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      “This book left me completely breathless in the best sort of way. Honestly, I don't feel like any review I can type can accurately portray just how incredible this story is and how brilliant Charissa Weaks is. Her writing is sumptuous and vivid, building a stunning world for the reader to escape to…It is perfect for fans of Jennifer L. Armentrout and Sarah J. Maas—trust me, you will not be disappointed.”  — Ashley R. King, Author of Painting the Lines

      

      “First off this is an enemies to lovers with such fantastic world building, a strong heroine, a true VILLAIN and a swoon worthy love interest. Add in an intriguing plot and a slow burn romance and I'm sold… The ending had me wanting to read the next book immediately and I can only imagine how much better the story gets from here.” — The Bookish Journal

      

      “Gorgeous, well-written fantasy with all the peril, fighting, magic, and romance you crave! This read drops you into a new world and sends you on a journey where you never know what you're going to get around the next bend. If you love fantasy romance, enemies to lovers, super evil antagonists, hero with a tough backstory, ferocious mute heroine who's reluctant to love (or like), then this is for you.” — Poppy Minnix, Author of My Song’s Curse

      

      “The Witch Collector is a magical, enchanting, fantasy romance whose pages are filled with threads of love, loss, and healing. Highly, highly recommended for anyone who loves fantasy romance, fantasy with strong female leads, unique magic systems, and beautiful writing.” — Alexia Chantel/AC Anderson, Author of The Mars Strain

      

      “Lush prose, beautiful world building, and sexual tension for days, and trust me, you want to add this one to your TBR.” — Jessa Graythorne, Author of Fireborne

      

      “The Witch Collector has everything you want in a fantasy story--characters with depth, cool magic, political intrigue, ancient gods, a sinister villain, and exquisite romantic tension building. Up there with the best!” — Emily Rainsford, Bookstagrammer @coffeebooksandmagic

      

      “The Witch Collector is a finely woven tapestry of everything one could desire of fantasy—compelling characters, intricate world-building, gripping action, and burning romance. The threads of this story sing in Weaks' skilled and passionate hands.” — Annette Taylor, Early Reviewer

      

      “The Witch Collector will immerse you in a magical world filled with intrigue. An unlikely and surprising alliance will make you fall in love.” — J Piper Lee, Contemporary Romance Author

      

      “This story is so beautifully crafted. The journey it takes you on is so gripping and intense, it has you on the edge of your seat. I could not put it down!” — Paulina De Leon, Bookstagrammer, @bookishnerd4life

      

      “I haven't read a novel so quickly—I thoroughly enjoyed it! The Witch Collector is my new favourite book.” — Marcia Deans, UK Bookstagrammer, @itsabookthing2021

      

      “This story is so unique which was refreshing. The book is well-paced and I found myself unable to put it down!”— Emily McClung, Bookstagrammer, @busybookreporter 

      

      “Raina utterly captured my heart and made it impossible to put this book down. I wish I could live in this book with these characters. A must read!!” — Gabrielle Perna, Bookstagrammer, @fantasybookobsessed
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        Book Written Year 213, in the Reign of Fia Drumera

      

        

      
        A Curse in the Blood

      

      

      Many believe Loria chose the grove on Mount Ulra as the final resting place for the gods not only because the power of the Summerlanders, which evolved with time, was the surest means to protect such hallowed ground. But also because the mystical earth would provide guardians of its own in the trees.

      Asha mentioned Loria’s provisions for resurrection in her lost letters to Rikke, Queen Alma Drumera’s handmaiden. She stated that Loria held one pre-requisite for a resurrection to occur without consequence: Before any ritual can be performed, the trusted scholars at the Hall of Holies must stand in unanimous agreement with their queen that a god should arise.

      If this order is not heeded, Asha’s letter declares the grove is responsible for delivering punishment to those who dishonor sacred law and disturb the gods in their state of eternal rest. Asha believed this punishment would come as a curse in the blood.

      Outside this mention in the Summerland goddess’s ancient letters, now said to be housed in the Hall of Holies, this curse has no other known record and no known title.
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          NEPHELE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mount Ulra

        The Grove of the Gods

      

      

      

      The grove is wailing.

      Mournful cries drift through the scorched remains of the cemetery, anguished howls baying from deep within the earth. Beneath my feet, the charred ground is covered with snow, a result of Neri’s magick suffocating the fires the same way he did in Aki-Ra Quarter. Above, the ancient, heavy boughs are no more. Now there’s nothing but a dense, gray cloud blotting out the night sky.

      The only light is from Alexus’s starlights. They illuminate the wood so we can see, our little clan desperately searching for my sister as ash falls heavy as Neri’s snow.

      Shivering against the cold air, I move adjacent to Alexus as he calls Raina’s name. His deep voice has gone so rough and ragged that it’s almost unrecognizable amid the lament of the grieving grove. He coughs from the effort, the lingering smoke almost too much for any of us to endure.

      Save for Neri. Unaffected by our surroundings, the white wolf stalks close behind, returned to his corporeal form. He hasn’t let me out of his sight, but my king follows too, freed from his chains by the wolf himself.

      “I’ve been over this grove thrice,” Neri says to Alexus. An irritated edge roughens his smooth, accented voice. “She isn’t here.”

      Earlier, he looked Alexus in the eyes and said, “It isn’t what you want to hear, Un Drallag, but your woman either died in her own fire, left this wood using her abyss, or she’s in Quezira with the prince and Thamaos.”

      Surprisingly, his words had not been laced with bitterness, not meant to cut or wound. They sounded sincere, spoken to prevent us from doing what we’re doing now: wandering through the gods’ blistered graves, grief threatening, hoping against all hope to see my sister’s lovely face around the next bend. We all felt the ripple of strange power during the fire. A breath-stealing force whooshed through the grove like a mighty storm, but almost as soon as we felt it, it was gone.

      A pang punches my chest as more tears flood my stinging eyes. Vision blurry, my foot catches on a root, and I stumble on my still-aching ankle.

      Neri is at my side in an instant. He folds one massive claw-tipped hand around my bare arm, the other around my waist, keeping me from falling. “Careful, now.”

      I steady myself against his muscled chest. The smooth skin and human features of his brawny torso are a strange juxtaposition to his animalistic lower half, covered in sleek, white fur.

