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      To Aldyn. You are a beautiful soul, and I’m blessed to have you in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Seeing Her Again

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      I love a straight line.

      I like a natural, expected curve. I like a perfectly sharpened pencil against graph paper, the rhythmic pull of an eraser swiping away at flakes of lead. I like a solid foundation built on the back of flawless trigonometry–something static, impenetrable, and utterly flawless.

      I like solid, well-built rooms in shades of muted gray. I like clothes that feel weightless, soft, without a tag scratching my neck or the feeling of fabric rubbing my skin. I like exactly three foods–a rare steak. Nectarines. One specific brand of granola that I’ll stop eating if the recipe even remotely changes. I like a single cup of coffee in the morning–black and bitter. No cream. No sugar. No frills.

      No color. No emotion. No feeling. Nothing unexpected. Nothing that’ll draw my mind out of the carefully crafted funnel of resistance I’ve crafted where I’m safe and secure, unbothered and unburdened.

      But… noise…

      I flinch as another shrill voice wafts from the radio attached to a nameless warrior’s hip across the cavernous grand foyer. The static makes my skin crawl even from this far away. I roll my neck, closing my eyes as prickles make my skin erupt in gooseflesh beneath the tailored tuxedo draped over my body, snug like a well-fitted glove. My reflection in the mirror, however, is stoic and unbothered–a mask of indifference, just how I like it.

      “Bad news,” Mom says, her voice cutting through the static weaving through my brain.

      I look up at her as she carefully steps down the marble staircase in too-high heels and a dress of rich lavender silk–her signature color. Her white-blonde hair is pin straight and twisted in a low, regal bun pinned to the back of her head. The Luna Queen of Crescent Falls in all her glory, truly, her jeweled fingers sliding down the banister as she picks her way to my side. “Dad isn’t coming. He’s stuck up north, he says, still in a meeting with the chancellor of Wellington.”

      “He’s always hated the symphony,” I reply, and she rolls her violet eyes before coming to a stop at the bottom of the staircase. Two warriors appear at her side, one handing her the silken clutch that perfectly matches her gown while the other helps her into a luxurious white fur coat that rests just below her ankles.

      “Well, there are things you can’t train out of a man, and apparently taste in music is one of them,” she says with a knowing, sly smile, eyeing me with interest. “I’m surprised you agreed to come with me tonight, given your affinity for the club scene. What did Brie call you? A club rat?”

      “That sounds like something she’d say.” I turn back to the slightly rusted antique mirror and straighten my tie, smoothing the black fabric over my starched white dress shirt.

      Mom’s reflection hovers just behind mine as she adjusts the pearl earrings dangling from her earlobes. Her lifted, demurely excited expression flattens, however, as she strokes a pearl. “These belonged to your great-grandmother,” she says in a near whisper, a pained tone that makes me turn to look into her face instead of her reflection. “Grandma Maddy gave them to me recently,” she continues with a heavy sigh. “I miss her. Isla. I wish you kids would have had more time with her.”

      I barely remember my great-grandparents. I’d been… around four years old when they died. My childhood memories are hazy, to say the least, but I remember running circles around a plush, butter-yellow armchair in what we used to call the pink room at the palace in Moonrise. I’d been chasing… Aris, I believe, in a tight circle while Isla’s laugh reverberated around the room and our grandmother, Maddy, half-heartedly tried to rein us back in, but she’d been enjoying the show as well.

      I remember playing with Isla’s rings while she told stories about what Crescent Falls used to be like, what it used to look like before the population boom that followed her rise to power. She became more than just a breeder; she became a queen. What was once a small city turned into a deep, writhing metropolis with buildings that disappear into the clouds around us as I drive my mother toward the performing arts center in the middle of downtown, the city washed in twinkling lights that reflect off glass skyscrapers and wet pavement.

      There used to be a forest here–a deep, endless one. Roads were narrow and made of dirt instead of multi-lane highways and bridges that span miles, that span entire pack territories that linger beneath the shadows.

      Crescent Falls is… too loud. Too mechanical. Too electric. It echoes even in the darkest hours of night–a constant hum of noise. The sound of life itself.

      And for someone like me, it’s too much.

      It’s why I bought my penthouse in the clouds, so high off the ground I can’t hear the traffic, the car horns and the scrape of trains and trolleys. It’s why I paid a small fortune to have a team come to install blackout blinds on the windows that keep the immaculately tidy, open space out of the glare of the lights. It’s why the walls are gray, the couch is gray, the cabinets, doors, and floors are gray.

      Getting to this place was a blur. I blink down at the concert program in my hands, sure I was just standing in the foyer of my parents’ castle, and now I’m here, surrounded by incessant white noise that grinds through me, screeching through my head like a train coming off its tracks.

      “Oh my Goddess,” Mom says, popping each syllable like bubble-gum. “Do you recognize her?”

      I lean into her space to look at her program as the concert hall below our booth sizzles with noise while people take their sweet time finding their seats. The memory of her music greets me, embraces me, folds me back into myself, and I close my eyes in an attempt to let it sweep me away.

      “Marianna Abbot? It can’t be.” Mom turns to the friends we’re seated with–her friends. Other high-ranking Lunas, as well as Betas’ wives, whom she invited to share the royal booth tonight for the finale of the concert season. I’m the only male present in the booth as it stands, and the women titter around me like little birds as the memory of Anna’s violin fades and is replaced by the soft “Oohs” and “Ahhs” falling from softly painted lips.

      “She is just gorgeous. How do you know her? Should I know her?” a Beta’s wife, her name lost on me entirely, says directly behind me. The nameless, faceless woman leans forward to speak to my mother, her hand resting on the top of my chair. I flinch at her proximity, but she doesn’t notice how I lean away just a touch.

      “Oh, it’s been years since I’ve seen her. She and Blake were the best of friends back in the day.”

      A half dozen sets of eyes turn toward me, but I ignore them, pretending to be invested in the crowd below.

      “Second chair at her age? What a feat,” another little bird remarks, her dangling diamond earrings clinking, the sound loud and grating enough to drown out the noise all around me. “She must be an angel on the strings. What does she play? Violin? Cello? What else is there?”

      “Bass is the big one, right?” another laughs, followed by more giggles, an endless amount of noise.

      I rise, murmuring something under my breath that is either a firm, audible, “Would you all shut the fuck up?” or a soft and polite, “Excuse me,” as I side-step out of the booth and into the private hallway leading away from the space directly overlooking the stage.

      The warriors guarding the hallway don’t pay me any mind. I cut through a service door to avoid the light crowd still mingling even as muted applause rings out through the walls, and the orchestra tunes their instruments. A dank, dimly lit concrete stairwell is at once my salvation–silent, but slightly damp, the odor of mildew masking the scents of several thousand people and making it possible to catch my breath again.

