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CHAPTER ONE

The Fall







FALLING TWO THOUSAND feet into slate flagstones was never on my to-do list.


And yet, here I was.


Shards of stone exploded and scraped across my skin, hot as coals. My wings tore free and vanished in a cloud of blackened ash as I skidded to a stop.


“Not your best landing, Cait,” I muttered in agony. “Definitely gonna have road rash.”


Everything hurt, and I barely registered the damp in the air, the heaviness that meant a storm was coming. Impossible. Not here.


I’d escaped Boston, run from my family to save them from me… but who would save me? Battered, alone, and probably dying, I was pretty sure this was it.


Visions crashed through my skull: jagged faces, shattered sounds, everything trying to exist at once.


People dying… just… everywhere.


I shrank inside, a spark flickering in the dark, a tick between heartbeats.


Then nothing. Time seemed to crawl until the doors split with a great moan of age and neglect.


Blood-red light spilled across the stones as six figures slipped through the gates, bare feet and boots whispering over broken rock.


Voices chattered around me.


“Sithraine! It’s her.”


“Check her injuries. The rest of you, bring the bier.”


They weren’t human. They moved like dancers wrapped in the night, eyes glinting with full-moon light.


I moaned and took in a shallow, aching breath.


A woman knelt beside me. Thickly muscled, skin like pitch, silver veins pulsing beneath it like living shimmer. Her hands were scarred across the knuckles, old burns, maybe.


“Easy,” she murmured. “We’ve got you.”


Her fingers found my pulse and then checked my neck. I felt the magic penetrate, seeking my spine, looking for breaks. Then she lifted me enough to roll me onto my side.


I screamed. Something in my shoulder was broken, shattered, maybe.


“Sorry,” she whispered. “I just can’t have you choking if you vomit.”


“Sithraine, she’s got a gash back here. It looks like she was attacked.”


I remembered the flyers: dark shapes, too many wings, too many claws. More than a dozen. They fell, one after another, but each one took a piece of me with it.


My back throbbed where the last one raked me open. Warm blood. Cold air. Everything inside me burned. Something chewed at my insides, scraping through a body long past its limit.


My vision dimmed at the edges, the world tilting. I wasn’t sure if I was lying still or sinking.


Another of the women swept past, footsteps whisper-soft, all silk and command. Tall, willowy, with hair that moved like it was underwater even in still air. “Vaelith, leave her and clear the debris. You three, bring it out.”


The moonlight seemed to bend around them as they moved, setting a crystal coffin down next to me with a soft, hollow thump.


“Hold her.”


Hands pressed to my skin, cool touches, some baby-soft, some calloused.


They lifted. I screamed in pain as the burning tore at my insides.


“Breathe. Just breathe,” someone said. “This will help.”


“Just let me die,” I whispered.


They lowered me into the crystalline box. The lid slid closed above me and locked in place, tight and suffocating. I wanted to pound on it, but nothing in my body obeyed. I couldn’t move.


The air thickened. Red light rose beneath me, threads of it creeping through crystal that curved over, needle-like, and into my arms. Frost ghosted across the inside of the lid, and a deep, penetrating cold filled me as somewhere far off, a voice shouted. The sound was muffled, like I was underwater, and gone before I could understand the words.


Then the last of the warmth drained from my limbs, and even the agony withdrew, curling back like a retreating tide.


Until darkness and silence, and a blessed emptiness surrounded me.


I floated. Untethered. A breath away from nothing.


For how long I had no way to know, but it was soft, and so peaceful.


Then—a shift. Subtle at first, like the air itself had taken a breath. A pressure, small as a fingertip on my sternum, but enough to snag me where I drifted. To pull me back.


The visions were gone, and there was an unnatural stillness, as if the air itself were just hanging there.


The lid had been shoved askew, enough for light to slice through the dark and spill across my face. My eyelids fluttered open, and the world ignited.


Brilliant red light, too bright to exist, like the scream of a banshee made visible.


And she was there.


The Morrigan hovered in the blaze, wings outstretched, feathers dripping shadow and flame. Her face was every face I had ever loved, every terror I had ever dreamed. My mind couldn’t hold her. It splintered trying.


“Help me.” The words barely made it out.


Something inside me caught fire, not the burn of my curse, which I now understood was consuming me alive, but something deeper. A spark of what I’d been before. Heat surged through my body, clawing upward from my legs, and I understood with terrible clarity: she wasn’t destroying me. She was unmaking me.


My eyes burned, sight searing away, the price of looking at her, of witnessing what mortal eyes were never meant to see. I tried to close them, but there was no time.


The resulting howl of agony never emerged as my mouth was torn asunder.


She pulled me apart at the seams. Every vein, every nerve, every cell that the vampire curse had twisted, she found the rot and burned it out. Bones cracked, melted, reformed. She reshaped me into some alien pattern.


I felt every second of it.


Then darkness rushed in, absolute and eternal.


The light died. The pain didn’t. It lingered like a brand.


I lay in the half-open coffin, blind and trembling. Remade into something I didn’t understand.


The Morrigan’s voice slid into my mind—every comforting and terrible voice I’d ever heard woven into one.


“You aren’t strong enough to defend Shaddan, child.”


The words struck like a blow. If not that, what was I? Who?


“You will correct the course that was set.”


“I can’t see,” I mumbled, fumbling along the coffin’s edge.


“You won’t need eyes,” she said. “You are perfect for purpose.”


An icepick of terror slid into my gut. Perfect for purpose?


“What does that mean?” I whispered.


She didn’t answer, but whatever wrongness she’d inflicted on me this time was still happening. I could feel it. Something was changing inside me, something complete and fundamental. Dizziness snatched at me, and my stomach reeled. My breath grew faint and then just… a haze, words, lights, and time.










CHAPTER TWO

What’s Left of Me







I WOKE IN darkness. Complete, suffocating darkness. Not the kind that comes with closed eyes—the kind that doesn’t end when you open them.


Blind. It was all real.


I felt… odd. I wasn’t in pain, but the memory of it was clear enough. My skin itched with it.


