain down the family tree. I don’t want my nieces and nephews to inherit this horror.

One way or another, this madness must end with me.

My anger is too big, the hurt too severe, and there’s nothing that can scrape me out from beneath the weight of them.

“You’re getting worked up over nothing,” my father says. “I told you. Rafe’s time is up as a powerful figure of this community. You’ll be much more valuable married to Stefan Laurence when he takes over Mountain Haven.”

I laugh. “That isn’t going to happen.”

My father narrows his eyes at me. “This isn’t really up to you. If the Laurences approve, it will be done, and it will give those savages some continuity.”

“That man is vile, but I don’t mean it’s not going to happen because I’m already married,” I say. “And Henry isn’t going to die—at least not for a very long time.”

My father balks and stuffs a piece of stew-soaked roll in his mouth. “There are more methods than poison. Even a powerful brute of a man like that can die, Harlow.”

I meet my father’s gaze and smile. “Henry is Deathless.”

My mother frowns in confusion, but my father goes still. He knows what that means.

“Funny thing about the Deathless,” I continue. “When I went looking in our library earlier, I couldn’t find anything about them. Pages were missing from our mythology books. In fact, the entire mythology section of the library was strangely empty. And when I recalled my lessons and the stories through town, I only ever remember hearing Stellaria’s hunter referred to as the first Drained. Never once did I hear the word Deathless.” I take a sip of my wine and lick my lips. “It got me wondering why someone might want to bury the fact that the Drained didn’t start off corrupted—that they tried to steal too much power.”

He lifts his hands to point at me, but I note that the movement is sluggish. “You unite a people with a common enemy and they stay united. You tell them that there’s more power to be gained and they will claim it.”

I cock my head to the side. “Instead of you getting it.” I click my tongue. “I can only imagine how disappointed you are to hear that your plan won’t work out. You sacrificed Mountain Haven to the first Breeders for nothing.”

“I made a choice to save this city!” Spittle flies out of his mouth and lands on the table.

“Calm down. You’re being so dramatic,” I taunt. “You also let the Breeders into North Hold to steal those women. I’m guessing you thought the people would blame Rafe for his failure to secure them. You must have been so disappointed when that backfired.”

He slaps his hand on the table. “You can’t comprehend the hard choices that I’ve made. You think you’re so much better than us!”

I lean back in my chair and wave my hand in dismissal. “Divine deliver us. I don’t think I’m better than you. I’m just no longer afraid I can’t survive you.”

He tries to lift his glass, and it clatters to the table, spilling dregs of the amber liquid across the dark wood tabletop.

Both of my parents struggle helplessly in their seats, and I watch the recognition dawn in their eyes. My father reaches for the bell to ring the servants, but he’s slow and clumsy and he just knocks it onto the floor with a loud clang.

I fake a pout. “It’s no matter anyway. The staff have all left for the evening to enjoy the festival. Or did you not notice they didn’t return to refill your cups?”

“What the fuck did you do?” My father’s body is slow, but his words are only a little bit slurred.

“I was always curious if you two would see me as enough of a threat that you’d condition yourselves to poisons.” I lean forward on my elbow and push my bottom lip out farther. “I’m a little offended that you didn’t. But the good news is that I learned about Stellarium Blossoms while I was in Mountain Haven. I never knew they had a paralytic effect.”

They both begin to struggle harder.

“Want to know something fun I’ve never told you about my magic?” I ask. “I can help direct what the poisons do. Isn’t that interesting? I can direct it to prevent your magic, legs, and arms from working so that you can still breathe, but you’ll remain a captive audience.” I take a long sip of my wine and watch them both struggle to summon their magic. “Oh, silly me. I also channeled some Polm’s Opus. It allows me to influence you. I just don’t want you to use your power—at least not right now.”

Some dark part of me enjoys watching them struggle in earnest.

“How can you be so disloyal?” my father barks.

“You dare to speak to me about loyalty?” My laughter crackles, brittle. “The only person I have been disloyal to is myself. I have lied and fought and fucked for this family, and I still lost the only one of you who actually cared about me. I owe you nothing.”

I keep waiting to reach the bottom of my anger, but it only grows. I thought that this would be enough, but I still feel a cavernous emptiness in my chest. Making them suffer won’t bring Aidia back, and it won’t heal the parts of me still haunted by their violence, but I hoped at least in this moment that I would feel some sense of satisfaction.

The dining room door flies open and slams into the wall. Kellan rushes into the room.

“There’s my favorite brother.” I pat the seat next to me and smile. “Perfect timing. I was worried your soup would get cold.”
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Kellan eyes me skeptically, his body coiled in tension as he looks at the scene before him. “Why is the house empty?”

“I gave the staff the night off to enjoy the festival, but don’t worry. They’ve laid out all the courses.” I pat the seat beside me again. “Sit.”

He rounds the table slowly, clearly aware that something is wrong but still not sure what.

“We were just discussing how our father had plans to marry me off to Rafe before he found a way to get rid of him,” I say, sipping my wine.

Kellan looks warily from me to our parents.

I shove the spoon into his hand and remove the cover from his bowl. Steam wafts up from the beautiful, delicate bowl, but Kellan just stares at it.

“Now, where was I?” I ask my father. “Oh, that’s right. I was going to ask you why you allowed Rafe to make me kill my sister.”

“That was months ago,” my father slurs.

I bark a loud laugh. “So, naturally, I should be fine with it by now?”

“He wasn’t supposed to make you jump—either of you,” my father says. “He was just supposed to scare you straight, so you would stop interfering in their relationship.”

I throw my soup across the table. It crashes into his chest and spills down his front. “I was checking on my sister, who was regularly being beaten bloody.”

My father looks to Kellan. “Do something.”

My brother remains seated, stirring his spoon around the bowl as he watches me. “I think we should hear her out.”

“I thought about it a lot,” I say. “Aidy and I were out there on that balcony for a long time. You didn’t interfere even though you know enough about this city to have every child with holy fire killed and to give women to the Breeders. Even though there is nothing in Lunameade that happens without your saying so—you allowed a man to throw both of your daughters off of a balcony in your own house after he made them nearly beat each other to death.”

“It was a warning,” my mother mumbles.

I throw my half-empty glass of wine at her, and it slams into her chest. The glass cracks and red wine seeps into her silver gown. “It was a fucking execution, and you did nothing. Not during. Not after. You think you’re powerful, but you let your greatest rival march into your home and kill one of your daughters, maim the other, and go unpunished.”

“What would you have us do? You know how popular he is.” Spittle flies out of my father’s mouth when he speaks. His aura is vibrant blue, but he still can’t summon his magic without me letting him.

I shake my head. “Ah, so that’s the problem. You only know how to punch down. Just answer me this—did you make Gaven stand down?”

As soon as I ask, I realize I’m afraid of the answer, or maybe I already know what it is and I’m afraid of the confirmation.

“Gaven is a practical man who always understood how easily he could be replaced. He cared enough to stay.” My father takes a labored breath. “Of course, I doubt he would have let it go on if he’d realized how far Rafe would take it. It wasn’t sanctioned for either of you.” His speech garbles. I have to move this along soon on the off-chance I used too much Stellarium Blossom.

I lean on my elbow and turn to face Kellan head-on. “Kel, I’m going to need your help with something. I thought it would be nice to test whether our parents really didn’t know that what they were doing is wrong. I thought we could give them a taste of their own medicine, but I’ll need your help.”

His gaze darts from my parents to me.

“I want you to make them whip each other and use their magic on each other,” I say. “Let’s see how they like being compelled to hurt someone else. I would say someone they love, but they both only love themselves, so this is the best I can do.”

I walk to the cabinet on the side wall and retrieve the switch I tucked there before our meal.

My mother stares at me in horror.

“Kellan, this is madness. Throw her in the Cove right now,” my father snaps.

I click my tongue. “Oh, Father, you look nervous. Are you afraid that you’ve made him your son? That he will do as you’ve done and stand by and do nothing while his family is hurt?” I turn to Kellan. “What do you think, Kel? Are you his son, or are you my brother?”

He casts one last look at our parents and snatches the switch from my hand. I brace myself because I want to believe in him, but my faith is at an all-time low.

But he rounds the table, and it’s not until my father rises from his chair that I realize Kellan already had his hooks in them.

Kellan stands behind them as my father pulls his shirt off and bends over the table as my mother unbuttons the back of her dress.

Kellan hands our mother the switch. She holds it awkwardly at first.

“Whip him,” I say.

She hesitates a moment, but then Kellan must nudge her because she brings the switch down so sharply and suddenly that I think she must have only been pretending that she didn’t know how to use it.

“Harder,” I say.

My mother brings the switch down with a deafening crack. I thought it would take more convincing, but perhaps she has her own score to settle with him.

“Again.”

I make her do it over and over, harder and harder, until she’s wheezing with the effort of breathing through the competing poisons.

“Your turn,” I say with a grin.

Kellan makes her bend over the table so the top of her dress gaps.

My father stands with great effort. His agony is clear on his face, in his sweat-soaked hairline, and in the blood spatter all over his chair’s upholstery and the table.

Kellan places the switch in his hand. A second later, it cracks against my mother’s back. When she cries out, I feel nothing but relief.

“Harder,” I say. And the cycle starts again.

I’m divided, both viscerally aware of what’s happening as I make them torture each other and oddly disconnected. I can’t fully replicate what I’ve suffered because they don’t love each other the way I loved Aidia. But it’s enough to know that they will understand some part of my pain, even if they have both been too powerful for too long to ever understand true fear and dread.

“That’s enough, Low.” Kellan’s voice cuts through the detached fog of my mind.

I’ve lost track of time. Of how many times I’ve had them beat each other before I moved on to making them burn and electrify each other with their magic. The room smells like blood and burnt hair and flesh, and my parents are crumpled into their chairs, gasping for air.

“It could never be enough,” I snap. But I know what he means. They are dying, and I need to be the one to deliver the killing blow.

I round the table and lean down to be at my father’s level. “Hi, Dad.”

“I will end you for this, you ungrateful little bitch,” he growls.

I look directly into his violet eyes. “All these years and you still haven’t learned. You’ve never stopped trying to break me. But I do not break. I am the breaker.”

I hold up my hand and summon poison to my fingers. Asher’s Anthem—a poison root that grows in damp, shady areas. It kills quickly, but painfully.

My father watches with shocked realization as I cup his face in my dark purple, poison-laced hands and pour all of my rotten hatred into him.

His eyes grow wider and wider as he feels it hit his system.

I make him meet my gaze as he chokes. “I hope Asher never receives your soul. I hope you cannot cross the veil. I hope you’re forever lost and lonely and have an eternity to live with the pain you have caused so that you could feel important. I’ll make sure you are not a villain in this story. I will make sure you are nothing at all so that you are forgotten.”

When his body spasms, I release him and let him crumble to the floor before approaching my mother. I bend down so that I’m at her level and cup her face in my hands. I swear to the Divine she’s aging before my eyes.

She mumbles for mercy, but she’s so vain that if she could see how she looks right now, she would want to die.

“I’ve not met every mother in Lunameade, but I still am certain you are the worst of them. After today, I will never think of you again, and my life and this city will be better without you in it. I hope that Asher does deliver you beyond the veil so that you have to acknowledge all your deeds and the harm you’ve done and stop being ignorant.”

“What will the Divine think of this?” she rasps as her body begins to spasm.

I give her a pitying look. “Oh, Mother. The Divine have always settled scores. To err is human. To avenge is Divine.”

I toss her to the side harder than I need to. When her body hits the floor, a muffled, pathetic yelp rips up her throat, and then she goes still.

I stare at my parents’ empty bodies. The tunnel key around my father’s neck glints in the candlelight.

“I was so close.” My voice sounds so small—so young. I’m talking to myself more than Kellan. “I was going to get her out. We always talked about escaping to somewhere beyond the mountain. It didn’t even matter where, as long as we had each other. I thought I still had time—that I could earn the key by betraying Henry, grab Aidia, and take the tunnel to freedom.”

I turn my attention back to my brother. “What good is the key without her?”

He doesn’t say anything, so I start toward the dining room door.

“Low,” Kellan says. “I will take care of the bodies. But what are you going to do about Able?”

I turn to face him. “Can we defend the walls with well water?”

He nods. “We could also temporarily seal off four of the gates to focus resources if necessary.”

“Did Able know what Rafe did?”

Kellan sighs. “Yes. He knew because he was heir, and Electra knew because she erased the memories of the guards and servants. And obviously I knew because I know everything. But the rest of the family doesn’t know what actually happened. They think she jumped. You know how they all were—afraid of our parents and baffled by Aidia’s resistance.” He looks down at the bowl in front of him. “Was mine poisoned too?”

I cock my head. “Did you let it all happen that day, like you let us be beaten for years?”

