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      Kiev A-Morridahn must pay.

      This is the vow Nyx Fortuna has sworn. Keeping it is all but impossible, but it is the one thing that motivates her. Whatever she must do, she will do. Whatever she must sacrifice, she will give.

      But if she succeeds, she’ll have to reckon with everything she’s pushed aside in her quest for vengeance. As it turns out, feelings—and friends—don’t like being ignored.

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who understands that life is rarely fair, and we do the best we can within the confines of this fact.
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      Death, Nyx Fortuna had come to understand in the last six months, was a place inside herself. A place that could be found by searching for that darkness she had always known she possessed, but had never understood was a power rather than an impulse. She waited in that place now, perched on the very ledge of death, the power that had brought her here whipping around her in currents that tipped her body to one side of that ledge before catching her and tipping her to the other, swinging her back and forth like an upside-down pendulum.

      “Stop that,” Jevryn commanded. His voice was as cool and unflustered as ever, though Nyx had come to know the slight edge of tension it held when she put him on edge. She sighed and ceased her teeter-tottering. “Death,” he intoned, “is not⁠—”

      “—a game,” she finished for him, in a dry mimicry of a lecture she had probably heard a thousand times by now. “Death is not to be trifled with. Death is power and peace and protection. It is neither kind nor unkind, but it is unyielding and it is irrevocable.”

      It was that last word he’d sought to drill into her over and over, as if she didn’t already know. The irrevocability of it all was the only thing she fully understood. She’d held the proof of it in her arms, after all, before Jevryn had turned that proof to ash and hardened it into a stone that now rested against the hollow of her throat.

      Perhaps he sought to drive the message home because she refused to talk about it, and he wasn’t very good at attempting to encourage her to. Jevryn A-Morridahn was not kind and loving. He was not the type of man to invite confidences and inspire a person to spill their inner fears and insecurities to him. Not even if that person was his daughter.

      A daughter he most assuredly did not trust, likely because he hadn’t forgotten she possessed a certain magical object that another person had once committed atrocities with in the name of lost love. Nyx could have reassured him at any point that she was not Laiveran. That as much pain as she felt, as much as the empty chasm inside her where Seth had once been demanded that she do something, that something would never be using the Harvester in a misguided attempt to turn back time.

      She could have reassured Jevryn of all that, but she did not. And because she did not, he wondered. It was cruel of her to let him wonder about something she would never do. She would give anything that was hers to give to bring Seth back, if such a thing were possible, but she would not give what wasn’t hers. She would not become a devourer of worlds because she thought her own pain trumped the lives of others.

      But she thought, now, that she finally understood how someone could. Because sometimes, late at night, when she couldn’t hide from herself what was missing and the hurt blossomed all over again, she wished she was selfish enough to. Selfish enough to do it, and dumb enough to believe it would work. But loss had not fundamentally changed who she was. It had simply chained her to the ground.

      “I think that is enough for tonight,” Jevryn said. “Return.”

      Nyx didn’t want to. Death was a peaceful place, all washed-out colors and stillness. There was a weightlessness there, a shrugging off of the body that felt like freedom. It was why, Jevryn had told her, the Salyrian word for it was A-Queltr, meaning “of peace”.

      “Now.” His voice cracked like a whip. If she didn’t come back on her own, he would drag her back. He wouldn’t do it gently, and it would hurt. Well, it would hurt more than it was already going to.

      Jevryn had told her, when he’d begun teaching her about the power she’d inherited from him, that she would hate him quickly enough for that tutelage. That to never tip over the edge into death meant understanding every millimeter of its boundaries, and that meant spending time there. He’d said it would be painful, and she’d thought he’d meant it was time spent in A-Queltr that would hurt. But it was coming back to her body that caused pain, and the longer she stayed in A-Queltr, the more it hurt to come back to life.

      She did so now with reluctance. The ceaseless black ocean of the void beneath her beckoned, enticing her to stay. Nothing truly mattered in this place. It was somewhere to be and yet not be, an escape where she could almost forget the pain of living.

      But almost was not entirely, so she turned her gaze from the void. As soon as she did, a snow-covered mountainside appeared, bridging the primordial emptiness. She left the serenity of the ledge and stepped onto that mountainside, snow crunching beneath her bare feet. It was cold, but only because she imagined it to be so. The snow was not any more real than the mountain, and Nyx’s physical body was not present in that make-believe place. This landscape was simply a piece of the path she had imagined into being in order to find her way to A-Queltr.

      Jevryn had told her that everyone found their own way to A-Queltr, and everyone’s path was different. That her own path might change over time, until it was unrecognizable from the original. Or it might stay exactly as it was now. She had asked him what his path was, even as she had recoiled at the idea of giving him any details of her own. She had felt a fierce possessiveness regarding her path, a need to keep it a secret all her own, as if it was sacred to her. This, he had told her, when he’d declined to share anything of his own path, was normal. The path, he’d said, reflected the person.

      Nyx was not sure what hers said about her. It was not complex, but it was cold and harsh and barren, and coming to it felt like a stripping of her soul down to the essence. She did not particularly enjoy the experience, but it felt right, somehow. Fitting.

      She walked across the snow-covered ground, feeling the crunch and compaction of the snow where her feet fell, the cold pushing between her toes. She walked until she came upon a spiral staircase and paused at the base. Sometimes, she could walk for miles before she found the staircase. The length seemed to correspond to her willingness to leave, and today the bite in Jevryn’s voice when he’d ordered her to return meant her willingness, such as it was, was higher than usual.

      Nyx placed her foot on the first stair and the mountains vanished, leaving her in an enclosed tower, going up and up and around and around. Her climb up the stairs, like the prior trek across the mountain, was of a variable distance. The number of stairs changed from day to day, depending on her mood. Today the twists were few, but it did not change the growing sense of distance between her and A-Queltr. Each time she left the serenity of that place, it was like winding back into herself, each step anchoring her once more in her physical body.

      Jevryn claimed that to be fully in A-Queltr and fully aware of and in control of one’s body was the truest test of an A-Morridahn’s grasp of death. Nyx had yet to manage the feat. Possibly because she did not want to be in her physical body. The heaviness of her mortal coil grew with each stair, until she reached the top and the weight of herself was nearly unbearable. A door appeared in the otherwise nebulous space. As she always did, she considered not opening it. But if she didn’t, Jevryn would tear through her temporary world and slam her back into reality.

      So she pushed the door open and stepped through. The last remnants of peace and light were replaced by the turmoil of her mind and the heaviness of her body. Settling back into herself felt like pulling on an old coat, one she’d worn for years and never thought about, but which she had now become uncomfortably aware of and wasn’t certain she liked anymore.

      Reinhabiting her body produced a feeling not entirely unlike the pins and needles when her feet woke up after having fallen asleep. Except that instead of mild discomfort, it felt like her fingertips were splintering apart, and that fracture was traveling all the way through her body. She gritted her teeth and held perfectly still, despite the desire to move. Because also like a limb that had fallen asleep and was now waking, movement only made everything hurt more.

      Every time she went through this process, every time she experienced the whole of her body splintering apart, she wondered if this was where Jevryn had learned his perfect control. Before, she’d assumed he’d come out of the womb with an aloof expression and a healthy disdain for everything and everyone around him. But she supposed doing this every day would have the same effect.

      The pain, which had started in her toes and her fingertips, finally joined in the center of her body in a white-hot burst, and then it was over. She blinked her eyes open and found Jevryn staring intently at her. She sat across from him on the plush rug that covered his library floor, her legs crossed, hands resting on her knees. Jevryn mirrored her, the only difference between them that scrutinizing expression on his face.