“You are not alone.” It was a woman’s voice, deep and nearly rough, and yet softened by a careful, unmistakable kindness.


“Vaelith?” Just a guess from my hazy memory, the one who turned me over.


“Yes.” Her voice didn’t lift or fall. It was just… an answer.


“I don’t feel right,” I whispered. Everything in me trembled; everything was wrong.


“I bet not,” she said with a little laugh. “Who would after what you’ve endured?”


She pressed a bowl to my lips. Hot broth. Salt. Chicken. Not blood.


It tasted good, but so bland. I ran my tongue along my teeth and mouth, trying to place what felt wrong.


My vomeronasal duct was gone. My tongue wasn’t forked anymore. And my teeth—my canines—were long, inhuman. Not vampire fangs. They were static and unmoving. Fae teeth. Feral teeth.


Mother of Waters. It was like waking up in an entirely new body, and yet… not. I felt strange, as if I’d been trapped in time, the vampiric curse keeping me perfectly fixed. Not alive. Not dead. Just frozen.


And now? Now I could feel the life inside me. Where the vampire had been cold… the Fae burned. My soul burned. I could literally feel it.


There was no way to describe it.


“How long?” I asked.


“Two hundred fifty-eight days,” she said softly.


Months. Months just carved away, and I couldn’t remember any of it.


I lifted a shaking hand toward my face but stopped halfway. “Is it bad?”


Vaelith hesitated, obviously trying to choose her words, maybe be kind. When she spoke again, her voice held that low warmth, rough around the edges. She’d seen battle… the worst of it. I could just tell. 


“Your eyes are just… deeper, a sea of stars amid a black void. Beautiful, and dangerous in the way truth can be. Humans will meet your gaze, and their minds will buckle under what they see in themselves. It will drive them to madness.”


My throat tightened, and fear froze my chest. “What am I?” I whispered. It sounded desperate—or terrified.


She stepped forward and sat on the edge of the bed, positioning herself between me and the door. It was a protective instinct, like those nights when Katie slept in my bed.


“You’re Faerie,” she said softly. “Dark Fae, burned down to what was always there. A mirror of your own soul.” Her hand brushed back a bit of hair over my ear. “You are touched now. A child of her judgment. There have been others.”


I could barely breathe. “Others?”


“Yes.” Her voice lowered and turned so gentle, like sound alone might break me. “No one knows why Mother Morrigan chooses them, or how. Only those who survive seeing her are marked. They always go blind… though the reason for that, we can only guess. And the gifts she leaves behind?” She shook her head. “Sometimes they’re power. Sometimes they’re nothing at all. There’s no pattern anyone’s found—no mercy either.”


She let the words sink in as the rain began, a slow tapping beyond the wards. 


“It’s forever?”


“Yes. But you’ll adjust. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen it. It happened to a friend a long time ago.”


“Did she adjust?”


“Yes, Your Grace, she did.” And there was a soft smile in her voice. “Try to remember. You’re here. You’re awake. And you still have your mind. That puts you ahead of most.”


The rain continued like a pattering heartbeat. Rain. Here. It was mind-boggling. And I had changed too—was still changing. Not Human. Not Vampire. Fae… Dark Fae. Like my mother.


One would think I’d know what that meant, but I didn’t. I’d never understood that half of me.


Vaelith took the bowl and set it aside, then she brushed a hand through my hair.


“Just rest. It’ll take a little time.” 


With that, she left me.


I tried to sleep. I did. But sleep never really came.
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Later, I heard something—a scrape, and the whisper of soft shoes on stone.


A knock accompanied by a woman’s voice, ethereal and beautiful, almost sensual. “Your Grace, can I assist you with a bath and dressing?”


I tried to sit up. Then fumbled uselessly with the pillows in my blind, weak state. It was pointless. Finally giving up, I sighed, “Name?”


“I am Sithraine,” she said, walking around the bed and adjusting the pillows for me.


“You’re Nerin?”


“I am. We were left here to guard the palace and periodically ensure its integrity. There are six of us. Though I did meet your little science project—Maggie, isn’t it? She’s… interesting. Or at least she is now that I helped her recover her mind.”


The way she said science project told me exactly what she thought of what I’d done. And she wasn’t wrong. But I couldn’t fix it, so I let it drop. Besides, Mother Morrigan had done the same thing to me. Justice had been served.


“The Morrigan, she told me that I’d correct the course that was set.”


“Exactly that?” Sithraine asked. There was something in her tone, almost worried, but I couldn’t really tell. If only I could see her.


A long silence ensued before her weight settled on the bed next to me. She took my hand. The touch was cool and soft, not at all the cold I expected from such a creature.


I nodded. “There were other things. She said I was… perfect for purpose. What does that even mean? What does any of it mean?”


“Few beings ever understand the Morrigan,” Sithraine replied. “Meaning tends to arrive only after the damage is done.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of.”


“Your Grace, if I may…” A gentle squeeze of my hand. 


I nodded, and she helped me to my feet. My legs wobbled, and I reached for her shoulder, finding solid strength beneath my fingers.


Sithraine spoke as she unwound the bandage from my eyes. “You did what you had to do. Perhaps those you left behind won’t understand… but I do. We do. And it saved your life.


“The Morrigan is a chaotic thing off-world. She takes what she wants without concern, burns down what she wishes, twists what she must. All in a desperate need to be in commune with Mother Shaddan.”


The implication shocked me to my core. “I can’t leave?”


“No,” Sithraine said. She paused, voice softer now. “Her power would burn you to cinders, and that’s not a metaphor. When you arrived, your soul was unraveling, slow and silent as a candle left too close to its end. Your body was at its limit. Another day, perhaps only hours more, and you would’ve flickered out entirely or been consumed.”


“Out.” I echoed. It was a horrifying thought. No soul… no more me. Just gone.


Then something else occurred to me. “Do I still look like me?” I asked. Not desperate—not really. Just… checking. Well… maybe a little desperate. “I mean, do I look like I did when I… landed?”


Sithraine huffed a laugh. “What you did was hardly what I’d call landing.”


I laughed miserably. “No, I suppose not.”