      Regardless of his chimera form, the contact sends a flood of heat pouring into me as his strong fingers brush back and forth over the goosebumps covering my arm. It’s his power. A gift of warmth, momentarily easing my chills.

      “Better?” He stares down at me with that honey gaze, and I can’t help but notice how, even in the gloom, his skin shimmers like snow under moonlight.

      “I’m fine. I think Raina’s healing was just too brief to fully mend the bone.”

      He frowns. “I should carry you, then.”

      “Try it,” I warn, pure venom coating my voice, and a small laugh falls from the wolf’s lips.

      He skims a glance over me. At first, it’s as though he means to take inventory, so I tuck my injured foot beneath the hem of my dress. One glimpse of my swollen ankle, the skin reddened from a mixture of cold and inflammation, and I can envision him sweeping me off my feet whether I like it or not.

      His attention drifts from my soot-stained wine-colored dress, the one I chose for the wedding at Fia Drumera’s court before everything went wrong, then to the remnant of his heart hanging around my neck before focusing on my teary eyes. His gaze softens, but it’s still too penetrating. Too knowing. And Colden’s night-dark stare, spearing me from a short distance, is too aware. Too watchful.

      Questions are brewing, and I don’t want to answer any of them.

      I shake free of the wolf’s heated grip and take a single step away. On a deep breath, I press one hand to my aching heart while the other keeps me upright against a blackened tree. “Raina wouldn’t have left us.”

      I say those words because I believe them. They’re the only truth getting me through any of this.

      As the crying wood’s song abates, Colden starts toward me. He strips off his silver velvet dinner jacket to reveal a tailored pewter tunic marked with streaks from cinders. His pale skin is pearly gray with ash, his usually silky blond locks twisted into heathered tangles. The way he moves is almost as predatory as Neri, but he’s far less like a beast and more like a skilled soldier hurrying to protect a man down. Colden is also tall, but he must lift his chin and blink away ash and snowflakes to look Neri in the eyes. He glowers at the northern god—the maker of his curse—baring his teeth before placing his fine dinner jacket around my shoulders and cradling my face as gently as fragile glass in his hands.

      Colden kisses my forehead and wipes my tears with his thumbs. “We will find her. I swear it, love. We will find her.”

      Neri’s lip curls back, exposing an elongated fang, and a deep, contained growl rumbles inside him. He postures for a moment, but reluctantly turns and moves on those long and muscled hind legs toward the charred remains of a giant tree, frost falling off him like mist.

      His hands clench into fists, a spoiled god seething because he can’t have what he thinks he wants. If he were wise, he would understand that I am no trophy. I am no prize.

      I am a shrew.

      Or at least I will be if our paths truly entwine as planned.

      With the weight of the wolf’s territorial gaze off me for once, I melt into Colden’s waiting embrace. I need the familiar comfort of his arms far more than I can express. “If Raina used her power,” I say against his chest, my attention still fixated on Neri, “she would’ve returned to the cliff’s edge after destroying General Vexx. Back to Alexus’s side. No matter what.”

      The other options are unthinkable.

      Unbearable.

      “I agree,” Neri says from over his shoulder. “Which means we should leave this mountainside behind and find out if she’s in Quezira. Because if she isn’t—”

      “She must be.” Alexus’s voice is as grave as the death around us. He stands in the falling ash, still as a statue. Black and gray soot covers his hulking form, making him look like some sort of creature of the night. He turns his glassy, green gaze on Neri, and a lone tear spills down his face, washing away a trail of ash. “The connection along the bond is faint, but I feel her.” He lifts his hand to his collarbone, where the rune he shares with Raina marks the skin beneath his tunic. His eyes shift to me, offering the only reassurance he can. “I would know if she met her end, Nephele. I. Would. Know.”

      Helena and Rhonin, Keth and Jaega, and Callan and Zahira appear from the back side of the grove. Their faces are grim and gray and stained with tears.

      “No luck,” Rhonin says, holding tightly to Hel’s hand.

      The expression on her face is so coldly fierce and quiet it’s nerve-rattling. Her mother and sisters first, now her brother and best friend. I probably shouldn’t, but I fear for the person who will one day meet with Helena Owyn’s pent-up wrath and pain.

      When Hel and Rhonin reach Alexus, Rhonin clasps his shoulder. The sorrowful tears in his eyes shimmer like broken glass under sunlight. “I’m so sorry, my friend.”

      Alexus looks around the grove, meeting each of our gazes, our fearless leader so obviously broken and lost without the woman who stole his heart.

      The woman who became his heart.

      He shakes his head and swallows thickly as more tears race down his cheeks. “If she’s in Quezira, I have to go get her.”

      I lift my head from Colden’s chest as the slightest hum vibrates the air.

      Alexus walks backward toward a small clearing where the boughs are thin. Still shaking his head, a new kind of fury lights eyes that lock with mine.

      “No!” My voice trembles as panic and understanding swallow me. “Don’t!”

      I push free of Colden, my hand outstretched toward Alexus, but there isn’t anything I can do to stop him. He throws his hands out at his sides, and ancient power floods from his hands, blasting ash, snow, and dirt, the force enough to send him rocketing into the sky with an echoing roar that disintegrates the charred limbs within his trajectory.

      Gasping and spluttering from debris, we all stand stunned in the suddenly quiet grove. The wailing has faded to silence, as though the dirge is finally, truly over, though a new sort of mourning has just begun.

      “Can someone please explain to me when he learned how to do that?” Colden peers upward. “And how in the bloody fuck are we going to help him now?”

      In those next few moments, I find myself turning toward the one being I have no business beseeching for aid, certainly not pertaining to Alexus. But I close the distance between Neri and me anyway, a limp in my step. Again, he stares down at me with those molten eyes, a pointed ear peeking from the shiny strands of his long, white hair.

      “You already owe me my life,” he says.

      With that revelation, the Northlanders behind me make an array of noises—sighs, gasps, curses. Each one is filled with dreadful understanding.

      “In exchange for your servitude until my dying day,” I remind him, wanting them to overhear.

      Satisfaction lights the wolf’s lupine features as he casually broadens his stance and clasps his hands behind his back. “Exactly. Once you’ve resurrected me, I am yours to command. Not before then.”

