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          Allie

        

      

    
    
      The worst moments of my life always take place in restaurants. The scene of tonight’s impending disaster is called Francesca’s, a little Mexican place near the Wolf Run University campus. I've never been, but my sister, Cassie, loves their dollar margarita nights. How she manages to party and get perfect grades, I'll never know. I never have time to party, and I'm getting Bs. I’m not really in the mood to go out, but since I’m broke, it’ll save me from figuring out if I really can make ramen in my tiny coffee pot.

      I should be studying for my chemistry test tomorrow, but instead my mom texted about having family dinner. It could go either way; I could get into a passive-aggressive fight with my mom or dad about my life and everything in it, or I’ll be super uncomfortable because I’m the odd one out in my family. Even knowing this, my complete lack of a bank account balance said I shouldn't turn down a free meal. I needed to talk to Dad anyway, I guess. Maybe he’ll lend me a little money and save me from ramen and peanut butter for a few weeks.

      I spot Cassie at a table in the back, giving me a little wave, and I start to weave my way through the overcrowded dining area. Despite the fact that we go to the same university, I never see her--a fact that I’m sure she’s about to remind me of.

      “Hey, Allie-cat!” Cassie stands up, wrapping me in an uncomfortably tight hug. “How’s my little sister? I never see you out at the parties.” She sips her margarita, not giving me a chance to answer. “There’s still time to rush, you know. The Pis would take you, I’m pretty sure.”

      “Hi, Cassie,” I finally manage to say, sitting across from her. “I’m good. Busy studying, you know.” My whole life is studying, and I’m not even sure what I’m doing it for. Not that Cassie cares. I can tell she hasn’t heard me, and she’s looking back out over the sea of people in this tiny, cramped restaurant.

      “Oh, there are Mom and Dad,” Cassie says, waving out towards the entrance. “Mom did get her hair cut! We were talking about it last week on the phone, when we made plans for a spa day. Which,” she pauses, “we were gonna invite you, but Mom said you never want to go anyway.”

      I let that little slight go by me. I know my mom and Cassie are close, and we’re just...not. I know my parents have no idea how to talk to me in general, and I’m starting to think that living off of ramen until my student loan check comes in isn’t such a bad thing after all.

      “Hello, girls!” My dad greets us, and Cassie and I stand for his hug. “Cassie, you’re looking lovely. Allison, you look a little tired. Maybe cut back on the Gilmore Girls binging, get some good sleep?”

      My cheeks redden. “Dad, I don’t even have Netflix anymore. Couldn’t afford it.”

      “Couldn’t afford it? Oh, sweetie.” My mom pats my shoulder as I go by her to retake my seat. “You can use our account. I’ll text you the password.”

      I wave this off. “It’s okay, I don’t have time anyway.”

      My dad sits down next to Cassie, giving her another little around-the-shoulder hug. “No time?” he repeats. “What are you doing with yourself?”

      This is the big question, and one of the biggest reasons why I hate family dinner nights. I have no idea what I’m doing. I went to college because it was expected, because that’s what my family does. I never had a plan. I never had a dream. While Cassie has always flitted from hobby to hobby and clique to clique, that’s never been me. I like music, but I can’t play it. I like art, but I can’t paint. I’ve always just been on the fringe of everything, never involved in it, and I don’t really excel at anything, except apparently failing at the things my parents want for me.

      I can feel irritation welling up as the waiter approaches the table. “Studying, Dad. I study. I have a chem exam tomorrow.”

      He stares at me, and I stare back at him until he tilts his head at the waiter, who...probably asked what I wanted to drink. Right. “Um, margarita, please.”

      “Sure thing,” he answers, and looks to my parents for their orders.

      Cassie clicks her tongue. “Damn. Wish I didn’t get carded anymore. Lucky.”

      “But you’re older than me. How are you getting carded?” I meant this to be lighthearted, but somehow it comes out in this petulantly sarcastic way that I can already see my dad reacting to.

      “No claws tonight, Allison. Cassie, how are the medical school applications going? You settled on a place yet?”

      Cassie digs into her purse, pulling out a list, and I’m not surprised to see my dad huddle closer to her to read it better. My parents have always been completely invested in Cassie’s success, supporting her, and this is the shop talk that will probably dominate the rest of the night. “I’m thinking Georgetown, Wake Forest, maybe Duke,” she says, “but the application fees are nuts.”

      “Your mom and I can help you out with that,” he answers easily, turning his eyes to me. “How about you, Allison? You settle on a major yet?”

      I’ve never been so grateful to see a waiter before in my life, and I try to stall with a sip of the tart margarita he puts in front of me. “Um, not yet, no.”

      I should have lied. I should have just played into the family narrative that I’ve somehow never had the right lines for and just lied. My dad’s face darkens a little and he looks away as my mom turns to me. “Sweetie, when are you going to pick one?” she asks. “You’re a sophomore. You should know what you want.”

      I shift uneasily in my chair. “Well...I don’t. I don’t even know if I want to be in college.”

      “Fine time to decide that, after you’ve been here more than a year,” my dad mutters.

      “Hey,” I say sharply, my anger rushing up at me. “You didn’t pay for my tuition, like you did for Cassie, so I don’t know why you’re mad about it.”

      The vein in my dad’s forehead is beginning to pulse, a sure sign that I’ve gone too far, but he keeps his voice low. “I told you I would pay if you went into the sciences. You couldn’t promise me you’d do that.”

      “Liberal arts--”

      “I don’t want to hear about liberal arts right now, Allison,” he cuts me off, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Jesus. What is so difficult about knowing what you want to do? Cassie never had any trouble with this.”

      My mom reaches under the table, where I’ve got my hand curled into a tense fist, and lays her hand over mine. “We’re just worried,” she explains, giving my dad a look. “Allison, you don’t return our calls. You say you’re studying all the time. You don’t date. You don’t have a major or a plan. What’s going on?”

      I can’t tell her. I can’t even summon up the words. The truth is that I’ve never known. Everything I do in my life just feels like it’s a thing I have to do because it’s right there. It’s expected. I had to go to college because that’s what was done. Making perfect grades is expected. Having it all figured out, essential. Dating, meeting guys, going to parties...all things a girl of my age should be doing, all things that come easily to my sister.

      I’ve never wanted anything, and I’m just along for the ride, struggling to figure out how I fit into a family that seems completely at odds with who I am. Whatever that may be.

      So instead, I lie. “College is tough, and there’s a lot going on. I’m...adjusting.”

      My mom beams, so happy that the answer is so relatable that she practically bounces in her seat. “You’ll figure it out, sweetie. These things are difficult, and they take time.”

      Right. I’ve been trying to figure out why I feel lonely and lost my whole life, and it doesn’t seem like it’s going to magically get better overnight.

      My dad seems too upset with me to really deal with me, so we spend the rest of dinner in a terse near-silence broken by my parents talking to Cassie more about her tutoring schedule and her plans for homecoming. By the time everyone’s finished eating, the waiter’s brought the bill, and my dad purses his lips at it before meeting my eyes. “I guess I’ve got this.”

      Shame courses through every inch of me, stiffening my spine. “I can give you ten bucks for my share if you want, Dad.” If he’s going to make a fuss about the bill, there’s no way he’ll lend me the fifty bucks I need to pay my credit card bill remotely on time. I’ll just have to...I don’t know. Sell plasma or something.

      He waves this off, grunting. “It’s fine.”

      I can’t deal with much more of this, so I make a show of gathering my purse. “Well, chem test tomorrow. I better be off. Thanks for dinner.”

      I don’t look at them as I head back through the restaurant, pushing past groups of friends and families. They’re all talking, all laughing. They know they’re in a place they belong.

      I don’t know why I’ve never felt the same, but it hurts. As I finally step out into the early fall night, that loneliness hits me harder than ever as I contemplate going back to my small single room and burying myself in chemistry.

      “Allie, wait!” I turn, and Cassie is pushing out the door behind me. “Hey,” she starts, hooking her purse over her shoulder. “Look, I’m sorry about all that. I asked Mom to get everyone together and it’s just…” She shakes her head, giving a little shrug. “You know.”

      Yeah, I know all too well. “It’s fine,” I say, taking a step in the direction of my dorm. “I gotta go, Cass.”

      “Before you do,” she interjects, putting a hand on my arm. “I just…” Cassie lowers her voice, stepping close to me. “If you want, I can find somebody to take you out. Just say the word. I know people.”

      My breath whooshes out in an incredulous laugh, and I shake my head. “Cassie, I don’t want to date, okay? I have…” I gesture vaguely, “so much going on. I don’t need that.” I pull my arm free from hers. “I’ll see you later.”

      It’s a short walk to my dorm, and normally I’d probably be upset about the evening. I’d be mad at my dad, annoyed at my mom, and hate my sister for being the perfect one. Tonight, all I can think about is how in the hell I’m going to pay my damn credit card bill. Donating plasma seems about the only way I’ll get the money remotely in time, unless I cut class and try to pick up some babysitting hours or something.

      I let myself into my room and flick on the light, thinking over my schedule tomorrow. After my chem exam, I’m pretty much free, so I could head over after that. But as I set my keys down on my dresser, a flyer I found in the quad the other day catches my eye.

      
        
        PAID STUDY

        Seeking females 18-22

        Non-smoking

        Non-drinker

        5-minute evaluation

        $50 compensation if selected to participate

        Call or text

        

      

      I study it, wondering if it’s worth it. Usually these studies don’t pay, and this one may not either, but with five minutes of my time on the line for potentially fifty dollars...why not, right? I do happen to need exactly fifty bucks, so it’s clearly meant to be.

      I text the number, and before I’ve even gotten out of my shoes, there’s a reply.

      
        
        Camden Hall, rm 220. 10am.

        

      

      Well. After my chem exam, guess I’m going to go check it out. For now though, I put on pajamas and pull my chemistry textbook into my lap, for all the good I think it’ll do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The chem exam leaves me uncertain and nauseous, and I almost decide not to go to the study. They’ll probably get a ton of people and I may not even be selected, but the promise of that fifty dollars haunts me to the point where I find myself walking towards Camden, on the outskirts of campus.

      It’s clearly not a very busy building, with dirt and a scattering of leaves across the building’s porch. The glass in the windows is dusty and dingy, the floors unwaxed and slick with a layer of grime. The elevator’s also out of order, which is fantastic, and after an annoying climb on the rickety stairs, I arrive at the second floor. Up here it’s a little nicer, everything at least clean and shining, and there’s a woman working in the office directly opposite me who looks up with a smile. “Here for the study?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’m Allie.” I shift awkwardly, adjusting my bag.

      She smiles. “End of the hallway, please.” She indicates the direction with the tip of her pencil, and goes back to working.

      There are a couple other girls coming out of the stairwell, and together we make our way down the hallway to the open door at its end. Inside, there are several rows of chairs set up facing a podium, but this is unlike any lecture I’ve ever seen. The walls and the podium are swagged with white fabric and silvery symbols, almost like letters but not quite. There are candles lit along the edges of the room, and two men are standing at either side of the back of the room next to two doors. There’s a man next to the podium, smiling at us in welcome, and next to him on the podium is what appears to be an intricately designed candlestick holder. I can’t tell what’s on it, but the fact that it doesn’t actually have a candle in it seems weird.

      “Please, sit,” he invites, gesturing to the chairs. “We’re waiting on a few more.”

      I take a seat in the back row, next to a girl who looks as nervous as I feel. Her brown eyes are wide, and she’s nervously tucking back a long dark brown bang from her forehead. “Hey. Wild, huh?”

      I nod, seeing the two men at the front doors watching the man who seems to be in charge as he fusses with the fabric on the podium. “Uh, yeah. This is not what I imagined at all.”

      “I was expecting, you know, a survey. Maybe some kind of test. But this?” She shrugs, giving me a little smile. “I’m Gwen, by the way.”

      “Allie,” I answer, giving her a little smile. “Nice to--”

      The man at the front clears his throat, looking back at what’s probably about fifteen girls. “Ladies, this will only take a few minutes. If you could, one at a time, come to the front of the room?” He holds out a hand to the girl in the front row, who takes his hand after a moment. “Come, my dear, there’s nothing to fear.”

      He leads her to the podium. “Touch the device, please. It won’t hurt you. It’s merely gauging your latent energy level.”

      The girl reaches out hesitantly, brushing her fingers over the device, and seems almost disappointed when nothing happens. She looks to the man curiously, and he frowns at her. “I am sorry. You haven’t been selected. Left door, please.”

      My eyebrows raise, a little surprised that this is the scientific method in action, and I exchange a glance with Gwen. This just keeps getting weirder.

      The next girl is prompted to come up, her fingers nervously stroking back long sandy hair, and this time, the thing pulses a bright silvery light when she touches it. The man beams brightly, his entire demeanor changing. “Right door, please, dear. Someone will give you further instructions inside.” She makes her way through the door, looking unsteady on her feet, and the next girl is called up.

      Maybe four girls have been selected by the time Gwen and I are left, and the man looks impatient now. “Ladies, please. The next group will be along shortly.” Heading up to the front of the room, I can now see it’s a little statue, carved over with what appear to be angels and wings.

      Gwen goes first, the light beginning the moment her fingers come into contact with the metal, and she furrows her brow a bit as she pulls away. “That’s...weird.”

      “What’s weird?” I ask, reaching my hand out as the man glares again.

      As soon as my finger touches one of the angel carvings, the burst of light nearly blinds me and I feel instantly dizzy. Distantly I can hear Gwen speaking, but I can’t tell what she’s saying. Everything is blurring, and the last thing I’m aware of is strong arms hooking under mine as Gwen screams, and my vision goes dark.
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          Aramon

        

      

    
    
      A booming call echoes through the cloud-streaked sky, the horns signaling my first move as Warlord of the Daevosi clan.

      Talran is at my side, his head held high, amber eyes ever vigilant. Even here, in this sacred space, he watches for threats. He is right to do it. My claim as Warlord is not absolute. My father may have ruled over the skies for a century, his father even longer before that, but they were both questioned in word and deed—challenged for their position by those who believed themselves stronger and better suited to defend our people.

      They prevailed and so must I, but that does not mean I face this meeting without reservation.

