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How do you tell somebody that you enslaved their soul for the better part of fourteen years?

Everly had been mulling over that since she’d taken in the second piece of the Coruscare and learned more about the ancient god-like being inside her. About what it had done to Rylan. How it had influenced his feelings for her.

Dragging a bloodied and beaten-up man into Rylan’s home probably wasn’t the best way to lead into that discussion. 

Everly had been making excuses all week, but this one felt legitimate. She adjusted her grip under Jasper’s shoulder as she helped support him toward Howell House.

“Can we get some help out here?” Lian called from Jasper’s other side.

The screen door swung open, and Rylan burst through. His gaze went straight to Everly, passing over her body then up to her face.

His gravelly voice sounded dangerous. “What’s happened?”

Cherry followed quickly after him, attention drawn straight to Jasper. His mouth dropped open, then his face closed into a cool glare. 

He flicked his bright-red hair away from his eyes. “Did you guys do this for me ... because he betrayed me for the Bane? I mean, you didn’t have to go to this extreme on my behalf, but I appreciate the gesture.”

“It wasn’t us,” Tammy said from a couple steps back. “If it was, we’d have done a more thorough job. Maybe taken an ear as payback for stealing our property.”

“She’s just joking.” Harper turned around to reassure Neri, who trailed at the back of the group. “We all know Tams is a sweetheart under all that black and nihilism.”

Lian tsked. “We found him like this just down the lane.” 

She beckoned to Rylan, and he came over to take her place supporting Jasper. His arm brushed against Everly’s where it looped around the injured man’s back, and awkward emotions settled like bad yogurt in Everly’s belly. 

She wanted to tell him it was fine, that she could manage Jasper on her own. She wasn’t the weakling she’d been when the Bane’s influence had her cracking to pieces. 

Rylan had only seen that side of her since he woke up, and he hadn’t known her before that for years. She hated the idea that he thought her weak, or that he still needed to protect her—the way the Coruscare forced him to feel. 

She felt strong now. Powerful. More energized than ever with twice as much of the Coruscare within her. It was a new kind of strength, in body and mind. As though she’d finally wrestled her dragon into submission.

But the words wouldn’t come. As though she’d taken so long to work out how to talk to Rylan again that she’d forgotten how, and even simple words couldn’t be forced through her lips. So they supported Jasper up the front steps together in silence.

Cherry’s forehead creased as he held the door open and stepped out of their way.

The combined scents of lamb roast and childhood memories hit Everly as she stepped inside, covering the faint odor of blood and old sweat wafting from Jasper. 

Birdie yapped madly up ahead. The old dog was nearly blind and deaf, but clearly had a good enough sense of smell to sniff out a stranger.

Rushelle’s voice came from the kitchen. “What’s going on, do we have a guest for dinner?”

“Med kit first, then we’ll see about another plate,” Lian replied, taking the lead.

Everly and Rylan helped Jasper to the kitchen, with Harper, Neri, and Tammy following. Cherry closed the front door after them, then hovered at a distance.

Jasper hissed in a sharp breath as Everly and Rylan lowered him into a chair at the long dinner table. The action brought their faces close together. 

Everly turned away from Rylan’s gaze and the hint of vulnerability there that jabbed at her heart. Avoiding him wasn’t fair. She had to talk to him and explain, but that couldn’t be now.

Birdie skittered around on tappy paws, growling near Jasper’s feet until Lian scooped her up and shooshed her. The table had been laid out in preparation for their arrival, and Rushelle hovered in the kitchen, holding a full baking tray with bright-yellow oven mitts. 

“Oh dear, we got a little lost duck? We’ll sort you out.” She put the dish onto the counter and strode over to dig around in a large drawer.

Neri, who clung to Harper’s back as though she were a human shield, poked her head around to take a wide-eyed look at Jasper. “Do you want me to—”

“Nah-uh,” Everly hushed her gently. 

She stepped closer and spoke softly, smiling to comfort Neri. “I think he just needs a bit of a cleanup. He’ll be okay. Better if we keep your talents for later, just in case.” 

Everly directed the last bit to Harper, who replied with a knowing nod.

Harper took Birdie from Lian and transferred the tiny dog into Neri’s arms. “Come on, let’s go to the loungeroom, give them all some space.”

Neri’s eyes remained round as Birdie licked her chin and cheeks. 

The mermaid girl had met the dog previously but her sheer awe of the creature remained. “Am I holding her right? Are all dogs so small? I just want to bundle her up and squeeze her. I won’t. I won’t squeeze her. But I want to.”

Harper chuckled as they wandered away. “If you like little puppers so much, just wait until you see your first cat.”

Rushelle strutted over with a first aid kit. She held her cleavage into her tank top as she bent over to inspect Jasper. 

“Boy, someone did a number on you! Hold still, love, this might sting.” 