      “What?” she snapped. She had never particularly cared for being stared at. She cared for it a lot less now that everyone kept looking at her like they expected her to break at any moment. Considering “everyone” consisted of all of two people, and she couldn’t even handle that, it didn’t bode well for her reintroduction into the wider world. Something Jevryn’s next words made clear he’d been considering as well, if not with the same pessimism as she.

      “Have you given any thought to when you will return home?”

      Nyx’s heart squeezed in her chest. Sometimes, home was something she wanted so badly she didn’t know how she stood being here a moment longer. Home was the embrace of Kaliaris’s senses, the comfort and steadiness of Griff’s acceptance, the warmth and laughter of Morgen and Evra.

      But home was a place she couldn’t go. “Not yet.”

      Jevryn exhaled softly. “It has been six months, na’tria.”

      He had never stopped calling her that. Sometimes it comforted her and sometimes it irritated her, and she could never decide which reaction was better. At the moment, it irritated. “And how long, in the expert opinion gained from your years of infinite wisdom, should it take?”

      “You cannot hide yourself away from the world forever.”

      “Why not? You do.”

      He didn’t deign to dignify that with an answer, merely held her gaze, his gray eyes cool and piercing. Hers were no longer that color. When she looked in mirrors these days, her irises were always the deepest indigo, a reminder that she might be up and walking and talking and doing things now, but inside, she was still curled beneath a tree in a maze. And Jevryn knew it.

      “You’re the one who brought me here,” she pointed out. And for the last three weeks, there hadn’t been a single day where he hadn’t broached the subject of her returning to Earth.

      “I never intended for this arrangement to be permanent.”

      “Tired of playing the concerned father already? I’m shocked.” She wanted to take the words back as soon as she said them. She had always been sarcastic, always unable to filter the thoughts that popped into her mind and inevitably found their way out of her mouth. She had never been cruel. But lately, cruelty seemed to keep lashing out of her unexpectedly.

      At first, a part of her had reveled in the biting comments. Jevryn, who had always been cold and aloof, had felt like a safe target for her need to vent the darkness in her. The only target, really, as the household’s other resident was famed for his ability to go entire days without speaking, and Nyx rarely saw him, besides. She hadn’t thought it would matter to Jevryn what she said, had not imagined she could actually hurt him.

      In the first few weeks, that had certainly seemed true. But as time went on, the steel of his indifferent presentation began to crack, and she grew more and more certain that her words did affect him. That was when a small part of her, tucked away in the back of her mind, began trying to remind her that she had always wanted a father, and if this pain inside her ever ceased, she would regret alienating the one before her now.

      And yet she couldn’t stop herself from doing it, again and again.

      Jevryn stood. His expression was, as ever, inscrutable. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or hurt or annoyed. He didn’t address her last remark. “I will tell Arradin, again, then, that you will not be returning home yet.”

      He waited a moment, as if hoping his mention of Griff would change her mind. When it didn’t, he portaled from the room with so little warning that she barely had time to Hide a small pinch of the portal magic he drew from his bracelets and pull it to herself. She had started out siphoning even smaller pieces than the one she now held, her original thefts little more than specks of portal dust. Jevryn might not be able to feel the magic she stole, once it was Hidden, but he was exceptionally aware of how much magic it took him to perform any specific portaling task, and how much magic his bracelets held. If she took too much, he would notice, and so she had been very careful to take only the smallest of bits, and never steal more than twice from the same bracelet.

      She added the small tuft to the little ball of portal magic, also Hidden, that was always stuffed into her pocket. Was it enough? Maybe. Probably. Did her hesitation stem from true uncertainty, or from how easy it was to remain here in this stasis?

      She stood and wandered to the center of the room, to the black floor beneath which ran a river of portal magic. She couldn’t feel it, couldn’t reach it through the thalacite. Jevryn didn’t trust her with portal magic. He’d taken all the empty bracelets she’d been wearing when he’d brought her here, and he had never once in her presence opened the floor to reveal the magic reservoir beneath it.

      Though Nyx had looked for seams in the floor, or mechanisms by which it might be opened, she had never found any and wasn’t surprised by her lack of success. She had looked for these markers out of a sense of obligation, not because she thought they actually existed. She had thought the home was a Station, despite Jevryn’s assertion that it was not.

      Oh, she hadn’t expected an Arrival Room or a connection to the ley lines, but given this appeared to be where he spent most of his time, and he very obviously wasn’t aging, she had assumed the building had to be a Nexus. She was pretty sure there was only one way of making those. Add in that the building rearranged itself on a whim to answer his requests, and it only made sense for it to be a Station.

      Which meant the only way to access the reservoir of portal magic was to convince the building to access it for her. The only problem with that? Despite all evidence that pointed to Station, she was starting to think Jevryn had told the truth when he’d said it wasn’t one. Given her bond to Kaliaris, Nyx was acutely aware of how Stations felt. Even ones she wasn’t magically bonded to. She had spoken to Calista and Altiran, had felt a rush of connection to both of them that, while leagues paler than her connection to Kaliaris, was nonetheless marked.

      She felt none of that here. As if this residence had no soul. Yet it rearranged itself at a whim to answer Jevryn’s requests. Not only had she seen the floor move when he’d wished to access the well, but he had rearranged the interior of the building with barely a thought. Her room, once isolated save for access to a bathroom, was now a short hallway from this library, which in turn was another short hallway from the kitchen.

      Jevryn had accomplished this change in the same manner she did when she rearranged the Station’s interior to suit her whims. Yet she hadn’t felt a presence akin to Kaliaris’s even then, and she was certain she would have. She had tried to talk to it, as she had talked to Calista and Altiran, but if the building could hear her, it had given her no answer. That was the primary reason she was convinced the building was nothing more than a building. Because she knew which planetary soul Jevryn possessed and, having once swallowed a sliver of that soul, she also knew that Lethe-Alihana would love to talk with her.

      Her biological father might have difficulty with her relationship to him, but the soul of the planet that had birthed his race had had no qualms about calling her “Daughter”. The soul shard she had interacted with had not been particularly sane, cut off from the rest of the main body and used to animate a construct, but that piece of Lethe-Alihana had still recognized her instantly. She didn’t know if they had liked her, but they had felt inherently possessive of her. They might not do what she asked of them, but if the opportunity was available, she was certain they would talk to her.

      That her requests to speak to them had gone unanswered could only mean the building was just a building. Yet she stood here, staring at the floor because she couldn’t fathom any other way to make it move. Gradually, she became aware of another presence in the room and looked up.

      Kaden stood just inside the doorway, watching her. The first time Jevryn had put them in a room together, a mere two days after bringing her here, Nyx had lost it. She couldn’t remember precisely what she’d said, but she could imagine, because she remembered how she’d felt in that moment. Like Jevryn thought if he threw Kaden at her, someone she’d once had a relationship with, that she would stop feeling the way she felt and move on to something—someone—else.

      Calling her mood at that time livid grossly understated her reaction. The event had occurred in the kitchen and Nyx had broken every breakable item within reach by throwing them all at Jevryn’s head. None of them had hit. As it turned out, he could draw his sword in less than a breath, and he’d cut everything she’d thrown at him to pieces.

      When she’d finally raged herself out, the black in her veins fading, she’d realized that somewhere in between cutting down projectiles, Jevryn had portaled Kaden out of the room. He’d said only, “My prior experience with you led me to believe that, despite your obvious inheritance of the A-Morridahn temper, you were a reasonable person and I did not need to confine my other tenant to an entirely separate area of the home. I see that I was mistaken.”

