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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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        For my family, for cheering me on and letting me vanish for days at a time

        And for my Rebel Readers, for loving these characters as much as I do

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Witch Collector centers around Raina Bloodgood, a character who cannot speak and therefore uses a form of signed language to communicate. Signed languages use a visual-manual approach to communication. There is no universal signed language. For instance, BSL (British Sign Language) is a different language from ASL (American Sign Language). Sign languages have their own grammar and use hand movements, sign order, and body and facial cues to create that grammar, as well as gaze direction, blinks, and rests. For ease of reading, the fictional sign language in this novel reads as if it were SEE (Signing Exact English). It should also be noted that the term mute is not used in this text so as not to lend to derogatory language that has impacted non-speaking and Deaf communities. For more information, please click here.

      And for a list of content warnings, please click here.
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            FURY

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been dead to the world since the bitter winter after Urdin and Thamaos killed one another. I’m uncertain how long it’s been since King Gherahn’s authorities carried me north to torture me to death, chained me to the black, icy cliffs along the Abyss of Pensea—how many days, months, years, decades, centuries have stretched from then to now.

      But I have an inkling.

      Once upon a time, I beheld my future through the eyes of a weary traveler. Though much of my body has decayed since then, I still have my angry heart. More terrifying, I still have my godsdamn mind. Then again, creatures like me are hard to kill.

      And we never—ever—forget.

      When I wouldn’t die, the king’s Brotherhood locked me far beneath the earth, entombed in a prison of dirt, stone, and suffocating iron, and prayed to Loria that the kingdom’s people would let me slip from recollection. What a gift if my immortal bones would turn to dust as forever came and went.

      But here in this unforgiving crypt, with darkness and memories as my only friends, I still exist, my eternal torment paused like a held breath as the Ancient Ones’ whispers reach my ears, the god spirits who’ve been waiting for my justice. My salvation.

      My vengeance.

      He’s coming, they promise me, communicating the only way they can from the Shadow World’s Empyreal Fields. The man from the East. He’s coming.

      I have been called Beauty. I have been called Love. But I am Fury, and some fool is going to bring me back to life.
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          THE PRINCE WITH NO NAME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Eastern Territories

        City of Quezira

        Min-Thuret Temple, Rite Hall

      

      

      

      Thamaos’s ancient ritual room is deathly quiet, save for the crackling of flames and the sizzle of my blood burning in the offering bowl.

      “Hear me, my lord. I beg you.”

      My slit palm throbs as I squeeze crimson drops from my body for the third time today. This time, I let the blood flow. No gentle pricks. No careful measure. Instead, warm, scarlet rivers seep through my fisted fingers and pour into the fire.

      I’ve knelt here long enough that the morning sunlight shining through the stained-glass windows upon my arrival has changed to the silvery glow of a coming winter’s starlight. My back has grown stiff and my knees ache, having been pressed against the unforgiving stone floor for so many hours.

      A servant enters the room to deliver fresh water. He sets the decanter near the altar along with cloths soaked in yarrow tincture for my ritual wounds. “Are you sure you’re all right, my prince?” he asks for the second time within the hour. “You look so unwell.”

      “Because I haven’t consumed a soul in over a week,” I reply, my voice tight and hard.

      When I sifted to this very room from the Shadow World, collapsing in the ritual circle with Colden Moeshka in my arms, I could barely move. Parts of my body were burned from Raina Bloodgood’s fire, and my insides felt like they might crumble any second. Already, I starved.

      But after feeling Garujo die, his Summerlander powers with him, and after so much death in the North, I couldn’t stomach the thought of feeding. Since then, my skin has taken on a waxen sheen, and my veins stand out in relief. I need no looking glass to know my face is gaunt, my body thinner.

      “Perhaps you should…eat,” the servant says. He glances over the healing gash across my face before lifting his gaze toward the rafters.

      The souls of three prisoners hover in waiting, silken and billowing. One smells like seawater, another like sweet earth, the final like the tall cedars in the East’s Forgotten Forest. Tonight, I will feed and begin the task of restoring myself. If I don’t, I will die. And yet, miserable as I am, and much as I need to abandon these prayers and feast, I cannot make myself give up.

      Not yet.

      “Go.” I force every bit of annoyance I possess into the word. “I want to be left alone, do you understand?”

      He nods and hurries from the room, closing the wooden doors quietly.

      It’s been weeks since I’ve been inside the temple. Weeks since I last heard Thamaos’s transcendental voice commanding that I go to the Northlands. I fear no matter how long I remain on my knees he might not hear me. Or perhaps he changed his mind about our plan and shunned me. I pray I’m wrong because I’ve brought him quite the gift.

      From the moment I laid the God Knife on the sunlit altar, I swore my lord spoke to me from the Shadow World. A hushed murmur crept through the halls of this holy place, then all fell silent and still. I need his instruction. His direction. His assurance.

      And so I bleed. And wait.

      Once again, I dip my fingers into the blood and draw three runes on the altar. Connection. Faithfulness. Fealty. With a deep breath, I press my forehead to the marble dais, the very place where Thamaos and the Eastern Territories’ kings and queens once rested, watching rituals performed in their names. An arm’s length away stands the gilded throne that will soon be mine, an honor I must earn.

      Eternal Emperor of Tiressia.

      We no longer desire your world, Thamaos once said. But the Nether Reaches are not our home, and our realm of Eridan is no more. The gods can rise and offer their immortal life forces to Tiressia’s blessed lands. An offering to you, that you might know true power through us. Because you are the one who will unite this empire, my little prince. Perhaps even the world.

      A thought flutters through my mind. When I take the sovereign seat, will my lord grant the memory of my true name? The memory of who I was before I became his? A distant part of me longs to know, to be more than a nameless being hidden by shadows, surviving off souls. At times I remember that young man, like right now. Something in the act of worship and ritual is familiar in my marrow, beyond my years as Thamaos’s chosen. Even beyond my years as a vagabond along the eastern coast.

      I also remember magick. Potent, wild, and dark. Flowing hot in my veins.

      My magick. Controlled by me and me alone.

      A cold draft tickles the hair at the nape of my neck. I lift my head as the flames in every bronze brazier throughout the hall flicker but hold, as though a gentle breath has been blown over the fiery light.

      “Little prince.” Thamaos’s voice drifts into this room of devotion, ritual, and sacrifice, and any rising memory is swept away. “You failed,” my lord whispers in a sibilant voice. “You didn’t kill them. Not all of them. Thanks to that Witch Walker from Silver Hollow.”

      I shut my eyes, and a bead of sweat trickles down the side of my neck. It’s cold in the ritual hall tonight, yet anger burns hot as a bonfire in my chest. Thamaos’s last instruction had been to capture Colden Moeshka, the Frost King, and to destroy every Witch Walker living along the edge of Frostwater Wood. I did that. Save for that damned Raina Bloodgood and a handful of others.

      And it wasn’t easy.

      “I hadn’t the strength to last any longer, my lord. Garujo withered after the attack on Winterhold. My siphoning killed him.”

      I press a hand against the dark granite altar and inhale a ragged breath. I’ve turned many people to husks in my long life, but my misery over Garujo’s death is suffocating. Though he offered his life for my survival, the loss weighs too heavy.

      “The witch also had help,” I continue. “Un Drallag freed Neri so he could protect the witch from Silver Hollow. Now I have a loose god spirit to locate.”

      One who supposedly wants to see me reign as emperor of these lands yet failed to offer his aid on Winter Road.

      A flicker of reflected firelight snags my attention, and my gaze falls to the altar, to my grand gift. When I reach for the weapon, the entire piece—even the black-bone blade—is frigid. But at least it’s here. Surely my lord will be proud.

      “Two good things did come of this,” I tell him, doing my damnedest to mask any hint of regret about the first matter. “I captured Colden Moeshka, and I learned that Raina Bloodgood had possession of your God Knife, my lord. After centuries of absence, I brought this treasure home.” I extend the blade in supplication as a question rages, one I must ask, no matter how foolish. “Did you know where the God Knife was, my lord? That the king’s collector was its Maker and Raina Bloodgood its Keeper? All this time?”

      I’ve pondered this for days, if that was why he sent me to raze the valley. The only way I had known was because Garujo’s soul recognized the Summerlander magick on the blade when the witch and I fought on the village green. Seconds after she ripped the God Knife across my face, Garujo’s whisper of Keeper and all the understanding he could provide echoed through me.

