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      The grand double doors to the ballroom stared at me challengingly. Shining ones from all the courts waited beyond those doors. Waited to ogle the human who’d killed their champions in the Regency Games. I was the only human who’d survived the carnage, and the atrocities visited upon my brethren by their kind.

      Rage and disgust swirled in my chest, forming a prickly ball that made my eyes sting.

      “Winter’s Blade doesn’t cry,” Aspen, the bastard prince, said.

      What? I touched my cheek to find it wet, then swiped at the tears, angry at the show of weakness.

      This was no time for tears, no place for them.

      Survive, Killion had said, and that was what I’d do.

      Seven days.

      That was all I had to find Nina before Killion came for me. Seven days to somehow get my family to safety, away from Middale, the capital of the shining ones’ rule.

      But first, I needed to endure this ‘celebration.’ This parading of the sole human survivor and unwilling Winter’s Blade.

      The doors of the ballroom swung open to admit us, and with my arm hooked through Aspen’s, I allowed him to lead me into the den of beautiful vipers.

      We glided onto a polished floor that gleamed with a metallic sheen. In fact, the whole room was metallic, a combination of dull and shiny silver. Deep darkness hovered on the periphery of the room, and balconies rose up on either side of us, lit from within by amber light to make up several floors of Tuatha and Danaan, sipping from slender flutes as they watched us enter. We were, after all, the entertainment for the evening.

      The high ceiling was domed but rose to a point. It was decorated with strange striations as if someone had raked the metal with a hot blade. My gaze dropped to the wall ahead of us. The whole structure shimmered like it was made of water, as if a pebble striking it would cause it to ripple outward.

      My brain struggled to take it all in because the vastness of the chamber squeezed the breath from my lungs and made a knot form in my belly. This was fear. This was anxiety, and it had to stop.

      I pushed my shoulders back and lifted my chin, battling against the weight of the many eyes on us.

      No. Not on us.

      On me.

      The Tuatha regard was needles pricking my skin, intent on drawing blood, and I felt my hastily gathered bravado slipping. My head drooped as if too heavy for my slender neck.

      “Head up,’ Aspen said, low and smooth for only me to hear. “You’re a warrior, a survivor. You are Winter’s Blade. All you need do now is accept your official title once the king pronounces it.”

      Fuck. He really wanted that name to stick, didn’t he? What was his game? Because he had one—I could feel it in my gut. My knotted, twisted gut.

      No. Aspen’s motivations weren’t my concern. I needed to focus on my own goals.

      The silver wall at the far end of the room rippled, then a window appeared a couple of meters off the ground. Several figures were visible, sitting on fancy seats with a table laden with food set before them. A male with arched brows, a haughty expression, and silver-blond hair spilling over his pecs perched on a high-backed seat, slightly higher than the rest of his company.

      My heart beat faster. I knew who this was. I’d seen his face in magazines and promotional pamphlets for years. A face that didn’t change and didn’t age.

      The face of an ancient.

      The face of the Winter King.

      This was Palamon and Aspen’s father. Calling him an ancient felt contrary, considering he looked no older than thirty. To his left sat a woman with crimson hair piled high on her head in a mass of curls, and to his right was an older woman, maybe late sixties, with a mouth set in a scowl that could probably curdle milk.

      There were more of them, silver-haired, pale, with eyes all shades of blue. These were the Winter Regency. I spotted Palamon perched on the edge of the company. His amethyst eyes were fixed on me, When he caught my eye, his throat bobbed, and he inclined his head a fraction in greeting. He was all dolled up in Tuatha finery, hair slicked back, looking nothing like the whiney, cowardly prince I’d rescued a day ago.

      This was his rightful place, amongst the Regency, these cold, unaffected-looking creatures who stared at me like I was a specimen under a microscope.

      The wall shimmered again as we drew closer, and another window opened up above the Regency one, revealing a fresh group of Tuatha. These shining ones were older, more in line with the ancient title they liked to claim. The majority were in shadow, but one stood out, lit by a beam of light, probably strategically placed.

      I knew this fucker too. Hated his smug pointy face and his condescending tone. This was the voice of the council and the Regency.

      This was Minimus Lowland.

      Minimus looked down his nose at me, his lips in a firm, straight line—no doubt unimpressed by Winter’s Blade. How I’d like to see fear in his eyes. I’d like to see him bleed. Hell, I’d like to make him bleed.

      Aspen drew us to a halt several meters away from the windows, but he didn’t release my hand.

      “Your Majesty and the high council.” He inclined his head, stag horns gleaming in the silvery light cast by the windows. “Allow me to present Winter’s Blade.”

      A wave of exclamations echoed across the vast chamber.

      Minimus’s nostrils flared, and the corners of his mouth turned down as if he disapproved of the title, but he didn’t contradict Aspen.

      “Come forward, Blade,” the king said.

      His voice was deep and gravelly, totally at odds with his delicately beautiful appearance. “Come into the light.”

      A beam of silver light appeared a meter away from me, lancing down like lightning from some point high above.

      Aspen released me. “Go,” he said softly.

      I stepped away from him and entered the light. It kissed my form, settling over me like a gauzy blanket. Then a screen appeared above the council window, and I was on it, larger than life. Except I didn’t look like me.

      The cut of the outfit Aspen had dressed me in made my shoulders look broader, and my thighs seem more powerful. The severe ponytail Blossom had pulled my hair into made my cheekbones stand out like razors, and the kohl she’d rimmed my eyes with made them seem intense and searing. I looked defiant, confident, and lethal.

      I looked like an assassin, and the gasps and murmurs that lit up the chamber told me I wasn’t the only one that thought so.

      “Danika Khatri,” the king said. “You are the sole human survivor of the Regency Games and the protector of Winter. Your family will be given homes in the bosom of Middale, and you will have the honor of serving your crown.”

      The honor? Servitude more like. I kept my expression impassive. Fuck him and his title. I’d be gone soon, and when I returned, it would be to bring them all down.

      The king sat up straighter. “I now pronounce you—”

      “I object!”

      The beam of light bathing me winked out, and so did my image on the screen. It was replaced a moment later by that of a male Tuatha with hair like autumn fire and eyes like a gathering storm. His coloring told me all I needed to know.

      This was the Autumn Court.

      The woman beside the Winter King sat forward, eyes wide and fixed on the man on the screen. “Brother, you promised you would not do this.”

      Brother?

      “Hush, my love,” the Winter King said. “Let the Autumn King speak.”

      My love? The crimson-haired beauty was the Winter Queen and sister to the Autumn King.

      The Autumn King’s jaw was tight, and his chest heaved like he’d just completed a sprint. “You claim this human slaughtered our champions. You claim she survived with no aid. In fact, you claim she protected the crown prince, and you expect us to simply take your word on the matter?”

      I glanced at the Winter King, waiting for him to respond, but it was Minimus who spoke.

      “We do not expect you to do anything but accept the outcome of the games,” Minimus said haughtily. “Lord Aspen is witness to events that transpired, as is the crown prince.”

      “And both belong to the Winter Court,” The Autumn King pointed out. “Both are sons of the Regency.”

      Murmurs started up and grew louder by the second.

      “It’s true,” another voice said.

      The screen split and a golden-haired female appeared, dressed in gold and sky blue. Summer Court, no doubt.

      “The arena was constructed by Winter,” she said in a high, reedy voice. “We cannot be sure there was no foul play. There is no evidence to corroborate your account of the turn of events. You present us with this human and expect us to accept that she was able to best our champions?”

      “This will not stand.” A third Tuatha appeared on the screen. Dark-haired and dressed in mossy green. Spring Court. “We refuse to accept the outcome of the Regency Games.”

      “We demand a new Regency Games,” Summer said. “A new arena will be built, monitored by representatives of all the courts.”

      “Ridiculous!” Minimus scoffed. “If you had objections to the design or any procedures laid out for the games, you had plenty of time to put them forward prior to the event.”

      “We trusted you,” Spring said. “But this outcome is preposterous and frankly unbelievable. It is a lie, and we can only conclude foul play.”

      “We demand a new Regency Games,” Summer reiterated. “And in the meantime, the capital will pass to Autumn for safekeeping.”

      I glanced up at Minimus and noted the tick of his jaw, then down to the Winter King, who glared at the balcony where the Autumn King sat.

      On screen, the Autumn King’s lips curved in a smug smile. And it hit me that this objection had been planned. He’d liaised with the other courts to invalidate the outcome of the games. He’d arranged for this, to take control. But what had he offered Summer and Spring to back him?

      This was a coup on Winter.

      The whole room was in uproar now, and the king glared daggers at his wife, who looked like she wished the ground would open up and swallow her.

      If Autumn took over, what the fuck did it mean for my family and me?

      Aspen’s arm brushed my shoulder as he came to stand beside me. “I have a solution.” His voice carried over the others, even though he didn’t raise it, and the cacophony ebbed. The light lanced down on us, and we appeared on the screen side by side. “A solution to satisfy us all,” Aspen said. “We will allow Winter’s Blade to prove her skill.”

      Minimus smiled, thin and deadly, and my pulse skipped a beat as the implication of what Aspen had said settled in my mind.

      “What do you mean?” The Autumn King asked.

      “Your objection lies within your disbelief that this human could best your champions,” Aspen said. “You wish to see evidence. So, allow Winter’s Blade to give it to you.”

      No, no, no. What the fuck was he doing?

      “Each objecting court will prepare and host a blood trial for Winter’s Blade, streamed live using drones…for evidence.” He smirked.

      The screen cut to Minimus and his smug smile, but blood rushed in my ears because…

      No. Hell no. I opened my mouth to object, but Aspen grabbed my wrist, squeezing hard enough to rub my bones together.

      “Quiet,” he hissed.

      The word was a command, sending a prickle over my skin and locking the words in my throat.

      “You have forty-eight hours to prepare your trials,” Minimus said. “Winter’s Blade will undertake a trial per day, and when she is done, you will retract your objections.”

      “And to prove her worth,” Aspen said, commanding the screen again. “Winter’s Blade will be permitted to take only one weapon of her choice with her into each trial. And when she is done, as penance for your false and unfounded accusations, you will concede Winter’s claim for a century.”

      The Winter King sat forward, eyes gleaming with triumph, and Minimus sucked in his cheeks. My pulse raced, heart battering my ribcage in a desperate bid to break free because this was my life they were bartering with. My fucking life. And the need to scream, to object, to do something, was now trapped in my throat by some kind of magical command that threatened to give me a fucking aneurism if I fought it.

      “Do you accept?” Minimus asked.

      The Autumn King’s eyes narrowed, and his gaze dropped. It took a moment to realize what he was looking at, then heat crawled up my neck as it hit me that he was looking at me.

      Sizing me up.

      Judging me.

      Refuse. Please refuse.

      I couldn’t do it again. I couldn’t kill and not lose the remnants of my soul.

      “Answer!” The Winter King snapped.

      I held my breath.

      “We accept,” the Autumn King said.
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      Aspen opened the door to my room and jerked his head, indicating I get inside. The dancing and eating part of the damn celebration was postponed till after the blood trials, and it was time for me to get back in my box.

      Words of rage burned my throat, desperate to shoot out and leap off my tongue, but Aspen’s command to be quiet kept me mute. It had stopped me from protesting to his insane plan, and it stopped me from venting at him right now.

      All I could do was glare daggers at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “If you want your voice back, then get in your room.”

      Fucker. I stalked in, and he followed, closing the door behind us. The room felt too small with him in it. His antlers took up too much space, and his powerful, broad-shouldered form was forbidding as he approached.

      I backed up on instinct.

      ”Sit,” he ordered.

      My body complied, butt kissing the mattress. I glared at him harder, eyeballs aching as I poured every ounce of anger and hatred I had for him into that one look.

      He whispered something, and the tightness in my throat melted. My limbs were my own once more.

      I took a shuddering breath. “Don’t ever fucking do that to me again.”

      “Or what?” he asked.

      Or what? What could I do to him? Nothing right now. I closed my eyes, reining in my rage. Think, Danika. Be smart about this, and ask the right questions.

      “Why are you doing this? Why did you suggest the blood trials?”

      “I would have thought that was obvious,” he said. “They need evidence, and we will give it to them. You killed their champions in the arena, and you will do it again, and this time, the whole world will see it.”

      “You think it’s that easy, huh?”

      “You managed quite well in the arena.” He shrugged. “You were quite formidable.”

      Formidable. He had no fucking idea what the bloodshed had done to me or of the nightmares that lingered at the back of my mind waiting for sleep to take me.

      But he was a shining one. He didn’t care about that. He couldn’t understand the emotional impact of death because he had no fucking emotions.

      “What the fuck makes you think I can pull it off again?”

      “Because, Danika, you’re a survivor, and you’ll have no choice but to survive. You will kill their champions. They will see it, and they will be afraid.” His smile was thin and calculating.

      A possibility niggled at the back of my mind. “Did you know this would happen?”

      Aspen tipped his head to the side. “Know?”

      “That the other courts might object to the outcome of the games?”

      “I make it my job to know things, Danika.”

      “And what do you know about my sister?”

      His smile evaporated, and his face was a mask of indifference. “Nothing.”

      “I thought you made it your business to know stuff?” I mimicked his earlier tone.

      His mouth tightened a fraction, the only indication that he was displeased with my impudence. “There are things even I’m not privy to, Danika, and the fate of the taken is one of those things.”

      But he’d known about the sword. He’d said that, if it belonged to me, it would find me, and it had. Did he know I had it? He had no clue about Killion. At least, I didn’t think he did, and I couldn’t risk that line of questioning. I couldn’t risk him finding out I had the sword and taking it from me.

      But Nina was another issue. I could press him on that subject. “Can you find out about my sister?”

      He sighed. “Focus on the trials. They start in forty-eight hours. Rest, recharge, and be ready. I can’t help you with your sister, but I can arrange to have you taken to the outer district to visit your family. They’ll be moved to central Middale in a few days. You can give them the news yourself.”

      His mouth smiled, but it was an empty action that didn’t reach his eyes. My skin crawled at his fake attempt at consoling me. He’d just thrown me to the wolves for the second time, and now he was basically giving me an opportunity to say goodbye to my family, again.

      Frustration was an angry ball in my throat. “Get out.” My voice was husky with the threat of tears. “Just get out.”

      Aspen stared at me for a long beat before leaving the room.

      The door closed, and I was alone as the events of the past few hours crashed down on me. I was going to have to fight again. I was going to have to kill again.

      The walls closed in, and my lungs grew tight. I opened my mouth and screamed.

      Do you feel better now?

      The sword’s words resonated in my head.

      How was it doing that? I wasn’t holding it. I hurried to the dresser and pulled the sword out of hiding.

      Thank you, it was awfully cramped back there.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Don’t be. I can’t actually feel anything. It’s simply fun to pretend sometimes.

      I settled on the bed with the sword in my lap. “You can speak to me without my holding you.”

      Our connection is growing.

      Connection. Killion hadn’t told me anything about this sword or why I could communicate with it, but maybe the sword itself could enlighten me.

      “What are you?”

      Um…I’m a sword. Are you feeling well?

      “I know you’re a sword, but why can you speak to me? Why do they call you a weapon of the conquered?”

      Honestly, it’s all a little fuzzy. I’ve been asleep for a long time. You woke me up, actually.

      “And before the sleep?”

      Darkness and before that…You.

      “Me?”

      You always wake me, Danika, except that isn’t always your name. But your soul. It remains the same, and I am bound to it. To you.

      I was so confused. This made no sense. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      I’m not sure how to explain it any better. I was awakened by you and have been bound to you for my whole existence. I am your partner in battle and your conscience when in need. I am your blade.

      “And how long has that been?”

      Eons.

      Eons. This made no sense either. The sword had to be broken. I needed to speak to Killion. He’d explain it all. In the meantime, I needed to focus on how the hell I was going to survive three blood trials—whatever form they might take.

      You’re troubled.

      “I have to fight again.”

      Which is something we do well. He sounded almost smug.

      “I won’t be able to take you with me.”

      Ah, yes. We are in hiding.

      Silence filled the room.

      Unless you find a way to change that…

      Aspen wanted me to win the trials. He wanted Winter in power. He’d said if the sword belonged to me, it would find me. I hadn’t wanted to ask him about the sword before, afraid he’d find it and take it away. I wasn’t thinking straight then, but now…Now my head was clear, as if holding the sword sharpened my mind.

      Aspen had made the proviso that I got to bring one weapon of my choice, and my gut told me that the bastard prince didn’t do anything without a good reason.

      He’d seen me wield the sword. He knew what I could do with it.

      The fucker wanted me to choose it.

      You have a solution.

      “Yeah, I think I do.”
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      I woke to dim light and the smell of coffee. I’d fallen asleep on top of the covers, fully clothed, but there was a blanket over me, and someone had removed my boots for me. Was it morning? Impossible to tell without windows. Fuck, I hated this poky, dead room.

      Movement in the periphery of my vision had me sitting up straighter.

      “It’s all right, mistress,” Blossom called out as she emerged from the tiny washroom. “I ran you a bath. Coffee is on the dresser.” Her expression was neutral, but there was something in her eyes. Something that, if I didn’t know better, looked like compassion. But these wankers had no compassion, did they?

      “Did you cover me and take off my boots?”

      She blinked sharply, an almost involuntary action. “Yes, mistress.”

      “Why?”

      “To make you comfortable.” She pressed her lips together.

      My neck prickled. Killion had taught me to read people, their body language, the slightest twitch of a brow, and hers screamed that she was hiding something.

      I tilted my head to the side and scrutinized her. “And why do you care if I’m comfortable or not?”

      Her throat bobbed. “I don’t.”

      That made no sense, and I wanted to push further, but she made a beeline for the door. “I’ll be back in an hour to help you dress for your trip to the outer district.”

      She exited, leaving me with an awful sense of wrongness. The whole exchange had been off.

      No, Dani, no. Not your problem. Focus on Nina and staying alive.

      Six days till Killion came for me.

      Six days and I was out of here, if the blood trials didn’t kill me first.
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      Blossom was true to her word, returning an hour later to help me dress in more Winter colors, clothes cut to accentuate my shoulders, and make my limbs look toned and powerful. I strapped the blade Aspen had given me to my waist, where it gleamed bright gold against the dark blue of my trousers.

      Blossom pulled my hair back in a severe French braid and rimmed my eyes in kohl once more.

      I stared at myself in the mirror. All the kohl made me look psycho. “Is the make-up necessary?”

      “Lord Aspen insists you look your best. There will be drones filming your visit to your family. Lord Lowland has ordered coverage of your activities leading up to the blood trials. Holoscreens across Middale will be screening the event and snippets of your activities in the lead-up.”

      Anger bubbled up inside me. It was bad enough that Aspen had thrown me back into the pit, but to steal my private moments with my family, too? No.

      “I need to speak to Aspen. Now.”

      “I’m afraid he left to attend to some urgent matters an hour ago,” she said.

      Fuck. “When will he be back?”

      “I’m not sure, but your transport to the outer district is waiting.”

      Double fuck.

      Blossom met my eyes in the mirror. “The drones won’t follow you into your family home. You’ll have some privacy once you’re indoors.”

      Once again, there was something in her eyes that mimicked compassion and…empathy. I was going nuts. Imagining things. Seeing what I wanted or needed to see.

      She dropped her gaze. “I’ll escort you to your transport now.”

      I stood and studied myself once more, stripped of what made me…well, me. The silver glint of Timothy’s pocket watch on the dresser caught my eye. It was one of the few things from my life before the games that I still had. I picked it up and tucked it into my pocket. Having it with me felt right, a reminder of what I’d been through and lost. What we’d all lost.

      She led me out of my room and down the tunnel-like corridor outside to a shuttle lift I’d seen several times but hadn’t had the privilege of using. She entered a code and stepped back as the doors opened.

      The inside was crimson with slender silver pipes lining the walls vertically. “What is this?”

      “Fast transport to the surface.”

      “The surface…. Wait… Are we underground?”

      Once again that sharp blink. “The majority of the Keep is below ground.”

      Wait a second, so the domes of the mothership that were visible to us were just a fraction of the whole? How big was this fucking ship?

      “The pod will take you to the surface. Your transport awaits.”

      Fuck, I guess it was time to get this over with. I stepped into the weird pod thingy. As the doors began to slide shut, Blossom stepped forward.

      “They’ll be waiting for you,” she warned.

      The doors closed.

      What did she mean? My family?

      My stomach shot into my chest, and bile stung my throat. The doors opened to bright sunlight. I lifted my arm to shield my eyes before stepping out of the pod.

      A low hum surrounded me, and as my eyes adjusted to the natural light, I caught sight of the three drones hovering at various heights around me.

      They’ll be waiting for you.

      That’s what she’d meant.

      I resisted the urge to give the drone the finger. Ignore them. Just fucking ignore them.

      “Winter’s Blade.” A bulky Danaan guard with short horns on his forehead and chestnut hair pulled back in a queue strode toward me. “Come with me.”

      He was dressed in the regular Winter Guard uniform, but it stretched across his chest and hugged his shoulders like a second skin. His bottom lip protruded slightly where two short tusks jutted up to kiss his upper lip, and a five o'clock shadow gave him a dangerous air.

      I noticed the sleek black car behind him for the first time. “Is that our ride?”

      He glanced back at the car as if to confirm. “Yes.”

      The car looked tiny in comparison to him. “And you can get in there?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched as if he was suppressing a smile. “Yes.”

      He walked over to the car and held open the back door. I noted the barrier between the backseat and the front seats. I was done being penned in.

      I strode to the front passenger side and opened the door. I expected him to say something, to stop me, but he didn’t object as I slid onto the soft leather seating.

      I didn’t know shit about cars. The general population of Middale didn’t use automobiles for transport. We had the trams and bikes and our legs to take us where we needed to go. Cars and vans were the shining ones’ tools, as were the fancy carriages pulled by baku. Although, the old history books I’d managed to sneak a look at showed humans as the architects of much of the technology that the shining ones now claimed as their own.

      The monolith Danaan climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed his door closed. I kept my eyes ahead, ignoring the drone that buzzed outside my window.

      It hovered in the periphery of my vision for a moment before shifting position to the front windshield, so it was in my fucking face. My face, which would be on every holoscreen right now, streamed live for the world to see.

      I gritted my teeth. “How fast can this thing go?”

      The Danaan started the engine. “How about we find out?”
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      The Danaan could drive. He wove effortlessly through the streets, avoiding the other cars on the road, and when we hit the outer districts, he was careful to avoid the pedestrians that were used to treating the roads as an extended path. Although I couldn’t help but note how light the foot traffic was for this time of day. Then we passed through the market square, and it was obvious why.

      The holoscreen was lit up, and my face dominated it, eyes wide as I stared out of the window. A crowd of people was gathered, watching the screen, unaware I was right there in the car behind them.

      I thought we’d left the drones behind, but I should have known there would be more stationed at various points along our route. They dropped out of the sky now to hover a meter away, scanning me from all angles.

      Someone cried out my name.

      “It’s here. She’s here. Look!”

      People began to turn toward the car.

      “Fuck,” the Danaan said.

      We slowed as the crowd surrounded us.

      “Dani!” a female voice called out from the crowd. “Danika Khatri!”

      The crowd parted, and a woman broke through. I recognized her slender, ragged form. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been hugging her son.

      The son I’d been unable to save.

      Timothy’s mother approached the car. “Dani, what happened to my boy?”

      I reached for the door release.

      “Don’t,” the Danaan said.

      I glared at him. “Why the fuck not? She deserves to know the truth.”

      “You think knowing her son died painfully will make her feel better?”

      “Knowing he died a hero might.” I made to climb out again, but he stalled me with a hand on my arm.

      “Wait.”

      He got out of the car, and the crowd backed up to give him space as he walked around the bonnet to my door. He was obviously meant to be some kind of bodyguard. I’d have scoffed at them sending me with only one guard, but he was huge, and he was Danaan, and his fierce looks and the fact he was one of the shining ones would be enough to keep the humans in line.

      “Airm Marfach,” someone said.

      “Airm Marfach,” several others echoed.

      They knew him? How did they know who he was? It didn’t matter as long as he kept the crowd in control so I could speak to Timothy’s mother. But as I opened my door and got out, the crowd surged toward me, as if drawn by a magnetic pull.

      Timothy’s mother was knocked back and swallowed by the gathered.

      “What happened?” someone demanded of me. “What happened to the others?”

      “Stay back,” the Danaan ordered. “No one touches Winter’s Blade.” He turned to me. “Get back in the car, unless you wish me to hurt these humans.”

      He thought they’d hurt me, but all I saw was fear and confusion. The panacea in the air and the water obviously wasn’t enough to suppress the horror of so much death. I needed Mrs. Weiland to know Timothy had died a hero.

      “Get back in the car,” the Danaan growled, his body so close it was almost touching mine.

      I could feel the heat emanating off him and smell the zesty scent of whatever cologne he was wearing.

      I lifted my chin and looked him square in the eyes. “No. Get out of my way.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “They won’t hurt me.”

      He met my gaze levelly. “If they do, I’ll be forced to hurt them.”

      My stomach quivered. “And if you touch them, I’ll kill you.” My lip curled with the threat. “They don’t call me Winter’s Blade for nothing.”

      He stepped aside, and the buzz of the crowd washed over me. I scanned the faces searching for Timothy’s mother.

      “Mrs. Weiland? Mrs. Weiland?”

      “Danika?” Her voice came from my left.

