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      Previously

      Having survived the Imperator's cruel test and lashing, Lyr is more determined than ever to train as a soturion, and prove she deserves to stay in Bamaria. She now only has three months to prepare for the Emperor’s test in winter, and has agreed to additional secret trainings with her bodyguard and apprentice Still haunted, by her last interaction with the immortal Afeya, Mercurial, Lyr debates telling Rhyan his cryptic words to her, “You’re the fire.” But before she can, she is summoned by Arkturion Aemon for a trial.

      Tani has been accused of being a member of the Emartis, the terrorist organization determined to replace Lyr’s father as arkasva with her Aunt Arianna. Many believe Arianna to be the rightful ruler, and identify themselves with black seraphim feathers—a symbol Tani recently had on her when she engaged Lyr in a fight. Lyr has been called as a witness, and believes Tani will be found guilty, but when the Imperator appears, Lyr is suddenly the one being questioned until she’s once more publicly humiliated and tortured. Fearing that Tani will tell the Imperator and Aemon her suspicions of Rhyan and Lyr’s affair, and illegal use of kashonim, Lyr defends Tani despite the damning evidence, and they are all dismissed.

      Rhyan is furious he was forced to watch helplessly as Lyr was injured again and blames himself for what happened. Tristan arrives to see Lyr but finds an angry Rhyan who accuses him of physical abuse. Knowing the subject must be dropped before Tristan grows suspicious of her cuts and bruises— a result of Lyr hiding Meera's vorakh, Lyr ends the fight by lying to both Tristan and Rhyan—it’s the only way to uphold her blood oath and keep Meera and Morgana's forbidden magic secret—exposing the secret would mean death.

      Rhyan tries once more to understand where her wounds have come from, and when Lyr won’t answer, he pulls away. Lyr later invites Tristan to be intimate in her apartment. But Tristan is also pulling away, sensing Lyr is keeping secrets. Knowing she can't count on Tristan's Ka to protect her, and feeling uncertain of her standing with Rhyan, Lyr looks deeper into the mystery of her missing power. The scrolls she believes hold the key have been returned to the Great Library by Mercurial. But Ramia, the half-Afeyan who gifted Lyr an ancient necklace, shows her the scrolls have been made unreadable and her research is cut short.

      Rhyan mysteriously misses their first day of secret training but reveals he was summoned to the border to hunt akadim. The undead beasts have been growing in number, moving farther south, and for the first time in history, have been organizing. Rhyan and Lyr train, and the tension is smoothed between them. But they aren't the only apprentice and novice spending additional time together as Lyr finds Tristan's cousin, her friend Haleika, with her own off-limits apprentice, Leander. Haleika blackmails Lyr to keep her affair secret, or she’ll expose Lyr and Rhyan to Tristan.

      Months pass and Valyati, the winter solstice, and the Emperor's final test are quickly approaching as Lyr's strength increases. But so is her growing attraction to Rhyan the more they work together. When an Emartis attack forces Lyr to stay at Rhyan's apartment for the night, the boundaries they'd so carefully constructed fall apart. Rhyan's intense nightmares force Lyr to intervene and wake him. She asks Rhyan to come to bed with her, just as friends, so they can both rest. Still emotionally raw from his nightmares, and a brutal night of fighting, Rhyan admits he can't. He presses her against the wall, admitting he doesn't trust himself, and almost kisses her.

      But Lyr tells Rhyan how deeply she trusts him and finally he calms and they go to sleep. In the morning, Rhyan apologizes for his behavior, then suddenly, they're kissing until Aemon arrives to check in. She tries to forget the kiss happened as she attends the Days of Shadows celebration with her sisters and Tristan. But Lyr's worst fear comes to light as Meera begins having a vision. Barely making an excuse to leave Tristan, Lyr runs to Meera and pulls her from the party. Just before they can escape to safety, their escorts catch up to them along with Rhyan. To save Meera, Lyr finally breaks her oath, and tells Rhyan about the vorakh as they take off in a seraphim carriage.

      Landing on Gryphon Island, Meera has recovered and takes off to calm down, while Lyr panics over breaking her oath. But Rhyan comforts her, and swears to keep her secrets. They walk the beach to find Meera, and run into Mercurial. Lyr's blood oath begins to burn, the magic punishing her for breaking the blood oath. Mercurial admits nothing can save her from the debt's final punishment unless the oath is changed. He also reminds her she should be wearing the necklace she received from Ramia. As he leaves, a storm hits the island. Rhyan and Lyr find Meera and run to their seraphim. As they fly home, the Emartis attack, upsetting the seraphim and Lyr is flung from the carriage, but saved by Rhyan. Until the blood debt is changed, her life will remain in constant danger, and her body in pain.

      They arrive at Cresthaven along with all Bamarian nobility—there for security purposes during the terrorist attack. Lyr tries to conceal her pain and fear from Tristan, as they are briefed on the attack. Once dismissed, Rhyan alerts Lyr's father as to what happened. To save Lyr, her father makes his own deal with Mercurial, and the blood oaths vanish. Rhyan and Lyr agree to ignore their kiss, and focus on training for one more month. He also swears to keep the vorakh secret, and offers Lyr and Meera two illegal vadati stones from his mother, as tokens of his oath.

      Lyr attends the Valyati ball, where the Imperator hints that Lyr’s cousin, Jules, suffered mistreatment with him before her execution, sending Lyr into a panic attack. She must be carried from the party to be calmed down by Rhyan. But after, Lyr can no longer resist Rhyan, nor can he resist her. They begin removing each other's clothing until Mercurial interrupts, finally forcing Lyr to make a deal in exchange for his silence. But before she can finalize the contract, akadim attack. Rhyan manages to kill one, but before he can get Lyr to safety another appears, and Rhyan has no choice. To save Lyr's life, he reveals he’s vorakh and travels Lyr to safety in a cave. They confess their love for each other before returning to Cresthaven. There they discover not everyone survived. Leander was killed by the akadim. The one Rhyan let live to save Lyr’s life. Haleika's soul was eaten by the beast, leaving her in the process of transforming into an akadim herself.

      Heartbroken and full of guilt, Lyr is taken to the arena for the Emperor's test. To prevent her from using kashonim, Rhyan is bound by rope, unable to access his magic. Haleika is brought onto the field, just as she turns into a full akadim, revealing she is the test. Though horrified she must fight her friend, Lyr is determined to survive and protect Rhyan. But Haleika is too strong. She punctures Lyr’s necklace, breaking three of the red diamond centers as Lyr bleeds. To Lyr's surprise, she feels strength and power rush through her, and defeats Haleika. But before she can receive the Emperor’s pardon, the Emartis attack. Lyr's father is assassinated. Weak and in shock, Lyr faints.

      She wakes the next day at Cresthaven. Though Meera is Heir Apparent, she has decided to abdicate rule to Arianna—knowing her vorakh will prevent her from being arkasva. Lyr attends the announcement, still grieving her father and friends. Tristan's grandmother pulls her aside, and tells her their engagement is off now that Lyr’s lost her status. Rhyan escorts Lyr outside to get some air and admits he needs some time alone. He feels he betrayed his oath as a soturion by saving Lyr, instead of killing the akadim. He feels responsible for Haleika and Leander’s deaths, but he has no regrets. He still loves Lyr more than anything. Mercurial arrives to finalize the contract just as Rhyan heads to the fortress walls for duty.

      Mercurial demands Lyr find her magic power, and complete a favor for him. She agrees, and then Mercurial finally explains what saved her in the arena. Ramia didn’t give her a necklace, but an ancient piece of armor, one that belonged to, and contained the blood of the goddess Asherah. Lyr accidentally formed a kashonim with the goddess, when their blood mixed together. Not believing this is possible, Mercurial reveals it is because Lyr is the reincarnation of Asherah.

      He puts the Valalumir star—part of the original light mixed with part of his soul into Lyr's heart, a process so painful she faints. When she wakes, she stumbles upon Arianna preparing for the announcement that she will rule Bamaria. Arianna covers up a tattoo of black seraphim wings. And Lyr finally knows that her aunt was the leader of the Emartis all along, and her aunt was the one who murdered her father.
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      MORGANA

      (One year earlier: the night of my Revelation Ceremony)

      I thought I’d known pain before. I was wrong.

      My knuckles matched the white of the marble banister beneath them. I stood at the edge of my balcony outside my bedroom. My shoulders were tense and my gaze unfocused on the crashing waves of the Lumerian Ocean. A full moon cast light on the fortress of Cresthaven, but the headache pounding through my skull blurred my vision, making the familiar towers appear foreign.

      In the distance, a seraphim squawked, and the rolling sounds of waves rushed forward over the sand. I swayed, dizzy from the pain. Still, I gripped the banister. Harder. Harder.

      The clocktower began screaming the new hour. Ashvan fled to the sky, riders on the backs of the jewel-toned horses scouting over Bamaria.

      It’s late. So fucking late.

      When I’m done here, shit’s going down!

      Buy more rice tomorrow.

      I slammed my hands on the railing. The Godsdamned voices. I couldn’t escape. I’d been hearing them for hours now, ever since Arkmage Kolaya had removed my Birth Bind. The blinding torment of the incessant thoughts had begun on the dais in the temple, and it was unrelenting. Nothing seemed to relieve the pain; nothing stopped the noise. I couldn’t hide, couldn’t find a moment of fucking silence. My own mind was no longer safe.

      The backs of my eyes burned. Shit. Shit. The voices were coming faster now. Louder. Interrupting my own thoughts. The ashvan riders in the sky were too close for me to ignore.

      Fucking Ka Batavia, stupid blue palace.

      If I ever get to Lady Morgana…skirts going up….

      I released the banister, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes. I would not cry. I would not cry. Between my two sisters, enough tears had been shed tonight, enough tears for an Afeya’s lifetime. I wouldn’t add one single tear more. Tears didn’t change shit. Tears didn’t get you what you wanted. They made you weak. They forced you into a ball on your bed with your fingers digging into your belly as you sobbed in agony, crying like a child, waiting and waiting while no one came to help.

      I’ve kept the secret this long….

      The voices pounded through my thoughts.

      They don’t know she’s a traitor. Soon they will.

      Fly faster, you Moriel-horse. Fucking tired….

      I covered my ears. It didn’t help.

      Shekar arkasva!

      I pressed harder into my temples, pushing back the tears. I could see my father’s dagger in my mind’s eye, covered in my blood, in his blood, in the blood of my sisters.

      Picking up the dagger and sliding the blade down the skin of my wrist—slicing off the scars of my second blood oath—had been on my mind all night. The thought overwhelmed me, its grip like a vice on my soul.

      I hadn’t done it. I wasn’t stupid. The act would be nothing more than useless violence with no result. The magic my father had invoked ran far deeper. I could cut off my arm, and I’d still be bound for life.