She tore open packets of gauze, tipped liberal amounts of antiseptic onto them, and cleaned the split skin on his curved nose.

Denny and Callan arrived, and Tammy kept throwing Callan confused looks until she hissed, “With all the drama going on, I’m shocked you haven’t asked yet if I’m okay.”

Callan shrugged, and his lips pulled into a half-smile. “I mean, clearly you’re fine. I know you don’t like me treating you like a kid and checking up all the time. See? I can learn.”

“She sure is fine,” Denny added with a leer, scratching at his blond beard.

“For ghast’s sake, dude, she’s half your age! And also, no, just no,” Callan growled. “Go and sit in your corner until you can learn something for once.”

“Mo mand mit min mour morner,” Denny mocked back, but slouched away to a chair across the room.

Rylan remained standing, looming over Jasper as he cast questioning glances between him and Everly. “Anyone going to explain what happened?”

“We found him on our way here. He said it was the Mesmans who did this.” Everly grabbed some gauze as well and wiped at a spot of blood on her jacket.

Jasper’s normally neat, dark hair hung bedraggled over his bruised face. “No, I said they ... they’re doing worse. This was Nilson’s handiwork. He caught me acting suspicious, which I suppose I was, but he took it the wrong way. He confronted me, and I provoked him.”

Rushelle gasped. “Why in the Everdark would you provoke that badly stuffed sausage?”

“I needed an out because the Mesmans were beginning to suspect my espionage. Fleeing Nilson’s wrath was the excuse I needed to get out of the estate with these.” Jasper leaned away from Rushelle’s wound cleaning and reached into his cardigan. 

He pulled out a few sheets of crumpled paper and aged parchment, covered in notes and sketches.

Rylan took them, leafing through. “I’ve seen stuff like this before. I found notes like this when I was looking into the missing bodies—before someone took me out.”

“And you think it’s Vonny and Kole? I mean, they are fanatical nutjobs, but would they really have attacked their own?” Lian said as she reached for the papers to check them over.

“I can believe it.” Tammy folded her arms tightly, tucking her shroudpool-stained hands out of sight.

Everly still felt chills when she remembered the madness in Kole’s voice when he’d confronted her and Lian at the estate. 

I can believe it too. 

Jasper winced as Rushelle wiped around his blackened eye. “After they used me to get that Bane artifact, I realized something more was going on. So I’ve been watching them all week, trying to ascertain what they are doing. They’ve taken over a whole ballroom in the old part of the estate, plus a couple of other smaller rooms here and there, all kept secret, locked up.”

“And you managed to get a look?” Rylan asked.

Jasper nodded. “I was lucky one day when Mordan called them away on short notice and I got in to see what they were working on. I had planned to simply retrieve some evidence. But after seeing what they were doing, I was worried about going to Mordan on my own, so I came here. I’m sorry to burden you all with this.”

“Formal little chap, aren’t you?” Rushelle beamed from him to Cherry. “I can see why you liked him.”

Everly’s eyes widened. 

I thought Harper and I were the only ones in on that secret? Cherry flashed a hard look at Rushelle. 

I guess not.

“Oops, sorry. Sorry. Don’t know what came over me. I know nothing.” She winked dramatically, then patted Jasper on the shoulder. “But don’t worry about us, we’re used to being on the Darkfreys’ bad side.”

“And what exactly are the Mesmans doing?” Rylan asked.

“Trying to open a shroudpool.” Jasper pointed at where Lian had pushed aside the dinnerware and spread out the pages. “There are mentions of it here and here, mostly to do with the original crossing of shadyrs from the Everdark to this dimension, and Kole’s notes all around that for his own plans. And see this sketch here? They are building that, now, in that ballroom.”

“That’s feels like a really bad idea,” Everly said, leaning in to get a look at the notes. “A shroudpool at the estate? It sounds like a recipe for a nasty monster infestation. Why would they do that?”

“They want to go after Blaise. They want to get their son back.” Tammy’s voice was quiet and rough. 

Her body flickered, like lights in a brownout. She wrinkled her nose and squeezed her eyes shut but didn’t vanish entirely.

Silence fell over the room.

Callan broke it, murmuring softly to Tammy, “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Ugh!” She dodged away from his comforting hand.

“Couldn’t they go through one of the other shroudpools around town if that’s what they wanted to do?” Everly asked.

Callan still had his eyes on Tammy as he replied, “I’m guessing the Everdark isn’t exactly a small place. A random shroudpool could take them who knows where in relation to where Blaise could be, and the Dark Corner shroudpool has been dormant since then, so it’s not an option. If getting Blaise back is their goal, they would have to do ... something more. Ghast knows what though.”

“No one actually thinks the kid could still be alive but, right?” Denny pitched in from over in the corner. “No one comes back from the Everdark alive.”