      A pregnant pause fills the air. For several terrible seconds, I’m certain I’ve overstepped, but nothing happens, save for an answer.

      “Her father was the Keeper. The witch inherited his obligation the moment the blade returned to her family, and she grasped its hilt. When he died and his soul entered the Shadow World, I knew this time would come.”

      I cannot help but wonder how, but this time, I decide against inquiring further.

      “In regard to all else,” he says, “you will be rewarded for capturing the Frost King and for sacrificing Garujo. As for Neri, for now he is no matter. I will deal with him in time. Your primary concern is to prevent that Keeper from setting foot in the City of Ruin. She and Un Drallag are no doubt on their way there now. If they are allowed to interfere in our plans, my resurrection and your future as the lord of Tiressia are but a dream.”

      By all the sainted Ancient Ones. That insignificant witch is forever an obstacle. Though I’m beginning to question if she’s ever been insignificant at all.

      “I’ll send word to my men in Malgros, my lord. My general is en route to the coast as well.” I pause, carefully selecting my next words. “There’s an issue, though. I can offer no aid in locating the Keeper. Un Drallag bound himself to the witch. Claimed her. Carved his mark upon her skin. He will protect her. Even now, he shields her mind from me.”

      Though I met him when he and Colden Moeshka visited my palace after King Regner died, I hadn’t known his identity. In truth, I know little about Un Drallag, only what I’ve read in history books. If he’s anything like Quezira’s scribes depict in their tales, however, I’m not confident my assassins can stand against him. Much less him and Raina Bloodgood.

      Anger roils beneath my skin. How could such a revered Eastlander share his sacred power?

      So foolish. So traitorous.

      So fucking problematic. 

      A resonating breath snakes through the room. “Think, little prince. If Un Drallag is shielding her mind, his power is awakening. Take him as a source to siphon. You will require a fount of power to succeed with conquering the Summerlands. It won’t be long until Un Drallag’s magick grows strong enough to see you through any battle or war that lies ahead.”

      I clench my offering hand so hard that blood flows from my sliced palm and drips to the stone floor. Take Un Drallag. The greatest sorcerer Tiressia has ever known. Feed from his power and soul.

      If I can manage that, gods and men be damned.

      A moment passes, and my lord continues as if he didn’t just present the most impossible yet most desirable solution.

      “For your second task,” he says, “you must unearth the Fury at Un Moritra. Soon. Her value is limitless. Use her, to whatever end, so I can return to the land of the living and ensure that Tiressia is yours.”

      Doubt and hesitance dominate my thoughts, as they have since this possibility was first mentioned many weeks ago. Though history holds that Fury died three centuries past, according to my lord, she’s still very much alive. Like Un Drallag, she’s a whirlwind legend I’ve only ever read about. A very deadly legend. Chained to the pits of the earth for attempting to overthrow King Gherahn’s throne after Thamaos died.

      Still uncertain, I soften my voice. “My lord. I don’t possess the power to enter Un Moritra. I cannot break through your wall of runes. And Fury… After all these years in isolation, she must be mad. I need her whole, and that will be a struggle, as will convincing her to cooperate. I’ve a feeling she’s going to be rather angry.”

      A low laugh rumbles from wall to wall and slithers around every massive column. I follow the sound, from the arched observation nooks along the sides of the room to the sloped rafters set into the high, mosaic ceiling. Though impossible, it feels as if Thamaos, long-dead God of the Eastern Territories, is right here.

      “Un Moritra will know you,” he says. “And Fury will cooperate. Bind her with a clever deal before you free her. Offer her complete freedom in exchange for her aid. Restore her health. Then, if your men cannot rise to the task of capturing Un Drallag, Fury will. She will have no choice. Fury can see you and the Frost King safely to the Summerlands.”

      The Frost King.

      “My lord, you’re certain Asha’s curse doesn’t extend to Mount Ulra?” Though I know better than to show doubt, I must know. “The king won’t turn to dust if I take him there?”

      “Why so worried?” Thamaos says. “I need him. I would not ask if it could not be done. Mount Ulra is not the City of Ruin, and that was Asha’s mistake. Do as I say, little prince. I have opened the way for you. All you must do is follow.”

      The air moves once more, every firelight flares, then my lord’s presence is gone.

      After long moments, I stand on numb legs, and in the ritual circle of the moon and sun, study the runes etched beneath the Stone of Ghent, the transparent amber orb fitted into the God Knife’s white granite hilt by none other than Un Drallag himself.

      Take him, Thamaos said. Easier said than done. Then again, I’ve always enjoyed a challenge.

      The thought of such domination makes me smile, much as it pains the knife wound Raina Bloodgood carved into me from temple to chin. I picture her then—the witch. See that pretty face contorted into her familiar scowl. Thanks to Un Drallag, I can no longer infiltrate her mind, and thanks to the Eastland Brotherhood’s protections, she cannot see me with her gift of Sight.

      But as I step into the full dark stretching over the vast and shining city of Quezira, I send her a message anyway, willing it across the many miles of land and sea between us.

      “The rise begins, Lovely,” I promise her. “And I’m going to make it hurt.”
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          RAINA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Northland Break

        Frostwater Wood, Winter Road

      

      

      

      The gift of Sight comes with deepest intuition.

      A vibration in my blood. Chills across my skin. A tremble in the wind. I’m still learning the many facets of this ability, my exploration a shallow one. But each of those things are happening right now, as though the night itself contains a message I can’t hear.

      I feel the message though, tapping on the barrier Alexus erected around my mind to keep the prince at bay. The attempted intrusion is powerful enough to answer the question that has dominated our camp discussions since we left the castle.

      “The prince is up to something,” I sign to Alexus. “I think he is on the move.”

      Alexus sits across from me, a fire burning between us in a clearing on the side of Winter Road. The wood and all its creatures sleep, save for a white wolf howling mournfully in the distance, and a lone night bird singing a sorrowful song. Though the threat of a cold, hard rain hangs heavy in the air, Joran Dulevia, a water witch and Winterhold’s bowyer, maintains a shield over us tonight. He’s tired, so it won’t last for long, but the respite is much needed.

      The journey thus far has been trying for several reasons, mainly the downpours that have slowed our travels. Many from our group rest on a bed of pine needles, drying out near the blazing warmth. There were over two dozen of us when this journey began. Now there are nine. Some gave up early on. The rest turned back yesterday, too weary to continue. We need this rain to stop so we can reach the valley and let Finn and the others know we’re alive.

      Then we must head south. Malgros is a three-week ride from Hampstead Loch if we’re swift and the weather favors us. Once there, a new battle awaits: securing passage across the Malorian Sea and, even more difficult, a way through the magickal wards surrounding Fia Drumera’s City of Ruin.

      Time is not on our side.

      My sister looks up at me. She sits near Alexus, sharpening her dagger. To her left, leaned on one elbow, is Joran, hailing from the Icelander village of Reede. Callan Terzerak, a rune witch and diviner from the Mondulak Range, sits beside me, drawing different runes in the earth. Hel and Rhonin are to my left, watching the flames dance as they share a pouch of pine nuts. Keth Rukano and Jaega Lor, warriors from the Iceland village of Tori, have already retired for the night.

      “Did you see him?” Alexus signs. “The prince?”

      I shake my head and toss the water from my wooden scrying dish, releasing the last crimson tendrils of a vision that wouldn’t form. I’ve seen Finn and the other survivors roaming the burned villages, burying the dead, and salvaging anything they can find. I’ve also watched Vexx riding south on horseback, and I’ve seen Colden, cast away in a dungeon for the last nine days.

      But the prince? He’s as impossible to find as a mote of starlight in this lightless wood come midnight. All I see when I look for him is a red mist filled with dozens of floating runes linked by magickal threads, runes I’ve drawn for Callan, runes they say are for protection, invisibility, and blessing. Still, even though I can’t see him, I’m certain his plans are sliding into place.

      A piece of wood shifts in the fire, sending sparks flying. I flinch from the heat that washes across my face. Our nightly fire sometimes feels like a torment rather than a means of survival, just another portal into painful memories and nightmares.

