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LAST TIME, IN 
THIS DARK DESCENT . . .
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ALL MIKIRA RUSEL wants is to breed enchanted horses, keep her family safe, and, one day, compete in a real race. But with an unofficial embargo on the Rusels’ enchanted horse business courtesy of Rezek Kelbra, heir to the city of Veradell’s richest house, sales are dwindling. When Rezek discovers Mikira’s father is an unlicensed enchanter, a capital crime in the land of Enderlain, he offers her a deal: If she can win the Illinir—a series of four vicious enchanted races—on an uncharmed horse, he’ll pardon her father. If she loses, their fabled horses become his, and her father remains trapped in Rezek’s employ.


Without the funds to enter, Mikira secures sponsorship from Damien Adair, a furtive house lord with a vendetta against Rezek. Damien promises her an undetectable enchanted horse made by Arielle Kadar, an unlicensed enchanter practicing illegal Kinnish magic that enables her to create golems in place of enchanted animals. In exchange, he agrees to get Ari an official enchant license.


After an incident with her magic left her grandfather dead, Ari fled to Veradell, where she uses her Kinnish spellbook to create golems, instilling them with physical, behavioral, energy, and ethereal charms using the four gemstones and magic found in verillion plants. But as she works on the golem horse for Mikira, her magic becomes more unwieldy, a presence inside her growing that she dismisses as exhaustion. Meanwhile, Mikira trains for the race with the help of Reid Haldane, Damien’s best friend, medical expert, and all-around pain in the ass. Her time spent with them slowly breaks down her walls, giving way to friendship.


As an attraction grows between Damien and Ari, so does the presence in her mind, and she seeks Damien’s help. He suspects her spellbook is a Racari, a book of magic from the four Harbingers, the gods of the Kinnish religion. They were taken by the Heretics, enchanters who caused the Cataclysm, a magical eruption that destroyed the kingdom of Kinahara. Together, Ari and Damien discover bloodstones, which enable magical bonds. Realizing that a Heretic bonded to the Racari last, they suspect its soul remains and is influencing Ari through her magic.


As their connection grows, Damien reveals that he’s in the midst of an ascension battle with his siblings, Loic and Shira. Whoever can deal the greatest blow to a rival house will become head of House Adair, and Damien has a bet with Rezek: If Mikira wins, Damien gets the Illinir rights, but if she loses, he turns over all of House Adair’s racing assets.


Meanwhile, Mikira fights her way through the Illinir’s dangers with the help of her long-lost childhood friend, Talyana, who claims Damien is a murderer. Mikira won’t turn on her new partner without proof—but when a body washes up on her property clutching Damien’s house ring, she’s not sure whom to trust.


Racked with indecision, Mikira risks telling Talyana about the ring—only to discover that she’s a sergeant investigating Damien, and she wants the ring as evidence. As Damien is arrested, Rezek kidnaps Ari, torturing her for answers about how Mikira is winning the races. Ari holds out until she’s rescued by Reid, who knows about Mikira’s admission to Talyana, and takes the ring from her.


With tensions running high, the final race arrives, and it takes all of them working together for Mikira to win. With her victory, Damien secures the rights to the Illinir and submits them for his family’s Ascension. Shira all but forfeits the competition, while Loic makes a desperate attempt to win by killing Rezek’s father. But their father names Damien heir, and Loic is arrested.


Broken and humiliated, Rezek retreats into seclusion, unbeknownst to Mikira, who attends the final Illinir ball in hopes of cornering him to free her father. There, Talyana introduces her to Princess Eshlin, revealing they’re part of a growing rebellion that wants Mikira to join. And when Damien discovers that Mikira is the one who caused his arrest and excommunicates her, Mikira agrees to hear out the rebels.


As the ball ends, Damien uses the royal boon granted to the Illinir winner to replace House Kelbra with House Adair as a greater house. But Ari isn’t fully present to witness it, as her body is no longer under her control. She finds herself taken to an alcove with another Racari, where Rezek Kelbra awaits, his eyes bright white, and there she realizes the Heretic she thought was bonded to the Racari is actually possessing her—and there’s one controlling Rezek too.
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In the end, the Heretics destroyed everything the Harbingers had built.


Lyzairin’s schools crumbled to ruin;
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Rach’s observatory was left to rot.
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The wisdom Skylis imparted was lost to time,
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and Aslir’s once vibrant hope . . . withered.
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Humanity was lost.
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CHAPTER 1


ARIELLE



ARIELLE DIDN’T FEEL like a monster.


The floor-length mirror before her told one story—a girl wrapped in a dress of midnight velvet, Aslir’s silver fang gathered in the hollow of her throat and the weight of a noble house behind her—but her eyes told another. When she gazed into them, she saw fear, and she hated herself for it.


She pressed her fingertips into the skin of her arm, her belly, her throat, seeking some sign of the creature that lurked underneath, but whatever the Heretic inside her was, spirit or beast or phantom, there was no line between where she ended and it began.


I won’t let you make me afraid, she told the Heretic. It had been quiet following her encounter with Rezek Kelbra at the closing Illinir ball. Ever since Ari had realized that the century-old enchanter’s spirit wasn’t possessing her Saba’s spellbook, but her. It’d been a week since that night, and the secret of Rezek’s offer weighed on her more each day.


I can give you answers, he’d promised, his eyes the white of fresh snow from the magic coursing through him. But she knew better than to trust Rezek, and Damien would never forgive her for accepting the help of his greatest enemy. So she’d run.


Still, it gnawed at her that the knowledge she sought was just out of reach.


“Arielle?” Damien’s voice slid over her like a warm cloak, and she let herself be enveloped by it, by him as he appeared behind her in the mirror, his arms enfolding her in a steady embrace. His bedroom was a shadowed alcove at his back, the curtains drawn against the approaching dusk, but the enchanted lights illuminated the newfound heaviness in his gray eyes.


His lips brushed her cheek. “You look formidable.”


She did. Her hair had been woven into a braided crown, loose curls spiraling around her face. Kohl encircled her eyes, making the brown bright and deep. She wore a black dress embroidered in white and silver thread, the mirror image of his charcoal waistcoat and black satin-lined jacket. His hair was neatly styled, not a strand out of place to betray the turmoil beneath his steely exterior.


Ari turned inside the circle of his arms, her hands sliding past the Lonlarra revolvers holstered at his ribs before her fingers locked in the small of his back. “I only wish it were for another purpose.”


Damien let out a quiet breath. He’d barely spoken of his father’s death since the news arrived only days after his Ascension to the head of House Adair. Galan Adair had passed quietly in his sleep with the knowledge his family’s future was secure, and Damien had spent every night since in his chair by the fire with a glass of whiskey, staring out into the dark.


He tucked a curl behind her ear with careful fingers. “I’m just glad you’re here with me,” he said at last. “The wolves will be circling.”


“It’s your father’s funeral. Would they really be so crass?”


“Of course. They expect to find me at my weakest, and they’d never let an opportunity like that pass.”


Ari’s fingers tightened into knots. Damien ought to be mourning his father, not playing Enderlain’s twisted games. But by winning the Illinir, he’d been granted a royal boon, requesting that the Adairs be made one of the four great houses in place of the Kelbras. Tonight’s funeral and subsequent wake would be his first test as head of House Adair. There would be those seeking his alliance, and those plotting his downfall, all of them eager for a piece of him.


Together, Ari and Damien would face them all, and begin forging the new House Adair.