With a sigh, Lian shook her head and lowered herself into her chair. “The Mesmans are in denial. They still talk about Blaise as though he’s alive and waiting for them. But there’s no chance. I’m sorry, Tammy.”

“You think I don’t know that already?” the goth-girl hissed.

Everly focused back on the papers, shifting them for a clearer view of another sketch that caught her eye. “I’ve seen these before. This is the sculpture thing that was at my house on my first night back.”

That weird, skeletal effigy made of pitch-black bones had been destroyed and removed before anyone else could see it, but it wasn’t the only time she’d seen something like it. 

“There was one at the theater too,” she added.

Callan nodded. “I think they are lures. Eidolghast lures. Set them up, and the ghasts are drawn to them. It was too strange, having a vasmire then a weroth show up at the theater so quickly after each other. And I’m sure I’ve seen one of these before. The night Dad died.”

Lian inhaled audibly from across the table, and Rylan straightened, tense as a tightrope.

Callan cleared his throat. “I was so young then, and it was all so ... I never really thought much of it until I saw it again at the theater.”

“So, the Mesmans are making these too? How? Why?” Lian’s tone was icy cold.

“I’m guessing they set the one at the theater to get me out of the picture.” Rylan rubbed his forehead, eyebrows low and head shaking. “They knew I’d been getting my nose into their business. They didn’t want to take me out at the estate—”

“Not Mordan’s golden soldier boy,” Denny scoffed.

“—so they left clues for me to check out Rook’s, and knew I’d be on my own. I’m guessing they set the lure and hoped an eidolghast would finish me off for them.”

And it almost did. Or at least, left him so weakened that the second ghast he faced that night practically killed him.

The vivid memory of Rylan’s torn body bleeding out on the street still made ice crystals grow through Everly’s chest. “Okay, so it might have been them who were after Rylan, but why set a lure at my place that night, too? They didn’t know me. I’d only just come back to town.” 

“Maybe they aren’t lures. We’re just guessing here. I might not be remembering right from when I was a kid, either,” Callan offered. “It was a long time ago.”

Lian leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “I wasn’t on the Darkfreys’ good side, but there was no reason for the Mesmans to go after us back then. It doesn’t make sense.”

“That was well before they lost Blaise, too,” Rylan added. “They’ve been messing with this stuff for ages.”

“And how? How are they actually doing magic? Shadyrs haven’t been able to since interbreeding with humans after the crossover,” Tammy said.

Jasper tilted his head. “It was ten years ago that a number of relics went missing, blamed on the Gorhanmere shadyrs.”

“Who only actually had the Bane,” Everly squeezed in.

Jasper nodded. “And that wasn’t long before Rylan and Callan joined the estate.”

“Blaise said they had more artifacts than just the one we tried to close a shroudpool with,” Tammy said. “So they’ve had them all this time, and are somehow using them to do old shadyr magic?”

“And they have one more artifact now too—the Bane.” Cherry’s voice cut across the room after staying quiet for so long. 

He kept his head turned away from Jasper, refusing to even look in his direction.

Jasper gulped visibly. “Vonny sought it out especially. I don’t know what for.”

“Do they know its connection to the dragon?” Rylan’s gaze went straight to Everly.

Everly shrugged. “Maybe they’re going to use it for a power boost, like the Gorhanmere shadyrs did.” 

And Harper. 

The strength and energy boost the Bane had given Harper for the short time she’d used it was impressive, but had also changed her. She’d been that much more wild, hectic, edging on bloodlust under its influence. And since the Bane had been taken from her, the withdrawals were equally powerful. 

Harper excelled in hiding her weaknesses as she excelled in so many things, but Everly could tell she was tired and drawn lately. Whether that was simply the effects wearing off, or from the effort of fighting the intense desire to have it again, Everly didn’t know. 

But she did clearly recall the wild gleam in Kole Mesman’s eyes, the knots of muscle barely restrained beneath the massive man’s shirt. She wouldn’t be surprised if power was what he wanted. 

He might already look powerful, but there was never enough for men like him.

“It could also simply be to add into their collection. I’m unsure.” Jasper’s shoulders lifted then slumped. He stilled Rushelle’s hands as she applied a butterfly bandage over a tear on his cheek, nodding to her. 

“I’ve told you everything I know. Thank you for your hospitality, but I won’t intrude any longer. I understand my presence isn’t wanted.”

He couldn’t be going back to the estate. That sounded to Everly like a death sentence if he got this roughed up before he’d even delivered stolen intel to the other side. 

But she didn’t really know much about Jasper beyond what Cherry had shared. “Do you have somewhere to stay?”

“Well ... no. But I’ll find my way.” Jasper’s groaned as he stood.

Lian pushed her chair out to stand as well. “We have plenty—”

“No,” Cherry cut in.

Rushelle paused midway packing up the med kit. “At least for dinner?”