      I took a deep breath and dove right into the crowd.
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      The Danaan was right behind me, his huge body a shield at my back as I searched for Timothy’s mother. Drones buzzed to my left and right, but I ignored them.

      “Dani!” A hand grabbed mine, and I turned to find Timothy’s mother trying to squeeze through a gap in the crowd.

      I grabbed her hand, desperate not to lose her. “Let her through.”

      The people complied, and she was free. The Danaan growled, and the humans backed up, making a circle around us. I was trapped in a prison of human bodies, and maybe I should have felt a little claustrophobic, but looking into Mrs. Weiland’s eyes was like seeing Timothy all over again.

      My throat grew tight then I pulled her into a hug. The hug I’d wanted to give my friend. The hug I never got to give him.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Dani, how did he die?”

      The memory of Timothy’s last moments surged up to fill my mind. His plea for them to kill him first to save my life. His eyes, filled with regret and so many goodbyes, just before they slit his throat.

      “Dani, I need to know,” she insisted. “Please. I need to know what happened to my boy.”

      My eyes pricked and burned as I pulled back and cupped her shoulders. “He was a warrior. He was brave till the last, and he saved my life.”

      Her lip trembled. “He did?”

      “Yes, he did. Timothy died a hero.”

      A raw sob broke from her throat, and she pressed her hands to her mouth to stem the sound.

      I plucked his watch from my pocket and held it out to her. “I couldn’t bring him back for you.” I squeezed my eyes shut against the sting of hot tears as an image of the Tuatha holding up Timothy’s head filled my mind. “I couldn’t bring him back, but I brought you this.”

      She reached for the watch with trembling fingers. “His pocket watch. He loved that watch.”

      I swallowed the lump on my throat and nodded. “I know.”

      She took it and held it to her chest. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      I registered the echo of her words and looked up to finally acknowledge the holoscreen that was streaming this moment. This moment that should have been private. This moment of pain. Rage spun a tornado in my chest as an idea formed in my mind. If they were going to insist on filming me, I was going to use it to my fucking advantage.

      I turned to the nearest drone and looked right into the lens. “Timothy died a hero because he saved my life. Karl died a hero, and so did Vala Neilson. They died protecting each other, fighting to survive a deadly game that should never have taken place. They were strong and courageous, and they deserved better.”

      The crowd had fallen silent. I had the floor.

      Behind me, static flared from the radio at the Danaan’s hip.

      “Winter has the capital, but tomorrow I have to fight again in another game to keep it. Why? Because we are nothing to them. We are pawns. We are cannon fodder. We are insignificant. But only if we choose to be.”

      Murmurs broke out, and I could see the knowledge blooming to life in the eyes of those closest to me.

      “Danika!” The Danaan made a grab for me.

      I evaded him and dove deeper into the crowd. “We have the numbers, and we can have the power.” The drones veered away, and the holoscreen died. They were trying to shut me up. Fuck them. I raised my voice. “We can protect our children from the Hunt, we can stop the needless death. We can feed our families.”

      Anger and determination bloomed on faces. It was working; the crowd was waking up.

      “We can—"

      A low hum filled the air, then blue mist rained on the crowd up ahead. People cried out as it landed on them, clawing at their skin. Bodies began to drop. The drones swept toward us, bringing the mist.

      What was this?

      The Danaan grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder.

      “Stop!” I battered at his back and kicked out, but he pinned my knees to his chest and broke into a run.

      The crowd parted for him, and in the next moment, I was thrown into the back of the car. He slammed the door and remotely locked it.

      I slapped my hands to the glass, looking out as the mist descended on the people.

      The Danaan got into the car and slammed his door shut.

      I punched the screen between us. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Your fault,” he growled. “This is your fault.”

      He started the engine and peeled away from the screaming crowd.

      I watched with my insides in knots as they fell one by one. The Tuatha had done this as a response to my speech.

      My fault.

      My speech.

      My fucking fault.
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      The Danaan parked the car a few doors up from my house and sat shoulders heaving.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “You were reckless.”

      There was something in his tone. Pity, maybe? And a thought occurred to me.

      “You could have stopped me sooner.”

      He growled low in his throat. “I should have.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I needed to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “If you were awake.”

      My skin prickled. “Awake?”

      The barrier between us lowered with a whirr, and he turned his head to look at me. “That blue mist won’t kill humans. It hurts like a bitch, knocks them out, but they’ll wake up with no memory of it. They’ll go home, and they’ll drink the water and breathe the air, and they’ll go back to being sleepers.”

      Oh god. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you’re one of the immune.”

      Was this a trick?

      He sighed. “Not all of us are monsters, even though some of us might look like it.”

      Shit, could it be? “You’re not like the others…”

      He snorted indelicately. “No. But I play my part. We all do.”

      “All?”

      His neutral expression melted, and his eyes grew warm with compassion. “Those of us born with the ability to feel emotion.”

      Emotion? He could…Oh god. “You can feel?”

      “Yes. There are more of us, but the ancients have been weeding us out and executing us for two generations.”

      I shifted and gripped the leather back of the seat in front of me. “I don’t understand. I thought the shining ones craved emotions.”

      His expression was wry. “Maybe at one time, but the ancients have since learned that emotions can lead to uprisings, which lead to war. They keep the power by culling those of us who feel. The drug they use on the humans also dulls emotions, keeping the population docile. The blue mist you just saw is a concentrated version of that drug, and it’s not the first time it’s been used on humans. Over the last few decades, humans have woken up en masse several times as each generation becomes more resistant to the drugs in the water and the air. In those cases, the blue mist is used, and the drug is modified.”

      “Wait, how do they know how to modify it?”

      “They experiment on the human youth.” His gaze was direct, pointed, as if he was waiting for me to make some kind of connection.

      Wait… The Hunt? “The children taken in the Hunt?”

      “I believe so. Rumor has it there are two projects the human youth are used in, but I don’t know what the other purpose is.”

      “They have my sister.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “No child taken is ever seen again.”

      My stomach knotted. “There’s still time. She could still be alive.”

      “Even if she is, it’s impossible to get into the red zone,” he said.

      How did he know so much about the Keep? “I’ve done it before. I just couldn’t get into the room where they were holding her.”

      Shock painted his features. “Impressive. Tell me about the room?”

      “There was no way to open the door. No lock, no panel, nothing.”

      “It’s a biometric door,” he said.

      “What is that?”

      “The metal is programmed to allow certain individuals inside. It literally allows them to walk through because it recognizes their biometric signature.”

      Fuck. “I have to get to her. There has to be a way.”

      “Unless you can get into the biotech wing and program your biometric data into their system and link it to the door, then no, there is no way in.” He chewed his lip, thinking.

      “Where is the lab?”

      He frowned. “Danika, even if you succeed in getting to your sister, there is nowhere to run.”

      I locked gazes with him. “But what if there was?”

      His eyes narrowed, and I could almost see his brain ticking. “Then I’d help you get into the lab on the proviso that you take me and mine with you.”

      “Yours?”

      “There’s a small group of us, Danaan like me, who can feel. We want out.”

      I needed this, and Killion would just have to help me figure it out. “Done.”

      “Lowland expects me to have misted you. He expects you to be docile and calm now.”

      In other words, no defiance. “I understand.”

      He started the engine. “Let’s go visit your family. We can discuss the other stuff later.”

      “Thank you, Airm Marfach.”

      He met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “That isn’t my name. It’s my title as royal bodyguard. My name is Slade.”

      “In that case, thank you, Slade.”

      He drove up to my front door.

      “Um…so what does Airm Marfach mean?”

      “It means Lethal Weapon.”
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      “She’s here!” Joti’s screech was audible from outside the house.

      Slade opted to remain by the car to give me some privacy. The drones hovered around me, but Slade assured me they wouldn’t follow me into the house.

      “Get back.” Ma’s voice filtered through the door. “Into the living room.”

      Baba’s soothing rumble was next before the door was pulled open and a silver plate, with a tiny flame lit in the center and some Indian sweets arranged on the periphery, was shoved up toward me. Ma said a prayer, a blessing, and wafted the flame toward me.

      “Beti, you are alive by the grace of god.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “We are all so proud of you.”

      I caught sight of Baba’s somber face. His brow was furrowed in his classic troubled look. We locked gazes, and an understanding passed between us. He was awake like me, had always been immune to the drug that pacified the population, and he knew what surviving the games meant. He understood what I must have endured… What I must have done, and he knew it was no cause for celebration.

      As Ma ushered me into the house, her gaze slipped past me, and her face drained of color. She muttered another prayer before slamming the door shut.

      I guess she’d caught sight of my Danaan escort.

      “Come, come,” she said, recovering quickly.

      I wanted to hug her, to hug Baba, but I was propelled into the living room where a table had been arranged, laden with all my favorite foods. Joti stood by the window, hands clasped in front of her, eyes bright with excitement. Auntiji sat on the sofa with her walking stick resting on her lap.

      Like Baba, her expression was troubled. She was a seer, a witch, and of course, she was immune too. How had I not made the connection?

      “Can I hug her now?” Joti pleaded.

      “Yes, yes,” Ma said impatiently.

      Joti launched herself at me, and as I wrapped my arms around her, hugging her to me, the knot in my chest eased. No makeup or clothes could make my family fear me.

      “Sit,” Ma said. “Eat. I made all your favorites.”

      “She won’t be able to eat everything,” Auntiji said. “I told you to only make a couple of dishes.”

      Ma’s face fell, and my chest twinged. This was her way of showing love. She fed us, she cooked for us, and she watched us eat.

      Yes, there was no way I’d be able to eat all this food, but I’d be damn sure to try a little of everything. I grabbed a plate and took a little of each dish to please her.

      Her eyes lit up, and she clapped her hands together. “See, my beti needs her strength.”

      “They’re calling you Winter’s Blade,” Joti said. “Is it true?”

      I tapped the dagger at my side. “It is.”

      Ma ushered us all into seats at the table, and for a little while, it was as if this was just an ordinary family dinner. Except Nina wasn’t here, and Ravi…Well, Ravi hadn’t been an active member of the family for a long time.

      Baba sat opposite me, and I caught him watching me on several occasions. He wanted to say something, but he was waiting for me to finish the food on my plate, which meant it was bad news or something that might upset me. I knew my father too well.

      I mopped up the last of the vegetable curry with my chapati and sat back in my seat.

      Baba dabbed at his mouth with a napkin then dropped it in his plate, a sign that he too was done.

      “Have more,” Ma urged him.

      He shook his head, his gaze fixed on me. “Is it true?” he asked me.

      “Is what true?”

      “The blood trials.”

      Fuck, had the news reached them already?

      “Oh, yes,” Ma clapped her hands together. “Lowland announced them a few hours ago. A chance for my beti to shine once more. A chance for our daughter to showcase her skills for everyone to see.”

      Baba’s mouth worked as if struggling to hold back a chiding. He inhaled through his nose and exhaled to calm himself.

      “Danika?” he probed. “Is it true?”

      “Yes, Baba. It’s true.”

      “Of course it’s true,” Ma snapped. “Lowland said so.”

      But he’d wanted to hear it from me. To understand why I’d agree to such a thing.

      “I wasn’t given a choice, Baba.”

      He dropped his gaze to his plate. “We can run,” he said. “We can go now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ma stared at him, mouth parted in horror. “Why would we run?”

      “No.” I reached across the table and took his hand. “Not yet. I have a plan.”

      “What are you talking about?” Joti asked.

      Baba ignored her. “Tell me.”

      “I can get through the trials. I know I can. But I need you to get away.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know yet, but you need to stall. Feign sickness, whatever it takes, but don’t move to central Middale.”

      “Anu,” Ma pleaded with Baba. “Make her stop. My head… It hurts.”

      “Drink some water.” Auntiji topped her glass up with water from the jug on the table.

      Ma picked up the glass and glugged it as if on autopilot. She sighed, and her expression grew dreamy. Her attention dropped to her food.

      “Joti, you too,” Baba ordered.

      My younger sister complied.

      “They’ll be out of it for a while now,” Auntiji said. “Now, tell us what really happened at these games. Tell us everything.”
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      “I feel sick,” Baba said.

      Ma and Joti were washing the dishes in the kitchen, and Baba, Auntiji, and I were gathered in his study. I’d told him everything, and it was a weight off my shoulders.

      “I had no choice but to kill them, Baba.”

      “I know, beti,” he said. “You did the right thing. Those bastards had it coming.”

      My father rarely cursed, but when he did, he did it with a satisfying vehemence. “I remember this blue mist. They used it when I was a young man.” He prodded the fire in the grate. “You say this Danaan can get you to Nina? That he’s on our side?”

      “I trust him.”

      “And this Killion… This weapon… You trust him?”

      “He saved my life several times. I trust him implicitly.”

      “And I trust you.”

      “I can’t believe they would kill their own,” Auntiji said softly. “To prevent the return of emotion.”

      “Yeah, power can make monsters out of the best of men, and these guys were already pretty twisted.”

      The doorbell rang, and a moment later, Joti popped her head around the study door, eyes wide with shock.

      “The shining one says you have five minutes.”

      Shit, I’d allowed time to get away from me. This wasn’t a social visit, even if that’s how Aspen and Lowland intended it to look. This was a visit to warn my family, to promise them that I’d get them out, even though I had no fucking idea how right now. Then a possibility occurred to me. Magnus. He was one of the immune, and the last time we’d spoken, even though he’d said there was nowhere to run, he hadn’t said there was no place to hide, and that’s all I needed. A hideout for my family. If he could help, he would, I knew it. But what if Slade refused to let me swing by there on the way back to the inner city?

      No. I’d find a way. It’s what I did.

      “Baba, promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to avoid the move to the inner city.”

      “I promise,” Baba said.

      “I have ways to induce sickness,” Auntiji said. “Those shining fuckers won’t be setting foot in this house.”

      Okay, good. All I needed to do now was speak to Magnus and hope and pray that he knew of a place to hide my family until Killion and I could retrieve them.
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      “No,” Slade said. “Lowland’s orders are clear. We need to head back to the Keep.”

      “Fuck. Look, you want out of Middale, right? Freedom?”

      He sighed. “This will help us?”

      “Yes. I have a contact, and I need to speak to him.” Okay, so Magnus wasn’t really a contact, and he could still tell me to fuck off, but saying it this way made it sound more promising. “You can tell Lowland I wanted to see my guard friends. Rally the troops and all that shit.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up, lifting his tusk. “Huh. Yeah, that could work.” He turned the wheel sharply, taking us off the main road and onto the slip road that would take us toward Sector B and the barracks where I hoped Magnus would be.

      “Don’t you need to check in with Lowland?”

      “I’ll explain the detour later. That way he can’t say no.”

      I sat back with a smile. “You know what, Slade? You and I are gonna get along just fine.”
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      Guards greeted me with cheers and fist pumps as I stepped out of the car.

      “Fucking A for Sector B,” one of them said.

      “Nailed it!” another added.

      This was a triumph to them, and the loss of their comrades didn’t register because that shit was buried by the drug and the blue mist. My speech, my rousing words, were gone from their minds, so I did the only thing I could. I smiled and fist-bumped my way through the crowd and into the barracks.

      Magnus was the only reason I was here.

      I found him in his study, waiting for me, and as soon as I shut the door behind me, he bridged the distance between us and pulled me into a hug, crushing me to him.

      This was new. This was so not our dynamic, but something had changed after our not-date of hot wings and beer. Something had shifted, and now he was hugging me, and I was letting him. Hell, I was hugging him back because it was so fucking good to have this moment, this contact, with someone who understood the death and horror of it all.

      He cupped the back of my head with one large hand and massaged my scalp. “You fucking made it, Khatri. You fucking did it.”

      I breathed him in, then pulled back. “They’re making me do it again.”

      “I know. What the fuck?”

      “Politics and shit I don’t understand, but I found the weapon.”

      His eyes grew wide. “Where is it?”

      “Not an it, he. It’s a person… A… I don’t know what he is, but he’s powerful, and the ancients have been keeping him a prisoner all this time.” There was so much about Killion that I could tell him, but all he needed to know right now was that Killion was our way to stop the Tuatha. “His name is Killion, and he can help us stop the Tuatha and bring them down, but he needs to gather his strength first. He’s coming back for me in six days.”

      “He’ll get you out?”

      “Yes, and when he does, I promise you I’ll bring an end to the shining ones’ rule, but I need your help.”

      “Anything.”

      “I need a place to hide my family until I can come for them. Until it’s safe.”

      “Aren’t they being moved to central Middale?”

      “I’ve asked Baba to feign sickness. They’ll stall.”

      “Your father is immune to the drug too?”

      “Yes. Can you help? I need a hideout, a safehouse where they won’t be found.”

      He frowned and reached up to run his thumb across my cheek. “I’ll help, Khatri, but when you go, you take me with you.”

      “What?” I scanned his face. “Magnus…”

      “You could use me out there, you and this Killion. You say he’s a weapon but is he enough to take out all the shining ones?”

      I… I hadn’t thought of that. Killion hadn’t clarified. I’d already promised to get Slade and the other Danaan who could feel out of Middale with me; what difference did one more person make?

      “Fine. When Killion comes for me, I’ll come for you.”

      “And I’ll make sure your family makes it to safety, I promise.”

      The vow was a weight off my mind. “Thank you.”

      His eyes darkened, and for a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. My body tensed, ready to pull away.

      “I care about you, Khatri,” he said. “I’m attracted to you, but I’m wise enough to recognize a woman who’s already given her heart away.”

      My shoulders sagged. “I…I never meant to lead you on before.”

      “I know,” he said. “I knew you were lying about having a crush on me, but it gave me the excuse I needed to not fire you. I’m glad I got that one kiss. I’ll treasure it always.”

      Magnus was everything I’d want in a guy if my heart didn’t already belong to another. We couldn’t be lovers, but we could be friends.

      And my gut told me that Magnus would make a valuable friend.

      Now all I needed to do was find a way to get Nina out of that room, ready for when Killion came for me. All I needed to do was survive the next few days.

      The blood trials weren’t going to make that easy, though.
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      Blossom greeted me at the pod on my return and ushered me through the network of corridors that all looked the same, to a carpeted sector of the Keep where the walls were no longer metallic, and I could almost imagine I wasn’t in a fucking spaceship.

      We passed several doors then came to the end of a corridor and a set of double doors.

      Blossom pressed a button and spoke into a com. “Winter’s Blade for Lord Aspen.”

      Aspen? Oh, fucking great.

      The doors slid open, and Blossom stepped back.

      “His Lordship wishes to see you.”

      Of course he did, and I knew exactly why.

      I stepped through the doors into a huge lounge area, but there was no time to check it out because Aspen was standing smack bang in the middle. His moss-green eyes pinned me to the spot as I entered.

      He was dressed casually today in a V-neck loose shirt, sleeves rolled up to expose the definition of his sword- and whip-wielding arms. The V of his chest was smooth, taut, and hairless. His dark hair fell in loose waves about a face that would have been perfect as a villainous hero.

      “What were you thinking?” he asked.

      His expression was neutral, his tone almost conversational, but there was a crackle in the air that stung my skin, warning me to watch my step.

      I took a moment to gather my thoughts, scanning his chambers decorated in maroons and gold. Plush, cozy, homely. Were his quarters larger than those of the crown prince?

      “Answer me.” He didn’t raise his voice, but the bite in them still registered.

      “I was thinking I need a chamber like this one.”

      He looked at me as if I’d grown a second head.

      I rolled my eyes. “Am I, or am I not, Winter’s Blade?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then shouldn’t I get a nicer room?”

      He gave me a flat look. “Humor won’t serve you well here, Danika. In fact, if you want to survive the next few days, I advise curbing your tongue.”

      He walked toward me, and I locked my knees to prevent an involuntary step back. He stopped too close, right up in my personal space, so I had to lift my chin to look him in the eyes. It made me feel vulnerable and small, and I bet that was exactly what the fucker was going for.

      “Your actions today were reckless,” he said. “They caused many humans a lot of unnecessary pain.”

      He was lecturing me about pain? “I told the truth. They needed to hear it, and what the fuck do you care about human suffering, hmmm? I saw you kill humans in the Hunt for sport. You and your kind are monsters, and I’m not afraid of you.”

      His mouth tightened, and something dark and dangerous flashed across his eyes. “Oh, I know that, Danika. You don’t fear the loss of your life, but you do fear for your loved ones.”

      Was he threatening me? No, he was threatening my family.

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a cold half-smile. “I wouldn’t hurt you, Danika. Neither would Lowland. He knows your value to Winter, but your family is another matter.”

      Ice filled my veins, but fire chased it away as anger bubbled inside me. “You touch my family, and I guarantee it’ll cost you the capital.”

      He tipped his head to the side, stag horns gleaming in the overhead light. “And that’s exactly what I told Lowland when he gave the order to have your family executed.”

      My pulse pounded in my throat as the realization of how close I’d come to losing my loved ones hit home.

      “I explained how a happy Winter’s Blade was a productive Winter’s Blade and that killing your family might make you lose your…mojo.” Aspen touched my chin lightly with a fingertip sending a lance of strange heat down my neck.

      I jerked away from his touch.

      His eyes narrowed. “Thank me.”

      Nerves fluttered to life like hungry moths in my belly. I flicked my tongue out to lick my lips on reflex, and his gaze dropped to my mouth like a searing brand. The pulse in my throat thudded harder, recognizing the look in his eyes. Heat. Desire. But it was gone so quick, I could have imagined it.

      “Thank me for saving your loved ones,” he demanded again.

      “Thank you.” My voice was a husky rasp.

      His hand came up to hug my throat. “Remember who you are and what you are, Danika. Remember the risks that come with disobeying me. Remember that I’m the only thing that stands between Lowland and your family. You belong to me, Winter’s Blade. You’re mine to wield.”

      My eyes heated and pricked. A pawn. His pawn. I saw it now.

      Power.

      He wanted power, and with me by his side, he could have it. I’d won the trials, and Winter kept the capital. The shining ones would fear me, and I…I would be at his mercy, held captive through my love for my family. They’d fear me, and through me, he’d control them.

      Power. And maybe even the throne.

      His plan was clear now. How had I not seen it before? Except I had a plan of my own. One that would fuck his plan up. I kept my thoughts off my face, just the way Killion had taught me.

      Aspen studied me for long uncomfortable seconds as if trying to read me.

      Finally, he released me and took a step back. “You’ll join the Regency for dinner in an hour, and when asked about your display earlier, you will be contrite and claim that your human emotions got the better of you. You will promise that it will never happen again, and you will behave.”

      My neck was stiff as I forced a nod.

      “Good. You’re dismissed.”

      I escaped the room and joined Blossom in the hallway outside. A couple of Tuatha walked past, eyeing me with open curiosity.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      She looked genuinely concerned. My skin pricked. Was she one of the Tuatha who could feel?

      She looked away, and I realized I’d been staring at her. I bit the insides of my cheeks. If she was one of them, calling her out in public wasn’t the way to go. But if she was one of them, she needed to know she was doing a shitty job of hiding it.

      “Take me back to my room.”

      “Of course.”
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      Blossom dried my hair and brushed it out. She was humming. Oh god, I needed to say something to her. If she continued to display such behavior, it wouldn’t be long before whoever scouted for ‘feelers’ picked her up.

      “Do you like to sing, Blossom?”

      Her hands froze, hairbrush mid-stroke. “Mistress?”

      “You were humming. You sounded…happy.”

      “I was? I…I wasn’t aware. Happy? I have no idea how that feels, but I’m content.”

      I met her gaze in the mirror. “I’m not a Tuatha, Blossom. I’m human, and I recognize real emotion when I see it.”

      Her expression hardened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You feel, don’t you?”

      For a moment, I thought she’d continue to deny it, but then her bottom lip trembled, and she fell to her knees beside me.

      “Please, you can’t say anything to anyone. If they find out about me, they’ll take me away, and the ones who are taken never come back.”

      I took her hands in mine. “I would never do that. Your secret is safe with me, but if you’re not careful, you’ll give yourself away.”

      She squeezed my fingers. “I know, I know. I slip sometimes. Mainly around you. I feel more around you, and I say and do things without thinking.”

      “You need to work on that.”

      “I know, but it’s getting worse.” She twisted her hands from my grip and began to pace.

      Her body relaxed, and it was like a veil was being lifted off her. If not for her Tuatha beauty and silver hair, I would have mistaken her for human.

      “I should resign this position,” she said. “But even if I do, there’s nowhere to hide.” Her eyes brimmed. “Every day is so difficult, and if not for the others—” She slapped her hand over her mouth.

      She was like Slade. She was like the Danaan who could feel, and there was no doubt in my mind there were more like her that the ancients hadn’t succeeded in rounding up.

      “It’s okay. I know there are more like you. I can’t help them all, but I’m going to help you.”

      She stared at me, wide-eyed. “How?”

      “By getting you out of here.”

      Even as I said it, I was internally kicking myself because what the fuck? How would I even achieve this? Killion was coming for me. Me. Not a bunch of Danaan, Magnus, and Blossom.

      But Blossom was staring at me with hope in her eyes. “You have a way out?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do, and I’m going to try and take you with me.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s beautiful!” Blossom clasped her hands together, eyes bright as she studied me.

      I fingered the corset that cinched my waist into minuscule proportions and stared at my bosom, which threatened to spill over the top. The pants that came with the outfit looked like they’d been painted onto my skin.

      The gold and blue hues of the outfit made my bronze skin shimmer, but I looked indecent.

      “No.” I shook my head, mouth downturned. “I’m not wearing this.”

      Blossom gasped. “But Lord Aspen was very specific.”