      “Please.” I step closer as I fight to keep the tears brimming on the edges of my eyelids from falling. “I will do whatever you wish. Just find Alexus and get him back here. Then go to Quezira, find Raina and Fleurie, and bring them home. You’re the only one who can.”

      A tear falls, and he catches it with his finger so quickly that I never even see his hand move.

      Though the gesture is kind and might offer a different woman a morsel of hope, I only feel anger and resentment as I wait for him to say no. He denied my plea to protect Raina from seeing what Vexx did to Finn. Had he granted my request, none of this would’ve happened. He gave her vengeance instead, and what end did it serve?

      Neri leans down, still touching my face with a claw-tipped finger as if my skin is his to caress. He’s so close I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips. “Tempting as you are, witch, a deal is a deal. Raise me from the dead, and I will do all you ask before the sun reaches the middle of the noon-day sky.”

      Tempting? The only temptation I feel is the urge to smack his smug face, but I force my bitterness down. He will be beholden to me once I give him what he wants. Then I will make him pay for his role in this disaster. But first…

      “How?” I ask. “How will you do all of that in a matter of hours? Thamaos left here in a pile of bones. His reawakening wasn’t instant. What makes you think it will be any different for you?”

      “Good question.” He cocks his head. “Your sister left a sacrifice to the grove when she killed that general. Best I recall, all that is needed is a life in exchange for a life. She took that life after Thamaos was already gone, so I’m clinging to the hope that my resurrection will be an accelerated process. Where Thamaos’s transformation will likely require weeks, if not months, to return him to a truly living state, mine should be fairly instant given Vexx’s sacrifice.”

      My gods. I still hate what Raina went through, and if I had it to do over, I would’ve pulled myself together and wrapped that pike in so many vines she couldn’t have possibly seen what remained of Finn. But in my panic and shock, I didn’t, and her rage and pain will be something I forever feel in the guilty shadows of my soul.

      Her destruction of the grove wasn’t for nothing, though. I found the North a weapon, and by killing Vexx, it seems she might’ve given me the means to wield that weapon more effectively.

      I pull away from the wolf’s too-easy touch and gesture toward the cliffside where his bones are buried beneath scorched earth and snow. “Fine. Lead the way. If you want to live again, under my thumb, so be it. But don’t you dare complain when my rule is not so pleasant.”

      His mouth quirks as though I’m humorous. “What’s unpleasant for one might be pleasant for another.” He turns and stalks toward the gloom hovering between the trees. “I rather like your bark, witch,” he calls. “Though I’m more interested in seeing if you have any bite.”

      I stare at his back until he drops to all fours and lopes away like the beast he is, disappearing into the smoke bleeding from the trees. Colden strolls up beside me, wearing a pinched and concerned expression I know far too well.

      “Don’t scold me,” I snap. “I’ve missed you with my whole heart, but please don’t scold me.”

      He arches a brow and drapes his arm over my shoulders before touching his forehead to mine. “Wouldn’t think of it.”

      “Yes, you would.” I grip his wrist, so thankful he’s here.

      He kisses the tip of my nose. “But I won’t.”

      “I did what I did for Tiressia, Colden. For the North and the Summerlands. Neri will be mine, and I mean to use him.”

      He slips a finger beneath my chin and tips my head up. “I understand. I understood the moment that bastard explained the situation at my cell in Min-Thuret. I just need you to be careful. I know you’re quite capable, but Neri is a god. Dangerous and beyond clever.” His eyes soften at the corners, as though drawn by sadness. “I want to protect you from this, but you’ve entered into a deal with a devil, and I can’t do a godsdamn thing about it.”

      A sickening knot of worry tightens my chest as I lean into his embrace, my gaze fixed on the wolf’s path toward the cliff, the path that leads to a future with Neri ever at my side.

      “I know,” I whisper. “Believe me, I know.”
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      “I don’t want anyone present but me and you.” Neri looks up. The sharp flick of his gaze punctuates that final word.

      He sits on the ground beneath the remains of his memoriam tree and rests his sinewy forearms on his fur-covered knees while rolling a burnt twig back and forth between clawed fingers. He acts as though the cold against his wolven ass is nothing. I suppose it isn’t.

      Before I can reply, Colden leans one shoulder against the massive tree trunk, hands tucked into black trousers, and says, “If you think I’m leaving her alone with you, you’ve forgotten who I am.”

      Neri peers at Colden. “And if you think I fear your threats in any way, Moeshka, perhaps you have forgotten who I am.”

      Colden shakes his head and scrubs his hand down his face with an exasperated groan. “Fuck me. I don’t know how I could’ve possibly believed, even for a second, that this deal Nephele has with you could be an opportunity for anything less than a disaster. I’ve seen the way you look at her, mongrel.”

      Face hard as stone, Neri reveals his fangs again. “And what way is that?”

      “Like you could devour her,” Colden answers. “If she indeed returns you to your human form, trust that I’ll send you back to the Shadow World myself before I stand by and watch her become the prey in the White Wolf’s next hunt.”

      “You don’t own her. She can do whatever she wants, and right now, I’m telling her that I prefer this summoning to be between her and me. No one else. So fuck you indeed, king. If she agrees to my request, you’ll have to live with it.”

      Colden pushes off the tree. Beneath his fine clothes, his lean, muscular frame takes on an entirely different posture. The cocksure, boyish nature I see most often falls away, replaced with a threatening air—steel in his spine, ice in his eyes, fury in his fists. I haven’t experienced him like this often, not even when he’d meet Alexus on the training grounds, swords in his hands.

      There’s everyday Colden, and then there’s Colden the soldier. The man who once led a small northern battalion against an Eastland army twice their size and not only won but left a staggering enough body count to render his name legend. I’ve never truly met that man, but I’m quickly beginning to believe that the path we’re traveling might ensure that I get to know him.

      His black eyes narrow, and the air grows so cold that tiny shards of ice sleet from the sky. At the same time, icy veins travel up Neri’s tree, branching across the gnarled, burnt limbs.

      Shaking from the thick frost suddenly filling the air, I curl in on myself and lift Colden’s jacket over my head, unable to discern which one of them is responsible for the sudden frigidness.

      I open my mouth to berate one or both of them, but my attention snags on movement in the trees. The others appear in the near distance, coming to join us. They shield their heads, carefully glancing upward in confusion.

      “Weather theatrics,” the wolf says. “Is that all you can do, soldier?”