      That was the point at which she’d realized Jevryn hadn’t thrown them together at all. He’d simply brought her to the kitchen, and Kaden had happened to be there.

      She’d never apologized. Her incessant need to say I’m sorry every time she felt bad, or was worried someone had misinterpreted something she’d said or done, had become muted beneath the anger that always simmered beneath her skin these days, ready to burst out at any moment. So she hadn’t said the words. But she had, after a few days, told Jevryn he could arrange his house and his “tenants” however he wanted.

      How much rearranging he’d done, she didn’t entirely know, but she was vaguely aware that Kaden’s room was somewhere on the other side of the kitchen, like Jevryn’s was somewhere on another side of the library. He’d placed them all like spokes on a wheel, with the library and the kitchen at the heart, with the hallways being the spokes that led to different endpoints. There were other rooms, but they remained inaccessible unless Jevryn portaled her to them.

      Nyx had gotten used to Kaden’s presence, mostly because he spoke so little. For the first time in a long time, she appreciated his taciturn nature. For the most part, she never saw him, and after a while she had put together that he only appeared whenever Jevryn was gone. Not gone from the common spaces, but gone from the house entirely. Her father thought she needed a babysitter when he wasn’t around, and he’d decided Kaden was the man for the job.

      Nyx had spoken to Kaden precisely once, and only then because she’d needed something she hadn’t thought Jevryn would give her without a lecture or an are-you-sure or a pitying glance. So she’d waited until he was gone, then taken Seth’s raven-feather earring to Kaden and said, “I need my ear pierced.” All Kaden had done was nod and come back two days later with a piercing needle, a starter earring, and some saline wash.

      It had barely hurt, and when she had switched the starter earring out for the raven’s feather far earlier than was advisable, Jevryn had had the good sense to not comment on the change. But he had left immediately after he’d seen it, and she had little doubt he’d gone straight to Earth Between, to the Station—her Station—and Griff. Because not long after, he’d started asking her when she wanted to return home. Something about wearing her dead boyfriend’s earring had clearly worried both of her fathers, and made them reconsider if taking her to an isolated location was really the best choice for her.

      That had been a month ago. Despite her having done nothing suspicious during any of Jevryn’s absences, each time he left, Kaden still came out. Today he’d settled into one corner of the library, like he always did, where she could pretend he wasn’t there, like she always did. She wasn’t sure when she’d decided to hate him simply because he was alive and Seth wasn’t. Maybe it was because she couldn’t look at him without thinking of Seth. Or maybe it was because he had to know how she felt and he just…took it.

      Nyx slipped her hand into her pocket, brushing her fingers against the portal magic there. Was it enough?

      She didn’t want to be here anymore. But she couldn’t go home, either, because nothing had changed from when Jevryn had taken her away. She hadn’t changed. She might be walking and talking, but inside she was still trapped in that moment of loss, and she didn’t know if stopping Kiev A-Morridahn would fix it, but she did know someone had to. She knew she had to.

      But if she was going to do it, she needed three things: portal magic, a container for it, and a way to find her uncle. There was no point in thinking about the third until she had the first two, and no point in amassing significant portal magic without the second.

      Searching Jevryn’s house for any spare portal magic bracelets he might have lying around was impossible, even when he was gone, because the only time Kaden let her out of his sight when he was on watchdog detail was when she went to the bathroom. If she decided to search Jevryn’s rooms anyway, he might not prevent her—she really didn’t know—but he would almost certainly tell Jevryn about it later. All of which meant she wouldn’t be finding what she needed here. That was fine. She knew where else she could find it. She’d just needed enough magic to get there.

      So did she have enough? It was time to find out.

      She spun and made for her room. Please don’t follow me. Please don’t⁠—

      A chair creaked behind her as Kaden stood. She halted, looked over her shoulder, and snapped, “I don’t need an escort.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the one room at the end of this hallway,” she bit off. “Obviously.”

      He shook his head. “Where are you going, Nyx?”

      The ice of unease stole up her spine. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You’ve been stealing portal magic from Jevryn for weeks.”

      The ice sprouted fingers that wrapped around her throat. She thought about denying it anyway, but what was the point? “Does he know?”

      Kaden shook his head again. If Jevryn hadn’t realized what she was doing, how had Kaden?

      “You focus on him too intently when he portals out,” he said in answer to her unasked question. “Where are you going?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be back before he is.”

      “Nyx—”

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      He studied her for a long moment, a muscle feathering in his jaw. “No.”

      That answer took her off guard enough she almost asked him why not. She’d expected a yes. But she didn’t want to invite further discussion, so she only said, “Good.”

      And before she could change her mind, before she could question herself, she grabbed hold of the magic and portaled.
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      Nyx hadn’t portaled in six months, but it came to her easily. A quick search through the magic to her anchor point and then she was hooked, hurtling through the universe in a blink, landing next to a tree outside her Station. She reached up and brushed her fingers against the throwing star embedded in the trunk, fingers gliding along the smooth metal.

      A flash of black hair, warm brown eyes, a perpetual smirk. She shoved the memory out before it could take root. If it did, she would stay there, wrapped in the warmth of it, until two words wormed their way through, like they always did: her fault. She’d been so insistent that she had to go to Kyvren, that no one else could possibly ensure the Meerkin were well. She’d let Kiev realize she could find Seth beneath the cloak of his illusion, when she’d yelled at him in the prisons of Eravendrin, so Kiev’s phantom snakes wouldn’t touch him. She’d looked for him after the battle, so foolishly naive in thinking Kiev had fled.

      She knew what someone else would tell her, if she explained it that way. She knew what she would tell someone else in her place: It isn’t your fault. She could tell herself that all she wanted, but the thing about being on the inside of the problem? What she told herself didn’t change how she felt.

      Her hand dropped from the throwing star and she approached the invisible boundary that demarcated the Station’s grounds from the rest of Earth Between. The raven’s feather dangling from her left ear fluttered in the light breeze. Now that she was here, she wished she hadn’t come. In Jevryn’s home, everything was muted: her emotions, her thoughts, her pain. Jevryn’s home was quiet. Built as it was, from thick rock with no physical ingress or egress, precious little managed to find its way inside to make sound. No noises from the outside world filtered through the solid stone walls, no pets wandered the halls to demand food or attention, and no appliances hummed and whirred as they would in Dead Earth.

      She would have once found it amusing that he’d ostensibly brought her to his residence to ensure she lived, when the place had the quiet and stillness of a mausoleum. That old sense of humor tried and failed to rise more than a scant millimeter in her chest. It was a brief curl of smoke, quickly dissipated by the unyielding wind of her indifference.

      But beneath indifference, pain was unfurling from a long slumber, awakened by the noise of the world around her. The life of the world around her. It all felt so loud. The call and chatter of the birds, the scurrying of squirrels, the rustle of leaves in the wind. An assault of sounds and scents and textures that had been absent from her life, now all clambering for attention at once. She’d been in a deprivation chamber of sorts, she supposed, and now she’d thrust herself into normality with no care or preparation.

      Far more than the world itself, though, looking at the Station hurt. She felt like someone who had been missing for years, only to claw their way back to their home and find themselves unable to go inside. Instead they stood out in the frigid cold, looking through a window into the warmth beyond, wondering if the people they’d left inside would even want them back. The boundary was her window, the Station was her home, and the people she couldn’t see.

