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To Hozier’s live performance of It Will Come Back.
Thank you, sir. I am howling indeed.
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Author’s note


A list of deities van be found on page 497, as well as a glossary that includes translations on page 499. You do not need to study any of this beforehand, but know that it’s available to fall back on.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black-and-white map that illustrates the mortal High Courts and Kingdoms of Aeria, including Orthalla in the centre, Clacaster and Aspia to the west of Orthalla, with Aspia sharing a border with Clacaster. Egoron is located just north of Orthalla, divided only by the Northern Sea. The lost kingdom of Avalon, now referred to as the Wastelands, is shrouded in mystery and only partially revealed, located in the uppermost north. In the South-East, the island of Veshos is surrounded by the Caerelian Ocean and Southern Sea.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black-and-white illustrated map that depicts three distinct regions in the daemonic realm. Centred, we find the Aenean Ocean, which houses the sirens. To the north and north-east, land stretches, divided into Anthens, the home of the circederae, Osirion, which houses the colchians, and Persephian, where the aepokra live. Aderyn neighbours these regions, veined with rivers, and functions as a landbound home for sirens. In the north and connecting to all regions of Hell, Asphiodel, barren lands, forms a tentative connection to Erylwen, the Underworld. To the west of the map, a black mass stretches, known as Erebus, which is primordial and endless darkness. 






Content warning


Please be advised that this book contains heavy themes and the story takes a dark turn in the second half. This is, after all, a villain origin story. Without going into too much detail and risk spoiling the story for you, it includes: overt and detailed violence, on-page deaths and allusions to assault.





PART I



THE WOLF





Chapter 1



Bastian stalked closer and started circling me with his wings spread wide, regarding me with an expression of pure disdain. He loathed me, a little matska with an attitude problem, and wanted to make me pay, to make me scream and beg while he taught me my place in this world – his world.


But this was no longer his world.


Lazily, he completed another tour around me. His gaze flickered from my face to my wings, and I didn’t need my varkradas to know he planned on wounding them. When Bastian noted he couldn’t penetrate my shadows to gauge my intentions, his eyes darkened. He drew his short sword, a Damast weapon, twin to Aiden’s. Aiden held on to it still, if only to remind himself of what he could have become, of what it was that he fought every day.


Bastian lunged forward, aiming for my abdomen. I crossed my blade with his, swift as air, to block the attack. His shadows warped and moved to pierce my back, but mine tore at them until they ebbed away into nothing. Another shadow spear shot forward, but I cut through it with Aecéso.


His next attack forced my arm down and Bastian used that opening to aim for my flank. Shadows exploded across my skin and the dagger merely bounced off. He swung again and using his momentum, I stepped sideways and slashed my dagger across his neck. A deep growl sounded from him while he furiously wiped away the blood. “Bitch,” he hissed.


Answering his taunt would only prove he’d succeeded in his endeavour to belittle me, so instead, I kept quiet and lunged for him, this time holding Abraxas, my Erobian sword. A blade so sharp that it could cut air, and so dark that it became an extension to my shadows. The black steel gleamed beneath the moonlight and the obsidian hilt remained cool to the touch.


I swung Abraxas for his abdomen and used Bastian’s own trick against him. My varkradas pierced him from behind, through his left shoulder blade. He roared again and staggered backwards while regaining his balance and the grip on his sword.


As I stood there, I felt a prickle at the back of my neck. Keres had come to watch, but he wasn’t the only deity lurking on this field. There were eyes on me, ancient and unyielding. An all-seeing gaze that pierced even through my shadows and right into my very essence. The strange sensation rippled along my skin and sent a shiver down my spine. It left me reeling, too aware that I’d never be able to run from this – from him. There was no chance to pause and spot him among the crowd of onlookers, and maybe he wasn’t even physically present, but I still felt Eiran’s attention on me. Maybe he was curious to see what I could do, what he could use me for. Maybe he simply wanted to witness this new dawn rising over us all.


Whatever his reason was, I had no time to ponder.


Inkor steadily flowed from Bastian’s wounds and soaked the grass. His dark hair had become unbound, billowing in tangled waves in the soft breeze. His fangs were on full display with the wicked, soulless grin he was giving me, the sight chilling as black blood trailed down his temple and cheek.


He was wild. Feral. The image of every nightmare and legend I’d been told.


If I survived this, maybe one day they would whisper legends about me too.


My darkness wrapped around his throat to roughly haul him forward. Bastian stumbled to his knees, clawing at the cord around his neck. Once again, his shadows lunged for me but I dismissed them with a wave of my hand. Meekly, they fell to the ground, awaiting my orders.


His title of Lord moved between us like a pendulum, flicking back and forth, and anytime I overpowered him, it pointed to me, giving me more power and more sway over him. I realised this was why he hadn’t tried to use my circerian instinct against me. His power over me was too delicate, too fickle. And the way the gentle moonlight fell across my face and caressed my shadows …


I could’ve sworn I felt Ellowyn, guarding and supporting me. Urging me on.


I stood behind Bastian and watched him writhe in the grip of my varkradas. Again and again, he attempted to move his wings, but my shadows’ hold on him was relentless. Slowly, I ran a nail along the thick bone of his right wing and noticed the discolouration of the dark membrane. It was all I could focus on as the world around me ceased to exist: those dainty little scars, barely noticeable. A tender kiss of violence compared to the jagged lightning streaks that were still visible on mine.


Enyo’s torn-off wings flashed through my mind. Vanora, who still flinched when anyone came near her back, who suffered from nightmares and phantom pain, and in the delirium of recurring infections panicked upon seeing her mate. I remembered Bastian’s hands on my body and knew that if Aiden hadn’t found us when he did …


My jaw set. Something icy slipped into my veins. Something calm and hauntingly lethal. Whatever pain he’d gone through hadn’t been enough, not in the slightest. Bastian deserved so, so much worse. He deserved to drown in the very nightmares he’d called into existence.


My nails grew into sharp black talons. First, I dragged them over the membrane and when he snarled in warning, I merely grinned and let myself dig in. Bastian’s scream was deafening as he writhed in his bindings, but I continued my onslaught and only when nothing but dark cobweb-like filaments dangled from the thick bone, did I retract my talons. My blood-soaked fingers smoothed along the curve of his wing and Bastian’s whimper made me feel too powerful. Too proud of what I’d done.


But I wasn’t finished yet.


My fingers wrapped around the base, and I tore at the bone with all my strength to break it. My stomach rioted as a sickening crack echoed throughout the plain, accompanied by his horrifying scream and the scattering of birds. For the smallest moment, I was disgusted with myself, but he’d never cared about his victims either. My mercy shouldn’t be aimed at him.


I should’ve been ashamed of my steady hands when I focused my attention on his remaining wing, but I wasn’t. In the back of my mind, a darkly familiar voice – Erebus’ voice, I realised – whispered to me of an iron I could use to add another dimension to his torment, but in spite of Bastian’s actions, I couldn’t bring myself to use a Stygian blade. Bastian’s screams were blood-chilling as I tore into his second wing with my Erobian dagger, and despite knowing what he’d done, my conscience gnawed at me. When only tattered shreds remained, I strapped the dagger to my side and ripped off the final remnants.


Bastian’s body convulsed and trembled as he battled through the agony, but somehow, his mind was intact enough to snarl at me. “You,” he bellowed. “You’re dead. Fucking. Dead.”


I hid my trembling fingers by clenching them into a fist, unnerved by his resistance. What I’d done should’ve been enough to break a circedera, but he was more monster than daemon. “I’m merely following the law of Equivalent Exchange,” I said with a surprisingly even voice. “As Lord, you must understand our ways of executing justice.”


He spat out dark blood. “You’re just some divine abomination, more nymph than daemon. You’re no matska, let alone Lady,” he said mockingly. “Just a little whore for the gods.”


My anger morphed into something more treacherous. I leaned in and purred, “How embarrassing for you then to have your wings taken away by a little whore.”


His eyes darkened.