“But yes,” she continued, gentler now. “You look very much like yourself.”


Her fingers brushed the side of my face, tucking back a strand of hair.


“Your eyes have changed, of course.” Her thumb traced the sharp curve of my ear—newly pointed, unmistakably Fae. “And these.”


“I wonder what Liz will think,” I murmured, mostly to myself.


Sithraine squeezed my hand. “I assume you mean Elizabeth. You spoke her name during your… incapacity.”


Incapacity. I snorted. She meant the empty void I’d apparently been trapped in after my Snow White moment with the death goddess.


“I don’t know her,” Sithraine went on. “So I can’t speak to her feelings. But I can tell you this.”


She adjusted the blanket around my shoulders.


“You are High Fae, Your Grace. Crown Princess. Perhaps even our next Queen, depending on how events unfold. You are next in line to the Vermilion Seat…”


A breath. Then, simply, “… and you are beautiful. No woman would look at you and lose heart.”


“Come,” Sithraine said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”


As she led me from the bed, I felt the prickle on my skin, the magic wafting off of her. I hesitated, shifting my perception, wanting to see what it was. But there was just static, so I let it slip away—useless.


“I can’t use my magic anymore.” My voice was low and hoarse. “It’s gone. All I see are vast waves of color and static, like trying to tune a radio station that doesn’t exist anymore.”


“The Weave will return in time,” Sithraine said, releasing my arm and helping me from my nightgown. “As will your command of it.”


“How do you know?” I asked, unable or perhaps unwilling to just accept her at her word.


“Your Grace,” Sithraine admonished gently, taking my arm again and guiding me up the steps.


I stumbled, catching my foot on the edge of the tub, but Sithraine caught me easily, steadying me as I lowered myself, trembling, into the hot water.


“I was old before The Sundering,” she said, her voice calm. “Trust me. I know.” She took my hand. “Stand, please.”


I stood. My legs wobbled again as if they weren’t my legs. I likely couldn’t make the toilet without help. 


I’d done this to myself, as always. 


I’d chosen the army. Chosen to go to war. Chosen the badge. Homicide, of all things.


It was as if I were bound and determined to press my hands into the bloody prints of every nightmare humanity had to offer. At every fork in the road, I’d taken the one paved in gasoline and struck the match.


And then I’d given myself over to The Morrigan in Boston.


“I’m a monster,” I whispered.


“Don’t flatter yourself.”


She guided me back into the water with a firm hand between my shoulders. No comforting cooing. No soft words. Just action. She stepped away, the hiss of running water filling the silence, then returned and pressed a cold cloth to the back of my neck.


I sucked in a breath at the shock.


“There. Much better,” she said, approval clicking in her tongue. “Now listen closely. You can’t save anyone if you don’t believe you deserve to live.”


I didn’t have an answer to that. Just a question leaking out of me: “Who am I supposed to save?”


“I have no idea, Your Grace. That’s your problem to sort through later. What you will not do is sit here flagellating yourself like some tragic martyr. It’s tired, and I refuse to indulge it.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I whispered like a scolded schoolgirl.


“Now, out,” she said flatly. Then she added like an afterthought, “Your Grace.”


I reached for the rim of the tub, feeling my way along the edge as I stood and climbed out. My foot slipped, and I cracked my shin hard against the stone. Pain flared, and I bit back a curse, shaking my head.


Sithraine steadied me again, grasping me tightly under the arm. 


“Easy,” she murmured.


I clenched my jaw. Fucking helpless.


She dried me and dressed me in a soft wrap dress with a low neckline and tight sleeves, fastened with a leather strap and fabric belt. She styled my hair into loose waves and tied a silk blindfold over my eyes. Knee-high boots slid on easily.


As I felt the fabric, my fingers brushed the brand over my breast—the Valtárí mark, still there even after everything. Even after the Morrigan tore me apart and put me back together. Some scars, apparently, were permanent. I yanked my hand away.


“Your dress is black with the Vermilion Court’s three moons on the hem,” Sithraine said. “The sash and blindfold are deep purple. It suits you.”


I managed a small smile. “Not much for dresses.”


She ignored that entirely. “Would you like a crown? We have several.”


“Absolutely not.”


She laughed—a warm, breathy sound that tugged a smile from me. “I think I’ll enjoy serving you.”


“Is that required?” I asked.


“No. We volunteered.”


“And where are the rest of the Nerin?” I asked, fastening the boot. The leather felt strange, luxurious. “Please don’t tell me there are only six.”


“No. They’re scattered,” she said. “They’ll likely return now.”


I nodded. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I was nobody’s savior.


Once I was dressed, she stepped back, giving my hand a quick squeeze.


“Well?” I asked. “How do I look?”


She considered me for a moment. “Terrible as the night,” she answered.


The words were playful—mostly.










CHAPTER THREE

The Weight of the Veil







SITHRAINE LED ME from my room into the palace proper. I thought about counting the paces to keep track of where I was, but no—I needed to learn myself first. There would be time for memorizing the exits later. I was stuck here for now.


My footsteps were light, nearly weightless—more suggestion than sound. I wasn’t sure if it was the shoes or something deeper that had been rewired. I used to move like a soldier, all grounded force and blunt certainty. Now everything about me felt unnervingly fluid. Steps didn’t land; they glided. My body had changed too—narrower waist, wider hips, weight distributed differently across my chest. But it wasn’t just shape. I moved through the world like water now, not stone.


The air was cool on my skin. The corridor stretched empty around us—really empty. No muffling carpets, no furniture, no drapes, nothing to soften the echo of our passing. Just stone and space.


I held onto Sithraine’s arm, fingers brushing the fine fabric of her sleeve, my shoulder grazing hers now and then. But there was something else—something like a pressure in the air between us. A presence I could track even without touching her.


Maybe I was imagining it, but I didn’t think so. It felt like a new sense. But I didn’t know. I suddenly realized I didn’t know anything anymore. Worse—I never had. Just half-truths and guesses dressed up as certainty.


My hearing was more acute, though. That much I knew. Things weren’t louder, they were just… perfectly clear. And what it told me? This place was barren.