“No.” Cherry finally turned to stare at Jasper, his dark eyes blank. “He said he’ll find his way. That’s what he needs to do.”
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Stepping out of Howell House felt like stepping out into a lonely tundra. The night wasn’t especially cold, but the warmth Jasper felt inside the home had seeped through to his bones. 

The smell of the meal cooking, the long farmhouse table set for everyone to eat together, the kindness they’d shown in patching up his wounds—that warmth of family was so distant to the cold, industrial cafeteria, and toughen-up-it’s-just-a-scratch culture of Darkfrey Estate. 

Howell House wasn’t only a halfway stop for outcast shadyrs. It was a home, one filled with love and acceptance. Jasper could feel it to his core, and having to step away from that, from Cherry, wrenched the warmth from his body, leaving nothing but a bitter chill.

One he was sure he deserved.

Jasper carefully closed the front screen door so it wouldn’t slam, not wanting to disturb the family inside any more than he already had. The news he had brought would have been hard for them to hear. 

He stood there on the porch, staring at the star-spotted sky for a long moment as he pushed his emotions away, and tried, tried desperately, to stop thinking about what life would have been like if he’d left the Darkfreys back when Cherry did. Left with him. Stayed by his side, instead of putting his career and goals as a shadyr first.

We could be in there now, together, and happy in that warmth.

We could still be in love.

Instead, Jasper straightened his cardigan against the cold, and wondered where on this plane of existence he was going to spend the night. 

There were a few Darkfrey safe houses around town. Maybe he could find one that wasn’t occupied, at least until morning. Then he could think about where to go longer term. Staying in Shroudhaven could be risky now that he was on the wrong side of the Mesmans and alone, but what was life for a shadyr outside of this town?

There were the odd few shroudpools out in the world, in other cities, even other countries, that had small bands of shadyrs guarding them. Maybe he could make his way to one of those and hope he’d be accepted.

He also hoped that the Howell team could do something with the evidence he’d provided. Maybe they could fix things. Maybe he’d be able to come back, one day.

Laying the burden of action on the Howells left him feeling guilty, but there wasn’t anything he could do with it alone. 

And he was alone now. Utterly. Not a Darkfrey, not a Howell, not someone who was loved by Cherry. He wasn’t sure what he was anymore.

His chest ached like his ribs were cracked. They probably were. Nilson Darkfrey was a beast. The pain made standing upright a struggle, and imagining scouting the streets of Shroudhaven for a refuge on foot made Jasper’s eyes water. 

It's going to be a long night. 

The old wood of the porch steps sighed as though in sympathy as Jasper walked away. The gravel crunching under his feet almost covered the low whine of the screen door opening behind him.

“I’ve got to say, I really didn’t think you had it in you.”

At the sound of Cherry’s voice, Jasper’s throat tightened. He cleared it, and turned around, trying to hide how his heart was racing. Trying to push down any hope that tried to rise within him.

He came out after me? Why?

Cherry’s expression remained stony. Dark, nebulous eyes assessed Jasper from under strands of bright-red hair. 

Jasper cleared his throat again, but it had gone dry. “That I had ... what in me?”

“The guts to turn on the Darkfreys, finally. I’d come to accept that would never happen, and then you go and surprise me. And all it took was discovering that your brace buddies were psychopaths trying to bust their own personal hole into a hellish dimension of monsters.”

“I should have left them for less.”

Cherry raised his eyebrows.

“I mean ... not that you’re less. I mean—” Jasper winced and ran a hand through his hair, trying to pull himself together.

One corner of Cherry’s lips twisted. “I know it was hard for you. I know how much you wanted their acceptance, and when you thought you had it, you didn’t want to lose it. Not for anything, or anyone.” 

He leaned against one of the porch posts and folded his arms. “But did you ever think you were looking for acceptance in the wrong place all along? You’ll never truly belong with people who treat you as ... less ... just for being who you are.”

“I don’t think of you as less. Never. That wasn’t my intention.” Jasper’s voice dropped away under Cherry’s cool glare. 

It dared him to answer all the unspoken questions. If he didn’t think that, then why? Why didn’t he leave with Cherry? Why couldn’t he be himself? He didn’t think of Cherry as lesser. Cherry was truth and bravery and sincerity bundled in human form.

It's me. I’m the one I’ve always thought was lesser.

Before the sting of that realization could fully pierce Jasper’s heart, Cherry spoke again. “Growing up with the Darkfreys and their hateful culture, it’s easy to think that’s how the whole world is. That everyone’s out to get you, so you better stick with those you’ve got. But it’s not like that.”

Cherry turned, staring up at Howell house. “You’ve told me many times how brave I was for coming out and then leaving the Darkfreys, but it was only hard because of the Darkfreys. It was easy to be myself once I left. I’m with good people now, where acceptance is normal, not some impossible dream.”