      I should have known. No, I should have checked. I should have read the program online like a normal person would do, wouldn’t they? See what wordless songs would play? How long I’d have to sit in the dark until intermission when I could order a scotch, neat–a double pour. Triple?

      I practically fall down the stairs in my haste to just… get away. From what is entirely lost on me. Two weeks ago, my mind was torn to absolute shreds. Like talons of iron raking through my gray matter, leaving festering lesions in their wake. I remember little about the after, the healing, the incessant sense of mystics hovering nearby, worrying over me–their lord and fucking savior.

      But I do vividly remember the look on Soren’s smug-ass-shit-eating-grin-wearing face when I’d sputtered Marianna’s name.

      Worse. Skye’s name.

      To his credit, which I hate to give him, he hasn’t said a word to anyone about it.

      To my credit, a few white lies about my head hurting has kept most of the family at bay, including Evander and Ryatt, who would love to see me strung on the palace gates for the stunt I pulled by hiding over a dozen Alphas over five Goddess-damned years without so much as mentioning a word about it to the family.

      I shove through another door with no sense of direction nor time, my breath coming in quick gasps, and stare into the empty abscess of the basement level of the concert hall.

      Flickering fluorescent lights quiver overhead. The heavy stairwell door slams shut behind me, sending a booming echo into the recesses of the space. Lockers line the walls, followed by a few cheaply made and recently replaced doors. Practice rooms. Bathrooms. A few empty offices. I pace as the sound of the orchestra tuning bleeds through the ceiling, past pipes and incredibly unsafe exposed wires.

      I do not know where I’m going as I loosen my tie, one hand braced and sliding against the wall as I walk into the cover of shadows where a short, metal staircase leads to the wings of the stage. The gnawing, overlapping voices in my head fade, replaced by water dripping and the screech of tuning instruments. Normal noises. Noises that remind me I still have two feet planted in reality.

      A woman stands in the shadows holding a violin. Her dark, almost black, hair trembles just an inch above her shoulders. She raises the violin to her shoulder, tilting her head, pulling an invisible bow across the strings.

      I can hear the silent music. I can see it in my mind as her perfectly straight spine relaxes, her body rolling to a song branded in my chest. The memory of it hurdles back to me against my will. The dark hues of a basement level apartment with an old couch and a TV heavier than I was at sixteen. Cans of soda going flat on a coffee table. Her laugh. The polyphonic texture of her violin over the smooth hum of a recorded cello piece. The sonata, the allegro, the distinct movements, tastes, colors, and noise as I watched her expression adjust to every changing melody, every pluck of her fingers and smooth pull of her bow. It was everything. It was nothing. It was the loudest sound and the softest lullaby. It was my undoing. It always has been.

      Captivating. She was always just as captivating as her music.

      Marianna abruptly lowers her hand and turns to me, her blue eyes wide, adjusting to the shadows gathered between us.

      “Blake?” she rushes out, glancing around. “What–what are you doing here?”

      “I have no idea,” I answer because it’s the honest truth. “It was too loud upstairs.”

      Her mouth moves, but no sound comes out. “You’re at the symphony. Of course it’s loud.”

      “Why aren’t you on stage with everyone else?” I haven’t spoken to her in years. Not face to face, nor voice to voice. I’ve seen her smooth signature on various forms and documents. I’ve seen her input and opinions regurgitated in emails between me and the mediator I hired to handle… everything.

      We had an agreement. An iron-clad contract. It was… her idea. Her decision.

      Not mine.

      But she was right.

      “I’m–I’m filling in for the first chair of the string section,” she says, tilting her chin while her cheeks burn a deep fuchsia. “I go on stage last.”

      “Congratulations.” I’m not sure my stiff tone is appropriate. I’m never sure. I can’t read the emotion behind her eyes. I don’t understand why her eyes narrow and her mouth pulls into a tight line. She’s not happy to see me, I think. No, I know it. She’s confused as to why I’m here, alone with her, but that sliver of feeling casting a shadow on the left side of her face isn’t something I recognize.

      Because it’s a… bruise.

      “Did he do that to you?” I ask without a shred of hesitation, my voice as cold and smooth as ice.

      She looks away, her eyes back on the stairwell where shadows dart in and out of view. I have minutes with her. Possibly seconds. Seconds to take in the faded mate’s mark on her neck as she swallows, the column of her throat bobbing.

      “Anna–” I take a single step in her direction.

      Her entire body locks up tight. My hands curl into fists at my sides.

      “Marianna, it’s your cue,” a shadow hisses from the top of the stairs, and she moves like lightning, disappearing without so much as looking over her shoulder.

      That ache is back. That writhing, snake-like presence in my temples. That pinprick that entices me to consider the stars, at the tapestry woven into the heavens. That dull, throbbing pain that urges me to pull prophecies from the sky and make my own music with them.

      But the last time I looked there, searching for Marianna… and me?

      It ruined everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Skye

          

        

      

    

    
      Marianna

      Skye watches me with feline intent as I mix chocolate powder into her glass of milk. Her favorite glass. The only glass she’ll drink milk out of. She has a glass for juice and another for water, but those are tightly packed away as it stands.

      The kitchen is in shambles, boxes stacked as high as my shoulders in some spots. I know she saw me slip her vitamins into the milk. I know she’s going to curl her lip at me, giving me that… look. That look that reminds me who her father is, even if nothing in the world could ever make me forget.

      “It’s just protein powder,” I say, setting the blue ombre glass with little painted daisies dancing around it on the table, which has just enough space carved out for her cereal bowl. The rest of the space is taken up by train tickets and moving manifests, which she’s picked through, of course, sucking every insignificant detail into her mind like it matters to her in the slightest.

      “There’s already seven grams of protein per serving in my cereal,” she remarks when I turn back to the sink to continue scrubbing… nothing. Biding time. Wasting time until the movers get here.

      “There is,” I agree, giving her a smirk over my shoulder. “You need it. You’re a growing girl.”

      She shifts her weight on her stool, the only thing she’ll sit on these days. She’s a peculiar little girl, but she’s mine. My little weirdo. My starling. My sweetheart. She’s… particular. Strict and nosey. But she’s so smart. So freaking smart. Scary smart, if I’m being honest. She eyes me coolly before taking an exploratory sip of the milk.

      “See? Another ten grams of protein won’t kill you. Plus, it tastes good.” She’s also the pickiest child I’ve ever encountered.

      She begrudgingly entertains me and drinks her milk, daintily wipes her mouth with a napkin, and hops off her stool. Her dark brown hair falls to the middle of her back. She halts when I tsk. A few strands of her hair catch the morning sunlight dancing through the windows, turning them a deep red, the color of wine. A familiar shade she didn’t get from me.

      “Not so fast,” I say, arching a brow as she slowly turns to look at me over her shoulder. “You need to make sure everything is out of your room, okay? Do a second, then third, pass. You’d be in pieces if we got halfway to Eastonia and you realized you left your stuffies behind, right?”