“Why is it so empty?” I asked. “Palace of queens, high ladies, unpronounceable titles… You’d think someone would’ve left a couch.”


“There is no one else here, Your Grace,” Sithraine said.


“Well, don’t sugarcoat it for me,” I snorted.


She didn’t answer that.


Not a word.


We’d been walking down the same corridor for a long time when I finally asked where we were. 


“The main east-west gallery. It runs across the entire palace on the eighth floor. We’ll be making a right-hand turn here shortly to one of the dining rooms.”


I arched an eyebrow, finding the skin around it a bit tight. “One of?”


“Thousands lived here before the cataclysm,” then, with a bit of dry wit, she added, “It’s a big place, Your Grace.”


“Wow.” I couldn’t keep the awe out of my voice, and an ache of disappointment filled my chest that I’d never be able to see it.


Moments later, the smell of old stone gave way to something warmer: bread, coffee, the tang of bacon cooking. We rounded a corner to several women’s voices.


“She’s going to be another Maura.”


“You don’t know that.”


“She’s a single bearer. They all go insane—“


As I entered the room, a pall fell over the conversation.


“Your Grace,” a voice said, high and light. Like Sithraine, it had that same undercurrent of something cold. “I’m Nyxiel. Would you like breakfast?”


“Please,” I said, my voice a bit shaky—with hunger, I realized. When was the last time I’d actually eaten a meal and not just broth? I had no idea.


Sithraine led me to a seat and helped me get situated. Nyxiel disappeared somewhere to my right and then returned a moment later. Something thumped lightly onto the table in front of me.


The scent of coffee curled into the air, and something in my chest cracked open. My softer emotions as a vampire had been subdued, muted—but as Fae, they crashed through me like weather. I almost cried—over coffee. 


“Goddess bless you,” I whispered.


“You’re welcome, Your Grace,” Nyxiel said, disappeared again, and then set a plate and silverware in front of me.


“Toast, Eggs, and Bacon,” she said. “Eat up.”


I didn’t stand on ceremony—just did my best to eat without making a mess.


After a long silence, Sithraine’s voice cut in. “We could do with introductions around the table.”


I nodded.


A woman with a deep voice spoke first. “Vaelith. We’ve met.”


Right, a soldier.


Next came a crisp, almost clerical alto. “Morvaine. Keeper of the Shadow Veil. A priestess of sorts, devoted to the Three and to Mother Morrigan. I maintain our spells and tune the wards.”


“The Shadow Veil?” I asked, but they ignored me and went on.


Elarith and Naerith followed—twins, apparently shaped by one of my ancestors, Maura, in the same way I had remade Maggie. I couldn’t tell them apart by voice; something else to get used to. They were thrilled with my arrival, since they could get back to what they were trained for: spycraft. 


Finally, Nyxiel sat beside me. “I just keep everyone entertained,” she said.


“Is that what you do?” Vaelith asked dryly. “I thought you just brought gossip.”


I tilted my head slightly. “Gossip? From where? Earth?”


Then Nyxiel spoke, abruptly changing the subject.


“Maggie returned to Earth, but she left something for you.” She slid a small wooden box into my hands. 


I knew what it was, and even through the surface, I could feel the foul energy inside. I pushed it away. “Could you just put it on a shelf in my room, please?”


“Certainly,” Nyxiel said.


“Did she say anything about Liz?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. “And Aoife?”


“No, but Ms. Medlyn and your sister are fine,” Nyxiel said.


I took a deep breath. “Good. That’s good.” A few minutes passed while I tried to make my heart behave. I needed a distraction. Anything. So, I let my voice go light, like it didn’t matter. “Hey, what’s the Shadow Veil, anyway?”


Silence. And not the casual kind, not the distracted lull of a morning conversation. This was pointed silence.


I set my mug down carefully, listening. The faintest scrape of someone shifting in their chair. A mug moved.


I added an edge to my voice and tapped a finger against the tabletop. “Well?”


“Your Grace has barely recovered,” Sithraine said. “Perhaps later…”


“Perhaps now.” Almost an order this time, if a polite one. I was “Your Grace” after all.


Morvaine gave something close to a resigned sigh. “Your Grace.” A pause. Then, a measured, careful, “It’s probably easier if we just show you.”
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The Nerin all stood and led me on a long walk through the palace. They were silent as the grave, saying nothing. I couldn’t think of anything to talk about, so I simply sipped my coffee along the way. 


“Where are we going?” I said eventually. We’d been walking for a good long while.


“Down to the Veil,” Morvaine said as she took my arm from Sithraine and helped me down a set of spiral stairs—a long set. We walked down eight floors to the ground and then two more levels below. It was slow going in my blind state, but they were patient, which was both appreciated and grating.


Off the staircase, we entered a room where the echoes were tighter—a smaller space than the grand hallways. Much smaller. Round, maybe.


Something in it immediately disturbed the very core of me. A humming. If I’d had to describe it, I’d have called it a mangled note, as if a piano wire could be both tangled in loose loops and pulled taut to produce something devastatingly off. The wrongness of it filled my head and tugged at my insides.


My senses twisted violently—that new sixth sense seizing like a muscle cramp. The mug jerked from my hand as if yanked by invisible fingers, shattering against the wall instead of the floor.


Still, though, I stepped forward, hand out, moving closer to the sickening emanations. I wanted to feel it—to understand. I had to know what it was. It was a compulsion, clear as day. But I didn’t resist, and no one stopped me.


“This is it?” I asked, instinctively knowing my fingers were a hair’s breadth away.


“Yes,” Morvaine said, seemingly unaffected. 


My fingertips finally landed on smooth, faceted crystal. The power pulsing beneath was immense, raising the hair on my arm. And it felt… nauseating. I backed away and swallowed before my breakfast came up.


“It’s…” I shivered. “Awful. Twisted and wrong.”


“It’s not natural,” Morvaine said. “And we used the same magic Mother Darkness uses to create her minions to create… it.”


“It’s a soulstone,” I breathed, suddenly understanding. “What’s inside?”


“Remnants,” Morvaine said, her voice cool and detached.