      A shadow of memory flickers across Colden’s face. Recognition bred with loathing. “You know it isn’t, my liege.”

      The air grows ripe with three-hundred-year-old tension, which is bad enough without adding a defense of me and my honor. To defuse the situation before it gets worse, I step between them.

      “Stop this nonsense. Now.” My voice comes out firm, even through chattering teeth. “We don’t have time for cock measuring. Besides, I’m just fine being left alone with the wolf.”

      Colden blinks, and the haze of anger hanging over him like a pall disintegrates. Blessedly, the sleet slows, and the rushing patter of ice pelting the burned trees fades until it finally quiets completely.

      I exhale a breath of relief and lower Colden’s jacket to my shoulders. “The prince still has access to a Dread Viper,” I remind them. “He could always use Fleurie to portal into Aki-Ra Quarter and take more Vipers as siphons. With that sort of power, he could win this war before it even begins. The wolf is our only way in, and I mean to use him like the asset he is.”

      Already, my mind stirs with ideas of what to do, thinking about which strategy is best. Neri could not only bring Raina and Alexus home, and possibly Fleurie if her deal has been met, but he could also bring me the prince’s head.

      And Thamaos’s brittle, old bones.

      A wicked curve tilts Neri’s mouth in a manner that only makes the sharp lines of his annoyingly handsome face even more devastating, especially in the lightening dawn. As ever, I sense an unspoken sexual innuendo teetering on the tongue hidden behind those full lips, but I also see delight in his features, dancing in his eyes, as though my words lit something in the essence of his spirit.

      “If an advantage over the enemy is offered,” he says in that deep, rich voice before sliding his stare to Colden, “you take it. If it means living to fight another day, you take it.”

      Squaring my shoulders, even though I want to curl into a ball for warmth, I lift my chin. “I don’t disagree.”

      Colden goes stiff and looks between Neri and me as though he sees something he doesn’t like. Eventually, his focus settles on Neri.

      Again, he tucks his hands into his trouser pockets and shrugs, returning to casually cool Colden. “Fine. The others can take the legion of stairs down to the city. But where exactly would you have me go, oh Great One? I’m a bit trapped. I can’t enter the City of Ruin thanks to Asha, and I can’t come face to face with Fia thanks to you. I don’t intend to plummet to the desert floor so you can have Nephele all to yourself while she digs up your pathetic, bony carcass.”

      “I sense jealousy,” Neri teases.

      “You sense protectiveness.” Colden comes to stand at my side, resting his booted foot on an exposed root. “I’ve nothing to be jealous of, least of all you. But when it comes to Nephele, you can damn well believe I watch over her.”

      “I know you do. I’ve seen you hovering for the last eight years. You and the sorcerer as well. As though neither of you realizes that woman” —he stabs a finger toward me— “can fucking take care of herself.”

      I blink rapidly, shocked to hear such words coming from Neri. But I’m even more shocked at how much they resonate. I love Colden and Alexus. Colden is my best friend, and Alexus is the brother I never had. And though I know deep down they do realize that I can take care of myself—they taught me, for gods’ sake—I also know they struggle with letting go and giving me a chance. Perhaps I must force their hands.

      “Enough bickering. It's as cold as death, and we’re wasting precious time.” I look at my friends, weary and shivering, and jerk my head toward the over one thousand steps cut into the side of the mountain. “You all should go. Sunrise is coming. Fia Drumera must be losing her mind with worry.”

      Hel nods once, but then she pulls away from Rhonin and stalks past me, heading straight for the wolf. She looms over him, her dark hair tangling in a smooth wind, and he slowly lifts his gaze to meet her seething stare.

      “I prayed to you.” She spits at his feet. “We all did. Even my brother who believed in you so wholly. An entire valley of innocent people who trusted you to look after us. We went to temple every week. Bent our knees and prayed for your guidance and wisdom. We lifted our hands and our hearts to you.”

      He crooks a brow, his mouth drawn into a tight line. “I never asked for anyone’s worship, girl. And I couldn’t have answered prayers even if I’d not been trapped inside Un Drallag. Prayers are designed to ease your conscience when you commit a wrong and to make you feel like a higher being can save you from the burdens of life and conflicts of men. In reality, no one’s listening on the other side, except maybe Thamaos turning his ear to his puppet, the prince. So before you blame me for your losses, consider that gods are not all-powerful. Certainly not from the fucking grave.”

      “Or perhaps you’re just not,” she replies. “Because Thamaos constructed an entire plot for resurrection and an attack on our valley—from the Nether Reaches—while you were just a lost pup who couldn’t figure out how to get his ass free of a sorcerer’s magickal cage.”

      Neri’s face darkens. “It would be best for you to listen to the witch and go, girl. Before you pick a fight you won’t win.”

      Rhonin steps forward, tugging off his woolen coat, chest out and fists ready, but I stop him.

      Hel bends to one knee. There’s not a single drop of fear in her as she comes face to face with a god. “Nephele sees some sort of redeeming quality in you. I don’t. But I know one thing. She will do what’s right for the Northlands and Tiressia. If that means using you, then I trust her to not only do it with clever skill and intent but to also make you the most fucking miserable god this side of the Shadow World. So good luck.” She winks. “That witch is about to own you, you bastard.”

      To my surprise, given all she’s lost to the flame, Hel stands and summons fire from her palm to illuminate the gray morning, the light reflecting in her dark, glassy eyes. “Come on,” she says to the group, walking over to join them again. “We have much to discuss with the queen.”

      Wearing a pinched expression of concern, Rhonin wraps his coat around my shoulders for extra warmth and briefly squeezes my shoulder as they pass. He says nothing, though. Keth and Jaega look hesitant and confused, holding hands as they walk by, wordless.

      Zahira nears next and gently grips my hand. I understand the fear and worry I see in her eyes. If Vexx murdered Finn, what might he have done to Yaz? To Mari? Did he know of them? Or did Finn go to him? There’s no way to know unless we return home to the Northland Break.

      “I have faith that you’re making the right move,” Zahira says, her eyes shadowed.

      “Me too,” Callan says from behind her, clasping my face in one hand.

      I offer a weak smile. I’m not sure if I’m making the best choice or not, but it’s the only solution I can see.

      When they disappear down the mountain, I turn to the northern god.