      “Fuck Lord Aspen—”

      “Really?” Aspen said from the doorway.

      I spun to face him. “Don’t you know how to knock? I could have been naked.”

      “Yes, you could have.”

      Huh?

      “But you’re not.”

      “I’m not wearing this…this… God, I don’t even know what you were thinking.”

      “You don’t like it.” Not a question. A statement.

      “No.”

      Blossom bowed and backed into a corner of the room as Aspen strode forward and began to slowly circle me.

      I wanted to cover my boobs, but instead, I planted my hands on my hips and glared at him.

      His gaze lingered on my bare flesh, skating over my breasts then sliding up my neck to linger on my face.

      “It looks fine to me. Standard fare for a Regency dinner, modified to suit your status as Winter’s Blade. Alternatively, I can have something more feminine brought in for you?”

      I caught Blossom's eye across the room, and she shook her head slightly in warning. I guess the other option’s worse than this? Better the devil you know, right?

      “Well?” Aspen asked.

      “No, that won’t be necessary; I’ll stick to this one.”

      “Good. In that case, let’s go.” He offered me his arm.

      I took a deep breath and hooked mine through his.

      It was time to swim with the sharks.
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      Aspen guided me to a part of the Keep even more elaborately furnished and decorated than his chambers.

      Gold busts and moldings decorated arches, and paintings hung on walls. In this part of the Keep it was easy to forget we were underground in a spaceship, but then we passed a window, an actual fucking window, with a view of a lush green landscape with lilac skies.

      My feet faltered, and Aspen came to a standstill abreast of the window, which on closer inspection, was a holoscreen. It looked so real, though, and I almost believed I could reach out and push the glass open and breath in the air.

      “Elantria,” Aspen said. “Our last home before it died.”

      “What happened?”

      “We happened.”

      Was that bitterness in his tone? I looked up at him sharply, but his expression was cool and impassive.

      “You destroyed the planet?”

      “We dug and reaped and took, and we enslaved the people who eventually rebelled. There was war, and there was death.”

      I guess they hadn’t had a drug to pacify the indigenous species of that planet, then. “So, you left and came here.”

      “Yes, we came back.” He arched a brow. “But, I’m sure Palamon told you all this in your little tête-à-tête in the treehouse.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I made a point of leaving ears in several parts of the arena, Danika.”

      Fuck. Had I said anything else incriminating? Shit, my mind was a blank.

      He drew me away from the window and continued down the corridor, past several other fake windows looking out at different scenes. Different planets. Were these all dead planets now?

      We rounded a corner, leaving the windows behind, and approached an arched doorway painted to look like solid wood.

      I looked over my shoulder, my mind still on the vistas we’d passed. “Did you destroy them all?”

      “Yes.”

      Fuck.

      And Earth would be next if we didn’t stop them.
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        * * *

      

      The doors to the dining chamber swung open as we approached, and another high-ceilinged room was revealed. Unlike the assembly room from a day ago, this one was dressed up to look like a fancy dining room, complete with sparkling chandeliers and a table heaving with food.

      Several Tuatha turned to look at us as we approached the table. The Winter King and his wife weren’t present, but there were several faces I recognized from the Regency balcony in the assembly room. The males were dressed in loose-fitting shirts like Aspen, and the women wore gauzy dresses made of see-through material. I actually caught sight of a nipple or two. Fuck.

      I guess Aspen had been doing me a favor with this outfit, after all.

      I caught sight of Palamon as we rounded the table. His amethyst eyes settled on me and widened as they roved over my outfit, but now I’d seen what the other females were wearing, I didn’t feel so naked.

      Aspen pulled out a seat for me next to the crown prince, and I slid into it, keeping my expression neutral under the scrutiny from the room.

      “You have a nerve, Aspen,” someone to my left said.

      “You have a problem, Aleron?”

      Aleron… Wait, that was Palamon’s mentor, right? He’d mentioned him in the treehouse, I was sure of it. I guess he was part of the Regency household. He wouldn’t be here otherwise.

      “You snub the king by bringing this human to our meal after her actions today.”

      Aspen shook out his napkin and popped it on his lap. “Hmmm, and you’re a fool if you think I’d bring her here without a royal invitation.”

      “The king wishes her to be here?” Aleron asked.

      “That’s usually what an invitation means.” Aspen sipped from his goblet, and was that a smirk on his lips?

      “He’ll want to make an example of her,” someone else said. “Punish her.”

      I looked across the table at the speaker, a female Tuatha with icy blue eyes that took bites out of me. Yes, she wanted to see me in pain.

      “I wouldn’t dream to presume what the Winter King will or will not do,” Aspen said. “But by all means, continue to speculate.”

      The woman blanched. “I…I was simply saying that—”

      “Hush!” the Tuatha beside her said. “Hold your tongue.”

      She dropped her gaze to her plate. So, they could be cowed, but it was only by fear. Fear and pain were two things these beings seemed to understand, and they liked to inflict both on us humans.

      Still, her words rang in my head. Why was I here? Why had the Winter King invited me after what I’d said on every fucking holoscreen?

      I glanced across at Aspen, who was calm, cool, and unaffected. He needed me. Winter needed me. They wouldn’t risk hurting me, not a day before the first blood trial.

      The doors at the back of the room opened, and the Winter King and his wife swept into the room, but my attention flew to the monolith at their back.

      Slade strode in behind them, his huge form casting a protective shadow over them. Of course, he was a Regency bodyguard. He must be on duty with the king tonight.

      His gaze didn’t even flick my way as he moved to stand by the entrance. And if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought I imagined our time together and the confidences we’d shared. The king and queen took their seats.

      “No Minira tonight?” the icy blue-eyed Tuatha asked.

      The king looked coolly down the table at her. “My sister is indisposed.”

      His sister? Which one was that? I scanned the room again, trying to identify the missing Tuatha from my memory of the shining ones who had been on the balcony yesterday.

      The one with the scowl was missing. Was that his sister? Older sister, no doubt. Much older, if the way they aged was anything to go by.

      “Oh?” the female Tuatha asked, a sly look on her face. “The ailment worsens?”

      The king’s nonchalant gaze sharpened. “If you have a question, then ask it directly.”

      “I’m not the only one with questions. We’re all wondering if we should be concerned.” She looked about the room to gather support, but no one spoke up.

      Her lips thinned as she realized she was without back-up, and the king smiled in a way that chilled my bones.

      “Dear Juniper, the manner in which you’re conducting yourself means the ailment will be the least of your worries.”

      She balked. “I didn’t mean— I was simply—”

      “Hush!” the Tuatha beside her chided again, and then to the king, “Forgive her, Your Majesty. She can only hope that the ailment has an aversion to fools.”

      I didn’t know that this ailment was, but ouch.

      The king’s attention was on me. “Did you enjoy your sojourn into the outer district today, Blade?”

      Fuck. Okay. I met his gaze levelly. “I apologize for any offense caused by my words and actions today. I was overcome and allowed my emotions to get the better of me when faced with the memories of my friends being slaughtered in the name of sport. I can only hope that Your Majesty will be gracious in his forgiveness and attempt to appreciate how devastating such memories can be for those of us with feelings.”

      Okay, so maybe I’d gone too far.

      Beside me, Aspen groaned, and Palamon sucked in a sharp breath. A ripple ran down the table.

      Yep, I’d gone too far.

      But the king didn’t flinch. Instead, his smile widened.

      “Yes, Aspen,” he said. “I see why this might work after all. Winter’s Blade must be deadly and sharp, and this human is both those things. Once she completes the blood trials, no other court will dare challenge us again.” He clapped his hands. “Eat,” he urged me. “You’ll need your strength for what’s to come.”

      The table erupted into chinks and scrapes as the shining ones filled their plates, and my attention slid to the doorway and Slade, to find him looking right at me. He nodded his head ever so slightly, and the look of respect in his eyes kept me warm throughout the rest of that dreadful meal.
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        * * *

      

      A guard dropped me back to my shitty room and left. I stepped inside, eager to get out of my dinner outfit, only to find Slade sitting on the edge of my bed.

      My heart leaped at the sight of him, because if he was here, it meant he’d managed to find me a way into the biotech wing and the lab I needed.

      “Lock the door,” he said.

      I complied. “When?”

      “At twilight. It’s when the ancients sleep the deepest, and the Keep is on a skeleton staff.” He stood and strode toward me, his mammoth frame blocking my view of the room. “You were formidable tonight,” he said. “I had my doubts as to whether you’d be able to help my kind, but not any longer.”

      I craned my neck to look up at him. “I meant what I said. I want to help you, and I will get you out of Middale.”

      “You said that, but you didn’t explain how.”

      Now was the time to trust him. “There’s a weapon, powerful and ancient. His name is Killion.”

      Slade nodded. “I’m listening.”

      I filled him in on Killion, the weird coffin the Tuatha had been keeping him in, and on his abilities and his confidence that he could bring down the Tuatha once he was recharged.

      “He’s coming back for me in six days, then we’ll figure out a way to take you and your people with us.”

      He looked thoughtful. “If he’s a danger to the Tuatha, they would have wanted him dead. The fact they didn’t kill him and kept him locked up means they couldn’t end him.”

      That’s the conclusion I’d come to also. “He’ll help you. I know he will.”

      “I don’t know this Killion, but I trust you.”

      His words warmed me. I was so grateful to the powers that be that I’d found him. He already felt like a rock, an anchor in this cutthroat place. And now he was putting his life at risk to help me.

      “What now?”

      “Now, we wait.”

      “Wait… As in here? Together?”

      He shrugged. “I’m supposed to be clocked out. If I leave now, I won’t be able to come back for you.”

      Yeah, I didn’t want that. “Okay, in that case, have a seat. I need to get out of these clothes.”

      I stepped into the washroom and closed the door behind me, but it wasn’t long before I realized that the damn corset thing was a bitch to get off. It was a lace tie thing, and my arms didn’t bend that way. Where the fuck was Blossom? Surely she’d have known I’d need help getting out of this contraption? But then, if she’d been here, Slade wouldn’t have been able to sneak in.

      Fuck.

      There was only one thing for it.

      I stepped out of the washroom with a wince. “Um, Slade… Could you help me with this?” I turned my back to him to illustrate the problem. “If you could just loosen the knot…”

      A soft rumble filled the air, and it took a moment for me to realize he was chuckling.

      “Oh, you think this is funny?”

      “A little. Winter’s Blade bested by a corset. Lucky for you, I have plenty of experience in removing these.”

      Huh?

      The heat of his body brushed my back, and his fingers grazed my bare skin as he set to work. I bit the insides of my cheeks, ignoring the tingles that his touch sent skating across my skin. It was his shining one mojo that was causing this—primal and heady in its proximity. I’d heard about humans being seduced by the shining ones, lured, and fucked or feasted on. Wait, was Slade one of the Danaan that ate humans?

      “All done,” he said.

      I pulled away from him quickly.

      “Danika?” He sounded confused.

      I turned to face him, holding the now loose corset to my chest. “Do you eat human flesh?”

      He frowned at the question and sighed. “No. Those of us who feel don’t eat humans.”

      I exhaled in relief.

      “Although,” he continued with a smirk, “if a human female were to ask me to eat her out, I would happily oblige.”

      Wait. What the fuck? My neck heated, and he chuckled again.

      “I like the way your skin goes pink,” he said. “It’s pretty.”

      “Yeah. Well, I’d prefer you to keep your filthy jokes in check.” I closed the door behind me.

      My pulse throbbed at the thought of Slade with his head buried between a woman’s thighs, but then the head was Killion’s, and the thighs were mine, and I was wet with longing for him.

      I shook my head to clear it.

      I needed to focus.

      I had a lab to infiltrate.
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      The twilight Slade was talking about was just before sunrise. The gray period when the Tuatha slumbered so heavily that a herd of elephants wouldn’t wake them, but it was several hours away.

      Slade insisted I sleep and that he watch over me, and I had no issue trusting him to protect me. There was something sincere, honest, and safe about Slade that even his monstrous features couldn’t take away from. It was all in the warmth of his deep brown eyes.

      I settled on the bed. “Aren’t you tired too?”

      He shrugged a massive shoulder. “I’ll live.”

      “The door’s locked, and the bed can take the both of us.” I looked down at it, then up at Slade. “Okay, maybe not.”

      He raised both brows. “Not unless you want to snuggle. I’m a snuggler, but I can’t promise I won’t get aroused pressed to a pliant female body.”

      Wow, okay, at least he was honest. A little too blatant, but still.

      “Fine, then we take it in shifts. Wake me in two hours.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      I kicked off my boots, allowing them to fall to the ground with a soft thunk, and closed my eyes.

      I opened them to a hand on my shoulder and a gentle shake.

      “Wakey wakey, snoring beauty,” Slade said.

      I snorted and sat up. “Huh? Two hours up?”

      “Five, actually. It’s time to go.”

      “What? You didn’t wake me?”

      “And interrupt your solo symphony? No, I was enjoying it way too much.”

      He said it as if he meant it, but he had to be joking, right?

      He handed me my weapons belt. “Hurry, we have less than an hour.”

      I clipped the belt on, pulled on my boots, and followed him out of the room.

      He navigated like a pro, and we didn’t come across a single Tuatha or guard.

      It was obvious he’d done his research. “You know the patrol rotation, don’t you?”

      “I know which corridors will have guards at this time, yes.”

      I lost track of the turns and stairs we took, but soon we were in an area with metal-grilled floors and no frills, as if the decorators had gotten to this point and thought, ah, fuck it.

      “The lab is up ahead,” Slade said. “We get in, add your data, and get out. We’ll need to find another night to get into the red zone and grab your sister. Best to leave her actual retrieval until you’re ready to get us out.” He arched a brow. “When will that be, exactly?”

      “Six days, if all goes to plan.”

      “Then we need to organize an exit point for my people too.”

      He led me around a corner before backtracking quickly, pushing me up against the wall and shielding me with his body.

      The shock of his taut frame pressed to mine forced the breath from my lungs. “What?”

      “Guard.”

      “I thought you said—“

      His hand was in my hair, tearing at the tie to set it free.

      “What are you—”

      “Just go with it,” he growled, then his mouth was on mine.

      I bit back a yelp, expecting the tusks to hurt, but they bracketed my mouth, leaving his soft, firm lips to capture mine. I froze, protest trapped in my throat, as his hand came up to cup my face.

      “Slade?” a rumbly male voice said. “I thought you clocked off for the night.”

      Slade pulled back from me slightly, but his hand blocked my face from the guard’s view. “Kinda busy here, Jonus,” he said before turning back to my mouth again.

      I gasped as he claimed my lips once more, plucking at them in a sensuous way that had heat spiraling low in my belly. Fuck, no. I squeezed my eyes shut, determined to endure not reciprocate, but my body responded, mouth parting to kiss him back.

      His groan vibrated against my torso, then his hot tongue licked mine, and I wanted it. I fucking wanted to suck on it.

      The guard chuckled. “I’m off on break. Feel free to use the guards’ room if you want to rut. It’s empty.” The sound of his boots retreating was barely audible through the rush of blood in my ears because Slade’s tongue was sweeping across the inside of my mouth, and my lips were closing on it, sucking on him as my moans joined his sexy groans.

      His hand slid up my waist toward my breast. Shit. No. What was I doing?

      I broke the kiss by turning my head to the side, and Slade released me immediately. His brown eyes were lighter, like warm honey, and his pupils were dark and liquid.

      “I’m sorry,” he said gruffly. “I got carried away.”

      I shook my head. “No, not your fault. Let’s just… Let’s get this over with.”

      He led the way round the bend and onto the main corridor, past a silver door, and up a short flight of stairs to a metal door with a panel by it.

      Shit. “How do we get in?”

      He pulled a keycard from his pocket. “I have someone on the inside. She told me how to program the system with your data.”

      “What if someone finds my biosignature in the system?”

      “They won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He swiped the card and pushed open the door. “Like I said. I have someone on the inside.”

      He ushered me into the room first but was close on my heels. Lights flared to life as we entered, and my hand went to the dagger at my waist.

      “Calm down,” Slade said. “The lights are motion activated.”

      Motion activated, as in they came on when they sensed movement? Interesting.

      The room itself was shaped like an egg, with smooth walls and a domed ceiling that rose to a peak. Strange equipment lined shelves, and several monitors with touch keyboards were built into counters.

      Slade made a beeline for one of them and started tapping things into it. Symbols came up on the monitor. Stuff I didn’t recognize.

      He grabbed a pen from a clip on the counter and turned to me. “Your finger.”

      I held it out, and he pressed the nib to my fingertip. It bit me, and I pulled back with a yelp.

      Shit, I was bleeding. “You stabbed me.” I sucked on my finger while glaring at him in accusation.

      “I needed the blood,” he said with a chuckle. “Winter’s Blade, afraid of a tiny prick.” And for some reason, that made him laugh even louder.

      “Shhh, for fuck’s sake, do you want someone to hear?”

      He shook his head slightly, and I noted the golden highlights in his chestnut hair. “The room is sound-proof.” He turned to me with an arched brow. “So that no one can hear the victims scream.”

      Huh?

      He frowned. “Seriously? I thought humans had a sense of humor.”

      He pushed the pen into a hole by the monitor and tapped more stuff into it. A light beam appeared to my left.

      “Stand in the light,” he instructed.

      I did as he asked and waited as it pulsed over me.

      Slade tapped the monitor, and it went dark. “You’re all done.”

      “Wait, did you get the right door?”

      “There were three biometric doors, so I programmed you for them all, just to be on the safe side.”

      “That works.”

      “Let’s get out of here before the cold ones wake up.”

      “Is that what you call them?”

      “Among other things.”

      I wanted to know what other things, but he was herding me out of the room and back out into the corridor.

      “Stay close,” he said. “If we come across anyone, let me do the talking.”

      “Oh, so you’ll talk this time and not just shove me against the wall and…” I trailed off because his warm brown eyes had returned to a honey shade, and it was fucking beautiful.

      “I could do that if you like,” he said.

      I cleared my throat. “No. Talk is fine.”

      We made good time and were almost out of the biotech wing when Slade came to an abrupt halt.

      “Fuck,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Umbra.”

      Shit. “We don’t have clearance for this sector. Jonus may have looked the other way, but an Umbra won’t.”

      I hadn’t seen a single Umbra while being here, and I’d almost forgotten they were a threat, but now my skin buzzed as if bees hovered beneath the surface.

      A dark shape rose out of a patch of shadow on the wall, and white eyes popped open in its head.

      “This area is restricted, even to the Airm Marfach,” the Umbra said.

      Slade shrugged, nonchalant. “I was giving Winter’s Blade a tour of the Keep, and we lost track of where we were headed. As soon as I realized we were in a restricted zone, I turned back.”

      “The Airm Marfach makes no mistakes.” The Umbra drifted closer. “Airm Marfach knows his place.”

      Slade’s shoulders bunched. “So, what will you do, Umbra? Report me?”

      The Umbra’s gaze slipped over Slade’s shoulder and fell on me. “No. You may go.”

      Slade tipped his head to the side. “Go?”

      “Leave,” the Umbra said.

      Slade reached back and grabbed my hand. I allowed him to take it and draw me along with him, past the Umbra. It leaned in as I passed, its phantom breath kissing the shell of my ear.

      “Tell him we awaken. Tell him we wait.”

      What? Tell who?

      Wait. I turned back to ask him, but he was gone, and we were passing through the sliding doors out of the restricted sector.
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      Thank goodness for the five hours’ sleep I’d gotten earlier, because by the time I got back to my room, it was sun-up. I barely caught two hours before the scent of coffee woke me.

      “Blossom?” I sat up to find a stranger in my room.

      A Tuatha female with severe eyebrows and a slash of a mouth stared at me like I was a rare specimen to be examined.

      I stared right back. “You’re not Blossom.”

      “No, I’m Rose. At your service, Mistress. Would you like me to run you a bath?”

      What the fuck? “Where’s Blossom?”

      She started at me blankly. “I have no idea, Mistress; I was assigned your service this morning.”

      I shoved the covers off as a strange foreboding crawled to life in the pit of my belly. “And who assigned you?”

      “Matron Yew.”

      I dressed quickly. “Take me to this Matron.”

      Rose stared at me as if I’d asked her to stand on her head.

      I bridged the distance between us and peered down my nose at her. “Are you deaf, maid?”

      “No, Mistress.”

      “Then don’t make me fucking repeat myself.”

      She bobbed a curtsey then headed for the door.

      Fuck. Blossom, please be okay.
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        * * *

      

      The Matron was in the kitchens, a vast area of the Keep that was filled with technology I couldn’t even begin to wrap my brain around. Small Danaan dressed in neat cream aprons and hats ran about in coordinated chaos, and various scents mingled in the air to create a heady aroma.

      Matron herself was a whippet-thin Tuatha with eyebrows that threatened to kiss her hairline.

      “Winter’s Blade, what can I do for you?” she asked.

      “I want my maid, Blossom, back.”

      She wiped her flour-dusted hands on her apron. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

      Okay, Dani. Stay calm. “And why not?”

      “Blossom has been relieved of her Keep duties and sent home.”

      She said the words evenly and without any telling inflection, but there was something in her eyes that set alarm bells ringing in my head.

      “Then I’ll need her address.”

      “I don’t have it.”

      “Who does?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Lies. All lies, and now my stomach was in knots because Blossom was in danger. I could feel it. I needed to find Slade, and I needed to find him now.
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      Rose led me to the on-duty guards’ quarters but refused to go any further.

      “I would caution you against going in,” she said. “But I suppose Winter’s Blade fears no harm.”

      There was a snide tone to her words, but like most Tuatha, it was impossible to read her.

      She left pretty quickly too, and I was faced with a door and my own wits.

      I took a deep breath and knocked.

      Please let him be here.

      The door was opened by a Danaan guard with snake eyes. “Human?” He frowned, “There is only one human in the Keep right now, which means you must be Winter’s Blade.” He looked me up and down. “You’re smaller than I expected.”

      “I need to speak with Slade.”

      Another face appeared in the doorway, the guard from the night, or morning, before. “Slade?” He studied me for a long beat. “Your hair… Wait.”

      Fuck, he couldn’t recognize me, could he?

      I narrowed my eyes and painted a stern expression on my face. “Where is Slade?”

      “Off duty right now. I can take you to his personal quarters.”

      “That works.”

      Turned out that Slade, as Airm Marfach and Regency bodyguard, lived on an upper level of the Keep. We took a pod, similar to the one that had taken me to the surface, then we were in a different world. A world of silver corridors lined with windows. Real windows, not holoscreens. These were slender strips of thick glass that showcased the world outside. The morning sun streamed in, painting the metal in golden hues.

      My heart lifted and my shoulders felt lighter, as if an invisible weight had been lifted off them.

      Danaan were rife on this level, dressed casually in tunics and slacks, and chatting as they went about their business.

      “What is this floor for?”

      “Domestic,” Jonus said. “Most of the staff live and work up here. It’s where the cogs of the Keep reside.”

      Strange. I would have expected the Tuatha to want to live up here with the sun, not underground in the claustrophobic environment without windows or fresh air.

      Jonus led me down a long corridor lined with windows with a view of the inner city. Middale was visible below us in all its winter glory, glistening as if it was draped in diamonds.

      We veered away from the windows, through an arch, and up a flight of steps to a hallway with only one door.

      Jonus stopped outside this door but didn’t knock.

      Um… “What is it?”

      “Slade doesn’t like to be woken up when he’s asleep,” he said.

      Oh, for fucksake. I pushed past him and knocked on the door myself. Silence greeted me.

      “He’s a heavy sleeper,” Jonus explained.

      Yeah, and I was good at waking people up. I needed him. I tried the door, and it opened.

      “What are you doing?” Jonus looked perplexed. “Slade does not like being woken.”

      “And yet you brought me here.”

      He frowned. “Yes, I probably shouldn’t have done that.”

      Not the brightest Tuatha, it seemed. “I’ll take the consequences of Slade’s wrath. You can go now.”

      He stared at me for a beat longer. “Wrath?”

      I didn’t have the energy to explain the damn emotion to this automaton. “I’ll deal with Slade’s displeasure.”

      “Ah, okay.” That seemed to satisfy him, and he left me to it.

      Tuatha felt minor shit, of course. Emotions such as annoyance, displeasure, and irritation, but excesses of emotion like terror, love, and rage were out of their spectrum.

      I stepped into the dark room. It smelled like oranges and something else sweet and cloying. I gave my eyes a moment to adjust. There was a window opposite me with the blinds drawn, but some light peeked through, enough to make out shadows and forms. The huge shape to my left was the bed, and the lump sprawled across it was Slade.

      “Slade.” I strode over. “Slade, wake up.”

      I looked down at his sleeping form. He’d stripped down to his boxers. Tight boxers. No, don’t fucking look. Shit, his thighs were huge, and his chest was an expanse of taut muscled flesh. Fucking hell, he was massive.

      I focused on his face, on the serenity that had stolen the fierceness of his Danaan features. Even with the tusks and the horns, he looked vulnerable and harmless while unconscious. I needed to wake him up.

      “Slade.” I reached out and prodded his shoulder with a finger. “Slade.” This time I poked his cheek.

      His chest rumbled in protest.

      Was he waking up? I leaned in slightly, bracing myself on his huge bicep and resisting the urge to give it an experimental squeeze. “Slade?”

      He rolled suddenly, his free arm coming up to hook around me and drag me off the floor and onto his chest.

      My yelp cut off as my face was crushed to his shoulder. He hugged me to him, muttering stuff under his breath.