He stands so fast, his chair crashes to the floor behind him. “Divine dammit, Low! I was only two years older than Aidy. What did you want me to do?”

“You have a blessing from Polm. I wanted you to manipulate him!” I shout.

“My position only stayed as it is—I only stayed alive, Harlow, because he thought I was loyal to him!” Kellan’s voice is shrill. “I had to be strategic and pick my spots. It’s almost impossible for me to use my blessing on any of you without you seeing me do it. When exactly did you want me to risk manipulating him and becoming his next target?” He points at our mother’s bloody body. “Do you know what our mother said to me the day my blessing manifested?” he asks. “She saw my excitement and she said, ‘You better never disagree with your father or he will kill you.’ I have always had to be careful, and I have protected you in the moments I could—or did you think I really didn’t know you were the Poison Vixen?”

I lean my hands against the table, and the tension in my shoulders starts to unravel. “What gave me away?”

“I admit it took a bit. When everyone kept describing the suspect with different features, I thought it was a group of women. But then there was the timing of it. It all started when you finally began leaving your room again after Aidia died. And one night I ran into Gaven while he was out searching for you after hours.”

“Fucking Gaven blew my cover.” I shake my head, but I want to cry, both because I miss him and because I’m disappointed that he lived up to my expectations.

“I protected that secret because I swear to the Divine, if our parents had known, they would have drugged you every night like Able.” He looks down at his bowl. “Did you poison my soup, Low?”

I meet his lilac eyes. “Are you telling the truth? Were you the captain of the city watch, or were you my brother?”

“I was both, Low. You’re not the only one who loved her—who lost her. You’ve been hoarding it for months. You were alone with your grief and you left me alone with mine, too. I know you can’t understand now when you’re this angry, but that day changed everything for me.”

Kellan looks wrecked. I’ve never seen him look so devastated. I turn away to ease the burn of tears in my eyes.

I can’t shoulder his grief when my own is already too heavy.

“Did you know they were going to let Rafe do that?” I ask.

“No. If I had known, I would have been there, and there hasn’t been a day in the last six months that I haven’t woken up wishing I had been. Libby had—” His voice breaks, and I turn to look at him.

His eyes are glassy with unshed tears. “Libby had a feeling something was off that whole morning, but you know how her magic is. Harvain’s whims, as she likes to say. She doesn’t always know what the foresight feelings mean or what they pertain to. She couldn’t place it until right before it happened.”

He blows out a shuddering sigh and looks away. “Low, I ran. I got here as fast as I could, but I was too late. I found you in the bushes and I thought you were gone, too.”

It’s not his fault. I’ve always known deep down that he is as much a product of my father’s violence as Aidia and I are. There’s no way he escaped the things we bore. But my parents are dead, and this fury remains, and there is no one else to rage at.

I want to break things. I want somewhere else to channel my anger, but I know that he’s telling the truth. My sister-in-law has a blessing of foresight, but it’s a tricky kind of magic to understand. The lack of clarity makes me want to curse the Divine who blessed us both. How tragic to give you glimpses of the future but not allow you to save the people you love. How heartless to make you want affection but never allow you to kiss anyone without killing them.

It’s all just a cruel Divine joke. Maybe someday I’ll be able to laugh about it, but right now, true laughter seems a distant memory.

I stand and look into Kellan’s pleading eyes. This is the most emotion I’ve seen out of him since childhood, and I’m not ready to forgive him—or maybe I just don’t know how. Maybe I never will.

“Low—” His voice is a rasp. “Did you poison my soup?”

My hands shake, and I shudder out a ragged breath as I turn away from my brother. I walk to the dining room door and pause in the threshold.

I don’t look at him as I whisper, “I did what I thought would bring me peace.”
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Sitting on the boarding house window seat, I don’t feel a shred of guilt for what I’ve done. I feel more cleansed from my anger than I did from my bath.

Ever since my magic showed up twenty-five years ago, I’ve stuffed my rage down and allowed it to rot away at me.

Now that my violence is spent, and I’m alone in the quiet waiting for Henry to return to our room, all I feel is soul-deep sorrow.

Grief is not an absence. It’s a presence. I feel it in every silence, in every breath.

I’ve lived six months without the other half of my heart—so bereft that my mind fractured and summoned a world where she was still with me. Remembering is like losing her all over again.

I don’t know how to survive without this. Saving her has been my singular purpose—the last thread of hope I clung to for the last year. Without it, I’m nothing but a woman with a mind as shattered as her heart.

Killing my parents didn’t change the fact that I’ll never see Aidia’s face again. That I’ll never hear her say my name in the annoyed tone that used to make me feel triumphant. I’ll never fall asleep with her playing with my hair. And I’ll never see who she could have been living somewhere beyond the mountains, far from my parents’ control.

I’m not just mourning who she was. I’m mourning her potential. I wanted to get to know Aidia unburdened from the life that broke both of us.

And still, I know I’ll continue as I always have, putting one foot in front of the other.

To know you will always be okay alone should be comforting, but really, it’s just terribly lonely. I am so unbelievably weary.

The bedroom door swings open, and Henry walks in. He stills when he sees me, studies me for a long moment, but he does not ask me how I am. He locks the door and removes his jacket, tie, and vest.

“I can’t apologize enough for today. I grossly miscalculated and I’m sorry,” he says. He looks genuinely contrite.

“You didn’t know. How could you? I didn’t know,” I say.

He studies me for a long moment before he speaks. “It’s the shock when you realize you cannot quite picture their face perfectly, when you can’t remember the pitch of their laugh, when you see something beautiful and all you want is to run home and tell them all about it, but instead, you’re left to whisper it to the wind.”

I swallow thickly. “We spent our whole lives wanting to leave the city walls. Now she’s gone and I finally left and all I want to do is tell her about the way the stars look over the fort at night.” I don’t know what possessed me to share it. It’s just comforting that he knows what I mean.

He crosses the room and sits down on the window seat beside me. “Holly was an early riser. No matter how early I woke up, she always managed to beat me and she loved to gloat about it. She slipped a note under my door every morning. After the attack, we were stuck in the caves for a while, but when I was finally able to move back into my room after a year, I woke up every morning looking for it. It took me almost two years to stop. I still do it sometimes.” He rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Waking is the worst. For a few blessed moments, you don’t remember, and then you do and it’s like reliving it. I don’t blame you for seeing her everywhere. This world can be cruel. You were just trying to survive.”

I stare into his dark blue eyes. “I’m so tired and this is such a Divine-damned mess. I think I could lie down and sleep for a year.”

“Is your grief so gentle?” he whispers.

I clench my hands in my robe, afraid and exhilarated that he can see me so clearly.

“No,” I rasp. “It’s not. I am sick with rage. My grief is monstrous.”

He reaches out, tentative at first. When I don’t flinch, he tucks my hair behind my ear and cups my cheek. “What do you need, Harlow?”

I can’t remember the last time someone asked me that and meant it. I’ve been asked so infrequently, I’m unpracticed at even assessing my own needs.

The temptation to let go and fall into this—lose myself, my purpose, my desire for vengeance—is so strong. And all for what? Some good sex and sweet words. Men lie. It’s what they do.

It would be nice to trust him with this—with me—but I’ve never just had fun. I’ve always had to think about consequences.

Maybe I could this one time, as a treat for surviving this day and every other one that came before it.

I kiss my husband. Not to shut him up, or to try to kill him, or even to taunt him. I kiss him because I want to.

Henry tastes like whiskey and cherries and a hint of sugar, and it’s all I want to taste.

He wastes no time. He breaks the kiss for a moment, pulling me to my feet and then down to straddle his lap. Then, he kisses me again more urgently.

His fingers tangle in my hair, and he tilts my head back, and even though I have never kissed anyone else for longer than a second, I know it doesn’t get better than this.

I feel myself plunging into some deep dark water.

I’m afraid of the ways we are alike—Henry and I. It’s terrifying to be understood. He knows what it means to turn a grave into a home—to live inside this hollow like a hermit—to fumble in the dark, but still crawl out the other side of the pit and rise to demand blood for your blood. I’m afraid of the way he understands the empty places in me like halls he’s been haunting for years instead of weeks.

In the deepest, darkest corner of my heart, I have always wanted to be known. But now that he knows me, I want to run.

This is something uncharted. I stopped wanting to be understood so long ago—made myself into a tight bud that only Aidia could coax open. But the more Henry challenges me, the more I feel myself unfurling into something new and more natural.

This will end poorly. I’ll be forced back into the old version of myself, and it will feel like trying to squeeze back into skin I’ve shed.

I can’t forgive myself for the weakness of irrevocably changing.

I know the way Kellan scours the entire city to bring Libby a new book every week, then takes the children out for a full day so she has time to read it. I’ve watched the way Bea and Josie sit behind the counter at the end of the night, heads bent together as they laugh and kiss in the empty pub.

I’ve seen good examples of love, but I’ve never seen a good example of someone loving me.

Not like that. Until now.

For so long, I felt certain I wouldn’t recognize love even if it slapped me across the face. Then, I worried that was the only way I’d recognize it.

But now I see that love is not letting the person you care for be caught with their guard down. Love is someone who helps you put your armor on, who knows how and when to help you take it off.

I told myself I was trying to avenge Aidia’s hurts, but I think I was trying to remind myself how easy it was to become one of those women I protected. As long as I didn’t let someone close, I couldn’t become one of them.

Until now, men’s wanting has never been something that could sate me. It always felt a meal devoid of substance. No matter how much I consumed, it left me feeling empty.

For the first time, I feel how Henry’s desire could fill me up, scatter shadows from my aching hollows, and thaw my frozen heart. I see how staying could heal me as much as ruin me.

I’ll never forgive Henry for this. I can’t afford a weakness.

When I finally pull away, I’m breathless and shaking.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he whispers against my lips.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re forgetting to hate me.”

I can hardly breathe around the lump in my throat. Because I don’t hate him at all.

“I do hate you,” I rasp.

Henry tilts my chin up and brushes his lips to mine so gently. “No, lovely. I don’t think you do.” He kisses the corners of my mouth so tenderly. “It’s scary, isn’t it?”

“Scary?” I laugh bitterly. “Scary is too small a word. This is world-rending.”

I don’t want this. I want to toss the revelation in the nearest well and watch it get swept away in the current.

“Beautiful, wretched wife. You will be my undoing.”

That was always the plan, but I didn’t expect to wreck myself in the process.

He kisses me again, and I want my robe off. I want his shirt off. I want nothing between us.

Henry slides his hands under my ass. He lifts me as he stands, crosses the room, and sits down on the edge of the bed with me straddling his lap.

I unbutton his shirt as he yanks on the sash of my robe. There’s too much between us. I don’t want to talk or even think about how I feel. I just want him inside me.

But Henry doesn’t want to go fast. When I reach for the button on his pants, he grabs my hands.

“I will let you do a lot of things, Harlow, but rushing me when I’ve waited so long to take my time is not one of them.”

He twists to lay me on the bed beneath him. He kisses me slowly, his hands tenderly stroking my hair.

I don’t know why my heart is racing like this. We’re only kissing, but I can hardly breathe. He brushes his lips along my jaw and down my neck. His teeth skim down my neck, and I have never trusted someone like this—enough to bare my throat without a hint of hesitation—enough to be hurt beyond repair.

Some part of me is forever braced for pain. I keep waiting for the sharp slice of his teeth, but it never comes.

Henry places kisses along my collarbones and down the valley between my breasts. This is homage. It feels like he’s trying to make up for the lack of touch in my life. He cups my breasts, chasing each caress with his mouth.

So often, I’ve felt fractured between who I am and who I pretend to be. But this is the first time I feel whole again—with him touching me.

He works his way lower, down the lines of my stomach and over my hips. Then, he lowers himself to kneel on the floor, wraps his hands around my thighs, and yanks me to the edge of the bed.

The first brush of his tongue has me arching up off the mattress. I’m already so sensitive, every nerve in my body feels lit up.

It’s clear he was holding back before. With no audience, he is ravenous. Not like he’s trying to prove something to me, but more like he’s trying to prove something to himself. When I start to squirm, he pins my hips to the bed. He’s merciless, plunging his tongue in deep, sucking my clit into his mouth until my thighs are trembling and my hands are fisted in his hair and I’m so mindless with pleasure I can’t stop saying his name.

The climax breaks over me, and it feels like I’ve been cracked wide open. I don’t recognize the hoarse cry that escapes me. My aura is spread out wide, throwing off little golden sparks in all directions. I have never felt more out of control, and I like it.

I’ve always had an intimacy with pain—an awareness of the many ways that I could hurt. I never fathomed that my body could feel this good.

The trembling passes, and Henry draws away. He licks his lips as he stands and slides his pants off.