Ari placed a kiss against Damien’s lips. It was soft and tender, but she felt him stir. Felt his fingers curl against her hips and the heat building in her core. His presence centered her like nothing else, the way he looked at her as if the world fell away.


“This,” said a disgruntled voice from the doorway, “is getting to become a habit.”


Damien’s lips turned to a faint smile against hers as he pulled away. Reid stood with his arms folded, the disheveled counterpoint to Damien’s polished exterior. His black hair resembled a crow’s nest, his shirt untucked without vest or jacket, and his sleeves rolled up to bare the twisting lines of his tattoos.


Without Mikira around, he’d given up all pretense of making an effort. Ari wished he wouldn’t. Seeing him like this only reminded her of her friend’s absence all the more, and she already felt it like a missing limb. They hadn’t seen Mikira since the closing ball, when Damien had learned she’d kept something from him. Evidence that tied him to a crime. Evidence that could have ruined him.


Yet another thing they hadn’t spoken about, but Ari knew now was not the time.


“Everything’s ready,” Reid said. “They’re waiting on you to begin.”


Ari laced her fingers with Damien’s, his grip tightening in return. He needed her, and Ari would be right there by his side. Reid trailed behind them as they stepped into the rapidly cooling night, tracing the manor’s open-aired corridor before emerging into the outer grounds.


Long fingers of lavender beckoned them toward a small crowd seated before a platform, where Damien’s sister, Shira, waited for them in a suit of dark navy. There was something starkly unsettling about seeing her there without all her knives, her usually braided hair gathered into a neat bun at the nape of her neck.


Like her brother, Shira hid her grief behind a practiced mask.


The city of Veradell’s elite occupied their chairs like an opposing army, a sea of flowing gowns and gemstone-lined jackets turning hungry eyes toward them. The attention reminded Ari so much of her Saba’s funeral that she nearly faltered. Memories of the Sage’s recitation of prayers, of tearing her clothes in grief and her sister’s piercing cries, came surging back to her.


Everyone had stared then too.


Struck by the urge to disappear beneath their assessing gazes, she burned the verillion she’d consumed on reflex. The warmth of the plant’s magic spiraled through her in a familiar buzz. She’d used it sparingly the last few days, suspecting that it made her connection with the Heretic stronger. But she could not relinquish her power entirely, unable to deny how reassuring it felt each time she had it back.


She charmed herself for calm using the ruby ring on her finger, now nestled beside the emerald one Damien had given her. She would let the enchantment settle her, then release it.


Damien squeezed her arm, and she looked up into his questioning gaze. For so much of her life, she had been taught not to draw attention to herself, to remain hidden. Entering a battleground of Veradell’s elite flew in the face of that, and he wanted to ensure she was ready.


Ari thought of Mikira, who had walked among these wolves and dared them to bite her, and lifted her chin.


She would not be afraid.
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ARI STOOD AS the ceremony concluded, the crowd trailing Reid back toward the house, where the wake would be held in the main courtyard. She’d never witnessed a Celairen funeral, where the casket was open for all to see, Galan’s pale body dressed in a suit of silver and black. It felt disrespectful to stare at him, and she kept her eyes averted.


Damien and Shira descended the stage, joining Ari in the front row as the pallbearers lifted the casket.


“We don’t follow them?” Ari asked.


Shira shook her head. “Our father was very clear that he didn’t want his actual burial made a spectacle. I’ll handle his interment while Damien attends our guests.”


It felt like such a sudden conclusion to a process Ari knew was endless. Grief was not a quick thing. She and her sister had sat in mourning with their parents for seven days after their Saba’s funeral, receiving neighbors and friends in their home, and that was only the beginning. But Damien had told her death was not so solemn in Celair, a kingdom that had learned to live alongside it beneath Enderlain’s endless conquest.


Tonight would be as much a celebration of their father’s life as a mourning of its loss.


“Will you be returning to the party?” Damien asked Shira with a practiced disinterest.


Her mouth curved in an indication that she recognized it too. “No, little brother. I’ll let you have your night.” She looked for a moment as if she might hug him, but refrained, laying a hand instead on Ari’s shoulder. “Don’t let him glower at anyone too intently.”


“I make no promises,” Ari replied, enjoying the way Damien’s jaw clenched.


Shira departed after the pallbearers, and Ari hooked her arm through Damien’s, escorting him toward the house. “Are you ready?” she asked as they entered the inner corridor.


Damien straightened the cuffs of his jacket. “Let’s go.”


The arched corridor opened into a spacious courtyard bedecked in silver and white, the melody of an enchanted piano rising on the air. A massive white lion statue towered above the crowd in honor of Aslir, now House Adair’s patron Harbinger. Even the signet ring on Damien’s right hand had been born anew, made of diamonds shaped in a lion’s fang.


They descended into the milling crowd, greeting people as they passed. The head of the Anthir, Inspector Elrihan, shook Damien’s hand, offering his condolences. Others stopped them with a kind word or a wistful memory of Galan, and Damien accepted them all graciously, though Ari knew they weren’t what he sought.


He had already identified a list of important guests, and it was those that he spent extra time with, forging connections he might later need. Everyone here wanted something of him, and he of them, and through the course of the night they would lay the groundwork for House Adair’s future, just as Galan would have wanted. All the while she kept her verillion simmering, telling herself just one moment more, and then she would stop.


The night slid by in a stream of conversation and glasses of champagne, short dances and stolen bites of food. As the sun set and the enchanted lights cast a lazy glow over the courtyard, a familiar pain settled at the base of Ari’s skull. The headaches were a constant companion, and she was well used to forcing her way through them, but they still spoiled her evenings.


“Excuse me,” she murmured to Damien, and broke from their circle for the open-aired corridor at the edge of the crowd. Spotting Reid by the refreshment table, she joined him, taking deep breaths of cool night air.


He gave her a quick once-over as she arrived. “Had enough yet?”


She pressed a hand to her temple. “Do you have any of that tea?”


He withdrew a flask from his pocket, and she nearly rolled her eyes. “You know, that’s not what these are for,” she muttered as he handed it to her. The tea was lukewarm, but relief swept through her at the taste of chamomile on her tongue.


“One day,” he began drily, “one of you is just going to say thank you.”


Her lips quirked. “Thank you.”


Predictably, that only made him scowl harder. Her smile slipped as the full impact of his words settled: one of you. Her and Damien, yes, but she could tell from the forced slouch of his shoulders and the way he wouldn’t look her in the eye that it was Mikira on his mind.


Ari handed him back the flask, then squeezed his arm. “We’ll find a way to fix this, Reid. I promise.”


“What part of Damien being an expert at holding grudges slipped by you?” he asked bitterly. “He wouldn’t know forgiveness if it bit him in the ass.”


He was right. Damien had hardly listened to her protestations before excommunicating Mikira, and she was tired of pretending her friend’s loss didn’t affect her, of tucking it away like some shameful secret. The thought stoked her frustration, the humming in her mind rising.


I can feel your fury, little lion, came a quiet whisper in her mind. Unleash it.


Ari startled at the Heretic’s voice, at how smoothly it slid into her thoughts. It felt fuller than before, more tangible, as though she could reach out a hand and—Ari squeezed her eyes shut, silencing the notion, but she couldn’t block out the unease that eddied in her chest.


Where have you been? she demanded, certain the creature’s absence was not without reason.


I despise gatherings like this, the Heretic replied as if it hadn’t heard her. Everyone here is a counterfeit and a liar.