Jasper nodded once, but he didn’t really understand. He couldn’t fathom the concept of acceptance, of not having to hide major parts of himself from those he considered family until he had forgotten how to even accept himself.

His head hung heavy, a dull throb behind the growing bruises around one eye. He nodded again, more to himself this time, relating to the words impossible dream. 

That was what he saw in front of him. Cherry, silhouetted by the warm glow coming from the home behind him. “I’m sorry. I can’t apologize enough for taking so long ... too long. I don’t expect forgiveness.”

“Good, because I have none for you.” Cherry’s shoulders lifted then fell. “Still ... there’s a place for you here, if you need it. You don’t have to be alone.”

A pinprick of warmth burst inside Jasper’s chest and his dry lips parted but couldn’t form words.

Cherry fixed a firm stare his way. “But before I let you back inside, I need to know that this isn’t some setup for more betrayal, that you aren’t going to hurt us ... the good people here, again.”

It was the last thing Jasper wanted. If he could go back in time and rewrite every instance he’d hurt Cherry to wipe it from history, he would. 

It was a hard promise to make, because life was unpredictable, and sometimes people got hurt no matter how hard you worked to avoid it, but he wanted to try. He wanted to be as brave as Cherry and do his best to make things right. His body ached as he straightened himself up, and his heart ached as he held Cherry’s gaze.

He didn’t get a word out before Cherry’s eyes widened and he leaned to look over Jasper’s shoulder. “Or is this some kind of ambush already?”

“What?” Jasper spun around to see where Cherry was looking. 

Out in one of the overgrown fields that surrounded the homestead, only a stone’s throw from the front porch, a shadowy figure stood still.

“I came alone, I swear.” Jasper squinted at it, urging his shadyr night vision to gather more details. 

The silhouetted form didn’t move, and Jasper scanned around, spotting another close to the other corner of the property. 

Did I bring trouble here? Have the Mesmans sent people after me, or come after me themselves? 

He was their enemy now, and he knew how they dealt with their enemies based on what they attempted to do to Rylan. Jasper shuddered at the thought that he might have brought danger to the Howell House doorstep.

Cherry eyed him skeptically.

Jasper set his jaw, refusing to be the cause of more pain for him. “I promise, I will do everything I can to keep you all from harm.” 

He set off at a disjointed jog toward the closest figure.

“Don’t go out there alone, you idiot!” Cherry’s footsteps hurried behind his.

“Get back into the house,” Jasper called over his shoulder. 

He knew it wasn’t smart, but the sting of too many regrets had skewered his chest and he wanted to be reckless, and brave, and take any action he could to keep that warm home behind him safe.

He picked up his pace, stomping through knee-high dry grass and dodging clumps of berry brambles. The figure stood in the shadow of an old, half-dead oak tree. As he grew closer, and his vision pierced the darkness, it became clear his target was not a human.

He hadn’t seen one of the bone lures in person before but recognized it now from the sketches he’d stolen. 

Obsidian-shaded bones of human appearance had been melded together into a horrific effigy. A tangle of spines swirled up the middle, forming the figure’s base. Ribs fanned out with fingerbones studded along the edges. 

More than one jawbone created a mockery of a crown at the top. Worst of all, it moved. A shimmer and a sense of dripping, like looking through an intense heatwave that affected only those blighted, blackened bones.

“Is that what I think it is?” Cherry gasped.

Jasper spun around, scanning the fields and the view down the lane to the rest of the town, then back up behind the house to the forest in the distance. 

“There’s at least one more over there. I can’t see or sense a ghast nearby yet. They may have only just been set up.” 

Looking at the bone lure made him feel ill, a nausea that burrowed through his skull. He reached for one of the dry branches overhead and snapped it off, then swung it at the effigy like a baseball bat. A hail of broken wood and bones sprayed out from his blow. 

“Go back and let the others know. I’ll get rid of these and check for more.”

Cherry hovered for a moment, face tinted green as his gaze locked on the half-smashed statue. Then he gave a single nod and ran back to the house.

Jasper watched him go before letting the wince of pain reach his face. Nilson’s beating left him sore in a way that didn’t agree with being part of the sharp impact between wood and bone.

He dropped the makeshift club and kicked the effigy, taking it out at the base so that it fell backward into the weeds and scattered acorns. He stomped the remaining pieces with a satisfying crack, over and over until they stopped moving. Jasper hoped that meant it was no longer working its dark magic. He only hoped he stopped it soon enough.

Breaking the effigy apart left his battered body aching and sweat beaded on his forehead. He turned to where he’d seen the other lure, as the deep, churning heat of his shadyr shift warned him an eidolghast was nearby. 

He stepped out from under the cover of the oak tree but still couldn’t see anything moving within the field around him. Even the tugging magic of the shift felt different, unlike the usual vasmire or weroth changes. Where was the eidolghast? What was the eidolghast?