I didn’t know what she meant, decided I didn’t want to know. Something inside that massive crystal was not quite alive, but not quite dead. A thing, amorphous and hungry, from my most terrifying nightmares.


Morvaine continued, as if blithely unaware of the horror they’d constructed. “It keeps Mother Darkness here on Shaddan, anchoring her.”


I swallowed, trying to forget the feeling that enfolded me. Then a thought struck me. “The fog. The mass of fog around her.”


For the first time since I noticed my weird sixth sense, I felt movement. A nod, maybe, as Sithraine answered. “It’s a manifestation of the Veil.”


“I can’t stay here,” I whispered as my stomach churned.


“Yes, Your Grace,” Sithraine said, and we left the small chamber, heading back up the stairs.


I was glad to be out of it, as my nausea had been steadily rising just from the awful emanations. Even so, my breakfast came up as soon as we reached the first-floor landing.


Nyxiel whispered in my ear as she pulled back my hair. “Are you okay?”


I nodded quickly and swallowed. “I will be. It’s just—it’s everything.”


“Once you destroy her, we can dispose of it,” Morvaine said.


I retched again, then responded in a hoarse voice. “Destroy her? I wouldn’t even know where to start. And besides, how can I?” I gestured at my eyes. “I’m blind. I can’t fix this.” 


I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t. I’d fought more than I should have. I had nothing left to give—no strength, no courage, just the hollow echo of both. I wasn’t just tired. I was afraid—and alone.


“Your Grace,” Nyxiel said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right. Your sister can help. And we’re here—”


“What?!” My voice cracked, sharp and wild. I stumbled back, arms flailing for a wall that wasn’t there. “You’re not getting it! I don’t want help! Help with what? I can’t fucking do this anymore!”


Tears burned my eyes. I folded in on myself, arms tight around my ribs, the world spinning. My heel slipped on the stone step—but strong hands caught me before I could fall.


I clung to them, desperate. “I just can’t,” I whispered. “I’m not that person anymore. I destroy everything I touch…” The words fell apart in my throat.


The silence after that was unbearable. Why were they always so quiet? So damned quiet.


I barely noticed that someone—Vaelith, maybe—was still holding me upright. Then a sharp pain cut through my skull, and I pressed my hands to my temples. Breath gone.


Voices murmured—too far away to make sense.


And then I was falling into the dark.
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I woke again in my bed—in my room. Someone had removed my boots.


“I understand,” Vaelith said, very nearby, startling me. Her voice was low and quiet.


“There were wars here once, long before the cataclysm. Only Sithraine and I remember them. I fought against the Vermilion Court for ages—campaign after campaign, until I stopped counting. You think you’ll be a hero, and then one day you’re just… tired. You’ve seen enough death to know victory doesn’t mean much. Even we Nerin crack eventually. At some point, you have to stop.”


I swallowed, the heat of tears pressing at my eyes. “And the others?”


She shifted. A shrug, maybe? 


“They’re afraid. They’ve pinned their hopes on you—not because you’re the strongest or destined or any of that rot. Just because there’s been no one else for so long.”


Her voice softened. “I know how unmoored you must feel. You were remade. I was there. Your soul was fading—because of that fucking curse. So, Mother Morrigan did the only thing she could. She respun your existence from the dying threads.”


A small, bitter laugh escaped her. “The Dark Gift. Ridiculous. It’s a horrible curse. Under Shaddani law, it’s a crime. Did you know that?”


I nodded. “I know.”


“Do you know why?”


“No,” I said. “My mother never really said. She only told me that spinning that curse onto a Fae soul could have unpleasant consequences.”


Vaelith snorted, sounding almost amused. “Unpleasant consequences. That’s a new one. What she should have told you is that it’s lethal. Vampirism is a wasting disease for all Faerie. For a short time, it gives you tremendous strength, increased speed—all the benefits of being one of the undead. But eventually, you just… burn out.”


“But my mother told Marcella to turn me,” I said.


“Then she obviously didn’t much care for you,” Vaelith said, a sliver of anger entering her voice.


I was taken aback. Of all the things I thought about my mother, that she didn’t care about me was never one of them. Still, though, had she engineered all this, or had she just been trying to save me from what she’d seen?


“I think she did it because of a vision she had,” I replied, but my voice was uncertain.


“Maybe,” Vaelith whispered. “She was known for her visions of the future. And it probably kept your human body from being consumed by Mother Morrigan, at least temporarily. Still, cursing a Faerie soul? It’s an insane risk.”


She quieted for a moment, and then when she spoke again, her voice was full of passion. “I won’t pretend to understand Her Majesty’s motives. But, Your Grace, we treasure the soul. It is the one thing that is forever. And twisting a curse upon it? One that could destroy it? It’s an abomination.


“Regardless, I know you’re hurting and that all this must seem terribly unfair. But you need to understand, Mother Morrigan found you worthy of life. It doesn’t matter what you’ve lost. She saved you.”


“Saved me?” I scoffed miserably. “She blinded me, broke me. You just said it yourself.” 


But even as the words spilled out, I realized it wasn’t true. Mother Morrigan had spared my life. And now it was up to me to pick up the pieces—if I could.


I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged them, a hollow feeling in my heart. She was right. It felt unfair, but knowing I’d earned every bit of it was so much worse.


Vaelith was quiet for a moment, then continued, her voice softer, gentler. “You may feel weak, but we Faerie are powerful. And resilient. You’ll recover. You will heal very quickly. Your reserves of magic and strength come from the very world around you, not from the blood or souls of others. And your soul is luminous—it burns bright. Mother Morrigan made you into something just as strong in its own way as you ever were.”


“And my eyes?”


“Bad luck. That’s all.” 


I heard her move, and she slid onto the bed next to me, pulling me close to lean on her shoulder. 


“Still, though, you’ve been through enough. Let it go. Forget about the others. They don’t have to live your life. And a life of constant war and pain is no life at all. If you never fight another battle, it’s okay.”


I leaned into that shoulder. It was muscular and strong, and her arms were surprisingly warm.


The tears didn’t start immediately.


Not until I heard it.