“Erebus himself favours me and Ellowyn casts her Light on me. But you?” I clicked my tongue. “You have no wings. Your inkor and your shadows are the only things left to mark you as a circedera. And I could … so easily … take that from you.”


Bastian leaned closer in his bindings, biting back his pain. Blinding fury shone in his irises. “Silly little nymph … When I’m done with you … you’ll be too broken to still get fucked.” He grimaced. “A pity, since that’s all you nymphs are made for.”


The way he looked down on me, how he thought about us … He truly believed it was his right to abuse me. And I knew he wasn’t the only one. Too many men had attempted to own me already. And soon … Eiran would attempt to conquer me as well.


My pride reeled.


I struck against him, against memories, blinded by rage that whispered its sweetest song in my ears. Lashing after lashing with my shadows hit his back until Bastian crumpled down on the grass, grunting with each strike. This was no punishment, but a reckoning. His agony was unbearable and this time, the torture drove him right to the edge of insanity. I twirled my hand to replace the whip with my Erobian dagger while my shadows hauled him onto his knees. Black blood stained my forearms and cheeks, and I tasted his blood on my tongue.


Bastian glared at me, awaiting his death.


Heartache leaked into my varkradas. My world opened up again, allowing the reactions of others to find and ground me. Aiden had turned away, couldn’t bear to watch me. I could’ve been merciful and slit Bastian’s throat after taking his wings, but I’d been making a spectacle of his death by dragging it out for my own twisted amusement. Aedlynn was watching me, pale-faced and wide-eyed as she saw a creature prowl this field, so familiar and frightening. A life she’d escaped.


A shaky breath fell from my lips as I glanced over my shoulder at Aiden, and my heart ached when he lifted his gaze to mine and I found the mixed emotions displayed on his face. Aiden, who’d hated his reflection for so long because he looked so similar to his father. He’d grovelled at Aloïs’ feet for a chance to prove himself and now he was watching me be just as cruel as his father.


Beneath the weight of his judgement, I felt like a fool for trying to claim this title.


I didn’t deserve it.


The pendulum ticked; the scale tipped.


Bastian shot up, swiped my Erobian dagger from the strap on my thigh and managed to place a nasty cut across my chest with it. Within seconds, my blood soaked my leathers, but it wasn’t just the wound that dazed me, it was the strange weight of … something that seeped into me and rendered me defenceless. I gasped when Bastian’s heavy boot struck my stomach and I hit the ground, falling atop my splayed wings. The bones groaned beneath me. On pure instinct, I called on my shadows, but they didn’t react. A wicked gleam entered Bastian’s eyes while he watched me struggle.


Icy laughter echoed in my mind, belonging to a goddess I’d scorned. A goddess who’d extended him a blessing, if only to spite me. With Khalyna suppressing my every defence, I could only writhe beneath him while Bastian forced me down. His varkradas chained my ankles and wrists, and another tendril wrapped around my throat. I tried to claw free but my attempts remained fruitless.


His fingers caressed the arch of my wings almost sweetly and I stilled in quiet panic.


With a mad grin tainted by blood, Bastian lowered to sit on his knees, locking me beneath his body. “My, my … Even the gods don’t want you.” His hold was unrelenting, increasing my panic by the second as I struggled to free myself. The only dagger I had close by was strapped to my leg, but with the bindings—


Bastian’s first attack pierced my stomach and I cried out at his frenzied onslaught. He aimed for my side, right beneath my collarbone and then my lower abdomen. I gasped but was only met by the taste of my own blood as it flooded my mouth. Breathing became harder by the second.


Bastian leaned in. “I think … I’ll take my time with you.” I tried to kick my knee up but his shadows wrapped around my thighs, forcing me down. He pressed the sharp edge of the dagger against my throat, cutting the skin there. “Enough, Diana,” he shushed me while brushing my blood-soaked hair back, voice laced with compulsion. “Stop resisting me.”


Erebus’ ancient whispers snaked through some deep part of my subconscious but they were too quiet for me to understand them. Rapidly blinking and heaving, I tried hard to decipher his urgent words – to no avail. But there was another voice steadying me.


The absolute last voice I’d expected to hear: Eiran’s.


Easy, Diana. Use your blessing.


I blinked in a daze as I managed to slip one bloodied hand free and tried to pry Bastian’s fingers around my throat away, but he tightened his grip and I struggled for air, growing more light-headed by the second. Yet somehow, I remained icy calm. I was aware that his lips were moving but all noise had been cancelled out, except for Eiran’s clear voice. There was only peace in my mind, a forced kind of tranquillity. Somehow, time slowed. The seconds lazily dragged by like honey.


A chance to think.


I hadn’t yet explored the extent of my blessing and learned my new power. I still knew so little about it, and it was still so inaccessible.


He is the space woven between the stars, the darkness that encompasses the moon and the soil that nourishes life. The Beginning and Ending, Eiran murmured in my mind. And so are you.


I gasped for air. I felt him pull at me – at my power – like he might wield it himself. No, he wasn’t grasping at it for himself, he was unfurling it so I had easier access.


Give in. Be the Darkness.


And there in the depths of my soul, that connection shone. The glorious gift Erebus had given me, though I realised now that he hadn’t chosen me mere weeks ago. This claim ran deeper and suffused my blood. It had been hiding in the marrow of my bones since I’d drawn my first breath and escaped each time my heart bled, but he’d locked it away to keep it out of Lorcán’s hands.


What I felt lurking beneath my skin was a power so great that it terrified me.


But I needed to regain the upper hand or Bastian would kill me, so I gave in.


I was a wraith of darkness as my shadows struck with the efficiency and viciousness of Erobian steel, hurling Bastian away from me. Sentient, yet utterly docile and tame in my hands, they loathed the circes for harming their master. These were no shadows like my varkradas. This darkness was ancient – my birthright. This was what had birthed varkradas and what could destroy them.


Bastian screamed as his shadows were mercilessly torn apart. Somehow, I managed to scramble onto my knees while clutching my wounds. I wanted to see where Eiran was hiding among the crowd, but I forced myself to focus on Bastian. I was starving, which meant that my injuries and the strain on my power were even worse than I thought. I wouldn’t be able to handle another surprise attack.


I needed a healer, and soon.


Slowly, I dragged myself up from the ground to approach Bastian, reclaiming my dagger that now lay forlorn in the bloodstained grass. The slick darkness in my wake awaited my command. Bastian’s blood was now pure red and rapidly flowing out of his wounds. Wasting no time, I fisted his matted hair and slit his throat in a fluid motion. The life dimmed in his eyes as the moon shone brighter above us.


My knees gave out beneath me and darkness speckled my vision.


Then I was falling.





Chapter 2



Strong but gentle hands caught and eased me down, though my grip on my Erobian dagger didn’t loosen, even when Aestor’s face blinked into focus. “Easy, I’ve got you.” He guided me down until I was sitting, hands already roving over my wounds to stitch my flesh back together and stop the bleeding. Only when I realised it was Aestor who was holding me did I let go of the dagger and relax.


My vision rippled like water and for a moment, Aestor looked younger. My age. His eyes were a dark brown with golden specks, decorated with kohl. Bronze skin and dark stubble, so familiar that his name rested on the tip of my tongue, tasting of sea breezes and sunlight. The trick on my mind lasted a mere second before I was staring at Aestor again, but he didn’t meet my gaze and his mouth held no trace of his usual humour, forming only a disapproving line.


I opened my mouth to say something but vertigo overtook me and the world was drowned out once more. There you are, a woman’s smooth voice whispered in my head, sending the words along the walls of my mind like a caress. Seductive and enticing, her voice was an invitation to come and present myself to her. My trembling wasn’t due to the blood loss. No, something buried deep inside of me wished to answer that ancient call. I’ve been searching for you. Dark talons brushed over my mental wards to pry my mind open and peer in. But where, oh where is he hiding you?


Moonlight washed over my hair, the braid now undone by the fighting. It soaked my pores and seemed to cleanse my skin from whatever hold that voice had over me. As if Ellowyn was looking me over and checking on me. My busy mind quieted again.


Then I remembered Aestor.