Ari gritted her teeth at its evasiveness. She’d all but given up on convincing the Heretic to share anything about itself. Its silence the last few days had made it easier for her to pretend everything was okay, but her frustration at its cryptic messages only redoubled now.


And what are you? she snapped.


The Heretic’s answer settled into her mind like a drop of poison.


Retribution.


“Ari?” Reid asked uncertainly, but she barely heard him. A low humming reverberated in her ears, the feeling reminiscent of the one she detected along the link she shared with her golems. It suffused her senses, cocooned her, became her—


Something bumped her from behind. Ari whirled, knocking a tray of glasses to the ground and sending a startled server flying into a nearby pillar. Without realizing it, she’d accessed the emerald gemstone in her other ring, binding a strength enchantment. The information reached her like the buzz of a gnat, too inconsequential to truly register.


The server gaped at her, fear making him inert. Ari stared at him unblinkingly.


“Arielle?” Damien’s hand on her arm drew her back to the present, to the look in his eye that told her he missed nothing. Except he still thought the Heretic bound to her Saba’s spellbook, merely a voice in her head reaching down the bond that linked them.


He didn’t know the truth.


So much had happened so quickly since the ball that she’d yet to find the right time to tell him, and with everything demanding his attention, she didn’t want to burden him further.


“Arielle?” Damien’s mask had cracked, concern spilling out. “What’s wrong?”


“It’s nothing.” Ari tore free of him, the crowd’s eyes following her down the corridor. Some distant part of her knew this anger was not truly hers, not all of it, but it suffused her like a heady perfume.


Damien followed, slowing at her side behind another pillar. “I know it isn’t nothing.”


Guilt cut through her growing wooziness, but she could barely think through the thrumming in her mind. “So what if it isn’t?” she snapped. “What if I told you that I’m furious at you for what you’ve done to Mikira and that you’re being unreasonable?”


A line of tension descended through Damien like a steel rod. “I’ve told you before,” he replied in a too-even tone. “Mikira and I are done.”


“She’s our friend,” Ari countered.


“She ceased to be that the moment she betrayed me.”


Reid joined them, his anguished look switching between them. “Can we just—”


Ari cut across him, her simmering frustration finally boiling over. “She didn’t betray anything. It was a misunderstanding, and you refuse to see that!”


“People are listening,” Reid said more forcefully.


Ari knew now was not the time to be addressing this, but she was more upset than she’d realized, and with every passing second that fury swelled. It coiled about her heart, squeezing until it was all she knew.


“Arielle?” Damien reached for her. She seized his hand, bending it backward hard enough to make him drop to his knees with a hiss. For an instant, she stared at him without recognition, trying to place his face, why the flash of pain in his expression worried her. Then she came back to herself like a lock snapping into place.


She ripped her hand away, falling to her knees alongside him. “I’m so sorry. I—I don’t know what happened.”


“Your eyes.” He clutched his injured wrist. “They went white again.”


“No.” Her fingers brushed her cheek. Her verillion—she’d nearly burned through her entire store without realizing it, racking up hours of using her magic.


Get out of my head, she hissed at the Heretic.


A beat of silence, and then the voice rumbled back, It is our head now.


Ari pressed a hand to her mouth, her stomach threatening to upend. Because as surely as the Heretic could read her emotions, Ari could sense the truth in the spirit’s words. Day by day, their connection had grown, fueled by the magic she could not relinquish. It had become a part of her, as deeply woven as blood or bone. She couldn’t just stop, and this wouldn’t be the last time she lost control, the last time the Heretic stole her body from her.


“I’m sorry,” she said again as she pulled Damien to his feet. “I’ll fix this. I promise. I—”


“Lady Kadar?” A servant stood in the doorway to Damien’s suite. “I apologize for interrupting, but this girl was adamant that she speak to you.”


“Who—” Ari cut off, the air evaporating from her lungs as someone stepped into the hall. Someone she’d thought she’d never see again.


Her sister was here.
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CHAPTER 2


ARIELLE



“RIVKAH?” ARI BREATHED in disbelief.


Her sister’s brown eyes, always a shade lighter than her own, were wide with alarm. Dirt stained her thinning clothes, her dark curls gathered in a messy side braid and her olive skin tanned from the sun.


Ari reached out a hand, her fingers hovering over her sister’s cheek in fear that they would pass straight through. But then Rivkah was in her arms and there was no denying her realness. She’d gotten taller, her head nearly striking Ari’s chin, but she was still thin and bony and smelled of the rugelach she consumed like air.


“You’re alive.” Rivkah’s voice broke, and the sound of it nearly shattered Ari.


It had been nearly a year since she’d left Rivkah behind, terrified of her own power and racked with guilt over their Saba’s death. A year since she’d seen her sister’s face or heard her raucous laughter.


A thousand questions rose at once, but Ari gave herself another moment to simply hold her sister before she had to face them. By the time they pulled away, both their faces were wet with tears.


Damien took in the scene with sharp understanding. “We’ll give you some privacy.” He gestured at Reid, who followed him, though not without shooting Rivkah a suspicious look.


Ari ushered her sister into the suite, her heart overflowing with excitement. She gestured at the chaise. “Please, sit. I can get you tea or whiskey. Or—no, you’re only fifteen. Though maybe today—” She cut off, struck by the question she should have asked the moment she set eyes on her sister.


With an exhale, she dropped onto the chaise. “How are you here?”


“I meant to ask you the same thing.” Rivkah set her bag down and joined her. “I’ve been looking for you for weeks.”


Ari’s eyes widened. “You’ve been what? But Mother and Father—Riv, they must be worried sick.”


Her expression darkened. “That didn’t stop you from leaving.”


“That was different.” Ari’s gaze dropped to her sister’s collarbone, where a thin scar peeked out from beneath her shirt. It was one of many from that first golem. “I had to go. You know that.”


Rivkah shook her head. “No, you didn’t. You wanted to. You wanted to leave for years before that, and you just used what happened as an excuse.”


“I was a danger to you all.”


“You were my sister!” Rivkah shot to her feet. “You were scared and lost and didn’t even give us a chance to figure things out. You left me.”


Ari flinched at the raw pain in her sister’s voice. She didn’t have the words to explain the terror that had rooted inside her that day, how it had crept through every bit of her until it’d become her. Her entire life, her parents had cautioned her to be quiet, to be careful, and only now did she know why.


It was not her family that people had feared; it was her. Because somewhere along the line, she had found her Saba’s spellbook, and the Heretic’s soul had been bound to hers, and she must have done things, used magic she couldn’t control or that no one recognized. Had she hurt someone, or had they only feared the attention she would draw?


A Kinnish enchanter would only bring them pain.


“You’re right,” she said. “I wanted to go long before that. There wasn’t a place for me in Aversheen. But I didn’t want to leave you, Riv. Never you.”


Rivkah deflated back onto the chaise. Ari wanted to wrap her arms around her until what was broken between them was whole again, but she didn’t know if that would ever be possible, no matter how strongly she wished it.


It was Rivkah who drew Ari out of her shell. Who forced her headlong into adventure when she pranked the baker’s boys outside the temple or snuck backstage at performances in the town edah. Losing Rivkah had been like losing the spark that kept her alive, and she’d fallen into a version of living that barely classified as survival.


Until the day Damien walked through her door.


“I’m here now, though,” Rivkah said softly, knocking her shoulder with Ari’s.


“Yes,” Ari whispered. “You are.”