      “Do you think they will listen?” I ask Talran, my hands tensing on the twin blades belted at my waist.

      My father would have made them listen. He would have cut down any who opposed him, truly earning his title. It may fall on me to do the same, but my people have long been fractured. I’ve called this meeting for the sake of unity, not bloodshed.

      “Some of them, maybe,” Talran says charitably. “Fair odds on at least one of them trying to soak the sacred stones with your blood.” He snorts in amusement. “Those old rocks could use a splash of color.”

      I look over my shoulder at the meeting space. High above the realms, the Blackstone floats undisturbed, shrouded in the misty trails of clouds. Onyx stone reflects nothing of the sun’s light, only absorbing its heat and drawing it into the cracks between formations. It ignites in ripples of molten energy, safe only for the feet of my people.

      Much blood has been spilled here, in this natural arena framed by tall, jutting peaks of onyx. Many times have I watched my father defend himself and those closest to him, including me and—many, many years ago—my mother.

      I will have no family to defend. My people have not been blessed by Straos in nearly a century. But if my blood is to join his, then I will consider it an honor.

      “I suppose we’d better get ready to do a little redecorating then,” I say, the muscles in my back tensing and then releasing as my wings unfurl.

      I bend my knees and push off from the ground, surging into the sky. My wings stretch, beating powerfully, propelling me upward until I am high above the tallest peak. I lower myself, feet planting on the molten stones, and already I can see other warriors closer than they should be, vying for space.

      None have dared to claim this throne for themselves yet, but I can see the hunger in their eyes.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I begin, my gaze scanning the Blackstone. A sea of men greets me, some with wings spread, some with weapons drawn. “I won’t waste your time or my own: Our curse grows dire. It was dire under my father’s rule, and it will only become more so as the years pass us by.”

      Murmurs catch on the wind, but there is no outright dissent. No one can argue with a clear statement of fact. There are no women in this crowd. Those that remain in Daevos are too old to bear children, many of them approaching the end of their lifespan.

      “And your father spent the last quarter of his life trying and failing to solve that problem,” comes a voice from below. “What do you propose to do about it, arhok?”

      Bone spears tap the rocks in agreement, a surge of molten heat flaring beneath me. The name—given to me when I took too long to master my wings—sparks an anger deep within my soul. It would be easy to leap from my perch, pin the dissenter to the stones below, and strip him of his own wings with my bare hands to see how much he appreciates being arhok in truth.

      But he is not the real problem, only a symptom of it.

      “I propose we unite and face this threat head-on, because if we cannot cast aside our personal loyalties and band together in this, our people will die.”

      Shouts and snarls erupt from below, several voices rising over the din.

      “We will never bow to the Daevosi!”

      “My people refuse to die for your impossible crusade!”

      “The last Warlord promised us independence!”

      All of these concerns are true. I suspect the others that get lost in the roar of voices are also true, in their way. Perched on a rock beneath me, Talran pulls his spear from his back, his stance guarded, ready to strike. My own hand twitches by one of my blades, but I refuse the temptation.

      “Enough!” I roar, my voice carrying like a fierce ripple through the disquieted crowd. “Speak your concerns with order and respect, or do not speak them at all.”

      The crowd is still, except for the lash of wings that extend, beating into the sky. One of the younger leaders—Vash, leader of the Barivosi clan—climbs high above me until the sun streams through the tears in his wings, scars from a well-fought battle. My jaw tenses and I lift my head to him, but I don’t engage. Eventually he lands on the jagged perch just below mine.

      “What assurances can you give us? How can you be certain we will ever find mates, when none have felt the pull in nearly a hundred years?” He rises to his full height, straps of leather pulling tight against his muscular torso.

      Everything about him is a threat, and I can feel that bone-deep urge to meet his unspoken challenge with a show of force. But my father did not win loyalty by rising to the bait of every young fool who addressed him with disrespect.

      “I will scour the skies, lead our people across this realm and the next,” I answer, “until I find the answer that’s been kept from us.”

      He scoffs openly, at that. “You are weak, arhok.”

      “Would you have me do as your father has done? Lie down at the feet of the gods themselves and beg for promises they will not grant?”

      I do not relish the pained look on his face or the fury that burns in his opal eyes, but we are past the time for prayer. We must do something, and we must do it together.

      A savage growl tears from Vash’s throat as he leaps toward me. The attack is expected and I wave off Talran’s immediate move to defend me, drawing my twin blades. The steel of his daggers flashes in the sun, giving away their position before he even moves, but my onyx blades—made of the same stone that burns beneath my feet—swallow the light and conceal my movements, making it all too easy to divert his wild flurry of blows.

      I catch him in the side, severing the leather strap of his harness, drawing a line of dark blood that flicks across the stones beneath us. Flying into the air, I dodge the frenzied strikes he answers with, slamming the roughened soles of my feet into his back, forcing him to the ground. The rocks quake as I land, one of my blades pressing against the back of his neck.

      “Yield,” I growl, drawing blood from his sun-kissed skin.

      I can see him breathe in and out, see the harsh rise and fall of his chest. His jaw is tense and so is mine. When he hesitates, I prepare myself for some kind of counter-attack. I will not kill a man who is pinned to the ground, all but defenseless. I will not turn my back on him, either.

      Instead of the bite of a blow from some hidden ally, though, I’m caught by the blaring of a different horn than the one that summoned us here. This one is shrill, sharp, playing in one continuous note that sends a spike of adrenaline racing through my blood.

      We’re under attack.

      I pull my blades back from the warrior who challenged me. He’s the least of my problems now. Pushing off of the rocks, I rise high into the sky, the sun’s glare making it hard to see as far as I’d like.

      The young man blowing the horn is one of mine. Greatly inexperienced and certainly not a warrior, he was entrusted with the duty of lookout only as a formality. A nod to his father and how well he served mine. A safe, comfortable position, for what could possibly reach him here, in this place beyond the edges of the sky?

      I have my answer when a spear of pure light pierces his chest, cutting cleanly through the other side. Blood flies from his open mouth, he lets out a choked noise, and my wings beat wildly as I try to reach him in time.

      It’s too late.

      He plummets, past the clouds and further below, his own blood following him with a strange, grotesque delay. I rush toward him, but I barely clear the first tuft of clouds before a force slams into me hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs.

      When my gaze clears, I can feel something cold, like the metal of a crude blade that has never known the touch of its wielder. Only this isn’t metal at all. It’s skin, burnished with an iridescent white that reflects the sun’s glittering rays. The body that has collided with mine isn’t bulky like my own. It’s made of lean, sinewy muscle pulled into a lithe form designed explicitly for the sinister, underhanded tactics of the Anjari.

      Like killing a lookout who was little more than a child without giving him the chance to defend himself.

      He does his best to use the same tactics on me, pushing away from me and angling his light spear toward my wings. He means to ground me, because he knows it is the only way he can win this fight.

      I let out a roar, the muscles in my legs tensing as my body works against the space around me, claiming pockets of air that I bend to my will, forcing them under my wings. I reach up in time to grab his spear in both my hands, the light of it burning my palms. In one brutal motion, I break it in half.

      Above the clouds, I see there are others. They circle the stones like vultures, and I can’t stop to wonder how it is they found this place—how they can even see this sacred land. As Warlord, I must stop them.

      Pushing away from my now disarmed opponent, I surge into the sky, my blades drawn and angled to strike. I catch one of them from behind, slicing the onyx across his throat. Another I grapple with one arm, running the blade through his chest with the other.

      Another cuts beneath me, and I can see the path he intends to take. One of the older chieftains, Ezgal, is more vulnerable than most. Wounded from the last war, his wings don’t fully unfurl and he cannot gain the speed and power my people are known for. The Anjari are spineless vipers to exploit this, but this comes as no surprise.

      I follow, fighting against the draft that carries the hot air upwards from the stones. Drawing back, blade in hand, I throw it with lethal accuracy, the masterwork stone embedding deep into the Anjari’s back, just below his neck. As I slow my momentum to retrieve my blade from his lifeless body, I’m struck by a flash of movement to my left.

      Talran rushes toward me, his spear drawn and tucked beneath him as he charges. I look over my shoulder just in time to see him run the attacker from earlier through—the one who was brave enough to pursue me without his weapon, but not brave enough to do so honorably.

      My second-in-command, my most trusted friend lands on the stones, using the leverage of them to rip his spear back. The Anjari slumps to the ground, barely managing to catch himself, a shaking arm holding him up.

      The other men land beside us, weapons drawn, but I hold up one hand to stay the slaughter. Crouching down, I grab a handful of the attacker’s silver-threaded hair and yank upward, forcing him to look at me.

      “Why are you here?” I demand. “What of the truce?”

      My father was old enough to remember the wars between our people. An endless series of battles to see which of us would command the heavens. By the time it reached a bloody truce, a terrible price had been paid on both sides.

      “The realms must… be cleansed…” he coughs, flecks of blood joining the spittle.

      “Who sent you?” Talran asks from beside me.

      The fact that they are here could merely mean dissent among their ranks. Or it could mean an all-out war approaches.

      As he spends his last moments looking into my eyes, the cold steel of his showing only contempt, I know deep in my soul it is the latter.
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      I can feel myself starting to wake up, but it’s a struggle. I’m groggy, unable to really recall what day it is or even guess what the time might be. My brain starts working, trying to put the pieces into place. I took the chem exam. I went to the study. I remember being there, but...did I come back to my dorm? Have I crashed into a horrible stress-induced nap? It feels like it. My body feels heavy and near lifeless, like I’m sick with the flu.

      But when my eyes finally open, I see that the reason I feel so weird is because I’ve been sleeping in a tub. The water is so warm and so still I can hardly feel it against my skin, and I’ve been sleeping propped up against the long, sloping edge in this dark room. Naked. Why am I naked?

      And I’m not alone.

      As my eyes adjust, I can see candlelight beating against the wet, slick skin of myself and the other girls from the study, all of whom are unconscious and wearing tight metal collars around their throats, each set with some kind of jewel. We’re in some strange stone room, empty except for these tubs and some candles on low tables. When I raise my hand, I can feel the collar and jewel nestled at my throat, and I start to rise out of this tub, my stomach heaving with the anxiety churning in me.

      Almost immediately, hands grip on my shoulders, pushing me down, and I shriek. A hand covers my mouth, and I look up with the knowledge that something is very, very wrong here.

      It’s...an angel. Has to be. White, shimmering skin that’s scattering rainbows when the candlelight hits it. White feathery wings tucked behind, barely visible behind the silver hair. It’s a woman, I think, and she’s older. Somewhere beyond the prime of life, but with a serene smile. She shakes her head at me, removing her hand as more of them file into the edges of my vision. Maybe a dozen in all.

      There’s only one reason why I can think I’d suddenly be surrounded by angels, and a feeling of cold dread washes over me. “I’m dead,” I whisper, closing my eyes...which fly back open when something rough tracks hard across my skin.

      I gasp, looking at my arm. The angel’s got some kind of cloth in her hand, and she’s scrubbing me like she is determined to erase every bit of dirt that’s ever maybe been on my body. It stings horribly, so much so that I know I can’t be dead. There’s no way being dead would hurt like this, so if I’m not, why are there angels? “Stop, that hurts,” I tell her, trying to pull my arm back, but she’s stronger. She gets me in a tight grip and hangs on, the cloth practically raking over my skin. I can hear the other girls waking up as all of these angels roughly bathe us. By this point I am very sure this is not worth fifty bucks, and extremely sure that these can’t be real angels.

      But I can’t tell what’s going on, why they’d bother to clean us up. The soap they’re using begins to fill my nose with its sharp tang, and something about it makes me feel so clean that it feels unnatural. Like no human should ever be this clean.

      They rinse us off, hauling us out of these tubs with a clinical detachment that scares me. One of the angels holds us firmly while the other one chants softly in some language I can’t understand, dipping her fingertips into something and painting it across our bodies. It’s slick, making me think it’s some kind of oil, and it’s so much cooler than the bathwater. They keep going, over and over, and any time someone attempts to speak or wrench themselves free, they’re shaken by their captor.

      Because that’s what they are to us. There’s no mistaking that now. We’re prisoners, and they’re about to do something horrible to us. We’re dressed in long white gowns, our hair brushed out and left long, with strange circlets placed on our heads. “Please,” I whisper to the angel fussing with me. “Please, please let me go.”

      Her eyes narrow and she cups my chin in her hand, forcing me to look up, while she says words I can’t understand. Tears start falling from my eyes then, shivering in this thin white dress, and I’m pretty sure that I’m about to die.

      The angel women look us over, most of us in tears by now, and herd us out of this room and down a long, stone passageway. There are more angels here, male ones. Their slender bodies are naked from the waist up, spears strapped to their backs, and they do not look at us as we are marched past them.

      There’s light at the end of this tunnel, and we enter a great, cavernous stone room to join a number of other women, not all of which are human, and that’s...weird, just like everything else in this room. The white material that’s on our bodies is fluttering down from the ceiling in long banners, covered over in more of the silver symbols I saw back in Camden Hall. There are candles everywhere: clustered along the walls, in sconces, overcrowding a large altar at the far end of the room. Between us and that altar, though, is a strange and unsettling sight.

      Angels in gray robes and hoods stand at intervals from one another, forming concentric circles with each other. The circles converge in the middle of the room, where a beam of pure white light is streaming down. Beside it, an angel with an elaborate silver headdress is standing, a long silvery staff in his hands. “Welcome, chosen,” he intones. “The great pleasures and duties of life lay before you, and the hour comes for the ceremony of the faithful to carry on our legacy.”

      Gwen presses in close to me, her shaking hand grasping for mine, and I give it without a thought. “What the hell is this?” she whispers, her voice rough, the red gem at her throat gleaming in the candlelight.

      I shake my head, too terrified to even answer. It’s some kind of ritual, and I’m pretty sure I want nothing to do with it.

      “Let us begin,” the one in the silver headdress intones, and the angels in the hoods begin to chant. “Bring forth the first.”

      The angel women catch hold of one blonde girl, who begins to scream and struggle as she is dragged through the circles of robed figures. The chanting increases in volume until it’s thrumming in my ears, indistinguishable from my own pulse, and culminates in one harmonious note as the girl is cast shrieking into the shaft of light.