      Was anyone even still inside, save for Griff? Kalvar was gone, Jevryn having informed her he’d passed the exams for entrance to the Governance Academy. Liya had returned to Alzherra with Valedan. That only left Evra and Morgen, and what reason would they have had to stay? Nyx closed her eyes, remembering that awful crack as Evra, thrown out of Nyx’s room, had hit the wall.

      Nyx hadn’t meant to hurt her. She’d just wanted her to stop. Stop trying to make Nyx get up, stop trying to make her be normal. She hadn’t been capable of normal—not even enough to apologize, to try to fix it—and Evra had left and hadn’t come back. On Nyx’s good days, she didn’t blame Evra for that. On her bad days, she felt like everyone was happy to be rid of her. And while part of her wanted to apologize to Evra now, to fix things now, she wouldn’t. She couldn’t.

      The only thing that got her out of bed in the mornings was a single thought: Kiev A-Morridahn had to pay. That thought, and the anger that burned behind it, was what had given her the patience to steal enough magic to bring herself here. She wasn’t sure what was left of her outside of that desire. So she focused on what she needed now—the portal magic bracelets in her room, the ones still filled with magic, and which could be refilled again after they were used.

      Despite Jevryn’s belief that teaching her to “be an A-Morridahn” was just the thing to once again give meaning to her life, and despite her absorbing his lessons without complaint, he didn’t trust her. It was a completely warranted distrust, but it made her life difficult. He wasn’t going to hand her a wealth of portal magic without suspicion, and while he might be willing to return her to her life here at the Station, she didn’t think Kaliaris would let her go again. Not for a long, long time.

      The travel tattoo on her left hand had ticked down from a two to a one, and though Kaliaris had granted her an unlimited timeframe on this absence, she doubted they would do so a second time. If she walked through the Station doors and announced her presence, Kaliaris would keep her, and she couldn’t stay. Not yet. Not until she finished this. And even then…

      She swallowed. She would worry about then when—if—it came. All of which meant she needed to get into the Station, up to her room, without Griff or Kaliaris knowing she was there. So she could leave again without them ever knowing she had come.

      She didn’t know if that was actually possible. Seth, for all his brilliance with illusion, had never managed to go beneath the Station’s notice. She could picture him in their room, whining about how he’d done everything right, covered all the senses, and yet she—through Kaliaris—could still always tell where he was within the Station.

      The memory was a knife through her heart. It was exactly why she didn’t want to be here. The quiet stillness of her rooms in Jevryn’s home made her time there feel as if it was in stasis. As if time wasn’t passing at all, as if the world didn’t really exist. Nothing felt truly urgent within its walls, and it had always felt like she could emerge from them and find everything outside picking up at the moment Jevryn had carried her away from it all.

      But however it might feel that way, time hadn’t stopped in the rest of the world while she was gone. And she wasn’t ready to face how everything had changed. She wasn’t ready to face an actual life without Seth in it. She didn’t know how to live that life.

      So she shoved the memory of him—the memory of everyone—aside and focused on the cloak of Hiding woven around her. Despite how a Hiding could be used interchangeably with an illusion of invisibility, the two were not the same thing. An illusion masked a person’s presence by mimicking the environment as it would be without the person in it, replacing the sights and sounds and touch of the person with the sights and sounds and textures of the ordinary environment.

      Hidden magic did not work in the same way. When she Hid something from a person, she wasn’t tricking the person’s senses into believing that everything they saw and heard and felt was exactly as it would be without the object there. She was removing the idea of the thing from the fabric of their existence, and that was always a thing more easily done from a sideways approach.

      Nyx knew she couldn’t have Hidden herself from the Station while she was already on its grounds. She did not possess the amount of magic it would take to convince a being as immense as Kaliaris that she was no longer present when they knew she was. She didn’t even think it would have worked before, if she’d left the Station for a few minutes and come back Hidden. She would still have been touching Kaliaris’ ground, breathing their air. They would have been expecting her return, and they would recognize the ripple as she stepped beyond the boundary as her.

      Now…now they still might. But now they were not expecting her. Now, if she walked in Hidden, her magic whispering that she wasn’t there, they would have no reason to believe she was. No reason to fight against her magic in order to continue believing she was. And if they didn’t do that, then the effort required to maintain the Hiding would not become so vast that she couldn’t keep it going.

      She couldn’t know how it would turn out until she crossed the threshold. And yet she didn’t want to take that first step. She glanced at her watch, the pang that went through her at seeing it muted by the number of times she’d felt it. Thirteen minutes, twenty-three seconds. That was how long she’d been standing here. Slightly less time than Jevryn had been gone. Sometimes, when he left, it was for twenty minutes. Sometimes it was half a day.

      Nyx quit stalling and crossed the threshold. Instinctively, she wanted to reach for Kaliaris’ senses, to sink into them, to come home. She shut them out ruthlessly, sinking deep into her Hiding, so far removed that she was a hairs-breadth from being lost inside herself, every iota of her magic whispering Not here, not here, I’m not here.

      She waited, her breath caught in her chest. A slight ripple went through the Station. A light brush from Kaliaris, but it was pointed at the general area, not at her specifically, and so it slipped off the cloak of her Hiding. Another ripple traveled through the Station, a disappointed sigh, and her sense of Kaliaris’ attention vanished.

      Nyx exhaled. Not caught yet. On her left arm, Constance, which had foregone its usual bo-staff form in the last few months in favor of a more easily worn bracer, warmed gently, as if happy to be back within the Station’s grounds. Nyx gave it an absent pat and jogged to the back porch, pausing at the closed door. If she opened it, Kaliaris would feel it open. Griff, through Kaliaris, would feel it open. With Nyx Hidden, there would be no easy explanation for why the door had opened, and if either Griff or Kaliaris noticed and focused their attention on the event, she might be caught. And yet the Station was a large place. Though it lacked the wealth of residents it had once had, there could still be enough going on that Griff and Kaliaris might miss that, to them, it would appear the door had opened unaided by human hands.

      She was trying to decide if it was worth it or not when movement flashed on the other side of the glass. She moved back and to the side as the door slid open and Evra and Morgen stepped out.

      Here. They were both still here. They hadn’t left.

      The relief that swelled in Nyx’s chest at this simple fact almost made her miss her opportunity to slip inside, but she darted through the door just before Evra closed it. Nyx watched as the two of them moved away. Evra’s gaze caught on the television mounted on the patio wall, a strange expression crossing her face. She said something to Morgen, but without tapping into Kaliaris’s senses—and thus alerting the Station to her presence—Nyx couldn’t hear what it was. Morgen wrapped his arms around her, his lips moving as he responded. He looked a little hurt and a little angry—they both did, but not at each other.

      Given where Evra had looked before she’d spoken—and the fact a glance at the weekday readout on Nyx’s watch showed it was movie night—Nyx could guess what they were hurt and angry about: her. And yet Nyx was hurt and angry too. That they had—all of them—sent her away to be Jevryn’s problem. She knew he visited the Station regularly, but had he ever returned with so much as a letter from any of them? No.

      She shook off the confused tumult of her feelings and backed away from the door, heading for the spiral staircase that led up to her bedroom. She sprinted up the stairs and halted at the landing, not even breathing hard. If Jevryn was good for one thing other than teaching her about death magic, it was increasing her physical endurance. He’d taken one look at her swordsmanship, wrinkled his nose, and pronounced it “barely passable”.

      The sword had never been her favorite weapon. She had always, even in her youth, preferred non-bladed weapons or hand-to-hand, and she’d practiced with bladed weapons just enough to keep Viktor off her back. Since she’d decided to go after Kiev, it felt like an oversight, so she’d had Constance shift from staff to sword, and started going through forms.