He’s gorgeous, bathed in nothing but candlelight that highlights the defined muscles of his torso and the deep lines of his stomach that seem to point directly to his thick cock. He strokes it lazily, his gaze raking over me, wet and spread wide for him at the edge of the bed.

“You are so beautiful.”

I slide back, and he prowls over me. He teases me, rubbing his cock against my sensitive clit until I whine.

Then he pushes into me agonizingly slowly. I want to grab his hips and pull him all the way in, but it feels so intense I can barely do anything but breathe.

He groans against my pulse, and I feel it everywhere. “Let me in.”

It’s different going slow. I’m more aware of every touch, how he’s stretching me to my limits. He draws back and then pushes deeper, and it takes my breath away.

“Henry,” I gasp.

He curses into the crook of my neck. “Fuck. Say it again.”

He pulls back and watches my face as he draws away and pushes in again, and I gasp his name again.

He drops his forehead to my shoulder and takes a shuddering breath. “Divine dammit, you take me so well.”

Henry hikes my left knee up and rolls his hips. The angle feels so good, my whole body clenches. I am helpless to everything he does, moving with him like we’re floating together in the same tide, and it feels so good to be in sync, to be able to kiss him and have him so close while he moves inside me.

He tweaks my left nipple, and I arch up off the bed.

“Bleeding woods, you’re so wet for me, Harlow.”

I don’t think I’ve ever been this wet in my life, and it’s all because he’s so close. Because he’s kissing me as he moves. Because one arm is hooked under my leg, his hand braced against the scar on my lower back, and the other is gripping my shoulder. I’ve never felt this close to someone else.

I’m exhilarated and about to tip over the edge. I can’t stop clenching.

He seems to feel it because his thrusts get more insistent. He pulls back and looks into my eyes with pure adoration.

I know what he does not say because it’s in every touch. Every brush of his lips. In the way he doesn’t bite me or allow me to turn this tenderness into fucking. I know by the raw look on his face that will be burned into my memory forever.

His heart is in his eyes when he looks at me. My climax hits hard. I grip his shoulders and moan as he continues to move in a perfect rhythm to draw it out. He murmurs soft praise into the shell of my ear, and I shiver.

When I can’t take any more and my feet are cramping, I push him onto his back and straddle his hips, sinking down on him in one swift motion. But Henry’s not content to lie back and take it. He sits up and pulls me close, and I want to fight it.

It’s so unnatural, and yet it’s all I want: skin on skin without fear that I’ll hurt him.

Every movement between us is so intuitive. He finds a rhythm with me immediately, his hands cupping my ass as I grind against him. He nips at my neck, and I’m already right back on the edge again.

“Yes, that’s it. Fuck, Harlow, you’re so good.” He kisses my shoulder, murmuring something incomprehensible into my skin.

I arch back and move faster and I’m so close. Henry’s bruising grip on my hips keeps me perfectly in sync. I meet his eyes, and I know how he feels right down to my bones.

In one searing moment I’m made and unmade, by this quiet, gentle, fleeting thing between us. When I look in his eyes, I’m no longer a Carrenwell or the Poison Vixen, or even Henry’s wife. I’m transformed into Harlow.

In that reflection, I see myself for the first time how I might have been. It hurts so much and the ecstasy is so bright and blaring that I have to close my eyes and breathe through the crush of it. He groans and shoves me all the way down on his cock as he shudders and finds his release.

“I love—” It slips out in some sort of brainless sex-drunk stupor. Mercifully, I catch myself mid-sentence.

He must read the panic in my eyes. “It doesn’t have to mean anything. We’re just pretending, right? It’s no big deal, Harlow.”

But I’m not pretending anymore, and it doesn’t feel like no big deal. It feels like he’s woken me up from years of dreaming and now I don’t know how to go back to sleep.

I’m panicked. Everything that opened up in my chest wants to lock down again. I want to flee.

But he holds me firm, one hand pressed to the back of my heart and the other pressed to my scar.

He kisses my temple. “Don’t run. Stay with me.”

My instinct to fight is much more practiced than the instinct to surrender. How dare he throw my whole life off course. It’s unforgivable to leave me stranded here with no path back to my old self. I feel rattled and raw, stumbling on drunken legs.

But I let him hold me. I lean my head on his shoulder and breathe in the cold mountain scent of him. Until my heart slows enough that I can flop onto the bed.

Henry lies down beside me. He whistles as he takes one last look at me before he pulls the blanket up over us.

“I wish you could understand how fucked I was the first time I saw you,” he says. “Divine damn me. You were so stunning. I couldn’t believe you let me sit at your table. And then when I walked into the contract signing the next morning and saw that it was you—that was when I knew how screwed I was.”

“Because you wanted to fuck me?”

He grins and kisses the tip of my nose. “So prickly. No, because you were as clever as you are beautiful…and I wanted to fuck you.”

“At least you’re honest.”

“Some of the time.”

He studies my face in the low light, and I pray to the Divine he doesn’t bring up my mortifying mid-fuck admission. I search for anything else to say.

“My parents have been working with Stefan, and their plan once they killed you was going to be to marry me off to him,” I blurt.

Henry’s eyebrows shoot up. “Another terrible idea on their part.”

“They have few ideas that aren’t.” I brush his damp hair back from his forehead. “Everything will change tomorrow. The rumors about Rafe are spreading. I know it must feel so unsatisfying for you to have this lie be the thing that brings him down, instead of the wrongs he’s actually done. But taking him out of power will only protect other women. If it wasn’t my sister, it would have been me, and if it wasn’t me, it would be someone else’s sister.”

He stares up at the ceiling.

“It doesn’t bring Aidia back, but it does make me feel a little bit better,” I say. “Killing him would probably make me feel most at peace.”

There’s recognition in Henry’s voice when he murmurs, “Because then you’ll know for sure he’s gone—that he can’t do it again.”

We lay there for a while in silence. He stares up at the ceiling, and I lie on my stomach, studying his profile.

“My parents are dead,” I whisper.

Henry goes so still, he’s not even breathing.

“I killed them.”

“How?”

“Slowly.”

I thought he’d be upset that I robbed him of his vengeance, but he just looks relieved.

“I guess you got what you wanted,” I say.

He lets out a surprised laugh. “Technically, I wanted to kill your father personally.”

“I’m sorry I stole that peace from you.” I mean those words.

He runs his fingers down my spine and over the bumpy topography of my scar. “Truth be told, I think you more than earned your own peace. What does that mean for South Hold?”

“Able is still alive, but⁠—”

Henry arches a brow. “But?”

“But he has to die too.”

Henry props himself on an elbow. “He does?”

“He knew what happened, and he’s also been friendly with Rafe in the past. He could be again. I don’t know who should be in charge. I just know who shouldn’t be,” I say.

Henry sighs. “And to think I believed I was the greatest threat to the Carrenwell family.” He brushes my hair to the side and kisses my shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to do that alone.”

“I didn’t. Technically. Kellan helped.”

His eyes widen slightly, but there’s no judgment on his face. He looks at me with resigned affection. “What about the rest of your siblings? How will they react?”

I run a hand over my face. Bleeding woods! I hadn’t given that a single thought. The rest of my siblings have always been distant figures, more scenery I observed than actual people. I knew them only enough to understand their motivations.

“I doubt any of my siblings will be all that broken up over our parents, and they largely lack the ambition to try to fill my parents’ shoes,” I say. “Electra, Carrianne, and Sophie have always been content to be out from under our parents’ roof with families of their own. Thomas has always been a little bit envious of Able being heir and Kellan being captain of the city watch. Frederick is clever, but I think he prefers being connected to power while not bearing the responsibility of being in charge. None of them have my parents’ desire for power—at least not in a general sense. I’m sure they’d all like to have power over certain things in their lives. They just lack that relentless hunger for more.”

Henry hums and traces a finger up the inside of my forearm. “Something has been bugging me. Why did you go along with this marriage?” he asks. “You’d already married once for them before.”

I think of how many nights I sat at dinner, staring at the key to my freedom hanging from the chain around my father’s neck, imagining choking him with it and escaping the city in the dead of night.

“Because my father had a tunnel made under the Drained Wood and I needed the key to it to get Aidia out,” I say.

Henry stares at me in mute shock.

“I could have taken her from Rafe, but there was nowhere in the city where we could have escaped our parents. Even if she used her blessing to disguise us, our family can see magic. We couldn’t hide from them.”

“If it was as simple as just getting a key, why not steal it?” Henry asks.

I blow out a breath. “Because my father keeps it on him at all times, and because it’s not as simple as just getting the key. My brother Frederick is blessed by Harvain with the good fortune to be able to manipulate natural elements. He is critical to expanding and mending the wall around the city, but what people don’t know is that his skill goes well beyond stone. Twelve years ago, when travel through the Drained Wood started to become less frequent and more dangerous, my father started planning. He knew we’d need another way to bring resources in and out of the city. So he asked Frederick to start working on a tunnel.”

Henry listens intently, but his aura is swirling and I can tell he’s angry.

“Originally, he planned to burrow to Mountain Haven, and then from there through the mountain pass,” I say. “He wanted a way to ensure that we could get beyond the reach of the Drained. Every trader who came to Lunameade over the years talked about how the Drained never go beyond the mountain pass. It was meant to be a way out.”

Henry props himself up on an elbow and takes my hand in his.

“I only have assumptions because he’s not transparent, but our people were so scared when the fort fell,” I continue. “They’d never been so willing to sacrifice and come together, or so eager for his leadership. I think he realized that if he gave people a way out, he would lose control of them. He’d be giving up his political power, and if he went with them, he’d surrender his access to the well. While the well isn’t the source of his power, it is the symbol of it. So he kept the tunnel secret from our people and ensured that no one could use it without him.”

“How could he do that? It’s been almost ten years. Surely someone—one of your siblings would have figured out where it is or how to use it,” Henry says.

“He made sure that no one could navigate it on their own. He had Aidia permanently cloak the entrance so it’s hidden by an illusion. The tunnel door can only be unlocked by someone with Carrenwell blood. And every time my siblings return from a trip, Electra, my oldest sister, also blessed by Harvain, uses her memory erasing blessing to remove the memory of every step they took to get through the tunnel other than the one they’re responsible for. So Frederick knows where the entrance is and where each obstacle is located, but he doesn’t know what the obstacles are or how to get around them. Only Thomas knows how to get through the protection traps. And the final gateway at the very end can only be opened with holy fire. So anyone who wants to escape wouldn’t just need the key from my father. They would need his sway over my siblings.”

Henry’s face is a mask of disgust. “So he kept you all trapped.”

“Yes. Of course, it’s not just as simple as getting through the tunnel,” I say. “Once the fort fell, Frederick couldn’t use it as a stopping point. He needed to take the original path farther. It takes a huge expenditure of magic to move dirt and roots and water and stone. It took almost three years for Frederick to complete the work, since he was also making a complicated labyrinth of tunnels and Thomas was designing traps for them. Not to mention that the stone around the mountains is apparently harder to get through. Frederick had to stop at the mountain pass, which means it’s still not a safe route. There are some Drained who prowl that area. You need to come out of that tunnel ready for a fight.”

I don’t feel guilty for telling him all of these family secrets. I’m exhilarated by the defiant thrill of sharing so much about my family and their magic after years spent choking on their lies.

Henry is quiet for a long moment, taking in everything I’ve said. He shakes his head. “He’s so much worse than I thought. I’m sorry.”

He looks so earnest, propped on an arm, his dark waves falling into his eyes. He kisses my palm. “Will you stay with me?”

A knot forms in my throat. Henry wants to keep me. “I’m your wife. Wouldn’t there be some sort of incident if I didn’t?”

He moves closer, pushing me onto my back so he can meet my eyes. “I don’t want to be another person in your life who is placing unwanted obligations on you. If you want to stay here⁠—”

“I don’t want to stay here.” I wasn’t certain, but I know it when I say it out loud. Maybe it’s the fresh grief. Maybe it’s the haunting nightmares of this place.

My heart is in my throat. Because I’m not just agreeing to pretend now. I am admitting that this is real. I’m sacrificing my pride for the sake of my heart. I’m willing to lose for him.

“I don’t want to leave forever,” I say. “I still have work to do here—people to take care of. But I don’t want to always be here. These walls are a cage, and if we’ve really figured out how to stop the Drained from being so bad, maybe travel could be more frequent, not just from the fort but from the outside world.”

I don’t recognize myself. These are thoughts I would normally keep inside my head. But this is what Henry has done to me. He’s made me a woman who believes in things.

He looks at me expectantly. “And?”

“And what? You want me to talk about my feelings, my wolf? Fine. I find you more tolerable than every other person I’ve met. I’m not tired of you yet.”

He smirks. “How romantic. The six words every man hopes to hear at least once in his life: I’m not tired of you yet.”

“What do you want?” I ask, trying to push through the nervous twisting in my gut.