I blinked again, too aware of my shaky breaths and deeply confused by these intense visions I’d been having since returning from Erebus. My exhaustion suddenly overwhelmed me and it wasn’t only due to the fight I’d had. It took all my conscious effort not to give in and melt into Aestor’s hold.


“You’re mad at me,” I observed, my voice as weak as I felt.


“I’m not mad,” he replied while he focused on the deep cut across my side. “I’m worried. I know you value justice and that you’re intense. But this …”


“I was just …” I searched for the right words. “Overcome.”


“No, you weren’t,” he said, and the words hit hard because we both knew them to be true. “You were fully aware of what you were doing and you were enjoying it. I didn’t see Diana in this fight. Not a trace of you.” Aestor finally lifted his gaze to meet mine. “That is what worries me.”


Shame crashed through me with such aggression that I forgot how to speak.


“What the Hell got into you?” I looked up to see Aedlynn crouch down beside Aestor and look me over as if the answer to her question could be found on my blood-soaked frame. The obvious distance she put between us had my heart groan in my chest, as did the apprehensive look on her face.


My mouth opened and closed as I tried to find an excuse to defend my actions. Their reactions were justified, but hadn’t Bastian deserved it? Had I not executed justice for us all? “I just … I snapped.” I swallowed hard. “Everything he’s done and he … I stopped thinking. It was like what happened with Kallias and in … in Erebus.”


Aestor nodded slowly and when he reached out a hand to brush my matted hair away from my face, I could’ve wept. Even though my wounds had closed, he remained sitting with me and thoughtfully watched me as though he could see into my soul. “Maybe we should talk about that some more when things have quieted down. You’ve been through a lot.”


I managed a nod.


“Are you okay?” Aedlynn asked. “What you did was … a lot to process.”


I stared at her, deeply unnerved by her anguish and the parallels she’d drawn in her mind. I hadn’t just reminded her of her old self, but of Lorcán and what he’d done to her and Kaelena. “I’m sorry I scared you,” I whispered.


“You didn’t scare me, silly.” A lie. “I just worry about you. You rarely speak about Erebus, but I know you still have nightmares about everything that transpired there.”


I did. Nightmares, daydreams and visions. They came to me showing me everything and nothing, but mostly shadows of the man locked away in Erebus. Eyes and wings like my father, and a cunningness worthy of Antheia. He lived a cursed and isolated existence now, erased from history and memory alike. I had no idea what had befallen him, but I ached to excavate his past from the rubble there.


I wasn’t sure how to reply to Aedlynn, so instead, I glanced over at Aiden, who stood before Bastian’s mangled body. Cas was with him, but he didn’t care about the dead man lying there, blood still passively leaking out of his wounds, only about the ache in his brother’s heart. Aiden saw a fate that could’ve been his if he hadn’t turned away from his father.


“One thing at a time,” Aestor said to Aedlynn. “Let her rest first.” He looked over his shoulder, into the chattering crowd, and rose to stand. Then he met my gaze. “Eiran is here. He wanted to watch you write history. I’ll stall him so you have a moment to catch your breath.”


“Thank you.”


I watched him leave, all too aware of Aedlynn’s lingering attention. I almost flinched when she said, “So you’re Lady of Circederae now.”


I nodded, but was distracted by the sight of Aestor stopping my parents in the crowd to have a hushed conversation with them. Both looked equally distressed. Via shadows, I picked up snippets of their interaction. How Aestor assured them I was okay, that I’d reacted this way due to trauma. My heart sank further in my chest. I’d looked monstrous, hadn’t I? People who knew me well enough to recognise I was nothing like what I’d displayed during the fight were worried about me. I’d snapped and slipped up due to the strain of everything I’d been through in the past months. And I recognised the wary glances some of the other daemons cast me, so similar to looks and whispers I’d grown accustomed to in Orthalla. To them, I looked as feral as Bastian.


Suddenly, I couldn’t bear Aedlynn’s heavy look. The weight of her judgement.


“Excuse me,” I murmured before scrambling up, despite my limbs still feeling heavy. I needed to feed, but right now, the idea of leeching from someone to strengthen myself only greatened my guilt. I wasn’t certain if I fled to Aiden to check in on him or to prove something to myself, but I carefully laid my hand on his arm. “Hey.” To my relief, he didn’t flinch. “You okay?”


He nodded, but didn’t look at me. His stare was still fixed on Bastian’s broken corpse and his mind was alive with memories, the self-loathing when he looked in the mirror.


I laid my head on his shoulder. “You’re nothing like him, Aiden,” I whispered. “Nothing at all.”


Again, he slowly nodded. I watched his profile and could’ve sworn that the moonlight caressed his face. It lit up his eyes, painting them purest gold. Aiden, I realised as I studied him, had fought and bled for our people. He’d seen them fall, fallen with them and helped to rebuild. He knew the bitter aftertaste of moonsbane and bore scars of Stygian iron. He’d withstood Eiran, fought alongside Antheia. He’d played a role in every historical event, including Yael’s revolution.


That title was never meant to be mine.


I blurted out, “I want you to be Lord.”


At last, he looked over at me, utterly caught off guard. “What?”


“Our people like and trust you. They seek you out for guidance, for protection and just … because they like you. You’re a friend, an ally and a brother. You are what they deserve.”


“Diana, you killed him,” he argued. “You’ve earned—”


“I came here to punish his crimes and to rid our people of a tyrant Lord, which I did.” I was grinning, excited by my new idea. Instantly, I felt lighter. “I want to do right by our people. I want them safe and sound, well-protected and looked after. You can do that here. I can do that in Aeria.”


Aedlynn, who’d followed after me, began to smile and gave me an approving nod. Her worry had begun to dissipate, which removed some of the messy tangles in my own stomach.


“I’m no ruler.”


“Aloïs is a ruler. You are a leader, just like Faolán and Dáneiris are,” I countered. “I’ve seen you lead your men. You’re not afraid to go head-to-head with my father either, not when it matters. If you hadn’t done it again and again during the War, he would’ve killed my mother. You’re clever and humble, and you might not like politics but you have a warrior’s heart, and it beats for our people.”


“If we agree to this, I cannot be your Corusiar. I can’t be Lord as well as your protector; it would interfere with my duty to look over the circederae.”


“I’d rather have a good leader for our people.”


His gaze slipped to Bastian and I felt those dark thoughts infiltrate once more. Haunting reflections – how he’d never dared find a lover in Bastian’s shadows, scared his father would target them, or that one day he’d turn out to be just as twisted and cruel. He’d never felt worthy, but he was genuinely one of the kindest people I’d ever met.


My first friend.


A bit more aggressively than I’d meant to, I took his chin and forced him to look at me. “Stop that,” I ordered softly. My next words to him were as serious as he needed them to be. “You offered to be my sword and told me I can wield you however I like, because you trust me,” I said while holding his attention captive. “I will offer you the same. Let me be your sword. Should that recurring nightmare ever become real, should you ever fatally fall from grace, I’ll make your death quick and painless.”


One heartbeat.


Another.


Aiden held my gaze with just as much burning intensity. “On the Netha,” he murmured for only me to hear. A request. A plea.


I let go of his chin, but didn’t look away. “On the Netha,” I answered, and fought the shiver that slid down my spine as the thunder rumbled in the distance.


“Diana?” I looked over to see my parents standing a few feet away. Neither appeared excited by my win. They looked … spent. Eva’s cheeks were smeared with kohl. She was trembling while fidgeting with her rings. Aloïs had retracted his shadows, keeping his emotions and thoughts private from everyone, including me. But I didn’t see the same judgement in his eyes as I’d glimpsed in everyone else’s. Only dark surety.


One moment kept replaying in Eva’s mind: Bastian stabbing me to near-death.


Like Lorcán had done.


I was with them in an instant, wrapped up in Eva’s arms. “Don’t scare me like that again,” she murmured against my hair, not caring about the dried blood staining her clothes. She only pulled me closer. They weren’t taken aback by my violence, I realised, but by what could have happened if I hadn’t regained control over the situation.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered into her shoulder.