      I’ve struggled ever since we crossed the remains of the prince’s campsite. One whiff of the death scent that lingered over the wood, and any memories I’d suppressed rose anew, sharp and violent. I relive it all too often. The fire, the death, the fear. Even the gates of the Shadow World antagonize me with their promise of an eternal cage.

      I can still see all those souls waiting there, each one fixated on my presence when the prince dragged me under. I doubt I will ever stop hearing their hissing voices.

      Keeper.

      Seer.

      Healer.

      Resurrectionist.

      Murderer.

      Witch.

      They were only wrong about one. I’m no resurrectionist.

      Comfort caresses the bond, warming the rune above my left breast with awareness. When I glance up, Alexus’s concern seeps into me, warm and assuring. He’s so skilled with the bond, as though he’s been through this before. Magickal scholar he may be, but if I’m the first he’s claimed, how is this so simple for him?

      For me, there’s an insurmountable distance between us when it comes to the rune. When Alexus reaches out to me, I feel it so wholly. But when I try reaching him, I find myself standing on a precipice, looming over a beckoning void. Callan says the chasm is manifested fear or worry or some obstacle my mind has conjured. One I can’t seem to conquer.

      My thoughts are distracted because Joran is watching me. The gray of his eyes almost matches his gray-tinted skin, the argent ring around his irises gleaming.

      He drags a wide-knuckled hand through his long, silver hair and gestures between me and Alexus, arm at rest on his bent knee. “Always so secretive, you two. Why not share? It’s rude having open conversations most of us can’t understand.”

      “Maybe you should try learning Raina’s language like the rest of us,” Callan says, wiping the gathering mist from their tan scalp. Half of Callan’s head is shaved and marked with runes, the other half covered in black and silver hair, braided against their skull like Nephele’s.

      “It isn’t easy, Joran,” Rhonin adds, “but if we can learn, so can you.”

      A small smile forms on my face. I haven’t known Rhonin or Callan long, but they’ve already won pieces of my heart.

      Joran huffs, as if the very thought of learning to communicate with me is ridiculous.

      “It’s probably a wasted effort.” Hel pops a pine nut into her mouth. “According to Nephele, Alexus became fluent in a matter of weeks. It would probably take you eons.”

      “Nice try,” Joran replies. “I don’t offend easily. Though I might find it embarrassing to be an immortal sorcerer with nothing better to do than learn a rarely used hand language so I can talk to a pretty girl.”

      Alexus trains his stony focus on me. The irritation in his stare shimmers, his impatience with the Icelander visibly rising. Alexus is our leader, a preeminent sorcerer with one weakness when it comes to learned power.

      Water magick has forever eluded him.

      With fierce archery skills and command over water, Joran knows his importance to our group. He hasn’t been much aid with the unrelenting rain because of the physical demand while traveling for hours, but he may be critical in seeing us safely across the Malorian Sea and desert provinces of Ske-Trana, south of the Summerland’s main port city of Itunnan. For those reasons, he holds little fear of being cast out.

      A muscle feathers in Alexus’s jaw. “All Raina said was that the prince is up to something.”

      His fingers worry with an old key that hangs around his neck like a pendant. A memento from a long time ago, he told me shortly after we left Winterhold. A talisman. For what, he can’t remember.

      “Up to something?” Joran mocks. “Genius deduction from our brilliant Seer.”

      A growl resonates from Alexus’s throat. Joran sits dangerously within the Witch Collector’s reach, my sister the only barrier. And not a good one. She drags a small whetstone down her dagger’s edge and cuts a sharp glare at Joran before returning to her work. She and Joran are forever bickering, so I’m surprised when she holds her tongue, though thankful.

      Another complication has been that some in our band—namely Joran—didn’t take kindly to learning that Alexus turned the soul of a vengeful god loose on their homeland.

      For me.

      It’s why I sit across from Alexus and not at his side. Why I sneak into his tent once everyone has gone to sleep. Why we keep our hands to ourselves until we’re alone. The last thing we need on this journey is more friction, but the constant closeness is beginning to rub everyone raw.

      Our only salvation is that Neri isn’t in Winterhold. He and his wolves follow us instead, despite his bargain with Alexus being fulfilled. The wolves keep a healthy distance, and Neri has taken the form of a curious, cold wind at our backs. We don’t know what he wants or if he’ll make himself known. I figure there’s a reason he follows so closely, though, and that his appearance will come. Like most dreadful things, it’s only a matter of time.

      At Alexus’s right side, Helena holds her hand out to Rhonin. A long, red braid slips over his shoulder as he offers her the pouch of pine nuts. With a hard flick, Hel thumps a nut straight into Joran’s chest. I’ve no doubt my friend had been aiming for the Icelander’s face.

      How I wish she’d hit her mark.

      Joran swipes the front of his sweater. “Are you always such an atrocious child?”

      Hel arches a challenging brow. “Are you always such an atrocious asshole?”

      “Only when he’s breathing,” Nephele says.

      Joran’s smirk turns into a smug smile. “You once loved my breathing. Heavy and in your ear all fucking night.”

      Nephele whips her head around. Everyone’s eyes go wide, including mine, as repulsion and disbelief tighten my sister’s face. Gods. We’ve all felt the tension between her and Joran, taut and ready to snap. But until now, not even I knew why that tension existed. A reminder that there is much I still need to learn about my sister.

      Alexus’s voice is as deep as the low-rolling thunder to the west. “Stop talking, Joran. If you want to keep talking at all.”

      The Icelander just grins that insufferable grin, gets up, snatches a lantern, and turns to go.

      Just when I think we’re free of him, he swings back around. “You know. When I was a boy, there was a Seer in our village. A woman who lived near the edge of the Iceland Plains for a few years before leaving Tiressia altogether. Villagers claimed she descended from Loria’s children, the first Witch Walkers. Those who were said to realm walk between Tiressia and Eridan. The first practitioners of vast magick. Born from Loria’s will rather than her womb. Spawned from a god yet still mortal. A rare creature between a godling and a witch. People risked all to cross the Plains to see her.”

      Alexus turns a sharp look at the Icelander, as though something Joran said shook loose a recollection.

      “My father swore the woman could break through any mental wards meant to keep her out, no matter the distance. That she saw far more than the present moment at hand. In fact, she learned to see into a person’s past and could even glimpse their future.” He narrows his eyes. “Did you hear that? Their motherfucking future.”

      I feel like I know where he’s going with this, and though a part of me wants to tell him to fuck off, another part is too intrigued not to pay attention.

      Joran casts a glance across every face. “We all agree that the prince is striking now for a reason. We also agree that he’s too godsdamn clever to place all faith in the hopes that Fia Drumera will surrender upon sight of her old lover held captive on the Jade River. Using Colden Moeshka as a ransom may indeed start a larger war, that’s always been the fear. But the king is only a distraction. The Prince of the East has been at this game with the Summerlands for three decades. He needed a new tactic. The perfect weapons for his arsenal. He has two.”

      Two. Because of me. Colden and the God Knife.

      “But that isn’t a trifecta for the resurrection he hopes to perform,” Joran says. “He still needs that third element that will ensure his ability to break past the Fire Queen’s wards and reach the Grove of the Gods.” Joran shines his lantern in my direction. The warm light shadows the hard lines of his heavy brow. “Unfortunately for us, just like in the vale, you are the only one who can see what that weapon is, Bloodgood. If the prince is ‘up to something,’ figure it out. You can’t change the past, but you do hold the power to change the future. Don’t fuck things up this time unless you want to live with even more death on your hands.”

      Joran’s words should spark my temper. The me from a month ago would get in his face for those last remarks. But instead, my spirit sinks, even as my rune warms with bright heat.

      Power rumbles through the camp, followed by an electric wind that rustles the branches above, filling the leafy canopy with blue, crackling energy that tingles over my skin.

      Alexus’s magick.

      He’s on his feet and facing the Icelander faster than I can blink, clenching two daggers of cobalt light in his fists.

      Alexus’s power revives more each day. Like the rest of us, he inherently sees certain threads and has learned to manipulate others. But he can also summon energy, absorb it, and concentrate it in various ways. He even taught me, with the sword of light I used to enter Frostwater Wood, the very magick that saved my life against an Eastlander on Winter Road. That was a smaller form of the same type of power Alexus harnessed to kill those men near the ravine. I can’t imagine what he will be able to do once he’s fully renewed.