      Oh, fuck. I couldn’t breathe. I shoved at him, managing to turn my head to the side to suck in air before he rolled with me and trapped my lower body beneath one of his epic thighs.

      “Slade!” I squirmed. “Fucking hell, Slade, wake the fuck up!”

      He began to stroke my hair with his large hand, and something hard and huge swelled against my belly.

      Wait, was that…?

      Hell, no.

      “Slade!” I yelled his name loud enough to make my ears hurt.

      His whole body turned to rock against me. I raised my head, ready to order him to release me, but my words dried up as I fell into the liquid depths of his honey eyes. His hand slipped from the back of my head to my throat, barely touching me, then he gently gripped my jaw and dipped his head to mine.

      He was going to kiss me again, and my heart was a staccato rhythm of confusion in my chest because this was wrong. I needed to pull away, but then his mouth was on mine, soft, teasing, and questioning. His silken hair brushed my cheek. I wanted to feel it between my fingers. I wanted to explore this beast that could be so gentle. I abandoned myself to sensation for a moment, sliding my fingers up his firm, stubbled jaw, and sinking them into his hair.

      Muscle rippled beneath my hands as he groaned and deepened the kiss. Then I was arching up, opening for him, hungry and wanton and throbbing in all the places I shouldn’t have been. This was bad, so very bad, but it felt so fucking good.

      To my shame, Slade was the first to break the kiss. His chest heaved, and he closed his eyes, breathing through his nose. He was pulling back to collect himself. Good. That was good, so why was my hand fisting in his hair and tugging him back to me? Why were my lips pleading for more kisses?

      He groaned. “Danika…”

      Oh god. I dropped my hand, cheeks heating.

      He looked down at me and blinked slowly and deliberately. “What can I do for you, Danika?” His voice was a husky abrasion to my senses.

      My heart fluttered in confusion. How could I feel this way? I loved Killion. What the fuck was I doing? I scrambled out of his arms and off the bed. He didn’t try to stop me. Instead, he lay back and crossed his arms under his head.

      “You wanted me?” he said, all casual-like.

      I think I liked it better when all the shining ones were wankers and didn’t have feelings.

      I straightened my clothes and smoothed my hair. “Blossom’s gone. She’s like you and can feel emotion. I think they found out and took her.”

      He sat up suddenly, abdominal muscles contracting with the motion. “Blossom is your maid?”

      “Yes, you know her?”

      “I make it my business to keep tabs on the feelers. If they’ve taken her, they’ll be keeping her in the sublevel of the Keep somewhere, but I’m sorry, Danika, not even I know where that is, and even if I did, I couldn’t get to her.”

      I stared at him as the implications of what he was saying sank in. “You mean…there’s nothing we can do?”

      “They’ll test her. Let’s hope she passes.”

      “If she fails?”

      His eyes were filled with sorrow. “Then we won’t see her again. I wish I could do more, but she isn’t the first to be taken, and she won’t be the last—unless we stop this.”

      Five days… I could get Killion to help me get her out if she could last five days.

      “How long do the tests take?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but rumor has it they can last anywhere from a couple of days to a week.”

      Let’s hope she had a week. As much as I wanted to help her, there was a limit to my reach.

      Slade scratched his pec, then rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “I’m sorry about—” He jerked his head to the bed. “Antics.”

      My neck heated. “No, um, forget it.”

      He muttered something that sounded like easier said than done, but I couldn’t be sure.

      There was nothing more for me here. “Can you take me back to my room?”

      He looked at his wristwatch and sighed. “Actually, I’m supposed to be on Winter’s Blade duty in half an hour, and according to my schedule, you have a meeting with Aspen about the Summer blood trial, which takes place tomorrow.” His expression was grave.

      The first one was tomorrow? Shit. With Blossom being taken, my own predicament had slipped my mind.

      “Are you prepared?” Slade asked.

      “How can I be prepared for something when I have no idea what that something will be?”

      He bridged the distance between us and cupped my shoulders. “You prepare mentally—for anything.”

      I understood that. I’d done that for the games. I could do this.

      “You need to survive,” he said, echoing Killion’s words. “Survive, and tomorrow will be another day.”

      I nodded and looked up at him. “And you need to put on some clothes.”

      He gave me a lopsided grin. “Is the sight of all this Danaan flesh too much for you, little human?”

      A fizz shot through my veins. “Hardly. It’s just that your nakedness hurts my eyes.”

      He released me and walked away, chuckling to himself. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      The washroom door closed behind him. I exhaled sharply and summoned Killion’s face. The tumult in my chest ebbed, and a calm settled over me.

      What was I doing kissing Slade? Why hadn’t I pulled away or tensed to ward him off like I had with Magnus? What was wrong with me? I took another deep breath.

      Everything would be okay once I was with Killion again. The unwanted attraction to Slade would be gone. It would be Killion and me against the world, just the way it’d always been.

      I just needed to get through the next few days.

      I just needed to not die.
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      Slade escorted me to Aspen’s quarters and waited outside as I went in.

      The bastard prince wasn’t alone. He was sitting with a small, wizened Danaan, drinking from a fancy teacup. A fire had been lit in an elaborate hearth I hadn’t noticed the last time I’d been here, but then, Aspen had been busy chiding me and being his usual enigmatic, intimidating self, so I could forgive myself the oversight.

      And here he was now having a tea party for two? How fucking quaint. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes.” Aspen set down his cup.

      He was dressed in Regency blue today, hair slicked back, antlers all shiny. His moss-green eyes were sharp in his face, almost as if he was excited. “Carkal, tell her what you learned.”

      The tiny Danaan turned his beady, little eyes on me, and licked his meaty lips. “Oh, Lord Aspen, you did not tell me how wonderful she would smell.”

      Aspen’s arm whipped out to slap the Danaan sharply on the back of the head. The shrunken creature’s mouth smacked into the lip of his cup, and whatever was in the damn thing spilled everywhere.

      “Winter’s Blade is not for consumption,” Aspen said coolly. “You will not sniff her or lick her, and you will certainly not try and take a bite. If you make any attack on Winter’s Blade, you will be mortally punished.”

      The Danaan eyed me up with longing and licked his lips again. “Of course, Lord Aspen.”

      Aspen waved me over and patted the seat beside him. I had to duck slightly to avoid his antlers as I perched my butt on the sofa, much closer to the bastard prince than I would have liked.

      “Now, speak,” Aspen instructed Carkal.

      “The Summer blood trial takes place at the stones,” Carkal said. He sniffed, eyes rolling. “Mmmm, and yes, the stones are a sacred place. A place for the dead and…” He inhaled again and licked his lips. “Four Summer champions, but not warriors, no. Mmmm. No, these are scholars.” He inched forward in his seat, and beside me, Aspen tensed. “Scholars to perform a ceremony of some sort and—”

      He leaped at me so suddenly, my body froze in shock, but Aspen’s hand whipped out to grasp the man by the neck. The Danaan growled and snapped, his eyes bleeding to red as they remained fixed on me.

      I pressed back into my seat to get away from the rabid thing. Aspen stood, still clutching the creature by its neck and dragging him away from me.

      “I warned you, Carkal,” Aspen said. “I warned you of the consequences of an attack on my Blade.” He said it with a possessive edge. “Now, you must pay the price.”

      “No, Lord Aspen, please.” Carkal kicked his legs and flapped his arms. “I repent. I repent.”

      But Aspen carried the man toward the huge hearth, and with a flick of his wrist, threw him into the flames.

      The Danaan screamed and tried to climb out, but Aspen kicked him back into the fire that roared up to devour him.

      Aspen sighed. “A shame. He was a good spy.”

      The stench of burning flesh stung the back of my nose, making me gag and my eyes water.

      “The smell will subside in a moment,” Aspen said coolly.

      He strolled over to a trolley holding a water jug in the corner of the room, poured a glass of water, and handed it to me.

      I took it on autopilot and downed it. Anything to wash away the taste of charred Danaan.

      “Now.” Aspen took the seat opposite me. “The stones have been there for a long time. Some say it’s a graveyard for the ancients’ gods.”

      My gaze flicked to the hearth, and Aspen clicked his fingers in my face.

      “Focus,” he said. “This is important.”

      Shit. Okay. “Gods?”

      “Our gods, members of our race that are older than time. They were the first of us to arrive here.” He gave me a sly look. “They were the pure Tuatha de Danaan, before we segregated into Tuatha and Danaan.”

      Why was he giving me a history lesson? “So, the stones are a graveyard.”

      “Yes,” he said. He poured some more green liquid from a pot into his cup and sipped. “Carkal mentioned scholars not warriors, which means in this blood trial, you’ll be hunted by the dead.”

      Wait, what? “The dead?”

      He nodded. “Clever bastards, Summer. They know you have skill with the sword, but you can’t kill something that’s already dead.”

      “But it can kill me?”

      “That’s what the rest of Carkal’s report said. If these scholars succeed in raising the dead warriors and controlling them, then the dead will be able to hurt you. There is only one way you can fight them.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You’ll have to die.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re insane.”

      “No. I’m smart. Death doesn’t have to be permanent. I’ll give you an herb that will stop your heart for several beats. On this side of the veil, you’ll be dead for three minutes, but on the other, you’ll have three hours. One hundred and eighty seconds to three hours. You’ll be able to maim the warriors and slow them down. Then return to your body before your time is up and evade them until sunset, at which time the trial will be over.”

      He made it sound easy. “And what if I don’t get back in time?”

      His expression hardened. “That’s not an option. You will get back to your body in time, no matter what.”

      I flinched. “And what about my weapon. If I’m dead, then—”

      “As long as your weapon is on your person when you die, you’ll take it with you.” He sipped his drink again and gave me an arch look over the rim of his cup. “And have you decided what weapon you will take?”

      It was time to test my theory about the sword. “I’m taking the sword I had in the games.”

      He made an ‘o’ with his mouth. “Has it found you?” He looked intrigued.

      “They say the sword finds its true wielder.”

      It was now or never. If I lied and said no, he might not agree for me to have the sword because it hadn’t found me. Telling the truth was the only chance of getting to keep it.

      I took a deep breath. “Yes. It came back to me. I have it.”

      He sat back and shook his head. “I was right about you, Danika. My gut was right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My gut told me you were exactly what I needed.”

      I kept my expression neutral and dropped my gaze, not wanting him to see the contempt in my eyes, because like hell would I be his pawn, his blade, his anything.

      Five days and I was out.
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        * * *

      

      Turned out I had Slade for the rest of the day, which for some reason made the nerves in my belly less active. Aspen had assigned him to me, instructing him to fit me with my blood trial outfit before transporting me to the trial location.

      We were back on the upper floors now, in a room that reminded me of a school cafeteria. This was where the domestic Danaan got their meals, and Slade liked to eat.

      The table was piled with plates of various meats and steamed vegetables, and I had to admit the food was delicious.

      Slade kept adding stuff to my plate every time it was almost empty, and it hit me how little I’d eaten since being here and how hungry I was.

      “I like a woman with an appetite,” he said.

      I looked up from my plate to find him watching me intensely. His tongue flicked out to run up his left tusk, and for some reason, the action was provocative. I dropped my gaze.

      “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now.”

      “You’ll need the fuel for the trial. Dying and coming back will take a toll.” His jaw flexed. “Fucking cold ones,” he whispered.

      I looked up in surprise. Wasn’t he worried we’d be overhead? But then we were in a spot surrounded by empty tables, probably out of earshot of the other Danaan enjoying a meal. I wondered how many of them would happily make a meal of me if I wasn’t off-limits. But I was with Slade, and no one messed with Airm Marfach.

      I licked sweet sauce off my bottom lip and noted how his gaze tracked the movement. “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?” he asked, his attention still on my mouth.

      “Live amongst them and pretend not to feel, day in, day out.”

      His attention flicked up to settled on my eyes. He sat back and crossed his muscular arms across his powerful chest. “It gets easier with practice… For some of us, at least. Those that can’t pretend, die. It’s a pretty good incentive to keep your feelings hidden.”

      “And you managed to get a top spot as Regency bodyguard? Why put yourself in the spotlight?”

      He picked up what looked like a lamb chop and stripped it in a single motion. Fuck he knew how to eat.

      He licked his lips and shrugged. “Airm Marfach is untouchable. No one looks too closely, no one dares question.”

      There was something dark in his eyes. Memories. Pain. A story. But this wasn’t the place for that.

      “I’m safest where I am, and it allows me to help others, to shield them.” He added more rice to my plate. “And it allowed me to get close to you and find out there’s a way out. A weapon.”

      “Will you be ready in five days?”

      “Yes, we’ll be ready, but what if Killion refuses to help us?”

      I locked gazes with him. “He won’t. When he gets here, then we’ll make a plan.”

      He nodded. “I’ll arrange an extraction point in readiness and tell the others to be prepared for the signal to congregate.”

      That was all we could do.

      “Finish your food,” he said. “You have an armor fitting in a half-hour.”
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      The armor was malleable and light, sewn into my long-sleeved tunic at the chest and into the thighs of my britches. The elbows and knees were padded, and the whole ensemble was perfect for the motions required in battle.

      Just as expected, the whole outfit was in deep Winter blue, with thigh-high leather boots and a head sleeve to tuck my hair into.

      Rose hung it on a hook on my wardrobe then disappeared into the bathroom to run my bath.

      I wanted her gone. Her presence was like an invasion. I wanted Blossom back. My stomach rolled with unease.

      What if it was too late? What if Blossom was already dead?

      No. I needed to stay positive and focus.

      I had a trial to win.

      “Your bath is ready, mistress,” Rose said.

      “Thank you. You can go now.”

      “But you’ll require supper and—”

      “I’ll get it myself.”

      Her eyes rounded. “But Mistress, it’s my duty to serve you.”

      “And you can serve me by leaving me be. I need time alone to mentally prepare for the blood trial tomorrow.”

      “Of course. I understand. We’re all looking forward to it very much.”

      “Looking forward to the potential of blood and gore?” The words spilled out before I could check them.

      She studied me for a long beat then smiled, cold and chilling. “Of course.”

      Oh god, she made me sick. “Get out.”

      She glided from the room, and I slammed and locked the door behind her. Breathe. It was going to be okay.

      I retrieved my sword from behind the dresser and sat with it braced on my thighs. “You awake?”

      Always. He sounded sad.

      “Are you okay?”

      I don’t know. I have this feeling. I can’t describe it. I think… I think I feel…empty.

      I ran my hand down the blade, and a tingle ran up my arm as a hollowness bloomed in my chest. Loneliness. “You’re lonely.”

      Pfft, I’m a sword. I don’t get lonely. Thirsty for blood and battle but never lonely.

      Except he was. I could feel it. “You’re a sword who thinks and speaks; it’s not a stretch to think you have emotions.”

      Silence greeted me.

      Sometimes I feel I had more once. More than this…

      “But you don’t remember?”

      Nothing until the first you.

      “Well, you’re not going to be lonely any longer. You get to stay by my side.”

      I do?

      “Yeah. Tomorrow we go into battle.”
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      The bath was just what I needed to unwind. I stepped into my room, towel wrapped snugly around me, and froze as a shadow detached itself from the wall and drifted closer.

      Umbra.

      In my room.

      And not just any Umbra, the same one that had accosted Slade and me in the biotech zone, although I had no idea how the fuck I could be sure of that.

      “What do you want?”

      “To see for sure.”

      I hugged the towel tighter around me. “See what?”

      “We were blind, but now we see. We were asleep, but now we awaken, because he awakens, and you… You have her essence.” He bowed. “We will serve you like we serve him. All you need do is call, and we will be ready.”

      “Call?”

      “Aleksi. My name… My name is Aleksi.”

      The Umbra melted away.

      What the actual fuck was going on? Who was he talking about… Killion? And what did he mean that I had her essence? Killion had called me his trigger.

      I had no idea what that meant, but maybe it explained why I was attracted to him. He’d had to leave in a hurry, and he had a lot of explaining to do. Part of me wondered why he hadn’t returned to check on me, but then he’d said he needed to recharge and who knew how much energy it took to transport himself the way he did?

      Did he know about the blood trials?

      I turned on all the lights and stared at every corner of the room until I was sure the Umbra was gone, and only then did I drop the towel and dress.
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        * * *

      

      My stomach growled as I made my way to the pod that would take me to the upper floors and the canteen where, hopefully, I’d be able to get some food.

      Slade had given me a pass that allowed me access to certain areas of the Keep. According to Aspen, I was now a member of his court and was to be afforded some autonomy.

      He really believed I wouldn’t run. He was confident he had me under control. Part of me wished I could see his face when I vanished into thin air in a few days.

      The pod whisked me up to the domestic floors where moonlight and starlight bathed the metallic corridors in silver.

      I passed a few Danaan, but nowhere near as many as usual. The cafeteria doors were locked. Fuck. No food.

      My stomach growled again.

      This was Slade’s fault. He’d given it a taste of food and now it wanted more. Well, it was only fair that he provide me with sustenance.

      After a couple of wrong turns, I finally found myself at Slade’s quarters. He might have been on duty or out, but whatever.

      I knocked and waited.

      Several seconds passed. I knocked again, heart sinking because maybe he was out.

      No answer.

      Shit, what if he was asleep. My stomach wasn’t a good enough reason to wake him. I was about to turn away when the door opened.

      Slade stood there, bare-chested, water skating down his powerful pecs, towel slung low around his hips so the V of muscle was clearly visible. My pulse kicked up, and I dragged my gaze from the lip of that towel up his abs and settled on his face.

      A concerned face. “Danika? Is everything okay?”

      My stomach chose that moment to grumble loudly.

      His gaze dropped to the source of the sound, and the corner of his mouth turned up in half a smile. “Come in. I can fix that for you.”

      He left the door open in invitation and headed back into the room. I stepped inside, closed the door, and turned to face his—

      Naked ass!

      Motherfucker.

      He’d tugged off the towel and was drying his hair with his back to me. His powerful back tapered down to an ass, a fucking awesome ass. I turned away, neck and cheeks burning.

      “Fucking hell, Slade.”

      “What?”

      “You’re naked.”

      There was a beat of silence. “Oh, yes. I forget human sensibilities. Nakedness is natural to my kind.”

      “The Tuatha?”

      “No, the Danaan descended from the people of Jarka, one of the planets the Tuatha…visited.”

      They’d destroyed that world too, no doubt.

      “Tuatha have always been travelers of the stars.” Slade’s voice grew muffled, and I imagined he was pulling on a shirt. Please be putting on a shirt. “They actually gathered their abilities and mystical powers from the first planets they visited. Falias, Gorias, Findias, and Murias. The Tuatha de Danaan were explorers, gatherers of knowledge back then. Rumor even has it that this isn’t their first trip to Earth.”

      Auntiji had told me this too. That the shining ones had been here before.

      “You can turn around now,” Slade said.

      I faced him to find him dressed in a vest and loose slacks. His feet were bare, and his chestnut hair was damp and towel-tousled. He was massive and probably scary as fuck when he wanted to be, but right now, to me, he looked adorable. My chest did a strange fluttery thing, and my stomach grumbled again.

      “Slade, please feed me.”

      He chuckled. “Come with me.”
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      We were headed back to the canteen.

      “But it’s closed.”

      “Not to me,” he said.

      He swiped his pass, and the doors opened to admit us. Laughter spilled out as Slade pushed opened the doors, and it halted abruptly as we entered.

      A group of Danaan was sat around a table, and all eyes were on us. Three males with strange otherworld eyes and hair in various shades of blue. One of them had ram horns. There was also a female with small tusks.

      “At ease,” Slade said. “Danika is with us.”

      “Winter’s Blade?” one of the male Danaan asked.

      “Yes,” Slade said.

      He led the way to the table and pulled out a chair for me opposite the female Danaan.

      The table was laden with plates of food, and my mouth watered at the sight of what looked like fried chicken.

      “Eat,” Slade said. “You’ll need your strength tomorrow.”

      “The fucking trials,” the ram horned guy sneered. “Bastards.”

      “Is it true you can get us out?” the tusked Danaan asked, her gaze almost challenging.

      “I’m going to try.”

      “Try?” She snorted and looked to Slade. “You didn’t say try.”

      Slade sighed. “Yuno, please.”

      “No.” I looked at each of them. “Yuno is right. She has a right to know the odds. You all do. Our escape depends on the help of my mentor, Killion.”

      “Killion?” Yuno looked confused. “Who’s Killion?”

      And so I told them about Killion. How he’d saved my life. How he’d been held prisoner here, how I’d set him free, and how he’d promised to come back for me and bring down the Tuatha reign. Once I was done, there was silence.

      I let them stew for a moment and take in all I’d told them, and it was only once Yuno’s shoulders relaxed and she sat back in her seat that I spoke again.

      “If anyone can get you out, he can. You just need to be ready.”

      Yuno nodded slowly. She was like Slade. Descended from the same race, no doubt. But she was petite and delicate, whereas he was a monolith. Her gaze flicked to him now, lingering on his face. I looked up at him, expecting him to be looking back at her, but he was frowning at the ram-horned Danaan.

      “Where’s Lax?” Slade asked.

      Silence swelled at the table, and it was Yuno who broke it. “He was taken.”

      “Fuck.” Slade exhaled, and he ran a hand over his face. “Fuck it.”

      “Taken?” I looked up at Slade. “By the cold ones?”

      Slade’s expression was somber as he piled rice onto my plate. “The second one of us this month.”

      I didn’t get it. “But you guys were laughing when we came in.”

      Slade put chicken onto my plate, and Yuno tracked his movements, her jaw tightening.

      “What should we do, huh?” she demanded. “Cry? What will that achieve? Lax is gone, like so many others, and all we can do is remember them fondly and live for as long as we’re able.”

      Bitterness saturated her tone, and the sorrow that hovered over this company was suddenly an acute ache in my bones. They were moving forward the only way they knew how. Hiding here together, where they could express their emotions safely. This was unfair. It was wrong. They needed to be free.

      I had to free them.

      Slade added some vegetables to my plate. “Eat. Tomorrow is a big day.”

      Lax was taken and so was Blossom. Maybe there was a way to get them both out. If there was a chance, I had to try. I just hoped Killion was on board.
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      “It’s a weapon of conquest,” the Autumn King argued from the holoscreen.

      I stood in the assembly room, empty of bodies now, with just the holoscreen split into four to showcase the monarchs of each court.

      I’d dressed in my blood trial outfit, and my sword was strapped to my back.

      The Winter King’s eyes bored into mine. “The sword chose you?” he asked.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Something passed across his features, a look of calculation, but it was so fleeting I may have imagined it.

      He smiled slightly. “It was agreed that she could take a weapon of her choice.”

      “But—”

      “No restrictions were placed on that,” Aspen added, cutting off the Autumn King’s objection.

      The Autumn King inclined his head, but there was a snide smile on his face. Fucker knew that no sword would help me against the dead. He was simply making the objections we’d expected. Unknown to him, I had the herbal concoction to stop my heart and put me on the same plane as the dead in my pocket, along with a pocket watch to mark my three hours. It was enchanted to start working as soon as my heart stopped.

      I could do this.

      “The carriage to take you to the first trial awaits,” the Summer Queen said.

      It was time.
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      Slade sat opposite me in the carriage Summer had sent. I’d been permitted an escort—someone to bring my body back, no doubt. The windows were blacked out and there was no sound but the rumble of wheels. It had been just after eight in the morning when we left the Keep, with drones hovering overhead ready to track our journey, and it was coming up to eleven-thirty now.

      We’d barely spoken, afraid of slipping up and saying something we shouldn’t. Who knew what recording devices Summer had planted? Hell, there could have been hidden cameras tracking my every move.

      Slade’s expression was blank, disinterested, and cold. Perfect Tuatha mode. And even though I knew he had no choice but to be this way, after almost three hours of it, I was beginning to doubt my sanity. Had I dreamed up the gentle, funny Danaan who had fed and protected me?

      But then I’d catch a flash of warmth in his eyes, just a quick flicker, and the memory of his honey gaze and the heat of his mouth on mine would sear me. Enough to quell my crazy doubts.

      I needed out of this box. I tugged at my collar for the tenth time. “How much farther?”

      Slade didn’t reply, but the carriage began to slow. My stomach clenched in fear and anticipation. I needed to get on with it, get it done, and put it behind me.

      The carriage came to a standstill. I locked eyes with Slade, and something passed between us—a frisson that relayed good luck, or maybe I was fucking imagining it.

      The door opened, and the buzz of drones filled the air.

      It was showtime.

      I stepped out of the carriage, and the door closed behind me. We were on a winding track at the foot of a hill, and there was nothing but greenery around me and clear blue skies above. The sun beat warm and welcoming against my skin, a sharp contrast to winter’s icy kiss. If I hadn’t been about to get hunted, I’d be reveling in this weather. But this was no picnic. This was a blood trial.

      A drone carrying a small screen buzzed down to hover in front of me.

      I didn’t recognize the face on screen, but the Tuatha was wearing Summer’s colors. This must be Summer’s answer to Minimus Lowland.

      “Winter’s Blade,” she said. “Your Blood Trial awaits atop the hill in the midst of the stones. Climb the hill, step into the circle, and you will face the challenge set by Summer. The circle and the land surrounding it will be your arena.”

      I looked up the hill. And another drone zoomed in so close I thought it was about to kiss me. I slapped it away with a curse.

      “Let’s do this.”

      My boot falls were muffled by the soft grass as I climbed the hill. The drones buzzed behind me, drones from each court, streaming my progress. I wanted to give them all the finger, but pissing Minimus off might give him an excuse to ignore Aspen’s warning and go after my family. I had to play the part that was assigned to me.