      That was how Jevryn had found her, in his gymnasium. Given that her technique was, apparently, an affront to nature, he’d taken it upon himself to correct it. After her first “lesson”, he’d pointed at the wall, where a door had opened, leading to a circular track. Evra would be shocked to learn Nyx had been doing regular cardio of her own volition. She thought she finally understood the purpose—the hope that if she ran fast enough, for long enough, she could outrun the shadows chasing her.

      But she never did.

      She forced herself back to the present. The door to her bedroom was open, as if in anticipation of her return. Her bed was made. She doubted—knew—she hadn’t left it that way, and she wondered at Griff tidying the space. If it had made him feel better to do it. If it had made him feel worse.

      She set her teeth and strode in, ignoring the room and all the memories it held. She walked straight for the chest settled in a recessed portion of the wall, grateful that the fact it was already Hidden meant Kaliaris would not feel it open. She popped open the secret drawer at the bottom, looking at the options available to her. Only three bracelets were left. She’d been wearing all the others, and Jevryn had taken them back.

      She swiped the three and clasped them around her right forearm, a tension she hadn’t realized she’d carried dissipating at the familiar comfort of the magic. A survey of her remaining options told her she should have had Kaden pierce her right ear as well as her left. But she hadn’t, and since she wasn’t going to be removing the raven’s feather earring she wore, she skipped over all of the earring options. It left her with a few necklaces, which she layered, and several rings, which she slid on to whichever fingers they would fit.

      Closing the chest, she rose. She should leave. Get in, get out. That had been the plan. Instead, she found her feet carrying her, seemingly of their own accord, to Griff’s room. She wasn’t surprised to find Jevryn with him. She’d known exactly where her biological father was going when he’d left. She was surprised to find Griff looking as he had in the picture he’d once shown her. Tall, with warm brown skin and golden hair, those magnificent golden wings draped behind him.

      Jevryn sat next to him, their hands lightly clasped, and something about the way they connected made Nyx think that keeping Griff in his current form required the physical touch between them. They were talking.

      “—angry with me,” Griff said. She saw the pain on his face, his expressions infinitely easier to interpret in his base Human form than in his griffin one.

      “She is angry with the world,” Jevryn responded. “Not you.”

      Griff shook his head. “I asked you to take her. I begged you to take her. I accept full responsibility for that. I only wish she would stop punishing me for it.”

      Something squeezed in Nyx’s chest. She had been angry with him. That he’d sent her away, that he’d sent her to Jevryn. She’d felt abandoned and betrayed. But once the rawness of her pain had eased, she’d understood why he’d done it. He’d been afraid for her, and yet…it still hurt.

      But she wasn’t refusing to come home in order to punish him.

      Jevryn cupped Griff’s face in his hand. “She is my daughter,” he said softly. “There is much of me in her. And I can tell you that after I lost you⁠—”

      “Please don’t.” Griff’s eyes fluttered closed.

      Jevryn swallowed. “After I lost you,” he repeated, “in the absence of any ability to free you, and with you not wanting me here, the only thing that mattered to me was revenge. I suspect that that is all that matters to her at this moment. She is not punishing you. She does not return because she does not want to risk that the Station will not allow her to leave again if she does.”

      Nyx had never once told Jevryn why she wouldn’t go back. She had assumed he would think the worst of her—that she was being petulant and stubborn, simply to test him. She had never imagined he would understand so precisely where her refusal came from. Or rather, she had assumed that if he’d understood it, he would have forced her to come back here, where he could be certain she could not leave. Not for longer than a week, anyway.

      She wondered why he hadn’t.

      Jevryn’s hand fell from Griff’s face and he stood, his other hand still clasped in Griff’s. “I should return. It is cruel of me to leave her overlong under Kaden’s watch. To both of them.”

      Griff’s hand tightened on Jevryn’s. “Could you stay? Only a few minutes longer. Please.”

      Nyx had not known Jevryn A-Morridahn was capable of softening until that moment—until she watched it happen.

      “Of course.”

      Nyx backpedaled, suddenly very aware that she was intruding on a private moment. She didn’t know if Griff wanted Jevryn to stay because he wanted more time in his true form, to feel like himself, or if he simply wanted more time with Jevryn. Either way, it was none of her business, and it hurt to see them that way. Together.

      There was so much history between them, so much they had been through. Despite everything, they could still read each other the way she had once read Seth, and he her. And it filled her with an irrational jealousy to know that they had the possibility of repairing the divide between them. Someday, if she managed to break the bonds that held Griff here, if he was free, they had that chance.

      She could never again have what she’d lost. She turned away, jogging down the stairs, into the storeroom where the bottle illusions Seth had made for Griff were stored. The ones that let her Avatar pose as Nyx during those times she was gone, the ones he must be relying on constantly now to take Arrivals and Departures.

      The numbers were depleted, but there were still more than Griff could use in even a year’s time. Seth had practically dripped illusion, the magic building up and needing constant use. He entertained with it, he played practical jokes with it, and when that was not enough, he stored it as bottle illusions for some future need.

      Nyx’s hand trembled as she reached for the bottles. She could feel the magic in them. She could feel him in them, and it almost broke her. But it couldn’t because she’d broken the moment he’d died. The A-Morridahn motto was not, and never would be, hers. And she wondered how cold her ancestors had been, that they could claim it.

      She swiped ten bottles, storing five in each side pocket of her cargo pants, and made her way outside, beyond the boundary before Kaliaris—or Griff—could notice that something had moved on a shelf where theoretically no one was. She doubted they would notice. It was such a small thing in the grand scheme of Kaliaris’s senses, like a fly landing on the hide of an elephant, but it was better to be off the premises just in case.

      And when, as she turned back for a final look at the Station, Jevryn came striding out, she knew it was good she hadn’t lingered. A thin line of portal magic streamed to her fingertips in answer to her call, and she reached for the anchor left in her room in Jevryn’s home. It was fortunate she could make anything into an anchor merely by Hiding it, because while she had the anchor Jevryn had given her to his library, she didn’t know if he would be aware of it if she used it.

      The portal spun open and she stepped through, into her room. She Hid the bottle illusions, shoved them into a dresser drawer, and dashed for the library. Kaden’s eyebrows raised as she ran in. She threw herself onto the couch, grabbed the nearest book and opened it to a random page half a second before Jevryn blinked into the room.

      He looked completely unruffled, but then, he always did around her. She suspected Griff was the only person he ever allowed himself to be vulnerable with, and she wasn’t even sure if she would call what she’d witnessed between them in the Station vulnerability so much as honesty. Then again, maybe the two were the same thing.

      He took a step away from her, then froze and turned back, a frown furrowing his brow. Her heart was a staccato beat in her chest as she checked the bracelets, the necklaces, the rings, looking for one she had somehow forgotten, but they were all Hidden. So what had caught his attention? Were there pine needles stuck in the tread of her boots, giving away the fact she’d left the house? Or was her guilt simply written all over her face?

      “I had no idea your grasp of the Salyrian language had progressed to the point that you now find ancient philosophical tomes accessible,” he said finally.

      Nyx had to work to control a sigh of relief as she focused on the page before her. The book she’d grabbed must have been whatever Jevryn had been reading last, as the words were, in fact, impenetrable to her. He’d been trying to teach it to her, but it turned out both that he wasn’t a very good teacher when it came to languages, and she wasn’t a very good student. “It hasn’t.”