They talked after that. Talked in a way Ari hadn’t talked with anyone in months. About the challah cart Ari desperately missed back home, about how vast Veradell was, full of secrets Rivkah wanted to uncover. About everything except the magic that drove her away. Except golems, except their Saba, except the year of time between them.


Eventually the door cracked open, and Damien and Reid entered, the latter bearing a platter of bite-sized cakes and pies. The noise of the party was gone.


“It’s over?” she asked.


“I thought it best considering the circumstances.” Damien secured a glass of Adair whiskey from the drink cart before taking his customary chair by the fire, sinking into it with an uncharacteristic exhaustion. If it were anyone other than Rivkah here, she would have asked them to leave, certain that what he needed now was quiet. But he knew how important Rivkah was to her, and so he only sipped his drink.


Reid glowered at her and Rivkah. “You’re in my seat.”


Rivkah pointed at the empty chair beside Damien. “Oh, look, another one.”


Reid’s scowl deepened, and he dropped the platter of desserts unceremoniously onto the stacks of books that served as a table. Rivkah took one, and then a second, and then a third. Not everything had changed, it seemed; her sister never could resist sweets.


Ari forced down a smile. “Rivkah, meet Reid Haldane and Damien Adair.”


Damien lifted his glass in greeting, but Reid only snatched up a piece of cake and stomped over to the other chair, collapsing into it. Just then, the chaise cushion shifted, and a moment later a little black shape wriggled out from the cushion crevice.


The tiny cat had one brief moment to descend into a deep stretch before Rivkah seized him with a shriek. “He’s adorable!” She hoisted him above her head, her fingers sticky with chocolate cake.


Reid nearly choked on his food. “He’s not a toy!”


Widget’s legs flailed uselessly in the air, and Ari quickly drew the golem cat from her sister’s arms. “I see your way with animals hasn’t improved,” she remarked, rising to deposit Widget in Reid’s lap, where the cat promptly climbed up his shirt. Reid secured him there with one arm, glaring at Rivkah with twice his usual intensity.


Rivkah gave her a bashful grin, and the familiarity of the whole scene made Ari’s heart clench. She’d missed this, missed Rivkah with a need so fierce she’d buried it, knowing it would consume her. But now that her sister was here, it’d come clawing back.


Rivkah surveyed the opulent suite as Ari rejoined her, skimming over Damien’s exposed revolvers with open-faced suspicion. “So is this where you’ve been this whole time?” she asked. “With . . . them?”


Ari’s hand closed around her Saba’s necklace, and in that moment, everything that had happened the last few months welled up inside her. Atara and the Illinir, her exploration into magic with Damien, the Heretics, Mikira—she wanted to tell Rivkah all of it, like she had once told her everything.


So that you can hurt her again? whispered the voice. Oh, little lion. Haven’t you done enough?


Ari squeezed the necklace tighter, as if she could crush the spirit’s presence. Its ebb and flow was unsettling enough, but what worried her the most, what threatened to send her reeling, was how closely it understood her. The creature did not seem able to read her mind, but it could feel her emotions, and it teased them apart with the ease of a scalpel through flesh and twined them with its own.


And it was right.


For everything that had changed, one thing had stayed the same—Ari’s magic was dangerous, and her sister wasn’t safe around her.


“Ari?” Rivkah asked uncertainly.


“You should go, Riv,” Ari said, strengthening her resolve when her sister frowned. “It’s not—I’m not safe right now.”


“Because of your magic?”


Ari stilled, and Damien set his glass on the side table, leaning toward her. “What do you know of it?”


Rivkah eyed him with an unreadable look, but it was Ari she spoke to. “After you left, Mother and Father told me the truth about your spellbook. That it’s one of the four Racari and that you were bound to it somehow. I thought if I could find out more about it, find other people like you, they might be able to help you.”


Other people like you. Ari’s mind flashed instantly to Rezek, to his offer of answers.


“I’ve been working in the record room at a temple in town.” Rivkah’s enthusiasm bubbled out with her words. “They’re letting me dig through the archives, and I got to thinking: for you to have that spellbook, someone must have gotten it out of Kinahara after the Cataclysm. Maybe they went back to the Harbingers, and we could find one—”


Ari laughed. “Find a Harbinger?”


“They’re real, Ari,” Rivkah challenged, folding her arms in an all too familiar pout. “But if they don’t have them, then we just have to find out who does. If I can find—”


“No.” Ari cut across her, standing. “You can’t get involved in this. It’s too dangerous.”


Rivkah’s excitement withered, and in that moment, Ari was struck by how much her sister had grown. She was only fifteen, and yet she’d come to find Ari, traveling alone through hostile land and arriving with what she thought was a solution.


“I can assure you that we’re doing everything we can to help Arielle with her magic,” Damien added, earning another harrowing look from Rivkah. “We have things under control.”


“Funny,” Reid muttered, slumping down in his chair. “It didn’t look like that when she was breaking your—”


He cut off at Damien’s cool-eyed stare, and Ari stepped into the silence. “I’m just trying to protect you, Riv. That’s all I’ve ever done.”


Rivkah rose, seizing Ari’s hands. “You don’t have to anymore, and you don’t have to remain here either. I can help you.”


Ari realized then what the looks her sister had been giving Damien meant: she thought he was keeping her here somehow, that he was the reason Ari hadn’t come back. She didn’t realize it was Ari’s choice.


“I know someone who will help us,” Rivkah pressed. “She’ll give us a safe place to stay while we make plans to go home.”


Ari made a sound of disbelief. Go home? Once, that had been all she wanted. To learn to control her magic, to make sure what happened with her Saba never did again in hopes that she could return to Aversheen, to Rivkah. But after everything she’d done, after Kyvin and Rezek, how could she ever go home?


“Rivkah.” A familiar edge had crept into Damien’s voice. “How did you find Arielle?”


Rivkah’s annoyance flared, and she reminded Ari of Mikira in that moment, her emotions plain to read. “I went temple to temple asking after her.” Her attention swung back to Ari. “You used to spend so long staring at the one in Aversheen I thought you might go to one here. At the last one, some woman with too many knives said she knew where to find you.”


Reid groaned, and Damien’s jaw shifted. Ari didn’t need to ask anything more than that. Shira really did seem to be everywhere.


“What?” Rivkah looked among them all.


“It’s late,” Damien replied, rising to his feet. “Will you be staying here?”


“I have a room at the Drowned Crow,” she replied tightly, and any doubt Ari had of Shira’s involvement evaporated. The inn was run by Vix, a close friend of the eldest Adair. “You can come with me, Ari.”


Ari shuddered, and she curled her fingers tight about Rivkah’s. “I can’t. Not yet.”


“Then let me help you,” Rivkah pressed, but Ari was already shaking her head.


“I’m going to fix everything,” she promised her. “For now, I just need you to stay safe. Please, Rivkah, go home.”


Rivkah’s hopeful expression crumpled, and she let her hands fall to her side. She shifted back a step, and that small distance between them cut Ari to the core. “Whatever you say, achot.”


Ari flinched at the Kinnish word for “sister,” wielded like a weapon, but didn’t waver. She only watched as Rivkah gathered up her bag and made her way toward the door, every inch of her coiled tight. She paused at the top of the landing, narrowed eyes finding Damien once more.


“Take care of her,” she commanded as if she were not speaking to the head of a greater noble house, but Damien only nodded.


Then she looked to Ari and said in Kinnish, “I love you.”