      And then there is total silence. Not even a breath in the echoing chamber.

      The girl gets to her feet, turning to face the angelic priest, and bows her head to him. He offers a hand to her, which she freely takes, and he kisses her hand. “Come, my pure daughter. Your chosen is among us, and you shall be joined.”

      He extends a hand to one of his circle, who leaves his position to take the girl’s hands, and she goes with him willingly into the shadows. The circle tightens to cover this missing angel, and the chanting starts again.

      That’s the moment my blood begins to run cold. Whatever that light is, I don’t want any part of it. It clearly does something to you, changes you somehow, and I’m sure as hell not going to be joined to some angel against my will.

      But as they grab the girl next to me, whose bright blue eyes meet mine in terror, I start to fear that I’m not going to have a say in the matter at all.
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      “Your son’s death was one of honor. His ancestors will welcome him.”

      The words are sincere, my gratitude genuine, but it feels no less like a failure to inform Olvar’s father that he was killed by an enemy who has not posed a threat to us in centuries.

      I grip the elder’s shoulder, looking into his stony face. Jagged planes are framed by a long but tidy beard, jet-black eyes regarding me with a barely restrained anger I can feel deep in my soul. He blames me. That is plain to see. But he cannot blame me more than I blame myself.

      “And how will you stop this from happening in the future, Warlord?” he asks me, his eyes boring into me.

      I know he wants vengeance. I want it as well. But flying blindly into the eye of this storm would be suicide. Even if our more reckless warriors are willing to give their lives for the cause, I cannot risk it without knowing what we’re fighting for.

      “By keeping our eyes open and deciding the best move for all of us,” I tell him, all too aware it’s not what he wants to hear.

      I can feel the tension in his body and I draw my hand back, giving him a respectful dip of my head, my horns offered before him. Leaving his side, I walk the deck of The Juggernaut, my flagship vessel, seeking out the injured who are being tended by our healers.

      A warrior younger than I am sits placidly, his jaw tense, a shimmer to his eyes though he tries to hide it as I pass by. One of the healers—an older woman named Vithral—sews a massive gash in his wing with magical black thread. The binding is pulled taut, the thread shimmering in the sunlight, but the wing does not flex properly. There is every chance he will be unable to fly as he should.

      That, too, feels like a failure.

      “Aramon,” she calls to me, one of the few who feels comfortable using my given name. Likely because she has known me since I was a child. “Come sit down. Someone must tend to your wounds.”

      My hand goes to my side, where the Anjari’s light spear burned my flesh. It’s tender to my touch, but hardly cause for concern. “It will heal on its own.”

      Before she can argue further, my second-in-command approaches, his right arm bandaged in a hide wrap. His eyes are wild, his nostrils flaring like an agitated bull’s.

      “Have you come up with a plan of attack yet?” he asks me, a savage eagerness in his voice. “We must strike quickly, while they’re still recovering from their losses.”

      “A few scouts hardly signify,” I motion for him to walk with me, ascending the deck to the helm of the ship. “We have no idea who sent them, what they wanted, or how many more might be coming.”

      I move to the bow, my arms folded over my chest, the wind slicing past my sides as the ship moves at a pace far greater than what most vessels could boast. The skies are like the clearest, calmest waters to The Juggernaut, and its powerful twin engines light with an ever-burning magic great enough to carry us from one end of these realms to the next. It was my father’s pride and joy, the crown of our fleet, and now it will be the vessel that secures us our first victory in what I know will be a brutal war.

      “I can’t believe you would simply ignore a threat like this,” Talran says, his voice a low hiss.

      “Who says I’m ignoring it?” I fix him with a hard stare, a roughness to my voice he instantly understands. I trust him with my life, but the day he starts to question me in front of our people is the day I completely lose their respect. “Just because I’m not eager to throw our warriors at the nearest Anjari city doesn’t mean I don’t have a plan.”

      Untying a pouch at my waist, I withdraw a smooth, flat stone with a dark, glassy finish. I hold it up so that it catches the sun, turning my wrist to create a signal. Three flashes of light answer from a distance.

      “I sent some of our scouts to look into what the Anjari were doing a few weeks ago,” I say, approaching the subject with caution.

      “And you didn’t send me? Or tell me?” There’s a bite to his voice, his temper rising. I can see it in the flush that rises through his body.

      “I wasn’t sure what would come of it,” I admit. “I’m still not. But I wanted to get a read on just how the Anjari are getting their mates, and I think the scouts finally have an answer. Fly with me?”

      I can tell his pride has taken a hit, but he accompanies me just the same, both of us armed as we leap into the air and approach the scouting skiff to board. The vessel is far smaller than our raiding ships, built for speed and stealth rather than power. The commander of the scouting party shows me the filed tips of his horns when he bows, fist over his chest.

      “What news?”

      “You’re in luck,” he says, his sharp teeth snagging the corner of his mouth in a grin. “They’ve just gotten a new group of females. As best I can tell, they’re bringing them through a portal. Maybe linked up to another realm?” He shrugs. “Some sort of ceremony’s been happening all morning.”

      “They have mates?” Talran asks, his eyes wide, the hand at his side clenching into a fist.

      When he looks up at me, I know we’re finally on the same wavelength.

      “Straos above…” he breathes, a slow grin spreading across his features. “You mean to steal their mates.”

      “That is exactly what I mean to do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I gather my best men, the ones I would trust with my life, just as they trust me with theirs. Talran leads them, his spear at the ready, his wings spread wide as the small scouting vessel ranges toward the pristine, white mountain that looms in the distance.

      The cliff face gleams like ivory, reflecting the sun’s violent rays. Tall birch trees line the top, a sea of white mixed with golden leaves that should help filter the sunlight, but only seem to make it that much more intense. It might be beautiful, were it not so bright and oppressive, the harsh light overtaking any sense of calm or serenity that might have flourished if the space was simply allowed to exist.

      That is the way of the Anjari, though. Nothing can ever simply exist as it was meant to be; as its nature demands. It must all be made pure, any hint of spirit driven away until all that remains is an empty vessel they can fill. I have heard it is the same with their mates, and just knowing they have females and treat them this way fills me with rage.

      But I would have let them be. I would have honored the truce forged by my grandfather, if only they’d honored theirs.

      Now, I will show them no mercy. I will take what is dearest to them—take their precious vessels before they can “cleanse” them of everything that makes them who they are. That is the goal, and if their guardians are killed in the process, at least they will have died as something other than cowardly assassins.

      There is one thing I will not tolerate, however.

      “Listen up,” I call to the assembled group. Warriors all, ten of us in total. “I know many of you would like to hurt the Anjari as we hurt--to take from them as they have taken from us. But you are not to harm the females in any way. They are not at fault here. We will take them back to Daevos and they will live full and happy lives with the older women.”

      “And if they fight us?” one of the older warriors asks. “I will not allow myself to be run through by an Anjari’s mate.”

      “If you can’t handle a few women without getting yourself stabbed,” Talran says, “you don’t deserve to be here.”

      “I will say this one more time.” I approach the male, my wings twitching, eager to leave this ship and find purpose in my mission. But this must be made clear. I cannot take any chances. “You are not to harm any of the women. Under any circumstances. If that is an agreement you cannot make, then you need to get out of my sight before I strip you of your wings and what’s left of your dignity.”

      Something blazes inside of me, a fierceness I never found difficult to achieve as a warrior, but a state I’ve not often reached as a leader. If I must put a male in his place over something, then I am glad it is something as fundamentally important as this.

      As much as I want the Anjari to suffer, as much as I want to see them pay for what they have taken from us, I refuse to harm innocents to achieve this goal. Especially innocent women.

      The old warrior lifts his chin, and for a moment it seems as though he may challenge me on this. But he gives a single nod, adding his voice to that confirmation when I don’t walk away. “Understood, Warlord.”

      Looking at him, I can see a glint of desperation in his eyes. It is the same I feel in my heart, and I can’t help but sympathize with him. I clasp his shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “We will find our mates, and we will be better for having treated these women with kindness. I promise you that.”

      He lets out a breath and gives one last quick, decisive nod, clasping my shoulder in return. We are brothers here, those of us who have grown together, fought together, lost together. I know the day will come when the gods smile upon us once more.

      “Live as though there is no tomorrow,” I say, reciting something I heard my father say too many times to count.

      “Die with no regrets,” they finish in unison, hoisting their weapons.

      The deck of the ship rocks below my feet as I push into the air, my brothers following me. We fly straight up, following the steep line of the cliffs, past the sea of birch trees, higher and higher until our spread wings black out the sun. Twin blades gripped in my hands, I cut through the air with a powerful gust from my wings, my gaze seeking the entry point the scouts identified.

      A large hole splits the mountain, the sun’s light grasping toward a chamber below. I motion to my warriors and we speed through the opening, our wings swallowing the light, our fierce battle cries echoing through the chamber. I intend for this day to stay with them--for those who survive to tell the story to future generations, so they will know the danger of breaking their word. If that means I must be monstrous, a terror that strikes without mercy, then I will be the nightmare that haunts their every waking hour.

      So long as they remember. So long as they learn.

      But as my boots land heavy on the temple floor, the force of my arrival sending a shockwave through the yielding stone, I am struck by something that surpasses even my desire to protect my people. A sudden, visceral yearning reaches into my soul, grabbing hold of me and forcing me to pay it mind. It’s much like the pull I felt when it was my time to take up the mantle of leader, but far, far stronger.

      I know not what it wants from me, but I am a slave to it. To this burning, all-consuming need to do something, the gods themselves seeming to force my eyes around the room, my senses aligning, the moment slowing into sharp, blissful clarity as I finally see what they wish me to see.

      As I finally see her.

      She is small and wingless, her long red hair like a river of molten fire that cascades down her back. Her skin is alabaster, as beautiful as the pale glow of the moon, too much of her hidden from my view by a drab, shapeless white dress that hardly deserves to touch her. And her eyes… Straos, I have never seen eyes that beckon me so, like the glint of precious emeralds shaped into a thousand different facets.

      She huddles with a group, wingless just as she is, all of them garbed in the same plain white dresses. Fear rolls off of her in waves, reaching me like a spear impaled through my heart, and in that moment I want nothing more than to soothe her. To protect her with my life. To fight for her until the bitter end.

      Because she is mine.

      I know it instantly. I feel it deep in my soul with a certainty that takes my breath away, then fills my entire being with a sense of overwhelming pride and purpose. This is where I am meant to be. By her side, protecting her from those that wish her harm, staking my claim over any males unlucky enough to be in my path.

      She is my mate, and I will not leave this place without her. Safe in my arms, shielded by my wings, worshiped with my very last breath.

      I fight through the Anjari who I know would do her harm, scarcely slowing in my single-minded pursuit. She tries to flee from them, my brave mate, but I am there, putting my body between her and the males who mean to make her just another soulless vessel.

      “I’m here now,” I tell her, a fierce certainty shining through my entire being. “You don’t have to be afraid any longer.”

      I reach for her, gathering her tiny form into my arms, her warmth and softness cradled against me. I pay the other Anjari no mind. They will suffer if they have harmed her, but for now, there is only one place I know she will be safe.

      Holding her tightly, I take to the sky, trusting my brothers to save the other women. They will understand, for there is not one among them who would not do the same in my position. Not one of us who would choose to protect our mate above all else.

      And as I head for The Juggernaut, speaking soft, soothing words to her as she clings to me in turn, that is exactly what I intend to do. Even if it brings the wrath of the Anjari down upon me.
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      The black-haired girl’s screams as they drag her into the center curdle my blood, shattering any hopes I have of leaving this place. These angels are too strong. It takes two of them to drag her into the center, even as she digs her feet in, and she’s just hopelessly overpowered. Gwen is huddled into my side, frightened out of her mind, and I’m honestly not doing any better. My skin is crawling and my heart is racing, my pulse pounding just below my ear.

      I don’t think I can watch this ritual again, so I close my eyes and turn away. The chanting is growing, rising in volume, harmony edging towards resolution...but it’s disturbed, somehow. There’s a shrill undercurrent that wasn’t there before, cutting through the purity of the notes.

      I open my eyes, and that’s when I see the shadow near the ceiling. It cuts the shaft of light entirely, landing in the dark of the circles, and standing tall.

      It’s...a demon.

      Tall, with his muscles rippling as he readies his weapons, his companions breaking the shaft as they too enter. Their skin looks almost golden in the candlelight, with huge black horns erupting from the top of their heads. Large, leathery wings sit at their backs, and leather armor encases strong legs, crossing their deep chests. The one that landed first has dark hair, with a goatee framing a mouth set in a hard line. Amber eyes take in the priests, who have thrown their hoods back and readied their weapons.

      And then those eyes fixate on me.

      The world slows to a crawl, my breath drawing in with a sharpness that leaves me winded. Everything in me is fascinated, watching him cut through the angels that crowd him as even more press into me, forming a barrier between us, and I realize that I’m also terrified.

      The fear takes hold of me and I turn away, pulling Gwen with me as I try to run from the angels. “We have to go now,” I tell her urgently, trying to get to the door they brought us through, bare feet slapping on the stone floor.

      Before we’ve taken even a handful of steps, the guards from the hall emerge into the room, and come straight for us, spears drawn. I turn instantly, Gwen’s hand tight in mine, and try to see another way. There isn’t one, and we are surrounded by a sea of white.

      Until that graceful dark shadow lands beside me, those amber eyes on fire. He says something I can’t understand, his hands reaching for me, and I am filled with a curious mix of relief and dread as he pulls me into his arms.

      I can’t tell if he’s saved me from something catastrophic, or saved me for something even worse.

      What I do know is he sweeps me into his arms, cradling me against his warm, muscular chest, and my stomach heaves with the force of being propelled into the air. Vertigo rips my nerves apart, that old fear of flying coming back with a vengeance as the ceiling rushes straight at me. I’m pretty sure I’m screaming as the bright light blinds me, and we’re free.

      I can’t see much of the world. I don’t want to. I catch glimpses of white mountains as I shut my eyes, my nails digging into the hard chest of this demon creature. He’s saying something to me in this deep, rumbling voice, the words incomprehensible to me, but his tone is gentle, almost pleading. Maybe he’s begging me not to shriek as he climbs higher and higher, the wind whipping my hair around. I can’t help it though. Every time his wings flap I jump, and every gust of wind makes me think he’ll lose his grip, sending me into a freefall. My entire body is shaking, and I can’t stop it.