      “Wolf,” I say, acknowledging him. For some reason, I can’t bring myself to speak his name aloud. “We can do this, just you and I, but you must help Colden off the mount first if us being alone is so important. And Colden, you will shut your lovely mouth and cooperate.” I take his hand and turn away from Neri, lowering my voice. “Can you trust me? Please? The others don’t know me half as well as you, yet I have their blessing. I wouldn’t be doing this if I thought Neri would harm me.”

      He tilts his head, pursing his lips, nostrils flaring. “I do trust you. But harm comes in different forms, Nephele. As I said before, he’s viciously cunning. Look at what he’s already accomplished. In such a short time, he’s done the impossible. He’s fashioned a deal with the most intelligent woman I know. Even worse? He’s worked his way under her skin.” When I flinch, he says, “Don’t deny it. I can see it.”

      “Like a thorn, perhaps,” I bite back. “Sort of how it appears the handsome prince with no name got under your skin.”

      The intensity bleeding from him fades and, most unlike him, he says nothing to defend himself. I’d noticed how he watched the prince as the bastard prayed to Thamaos, but I thought little of it at the time. Because some people—even wolves and Soul Eaters—intrigue, I suppose. That doesn’t mean they’re anything more than a vexing curiosity to pique our interest.

      “I can take you wherever you’d like to go, Moeshka,” Neri interrupts, and for once, I’m thankful for his big mouth. “I wonder where that might be?”

      Colden slowly swivels his blond head, and in the rising morning light, the two share a cold look.

      “He’ll go to Winterhold. Won’t you? To prepare the people?” I tug on Colden’s arm to make him face me. “Once the wolf has been resurrected, my first command will be that he finds Alexus and Raina, and Fleurie if her rescue is possible. But after that, he’s to bring me Thamaos’s bones and ensure that the prince pays for this. Dearly. If he succeeds—and I can’t see why he won’t once he’s whole again—we might be able to stop this disaster from growing any worse.”

      Colden’s face goes stony. It’s as though a mask crystallizes from magick, meant to hide the glimpse of truth I saw only for a split second. An expression of tempered panic and fear.

      “Hmmm, Winterhold.” Neri pushes off the ground to stand. “Ready for me to whisk you away to the cold North, king? Or perhaps you’d rather—”

      “Do you ever stop talking?” Colden snaps.

      Neri smiles, the tips of his fangs visible between his parted lips. “I’d say we were cut from the same cloth in that sense,” he replies. “Words are our weapons. They can inflict the most cutting damage, especially to the already wounded, can they not?”

      The thick muscle in Colden’s square jaw ripples as he clenches his teeth. I feel as though I’m missing something. There’s a silent conversation happening between this former general and soldier, spoken through omitted words and knowing glares.

      Neri motions with a flip of his hand. “Come on, Moeshka. Let me take you home so your lovely lady friend can bring me back to life.” His eyes sparkle with menace, and one corner of his lips hooks upward. “I have bones to collect and a prince to murder.”

      Colden grips my hand and faces me. He’s breathing harder. Faster. “You’ll make a good leader if we do go to war. The bravest.” He slides his hand into my hair and curls his fingers around the nape of my neck. Sweetly, he presses a soft, tender kiss to my cheek. “Forgive me if I’m not at your side when it begins. I will do everything in my power to be. Because I do love you, Nephele. Please don’t forget that.”

      I’m so tired, so mentally spent, that I’m unsure what just happened, what he means. I’m not granted much time to think about it, though, because Colden walks over to Neri who fists his massive hand in the fabric at the back of Colden’s tunic, tightening the material across his broad chest.

      Colden mumbles something under his breath to the wolf, and the wolf nods once. The air fills with a tinkling sound, like thousands of glass chimes hang from the trees.

      Neri’s power, metallic and sweet, grows so thick that I taste the silver and sugar of it on my tongue. Driven by a feeling of unease, I almost stop them, but quick as wind, they vanish in a flurry of snow and frost.

      It isn’t until I’m left standing at the edge of Mount Ulra’s cliff all alone, watching as the sun rises over the east, that the seed of worry Colden planted flourishes. The last several hours and days play across my mind like a picture book, pages flipping back to when Neri returned from Min-Thuret the first time, only to tell me that Colden, much to my dismay, wished to stay.

      The pages flip again, to those heavy moments when I stood in the grove’s shadows and beheld my king at the prince’s side, staring at the raven-haired Eastlander with glistening, dark eyes. My thoughts even drift to years beyond, when Colden mentioned that he met the prince a few decades ago. He’d looked so lost in reverie, even wearing a small smile, but then he’d gone silent as death when I inquired what happened during that visit. Whatever the answer, he never offered it to me.

      Remembering, I bring my mind back to the grove. Something other than simple familiarity had shone in Colden’s eyes as he listened to the prince pray to Thamaos last night, summoning him. His gaze held a certain severity I’d never seen before, one of sorrow and despair hidden behind a momentary smirk to mask his pain. And when Fleurie portaled the prince and Thamaos to safety, and I went to Colden’s side…

      If I had looked closely then, past the shields he fervently keeps in place, I think I might’ve seen the faintest ember of hope dying and a heart breaking.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      A ragged breath rushes out of me as I whisper Colden’s name into the smoke-laced wind. I know him so well, better than Neri does. I want to believe that. Yet he only fooled one of us, and it wasn’t the wolf. Because Colden Moeshka isn’t going to Winterhold, and Neri knew it, possibly before Colden had a chance to make up his mind.

      Colden is going to Quezira. To Min-Thuret Palace.

      To save the prince.
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      Min-Thuret temple sprawls across a hilltop, the ground brittle under dawn’s crystalline frost. The kingdom seat floats in a gray fog, easily mistaken by my eyes for a wreath of slinking spirits surrounding the hill. Like gloomy shadows, the mist rises from the lower quarters, weaving around the spires and domes of worship halls in serpentine streams, swallowing the pointed arches and tilted rooftops nestled together throughout the city.

      This whole kingdom is shadowed. I feel it differently than when I came here for Colden Moeshka the first time. One would think the Shadow World has seeped through realms and begun to bleed the Nether Reaches’ poisonous presence across the land.

      Perhaps with Thamaos’s rise, it has.