The world grew darker, as something above Jasper blocked the dim moonlight. He turned his face up as a massive shape swooped in a dive directly for him.
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Chapter Three
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The news Jasper brought about the lures, and their purpose, caused Everly’s anxiety to spiral, and set a low rage simmering. All that suffering, all those families torn apart, made a desire for vengeance rise within Everly. She locked it down before her rampant emotions could let loose the creature inside her. 

She could feel that the Coruscare liked the concept of revenge, could feel its encouragement, like a warm hand on her back, pushing her toward an edge she might never come back from. She could be a wrathful god of vengeance. She could rip the lives and souls from all those who had done them wrong. She had the power ... she just had to set it free. 

No. That’s not me. And you are not in control, dragon.

Everly collected Harper and Neri from the loungeroom once Jasper had gone. She caught them up on the new information about the plot to open a shroudpool as they headed back for dinner. Neri didn’t understand, and that was probably for the best. Everly wished she didn’t either. 

Birdie had fallen asleep on her well-worn spot on the old lounge, and Neri threw besotted glances back to the little dog as they left. 

Everly had noticed Jasper eye the newest member of their group curiously, and it was safer to keep Neri away from too much attention until they were certain Jasper could be trusted. Cherry clearly wasn’t happy about the Darkfrey loyalist being around, although he did slouch past them in the hall, heading outside after his ex.

Rylan and Callan were still pouring over the Mesmans’ notes and diagrams, speaking together in low voices. Tammy had excused herself as no longer hungry, despite Rushelle’s pleas to stay as she fixed place settings and returned to bringing out the meal.

Everly took a seat beside Lian, who was staring dully into the distance. Learning that her husband may have died in a purposeful attack would need some processing, and there were still so many questions unanswered. 

Everly attempted to focus on what she could do to keep her friends and family safe in the here and now. 

She leaned a little closer to Lian and asked gently, “Do you know anything about a Portia Darkfrey?”

Lian blinked a couple of times. “Hrm?”

Harper and Neri moved into seats across from them, and Harper placed her rose-gold tote bag onto the table. “We found a lot of belongings of Portia Darkfrey’s in Ev’s attic. A bunch of shadyr and Darkfrey gear. Including this gorgeous darling.” 

She reached into the bag and pulled out the segmented weapon that had been coiled inside like a rope. “We were hoping you could tell us that it’s safe to use and mine all mine.”

“Portia Darkfrey?” Lian reached for the glossy, dark weapon and held it to her face for inspection. “Yeah, I knew of her. As a shadyr you tend to know everyone from the Darkfrey family line, high and mighties as they are.”

Everly waited, expectantly.

“Didn’t know her personally though. She was an older woman when I was a kid back in my days at the estate. I remember the fuss when she left. I don’t know why she did though. Some said she was kicked out, some said she deserted. Either way, it was clear she was someone who didn’t fit into the Darkfrey mold. Gossip wasn’t tolerated though, so before long, it was like she never existed.”

“You ever see her around town?” Everly asked.

“Maybe once? She kept very much to herself, and we were instructed to consider her invisible, too. It’s funny, after I left the Darkfreys, I started thinking about her again, feeling like I understood more about the many reasons one might leave. I considered trying to find her, reach out in solidarity and all. Never did though. What was her stuff doing at your place?”

“Dad bought it. We found invoices from her estate sale and a clipping of her obituary. She died sixteen years ago.” 

Then not long after that I broke the crystal that was part of Portia’s estate and let the Coruscare into me. And it killed my father. 

Such a powerful object, lost into obscurity until it ended up sold off with a bunch of bric-a-brac, as though it had just been a household decoration for Portia. Even the piece of Coruscare from the lighthouse, and the one in Barry’s maze, they were used for the residual powers they exuded, but no one had any idea what they truly were. 

Everly wished someone had worked it out, had kept the fragile shard that held a third of a malevolent deity locked away, out of reach of a curious toddler. Her life could have been so different. 

“Whatever the reason was that Portia left, there must have still been bad blood there, since she seems to have died very much alone.” Harper pouted in disgust. “Which doesn’t surprise me from what I know about the Darkfreys. But what does surprise me is that they didn’t swoop in to reclaim her gear when she was gone.”

“Well, that was back before Mordan was in charge. He’s kept a tighter hold on anything deemed valuable than his predecessors did. A lot of those who leave the Darkfreys do so with just the shirts on their backs, which sometimes includes the body armor. The Darkfreys have enough resources that they don’t really care about a few basics going missing. Portia must have taken more of her own valuable collection with her though, because this beauty ...” 

Lian let out a low whistle, brushing her finger carefully along the sharp edge. “This is something else. There’s old magic in this one for sure.”

“Safe old magic?” Everly pressed. 

Harper pulled a pinched face that threatened getting a tongue poked out.