      She flipped the book around, showing him a page covered in an illustration of a tree. It was full color, and resembled the very real tree growing in the middle of Jevryn’s library, albeit in the illustration, the roots were manifold and gnarled, all tangled together. “I’m just looking at the pretty pictures.”

      “If there is reading material you would prefer, I am happy to⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” He’d already brought her two full bookcases worth of books in English from the Station’s library, without her asking. If he brought back any more, she would need a bigger room. On the days Jevryn was here, reading was the last thing on her mind. She trained—physically and with death magic—and the rest of the time she slept. She knew she slept too much, and that it worried him, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

      When he was gone, though, sometimes for days at a time, the doorways to all interesting areas of his home walled over with stone, she needed something to occupy her time. And it was just as well that Jevryn didn’t know what she liked to read, and that the Station’s library had expanded to encompass the tastes of its other residents, because she didn’t think she could have read the types of books she used to, anymore.

      He’d chosen titles at random and she read them at random, taking an odd comfort in the unfamiliar story structures of genres she didn’t ordinarily delve into. It fed an ember deep inside her, that part of herself that craved novelty. That craved life. That part of her was trying desperately to come back to life, but the rest of her was firmly stuck right where she was, unwilling to fan the ember into flames, but also unwilling to snuff it out entirely.

      Nyx flipped the book closed and set it aside, standing. “I’m tired. I think I’ll turn in.”

      “You have not eaten,” Jevryn objected.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Nyx—”

      She disappeared into her room, twitching the curtain that covered the opening to her room back into place behind her. She wasn’t sure if Jevryn didn’t believe in doors, or if he just didn’t trust her. Or both. But, at least she had a curtain now.

      She fell asleep that night running her hand over the portal magic bracelets, the rings. I’ll make him pay, she promised. It wouldn’t fix anything. She wasn’t naive enough to expect it to. But she couldn’t just let it go. Kiev had caused so much harm. He’d taken so much, had destroyed so many lives. And if he was left to his own devices, he would continue to harm and destroy.

      She wanted vengeance, yes. But she also simply wanted an end to the blight that was Kiev A-Morridahn.
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      On mornings like this—meaning mornings when Jevryn was home—Nyx contemplated going back to the Station just so she wouldn’t have to endure the cruelty of waking up at four in the morning. While she had no idea what planet Jevryn’s home was on, or the length of its days and nights—the house had no windows or exterior doors—he kept their schedule on a twenty-four hour cycle. She suspected this was out of politeness to her, though why he could manage that politeness and not the one of letting her sleep in until, say, seven or eight, was a mystery.

      She pulled on her workout clothes and stumbled out of her room. The library, perhaps because it had an actual live tree in it, had solar lighting that mimicked sunrise and sunset. It wasn’t like there was an orange ball that rose and set, or anything like that, but the way the light moved over the room, growing more intense during the first half of the day and then waning in the second, reminded her of sunlight. It was one of the little mysteries of the place, like how the air never went stale when she couldn’t find any openings that looked like ventilation. The rooms hadn’t even had doors, each one entirely closed off to itself, until she’d insisted on connecting hallways and Jevryn had finally capitulated.

      It all led her back to the question of Station or not-Station?

      She walked by the tree in the library, absently stretching out a hand to brush against one of the indigo blooms as she passed. For a long time, she had hoped that the flowers contained portal magic—that the tree’s placement above the reservoir and the color of the leaves meant it drank portal magic like water. But if it did, she’d never sensed the magic or been able to draw it out.

      Not that it mattered, now she had her magic from another source. And now that she did—now that steps one and two of her very basic plan were checked off—it left her with the final problem: Kiev. Finding him, yes, but more importantly outmaneuvering him. Nyx had never been prone to hubris, which was why she knew exactly where she stood against her uncle.

      Viktor had taught her how to fight. In hand-to-hand, she was good. Very good, because she’d found it fun, because she hadn’t had much else to occupy her time, and because Seth fighting dirty had always made her have to work that little bit harder. The sword had never been her favorite weapon, and while Jevryn might despair over her technique and call it “atrocious”, she could hold her own. Better than in her childhood, even, despite the gap of time in Dead Earth when she hadn’t practiced, because sparring with Evra and Morgen and Kalvar at the Station had exposed her to a wider range of fighting styles and the minds behind them. She was good.

      But compared to Jevryn? She might as well be a novice. His footwork was pure artistry, his speed and precision breathtaking, and he didn’t ever seem to think in a fight. He’d been practicing for nine centuries, he didn’t have to think. It was all just there, programmed into his muscle memory. When they sparred, Nyx rarely scored a hit. If they’d been fighting for real, she’d have been dead a few hundred times by now.

      Barring a stroke of blindingly good fortune, which was always a possibility in any fight, no matter the skill of the opposing side, she couldn’t beat him. If she couldn’t beat him, she couldn’t beat Kiev. She’d seen them fight on Kyvren. They’d been equally matched, impossibly fast.

      She could practice for years and never change the fact that she didn’t measure up. She certainly couldn’t change it in the next few days, or weeks, or even months. When she found Kiev, she would not be his equal on this front. She needed another way, a different approach, if she was going to defeat him.

      She just didn’t know what it was. However calming she might find the landscape of death within her, the chances of her defeating Kiev with it were slimmer than her chances with a blade. The black cloud of magic Kiev had unleashed upon her in Eravendrin’s prison had been no true danger to her. Learning what she had—remembering how easily she had taken apart A-Lethe—she thought often about Jevryn stepping in front of her. About how, despite his own burgeoning belief that she had inherited the A-Morridahn magic, he had been unwilling to risk the possibility that she had not.

      She should be nicer to him. Probably.

      “You okay?”

      The voice startled her, though not on a physical level—she didn’t jump or otherwise outwardly react. It was more the surprise of realizing she’d arrived in the kitchen without noticing the fact. She’d been so deep in her head that her body had been moving of its own accord, following patterns, and she hadn’t realized where she’d gone, or that someone else was in the space with her.

      She offered a shrug in response to Kaden’s inquiry and poured herself a cup of coffee from the French press sitting on the counter. Apparently Jevryn actually cared about his employee’s happiness, because the French press—and the coffee that went with it—were Kaden’s, and she’d never once seen her father partake. It didn’t surprise her that Jevryn A-Morridahn hadn’t come around to the wonders of morning caffeine. It might actually make him less severe and intimidating, and he certainly couldn’t risk that.

      She leaned back against the counter, holding the cup in both hands and blowing across the surface, Kaden’s question repeating irritatingly in her head. You okay? What kind of question was that anyway? One she had probably asked someone else before and which didn’t make any sense to her now. Asking it after someone had sustained a physical injury? Sure. Made sense. But asking it when you wanted to know about someone’s mental state? What was the point?

      When it came down to it, Kaden didn’t want to hear how she felt. Not really. He felt obligated to ask and wanted to hear that she was fine in response, and she didn’t want to be honest with him any more than he wanted her to be honest. She had no intention of opening up and crying on his—or anyone’s—shoulder.

      He looked as if he was about to speak again—she had no idea what she could have done to prompt more than a single sentence out of him in one morning—but just then Jevryn walked in. He frowned at her cup of coffee. “Is that all you are having?”

      “Yep.”

      His frown deepened. “It is not an appropriate morning meal. It is not a meal at all, and you did not eat last night.”

      She took a long drink. The hot liquid had more bite than she usually liked. Part of that was because she was drinking it black now, and the other part was because Kaden was the one making it, and he made it strong. She didn’t mind the kick. She took a perverse sort of satisfaction in something she’d once found comforting now being bracing.

      She swallowed and looked at Jevryn. “And yet I find it so filling.”