      Gray and black rock rose out of the hill like stone fingers reaching for the sky.

      These were the stones.

      They grew wider and taller as I approached, and a strange energy seemed to saturate the air. This was a place of power. Every hair on my body attested to it. To the left of the hill was a canopy of trees, and to the right was a river and woodland beyond. I continued to climb until I was on flat land, with the ring of mammoth stones facing me.

      “Into the stones Winter’s Blade,” the drone with the screen said from beside me.

      I took a deep breath and strode between two of the rocks. A ripple passed over my skin as I stepped into the circle, and suddenly the whirr of the drones was muted and distant.

      The air was thicker and sluggish in my lungs. Movement at the periphery of my vision had me turning to catch sight of a flash of yellow as a figure ran behind a stone to my left. There was movement ahead and to my right. I spun to look behind me and caught sight of a figure in yellow before he ducked behind a stone.

      Summer folk. The scholars.

      My heart beat faster as Aspen’s words filled my head. They were going to do something to raise the dead.

      Murmurs filled the air, melodic but unsettling. A gust of air blew into the circle, and suddenly the wind howled. Up above, the blue sky was eaten by gray storm clouds that frothed and churned angrily. The murmurs were now chants that battled with the howl of the wind.

      My skin broke into gooseflesh, and my scalp prickled in warning.

      I reached into my pocket and gripped the vial of tincture that would stop my heart. I needed to be sure before I took it. I needed to see.

      The wind raked at the armored cap on my head as if desperate to tug it off. It slapped my cheeks and forced its way into my lungs, shoving me back with angry fists.

      I locked my knees, raising a hand to shield my eyes and bending at the waist to combat the onslaught.

      The air in front of the stone a few meters ahead of me began to shimmer. Then green smoke burst to life in the air, spiraling out like a flower, with a dark spot in the middle that expanded to admit a tall, powerfully built figure dressed in shimmering silver armor. His face was hawkish, but mostly covered by a golden beard, plaited so it hung down to his collar bones. Pale-blue eyes fixed on me but didn’t entirely focus. He drew his sword.

      I scrambled backward, turned, and ran, yanking the tincture from my pocket. I needed a safe place to take it. I needed a safe place to hide.

      Around me, more dead ripped their way into my world. If I dropped dead now, they could simply cut my body to ribbons. I circled around the bearded dead Tuatha, and the rift he’d come through yawned at me like an inky abyss. An idea filled my head. Crazy, and probably stupid, but my only option right now.

      I picked up speed toward the rift, flipped the lid of the vial, and downed it just as I leaped into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The world was gray here too, and green fingers of smoke-like energy curled and writhed in the air as if seeking something they’d never find. I was no longer in the circle of stones. I was on a grassy plain with a forest of inky twisted trees laid out before me. An array of spindly and thick branches sprung upward and outward, lacing together to create a webbed canopy of darkness.

      I stared at the empty vial in my hand and swallowed the bitter taste that clung to the inside of my mouth.

      How long for this thing to work?

      It already has.

      “What?”

      Look down.

      I glanced down and saw myself lying on the ground. Dead.

      Fuck.

      Hide it before they come.

      Dead me looked serene and peaceful. Dead me was wreathed in a reddish tinge, which contrasted with the green, almost like a warning of a thing out of place. The sword was right. I needed to move my body and hide it. But where?

      I spotted an outcrop of rocks to my left. It was a huge and imposing formation that looked like an eagle about to take off. That would do. I reached for the body, but my hands passed through it.

      Shit.

      I was a ghost. I was a spirit. But why could the ancient dead attack my live body and I couldn’t pick it up?

      You’re in between, the sword said. They’re dead-dead.

      “So, what now?”

      We fight.

      I glanced back to see a spear pushing through the rift and onto this plain. The Tuatha with the beard had carried a sword; this had to be someone else. The figure stepped through, slender and tall with broad shoulders and black armor. Dark hair whipped around a pale face with piercing blue eyes.

      His gaze swept over the ground, over my dead body, and up to my ethereal form.

      He doesn’t see it.

      The sword was right. He didn’t see my body, even though it glowed red against the green. Maybe it was the fact that it was still alive, and only dead things were visible on this side of the rift. Who knew? All that mattered was that he was focused on me.

      My turn.

      I drew the sword and faced the wraith. He advanced, bringing the sound of distant chanting with him.

      Allow me.

      A frisson ran up my arm, and I swung the sword to counter a spear jab I hadn’t even seen coming.

      The Tuatha ancient moved with fluid grace, swinging the spear in arcs so fast my head spun, and it was only with the sword’s help that I was able to block and evade. He became part of me, nudging to life muscle memory I didn’t even know I possessed. But the ancient was strong. A deadly automaton with no off-switch, and I was already flagging beneath his powerful blows. I swung the sword at his chest, and he bent back at the waist to avoid the strike. He dropped the spear from his right hand to his left. Oh, shit. He was going to—

      Fire lanced across my abdomen, and my cry of pain locked in my throat as I leaped out of his weapon range.

      Movement to my left was a distraction I didn’t need. It cost me a slice to the bicep.

      Fuck. This armor was shit compared to the tip of his spear. I spun to counter the blond-bearded ancient. His pale eyes looked through me as he brought his sword down toward my head, intend on cleaving me in two. I rolled to the side, coming up to catch movement to my right.

      Another rift. Another ancient dead. This one huge and boxy. As big as Slade. His eyes were dark pits in his face, and an open wound wept in the center of his forehead.

      Look out.

      I ducked to avoid the swipe of the spear, and the blond one’s sword cut a path inches from where my head had been.

      It was two on one, soon to be three on one because the tank was hurtling toward me.

      I wasn’t stupid, and I wasn’t suicidal. Okay, so I’d just stopped my own heart, but that was beside the point. I couldn’t take on all three of these ancient dead.

      I leaped back to avoid the tank’s ax strike, ducked to save my neck from the spear, and rolled away from the slash of a sword.

      Danika. Run.

      I didn’t need him to tell me twice.
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        * * *

      

      The forest swallowed me up, cocooning me in gloomy gray. Green mist hovered like a thick blanket on the ground, so I couldn’t see my feet or if there was any danger underfoot, but there was definitely danger at my back. The prickle across my scalp and the tightness in my gut told me so.

      “I can’t take them on all at once.”

      I know. They’re too powerful.

      “I need to split them up.”

      How do we do that?

      “I have no clue.” But I couldn’t run forever. I needed to make a stand. I needed to find somewhere that was safe so I could stop and think.

      I scanned the trees as I ran, looking for a nook or a hollow, some hidey-hole I could use. I spotted it—a huge hollow high up in a tree up ahead. Lucky for me, I was perfectly adept at climbing trees.

      I tucked the sword back in its scabbard, hooked my fingers into the rough bark, and began to climb. The crunch of bracken in the distance told me my pursuers were closing in. I grabbed the nearest branch and swung myself up, scrabbling for purchase when my foot slipped. I hugged the tree, heart pounding super loud in my ears as I got my pulse under control.

      Hurry.

      “Hey, do you want to do the climbing?”

      If I could, I would.

      And I was arguing with my fucking sword. This was insane. I grabbed the next branch and continued to climb. The hollow came into view, dark and forbidding. There would be creatures in there. Bitey things.

      The clank of metal and the crunch of boots drifted up to me.

      Fuck it.

      I shimmied into the hole.

      It smelled musty and sweet, and the darkness pressed on me. I crawled forward on hands and knees. The space was just about large enough for that, but I needed to be careful. I’d probably come up against the back of the trunk soon. I kept going and going and…Wait a second. How wide was this hollow?

      I looked over my shoulder, searching for the light of the aperture. It was a tiny speck in the distance.

      What the fuck? My pulse spiked with fear and confusion, then a hand grabbed my wrist and yanked. My scream never made it past my throat before I was falling down what felt like a chute of some description.

      I landed on something soft and crackling. Leaves? What the fuck?

      Light stung my eyes, and it took a moment for my vision to adjust to the scene. I was in a cozy room made up of color—so many colors that my brain took a moment to catch up to what my eyes were seeing.

      There was a patchwork rug in vibrant purples and yellows, a small table and chairs, and strange paintings on the painted bark walls. A fire crackled in a brick hearth opposite me, and a lamp was perched on the mantle. An old woman with nutmeg skin and white hair sat on a rocking chair, watching me. Her shiny black eyes gleamed with interest as they raked over me.

      I tensed, ready to attack if need be. “Who are you? Why’d you drag me down here?”

      “You were making too much noise.” Her voice was smooth and youthful and totally at odds with her wizened appearance. “You would have led the hounds here, and I can’t have that.”

      “Hounds?”

      She sighed. “Pesky toothy things. Always hungry. Especially for the enlightened.”

      “Enlightened?”

      “Those like you and I, my dear. Those of us who exist in between.”

      “You’re not dead?”

      “Honestly, sometimes I wish I was. I’ve been here for too long, and in this state, in between, it’s a whole other kind of torture.”

      “I don’t understand. How can you be in between for so long? I mean…Why aren’t you dead?”

      She looked away, into the flames. “I can’t remember much of the time before, but I know that if I’m in between, then my body is still alive on the other side.”

      Could that happen to me? No. Aspen had been clear that I had three hours. Shit— the pocket watch.

      I yanked it from my pocket and checked the time. It would have started ticking from the moment I died, and there were only two hours on it. I’d already lost an hour.

      “Fuck.”

      “You seem like you’re on a mission,” the old woman said. “Maybe I can help?”

      “I’m being hunted by three ancient Tuatha.”

      She sat forward. “Tell me.”

      I filled her in on my predicament and ended up having to answer a ton of questions about the world of the living.

      It turned out she had no memory of the courts or the way of things now, so either she’d been here for longer than the Tuatha had been back, or time here had erased her knowledge of the otherworld.

      “So, these Summer Tuatha are controlling the dead, are they?” She pursed her lips, and the skin around them wrinkled as if she’d tasted a lemon. “Describe your pursuers.”

      I gave her the details, and her eyes grew round.

      “Nuada, Lugh, and Balor are the oldest of our kind here. Not even the bravest dead would dare toy with their slumber. They were here to soothe me when I first arrived. They were our kings, but then they tired and fell into a new slumber. I used to visit their thrones and sit and speak to them, but time stole my looks and my energy. I can only hope it means that, wherever it is, my body is finally dying.”

      “And now they’re awake and trying to kill me. I have to stop them.”

      “They would never intentionally harm you, child,” she said. “Whatever power these scholars have over them is to blame.”

      “I have to stop them, or I’ll fail this trial.”

      “You can’t kill them. They are already dead.”

      “I know, but I can maim them and slow them down.”

      She frowned. “You’re no match for them on this side of the veil.”

      “Less of a match on the other side, from what I’m told. At least on this side, I can hurt them. All I need to do is survive till sunset.”

      She looked at me with pity. “Oh child, you’ve been misled.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The dead are always weaker in the land of the living. They may have been able to hurt you a little, but it would cost them much energy to do so. Hurting you would have weakened them and eventually drawn them back to this side of the veil. Also, the sun never sets here. We exist in a timeless world. If you remain here, you’ll be running forever, and eventually, your body will die.”

      My mind raced as I unraveled what she was telling me. I couldn’t kill them. They were dead, but I wasn’t dead. I was in between, and now that I was on this plain, they could kill me, either with their blows or by keeping me here.

      Could Carkal’s intel have been wrong?

      Could he have been fed bad information?

      By getting me onto this side of the veil, they’d put me in a more dangerous position. If I’d stayed on the other side, I’d have been able to fight and evade until sunset. The ring was the starting point, but there were forests and woodland around it that I could have utilized.

      Anger bubbled in my chest at the faux pas.

      I needed to get out of here. “I need to get back to my body.”

      “You’ll need to find a rift and get to the other side,” the old woman said with a weary sigh, as if bored of the conversation now.

      “My body isn’t on the other side. It’s on this side.”

      She sat up straighter. “Then child, you must hurry back to it. An empty vessel is a beacon to every soul hungry for life, and there are many here.” She pushed to her feet. “Where is it? I may be able to help you get there faster. I know every shortcut and nook in this wood.”

      “It’s on the plain by a huge outcrop of rock that looks like an eagle about to take flight.”

      She hobbled over to me, using a gnarled walking stick to brace her. “Oh, I know it.”

      Um, Danika…

      She raised the stick, and it took a moment for me to realize what she was about to do. A moment that cost me.

      The wood smacked my temple, and darkness claimed me.
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      Wake up, Danika. Wake up!

      I came to with a start, heart thumping against my ribcage. “What happened?”

      The bitch knocked you out. We need to go. Now.

      It came rushing back. The woman, the stick to my face, and my body. She was after my fucking body.

      Like hell.

      I stood and looked up the chute. It was a sheer drop. There was no way I could scale it.

      Not that way. There’s a door behind the bookcase.

      “How do you know that? Can you see?”

      Not in the conventional sense. Now move.

      I yanked at the bookcase, and it came away from the wall smoothly, attached at one side with hinges. There was a door behind it, just like the sword had said. I shoved it open and dove into the tunnel beyond.

      It was dark but not pitch black. There was illumination coming from somewhere. The tunnel sloped upward, and I saw a circle of light. An exit criss-crossed with branches. The tunnel sloped up sharply, forcing me onto my hands and knees so I could scramble up to grab the lip of the exit and haul myself out. How the fuck had the old woman with the walking stick done it?

      I brushed off the dirt. I wasn’t by the tree with the hollow. I’d come a long way, and the edge of the forest was visible. So was the old woman, hobbling as if her life depended on it, and I guess it did, which was why she was headed for my body.

      I could see the shape of the rock in the distance. I had to stop her. I broke into a sprint, weaving between the trees and breaking cover onto the grasslands.

      She looked over her shoulder and let out a yelp before picking up speed.

      But I was almost on her.

      She must have realized she wasn’t going to make it because she turned to face me, holding up one hand. “You don’t understand. I need your body. I need to go back. I need to stop her.”

      I kept going, and she backed up as I passed her and fell to my knees beside my body.

      Her attention fell to it then, and her eyes grew round. “Oh my. Oh…” Her gaze flew to meet mine, and she shook her head. “I didn’t see it before. I didn’t see it because you were apart. but now you’re together, I see the colors.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She flicked her wrist, and a silver thread materialized at my solar plexus. It rippled and shimmered as it grew—azure, red, and pink—then it snaked through the air and linked to my dead form.

      “I thought I needed to go back, but I don’t. You do. You need to go back, and you need to stop her. You need to tell him she isn’t what she seems.”

      The woman was crazy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I needed to get into my body.

      The blast of a horn filled the air, shrill and sharp.

      The woman looked over her shoulder at the forest then turned to me urgently. “Go. You must go now. Fight them on the living plane. Balor’s weakness is his eyes. Take them, and he will be forced back. Lugh must return if he loses his spear, and Nuada has a silver hand. You must cut it from the forearm, and he will be forced to return here.”

      Figures emerged from the forest, headed my way.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “Because only you can help show him the way.”

      “Who?”

      “The Night King.” She hobbled closer, and I moved to shield my body. “Open his eyes!” She shoved me, and I tumbled back. “Remember me.”

      The world tilted, and pain ripped through my head. I hit the ground with my ass and stared at the monolith of stone in front of me and the green grass that seemed too bright.

      I was back.

      But the rift was still open, and the chanting registered. The scholar bastards were still at it, and yes, there was Nuada, pushing through the rift.

      The old lady’s advice came to mind, and I leaped up, my gaze dropping to his arm. I drew my sword, and as he swiped with his, I spun out of its arc and turned toward him, bringing my sword down on his silver arm.

      It disintegrated into green mist, then he was sucked backward into the rift.

      You did it.

      “Two more to go.”

      And they hurtled out of the rift together, ax and spear and all attack. Fuck. I parried and blocked, jabbed and evaded, trying to get a strike to Balor’s eyes or to knock Lugh’s spear from his grasp, but together, they were formidable, even in a weakened state.

      I backed up until I was at the edge of the circle. I’d have to run, make a break for it into the woods, and hope to evade till sunset. They’d have to give chase, and that would wear them down. The old lady said they grew weaker the longer they were on this plane, and they were looking less solid already. If I ran, I might be able to split them up and take the jabs I needed to send them back.

      The chanting grew louder, and Lugh and Balor seemed to glow brighter, stronger. Fucking hell.

      At this rate, I’d never wear them down. The scholars were somehow recharging them.

      The scholars.

      They were doing this.

      They were keeping them here.

      Motherfucker. I dropped to avoid the sting of Balor’s ax and ran left, keeping to the perimeter of the circle and the stones, searching for—

      There, a flash of yellow.

      I whipped to the right, into the sting of whatever magic they’d woven, and made a grab for the Summer scholar. He tried to break free, frantically chanting, eyes wide with horror.

      I could kill him. I could end him, and part of me wanted to do just that. Instead, I punched him in the face hard enough to make his eyes roll back in his head. His chanting stopped, and I dropped his unconscious ass on the ground before making a run for it to avoid Lugh’s spear.

      Metal clanked against stone as I put distance between us.

      The air crackled and fizzed, and I looked back to see Lugh and Balor motionless. Lugh blinked, and the dazed look in his eyes retreated. A frown marred his forehead.

      But then the chanting grew louder, and a glazed look fell over him again. Balor was already striding toward me, ax at the ready.

      It will work. Take out one more scholar, Danika.

      But the scholars had cottoned on to my plan and were on the run. I ran after them, but they were fast. The scene must have looked ridiculous to a bystander. Me running after two Summer scholars, round and round a stone circle while trying to evade two ancient dead with lethal weapons they wanted to slice me up with.

      This was not going how I’d planned.

      Throw me.

      “What?”

      Throw me at one of them. I’ll fly true. I’ll hit my mark.

      “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      Then you’ll die. You can’t keep this up.

      I’d shed so much blood, killed with a cold heart in the games, but it had been kill or be killed. These scholars… Who knew why they were here? Who knew if they even had a choice?

      Danika, you have to.

      “Knock him out. Pommel to the head.”

      I can’t promise that.

      “Promise me you’ll try.”

      I promise.

      I pulled back my sword arm and launched it into the air toward the nearest scholar. He flew, hilt over tip, and connected with the scholar’s head.

      The scholar went down, and the air popped. The chanting stopped. I locked gazes with the final scholar whose mouth was parted in shock. A dribble of blood ran down his chin.

      What the…? I looked down to see the tip of a spear protruding from his chest. His eyes fluttered closed, and his head slumped. Then he was propelled forward and off the spear by a boot to the back.

      Lugh lowered his spear, his piercing blue eyes fixed on me. He inclined his head as Balor joined him. They both turned and walked into the rift. It closed behind them, and the crackle of power ceased.

      Drones buzzed into the circle, surrounding me, taking shots from all angles. I tipped my head back and looked up at the clear blue sky.

      It was over.

      For now.
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      “I want my sword back.” I glared at Aspen, struggling to keep up with his long strides. “Where are we going? Hey!”

      I was yelling at the bastard prince. A Tuatha who could snap my neck with a flick of his wrist if he wished. But he wouldn’t. He needed me. And that made me bold. The corridor we were in was deserted, so being rude to him didn’t matter. There was no one to see.

      He stopped and turned to glare at me. “We’ve been summoned to the assembly hall. The courts have demanded a meeting.”

      He started walking again, slowly this time, so it was easier for me to keep up.

      “What about? I won their stupid blood trial. What the fuck do they want now?”

      He took a breath through his nose and exhaled. “My sources tell me they’re taking issue with you killing a scholar.”

      Killing? “No, I knocked him out, that’s all.”

      “Yes. You knocked one out, which stopped the chanting. The ancient dead killed the other one.”

      “And they blame me?” I stared at him, incredulous. “They’re the fucking ones who raised the dead.”

      “And you broke the chant that controlled them, resulting in a scholar’s demise.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, and he held up a hand to silence me. “I don’t agree with them. It’s a weak ruse to turn the tide in their favor. But we must play the game if we are to win.”

      “I won the blood trial. I survived.”

      “You were supposed to survive till sunset. They will argue that the blood trial was meant to continue until sunset. They will argue that they didn’t get enough time to best you.”

      Was he fucking serious? “Yeah? Well, if they’d had their way, the trial would have gone on forever.”

      He looked down at me with a frown as we made a left. “What do you mean?”

      “Did you know that the ancient dead are weaker on this plane? That the more energy they expend fighting, the weaker they get until they’re forced to return to the death plane?”

      “That wasn’t the information Carkal brought back.”

      I arched a brow. “No. It wasn’t.”

      Aspen’s jaw clenched. “They fed him the wrong intel.”

      “Yeah. Me dying and slipping onto the death plane meant the dead warriors would be stronger. And guess what? There is no sunset over there. They’re also stronger on that side. Summer wanted me on the other side to increase their odds of winning. They recharged the ancient dead on this side when they began to weaken, but thinking back on it now, they probably wouldn’t have been able to keep doing that.”

      He nodded and jerked his head to indicate we keep walking. “And now they want to object to your methods of bringing the trial to an end. They want recompense for the death of a scholar that they claim wasn’t part of the blood trial.”

      “They want my sword.”

      “No, they can’t keep the sword. It belongs to Winter Court, but they can prevent you from using it in the next two trials.”

      Which could only mean one thing. “The sword is a threat to them in the next trial.”

      He nodded. “They saw your skill with the blade. It wasn’t a long trial. To them, you fought for less than half an hour, and two minutes of that, you were gone, vanished through a rift, but it was enough time for you to showcase your skill.”

      We were at the assembly hall doors now. “I need my sword.”

      “I know,” he said. “So, let’s try and get it back to you.”

      The doors to the assembly hall swung open, and we walked into the gloom beyond, lit only by the huge holoscreen. Four faces watched our approach.

      The Summer Queen looked pissed. “We’ve been waiting,” she said tightly.

      “And now we’re here,” Aspen said. “What is it you wished to discuss?” He said it coolly with an enquiring edge, as if he really had no clue why we’d been summoned. He was good at this subterfuge shit, and if I didn’t dislike him so much, I’d have admired him.

      Summer looked down her nose at us. “Your champion murdered one of our scholars, and she was unable to endure the blood trial until sunset. She must undertake a fresh trial and pay a price for the death of one of my people.”

      “Aspen,” the Winter King said. “I don’t recall a proviso stating that the trial had to continue till sunset. Am I mistaken?”

      “No, Your Majesty,” Aspen said. “Winter’s Blade was merely meant to survive until sunset, and she did that with much time to spare.”

      The Summer Queen pressed her lip together in a flat line. “Regardless, she killed a scholar. He was not part of the blood trial.”

      “I would argue that to be false,” Aspen said. “You would have no trial without your scholars to raise the dead. Winter’s Blade played the game. She survived by stopping the chanting. A smart move. And now you wish to penalize her for her intelligence?”

      It was the Autumn King who spoke. “Have you forgotten the edict that protects the knowledge keepers, Aspen?”

      I looked up at Aspen to find him pouting as if in thought. “Ah, that ancient edict. Is that still in play?” He tilted his head to the side. “Let me see, how does it go again? Ah, yes. Scholars are not warriors, they are not champions, and therefore must not be harmed in any games.”

      Fuck, was that a thing? Why hadn’t anyone told me that?

      The Autumn King’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Yes, that edict.”

      Aspen nodded. “I don’t recall it being added to the provisos for the games. Such an ancient edict should have been clarified, and Winter’s Blade should have been informed of it.”

      “Valamor,” the Winter King said. “I begin to tire of this. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder if this is a ruse on your part.”

      “We have legitimate standing,” the Summer Queen huffed. “We—"

      “Can, in hindsight, appreciate that Winter’s Blade may not have been aware of the edict,” the Autumn King said.

      The Summer Queen looked confused, but the Autumn King forged on.

      “And therefore concede Winter to be the victor of the Summer blood trial. However, Summer must be compensated for the loss of life to maintain smooth relations, of course…”

      The Winter King sighed. “Go on…”

      “Its demand that the sword of conquest be prohibited from the games is a small price to ask in recompense.”

      The Winter King nodded slowly.

      Wait, was he agreeing to this? I looked across at Aspen, hoping he’d interject, but his lips were pressed together, and his face was eerily calm.

      “A small recompense,” the Summer Queen said. “Remove the sword from play to show good faith.”

      No. I needed my sword.

      “Done,” the Winter King said. “Aspen, see that Winter’s Blade gets a new weapon.”

      Aspen inclined his head, and the screens went blank, but not before I caught the smug look on the Autumn King’s face.

      The bastard had wanted this. I’d been right. He wanted me without the weapon of conquest, which meant the next trial was going to be even more of a bitch.
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      We exited the assembly room, and I rounded on Aspen. “I thought you were going to fight for me?”

      His eyes narrowed as he looked down at me. “You have it twisted, Blade. You fight for me.”

      “Yeah? And how the fuck do I do that without my sword?”

      “You pick another weapon. We have plenty of swords for you to choose from.”

      He didn’t get it. He really didn’t get how special my sword was. “I want it back.”

      “You’ll have it, but you can’t take it to the trial with you. I’ll have Slade take you to the armory, and you can choose a new weapon for the Autumn trial tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow. I was fucking exhausted. They might have only seen me fight for twenty minutes, but for me, it had been at least an hour, not to mention all the fucking running.

      “Oh, and before I forget,” he said. “Your family seems to have some sickness and has quarantined themselves in their home, which has delayed their move to central city. You are prohibited from visiting them until they are well. I cannot have my Blade getting sick.”