      Because we’re not coming back here. This little house is no longer home. She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t even nod. She just stares at me with those eyes that look just like his, with a mirrored expression I used to spend hours trying to untangle.

      I’m used to Skye being silent. She kind of just exists around me and my mom, Leona, her grammy, the only other person she trusts in the world. Skye likes to read. She likes to draw and often sits in the center of the rug in the living room scribbling, an open book just a foot away, multitasking.

      Math is her strong suit, however. Numbers are like a second language to her. She’s leagues ahead of her class when it comes to arithmetic, so much so that I was accused of doing her homework for her, but I’m a musician. Math was never, and will never be, something I grasp past the most basic levels.

      I watch her skip out of sight. A memory floods my mind, turning the kitchen to the basement level apartment I grew up in, to the dimly lit living room with wood paneling where a sixteen-year-old Blake poured over an algebra textbook, scratching his head as he watched me tearfully try to grasp the concept of exponential equations.

      “Marianna,” he said gruffly, scrubbing a hand over his face, “you’re mixing up cosines and tangents. I don’t understand how–”

      I burst into tears twenty minutes into that first tutoring session. We didn’t even know each other. I was fifteen and trying to take my exit exams so I could transfer to a better school, my sights set on Wellington University, but passing my algebra class was the one thing standing in my way. He’d answered a desperate ad that my mom hung on a streetlight somewhere downtown, and then there he was, the Prince of Crescent Falls, in my living room, trying to teach me math.

      He’d sat there just… staring at me as I came apart at the seams. His expression didn’t fluctuate while I blubbered about how I was going to fail, how I wasn’t going to get into Wellington, how my future was doomed. He had no idea how to react.

      Instead, he asked, “Are you going to be an engineer?”

      “No? Why the hell would I–” I’d noticed the relief sweeping across his face as he closed the textbook, and my tears dried instantly, replaced by the overwhelming urge to laugh.

      Blake was, and still is, an enigma. He’s not the least bit empathetic. He just doesn’t get it–emotions. Crying in front of him had confused him greatly, and that was our first interaction. But he… kept coming back week after week, kept trying, ever patient while I failed over and over again.

      “I’m trying to get into their music program,” I told him one day, watching him sip cherry cola as he thumbed through a practice test he’d designed for me.

      “Why?” His eyes met mine and held for a few seconds longer than they normally did.

      “Because I want to,” I shrugged, rolling my eyes. “Why do you want to be an architect?”

      “Because I want to.”

      “Why are you looking at me like that answer didn’t suffice, then?”

      He looked away, then back again, scanning my face like I was some creature from space, and he was the unfortunate soul who’d discovered me.

      It took weeks, then months, for him to say more than a few words to me outside of math talk. I was the one who prodded, asked about his personal life, which sounded a whole lot like he didn’t have one. He was a student at Wellington, the prestigious university two hours away by train, but commuted for some reason. He didn’t live on campus. He didn’t seem to go out much, no partying, no sports, no nothing. Blake liked being alone; that was clear. He liked quiet and order. He often frowned at my untidy handwriting and smears of pencil lead.

      But he did like the cherry cola I purposefully kept stocked in my ancient refrigerator. He did like the hum of classical music drifting from the stereo next to the TV. He liked me.

      He liked me enough to give up trying to tutor me and started using our twice weekly sessions to do my homework for me while I lounged on the couch picking through sheet music, my toes tucked under his thigh.

      We would sit in silence together for hours.

      Those two years were the most intimate of my life.

      Things shifted, however, a few days after my seventeenth birthday. It was a horrible, rainy, utterly gray late spring evening, a Saturday, if I’m remembering correctly. I spent my weekends at the music shop a few blocks from my apartment, and while my mom worked her waitressing job, I sorted records and gave violin and cello lessons to little kids to make some extra money to help with the bills and such, but that night… I can’t remember exactly what happened or why I’d ignored my phone, the three texts rotting into oblivion, but one moment I was tucked in a practice room, rolling through the allegro of a sweeping, dark and riveting melody, and the next…

      “Why aren’t you answering my texts?” Blake ground out, shutting the practice room door behind him in a huff. He looked completely undone–his normally swept back, gelled hair wild and ruffled, his shirt unbuttoned and damp. He smelled like water. Brisk and clean, like he’d been in the rain for a while.

      I turned to him, my chin still pressed to the chin rest of my violin. “Blake?”

      “I texted you three times,” he said in a tone that I’d never heard him use before. The hint of panic was enough to release my grip on my bow and lower the violin to my side.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Are you?”

      “I’m–I’m fine,” I managed to say, but the look behind his violet eyes made my stomach tumble to my toes as he braced a hand on the wall and hung his head like he was struggling to catch his breath. He was dressed strangely, I remember. I watched him unclasp a button holding a thick cloak over his shoulders. I never asked about his family. To me, he was just Blake. Not the prince. But I knew he often went to Eastonia where his cousins lived and ruled. Things are different there. Magical. Hard to explain.

      “Blake, did something happen? You look–you look like–”

      “I’m sorry I interrupted you,” he said, briefly looking into my eyes. “I thought–it’s nothing.” He began to turn toward the door, but I stopped him, tapping my bow against his upper arm.

      “You can stay, if you want.” I tilted my head toward a stool in the corner. “I’m practicing my piece for my audition for Wellington’s arts program. I’d kinda like your input.”

      His voice was like gravel when he replied, “I know nothing about music.”

      “And I knew, and still don’t know, anything about quadratic equations,” I replied, and he looked amused for a fraction of a second, but then he sat, and I played, and he looked so relaxed. So stunned–

      “Anna, the movers are here!”

      Mom’s voice rips me out of my memories. I blink away tears I… I don’t remember forming and wipe them off my cheeks with the back of my hands. Skye thunders down the stairs, tearing for the front door. Mom and I call her our little house cat because she likes to sit in the front window and watch the world go by but also is exceedingly interested in strangers who show up in our cracked driveway, despite numerous conversations about safety and not talking to people she doesn’t know.

      But she skids to a stop in front of me, her violet eyes catching mine, and she furrows her brows.

      I sniffle, shaking my head as I rub my cheeks. “I’m fine, Skye. Just a little sad.”

      “Because you love this house?”

      “I do,” I tell her with a squeeze of her narrow shoulder. “I did, I mean.”

      “Will we have windows like this at our new house?” She points to our view of… suburbia, I suppose. It’s nothing special, but light dances into the nearly empty living room, and I sigh.

      I crouch so we’re eye to eye. She looks like me. She has my thick dark hair and heart-shaped face. Her eyes are big and slope downward toward her button nose, and she inherited the high, chiseled cheekbones my mother blessed me with. A dainty chin. A widow’s peak. A shorter than average stature. Yeah, she’s my daughter, and it’s easy to see.