Eva kissed my hair, fingers feathering my back and chest while her magic cleaned me up and mended my clothes. I let her hold me for as long as she needed to, let myself rest in her warm aura, and only stepped back when she let go to wipe the remaining grime from my face.


“Your fighting style is interesting,” my father murmured, and I only now realised he’d picked up Abraxas. He ran his fingers along the black blade as if inspecting whether it was still sharp enough. “It looks like you’re dancing, especially when you use Abraxas.”


“She fights like you do,” Eva said to him. “The moment either of you pick up a sword and enter a battlefield, the Æther draws back and watches.”


I stared at her, caught off guard by the bold statement. “Why do you think that?”


“I don’t just think that,” she said, looking away from my father to meet my gaze. “I know it. I felt it during the War, each time I watched Aloïs fight like he was a god, not of death but of killing, or whenever Antheia stepped onto the battlefield to make it rain blood. And now with you. When you rise, the universe goes quiet and holds its breath, and only when you step down does it dare exhale again.”


Perhaps it was childish, but I admitted, “I felt Ellowyn, like she was guiding and urging me on.”


Eva nodded, never taking her eyes away from me. As if she was clearly seeing something in me that she hadn’t seen before. At last, she looked to Aloïs. “Tell her what you told me.”


“You shouldn’t have survived your suppression,” he said, so quietly that it took me a moment to register the meaning of what he was implying. “Your shadows were locked away for twenty-four years. Your inkor was corrupted for just as long. You starved since birth but never drank any blood. All of that is already a death sentence for a daemon, but the emotional turmoil you went through … Without any sort of proper outlet, you should’ve gone mad. You shouldn’t have survived for as long as you did.”


“So why did I?”


“I believe Ellowyn has been watching over you. She’s been fighting to get you home.” A lump formed in my throat and some stray tears blurred my vision, which my father gently wiped away. “You are so loved, Diana,” he said softly. “Even the earth you walk upon sings your name.”


I had grieved the girl who worshipped the gods. Let go of the devotion that had kept me upright through my worst years when I’d only been able to crawl, and so kneeling came naturally to me. But I’d latched on to the belief that Ellowyn loved us, that we weren’t her mistakes but the creatures spun in her image. Nymphs to stir and guide her creations, and daemons to guard them. It was why my parents’ union was so celebrated among our peoples: the Sun and the Moon, united at last. It was why I was looked upon with curious stares and why I yearned to prove myself and reclaim our lands, our birthright. To give back what the gods took – and what had never belonged to them.


My soft smile was laced with dewy tears. “That’s what I want to do,” I whispered to him, not having to voice my dreams, since he could read them so easily in the varkradas that lay curled around my legs. “I know what it’s like to be suppressed, dádia. I want to set it all free – her magic and creatures, to let it flow like it ought to. Bring rebirth to the old ways of Avalon. And if the mortals or gods dare raise a weapon at innocence … I will damn them.”


I do not turn my back on our creatures, Erebus had said, before unleashing me here.


Neither did I.


Aloïs held my gaze steadily, hand still braced against my cheek as he searched my eyes for something. There was no wariness in his emerging shadows, nothing that might advise me against choosing these stepping stones. Instead, all I saw was a pride that told me he understood my resolve. Because once upon a time, he’d trodden in the very same light and listened to the same voice.


Next to us, Aedlynn tensed when she noted the gods approaching. Eiran’s depthless black eyes met mine, framed by a handsome face, a light stubble and neatly styled raven hair. By Eiran’s standards, his outfit was casual. No crown. Dark trousers, a sleek silk shirt left unbuttoned at the top. His sleeves were rolled up, showing the markings on his left arm. Two bands of about an inch in width, containing angular symbols I’d never seen before, but which looked strangely familiar. They were a dark shade of red, appearing more like scars than tattoos. As though he’d carved the symbols into his flesh.


Keres flanked him like a guard, wearing leather armour. His honey waves were partially pulled back from his face, which made him look so handsome that I had to remind myself not to openly stare. Our connection remained silent while Keres watched me back. He wore his mask flawlessly, but his relief still shone through. With Eiran so close, we’d have to be careful. By the grace of my mother’s thorough training, a mindwalker shouldn’t be able to pierce through my shadows, but this was Eiran. Only the Æther knew what he was capable of.


Eiran drew my attention back to him by greeting me with a polite nod. “Lady Márzenas.”


I returned the display of respect. “Lord Eiran.”


For a moment, he only watched me, and I wondered if he’d bring up the fact that he’d aided me in the fight. If he would use it against me. But he only said, “I would like to invite you for dinner tomorrow evening.”


To my chagrin, my cheeks flushed. “I would be honoured to attend, My Lord.”


“Perfect,” he said flatly, then fell silent until he seemed to realise that he should probably give me a little more information as to why he was inviting me to his home – alone. Especially with the way Aloïs was scowling at him. “We will discuss your trials so you can prepare accordingly.”


Gracefully, I inclined my head. “I look forward to it.”


I glanced back up and froze when I noted his gaze had landed on Aedlynn. He studied her with the same intensity as he’d studied me. “Who are you, aediore?” Eiran asked slowly.


If Aedlynn was to pass for mortal, she couldn’t show she understood his Aelerian, so I quickly showed Eiran my most dazzling smile and rested a hand on his forearm. His gaze slipped to my hand, staying there for a long second before slowly returning to my face. I wasn’t sure if it was the audacity of my touch that angered him, or if he was just caught off guard by being touched at all. “Aedlynn is a dear friend. She was mentored by Sorin and should I succeed your trials, she’ll be my advisor in Egoron.”


Eiran looked at Aedlynn again. This time he spoke the Common Tongue with an accent that made me want to listen to him for a little bit longer. “Then why are you afraid of me?”


Keres’ hand rested on the hilt of a Damast dagger that was strapped to his thigh. It occurred to me then that Keres was ready to step in and throw himself in front of Aedlynn, and thus risk Eiran’s wrath.


“Well, you’re not exactly known for being a shining personality with endless patience,” she replied a bit dryly.


I shot Aedlynn a warning through my shadows, about to turn around and distract Eiran for damage control when I heard him chuckle next to me. “Aspian?”


She nodded once. This time, he seemed to be focusing on her peculiar eyes, as if he could taste a trace of divinity on his tongue like a fine wine. But as far as I knew, Aedlynn still subdued her divine power. “You must have withstood true horrors if you escaped from there.”


Again, she nodded curtly.


“So why be afraid of me when you’ve obviously chosen our side over Lorcán’s?” The dangerous gleam in his eyes reminded me I wasn’t the only one who absolutely loathed the mad king.


Good. I could use that.


“Because you hold grudges, even worse than Khalyna, and Aspia scorned your pride.”


Leave it to Aedlynn to call someone out to their face, despite being scared.


Eiran’s mouth curved into a devilish smile. “I do, like a rabid hound.” He took another step closer, prowling towards her, eyes fixed on his unmoving prey. But Aedlynn’s stance was similar as she eyed him. She’d long noted the subtle change in his demeanour, even before any of us had picked up on it. “But I do wonder, Aedlynn …” he purred. “Which one of us you take after the most.”





Chapter 3



My shadows stood ready to strike. Keres’ grip on his dagger tightened. Aloïs stood perfectly still, and seemed to not even be breathing as he focused on Eiran, ready to lunge if he made one wrong move. Aedlynn already held an Erobian dagger, poised to either defend or attack. Eiran paid no mind to any of us. His attention was solely on Aedlynn as he leisurely stepped in front of her blade. His grin grew, the expression lethal and proud. The smile as sharp as her dagger.


And so … so damn familiar.


“Put away your weapon,” Eiran said slowly. Calm, completely in control. “I have no desire to spill the blood of another child of mine.”


The words sunk in.


Slow, too slow.


There was no way—


Aedlynn let out a laugh. “What?”


Eiran shrugged, such a simple and casual movement, but it didn’t suit the treacherous man standing before me. He still wore that suave grin. “The last time Khalyna warmed my bed, she disappeared for months. I thought I’d taken proper precautions, but …” Eiran’s gaze was still intently locked on her multicoloured eyes. “Here you stand, carrying the æther in your eyes, hidden in my own aura and wielding your mother’s blades like you own them.”