      Moeshka shakes off my grip, coughing bursts of frost from my sifting us across the realm. “You couldn’t deliver me inside the palace? Or at least somewhere less—” He bends at the waist and coughs again, then glances past me. “Awful?”

      Taking a deep breath, he straightens and adjusts his tunic like a proper man. Much more proper than the soldier he used to be and a league away from a beast like me.

      I look over my shoulder. We stand in a narrow alleyway behind a silversmith’s shop, my pawed feet pressed into a mixture of mud whose cold I cannot feel and sharp-edged gravel that might as well be air. A sleeping woman sits on a wooden pallet with her back and head against the door to the silver shop. Her mouth hangs wide open as she snores, and her bodice lies in a puddle of black fabric around her waist. A stump of a man lies with his head in her lap. One of his hands clings to the neck of a wine bottle, his face pressed to her bare tit.

      Half alert, his beady eyes require a moment to focus, but then he latches his gaze on Moeshka and me, blinking in confusion, like he might still be drunk and is only now realizing it.

      “You’re dreaming, you stupid fuck,” I grumble. “Go back to sleep.” Frowning, he slowly lowers his head to the woman’s lap once more, and I turn back to Moeshka. “In spirit form, I’ve no power over the magick of men. Coming to rescue you for Nephele was dangerous enough. I will not risk becoming trapped by the prince’s Brotherhood now that they know I’ve already infiltrated their walls once. They’ll be more prepared this time, especially with Thamaos inside.”

      I glance back up at the palace. The street view is different than I recall, but not so different that the sight doesn’t unbury a thousand memories, even carrying me back to a time so long ago that nothing occupied this land save for marigolds and wildlife. Quezira was lovely before a god and his men sullied its fields, forests, and shores.

      “I’m sure you can find your way into Min-Thuret alone,” I say, watching Moeshka scrub his hand through his dirty hair. “If not, try to remember your training. There’s a simple way to penetrate the enemy’s gates.”

      He peers at me with a black stare sharpened to a deadly point against the relentless friction of three-hundred years of hatred. Even still, the dregs of the soldier who once considered me his leader rises to the surface of the immortal king standing before me.

      “Get caught,” he mutters, as though he loathes that he hasn’t forgotten my words.

      “And I’ll leave you to do just that. If you achieve your goal and persuade the prince to escape, be ready when I return. I will not hesitate to leave you here to rot.” I study the sky, the way it brightens, though the clouds still cast the world in shades of gray. “I’d say you have a few hours at most. Like I told the witch, I’ll do all she asks before the sun reaches the middle of the noon-day sky.”

      He looks at me sidelong. “So confident for a god who’s never been raised from the grave before.”

      “You mock me. But you should hope I’m right. For your friends’ sake, if nothing else.”

      “A god?” At the sound of a woman’s voice, I twist toward the couple behind me. The woman shoves at the man with one hand as she attempts and fails to shield her rather voluptuous breasts with the other. “What in the devils? You have, you have fangs. And claws. Emon, he has fangs and claws.”

      The man jerks awake, startled, and takes me in again, from white hair to beast-like feet. Even though he’s likely still steeped in liquor, I can see the realization that I am no apparition settling in. He swallows, the knot in his throat bobbing.

      “Of course, I have fangs and claws.” I curl my lips back. “I have to eviscerate and eat you with something.” I lunge toward them and growl again, this time much louder than before. I also send a heavy frost into the air, enough to cloak their exposed skin in a shimmering, white sheen.

      The pair scramble to their feet, screaming, and stumble-run down the alley until they round a corner into another alley where I hear the city stirring. Wooden wheels rumble as carts roll across cobbled streets, and sleepy voices mutter their protests to the rise of day. We’ve but minutes before this bastard and his woman run wailing to the night constables that a giant half-man/half-wolf is prowling Quezira’s back alleys.

      “Go.” I jerk my head at Moeshka. “Before any control you have over the fate of your next few hours disappears.”

      Moeshka grits his teeth, making the muscle in his square jaw leap, as though he cannot stand the thought of obeying me. For effect, he lifts his hand and flings out his fingers, sending shards of ice flying down the alley. They’re as fast and sharp-tipped as arrows, but the only thing they strike is the side of the next building.

      He curls his fingers into a fist. “I can control my fate, but I’m a bit impatient, and I’d rather not suffer a ridiculous deterrence.” With that, he turns to leave.

      “Say whatever you must to convince yourself that you’re not doing exactly what I told you to do, soldier.” I scoff as he shakes his head and keeps walking. “I can’t figure out what she sees in you,” I add, a knife I can’t help but twist.

      I don’t know why I can’t leave well enough alone. Why I envy him enough to feel such spite and enmity—for a human, immortal or not. But I do. And not because of anything we went through in what feels like another lifetime. No. Only because he holds Nephele Bloodgood’s heart and doesn’t know what to do with it.

      He stops and spins back around. “Ah. I see now. If either of us is jealous, it’s you, isn’t it?” He closes the distance between us in a few long strides. “If you care for Nephele at all,” he says, “though that seems utterly impossible, tell her that I will return. If you can’t get to me, assure her I know what I’m doing and that I’ll find my way back home. After what you did to me, you owe me that much.”

      “I owe you nothing, and you already chose your home. Like a traitor, you chose to be with the enemy. Care to know the name of the man you’re betraying your friends for?”

      Moeshka’s eyes, however mistrustful of me, sparkle with anger, but also with curiosity. “Yes,” he grits out. “I want his name.”

      “Your prince really is a prince,” I tell him. “He’s the oldest child and only son of a very well-known king you might remember. King Gherahn.”

      The shock on Moeshka’s face is quite what I expected. I give him a few moments to let this knowledge sink in.

      “Prince Elias Gherahn is his name,” I finally say. “His father is the man whose armies we battled so long ago. Somehow, the prince still lives. And you feel something for him, don’t you? More than the loyalty you should feel for the witch who has warmed your bed for years or the kingdom that has bled and died in your name.”

      In a move almost too swift to detect, he’s holding a dagger of ice to my throat. I could sift behind him and drive that dagger into his skull. But I don’t.

      For the witch alone, I don’t.