      Even without the oath in place, I would remain vorakh. I was doomed to this pain.

      I shut my eyes, leaning forward against the cool stone of the banister, listening to the waves crash in the night.

      Need a Godsdamned drink.

      Final shift tonight. Thank fuck.

      So many thoughts. All in my head. All at once.

      Gods, I want….

      Fucking gryphon-shit….

      Emartis….

      Releasing my grip, I stumbled backward. My back slammed into the wall, and I slid down to the ground, to my knees, with my head in my hands. A hammer pounding in my mind.

      Why was it all so loud? Shut up! Shut up! Shut the fuck up!

      The blue lights faded. The patrol was over. But the thoughts of the riders and every other person awake within the walls of the fortress continued.

      One red, one blue….

      Need to piss!

      Hurts, doesn’t it?

      My fingers tangled in my hair as the new thought entered my mind. The voice was smoother and louder, standing out for just a moment before mixing and joining the thousands of others.

      I groaned, wanting to slide a blade into the heart of whoever had thought that. Whatever they thought was hurting them, they had no idea. They didn’t know pain.

      You’re wrong, said the voice again. I know pain. I know it well.

      The thought rang so clearly in my mind, sweat beaded at my forehead, dampening the thick hair at the nape of my neck. An ashvan rider? A sentry on duty below? It sounded like they were responding to me. To my thoughts. But that…that wasn’t possible.

      Isn’t it, though? Possible? Because here I am. Responding.

      His voice felt like a shadowy fog, deep and smoky.

      I stood up and rushed forward, searching beyond the balcony and fortress walls for him. But the grounds were empty, the neighboring balconies abandoned at this hour. I raced back inside where the torches were lit, fires crackling and spitting and dousing the room in a golden fiery glow. Not one soul was in sight. No escorts or sentries were allowed up here.

      Don’t try to look for me. You won’t see my face. Not until I want you to.

      I clutched my head. Was I farther than Lethea? Was this actually happening? Had the pain twisted and ruined my mind to play tricks on me?

      How many times have you heard of Lumerians being arrested and taken away for vorakh? Taken to Lethea? Stripped? Or worse? You don’t think it’s possible that this is happening? Did you think that you were that special? That you were the only one? Your sister and cousin were cursed with the same affliction.

      I shook my head. No…no. This wasn’t real.

      I assure you, this is very real, unfortunately for me and for you. I hear you quite clearly, just as I know you hear me. You’re not the only mind reader in Bamaria. You’re not the only one in the Empire. Not by a long shot.

      I searched the shore for movement, for signs of life. But there was nothing more than a seraphim resting on her belly, her wings, bronzed beneath the moonlight, rustling against the sand and the water rushing back and forth across the shoreline. Not even a set of footsteps marred the beach.

      How many are there? I asked.

      Too many. Too many who found far worse fates than the pounding in your delicate noble skull.

      I sucked in a breath, my chest rising and falling. How are you doing this?

      How can I hear you? came the response. Stupid question. We can both hear. Doesn’t take much to focus. The same way you have a conversation in a crowded room and still hear the person you’re speaking to.

      I could feel their vitriol and lack of patience in my mind.

      So you really are like me? The moment I had the thought, I checked my wrist, expecting the scars of my blood oath to redden, to burn me.

      You haven’t broken your oath. And before you ask, I already knew. Knew the moment it happened. I knew about Meera. There was a long beat, and a shadow swept through my mind. I know about Jules.

      My heart pounded, sweat dripping from my neck to my collarbone.

      Who are you? I asked.

      If I won’t let you see me until I want you to, you won’t know my name either. Until I want you to.

      What will make you want to?

      He was quiet as my mind raced.

      How do you do that? I asked desperately. Go silent. Stop thinking. Tell me.

      That wasn’t what I came to teach you tonight. Nor was it my intention to see you. Or to tell you my name. You must learn patience first. For some time now I’ve been watching you, listening, and I know you have none, Morgana.

      I shook my head. He’d been spying on me. How long? How many thoughts had he stolen from me? My family?

      You go too far when you speak my name informally, I thought.

      I didn’t speak. And all things considered, I think we’re far past formalities. Don’t you?

      What do you want? I asked.

      He was silent again. I couldn’t tell if he’d decided to end our conversation or was refusing to answer.

      I bit my lip, fighting back the anger inside me. I don’t want to play games. Speak, or end this now. I see no point in you revealing this much of yourself if you don’t intend to help me.

      You dismiss games too easily. Games can be fun. This is all so you know you’re not alone.

      Gryphon-shit! I stared again at the empty shore, the abandoned balconies. I’m still alone!

      If a thought could translate into a shrug, he’d done just that. You’re powerful, he thought. Perhaps more so than any other vorakh I’ve met.

      I sneered. I wouldn’t exactly call this a meeting. And I’ve been vorakh mere hours. How could you know anything of how powerful I am?

      Because of who you are.

      Ka Batavia? So?

      Your power comes from something far deeper than your bloodline and name.

      I returned to the edge of my balcony, staring at the waterway beneath. A smooth sheet of glass covered the running water that fed magic from the Lumerian Ocean throughout Bamaria. I wasn’t too high up. If I drank myself into unconsciousness, that would solve tonight. But tomorrow, I’d still be here. And hungover. I eyed the glass, calculating the distance below, my leg already lifting to straddle the ledge. Maybe it was far enough. I eyed my tower. Maybe I could climb until I inevitably slipped—

      Stop! the voice shouted. Put your Godsdamned foot back on the ground.

      Why? I shifted my weight back until both feet touched the floor. I don’t want this—this life, this pain, this whole conversation with you.

      You’d rather break all your bones? That’s all that will happen if you jump. You won’t die. I’m sure of it. If you think you’re in pain now, just wait until you’re healing every single broken bone in your body, feeling them mend and reshape, all while listening to the endlessly inane thoughts of the healers caring for you day and night.

      Go away, I sniffled. It was too much. It was all too much.

      I can take your pain away.

      I froze.

      But only briefly, he thought. There are ways to manage vorakh. They don’t want you to know, they don’t want you to hide from them, to learn their secrets. I can help you. I don’t mind, especially for someone with your…qualities.

      There was a seductive edge to his words.

      Are you going to bring me a glass of wine to numb my pain?

      You can drink yourself to oblivion if you want. Smoke moonleaves until you’re higher than a seraphim. I have another method to ease your suffering. His words were like a caress in my mind.

      What method? I asked, my throat dry.

      Let me come to you. Let me show you.

      You said you wouldn’t show yourself to me.

      There was a smile in his words as he thought, I won’t. It’s dark.

      How do I know you won’t hurt me? I crossed my arms over my chest, a chill spreading across my body. The hairs on my arms stood on end.

      If I wished you harm, I’d have let you be. Watched you climb to the top of your little tower and fall. You’re the only one trying to hurt yourself tonight, acting out, imagining blades on your skin, falling, hiding from your fate. You’re acting as scared as a helpless kitten.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t let him come to me alone, but what other option did I have? I couldn’t explain this to an escort. Certainly not to Meera, definitely not Lyr. Not without them becoming suspicious and scared and hurting my head with their thoughts more than they already had.

      This was a bad idea. Too dangerous. Too unknown.

      And yet, as much as I was afraid, something inside me wanted to say yes.

      If this was a trap, if he were to hurt me, to kill me…. I squeezed my hands into fists, my nails cutting into my palms. Lyr had things under control. She’d care for Meera—far better than I would. I wasn’t necessary. I wasn’t needed. And I couldn’t take much more of this pain.

      How will you get into the fortress? I asked. We’re surrounded by walls, guards. Only one entrance will open. The rest are warded and have been impenetrable for a thousand years.

      I’m aware of Cresthaven’s protections.

      Are you Ka Batavia? I asked.

      I am beyond the Kavim.

      Lumerian? I asked.

      I consider myself beyond that as well.

      I frowned. Afeya?

      Don’t insult me.

      Then don’t come.

      I'm afraid it’s far too late for that.

      There was a knock on my door, the thud loud enough to steal my breath. I stepped back as wind gushed through the doors of my balcony, swirling my black gown against my bare feet.

      “Lyr?” I called, my voice shaking. “Meera?”

      You’re vorakh. You’d have heard your sisters approach. You know Godsdamned well it’s me.

      I stepped back, shocked he was inside the fortress, shocked he’d gotten so close so quickly. There are guards downstairs.

      A fine threat indeed. I walked right past them as I came inside your little fortress. I’ll walk past them again when I leave.

      The backs of my legs hit the bed. I stared down at my discarded diadem at the edge of the covers. Nothing else was in sight to use to fight—

      I told you I wouldn’t hurt you. But you’re well on your way to doing that on your own.

      I don’t trust you, I thought, fear overriding my desperation.

      That’s good, came his response. You shouldn’t trust anyone. Men lie. Most often to themselves. Thoughts aren’t truths. Just thoughts.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, grabbing the folds of my gown. I didn’t know what to do, only that I’d been in pain for hours, and my future held more of it.

      It’s your choice, he thought. Say yes, and I enter. Say no, I leave you to your suffering. But you will succumb to me sooner or later. One day, the pain will be too much. Too hard. Too blinding. You won’t be able to take anymore. And on that day, you’ll take things into your own hands. Or someone else will. Someone will notice. Vorakh hunters stalk your fortress; one is already too close. You know of whom I speak: the young Lord Grey. If you do not gain control, the secret will cease, and your greatest fear will come to pass—your sisters will be exposed.

      I stared at the door, the only thing separating him from me. It was unlocked. If he’d wanted to enter, he would have by now—with or without my permission.

      Exactly, he confirmed. You’re showing a real talent for reading and discerning thoughts.

      Men lie, I thought.

      They do. Now make your choice.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, my chest heaving. You can really help me?

      I don’t allow other vorakh to suffer.

      I could feel the truth resonating in his words, the thought carrying far more conviction than anything else he’d communicated. I nodded. Come in.

      Turn off the lights. Use your stave, the one you left on your nightstand. Every single light. Don’t just extinguish them, make it black. Call the darkness to you. You know the spell.

      He not only knew my thoughts, but he could see through my eyes. He knew my name, my secrets, my fears….

      And I knew nothing of him. Why couldn’t I see through his eyes?

      There was no answer from him. I was sure he’d heard me and was choosing not to reply, going silent like he had before, keeping me locked out of his mind.

      My head was screaming, my heart hammering. But nothing could be worse than this. This pain, this agony.

      My hands shaking, I walked alongside the bed and retrieved my stave, the twisting of moon and sun tree branches cool and smooth against my palm.

      This was to be my first true show of magic. My first spell, my first act as a mage. Perhaps my last.