Yes, Dorogaya. You can rest… for now. I still love you.


I swallowed hard. It was the grief talking, hovering in my heart and making me hear things. But still, it sounded like her, like Nastasia.


It undid me, and the tears came in a torrent.


Vaelith, blessedly, said nothing.


She just held me and let me cry.










CHAPTER FOUR

Definitely, Absolutely, Still Me







I RECOVERED SLOWLY, and for the first time in… ever, I had time. A month here wasn’t even a day on Earth. Plenty of room to pretend nothing was waiting for me on the other side.


I avoided any news from home, not out of willpower—out of sheer, gut-level cowardice. I wasn’t ready to hear her name, or the kids’ names, or anything that might pull me back into the wreckage I’d left behind.


So I just… didn’t look.


Didn’t ask.


Didn’t let myself think too hard.


Instead, I breathed. Lived. Let myself become something new, or at least something not actively falling apart.


And I stayed occupied.


Days became weeks. Weeks became months.


Time passed in a quiet blur as Vaelith whipped me into shape with drills that left muscles I’d forgotten I had screaming. Morvaine adopted me in the library—her natural domain—guiding me through endless shelves and plucking down whatever she thought might distract me from myself. She even found me a transcription rod: a long, brass wand etched with filigree that read aloud in a voice eerily like my mother’s—cool, amused, and perfectly condescending.


I absorbed everything it spoke. Stories. Histories. Spells.


The spells. I devoured them. Book after book.


And the more I read, the more the magic inside me stirred. Sithraine had been right. Once I stopped panicking long enough to reach for it, the threads of the Weave began to answer me again—patient, familiar, like they’d been waiting this whole time.


Before, I’d known almost nothing structured. A few tricks. The rest had been raw, volatile power. Now I was learning how to control the world around me, the elements, the very essence of a person’s perception, their minds. It was like I couldn’t stop.


Then, somewhere in the stacks, Morvaine found something stranger.


A thin, battered tome tucked between glamourcraft treatises. Inside was an esoteric ritual couched in a story so unapologetically Dark Fae I could practically hear its evil laugh. It described how to replace a human heart with a thistle so they’d never feel the ache of lost love again. The thistle numbed everything—grief, longing, hope.


I recoiled and shoved the book away… for a time. But it called to me. Pulled at me. And eventually, I found myself reaching for it again.


It was probably nonsense. It had to be. Didn’t it?


But it was haunting, tragic, poetic. Just reading it, I felt that same dark magic coil up in my breast, waiting like a snake, tensing to strike, followed by a delicious ache for something I didn’t have a name for.


And it felt good—too good, like the tiny intake of breath just before the first touch of sex, or the moment I press the blade to someone’s neck in combat. I flushed, looked around, and kept reading. I couldn’t not.


I could imagine it so clearly: a hollow-eyed maiden kneeling before me, begging for the heart of the one she loves. I give her the price: her own heart, still beating. She offers it willingly. I pluck it out, press a thistle into the cavity, and glamour her beloved into loving her back.


It was a perfect tragedy: a love the maiden could never return, a lover receiving cold devotion, a hollow triumph.


And me, the capricious Queen, tying mortal lives into pretty knots just because I could.


Honestly, it read like something pulled straight from an Irish fairy tale—dark and gorgeous and doomed.


I loved it.


And that was the part that unnerved me. I wanted to try it. Almost desperately.


That’s how it went: drills, books, and the slow work of becoming someone who didn’t feel like a live grenade.


And though the library had turned into a hunting ground for more of those predatory spells, it was where I felt most alive.


Still, sleep was cruel.


I woke one night, gasping, drenched in sweat. The bandage that had covered my eyes lay twisted around my neck. My arms were locked tight across my chest. I’d been running again—along the Esplanade, beside the Charles River, chased by another nightmare. Another night of the dragon.


The phantom weight of a child still clung to me—warmth curled against my ribs, tiny fingers clutching my shirt. In the dream, I had screamed until my throat gave out. But the fire came anyway. She burned in my arms.


My hands clenched the sheets, the fabric twisting beneath my fingers as if I could wring away the horror. A sob tore out of me—raw and ragged and useless. No one came running. The room was empty. Just me and the ghosts I’d made.


I sat there, rocking myself for a long time, obsessing.


Had there been someone? A child far below? Caught in the chaos? 


No. No, I hadn’t seen anyone. But there had been people, I was sure. It was possible.


I squeezed my hands again, my fingers digging into the plush down of the duvet. 


It had been so real, so… world-ending.


I had to get up.


I couldn’t do this—just lie here, my mind circling through horrible thoughts.


Quietly, I stripped and ran myself a bath. It took a few minutes of fiddling with the faucet. The controls were strange, more levers than knobs.


While I sat in the water, breath still ragged, something else threaded through the horror and anxiety. A quiet, terrible calm. Not relief, exactly. Just… distance. Like I was watching myself tremble in pain. Like grief was just an old habit, and my heart was already learning to outgrow it.


I hated that disconnect. But some new part of me? It didn’t mind at all.


Afterward, I dressed, and, with a bit of fumbling about, finally found my boots on the far side of the bed.


I slipped them on… and paused.


An emotion inside me thrummed suddenly as I thought about Liz and her dazzling smile. She’ll come. She always comes. And the accompanying feeling? Anticipation.


Like she wasn’t just coming to me—but belonging to me. Like I wanted her here, vulnerable and unmoored. Easy to keep. Easy to fold into this new, glittering world I was learning to command—whether she understood it or not.


The thought horrified me.


Or it should have.


Instead, it curled right up alongside the dark magic poised in my chest—content, coiled, and waiting.


I shivered. With what, though? I had no idea.


“You are perfect for purpose.” The Morrigan’s words rose in my head. I was still changing—transforming into… this. Whatever this was, it wasn’t finished.


And maybe I should have fought it.


I just… didn’t.


Hands out in front of me, I made my way to the door and into the long promenade that bisected the palace.


Everything was so still, and yet it was as if the palace itself had come alive. Something had changed while I slept, but I wasn’t sure if it was in the palace or me. I could feel things, a humming all around that prickled my skin. And there was a tug in my chest, almost pulling me forward.