      “How dare you inquire about what I feel.” He spits the word in my face. “You never cared before, when you took away my mortality over a goddess I didn’t even want. So how fucking dare you act as though my feelings matter now.” He leans in to place pressure on the blade. “All you need to know is that the prince—Elias if you’re telling the truth—didn’t ask for this. I know he wasn’t always this way. You gods are an infection, Thamaos especially, and there are some people I refuse to let any of you claim. Including Nephele. You might have her trapped in a deal but know that I will find a way to save her from you, you pathetic virus.”

      I tilt my head, unable to stop the smirk that forms on my face. “One, your little knife isn’t going to do a godsdamn thing to me, and you well know it. Two, you seem a bit… torn. Like you can’t decide which lover to protect. But I can help you with that. Because three, Nephele Bloodgood is safer with me than anyone else on this broken continent.” I lean in against the blade. “However, lastly, you need to understand that you may be too late to save your soul-sucking prince. You realize that, yes?”

      “Maybe.” He jerks his blade across my throat, a pointless effort. When nothing happens, he says, “But I have to try.”

      A commotion sounds behind me. I turn to find the man and woman from earlier standing at the end of the alley along with two sword-wielding constables clad in bronze leathers. Their eyes are wide as plates.

      Moeshka pushes past me, ice dagger in hand, and flares his arms out at his sides as though protecting me, which is laughable. He glances back, one eyebrow raised. “Now would be a good opportunity to vanish, mongrel. Time for me to get captured.”

      I shake my head at his histrionics, already silently calling upon a cold wind and the aether of the gods that blessedly still remains in this realm to come and carry me back to the Summerlands.

      The last thing I hear as I swirl into a dusting of snow and ice are footfalls splashing through the mud, and Colden Moeshka’s taunting voice as he laughs and says, “Well, hello motherfuckers. Let’s dance.”
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      “He’s in Quezira, isn’t he?”

      The witch sits at the base of my memoriam tree, huddled beneath the king’s jacket. She shivers in the mount’s dull, gray light and stares straight ahead where the sunrise touches the golden desert lands, stretching beyond the cliff to the distant sea. I sit beside her, noting how hoarse her voice has become from the fading smoke.

      “Yes, he is. He told me he’d try to be ready when I return. It seems your king has taken a fancy to the prince.” She exhales a slow and shuddering breath, but the news doesn’t land with the expected impact. “You already knew.”

      “I pieced it together moments after you left.” Ice-blue eyes glistening, she looks at me with a pained and bitter expression. “You could’ve taken him to Winterhold, regardless of what he asked of you.”

      “You wished me to obey your desires for his fate above his own?” Her glare softens, and the sorrow and worry on her face morph into simple sadness. “I doubt I’ll ever agree with anything Moeshka does,” I tell her. “But this is why I let your sister have her revenge last night. Your loved one’s choices are theirs to make, at least until you have complete command of me. Even then, you don’t seem the type of woman to take away the free will of your fellow humankind, let alone those closest to you. From a god, perhaps,” I say with a lighter tone. “But not your people. No matter what you see as wrong or right.”

      A teardrop swells on the rim of her eyelid. I can feel the turmoil inside her as she sweeps her gaze back over the desert.

      Unable to fight it, a tear tumbles down her cheek. “You could have prevented all of this, though. If you’d shielded Raina when I asked you to.”

      “She would have eventually found out. Would her pain have been any less if delayed? Her enemy would be free, and she would be driven by the need for vengeance. It would’ve devoured her. Denying her revenge would’ve only blackened her soul and postponed her rage.”

      “Perhaps,” she replies, and another tear falls. “I only wanted to keep us together and safe. I’ve lost enough. Raina and Colden and Alexus mean so much to me. I can’t lose what family I have left.”

      She’s never spoken so openly to me. Save for her plea for her sister just hours ago, we’ve shared nothing but teasing, vitriol, and threats. Something about such honesty makes me want to ease her.

      For a split second, I think to deliver Moeshka’s message as a balm, to brush away the tear stain from her face and slip my palm over the pale hand clenching the garnet fabric of her dress. In this form, I might touch her, but just like Moeshka’s blade, I can’t truly feel her. Not the warmth of blood or the pulse of life in her veins. Not the softness or the cold of her skin. Not the fragile nature of her human form or the surprising strength in her sure grasp. Only pressure. An awareness of solidity. Nothing more.

      Still, a need to comfort her stirs, but the moment I lift my hand, she unfurls her grip from her soot-covered gown, scrubs at her tears, and stands.

      “Can we get this over with now?”

      This. My resurrection. My return. After three unbearably long centuries trapped inside Un Drallag, watching the ebb and flow of time from the darkness of his immortal prison, my time to live again has arrived.

      The thought sends a trickle of excitement through my soul, a thrill chased by the glimmer of something foreign to me. Fear. That this might go wrong, or nothing will change, and I’ll be doomed to roam this land as an unfeeling spirit for eternity, little better than a stinking wraith. There could be consequences. History says as much, though history is often the boldest liar.

      “I must teach you the ritual song first. We’ve no parchment for you to study, so I hope you have a good memory and find my voice pleasant to the ear.”

      She arches a sharp, sarcastic brow, any vulnerability that leaked from her before now tightly tucked away. “Don’t tell me you’re going to sing to me.”

      “Of course I am. Over and over, until you know the words by heart.”

      Arms crossed around her middle, she rolls her head and groans as though this is the worst day of her life. Maybe it is. A part of me worries about what this deal means for her and her future, how this resurrection will change everything about life as she’s known it and render me a permanent fixture in her world. But I’ve come too far now to give up this chance. Haven’t I?

      She sits back down, carefully covering her legs with the length of her dress. “Well, go on. This ends today.”

      I push aside any thoughts of guilt and close my eyes. Though this somehow feels like a dream, I begin the first refrain. Morentha tu morai… Rise my divine immortal…

      I’ve heard these lyrics for ages, secret knowledge stolen from Loria and passed down through a host of gods like second-hand gossip. But until this moment, I haven’t uttered these strands of ancient Elikesh since before I was condemned. Still, each syllable flows smoothly, too much a part of my soul to come out wrong.

      I envision the Northlands as I sing and imagine the crunch of deep snow underfoot. I’ve missed Frostwater Wood and the valley. I miss roaming the caves and cooking over a fire, sleeping in my cottage with each pack member asleep on the floor. I miss running with wolves over the mountains under a blood moon and shifting effortlessly from man to beast as I tear through the trees.