      In response to Alexus’s daggers, Joran lifts his arms at his sides, and a dozen silvery arrows materialize around him, formed from the water saturating the forest, every tip aimed at Alexus.

      The rest of us stand—except for my sister—ready to spring, though it’s doubtful there’s anything we can do if this sorcerer and witch finally clash.

      Suddenly, hundreds of glistening vines slither from the wet wood, weaving together, quickly forming a wall between Alexus and Joran. I look at my sister, sensing her magick, vibrant in the air. She doesn’t turn around to see her handiwork. She just smiles and continues sharpening her blade.

      Joran huffs an arrogant laugh and flicks his hands at the wrists. His water arrows spear forward, stabbing into the living blockade before raining to the ground.

      All he says as he wisely walks away is, “Interfering bitch. You’ll regret that.”

      Nephele smirks. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      In retaliation, Joran’s shield vanishes, and an icy, spitting drizzle starts to fall. Nephele curses as her vines recoil, and everyone heads toward their shelters.

      I go to Alexus. Still bristling, he watches the Icelander slip into his tent at the edge of our camp. When I touch his shoulder, he turns. His daggers fade into blue sparks, and then nothing.

      We’re alone, so he takes my hand and kisses me, the taste of rain and magick sweet on his lips.

      “Ignore Joran,” he says, as though he sees the yoke of responsibility I already feel around my neck. “He wanted to get under your skin. Don’t let him succeed.” He exhales a deep breath and wipes the rain from his face. “I let him succeed enough for the both of us.”

      But I can’t ignore it. Because Joran was right. I failed my people before.

      I will not fail them again.
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          THE PRINCE WITH NO NAME

        

      

    

    
      It isn’t until the next morning that I’m able to return to Rite Hall and force myself to feed.

      Sometimes I loathe this thing that I am, but I feel better now. Stronger. Complete healing will require even more feeding, but my wounds are already mending, the gash across my face tingling, my burns tightening.

      After the deed is done, I leave and stroll the cloisters. The air is still and cold, the sun rising as I walk toward the western side of the quadrangle.

      Rite Hall, formerly Thamaos’s throne room, sits on the campus’s eastern side, one of ten halls that surround the courtyard and meditative garden. The north side houses the Brotherhood’s dormitories and living areas, while the south end contains their gathering, dining, and artisan rooms, still empty and quiet at this hour.

      On the western side is the Triad—three buildings that mark the public areas. The worship hall and grand library, topped with gilded domes, and the central observatory—the temple’s crowning glory—domed in panels of magick-tempered glass.

      As I enter the wide expanse of the central observatory, the captain of my Royal Guard, Thresh, slips through the main entrance where two night sentries wait for the day guard to take their shift.

      Thresh stalks toward me across the burnished floor. Clad in bronze leathers and tall boots, he stops outside the library’s massive wooden doors where he falls into a severe stance. His feet are spread wide, his hands clasped firmly behind his back, his broad shoulders and strong chin held high.

      Two torches mounted to columns that bookend the library’s entrance, along with morning’s first light filtering through the observation dome, illuminate the hall. The firelight reflects off the steel of Thresh’s cuirass and the polished hilt of his sword. It even glimmers on the strands of his short blond hair, thick and tame and golden like his skin, save for that unruly darker lock that falls over his brown eyes when he glances my direction.

      As I close the distance between us, my gaze slips past my captain to the library doors. Out of nowhere, a sharp pang strikes my chest and my throat burns, the way a throat burns to release a scream. A scream that howls in the recesses of my mind, drowning out the heavy raindrops pelting the night-dark glass above.

      Taken aback, I pause. Look up. I’ve just come from outside. There’s nothing in the sky other than a few puffy clouds and the promise of a cold, sunny day. Yet I’m filled with the inexplicable need to swipe at imaginary water dripping from my hair into my eyes. To rush into the library, a cry ringing from my lungs. The impulse is so strong that it takes all I have not to shove past my captain and haul those doors open.

      In search of what, I do not know.

      As fast as the feeling arrives, it passes. Bewildered, I swallow the tightness in my throat and keep walking, if a bit unsteadily. Thresh trains his gaze on mine for a long moment, spine rigid as a bowstring. I can see the question burning there.

      Who did this to you?

      I take the last steps separating us as he turns his eyes from me, staring straight ahead at the worship hall entrance instead. This is proper for the captain of my guard when standing before his prince and his men, but I sense a struggle as his throat moves on a swallow. His discomfort at looking upon me in this wounded, withered state.

      “I didn’t expect you back from the coast so soon.”

      Thresh keeps his voice down, low and tight. “I received word that you’d returned with Colden Moeshka and the God Knife. There must be much to do. With Vexx in the Northlands and Garujo…gone…I wanted to be here.”

      Gone. As if it were that simple. As if I didn’t kill my oldest friend.

      “I’m glad you came,” I tell him, focusing on the business at hand. “I need you to retrieve one more criminal from the prison. Bring them to my chambers.”

      The thought gnaws at my conscience. Thresh will kill them for me, before he even brings them through my door. All I must do is inhale their souls.

      A sick feeling arises anyway, and I mentally chide myself for such a reaction. Eat or remain wounded and weak. Eat or die. The choice isn’t difficult.

      Thresh turns his head, peering at me from beneath dark lashes. “One more? Given your condition, my prince?” He studies me for some flinch of correction.

      He’s right. Much as I don’t want him to be.

      “Make it three. We’ve a trip to Un Moritra in the coming days. I need to heal faster. Three should do the trick.”

      “Of course, Your Highness. Anything else?”

      “Yes. Send Gavril and Crux to Malgros with a message. Alexi of Ghent and Raina Bloodgood are very likely headed to Malgros. I want them found, captured, and brought to me. Immediately. They share a runic bond, so they could possibly be a force to reckon with. But I want them in my possession. Soon.”

      Another nod. “I will go to the aviary now to see Crux, Your Highness. He should be ready to fly again.”

      “Make sure he informs Vexx that I want our enemies alive. Should the general feel the need to seek revenge, he may punish Raina Bloodgood before her arrival. Long as he leaves a little for me. But Alexi of Ghent isn’t to be damaged. No more than necessary.”

      My captain inclines his head. “Yes, my prince. Consider it done.”

      Thresh awaits my dismissal. After a wave of my hand, he turns and stalks toward the main entrance and his sentries, obedient as ever.

      When he’s gone, my attention slides toward that damn library again. I can still hear a powerful rainsong dancing on the dome, rattling around like an angry ghost in the back of my mind, chased by whispers.

      Hurry. We must hurry.

      Annoyed by this incessant and vague recollection, I turn toward the doors that secure the Eastland Territories’ history and lore. I’m not sure what’s happening. Why the library that I’ve strolled past a thousand times calls to me now. But I’m compelled to look inside.

      The archivists, librarians, and scribes who manage the library haven’t gathered yet, so I tug the master key from beneath my tunic and unlock the door. The hinges creak as I drag open the heavy slab and step inside the threshold.

      Only the first twenty rows of shelves on either side of the main aisle are given access to the public’s perusal. All else lies behind a gilded, lattice wall and locked door, protecting historical treasures available to a select group: the archivists, librarians, scribes, scholars, the Brotherhood, and me.

      To further protect the rare works housed inside the room, there’s little light here save for the sun’s first rays streaming through the tiny square windows on the upper floor, just beneath the golden dome. The hazy illumination lends a certain gloom to the winding staircase and dusty shelves of archived tomes and scrolls hidden within.

      But that image shifts. The gilded wall vanishes, and the light changes to the silver of moonlight, as if what I’d seen before were a mirage. Lit candles and rush lights appear. Worktables filled with open books and scrolls. A main desk littered with texts and parchment and ink pots and quills.

      Again, I feel the need to call out to someone who isn’t there. This time, my gaze drifts to the top of the winding stairs, only to find nothing but darkness and the rumble of a threatening storm outside.

      But I would swear on my soul that I smell and taste smoke and starlight.

      “My prince, is something wrong?”

      With a cold sweat breaking across my forehead, I grip the edge of the opposite door, panting, steadying myself as the scene corrects, swirling back to morning in the here and now. One of the archivists stands before me in his brown robe. His hands are pressed together, concern written across his lined brow. I swallow thickly, my blood warm with recognition and the most painful desperation, my mind haunted by the shadow of yet another lost memory.