      I lifted the stave and winced. Every movement worsened the pain in my head. I pointed at the first torch, the stave warming to my touch, the tip glowing with blue light.

      “Ani petrova lyla.” A spark shot forth, smothering the flames. A hiss of smoke on a charred stick was all that remained. I turned, directing the stave’s light to the next torch and the next, repeating the spell until I saw nothing but black and heard nothing but the sound of my heavy breaths against the whisper of extinguished flames and the wind hissing across the waves of the ocean.

      Good, he thought. Now I ask one last time. Are you sure?

      Yes.

      Will you let me into your room, Morgana?

      Yes.

      The door creaked open, filling with his dark shadow.

      My heart hammered even louder, as he stepped inside with another caress of his thoughts against my mind.

      Hello, kitten.
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      LYRIANA

      (Present Day)

      Control what they see.

      A black seraphim tattoo hidden beneath the cuff on her arm.

      Control what they think.

      Leader of the Emartis. Traitor. Our new Arkasva. Bamaria’s High Lady.

      My aunt Arianna.

      I must control what she sees.

      I tried to catch my breath. The golden doors of Cresthaven’s Seating Room loomed over me. This was the room where my mother had held court until the day she died. The room where my father had once ruled our Ka and country.

      I’d survived the Emperor’s test and been granted clemency to continue training as a soturion to avoid exile. But the price had been Haleika. The price had been my friend—her life, her memory, her soul.

      The price had been the life of my father, my High Lord and Arkasva.

      He was dead. Murdered. Assassinated by terrorists, traitors, followers of the black seraphim—my aunt Arianna. Our new High Lady.

      I clenched my fists at my sides, willing myself to remain calm, to breathe.

      I wasn’t supposed to know Arianna was a traitor. I couldn’t let that knowledge slip. I may have survived the Emperor and the Imperator, even survived making a deal with the immortal Afeya, Mercurial, but Aunt Arianna held my life in her hands now. Aunt Arianna had to believe I had no idea that she was a traitor—a murderer. She had to believe with her whole heart that I still loved and adored and trusted her.

      I had to control what she saw.

      I rolled my shoulders back, held my chin up high, and centered the golden diadem across my forehead. The diadem, an emblem of my power and status as an Heir to the Arkasva, third in line to the Seat of Power, had been such a constant companion and accessory that I could adjust the piece with my eyes closed. I knew exactly how to pin it, had grooves in my scalp from years of wearing it in the same position.

      But in that moment, the golden circle felt unnaturally cold against my skin, unlike the necklace—no, the armor, Asherah’s armor—I wore. The gold of the chest plate had warmed to my collarbone and shoulders. I’d acquired it from Ramia on my birthday at the end of summer, had owned it for months believing it to be an ancient piece of jewelry until tonight, when Mercurial had told me the truth.

      You are not human. You are no one’s daughter. No one’s sister. No one’s friend. No one’s lover. No one’s slave. You are a goddess, made of the very essence of life itself. You are the sun, you are the moon, you are the stars. You are the water of the ocean, the dust of the Earth, the very air you breathe. And you…you are the fire.

      I stumbled forward, my hands hitting the wall for balance as Mercurial’s words pounded in my head. He’d revealed a secret I’d never known or dared to suspect. He’d unlocked a memory I could barely grasp.

      I was Asherah reborn, a goddess in mortal flesh.

      The armor across my chest, the armor which had belonged to the Goddess Asherah—to me, a thousand years ago in my past life—shined beneath the torchlight above my head. Inside the seven-pointed Valalumir stars were red diamonds that held Asherah’s blood—my blood. Our blood.

      The chest plate seemed to pulse against my body. My heartbeat vibrated with the light of Mercurial’s Valalumir—with a piece of the Afeya’s soul inside of me. A golden star branded on my chest completed the bargain.

      Though I’d revealed nothing at my Revelation Ceremony, though the nahashim sent to test me had found no evidence of power, Mercurial had said I had magic and that there was a way for me to get it, to claim it, to make it mine.

      I was going to need it in order to stand any chance at exposing Arianna, defeating her, and taking back the Seat of Power for my Ka, my family. It was the only way I’d have justice for my father, reclaim the Seat, and right the lines of Bamaria’s succession.

      But I needed more answers, more guidance. And I needed allies. I didn’t know what to do or where to begin. I just knew I needed to survive this announcement and keep pretending I was ignorant of the truth long enough for Arianna to look the other way while I gathered my strength and formed a plan.

      The front doors of Cresthaven opened at the end of the hall. The echoing sound was distant but clear.

      My enemy approached.

      Footsteps echoed, signaling the marching of the soturi, Aunt Arianna’s own personal sentries, who surrounded and guarded her. The clack of her shoes against the marble floor—the familiar, specific rhythm of her gait—grew louder. She was close.

      I pushed open the door before me. The entire room silenced at once. Nobles of my father’s court crowded around the golden Seat of Power in black gowns and tunics, leathered boots shined to perfection for winter. They were all holding glasses of wine and staring at me with intrigue and concern.

      At the opposite end of the room, standing away from the sea of prying nobles, were Morgana and Meera, both looking stoic and weak. My sisters, though they appeared to be ignored by the crowd, were being considered in sidelong, covert glances. No one ignored those wearing diadems, as no one could ignore those in line to the Seat.

      I held up my chin and walked forward, the sensation of the eyes following me crawling up my spine. My skin tingled from the power of the auras swirling and rising with interest; the dark sadness from Tristan, the anger from Ka Grey, and the predatory surge of power from the Imperator all seemed to hit me at once.

      I wouldn’t falter.

      My back straight, I nodded once toward our acting arkasva, Eathan, my father’s Second, as I passed him. Shoulders tensing, I took my place beside my sisters, schooling my expression to appear noble, neutral.

      “Lyr?” Morgana asked, pulling me closer. Her fingernails pierced my arm. “What’s wrong with you?”

      My nostrils flared as I snatched my arm back. I couldn’t tell her, couldn’t think it. She couldn’t know. I couldn’t predict how she’d react or if she’d accidentally give us away.

      Do you really need to ask? I thought.

      “Yes,” she hissed, her dark aura flickering behind her. “There’s something new. It wasn’t there the last time I saw you.”

      I rubbed my arm, stepping back in case she tried to grab me again. You’re so dramatic. You saw me ten minutes ago.

      Her dark eyebrows formed a V. “You’ve been gone twenty.” She stepped toward me, recapturing the space between us. Cornering me, her eyes darted to my chest, to my heart, to the place where Mercurial’s Valalumir had entered, sealing my fate with his. She couldn’t see the mark, the star, only the armor I wore. I had not been wearing the armor of Asherah—broken in my fight with Haleika—when I’d left this room, but now it was around my neck and shoulders, intact once again.

      “Something changed. Something happened out there,” she said.

      A lot of things happened tonight.

      Meera was leaning in now, her hazel eyes filled with a mix of grief and concern.

      I stared forward, refusing to acknowledge her, not wanting to bring her any additional worry.

      I’d tell my sisters as soon as this circus was over. They needed to know the truth—we had to prepare, to plan. To get our revenge. To fight.

      But not yet.

      I looked across the Seating Room to Tristan and his grandparents on either side of him. Lord Trajan sipped a glass of water. Lady Romula, Master of Finance on my father’s council, clutched a glass of wine in a hand dripping with silver rings and bracelets.

      Tristan’s grandmother was one of the most prominent leaders on the Bamarian Council, the Council Arianna would soon head.

      I could only focus on the soft brown eyes that made my heart ache all over again. Tristan. Loving and losing a cousin sentenced to death by the Emperor because of magic outside their control—magic society deemed evil—wasn’t something anyone should endure. Not being allowed to grieve or mourn, being forbidden from honoring the dead because by Lumerian decree, they were monsters—that had been my fate for two years with Jules.

      Now, Tristan faced the same pain at the loss of his cousin Haleika. And on top of his grief, on top of mine, we were being torn apart.

      Lady Romula had already ended our engagement earlier tonight—or, at least, she’d ended the possibility of our engagement. Tristan had never actually given me a ring even after two years. And from the look on her face—cracked lips pressed into a smirk, eyes narrowed in disgust toward me—I knew she’d already spoken to Tristan. Despite the hurt and pain she’d caused him and me, she looked rather pleased with her plan.

      I needed to talk to him, to make sure he was all right, to find some closure for what we’d been and what we’d tried to be. I needed to be there for him—especially because Haleika’s death, in so many ways, was my fault.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever fully forgive myself for the role I’d played in it. When I closed my eyes, I saw her lying dead, her body broken by the akadim that had killed her—that had eaten her soul. I could see her lover, Leander, dying while trying to save her. I was haunted by the vision of her transformation in the arena and could so clearly see her becoming a monster. I could see myself driving a burning stake through her heart. And I could hear the agonizing screams she’d made, screams that had stopped when Rhyan—my apprentice, my guard, my friend, my love—had ended her pain by cutting off her head.

      I clutched at my heart, my breath coming short as the whole scene played before my eyes. The fear and adrenaline I’d felt in the arena still pumped through my veins.

      I’d done what I’d had to do to survive and protect Rhyan’s life. But I didn’t know how I was going to live with it—the knowledge of the lengths I was willing to go to in order to protect those I loved.

      Or the knowledge of what I’d done to Tristan, the boy I’d known my whole life, the boy I still loved so deeply…just not the way I was supposed to. Only one person had ever owned my heart like that.

      A dark shadow pierced through me, pulling my attention away. It was the shadow that had haunted my nightmares since I’d last seen Jules. The dark swirl of energy emanated from the powerful aura of the Imperator.

      His dark eyes met mine, as his fingers flexed at his side, dancing over the hilt of his sword. A small grin played on his lips. He sent out a sensation of victory—he’d wanted my attention, and he’d gotten it. A shudder ran through me.

      Phantom fingers pressed into my back, into the open wounds he’d ordered and reopened when he’d tortured me months earlier. My hands automatically squeezed into fists, and I had to fight to uncurl them, to not reveal the effect he had on me. He wasn’t touching me now. He wasn’t close enough to touch me. But I wasn’t safe from him. Nor was I safe from his warlord, the Bastardmaker, or the Imperator’s horrible son and heir, Viktor.

      Being removed from the line of succession and losing my status and station as heir meant I was more vulnerable than ever.

      I pulled my gaze away and automatically searched the room for the one set of eyes I knew would bring me comfort, would make me feel safe. Emerald green eyes.

      But Rhyan wasn’t here. He’d been called away in the last hour, sent to guard the outer walls of the fortress.

      There was so much happening in Cresthaven that I hadn’t considered how odd it was for there to be such a last-minute change in guard. Or how strange it was for Rhyan to be ordered away from my side. Since he’d been placed on my security team as one of my personal bodyguards and escorts, he had rarely been called away from me—unless he was needed to hunt akadim.