      Baba had done it. He’d made them believe they were all sick. Hope bloomed in my chest. Now it was up to Magnus to get them to a safe house.

      Slade appeared as if out of nowhere. He looked down at me coolly. “Winter’s Blade, please come with me.”

      I was more than ready to get away from Aspen.
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      Slade didn’t speak a word to me as he led me through the Keep. We took a pod to the domestic floor, which I was pretty certain wouldn’t house the armory.

      “Um, Slade, is this the way to the armory?”

      “No,” he said, and kept going.

      Wait, this was the way to his rooms. We reached his quarters moments later.

      I looked up at him in confusion. “Slade?”

      He shoved open the door. “Get in, please.”

      I stepped into the room, and he followed before closing the door behind him.

      What was he up to? I turned to face him and was engulfed in a hug that pressed me to his powerful chest and crushed me to him with his tank arms.

      He rested his chin on the top of my head and held me for long, achingly sweet minutes in which every muscle in my body relaxed and unwound. My body melted against him, and I hugged him back, lapping up the contact as if it were ambrosia.

      Finally, he loosened his hold and pulled away slightly. “I needed that,” he said gruffly.

      I lifted my chin to look up at him. “No. I needed that. Thank you.”

      “You’re so tiny,” he said. “So fragile, and yet you survived the ancient dead. You went into the death realm, and you came back.” He looked at me with awe. “I know you won the Regency Games, but I didn’t know you then, and now…”

      “You thought I wouldn’t make it.”

      His chest heaved. “I was…afraid you wouldn’t. I was afraid I wouldn’t see you again.” There was a tentative edge to his tone, a yearning that made my chest ache and my mouth go dry.

      “I’m okay. I made it back.”

      He touched my cheek lightly with his index finger. “Yes, but you have to be tested again tomorrow.”

      I ducked my head, fixing my gaze on his chest so he wouldn’t see the fear in my eyes. “I’ll deal. I have no choice.”

      His finger trailed down my jaw and hooked under my chin, forcing it up so he could study my face. “You have no choice but to go, but you do have a choice of what weapon you take with you.”

      “You heard about that?”

      “I was in the room, operating the screen. I heard it all.”

      “Then you know we need to pick me out a kick-ass weapon.”

      “I already have,” he said.

      I frowned up at him. “You have?”

      His grin stretched his bottom lip over his tusks and showcased the rest of his even white teeth. “Yes, I have.”

      “What is it?”

      “Me.”
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      I stared into Slade’s warm brown eyes. “I don’t understand. What do you mean you’re the weapon?”

      “I’m Airm Marfach.”

      Airm Marfach meant Lethal Weapon. Oh shit. Slade was offering himself to me. Offering to head into danger with me, as my weapon. I had no words. My throat was tight, my heart beat fast, and a fluttery sensation unfurled in my chest to accompany it.

      “Will they allow it?”

      “They won’t have a choice. You can have your pick of weapons, and my official title labels me as one.”

      The panic at the loss of my sword ebbed a little, but then concern for his welfare filled my mind. I knew first-hand how brutal these games were. How deadly. He may be Airm Marfach, but I doubted he’d ever been hunted.

      I couldn’t let him do this. “No.”

      “No?” he snorted. “I’m not asking, Danika.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like to be hunted.”

      “Maybe not, but I know how it felt to watch them hunt you. I want to be there.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to protect you.” He stroked my hair. “I won’t let them snuff you out. You’re too important.”

      Important? My heart leaped for some stupid reason, then reality slapped me in the face. Of course I was important to him because, without me, he and his friends had no way out of this place. I was their link to Killion, and why did that spawn a bitter, hollow feeling inside me?

      I smiled up at him. “Okay. I get it. I’ll take you with me.”

      A slight frown marred his forehead. “Do you? Get it?”

      I pulled away from him. “You need me alive so I can get you and the others like you out of here, and I need to save my sister, and Killion…I want to see him again.”

      “Killion the weapon?” Slade asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is he your lover?”

      My cheeks heated. “No.”

      “But you want him to be?”

      I opened my mouth to say yes. That yes, I wanted to be with Killion, but the words wouldn’t come.

      Slade’s frown deepened. “Danika, do you love him? Does he love you?”

      Killion had always been there. My mentor, my guide. He’d trained me to stay alive, and somewhere along the line, I’d developed romantic feelings for him, and when he’d kissed me, my whole body had come alive. But love? Was that love?

      He’d called me his trigger. He’d told me I was his, but he’d never said he loved me. I was probably being ridiculous. There hadn’t been time for that, right?

      Regardless, I didn’t have the energy to worry about that now. “I don’t know Slade, and honestly, right now, that’s irrelevant. I need to focus on staying alive. I stayed so I could get my sister out, and in four days, when Killion comes for me, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      Slade tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “So, let’s make sure you make it through these trials.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “I’ve been dying to kick some cold one ass and not get reprimanded for it. I’m going to enjoy the fuck outta this.”

      His enthusiasm sparked a hunger inside me. The fire to fight and win. “You know what, I think I’m going to enjoy the fuck outta it too.”

      We grinned at each other like idiots for a long beat.

      He sobered. “You know why I want to come with you, but Aspen will need to believe it was your idea, and he’ll want to know how you coerced me into agreeing to it.”

      Shit. “What do I say?”

      “Sit down. This might take a minute to explain.”
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      I was back in Aspen’s quarters. The hearth was empty of a fire today, though, and no spy was waiting to divulge valuable intelligence.

      Aspen raked me over as I entered. “You’re smarter than I anticipated,” he said. “Choosing Slade as your weapon. Smart. How did you get him to agree?”

      Slade and I had discussed this part in detail. “I told him it was his duty to protect the Winter Court’s rule and that refusing would mean a snub to the king himself. And to sweeten the deal, I offered him my body for the night if we survive.”

      The corner of Aspen’s mouth turned up. “You’ve done your research on Slade’s particular brand of Danaan. They need to fuck.”

      The word fuck coming out of his mouth sounded out of place.

      “Slade’s breed of Danaan is driven by the desire to mate,” Aspen continued. “But the Tuatha gene tempers the emotional attachments, so they simply fuck. A lot. They need the sex to satiate that drive.”

      Except Slade wasn’t like that. He had emotions, and he wasn’t sex-crazed. He just made it so the other guards believed he was. Which explained why the guard in the biotech sector had so easily accepted him being there with a woman pinned to the wall and his tongue down her throat, and why Aspen was so easily accepting my explanation now.

      I locked gazes with him. “Will the other courts have a problem with my choice?”

      “They might, but they have no legal grounds to object. I’ll deal with it. You get some rest. Tomorrow will be challenging.” His jaw ticked. “My spy never returned from Autumn. I believe he may have been caught and slain.”

      So, I had no clue what to expect tomorrow. Great. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Get some sleep. You leave at dawn.”

      Rose met me outside the room and led me back to my chambers. Thank goodness I wasn’t going into the unknown alone.

      Thank goodness for Slade.
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      I woke to a chill and a gray predawn sky.

      Where was the ceiling?

      “Danika.” Slade’s face appeared above me. “How do you feel?”

      The buzz of drones shook the final vestiges of sleep from my head. I sat up quickly. There was rock beneath me, smattered with moss.

      “What the fuck?”

      Slade offered me his hand, and I took it, allowing him to haul me to my feet as drones dropped to eye level around us.

      “We were transported in our sleep,” Slade said.

      “I would have woken up.”

      “I believe they may have drugged us.”

      Drugged? How would they have…Wait. Rose made me a warm drink before bed to help me sleep well. That bitch.

      And now we were here… Wherever here was. A mountain rose up behind Slade, gray and huge and ominous.

      “What is this place?”

      A drone with a screen appeared to my left, and a male Tuatha in Autumn colors fixed his eyes on me.

      “Welcome to the Autumn trial, Winter’s Blade. Follow the scholars to the entrance to Baile Sidhe. An ancient mountain city filled with perilous creatures. You will enter on the north side and exit via the south. Climb the steps where you will be met by our scholars who will admit you into the city. They will give you a key to exit southside. But there is no map. You must find the exit yourself.” He smiled, cold and chilling. “While surviving the inhabitants of the city.”

      The screen drifted away toward the mountain.

      “Baile Sidhe?” I looked to Slade.

      He shook his head, imperceptibly. “Shall we begin, Blade?”

      Of course, he was on camera too. He’d have to keep up his cold one façade. Fuck. He set off after the drone with the screen, and I followed, flanked by drones filming my every move. The rocky path wound upward into the mountains. Stone steps were hewn into the rock, and standing on a ledge above us were two scholars in Autumn colors.

      They stepped back to make room as we approached, but there was barely enough space on the ledge for the four of us, especially with Slade being as large as he was.

      The drone carrying the screen with Autumn’s representative’s face came to hover above the rock facing the ledge.

      Symbols were cut into the stone. Strange archaic patterns that made no sense to me.

      “Are you ready?” the Autumn representative asked. “This is so exciting.”

      He didn’t sound excited, but I imagined his face on holoscreens all over the cities with mine split-screened next to him. Tuatha and Danaan would be watching with interest, and humans would be gathered in squares, eager for the show.

      I locked gazes with the cold one. “Just get on with it.”

      He smirked. “As you wish.”

      The scholars began to sing, a lilting melody that made the hairs on the back of my neck quiver and my scalp itch. The symbols on the stone began to glow blue and green.

      A low rumble filled the air, and the ledge beneath our feet shook. Slade grabbed hold of me to steady me as the rock face parted to reveal an arch.

      One of the scholars held out a key to me. I took the clunky thing, noting the rusted quality of the metal before pocketing it.

      “In you go,” the Autumn representative said.

      Slade ducked in first and I followed, my hand grasping for his. His fingers curled around my palm firmly, reassuring as we stepped into the dark. The drones flooded in with us, tiny lights winking on to illuminate the scene, not that they were of much use, as they were shining in our faces, blinding us. The rock wall behind us thundered closed and darkness pressed in, lit only by pinpricks of light from the drones that seemed to dim with each passing second.

      “Wait for it,” Slade whispered.

      “For what?”

      The darkness grew gray. A weak amber light stung my eyes, and the mountain city was revealed. A huge hollow space lit by strange mossy growths that clung to the rock.

      We were on a wide bridge that stretched out ahead of us before splitting into three new bridges. One sloped up and the other down. More bridges spawned off those to connect to arches that led into domed buildings jutting out of the rock. In the center of it all was a massive chandelier made of thick glass and supported by sturdy silver chains. There were bulbs in the chandelier, which meant there was electricity in here. Or at least there had been at some time.

      I wanted to ask Slade about this place, but his imperceptible headshake earlier had been a warning. He probably wasn’t meant to know what this city was, and with the damn drones watching us, we needed to be careful how we interacted.

      I touched the pocket that held the key out of this place. Head south, they’d said. “A compass would have been fucking nice.”

      Slade pulled a penknife from his pocket and held it out to me. There was a small compass attached to the top.

      “Nice.”

      “Which way?” he asked.

      His tone was cool and indifferent, and my chest hurt. I reminded myself that it was an act for the drones and studied the needle of the compass.

      I pointed left. “That way.”

      We took the bridge up until the intersection, then stepped onto the slope that led us left and onto the other bridge. I glanced at the compass to make sure we were headed in the right direction, trying to ignore the drones that buzzed softly as they kept pace.

      I couldn’t help but veer close to the edge of the bridge, to the slender railing that was meant to keep me from falling, and look down. Metal and rock domes jutted out of the rock, each attached to a bridge. This huge chamber housed the network that led to every part of this city, but what did each dome hold? More bridges? Massive living spaces?

      We were about to find out because an arch loomed ahead of us, and the compass was clear this was the way south.

      I faltered at the entrance to the dome and looked up at Slade. “You know, it would help if we knew what kind of creatures we’ll be dealing with down here.”

      He met my gaze levelly, his expression grim. “You have me. I won’t let any harm come to you.” Even though his tone was neutral, his eyes weren’t. They were warm and filled with determination, and that was enough for me.

      “Let’s do this.”

      I stepped into the gloom.
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      The archway took us into a tunnel with smooth walls and nooks that held lanterns that flared to life as we passed.

      “Whoa!” I stopped and stared at the nearest lantern. A tiny ball of light hovered inside it. “What the fuck is that?”

      “I don’t know,” Slade said. “Let’s keep going.”

      Beneath my boots, the ground altered, and the plain rock became colorful tile. We stepped into a huge space that resembled a town square with lampposts and stores. A monument stood in the center of the square—a willowy woman, tall and regal, with a crown atop her head and something in her hand that was too dusty and grimy to make out.

      The compass pointed straight ahead. We walked through the square, over cobbles that must have been green and yellow once but were now covered in thick sticky dust that our boots left smears in.

      We passed neat stores with beer bottle windows and awnings, probably beautiful in their day, but now the fabric was motheaten and torn, and the windows were so dirty they were opaque.

      There was a walkway up ahead, above us. It linked two towers made of inky black stone that bracketed the square. We were about to pass under it when something dark dashed across. I froze and grabbed hold of Slade’s arm, my gaze flicking up to the walkway in warning.

      The drones buzzed excitedly, hovering closer before moving up to film the walkway. A skittering sound drifted down to us.

      Slade nodded slowly.

      Yep, there was definitely something up there because my pulse going wild told me so.

      Movement to my right had my head whipping round to catch sight of something dark and twisted.

      Slade grabbed my hand and tugged me against him, backing up until we were under the shadow of an awning of a store.

      His mouth brushed my ear. “Stay still,” he whispered.

      But I had a better idea. I reached out to the shadows that coalesced under the walkway and drew them to me.

      Slade bit back a gasp as they slid over us like a veil.

      “How did you do that?” he whispered, breath hot against the delicate shell of my ear.

      “Later.”

      We were hidden, and the world was silent. Come on, come out.

      A dark shape dropped from the walkway and hit the ground in a heap. The drones hovered to and fro, searching for me no doubt before focusing on the mass and congregating around it eagerly.

      The thing shuddered, then with jerky, inhuman movements unwound itself. Limbs shot out, stretched, and popped, and fingers appeared, too long and thin, clenching and unclenching as if testing the consistency of the air. It unfurled its body, straightening until it was seven feet tall—a slender, wiry mass of muscle and sinew, with arms that were too long and legs that bent backward at the knees. And its face… Oh god, that eyeless face with the flared nostrils was something out of a nightmare. It stood still, head cocked to the side, then the nostrils flared. I could hear it sniffing. It made a wet rattling sound in its chest, then slits opened up in the side of its head, and strange trumpet-like fleshy appendages slid out.

      Were those ears?

      Oh fuck. Was it listening for us?

      Slade’s arms tightened around my waist in warning, but the rush of blood in my head seemed too loud. Surely it could hear me?

      The drones buzzed closer, and the thing’s hand whipped out to grab one. Its head split in two to reveal a wet, dripping maw of silver teeth, then the drone was gone. Devoured.

      The other drones whizzed away from the creature, but they didn’t make it far before more creatures dropped from the walkway and grabbed them.

      The creatures were coming from the towers, which were now mottled black and red. What the fuck? Oh shit. The towers hadn’t been black stone at all. The creatures had been covering them. So many fucking creatures. They leaped and attacked the drones, devouring them with hearty crunches.

      Perspiration broke out on my brow. I couldn’t hold the shadows to me much longer. In fact, this was the longest I’d ever held them to me before.

      My stomach trembled, and my thighs shook. I was going to lose my grip.

      Any second.

      The veil dropped, and the world was clear.

      The creatures stilled before every head turned our way. Silence reigned, and for a moment, I thought the fuckers were frozen, but then they all opened their awful maws and let out a unified screech.

      Slade grabbed my hand and tugged. We smashed through the store door and sprinted past aisles of dust and rot. The world exploded behind us as the creatures gave chase. But we had a head start, and despite Slade’s size, he was fast. We made it to the second exit and crashed through into a back street. There was no time to stop and check if we were going in the right direction.

      Heck, any direction away from those things was the right direction.

      My legs pumped, muscles working overtime as I flew across cobbles and wove between buildings. The creatures had taken to the roofs, running alongside us. Intermittent shrieks echoed around us.

      They were communicating with each other.

      They were guiding one another.

      I wasn’t sure how I knew this. I just did. Slade tugged me to the left, and I spotted the tunnel ahead.

      We hit it a moment later and barreled onto a bridge. I glanced back to see the creatures in pursuit. “Slade, they’re not slowing down. Maybe we should stand and fight.”

      “There’s too many of them, even for us.”

      He was right. An intersection loomed up ahead.

      “What now?”

      Slade veered toward the edge of the bridge, taking me with him. “Now, we take a leap.”

      “Wha—”

      He swung me off my feet and crashed through the barrier. The bridge below rushed up to meet us. He landed with a sturdy thunk, knees bending to absorb the aftershock. Then he set me on my feet, and we ran toward the arch linked to this bridge.

      My back prickled as the creatures leaped onto the bridge after us, and as we approached the tunnel, I glanced back, expecting to see them bearing down on us, but they’d stopped partway down the bridge.

      “Slade. Look.” I came to a halt. “They’re not chasing us anymore.”

      Slade stopped mere feet from the tunnel and looked back at the creatures.

      They were hunched now, backing up, tunnel ears sliding back into their heads.

      They were retreating.

      My shoulders relaxed slightly, and my pulse slowed. “They’re not gonna follow us.”

      The creatures leaped back up to the bridge above and hung over the barrier, watching us.

      I looked up at Slade, relief coursing through my veins. “We’re good.”

      “Yeah?” he said gruffly. “Are we?”

      What was he talking about?

      “Why aren’t they following us, Danika?” he asked.

      He looked behind him into the dark tunnel, which was the only way forward for us now because if we went back, those things would get us. They were waiting for us to come back, but they wouldn’t come after us because…

      Oh crap… “There’s something worse through there, isn’t there? Something those things are scared of?”

      I hooked an arm over my shoulder, searching for the hilt of my blade but found nothing but air. Fuck. I hadn’t been permitted to bring a weapon because Slade was my weapon. Fucking technicalities.

      Slade sighed and drew two blades from his weapons belt, handing me one. “Yes, Danika. And we have no choice but to go in.”

      I took the blade and tucked it into my belt. “Then what are we waiting for?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          17

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The area beyond the tunnel was a warren of more tunnels that varied in width and opened out into chambers that looked like they’d been used as communal living spaces. We navigated in silence, senses open, listening for the slightest sound that would indicate a threat. Everywhere we went, lanterns flickered to life, or moss bloomed with weak light. I saw evidence of technology in the strip lights that hugged the creases between the wall and ceiling of the tunnels, and I even spotted a couple of wall sockets.

      What the fuck was this place, and who’d lived here?

      We were off course, but I was confident we could adjust our trajectory and get back onto the south track. We passed through a chamber lined with leather-bound tomes, covered in dust, and decorated with cobwebs, then through another chamber filled with pots and pans, a toppled over table and chairs, and several cooking pots hanging in empty hearths. I jerked my head toward a door to the left of the room, past a cabinet lined with clay pots and stone jars.

      Slade took the lead and pulled open the door to reveal a set of steps.

      The compass showed a steady southerly direction now.

      I nodded, and we began to climb. The steps spat us out onto a new floor of warrens where the air was chilly enough to make my breath fog. A prickle skated over my skin.

      A warning.

      Slade slowed as we approached the next tunnel we needed to take. There was a shape in it. Unmoving and hunched.

      My pulse skipped a beat, but then my eyes adjusted to the gloom. It was a statue. A stone statue. But why was it parked in the middle of the tunnel?

      I looked to Slade, who shook his head as if to say hell if I know.

      But this was the way we needed to go. We needed to head past the statue.

      Slade went first, shielding me with his body. The lanterns on the tunnel nooks bloomed to life, and the statue was revealed in all its glory—a stout, short figure with a mulish face and a hunched back.

      Slade skirted past it and I followed, warm breath pluming in the air to kiss the stone.

      There were more of them at various intervals down the corridor, in various poses, some male, some female.

      Why line a corridor with statues like this?

      Doors appeared in the tunnel to our left and right. I resisted the urge to try the handles. South was ahead, and we needed to stay on track. A sharp sound like the crack of thunder echoed behind us.

      My step faltered.

      “Keep moving,” Slade ordered.

      Another crack was followed by another and another, and my heartbeat ramped up because my subconscious had made the connection even before it hit my conscious mind.

      The patter of boots filled the tunnel behind us, and Slade and I broke into a run.

      I didn’t need to look back to know what was following us. The statues had come to life. They’d fucking come to life and were after us. This was the shit of nightmares.

      How many had we passed? Five, maybe six?

      Fuck this.

      I spun and braced myself, blade at the ready as the last statue we’d passed barreled toward me with its arms outstretched and its hands hooked into claws ready to grab. Its body was still stone, but the stone was cracked, exposing pink, fleshy fractures that pulsed with life. Its eyes were green, glowing orbs, and its mouth was a wet crimson aperture with thousands of razor teeth.

      I ducked and stabbed it in the guts with perfect aim, so my blade slid into a fracture.

      It screamed and pulled off my blade before throwing itself at me again.

      “The eyes!” Slade cried out.

      He slammed his blade into the thing’s eye, and the light died. The stone man fell, but he was replaced by another and another. Slade and I fought side by side, filling the tunnel with their screams as we cut them down. We made a good team, anticipating each other’s moves, working together like a well-oiled machine. I struck low, going for the abdomen or the thighs to disable them, and he took out their eyes. Before long, the tunnel was silent, filled only with our pants of exertion.

      I wiped my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. “You think that’s what the other creatures were scared of?”

      “I don’t know,” Slade said.

      “But you know stuff, right?” I looked up at him. “You know what this place is.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I think I do.”
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      With the drones gone, there was no need for Slade to hold back on information or his emotions.

      “Baile Sidhe means the Home of the Sidhe,” he said. “I’ve heard stories of this place. It was the Tuatha’s home in a time before.”

      We turned away from the remnants of the stone people and continued down the tunnel. I kept one eye on the compass and my ears on Slade.

      “This was where the Tuatha lived the first time they were here,” he said.

      “Do you know why they left?”

      “The sickness drove them away. At least, that’s what the ancient texts say.”

      Palamon, the crown prince, had mentioned a sickness too. “You read the ancient texts?”

      He raised one brow and looked down at me with a half-smile that tugged his tusk up. “You sound surprised. Didn’t think this big lug could read, huh?”

      “No, it’s not that. I just…” What had I thought?

      “You thought Winter’s Lethal Weapon would be more into crushing and smashing things than curling up with a good book?”

      I winced. “Maybe.” But now I was imagining him lying in bed in his tight boxers with a book balanced on his chest.

      My neck grew hot, and I ducked my head.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, his tone saturated with concern. “Your face is red.”

      “Exertion from the fighting.”

      “But—”

      “And I’m annoyed.” I forged on, grasping for another reason for my red face. Anything else but the truth.

      “Annoyed?”

      A reason for being annoyed surged up in my mind, and suddenly I was really annoyed. “Yeah, the Tuatha get to read whatever they want, and humans’ reading material is monitored.”

      He sighed. “It’s unfair. I agree.”

      Thank goodness for quick thinking. “Anyway, go on. What did you find out?”

      “Baile Sidhe is mentioned in some texts, and as a youngling, I devoured those texts,” he said. “They speak of a sickness that twisted the hearts of all Tuatha, stripping them of their emotions. But in some extreme cases, it twisted their bodies and minds too. It spread too quickly for them to contain. The mutated Tuatha began rampaging and killing the unmutated. The Tuatha who hadn’t been physically altered were forced to abandon their home to save themselves.”

      “Wait… Are you saying the creatures in this place are Tuatha that got sick and mutated?”

      “I think that’s exactly what they are.”

      Oh fuck. “And how come the Autumn Court had the key to this place? I mean, why send us in here and risk these creatures getting out?”

      “I don’t know about the key, but I doubt they believe we’ll make it out alive, let alone let anything out.”

      I looked up at him sharply. “And you? Do you think we’ll make it out alive?”

      His brow crinkled in determination. “I’m going to ensure you do.”

      That I do? “Hey. We. We make it out. Okay?”

      He grinned. “Fine.”

      We took a left then a right until the corridor we were in spilled out into a wide tubular space, like a massive pipe. The floor was made up of neat rectangular tiles, and the walls were smooth plaster. We’d only gone in a little way when a musty-sweet smell hit me.

      Slade put out his arm to halt my progress. “Wait,” he said. “Look.”

      He indicated the wall, and I noticed the strange gauzelike fabric clinging to it for the first time. Slivers of the substance hung here and there, like someone had torn it and stuck it to the plaster to create an incomprehensible pattern.

      I reached out to touch it, then pulled my hand back, thinking better of it. “What is that?”

      “I think it’s skin,” he said. “Snakeskin.”

      Oh gross. Now that I studied the pipe properly, there was more of the gauzelike stuff on the walls and even the ceiling. Not gauze. Skin. The tunnel was coated in skin.

      “Um, Slade… What kind of snake has this much skin to shed?” I scanned the width of the pipe. “And how big is it?”

      He shook his head. And drew his blade. “If we continue down this tunnel, then I think we’re about to find out.”

      If we continued… “Maybe we should go back, find another route?”

      Slade’s jaw ticked as he studied the tunnel and peered up ahead at the dark, ominous exit we’d have to take if we carried on going forward.

      I really didn’t want to go through that exit. “We’re not on a clock. We just need to make it out alive. There has to be another path that we can take that will get us to the exit.”