      “No,” I tell him as I turn to go. “Just remembering.”
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          RAINA

        

      

    

    
      We endure relentless downpours for two more days before the torrents cease.

      But on that third day, the sun comes out, filtering through the trees, and that afternoon, the loveliest pink haze settles over the wood.

      Come dusk, we pitch our tents as usual, on thick beds of pine needles covered in skins of leather to keep out the wet. The rain is still absent, allowing us time to clean up and wash in warmed rainwater, eat in the open air, and dry by the fire—without Joran’s shield.

      Only Alexus doesn’t join us.

      After I check the waters for the third time today, I head to his tent. When no one’s looking, I duck inside. He sits on a bed of fur, leaning against his pack, dressed in nothing but his leather britches and that old key, writing by lantern light in a book at rest on his bent knee.

      Sneaking from tent to tent in a chilly downpour isn’t wise, so I’ve stayed with Nephele and Hel these last two nights. Alexus says it’s just as well because he doesn’t sleep well when it rains. But on the nights I have joined him, I’ve found him like this, transferring the contents of one text to another.

      The book he copies from is an old journal. It lies open to the middle on a large piece of wool at his side. It’s practically archaic, the pages brittle, the leather wrap worn to bits. I studied it one night, very carefully, trying to decipher the long-faded design on the cover.

      The book in which he writes, however, is new. I recognized the moon and sun design and the Tiger’s Eye stone affixed to the cover the moment he withdrew it from his bag the first night of our trip. It’s the book I plucked from his desk at Winterhold. Just proverbs and predictions, he always says. The task keeps his mind busy. But from the care he gives those pages, I’ve a feeling the old journal contains more than that.

      My eyes drift lower, over the broad muscles of his rune-covered chest, down the rippled plane of his abdomen, to where his britches are untied and partly open, revealing a dark trail of hair that’s more alluring than it has any right to be.

      “Care to go for a walk?” I sign.

      In truth, after seeing him like this, a casual evening stroll is the last thing I want. But I have questions that can’t wait any longer.

      With an easy smile, he sets his book aside, grabs his tunic, and signs, “I would love that.”
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        * * *

      

      We head south on Winter Road, hand in hand once the camp is out of sight. The graveled road is soft and riddled with puddles and a few ruts, but the day’s sunlight has thankfully made it tolerable. We rarely have time alone save for at night. But this evening, there’s no one to bother us, not even Neri’s cold wind.

      Alexus nudges his shoulder against mine. “Your glamouring is going well. I’m proud of you.”

      I glance at my hand, at my unmarked skin. Alexus and Nephele have taught Hel and I glamouring whenever possible. While we sat around the fire, when we could ride side by side, and for me, on many of the nights when I came to Alexus’s tent. Glamouring will see us safely through Malgros and beyond, keeping suspicions at bay as we attempt passage and entry to Itunnan.

      I rather like the nights when Alexus gives me lessons. We often end up naked, Alexus tracing every line of my witch’s marks with his mouth and fingertips.

      “I have a good teacher,” I sign with a smile.

      Before I break into interrogation, I decide to relax for a change. To feel something normal with Alexus. No surviving. No learning magick. No arguing with the others. Just us and this ordinary moment in the wood. I felt that way when we were near the ravine in the construct, the ache to be with this man outside of all that we’ve been through. All we’re still going through. The notion of a peaceful life feels like an impossible dream when you live in chaos. But these glimpses remind me why peace is something worth fighting for.

      We walk for several minutes in tender silence, enjoying each other’s company and the rosy light trickling through the wood. Alexus’s cheeks are tinged pink from the cold, his long hair loose, green eyes bright in this light. He looks content. Sometimes I can’t imagine how he stays so calm, knowing that his life is tied to Colden’s. He never seems worried to know that he could cease to exist any moment, while that knowledge eats at my nerves. If I couldn’t see Colden in the waters and know that he’s safe, I would be a disaster.

      When we come across a bend in the road, Alexus pauses and glances around, getting his bearings. “My hunting shelter isn’t far from here,” he says, as though he’d been so absorbed in the peacefulness a moment before that he only now grasps where we are. “Maybe a day’s ride. And, if we keep walking, there’s a clearing just ahead. I bet we can see the stars soon.”

      “You know this wood so well,” I sign, a woman who hadn’t stepped foot within its shade until the last full moon.

      “I do. Care to know why?”

      When I nod—because of course, I’m nodding—he continues.

      “As a boy, my father took me across the Northlands to the Iceland Plains to see an old water witch in hopes that my lack of skill could be corrected.” He smiles at the memory and glances at me from the corner of his eyes. “It couldn’t. But I liked the valley even then. Later, when I fled the East, I felt the Northlands were where I needed to be, especially near this wood. I’ve learned every inch of it, which would make my father proud. We spent a lot of time here on that trip. Some of the last days I had with him. It was good for us.”

      My fingers tense around a reply. I want to know more, but I hear the ache in his words, and I don’t want to pry into painful parts of his life. So instead, I say, “I miss my father too. Sometimes I imagine seeing him again. What conversations we would have. I was too self-absorbed to realize what a gift he was. I realize now, though.”

      “Youth makes fools of us all,” Alexus says as we veer around a puddle before coming back together. “I wish time was kinder. Even when you have eternity, there aren’t enough second chances.”

      “Did your father teach you magick?” I sign. “Is he why you are so good at everything? Including using the bond?”

      He tilts a look at me, eyes narrowed. “That’s what’s bothering you? I sensed something wrong.”

      I hate to spoil the easiness of our time together, but I answer honestly. “The bond is such a simple thing for you and so impossible for me. How? If I am the only person you have marked?”

      Alexus pauses, and we face one another. “I’ve never claimed anyone but you. But someone once claimed me. My first love. First loves are powerful. And painful.”

      Don’t I know. Each time I see Finn in the waters, I feel sick thinking about the moment we’ll come face to face. I still don’t know how I’ll lie to the man I once believed I’d grow old with. How I’ll convince him that I’m only staying with Alexus and his band out of some newly risen need for revenge on the Prince of the East. My only other choice is to tell Finn the truth, that the girl he used to love is now the woman who lies with the Witch Collector.

      Every chance she can get.

      Though I sense his reluctance, Alexus lifts his wrist and rolls back the cuff of his shirt. The runes that link him to the God Knife cover his strong forearm. But it isn’t the runes he points to. It’s a scar the size of a coin that lies over his pulse. A scar I’ve noticed but haven’t asked about. When someone bears as many scars as Alexus, it feels wrong to make them remember their creation.

      “We were sixteen,” he says. “We kept it secret, for reasons. But her father found out.”

      Gods. I take his wrist and study the rough scar, its jagged edges. I let go and look up at him. “Did you reverse the rune?”

      “No. Her father did, though. He wanted us to focus on developing our talents, not each other. He had us delivered to the temple where he cut the runes from our flesh and burned the skin in a holy fire. His sorcerer chanted the necessary song as we kneeled there, crying. Bleeding. Feeling every connection between us snap like ropes under too much weight. Until we both passed out on the floor.”

      I press his wrist to my mouth for a soft kiss, my heart breaking for a young man I didn’t get to know. “I am so sorry,” I sign. “That sounds unbearable.”

      Alexus offered me the chance to reverse the rune at Winterhold. He’s reminded me that it’s an option twice since, when I tried to reach out for him and found myself facing a darkness that feels like it might swallow me whole. Losing this connection with him would be worse than facing my fear. I just need to learn to navigate the bond. To conquer the abyss that lies between us when I close my eyes.

      He gestures for us to keep walking. “Unbearable is how it felt,” he says. “Like my heart was being ripped from my chest. Her father was a master at cruelty. Even when it came to his daughter.”

      I can’t imagine that kind of hurt. What fear the girl must’ve felt for a man who should’ve been a protector.

      “Afterward,” Alexus continues, “we became distant for a few years. We remembered our time together, and even the reversal ritual. But any emotion that connected us to those memories was gone. It was like a fever dream. Like none of that time had been real. Her father acted as though it hadn’t. He kept us apart regardless, but sometimes we would see one another in passing—at the temple or at the school or even sometimes in training—and wonder.”

      “I’m sure that was uncomfortable,” I sign. Two teenagers who’d been in love? Remembering things about one another? Probably quite physical things? Believing it was their imagination?