      Over a dozen soldiers stood guard before me now. Not one wore the gold of Ka Batavia; not one served Bamaria or was loyal to my family and country. My father had been publicly murdered, my sisters openly attacked, and instead of increasing my protection detail, I’d been left more open and exposed than ever. Where was Aemon, the Ready? Or our soturi, our army?

      I was surrounded by the foreign Soturi of Ka Kormac, men loyal to the Imperator—my enemy. Every soturion before me was male and wore silver armor styled like the pelt of a wolf. About half had the black beady eyes of the Bastardmaker, the disgusting excuse for a man who’d carried Jules away on the Imperator’s orders. He was the monster who led Kormac’s soturi.

      The foreign army of Ka Kormac had been occupying our country for as long as I could remember, their numbers growing each year. But they’d never been armed within Cresthaven. Never before had we been so outnumbered.

      Even Arianna had been surrounded by the soldiers of Ka Kormac.

      Something was wrong. Something was so very wrong.

      I turned back to Morgana, who’d reached forward to squeeze my hand. One squeeze—hard, painful—then she released me, resuming her posture.

      Eathan adjusted his position on the golden Seat of Power, his gray robes a near perfect match for his hair. He’d become the acting Arkasva last night—placed on the Seat the moment my father had taken his last breath. A silver laurel sat atop his head. On a small table beside him, nestled over a golden plate of red rose petals, was the golden Laurel of the Arkasva. It had been the laurel of my father, the rightful ruler of Bamaria, and was about to be claimed by Arianna.

      The doors to the Seating Room opened, and the dozen soturi guarding Arianna marched through the entrance, their hateful presence filling the room.

      Naria entered next with the usual scowl on her face but also a darkness in her eyes I hadn’t seen before.

      I straightened. My mouth was tight, my heart pounding. I couldn’t do this. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to see my aunt. I couldn’t stand to look at her, not when I knew the monster within. I wanted to run and hide. I wanted Rhyan to come and take me away. But he wasn’t here. And I couldn’t call him without risking another secret—the illegal vadati he’d given me, an heirloom of Lumeria Matavia his mother had kept until she’d died.

      I clutched at the stone incased in a golden charm around my neck, concealed behind Asherah’s armor.

      Inhale…exhale…inhale…. His voice was clear in my mind, commanding me, calming me.

      The door filled with Aunt Arianna’s aura. Her red hair was styled into a crown with little golden beads, ready to accept the Laurel of the Arkasva. Her golden seraphim arm cuff was back in place, shining on her arm against her glittering black dress.

      The eyes of the black seraphim met mine.
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      Arianna’s blue eyes were piercingly intelligent and observant, looking me up and down in that assessing way she had. I froze with fear, my entire body locking. She swept her gaze to Morgana and Meera. My throat went dry as I prayed they didn’t reveal anything, that I’d kept my mind blank enough for Morgana not to know what I did.

      Then Arianna’s eyes softened, her expression filling with sorrow and motherly concern.

      She didn’t know. I exhaled. She didn’t know I knew.

      Her mouth lifted into the soft, sympathetic smile she’d given me hundreds of times before. The smile that had once comforted me, that I’d longed for when I’d been locked up in the Shadow Stronghold. Now, my stomach twisted as I watched her. She was my blood, her face one I knew better than my own—one that had been identical to mine when she was younger. We had looked so alike at my age that when Meera first had the vision of Arianna’s treachery, we’d all believed the girl in her vision to be me.

      But I no longer saw the resemblance. I no longer saw my aunt. Only a snake. A viper.

      A black seraphim.

      My sisters and I moved forward as one, standing beside the Seat of Power in a neat and tidy row. Meera, Heir Apparent, was next in line to the Seat, then Morgana, second in line, then me, third. Three perfect ladies, three sets of diadems.

      On the other side of Eathan were the Imperator and the Bastardmaker. The Imperator’s son and heir, Viktor, finished the lineup, his black eyes slitted as he sneered.

      Eathan stood, glancing uneasily around the room as we all bowed. He’d always had a quiet strength to him, a commanding presence. But he was not made to be Arkasva, and it was clear he had never expected to be in this position.

      “Tonight,” he said, his voice deep, “we must pause our mourning of Arkasva Harren Batavia, High Lord of Bamaria, Bar Ka Mokan.”

      “His soul freed,” came the response.

      Eathan cleared his throat, his eyes reddening. “I will not name our High Lord’s murderers.” He spoke quietly, like he was barely able to control his emotions. “These criminals, these killers, tried to remove him from power eighteen years ago.” He swallowed, and when he spoke again, it was in a near shout. “They failed. Ka Batavia was stronger. And Ka Batavia remains strong. No matter the crimes they committed last night, they will not win. Not while I draw breath.”

      I pressed my hands against my hips, using every ounce of willpower I had to keep from sobbing and screaming out that they already had won, that we needed to fight back, to do something.

      We couldn’t do anything, not while openly surrounded by armed enemies. Not when I wasn’t sure who my true allies were and who was a disguised foe.

      “Before I may fulfill my duty to Bamaria,” Eathan continued, “I offer my sympathy to my dearest cousins, Lady Meera Batavia, Heir Apparent, and Lady Morgana Batavia and Lady Lyriana Batavia, Heirs to the Arkasva.” Eathan paused, turning toward us, bowing his chin in reverence.

      Meera stiffened, and Eathan’s eyes met mine. A wave of sorrow flashed. His aura was always quiet and calm, a steady, reassuring contrast to the intricacies and overwhelming shows of power by others in Court. But now, his aura was full of grief and sadness.

      “For eighteen years,” he continued, “I’ve been his Second. I proudly stood everywhere he was not. I take no pleasure in holding the Seat of Power. He should be here tonight. He should be wearing his laurel.” Eathan’s voice shook as he gestured to the golden leaves on the table beside him. “But it is my sacred duty to wear the silver, to rule in his stead for one month. And when our next High Lady takes her Seat, we will mourn him and grieve in the manner befitting our High Lord.”

      I closed my eyes, knowing what came next: the announcement. Once spoken, this could not be undone.

      Not until I claimed my magic.

      “Lady Meera Batavia, Heir Apparent to the Arkasva, High Lord of Bamaria,” Eathan said. “Please join me at the Seat.”

      Meera stepped forward as Arkmage Kolaya emerged from the crowd. Her thick white braids fell down her back, and her white robes trailed on the floor behind her. The scent of incense clung to her as she came forward and steadied her stave of twisted moon and sun tree branches on the ground, the crystal on its top alight with color.

      “Lady Meera Batavia,” she said, her voice deep and ancient. She tapped her stave against the floor, the sound echoing through the silent room. Her stave’s crystal glowed, flashing red, orange, yellow, and every other color of the rainbow until it settled at last on Batavia red. The light blinked out and then shined Batavia red again and again.

      It felt like a warning.

      There was a final flash, and the light dimmed to black, glowing bright as obsidian. It seemed to cast a black shadow across the room.

      Arkmage Kolaya’s eyes focused on Meera. She leaned forward as she asked, “Are you prepared to wear the Laurel of the Arkasva and fulfill your sacred duty?”

      Meera wrung her hands together then rolled her shoulders back. Her chin lifted high as the trembling of her lips stilled. “No.”

      Though I knew that nearly everyone in the room was aware of what her answer would be after the earlier Council meeting, the reality of her words still seemed to come as a shock, and a stilled hush fell over the room as it became even quieter.

      The succession everyone had planned for and believed to be coming for the past twenty-one years was finally coming to its end.

      A small smile played on Arianna’s face, anticipation brimming against the power of her aura. It was subtle and tempered with feelings of weighted sadness, but I felt it, and it only confirmed what I knew.

      The blade of my dagger felt heavy against the leather holster strapped to my thigh. My hand itched to push aside my dress, slide around the hilt, grab it, and slice it through Arianna’s heart.

      I seethed, trying to stay focused, to remain calm. But my heart was pounding with the knowledge that my father’s murderer stood merely an arm’s reach away. After months of training with Rhyan, I knew exactly where to stab her, what amount of pressure to use. In less than a minute, I could bring my father justice.

      But to what end? A dozen soturi stood between me and my escape. I’d be caught before she closed her eyes.

      I took a deep breath, wringing my hands in front of me. It took all my willpower to still myself. To remember I couldn’t act without a plan.

      Without my magic.

      Meera coughed, clearing her throat—she looked too frail to go on, too upset to make the speech she’d prepared. But as Heir Apparent, she had to announce her replacement.

      “I’ve spent my life preparing to be your High Lady.” Meera’s delicate voice shook; she was barely holding back her emotions. “But in these times of troubles and political…political….” A tear rolled down her cheek. “In these times—” Her voice caught, and then the tears were falling without abandon. Her hand, holding the small scroll with her carefully prepared speech, fell to her side.

      I started forward, ready to grab Meera, pull her back from the crowd, and hide her from the disapproving, judgmental eyes of the Bamarian nobility. But Morgana beat me to it. There was a furious determination in her eyes as she grabbed Meera’s speech from her.

      A dark shadow cast itself over the Seating Room as Morgana turned to face our audience, her eyes daring anyone to challenge her for stepping forward. “I’ll speak.”

      Meera’s face reddened with anger. The moment she’d told us she’d abdicated, Morgana had screamed at her—denouncing her decision even though we’d all known none of us were capable of becoming arkasva, not yet, at least. Morgana and Meera’s relationship still felt strained, but Meera gave a small nod and took a step back.

      I held my breath, my skin crawling with fear. Morgana never made public speeches—not since her vorakh. She was easily distracted in large groups, sometimes too loud, sometimes saying the wrong thing because of what she’d heard. One misstep, and Morgana could give us all away.

      She unrolled Meera’s parchment and began to read. “In these times of troubles and political unrest, of domestic terrorists rising in our country and attacking our leaders, and of akadim breeching our borders,” Morgana paused, swaying on the spot.

      I fisted the folds of my gown. Come on, Morgs.

      Morgana coughed, clearing her throat, her back straightening as her eyes ran across the parchment. She rerolled it and stared out at the Council. “Lady Meera must do what is best for our people. She’s putting Bamaria before her own ego and desires. Though she sacrificed and prepared her entire life to become your High Lady, she doesn’t believe she’s what you need now.”

      Meera leaned toward me, her shoulders shaking with silenced sobs as she tried to remain composed. I placed a steadying hand on her back. She had no idea she’d handed our country over to Father’s murderer and given Bamaria to our traitors in a giant bow. It was probably better this way, that she didn’t know yet. I’d tell her after, and we’d plan.