      “P-p-please,” I stammer, not even sure what I’m trying to ask for. To be put down? To be placed back on solid ground? I don’t even know where I am, and I just want to go home.

      A pleased rumble sounds through his chest and he pulls me tighter against him as he shoots upwards with a powerful flap of his wings. I risk a glance, twining my fingers in his leather harness as if it will save me from falling. There’s a brown expanse above me, made of metal and wood, with an opening yawning in the middle. It’s to this point that my new captor speeds, erupting into what I now belatedly see must be some kind of ship.

      Inside there are long ramps leading upwards, sunlight pouring down them, but also...there are more demons. They’re checking what appear to be spears, huddled at long windows that look out over the land we’ve just flown away from. I can see how high we are, and my stomach heaves again.

      The demon who’s still got me in his arms barks sharp words at the others before lifting off again, breezing up the ramp and out onto what I presume is the deck, awash in brilliant sunlight. Here he finally, gently, sets me down, but my knees immediately buckle.

      I hit the deck hard on my knees, a pained gasp pushing past my lips, and I feel a jolt of electricity course through me as this demon reaches out for me. “NO!” I scream, lurching violently away from his grasp. I turn my head, meeting his pained amber eyes, and glare. “Don’t touch me.”

      He reaches for me again and I slap at his hands. “Go away!” He seems to take the hint, retreating a reasonable distance away, but I can still feel him nearby. I can still feel his eyes on me. I’m not sure what he wants from me, but I can guess, and I fear the answer is similar to what he’s pulled me from.

      I get myself into a sitting position, holding my knees to my chest, and just start shaking again. I just want to go home, more than anything in the world, but instead I’m surrounded by demons on some kind of sky ship, and they don’t speak English.

      Yesterday, I would have given anything to just be left alone. To not have to go to family dinner, to not have to deal with my sister or my oblivious parents. Now, that’s all I can think about. I miss my dorm, my own stuff. My own life. It might’ve been weird and confusing but I could deal with it. I can’t even begin to deal with all of this.

      Sharp, shrill cries erupt somewhere below me and I jump, my head whipping upwards on a gasp. I’m not sure what’s going on, but it sounds...excited? Dark shadows begin to cut across the sunlight on the deck and I look up, realizing that the demons are flying above me with the other women in their arms.

      Relief washes over me when I spot Gwen. She appears to be fighting with the demon carrying her, pounding small fists against his expansive chest, and he drops her on her feet with a snort of annoyance. “Asshole,” she tosses back, her face softening when she looks down at me. “Are you okay?” she continues, holding out her hands to pull me up.

      “Yeah,” I answer, rubbing my arms. “Terrified of heights. And, um…” I indicate the demons with a tilt of my head, the amber-eyed one still watching me. I meet his gaze, feeling some tug in me as I look at him, but my attention is drawn away by the girls.

      “What the hell are they?” the sandy-haired girl asks, holding herself around her middle. “And were those…?”

      “Angels?” the black-haired girl suggests, shrugging. “I hope not, or I am going to have some words with the priest back home.” She looks around, those blue eyes taking everything in. “Assuming, you know, I ever get back.”

      My stomach seizes again, not wanting to think about that, so I focus on the sandy-haired girl. I think I’ve seen her before, and finally come up with it. “You’re Liz, right? We had bio together last semester, I think.”

      She looks relieved. “Yeah. I thought you looked familiar. And you,” she nods at the black-haired girl. “You’re in my dorm. Are you Brianna?”

      “Yep. I’d say nice to meet you, but…” Brianna trails off, shrugging.

      I laugh, the sound a little strangled. “Yeah. Brought together by a need for fifty dollars and solid desperation, and now we’ve been taken from angels by demons. I’m Allie, and this is Gwen.”

      This one fragile bubble of normalcy comforts me a little, but it’s dashed over with cold water when I hear a musical, feminine laugh behind me that forces me to turn around.

      “Ixisa, if we are making introductions.”

      She’s one of the alien women. Green skin, bronze hair, small stumps of horns. She’s lithe like the angels with the same shimmer in her skin. “And those demons are the Daevosi,” she explains, her accent heavy. “They war with the Anjari.”

      Ice forms in the pit of my stomach. “So we’re...prisoners?”

      She shrugs. “Who knows. We are not mated to the Anjari, so all is well.” She inclines her head at the amber-eyed male, who continues to watch me. “That one is the young Warlord.”

      I glance back at him again, feeling the faint edges of heat in my veins as he looks at me. “So will they...mate us too?” My cheeks flush as I ask, and I have to turn away from him.

      She grins, baring pointed teeth to me. “It is likely, though they have not had mates in many years.” She looks me up and down, and looks to the amber-eyed male. “He looks at you as though he wishes to.”

      I look back, meeting his gaze once again, and the ice in my stomach melts away. Those eyes say far more than words, burning brightly as they take me in. I take a step forward, compelled by something I don’t understand, and it’s enough of a sign for him. He comes directly over to me, his warm hand sliding over my cheek, murmuring words I can’t understand.

      I can’t help it, immediately flinching at the sudden warmth, and the way his face falls pierces my heart. Resolve seems to take over, though, a fiery determination that has him touching a single finger to my chin, forcing me to look at him. It’s the very lightest touch, but that gaze pins me so decisively that I couldn’t look away if I wanted to.

      After a moment he removes his hand, my eyes still riveted to his in some breathless spell that calls to me. His eyes beckon me as surely as his hands, which he places on his own chest. “Aramon,” he says, pounding once for emphasis.

      His name, I realize. It must be his name. My lips curve into a smile, and I mimic the gesture. “Allie.”

      The answering grin on his lips lifts my spirits immensely, reigniting that fire in my belly, until he places his hands on my face again. For half a moment, it feels like the best thing in the world.

      Until I remember what he is.

      I draw back, shaking my head. “No,” I say, pleading with my eyes. “No.” He’s a demon. Some kind of evil. I’m his prisoner, and I...can’t deal with it.

      The green-skinned woman steps between us, her accented voice speaking his language, and he answers back in wounded tones, looking to me. I shake my head and turn my back on him, wrapping my arms around myself, and stare at the deck until he walks away.
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      Every time she looks at me with fear in her beautiful emerald eyes, I am stricken by the worst feeling I have ever known.

      I’ve spent the majority of our flight telling my mate I will never let any harm come to her. When she could not stop herself from looking over the side, her eyes widening in terror, I told her I would not let her fall. I’ve done my best to show her, to soothe her, but she flinches away from me every time I come near her.

      I would bleed for her if she demanded it. I would do absolutely anything she wished. But right now, my heart aches just to watch her with the other women. They talk to one another in a language I cannot understand in the same way she cannot understand mine. There is only one among them who has picked up a few of our words, and even then, she is far from fluent.

      Just give her some space.

      Those were the words the other female said to me, or as close a translation as I could gather from the broken sentences she spoke. She called me something, I believe, but there is no word in my language that equates to the hard, crass sounds she used.

      Standing at the bow of the ship, I have given her as much space as I dare. I still watch her, my gaze never straying, my arms folded over my chest as I consider the best way to approach her.

      “The other Warlords aren’t going to believe you, you know.” Talran takes his place beside me, and I see him chase away a scowl as he looks at the women. At one in particular. “I wouldn’t believe you, if I didn’t know you as well as I do.”

      I level a hard stare at him. “You are treading dangerous ground.”

      “I speak only the truth,” he says, his chin lifting, jaw tense. “She’s so… small. She looks as if she would break if you touch her the wrong way.”

      A growl rips through my throat, fierce and sudden. I grip one of his long horns and yank him to face me. “You will not speak of my mate with such disrespect, do you understand?”

      “She can’t even fly, Aramon. How is she meant to be the mate to a Daevosi Warlord?”

      My free hand goes for one of my blades and I can feel the onyx warm against my hand. Talran doesn’t even flinch. He holds his neck out for me as if inviting me to do it. He isn’t ashamed of what he’s said. He believes in his right to say it, too.

      And so do I. I would not have named him my second if I did not trust his opinion on all things. In truth, these are thoughts that have played through my mind as well, though I have banished them as I’ve found them.

      “She is small, but she is fierce.” A prideful smile chases away any doubts I might have had. “And she will certainly break when I touch her, but not in the way you mean.”

      Talran chuckles, shaking his head. Whatever tension exists between us drains in that moment. There is a gleam in his eyes and he clutches my shoulder.

      “I’m pleased for you, brother. There are none among us more deserving, and if she truly is your mate, then I shall honor her as my queen.”

      I clasp his shoulder in return, my brows lifting playfully at him. “If my hunch is right, my mate is not the only one among them. What about the dark-haired one? She would make a fine match for you.”

      He fixes me with an immediate glare and I let out a hearty laugh, my spirits feeling lighter than they have any right to be, given the fight still ahead of us.

      “That woman is the most hateful creature I’ve ever met,” he growls.

      “You only say that because she didn’t immediately beg you to bed her.”

      He snorts, his arms folding over his chest. “Trust me, I have no interest in bedding her.”

      “Because she’d break you?” I can’t help the smirk on my lips, or the laugh that follows as he mutters an oath at me.

      The mood between us grows somber, though, and in the distance I can see the shimmer that marks Daevos. My heart yearns to see it again—to show my mate its splendor and erase all of her fears and doubts. Once she sees where she is meant to be, once she feels that sense of rightness, she will understand.

      “I’ve not resonated with her. Or any of the women, for that matter. To the best of my knowledge, none of the other men have either,” Talran says quietly. “You’ll have a hard time convincing the other Warlords that these are our long-lost mates if only one among them has resonated, and—conveniently—only to you.”

      “I know,” I admit, “but I can feel in my soul it is the truth. Perhaps your mate isn’t among them, but these women are meant for us. I know that. And if we can find them—if I can find her—I have to believe we can break this terrible curse.”

      He’s not looking at me, but I can see his cheek twitch as he smiles. “And that is exactly why you’re Warlord.”

      The Juggernaut approaches the shimmering barrier and I hold my breath, awaiting the moment when it falls away. Like clear, silver water cascading down the face of a cliff, obscuring some mystical cavern, the barrier falls away to reveal the second most beautiful sight I have ever beheld.

      Tall cliffs of onyx jut into the sky, layered in four tiers that stratify Daevos. The stone creates natural walls, with massive spires marking the corners, rising well past the clouds. Even from this distance I can see the sentry posts contained therein, the large horn that alerts us to any danger, the many entryways and exits carved into the stone like open caverns.

      I can see the many homes of my people, arranged vertically, with none of us claiming more space than the stone grants us—including the Warlord. Towering trees join the architecture, leaves of many different colors glittering in the sunlight. So much of what we have made ours comes from stone and wood, and we have given both a place of honor in our city, building alongside these natural features rather than enforcing our will upon the lands the gods have granted us.

      A smile is etched across my features and I feel the sudden urge to share my joy. Pride swells in my chest, a quickened stride bringing me to my mate and the other women. Some of them seem especially afraid of me, but my brave little mate does not flinch away. Even if she does not understand, I have to believe some part of her soul recognizes mine.

      Her body certainly does.

      She rises, cautious but drawn toward me just the same. Her emerald gaze darts to the side of the ship and she wavers slightly. I am there in an instant, my arms encircling her, supporting her. As tempted as I am to do it, I do not pull her against me. I simply hold her steady, leaning down so that I can be nearer to her when we speak.

      “You are home now, brave one.” I hold her gaze, then nod toward the city, imploring her to understand.

      The gasp that falls from her lips tells me she does. The ship crests the mist that obscures the city and I watch her lovely face, see her eyes widen as she takes in the splendor of it. I can see my home—our home—reflected there, and it has never been more beautiful to me.

      She says something, a question, I believe, her gaze turning toward me. Not for the first time, I wish I could understand her. I will find someone to help us better speak, and the bonding ceremony will ensure we always know what is written in the other’s heart, but for now I must rely on instinct alone.

      “This is Daevos.” I gesture toward it, then look at her, waiting.

      “Daevos?”

      Her mouth cannot quite form the sounds of my language just yet, but she is close enough that joy blazes through me just the same.

      “Your home now,” I tell her again. “Our home, where you and I will unite our people. Where we will raise children together and bring hope to a new generation.” I step into her, my voice lowering, my words only for her ears. “Where I will make you mine.”

      Every shred of my existence wants to take her into my arms, fly her to my home, lay her down upon my bed and discover every facet of what she enjoys until she’s so wet for me I can claim her with ease. Until she begs me for it, for that connection that will bind us for eternity and beyond.

      As she looks into my eyes, I know she senses it. She does not know what I ask of her yet, but on some level I believe she knows the pleasures I am offering. I will devote myself to her and only her. Worship her beautiful body in every possible way. Make her my mate in truth and show the entire world her strength.

      It’s impossible to think. I feel like some untested boy, my cock straining against my leathers. Desperate for her. Desperate to sink inside of her, to take and give and make her mine forever. It is where I belong, the only place I belong, and if only she could understand—

      “Warlord Aramon.”

      A glacial chill douses the fires that rage within me and I turn with gritted teeth to face the source of the interruption. A familiar face stares back at me, weathered and weary, though age has done nothing to curb the sharpness in his eyes.

      Snapping out of my stupor, I realize my men are beginning to tie off the rigging, mooring the ship at the docks. I’d not even realized we’d come this close, and I certainly hadn’t seen Vazzak approach.

      He stands before me now, tall and proud. He looks up at me despite the fact that I feel as though I am still a child, made to look up at him. My father’s brother in blood, he is one of the few left of my direct ancestry, and one of the only ones I claim any positive relationship with at all.

      “Vazzak,” I say, dipping my head in a respectful bow.

      An old habit, but I do not care if my men or my mate see. I want her to know the regard I have for this man. I reach for her, my hand at her shoulders.

      “This is Allie,” her name feels unbelievably sweet on my tongue. I want to say it a thousand times over; to trace it into her skin, into the sweetness I know I will find between her thighs. “She is my mate, and soon she will be my queen.”