I tried to maintain a straight path right down the middle of the corridor, but it was useless. Without guidance, I just kept walking into the walls, unable to judge the distance. The silence of my footfalls was partly to blame. The rest was just, well, being blind.


“Come here, young one.” The voice was deep and resonant and seemed to come from everywhere. Yeah, not at all menacing.


I stopped cold, my right hand still against a wall. “Hello?”


No response, but I was sure I’d heard it. 


“Hello?”


Still nothing, and then a rumble, almost like… like a yawn. Abruptly, I went from a bit creeped out to irritated.


“Whoever is in here,” I called. “Just come out and quit fucking around.”


“Take the next right and then down the stairs.” A glimmer of a smile in the deep bass.


I scowled. “Fine.”


Pursing my lips, I took the next right turn and down yet another wall until it stopped at a wide, echoing open space. Not a damn thing for my hands to follow.


“Shit,” I swore.


“Down the stairs, young one,” the voice said.


It definitely wasn’t in my head. I could feel it now—not just hear it. A resonance in my chest, in my bones. Like the stone itself was speaking. 


I slid a foot forward slowly. And then another. Until I found the edge of a stair. 


Feeling about as stupid as I probably looked, I walked, lopsided, along the first step to the right-hand wall. Of course, there wasn’t even a handrail. 


“Mother of Waters, this place isn’t designed for the fucking disabled.”


The staircase descended in slow switchbacks, each landing a waiting trap. No kinesthetic sense, no guide. Just me and the never-ending risk of plummeting into eternity. Every turn, I had to sweep my hands out, tracing the empty space for the next drop. It was maddening—and insultingly slow.


“Take your time.” Sarcasm this time.


“I’m coming,” I snapped, nearly missing the next step. “Maybe take pity on a girl and come up to me.”


“Not possible,” it replied, drawling like a lazy cat. “First floor. Door to your right. About twenty paces. Smaller than the others. Open it. Follow the passage down. Watch your step.”


I sighed loudly—purposefully. Whoever this was, they were going to get every ounce of my patience—wrung like a rag.


Yeah, it might be a trap. But Morvaine and Sithraine swore the wards were solid. If they’d missed something lethal, I’d haunt them. Hard.


Still, every instinct screamed wrong when I hit the first floor.


My hand found the door—a narrow thing, recessed and short, like a supply closet. The knob sat in the middle of it, old iron that squealed under my grip. I pressed my palm to the surface.


Warm. Too warm.


I opened it. A blast of heat rolled over me. Heavy, humid, laced with the faint scent of gasoline.


“What the hell,” I whispered.


Then the floor disappeared.


My foot slid down into nothing. A spiral stair barely two feet wide pitched under me. I clung to the doorframe, fingers white-knuckled, chest tight with the sudden drop.


Sightless. Off-balance. Breath frozen halfway between a gasp and a curse.


A deep laugh rumbled from below, much, much louder than before. “I told you to watch your step. Are you blind?”


That was it. I’d had enough.


“Yes!” I yelled. “I’m fucking blind, okay?! I can’t see. I have no idea where I’m going, and you—whatever you are—are starting to piss me off.”


“Oh.” The word was thoughtful, as if it hadn’t even considered the possibility. Then it said, sounding rather contrite, “My apologies, Your Grace. I was unaware.”


So it knew who I was. I couldn’t decide if that was good or bad. But the tug I’d felt in my chest on the eighth floor had grown. And I didn’t think it was the thing that had called me. The pull felt like something from inside. I didn’t know how I knew. I just did.


The stairs weren’t cut; they were worn, ancient and treacherous. Each step crumbled under my feet. The descent spiraled and twisted, winding down like a snake deep beneath the ground until finally, mercifully, I hit a flat landing.


I wasn’t in the palace anymore. I was under the mountain. The Sorrowed Majesty, Sithraine had said it was called.


Just the thought of thirty thousand feet of rock pressing down was a little uncomfortable.


“The way is clear from here,” the voice said—and it was booming, echoing like a thunderclap in what I could only assume was a large chamber or cave. 


The floor wasn’t paved with stone but rather crunched under my feet. It had an almost wooden sound like—I froze—bones. It sounded like bones, hundreds of them—or thousands.


“Come along, no one will hurt you,” the voice said. A hot plume of humid and musky air struck my face.


“What…” My voice cracked, and I paused. “What are you?”


There was a great sliding sound, like a vast body slithering across an ocean of pebbles.


“Reach out your hand and see,” the voice was quieter now, and much, much closer. The petrol-laced and fuming breath hit me like a wave, nearly knocking me back.


Trembling in shock, almost dead certain what I would find, I reached a shaking hand.


It can’t be. It just can’t.


My heart thudded in my chest, and I took a trembling step forward. 


My hand met thick, scaly hide—and I knew. Not from sight. From memory. Not mine, not really. Just a fragment of Badb, passed to me long ago, the day I was made.


It was just a sliver… but enough.


We’d never met, this creature and I, but the love my aunt had felt for it blossomed in my chest, as if it had always been mine. Familiar. Fierce. Unshakable. A bond I hadn’t earned but was still mine to carry, to protect, and to cherish.


I launched myself forward. “Umbryss!” I gasped as my chest and arms collided with his snout. I leaned into that massive jaw and stroked it.


The ancient dragon was still alive after the cataclysm, after all this time. He’d survived. 


“I knew you’d come,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, and then he laughed softly—for a dragon.


Tears stung my eyes. That piece of me, of my soul, that had been Badb. He had called to it, and it had answered. The awe and aching reverence that filled me was like nothing I’d ever known.


Then again, that wasn’t quite true. But I’d never tell the greatest dragon Shaddan had ever seen that he might be second to a fat, orange cat.










CHAPTER FIVE

Bones, Flight, and Other Bad Decisions







I SAT TWIDDLING a small bone in my fingers, feeling the edges of it. My back rested against one of Umbryss’s fore claws as he hummed thoughtfully.


“And this one?” I asked, holding it up where, I hoped, he could see it.