Lian tilted her head from side to side. “Hard to say. If Portia was actively using it, and she died when you say she did, she led a decent, long life—for a shadyr at least—so I doubt it was doing her harm. From the looks of it, this is an early shadyr weapon, possibly pre-crossover considering the materials it’s made from. Materials not of this realm.”

“So, it’s safe?” Harper bounced a little in her chair.

“I’m not sure that’s exactly what she was saying,” Everly sighed.

Lian smirked and handed the whip sword back to Harper. “I’m saying it’s made by shadyrs, for shadyrs. Like my sword. Which is the big difference between this, and something like the Bane which was made by who knows what for entirely dark purposes.”

Harper’s smile faded as she took the weapon. “But I’m not a shadyr.”

Everly struggled against the negative words trying to force themselves out, against the idea that her best friend running around with even a mundane whip sword didn’t sound like a safe prospect. 

But she knew how much Harper wanted this, and Harper had never been less than completely supportive of her. 

Everly took a deep breath to still her anxiety and smiled. “Shadyr or not, it’s yours now, and if any human can make it work, it’s you.”

Lian patted the back of Harper’s hand. “And if something goes wrong, you’ve got a bunch of shadyrs at your back.”

“And a shadyr god,” Harper added, grinning at Everly.

Everly’s smile strained. She still had very complicated feelings about the being of light inside her. 

Her dragon. The Coruscare. The others only saw its sheer power, and how that could be used. They didn’t feel how malevolent, hungry, and self-obsessed the being was. As though it would consume the whole world if it were allowed. 

It had been quiet since rejoining with the second piece of itself. In a way that brought Everly no comfort. As though it were simply biding its time.

Its power had grown, but so had her own. She understood that being, and herself, so much more now. There hadn’t been opportunity to really test the limits of her control since then, and she wondered whether her confidence was justified. 

Whether she was still a threat to her friends’ very souls.

A light tingling in her hands signaled to Everly that a panic attack was on its way, so she pushed her chair back, looking for a distraction. Rushelle was still bustling around in the kitchen, so Everly headed that way.

“Anything I can help out with?”

Rushelle smiled sunnily, tucking a blond curl back up into her fifty’s pinup-style hair. “All done, love, just can’t find the bottle opener. I betcha Denny’s left it in the living room again.”

“I’ll go have a look.” As she walked away, Everly ran a finger up and down the digits of her other hand, breathing in and out in time with the action, bringing herself back from the edge of unnecessary panic. 

She’d never get used to how her attacks could come at any time, for no apparent reason, but she’d gotten used to the warning signs, and as long as she acted fast, she could normally ward them off.

She spotted the bottle opener on a side table, and when she turned back, she ran face-first into Rylan.

Oookay and back comes all that anxiety again.

His warm, green eyes, sprinkled with the faint hint of stars that shadyr eyes took on at night, searched her face. “Hey, can we talk for a bit?”

Everly fidgeted with the bottle opener. “We can. We should.” 

I have to tell him. 

She still wasn’t sure how to let him know that the entity inside her had held just enough of his soul captive to make him feel protective of the being, and her, for most of his life. That the things he felt for her, the words he’d said in her dreams, in the flooding sea cave, came from that forced bond. 

She could never tell him how much she wished his profession of love was real, how she felt about him in return. 

How could she after what she and the Coruscare had done? She wasn’t sure she could even trust her own feelings. But that was why Rylan needed to know the truth. He needed the information to know which of his feelings he could trust, too.

Rylan wet his lips and opened his mouth, but Everly held up a hand.

“No, let me go first. I—I have to tell you something. And you’re not going to like it. And I hardly even know how to ... but—”

The front door to the house slammed open, and Cherry yelled breathlessly, “There are ghast lures, all around the house!”

“What?” Rylan burst into action, dashing down the hall.

Everly hurried close behind. “Where’s Jasper? Was this him? Did he set us up?”

Cherry held the front door open as they went through, with more footsteps coming behind them. “No, I don’t think so. He’s out there trying to take the lures down.”

“Any sign of eidolghasts yet?” Rylan paused on the front porch, scanning the area as Cherry pointed.

A sound somewhere between a foghorn and nails on a chalkboard came as a reply. Out in the field, a pointed, dark shape plummeted from the sky toward Jasper.

“Look out!” Cherry shouted, sprinting down the steps. 

Black mist swirled around him as he ran for the field. Jasper ducked and rolled, disappearing in a similar puff of dark smoke as Cherry reached him. 

The huge, winged creature crashed down over them both. 
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Chapter Four
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Everly held her breath, staring at the spot where Jasper and Cherry had stood a moment before. The eidolghast screeched again, turning on the spot. From a distance, in the low light, it seemed like an oversized bat, but its body was unnaturally slim between the wings.