      How I crave the vital, feral nature of both forms.

      I don’t know how long I sing. Long enough that Nephele Bloodgood finally reaches out and touches my hand.

      “Wolf. You can stop now.”

      Her voice tugs at me like no other can, and I return to myself, opening my eyes, feeling as though my soul had drifted elsewhere.

      My attention falls to her hand, ornately covered in witch’s marks, resting atop mine. She jerks back as though she touched something hot and rubs her palm over her dress, an effort to scrub away the feel of me, no doubt.

      “That was…” She screws up her face, her perfect little nose scrunching.

      “What? Atrocious? Awful? I’m sure you have another word that fits.”

      She’s quiet for a long moment and then says, “Absolutely appalling.”

      I smile at that because I know otherwise. “Wait until you hear me sing in my human form. If that was appalling, you’ll find the man in me abhorrent.”

      A flicker dances across her eyes. Worry. She would have me believe that she’s convinced I’ll become an even worse experience to endure as a man. But the truth I already sense is that she fears I’ll become something even more appealing to her than I already am. Something far more dangerous and beguiling.

      She would be right.

      “Do you have it memorized?” I ask. “The ritual song?”

      “I do. Now, all we need is this.” She slides her cold hands together, back and forth to create warmth, and tugs her long, blonde hair over her shoulder. She tries and fails to unfasten the clasp on the necklace holding the remnant of my heart. “Damn it.” She shakes her hands and stretches her fingers, the skin reddened from the air that has yet to heat from the morning sun. “I can’t feel anything.”

      I hold out my hand, making every effort to prove that even gods can be chivalrous. “May I?”

      She considers my offering as though I hold a poisonous adder between us. I wait patiently, trying to ignore the curves of her lovely lips, pursed into a full pout as she thinks. Blessedly, she finally gives in and lays her small hand inside my larger one.

      Wishing I could really feel her, I close my fingers around hers and send all the power I can into her body, a wave of warmth radiating up her arm and spreading throughout her core and limbs. Her eyes drift closed, her pretty mouth parts, and she breathes heavily—once, twice, three times—before a shudder of relief rolls through her.

      She opens her eyes and, again, quickly jerks away from my touch. “I won’t pretend that isn’t handy,” she says. “But it also feels intrusive. Like you’re…”

      I watch her closely, seeing her mind at work, gnawing at a thought as she bites her lip. “Like I’m what? Inside you?”

      Her cheeks turn pink, and this time, I’m fully aware that it isn’t from the cold.

      “Turn for me. I’ll get the clasp.” Much to my surprise, and though it happens after a moment of hesitance, she does. Like a little bird, she tilts her head down, exposing the delicate length of her slender neck.

      In those next few seconds, I notice so many things about her. Every dainty blonde curl coiled tight around her hairline. The way her marked flesh rises from a cold wind, or perhaps from my nearness. The gently sloping line from her ear to her shoulder, and the streak of colorful flourishes that follows it.

      These last weeks have been a battle of wills and want, a fight with yearning. It’s been so long since I’ve been capable of succumbing to carnal longings, and I’ve been captivated by her for enough years now that it’s difficult not to imagine kissing that soft skin, tangling my fingers in her silken hair, and whispering against her ear how badly I want her.

      But this is not the time. If she brings me back, the right moment will come, and I will be more than ready when it does.

      Carefully, I unlatch the aged clasp. Nephele catches the necklace in the palm of her hand. “Now, all I must do is sing the song? That seems rather simple. Surely there were more protections in place for such a serious task?”

      Now is not the time to gain a conscience either, yet the guilt from before returns. Given the years I’ve lost, I can’t recall the last time I felt the need to lean on the side of integrity, but I cannot allow her to go any further unless I divulge all I know. Gods are not creatures of honor or loyalty, but wolves are a different story. I’ve often thought Loria might’ve made me more wolf than god for a reason.

      “It was rumored that permission from the queen and her scholars was a requirement, lest the trees of the grove dole out some sort of repercussion or demand a penance. Since we’re not asking for Fia Drumera’s blessing, all you need to do is press the pendant into the earth, returning my remnant to the soil, and then no matter what happens, sing like a sparrow until I’m whole again.”

      Uncertainty lines her brow as she runs her thumb over the facets of the stone in her hand, causing it to emit a soft glow.

      I let out a low sigh, hating myself for my next words. “Or I can take you back to Fia’s palace, and we can part ways.”

      Her eyes dart up and widen. “I thought the deal was made.”

      “It is. But I can release you whenever I wish. If you don’t want to go any further, then so be it. I will still retrieve that flying idiot you call a friend and your itinerant sister. Even Moeshka, if possible. After that, I’ll find another way to return from the dead. With or without you.”

      There. Conscience satisfied, even if I loathe everything about it.

      Nephele looks toward the east again, toward her sister, clutching my pendant close to her heart. “You’re giving me a way out.”

      “I am.”

      “And yet you’ve also given me a taste of power over my enemy. An enemy who likely took my sister from this very mountain.” She faces me again. “That kind of power in a time of conflict could change everything. How can I let that slip from my hands?”

      I shrug. “You don’t have to. But realize that the fate of Tiressia shouldn’t rest on any one person’s shoulders. Let alone yours.”

      “It wouldn’t be resting on my shoulders,” she says. “It would be resting on ours.”

      Ours. A word I’ve yet to use regarding us outside of our deal.

      I hold her gaze. “I’m loyal to my land, Nephele. To my home. The Northland Break. Bitter and mad as I was when I said otherwise, I’ll protect her without any deal between you and me. If you return to Winterhold, I’ll make certain no harm comes your way. I also believe that Thamaos and I will eventually battle, no matter what happens on this mount today, and if it’s the last thing I do, I will defeat him. So the decision is yours, once again. If you want to be the woman who wields a god in this war, then I trust your instinct and will obey your desires. If not…”

      “You’ll move on to someone else,” she finishes for me.

      I rest my forearms on my knees and stare at the snow. If only it were that simple.

      “I still want the deal.”

      I lift my head and cock it to one side. “Say again?”

      “I want the deal.” She shoves her arms into the sleeves of Moeshka’s jacket and repositions the spy’s coat on her shoulders. “I want to be the woman who wields a god against Thamaos. I want to be the woman who wields you.”
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