Everything inside Ari seized at the words. She wanted to scream that she didn’t deserve love. That Rivkah shouldn’t have come all this way, for there was a monster wearing Ari’s skin, a Dybbuk with a false face. But she would find a way to change that. To make herself worthy of her sister’s love and forgiveness. To seize hold of her magic and rip it free of the Heretic’s hands.


What had happened to that power she’d found in Damien’s manor? That strength? It belonged to her, and she would no sooner let the Heretic take it from her than those men who’d broken into her home.


Only once the suite door shut did Ari whisper, “I love you too.”


The silence that swallowed her in Rivkah’s wake made it difficult to breathe. She forced herself to sit lest she collapse, her entire body cold as ice.


You made the right choice, the voice consoled her. She will only come to harm.


Ari shivered, her gaze falling on her Saba’s spellbook where it sat on Damien’s desk. Made of dark leather banded in pearlescent bone, the Racari had a single olive stone shot through with red pressed into the center—the bloodstone that bound it to her a century after it had belonged to the Heretic inside her. Damien had been translating it from old Kinnish for her, but he hadn’t touched it since before the closing ball, consumed by his new responsibilities as the head of House Adair.


He must have sensed where her mind was going, because he settled on the chaise beside her, encircling her hands with his. “We’ll find a solution,” he said. “I promise.”


“About that,” Reid cut in, Widget now securely curled up in his arms. “I have an idea.”
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CHAPTER 3


DAMIEN



IT ALWAYS BEGAN the same, in a hallway thick with the scent of blood.


Damien knew even before he arrived in the foyer what he would find, and yet he still prayed he was wrong. Still bargained with every god he’d never believed in as his body carried him unwillingly onward.


He saw her slippered feet first, legs twisted across each other like a discarded doll. Then the embroidered hem of her nightgown, the silk deceptively white. It was not until he emerged fully into the moonlight cascading in from the upper windows that the truth was laid bare.


A knife protruded from his mother’s chest, her gown stained scarlet to the waist. Her dark hair lay matted about her head in a crude halo, her once-watchful eyes caught in an endless stare.


She was dead, and it was his fault.


A pale hand reached out from the darkness, long fingers curling about the hilt of the blade. It came free with the sound of tearing flesh, and the owner stepped carelessly over his mother’s corpse.


The moonlight caught in Rezek’s copper hair, on the blade he’d used to murder Damien’s mother. He wiped the flat of it along his diamond-lined jacket, the metal scraping against the stones in a breaking cry.


“You should probably join her,” his once-friend said, and started toward him.


Suddenly Damien was a child again, his steps too short to outrun Rezek’s long strides. Even if he could run, he didn’t want to. Because Rezek was right—he should join her. For failing to save her, for letting Rezek win, for every mistake he’d made in the years since.


The knife transformed in Rezek’s hand, becoming a Lonlarra revolver. He pressed the barrel to Damien’s forehead, the metal searingly cold.


He mouthed a single word. “Bang.”


Damien jerked upright with a gasp, his chest constricting with every breath. For one wild moment his hands went to his head, seeking the bullet wound. But of course it wasn’t there, because it had only been a nightmare, as it always was.


They’d plagued him for months after his mother’s death, each one twisting his memories into fresh and different horrors. Rezek killing his mother, killing him, killing Loic and Shira, each one more lifelike than the last. Never mind that Damien hadn’t actually seen Rezek murder his mother. That dark memory belonged to Loic; Damien had only found her bleeding out, the life fleeing from her once-vibrant eyes.


And now his father was gone as well.


A fresh wave of grief nearly pinned Damien back to the bed, but morning sunlight was creeping in around the curtains, and he knew sleep was lost to him. He was lucky he hadn’t woken Arielle, who lay beside him in a crescent, her full lips parting with each quiet breath. He focused on that for a moment, on her life, her warmth.


She was the only thing that kept him from spiraling out of control.


As quietly as he could, Damien slid free and went to get ready, his shoulder aching from the nearly healed wound of Hyle’s bullet. Arielle was still asleep when he emerged and slipped silently from the bedroom, closing the door behind him.


Reid sat at his desk, an unnecessarily large cup of tea in one hand and a pencil in the other. Widget lounged across his shoulders, snoring softly as Reid’s hand danced across his sketchbook, adding shading to the bow of someone’s lips.


“That hardly looks like research,” Damien said by way of greeting, dropping his jacket across the back of his armchair.


Reid practically leapt from his seat, sending tea flooding across his sketchbook and Widget five feet into the air. The golem cat landed back on his shoulders with a dexterity beyond that of even his species and promptly dismounted, likely to find a bed that didn’t move.


“What are you doing awake?” Reid demanded, swiftly gathering his sketches. The fervor with which he collected them didn’t escape Damien, and he had no doubt whose face he’d see if he unfurled one.


“I wanted to prepare for the day.” He made toward the drink cart to pour himself a cup of tea. “I have my first council meeting soon.”


He’d never told Reid about the nightmares, not when they’d hounded him after his mother’s death or in the years since. They weren’t the only ones he had. Sometimes they were dreams of his family on the street, his father having lost his job in the Kelbra verillion fields. Sometimes they were his mother growing ill as his father begged Eradas Kelbra to save her. He wasn’t even alive when his father’s feud with Eradas began, and yet his mind conjured stories as if to torture him with them.


They are only reminders, he told himself. Of what I work to change.


Nearly every last one of his family’s tragedies could be traced to Veradell’s corrupt systems, and now Damien was at the head of it, a member of the Council of Lords.


A system he meant to dismantle starting today.


“Right.” Reid vanished into his room, and Damien crossed to the desk, sliding out a sketch from the folder. Mikira’s face stared up at him, her loosely braided hair caught in an invisible wind. A small noise of alarm echoed from Reid’s doorway, where he stood clutching a towel. Color flushed his cheeks as he marched forward, shoving the sketch back into the folder before mopping up the tea.


He didn’t say anything, and Damien didn’t ask. Mikira’s betrayal skirted too close to the unruly well of emotions churning in his gut. He’d trusted her, like he’d once trusted Rezek, and she’d handed evidence against him to the Anthir. She was the reason Talyana had arrested him, the reason he hadn’t been there when Rezek’s men took Arielle.


He remembered every moment of pacing that Anthir cell, unable to go to her, unable to do anything. It was a helplessness he hadn’t felt since the day he found his mother bleeding out in their foyer. A paralysis he’d fought every day never to experience again, and Reid and Arielle wanted him to forgive her?


Even he didn’t have that level of mastery over his emotions.


Reid wiped up the last of the tea. “I haven’t started researching because my subject is still asleep,” he said, no doubt hoping to shift Damien’s thoughts. Yet he couldn’t quite let go of the sketch, of the question it brought to mind. Could Reid betray him too?


“I’ll need some of Ari’s blood if I’m going to start looking for a solution.”


Damien adjusted one sleeve, then the other, focusing on the minute movements that centered him. He had to focus on this, on helping Arielle.


It was a brilliant idea that Reid had suggested last night, theorizing that if her magic was tied to her blackouts and loss of control, then they ought to begin by finding the source of her magic. There was something that made enchanters different from ordinary humans, that enabled them to consume magic from verillion without rotting from the inside out, and Reid’s theory was that it was a cell.


“Cells produce enzymes,” he’d explained. “Enzymes break things down. Maybe there’s a cell in enchanters that breaks down magic, enabling them to consume it, or somehow protects them.”


He only had to find it.


Damien downed the rest of his tea, the burn of it scalding away the dregs of his dream. When he looked up from retrieving his jacket, Reid was staring at him. “What?”