Aedlynn’s eyes narrowed. “If she wants them back, let her come and get them.”


I could’ve sworn approval shone in his eyes. “Indeed,” he purred. “Only we both know that she won’t. Last time she faced you, you gave her a nasty scar, didn’t you?”


Aedlynn’s cold smile perfectly mimicked his own. Suddenly, the similarities between them were clear as day. “Indeed. You see, I don’t take well to threats.”


His head cocked. “A deal then?”


Aedlynn nodded for him to go on.


Keres stepped forward, but before he could open his mouth, Eiran held up a hand to halt him. My gaze fell on those strange symbols on his skin. “Stand down,” he said curtly. “If she complies, I won’t have to be rough with her.”


Fighting Eiran’s control, Keres wrung out, “If you so much as look at her the wrong way, what I did after Kaltain’s death will look like a blessing.”


Without deigning to look at Keres, Eiran wove away the warning as though it meant nothing. “You will take a blood oath—” I made to move, but Aloïs firmly grabbed me around my waist and forced me to stay put against his chest. His shadows were wrapped around Eva’s leg as well. “—In exchange, I will train you and help you learn your powers.”


“I can learn them on my own, thank you very much.”


“Oh, I’m certain you could train on your own, to a certain extent.” Eiran matched her tone. “But I wouldn’t be there to keep you from succumbing to insanity.”


Aedlynn stepped closer and glared up at him, only a little shorter than he was. “I’ve been a weapon before, so I know when someone is trying to gauge my balance in their hands. I would be nothing but your submissive pet. Like I was for that king,” she hissed. “I’m not interested.”


“A blood oath,” he corrected her, “would assure you won’t spiral out of control. Your power is addictive. War is a game to your mother; soldiers are toys and battle screams fill you both with ecstasy. You might not need blood to survive, but you like the taste of it anyway.” A flush of shame crept over her features. “Khalyna is half-mad on her good days and deranged on her worst. But you have my might too, Aedlynn. Primordial blood, and that combination is lethal for everyone involved.” Eiran nodded to her. “I’m done burying my children. Let me train you.”


Aedlynn regarded him warily. “I’ll let you train me. I’ll let you shadow me and stop me when you must, but I’ve been chained before, so unless you wish to prove yourself to be more a tyrant than a father, I suggest you let this go.”


I’d been underestimating her. Layers and layers of masks she’d donned, pretending she didn’t care about power, about magic, her roots. She’d hidden it all, only letting up during sparring when she was too violent, too agile and too eager to draw blood. She’d fooled even me into believing she’d gone docile – and maybe she had for a little while, to survive.


“Very well.” Eiran smiled, shoulders relaxed. “Visit me.”


“Why?”


“I want to meet my youngest properly. I imagine your sister will be curious too.”


“Fine,” she replied flatly, though I felt the strain on her heart, the yearning she’d carried for years for a sense of family.


“I want to know what that bastard did to you, what to punish him for.” Then Eiran cast me another look and lowered his head into a polite nod. “Congratulations, Princess,” he said, oblivious to the frown my parents exchanged at his friendliness towards me. Even Aestor watched the King with narrowed eyes. “I very much look forward to our dinner.”


Vaeric Aorlet, an Aspian lord and Aurealis, and one of my mother’s closest friends, had organised a feast to celebrate my success in his manor in Anthens. He’d gone all out with food and wine and music. I’d donned one of the prettiest dresses I owned, deliberately opting for a floral design and soft make-up. An effort to help the gathered forget about my wrath in the meadow, to drive home the message that I wasn’t always like that, that I’d merely slipped up when confronted with a man who’d embodied all my worst experiences. It worked, and by midnight, many had come to congratulate me on my win.


Most of the guests focused on Aiden, though, the new Lord of Circederae. I’d been watching him try and approach me for approximately two hours now, wanting to check in again to make sure I was okay. But every step he took towards me was interrupted by another daemon stopping him for a chat. While I bemusedly watched another failed attempt to get to me, Vaeric joined me by the tall window where I’d been soaking up some moonlight, and offered me a glass of lavender lemonade. One of my favourites. His sleek dark hair fell to his shoulders and his neat tunic was embroidered with a skill and design I recognised as Emeryn’s – his wife and Hell’s most renowned seamstress. They were family to my parents, to me.


“What did you do to poor Eiran?” Vaeric murmured conspiringly near my ear when I accepted the glass.


I blinked, caught off guard by the comment. “What?”


“He was here, though rather briefly. Attempted to join the festivities, but Aloïs cast him out.”


I frowned. “Why would he come here?”


Vaeric looked over the crowd, sipping his wine. “I don’t know, but he was watching you while you were dancing. Even when Aloïs addressed him.” He glanced at me from the corner of his eyes, mouth curving into a roguish grin. “He claims he wants … peace.”


Of course, and Lorcán simply wanted us to braid each other’s hair.


“Aloïs doesn’t like the … peculiar attention Eiran gives you, and neither does Eva. Although Eva believes that his interest doesn’t necessarily lie in your power. Who knows? Maybe the lonesome, mighty god desires some company,” Vaeric innocently added. Damn Aspians and their cunningness, Vaeric knew exactly what he was doing by feeding me this information. “And company, I’ve learned throughout the years, can do so much damage. Eva herself changed the course of a war.”


It was an effort to keep my face neutral, to keep a grin from creeping onto my lips. “Indeed.”


“If only there was someone who’s caught Eiran’s attention,” he mused. “Someone who knows how to act. Tempting and alluring like all nymphs, with a clear head on her shoulders, and sturdy enough to protect herself should the need arise. Someone whose revenge was … blessed.”


“If only there was,” I practically purred.


Vaeric cast me a knowing look before he tipped his chin in a bow. “Enjoy your first victory,” he drawled. “I patiently await your next ones.”


Keres, still clad in his leathers since he’d been on an assignment for Eiran, paused in the doorway of our living space in Anthens when he saw me, perched on one of the armchairs by the fireplace like it was a throne. One leg crossed over the other, thigh peeking through the slit of my silk nightgown. The grey in my eyes was fierce, cold and bright as the moon.


I’d invoked Keres here, before the hearth, like I had done ten months ago.


For the very same deal.


Keres’ gaze darkened with something I didn’t dare define as it swept over every inch of revealed skin. He indulged in me now that there was no Eiran around to act for. When his attention arrived at my face, at my determined expression, his lips curved into a devious smile that made my stomach dip. “Tell me,” he murmured, already sensing why I’d called him here.


“I want Eiran,” I said quietly, stretching my fingers over the armrest before digging my painted nails into the upholstery. “I want him bound to me.”


Keres nodded once. “Elaborate.”


“I want Lorcán dead,” I said. “Eiran appears keen to tear him apart, so I want him as an ally.” I tapped my fingers restlessly. “But I want more … so much more. I want to remake this world and bring it back to the ways of old Avalon. I want the daemons unchained, our nymphs free to go wherever they please without having to answer to a god or diones.” I held his stare, which remained unflinching, even though he knew exactly where I was going with this. “I want to be that world’s Queen, Keres. His Queen. Only then can I make that world.”


His arms crossed while he stood in the doorway. “You want to offer him a marriage?”


“No,” I said with a small, seductive smile. “He’s a man who likes to believe he’s in charge, that he has power over others. He proved that with Aedlynn today. I want him to offer it.”


“And judging by your pretty smile, you have a plan.”


“I do.”


Keres gestured for me to go on.


“It’s obvious that he has an interest in me, whatever his reasons may be. I want to exploit it,” I said. “But he needs a push before he’ll risk tempting my father’s pride. He trusts that you serve him, so I want you to feed him lies. Tell him that despite my sharp tongue, I’m still in awe of him. He’s seen it for himself. Tell him that I was raised a mortal and respect him even now, that the sole reason I no longer pray or offer to him is because my parents won’t let me. I’m foolishly excited and flustered to have dinner with him. I’ve been trying on dresses since he invited me.”