      My chest puffs out with pride and I hold my head high, expecting his acknowledgment. Craving it. But he does not look upon me with the pleased smile I expect. He is not smiling at all. His face is pure granite, storm clouds in his eyes.

      “Find a safe place for the humans,” he instructs one of the matrons who approach the docks, “I am sure our Warlord will wish them well-cared for. In the meantime, Aramon, we must speak.”

      Human? I look down at Allie, confusion written across my features. It is possible. She has no wings, no horns. She is small and fragile compared to my people. But humans have not been seen in this realm for centuries. Longer, perhaps.

      “Anything you wish to say to me can be said in front of my mate,” I tell him, feeling as though I’m being pulled in two different directions.

      Human or not, she is my mate. I know this deep in my soul, as much as I have ever known anything. But Vazzak was more a father to me than my own. He is what I always wished to be—what I still wish to be. It’s hard to imagine outright defying him, even if he answers to me now.

      He steps closer to me, casting his regard to Allie before his eyes meet mine, dark and clear, that sternness pressing down on me. It’s impossible not to feel as though I am a child again under his gaze.

      “Look at her, Aramon. She is afraid.” There is a surprising softness to his voice that catches me off guard. I glance to my mate and instantly feel a stab of guilt. “Let her stay with the others. If you truly believe she is your mate, you can return to her after we speak.”

      I had wondered where my loyalties might lie between the two of them, but in that moment, I know the answer. My jaw tightens, my eyes narrowing at him as I speak. “I will do as you suggest. For her comfort. But understand this, Uncle: Allie is my mate, and I won’t tolerate anyone saying otherwise. Not even you.”

      His eyes widen just a fraction, his surprise obvious. He dips his horns to me in deference I never would have made him acknowledge before this. “As you say, Warlord. My apologies.”

      “I will join you shortly in the High Council chambers,” I tell him with a final, curt nod.

      He returns it, his wings spreading behind him. The black, leathery expanse is thinner than it once was, with cracks and tears and visible veining. It is a reminder of his age, yet when he pushes into the air, he is as powerful as I have ever seen him.

      I watch him until he lands on a balcony high above us, his wings folding once more as he makes his way inside. Turning back to Allie, I find the matrons are beginning to usher the humans off the docks. She looks at me with uncertainty in her eyes, her suspicion obvious.

      “Allie,” I call, pleasure threading through me as she smiles, just slightly. For a moment, there is a warm light in her eyes that draws me in. “I must speak with my uncle, but I will return to you. You have nothing to fear here.”

      I know she does not understand my words, but I believe she understands my heart, and as I watch her leave with the matron, I feel more at ease.

      “Should I come with you?” Talran asks. I don’t think he even realizes his gaze follows the dark-haired woman.

      “Take a few sentries and check the towers,” I tell him. “Make sure the weaponry is in working order. I don’t want any surprises.”

      He nods, pounding a closed fist to his chest. As I take to the sky, I hear him barking out orders to the sentries. The chances of the Anjari finding this place are incredibly slim, but I will not risk the safety of my people.

      My wings sweep me upward with effortless cuts through the air and I land on the same balcony Vazzak was at just minutes before. Walking inside, I let my guard down for the first time all day. I feel no fear over disarming, laying my blades on the stone table. It is tradition, and my uncle’s halberd rests beside my own weapons.

      There are four other weapons at rest upon this table, though. Two spears and a spiked mace, each unique enough that I know exactly who they belong to. Vazzak has not come alone. The other members of the council are waiting for me.

      “You did not tell me you’d summoned the council,” I say, giving him a pointed look.

      He inclines his head, and I can’t help but respect his complete lack of shame. “Once I was informed of your plan, I knew a meeting would be necessary. If for no other reason than to ensure we are all on the same page.”

      “That would require agreeing with this foolhardy ‘plan’ in the first place.” Zoldrun is younger than I am, yet somehow he maintains the arrogance of someone far older. “You should have killed them and been done with it. Blood paid for with blood.”

      “And what purpose might that have served?” I ask, unbuckling my harness—another sign of respect and camaraderie in these chambers—and rolling my shoulders. “Their numbers are greater than ours. Removing a few of their acolytes would never give us the advantage.”

      “Taking their females was a wise move tactically,” Urzoth says, giving me a nod of acknowledgment, “but you understand it will provoke them to action.”

      “I’m counting on it.” The harness hangs uselessly from my waist now. I am unarmed, unarmored, largely defenseless in front of them, but I feel no fear.

      “Then what is your plan for warding off a direct assault?” Vazzak asks.

      “We will station warriors at the outposts with transport ships moving between them, cloaked as best we can manage. When one outpost is attacked, half of our men will reinforce it, the other half will stay behind in case they try to spread their forces across multiple fronts.”

      The plan comes to me as if on instinct. I’ve not had a chance to sit down and think it through. I haven’t even discussed it with Talran yet. But this is where I have always excelled. Tactical maneuvers. Methods of protecting our people that deviate from the bloodthirsty pillaging we might once have engaged in.

      “We will be defenseless here,” Igdris says, his stocky figure held as rigid as a statue, his wings tattered from countless battles. “I assume only the matrons and the elders will stay behind.”

      “And the females,” Zoldrun says, his tone snide, “unless you’re planning to use them as bait. Likely the only use they—”

      I close the distance in an instant, and though I am unarmed, I know I am still a fearsome creature. I can see it in his eyes, in the twitch of his muscles as he instinctively shrinks away from me, though his pride forces him to hold his ground. I do not grip his horns, as much as I might wish to. He is not under my command, and I will not treat him like a child even if he’s acting as one.

      “You will not speak of them as though they are mere chattel to be bartered away,” I snarl at him.

      “But that is exactly what they were,” Urzoth says.

      I whirl on him, prepared to say the same thing, as many times as I must. My uncle’s voice—ever a gentle breeze next to the roaring maelstrom of my emotions—stops me short.

      “That was the original plan. It is clear the Warlord sees another purpose in them, even if it is one I do not agree with.”

      Vazzak is right. I told my men they were not to harm the females. I could have given them asylum here—a safe place to live out their lives. But they were always meant to take from the Anjari as they took from us. To cut at them, cripple them, keep them from ever attacking my people again.

      “And what is their purpose exactly?” Igdris says. “There is talk of you being enamored with one of them. Are they to be spoils of war now?”

      My hand balls into a fist, my nails digging into the flesh of my palm. The hard set of my jaw grinds my teeth together, but I control myself. I would be no Warlord at all to snap at my peers every time I am baited to do so.

      “The women are not prizes. Allie is not something I am taking as payment for my deeds,” I say through gritted teeth, ignoring their confused looks as I state her name. “She is my mate, and I believe she and the other humans hold the key to our very survival.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Zoldrun scoffs. “They are like baby birds. Pink and screeching and useless things. Worse than baby birds. They will never be able to fly!”

      “I will admit I am skeptical,” Vazzak says, “but I trust Aramon has a reason, and I will hear him out. I recommend all of you do the same.”

      There is some muttering among the council, with no strong ascent aside from my uncle. I lift my chin, prepared to defend my beliefs before my peers and all of our people if I must. There is nothing I have ever believed more strongly than this.

      “I knew she was my mate the moment I entered the temple, before I even saw her. I felt a resonance deep in my soul that I cannot explain as anything else.” My expression softens as I think of Allie. “I have never been anything but practical. I have always believed we would find the means to secure our future, but I’ve not held out hope for something like this. Understand that if I believe it, I have reason to do so.”

      “True as that may be,” Urzoth says, his tone at least more diplomatic than Zoldrun’s, “the existence of one mate does not mean others will find mates among the women.”

      “You’re right,” I admit, setting my pride aside for the moment. “There is no guarantee. But there is a chance, and I have to believe that if I can find my mate among them, that there is a reason for it—a significance to our people.”

      “I still don’t know how you expect us to believe this human is your mate,” Zoldrun grouses. I stare at the jagged bump on the bridge of his nose—a break that never properly set. It is no wonder to me how it happened. “Have you claimed her? Have you bound her to you in the old ways? Until then, you can’t be sure.”

      “I am sure,” my voice reverberates through the chamber. “I know it with every fiber of my being, and I will not claim her before she is ready simply to prove a point.” I straighten, looking at each of them in turn. “All I ask is for your trust, and perhaps your faith. If I am wrong, I will admit it freely and make amends. But if I’m right, this is the start of a new era for our people, and I refuse to give that anything less than the respect it deserves.”

      I know I’m not wrong. I’ve never been more certain of anything. But they must see that I am willing to admit faults—that I am acting with the good of our people in mind, and not just my own personal satisfaction. I want this to be the answer to all of our problems, and deep down, I know it is. But if it’s proof they want, then I will do everything in my power to give them that, so long as they extend the same courtesies to me.

      “I am willing to trust your judgment, nephew,” Vazzak says, a rare fondness in his voice that stirs warmth in my chest.

      “Thank you, Vazzak,” I say, clasping his shoulder.

      There are murmurs of agreement amid Urzoth and Igdris, both of whom nod their assent. My gaze finds Zoldrun and I take in the proud tilt of his chin, the way his shoulders have been pushed back, his chest puffed out. The fact that he feels the need to posture tells me everything I need to know.

      Yet even he surprises me.

      “Fine. But if you’re wrong…”

      “If I’m wrong, I’m sure you will be the first to let me know.” The corner of my lips twitch into a wry smile.

      I will own the mistake, but I know it won’t be necessary. Allie is mine. My mate. When she is ready, I will claim her and lift her high as my queen.

      And together we will ensure the rest of our people find their mates, wherever they may be.
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      A woman bustles forward as the older demon indicates us, and she gestures for the girls to follow her. There’s a no-nonsense look on her face that worries me, thinking back to the room with the tubs, and I tilt my head to Aramon with fear in my eyes.

      He looks down at me, my heart warming as I see myself reflected in his eyes, and he gives a single nod and a smile. Part of me wants to stay, but the rest of me screams that I should go while I have the chance, and I join Gwen in following the women off the ship.

      Daevos is even more beautiful on the ground. I didn’t expect it to be, considering they can all fly, but it’s clear they love every part of their home. We pass immaculately tended gardens, dotted with sculptures and fountains. Demons zip over our heads but some stroll these gardens, stopping to throw curious glances at us. Something about it feels off, though. It takes me a moment to realize that I see hardly any women. The demons I see are nearly all male, from older, gray men to young males who cannot be much older than Aramon. There are few older women, here and there, and in their eyes I see guarded suspicion.

      But I don’t think about it too long. Daevos is stunning. Just...overwhelming beauty, everywhere I look. Brilliant mosaics against the onyx rock, paintings in the hallways. I catch a glimpse of a library, and there’s soft music in the air. It’s wonderful to see so much art, after what I’ve seen today.

      It makes me homesick for a life that I wish I could’ve had. If I’d been able to convince my dad that there was value in the arts, that maybe I wouldn’t make a good living but I could be happy, this could’ve been my life. Studying something with tangible meaning instead of endless theory. Theory has never made as much sense to me as a piece of art.

      Gwen edges in next to me as we walk, clearly in awe. “It’s beautiful,” she murmurs. “I wouldn’t have guessed that assholes like him could live in such a wonderful place.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that. “Why are you still thinking about him, if he’s such an asshole?”

      “Can’t stop thinking about his smug face,” she mutters, rubbing the red gem that’s still at her throat. “Hope somebody can get these off,” she adds, trying to change the subject. “It’s chafing.”

      For a moment I imagine Aramon’s big, strong hands against my neck, twisting the metal until it falls away, and the thought sends a pang of longing straight through me that makes me blush. I shouldn’t be thinking of him. I shouldn’t be imagining what his hands would feel like as they cup my body, pulling me into his hard muscles.

      He’s a demon. An evil that I should fear. One I do fear, to some degree. I fear that he’ll keep me here, and I’ll never go home again. But somehow I know that he would never hurt me. How I know that, I don’t know, but it’s the one thought that sticks as I follow Gwen and the others through the streets of Daevos.

      The woman leads up a small flight of stairs, pulling back the curtain to reveal a room of luxury and finery. Thick carpet covers the stone floor, which is piled with large, soft pillows. Windows let in the golden light as it filters through the trees, making the room appear to glow. There’s so much color it almost dazzles me, from the pale blue of the carpet to the black and gold tapestries that line the walls to the green and yellow pillows. It’s so different from the angels’ cold unfeeling stone. Where they had a complete absence of color, it seems like no part of this room contains any white or gray.

      Our escort gives us a smile as she gestures, and Gwen all but staggers to a pillow to lie on it. “Jesus, that’s soft,” she says, brown hair tousling over the side. “I could nap right here.”

      Liz takes a seat on another cushion, crossing her legs as she fidgets with the blue-stoned choker at her throat. “This is probably nicer than the bed in my dorm,” she says, fingering the fringe that edges the cushion. “If this is that nice, imagine the beds.”

      I take a seat next to her, sinking into the pillow with a sigh. It is pretty soft and comfortable, but my brain keeps reminding me that this isn’t normal until I have to say something. “You guys sound like you’re kind of enjoying this. What if we’re stuck here?”

      Gwen looks over at me. “You don’t think we’re going home?”

      I shrug, gesturing out towards the city. “We were abducted--twice. Now we’re in a room. It’s a pretty nice room, but it’s not...I don’t know, some kind of ship. Something that might be taking us home. We’re just waiting for who even knows what.”

      “Well, we didn’t get brainwashed, so I’d say the day isn’t as bad as it could be,” Brianna points out, sitting down and stretching her legs out. “And like the big one is going to hurt you. He can’t keep his eyes off you.”

      A blush rises in my cheeks again, and I scoff. “He’s a demon. He’s evil. If the angels were going to do that, what’s he going to do?” My hands knot in my lap. “And there’s no way to really know, because we can’t understand them anyway.”

      Gwen shrugs, smirking a little. “Seems like you understand enough, if you can blush like that.”

      I scowl at her, my face still red, and turn away. It doesn’t matter what I feel, when I know what he is, but my body isn’t getting the memo. It craves his warm touch on me, how his eyes light up when he looks at me. I don’t need words to know that I’m the most important person in the world to him, and the thought frightens as much as it entices.