Reid gritted his teeth, and Damien all but watched him readjust what he’d been about to say. Instead he asked, “Have you changed your mind about your death mission?”


Damien sighed. “It’s not a death mission, Reid. It’s an opening move.”


“Of death.”


“The other council members need to know that I have the power to enforce my interests, and targeting the draft tax and exemption fee is an easy win.” He set the teacup on the desk and shrugged his jacket on. “There’s no point in playing coy. They know where I stand. Deferring to them isn’t going to get them on my side. They already hate me for taking Rezek’s place.”


Reid dropped back into his chair, clasping a new cup of tea close. “Just be careful.”


Damien snorted softly. “Always.”
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DAMIEN FLICKED HIS mother’s pocket watch open and shut, open and shut as he walked through the castle hallway. His footsteps echoed in the cavernous corridor, every inch of it lined with ornately framed portraits and delicate landscape paintings, including several he recognized by Kinnish painters, which had been stolen during Enderlain’s invasion of Kinahara. Of course, the Enderlish history texts told a much different story.


A story that he wanted to change.


His mother had been a scholar, a historian, and she’d shared her love of those things with him, though for her they had always been inseparably tied to her Kinnish beliefs. In history, she saw the opportunity to learn from past mistakes, to improve upon them.


To repair the world, she would tell him, nestled in a patch of long grass by the creek that ran through their estate. It is one of the most important tasks Aslir trusted us with.


Damien put no stock in the Harbingers, whose absence was as good as complacence in his mind, but he did believe in the ability to change things through sheer will alone. To repair what had been broken, as he’d promised himself he would the day he’d found his mother dying. But that required the right tools and a willingness to act. The latter he’d always possessed, but it was the former that he sought now.


Two guards framed the ruby-lined doorway of the council chamber ahead, each with an enchanted wolfhound charmed to sense danger. One of the guards’ gazes flickered to Damien’s ribs, where the black-and-silver handle of one revolver was visible. Only days ago, they would have taken his weapons, but now they only bowed their heads and opened the double doors.


Such was the respect afforded to a high lord.


Was this what life had been like for Rezek all these years? Doors opened for him; heads bowed everywhere he looked. Was this what he’d killed Damien’s mother for, shattering their friendship and securing his place as heir of House Kelbra? That betrayal had become a part of Damien, like rot in the roots of a tree. So much of who he was grew from that polluted source, and no matter how he’d tried to cut it away across the years, it’d only sunk deeper.


With his family’s Ascension, his father had given him the chance to take the monster Rezek had made of him and turn it on his old friend, to have the revenge he’d sought for years, and Damien had not wasted it. He’d become head of House Adair, made his family a greater house, and now he would use that power to make a difference in Enderlain.


A difference that began with this meeting.


Damien entered the chamber of the Council of Lords. Sparsely furnished, with only a large circular oak table and a well-stocked drink cart, the room was one of the humblest he’d seen in the castle. The same could not be said for the woman seated across from him. Her dark hair fell in waves across her shoulders, her verdant eyes locking on him like vises.


“Princess Eshlin,” he greeted with a small bow.


Her lips quirked in a smile. “High Lord Adair.”


The chamber was otherwise empty save for a golden-skinned woman with an arching brow and shoulder-length black hair poised to take notes in the corner. Niora, the royal berator. She witnessed each council meeting and reported decisions to be documented in the Vault.


It was one of the many things his father had taught him: always know everyone in the room when conducting business. Unknown faces meant unknown intentions, and the less one knew, the less they could control.


“The others appear to be late,” he remarked.


Eshlin shrugged. “Or perhaps we’re early.”


Damien slid his pocket watch back into his vest pocket with a frown. He hated being late. Careful timing could mean the difference between a plan that succeeded and one that shattered into pieces, but he was not surprised to find that these people operated as if the world turned on their order. In a way, it did.


“Congratulations on your Ascension,” the princess said as he took one of the cushioned chairs opposite her. “Yours and your house’s.”


“Thank you,” he replied, settling into the back-and-forth he’d come to expect from her. He knew her brother, Prince Darius, far better than her, but their few encounters had taught him that they shared a similar mindset. Every word she spoke had a purpose, and he paid them the same mind he would a well-aimed blade.


“How do you find being head of House Adair?” she pressed.


“Busy.” He’d had little time to himself the last few days, his world a flurry of paperwork, meetings, and handling the fallout from Loic’s arrest. Then his father had passed, and his life had been consumed by the funeral.


Eshlin folded her hands atop the table. “I was sorry to hear of your father’s passing, and so soon after your brother’s troubles.”


Damien kept his hands beneath the table, where the princess could not see them tighten into fists. He hated the ease with which people referenced Loic’s arrest. But it had been highly public, filling the newspapers for days.


Adair Arrested


Adair Murders Kelbra


The headlines were seared into his mind, alongside the sight of his brother holding Eradas Kelbra’s severed head. Loic had killed him as his Ascension submission, while Damien had presented the rights to the Illinir, taken from House Kelbra. If Reid hadn’t arrived with the Anthir when he did, he honestly didn’t know who his father would have chosen. But in the end, Damien had become heir, and Loic had been escorted to a prison cell to await trial.


Damien’s eyes flitted across the table. “Speaking of, shouldn’t yours be here?”


“My father is too sick to attend,” Eshlin replied, and Damien caught sight of something shifting about her shoulders. An enchanted dress? “Darius and I are meant to come in his place, but as you can see, only one of us knows how to tell time.”


It was a glib remark, but Damien saw it for what it was: a reminder of who to watch out for. Darius had never been the political sort, most of his support coming from the nobility who propped up his family for their own gain. He’d have no interest in running the kingdom, likely content to wait for his father to initiate the Rite of Ascension, which would decide the next king or queen. But Eshlin recognized an opportunity to consolidate power, same as he.


The Council of Lords was the heart of the kingdom, drafting legislation for everything from taxes to the registry, kingdom-wide decisions that the lesser houses enacted throughout the city. The four heads of the greater houses together with the ruling monarch could influence almost every corner of Enderlish life, and now Damien was a part of it.


“Found the place, did you?” asked a sneering voice over his shoulder. “I’m surprised the dogs didn’t attack you at the door. They are trained to sense threats, aren’t they?”


A tall, fair-skinned man with a ruby-encrusted waistcoat strode into the room, a glass of whiskey in hand. In his midthirties, with a thick black beard and a thin mouth, High Lord Vanadahl had the bearing of a vole, if a vole’s hands and ears were laden with rubies the size of their eyes.


Mark every detail, his father’s voice reminded him. You never know which will become valuable later.


“I wasn’t aware you found me threatening, High Lord Vanadahl,” Damien intoned.


The man’s lips curled at the twist of his words. “Not you, boy. It’s your foolish ideals I don’t care for.”


“That’s hardly a proper greeting for our newest colleague, Royce.” Niekla Dramara swept into the room wearing a dress of deepest sapphire, a silver serpent eating its own tail etched around the bodice. With white skin, auburn hair drawn up in a tight bun, and brown eyes so dark the pupils were lost, she was the most severe woman Damien had ever seen.


“There’s nothing proper about this, Niekla.” Royce snorted dismissively as they both took their seats. “Removing Rezek at the whim of a child?”


“At the whim of a king,” Eshlin said softly, and the color rose in Royce’s pale skin.