He kisses me, long and slow and languid. “I want to feel you in my bed every night and every morning. I want your constant testing me. I want your absurd love of running. And, bleeding woods, I want my fucking wolf back.”

I laugh. “Be better company, then.”

He leans his forehead against mine. “I want you, Harlow. Stay with me. Just this once, don’t fight me.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

I kiss him, satisfied that I’ve found the person I never want to stop fighting with.
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HARLOW


It’s dark when I wake and find myself pressed against the scarred terrain of Henry’s chest. I can only tell it’s morning by the noise of people on the street outside the boarding house. Dark Star Festival is always disorienting like this.

I’m tempted to stay curled up in bed and ignore all expectations, but with the only meager light in the room coming from the fireplace, I feel too exposed. I draw away from my husband slowly.

Henry’s face is soft with sleep, his hair curled over his forehead. His lashes are dark and too long for a man to appropriately appreciate. His lips are swollen from kissing me and his stubble has grown in enough that it will be bordering on a beard by the end of the day.

I’ve never spent the night with tender kisses bleeding into gentle passion, whispering, or just lying quietly in between.

It’s alarming how easily I could get used to it.

I roll over and stretch, and Henry immediately tugs me back against him, nuzzling his face into my neck. My body is sore, muscles stretched, skin bitten and stubble-burned, but I feel ready for the day.

In my periphery, I see the steady pulse of his dark purple aura. But something else catches my eye. I squint, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing, and my stomach bottoms out. Long, burnt orange tendrils reach out from the purple aura, subtly stroking along my skin.

My blood runs cold. Fear spikes through me so suddenly that I wrench myself out of bed and to my feet before Henry even registers I’m out of his reach.

“What’s going on?” he says groggily.

I ignore him, searching madly around my room for any of my clothing. I run into the closet, throw on the first set of undergarments I find, and pull a matching bright blue dress on top of it. I pull on my boots and tuck my blade into the right boot, then grab my cloak from the hook by the closet door.

I am so unbelievably stupid. Henry’s aura isn’t unusual because he’s Deathless. It’s unusual because he is twice-blessed.

My mind spins frantically. In the gallery back in Mountain Haven, he didn’t look proud because I liked his sister’s art pieces. He was proud because they were his. They were made from his blessing from Polm. The magic of his art had nothing to do with his sister’s gift for protection and everything to do with his ability to read and manipulate emotions. That’s how he knew so well what each one of them did and how to read my reactions.

When I step out of the closet, my heart is pounding like I just sprinted the entire city wall.

Henry sits up in bed, looking at me with concern. “What’s wrong? Where are you⁠—”

“You lied to me.”

He is so still for a moment. Then he springs to his feet. “Don’t leave yet.”

I’m already halfway to the door.

“I can explain.”

He darts forward and reaches for me, but I spin away from him. Unfortunately, the move puts him between me and the door.

“How did you hide it so well?” I ask.

I pace toward the window. But I did see it, or at least a hint of it. The first thing I noticed about him was that his aura was an unusual shade—dark burnt plum. He hid Polm’s magic inside of Elvodeen’s. Now that I’ve seen it, I can trace back at least ten other times I should have noticed it.

I was so stupid to trust him. Even Gaven didn’t fully trust him⁠—

I stop suddenly. “You killed Gaven.”

Silence stretches between us. The only sound in the room is the crackle of the dying fire. I turn to face Henry.

“I did, but if it helps, it was an accident. I didn’t know he couldn’t be affected by Divine blessings. I couldn’t heal him,” he says.

I feel sick and humiliated. Here he was believing I had outmaneuvered him when he’s been manipulating me with his magic and blaming other people for his murders.

“The paintings in the Havenwood House gallery. They were yours. That’s how you knew how to read them.” I sound so stupid, but my brain cannot keep up with this new reality.

“Yes.”

“Your sister wasn’t twice-blessed. You were.”

His brow is knitted in pain. “Yes, but Harlow, please, it’s not like you think. I didn’t⁠—”

“Look me in the eye and tell me you never used that blessing from Polm on me.” Just speaking those words makes the room feel airless. I am in too deep. I want him to tell me I’m wrong so badly. “Say that you didn’t manipulate me.”

He swallows thickly. “I can’t.”

Those two words make the floor fall out from under me. My world sucks in—tight as a held breath.

I can’t even be mad at him—because of course he did. He had a job to do. He wanted vengeance for his sister. I can’t blame him for using every tool at his disposal to ensure that he got it.

This first manipulation is the deepest cruelty. The doubt it casts is a knife plunged in my gut that will twist any time I doubt him again. The suspicion never leaves, and he knows it. He will tie me up in knots and I will let him. Not because I don’t know better, but because I do, and I still can’t let go of the possibility that it might be different this time.

It’s the foolish dreaming of a gaping chasm of a girl—more dark sucking star than human. I know so much better. I’ve spent my life trying not to feel the aching lack of love in my life because I knew if I found a romance rare enough to fit me, I wouldn’t be able to stop from giving myself over to it.

I was outmatched in this game. I killed my parents. I played right into his hands and I lost.

Now I’m cursed with this marriage—knowing I’m the same to him as I’ve been to everyone else—someone to be used.

The weight of the betrayal is unbearable. I’m so ashamed I shared the parts of myself that I’ve never shared with anyone, and now I have no place to hide. All I can do is run.

“Harlow, please, just stay and let me explain.” His voice is hoarse and pleading. “Don’t run from me⁠—”

He moves to the side enough that I’m already at the door. Henry cages me there. I turn to face him head-on.

I want him to kiss me and erase the last five minutes. I want to stab him in the heart, just to share a hint of the pain I feel.

“Move,” I whisper.

Henry groans and tucks his face into my neck.

“I need to leave,” I rasp. I’m going to lose it if I can’t get out of this room in the next minute.

Henry growls, and his possessive hand comes to my hip. “You’ve infected me with hunger. I would rather break the world than let you go.”

It’s both hot and wrong, because part of me wants him to make me stay, to fuck me into oblivion so I don’t have to think about how hurt and stupid I feel.

I once told Henry I never quit and I don’t break. How wrong I was, because I’m surrendering now.

I tilt my chin up, look into his eyes, and say the one thing I know will get me out of this. “Stars.”

My voice is a hoarse rasp. Henry looks bereft, but he immediately steps back and opens the door. I launch myself into the hall and slam the door closed on the man I love.
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HENRY


This day has been ten years in the making—the fuel that has carried me through every dark moment since my sister died. I’ve dreamt of the peace I would feel having finally avenged Holly, watching Harrick Carrenwell know he’s lost, and ensuring that no one else will suffer for his ambition.

I should feel relieved that he’s gone—satisfied to see violent justice done. Instead, I feel haunted by the betrayal in my wife’s eyes as she said, “Stars.”

Harlow didn’t use her safe word on our wedding night, or later when I was hunting her and fucking her into the forest floor. She used it when she found out I lied to her.

Of course she did. It was monumentally stupid to think I could hide this forever. I was just hoping⁠—

I scrub a hand down my face in frustration. I was just hoping to trap her at the fort with me so I could contain her when she found out. And how would that make me any less monstrous than her family? How much more manipulative could I be?

The vision of her lips brushing over my scarred chest so tenderly—like she was trying to will away my grief and heal it over with affection—haunts me. My life has been full of people with Divine blessings, but I’d never seen true magic until I watched her kiss a wish into a wound.

I stare up at the statue of Asher. His face looks eerie, lit from below by sunstone, which is probably the point. People in Lunameade have so little respect for the Divine of Endings. Foolish, since his power will be what delivers them from the calculating rule of the Carrenwells.

But that’s not necessary now. Liza and Harrick Carrenwell weren’t brought down by rebels. They were brought down by their own daughter.

My friends move around the courtyard in preparation for the day’s events. Bryce tightens the laces on his boots while Carter checks the blade on his dagger. Naima, who came on this trip in the event that any of our allies were wounded, checks a series of glass vials and wound dressings in her apothecary bag.

The initial plan was to finally reveal the Carrenwells’ corruption. My friends are aware that plan has changed, but not why.

I spent the morning explaining each sibling’s magic and what Harlow told me about the tunnel. We’re as ready as we can be to counteract what they might throw at us, but I still feel so restless.

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” Bryce asks, tying his copper hair back at the nape of his neck. “You seem out of sorts.”

“I’m fine,” I snap.

Bryce flinches. “Don’t bite my head off. What’s with you? You’re not hungry, are you?”

I glower at him.

“I still don’t understand why the instructions changed at the last minute. Something feels off,” Carter says, looking at the note in his hand.

The new instructions, straight from Rochelli himself, were left in a mailbox for us this morning. For better or worse, today is the day the rebel leader will finally be unmasked.

While we were expecting a few last-minute instructions, we weren’t expecting a deviation from the plan we’ve been refining for months. I did wonder how it might change with the sabotage the Carrenwells set into motion for Rafe. And, of course, considering my wife murdered her parents yesterday.

“I think I know what happened,” I say quietly.

They continue checking their weapons, only partly paying attention.

I rub my hand over the back of my neck. “I can see color.”

All three of them stop and turn to face me.

“Come again,” Carter says, a hint of a smirk on his lips.

I point at him. “Do not smile. I can see color. It’s not a big deal⁠—”

“Not a big deal!” Bryce practically shrieks. “You fell in love with your wife—with our enemy—and that’s not a big deal?”

“Harlow is not our enemy. There’s—fuck!” I scrub my hand down my face. “There is a lot that we didn’t know. About why things are so tense between her and her parents, and it’s not my story to share. That said, she has a very strong reason to be angry at them. They have done some truly unforgivable things to their own children.”

Bryce shakes his head and laughs indignantly. “I can’t believe it. She’s got to you.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“She did. I didn’t think it was possible, but she’s done it,” Bryce says. “Next thing we know, you’ll be saying Harrick doesn’t have to die.”

“Well, Harrick doesn’t have to die because he’s already dead,” I say.

“How?” Carter asks.

“Harlow killed him, along with her mother,” I say.

“Did you see the bodies?” Bryce asks.

I shake my head. “No, but considering my wife is a serial killer who murders abusers, it’s not a stretch to believe that she would take care of the ones in her own life.”

They all quiet. Carter and Bryce exchange a look.

“I saw her afterward,” I say. “She’s not that good of an actress. She just lost it yesterday. Broke down in the garden and then destroyed Harrick’s study with a fire poker.”

Carter steps forward. “If Harrick and Liza are dead, then who’s in charge?”

“Able, I suppose—assuming she hasn’t killed him by now,” I say.

“Weren’t you supposed to be watching her?” Naima asks.

I rub both hands down my face. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I fucked up. She saw the orange in my aura this morning before I was fully awake and she ran off and I don’t know where she went or what to do, and fuck⁠—”

I pace away from them, trying to ease the tension in my chest. I’m so angry at myself, I can barely breathe. The suffocating tightness in my chest slowly abates. I take three deep breaths and finally turn back to my friends.

“I can’t believe you can see color,” Bryce says.

“I knew it,” Naima says, beaming. “I saw you look at that woman and I knew it.” She points at Bryce. “You owe me a bottle of wine.”

Bryce groans and waves a dismissive hand at her. “Unbelievable. When did it happen?”

“Yesterday, during the whole fire-poker-in-the-study situation,” I say.

“That would get you going,” Carter says, rolling his eyes.

I run both hands through my hair, tugging at the ends. “I almost had her—really had her. And I can’t believe I fucked up so monumentally at such a critical moment.”

Back when we arrived in Lunameade, I was so certain this would be easy. I didn’t know then that a woman would rip out the seams of my life and I’d want to thank her for it.

Naima crosses the courtyard and pulls me into a hug. I don’t even bother fighting it.

I tried to be blind to it, but I always felt the discord in Harlow. Her parents wielded her like an assassin’s blade, so she made herself sharper. But beneath that cutting exterior, she is something else entirely.

Her almost-admission of love and the abject panic in her eyes are cemented in my brain.

I didn’t know I would find someone who understood grief like I do, who knows what it is to lose and to make that loss fuel. For ten years, I let my heart rot with anger, and not once did I consider it could be a liability.

There was no accounting for Harlow. I never imagined someone would crawl inside my chest, touch my rawest wound, and fall in love with the monster it made of me.

“So what happens now?” Bryce asks. “If we choose to believe that Liza and Harrick are dead… Where does the power shift?”

“Today is going to be about managing Rafe,” I say.

Bryce crosses his arms. “I thought we agreed he was not our problem.”

“That man killed my sister-in-law and almost killed my wife. I will have blood for blood,” I say. “Beyond that, Harrick’s death creates a vacuum. If we don’t put someone else in that place, Rafe will step in, and it will be much worse.” I pause to let the reality set in for them. “You can all judge me if you want, but things are going to get messy today, and if you don’t have the stomach for it, leave now.”