      He nodded curtly. “Agreed. Let’s find another route.”

      We turned back and I took a step. The tile beneath my foot depressed with a click. What the fuck?

      “Don’t move!” Slade cried out.

      The tunnel rumbled, and a metal barrier slid out of the wall and blocked us off.

      Shit!

      “Fuck,” Slade said.

      We locked gazes. His eyes wide, his mouth pressed in a grim line. Yeah, we were both thinking the same thing. We should have made a run for it.

      I stared at the tile that had caused this.

      “It could have triggered something else if you’d moved,” Slade explained.

      “I know. I get it.” I carefully lifted my foot, but the tile remained depressed.

      “This tunnel was rigged to force us forward,” he added.

      And I had a feeling we were going to discover why very soon.
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      “Stay behind me,” Slade instructed.

      I’d never been one to cower and hide, but alarms bells were going off in my head, and my body was totally ready to fight or flee, not that there was anywhere to flee to. The dark maw of the tunnel exit gaped at us, drawing us forward.

      Slade’s huge frame acted like an epic shield. Damn, I was so glad he was here with me. Doing this alone would have sucked. Having him here made it bearable.

      The darkness melted as we got closer, and soft amber light bloomed to life as the moss clinging to the stone was activated. It had to be a body heat thing. Shit—had our body heat woken the stone statues too?

      Slade led the way into the room. The light from the moss intensified enough to cast its glow into the vast chamber and lighten the darkness to gray. Marble pillars lined the circumference of the room to brace an ornate ceiling dotted with moldings that were impossible to make out properly in the gloom.

      The floor beneath my boots was marble tiles, cracked here and there, and in the center of the chamber was a huge, dark, coiled shape. It seemed to expand and contract, then it hit me that the thing was breathing.

      Slade had gone very still, not breathing.

      My brain finally pieced together what I was seeing.

      Huge snake.

      Shit.

      Slade turned to me, put a finger to his lips, and pointed at a doorway on the far side of the room. A doorway we’d have to go past the snake to get to.

      I nodded.

      Slade’s huge hand swallowed mine, and we moved across the room, light on our feet in stealth mode, because there was no doubt in my mind that this thing was why the other creatures hadn’t followed us.

      There was plenty of space between its coiled body and the wall so it wouldn’t be a squeeze to get past, but the tip of its thick, black tail lay between us and the exit.

      There was something wrong with that tail, something… Oh fuck. There were people molded to it. I caught sight of a face with creamy eye whites and a mouth with bared teeth. Was that a hand? Horror clawed its way up my throat as my gaze slowly tracked up the tail to the body of the thing to confirm my awful suspicion. More faces, more mouths were visible, not under the skin of the snake, but making up the skin of the snake.

      Slade relinquished my hand so he could pick me up and lift me over the tail. He set me on the other side before joining me.

      The door was mere meters away and way too small for the snake to get through. We made a break for it.

      “Please… Help me.” The voice was female, soft and imploring, and it was coming from the snake. “Please, help…”

      My nape pricked as I followed the sound to the top of the coil. Something gold shimmered against the black body of the snake. Golden hair. A pale smudge of a face appeared.

      A hand reached for us. “Help me.”

      Fucking hell. There was a woman trapped in the snake’s coils.

      I took a step toward her, and Slade pulled me back.

      “No.”

      “We can’t just leave her.”

      “Danika, this feels wrong.”

      My gut twisted, echoing his words.

      “Please, help me out. I’m stuck.” The woman flexed her hand, her eyes desperate. “I don’t want to die. I just need a hand. It’s sleeping. It won’t wake for hours. You can climb it.”

      My pulse kicked up. Slade was right, this was wrong, but the evidence of my eyes warred with the warnings my gut was giving off. There was a woman trapped there. I took a step toward her.

      “Yesss, clossser?”

      Whoa… I froze as movement lit up the periphery of my vision. The tail was whipping across the floor toward me. Slade’s bellow of warning galvanized me into action. I leaped over the tail and landed lightly.

      “Danika!” Slade hauled me off my feet and ran toward the exit.

      A sharp breeze whipped my hair forward then the snake’s tail slammed over the door, blocking our path.

      Slade veered away and up the stone steps to the upper floor. A gust of air hit my back. Slade threw himself forward, rolling so that he hit the ground with his back, and I was protected by his body.

      A tail whizzed over our heads.

      Wait. The door, visible through the railing, was still blocked by a tail. This snake had two tails?

      Another tail came at us from the right. Not tails, tentacles. The thing had tentacles.

      “Run!” Slade ordered.

      I scrambled off him and we ran for the back of the upper floor, but there was nowhere to go. It was a balcony and nothing more. The only way out was blocked by one of the thing’s tentacles.

      Laughter rang out, echoing through the chamber, and the mass in the center of the room unfurled. The golden-haired woman rose up above the mass. She was naked from the waist up and below… Fuck… Below was inky darkness and tentacles.

      It was her. She was the monster.

      She reached out to us, her hands morphing into black clawed appendages. “I’m so hungry,” she said. “Always hungry.”

      The tentacles writhed, and the many mouths that were part of her began to moan.

      “Slade…” I pulled the blade he’d loaned me from the belt at my hip. “It’s time to fight.”

      But he was already barreling toward the edge of the balcony. He launched himself off the top of the steps, blade coming up in an arc as he flew through the air. A tentacle whipped out and slapped him hard, propelling him across the room and into the wall. He slumped to the ground and didn’t get back up.

      Shit. “Slade!” I took a step toward him and was cut off by a tentacle slamming into the ground in front of me.

      The mouths in it opened and closed, sucking in air as if desperate for oxygen. The woman groaned, a desperate yearning sound.

      “Human… Finally,” the mouths groaned. “Finally…”

      I brought my blade down and stabbed the tentacle blocking my path.

      The mouths screamed, and two other tentacles came rushing toward me from opposite directions. I ducked to avoid being crushed between them, then scrambled over the injured tentacle and onto the stairs.

      “No escape,” the woman said. “No escape except death.”

      Tentacles rushed me, left and right. I jumped, then dodged, and made it down the stairs.

      In her frenzy to get to me, she’d left the door unguarded. I needed to keep it that way.

      “No escape!” she screamed as I ran about the room, keeping the tentacles on me, weaving under and over them, leaping and dodging and slashing where I could get in a hit. As I ran past the center of her body, I caught sight of something red and pulsing, but then it was obscured by a tentacle.

      Was Slade on his feet yet?

      Shit.

      “Danika!” Slade punched a tentacle aimed at my head.

      Well, that answered my question. We worked together, fighting off the tentacle attacks, but whatever wounds we inflicted didn’t seem to make a difference. Nothing slowed her down.

      “She has to have a weakness,” Slade said. “Every creature has a weakness.”

      The red thing. “I need to get closer. Cover me.”

      “I’ve got you,” he growled.

      I surged forward, aiming for the epicenter of the chaos of inky appendages, and Slade stayed close, helping me to clear a path toward the red center of this beast.

      The heart.

      It had to be. And my gut told me I needed to stab it.

      I was mere feet away when the creature shuddered and moved, so her face was hovering directly above me. Her eyes were white, no iris, but there was no doubt she was looking right at me.

      “No escape…” She threw herself back, and her torso shot toward me, red heart pulsing. For a moment, confusion gripped my mind. Why was she offering me her heart?

      “Stab it!” Slade ordered.

      I plunged my dagger into the crimson mass. It slid in easily, and I expected a scream. Instead, I was rewarded with an aching sigh that resonated around the room. Blue blood oozed out to stain my blade. I pulled back, tripping over a tentacle in my haste to get away.

      Slade snagged me around the waist and hauled me away from the creature.

      “We need to get out of here,” Slade said.

      But something was happening. The monster was shrinking, tentacles shortening. The black skin began to lighten until it was pale and creamy. The monster was gone, and a woman lay naked on the marble floor, a bloody wound open between her breasts.

      Oh god. Slade didn’t stop me as I approached. He shadowed me though, his dagger blade glinting and ready.

      The woman opened her eyes, twin emeralds in a face that was elfin and so beautiful it made my heart ache. Wait… I’d seen that face.

      The statue in the town square.

      “Fuck,” Slade said. “Queen Mab?”

      Queen?

      “I’ve seen paintings in books and scrolls and…” He fell to his knees. “She was one of the first…”

      She smiled at Slade, then focused on me and held out her hand. “Thank you for setting me free.”

      ”I don’t understand.”

      “I know, but I don’t have time to explain it. Come closer, I have a gift for you.”

      A sense of wellbeing and safety washed over me. A conviction that this woman wouldn’t hurt me, that whatever she’d been a moment ago was gone, an aberration I’d destroyed.

      I crouched by Slade.

      The woman reached out to me. “Take my hand, child. I don’t have much time.”

      I slipped my hand into hers, and warmth tickled my fingers, followed by a prickling sensation.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Setting you free. You will no longer be beholden. You will have the power that should have been yours all along.” A slight frown marred her forehead. “You will need it.”

      Power? “I don’t have any power. I’m human.”

      “Your body is mortal, but you are one of mine, and you will have what should be yours.”

      Heat bloomed inside my chest and trickled through my veins before settling like a warm blanket.

      “Be strong,” she said.

      Her eyes closed, and she was still.

      “Slade, what just happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Slade said. “But I think we need to leave. Now.”

      The sound registered a moment later, screeches and wails, too close for comfort.

      “I think,” he said, “whatever she was keeping at bay knows she’s gone.”

      I let go of the queen’s hand and stood. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      With a final look at the dead queen, we headed out of the door and into the tunnel beyond.

      The compass told us we were headed south. Good.

      A set of steps greeted us, wide enough to allow us to climb side by side. The screeching intensified. It was right behind us. We hit the top of the stairs and ran into a wide corridor lined with faded and worn tapestries that looked like a single touch would cause them to disintegrate. The compass pulled us left. We broke into a run, danger scraping its claws at the back of my neck. A tall pointed arch loomed up ahead. We were almost through it when the air behind us erupted in screams and the tear of fabric.

      “Don’t look back,” Slade ordered.

      We broke into a sprint through the arch and through the room beyond toward the next arch, lit up with amber light.

      The scrape of claws on marble was too close at our backs as we entered a rectangular chamber bathed in thick shafts of sunlight. I skidded to a halt, heart pounding like an insane drum as I scanned the hall.

      No exit.

      Nothing except the slender apertures in the wall, too high for us to reach.

      Behind us, the snarls of the beasts hungry for our flesh spilled into the hallway.

      I turned, ready to fight as the creatures from the first dome pushed into the room, claws clicking against the ground.

      We were trapped.

      No choice but to fight.

      The creatures hovered by the arch, clicking and screeching, but they didn’t come in. Why weren’t they coming in? Had we ventured into the den of another tentacled monster? But the room was empty except for us and the monsters edging their way around the perimeter, trying to get to us. One of them pushed a limb into a shaft of light. A sizzling sound drifted into the air, and the creature pulled his limb back with a screech that was part pain, part anger.

      Oh shit. “The light is keeping them at bay.”

      Slade looked up at the windows. “They’re too narrow to get out of.”

      “But this has to be the way out.” I held up the compass. “It’s as south as it gets.”

      “Unless we’re on the wrong level of the city.”

      Fuck. “We can’t go back. There’s no way we can fight all of those things.”

      I turned my back on the monsters to search the room for some clue, confidant that they’d stay at bay while the sun was up.

      While the sun was up… Crap. “How long until sunset?”

      “Not long,” Slade said. “The angle of the light and the red tinge tells me it’s close to setting.”

      Shit. There had to be a door, some exit, something. I mean, the world was out there beyond this fucking wall. But there was no door. Just a rectangular room housing a table and chairs, and a wardrobe.

      Wait a second.

      What was a wardrobe doing in what looked like a dining room? I slipped past Slade, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the creatures, and set to examining the ornate piece of furniture.

      Locked.

      It was a long shot but… I pulled the key the Autumn scholar had given me from my pocket.

      “Danika, the sun’s dipping.”

      Sure enough, the creatures were moving farther into the room as the sunlight retreated.

      I shoved the key into the lock. It fit perfectly. But would it turn? I twisted, and the damn thing snagged. Fuck. No.

      It had to work. I twisted it the other way and it turned smoothly, disengaging the lock with a soft snick.

      I yanked open the door to a gust of cool air and a set of stone steps. This was it; it had to be the exit.

      “Slade, I got it.” I turned to him. “Come on.”

      The world went dark as the sun made a dive for the Earth, and the final lances of light melted away.

      Slade and I locked gazes, then he made a dash for the wardrobe. A monster lunged at him, spindly arms coming out to grab him. My heart jumped into my throat, but Slade was clear. He was almost to me, so close I could have reached out and touched him, but then he jerked to a halt. His eyes grew wide with shock, and he was whizzed away from me, tugged back into the mass of hungry monsters. He swiped and fought, blade winking in the gloom, but there were too many.

      “Go!” he shouted. “Get out of here.”

      But I was already running toward him, battle cry blasting through the air to clash with the creatures’ screeches of excitement. My body tingled and tightened. The world slowed down. I was aware of every shadow and pool of darkness in the room and my connection to them, as if they were a part of me.

      Mine.

      I tugged, and the shadows rushed toward me, spinning together into a tornado of chaos before spreading outward toward the creatures. They smashed into them, knocking them back and holding them at bay. Slade lay on the ground, bloody and wounded. I grabbed his collar and tugged.

      “Up. Get up.”

      He shook his head. “It’s too late for me. Just go.”

      What was he saying?

      What?

      He looked down at his abdomen, and I followed his gaze to see the wound where the creatures had torn into him.

      It pooled and pumped blood. Too much blood.

      I scanned his pale face and noted his bloodless lips.

      He was bleeding out. Oh god. No.

      “I can stop it. We can fix this.” I pressed my hands to the bloody mass. “Slade, please.”

      My mind knew it was futile, a wound like this…But I had to try. I had to… My eyes burned with impotence, and my brow broke out in a sweat. I couldn’t hold the shadows for much longer, but I had to. I had to help Slade. I needed to save him.

      Slade pressed a bloody palm to my cheek. “Stop. Just look at me. Please.”

      I bit back a sob and looked into his eyes.

      “You’re special, Danika. I don’t know how or why, but you are.” He coughed, and blood coated his mouth and lips. “You need to live. Go.”

      Leave him here to die? No.

      “I’m done,” he said softly. “You know it.”

      I shook my head, vision blurring, hot and angry. This couldn’t happen. He didn’t deserve this. I didn’t deserve this. I needed him. I wanted him. Oh god. My chest ached, and a fist clamped itself around my heart and squeezed.

      His eyes fluttered closed.

      Wait. No.

      I pressed my lips to his in a crushing kiss as if I could hold him to me. As if I could stop time with my mouth on his. He tasted of copper and cinnamon. He tasted of Slade, and he was slipping away; I could feel it. I squeezed my eyes closed, cupping his face and holding him to me.

      “Please don’t go.” My mouth moved against his in a desperate plea. “Please, don’t leave me.”

      His breath stopped mingling with mine, and his chest was still.

      Gone.

      No. No, no, no.

      You can bring him back, child. Open yourself to the possibility. Let the power take control.

      Mab?

      Trust it.

      Her words were a key to a secret box hidden deep inside me. It opened with a snick, and cold fire flared to life in my chest. It shot up my throat to stain my lips and seep into his. The world was a faraway place—distant, cold, and unimportant.

      Only this mattered.

      Only bringing him back mattered because Mab was right. I could do that. I could bring him back. The knowledge was a sudden addition to my memories, as if placed there by stealth hands when my attention was elsewhere.

      I could bring him back. All he needed was a piece of me, and I’d give it willingly. I pressed my mouth harder against his and offered myself to him. A spark passed between us, and a magnetic force unfurled and tugged at his soul, pulling it back into his body. The spark wrapped around him and something pulled deep inside me before clicking into place. It was a connection to him, and a fracture inside me, but I didn’t care, because he was gasping against my mouth.

      He was breathing.

      He was alive.

      Oh god, he was alive.

      I pulled back and looked into his honey eyes, then down at his healed torso. Relief was a tsunami of emotion in my chest, shattering me and crashing into every sense.

      I kissed him again, urgent and deep, and this time he kissed me back. In that moment, there was no one else but him. My traitorous heart felt no guilt because no one else mattered but him.

      A soft buzzing registered behind me, almost imperceptible beneath the snarls and screams of creatures as they remained the shadows’ prisoners.

      “Danika?” Slade broke the kiss, looking up at me in awe.

      I shook my head and pushed words past the tightness in my throat. “I don’t know how, and I don’t care. Let’s just get the fuck out of here.”

      This time when I stood and offered him my hand, he took it.
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      “Where is he?” I strode into Aspen’s quarters. “Where’s Slade?”

      Aspen arched a brow. “Airm Marfach? Do I look like his keeper?”

      We’d been met by Autumn scholars outside Baile Sidhe and separated. I’d been shoved into a carriage and brought here. Slade wasn’t in his chambers. He wasn’t in the guards’ room. I’d sought out his friends, but they hadn’t seen him either. But they’d seen the footage of the Autumn blood trial.

      They’d seen us kiss.

      The damn buzzing had been a drone. It must have gotten in through the wardrobe exit and filmed the kiss after I’d healed him.

      Thank god it hadn’t got in sooner. Thank god it hadn’t seen me manipulate the shadows or heal him, but… The kiss.

      No. Slade’s kind were highly sexed. The cold ones needed to know that. They couldn’t attribute his actions to mean an emotional connection with me.

      My pulse was an erratic beat in my throat. “I need to see him.”

      Aspen’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth thinned. “He wasn’t transported back with you?

      “No. Autumn guards separated us.”

      Aspen cursed under his breath. “Typical Autumn move.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they’re trying to keep him from you, so you can’t use him for the Spring blood trial.”

      “You can get him back though, right?”

      “I can. And I will.”

      I exhaled, relief rushing through me in a wave.

      Aspen smiled tightly. “What did you think had happened? Hmmm?” He filled his goblet. “You thought Slade’s disappearance was a result of that emotional kiss between the two of you?”

      Oh fuck. I forced a confused frown to my face. “What kiss?”

      Aspen rolled his eyes. “Don’t play dumb, Danika.”

      Danika, not Winter’s Blade. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I know you do. You know about the feelers, and I know about your deal with Airm Marfach.”

      Ice ran through my veins. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your deal to get him and his friends out of Middale, and your deal with Sector B’s commander to hide your family.”

      Oh fuck.

      “You’re immune to the drug. You’re…different.” He sipped from his goblet. “It’s why I chose you.”

      My pulse fluttered in my throat like a trapped hummingbird. “Chose me?”

      “Sit, and let me lay my cards on the table, so to speak.” He indicated a chair.

      It wasn’t like I had a choice. I gingerly lowered myself onto the edge of the sofa, and he took the seat opposite.

      “Not much happens in this Keep without my knowledge. Yes, there are certain areas that are out of bounds, even for me. Your sister, for example. I can’t get to her, but I know she’s a lost cause.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Forget about her. You can’t save her, but you can save others from being taken. You can save humans from being needlessly killed.”

      What was he talking about?”

      “My father, the Winter King, has ruled for too long. He should be dead, yet he and the ancients continue to thrive. I have no idea how, but I suspect it’s something to do with whatever was stolen from the red zone a week ago. There’s been a buzz of panicked activity ever since, but that’s no longer important because I’m done with waiting for my father to die so I can take the throne.”

      “But… Palamon is the crown prince.”

      “Palamon is a fool. We have an understanding. I let him live, and he steps aside and gives me the throne.” He shrugged.

      “Your father needs to die first, though.”

      “Not if I take the throne by force.”

      “You want a war?”

      “There won’t be a need for war.” He snorted. “All I need is allies. I may be the bastard prince, but I’m also the cog behind many wheels. The guard is almost mine, and with your help, I’ll have the support of the people, human and Tuatha. They already see how deadly you are, how invincible. You bring pride to the human race, instill fear into the hearts of the Tuatha, and you belong to me. My blade. To use as I wish.”

      I’d thought as much. “And what will you do once you have the throne?”

      “I’ll usher in a new order. No more hunts on humans. No more execution of Tuatha with emotions.”

      It sounded too good to be true. It made no sense. “Why?”

      His eyes darkened, and his mouth twisted wryly. “Because we deserve to live too.”

      We… as in… “You’re a feeler?”

      He shrugged and sipped his drink. “Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

      Fuck. This changed everything. This meant we could turn the tide internally. If I stayed… If I stayed, I could use Aspen, and he could use me, and we could both maybe get what we wanted.

      “You can’t leave,” he said. “I’m not sure how you intended to get away. That part, my spies couldn’t source, but don’t. In turn, I will keep your family safe, and I’ll do everything within my power to get Slade back.”

      “And my sister?”

      His jaw ticked. “I don’t have the authority to get to her…yet. But I will do all I can to find out what’s happened to her.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner? Why pretend to be an—”

      “Unfeeling bastard?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I needed to be sure about you. I needed to be sure you were the one.”

      “And now you’re sure.”

      “You entered Baile Sidhe and came out unscathed. I’m sure.” He set his goblet down and leaned his forearms on his thighs. “So, Danika, will you work with me?”

      Killion was coming for me in three days, but this… This was a better plan. I’d tell Killion. He’d understand.

      “Yes, I’ll work with you.”

      Aspen’s lips curved in a smug smile. “Now, let’s go get our Lethal Weapon back.”
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      Rose showed me to my new quarters. I’d requested to be housed on the domestic floor, and my room was three times the size of the box I’d been in on the lower floors. There was an actual window with a view of the city, tinged red as the sun set, and lying on my bed, waiting patiently for me, was my sword.

      Aspen had left me with a promise to travel personally to Autumn tomorrow morning and bring Slade home, but for now, I needed to do my part and play the game by attending a celebration dinner with the Regency. Turned out, I was in demand now that I’d completed two blood trials. I was the human who’d bested the dead then navigated a mountain city filled with horrors and emerged unscathed.

      Aspen was an expert at marketing me. He was turning me into a legend, and if we were to succeed, then I needed to play the part.

      My gaze flicked to the outfit hanging on the wardrobe door. The corset was a shade of blue so dark it was almost black. And the tiny gems studded to it winked in the errant rays of sunshine that hit it. There were dark blue slacks and black leather boots to go with it.

      “I’ll draw you a bath, Mistress,” Rose said.

      My instinct was to tell her to leave, that I could manage. But I was playing a role. A legend, a master, and I needed her to fear me.

      “Make sure it’s not too hot this time,” I snapped.

      She looked at me sharply, then nodded curtly. “As you wish.”

      I took a deep breath and stripped off my clothes. The sooner this meal was over, the sooner I could sleep, then it would be tomorrow, and Slade would be back.

      I needed him back.
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      “The blue color suits you,” Aspen said as he led me toward the Regency quarters.

      “Thanks. Shame it has to be so tight.”

      “What’s a little discomfort to get what we want, hmmm?”

      He had a point.

      “My sources confirm that our Airm Marfach is alive and well and an unwilling guest of the Autumn Court.”

      He was safe. “Thank you.”

      “You care for him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you…love him?”

      When I thought of love, Killion came to mind. He’d been my rock and my protector for so long. I loved him, not Slade, didn’t I?

      “Don’t worry,” Aspen said. “Emotions are complicated, and love is the most convoluted of them all.” We were at the doors to the Regency dining room now. “Brace yourself.” Aspen leaned in, lowering his voice. “I’m about to slip back into bastard mode.”

      My gaze whipped up to meet his and his moss-green eyes crinkled with mirth. Wait, had he just made a joke?

      But then the door opened, and we swept into the room beyond. All eyes turned to us… To me. They were all looking at me. Then the Winter King stood and began to applaud.

      The scrape of wood on tile filled the room as every Tuatha mimicked their liege. They were applauding me, and for what? For not fucking dying in some stupid trials they’d agreed to throw me into.

      Anger was a bitter surge up my throat, but I swallowed it and inclined my head, accepting the praise.

      Aspen guided me to the table. Winter King sat, and we all took our seats.

      Palamon looked across the table at me and smiled slightly. Then his gaze flicked to Aspen, and he ducked his head.

      He really was afraid of the bastard prince, and I didn’t blame him. Aspen might have been a feeler, but that didn’t stop him being ruthless and cutthroat, and it wouldn’t stop him killing Palamon to take the throne if the crown prince got in his way. I should have felt bad about that, afraid even, but I needed Aspen on the throne. Humanity needed a feeler ruling, and even though my gut told me Palamon was a feeler too, he didn’t have the strength of character to rule. At least he was wise enough to know that.

      “Blade, you have made us proud,” the king said. “You have elevated Winter above all seasons. There is no doubt in my mind that Spring will experience the same defeat at your hands as Summer and Autumn have.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” I kept my tone light and polite.

      He seemed pleased by that. “Once the next trial is over, you will have your pick of residence in the Keep and pick of domestic staff to serve you. You will be given the status of Airm Marfach.”

      Wait. What? “Apologies, Your Majesty, but don’t we already have an Airm Marfach.”

      He shrugged and picked up his goblet. “Not much of a weapon if he allowed himself to be captured by Autumn.”

      What the fuck? “But we will be claiming him back.”

      The Winter King’s gaze grew laser-focused as it fell on me. “Maybe. But it’s hardly worth a quarrel to claim back a blunt sword when we have a Lethal Blade in our possession already.”