      “Are they really demons, though?” Brianna asks, turning over until she’s stretched out on her stomach. “They don’t act like any demons I’ve ever read about. They didn’t have to put us in a nice room like this or even save us. But they did.” She cranes her neck up at me, giving me a smile. “Doubt they’re being this nice just because that dude’s got a crush on you.”

      It sure doesn’t feel like a crush. It feels like...more. It’s blown by the crush stage and settled into some weird obsession. Like the first time he saw me, he felt drawn to me, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off him either. I don’t know why, when we’re so different, but some part of me feels like I need to be near him.

      This feeling sharpens, culminating in him appearing in the door and seeking me out. I rise to my feet and his face splits into a wide grin. “Allie.”

      “Aramon.” My gaze slides to his companion, a much older male whose face is worn and wrinkled, and back to him.

      The older demon dips his head respectfully, the fine gray threads in his long hair shimmering in the bright light around horns that appear to be aging as well. “Allie of the humans.”

      I blink, a strange energy thrumming through my veins. “You can understand me?”

      “Yes,” he answers, a gentle smile set in what appears to be a kindly, grandfatherly face. “I am Tulivan, the Warlord’s curator. I have studied your language from the ancient texts. My apologies if I misspeak...there are none now who know this tongue, except the scrolls.”

      Tulivan inclines his head at Aramon, nodding and speaking in their language. Aramon answers, looking at me, and I breathlessly await the moment that Tulivan’s eyes come back to me. “The Warlord wishes you to know that you are the most beautiful sight he has ever seen,” he translates, “and he welcomes you to Daevos, your new home.”

      One of the girls snorts softly at this, throwing what’s left of my composure completely aside. I can feel the blush blossom across my cheeks, but I clear my throat gently. “Tell him I thank him,” I begin, “but I have a home. I’d like to go back. To Earth,” I emphasize, hoping that’s clear but not wanting to chance it.

      Watching Aramon’s face as the curator tells him this, I almost feel bad. I can see it’s causing him pain. His jaw hardens, clenched tightly, and the brightness in his eyes diminishes. For a second he’s so vulnerable I almost take everything back. The words he says to Tulivan are slow, halting, and heavy, and when he looks at me, part of me breaks. “The Warlord has pledged everything in his power to your desires,” Tulivan begins, “but this he cannot do.”

      This takes me aback, so much so that I can feel my face redden again. It’s not a blush this time, but the beginnings of temper. I can’t believe that he’ll take us from a bunch of angels, bring us to his home in his magical little ship, and then tell me he can’t take me to the one place I want to go. “Can’t, or won’t?” I challenge, my anger rising with sharp words.

      Aramon looks at me with distress clear in his features until Tulivan translates this, when his face eases and he chuckles, words interspersed with the breathy richness of the laughter. “What did he say?” I ask, gritting my teeth.

      “The Warlord admires your spirit,” Tulivan answers, “and he is pleased with you.”

      I frown at that, looking to Gwen, Liz, and Brianna. Gwen seems to smirk at that, raising an eyebrow, while Liz and Brianna are just grinning. Brianna goes so far as to give me an exaggerated nod that immediately forces me to turn back to Aramon. He is smiling at me again, that same spell tugging at me, but I force myself to say the words even though I can tell Gwen’s eyes might burn a hole through me. “Why is he pleased with me?”

      There’s a roar in my ears as he repeats this to Aramon, my pulse pounding hard. I see Aramon’s lips moving, the slight smile in them, how he puffs his chest out in pride. I know what’s coming, but I want to be wrong. I want to be right, but I also want to be wrong.

      “Because you will be a fine mate.”

      I close my eyes against this, shaking my head, denying it with every part of my being. “No, I...I don’t want to be.”

      Aramon comes close to me, his fingers curling under my chin and forcing me to look at him. I drink him in, that warm amber in his eyes, the way his muscles are ready to act at a moment’s notice. I want this, and I want him.

      But I want to go home.

      I pull away from him, shaking my head, and Aramon turns partially back to Tulivan, speaking. “Warlord Aramon wishes to know why you are distressed,” Tulivan translates.

      “Because I don’t want to be with him,” I snap. “He’s evil, and I want to go home.”

      Tulivan has a puzzled expression on his face as he translates, and I can see confusion come over Aramon’s face. He asks a question of Tulivan, who addresses me with a slight flush. “I am sorry, but this word...evil. What does it mean?”

      I blink rapidly, a sudden heaviness descending on my heart as I search for words. I know what I meant, but having to suddenly explain it just hits me an intense sense of guilt. “It means...bad. Terrible. Someone who does dishonorable things, who hurts people.”

      “I see,” Tulivan says carefully, his words measured, and when he relays this to Aramon I hear that same measured tone.

      In a moment, I understand why.

      Aramon’s entire face falls, looking so stricken that I have to swallow a lump in my throat. His hurt eyes meet mine so intensely that I start to feel very ashamed of what I’ve said. But Aramon closes the distance between us again, taking my hands with an urgency that surprises me. He speaks quickly, so passionately that I wish I understood him. After a moment he catches himself, drawing a deep breath, and speaks to Tulivan over his shoulder, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “The Warlord wishes to assure you that this is not so,” Tulivan says gently. “The Daevosi are warriors, yes, but they fight for what is important to them. For their lands, for their freedom. For their mates. They do this openly, with honor and respect, and seek words before spears. All who are here are here by choice.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, because I hardly hear him. I’m caught up in Aramon’s gaze, the shimmering depths in his eyes that show so much emotion. He’s genuinely hurt by what I said. He cares deeply about his people, about how they live and their happiness. And I just basically called them awful. I wish I knew how to apologize, how to take that pain away, but I don’t.

      “The Warlord will do his best to see you home safely, if that is your wish,” Tulivan continues, “but he asks that you be his guest for now. He will have food brought, and he wishes to show you the city.”

      I do want to see the city, selfishly. I want to see this place where art is apparently one of the most important things they can do in their lives. I want to see the insides of the walls and look at the library and artwork. I wonder if he knows this, if he thinks I’ll view them differently once I see everything. It’s funny that there are people like my dad that wouldn’t, and they’d keep on thinking things are what they seem on the surface. I should know better, though. In art, there’s always something below the surface, a hidden truth in the picture.

      With a start, I realize the curator is waiting for me to say something. “That’s fine,” I answer, blushing a little.

      Aramon strides to the doorway, giving orders, and I watch him for a moment or two. He’s apparently a great leader, probably a fierce warrior. He makes me feel things I should not feel, even now as I watch him, and I could see myself staying here and being with him.

      But it wouldn’t be right. I never should’ve been here, and if given the chance, I’m pretty sure I’d leave.
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      As the Daevosi bring the food in, I realize that I don’t care what it is. I’m so hungry I would eat literally anything at this point, and I prepare myself for whatever weirdness I may be in for. When it’s placed in front of me, however, I find it’s mostly breads, fruits, and cheeses. Makes me wonder if there’s an orchard in this floating city, or if there’s some kind of trade that brings the fruit in.

      I consider asking Tulivan this as the other girls group together, leaving me alone with him and Aramon, but he digs in so fervently I decide not to interrupt him. Instead, I turn my attention to peering at the offerings, taking a lot of the cheese and bread, and bravely pick up what looks like a green strawberry and a black orange.

      I’m about to try a bit of the mild-smelling cheese when there’s a light touch of my hand. “Allie,” Aramon says, and I look up at him with wide-eyed confusion. He smiles at me, tilting his head at the fruit, and says something in that rich, melodious voice he has.

      I raise an eyebrow at him, glancing to Tulivan, who it seems is purposefully keeping his eyes downcast. Aramon reaches out to touch my chin, lifting my eyes to his, and repeats the word. This time, however, it’s accompanied by an undeniable spark of mischief.

      It’s a game. The demon who kidnapped us wants to play games with me. Somehow that’s more endearing than it has any right to be, and I can’t resist. I repeat the word as best I can, and he gives me an encouraging smile even though I can tell it’s nowhere close to being right.

      Before long, he and I are engaged in a game that takes us all over the room. Unlike the fruit, I can name the pillows, the carpet, the drapes, and he repeats them back in heavily accented and uncertain English. With a smirk, he ups the stakes, pointing at things he’s named for me, daring me to remember.

      I’ve always been awful at studying, but this comes to me so easily I can’t help but be proud of it. Every time I answer him correctly, his face lights up and his demeanor changes to one of pride. It makes him happy that I can do this, that I can learn, and somewhere deep in my heart I’m happy that he’s happy.

      Which puts me in an awkward position, because more than anything I still want to go home.

      Aramon hasn’t forgotten his word, apparently, and when a woman enters carrying a small bundle, he guides me over to her. I glance at it curiously, waiting for him to tell me the word, but a moment later I realize this isn’t a game. He’s gotten someone to find clothes for me, and he looks so happy to provide them that there’s no question in my mind about wearing it.

      I don’t want anything to remind me of the Anjari and being kidnapped, so I eagerly follow the Daevosi woman behind a curtain to change. The new dress is much lighter--something very much like silk--and in a deep green that makes me think of a forest. I pull it on and realize it’s sleeveless and a little tight, but it’s much better than continuing to wear what feels like an oppressive sack that just billows around my body.

      The slack-jawed look on Aramon’s face doesn’t hurt either. He says something that I don’t need translated at all. I can tell by the look on his face that he thinks it’s beautiful, but it’s the touch on my cheek that tells me he must think I am, too.

      I blush away from him with a little shrug, unable to make eye contact, but he takes my arm all the same. No one’s ever looked at me like this before, and it sends a thrill over my skin to be the object of that amber gaze. I don’t know what he sees, but it seems like his eyes can see all the way down to my soul.

      Aramon leads me out of the room, his touch on my arm light and warm. His wings twitch and flex behind us, as though he aches to fly, but he keeps his steps measured and matched to mine. With Tulivan walking several paces behind us, our game continues through the streets of Daevos, where everyone seems to love their leader.

      Aramon doesn’t appear to see the stares, but I do. The first time we walked through, there was open curiosity, sure. This second time, with their leader smiling, laughing, and playing some game with me, there’s a bit more...suspicion. My concentration falters and I begin to miss words, trying to avoid looking at the Daevosi. Especially in the market, where he is intent on quizzing me on all of the fruits he just named for me back in the room.

      The market almost makes me forget the staring. It’s long and bustling, brightly colored tents selling everything--food, clothes, armor, weapons, jewelry, art. I’ve never seen buying and selling on such a large, loud scale. There’s some shouting as the Daevosi males haggle, strike a deal, or express their distaste for the merchandise. I can also see the camaraderie, the drinking, the slaps to each other’s shoulders.

      It almost makes me want to be part of it. This is pretty much everything I ever wanted to find in my life, a place where art was appreciated as much as science. Everyone seems to love Aramon, which means he’s probably a good leader and this is a nice place to live. As long as I didn’t look over the edge, I’d probably be pretty content to gaze up into this endless sky all day and let it inspire me to create wonderful things.

      But it’s not home, and that thought drags me deeper into a spiral that Aramon’s playfulness can’t reach.

      He’s noticed it. He stops quizzing me on the fabrics and instead his eyes linger on me with concern that I feel rather than see. I keep trudging the market beside him, avoiding his gaze, and wondering if he’ll keep his promise. I’m so engrossed in that singular thought that I don’t realize that Aramon isn’t beside me until Tulivan touches my shoulder gently, indicating behind us.

      Aramon is standing at a stall selling jewelry, appearing to be quite deep in thought as he looks over the wares. Gold and silver catch the light as the gemstones sparkle alongside, all of it a dazzling display of precious metal and stones. The merchant who’s selling this stuff gets to his feet to incline his head respectfully at Aramon and then returns to his work of cutting an emerald down to size, sparing me only one curious look as I walk over.

      When I return to Aramon’s side, my gaze sweeps the various necklaces, earrings, rings, and bracelets. Some of the designs are delicate and intricate, others thick and bold. My eye is drawn towards a small sapphire bracelet, one bright stone settled amongst weaving and looping lines of silver. I’ve never seen anything like it, and my breath hitches at the beauty of it.

      Nodding approvingly, Aramon’s hand reaches out, tracing the lines of the chain, making a low noise in his throat as if pleased. He glances back at me and I meet his eyes. Some look passes between us that I can’t name, and my heart seems to stop as he speaks to the merchant.

      Aramon hands the merchant some coin, and when he turns back to me, I find myself unable to breathe when I catch the look burning in his eyes. I can’t seem to get my breath as he raises his hand to my neck, tracing the line of the necklace the angels placed around my neck. His fingers curl under, against my skin, and he snaps it effortlessly, letting it fall to the ground. There’s a small ripple of energy that dances across my skin as it breaks away, but I’m trembling too hard to explain it as he accepts the bracelet from the merchant.

      Taking my hand, he fastens the bracelet around my wrist, admiring the bright blue stone against my skin. He lifts a brow as if to see if I’m pleased, and I give him the smile he’s asking for without words. It’s nearly impossible not to like him, and I can feel myself giving in. Everything about Aramon has so far been kind, gentle, and loving. He’s saved me, protected me, thought of my feelings. Given me things I would not have thought to ask for, gifts that I could not possibly repay, and has asked me for nothing.

      Another Daevosi approaches, swooping down from the sky like a hawk and dipping his head respectfully first to Aramon and then to me. This is the one that stood by him during our ride here, I realize, thinking he must be Aramon’s advisor or something similar. They murmur to each other, and Aramon gestures Tulivan to him, speaking further.

      By the time Tulivan has turned to me, I already know that Aramon has to leave me, my heart aching in response to the longing look he gives me. Part of me isn’t sure why I feel sad about this, but my heart calls out for him in a way that both terrifies and delights me.

      “Warlord Aramon would like me to tell you that he must leave you for a short while,” Tulivan tells me, his voice sympathetic and kind. “He and his lieutenant need to speak. He wishes to know if you require anything--different food, perhaps, or new dresses, or--” here, his eyes twinkle, “perhaps another lovely gift.”

      I can feel the blush rising in my cheeks, and I try to ignore it. “I think...the other girls would like new clothes,” I manage, my eyes darting to the pleased gleam in Aramon’s glowing eyes.