      He shrugs. “It was. A simple locked gaze held so much curiosity, but we’d just keep moving. However…” He holds up a finger, a gentle smile on his face. “Curiosity eventually got the better of us, and we became best of friends. We pieced together our memories and realized what her father had done. What he’d stolen. But we were older. The fire of first love had faded. Loyalties had certainly changed. I’d become quite the dark soul, and she’d become quite the vengeful woman. Friends felt like a better route.”

      Unexpectedly, he takes my hand and stops us before turning me to face him. I revel in his nearness, suddenly enveloped in his heat. Because of his re-forged connection to energy, his magick warms every inch of his body, which makes cold nights a comfort.

      He taps the tip of my nose. “Look up.”

      I do, and finally, after so many evenings sequestered in our tents or huddled beneath the forest’s dense canopy, I stare up at a darkening twilight sky, still lit at the edges with the sun’s glow, filled with the night’s first stars. I study them all, watching as a few more twinkle into existence, remembering all the nights Nephele and I lay in the grass and traced constellations.

      When I meet Alexus’s stare again, my eyes wide, my lips curved into a smile, he takes my chin in his hand and steps closer. Where before the night was filled with shimmering stars and falling darkness, it’s now filled with him.

      “You like the stars?” He kisses me, his mouth warm and lush. “I can give you stars,” he whispers.

      The promise in that velvet voice flows over me, making me forget why I even came out here with him in the first place. To ask about the bond and how to break through the barrier around the prince, Raina. But the moment that thought enters my mind, it vanishes, because much to my surprise, hundreds of tiny golden orbs drift from the wood, floating like fallen starlight. I jump and gasp, pressing my hands to my cheeks, but it doesn’t take long to recognize the familiar tingle in the air.

      Alexus smiles and jerks his chin at the orbs. Like a swarm of fireflies, they zoom closer, each one mesmerizing as they hover and flicker, illuminating us and the road. The rich musk of Alexus’s magick saturates the night like we’re standing in a field of deer and wildflowers, its sweet flavor spilling over my tongue like honey. Captivated, I stare at the orbs with sheer wonder.

      “They’re just energy,” he says. “They’re also only the beginning of what I can do.”

      Holding my gaze, he slips the left side of my cloak over my shoulder and tugs one of the strings tying the collar of my wool tunic. The knot unravels, and the neck of my shirt falls open.

      Alexus pulls the fabric aside, revealing my rune and the swell of my breast. My nipples harden as he dips his dark head and kisses the rune, trailing his tongue over the mark. I close my eyes and sigh. I don’t understand why a kiss to the rune feels so good, but it sends a chill through me.

      When Alexus lifts his head, he says, “You brought me out here to ask about the bond and breaking through the prince’s barrier, didn’t you?”

      Completely caught off guard, I blink, trying to clear the haze of lust hanging over me and make the most innocent face I’m capable of making.

      The side of his mouth quirks into a crooked smile, and that dimple returns. “Dismantling the wards around the prince will not only require the ability to read runes, but also the ability to rearrange those runes to unlock an opening. To do this through Sight, from thousands of miles away, would be the most complex magick you’ve ever worked. It will require immense concentration. Your attention cannot be easily diverted.” I’m trying to listen. Trying so very hard. But he bends down again, trailing his mouth beneath the rune, and gently bites into my breast, making my knees give a little. “You must maintain two magicks at the same time,” he continues, folding his arm around my waist, his voice warm against my skin as he drags his lips to my ear. “The balance would be quite difficult.”

      Quite difficult is right. I can’t even think right now. Which, I quickly realize, was exactly his point.

      Alexus pulls away, revealing my bared chest, which is now unglamoured, covered in luminescent witch’s marks. Glimmering gold for life magick, bright scarlet for healing magick, icy silver for common magick, deep violet for Sight, and the occasional warm, ocher shadow for fire magick. I shiver when he trails his fingertip up and down a flourish that swirls from between my breasts. I swear he leaves a trail of magick on my skin.

      “No matter how difficult, I’ve a feeling you’re going to be persistent about learning,” he says. “And I think it can be done. So I suppose I can teach you.”

      The nights when he taught me to glamour flash through my mind, and my reply bursts from my hands. “Can we start now?”

      He laughs, the sound low and soft and sensual in the night. “You are an absolutely wicked little witch. I wish I didn’t love that about you as much as I do.”

      I smile, brighter than I have in days, and before I know it, we’re heading back toward camp hand in hand, jumping over puddles, laughing as his little starlights cluster around us, lighting the way.

      Unfortunately, no birthbane tonic remained amid Winterhold’s destroyed apothecary, and the dose I took the night before the harvest supper won’t last much longer. But it’s still safe to be with Alexus for a few days more, until the next full moon, and I plan to take advantage of that time with him.

      Alexus slows our steps, lingering in the nightfall as a wolf howls in the distance. As we walk, taking our time, I ask one more question.

      “Your first love. What was her name?”

      I stare at him, waiting for a response, watching as her memory washes through him, the pain of recollection evident on his face.

      “Fleurie,” he says softly. “Her name was Fleurie.”
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          THE PRINCE WITH NO NAME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Eastland Territories

        City of Yura, Un Moritra Ruins

      

      

      

      The iron gates shimmer, wrapped in glistening, ancient magick that thrums through my bones, luring me to reach out and touch it.

      When I do, silvery ribbons fold around my wrist and caress my arm beneath the silken sleeve of my jacket. A warm sensation floods my core, and I revel in the bliss, feeling so alive. So right. A blessing from Thamaos.

      “Revius,” I say, using one of the most basic Elikesh commands. It shouldn’t work against the wards around these ruins, but as though I’d weaved some spell of unmaking, the iron gates open wide like a yawning maw.

      Thresh and Bron—my right-hand, my closest advisor, my physician—wait behind me with lit torches in hand. Neither makes a sound of shock, but I know they lacked confidence in this mission. In me. And not because I’m still shedding the last layers of weakness.

      No. Bron and Thresh doubted me because no one has opened this gate or stepped foot on this land in centuries. And yet here we are.

      In all my years as Thamaos’s chosen prince, I’ve never commanded magick without a source. Then again, I’ve never been sent here, where my lord’s power still clings to the living world like fresh rain.

      Power that knows me. Just as he said.

      “You don’t think we should’ve brought Gavril?” Bron asks. The warm light of her torch adds a golden glow to her pale skin and silvering copper hair.

      A scoff leaves me before I can restrain myself. “If a sorcerer were all we needed to protect us from the creature beneath these grounds, she wouldn’t be here. We just need this,” I pat the God Knife strapped to my hip. “And you, of course, and Thresh to carry her out. As long as she’s willing and doesn’t try to kill us, this should go smoothly.”

      We leave my entourage behind and cross the grounds where gardens once flourished with renowned beauty, or so say the paintings in Min-Thuret’s library. Now the land is covered with thorny bushes, weeds, gravel, and dirt. The dead version of what once was.

      I visualize the old map Bron and I studied on the journey from Min-Thuret and move accordingly. Thresh lags a handful of steps.

      “This was the famed monastery?” Bron asks, holding up her torch. Her life since she arrived in the Territories two decades ago, fleeing the North’s complacency, is one of luxury at my palace, not the outskirts of a dirty city.

      For the first time since I came to know her, I hesitate to answer. Given the events of the last few weeks, I’m wary. Unsure who I can trust. Even Bron.

      Especially Bron.

      Thanks to her son’s treason in the Northlands, there’s been plenty of reason to doubt her, much as I don’t want to. She passed the Brotherhood’s tests and questioning, but I’m no fool. If Rhonin Shawcross didn’t act alone, and if betrayal is indeed in the air, I will sniff it out.

      “Yes, this is the monastery,” I reply. “Five hundred years old. Transitioned into the original scholarada where many of King Gherahn’s young recruits trained. Only a select group advanced to the Order of Night at the school in Quezira.”

      “What happened to the rest of them?” she asks. “The ones who weren’t chosen to advance.”

      “Conscripted to the guard. Unless they died in training first.” I give her a sidelong glance. “At least my army isn’t so brutal with its youth.”

      She says nothing, no doubt disagreeing after what happened with her son.