I tighten the short swords at my hips, giving them a chance to all make eyes at each other.

“I didn’t come this far to not find out who Rochelli is,” Carter says quietly.

Bryce shrugs. “I’m not one to walk away from a fight.”

Naima laughs. “I’ve healed you up enough to know that’s right.” She looks at me. “I’m in, but a word of warning. Make sure that you’re not deciding something for Harlow that robs her of a chance to have his blood for herself. It’s okay to want to protect her, but only if she wants protecting. That’s something you Deathless struggle with, but if you want forgiveness, you need to humble yourself.”

“I hate to break this up, but we have to get out there and take our places,” Carter says.

He ushers us back through the bar and out into the street. We’re only two blocks from the center of town, and the frenetic energy of celebration is everywhere.

The streets are lined with luminary jars, candles burning brightly inside. They’re meant to light the way to truth, and that feels very appropriate for this final day of the festival.

Starred garlands hang between buildings and every house and business is adorned with the sigil of Stellaria—some made of vibrant florals, some heavy iron work, and some rudimentary children’s drawings—but all welcome the Divine of Stars and Darkness into their homes.

I’m overwhelmed by the colors of the world as the crowd is already building up ahead of us. The women wear dresses and bright floral crowns, marigolds and sunflowers interspersed with white Stellarium Blossoms.

Our plan is a smooth transition of power to prevent violence toward those without magic. Given that the original plan was to assassinate Harrick and Liza and temporarily leave Rafe in place, killing him is going to create an even larger power vacuum. I’m not sure who else would try to step into it, but I’m trusting that the part of the plan I don’t know—the part my father assured me would be seamless—will go off without any issues.

Part of our job is simple: ensure that Rafe is held accountable for his alleged sins against Mountain Haven and subdue him until he stands trial. I have no intention of letting him ever see a trial, but no one here needs to know that.

The more complicated assignment is to neutralize any resistance from the Carrenwell siblings or other magical houses. Thanks to Harlow’s admission last night, I know what all of their blessings are.

Then, all that’s left is to throw our support behind Rochelli when he or she shows.

As soon as I step into the central square, I spot Harlow standing off to the side of the Blood Well stage. I wasn’t expecting her, or at least I wasn’t expecting her to be waiting there alone. I suddenly wish I hadn’t killed Gaven. Even though I know she can handle herself, she should never be alone to do it. Maybe if I hadn’t killed him—maybe if I had just let him tell her that he sensed my blessing from Polm, I wouldn’t be in this mess now.

Harlow’s violet eyes lock on mine through the crowd. Maybe it’s something about the Divine blessing we’ve received, or maybe it’s just a general awareness of each other’s bodies and the way they move, but I’ve never felt so connected to someone. She’s wearing another silver shimmering gown beneath a black cloak and a headband that looks like it’s made of silvery stars. I’d almost forgotten that today she has to play the role of Stellaria one last time.

I cut through the bustling crowd to stand beside her. She doesn’t welcome me, but she doesn’t tell me to leave, so that’s something.

I can’t stop myself from looking at her. Harlow’s dark hair is pulled back from her face. Her cheeks are rosy from the cold and her lips are bright red. She shifts, and the collar of her cloak reveals the faint hint of pink stubble burn on her neck.

Possessive pleasure surges through me. I love seeing her skin marked by passion. It’s only spoiled by the reality that last night will be the last time she lets me do it.

I don’t have time to dwell on it. Rafe ambles up on the other side of the stage. It takes a lot of self-control to not immediately launch myself at him and rip out his throat. Just seeing him sends fury burning through my blood.

Bryce and Carter are already waiting for him. Bryce waves his flask around with an exaggerated drunkenness that I worry might be too much. People in the crowd start to notice the mayor and begin whispering and casting angry glances his way.

Bryce pats Rafe on the shoulder, and the mayor laughs. This is Bryce’s gift—putting everyone at ease. He hands the flask to Rafe, and the mayor’s eyebrows shoot up. No doubt Bryce said something about what an expensive, rare whiskey is in there. It’s all about the story. I could tell the moment I stepped into the North Hold sitting room and saw the sheer volume of opulence that Rafe is a man who wants things simply because they are rare and expensive.

Whatever Bryce says must be enough—either that or Rafe has noticed the murmurs of the crowd and is nervous. The mayor knocks back a long swig. He takes a moment, then nods in approval before taking two more generous pulls from the flask. That’s all it will take.

He walks onto the stage with confidence. I hope this is the last time he ever feels sure of himself. He catches sight of Harlow and a slow smile spreads over his face.

Harlow steps closer to me. It’s not until I feel the distinct prickle of familiar magic in the air that I realize he’s taunting her.

Polm’s blessings are complicated. When you’re strong, you can usually compel anyone who fears you, and most people fear you when they realize you have a blessing from the Divine of Malice. Fear is a hook, an entry point to find a way into someone. But what only those who have this blessing know is that you’re most vulnerable to manipulation attacks with the same magic when you’re using Polm’s blessing. In order to understand what will manipulate a person, you, yourself, have to be open.

I throw my magic out to him. Instead of gently coaxing my way in like I would normally have to, I stab the power directly into his chest.

A jolt goes through Rafe’s body as I take hold of him. Most people can’t tell who is manipulating them when they’re hit with Polm’s power, but those of us with this blessing can follow the connective lines of it back to the source. I’m not surprised when Rafe’s panicked gaze meets mine.

I step by Harlow and walk up onto the stage.

The crowd’s murmurs crescendo as I walk toward the mayor.

I raise my voice above the din. “Tell them how you let the Drained in to steal those women, just like you compelled them to come for the people of Mountain Haven. You deserve to pay for your sins.” The first part is a lie, but the second is true. Beyond that, Rafe is a man made of secrets. Divine know what kind of fucked-up skeletons we’d find in his closet.

Rafe struggles valiantly against my hold, but I’m in too deep and I have too much anger behind me to lose my focus.

“Why?” he asks through gritted teeth.

“You will never touch my wife again.” I nod to the crowd and raise my voice. “Admit it.”

“I let the Drained in,” Rafe shouts. “I thought I was doing the right thing by trading a few lives for the many. I did the same thing ten years ago. The Havenwoods were getting too cozy with the Carrenwells and I wanted to solidify my place in the high houses. I was afraid of my lack of extended family. It was just me and my mother left in our house, and I thought I would be the first one to go when Harrick found a more powerful ally.”

I didn’t tell him to say anything this elaborate. The first part might be a lie, but the second part is definitely true.

The crowd shouts loud condemnation. This betrayal seems almost worse to them than the Carrenwells. At least Harrick never pretended to be kind and friendly toward them, only to feed them to the wolves.

“Keep going. Surely that’s not the end of your sins.”

Rafe is resisting so hard, sweat drips from his brow. Either that or the crushed Stellarium Blossoms we put into the whiskey are hitting him.

“I pretended to be magnanimous by visiting those locked up for resisting the blood tithes so I could stir up the dissent and use Rochelli’s rebellion for my own means,” Rafe says breathlessly.

The angry jeering of the crowd grows even louder.

I want him to keep going, but I don’t want a riot. Worse, Harlow looks deathly pale. I wanted Rafe to admit what he’s done, but now I don’t want her to have to hear him say it.

“Take him away!” someone in the crowd shouts.

I shove Rafe toward Carter and Bryce, who are waiting at the far end of the stage. He stumbles over to them, and they tie his hands behind his back.

I lock eyes with Carter. “You have him?”

I can already feel the pressure of my friend’s magic, and I can tell by the way Rafe’s steps are getting more labored that he’s only a few minutes from losing his ability to walk. But you can never be too careful with a Polm-blessed prisoner. That’s why I need to be sure Carter can control him before I release my magic.

“I’ve got him,” Carter says. “We’ll hide him in the secret room at the bar until this is over and we can move him more easily.”

I release my hold on the mayor as they drag him away. I turn back and walk across the stage to join Harlow.

“Are you well?” I ask.

She nods, but she won’t meet my eye. Instead, she takes off her black cloak, hands it to me, and steps up onto the stage. The day is still dark, but the sunstone stage lights hit her shimmering dress as she walks to the center of the platform.

The crowd quiets, looking at her with genuine reverence. I can’t blame them. She looks ethereal and every part the Divine being she’s meant to play.

“I am Stellaria, Divine of the Stars, the bringer of darkness,” Harlow says. Her voice is clear and loud. “I have claimed my love once and I reclaim him now. My Deathless has delivered him back to me. Now I will summon a new dawn.”

Drums play from somewhere at the back of the crowd, then a second beat picks up, and another and another, until the pounding is coming from all eight paths that lead to the Blood Well.

That’s the signal. It’s time.

The drumming grows louder and louder as Harlow lifts her arms, until I can feel it in my chest.

Rafe thought he was going to play this part, but that was just a ruse.

This is the moment. Rochelli is going to reveal himself on stage in front of all of us as Asher, the Divine of Endings. It’s a bit dramatic, but I suppose it’s not a bad representation of the drastic change the city is about to go through.

The crowd is restless, those with rebel ties looking around for any indication of who their new representative might be, and everyone else waiting for the ceremony to end.

Harlow swoops her hands downward, and the sunstones flare around the square, bathing the crowd in light. The people cheer loudly, and Harlow bows and walks down to join me, but as soon as she reaches me, the crowd noise dies.

Footsteps sound on the wooden stairs on the other side of the stage. Rochelli is here.

Whispers pass over the crowd in a wave.

Though I logically know who I’m looking at, it takes me a full minute to comprehend.

Kellan Carrenwell is not on the stage to represent his family. Kellan Carrenwell is Rochelli. He’s the one who has been organizing a rebellion against his own family.

Beside me, Harlow stares at him with the same mix of shock and confusion.

Kellan holds up his hands, and the crowd murmurs die down.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Kellan says. “How could I possibly be Rochelli? Why should you trust me? What if this is all just a grift from the Carrenwells?”

There are whispers of agreement in the crowd.

Kellan nods. “I knew this would be hard to explain. Some of you know what cruelty my parents were capable of. Suffice it to say that those cruelties existed both in and out of our home,” he says solemnly. “I made a hard choice because when I vowed to Divine Vardek to protect the people of this city fifteen years ago, when I became captain of the city guard, I meant all of our people. I’ve watched the disparity grow between the blessed and the rest, and I have seen firsthand the way it’s affected crime inside these city walls.”

Harlow reaches for my hand without looking for me, and even though I know she just needs something to hold onto, it’s the first hint of hope I’ve had since she ran from me.

Kellan shakes his head. “How quickly we’ve forgotten how this community formed. And that selective memory was encouraged by my parents. I knew when I was young. I tried to work around the system, but my parents’ roots were deep. I couldn’t strike until I knew who would support a change when the time came. My parents were vindictive, and if we didn’t succeed on the first try, I knew we wouldn’t get another.”

Bryce and Naima stand on the far side of the crowd. They see me looking and offer nods of encouragement. So far, so good. I’m really hopeful that no one tries to kill my brother-in-law.

The people’s anger and frustration are palpable. I don’t blame them. They were expecting to channel it into the ones who hurt them, but Harrick and Liza are already gone.

I can relate to that disappointment, though knowing they met a violent end has brought me some measure of peace.

“I take responsibility for how long it took to know exactly how to get us here. I’m not blind to how many of you have suffered in that time.” Kellan pauses as shouts of affirmation ring out. “More importantly, I know that it’s easy for someone to stand on this dais and tell you what you want to hear. So let me be honest for a moment and tell you what you don’t want to hear. I beseech you to listen until the end. I’ll hold weekly town hall sessions after this so that you can have time to think of your concerns and discuss them in detail. Are you willing to hear me?”

There’s a brief hesitation before murmurs of agreement break out.

“Okay. Good,” Kellan continues. “Now, this is going to sound scary, but let me start with the Drained. You’ve probably noticed that we’ve had more breaches in the last few months. That’s because the Drained have evolved. Fortunately, thanks to the cooperation of our old friends at Mountain Haven, we have a working theory that our blood tithes that were made in pain and frustration have exacerbated this problem.”

Shocked whispers rush through the crowd, but when Kellan raises his hands, they quiet.

“This is a problem that could have been avoided, but it can be traced directly to my parents’ desire to control information in Lunameade. In their greed for power and control, they cut out parts of our history that left us blind to the purpose of the blood tithes and to the true nature of the Drained. We will right that wrong by bringing back the full story of the evolution of Drained and why the tithes were directly connected to making the problem worse. We will bring back storytellers who can remind us of these tales, and we will never again wipe out uncomfortable parts of our history for the sake of holding on to power.”

The people of Lunameade look stunned.

“Say more,” someone shouts from the rear of the group.