      But where my skin tans easily and holds a golden bronze hue, she’s fair. Her skin is dusted pink from running up and down the stairs, and freckles dot the bridge of her nose.

      Her eye color is unique. It’s Blake’s. His contribution to her complicated genetics.

      Skye might look like me, but her expressions were written by him. The slight narrowing of her eyes. That twitch of a smile. The smirk. The dead, hollow look she often wears when she’s trying to understand someone else’s big emotions.

      “You’re going to love it in Moonrise,” I tell her. “I promise.”

      “Will you?” she asks, holding my gaze for longer than she usually does.

      This move isn’t about me. Sure, I’m accepting first chair of their absolutely stellar philharmonic, but the season doesn’t start until this fall, which means I have the summer to settle her into her new life, which includes, hopefully, a new school. We’ll see. I’m working on it.

      “I think I’ll like it a lot. I’ve heard it’s beautiful there. I’ve heard there are flowers everywhere, and there’s a big lake.”

      She perks up, still inspecting my face, trying to gauge what I’m feeling because she can’t make sense of it. She can’t decipher the tired look behind my eyes. The uncertainty. The fear.

      “Grammy says there’s magic in the air there,” she says, her voice tilted and bright. “Is that true?”

      “It is.”

      “Grammy said people like me live there.”

      My stomach pinches, but I keep my face neutral as I nod… even if it hurts. “There are.” I smooth her hair away from her face and count the freckles on her nose. “I think you’ll like it better than you’ve ever liked it here.”

      She turns her head to the door as male voices drift inside, followed by boot treads and the smell of sweat and cardboard.

      “Stay out of their way, okay? Go find Grammy. We’re going to leave for the train station soon.”

      She rushes out of sight as the movers funnel into the house. I fold my arms under my chest and look around, taking in the house and its details for the last time, my chest painfully tight as my eyes roam over the rug in the living room, over the coffee table with the cracked corner.

      I watch a mover step toward it, reaching for it, but I say, “You can leave the table here. We’re not taking it with us. Leave it–leave on the side of the driveway? Maybe a neighbor will want it.”

      He nods, picking it up like it weighs nothing. Like it wouldn’t have hurt someone to crack their face against that corner.

      My fingers find the nearly healed bruise on my cheekbone, and I close my eyes and breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            She’s a Secret

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      I haven’t been back to Moonrise in over two weeks. It wasn’t my idea to stay away this long, even though, almost a year ago now, Maeve badgered me into splitting my time between Eastonia and Crescent Falls. I didn’t realize back then how often I’d actually find myself gravitating back to Moonrise, to Eastonia in general. She was right, which I’ll never admit to her face, but coming back after two long weeks away, being fussed over by my mom, walking on eggshells with my dad over my idiocy… his words, not mine… it’s good to be home.

      I click the cursor on my laptop, staring at the untouched funds in a massive bank account I set up seven years ago, give or take a few months. The amount has changed. Grown with interest. Rarely a single dollar spent.

      I run my hand over my face and check the page again, clicking through the account details, trying to paint a picture of what, if anything, Marianna has spent this money on… but there’s nothing recent to show.

      It’s not the only account she has access to. Anything with my name on it–any personal accounts not tied directly to my family–is accessible to her at any time.

      Sometimes a charge will come through that I can route back to a children’s clothing store, or a bookstore, or five dollars spent at an ice cream shop, but those are far and few between.

      I never miss them, though. I always wonder what ice cream flavor they shared, what clothes she bought the daughter I chose not to know.

      My office door opens with a crack, and the shadow stretching through the midday sunlight belongs to Soren, unfortunately, but just like Maeve, he never knocks and likely never will.

      He’s dressed casually in jeans and a white T-shirt, his chestnut brown hair swept back away from his face, which he hasn’t shaved in a while. He looks a little beaten down, but I suppose having a two-week-old baby will do that to a man. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t there when Skye was that little.

      He lingers in the doorway for a moment, waiting for my reaction to his intrusion into my space like he actually gives a damn.

      “Do you need something?” I ask slowly, shutting my laptop.

      “I heard you were back.” He leans on the door to close it, and I straighten a touch when the lock snaps into place. Bastard. “We need to talk about what happened.”

      “Have you spent the last two weeks overthinking this?” I move my laptop to the side, clearing the space directly in front of me, before meeting his eyes. “I’d think you’d want to spend time with your child and your mate instead.”

      Soren takes several calculated steps in my direction before smoothly sitting in the armchair in front of my desk. He rests his ankle on his knee, splayed out, relaxed. He stares directly into my eyes until I look away.

      “What do you want me to say, Soren?”

      “I want to know what Hannibal did to you in there. While you’ve been resting in Crescent Falls, tucked tight in your childhood bedroom, by all accounts, I’ve been here, trying to take care of Maeve and Fallon while Ryatt, Evander, and every other Goddess damned man in this family breathes down my neck.”

      “Consider yourself lucky this is the way things went for you. Had hell not frozen over, your reception into the family might not have been met with such grace.”

      “Listen,” he says, leveling with me, “I’m not going anywhere. Maeve is my mate. We have a daughter. I live here now, and you’re going to have to get used to that. Everyone else has.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek as I move my favorite pen back to its spot.

      There’re many things I could say. I could admit that I don’t like being confronted like this. I could say I don’t like other people, especially other men, in my space. I could say that Soren doesn’t deserve to be here, but that’s not true, is it?

      I’ve known him for five years. In fact, unfortunately, my relationship with him, at least based solely on blind trust, has been the closest relationship I’ve fostered since Marianna.

      I trust him. I hate it, but I do. I know he loves Maeve. I know it’s deeper than the mate bond for him. I know what he sacrificed for months to keep her safe. I know it tore him apart, and now he’s adjusting to a new life with his mate at the helm, totally and completely at her whim and mercy.

      It’s a lot for a man like Soren, giving up that control. Letting someone else take the reins.

      “Hannibal was looking for something, but I don’t know exactly what it was, so I shielded everything. Every memory, every line of thought. He was trying to dig past those shields and–”

      “Boiled your brain?”

      “To put it in layman’s terms, yes. If you think I’ve spent the last two weeks drinking scotch and smoking cigars, enjoying time off, you’re wrong. I’ve been barely lucid.”

      “But you’re lucid now,” he says matter-of-factly, arching a brow. “You look fine to me.”

      “And how are you?”

      “Don’t fucking act like you care how I am in the slightest.” He smirks. I can’t tell what that means. He might be teasing me.

      I grit my teeth, meeting his eyes. I remember seeing him for the first time and being so startled by his appearance that it took me aback, and I had to regain my composure before approaching him, asking him to become a murderer for hire. One of his eyes is nearly white. The lightest, softest gray in existence, while the other is split between a dark, bright blue and deep, steel gray.

      “How is Fallon, then?”