      We pass the old dormitories’ rubble. Though bandages hide beneath my trousers, protecting the healing burns along my calves and thighs, I join Bron and Thresh and crawl over the refectory’s crumbling wall. Together, we walk through the infirmary and stumble over what’s left of the bath house’s cobbled tiles as a shortcut. While it requires a bit of care, particularly on my part, the trip across the decrepit acreage isn’t half as dreadful as I imagined. At moments, it even feels nostalgic. Not a rush of memory like that night at the library, but as though I’m connecting to a part of my ancestors’ past.

      Until we reach the temple ruins.

      “This feels dangerous, Your Highness,” Bron says as we stare at the haunting remnants of the worship hall. The stone glows, bathed in the golden hues of a fading sunset.

      I take the torch from Bron and aim it toward the darkness waiting before us. “Yes, well, best make friends with danger. It will be a constant companion in the days ahead.”

      Careful, I duck beneath a deteriorating stonework beam that bisects the opening where the main entry used to be. Bron keeps close as we step into gloomy shadows and walk inside a pool of torchlight, swatting our way through dense cobwebs, climbing over mounds of rocks, debris, and shattered mortar.

      I imagine the hand-crafted stained-glass windows and granite altar that must’ve been here once upon a time, the wooden pews carved by men and women who revered their god and felt sure their work would have greater meaning in the future to come.

      Gone now. Turning to dust. All of it.

      What is the meaning of life if even time can steal our legacy?

      Soon, we find the old hatch that leads underground. Thresh goes first. Once we’re beneath the earth with the heat of our torches on our faces, my captain strains against the old iron door leading to the cells buried further below.

      There’s no magick down here that I can break through with a simple Elikesh order, but there was never a need. Thamaos’s outer protections surrounded this entire property, and beyond that, this place is a crypt, sealed by a door that, without an ability like Bron’s, is an immovable slab.

      Though we’re cramped inside the small space, I sweep my arm between Bron and the door. “Your turn, my dear.”

      She takes a deep breath and steps forward as Thresh shuffles out of the way. Her concentration is single-minded, her stare eerily intense. For several minutes, she studies the curved line where the door meets stone, seeking threads within the metal’s structure, threads that I’ve never been able to find, no matter how hard I look.

      “Lana suun revius,” she finally says. The Elikesh rolls off her tongue, smooth as unfurling silk. “Lana suun sal.”

      With a wave of her hand, the door drags open, painfully slow. Mice scatter as the bottom edge scrapes the gravel, and the hinges screech their ages-old protest, reluctant to grant us more than a couple feet through which to enter.

      But it’s enough.

      Truly admiring the way she’s learned to dominate metals over these last years, I say, “See? Why would I want a dramatic sorcerer snipping at my heels when I have you?”

      Those cerulean eyes glimmer in the torchlight, and brave as ever, she draws her dagger and leads the way forward.

      Into the gloom, we creep down more crumbling stairs to the prison. Skulls of those who died here line the stairwell walls, framed behind thick, metal slats and the trapping power of more heavy iron, protections King Gherahn put in place ages ago at Thamaos’s command. Though he was far before my time, I imagine the old king would spin in his grave if he knew what I was doing.

      But he’s not here. And like the thief that is time, I’ve come to take what he left behind.

      On the last turn into the cells, dank air hits us from the arched tunnel ahead, like a foul wind rolling off a field of rotting corpses. We turn our heads, retching from the smell as water drips and pings against metal somewhere in the darkness.

      “It may not even be alive.” Bron forces the words, covering her nose.

      “She’s not an it.” My voice is oddly harder than I mean for it to be. “And she is alive. Centuries of starvation and isolation are not enough to kill this god spawn.” Something at the end of the lightless corridor moves. Something that sounds like chains dragging along grit and stone. I glance at Bron, then to Thresh. “Though we may soon wish it were.”

      We enter the tunnel. Our torchlights reveal one empty cell after another, the massive iron bars rusted but still intact. Reinforcing iron plates have been forged into the stone walls between each chamber, along with iron piping that leads somewhere above ground for minimal ventilation.

      A prison fit for trapping an immortal godling indeed.

      Every step we take is met by that same sound—claw, then drag—until I hear the ragged intake of wet breathing as well.

      I pause. Ahead, just within the outer rim of the torchlights’ reach, a hand slips through the bars of a cell.

      Long-nailed and bony fingers splay across the dirt floor, and a rust-covered iron cuff clangs against the bars. The creature known as Fury pushes her emaciated arm through the gap even further, her skeletal hand so stiff it trembles.

      Thresh gags, the sound echoing through the tunnel as I take the final steps between me and the Eastland Territories’ forgotten daughter.

      In case the iron somehow fails, I unsheathe the God Knife and loom over her.

      My shadows roil across the ground like a blood-drenched fog eddying into her cell. Surrounded, she lifts her head and stares at me with wide, rheumy eyes that dart wild as a lightning strike. She’s confused, taking me in from head to foot. Understandable, given that she hasn’t seen another face in centuries.

      Though it turns my stomach, I absorb the sight of her, the body that has withered to nothing more than rotting patches of skin, glistening innards, and brittle bones. Little more than an animated carcass.

      I almost feel sorry for her.

      Almost.

      I remind myself that she has a purpose. A tool of great use.

      Crouching, I offer the wasted godling her real name, something no one has ever offered me, along with the warmest smile I possess.

      “Well, hello there, Fleurie. Your father sent me to make you a deal.”
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      “You’re up early.”

      From beneath his hooded gray cloak, Rhonin jerks his chin at me and takes a seat on a log near the fire, next to my scabbard and swords. It’s cold, the air still dark and damp, the wood swathed in a fog too thick to ride against.

      “Didn’t sleep well?” He scrubs his hands down his dark britches, then reaches his pale hand for an empty mug and the flask of watered-down ale that sits near the heat.

      “The opposite, actually. Slept like a rock.”

      And I did. When Raina and I slept. At least she didn’t have any nightmares.

      Rhonin sets the flask aside and lifts his filled mug to his lips. “Why are you awake, then?”

      Visions of Raina lying before me flash across my mind. Her back arching. Her lovely nipples peaked and glistening from my kisses. Her mouth parted in ecstasy.

      Her leaving my tent to avoid being seen…

      That I had to let her go a short while ago makes me even more pissed at Joran. Raina doesn’t want to feel responsible for further tension between the members of this group, and I’ll honor her wishes. But I don’t give two fucks about what the others think. I’ve been alone for a very long time. I might’ve given my body away in the past, but my heart has been as caged as Neri and my magick.

      Until now.

      “We’re just so close to the valley,” I say, poking at the fire with a stick. “I’m more than ready to be riding toward Malgros. You?”

      He leans his thick forearms on his knees. The tin mug clasped between his massive hands looks like a child’s toy.

      I look at him then. Really look at him. His bloodshot eyes and their purple shadows tell me all I need to know.

      He scrubs his brow. “I’m not sure if I’ll sleep well until this is over. I can’t stop thinking that an answer lies in the past. An answer you must know in that enormous mind of yours.”

      That coaxes half a grin out of me. “Many answers lie in the past. I have a friend in Malgros, Captain Osane, who always says, ‘The past helps us understand the present, Alexus.’ But connecting lines across the ages isn’t an easy thing.”

      “I’m sure it’s not. It might help if we talk it out, though?” His face twists into a slight wince, as if he’s presenting the question to a snake ready to strike.

      I sit my mug aside, toss the stick, and hold my hands toward the fire. Fuck. I like this kid. I hate it that he had to leave his mother and siblings in the East. I’m certain that’s part of his torment, a reason for his sleeplessness.

      But after my conversation with Raina last night, the last thing I want to talk about is the past. While I remember certain parts so clearly, others are riddled with black holes, muddling the history of my long life. Such is the way when you face an endless existence, I suppose. Time isn’t kind.

      It devours.

      And yet, I find myself glancing up at Rhonin and saying, “Sure. We can talk it out.”

      His blue-green eyes light up, as though I said the words he’s longed to hear. Maybe I did.

      “So Neri cursed Colden,” he says, leaning closer, his voice laced with determination for answers. “And the ruling gods commanded that the truth about what Neri did to Fia and Colden be kept secret from the people. No record.”

      “Yes. Gods want to be revered and glorified. Not doubted. So they did their damnedest to make certain the Tiressian people believed what they wanted them to believe. And it worked. Three hundred years later, the Tiressian gods are all dead, and yet people still worship them.”