My smile turned feline. “I hold such power in Hell … such sway with the High Lords … Have so many friends among the nymphs my mother watches over …” I leaned back in the chair. “I’m wild and reckless and unpredictable, easily provoked with sharp claws and fangs. Chosen by Erebus, yet young, excitable and inexperienced, still mouldable. My heart still bleeds from a love that wrecked me, leaving me so damn impressionable,” I purred. “Especially by him, by the Divine King.”


Keres was grinning now. “You perfect little menace.” The words came out in a slow drawl, falling into the space between us to invite me closer. I relished his teasing, especially when he looked at me like that. Keres liked my cunning mind, my passion and intensity, and he loved watching me manipulate to get my way. He’d enjoyed watching me ruin Bastian, my merciless approach. Blood-soaked and wrathful, his favourite disciple. Hell, my violence had aroused him. It leaked into my shadows, every stray thought and desire he’d hidden from Eiran then. No judgement. Just open and wild acceptance of every part of me.


It was an effort to remain seated, to stop thinking about all the ways I’d fantasised about having him. “Remind him that I’m a daemon.” My voice was hoarser than before, though I quickly cleared my throat. “A savage creature … until my heart is claimed by my mate. He could seduce me, win my true affection, and thus own me fully. I would yield to nothing but my doting husband then.”


Keres shifted to lean against the doorframe. “You’d be playing a very dangerous game, Diana.”


“I’m aware. But you know him. You’re familiar with his past lovers, the women who managed to seduce him, if only for a night. And with your power … You know his weaknesses, his whims and desires,” I said. “You could teach me how to seduce him.”


“If we do this, you’ll need to play your part. He’s a master mindwalker and he will be alert around you, especially in the beginning. You cannot ever slip up, can’t have any other lovers or lingering feelings for them,” he warned. “You’ll need to be so thorough in your seduction that you believe your lies yourself. If you fail to, he’ll kill you.”


What had happened between us, several times now, was again left unspoken, but maybe it was better to leave it in the past. To leave it nameless, tucked in the folds of my heart and soul. A lesson, nothing more, to protect us both. “I know,” I agreed softly.


Keres approached and stopped by the hearth. “So, you would have him chase you?”


“Chase me. Capture me. Let him think he pursued and won me,” I said. “I’ll let him keep me until the day I slit his throat in our bed, and wear his crown as my own.”


Something flickered in his eyes. “I’d been wondering what sort of plan you might come up with for your revenge. This wasn’t what I expected, but it’s genius.”


I rose from the chair and made my way over to kiss his cheek. “I learned from the best – from my god,” I murmured, close to the corner of his mouth. “I am, after all, your favourite disciple.”


Keres’ head angled, close enough that our noses nearly brushed. I breathed in his air – his scent of springtime. “That you are.” His voice was a low rumble that made my stomach flutter. “I’ll visit him tonight, just in time for your dinner.”


I lifted my face to meet his eyes, filled with an ancient sort of amusement. A flicker of the predator within. One he kept leashed. “Think of an excuse,” I whispered, my lips too close to his own.


“For what?”


“To stay with me.” Despite my better judgement and all my effort, my eyes lowered to his lips. “If he decides to pursue me, he’ll have you undo our ruse. He won’t have his lover prance around as your toy, and I would miss you quite terribly.”


I watched his mouth curve, forming a smile so seductive and sweet that I forgot how to breathe. His hand came up to hook his forefinger beneath my chin, lifting it to meet his gaze again. “I imagine he’ll have you watched,” Keres murmured. “Spied on. Guarded. Whatever he’ll name this new obsession. I’ll volunteer, since you already trust me.”


I couldn’t stop my answering smile. “So you’ll teach me how to seduce him?”


Good gods, I loved that grin.


His gaze dipped to my dress, then lifted to my face again. Achingly slowly, he combed his fingers through my hair to pull the ornamental hairpin loose and free my tresses from its hold. “Leave your hair undone,” he murmured, tucking the pin behind the strap around his thigh as if to safekeep it. “And wear one of those dreamy dresses. He has a weak spot for nymphs, use that to your advantage.”


Spellbound, I watched him. “Anything else?” This time, his fingers closed around the sun pendant necklace he’d given me months ago. “I’m not taking it off,” I said too quickly, cheeks flushing. It was a gift I cherished, something that allowed me to feel close to him even when he wasn’t around.


The way his features softened had me bite the inside of my cheek. “If he asks why I make you jewellery, I’ll tell him it’s to claim you.”


I stared at him in disbelief while my emotions started to well up. “You made it for me?”


“I did. I made your parents’ wedding bands too.”


“Why?” I whispered, blinking away the tears. “Why make me one?”


“Because you’re soft as sunlight,” he said quietly. “And I wanted to give you a reminder of that.”


I wasn’t sure what to say, too touched to properly react. Keres tucked my hair behind my arched ear, his fingers lingering there to cup my face. That little smirk had returned. “Eiran commissions me too, so know that if he gives you any jewellery … you’ll still be wearing my claim.”





Chapter 4



No matter how many times I visited Aerelia, the mountains and vast lakes in the distance continued to instil me with quiet awe. I could stay here for days on end to study the intricate architecture and designs of the buildings, the endless gardens and the frescos painted along the ceilings, or the wild lands the nymphs inhabited throughout Aerelia between the courts belonging to different major gods.


My mother had taught me that there was no hierarchy among our kind, as we were all equally important guardians of nature. Sometimes, we grew past the borders of our being, earning us a new title and new power, like Lycrius and Melian. Most considered the nymphs tending to Eiran’s palace to be elite, as they served the roots of the Mother. Judging by the delicate white dresses and gold circlets they wore that marked them as part of his household, Eiran respected them accordingly.


I was still studying the statue of a naiad that stood in the grand entrance hall, running my fingers along the smooth marble to feel the masterful way the artist had captured the movement, when Aedna returned from her search for Eiran. She herself was an aurae, with dark hair that floated as if supported by invisible breezes. Her stormy eyes could’ve been twins to mine. “Eiran was called away by Lycrius. I expect he’ll be gone for an hour.”


“You reckon he’s shy to meet me?” I teased with a small smile.


Aedna waggled her dark brows. “He did mention he expects important company.”


I made a show of tucking my hair behind both of my ears and shyly looking away. “That is … kind of His Highness.”


Aedna smiled, then asked, “Have you been to the Cardinal Gardens before?”


I shook my head. “I tried to glimpse them a few times during divine events, but Lord Keres always caught me before I could slip in.” It wasn’t a lie. The sacred space was heavily guarded by several major gods. “Apparently Lord Eiran doesn’t allow anyone in.”


“Only nymphs are allowed passage. Lycrius and his Cadre guard them, and though he’s a kind and benevolent god, intruders don’t escape with their lives. Zhella cast wards on the perimeter and Eva’s thread-magic weaves throughout. Eiran recognised how sacred the ground is to us all, and so he made it into a sanctuary, one of the rare spaces where we can safely hide and unwind, and not be scared that someone will try to assault or capture us,” she said. “But I see no issue with taking you there.”


Ellowyn’s gardens.


Giddiness overtook me. “I would like that very much.”


The Eastern Garden proved to be a haven of vibrant wildflowers, ivy and sunlight, where the soft tall grass hid my feet and the warm air smelled of earth and rain. Ponds and creeks stretched throughout the vast garden and snaked between the oak and willow trees. This place was filled with life and devoid of any sort of restraint, exactly as the Mother had intended.


Auraes ran around while playing with a discus, draiads and anthousaï were weaving flower crowns while sharing the latest gossip with their friends, and there was a white-haired naiad, lean and tall, soundlessly moving around in a nearly translucent dress to carry water from a creek to a vegetable patch. Though I wanted to enjoy the scenery, I was embarrassed by the fact that I’d spent the past ten months focusing solely on my daemonic blood. With the way the diones looked at me when they noted the arch of my ears … I’d clung to my fangs and claws.


We had no idea what kind of nymph I was, and I suddenly yearned to know more, to learn more.