      “Bamaria needs strong leadership, someone who can tackle these crises head on, someone who already has years of experience.” Morgana paused, and a wave of silence swept across the room. “Lady Meera Batavia, Heir Apparent to the Arkasva, officially abdicates to our aunt, Lady Arianna Batavia.”

      My mind flashed again to what I’d seen outside: Aunt Arianna’s bared arm. Her black seraphim tattoo. The traitorous soldiers protecting her.

      A few nobles gasped in feigned surprise while others shouted cheers of support. A round of applause drowned out Morgana’s sudden cry as she stumbled back to my side. Her dark eyes widened, staring into mine. The color drained from her cheeks as she blinked rapidly, her bottom lip quivering, pure horror spreading across her face.

      You know? I thought.

      Her chest rose and fell in rapid breaths, her nostrils flaring.

      Why didn’t you tell me? she mouthed.

      Be still, Morgs, I ordered. Control what they see.

      Morgana closed her mouth, her bottom lip still quivering, her eyes searching the room with a kind of focus she only had when she was actively listening—reading minds, trying to learn more.

      Arianna smiled widely and stepped forward, her arm extending out to beckon Meera to join her. Stumbling, Meera did, her body stilling as she endured Arianna’s tight embrace. The golden cuff on Arianna’s arm dug into Meera’s skin before Arianna leaned back just enough to press a kiss each to Meera’s cheeks. Her hand tightened around Meera’s, holding it like she was a prisoner. Bile rose in my throat.

      “Do you accept this honor, Lady Arianna?” Eathan asked.

      Arianna bowed her chin. “Lord Eathan.” She turned and curtseyed. “Lady Meera.” Rising, she adjusted her dress, her hands before her in supplication. “I always believed in my sister Lady Marianna’s knowledge, believed in her choice for successor. But I, too, am bound by Ka Batavia to protect Bamaria. I will hold it my sacred duty to take on the role of Arkasva and High Lady as my many ancestors did before me.”

      “We honor you, Lady Arianna,” said Arkmage Kolaya. “As custom, a month will pass to allow for the smooth transition of power. Lord Eathan, Bamaria’s acting arkasva, will rule in the interim, making decisions he believes would have been made by our late High Lord. During that time, Lady Arianna will be preparing and making her arrangements and finding her own successor to be the Master of Education on the Council of Bamaria.”

      Kolaya tapped her stave on the ground. The crystal atop flashed with light as Eathan stepped forward, his arms wide. Meera stood to one side as Arianna walked to the other.

      “Lady Meera,” Kolaya said, her voice commanding and echoing through the room, “you shall still carry the title of Heir Apparent until the anointment of Lady Arianna, at which time you will step down as heir, and the line of succession will be redrawn.”

      I swayed, feeling Morgana’s hand on the small of my back.

      Meera wasn’t the only one losing her title as heir. Morgana and I were, too.

      Eathan took Arianna’s hand and then Meera’s, holding them together before him so their wrists touched. Kolaya produced her blade and slid it quickly underneath their joined wrists. She held a small silver bowl beneath to catch the blood. The cut made, she waved her stave, and instantly, the two wounds were healed, leaving small red scars in their wake. With another wave of her stave, Kolaya floated the bowl in midair, guiding it above Arianna and Meera’s heads. Two droplets fell upon each of their heads.

      As Kolaya stepped back, Eathan picked up my father’s laurel and held it over Meera’s head, where it was supposed to be, then moved it ceremoniously over Arianna’s.

      I had one month until the laurel rested permanently on her head.

      “I present your next Arkasva Batavia, High Lady of Bamaria.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath as I sank into a curtsey.

      “It is done,” Eathan said. “I humbly wear the silver laurel, the color of the moon to show the cycle of my own reign. In one month, I shall pass the golden Laurel of the Arkasva, of the constant sun, onto Lady Arianna. May you rule for the rest of your days.”

      “Thank you, Lord Eathan.” She retreated, neck craning as she observed her subjects.

      Eathan’s expression hardened, as he once again took his seat, leaning back against the golden chair. He looked bone-weary and exhausted, but there was determination in his eyes. “I plan to use my time on the Seat to bring the Emartis to justice. The Shadow Stronghold has already been filled with these villains. But we know more of them are out there now. Each one must be found and brought to justice.”

      The Imperator stalked forward. A small sneer crept across his lips, as he turned toward me. His eyes dipped down the length of my dress then rose back up, tracing my every curve.

      He smoothed his cloak, black with a golden border. The markings gave him power and jurisdiction outside his country, and being nephew to the Emperor allowed him to abuse that power. “Lord Eathan, before you use the command afforded you by the silver laurel of a temporary arkasva,” he adjusted his own golden laurel, “I must address the Council.” Eyeing every noble in the room, his aura flared with predatory shadows. “I am happy to see our traditions honored and the will of Emperor Theotis obeyed. But, as Lady Meera said, this country faces crisis after crisis.

      “We will maintain the formalities and rituals. But with so many threats against your country, I see no reason for Lady Arianna to delay taking her Seat.”

      I stiffened. My understanding of why Aemon was missing, why the only soturi in here were loyal to the Imperator, came like a strike of lightning.

      He was going to break protocol. He was going to use Arianna and claim even more power for himself tonight.

      “Bamaria faces threats on their border from akadim, akadim who not only breeched your walls, but maimed, killed, and turned innocent citizens of Bamaria forsaken. No one is safe from their threat—not even the noble members of the Bamarian Council.”

      I caught Tristan’s eye, a tear escaping. He turned away. Lady Romula’s hands shook with fury. It was a low blow—using their pain for his political machinations.

      The Imperator’s feral eyes rested on this display of grief. He knew exactly what he’d just done. “The Emperor has ordered me to face this task head on, and I am more than ready,” he drawled. A few of the soturi in the room snickered at his play on words, which hinted he was a stronger warrior than Aemon, the Ready. I eyed the room again. Where was he? Why wasn’t he present for these proceedings?

      Several of the nobles before us seemed to be thinking this as well, their own eyes wandering, their weight switching uneasily from foot to foot as whispers began to fly back and forth.

      I hadn’t seen an order be visibly given, but the Imperator’s wolves all began to shift, taking slow, measured steps through the room, adjusting their gazes and their stances and embedding themselves more fully into the Court.

      “It is of the utmost importance that we take a delicate approach to the issue of the Emartis. With such division in your country and threats from outside, we must avoid dissolving into chaos, into civil war. Arresting anyone who disagreed with the Ka’s rule is not the answer. Further dividing the country will not lead to peace. We must all come together. Ka Batavia and the Council of Bamaria must unite behind Lady Arianna and honor the alliance created with Ka Kormac in order to protect your people. A month is too long for the crisis you face.” He stepped before Eathan and snatched the silver laurel from his head.

      Eathan’s hands rose up as if to take it back before he forced them down to the golden armrests, his fingers tensed.

      “Lord Eathan,” the Imperator’s voice shouted across the Seating Room, “in the name of the Senate and Emperor Theotis, High Lord of Lumeria Nutavia, I declare your services to Bamaria complete. I place the silver laurel of the acting Arkasva on Lady Arianna’s head until we may replace it with the gold. Lady Arianna shall begin her rule of Bamaria tonight.”

      My throat went dry. The Imperator’s soturi were still moving about, beginning to surround the entire Council. Two of his wolves were approaching my sisters and me.

      I schooled my expression as my heart pounded through my chest.

      The doors to the Seating room exploded open, slamming into the walls with a bang. A dark shadowy presence gusted through the air—an aura of power, death, and readiness. Golden armor and a red arkturion cloak glowed behind the shadows spilling forth.

      Morgana gasped, as a small cry of relief escaped my lips.

      Finally, Aemon was here—and he had an army of Ka Batavia soturi behind him.
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      “Apologies for the interruption, my lord.” Aemon strode forward, bowing before Eathan. “Or is it your grace now? For one month, yes?”

      The room stilled, and my heart lightened at Aemon’s presence. The Ready had squashed the rebellion last time. He had single-handedly stopped the Emartis, saved my father from the mob, and defeated Arianna’s husband, my uncle Tarek. Because of Aemon’s quick acting, Arianna had first been arrested. The event had earned him his nickname and his reputation as a God of Death.

      From the presiding silence of every nobleman and woman before me, the Imperator himself, and the Bastardmaker, I knew that this fact had not been forgotten. If anything, Aemon’s presence tonight seemed to remind everyone of what exactly had happened eighteen years earlier. The parallels could not be ignored, especially when Turion Dairen, Aemon’s cousin and Second, appeared at his side, his eyes blazing with fury. Dairen had taken my father’s killing blow during the rebellion—he was the reason my father had survived with only a limp.

      “Arkturion Aemon,” drawled the Imperator. “Welcome to the proceedings.”

      The Ready bowed once more, the movement deep enough to avoid censure but brief enough to assure insult. His eyes darkened as he assessed the scene before him: Eathan, laurel-less, sitting in the Seat of Power, and Arianna, standing beside him, adorned with the silver laurel of the arkasva.

      “The hour is later than I anticipated,” Aemon said. “I apologize for my tardiness. I should have liked to witness these proceedings from the start. Unfortunately, we had something of a commotion outside, your highness. Hundreds of Lumerians gathered beyond the fortress wall under the impression they were to receive a special announcement.” His fingers danced along the hilt of his sword, his aura pulsing.

      The Imperator glared, and at once I knew he’d been behind it.

      Aemon shrugged. “However, I was not informed of any such special announcement, particularly since the city had been ordered into lockdown and every last Lumerian has been sent home. Or they’ve been sent to the Shadow Stronghold after some,” he coughed, “debate. I commend the soturi standing behind me. Thanks to their efforts, we all came to an agreement.” The silver starfire blade in his hand reflected the flames of the torches in each corner of the room. Aemon turn the hilt in his hand, the steel shining before he slid the weapon back through his scabbard.

      “Agreement?” The Imperator leaned back on his heels, both hands sliding across his leather belt.

      Aemon nodded. “Lumerians who’d approached the wall could choose their bed for the evening—their own or the prison beds. Lady Sila, you must forgive me if you find your quarters overburdened tonight. I know the Stronghold was already full. However, Emartis were not given the choice. We do have some soturi of Ka Kormac that appear to be without assignment. Perhaps they may take the additionally needed posts we need covered.” Aemon’s eyes settled on the Imperator, the challenge clear. “I, of course, defer to your judgement, your highness.”

      Every soturion in the room wearing silver armor of Ka Kormac took a fighting stance, their legs widening, their hands on their sword hilts and daggers, their shoulders tensed. They were slowly extricating themselves from the crowd, stalking forward and center, coming into formation.

      The Imperator’s lips quirked, giving me a sinking feeling in my gut. The Imperator looked…happy. As if he’d expected no less—as if this were a trap he’d set for the Ready.