      “She’s fine. She sleeps, eats, and poops, and that’s all.” He shrugs, but the smile he’s biting back is undeniable. If I were a different man, I’d smile along with him. But his face changes, that smile gone in an instant, and he asks, “How’s yours?”

      My heart quakes as my chest tightens. This is the real reason he’s here, and we both know it.

      “What have you told Maeve?”

      “About what you babbled while your brain was falling out of your ears? Nothing. I gauged whether she knew, but that was it. She thinks I’m criminally insane for even suggesting you have a kid. I danced around the details when Ryatt and your grandfather Isaac, who didn’t leave until three days ago, by the way, grilled me over every second I spent on that island. No one knows, and I kept it that way for your sake, but I’m keeping it a secret from my mate as it stands, and I can’t do that for very much longer.”

      I fold my hands in my lap, unsure where to even begin, or if I even want to.

      “You need to tell me the details.”

      “Why? So you can go tell the world about my past transgressions? I’m sure the media would love to spin the story of the royal prince’s bastard daughter.”

      “Is that what she is to you? A bastard? A mistake?”

      “She wasn’t planned, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “You’re only twenty-six,” he reminds me, draping his arms over the armrests. “You said she’s… six? So you were a teenager when she was conceived?”

      “She just turned seven last week.”

      Soren shrugs, giving me a hard look. “Do you have a relationship with her?”

      “With her–or her mother?”

      “Either–”

      “Neither.”

      Soren exhales deeply as he scans my face. I can’t tell based on his expression what he’s feeling. I’ve never been good at that. He could be furious or sad for me. He could be confused or excited, and I wouldn’t know.

      “Why not?”

      “It wasn’t the right time for me.” A lie.

      “So, you, what? Abandoned them?”

      Real, unfiltered rage bubbles up, simmering through my blood. “No. I didn’t abandon them–”

      “Start from the beginning, for fuck’s sake.”

      “I don’t understand what gives you the right to know in the first place,” I growl, and he grins at me then laughs.

      “I’ll fuck off right now,” he says coolly, “and go tell Maeve. I’m giving you a chance to clear the air between us first so I can have your back when the family rains hell on you for keeping this a secret. Because no one knows, do they? Not your parents, not your grandparents, not anyone on Maeve’s side of the family?”

      “No. They don’t know about her.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we agreed to keep me a secret in the equation.” I bristle as the words leave my tongue like it’s even remotely close to the truth. “For her safety. Their safety.”

      “From what?” He laughs.

      “The press.”

      Soren, to his credit, seems to understand this aspect of it, at least. Ever since the day Maeve brought him onto the balcony with their daughter, the press has been going ballistic, trying to find any snippet of information they can on Soren, the consort, or whatever the male equivalent is, to the Queen of Eastonia. The family has been busy squashing rumors, some of which have truth, about his past and origins. A new persona was created for the public to gnaw on, something tame compared to who he is and what he’s done.

      But he knows if he leaves the castle, he’ll be bombarded with flashing cameras and shouted questions. It would be relentless. Overwhelming. Enough to drive a man mad. So, he’s stuck in this castle until the chaos dies down, which could be weeks, if not months.

      Welcome to the family, I suppose.

      “I know what you’re going to ask, so I’ll make this as clear as I can,” I say calmly. “Skye was born when I was nineteen, and Marianna was eighteen, and only her mother knew about the pregnancy. We had a brief fling.” Another lie there at the end because the truth of what we were–what she was to me–it’s far more complicated. “That fling resulted in a child, but by the time she found out, we’d already broken up. It was mutual.”

      I stay perfectly still, holding his gaze in the way I trained myself to, a way that makes it look like I’m okay with this… intimacy between us.

      “And then what?” he asks, unimpressed, maybe even reading through the fault lines beginning to crack open behind my eyes.

      I lick my lips, finding them dry. “Marianna wanted them both to have a normal life, and I agreed. I ensured that they were taken care of financially. Marianna moved on, found her mate, and married. The rest is history.”

      He blinks a few times before chuckling, “Yeah? So you don’t even have a relationship with your own daughter?”

      “I met her shortly after she was born.” I was there. I was in the room when she came into the world, and the woman I loved saw her for the first time. It’s a memory that I guard with my life, the very memory I was desperate for Hannibal not to see. A memory I was willing to die for.

      “So she’s got a mate–a husband, no less, and yet you wanted me to take her and put her and your daughter into hiding? You said she’d understand and that she’d know what to do–”

      “Yes.”

      He leans forward, motioning in annoyance with his hands. “Blake, come on. You’ve got to give me something to work with here.”

      “What would you like me to say?”

      “Anything that’s going to make it easier to continue hiding this from my mate,” he says slowly, his tone almost pleading. “You’ve backed me into a corner, man. I don’t appreciate it.”

      “I am not in Skye’s life, and that was Marianna’s decision. I’m honoring her wishes–which were to keep my distance, so I am. Bringing my family into the equation would bring harm to Marianna, whose only priority is giving Skye a normal, easy life.” The fissures widen as regret storms through my system. “Skye is seven now. This coming to light will only bring harm to her. She’d never be able to step out in public again without guards. She wouldn’t be able to go to the park, or even to school, without people running over each other to get a glimpse of her.”

      “Denying her your side of the family isn’t harming her?”

      “It’s not.”

      He pauses for a beat before asking, “Is she like you?”

      I close my eyes. I fucking hope not. When I open my eyes again, he’s still looking at me. I can’t give him an answer because I honestly don’t know. “She’s happy and safe with her mother, and I’m respecting Marianna’s wishes. That’s all that matters. I–I was tortured, that’s true.” My jaw works as I look for the right words to convey what it felt like… dying. Slipping away into an abyss I couldn’t swim out of. My only thought had been Marianna. Her face, her skin, her scent. Her fingers tracing my cheekbones in the quiet, cool darkness of the backseat of my car—the one night we let go, and let things be.

      Just for a moment.

      “Hannibal wants me for something. He needs me. I wanted you to let me die because then her memory, her location, the fact that… we have a daughter who may, if the Goddess sees to punish us, have powers similar to mine. If I had died, he wouldn’t have ever found her. He couldn’t use them against me. That’s why I told you to leave me behind and hide them.”

      Soren watches me closely then exhales deeply, his gaze downcast to his lap.

      “So what now, Blake? You keep this secret from your family forever?”

      “Do not tell Maeve.”

      “I… I won’t, but you need to tell her soon. For my sake. She’ll fucking kill me for keeping this from her, and you know that. You know her. She will find out sooner rather than later on her own.”