“Of course, Your Highness.” He ignored the smug look Niekla was giving, leaning back to ensure Niora hadn’t included that remark in the official minutes. The king might only be able to demote a greater house in favor of elevating a new one once every five years, but it was still unwise to invoke his ire. Not when any legislation Royce might propose required a majority vote, one of which belonged to the king.


Or rather, Eshlin now.


The door had nearly swung shut when someone caught it. A broad-shouldered man with light brown skin and a tranquil bearing entered, bowing his head.


“I apologize for my tardiness, Your Highness,” Cassian Ruthar said.


“Not to worry, Cassian.” Eshlin reclined in her chair. “We were all just getting acquainted.”


Damien surveyed Cassian. He was the only one in this room whose ideals remotely aligned with Damien’s own. Royce had practically been Rezek’s lapdog, all too happy for his gemstone mining business to flourish beneath the demands of the Eternal War, and Niekla was known to be capricious. House Ruthar, on the other hand, frequently voted in favor of measures against the war, and that was one of Damien’s ultimate targets.


Such was the game he now had to play. The delicate art of balancing his true disposition with the one he had to present here would test every skill his father had taught him. These were the people who poisoned Enderlain, who upheld the system of violence and fear that had seen his father trapped beneath the Kelbras’ poor working conditions, his family nearly put on the street when his mother was ill. That had led to a young boy holding his mother’s body as it grew cold.


Damien would take their power from them and make it his. He would strip away all that they had granted themselves, chip at the foundation of Enderlain’s oppression, and plot a new course for its future, ensuring that what happened to his family would never happen to another.


He would change everything.
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CHAPTER 4


MIKIRA



IF HORSES COULD speak, Atara would be screaming at her right now.


Having recognized the rosebush-lined path they were heading up, she hadn’t stopped nickering, snorting, and all-around complaining for the last five minutes, despite Mikira’s repeated attempts to assure her that they were not riding toward their deaths. Then again, Atara was charmed to sense danger, so perhaps the horse knew better than she did.


“I don’t want to go to Rezek’s either,” she told the mare, whose ebony ears flicked backward to listen. “But I’m not leaving my father in his hands a second longer.”


The Illinir had been over for a week now, and Mikira had spent every day attempting to make contact with Rezek to retrieve her father. But with the loss of his own and his house’s disgrace, Rezek had retreated into seclusion and turned away all visitors, and Damien had abandoned her to handle this herself.


A warm breeze caught the roses, carrying the sickly sweet scent to her nose. The smell was an all-too-potent reminder of the last time she was here, when Rezek had convinced Prince Darius to let his jockey ride her brother’s beloved horse, Iri, in the Illinir, and she’d discovered Talyana’s true identity as an Anthir sergeant.


That was the night everything had begun to fall apart. The rest, Mikira had done herself.


The gates of Kelbra Manor had been pinned open like two giant white wings, granting them entrance to a circular drive. The guards that had foiled her last few visits were absent, and she dismounted with a growing unease.


The whole manor felt too quiet.


Head on a swivel, she pounded her fist against the front door. When only silence followed, she knocked again, then a third time. She was about ready to tell Atara to break it down when it swung open.


“Miss Rusel.”


A shiver dropped down her spine at Rezek’s low rasp. He lounged inside the doorframe, the posture uncharacteristically indolent. His presence had always reminded her of a freshly sharpened blade, every inch of him prepared to cut.


Mikira summoned all her strength, refusing to be the same terrified girl she’d always been before him. She was the youngest winner of the Illinir in history, daughter of the illustrious Keirian Rusel and head of the foremost enchanted horse ranch in all of Enderlain—Rezek couldn’t touch her now.


“I’ve come for my father,” she said.


Rezek’s cold blue eyes swept across the grounds, then back to her. “Alone? My, my, trouble in paradise?”


Her hands curled into fists, and it was enough of a reaction to make Rezek smile. He pushed off the doorframe with a wave of his ring-laden hand. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Damien never was very good at sharing the spotlight.”


That wasn’t why he’d turned his back on her. He’d seen her revelation of his missing house ring as a betrayal, even though she hadn’t known that Talyana was an Anthir sergeant. She hadn’t spoken to him in days, or Ari and Reid. The silence made her heart ache, but what would she say? That she was sorry? Was that even true? After everything Damien had done, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to reconcile. At least, not with him. But Ari and Reid . . .


She stopped herself from going any deeper.


“Where’s my father?” she demanded.


Rezek regarded her coolly, before beckoning at something deeper in the house. A man hurried forward, his dark auburn hair threaded through with gray and his white skin a sickly pale yellow. But his eyes, every bit as green as her brother’s had once been, were clear and bright.


“Father!” Mikira flung herself into his arms. He caught her, enveloping her in a hug she wished could last forever.


“Kira, I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered.


Mikira held back the tears that burned her eyes. “Are you okay?” she asked, knowing that he never could be, but he nodded nonetheless and held her tight until Rezek’s impatient cough broke them apart.


“Our deal is done,” he said. “Your debts to my family have been erased, and your father is freed.” His eyes flitted to Atara, who watched in utter stillness, prepared to intervene should Rezek threaten them. But there was something immeasurably heavy about Rezek’s bearing now that softened his usually menacing demeanor.


“Take that beast and get off my property,” he ordered, and slammed the door.


Mikira led her father down the steps, all too aware of the changes his months here had wrought. He moved like a skittish colt, as if he were still navigating a treacherous terrain that could bare teeth at any moment. She’d felt the same way around Rezek, always waiting for him to twist the knife deeper.


But her father was here. He was alive.


“She’s gorgeous.” Her father ran a hand along Atara’s neck. She bobbed her head at him, always quick to warm to anyone who complimented her. Mikira helped him mount, and then swung up in front of him. He wrapped his arms about her, and she felt then how thin they were, his exhaustion palpable.


“Your shoulder,” he said softly as he noticed the bandage near her collarbone. The stitches would be removed in a couple days, and the worst of the pain had subsided, but it still felt stiff and achy. It was one of many injuries she’d sustained during the Illinir, the others scabbed over or already fading bruises.


“It’s nothing,” she assured him, though she longed to tell him all about it. For once, she wished she could share a little of the burden without worrying he would break.


They made their way back down the drive and along the Traveler’s Road. It wasn’t a long ride to the Rusel Ranch, but long enough for Mikira to feel every inch of the expanding silence. Things had been strained between them before, the loss of her mother and brother nearly too much for their family to bear, and now there were a thousand unspoken things between them.


She had won the Illinir, Enderlain’s foremost enchanted horse race, but she’d lost Iri, the horse that had been her last connection to her brother. She’d secured the coin that came with her victory, but control of it belonged to Damien, who was dispersing it to her in installments as a means of ensuring she kept his secrets. Her father was safe and coming home at last, but there were parts of him that might never return, just as parts of her would never be the same.


Atara’s ears pricked suddenly, and then Mikira caught the sound too: someone’s frantic shouts. The noise was coming from the ranch ahead of them, and her instinct to ride toward it was tempered only by the realization of whose house it was: Noah Harlan, the boy who had been Mikira’s childhood friend before she turned down his advances.


Reid was the only one she’d ever told about that, how pathetic it’d made her feel.


“Kira?” her father asked when she slowed Atara.


“Hold on,” she said, and he secured his grip a moment before she sent Atara into an outright gallop. They veered around an Anthir coach and into the wide front drive.


Noah was on his knees at the base of the stairs, one Anthir constable locking his wrists in irons while the other held back Noah’s mother. Her pale face was flushed with tears, but Noah’s dark eyes were hard as he met Mikira’s gaze. He looked so small kneeling there, making her wonder how he could have ever loomed so large in her life.