      Tulivan relays this, and Aramon’s face changes a little. Almost softening, a reverence in his eyes as he speaks to the translator, and when Tulivan turns back to me, I understand why. “Warlord Aramon says you will make a good Queen, so caring and so wise.”

      Queen.

      He wants me to be the Queen.

      Which means…

      The blush completely overtakes my face, and I just shatter under the weight of his gaze. Being the Queen to a bunch of demons is...not at all what I signed up for. I didn’t sign up for any of this. I didn’t ask to be abducted twice or be pawned off to some male as a wife.

      I have to get out of here.

      Aramon salutes Tulivan, giving me one burning gaze before he’s forced to turn away. It’s almost enough to make me reconsider, but the fear of what will happen if I stay hardens my resolve. As soon as I see Aramon and his lieutenant take to the skies, I make up my mind. I need to go now, while Aramon can’t stop me, but that also means I’d be leaving the other girls behind. It’s a pretty mean thing to do, honestly, but the fears wins out. If I go back for them now, I run the risk of never being able to do this again, but maybe I’ll be able to send somebody to come get them? A pretty unbelievable story, but if I don’t get out of here now, I have a feeling I never will.

      Tulivan escorts me back through the market, asking me about how different Daevos is from Earth. I’m grateful to him, not only because this is an easy question, but because he seems to understand that this is completely foreign to me. Right as I’m telling him that we only fly using machines--which fascinates him--he is approached by a much younger Daevosi.

      “Ah, my apprentice,” he says to me, bowing a little. “Forgive me, my Queen. I will only be a moment.”

      They take several steps away from me, and I casually meander over to a mosaic on the wall, pretending to study it. When I glance back, they are deep in conversation, and I duck into one of the doorways that leads into the walls.

      As far as I can recall, this city is floating. I didn’t see anywhere it could be accessed by land, which means I’ll need to head to the docks. I start to make my way there, retracing my steps as best I can. If the demons think it’s odd that I’m just wandering around, no one says anything, and I’m grateful for it. I do my best to look like I should be doing this, pushing towards the docks even as I linger longingly in the entrance to what appears to be the library, before finding myself at the docks.

      It’s near deserted now, just a couple demons moving around, and nobody seems to notice I’m there. But what I notice is that...we’re really high up. Over water, no less. There’s no land anywhere, and that means...if I want to go home, I’ll have to fly there.

      The thought sends an uncomfortable shiver across my body, my knees beginning to knock, as I look at the small ships. They are like tiny boats, masts and all, with a wheel to guide them. I’ve driven a boat once, but this? In the sky? I’m not sure about it. The idea of being in the air, unprotected from falling or being blown away? I’m sick just thinking about it.

      I remember the ceremony, though. The way it changed the girl who went first. How she went from completely fighting it to completely submissive, welcoming of her new husband. I don’t know what kind of mating demons do, and I’m not sure I want to.

      Even if they are tall and muscular. With that passion in their eyes. He could pick me up easily, take me with ease, and I…

      Whoa. No. I’m not doing this. With him or any other weird sky being.

      I move towards the nearest ship, hiking up my skirt as I step down into it. I gasp as the boat rocks under my feet, that unpleasant sway making my stomach seize, but I steel myself. I untie the rope that keeps it at the dock, and the ship drifts of its own accord as I move to the wheel.

      I can see a series of buttons and a lever next to the wheel, which makes...no real sense to me. There’s no engine on these. There can’t possibly be. But when I hover my hand over the buttons, they light up, and the hum I hear isn’t electrical at all. It’s much deeper, more resonant, like it’s something natural.

      Or magical.

      All right, well, I’m going to fly a magical ship off of one planet and to my own, I guess. One of the buttons seems to be pulsating in a very insistent way, and when I hit it, the hum intensifies and shakes the entire ship, sending it away from the docks like a shot.

      I can feel that fear tighten in my chest as I grab at the wheel, nearly hitting other ships. It’s a lot more sensitive than I’m expecting, sending me careening in another direction, but with a light touch I manage to get it going more or less straight. A touch of the lever and the ship climbs, sending me up into the clouds.

      For a second I forget about the fear. I’m consumed with wonder at the misty, puffy clouds I’m speeding through, drenching me. With the wind streaming my hair back from my face, unable to see what’s below me, this is actually pretty fun. Like riding in a car with the top down. If this is what flying is, I can totally handle it. It makes me wonder if this is what the demons feel when they fly.

      I exit the clouds very briefly, vertigo threatening me as I catch a glimpse of the ocean below, and speed through more clouds. These are darker storm clouds, I realize too late, and when I try to steer away from them, I can’t manage it.

      Instantly I’m consumed in darkness, the glittering trails of lightning arcing between the clouds in a way that makes me think of a live wire, and I hear the rumble of thunder instantly after. Cold wind rushes over me as I try to navigate out, but the controls don’t seem to do what I want. The fear that I thought had gone comes back with a vengeance, holding me in an icy grip, as I realize I’m trapped in a lightning storm, unable to find my way out.

      Then I see the eyes.

      They look small, but they can’t be. Not set in a huge, scaly face with sharp bared teeth. Those inky black eyes spot me, and I see the long thin tails effortlessly change course to come towards me. The lightning seems to be attracted to these creatures, being drawn out of the sky and into their bodies, and it’s all rushing at me.

      I throw down the lever and the ship rockets upwards too fast to even think about controlling it. I can already tell, but I try to push the lever back anyway as I spin the wheel in my hand. I can feel the moment the ship gives out in my hand, the magic leaving it completely, and it plummets with a scream that I realize is coming from my own mouth.

      I’m going to die inside a storm cloud, with some kind of dragon creature bringing lightning towards me, and there’s nothing I can do.

      I frantically punch at the buttons, desperate for anything to respond to my touch, and my knees buckle when something catches. The ship abruptly stabilizes, floating serenely in the midst of all these creatures. They approach the deck and I stumble backwards, taking cover by the panel, as though it can save me from them.

      It can’t. I already know it can’t, and as I close my eyes I’m trembling, waiting to see if I’ll be electrocuted or bitten in half by sharp, pointed teeth first.
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      I know the instant she’s in danger. I can feel her fear as though it is my own, and it lances through me with a force that nearly brings me to my knees. I am frantic, a burning miasma of bone-deep panic and rage as I take to the skies, not wasting the time it would take to explain.

      There isn’t even time for me to bask in the knowledge that our bond is as true as I know it to be. All I can feel is the agony of losing her. I have known her for such a short time, our souls are not even bound by the mating ceremony, yet I know it would be the end of me. It would destroy every part of me and leave nothing but an empty husk.

      I need her, and as I feel the strength of her terror, I know she needs me, too.

      Powering against the wind, I fly with a speed I’ve never known before. Thunderheads gather in the distance, and I know she is there, stuck amid them. I push my muscles harder, powering through a current that is pushing against me, into the ominous clouds that swirl around a central point.

      As children, we are taught to avoid these storms. Many a Daevosi has had his wings utterly shredded by wayward lightning. I was always told that very thing happened to a great uncle. He flew into the storm clouds, dared the gods to strike him down, and they did. He was found days later, his body broken on the rocks below, his wings reduced to tatters, his muscles still twitching with electricity.

      I cannot abide the stories that were meant to scare me. Not now. The only fear I allow into my heart is the fear of what will happen if I let my mate come to harm. That single thought drives me as my body breaks past the thunderclouds, water misting my skin. All around me I can see lightning arcing, casting from cloud to cloud, snaking through the sky with purpose, every bolt drawn deeper inward.

      It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust through the haze, but then I see what every ion seems drawn toward: Wyrms. They cut through the air in an erratic, serpentine pattern, the long, thin lines of their bodies whipping around, gathering every particle of electricity into their shimmering scales. Sharp, jagged fins run dorsally along the length of them, leaning to one side or the other in a brief betrayal of their intended course. At the head, a dragon-like maw opens wide, all of that energy channeling into the back of the throat, forming a concentrated ball of lightning that’s blasted outward.

      Toward a helpless skiff.

      Every muscle in my body tightens, the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck standing on end as I instantly recognize the figure hunkering behind the control panel, trying desperately to navigate through the storm.

      Letting out a fierce growl, I speed toward the small ship, buffeted off course by the winds. I fight, pushing back against the resistance, and speed toward my mate. My body all but collides with her much smaller one, but there is no time to be gentle. I pin her to the deck of the skiff, caging my arms around her, my body shielding hers as the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Pain sears up my spine, the heat of the supercharged lightning ball streaking burns across my bared torso as it grazes me.

      The wound is raw, and every time I breathe it hurts anew, but I push that from my mind and leap to my feet. I stand poised above my mate, my onyx blades singing their beautiful song as I pull them from their scabbards. I’ve never killed a wyrm before. I’ve always assumed it was an impossible feat. Today I will do the impossible, because I am not letting them anywhere near Allie.

      The skiff lurches beneath me as I push off from the side, leaping into the air to intercept the closest wyrm, its mouth open, teeth glistening as it prepares to strike. With an overhanded strike, I plunge both blades into its neck, feeling fleshy resistance I didn’t expect. Electricity arcs around me, sparking from the wound, but the onyx blades don’t conduct it to their hilts. I yank them back, blood spraying from the creature as it whips around, its fangs aimed for my neck. With one violent swipe, I cleave through its body and watch in satisfaction as the eyes go dim, the lightning dissipating as the head sloughs off, falling toward the waters below.

      A shriek pierces the skies, and I narrowly dodge another sphere of lightning. The wyrm that shot it is fully fixated on me, but there are two others still circling the skiff, darting through the storm clouds, gathering more energy as they prepare themselves for what they assume will be an easy feast. They are wrong, and they will pay for it.

      With the third wyrm following, I cut through the sky toward the other two. A guttural roar tears through me as I launch myself toward one, my head down, horns in the perfect striking position. I ram into one of them, the impact flinging the beast backward despite its muscular body. It screeches, doubling back on itself with its jaws open wider than my skull. I slice downward with one blade, spearing the other up into the creature’s belly. Dark liquid rains down from it, the drops burning when they hit my skin, but I grit my teeth and jam the blade in deeper before pulling both out. As it falls, eviscerated, I turn my attention to its companion.

      Before I can launch toward it, the wyrm that was pursuing me closes the distance, wrapping its long tail around me. I can feel its muscles ripple and tighten as it constricts. Suddenly I can’t pull in enough breath, my lungs burning with the need for more. My muscles weaken, my vision blackens, and it takes all of my strength to keep my blades in hand, though I can feel a numbness creeping through my fingers. My voice dies in my throat as I call to my mate in vain.

      I am going to meet my end here, felled not by the Anjari, but by a single wyrm. And once I am dead, they will crush her in this same way, then feast upon whatever is left. I cannot let that happen, but as the cold darkness washes over me, I don’t know that I have a choice.

      Out of the corner of my blurred vision, I see a spear glinting in the midst of the storm. One of my brothers has come. They must have been alerted to my sudden disappearance. As more of the spear comes into my view, though, I don’t see the unfurling black wings I expect. Instead a small hull follows behind, then a lighted column manned by one very brave human.

      My mate.

      She’s managed to work the controls, the throttle pushed nearly to its breaking point, the hum of magical energy overtaking the sound of the storm as she urges the little skiff forward. The bowsprit is pointed just below the wyrm’s head, and I know what I must do to aid her.

      Invigorated by her presence, I use my bulk, my power to pull one arm free from the wyrm’s coil. Using my palm and the flat of my blade, I shove the sky serpent down as far as I can manage and hold it there until the skiff rams forward, the bowsprit piercing the creature’s neck. It lets out a screeching wail of pain, its muscles slackening just enough for me to pull the rest of my body free. I cleave through it with ease, the tail end falling through the clouds as the severed head remains, mounted on the bowsprit, empty eyes facing toward my mate.

      My own eyes alight with pride as I look upon her, but there is no time for sentiment. One wyrm remains, and its mouth is open, a blinding charge forming in the back of its throat. I have no time to reach the beast, nor can I properly shield my mate because it isn’t aiming for her. Instead the ball of lightning impacts the billowing sail, lightning cracking through the mast and splitting it in two.

      I drop down to the deck behind Allie, putting myself between her and the shower of sparks. “We must go,” I yell over the roar of the winds that seem to constrict around us just as the wyrm did to me moments before.

      I know she is afraid. I know she does not like to fly with me. But I have no choice. I pull her into my arms and hold on tight, managing to lift into the air just as the skiff begins to plummet.

      She clings to me but doesn’t protest, and I ignore the pain as her hands grip my bruised, aching body. With a burst of speed I fly us toward the swirling storm clouds, my arms closing tight around her, my head coming down to try and protect her from the arcing lightning. We pierce the clouds and sunlight pours into my entire being, bathing me in its warmth. Behind me there is still the crackle of energy and I speed away from it, intending to double back and bypass the storm system entirely once we’re clear of it.

      But the bristling energy continues at my back, and I hear her call out something, looking over my shoulder just seconds before a lightning sphere is blasted toward me. I jerk to one side, my arms tightening around Allie, keeping her with me. The sphere goes wide, dissipating as tendrils of electricity spread out into the air. I push myself to fly faster, but without my arms free I don’t have the same power I normally would. The wyrm gains easily, and I hear it screech as it draws back for a strike.

      So I do the unthinkable. One arm still gripping my mate, I pull an onyx blade—the ceremonial blade crafted for me under my father’s guidance, when I came of age—and hurl it toward the beast. It slices into the flesh of the creature’s underside, buried to the hilt. As the wyrm twists around, trying in vain to free itself, I can see the other side of the blade sticking out of it. Dark blood seeps downward, and as I ascend with Allie, the wyrm begins to lose altitude, eventually plummeting just as surely as the ship did.

      With one of my twin blades still inside it, lost forever.

      I should be saddened. Perhaps I will be later, once Allie is safe. Right now, all I can feel is a deep sense of relief. The wyrms are dead, the storm they drew their power from is far behind us, and it doesn’t take long for me to fly her back home and set her on solid ground. Her legs wobble but she remains standing, and I check her over, finding no visible wounds. Once I’m certain she is unharmed, my gaze fixes on the sapphire resting at her wrist.