      The small army that stood behind Aemon at last filed into the room. They all wore the golden armor of Ka Batavia with their shoulders covered in sharpened seraphim-feather-shaped metal. The sigil of Ka Batavia—the proper sigil, a silver moon above golden seraphim wings—was emblazoned across their chests.

      Nothing was right. Nothing was going according to plan. I should have been in my apartment with Rhyan celebrating my victory over the Emperor’s test. Not grieving Haleika, Leander, and my father. Not watching the Imperator usurp power with Arianna.

      But at least our soturi still stood strong. At least they were here now, armed and more than capable of fighting the soturi loyal to the Imperator.

      I held my breath until the last soturion made his way into the room, and my heart stopped as he did. This soldier stood tall, his presence commanding, the muscles of his arms clearly displayed beneath his green cloak and armor, but he did not wear gold like the others. Black leather covered his chest and abdomen. It was singularly unique armor that only he wore, armor that had originated in the north with an original sigil design that bound him to me.

      His sigil showed a seraphim’s profile facing a gryphon. A sun and a moon had been filled in with blood—the blood of a kashonim. My blood. And his.

      Rhyan’s green eyes found mine across the room at once, and for a second, time stopped. The scar running through his left eye was more pronounced than usual, his skin pale. His deep brown curls stuck to his head with a mix of sweat and snow. He’d been fighting hard out there, defending our fortress.

      Defending me.

      I tried to scan him for any sign of injury, but from where I stood, he only seemed to be sustaining the few he’d received the previous night. His boots were muddied, but his soturion cloak was perfectly wrapped around his waist and shoulders, held in place by his black leather belt. Seven straps hung past his thighs, each one with a shining and sharpened Valalumir star at the end.

      There was a white bandage on his neck—an injury he’d gotten after taking me home last night. I’d been unconscious after defeating Haleika and watching my father die.

      Beneath the cuffs on his wrists was another set of bandages helping to heal burn marks from the bindings he’d been tied up in while I’d fought in the arena.

      It took all I had not to go running into his arms to throw my arms around his waist, feel his solid sturdiness, breathe in his pine and musk scent. I remained in place, held by his gaze and warmed by the reassurance of his presence.

      “I commend all of you for your efforts,” the Imperator said. “It is more important now than ever to keep Bamaria safe, to defend Ka Batavia and show a united front. And this is why we have all decided to forgo the month’s long wait for Lady Arianna to take her Seat as Arkasva.”

      Rhyan stiffened from across the room, the look on his face indicating he immediately understood the situation.

      Only he didn’t—not fully. He didn’t know that Arianna was a traitor. But he understood the terror and overreach of Imperators better than most Lumerians ever could. Even without knowing Arianna’s role in leading us here, I could see in Rhyan’s face his awareness that if Imperator Kormac wanted her to rule tonight, it was for his benefit—no good could come of it.

      And while Aemon’s presence in the Seating Room seemed to have placed the Soturi of Ka Kormac at a standstill, it was not enough to stop the proceedings.

      Eathan was still being stripped of his duties as acting arkasva. A weight settled on my heart as he stood from the Seat, something final in the slope of his shoulders.

      It was like seeing my father die all over again.

      Eathan lowered his head, his expression grave. He looked so bare without the laurel even though he’d only had minutes to wear it. He walked past us, his aura heavy.

      I’m sorry, he mouthed.

      “Lady Arianna Batavia,” said the Imperator, “please take your Seat.”

      Every Ka Kormac soturion in the room tensed. Their feet separated into fighting stances, their arms strained, their hands reached for their blades, and their eyes shifted between the members of the Bamarian Council, me and my sisters, Aemon, Rhyan, and the soturi who remained loyal to us.

      I sucked in a breath, my hand sliding down my leg as I found Rhyan’s gaze. His jaw was tensed, his fingers wrapped around the hilt of his sword, his arm flexed. One word from the Imperator or Aemon, and war would break out in the room.

      The Imperator’s aura swept out. I felt his predatory energy poking and prodding, looking for an objection—a reason to call his men to action.

      Everyone remained still, silent, watching as Arianna swept her gown out from beneath her. The skirt fell in delicate folds as she sat, elegant and regal, on the Seat of Power.

      Aemon’s posture remained stiff, but his hand fell from his sword to his side. Rhyan pursed his lips in response, watching the movement. Many of the soturi wearing gold seemed to take this as a signal to relax and released their grips on their sword hilts, but Rhyan remained tensed—his fingers locked into place, his eyes sweeping the room. I watched his gaze land on Arianna, and I followed suit, saw her carefully eyeing the golden Laurel of the Arkasva, embedded in its roses, a hint of longing in her expression. She lifted her piercing blue gaze back to the Imperator, who was approaching with the silver laurel.

      “Lady Arianna,” he said, “this act restores order to Bamaria and, at last, returns your country to its traditions of female arkasvim in power.”

      The Bastardmaker smirked. Several of the nobles, either clueless to what was truly happening or secretly having supported Arianna all along, grinned widely and clapped quietly. The Godsdamned Moriel traitors. The snakes.

      “I place the silver laurel on your head. And I trust you will know the right choices to make over the next month before we can replace your laurel with gold.” The silver leaves nestled over her crown of braids, a stark contrast to the golden beads she’d threaded through them.

      Arianna smiled solemnly. “I will make Bamaria proud and secure our borders. I promise to calm the tension within.”

      There was another round of applause. I tried to clap to keep Arianna from harboring any suspicions, keep the soturi in the room from turning against me, and Rhyan from alerting to my unease. But my hands were glued to my side. Morgana wore a horrified expression, her face paler than usual. Only Meera was capable of playing her role correctly.

      Only Meera didn’t know.

      “Your grace,” drawled the Imperator, his voice mocking, “together we shall expose the negligence of the Soturi of Ka Batavia. Whoever allowed the beastly akadim in, blood is on their hands.”

      Haleika’s blood is on your hands. And Leander’s! Ka Kormac let them in, not Ka Batavia! My teeth grinded.

      Morgana pinched my hip.

      I sucked in a breath, straightened my back, and forced my mouth into a small smile.

      Control what they see. Gods. I wasn’t going to last much longer. I was too angry, too emotional, too hungry for vengeance. I wasn’t the girl I’d been the past two years, able to smile prettily no matter what. Sit still, follow orders, maintain our reputation at all costs. I needed this to end. I needed to get away, to be alone.

      Arianna nodded. “Your highness,” she said sweetly, “I spare no soturion to this cause of keeping the demons out, ensuring we never let such a tragedy as the one borne now by Ka Grey befall us again. You have Bamaria’s resources and our soturi at your disposal, including Arkturion Aemon’s legions.”

      Aemon’s eyes narrowed, his aura pulsing with darkness.

      Morgana shook her head, watching him carefully before she turned back to Arianna. “Shit,” she muttered.

      “Turion Brenna,” Arianna said. “Please step forward.”

      Brenna approached the Seat, bowing before Arianna. “Your grace.” She rose. “What do you command?”

      “I know your passion for bringing the Emartis to justice is strong, and I trust your ability to do so. Our prisons are already overrun with those suspected of being members. Naming the Emartis terrorists by the Council was also an important step in national security. But I do not believe them a present threat. Though I never sought out the Seat of Power, they wished me to have it. And right now, to avoid chaos, we need Bamaria to rally together, to support me. Will we now punish those Bamarians who desired to see me in the Seat?”

      My heart pounded. She was practically admitting she supported the Emartis. By the Gods. How secure was she to be so bold now?

      “Your grace,” Brenna said, “none of us would think to punish those happy to see you as Arkasva Batavia. I include myself as one. But the Emartis murdered our High Lord, have committed multiple acts of terrorism, and have on more than one occasion threatened the lives of the heirs. They must be brought to justice. Otherwise, we allow them to set a dangerous precedent.”

      Arianna leaned forward, her black dress glittering, her hands gripping the golden armrests on either side of her. “We will find those guilty, I swear it. And when we do, Gods have mercy on them. But I do believe many of the Emartis to be innocent, uneducated Bamarians who were merely swayed by public opinion. No ruler is perfect. Harren had his faults. Our people were not always happy and fell prey to negative stories of his rule, easily enticed to support another—to support me. We cannot punish our people for such things. I cannot have that be my first act—to forsake those who show me allegiance.”

      She’d publicly referred to my father with no title attached, no address. Morgana’s aura flared, and I dared look ahead, meeting Tristan’s eye across the room. His head was cocked to the side, and there was a frown across his face as he played with the silver sigil ring on his finger. Beside him, Lady Romula was looking up with the tiniest smile on her dry, cracked lips, her hands pressed together before her gown, her glass of wine long finished and discarded.

      “We must remember,” Arianna continued, her long fingers wrapped around the golden chair beneath her, “there are good and bad people on both sides. I will not categorize those who celebrate my ascension tonight with those who sought the means to make it happen.” She sat back, resting her chin in her hand. “Arkturion Aemon, I know you led our soturi bravely tonight, but I cannot thank you enough for allowing those who clearly only offered support to me with no ill will toward Ka Batavia to remain untouched.”

      Aemon bowed. “Of course, Lady Arianna. I certainly have no wish to conflate the two.” His hands remained flexed at his side. He was playing his own role tonight. I understood—even if I wanted him to cut through our enemies right here and now, we had to be patient, to gather our forces and when we were ready, then we would take back what was ours.

      And when the time is right, you will strike and have your revenge. And then you will retake the throne of Bamaria.

      Mercurial’s words ran through my mind. They were becoming clearer and clearer. I had to claim my magic. When we removed Arianna from the Seat, we’d need an alternative to rule in her stead.

      Not Meera. Not Morgana. Me.

      And now somehow, I knew that it was going to come to this. The deep dark parts of me that wanted to rule, that studied for this without any reason to suspect I might ascend. I’d been preparing my entire life to step into my power. But my magic—that was step one.

      “Right now, our priority is the border,” Arianna said. “Valyati made that clear. Turion Brenna, you wish to serve me?”

      Brenna bowed. “Yes, your grace. More than anything.”

      Flames crackled from the torches behind Arianna until there was a small pop that made me jump.

      “Turion Brenna, we will require all of your resources as Master of Peace to protect Bamaria against akadim. After our borders are safe, we’ll find the villains.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Brenna said stiffly.

      Arianna waved. “Let it be so.” She turned to Lady Sila. “You’ll watch the Emartis. Keep an eye on them and report to me.”

      “Exactly as you wish.” The spy master stepped back, her shimmering cloak of invisibility causing her to vanish into the crowd.

      “Good,” the Imperator drawled, clapping slowly. “We now have our ruler in place. We have a plan to secure the borders and an effective way to approach the Emartis.” He grinned at Aemon.