Kellan nods. “There is good news and bad news with that. The good news is that we will be stopping the blood tithes. The bad news is that we don’t know how long it will take for the Drained to settle down enough that we can start hunting them back. But Henry Havenwood and the people at Mountain Haven have brought us a helpful piece of information. Well water kills the Drained just like holy fire. This week, we will start distributing stashes of well water to every house in Lunameade, starting with homes and businesses in the A zones on the outermost rim of the city and working our way in through each section until we reach the city center.”

The crowd erupts into loud cheers. People hug, and the relief on their faces is plain. Kellan waits patiently for them to quiet.

He places his hand over his heart. “Now, I have one more shameful admission. Some of you already know, but most of you don’t. When I became captain of the city guard, I learned that my father was killing any Vardek-blessed children who had holy fire magic. As soon as I found out, I volunteered to take over watching all the blessing ceremonies. I lied to cover the tracks of any children with blessings from Vardek. Because of that, my father became paranoid and more volatile, thinking the Divine had abandoned us because of his sins, and more controlling of our citizens. I’m sorry for that miscalculation on my part.”

Kellan gestures to the crowd like he’s welcoming them into a huddle. “However, the children I saved have learned to wield their power, and in my father’s absence, they have graciously offered to help us maintain the wall.”

On cue, holy fire erupts around the outside of crowd, the Vardek-blessed making themselves known. The people clap, and I swear they look relieved.

Kellan presses a hand to his heart. “It’s on me for not realizing sooner, and I promise I carry the weight of that responsibility every day. It’s part of the reason why I started this revolution. The reason Alistair Carren was blessed with the Blood Well to begin with was to protect the whole of this community, not just those of us with magic.”

The crowd claps in approval. I’m impressed at what a thorough job he’s done of setting up this speech, but I suppose he’s had a lot of time to think about it.

Kellan bows his head to me in deference as he continues. “It’s also time to acknowledge that even if Rafe was responsible for directing the horde that attacked Mountain Haven ten years ago, the burden of protecting the people of Lunameade and the fort fell on my family. We failed the Havenwoods and everyone else at the fort by not seeing Rafe’s treachery, and not realizing how large the horde had become. For that fault, I would like to formally apologize to the Havenwood family and everyone else at Mountain Haven. I cannot imagine their grief, but I admire the way they have rebuilt and redeveloped their community. We will be helping them bolster their forces going forward.” He looks at me. “Henry, I’m sorry for your losses, and we aim to do better going forward.”

I place my fist over my heart and nod my head. “Thank you. You have the full support of Mountain Haven.”

I can feel the eyes of the crowd on me, the people around us shifting and noticing Harlow beside me. I take a step closer to her, feeling protective of my grieving wife.

Kellan clears his throat, and the crowd turns their attention back as he looks toward the other side of the stage, where Libby is standing. “I have two children with my lovely wife, and another on the way. I want them to grow up in a city where they aren’t used for their magic or lack thereof. Where they strive to improve the lives of this community. We know what it takes to survive in isolation, but I’d like to see us thrive.”

The shouts of approval grow even louder, and when I look toward the back of the crowd, I see that it’s grown since the start of his speech. People are pouring in from all sides to hear what he has to say.

“Finally, I know that many of you are wondering where my parents are,” Kellan says. “When the poison is in your own line, you have to cut it out yourself. My parents were a risk to everyone in this community. I don’t think we will ever unravel the entirety of the hurts they’ve caused. Even I’m not immune. They gave my sister Aidia to Rafe Mattingly, knowing he was abusive. They saw the marks on her body—many of you did, too. But they did nothing about it. As long as Rafe was handled, they didn’t care what it cost. They even covered it up when he killed her.”

Gasps go through the crowd, and Kellan looks directly at Harlow. His grief is completely unmasked and so familiar because I have seen that look on my own face so many times over the past ten years.

He straightens and looks out over the crowd. “But last night I ensured that they won’t have the chance to hurt anyone in or out of our house again. Harrick and Liza Carrenwell are dead.”

I expect complete chaos, but there are just hushed whispers and shock. Kellan waits, his body tense and braced for impact. Across the crowd, Carter catches my eye and shrugs, nodding at Kellan like he’s impressed. Without a doubt, my brother-in-law is a better speaker than Harrick ever was, and from the looks of the faces on the crowd, he already has their respect.

It feels too easy, but I think that’s because most of the suffering happened before we returned to Lunameade. These people, the blessed and those without magic, have been struggling here for a long time under the oppressive hands of Harrick and Liza. None of it was easy for them.

I look at Harlow. Her face is inscrutable, but I can feel her pride and grief mixing together as she watches Kellan take responsibility for her violence. His apology to the crowd is just as much an apology to her.

“I’m glad I didn’t kill him last night,” she whispers when she catches me looking.

“Was that a possibility?” I ask.

She shrugs a shoulder. “It was hard to believe he didn’t know what was going on, but I think my parents intentionally left him out of things they knew would make him angry. My father was always very careful with Kellan. He wanted a child blessed by Polm, but it’s a double-edged sword. He provides security, but he can also kill you. Kellan’s magic is strong. If he had publicly resisted them—” She shakes her head, trailing off as her brother begins to speak again.

“I wish it hadn’t come to this, and I would have avoided it if I could think of any other way,” Kellan says. “But my father had become too volatile and unpredictable in his old age. I know this won’t undo the harm they’ve caused, and it hasn’t undone the guilt I feel for not being able to do anything until now, but real change takes time. I wanted everyone to have a chance to see what Lunameade could be if we worked together. But, most of all, I wanted you all to know that I am willing to stand between you and danger, not because I want to be a leader, but because I have been blessed with the power to.”

Kellan waves to a bar on the edge of the center square. Spanning it is a mural of the discovery of the well. Beneath the painting, the rest of the Carrenwell siblings stand with their gatehouse banners raised. Each house has a color, and all are represented except the black banner of North Hold, since Rafe has been detained, and the blue of South Hold, which is held by Kellan’s son, who stands at the edge of the stage.

“The rest of the high magical houses have pledged their support to his plan. Now I’m asking for yours,” Kellan says. “I’m not asking to be your leader for life. Just through this transition, so you can safely choose who you want governing Lunameade going forward. Thank you for hearing me out.”

The crowd erupts into cheering and clapping. The mood is more celebratory than I expected, but maybe I underestimated how it would feel for them to be out from under Harrick’s punitive rule.

Kellan crosses the stage and steps down beside us, his gaze fixed on Harlow.

“You were Rochelli this whole time, Kel?” she says breathlessly. “I know it’s only been intense this past year, but there were murmurs of him for a long time before that. I suppose you could keep it going by being both captain of the city guard and target of the guard’s investigation.”

He shrugs sheepishly. Gone is the confident leader who spoke to the crowd with poise. In his place is a worried older brother—who Harlow apparently almost killed last night.

“It was the only way,” Kellan says. “I couldn’t challenge them outright, but I could create a persona and see how they rose to meet him.”

Harlow shakes her head. “That’s a huge risk to take. How did you keep it a secret?”

Kellan swallows thickly. “You know my magic, Low. It’s not that hard to use it to direct suspicion elsewhere. That and Aidia gave me a glamoured cuff so I could change my appearance. I started rumors a few years back when I found out about the Vardek-blessed children, but I intensified it when I realized Rafe was beating Aidia. I just didn’t work fast enough.”

Harlow looks away for a moment, and when she looks back at him, her eyes are glassy. “You set me up to kill Henry,” she says, her voice cutting through the crowd’s cheering.

Kellan leans in close. “I wasn’t about to let our parents ship you off, too, Low. I set you up to meet him, and I figured if he was the good guy I met years ago at the last Dark Star Festival before the fort fell, he wouldn’t take you upstairs. And if he wasn’t, then he would die, and you would be safe again.” He smiles sheepishly at me. “No offense.”

I hold up a hand. “None taken. I had a sister, too.”

Harlow glowers at him. “You could have told me.”

Kellan shakes his head and waves to the crowd. “No, I couldn’t have. But I’m happy I can now. We can catch up later.” He kisses her cheek and disappears into the crush of people.

I hardly know what to do with myself. This is a victory, albeit not in the way I expected. Harrick is dead, and while the people of Lunameade will never know the full extent of his crimes, that public apology was more than I was expecting to get out of this arrangement.

So was a wife I’m in love with.

It’s like Harlow can feel me thinking about her. She notices that she’s holding my hand and releases it. I’ve never been so bereft by the loss of such simple intimacy.

She tucks her arms behind her back. “This doesn’t change anything.”

When she turns to go, I catch her wrist.

“Come to North Hold at sundown.”

She frowns. “Why?”

“Just say you’ll come.”

She looks out at the crowd instead of meeting my eye. “I’ll think about it,” she says after a long pause.

It’s as good as I can hope for. I’m not giving up on her, but it’s going to take a Divine-damn miracle to win her back.
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HARLOW


The dark feels the slightest bit less oppressive as I climb up the stairs in front of North Hold. I told myself I only came here to avoid Kellan, who spent most of the afternoon hunting me from bar to bar around the city, trying to talk.

Fortunately for me, he’s become the most popular man in Lunameade, so it was easy to lose him in a crowd of enthusiastic citizens.

Eventually, I’ll be forced to hear him out, to unpack the complicated mix of anger, relief, and gratitude that he fought for me when I thought he had given up. For now, I need space.

For some reason, that space has led me to the last place I ever thought I’d go willingly.

I knock, but there’s no answer. Apprehension swells in my stomach. I knock twice more with no reply.

I should leave. Run. Go find the tunnel key and force my siblings to take me through it. Anything would be better than standing suspended in the threshold of North Hold, as afraid to step inside as I am to walk away. I’m not a coward, but I’m so afraid of what new horror stepping into my sister’s home will unleash.

I can’t decide if it’s worse to wonder what Aidia didn’t tell me about what happened to her behind closed doors, or if finding evidence of specific horrors will make it worse.

Finally, I summon enough courage to open the door and step inside. The grand staircase in the entryway is bright, lit by an array of sunstones that gleam off the white marble floor and bounce off the glass-blown chandelier hanging from the third-story ceiling.

A faint groan sounds from somewhere in the house, but I can’t place it.

“Hello?” I call.

Movement overhead catches my eye. Henry leans over the third-floor banister. “We’re up here.”

I climb the stairs slowly, uneasiness churning in my stomach as I reach the second-floor landing. Another flight of stairs and I’m breathless from fear.

I round the railing and draw up short.

Henry stands over Rafe, brandishing a fire poker. He looks feral. His hair is damp with sweat and hanging in his eyes. The top few buttons of his white shirt are undone, his sleeves are rolled up to the elbows, revealing strong forearms, and his hands are covered in blood.

“What do you think?” he asks, pointing the poker at Rafe. “Is it enough?”

Rafe’s face is mottled with bruises. His left eye is swollen closed, his nose looks broken, and his chin is covered with dried blood. His right wrist hangs at an odd angle, and he’s curled over his ribs like some of them are broken.

No. It’s not enough. It would be impossible to make him feel the claustrophobic fear I’ve felt ebbing, trapped in a body out of my control—to make him hurt the way I’ve hurt.

“This is the second go,” Henry says. “I already healed him up once. I figured it’s only fair since he did it to both of you.”

He sounds so casual about recreating my wounds and Aidia’s on the man who delivered them to us.

My chest feels too full. Seeing Rafe always brings back bad memories, but seeing how meticulously Henry paid attention—how he made sure to deliver all the same injuries—is strangely romantic. This violent intimacy should horrify me, but I’m more turned on than disgusted and more relieved than sad.

Rafe blinks up at me and mumbles something through his broken teeth.

“Don’t speak to my wife,” Henry snaps. His voice carries the same menace as the scrape of Drained claws over the city gates. “Speak to me.”

Rafe winces.

It feels good to see him afraid.

Henry holds the poker out to me. “Do you want a turn?”

I’m surprised that I don’t. For so long, all I wanted to do was beat him to a bloody pulp for making me kill the person I loved most in the world. But now that he has no power left, I just want to stop giving him my energy and attention.

He has to die, not just for what he’s done, but because men like him will always find a way to turn a second chance into an opportunity to be so much worse. Much as I might like to watch him suffer being powerless in the interim, it wouldn’t be worth the dread I’d live with knowing he’s still breathing.

“No. I just want him gone,” I say.

Henry smiles wickedly. “Gladly.” He yanks Rafe to his feet, ignoring the mayor’s protests. “Rafe, go stand on the railing.”

Rafe stumbles forward to the railing. It’s satisfying watching him try to resist and fail. He struggles to climb up onto the narrow wooden banister, his battered body protesting the movements. At least this one is flat.

The balcony railing he made Aidia and me stand on was curved. My feet were so cramped from gripping the stone, it took almost two weeks of foot massages for the knots to finally release.

I shiver at the memory of the time I was bedridden and grieving.