      Was he serious? I looked to Aspen, who kept his gaze studiously trained on the table. My mind told me to shut the fuck up. To go with it, to accept the king’s words and confront Aspen later. I mean, he’d told me he was getting Slade back. Had he lied? But my heart… My heart was up in arms, ready to fight for him.

      I took a sip of my wine and composed my thoughts. “Of course. But I wonder what message it sends the other courts to see Winter concede so easily.”

      The Winter King looked speculative. “The Blade has a valid point. We cannot allow Autumn to claim what is rightfully ours. Aspen, you will retrieve our Airm Marfach.” He smiled, showcasing even, white teeth. “And Winter will have two Airm Marfachs to boast of.”

      I stifled my exhalation of relief as everyone broke into light conversation. Aspen leaned in on the pretext of refilling my goblet.

      “Nicely done,” he muttered.

      The Tuatha filled their plates, but Juniper, the icy blue-eyed Tuatha, looked up the table at the Winter King. “Any news of Minira?”

      The Winter King graced her with a closed-lipped smile. “Ah, yes. Your question brings me to my news for the evening.”

      Silence fell across the table. “You’ve been whispering and worrying about the ailment for some time. But I have good news. A cure has been discovered, and Minira is the first to be given treatment.”

      I had no idea what this ailment was, but my pulse quickened as the table lit up with a buzz of excitement.

      I turned to Aspen with a question in my eyes, but his jaw was tight, and the knuckles of his hand gripping his goblet were white.

      “We will no longer fear the ailment,” the Winter King said.

      The doors to the left of the room opened, and a small figure with brown skin, dark hair, and huge brown eyes swept in. The breath rushed out of my lungs because, despite the elaborate hairdo and the fancy clothes, despite the fact the small figure didn’t limp, I knew her.

      “Nina…” Her name was a whisper on my lips.

      Aspen squeezed my thigh under the table in warning.

      What was this? What was my sister doing here?

      Nina’s gaze slid over the gathered, over me, as if I was nothing, before settling on the Winter King. Her face broke into a smile. A smile I knew. A smile I loved, except there was no light in her eyes. There was no emotion in that smile. It was an action. Nothing more.

      “Brother,” she said. “What do you think?” She gave a twirl.

      “I think this new body suits you very well, Minira.”

      New body?

      “Thank you,” the thing in Nina’s body said. “She was a fighter, but no match for me. I edged her out soon enough. Human consciousness is so weak. And a child? Pfft, no match for an ancient mind.”

      The room broke into a cacophony of excited questions.

      “How many do we have?”

      “Are there enough for us all?”

      “When can I get one?”

      And in that moment, the truth was clear. Nina’s body was here, but Nina…

      Nina was gone.
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      The next fifteen minutes in that room with the thing that had my sister’s body were a nightmare. Aspen must have sensed my distress. He must have recognized Nina. He’d been the one to take her after all.

      Anger raged in my blood, an inferno with nowhere to go and nothing to burn. If Aspen hadn’t made excuses about humans needing their rest and gotten us out of there, I might have exploded.

      We made it to Aspen’s quarters, and he’d barely closed the door before I launched myself at him, hands hooked into claws, ready to rake his pretty face. He caught my wrists neatly and held me at bay with an ease that made the lava in my veins surge.

      “You did this. You fucking did this!” I glared at him through the burn in my eyes, past the sheen of tears that I was damned if I’d shed in front of him. “You took her from me, and they…” I let out a growl and twisted my arms to try to break free.

      He released me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      His tone was sincere, and real sorrow filled his eyes. The rage rushed out of me, leaving nothing but grief, and that… That was worse. I couldn’t, wouldn’t cry. Not now. Not here.

      “How? How have they done this?” I walked away from him, hands on my hips to quell the tremor in my hands. “How did she take my sister’s body? Where is Nina?”

      There was a clink of glass behind me, then Aspen was beside me, offering me a small glass of amber liquid.

      “Drink this. It will calm your nerves.”

      I took it and downed it. It burned like fire down my throat, but then a gentle heat bathed my limbs, and my pulse slowed and steadied.

      “Better?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Tell me what’s happened to my sister.”

      “It seems that Minira’s soul has been transferred into your sister’s body. An ancient’s soul is powerful, and I believe she burned through your sister. I believe your sister is gone.”

      I’d felt it. Suspected it. But to have Aspen confirm it was like knives slicing into my heart.

      Nina, my baby. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Would it have hurt her? Nina, I mean. Did it hurt?”

      Aspen sighed. “I can’t say. I’m sorry, Danika, I just don’t know.”

      “Why?” I looked up at him, blinking back the stupid tears that were determined to be shed. “Why would they do that to her?”

      He looked thoughtful. “I have a theory, but I’ll need more information to validate it.”

      I needed something, anything to make sense of this atrocity. “Tell me.”

      He rubbed an index finger across his chin. “I believe this turn of events is linked to the ancients’ longevity. You saw Minira before. Wizened and sour-faced. She’s the Winter King’s younger sister, yet she looked much older. She’d begun to age. The ancients call it the ailment. I don’t understand how they’ve stayed alive for so long, but something changed in the last decade, and I think the children taken are to be used as hosts for the ancients who begin to ail.”

      It was a sound theory. It was also fucked up. “Why Nina? I mean, you’ve taken so many children before. Surely, they could have used a child taken last year, or the year before?”

      His mouth twisted wryly. “Every experiment has a test period. Test subjects…”

      Oh god. I felt sick.

      “Your sister was obviously taken once they’d perfected the procedure. You ask if she felt pain? I can say with confidence, her pain was probably nothing compared to the pain of the subjects that went before her.”

      Nina was gone.

      Her soul burned up by Minira.

      My sister…The whole reason I’d volunteered for the stupid Regency Games, the main reason I’d stayed here and not gone with Killion a week ago, was gone.

      Aspen placed his hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss. I empathize with your pain. But we can’t lose sight of the bigger picture. If they’ve done this once, they’ll do it again. They’ll take more children because a human child’s soul is weaker than an adult’s. Because they’ll be able to burn through it quicker and take that body. We need to push my father from the throne. We need to stop this.”

      He was right. I needed to pull it together. Lock it down. The pain, the grief. Oh god, Nina, my baby sister. I’d failed her.

      The wave of clawing sorrow surged up, desperate to be given voice.

      “Breathe.” He squeezed my shoulders. “Breathe, Danika.”

      I took a shuddering breath and squeezed my eyes closed briefly, allowing the tears to spill down my cheeks before dashing them away. “I’m fine.”

      The concern on Aspen’s face told me he didn’t believe me. “Get some rest,” he said. “Tomorrow, we get Slade back.”

      I nodded, lips pressed tightly together because if I spoke, it would be to scream... Then the dam would break, and it couldn’t. Not here.

      Not with him watching.

      I took my leave and once I was outside his quarters with the door closed behind me, I took to my heels and ran.
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      “Get out!” I snarled at Rose.

      She looked up from setting a mug down on my dresser. “I brought you a drink.”

      “I don’t want it. Take it with you and get the fuck out.”

      She didn’t flinch or shy away. In fact, there was a slight smile on her face as she retrieved the drink and sashayed past me.

      “Sleep well, Mistress,” she said.

      The door closed behind her, and I threw myself onto the bed. My chest heaved. Once, twice, then the tsunami I’d been holding back erupted.

      I let it crash through me, over me, and wash me away. I rode the waves of rage and grief and the need to hurt someone or something the way my baby sister had been hurt.

      I must have cried myself to sleep because the sensation of a hand stroking my head woke me.

      I sat up sudden and alert and was pinned to the spot by piercing blue eyes. For a moment, my mind failed to recognize the man sitting on my bed, then the final dregs of sleep fell away.

      “Killion!” I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck and hugging him tight. “Oh god. Killion.”

      He took a moment to hug me back, but I didn’t care. He was here, and that was all that mattered. He was here, real and solid, and warm.

      “Danika…” His voice was soft, with an edge to it that I didn’t quite understand, and then his fingers slid into my hair and fisted it.

      Fresh tears stung my eyes as the memory of what had happened a few hours ago surfaced. “Nina’s gone. They burned her soul. They took it, and now the king’s sister is wearing my sister’s body.” My words were muffled against his shoulder.

      Killion pulled back. His hands slipped from my hair and fell to his sides, so I was forced to release him or feel like a limpet clinging to an unwilling rock.

      Confusion squeezed my bruised heart.

      “It’s time to go, Danika,” he said.

      I’d been waiting for him to come for me, but now he was here, it felt all wrong. Why was he early? It didn’t matter. I couldn’t go with him. I had to save Slade and work with Aspen to take the throne. The feelers’ lives depended on it. Humanity’s safety depended on it.

      I clasped my hands together. “I can’t go with you.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Everything’s changed.”

      “Your sister is gone. There is nothing here for you.”

      Pain lanced through my chest. “I know she’s gone, but there are others who need my help. There are Tuatha who have emotions and are being executed by the cold ones. The bastard prince is a feeler. He wants to change things. I can help him claim the throne, and once he’s in power, we can stop the atrocities.”

      He pressed his lips together, his beautiful chiseled face falling into an expression I didn’t understand. He looked as if…as if he pitied me.

      The cloud of confusion morphed into a chilling uncertainty. “Killion?”

      “I said I would come back,” he said. “I gave you seven days. We had a deal.”

      A deal? “I still have three days left.”

      “But your sister is no longer a factor, and I can’t wait any longer.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gripped my wrist, his blue eyes darkening with sorrow. “I need you, Danika. I’m sorry.”

      Sorry? What—

      The world fractured and melted away.
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      We materialized in a cavern hewn from rock, and panic immediately gripped me. I’d just escaped a mountain city, and I had no intention of going back. But my senses told me this place was different. It smelled fresher, as if there was clean air in circulation. The stone walls on either side of us were dark rock, and wall sconces lit with actual flame flickered, creating shadows on the wall opposite.

      I shoved Killion away and tugged my wrist from his grasp, staunching the panic that hovered on the periphery of my senses, because this was Killion. I was safe with Killion, wasn’t I?

      “What the hell, Killion? Why did you do that? Where are we?”

      “Follow me.” He set off, but I dug in my heels.

      The panic had migrated to my gut, refusing to be ignored. I wasn’t following him anywhere.

      Something was off. “Take me back. Now.”

      He turned to me with a sigh. “Danika, please. Just… Trust me.”

      But the way he said it was also wrong. It tasted of lies and deceit, and my stomach churned with the wrongness of it. I studied my mentor, the creature I’d relied on and trusted for years, and for the first time since he’d saved my life, I doubted him. For the first time since he’d saved my life, I feared him.

      I took a step back, my boots scuffing against stone.

      He moved so fast he was a blur, then his hands were on me, and the world fractured once more.

      This time when I materialized, it was to iron bars and a cold stone floor. The chill seeped into my bones where I lay. I pulled myself up, scanning my surroundings. An empty cell. Killion stood on the other side of the bars, his handsome face in shadow, his blue eyes hooded.

      He’d put me in here.

      I stared at him in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “What needs to be done,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You owe her an explanation,” a female voice said from the shadows.

      I scanned the darkness and tensed as a figure moved forward, ethereal and ghostlike, but still radiant in her beauty. I could see the wall behind her through her body. She was a spirit. An apparition.

      Killion turned to look at her, and his expression melted into one of awe and…love.

      A knot formed in my throat. He loved this ghostly woman?

      I hadn’t thought my heart could ache any more than it already did, but I’d been wrong.

      “Hello, Danika,” the woman said. Her gaze raked over me. “Yes. You’ve grown into a fine specimen.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am the Night Queen.” She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at me. “I’m Killion’s wife.”

      Killion’s wife?

      He was married? An empty pit opened inside me, desolate and cold.

      The Night Queen… Wait, that would make Killion the Night King. The Night King… That rang a bell. Oh fuck. The old woman in the death realm had mentioned him. What had she said? But my mind was a mess of confusion and grief, and, in that moment, her warning was lost to me.

      “Danika,” Killion said. “This is my wife. My love. My trigger.”

      His trigger? “You said I was your trigger.”

      I wanted to take the words back as soon as I’d uttered them because they sounded desperate and plaintive, and I hated that. That wasn’t me. This aching, hurting woman wasn’t me.

      He dropped his gaze. “I was confused. I didn’t understand the feelings I was having for you were a reaction to an enchantment woven into your body.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Allow me to explain,” the woman said.

      “No, my love,” Killion said to her. “You go and prepare the ritual. I’ll explain it. I owe her that much.”

      The ghost brushed close to Killion, her green eyes flashing hungrily as they skated over me. Her lips brushed his ear, and he closed his eyes, a small smile playing on his lips in response to whatever sweet nothings she was sharing with him, and my heart fractured a little more.

      With a final glance my way, she melted away, and it was just Killion and me.

      He opened his eyes and locked gazes with me. “This must all be very confusing for you, Danika.”

      How could he be so calm, so cold? Anger bloomed, hot and destructive, in my chest.

      I fixed him with a glare. “What? The whole kidnapping me and locking me in a cell thing? Or the whole ghost-woman-being-your-wife part?”

      “Everything. Believe me, I’ve wanted to tell you so many times, but being trapped in the box limited what I could reveal, then when I was free, there was no time.”

      I shook my head, ignoring the burn of betrayal behind my eyes and fixating on the anger. “There was time enough to kiss me. Time enough to tell me I meant everything to you.”

      He had the grace to look away. “I meant those things at the time, when I thought… I thought you were my wife.”

      “I don’t get it. You thought I was the ghost woman?”

      “Let me explain,” he said. “Let me tell you a story. A story of a lonely king and the way he found his soulmate.” He stepped closer to the bars, and I moved away from him. His eyes flinched, but he didn’t comment on my action. “The Night Court has watched over humanity for as long as humanity has existed. We are their guardians, their shadows, and their protectors.”

      Anger warred with the need to understand what was happening here.

      Knowledge was power.

      “Shadows like the Umbra?”

      “Yes. The Umbra are mine. Well, they were mine before the Tuatha took them, but I get ahead of myself. I reigned alone until the Tuatha came to this world. In exchange for refuge, they offered me power in the form of a Tuatha bride. While bonded to her, I had access to new abilities. Abilities I could use to protect humanity. Hena was beautiful and fierce, and I fell in love with her. We had a good life together, but Tuatha aren’t immortal, not like me, and she eventually passed on. But the gift of power came with a sword. One that would draw my bride’s soul back to me. My bride was reborn again and found me. She was drawn to the sword, able to wield it, and communicate with it, and we were together once again. Over and over, she returned to me. A different body each time, but the soul… The soul was the same.”

      The sword? “My sword?”

      His expression hardened. “Not your sword. It belongs to Hena, my wife. But yes, the fact you could wield it and speak to it made me believe you were Hena reborn. I believed you were my soulmate. But the truth is much different.” He smiled wryly. “But I’m rushing ahead. Let me go back.”

      “Centuries passed, and the Tuatha settled into our world. They built a city under a mountain, and there was peace. Hena passed away and was gone for so long I began to doubt the sword’s ability. But she came back. She found me. Except this time, her memories of her previous lives were gone. It tainted our bond and affected the transfer of power.” He began to pace. “I was so focused on trying to help her regain her memories that when the sickness came over the Tuatha, I was late to respond, and human lives were lost. The Tuatha had become cruel and monstrous, unfeeling creatures who wanted only to cause harm. I had no choice but to fight them. There was war, and the casualties were many. Humans were caught in the crossfire. I realized that if we continued in this vein, my vow to protect humanity would be broken, and so I offered a truce. My immortality in exchange for their kind leaving Earth. They agreed. I left with them, trapped in a box, feeding their ancients with my immortality.”

      Oh fuck. He was the one who’d kept the ancients alive for so long, and I’d set him free, but… But Minira had been aging for a decade which meant his power was weakening. It had to be.

      Did he know?

      “When the Tuatha returned to Earth,” he continued, “I was drawn to you. Your pain pulled me from the box in my shadow form, and after that, I was able to find you wherever you were. I didn’t understand why, but when I saw you with the sword in the Regency Games, I believed you to be Hena, and thought…” He shook his head as if to clear it. “But Hena has explained it to me.”

      Bitterness stung the back of my throat. “Yeah? Well, how about you explain it to me?”

      “Hena kept the Night Court running in my absence. She cheated death, keeping her mortal body alive using seer magic, but when the Tuatha returned, she fought them, trying to get me back. She lost many Umbra to the Tuatha. The unfeeling monsters came prepared with new enchantments of their own to manipulate the minds of my warriors. The Umbra fought hard, but the enchantments were too strong, and many fell under the Tuatha spell. The Tuatha also sent out a Danaan army sporting special collars that attracted Umbra and forced them to bind with the Danaan on some cosmic cellular level. The Tuatha had hoped to control them that way too, but it backfired, and the Bleak were born.”

      The Bleak were Umbra and Danaan melded. What I’d seen on the road to Summer made sense. But why had I been able to understand them? His story was posing more questions.

      “Hena was weakened,” Killion continued. “She was forced to leave her body and exist outside of it to keep it alive and keep her soul tethered to this plane. The Tuatha had taken the sword, and without it, she couldn’t risk letting go as she may not find her way back to me. Her physical body began to age. Hena knew she was running out of time, so she had a body crafted to hold her soul. A child was woven into existence by her seers.” He was looking at me with pity again, and my pulse beat faster because I knew what was coming. “That child was you.”

      A chill skated up my spine. “No.”

      “Yes, Danika. The body she created needed a soul to drive it until it was of age to house Hena, and so the seers pulled a soul into it from the ether. They cast an enchantment on the body to draw me to it and keep it safe, then she made sure it was found by humans who would raise it in Middale, close enough for me to be called to it.”

      He’d found me, been drawn to me because of that enchantment. I’d survived because of an enchantment. My feelings for him…everything… Had that been because of the enchantment too?

      But there was one thing that made no sense. “The sword speaks to me.”

      “It was confused by the enchantment. That’s all,” Killion said. “I’ll retrieve it soon, once…” He trailed off and looked away again.

      My blood filled with ice. “Once what?”

      “Once Hena has the body she crafted.”

      The body? He meant my body. Blood thundered in my head. “You can’t do this to me.”

      How could he stand there and act so cool? As if everything we’d been through mean nothing. As if the comradery, the friendship, had all been a lie?

      The anger flared back to life, gripping my throat, so my words came out raspy with the rage of betrayal. “I may not be your soulmate, but we were friends. How can you do this to me, to your friend?”

      He closed his eyes as if in pain. “It’s not a decision I’ve come to lightly, Danika. I’ve grown to care for you, and yes, our friendship was real. But I exist to serve the interests of humanity, and I can’t protect them against the Tuatha without my full power. For that, I need Hena. I must solidify my bond with her, and to do that, she needs to be in your body. The body she crafted for her soul. Once she has it, we will perform the ritual to transfer power. She’s confident that it will work this time.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      He opened his mouth to speak but then snapped it closed.

      I answered for him. “If it doesn’t, you’ll have killed your friend for nothing. You’ll have killed me for nothing!”

      His expression hardened. “It will work. The seers have had time to alter the ritual to account for Hena’s memory loss. Hena’s soul deserves a new home.”

      “And what about my soul, hmmm?” I didn’t even bother to keep the bitterness and disgust from my tone. “What happens to me?”

      His expression shut down. “I’m sorry. It will be quick and painless.”

      He made to walk away.

      This was it. He was done. Decision made. I was trapped. At his mercy. My mind whirred.

      There had to be a way out of this, something I could use… “Wait! You don’t need to do this. There’s another way to save humanity.”

      He stopped but didn’t turn to look at me. But he was listening, and that was enough.

      “Let me go. I can work with Aspen to take the throne and bring peace. There doesn’t need to be war. Once Aspen is in power, everything will change. Humans will be protected.”

      He did turn to look at me now, and when I saw the derision on his face, I wished he hadn’t. “You misunderstand my intention, Danika. I don’t wish to work with the Tuatha. I wish to wipe them out.”

      My pulse stuttered. “What?”

      “They don’t belong here, and it was a mistake for me to allow them to stay all those centuries ago. They must be annihilated.”

      A few days ago, I may have felt the same, but now I knew about the feelers, things were different. I couldn’t allow him to wipe them out.

      “No.” I surged forward and gripped the bars to my cell. “The ancients deserve to pay, but there are so many Tuatha who feel. Tuatha who are innocent. Tuatha and Danaan who want to be free of the cold ones. You can’t kill them.” I clenched my jaw. “I won’t let you.”

      His blue eyes were cold, alien, and dispassionate. “That isn’t your decision to make. Goodbye, Danika.”

      He wavered into shadow and was gone.
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      I couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t let this happen. Oh god. This was crazy. It was insane. Every second in this cell was a second closer to death.

      My body was mine.

      Mine. Not a vessel for a ghost.

      I tugged at the bars looking for a weakness. I scanned the cell, looking for a weapon. There was nothing. No way out. I was trapped.

      Killion was going to give me to Hena, and my soul… Would I burn out like Nina? Then what? Killion would kill all the Tuatha?

      How?

      He had a plan, but he needed my body to achieve it.

      A scream of impotent rage bubbled up my throat because I’d been used.

      He’d used me, and Hena had used me, and I was so fucking done being a pawn.

      A small figure darted out of the shadows. A child with huge brown eyes that spoke of ancient secrets. Her dress was crisp and clean, a pale blue with a red sash at her waist to match the bow in her hair, but her feet were bare and dirty.

      “Hello, Danika,” she said.

      “Who are you?”

      “The child,” she said. “But don’t be deceived by my youth.” She smirked, showcasing yellowing jagged teeth. “I’m more than I seem.”

      Oh gross. “What do you want?”

      “To help you be free.”

      I looked down at her hands, searching for a key but found nothing but dirty fingernails that were way too long. But there was a pocket on her dress. Maybe the key was in there?

      “It’s time for you to go now,” she said, as if it was obvious.

      “Yeah? Why don’t you let me out then?”

      “Oh, I don’t have a key, silly,” she said.

      My heart sank. “Then how the f—heck, do you expect me to leave?” I had no idea why I cut off the curse. This creature might have looked like a child, but I wasn’t fool enough to believe she was one. “No key means no escape.”

      She stepped closer, mouth curving in a conspiratorial smile. “You don’t need a key to be free, silly. You can use the power she gave you.”

      “She?”

      “I can sense it inside you. The queen blessed you. This cell cannot hold you if you wish to leave. All you need do is want to be free. All you need to do is will it.”

      Hope bloomed in my chest.

      She was right. Mab had given me something. I’d used it to save Slade, and maybe I could use it now to get out of the cell. But… “How do you know this? Why are you helping me?”

      “Because you’re the only one that can end the lies. The only one that can show the Night King the truth.”

      Her words brought a wave of déjà vu. Those words…I’d heard them before. The old lady, but the memory of our conversation was fuzzy. In fact, it had begun to fade soon after the trial.

      Remember me…

      She’d said that. But why?

      “You are more than a random soul,” the child said, eyes growing round as if she was about to impart a huge secret. “You are—” She broke off and glanced behind her. “Go. Now. Go the same way you came.”

      The same way.

      Killion had brought me here.

      He’d shifted here.

      Could I do that? A conviction unfurled inside me.

      I could.

      I could do this.

      She shoved something through the bars. An amulet that winked dull and black like a beetle. “Keep this on you, and he will not be able to take you by force again.”

      I gripped the chain, stepped back, and visualized my room in the Keep. I wanted to be there, not here. I wanted out.

      The child looked over her shoulder once more. “Go. Now!”

      A strange force rippled over my body and tightened around my torso before the world fractured.
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      I was back in my chambers, and the world outside was gray with predawn light. I looked down at the amulet in my hand, waiting for my blood to stop rushing in my ears and my pulse to slow, before I slipped it over my head and tucked it under my clothes.

      My heart ached with loss.

      My mentor, my protector, was gone.

      Killion was gone. He belonged to Hena, and he’d been willing to sacrifice me to have her back.

      He’d come not for me, but for my body. The amulet would keep him at bay. I’d keep him at bay, because there was a power simmering inside me now, finding its place and settling into my cells. I didn’t understand why Mab had given me this gift, but I’d use it to protect the innocent, be they human, Tuatha, or Danaan, because Killion was wrong. They didn’t all deserve to die.

      I knew Killion enough to be sure that if he couldn’t get to me, he’d find another way to achieve his goal.

      I needed to be ready.

      Danika? Oh, thank goodness. I lost touch with you for a moment, I was so worried.

      The sword? Where was it?

      In the wardrobe.

      I flung the door to the armoire open and pushed clothes out of the way to find it propped against the back. Rose must have put him away.

      Where did you go?

      I picked it up. Not mine. Hers.

      What are you talking about?

      “I’m not her.” I sat on the bed. “I’m not who you think I am.” I filled him in on what Killion had told me. “I’m a body crafted for someone else. For your real mistress.”

      The sword was silent for the longest time.

      I feel you, Danika. I know you, and I don’t see how that can be achieved by an enchantment, but then what do I know? I’m simply a sword with memory issues.

      “Killion wants to kill all the Tuatha.”

      Then we stop him.

      “What if I can’t?”

      You can’t. Not alone. But you’re not alone, are you?

      As the sun crested the horizon and bathed my room in golden light, hope and determination bloomed in my chest.

      The Danika of yesterday, the one who’d hung on every word her mentor uttered, was dead. Today’s Danika was enlightened and filled with power.

      I stood and grabbed my sword holster.

      Ooo, are we going somewhere?

      I strapped the holster on and slid the sword into it. “Yeah. We’re going to Autumn. We’re going to get Slade back.”
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