Quietly, I thanked Aedna for bringing me here and when she left, I lowered myself to sit beneath the boughs of a large willow tree. Tucked against the trunk, I spread out the light fabric of my skirt and watched them. Without my wings, I would’ve fit in perfectly. Now, I was a thorn in a flower field. And yet, none of them seemed to mind my presence.


The naiad who’d been watering the vegetable patch came to sit on a boulder at the edge of her creek, a few feet away from where I was sitting. She possessed eyes so blue that they left me breathless while she curiously regarded me. The neckline of her dress slipped down her shoulder to reveal a nasty scar. “Hello, Princess.” As she tucked her knees to her chest, dewdrops slid down her skin and onto the rock beneath her. I was surprised she recognised me, but then again, there weren’t many nymphs with circerian wings. “Why are you sitting here all alone?”


“I didn’t want to disturb you,” I mumbled, suddenly overcome with shyness.


It didn’t escape her. “You’re not disturbing,” she said kindly, then cast a side-eye to a brown-haired anthousai. “Unless you intend to help Ivis tangle up my water lilies.”


One of the weaving nymphs stuck out her tongue. “Try not to upset Saphya. She made it pour all day yesterday,” Ivis said, to which the naiad rolled her eyes. “If I get drenched again, I will resort to violence.”


A small smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I looked back at Saphya. “Why did you do it?”


“There’s this adorable little otter that lives in my creek, but I couldn’t find him and I was so worried. Apparently, he got stuck in one of the rain barrels.”


Ivis chuckled. “Saphya gets very attached to the animals who visit her. Just last week, she kept Eiran up all night to help her look for a fox cub who hadn’t shown up to drink.”


“He offered to himself,” she muttered against her knees.


“You flooded the entire garden.”


“Okay fine, maybe I was a little bit dramatic. Can’t I have a passion?”


They swallowed me up in their conversation and while watching them interact, I couldn’t help but wonder again what kind of nymph slumbered beneath my daemonic layer.


Saphya joined me properly, lowering to her knees to play with my hair and braid some larkspurs into it. “Your wings are so pretty,” she said while tying some daisies to the sharp tips, which made them twitch, as that spot was rather ticklish. “Do they naturally sparkle like that?”


“No.” I smiled. “I dusted them with glitter.”


“Oh, it’s stunning, really.”


Both her gentle touch and the genuine compliment, aimed at such a precious part of me, had me flustered. Especially since she herself was so beautiful. I tried to remember how to speak. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” Her eyes twinkled when she noted my flushed cheeks.


She stayed with me to chat and only left to greet the dark-skinned male draiad who’d sneaked into the gardens in fighting leathers – and was making Ivis’ blush expand across her ears. I didn’t notice I had a visitor until my shadows stirred. Turning to meet Eiran, a larkspur tumbled from my hair, which he swiftly caught and tucked back in place. “Forgive me for keeping you waiting.”


“It’s quite alright,” I said with a warm smile. “I had good company.”


“You did indeed.” Eiran let his dark eyes trail over my features, the kohl I’d decorated my eyes with, the silver studs in my ears, and my dress, airy and light, with billowy sleeves and a neckline that teased. I in turn drank in his handsome appearance: a black tunic, embroidered with silver, and dark trousers tucked into polished black boots. He wasn’t wearing his crown, and the overall effect was chic but approachable. Keres had visited him and he seemed to have taken the bait. “I would invite you inside, but you seem so comfortable out here that I feel inclined to have our dinner brought out to the garden.”


“You can’t blame me, My Lord. You have very beautiful gardens.”


“Indeed.” He nodded to the nymphs still present. “Thanks to them. Saphya’s creek is the heart of it all. Without her waters, this garden wouldn’t flourish so much.”


“Saphya told me you helped her find her fox cub last week.”


I hadn’t expected his gaze to soften the way it did when it fell on Saphya, who was now cuddling with an otter by her creek. “I did,” he said. “She was beside herself.”


“Must be a very precious fox cub then.”


He nodded absentmindedly. “You’ll find that most nymphs here are very protective of their turf. They lost too much during the War.” His attention was still on Saphya. Mine fell on the still-visible scar branding her skin. “They withstood horrors the likes of which I hadn’t seen aimed at celestials before Lorcán stepped into a glen and turned it into a slaughter pit. He hunted them, captured and flung them at his nobles to be used as slaves and whores to keep them satisfied. Or to bribe diones.”


I ached for Saphya, for what they’d all been through. But it strengthened my resolve too.


“So, I host them,” Eiran said as he turned his attention back to me. “Here, they have a space where they can heal and learn to feel safe again. Zhella and Lycrius teach them self-defence.”


He was either a manipulative mastermind who knew exactly where to hit me to warm me up to him, or he was genuine in his care for them, but judging by the way the nymphs reacted to his presence, how relaxed they were around him and even waved as they passed by … he was telling the truth.


“I didn’t know you cared so much about our well-being,” I admitted. “Especially since we’re ruled over by my mother and you don’t really seem to like each other. I imagined there to be some rivalry.”


“I respect your mother a great deal. She ripped out her own men’s hearts for assaulting nymphs and stood up to me, even when she was still so very mortal. The dislike is very much one-sided.”


“There are many such legends about you too.” I played with the grass. “And sometimes … I must admit that I’m torn between the stories I grew up on and the … supposed … truths I’ve been learning.”


I glanced at him, seeing him nod once. “I’ve lost count of the stories about me. All of them carry truths and all of them contain lies. I suppose you’ll have to decide for yourself which parts to believe.” When he met my gaze, his eyes gleamed with something. “But you strike me as someone not easily deterred by an inky surface. So dive deep, Diana. I’m yours to explore.”


I smiled. “I do very much enjoy the arcane and unravelling mysteries, and you are a very elusive man, Lord Eiran. I might just take you up on that offer.”


While we ate in the garden, we chatted more. Casually at first, then conversations to get to know me. To my surprise, he shared bits and pieces of himself too. A closed-off King pretending to open up for me. By the time the sun dipped beneath the horizon and the moon shone in its stead, I’d painted him a revery that proved Keres’ information to be true.


I was wild and fierce, with a heart that was still healing from a thorned love, but my cheeks flushed each time Eiran complimented me. My eyes filled with quiet disbelief each time he lingered, or came closer. Still in awe of the man, the King made flesh. By midnight, there was a hunger in Eiran’s eyes as he watched me play around with a discus with Saphya beneath the pale moonlight. My arched ears peeking through my unbound hair, exactly how he liked it. My soaked dress clinging to my skin as I chased the naiad. Wings dusted with silver. Eyes bright as the moon.


I ran and pretended to trip over the roots of an oak, my legs unsteady due to the wine, and my laughter was a wicked howl when he caught me in strong arms. He held me to him, allowing his mouth to relax into a handsome smile. The gesture erased the statue-like stillness of him and allowed the remnants of a soul to pour out, to prove that somewhere deep in that chest of his, there was a beating heart. “Easy there, Princess. I need you in one piece for my trials.” For the second time that evening, Eiran straightened the larkspur decorating my hair, calloused fingers softly gracing my smooth cheek while he did, depthless eyes never leaving mine as he watched my every reaction to these idle touches. They gleamed with something when he noted the blush on my cheeks, the glamour I had spun just for him. Eiran had begun his hunt, I realised.


But he wasn’t the wolf in this story.





Chapter 5



One week later


The first light of the day unfurled like a blossoming bud, as it fell through the tall arched windows of Aerelia’s palace to kiss my skin while I ventured deeper into the castle, finally reaching my trials and the three ancient gods waiting by the dais on which Eiran’s throne stood. Made from sturdy darkwood, it bore such attention to detail that I’d need until the following dawn to appreciate every last one of them: antlers, fern leaves, swirls and subtly glowing nonian silver, one of the rarest and most precious elements in the world. It was rumoured to be collected from Ellowyn’s broken longbow, her scattered arrows and her long-lost sword. It shone silver like moonlight and hummed a soft, gentle melody like ley lines did.