Rafe finally gets himself upright.

Henry steps up behind me. He’s close enough that I can feel his body heat, but he doesn’t touch me. “You just say when, lovely.”

We stand there in silence for a few long minutes.

“You know what? I don’t think I can do it. I don’t know if I have it in me.” I step up to the railing beside Rafe, and he looks at me hopefully. “You know what might change my mind?” I hold his gaze and smile. “Begging. You remember how long you made me beg? You like begging, right?”

And he does. Rafe begs in the most pathetic way. I thought it would feel more satisfying, but the fact is, the only thing he loves in this world is himself, and that just doesn’t have the same impact.

“Enough,” I sigh. I look at Henry and nod. “I’m good.”

Rafe tries to crane his head to look at us, but he wobbles and nearly falls.

“Rafe, jump to the first floor face-first,” Henry says.

And then he does.

I don’t watch him fall, but I hear him land with a sickening thud. For a moment, I’m right back on the balcony, staring down at my sister.

I feel sick and also free.

Rafe Mattingly is dead, and he can never compel me to hurt someone I love again.

But my husband can.

Henry tilts my chin up. “I know you want to punish me.”

Of course I want to punish him. He made me feel so stupid and blind. It’s hard to describe this kind of betrayal. I thought he understood me in some innate way, but what if he was just using his magic to sense things about my emotional state? What if he doesn’t know me at all?

I thought he was someone who understood how to help me put my armor on. But what if that only applies to people who aren’t him?

These are all things I wish I could say, but they’re trapped in my throat, and I’d rather choke than let him hurt me again.

“Here’s a way to do it.” He hands me a small metal object.

“What is this?” I turn it over in my hand.

It’s a lighter.

“It’s what you wanted since we got married.”

“A way to murder you that would actually stick?” I shouldn’t make light of this, but I’m so uncomfortable under the weight of his astute assessment.

“Yes.”

I wait for him to smile, but he doesn’t. I open the lighter and spin the wheel with my thumb.

A small blue holy fire flame sparks to life. I’m so shocked, I almost drop the lighter and set the whole house on fire. The lid clicks closed, snuffing out the flame.

I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before. Of course holy fire would work. How did I watch Gaven’s body burn so fast and not think of it then? How did I not think of it after he told me about how his sister couldn’t be called back because she burned away to nothing? Regardless, it wouldn’t have mattered then, because it’s not magic I can wield myself.

Until now.

“You’ve never been killed by holy fire,” I whisper.

“If I had, there would be nothing left to call my soul back to except a pile of ashes,” he says. “I know that not telling you about my second blessing made you feel unsafe, but I only realized after the fact how bad it was for you. If I had known what Rafe did—” He groans and rubs the back of his neck. “By the time I realized all that you’d been through, you were reeling from remembering these horrible things that happened to you. I wanted you to feel safe. I didn’t want to make you feel like I had tricked you, like I had used you, which is exactly how I made you feel.”

“So you gave me a way to kill you.”

He strokes my jaw with his thumb. “I gave you a way to feel safe.”

The words take the wind out of me. He’s right. He literally handed me a way to hurt him any time I want to. He’s trying to make peace.

I’m breathless. I wasn’t imagining it before. He does understand. He just didn’t have the whole picture before. It’s so tempting to throw myself at him, but I’m feeling too many things to sort through them all right now.

His face is full of earnest contrition. “Harlow, come back with me. Please.”

I’m mortified, so overwhelmed with gratitude that there are tears in my eyes.

The first thing he wanted to do when he found out what I’d been through was make me feel safe. But I’ve never been good at being taken care of, and everything he does makes me feel too fragile. I’m too raw from the day and too shaken by all the revelations that have come to light just as the eclipse shadow is lifting.

For a woman who has stayed in one place her whole life, I suddenly can’t seem to hold still.

There are so many things I don’t know how to express. My heart knows Henry is safe, but my body can’t feel it. Everything is too intense right now.

All that I can think to do is lean on the first and most important survival skill I have. I turn and run.
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Iknow I won’t find peace at the bottom of a wine bottle, but I will at least find a temporary escape.

When I fled North Hold, I had nowhere to go. I couldn’t go back to South Hold and face the chaos, or to the boarding house and face Henry. So I went to the only place I could think of, the small two-bedroom apartment Bea had set up for me and Aidia, right before Rafe killed her.

It took half of the first bottle of wine stolen from Bea’s secret stash to even get myself to go inside, but once I was in, it wasn’t as daunting to be there as I expected.

The space was a dream—not a real place my sister had a chance to inhabit. I have no memories of Aidia here. It’s just a place where I rented out hope for a short time.

After my sister died, Bea kept paying for the space. It’s right across from her bar, and I think she was hoping I’d move in so she could keep an eye on me. Even now, I can only vaguely remember the conversation we had the first time I ventured out after recovering.

I drain the last of the first bottle of wine and place the empty bottle on the side table. Then, I cross the room and yank the darts from the bullseye on the living room wall.

Turning back and crossing the room, I lob all of my darts in quick succession. One misses the board entirely, lodging itself in the wall just beneath it. The rest stick at the very bottom of the bullseye.

The apartment door creaks open, but I don’t turn. I know it’s Bea.

“You always were terrible at darts, Low,” she says.

I shrug a shoulder. “Imagine how insufferable I would be if I was good at everything.” I turn slowly and take in her appearance.

She’s wearing a tight pair of black pants and her signature button-down, which is open enough to show a glimpse of her cleavage. I’m sure the bar was an absolute madhouse given the day’s events, but Bea looks as fresh as if she just started her shift. Her short hair is still immaculate, and her brown skin has a golden glow, as if she were blessed by Harvain.

It’s actually offensive for an ex to be so beautiful, but that recognition is more a habit than backed by real emotion. It’s not like how I feel when I look at Henry, when it feels like the Divine have conspired to make a man so devastatingly handsome that I can hardly breathe when he looks at me.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

Bea crosses the room, grabs the second bottle of wine, and uncorks it. “I saw the light on when I stepped out for some air.”

She takes a sip of the wine straight from the bottle and moans in satisfaction. Then, she hands me the bottle.

“Big day,” she says.

It’s an invitation to tell her everything, but I am too tired to relive it all. “Henry lied to me.”

Bea arches a brow. “Well, he is a man.”

I take a long gulp of wine to try to wash down the lump in my throat. “He’s twice-blessed—by Elvodeen…and Polm.”

Bea reaches for the bottle, and I reluctantly hand it back to her. “And he used it on you?”

I nod.

“How?”

My mouth is dry and the wine hasn’t helped at all. “I’m not certain, but I think when I was losing it over my parents letting Rafe kill Aidia.”

The crease in Bea’s brow softens. “Low, I’m⁠—”

I hold up a hand. “I can’t do that now. I’m here to make a plan.”

She nods, then takes a long gulp of wine and hands it back to me. “Okay. What kind of plan?”

I don’t even know how to articulate this. I need a plan to escape my husband, or to stay with him forever, or to keep being the Poison Vixen, or to make peace with Kellan, or to fix the madness in me that saw Aidia for six months after she died—the same madness that longs to see her still.

“I don’t know what to do now,” I say. “I can’t stay at South Hold.”

“Of course you can’t,” Bea says.

“Henry lied, but he also killed Rafe. Violently.”

Bea purses her lips. Her ability to remain unfazed by truly unexpected information is born out of years of bartending, and I’ve always found it comforting to know I could never tell her the craziest thing she’s ever heard.

“So will you go back to Mountain Haven, then?” Bea asks.

I don’t even know if that’s what I want. I only know that being here in the city feels like too much with all I know now.

“Are you in love with him?” Bea whispers the question, like she’s trying not to scare off a wounded beast.

I want to tell her it’s a stupid question—to deny it loudly and repeatedly. I want to tell her that loving him is the most foolish, reckless thing I could do.

Instead, I say, “But what about the Poison Vixen? What about the women who need us?”

Bea sighs and takes the wine from my shaking hands, then sets it on the table beside me. She places her hand on my shoulders and faces me head-on.

“I think you needed the Vixen just as much as those women did—but you deserve some peace, Harlow. I have never known you to have any—not until now. That feeling that’s so uncomfortable—that’s safety.”

I stare at her, barely breathing.

“I meant what I told you before you left for Mountain Haven,” Bea says. “There are more women who want to help—who might find healing through it the same way that you did. You’ve always been so Divine-damn bad at taking help, but Josie and I have been planning for this for a long time because we saw how it helped you. We all have scores to settle. This network has given me purpose and it’s helped Josie heal. This isn’t something you need to do alone.”

For so long, I was focused only on myself. It didn’t occur to me that other women might be healed through this same empowering violence.

“I have only ever asked you for what I knew you could give me,” Bea says. “Let us pick up the slack for a while. Take care of yourself. Figure out what you want, and you can come back when you’re ready and we’ll always be happy to have you.”

She doesn’t wait for me to answer. She leans over and kisses my cheek.

Then, she turns and walks to the door, pausing in the threshold. She doesn’t turn to face me as she says, “And stop stealing my favorite wine.”

Bea closes the door behind her and leaves me alone with my ghosts.

I place the last beloved bottle of pilfered wine on the side table and walk into the bedroom that was supposed to be Aidia’s.

The bed is covered in a thin white sheet, as is most of the furniture. Only the antique vanity is unveiled. I sit down in front of the mirror, place my head in my hands, and the sadness rises like it’s waited all day for this exact moment.

I break down into body-heaving sobs. I cry for my sister, for myself, for the person I might have been if my life had been just a little bit less cruel. I cry for all the times I wanted to and couldn’t. Most of all, I cry for all the times I believed I was weak, when I was just broken under the weight of my grief.

It’s unclear if it takes moments or hours for the years of twisted-up emotions to come out, but the streets grow silent and the midnight bells ring.

When I finally glance up at the mirror in front of me, I know I will find my sister looking back. She’s standing behind me, her face illuminated by the sunstone streetlight pouring in through the bedroom windows. Her skin is no longer bruised. She looks radiant in a simple midnight-blue wool dress, with her black hair loose around her shoulders.

“You’re not real,” I say.

The corner of her mouth quirks up. “I know.”

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

“But you wanted me to be,” she says, her voice so gentle.

I nod. I did. Even though I know she’s not real, I wanted to see her again. Even if I’m just talking to myself, it feels good to think of how she would make my worries feel lighter.

“Is this about that husband of yours?” she asks.

I nod.

“You’re in love with him?”

I bite my lip. “He killed Rafe.”

Aidia laughs, loud and sudden. “Bleeding woods! Now I’m in love with him, too. I guess I’ll have to fight you for him.” She beckons me toward her with both hands. “Come on, let’s go. I know you have more experience rumbling with people, but I’m pretty scrappy. I think I could still take you.”

When I don’t rise to her taunting, she sighs, and her face softens. “What are you so afraid of, Low? Henry knows who you are.”

I cock my head. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

“He’s who you deserve,” Aidia says. “You have made yourself into my monster, into a monster for the women of Lunameade. You deserve someone who will be a monster for you.”

And Henry has done that. He recognized his mistake, and he tried to bring me peace.

“I know you love to run, Low. But as long as you’re looking for a reason to, you will find it.”

I look down at my hands for a long moment. When I finally meet her lilac eyes in the glass again, she’s right behind me.

“It’s always going to feel safer to be on your own because a lot of people abandoned you,” Aidia says. “But if you run, you’ll be abandoning yourself along with them.”

My throat is so tight. I’m afraid to let Henry love me. Afraid that he will stop. Afraid that I will learn to need him and he won’t be there.

“I just want—” My voice cracks, and I take a deep breath. “Certainty.”

Aidia smiles sadly and reaches for my shoulder. I can’t feel her touch, but it’s still nice to imagine I can.

“Too bad, little Low. Life doesn’t grant us that.”

I’m gripped with the irrational terror of losing her forever. I want to grab her, to make her stay with me. “I don’t know how to do this without you.”

“Sure you do. You’ve been doing it for half a year. You protected all those women from their husbands. You protected the city from our parents. You fell in love with a man who looks like he was sculpted by the Divine.”

I laugh, and Aidia grins widely.

“Seriously, please tell me his cock is super bent or small or something. It’s a Divine crime for a man to be that good-looking,” she says.

I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

She rolls her eyes. “Of course he’s perfect. And you deserve to let him love you. You deserve someone looking out for you. And from what you’ve said, it sounds like he deserves some color in his world.”

“But I need you, Aidy.” I sound so young.

“No, you don’t.”

“This can’t be the last time I see you,” I plead.

“It needs to be. It’s time to move on.”

I shake my head. “I can’t. I refuse.”

She cocks her head, and a hint of a smile plays across her lips. “You can. Do you know how I’m certain?”

I wait for her to say the words that are summoned from somewhere inside my head.