      “All is well,” Aemon said carefully. There was something dangerous in his aura and expression, like a dark shadow had fallen over him. “I understand we are doing things by the book to ensure a smooth transfer of power. However, given the contention between those who support the Emartis and those who don’t, I believe it is in the best interest of the former Heirs to the Arkasva to have additional protections in place. Particularly since the attack did not simply stop with Arkasva Batavia’s fall.”

      I shuddered. I’d been unconscious for that. I still wasn’t sure what had happened to Morgana and Meera on their way back to Cresthaven—each with ten escorts protecting them. Or what Rhyan had gone through to get me home. I only knew he was sporting a large bandage on his neck as a result.

      “I’d like to take charge of the heirs’ protection if it pleases your grace.” Aemon nodded toward Arianna.

      She turned toward us, her eyebrows lifted in question. “Do you wish Arkturion Aemon to do this for you? I am more than happy to assign a team of escorts on your behalf.”

      My eyes caught Morgana’s, and she offered the slightest nod of confirmation before her dark eyes flicked to Meera. There were unspoken words between them before Meera nodded. Stepping forward, Meera publicly accepted Aemon’s offer of protection.

      Warmth rising up my body let me know Rhyan’s gaze was on me. One eyebrow was furrowed in concentration. He was my bodyguard, along with a team of soturi and escorts who’d trailed me my entire life. I already knew he was going to want some say in my protection moving forward.

      “Before I leave for the capitol,” announced the Imperator, “I’d like to know matters here are settled. To avoid any further dispute, false claims, or rising rebellions, Lady Meera must publicly proclaim Lady Arianna as Arkasva and High Lady of Bamaria tomorrow.”

      Publicly. So no other claims would be considered legitimate. So there’d be no going back, no changing our minds, no bringing forth evidence of her treachery.

      Meera nodded and curtseyed to the Imperator in response. “Your highness.”

      “Thank you all,” Arianna said, “for welcoming me, for your support. We’ve done enough for tonight. I believe Bamaria to be on the mend. We shall convene in the morning and begin to make further arrangements. Now I shall retire to the Arkasva’s rooms.”

      My stomach turned. Arianna was going to sleep in my father’s bed. She was going to stay in Cresthaven. She’d have access to every floor, every hall, every room—including ours.

      Including Meera’s, with her paintings. The proof of her vorakh.

      Meera’s vision of Arianna as the black seraphim was painted from floor to ceiling in full color in her room. I had no doubt in my mind that if Arianna saw it, she would not make the same mistakes we had—she’d know exactly who was in the painting. She would recognize herself, her treachery.

      Morgana stiffened, her eyes following some soturion I wasn’t familiar with, before she whipped her head back at me, her dark eyebrows furrowed into a V and her mouth tight.

      Arianna was surrounded by a host of sentries and escorted outside, as the Seating Room was slowly beginning to empty. Tristan looked up at me, his eyes red, his bottom lip quivering. He was duty bound to follow his Ka from the room; most likely he’d go home to the Grey Villa, where they’d mourn Haleika in secret. At least, I hoped they would. Someone had to mourn her. Someone had to remember who she was—who she’d been before her soul had been stolen. If Tristan didn’t grieve, he’d shut down even more than he already had, turn into an empty mask like I’d been after Jules—until Rhyan had pulled me back to myself.

      Tristan offered a sad smile and left the room, his feet heavy on the ground.

      I turned back to Morgana. We had so much to discuss, but first, we had to protect our own secrets.

      We need to remove all of Meera’s paintings.

      Morgana nodded and pulled Meera toward her. She took Meera’s hand in hers, and then she took mine.

      Across the room, Rhyan stood guard. His eyes moved slowly down my body, lingering on my chest, on the armor I hadn’t been wearing when he had left me outside—on the armor concealing the mark Mercurial had branded onto me. Rhyan frowned and bit his lip, his good eyebrow furrowed with concern.

      I could still feel his touch from just an hour ago, his fingers brushing against the sensitive skin over my heart, over the place where an akadim had tried to suck out my soul. It was the same place where Mercurial’s bargain had entered me—and now trapped me.

      Even at this distance, I could see the anguish in his expression. I could sense the worry he felt over what exactly had occurred in my meeting with Mercurial after he’d left.

      For a second, I wasn’t sure if it was my heart or the piece of the Afeya’s soul that was beating so profusely against my ribcage. I didn’t want Rhyan to see what had been done to me. I didn’t want it to hurt him. I didn’t want it to be real.

      Aemon called out to Rhyan, ordering him to more guard duty outside in case any Lumerians were still riled up by the Imperator and decided to return.

      The longing expression in Rhyan’s eyes made me ache for him, and it took all I had not to break free of Morgana’s grasp and run to his side. But we still had roles to play, duties to perform.

      He lowered his chin, his eyes blazing, before he turned on his heels and headed through the door, his hand already reaching for the hilt of his sword.

      I stared after him, watching his body vanish beyond the threshold, wanting to call him back.

      “Lyr,” Morgana hissed. “Not now.” She turned her head toward Meera.

      I nodded.

      “Lady Lyriana, Lady Morgana, Lady Meera,” Aemon said, turning toward us. He reached for his belt, as he frowned. His aura darkened, and I could feel the guilt coming from him for having failed his arkasva, for having failed in his duty as the Ready.

      Morgana’s eyes narrowed in annoyance, as she released our hands, her arms folded across her chest. She despised these types of gestures, the formality and expectation of condolences.

      “I am sorry for your loss, your graces,” Aemon said, his words conveying all the heaviness I felt. “I am sorry I did not stop them this time. I will carry that knowledge my entire life. I lay my sword at your feet.”

      Meera sniffled again, but Morgana’s impatience was growing. “Thank you, Arkturion,” she said coldly.

      “I’ll be in touch. We should discuss your security details as soon as possible. Know that the fortress is well protected tonight.” He nodded once at us, throat bobbing, and turned.

      We were protected from the outside perhaps, but not from our enemies within.

      “Gods. We need to get upstairs,” Morgana said urgently, groaning as she spoke.

      I turned toward her, my heart stopping. A sudden sensation of freezing rain poured down on me.

      Meera’s aura.

      By the Gods…. We were surrounded by so many people, so many enemies.

      Meera paled, her eyes rolling back.

      Fuck.

      Morgana and I switched positions, putting Meera between us, both taking one of her arms. Her head rolled back, and Morgana winced, gasping in pain. Fuck. Fuck.

      I switched my hold on Meera, grabbing her with my other arm, using my hand to prop up her head, my grip tightening in her hair.

      “Run,” I said to Morgana. “Now!”
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      MORGANA

      Gods. My head felt like it had been split in two. Since last night, since Father died, my vorakh had felt more sensitive. Harder to shut off, to ignore. We’d just barely made it up the stairs to Meera’s room without notice and before her strength had become too much for me to handle. By the grace of the Gods, we were in her room before all the nosy ass-kissing nobles crawling the fortress for my father’s scraps could hear. But just barely. My legs gave out the moment Lyr closed the door behind us. Meera’s vision was already too loud, too intense, too much. My back bowed in pain as my ass hit the ground, my head slamming into the doorframe.

      Fuck.

      I tried to open my eyes, to crawl to Lyr, to help her. She’d hauled Meera onto her bed and was pinning her down, her arms straining.

      Meera’s mouth was open, and she was screaming. Too loudly.

      Lyr tried to cover Meera’s mouth then grabbed a pillow to muffle her cries before anyone could hear.

      I tried again to help my sisters, but I couldn’t move. All I could do was try and take my stave from my belt to cast a spell on the room that would silence our voices. But white flashed across my vision, and I was gone. No longer myself.

      Akadim. Bright red eyes, sharp, long teeth, clawed hands…the beasts towered over me…over Meera. In the distance, I could hear her scream, feel her fear and terror. A claw slashed across my face, and fire erupted beneath my skin. I was burning and bleeding, the blood dripping down my body hot as flames.

      I scrambled back. Or, Meera did…I was still her. I saw what she did, trapped in her vision. Trapped in a way I never had been before. Meera hit a stone, and I felt the sensation of it slamming into my spine. I also felt the Godsdamned door again. I felt everything at once—my vorakh, her vorakh. It was too much. Too painful. Too terrifying.

      I tried again to grab my stave, but my hands weren’t working. I was Meera. And I was hearing Meera. And I was Lyr. All at once.

      No! Please. Lyr was crying, losing the battle to keep Meera silent, losing the battle to keep her from pain, to do what she had to to stop the vision. To pull our sister back to us.

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out.

      The akadim in my mind struck again, a blow to my jaw that left me seeing stars. Meera was lying unconscious, the front of her body on fire, the back freezing as she—I—sank into a bed of snow.

      We were surrounded by roughened, craggy, snow-capped mountains, nestled in a valley.

      My eyes closed, the vision going dark. My veins burned. Something was inside me, changing me, killing me.

      When I opened my eyes again, I was still trapped in Meera’s vision. The snow was melting, the mountains bare, the cliffs reddened by flames burning in the distance.

      I stared down at my hands—at Meera’s hands. Her nails had elongated into claws. I screamed, recognizing them as the same claws I had seen last night on Haleika Grey. I was an akadim.

      Meera turned, frantic, screeching with terror at her transformation, still in pain. I turned with her. I still was her. A goddess lay on the mountaintop. Fires burned everywhere, but she remained untouched, unburned. Snow fell in a protective circle around her body.

      The goddess opened her eyes, yawning as if she’d slept a long time, as if she’d been asleep since the birth of the universe. Meera’s heart was beating too quickly. Each thud against her chest was like a punch to the gut. I cried out, hearing my actual voice rise against the noise inside Meera’s head.

      I pulled myself from the vision by sheer will and forced an eye open, using all I had to tear myself away from Meera’s mind. I was out just long enough to see her lunge for Lyr and get her hands around Lyr’s neck. They struggled until both of my sisters were flying off the bed.

      Lyr cried out as her back hit the ground. Meera landed on top her, fingers squeezing her neck, prying off the necklace Lyr had put back on tonight.

      Then I was torn away from the world, thrown back into Meera’s mind.

      “Asherah,” I said, Meera said, the akadim we were trapped in said.

      The goddess stood, her hair fiery red, her eyes hazel and clever, her—

      That wasn’t Asherah. That was Lyr.

      We lunged for her, clawed hands slicing through the necklace across her chest—no, no, it was armor.

      No! Someone was crying. Me? Lyr? Both of us?

      Lyr screamed in pain. It’s burning! I’m on fire.

      We had to stop. We were hurting her. Me and Meera as this monster were hurting Lyr inside the vision. And Meera, possessed by her vorakh, was hurting her in real life.