      I only learned the truth after I met Colden, as a spy, before I finally left the East. There were years when we tried to convince the Northlanders about Neri. Most only saw us as deceitful, as though we wanted them to worship us instead. We learned all too quickly that it is no small task to strip people of their gods. No matter how false they might be.

      “And only those of you who were there know the real story,” Rhonin replies. “And the chosen Witch Walkers. And now us, of course. Which is what I can’t stop thinking about. How the tale made its way to the Prince of the East, after all this time. Where did it come from?”

      My mind reels to that moment in Hampstead Loch, watching the prince’s army riding like a squall of death into the valley.

      “I’ve tossed that question around in my mind since this game started,” I tell him. “I’ve wondered if there was a traitor in our midst at Winterhold, or if Fia confided in someone and the news made its way to the prince. Or perhaps it was a mouthy wraith determined to cause trouble. I’m not sure we’ll ever have an answer.” I meet his eyes. “You’re certain you don’t remember anything from your time at the palace that might point us in the right direction?”

      I’ve asked this before, but the answer is always the same.

      “Trust me when I tell you that I’ve scoured my brain. Other than many trips to Min-Thuret lately, all has been the same. Then again, I wasn’t made privy to many details having to do with the prince’s affairs, unless they came from my mother. Especially prior to being moved up the ranks.”

      Min-Thuret. If I could purposefully forget anything, it would be all the times that I kneeled for Thamaos and King Gherahn, and the crimes I committed in their names. I spent so many days in that temple, so many hours on my knees. Yet even those memories have splintered over the centuries. The last years of my life as a mortal in Quezira feel like a patchwork existence. If those years were a puzzle, a quarter of the pieces would be missing.

      But there’s one thing I didn’t forget.

      “Wait.” I narrow my gaze at Rhonin and lean forward, clasping my hands between my widespread knees. “Where does the prince go when he visits the temple?”

      The glistening Shara Palace is a week’s ride from Min-Thuret. Two weeks’ ride from the coast, where the prince’s massive army remains stationed. Safety lies inland. What could he need at the old temple badly enough for frequent journeys?

      Books? Codexes? Scrolls? There are ancient tomes and texts, well enough. Maps upon maps. Letters between past rulers and gods. Works on ritual and worship. On mathematics, medicine, law, astronomy.

      I would know. The original collection housed and cataloged in Min-Thuret’s library had to pass through my hands before ever arriving at the archivists’ doors.

      The last thing I expect him to say are the two words that leave his mouth.

      “Rite Hall,” he answers, keeping his voice low as some of the others stir from their tents. “Every time,” he adds. “Alone, except for servants who tend him. They say he cuts himself when he prays. Does that mean anything?”

      I close my eyes for a single breath and open them. Fuck all.

      Staring at my clenched hands, I turn my right wrist toward the sky and study the nearly faded scar that lies across my palm in a diagonal. How many times did I pray to Thamaos in Rite Hall? Summon him from the realm of Eridan to the temple for King Gherahn?

      Enough times to know that Thamaos was the only Tiressian god who required a blood sacrifice to deem someone worthy of his revered presence.

      But he’s gone now. Not even the Brotherhood bleeds for him when they pray. Rite Hall is a museum. A well-kept and hallowed hall, an honor to Thamaos’s history. So why would the prince kneel in that room and spill his life’s blood for a god bound to the Shadow World?

      I think back to last night. To the journal entry I was translating when Raina came to me, from day number one hundred and seventy-four. There are a handful of entries mistakenly scribed in my journal by an archivist or perhaps an assistant, though if I ever knew who, I can’t recall now. Still, I’ve rewritten those faded Elikesh words so many times that I know them by heart. They always draw my eye, the way the faded shadow of each letter is perfectly formed.

      
        
        The gods may die, but they can still find you. They arrive as a whisper in the night. A chill in the wind. An ember from a flame. A wave on the shore. Listen for them always and watch your back. Because even when the worst of them is dead and buried, you will not be safe.

      

      

      A whisper in the fucking night.

      Thamaos certainly knew about Colden and Fia. He had a hand in Asha and Neri paying for their crimes with the Fire Queen and Frost King. He knew that the Northland king could be used as a pawn. A distraction.

      Bait.

      He just didn’t have time to do anything about it before Urdin stopped him. Before Urdin ended them both to see Thamaos condemned to the Shadow World.

      Is Thamaos manipulating the prince from beyond? Using the prince to his own devices?

      Surely, I’m wrong. Surely.

      Before I can spout the litany of curses rising inside me, Callan and Helena walk up. Callan, donned in their dark green cloak and layers upon layers of beaded necklaces, takes a seat beside me, a piece of salted meat in one hand, their pack in another. Hel sneaks up behind Rhonin. Her black hair is tied in a loose weave, her golden-brown face still puffy with sleep. Trying to startle him, she jerks his hood down, revealing his braided, red mane.

      Rhonin tilts his head back to peer up at her. His cheeks instantly blush, and a lovesick smile spreads wide across his face.

      Hel leans over him, smiling too. “What do you say we eat and then spar a little? Swordplay while the fog clears.”

      “I say I’m in. And that I’m keeping score this time. You cheat.”

      She splays her hand across her chest and bats those dark lashes at him. “Me? I would never cheat. Honor and all that.”

      Rhonin laughs and pushes to his feet as Helena strolls toward the tent she shares with the Bloodgood sisters, but when his gaze catches on my face, his smile falters.

      After a moment of hesitation, he crosses the few steps between us and places his hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right? You look pale as me.”

      My pulse picks up pace. I know what I must do, much as I don’t want to.

      “I am not.” Standing, I grab my scabbard and swords and shrug them over my shoulders. “I need you to keep everyone distracted while Callan and I go for a little walk.”

      From beside me, Callan says, “That sounds ominous. I try not to do ominous things this early in the morning. I haven’t even eaten yet.”

      With my attention on Rhonin, I fasten the holster around my chest and waist.

      Rhonin trains his voice low. “How exactly am I supposed to keep them distracted with you two missing? Have you met Hel and Nephele and Raina? They’ll murder me for answers.”

      “Raina and Nephele are still sleeping. I only need an hour. We’ll be at the rocky outcropping just west of here. About a five-minute trek if you stay true west. If we don’t return by mid-morning, then I suggest you come looking for us.”

      “Mid-morning?” Concern fills his eyes. “It’s what I said about the prince, isn’t it? It means something really fucking bad.”

      Looking west at the misty forest, I arch a brow, praying to the Ancient Ones that I’m wrong when I say, “It means everything.”

      Callan rises and sighs, tugging their hood closer around their face. “All right, Old One. What are we doing?”

      “Wait, can I come?” Rhonin asks.

      “No,” I answer.

      “Why?”

      “Because I need magick, and you have none.” When he grumbles, I clasp his shoulder. “I trust you to keep things calm here,” I say. “You are my right hand for the morning, all right?”

      He nods, but the frown on his face tells me he isn’t exactly happy about agreeing.

      “Grab your pack, Callan,” I say. “I need your help. And I think you’ll enjoy witnessing the unthinkable.”

      “And what might that be?” Quickly, they fall into step beside me as I leave Rhonin and stalk deeper into the tangled, foggy wood.

      I meet their hazel stare. “Believe it or not, I’m about to pray to Thamaos.”
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      Callan and I walk through the slumbering forest.

      I tune my ear, listening for Neri’s wolves, my neck bristling as I try to sense his nearness. This exercise could devolve into a disaster quickly if Neri scents what I’m up to. But I don’t feel him, for now, and there’s little sound this morning. Only that of a night bird’s mournful cry as dawn breaks over the stony clearing.

      “This should do perfectly,” Callan says, their voice soft against the quiet wood. They shrug off their pack and withdraw a ritual knife, the wooden handle smooth from years of dedicated use. When they hand me the blade, I test the heft of its weight, the sharpness of its edge, promising in my hand.

      “Ready?” Callan asks, their bronzy skin glistening in the misty air.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Inhaling the scent of rain and cedar, oak and pine, I climb onto one of the nine large rocks half embedded into the earth, each the width of a healthy stride. Carefully, I cross to the middle. The moss-slicked stones are worn flat by centuries of rain, their pattern reminding me of honeycomb.
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