“Because when I say it, you will say your part, and then I will be gone, but you will know I’ve left you with my blessing,” she whispers.

I thought I spent all my tears earlier, but fresh grief makes my eyes burn. I blink to clear my vision so I can look right into her lilac gaze.

“My heart,” she whispers, the words like a spell rending me from my history, casting me into my future.

I stare at Aidia’s face that is so much like my own, trying to burn every inch of her into my brain forever as I say, “My bones.”

I draw in a tight breath, and tears pour down my cheeks. I rest my head on my forearms on the tip of the vanity and sob, “Our blood.”

I know she’s gone. I know it’s not really Aidia. I know it’s just my fractured mind grieving. But it still feels good to have this conversation with myself, because even when I look up into the vanity mirror and see that she’s gone, I know in my heart that she would approve of my decision.
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Light returns to Lunameade the way you wake from dreaming—one small crack of sunshine, and then all at once, the world is lit anew.

The remnants of Dark Star Festival still adorn the businesses around the square and the homes and apartments that line the streets leading away from the Blood Well. Golden star garlands hang over the roads. Burned-down candle nubs form abstract sculptures at the bottom of the luminary jars that line the streets. Sleepy people clean up loose streamers and empty bottles from the ground.

A gust of wind ruffles my hair and dress. I pull my cloak tighter to brace against the chill. Dark Star Festival is the turning point of winter. The days will get lighter from here on out, but we’re approaching the coldest part of the season. It’s the most difficult time to distribute resources in Lunameade, but with Kellan in charge, I’m confident he will be able to manage it.

I pause a few steps behind my brother, so I won’t distract him from his work.

Kellan watches the guards place a cover over the well. It looks more like an altar than a barrier. Several more men place the seven statues of the Divine atop the new cover. Their white marble gleams in the morning sun. Several women and their children stand off to the side, pointing and chatting animatedly as they adjust armfuls of flowers. Once the guards finish securing the statues and the cover, they step away.

Immediately, the women and children rush in and place flowers around the feet of the Divine.

“It’s a good idea,” I say quietly.

Kellan doesn’t turn to look at me. “It’s not forever. In a month or two, we will need to go back to doing blessings. We’ll also need to bless some older children who were never taken to the well.”

“How?” I ask.

“Their parents hid them. Father’s secret of killing the children blessed by Vardek was not so well-kept in some circles,” he says. “There are women who had their babies at home and never registered them in the city birth records for fear of which Divine would bless them. Most of them come from family lines that have historically received Vardek’s blessing. We all know that they could end up blessed by any of the Divine, but they thought it better safe than sorry. Better to have a living, unblessed child.”

“Do you really think you can manage the wall and the other high houses without our father or Able?” I ask.

Finally, my brother turns to face me. He looks changed in a way that’s hard to pinpoint. It’s as if he’s been made lighter by our father’s death, but heavier by the burden of responsibility that’s fallen on him. When he smiles, his eyes light up, and it reminds me so much of Aidia that it’s hard to breathe.

“I think the high houses are committed and relieved to have a different Carrenwell to deal with, but I’m not foolish enough to think it will be easy or that there won’t still be people coming for me. I’m counting on our siblings to help me hold on for now.” He glances at the gathering crowd.

“How did you hide those children with holy fire from our father?” I ask.

Kellan gives a shrug and a mischievous smile, as if he’s a child getting away with hiding sweets, instead of a grown man who has been hiding magically blessed children under our father’s nose for years.

“I marked them all as blessed by Elvodeen. In the dim well light, I could pretend it was an honest mistake. But I kept a running list, and I could go to visit the families once the gifts showed up to ensure they knew how to hide it while still learning to use it. You know how it is in Lunameade. Every spare bit of space is used. When you can’t work at ground level, you have to go up. We used the roof of the birth center in the Northeast Quadrant. Plenty of space and all the guards avoid it like they’re afraid they’ll catch something.”

“Smart. How many are there?” I ask.

“Four in their twenties. About six more in their teens. And ten too young to fully come into their magic yet. I think we can get the older ones on rotation for a quadrant each. Doing a quadrant requires way less magic. I’m cautiously optimistic that this will be a better way.”

I cast a glance south. I can’t see South Hold from here, but I can feel it lurking, its presence ominous and constant. “And Able?”

Kellan leans closer and lowers his voice. “He’s chained up in the Cove. I want to see if not going in the well for a while will bring him back. He hasn’t been himself in a very long time.”

“How do you know this isn’t himself?”

Kellan sighs and places his hands on my shoulders. “You’re not prone to trust, Low, but this is something you’ll have to trust me on. You’re hardly the only sibling who had to survive our father. Think long and hard about what you know about how he treated these Vardek-blessed children who weren’t even a threat yet. If Able can’t come back, you can have the task of putting him out of his misery if you really want. I’ll even make the soup so you only have to bring the poison. But for now, let’s wait and see what happens.”

I’m angry, but I can’t argue. Kellan isn’t that much older than me, but he has always had access to more information.

“I would never have let them marry you off to Rafe. It wouldn’t have come to that,” he says softly.

“But you let them send me off with Henry,” I say.

“You always wanted to leave. And I met Henry when we were younger. I showed him and his sister around the festival one year. So I knew him.”

I cross my arms. “Not well.”

Kellan sighs. “I knew enough. It’s the job of anyone with Polm’s blessing to take the measure of a man quickly. Henry is not a man who would hurt his wife.”

“He hurt me plenty.”

Kellan’s eyebrows shoot up. “Your heart or your ego?”

I look back at the Divine statues over the Blood Well.

“Don’t be proud, Low.” He throws an arm around my shoulder and leans his cheek against the top of my head. “I saw his extra blessing on Descent night. I didn’t know before that. When they came to town before, they hid their auras with rings. I couldn’t tell what his magic was. But at that party, I saw the purple, and then I saw the orange when he was convincing the crowd to go along with the rumors about Rafe. It’s a credit to him and his commitment to the greater good that he went along with it. Imagine lying to protect Rafe.”

I grimace.

“Exactly.”

Kellan squeezes my shoulder and nods toward the edge of the square, where Henry stands waiting. “I made him walk with me in the garden and I told him what you’d been through because I know you and I know you wouldn’t be forthcoming. You deserve to be understood, and the reason I wasn’t worried about him having Polm’s blessing was because I knew he wouldn’t use it to hurt you.” He kisses the top of my head. “Now stop sulking over your bruised pride and go talk to your husband. His brooding is bringing down the celebratory mood.”

Henry leaves me no choice or time to escape. He’s already walking over to us.

“I was coming to retrieve my wife,” he says.

I frown. “And if she’s unwilling to be retrieved?”

Henry’s wicked grin sends a shiver through me. “I do love the chase.” He gestures down the road. “How much of a head start do you want?”

Just the thought of it sends a flood of heat through my body.

Kellan looks from Henry to me. “Not sure what’s going on here, but I’m confident I don’t want to know.” He kisses my cheek. “Let it go, Low. And come to dinner tonight. Both of you.”

Henry watches Kellan go to greet the crowd before turning his attention back to me. He holds out his arm, and I reluctantly take it.

I let him lead me through the crowd of people gathered to see the new Blood Well cover. I can understand their fascination. While the well has always been guarded, it’s never been covered like this for anything other than festivals, and it’s clearly bringing up a lot of feelings from the people who have been bleeding for our power all these years.

A steady stream of revelers wanders by us, everyone on their way to celebrate the return of daylight as well as this new way of life in Lunameade. Children run by us, ribbons held above their heads, streaming behind them in blurs of color. Couples kiss and laugh as they share bites of berry cakes from a nearby bakery.

Everything seems so astonishingly normal.

When we finally break free from the heaviest crush of the crowd, I expect Henry to start apologizing, but he just continues silently leading me down the street.

His silence is disconcerting. I watch him out of the corner of my eye.

“Like what you see, wife?”

“You look terrible,” I say.

He very much does not. He looks rugged and handsome and like he needs a haircut, but I don’t want him to get it because I like being able to grab a handful of those waves while he⁠—

I snap my gaze away. The last thing I need to be thinking about now is Henry’s lying mouth.

“We’ve agreed to share everything the fort knows about the Breeders with your brother and to help track nests of them so that we can try to cull the population,” he says. “I’m hopeful that we might be able to get to a place where trade is possible again and it’s not so dangerous to pass between Lunameade and Mountain Haven.”

I nod. It’s exciting to think about the possibilities this could open up. If the lack of blood tithes makes the Drained weaker, or perhaps just tamer, there’s no telling how different the future could be from the past. I’m not usually one for hope, but it’s thrilling to consider not just escaping the city walls, but the freedom to explore more of the world beyond the Drained Wood.

“Your brother has granted a contingent of forty men to help supplement our forces at the fort,” Henry says. “It will be an adjustment for everyone there, not without its share of conflict, but it will make a big difference.”

He’s so calm. The more casual and conversational he is, the more my anger grows. That feeling is only exacerbated by the fact that I know he can feel how annoyed I am about it.

“Can you just say what you need to say?” I snap, turning to face him.

Henry grabs my hand and tugs me into the alleyway beside us so we’re away from the stream of people rushing toward the Blood Well.

He searches my face. “Could you trust me again?”

“Would you use your magic on me?”

“Only with your permission.” He takes my hands.

I scowl at him. “Why would I ever give you permission to⁠—”

I realize why the second his gaze heats. He means he would use it to control me in bed if I wanted him to. Warmth pools in my stomach and my cheeks burn at the thought.

The corner of Henry’s mouth twitches. “I only ever used it on you twice. You’re quite hard to hook.”

I cock my head. “So you wanted to use it more than that?”

He sighs in exasperation. “No. I wanted to see if I could get in if I had to.”

I want to be angry, but I would have gone to any lengths in order to get vengeance for Aidia. It’s hard to be mad at him when I would do the same thing.

“I did it when you were having your headache because I thought maybe I could find a way to use it to make the pain stop. I couldn’t, but I could help soothe you to sleep so you didn’t have to feel so acutely. And I used it when you were in the garden grieving because I realized what a mistake I’d made. You were so distraught, and I just wanted to ease your pain.”

“That doesn’t make it okay,” I snap.

He holds up his hands to brace against my anger. “I know that.”

“You didn’t have my permission.”

He nods. “I know.”

“Consent matters.”

“I know.”

It’s so uncomfortable to even confront how much he’s hurt me and even more so to do it aloud. There’s a lump in my throat so large I can hardly breathe around it. “I’m so angry at you for making me care. I was supposed to get Aidia back and be done caring. But you ruined it and now I’m just a stupid woman who cares about a man who manipulated her and I’m so furious with you.”

“Good. Be mad at me.”

His encouragement takes the air out of me, and I falter.

“You want me to be mad?”

“Yes, I want your anger. Be as mad at me as you need to, just not from a forest away. Stay with me. Make me suffer for it. I’d rather be tortured by your presence than agonized by your absence.”

I’m speechless. I am so used to forcing my feelings into an acceptable shape—so used to managing my emotions so they don’t inconvenience or endanger someone else. No one has ever given me the space and time to feel what I feel.

He takes a tentative step closer, his aura swirling, dark burnt orange and plum. “Look, Harlow. I don’t want to convince you. I want you to want to come with me. I want to know that you’re with me, not because of a deal you made with your parents, or a promise you made before the Divine, but because you want to be with me. I’d be no better than everyone else who pretended to love you if I didn’t let you decide for yourself.” He tilts my chin up. “I want to look into these beautiful violet eyes every day and know that this woman who brought color back to my world chose to be my wife.”

I stare at him in shock. “You can see me.”

His smile softens the sharp lines of his face. “I can see you.”

“For how long?” I rasp.

“Since the study.”

I laugh in shock. “If I knew property damage got you going, I would have skipped the usual seduction and gone right to work destroying your room.”

Henry grins and cups my face. “It was seeing how you’ve survived—seeing your grief and rage. I saw something familiar in you, and I finally felt like I understood you. And then you went inside, and you were so angry, and it just clicked. I felt a buzz in my head, and when I blinked my eyes open… There you were.”

I can see it so clearly in my mind. He looked at me in that moment, and when I asked why, he just said, “I see you.”

He leans his forehead against mine. “I am so wretchedly in love with you. Put me out of my misery. I don’t want to pretend anymore. I want you.”

It’s satisfying that he sounds bereft, that I feel his agony in my chest. All at once, I know I’ve only been pretending to consider it because I don’t want to stay here any more than I want to be without him.

“Under one condition.”

Henry pulls back, a hopeful smile on his face. The earnest relief in his eyes is a gut punch, but I refuse to cry right now.

“Name it,” he says.

I back away from him slowly. “You have to catch me first.”

I tear off into the crowd, knowing that for all my years of running, I’ll be happy to finally be caught.
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