      “You remember who you are now,” we hissed, our voice gravelly, inhuman, male and female. Ancient. Powerful. Terrifying. A combination of too many voices at once—voices that should never have been mixed. Lyr’s eyes widened, true fear behind them. “But we’ve always known. We have tracked you for centuries, Goddess. And we’ve always been ready for your return. Our army is ready. And this time, you will fail.”

      Both Lyrs cried out—the Lyr in the vision and the real Lyr here in Meera’s bedroom.

      Lyr yelled out again. The Lyr in the room. She called out a name I couldn’t decipher. She was crying, pleading. Begging him to come. And, suddenly, there was another voice here with us, a male speaking low and urgently with a northern lilt….

      I knew who it was. I’d heard his voice before. But I couldn’t recall his name or his face while trapped in the vision.

      “Auriel won’t save you this time, Asherah,” we spat.

      Our akadim hands ripped the armor from Lyr’s neck. She wore it inside the vision, too, along with a floor-length white dress, a low V cut down the center—her dress from Valyati.

      The skin between her breasts burst into flames, and she screamed, stumbling back. We chased her forward, and the fire cleared, revealing a seven-pointed star on her skin. The Valalumir.

      The Lyr in Meera’s vision looked down. There were two versions of her body now. One was standing and one was asleep, curled up by her bare feet.

      The one on the ground was clutching a crystal in her arms. It was red against the flames and glowing, too bright to look at directly. The light was unlike anything I’d ever seen. My akadim claws rushed up to my face to cover my eyes. It was too much. I didn’t like it. The light hurt me.

      I knew the crystal was a lost shard of the Valalumir.

      The awake Lyr in the vision bent down to pick it up. I screamed. The crystal in her hand glowed brighter and brighter. Too much. Too much.

      I tried to cover my eyes. Meera was screaming, the akadim we’d become was screaming. Pain seared through my head. My eyes were closed, and still I saw the light, still it set my eyes on fire.

      I lost consciousness. I was no longer Meera. I was no longer Morgana. I was no longer….

      Drool slid down my lips as I woke. My head was pounding and my arm and back sore as if I’d been hit. Lyr hovered over Meera’s bed, her cheeks streaked with tears. Her dark hair, wild from being pulled, stuck up in odd places around her diadem. Her apprentice and bodyguard, Rhyan—Rhyan, right, why couldn’t I remember his name before—was standing behind Lyr in his leather armor and green soturion cloak, his arms crossed over his chest. One eyebrow—the only eyebrow he seemed capable of moving—was narrowed. His aura was pulsing and seemed to wrap around Lyr from behind, like he was cloaking her in it. His gaze was full of such a heavy intensity and intimacy as he watched her, I wanted to look away, like I’d seen something private. More intimate even than when I read another’s mind.

      “Meera?” I croaked, my voice hoarse from screaming.

      I crawled to my feet, stumbling to the bed, my legs giving way before I made it. I clutched at her blankets, knees still buckling as I hauled myself to her side.

      Blood streaked her face. Her nose bled.

      Morgana? she thought. She was terrified, her entire body shaking. Did you see? Akadim?

      I clutched her chin, pulling her face toward mine, trying to reassure her. “I know. I was there. I saw,” I breathed.

      Her lips quivered, her gaze holding mine as more blood dripped, running over her pale pink lips. It’s never felt this intense before.

      “Morgana.” Rhyan moved to my side of the bed. “Here, let me help you.” He extended a hand for me to grip.

      I waved him off. “I got it.” I only wanted to get to my sister. To make sure she was all right. With a burst of energy, I pushed myself all the way onto the bed and crawled to lay beside her.

      Meera’s eyes were closed, but she was breathing. Lyr was wiping the fresh bout of blood from her face. Behind her, a pile of dirty clothes was topped with a bloodied towel. Lyr’s arms were scratched up, and a trickle of blood ran down her elbow from the golden cuff she always wore. Within it was the log she kept of Meera’s visions.

      She protected that thing with her life, though I honestly didn’t know what good keeping a record of every vision did aside from stress her out. Meera’s vorakh would, at some point in time, drive her mad, break her mind. No amount of recording times and dates or brewing oils was going to stop that from happening. Lyr wanted to save her as much as I did, but she was so focused on putting a bandage on top of the wound. Bandages bled through unless the cuts were sealed, the poison extracted, the infected limbs removed.

      But that was what I had been quietly working on.

      Getting to the heart of what they knew was our only hope.

      “Did anyone hear anything?” Lyr asked urgently. “Morgs?” Were we too loud? Are we safe?

      I glared at Lyr before I closed my eyes, wincing and bracing my hands against the bed. I spent so much time trying to block out the voices, to silence the noise, I rarely opened myself up to hear them. Every time I openly listened, I nearly blacked out from pain and suffered a migraine for days. And since my vorakh felt extra sensitive, a part of me balked at the task.

      But it had to be done. I imagined a black wall in my mind, onyx and thick, holding the sounds out, keeping the voices away. It never fully did. It only blurred the speech, softened the volume.

      Only one thing in this world so far had brought me true silence. But I had to wait for that.

      I imagined a crease in the wall of my mind, light shining through it as the onyx groaned and pulled apart. The light grew brighter, and immediately, the influx of thoughts attacked me.

      About time we got new blood on the Seat.

      That Batavia bitch looks too weak to hold a stave. The fuck was she going to rule?

      One hour till he notices I’ve abandoned post.

      I winced, gagging from the volume of the voices. Some were in the Great Hall, some downstairs, close to the Seating Room. My skull felt like it was splitting into two, but I kept pressing further.

      Owes me a silver coin.

      From this exact angle, he really does look like a dog….

      Shekar arkasva!

      “Morgana!” Lyr shouted. “Did anyone—?”

      “Shut up,” I seethed from gritted teeth. “I’m listening.”

      “Sorry,” Lyr said, her voice shaking with hurt.

      “Partner.” Rhyan squeezed her shoulder. “Give her a second.”

      I glared at Rhyan. “No one asked you.”

      His jaw tensed, but he lowered his chin, bringing his gaze back to Lyr. He continued rubbing her shoulder until she leaned back against him.

      I closed my eyes, tilting my head back on the bed pillows, my knuckles numb as I gripped the blanket, listening further, trying to pull out Arianna’s voice or that of a soturion from Ka Kormac—those would be the most concerning if they’d heard anything amiss. Wind howled outside the fortress, and I retreated deeper into my mind, straining to listen for what I’d spent more than a year trying to shut out.

      But I couldn’t make out a single coherent thought that felt relevant.

      Wonder if Arianna will remarry at last.

      The Imperator’s definitely fucking her.

      Blue rhymes with shoe, and you, and two, and….

      I winced at each new voice that came into my mind. All self-absorbed idiots—all Lumerians either thinking absolutely mindless, unimportant thoughts, or completely focused on how tonight’s events benefitted them. Pulling myself back, I listened for any signs of anyone in our wing, anyone on the stairs, anyone close enough to be dangerous. But we were alone.

      “We got lucky.” I opened my eyes. “No one seems to have heard a thing—all wrapped up in their own gryphon-shit or too far away.”

      “By the Gods,” Lyr groaned in relief. She sat on the edge of the bed and pushed back Meera’s hair while pulling more blankets over her. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Meera only shivered in response. She went cold after visions. Goosebumps ran down my arms as well.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I snapped.

      Lyr’s eyes were wide and full of hurt. But it was enough already. Meera was half-conscious. The last thing we needed her to do was talk about her latest terrifying vision and add any more Godsdamned paint to this room. In fact, if we didn’t start removing every painting from her walls soon, we might as well hand ourselves over to Arianna now.

      I stared at the paintings of her visions from the last two years, at the ridges of texture from layers upon layers of paint. Myself to Godsdamned Moriel.

      I wanted wine. I wanted to smoke. I wanted to fuck. Anything but this. But Meera’s vorakh would be exposed if we didn’t remove the paint.

      I stared at Meera’s rendering of Aunt Arianna, her red hair, her clever eyes, her uncanny resemblance to Lyr before turning into a black seraphim. The truth had been in front of us this whole time, but we hadn’t seen it. We hadn’t known we were looking at Arianna.

      But Meera’s vision tonight? That had been crystal fucking clear.

      Still, I wasn’t going to be fooled a second time. I needed proof.

      I leapt off the bed, lunging for Lyr’s neck.

      “Morgs!” she shouted in surprise just as Rhyan vanished and reappeared without warning behind me, breathing down my neck.

      “Morgana,” he warned. His aura pulsed with a level of anger and restraint I didn’t think possible. He was tense, seconds from attacking me the moment he believed me a threat to Lyr.

      I twisted my neck to look back at him, venom in my eyes. “I’m her sister, not an akadim. And you are in my fortress. In my sister’s bedroom. Back off.”

      The muscles in his jaw worked, his strangely green eyes burning into me. I realized in that moment how relevant my words had been. In Meera’s vision, Lyr had been there. And Meera, and me by proxy, had been an akadim. Had Rhyan sensed that?

      No, he was just so in love with Lyr, so protective, his instincts got away from him. He saw a threat and moved to stop it.

      Only I wasn’t a threat. I was exposing one.

      Sorry, he thought. Reflex. I know you’d never hurt her.

      My stomach twisted. I’d known the forsworn lord half of my life, but we’d only truly spoken a handful of times. We knew each other’s deepest secrets, and we kept them. We were both vorakh. There was a kind of bond and understanding between us from that fact alone. But we weren’t friends.

      “No shit I wouldn’t hurt her.” I rolled my eyes at him and turned back to Lyr. “We saw you,” I said. “You were in Meera’s vision again. And this time, I’m sure it was you. Because you were wearing this,” I said, pointing to the collar of Valalumir stars around her neck. I ran a finger over the gold stars, the red diamond centers. Three were now white—missing the red material inside. “Tell me the truth, Lyr. It’s not a necklace, is it? It’s armor.”

      Lyr gasped, her eyes widening. Her mind was forced blank, the kind of blankness she’d so desperately tried to achieve downstairs. That was all the confirmation I needed. I reached for the nape of her neck before she could react, my fingers finding the metallic clasp.

      “Morgs! No,” she protested.

      Rhyan made a sound of protest, and tears sprang to Lyr’s eyes as I bit my cheek.

      But I already had the collar off. She was wearing a black mourning gown, a V cut down the center. Without her armor, her cleavage was on full display. When I’d last seen the skin of her chest bare like this, it had been smooth. Unmarked. The skin of a noblewoman.

      But that was no longer the case.

      Meera’s visions had always been nonsensical, but now they were coming true. I didn’t want to be right. But I needed to know what the hell this vision meant before the next tragedy struck.

      My eyes fell on the golden seven-pointed star branded between her breasts, glowing with light. Just like she’d had in Meera’s vision.

      An Afeyan contract.
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