      “You should ingest something of nutritional value.”

      Nyx was tired of this argument. She heard it a lot. Not every time she didn’t eat breakfast, because she failed to eat it more often than she didn’t, but enough that she was done with the same old back-and-forth. He didn’t need to fuss over her like he cared. Like he had any right to care.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, lacing her voice with false sweetness, “did you raise me? Are things still all jumbled up in here”—she rapped her knuckles against her skull—“and I’ve just forgotten your loving presence throughout my childhood, during which time you instilled in me a firm belief about what was and was not an acceptable morning meal?” She paused for dramatic effect, letting her eyes widen in the temporary silence. “What’s that? You didn’t?”

      The muscle beneath Jevryn’s left eye twitched. “If you have so much energy without an appetite, you may burn it off in practice.” He nodded in the direction of the gym. “Now.”

      Nyx knew from experience that if she didn’t go now the next two seconds would find her coffee dumped out and the grounds for making more removed to some part of the house she couldn’t access. Like her, Jevryn didn’t appreciate being ignored.

      “Fine.” She drained the nearly full mug, her mouth twisting in distaste—coffee was meant to be savored, not downed like weak beer at a party—and slammed the cup down onto the counter beside her. “But you’re lucky I’m in the mood for exercise.”

      “Your attitude is becoming exceedingly tiresome, na’tria.”

      “Thanks,” she snapped back as they walked down the narrow hall to the gym. “I feel the same way about yours.”

      “I am trying to keep you alive, child.” Frustration laced his voice.

      “And I’m trying to endure your idea of parenting.”

      “Return to Arradin and you will no longer have to endure it.”

      “No.”

      He dropped without warning, spinning, foot snaking out to sweep her legs from beneath her. She jumped over the sweep, landing as he carried the spin into upward momentum and struck out with his fist. She blocked, caught his arm and drove it upward, then hammered her knee into his gut. Except he’d anticipated her, drawing his leg up to block.

      As she stamped her foot back on solid ground he brought his hands together and struck her in the chest with the heels of his palms. A surge of unnatural strength laced the strike and she flew back six feet, through the opening into the gym. She tucked and rolled as she hit, but the impact jarred her and she was going to have a lovely bruise on her hip. She came up into a crouch, facing the doorway.

      Jevryn strode through it, neither hurried nor slow, portaling his sword into his hand as he advanced. The sword he once carried had been similar in style to a katana. But as Nyx had favored the longsword, he’d traded his original blade for something more similar in size to an ōdachi, the Japanese great sword. He said his form suffered from the switch, for lack of regular practice with that blade. If that was the case, she couldn’t tell.

      She flicked her hand down. The bracer on her forearm melted without heat, Constance sliding liquid across her skin. The blade that formed in her hand was closer in style, if not size, to Jevryn’s sword than the longsword she’d once favored. Since Jevryn had changed his weapon, Constance had begun subtly shifting their design each time she and Jevryn fought. It had thrown Nyx off-balance at first, the weight and angle of the blade shifting from where she expected it to be, but when Constance had eventually settled on a final form, Nyx couldn’t deny that the end result fit her better.

      The hilt materialized against her palm and she grasped it in both hands, swinging upward, Constance solidifying just as metal struck metal. Nyx gave everything she had to the fight. She’d learned quickly that Jevryn didn’t pull his strikes, and though both his practice sword and Constance had blunted edges, a forceful hit still bruised like a bitch.

      Her world narrowed to strike and parry, evade and cut in. She couldn’t deny the thrill that ran through her veins, couldn’t deny that these moments were the only ones in which she truly felt alive anymore. That space inside her where death resided was too calm, the rest of this house too numb. Here—fighting an opponent who was better than her, who she probably had no chance of besting without years of practice—was where she lived. Sometimes she wondered if that was where this sustained desire to find Kiev came from—a desperate need to feel alive one last time before she inevitably failed.

      But there was something about that thought—not the failure, but the dedication, the practice it would take to defeat Jevryn—that made the gears in her brain start turning. A fight—any fight—was never purely physical. Because there were people behind the clash of weapons, the dance of bodies, the strategy of where and when and how to strike. And people were emotional. Some hid it better than others. Most sought to turn it off entirely when locked in a fight. But a smart fighter looked for some way to turn that emotion back on. To unbalance their opponent.

      Even so, the idea of emotionally unbalancing Jevryn seemed impossible. But she knew him, now, if only a little. If she couldn’t manage it with him, she couldn’t hope to succeed with Kiev. Yet she wasn’t sure where her opening would be. They rarely talked when sparring, save for Jevryn’s frequent corrections to her technique, her speed, her choice of this or that block or parry, which he somehow managed to deliver without ever missing a step or strike of his own in the delivery.

      But there was something different in his face today, as there had been something different in the savagery with which he’d begun this match, and in the end it was he who gave her the opening when he demanded to know, “Why will you not return home, na’tria?”

      She had a split second to consider her response. She didn’t think asking him if he was eager to be rid of her would have the desired effect. He was too accustomed to her taunts on that front. So she went with the one thing she had never brought up, had never indicated to him that she understood the meaning of. “Maybe I’m punishing you for always calling me na’tria. Do you think I don’t know what it means? Do you think I don’t understand your constant reminder that I’ve irrevocably ruined your life? Do you think I don’t wonder, every time we spar, if today might be the day you ‘slip’ and I find myself on the end of a sharp blade instead of a dull one?”

      He faltered as their next strikes connected and they hit a bind. It was less than a second, but he faltered. Apparently, suggesting to her father that he might be harboring murderous fantasies regarding his daughter was, in fact, the right lever to pull. She took the opening, pushing forward and inverting her blade, rotating the hilt toward Jevryn. At the same time, she drew her left hand from the hilt to clamp the two blades together. Her right hand drove the hilt of her own sword beneath Jevryn’s wrists, their blades coming almost parallel, and then she wrenched her hilt up and back in a tight clockwise motion that broke Jevryn’s sword free of his hands.

      It was a classic longsword-taking technique, which should have been followed with her passing backward and bringing the points of both swords forward defensively. But as she passed backward, the edges of Jevryn’s sword suddenly sharpened. As if, now out of his direct control, the blade no longer felt inspired to be dull.

      She dropped it out of surprise more than injury, the edge slicing no deeper than a paper-cut on one finger before she let go. The sword hit the ground, but Jevryn made no move to retrieve it. His gaze was intent upon her, the irises darkened to a deep, bruised purple. “Is this truly what you think of me? That I am the kind of man who would murder his own daughter?”

      Tell him no. Reassure him. Six months ago, she would have. But she hurt and there was something comforting—something not alone—about another person hurting with her, even if for different reasons.

      She gave him no answer. He made no move to retrieve his sword, and she wanted him to. Her blood pulsed hotly in her veins, wanting the fight to continue. So she shifted Constance to her left hand and retrieved his sword with her right, intending to return it to him.

      But as soon as she grasped the hilt, a sense of peace washed over her, as it had when she’d lifted his previous sword months ago in the Station. While this blade was different—different type and length and weight and balance—the way it made her feel was identical.

      Then, she had assumed—and he had allowed her to believe—that it was imbued with death magic. And it was. But it was not only death magic running through the blade. Now that she understood fully what that magic felt like, she could say this for certain. What she felt coursing through her now was something more. Something that had come before the magic. Something that felt like A-Queltr, something she had glimpsed a sliver of when she had swallowed a death and the soul-shard that fueled it.