This was my first time glimpsing Zhella from up close and I couldn’t stop myself from giddily smiling. As a child, I’d entertained myself with whimsical daydreams of my education at Vadones, my Ascension and how the goddess might aid my unruly fledgling magic. Now, knowing she’d aided Eiran in his endeavours in taunting daemons, I was less fond of her, but still deeply in awe.


The heat Zhella radiated could’ve tanned my skin and her power crackled like lightning. Honey golden, her braided hair seemed to glow with sunlight. Kohl lined her amber eyes and while she assessed me like an opponent, her full lips remained pursed. The hem of her pale blue dress billowed and strands of hair danced along an invisible breeze. I realised it was her mana that was simply too strong to contain.


Earning Zhella’s respect was hard labour. Though she’d gifted mortals with the ability to wield magic, she had never taught them how to master it. Instead, she watched them crawl, then learn how to walk. They failed and tried again, the same way she’d had to learn. A tough goddess to invoke, even harder to appease and gain favour with, but once she claimed someone, they were hers until their dying breath.


Eiran’s power fractured the air, rippling through the æther. Sometimes, I even smelled a tinge of ozone charging the air, but his might remained perfectly restrained. Zhella, though she obviously had flawless control, didn’t leash her magic. She let it grow and shrink, let it flow with the æther and breathe. With every inhale her power grew and with every exhale it stabilised.


Suddenly, Eiran wasn’t the most unnerving deity in the room.


I inclined my head to them, one by one, finishing with Keres. As I stood before Eiran, I tried to ease my breathing and calm my nerves. Tricking him into pursuing me was one thing, but acing these trials would be something else entirely. I had no idea what to expect. Sorin and Zale hadn’t let anything slip. Keres only mentioned I wouldn’t need armour, but I’d still brought Abraxas and my daggers.


“Welcome, Princess,” Eiran said. His mouth quirked into a faint smile. “I see you’ve left your flower crown at home.”


I met his smile with a small one of my own, letting some of my nerves shine through. “I did.”


“A pity,” he said slowly. “It suited you.”


His gaze dropped to take in my linen tunic, the leather belt cinching my waist and the daggers strapped to it, as well as the leather arm cuffs guarding my wrists. My trousers were tucked into knee-high boots and my hair was casually braided away from my face. I could’ve stepped out of Lycrius’ Cadre, one made up of highly-lethal warriors. Eiran’s gaze lingered on the gleaming onyx hilt of Abraxas peeking out over my shoulder and something wistful passed over him.


“I tested your guardians on my own, since they’d already proven themselves to my daughter. I wished to know whether the War had corrupted their morals,” Eiran explained. “I found two mortal men with hearts purer than nonian silver. Meira declined my offer, yet Veshos refuses to be governed by anyone else. Though she wasn’t tested by me, she’s faced enough trials due to her curse, so I accepted her still. But given your special circumstances, Princess, you’ll be tested by all three of us: your heart, your mind and your spirit.”


“Scared of a výssar?”


“Wary, yes.” Faint amusement glinted in his eyes. “We’re concerned about your connection to Elyon, as you have been cut from the same fabric.”


“Elyon sprung from the Chaos in Erebus,” I countered. “I was born from my parents.”


“You’re connected,” Zhella said coldly, drawing my attention to her. “Výssar blood is potent and while your power remains unexplored and thus unknown, you’re left vulnerable and easily exploited by others. Especially a deity who knows how to slip into the cracks of one’s mind to puppeteer them.”


I glanced at Eiran. “If you distrust me so, why allow me to take these tests?”


“Because you will either be a great ally, or our greatest enemy. I’d like to be certain you’re deserving of my wrath before I strike you down.”


I raised a brow at him. “So, you’ll test me and spit me out if I turn out to be poison?”


I could’ve sworn that the corner of his mouth quivered. “I will indeed.” The push and pull between us, the way he allowed me to dance with him, had me certain that the moment I finished these trials and Eiran knew what to make of me, he’d start to properly pursue me. Precisely as Keres had predicted.


“Your heart will be tested by me,” Eiran explained. “Once you succeed my trial, Zhella will test your mind and Keres will gauge your spirit.”


I nodded once.


I’d survived Erebus. How bad could this be?


“Remove your weapons,” Eiran ordered quietly. “Where we’re going, you won’t need them.”


One by one, I pulled my daggers free. As I wondered where to leave them, Keres approached to take them from me. His gaze shifted to Eiran for the smallest moment, then to me, eyes flickering with something wicked. A dark god who didn’t fancy handing over his favourite toy. Keres leaned in to brush his mouth over my neck in a phantom kiss while curling his fingers around Aecéso’s hilt – around my white-knuckled grip. A reminder that I still belonged to him. The warning tug of the blood oath echoed through the æther, through my shadows, but Keres ignored him and let his tongue glide over my thundering heartbeat, teeth grazing my skin in a teasing bite. Proving to them he could do whatever he wanted with me, that I would let him. It took all my effort to keep thinking straight, to not give in to my true feelings.


I had to play my role to convince Eiran.


Keres was my master, the god who’d found me in ruins and made me stronger. And I was the lovelorn protégée, loyal because he’d saved and trained me, and then promised to aid my revenge. I’d foolishly given this god my wounded heart on a silver platter, believing he might mend it, only for him to see me as nothing more than entertainment.


Keres tipped my face up. His mouth curved into a brutal smile. “I didn’t get to do that this morning.” His voice was a low purr. “You were gone from my bed so soon, little love.”


I let my face heat with embarrassment, allowing Eiran a glimpse at my shame. I could do nothing while this monstrous god devoured me whole. One slow, torturous bite from my yearnful heart after another. But his twisted game was still a shade of affection, no? Watered-down wine to allow me a taste of the real thing, something I ached to find someday.


“That’s enough, Keres,” Zhella said, voice tight as the string of a longbow. “Let her go and step back, if you fancy still having your head when you leave this room.”


Keres chuckled darkly as he stepped back. “Easy. I’m merely wishing her good luck.”


“Touch her again and I will curse your fingers to rot and fall off.”


Keres glanced over his shoulder at her, raising a single brow while sheathing Aecéso to his belt. “My, my. One moment you’re planning her demise, and the next you’re threatening me simply for having some fun?” As if making a point, he reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Don’t worry about my pretty little pet, Zhella. She came to me most willingly. Didn’t you, Diana?”


I stared at him, realising he wasn’t just acting to rile Eiran. He was playing Zhella too, pulling at her empathy to ease her up on me. What swept over me was a strange sensation, a quiet reminder that he was still the god from my myths. He was indeed a master manipulator, a spiteful god and so much more. Switching sides when it pleased him solely to wreak more havoc. Stirring up wars simply because he was bored. Rumoured to be heartless, though I’d heard it beat in his chest for myself. The lovely sound had often lulled me to sleep. Keres was just as violent as Khalyna. Just more … advanced and subtle.


And yet … I didn’t fear him.


I handed him Abraxas, noting the concern bleeding into my shadows when he saw my eyes had grown wetter. Again, I trod a line and danced atop it, both to reassure him and to draw out Eiran. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I muttered as I shoved the sword against his chest, averting my eyes to hide the shameful tears I was biting back. My words were an obvious attempt to make Keres feel less important, like he had done to me. “The others are just too scared to pursue me because of my father.”


“Or they want to warm your bed solely to win your father’s favour,” Keres purred. “Princess.”


I all but flinched as he laid the insecurity bare for Eiran to exploit, but said nothing else. I let go of Abraxas and turned to face Eiran, pretending to ignore Keres’ cold smile while he sheathed my sword. “Where exactly are we going?”


Eiran held out his hand to me in invitation. “Cróinn.”


“Oh,” I breathed, my heart instantly speeding up.


“Scared?”


I accepted his hand and held that dark gaze, far too aware of his proximity. The hints of callouses on his hand, the warmth of his skin, the scent of ozone and the faint crackle of lightning. His ripples in the æther and how he seemed to echo in my mana. His scent, fresh and calming, with hints of pine, enveloped me. Civilisations could’ve risen and fallen within the endless moment we regarded and gauged each other.
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