      “It doesn’t matter. They don’t live here in Moonrise. They’ll never cross paths.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Welcome Home

          

        

      

    

    
      Marianna

      “I think she likes it,” Mom says over my shoulder as we watch Skye scurry from room to room in the townhouse I found for rent only a mile from the exterior wall of the castle. Cream-colored plaster walls and narrow, but brightly lit, hallways connect three bedrooms upstairs. Sunlight dances across dark wood floors, dust motes hanging in suspension. It smells like flowers. Wisteria and bougainvillea are already trying to bloom in the snug front garden lined with a pale stone wall, where the bright green spring grass has been freshly mowed in time for our arrival.

      It’s a quiet street, based on what the realtor told me. Cars aren’t allowed, and there’s a village square just a block away with a grocery store, bakery, and a park. Everything we’d need is within reach, secured by a gate separating us from the rest of Moonrise, which is apparently one of the safest cities in the Allied Kingdoms and great for young families.

      Skye peeks her head out of one of the bedrooms and stares at us. “I want this one.”

      “It’s yours, honey.” Mom smiles, shrugging her shoulders. She squeezes my arm before turning for the stairs, her salt and pepper curls bouncing around her shoulders.

      I follow Skye into the room she just claimed. It’s a corner room with ceiling height windows that open halfway up, letting in a cool, slightly chilly early spring breeze. She’s on her tiptoes, drinking in the sunshine and the view as I lean on the doorframe to watch her for a moment. I love witnessing the way she explores the world. It’s so… innocent. When she was younger, she was adventurous and brave. Nothing scared her. Now, she’s more docile. A bit withdrawn, if I’m being totally honest, like she sees the things she used to love in a new, darker hue.

      Maybe that’s just growing up.

      Or maybe she’s as different as I knew she’d be.

      I had six years with her that were my own. Six years when her eyes were blue, like mine, before they slowly changed into the sharp violet tinged with gray in the center. I had six years when she spoke to me and told me stories, when she sang songs and danced in the sunlight. I had six years before she started folding into herself, into her head, which I know is now full of starlight.

      Just like him.

      The past year changed everything in so many ways.

      “The movers won’t be here until two days from now,” I say, and she whirls, somewhat startled by my presence. “Grammy thinks tonight would be a good night to camp in the living room. We can lay out blankets and pillows and read books until the moon rises,” I continue, smiling, but Skye just stares at me, calculating a response.

      “What are we going to eat?”

      “Whatever you want. We have to order out because none of our kitchen boxes are here yet. What do you think? Pizza?”

      She nods and then flutters past me, chasing rays of sun down the hallway.

      I linger near the window for a moment. My eyes roam the front garden before lifting to the wall in the distance, tall enough the trees lining a yard a few houses away don’t reach the top, and then higher, to the gilded, sparkling windows of the massive palace blocking the scattered clouds.

      My stomach tightens and then relaxes as I take a single, but restorative, breath.

      “So, any word on the new phone?” Mom asks as she unpacks a bag of groceries–snacks, mostly, nothing that has to be cooked. I glance around the kitchen, which is painted a soft robin’s egg blue, with white cabinets, a large refrigerator, and an island of white marble with a stovetop and an oven beneath it.

      “I’m going to go pick it up in an hour or so. I’m sure I’ll be there for a while setting up a new number and such.”

      Mom nods, popping open a bag of chips, which Skye snatches on her way out of the kitchen to continue sitting on the front steps watching the neighborhood. “You haven’t spoken to him, right?”

      “Dean?”

      “Who else?”

      I lean against the wall, praying my cheeks don’t heat. I didn’t tell her I ran into Blake last week during the concert. She doesn’t need to know, I guess. It wasn’t important. It was a weird coincidence, and… as I played through a solo, I glanced at the royal box, and he wasn’t there, so it didn’t matter, even if my chest still feels like it’s caving in.

      I hadn’t seen him in seven years. That’s a long time. That feels like a lifetime.

      “I haven’t.”

      She licks her lips. I feel her gaze inspecting my face before she turns to the fridge to unpack milk and juice. “He broke the restraining order by texting you so much–”

      “I’m aware. I never responded.”

      “I just worry he might know that you left Crescent City,” she says with a bite in her voice. “That’s all.”

      “I left my old phone behind. You know that.”

      “But–after the concert, the success of it? You being you and blowing everyone out of the water?” She glances at me over her shoulder. “Someone will write about it–some critic doing their due diligence who lets the world know it was your last season with the Crescent Falls Philharmonic.”

      “No one other than Michael knew about my offer from Moonrise,” I reply, but she shakes her head, and she’s right.

      “You should talk to the courts here and have the restraining order… broadened.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, Mom. He’d have to come here first and… threaten me.” My mouth dries out around the words.

      She turns back to me, humming under her breath when Skye sprints inside again to fetch a juice box before darting back outside.

      “Look, I’m safe. He doesn’t know where I live, and this is a gated community. I already told the warriors at the guard station that he’s not allowed, and they took that seriously. I practically gave them my life story!”

      “He nearly killed you,” she says under her breath, her eyes watering.

      My stomach sinks. “Mom, he can’t hurt me anymore, okay?”

      She glances at the faded bite mark on my neck before turning away again, lifting a bag of grapes from the grocery bag.

      I glance at my watch. “I’m going to go into town. I’ll bring Skye with me to explore, giving you some time to rest.”

      “Just leave her here. She’ll keep me company. She’s taking stock of all the neighbors right now.”

      I purse my lips then relent and gather my purse from a hook near the front door. Skye has already disappeared into the backyard when I leave, walking casually through the exclusive village of Wisteria Way, past the guarded security gate, and into the city center, which is sprawling and packed but beautiful. The sun beats down on the top of my head as I walk along winding streets and pass unfamiliar shops. New scents tinkle my senses. Shifters, I know. Witches are different and smell new and strange. Like herbs and spices, not rain and deep, endless wilderness. A festival is being set up, it seems. Banners and streamers of red, pink, and silver hover over the street.

      The phone store doesn’t give me a hard time, thankfully. Before I know it, I have a new number for the first time since I got my first phone as a teenager, and I park myself on a bench in the center of some little park with a pond and fountain and spend an hour signing into my email, my bank account—his—bank account.

      I stare at the money in that account for several minutes before clicking out. I’ve never really touched it. It’s not my money, regardless of what Blake said when he gave me all the information, all the cards, all the pin numbers and data. It’ll be for Skye one day. I’ve been doing fine on my own… lately. Not always. But my new salary as first chair and the sign-on bonus allowed me to put my mom and daughter into a beautiful new home in a safe, absolutely lovely neighborhood in a city that shines like gold.

      My new job doesn’t begin until this fall, a few weeks before the start of the symphony season, so I have time. Time to settle, to put down roots.

      Time to figure out what to do with Skye.

      I slump onto the bench, trying to become one with the etched stone. When I finally peel myself from its surface and find my way home, picking up a few pizzas and cream soda, Skye’s favorite, it’s nearing sunset. Wisteria Way is bathed in sunlight the color of ripe tangerines when I push through the wrought-iron gate and step onto the path leading up to my new front door, which is painted blue, the same color as the shutters and the tiles on the roof. An envelope sticks in the door jamb. I pluck it free on my way inside.