Harper, Neri, Lian, Rushelle, Callan, Denny, and Tammy all pushed out onto the porch, trying to gather what was happening. Seeing what they were facing, jackets and shirts were hastily shed.

“There. They’re all right!” Rylan pointed to the side of the monster, where Jasper and Cherry popped up behind a patch of brambles. “Come on, we need to get out there and help them.”

“Flying monsters now?” Harper sounded half annoyed, half excited at the concept.

“Herrelspurn,” Lian said, dropping her gray cardigan on the porch. “Uncommon, but I’ve faced a few. Watch out for its fire.”

All the shadyrs apart from Neri nodded in understanding and headed toward the monster.

Neri’s shadyr change had already engulfed her, bright sparks shimmering in the misty magic around her. 

As it faded away, Neri stared over her own shoulder in horror. “Wings? I’m still having problems with legs.” 

The leathery membranes had sharp hooks at the end and had torn out through the back of Neri’s dress. Her skin had changed too, from a warm brown to a rich, deep red. It wasn’t quite the same as the dragon form Rylan had taken fighting the drowned zombies, but it clearly had some part in it.

Harper stepped closer to Neri as though she were about to embrace her. Instead, she pursed her lips into a small smile. “Stay here and take cover. There are plenty of us to deal with this flappy beast. Don’t worry at all, okay?”

Neri glanced from Harper to the house and back again. She nodded and stepped inside behind the screen door, wings bumping against the walls.

Everly put a hand on Harper’s shoulder. “Ready?”

“Am I ever.” Harper grinned back and thrust out her whip sword. It clicked back into a rigid blade with a shnnnkk.

Out in the field, the shadyrs all took on the red, winged form. Rylan, Callan, and Denny had shed their shirts entirely to save them from being shredded. They looked like classical demons, emerged from the fires of hell. Cherry and Jasper didn’t have time to consider their clothing, and their wings poked out through ragged holes at their backs.

The shadyrs swarmed around the herrelspurn, catching at its wings with their hands. The beast moved fast, twisting away and taking flight.

As it lifted from the overgrown field, Everly got a clear look at it in the dim moonlight. Its flesh was like smoky glass, lit red from within along its narrow, spindle-like torso. 

The bat-like wings were tipped with overlong wriggling fingers, but the most disturbing part of the creature was its face. 

Atop a mess of dozens of thin necks that twined together between the body and head, there was a face that seemed far too human, and yet not. It was smooth, with no eyes, but all the right proportions and shape of a person, like a porcelain mask. Its nose sniffed, and the human-lipped mouth opened to reveal rows of needle-sharp teeth. It released another bone-chilling scream.

“Oh my ghast,” Harper gasped as they ran to join the others. 

She held up the whip sword. An aura of golden light shone around the edges of the blade. Looking from it to Everly, her eyes were glossy. 

“This is the best present anyone’s ever given me.”

“Eye’s up, kiddos!” Rushelle’s voice came from above them. 

She, Tammy, and Lian had one of the creature’s wings pinned in midair, and it was tumbling out of the sky above them.

Harper dove left and Everly dove right. The shadyrs leaped off the herrelspurn a moment before it hit the ground, letting their wings catch them.

Dry blackberry canes snapped and crunched as the ghast rolled over, swinging its head to where Everly was getting back to her feet. It hissed and flung out a wing toward her, its vast wingspan reaching farther than Everly expected. She dropped herself onto her back again, but the long-fingered tips scraped across her face and neck like razor blades.

She inhaled sharply at the sting, shocked for a moment as the herrelspurn reared back and glowed brighter.

“Evie!” Rylan dropped from the sky on top of her. 

The following burst of air stirred up dust and dried grass. He grabbed her, holding her close. One of his deep-red wings fanned out around them like a shield as the roar of fire filled Everly’s ears.

Flames tumbled and danced around the edges of Rylan’s wing, the translucent skin shining bright as the sun. Everly turned her eyes to Rylan’s face, terrified for the pain he must be in. She found him looking back at her, concern writing lines across his forehead.

“It’s okay, it can’t burn our wings in this form,” he said, and his breath blew hot against her cheek. He reached a hand to her neck, and she saw him swallow. “You’re already healing.”

Everly blinked, confused. The distraction of nearly being burned alive in Rylan’s embrace made her forget that the creature had sliced her skin. 

The pain had already passed, and the buffed-up Coruscare seemed to have come with the perk of rapid healing, similar to what it had given Neri from living near it her whole life. 

“Yeah, yeah I’m okay.”

Rylan had one arm wrapped around her waist, and his face bent close to hers. His eyes glittered like a god’s view of a galaxy. The scent of burned grass filled Everly’s nose and she coughed on the smoke. The crackle of flame ceased, and Rylan unwrapped his hold.

He stared at her for a long second, and she was sure he was going to tell her to run, to hide, to stay safe. Instead, he nodded to her once, and launched himself at the monster.
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