My hair mussed as he gave a contemplative hmph, smoky air drifting from his nostrils across my face. The gasoline tang had faded, or maybe I’d simply stopped noticing it. 


“That…” he said, drawing the word out with genial precision, the sound of a history professor scaled up to four hundred feet and in no hurry at all.


I had an image of him looking through a pair of reading glasses. I giggled. “Well?”


“Give me a moment. It’s very small, and there’s not much of an impression on it. That is the finger bone of a Bethadi knight. Feel the knuckle end, and you’ll find the grooves where the gauntlet dug into it when I…”


“Crunched him?” I offered, chuckling.


“Well, yes,” Umbryss replied, sounding almost scandalized. “But you don’t have to be so crude about it. They’re noble creatures and deserve a certain amount of respect.”


“Oh, yes,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Tremendous respect. Especially after having thoroughly satisfied your fat gut.”


We both laughed, and I let the smooth, sun-bleached bone roll between my fingers, listening to the deep, steady rumble of Umbryss’s chuckle. It was oddly comforting, the way it vibrated through the cavern walls, a settling warmth in my chest. Safe. Well, almost safe.


“You know what, Your Grace? Why don’t we go somewhere?”


“Go somewhere? You mean… fly?” My heart skipped a beat in excitement.


“Well, we’re not going to walk,” he said dryly. “And I’m already saddled.”


I raised an eyebrow at that. “You were expecting me.”


“Well, I did call,” he answered lightly.


He guided me to a ladder that led up onto his back, and it occurred to me that it was well forward of where his fore claws had easy reach. “How did you even get this thing on?” I asked as I struggled over his back ridges.


“The harness sits on a mechanical device in the back of the cavern,” he answered, a bit of a grump in his voice. “It’s not as reliable as I am, but not much can be.”


I snickered at that, and he harrumphed.


“I’ve never ridden a dragon before,” I said, trying to decide if I was climbing onto the greatest rollercoaster ride ever or certain death.


He chuckled. “Don’t worry, the saddle’s not that complicated. Just belt yourself in. The saddle straps can be adjusted so you can sit cross-legged, feet out to the side, stand, or sit on your knees. Any old way is fine. I can barely feel you up there, anyway. I’m the biggest dragon in all of Shaddan, you know.”


I nodded and did my best not to laugh. “Are you now?”


“I am,” he confirmed.


The saddle was actually a simple affair, not at all like I’d seen in TV shows. It had a smooth leather back support and a chest harness that just strapped to it.


Still, it took a few minutes to get settled in, and in the end, I just took a kneeling position and tightened down a second pair of restraints to keep my legs in place. It turned out to be pretty comfortable.


“Are you strapped in?” Umbryss asked as he began moving.


“I sure hope so. All three straps are buckled tight, as well as the thigh strap. But what are these rods for?”


“Combat harness,” he said. “Let’s you pivot, duck, stand, and fire. Keeps your ass strapped in while the rest of you can swing a sword or fire a bow at anything dumb enough to get close. Mounted archers used them during the war—meant you could fire in any direction without flying off.”


I ran a hand over one, feeling the smooth length of it—four rods spaced in a square around the saddle mount, each looped with sliding rings and tension straps. 


I could imagine how it worked: standing, twisting, even drawing a weapon at full stretch while Umbryss rolled through the air. Anchored but mobile. Smart. Brutal. Practical. And… terrifying. All I needed was a quiver and a death wish.


“Okay, then,” I said.


“Hold on,” he rumbled.


I felt the warm, moist air hit my face, and then we were off. With a great flapping of his wings, he launched.


Smooth, the takeoff was not. His entire body undulated with each wingbeat, lifting me up and down in a wave-like motion that made my stomach churn.


“I think I’m going to be sick,” I groaned.


“Please try to contain yourself,” Umbryss said, his voice a roar against the wind. “As soon as we’re high enough, it will smooth out.”


I swallowed down my rising gorge and waited as best I could. Finally, blissfully, his wingbeats turned much more languid, and we seemed to be sailing. 


And it was magical in its own right.


I couldn’t see, but the wind rushing through my hair and past my face was something in and of itself. On a whim, I shifted my perception, opening myself to the Weave.


And gasped in awe.


What I saw took my breath away. 


Vast streams of magic moved all around us. Up here, in the open air high above, the weave flowed differently—not the fine threads I was used to, but a river, wide and unbroken, ribboning through the sky with us.


“Umbryss?” I called over the wind.


“Yes, Cait?”


“How did it really happen? Badb said my mother stole her throne, took everything.”


“First, I loved Badb fiercely,” the dragon said, his voice solemn. “So when I say what I’m about to say, you should know that it’s not meant with any malice.”


I said nothing. I already knew that the connection between them had been something greater than just dragon and rider. I felt it myself. That kinship between us. And I wondered if he did, too.


“Over a hundred years had passed here,” he said, “before Badb returned. And it was Macha who agreed that Nemhain replace her as queen. Your mother never wanted it. She didn’t steal anything.


“Badb was hurt. Broken by Kaushkar, by what Dommus did. She was terrified of losing her daughter. Luring him here, using Drusera as bait, that was her idea.”


He paused, then added, “The soulstone was Nemhain’s attempt to thread the needle: trap the child where the magic ran strongest and wait. They thought they’d found a way to keep everyone’s promises at once.”


“It didn’t work,” I murmured.


“Fae bargains never give you what you mean, only what you say,” Umbryss replied. “They were young, elevated too fast, and the wording was sloppy. You know the result.”


The pieces slid into place, ugly and inevitable. Sisters trying to protect the ones they loved and pulling the world apart in the process. I’d nearly dragged Aoife into the same pattern.


It was a sobering thought.


The wind changed, growing warmer, and the quiet stretched. My thoughts finally loosened their grip and wandered to something simpler.


“Can you describe the land to me?” I asked.


Umbryss exhaled a low, thoughtful breath. “There’s not much left to see where we are. Most of it’s volcanic now—black earth, cracked stone. But there are pockets of life. Little places of blue or red or green that push through. Not much… but enough to notice, even this high up.”
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