      Skye rushes me, bouncing on her toes to peer at the pizza boxes. She gasps excitedly when she sees the ice cold, frosted bottles of cream soda, and I give her one, smiling as real, unfiltered joy lights behind her eyes.

      Sweet girl.

      My girl.

      Mine.

      Mom and I are busy arranging pizza on paper plates when I finally remember the envelope. “I didn’t think we’d start getting mail yet,” I murmur around a bite of pepperoni and cheese on a thin, delectable crust. I shove past the memory raging to existence of me at seventeen, laughing in the passenger seat of Blake’s car while we ate pizza in a darkened parking lot. He leaned over the center console to swipe a smudge of grease from the side of my mouth, and… didn’t stop leaning. Didn’t stop until his lips brushed mine for the first time, and I…

      “Did you see who left this?” I ask, my voice trembling just a touch as I slide my finger through the adhesive and pull out a note. Just a note. I scan the words, and the pizza feels like a lead weight at the bottom of my stomach all of a sudden.

      “What is it?”

      “Just–it’s nothing. A welcome card.” It’s a bold lie.

      It’s a fucking summons. A summons I knew was coming because those creepy women in their white and silver robes haven’t left me alone for the past year…

      There are very few things my mom doesn’t know about me. It would be hard to keep secrets given that it’s only been us since I was just a little bit older than Skye. My dad wasn’t like Dean or Blake. He didn’t leave us–not willingly. He died. It’s that uncomplicated. One day, he was here, and then he was gone, and it was just me and Mom left to navigate a world that wasn’t very kind to us.

      We were protected, of course, by our Alpha in the pack my father belonged to, but it only went as far as that. Crescent City is a huge place. Crescent Falls is even more enormous, with dozens of Alphas. Mom moved us out of his territory to be closer to her job, a waitress gig. We moved from a house in the wooded suburbs of the city center to an apartment in the neutral zone, and she saved every last penny to ensure I could still go to school for music one day. She never let me give up on that dream.

      Even after Skye came into our lives.

      She knows about me and Blake. She knows I was desperately, painfully in love with him. I like to tell myself she assumes it was that untouchable, fiery teenage lust and not something deeper. She knows I loved Dean at one point, too, before I came to my senses and saw him for what he truly was, and still is. Dangerous. A monster.

      But the one thing she doesn’t know is why Blake and I didn’t stay together, even when we found out about Skye’s existence. She doesn’t know why he left or that I made him do it.

      She doesn’t know the depth of what Skye is going through right now.

      To her, Skye is just our little girl. Our precious, quiet, socially troubled angel.

      She has no idea Skye is a mystic and has powers beyond belief, and I see it developing in real time, and it scares the hell out of me.

      “Are you okay? You’re looking a little pale.” Mom lays a hand over my forehead. “Jeez, Anna. You’re all clammy and flushed! What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just the sugar,” I lie, motioning to the empty bottle of cream soda on the counter. “It’s homemade, I guess.”

      Mom doesn’t look convinced, but the note is now crumpled in my fist, and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, this is the moment I’ve been dreading.

      But I waste it again, telling her I’m going to go shower instead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Not This One

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake

      Stained glass inlaid with millions of moonstones filters silver hued light across marble tiles as my footsteps carry through the cavernous network of hallways in the temple. It’s a busy day here in the center of the spiritual mecca that both priestesses of the Goddess and the mystics call home.

      Women in silver robes walk in pairs, clutching books, talking in quiet tones. Some wear masks of crystal while others, normally much younger women in training as acolytes, wear veils of white fabric to cover their faces. The priestesses are more laid back, often wearing plain clothes within the temple, sometimes covering their hair with veils, but otherwise they’re a great contrast to the white and silver of ordained mystics and their younger counterparts, the acolytes, who have yet to don their crystal masks.

      Everyone, however, stops to bow and curtsy as I walk down the long, wide hallway with a cathedral ceiling that makes even the softest whisper boom.

      My noise canceling headphones drown out what they murmur at me, but it’s the same as it always is. The same two words repeated over and over, from mouth to mouth, as I leave them in my wake.

      The tight headphones sent a hint of classical music through my brain, just loud enough to keep the chorus of unintelligible voices at bay–the stars themselves–always chattering back and forth even in the middle of the day when they should be sleeping, but I digress.

      I step through a doorway that leads out into a sprawling, tidy and wondrous courtyard. More women in robes kneel as they pick weeds from a garden. Some are sowing garden beds, preparing to plant this year’s crop, whatever that’ll be. Archways lead off the temple into the rectory, which blooms with more hallways of white marble and a lot more chatter. This section of the temple isn’t open to the public, which means these women are more comfortable taking off their veils or masks here, and thankfully, after several years of my comings and goings, they don’t jump out of my way to don their masks and hide their eyes anymore.

      A trio of acolytes whispers in a sunlit corner, their bodies draped in pale blue and white robes. I pass, ignoring them, but they trail me with their eyes, giggling. Acolytes come in all ages–some young, some old. It doesn’t matter. They all have the same power–reading the stars to pull prophecies from the sky, and that can develop at any point during their lives, and they’re always called here, called home.

      Another courtyard, much less formal than the first, greets me as I move through the rectory and back into the steady, unyielding spring sunlight. The larger of the two private buildings belonging to the temple stretches ahead of me. It’s four stories high, cast in the shadow of the cathedral, but it’s domed. The glass ceiling shines in a glare of sunlight. I cross under another marble archway and into the orrery, where my powers simmer and stretch against my will.

      The foyer branches in eight different directions, leading to offices and classrooms. I walk straight, skirting around a bubbling fountain of carved moonstone, and fall back into shadows that lead to the room housing the orrery itself, where I find the woman I’m looking for.

      Calliope turns to me as I enter the orrery and reluctantly remove my headphones. The classical hum is instantly replaced by a chorus of voices deep inside my head–pounding, screaming, laughing. The orrery before me turns and grinds. It’s massive–ten times larger than the one my grandfather had built decades ago. Larger even than the orrery in Rifthold, which is under constant guard as it stands. Smooth, flawless brass keeps models of stars and planets suspended under the glow of the glass ceiling. mystics move around the marvel of ancient engineering with notepads, scribbling away while they try to decipher the erratic movements of the stars compared to the slow crawl of each planet in our solar system, prophesying.

      But the mystical voices in my head grate on my gray matter, making my ears ring. My powers whirl, trying to decipher what the voices are hoping to tell me even while I forbid them to act.

      I hate coming here, but this is… where I belong, unfortunately.

      The voices fade when the Dame of the mystics, their leader, so to speak, takes a few steps in my direction with two other mystics at her side.