      Lethe-Alihana? She asked the question silently, directing it to the blade in her hand. No response. But she knew—she knew—what she held. And it made her angry, that they ignored her. The veins beneath her hands darkened to black as she squeezed the hilt. Answer me.

      She felt an annoyed submission to the request. Hello, Nyx Ilera Mira Fortuna A-Morridahn.

      She blinked in surprise. Both because she had expected Daughter as opposed to an exhaustive list of every name she possessed, and because the voice was not what she remembered. The soul shard she’d absorbed on Kyvren had been manic, its voice an over-enthusiastic chatter in her brain, incapable of slowing down. This was…cold. Clinical. A voice harsher than the steel in her hands.

      The soul shard had been eager to talk to her, to have her talk back, to know her. They had liked her. She had assumed that the entirety of Lethe-Alihana’s soul would be as that piece had been. But this half was seemingly unmoved by her presence. Before now, when she had attempted to talk to the house here—and therefore to them—they had never answered her requests, had never once reached out to her. Perhaps they could only talk to whomever held the sword, but given their silence now, they had clearly never asked Jevryn if they could speak with her. And as she realized now that this sword was the one she’d held in her Station—Jevryn hadn’t gotten a different sword in order to spar with her, he had simply shifted the form of the one he already possessed—she realized they would have spoken to her then had they wanted to.

      She pushed the unexpected sting of that rejection aside and focused on what she held. No wonder this dwelling reacted like a Station when Jevryn wanted it too, yet failed to feel like one. The soul of Lethe-Alihana wasn’t a part of the home, wasn’t the structure itself, as Kaliaris was in her Station. That the power of creation that came with being the soul of a planet had built this place and could reforge it at will, she did not doubt. But Lethe-Alihana did not live within this dwelling. They lived within this sword.

      And judging by how unconcerned Jevryn was at her being in possession of the weapon, he didn’t expect her to know that. He didn’t expect Lethe-Alihana to acknowledge her. But after enough time had passed he did hold out his hand, palm up in silent request.

      An idea—a possibility—came to her so swiftly she didn’t have time to consider it. She only had time to act. And yet she wavered, looking at Jevryn’s—at her father’s—empty hand, as if hoping he might somehow catch on and stop her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

      He mistook her meaning, and his expression softened, as it had softened toward Griff the night before. It seemed that what Jevryn A-Morridahn needed in order to lower his walls was for someone else to lower theirs first. She wished she’d known that sooner.

      “Think nothing of it, na’tria. And you should know that I do not call you that because I feel you have ruined my life. The truth is closer to the opposite.”

      Guilt was a hard, hot spike through her chest. “I know. That’s why I’m sorry.” She steeled her resolve, Constance flowing from sword-form back into a bracer on her arm. “I’ll bring it back.”

      Understanding dawned on his face but if he spoke words, she was portaling before she had time to hear them. She landed in her room, Hiding both herself and Lethe-Alihana as she went, grabbed the bottle illusions from the drawer she’d stashed them in, and portaled out just as Jevryn arrived in the room behind her.

      Death magic rippled from him in waves. The little pulses were not meant to harm but to seek any life in the room, though they would, by nature of his magic, cause slight injury to anyone without her affinity for death. Her Hidden magic fired in response, fending off the seeking pulses.

      At the same time Jevryn’s death magic sought to locate her, he reached with his portaling ability, attempting to ground her to this place through his greater dominance over portal magic. But his ability couldn’t find her beneath the cloak of her Hiding, and she wasn’t there long enough for his suspicion that she was there to break that cloak.

      She landed next to her anchor on Earth, just outside the Station. As soon as her feet hit the ground she line-of-sight portaled as far away as she could manage. A glance back showed Jevryn had followed. He couldn’t see the trail of her portal magic, Hidden as she was, but he could guess easily enough that if she needed an exit in a hurry, this was the only place in the universe, outside of his home, that she had an anchor to.

      When he didn’t see her, he vanished. She exhaled, flooded by a wave of relief—until he reappeared a moment later, Kaden in tow. The latter knelt, a wave of magic pulsing out from him, searching. For her. His magic slammed into her, battering against the cloak of her Hiding, drawing Hidden magic out of her in a torrent in a desperate bid to keep her from notice.

      Kaden’s head snapped up, his gaze scanning the area. He said something to Jevryn, and Nyx didn’t have to be a mind reader to guess what it was. His magic had pinged just enough to tell him she was here, but the Hiding made it impossible for him to pinpoint her location. Another wave of magic swept from him, another assault on her Hiding.

      Shit. She couldn’t stay here. If Kaden kept hammering magic at her, the cloak of her Hiding would unravel. Jevryn would find her. Without the benefit of surprise, she wouldn’t get away from him another time. He would drag her inside the Station grounds and she would never be free again. But where was she going to go?

      She dumped magic into her Hiding on autopilot, the rest of her focused on summoning the planetary map. She knew very little of the universe, so her safe options were limited: Lehine, Kyvren, or Tenebris Umbra.

      Jevryn would no doubt check Lehine, and she would be all too easy to find there. If she were capable of it, returning to Kyvren would be the smart choice. The Meerkin would give her a place to stay, she had no doubt, would hide her. But the very thought made nausea roil in her gut, tears pricking at the backs of her eyes. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t be there again, not yet.

      That left Tenebris Umbra. That option was painful too, but there were few places in the universe she knew the way to that didn’t bear Seth’s mark. And there were few better places to lose oneself than in the Shadow Market.

      She closed her eyes and portaled. When she reopened her eyes, the red dirt of Tenebris Umbra was beneath her feet. She had portaled, on instinct, to the place she’d landed when she had first come here looking for Seth. It felt like a lifetime ago that she’d been chasing him, unable to remember who he was to her, following the instinctual feeling that if she only caught him, he could answer every question she had.

      The wind blew, streaking the tears slipping silently down her cheeks. She wiped her face with the back of her free hand. The other still held Jevryn’s sword close to her chest. She flipped her grip on the hilt and lowered it, staring at the length of steel. A pulse of magic went through the sword.

      You ought not to have done this, child of Jevryn A-Morridahn. The tone of their voice in her mind was at odds with their words, as if they didn’t mind at all that she had done what they claimed she shouldn’t.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      But Lethe-Alihana did not deign to answer her. Instead, they continued on as if she hadn’t asked. And if you were to do this, you ought at least to have brought the warrior with you.

      She blinked. You think I should have brought Kaden?

      He is useful, they said.

      She didn’t dignify that with a response. Yeah, sure, Kaden was useful. To her father. Which probably explained why Lethe-Alihana wanted him. They were used to being attached at the hip to Jevryn, and all the influence he wielded. They were sadly mistaken if they expected her to have the same level of reach.

      She put their “advice” out of her mind and considered her options for carrying the sword. The thing was large—not heavy, but the length of the blade was longer than was practical for her to use in a fight, though Jevryn, with his greater height, had had little difficulty with it. And while she knew it could shift into something more manageable, she didn’t think Lethe-Alihana would do so for her, given their attitude towards her thus far.

      Constance, on the other hand, had no such reservations. The bracer flowed off her arm and slithered around Lethe-Alihana, forming a scabbard complete with a harness made out of wide, fine chainmail straps which connected with small clips. It was a back sheath—if she tried a hip sheath the damn thing would drag the ground—and she strapped it on. She’d carried a short sword like this the last time she was here, but the shorter length had made that weapon feasible to draw. The only way she could draw this sword without unclipping the harness first would be if Constance obligingly melted for her. Which they would probably do.

      She gave Constance’s new form a grateful pat, sucked in a breath, and walked down to the city.
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