      It sparks something in me. Thoughts I have not allowed myself to have before now. I was not given the chance to wonder why she left. There was no time. But there’s time now, and that question tears through me, heart and soul. Why? Why would she put herself in such danger? Why would she go to such lengths to leave?

      I know this is nothing like the place she came from. I know I am not what she expects. But we are fated. She is mine and I am hers. She must know this, or she would not still be wearing the gift I gave her.

      “Why?” There is an edge of anger to my voice, but mostly it is fear.

      We stand on the landing that rises far above Daevosi, amid the circular platform to my home. No doubt countless people saw me fly in with her, and I’m sure many heads are turning as my question booms over the rest of the city.

      “Why would you leave?” I ask again. “Have I not given you enough? Tell me what you wish from me, and I will give it. All that I have is yours.”

      Stepping further away from the ledge—and further away from me—Allie tries to explain. I can tell she is upset. A touch indignant, perhaps. But I cannot understand the words. A growl of frustration tears from my throat and I raise two fingers to my lips, letting out a sharp whistle.

      One of the city guards leaves his post, flying up to where I am. He salutes me with a closed fist over his chest, and I hastily return the gesture, even as the words rush out of me.

      “Find Tulivan. Bring him here at once,” I tell him.

      Another salute and he dives back into the streets, his wings held close to his body before they spread at the last moment to slow his descent. I turn back to Allie, a furrow etched between my brows.

      “I want to understand,” I assure her, “and I need you to understand me in turn. If you are to be my queen, this barrier cannot exist between us.”

      She looks up at me, her emerald eyes shining. One hand reaches to her bracelet, to touch the sapphire with a tenderness that makes my heart ache. And for a moment, I believe I understand exactly what she is trying to say.

      It isn’t you.

      That eases some of my fears, but the rest close in ever stronger as I lead her into the welcoming chamber of my home. I take her deeper inside, to a room that is more private, but one I hope will not startle her. As much as some wild part of me wishes to solve this by making her mine in every way, I know I cannot. Not yet.

      Instead, I take her to a place my father often sat when he wished to be alone. A large hearth is the room’s centerpiece, with plush chairs arranged before it, thick, soft furs draped over them. I lead Allie to one and gesture for her to sit, then I kneel before her, taking her tiny hands in mine.

      To my deep chagrin, she is shivering slightly. I immediately release her hands and rise, tending the hearth to start a new fire. I speak to her softly, soothingly. Words I know she will not understand, yet I hope the intent is clear. As I feed the growing fire a fresh log, the sound of footsteps in the hall catches my attention.

      “We are in here,” I call out.

      The guard appears first, gesturing for Tulivan to enter. He does so, one brow lifting as he looks from Allie to me. My nerves feel more frayed than ever, and I am glad he wisely chooses to say nothing on the subject.

      “You have need of me, Warlord?” he asks.

      I dismiss the guard, giving him a nod of thanks before I answer the curator. “I need to know why she attempted to flee. Why she nearly got herself killed.”

      I know it is not productive to let my anger expose my deepest fears, but I cannot stop myself. As Tulivan speaks in her language, I keep my gaze locked with hers. She does not shy away from me, my little mate. Proof positive that she will make a good queen. But I must know how I can please her.

      “This is not her home,” Tulivan translates when she answers. “It is beautiful and she is appreciative of all you’ve done for her, but she cannot stay here.”

      “It will be her home,” I say, an edge of desperation in my voice. “I will make it so. She need only tell me what her home is like, what she misses, and I will do everything I can to make this place closer to it.”

      I hold my breath, awaiting her words. She lets out a sound of frustration, her eyes casting up toward mine as she speaks.

      “It is the people that are important, not just the things that surrounded her. Her mother. Her sister.”

      I realize with a pang of guilt that I had no idea she even had a sister, or that her mother was still alive. We have not had much time together, but I should have done my best to know her.

      “I will bring them here,” I say immediately.

      When Tulivan voices this, her frustration grows. There is anger and fear in her voice now. She gestures to me, to the sapphire, to the room around us. I might not understand the words, but I know I have said the wrong thing. There is something I am missing, some crucial piece of this puzzle. It cannot only be that she is homesick.

      My gut twists as I see Tulivan’s face blanch somewhat. He responds to her in her own tongue, and my impatience grows. “What has she said?”

      “She… worries she and the other women will be treated the same here as they were by the Anjari. That they will be made to participate in the ritual whether they wish to or not. That you will force her to become your Queen.”

      Something inside me shatters at that. Anger flares as hot as magma, but it cools just as quickly, leaving despair in its wake. For as much as I wish to fly to the Anjari city and tear the wings from every one of them, what strikes me most is how little she thinks of my people.

      I have to remind myself that she does not know us. She is small and fragile and to her we likely seem brutish. I could easily overpower her. It would take nothing at all. Some primal part of me has thought about it, but while that may be the way Warlords of the past conducted themselves, it is not the way I intend to begin with my Queen.

      “I told her she would not be forced to do anything, of course,” Tulivan says, “though fate will decree—”

      “No,” I say with a low growl, cutting him off. “Fate means nothing if she believes I would ever harm her in any way.”

      It would be wise to have Tulivan explain. To have him tell her we are nothing like the Anjari and that is not how we do things. But something sparks inside of me, and I suddenly find the answer I am looking for.

      “Leave us,” I tell him, my voice soft, but firm.

      He opens his mouth to question me, then dips his horns in deference. Tulivan says one last thing to her in her language—a farewell, I believe—before departing. Once he’s gone, I move before her once more and drop to my knees, taking her hands in mine again. I stroke my thumbs over her skin and look up into her eyes, begging her to somehow understand me. Hoping that her heart will somehow hear mine.

      “Understand this, Allie: I will never force you. It will be by your choice alone that I have you. You are my Queen, and I am at your mercy.” I dip my head to her, something I have done for no one else since becoming Warlord. “Our mating ceremony will be beautiful. It will be based on mutual love and respect, or else it will not happen at all.”

      I take her hand and place it on my chest, her skin cool against mine. “My heart beats for you. My soul burns, my body aches… all of it for you. You are mine, just as I am yours.” My eyes light with a fire that courses through my veins. “When I claim you, it will be because you beg me for it. Because you demand it, my Queen, and not a moment sooner. I promise you this.”
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      When Tulivan leaves us, my hope goes with him. I can’t make Aramon understand. I am not certain I understand it myself. He has shown me nothing but kindness, and it would be a lie to say I’m not tempted by his offer. But all of this...it’s so much. Being someone’s queen. Being told it’s fated. I can’t do this. I can’t be this great person they want me to be when I’m just...me.

      But Aramon, dropping to his knees before me and taking my hands, eyes searching mine, sees more. I don’t need a translator to tell me that. His words, soft and hopeful, seem less strange to my ears as he speaks with emotion, dipping his head to me.

      I’ve seen this gesture all over the city. Aramon is their great leader, commanding their respect, and they all give it without question. Until now, I haven’t seen him bow to anyone, and a strange flush steals over my skin to know I have this power over him. That perhaps, when Tulivan said they would not force the women to become mates as the Anjari did, he meant it.

      The hopefulness must show on my face, because Aramon takes my hand and places it upon his chest, covering it with his much larger one as he speaks. I look up into his eyes and I can see the strength of what he says there. His eyes burn, never wavering from mine, and there’s passion reflected there that comes out in his words. He’s making me some sort of promise, and his heart beats strong and insistently under my hand.

      In a moment, I’m sure I understand. He has deferred to my wishes. He won’t force me, but he will stay where he is...waiting, for me. For the day when these are the things I wish, that I choose him and this life.

      It doesn’t seem so terrible, being loved by this man. His people are healthy, happy, surrounded by beauty in art and music. They are safe in their city, and they care about their leader. But he looks at me differently, and it makes me want a little more. To acknowledge his promise with one of my own.

      Raising my free hand, I hesitate as I near his face, searching his eyes for any sign that he will stop me. That I’ve misread that fire in his eyes. What I find is the opposite, and he gives me a slow nod and a bit of a smile. My fingers tentatively brush his cheek, the hard line of his jaw, and find the skin there warm and a little prickly with the day’s growth of scruff. He is so still, as though he will frighten me away, and I return the small smile. My thumb traces over his cheekbone, my fingers settling warm on the side of his neck.

      “I don’t know if I can be who you want me to be,” I say softly, giving a little sigh. “I don’t know if I will ever be that person.” My fingers stroke as I speak, meeting his eyes. “I don’t know what fate even looks like, if it can look like you or being somebody’s queen.” I draw a deep breath, my face relaxing into a genuine smile when the words come to me. “I wish it could happen, though.”

      It’s the truth, I realize. I wish it could be as they’ve said, that this man will love me and I will be his queen. I lean forward until my forehead touches his, closing my eyes. I could almost believe that this is where I’m supposed to be, and he and I are one.

      But we aren’t. I’m a human woman, and he’s some kind of demon.

      I pull back, studying his face again with rapt attention as my fingers continue to stroke his cheek. He doesn’t look evil. Aramon looks very kind, very...loving, somehow. Intelligent, strong. Everything a great warrior should be, and he feels things very deeply. I can tell that in every breath he takes, in every look he gives me.

      His hand raises, much as mine did, and he brings it so close to my face that I can feel the heat of it. There he hesitates, searching my eyes. Waiting for my permission, to see if I will flee if he tries to touch me.

      Earlier, I may have. But right now, more than anything, I want to feel that touch against my skin. “Yes,” I tell him, giving him the same nod and smile he gave me, and draw an expectant breath.

      I expect a rough touch, because he is a warrior, but that is not in the feathery touch that skims my cheek. He is like a breath of wind, a soft caress that is gone too soon before he regroups, the backs of his fingers sweeping along to my ear. My breath whooshes out of me in a soft gasp, undone by the fire I feel along my face. It shouldn’t be so...familiar. I shouldn’t feel like I know this touch. But I do, and when he hesitates, I realize he thinks he’s hurt me. The stricken expression on his face says far more than he could ever hope to convey.

      “I’m okay,” I rush to explain, my cheeks flushing as I give him another shy smile. “It’s okay.”

      I don’t try to explain more than that, but I give him another nod and tilt my face upwards. Aramon gives me a brilliant smile in return, saying words I hope I’ll understand someday, and resumes his exploration of my face with his fingertips. The soft touches send shivers throughout my body, fire running down my nerves. On some level, I know it shouldn’t be like this. Not when I want to go home and leave all of this behind.

      But the rest of me doesn’t care.

      I can feel myself leaning forward again, a quick glance at the warmth in his eyes steadying me, as I stare at his lips. They look so soft, so warm. So inviting. It would take nothing at all to give in, to let him kiss me, and then I would be here with him always. I might never belong here, but maybe I can belong with him.

      Aramon seems to sense this confusion, saying something in soft, gentle words. His fingers thread into my hair, his amber eyes clear but still burning, as he appears to almost...give me his word. Almost like he’s making a promise, his eyes resolved and steady as his thumb softly traces my ear.

      I don’t know what he’s promising me, but it feels like everything will be okay if I just trust him.

      A warm tingle spreads over my entire being, as though my heart knows something I don’t. It wants to be here with him, with this strange being who looks at me like I’m the most precious thing in the entire universe. He’s made sure that I have everything I need, and has done what he can to understand my wishes and my desires.

      I tilt my head into his hand, giving him a little smile. It suddenly doesn’t matter that I’m on a strange world, surrounded by demons, and I’m attracted to one. I don’t understand him, and he doesn’t understand me.

      But I think I understand anyway.

      I nod at him slowly, my fingertips seeking the silver lines of the bracelet on my wrist and tracing over them. There is an insistent part of me that still wants to leave here, because I don’t belong, but that part is growing quieter as a grin breaks over Aramon’s face. I can see the heat rising in his eyes, surprise there as he struggles to interpret the gesture.

      I don’t let him wonder very long. I lean forward, stopping a breath away from him to see if there’s wariness in his eyes. When I see none, I close the short distance and press my lips to his.

      There’s a sharp intake of his breath before he meets me eagerly, a deep rumble in his chest as his hands glide through my hair, down my sides, and to my waist. He coaxes me to my feet as his tongue presses invitingly over my lips, and I open my mouth to him as his full height comes up before me, his head dipping to mine.

      My hands press instinctively against his solidly planed chest as his tongue slips over mine, flicking and teasing. He pulls me closer, his fingers curling against my waist, until I am flush against his warm body.

      Then his wings encircle us.

      I can feel them press against me, his lifeblood hot as it pulsates through the surprisingly soft skin that envelopes us. It’s much like a warm blanket, except I can feel his pulse hammer against my skin through it. Rapid and insistent, driving me onwards as my hands reach to settle around his neck, and I slide my tongue into his inviting mouth.

      I have never felt so strongly about anything in my life, and it scares me as much as it entices me. Now that I’ve had this, I can’t imagine not having it again because I need it. Everything I am is tied up in him, and it feels as inescapable as it does certain. For the first time, I am exactly where I need to be.

      Pulling back from him, we trade breaths in the safety of his wings, my eyes wide as I touch his face again. I’m not sure why I kissed him, since I can’t be what he wants, but it felt so good I’m almost willing to believe in anything.

      “Allie,” he says, his voice a low, rasping rumble that shoots a thrill through me.

      “Aramon,” I answer, my voice husky as I try to catch my breath.

      Neither one of us is sure what to say past that, and we almost don’t need to. I know I shouldn’t have done that, but I can’t seem to leave his embrace. He holds me loosely, so that I can step back, but he hasn’t let go either. I put my hands on his chest, intent of gently pushing him back so I can clear my head, but when my hand settles on his heart, I can feel it beating wildly.

      I look up, my cheeks coloring as he looks at me with that burning gaze again. He leans his head down and I surrender to him, tilting my face upwards for his kiss.

      A mere breath away from my lips, his face contorts and he howls in pain.

      It breaks the spell that holds me, and I’m able to stagger back with a gasp as I see what’s happened. Over Aramon’s shoulder, I can see the silvery hair, the silver skin, and as Aramon falls to one knee, I can see the wetness on the blade the Anjari carries.
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        Book 2, Sky Lord’s Desire, is now available!
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