      “High Lord,” they say in unison, bending at the knees with their veiled heads bowed.

      No one but the mystics call me High Lord. I’m not even sure what they mean by it. Occasionally, I’m addressed as High Priest, but only by them. To the Order of the Moon Goddess, the priestesses of the Church, I’m just Prince Blake.

      But the mystics are something else entirely, despite being able to live in unison with their religious counterparts. It’s a symbiotic relationship, I suppose. The mystics divine the stars and heavens, and the priestesses bear witness to their findings, relaying it to the world at large.

      Here, I am king. That’s plain. It’s written behind their eyes, the rest of their expressions shielded by masks or veils.

      “Any updates?” I grind out, narrowing my eyes to slits to stop from looking over their heads at the orrery.

      Calliope rises first, shaking her head just once. “No, my Lord. Not today. Hannibal Arachnis is not in Eastonia.”

      “Then where is he?” I ask, my voice sharpened to a knife’s edge but losing its luster with every syllable.

      “No one has seen anything. It’s not written in the stars,” Calliope says in a monotone, high-pitched voice. I’ve never seen her face. She sounds beautiful, though, but they all do. They’re a single unit of thought. Somewhere in their training —the same training I escaped from all those years ago, they merge, so to speak, losing themselves to the collective.

      I don’t know how else to describe it, but I know that while I can read the stars and decipher the movements of the orrery, like they can, I’m different. I can see and feel more, as well as manipulate the very fabric holding our world together.

      I can reach into a mind and flay it open. I can stop time in a soul, cutting them off from reality for as long as my powers hold. I can make shields of stardust. I can travel through space and time at will.

      I can see the day a person dies, but I can’t change it. That’s the one thing my powers can’t do.

      Not yet, at least.

      I’m trying.

      “He is not of our world, High Lord,” Calliope says, her voice losing its fragility and turning to something husky and real instead of that practiced calm all mystics develop during their training. She sighs, turning her head ever so slightly to dismiss the other mystics, who go back to their work in silence. “He is not a being of this plane of existence.”

      “I am aware. What I need to know, what you and your people are meant to be doing, is finding him, where he came from, and what he is. It is imperative that we know as soon as possible, even if it’s just a theory for now.”

      “He is ancient,” she says, turning toward the spinning stars. “Immortal.”

      I stare at her, trying to gauge the flicker of emotion behind her tone. “Is he a god?”

      “Likely,” she says, turning back to me. “Like you.”

      I swallow, my throat contracting against the motion, against a knot that won’t untangle. “The second there’s a… break–a commotion–in the fabric of our plane, alert me.”

      She nods, tilting her head ever so slightly to the domed ceiling. “If that is all, my Lord, I have a meeting, and the new acolyte has just arrived. I must meet with her after she’s been evaluated.”

      I nod, watching her silver-white robes ripple as she moves like water out of the room. I won’t pretend I know everything about these strange beings. Some people think mystics have the souls of angels, and that might be somewhat true. They’re not witches. Some are shifters, of course, given that we’re the majority population-wise, but those gifts fade as their mystic abilities come into maturity. Mystics don’t just appear out of thin air, like some of my family would believe. They’re born, like we all are. They have parents and families who love them. New acolytes are rare, however. I know that much. Mystics seek each other out, like they can sense a sister outside of the fold.

      I put my headphones back on and turn to walk out of the room, exhaling in relief and looking forward to going back to the palace to sit in my office, where everything is quiet and just how I like it.

      A group of mystics lingers in the hallway I took to get here, and I decide to turn, following a different route out of the orrery. My footsteps echo, blocked by the music, as I move in and out of shadows. I take a hallway I’ve never been down before. It’s wide and cavernous, slightly chilly with the spring air bleeding through the stone. The light grows bright when I near the foyer again, where stone benches line the hallway before the corridor opens to the foyer and the massive, sparkling fountain.

      My powers surge. My heart thumps once before stopping completely. A woman sits on a bench with her face in her hands, her body convulsing with a silent sob.

      I rip the headphones off my ears and break into a run. Marianna lifts her head, her eyes widening, her pupils blown so wide the corn-flower blue of her irises shrinks until her eyes are black with shock.

      “Blake?”

      “What are you doing here?” I rush out, a feeling of dread tying my stomach into a knot.

      She sucks back a sob, stammering, “They–they took her down the hall, and they said I couldn’t come. I don’t know where she is! They sent me a summons yesterday. I had to bring her. They haven’t left me alone–alone since–-” Another choking whimper steals her words.

      My blood runs so cold I feel ice crystals moving through my veins. “Come here.” I grab her arm, forcing her off the bench, and whirl us back down the hallway I just left. The act of touching her is… overwhelming to my senses. Warmth blooms, trying to gnaw through the dread coiling through my body like a snake. I’m jogging, resisting the urge to break into a run, but she’s keeping up with me, just as frantic as I feel. I pull her to a stop in front of a door. The voices in the aether ring through my head like a death knell. My powers yank me toward the door, and I open it wide, unprepared for…

      Her.

      A little girl with red Mary-Janes kicks her feet as she sits on a wooden chair, staring at a globe of pure moonstone. Her dark hair ripples when she looks over her shoulder, her violet eyes shining with power.

      “Mommy?” she says, her mouth widening into a smile I see in my dreams.

      I brace my hand on the doorframe, my other still clutching Marianna’s arm. Skye turns her gaze to me.

      The last time I saw her, she was a newborn. Had just taken her first breath.

      She looks like Marianna. A spitting image. As if just seeing her again isn’t enough to absolutely shred me to fragments from the inside out, she has to look like Marianna, as well.

      “No,” I snarl, tearing my eyes from my daughter to look at the trio of mystics standing behind the table. “No. She’s too young. Get out. We’re done here.”

      The mystics glance at each other, none of them moving.

      “I said no,” I repeat so firmly I can taste the bitter cold ice on my tongue. I feel Marianna stiffening and sense Skye’s eyes scanning my face. “Do not approach this child or her mother again. She is not an acolyte and will never be one. She is too young. Go away.”

      “Dame Calliope tasked us with her evaluation. She is gifted. She is powerful,” they say in unison.

      Marianna trembles. I can taste her fear like copper on my tongue, thawing the ice. It coats my mouth, and my dread turns to fury.

      But Skye is totally unaffected, blinking at me with a slightly curious, but closed, expression.

      “If I find out,” I continue, my voice as cold and hard as steel, “that they’ve been bothered again, I will take action. Do not approach this child. She is too young for this. You have been warned and will not be warned again. Out.”

      The center of the trio turns and walks out of the room through a side door, taking the globe with her, her sisters following with silent, unnerving steps.

      Skye watches them go, her expression neutral. Maybe even a little bored.

      Marianna takes an audible breath, and I realize with a start my hand is no longer on her arm.

      Our fingers are now intertwined, and she’s squeezing my hand.
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