“Mrs. Harlan,” Mikira called as she dismounted. “What’s happening?”


The constable arresting Noah raised a hand to ward her back. “This has nothing to do with you.”


“He’s been conscripted!” Mrs. Harlan wailed, her hands tangling in her skirts. Mikira could just see the small shapes of Noah’s younger siblings gathered at her back, and for a moment all she could think of was Nelda and Ailene crowding behind her.


“Failed to report for duty, you mean,” the constable nearest her sneered. “Should be thrown into the cells with the other criminals, if you ask me.”


Noah turned and spat at him. The one closest to him backhanded him hard enough to leave a mark before hoisting him to his feet. He swayed dizzily.


“Kira,” her father warned, but she ignored him. She hadn’t seen Noah since they were children, and as much as she resented the way he’d treated her, she also knew how his family depended on him with their father gone.


Mikira stepped into the constable’s path. “I’ll pay the exemption fee.”


The surprise that flooded the constable’s face was nothing compared to Noah’s. He gawked at Mikira like a fish snared on the line, and a small part of her couldn’t help the thrum of satisfaction that arose. But she kept it tamped down and withdrew a small pouch of coin from her pocket, part of Damien’s first deposit of her winnings.


“This should cover it,” she said.


The constable looked over his shoulder at his partner, whose eyes narrowed. “It’s too late for that. The crime’s been committed, and I—”


“You can take my coin,” Mikira said. “Or I can take this matter to High Lord Adair.”


The constable’s mouth snapped shut, and the nearest one eyed her anew, then balked. “Miss Rusel,” he said swiftly. “We didn’t recognize you. Paying the fee now is fine, of course.” He hastily unlocked Noah’s irons, and Mikira tried not to cringe at invoking Damien’s name. It might have helped, but to the public, he was still her sponsor, her friend, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.


The irons came off, and Noah lurched immediately for his mother, who enveloped him in her arms. Mikira shoved the coin pouch into the constable’s chest, then remounted Atara with her father, whose face she couldn’t read. She didn’t spare Noah another glance before sending Atara at a trot back down the path, every beat of the horse’s hooves mirroring the slowly fading pound of adrenaline through her veins.


Her sisters were waiting for them on the front porch when they rode up the gravel drive, outfitted in new day dresses she’d bought them with her winnings. Nelda was threading pieces of grass together into a crown, Ailene drawing a rendition of Wolf, her golem dog, on her leg cast. The scruffy white creature was curled up beside her with his head in her lap, a sore reminder of Ari every time Mikira saw it.


Nelda leapt from the stairs with a cry as they rode up, Ailene taking longer to follow on her crutch. Wolf barked, dancing around Atara’s hooves as Mikira dismounted, then aided her father, who was practically swallowed up by Ailene’s and Nelda’s frantic hugs. Atara shifted behind them, keeping her father upright as he laughed and pulled them both close at once.


For a moment, Mikira just breathed, content to let this moment play out forever. What remained of her family was whole once more, or at least as close as they’d ever get after what they’d been through.


“I’ve made lunch!” Nelda tugged at their father’s hand.


“I’ll be inside in a moment,” he replied. “Why don’t the two of you set the table? I need to speak with your sister.”


Nelda seized Ailene’s hand in place of his, helping her back to the house as Wolf trotted alongside them. Mikira watched them go, somehow knowing that she didn’t want to hear what her father had to say.


She led Atara over to her pasture, letting the golem horse graze while she removed her tack and brushed her down with what had once been Iri’s brushes, Iri’s grass. Memories of him still threaded through everything she did, and there was a part of her that looked at Atara and wished for another horse, a stallion with a single white star on his forehead who she knew down to his bones.


But Iri was gone.


Atara had killed him to protect her, and like so much of Mikira’s life now, she could not separate the good from the bad. She could only accept everything, or none of it at all. Except that did nothing to dispel the nightmares that permeated her sleep, the keening cry of a dying horse and blood so thick it coated her hands like mud. She wouldn’t race again for a very long time.


Perhaps she never would again.


Her father surveyed the ranch, taking in the few improvements Mikira had already made: the repaired and freshly painted pasture fences, the rust-free water troughs, and the new barn door with rusel ranch in bright gold script across it.


Their family name meant something again, and it felt good to see it so proudly displayed.


“We have new horses coming in from Fenden,” she said as she worked. They would be nothing in comparison to the Rusel enchants they’d lost, but they would make for a good starting point in rebuilding their fabled lines. “Soon, the ranch will look just like it used to before . . .”


She trailed off. Before her mother slowly poisoned herself to death with verillion. Before Lochlyn was conscripted into the Eternal War as a result of her foolishness. Before Rezek’s iron grip on the ranch had nearly sent them into ruin and she’d been forced to risk her life in that bloodbath of a race and Iri—she sheared through the thought, forcing it away.


The Illinir already haunted her in her sleep; she would not let it have the daylight too.


“It looks amazing, Kira,” her father said gently. “I’m so proud of what you’ve accomplished. Not just with the Illinir, but here, at home. Your sisters are lucky to have you.”


Mikira paused with her fingers buried in Atara’s sweaty fur, a curry comb clutched in one hand. Those were the words she’d always wanted her father to say, the acknowledgment she’d needed when he buried himself in his verillion research night after night, seeking a new discovery that would put the Rusel name on the map again.


She couldn’t help feeling they were too little, too late.


The sound of hoofbeats echoed up the gravel path, and a brown-skinned girl with a long braid of dark hair flying behind her rode up the drive on a pale horse, a grin already breaking across her beautiful face. She reined her horse in short of them.


“Mr. Rusel,” Talyana greeted with a tip of her head. “It’s been a while.”


Her father blinked curiously at Talyana, who he hadn’t seen since she was a child. Her parents had shipped her off to a military academy after Rezek injured her, and Mikira hadn’t seen her for years until recently.


“Talyana Haraver,” Mikira reminded him.


“Of course,” he said with a warm smile. “It’s good to see you.”


“And you.” Talyana bowed her head. “If you don’t mind, I need to borrow your daughter.”


Her father hesitated, no doubt thinking of what he’d meant to share with Mikira. Whatever it was, though, it seemed he didn’t want to do it in front of company.


Instead, he folded his thin arms and said, “I expect her home before dark.”


The grin Talyana flashed him was nothing short of mischievous, and between the two of them Mikira felt her face heating, even as a part of her balked at her father’s concern. Real or not, it felt forced, like so much of the last hour, and she had to swallow the urge to tell him that if she could win the Illinir, she could handle herself among some rebels.


Except he didn’t know that was where she was going.


Neither did her sisters, who would only worry. But she was doing this for them, for a better future for them all. She wouldn’t risk her family by incriminating them with knowledge of her activities.


As her father made his way back to the house, Mikira opened Atara’s pasture gate, intending to let her rest since she’d already been out for one ride to town.


“Bring her,” Talyana said. “It’ll be good for people to see the two of you together.”


Mikira paused with a frown. “What do you mean?”


Talyana gestured between them. “Come on, Kira. The two of you are practically a symbol of resistance after what you accomplished. Together, you’re a legend.”


A legend.


The words swelled inside her in a way she didn’t expect, and Atara bobbed her head vigorously in agreement. She never had been shy about praise, and lately, neither had Mikira.


Talyana turned her horse about. “Come on. We’ve got a meeting to get to.”
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