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      “There are many definitions of hell. Apparently, one of them includes bad lighting, unstable physics, and your worst ex.” ~Myanin, moments before considering murder . . . again.

      

      Myanin decided there were many things worse than death. Being stuck for all eternity without cotton candy was tied with being separated from her mate. What that said about her, she didn’t want to examine too closely. Being trapped in a cursed magical book with her sort of ex was currently coming in second.

      She stood with her hands on her hips, staring at the endless gray nothing that stretched in all directions. No sky. No ground. Just . . .  existence. The kind that pressed in on you, like it was waiting to see what would break first. Her. Or him.

      “Stop pacing,” Shade said mildly.

      “I am not pacing,” Myanin snapped, spinning on him. “I am aggressively standing in different places.”

      Shade leaned against absolutely nothing, because of course he did. Arms crossed. Dark eyes amused. Not worried. Not surprised. Just . . . Shade.

      “You’ve taken eight steps,” he said. “In a circle.”

      “Good,” she growled. “Then I’m consistent.”

      Suddenly, the Nushtonia shifted. It sounded like pages turning, as the landscape around them began unraveling into mist before reforming into a vast nothingness. Just earthy toned space all around them. There was light, from somewhere, she wasn’t sure how, but she could see, which was infinitely better than being in the dark. The ground beneath her boots flickered between cracked stone and pressed parchment, as if reality couldn’t quite decide which draft it preferred.

      The biggest, glaring issue, besides the butt wipe djinn that was with her: Gerick wasn’t there.

      No warlock general. No familiar gaze watching her. No grounding presence, no echo, no warmth. Just silence where her mate should have been. Her chest tightened. Just once. She crushed it down immediately.

      Myanin turned sharply and  jabbed a finger at Shade. “You’re not supposed to be here. I jumped into this damn book, it’s my hell, fair and square.”

      “And yet,” he replied smoothly, gesturing at the vast emptiness around them, “here I am. Funny how fate works.”

      Myanin narrowed her eyes on him. “If you say fate again in relation to us, I will stab you.”

      “With what?” he asked pleasantly. “The air?”

      Myanin looked down at her clothes and realized she had absolutely no weapons on her person. How in the world had that happened? She opened her mouth, then closed it and took a breath.

      Do not kill him. Killing him will not improve this situation. Killing him will feel good, but it will not improve this situation. Instead, she needed to focus on the facts. Myanin’s jaw tightened. “Raja is free.”

      “Yes.” Shade’s voice was sharp.

      She thought about the words he’d said a few hours ago, or at least she thought it was a few hours ago. What you just did was both impulsive and impertinent. Were you listening to what Raja said? He didn’t say it had to be a sacrifice. He said it had to be her. It had to be the healer you tossed out or else he’d be free.  What did that mean for the friend she’d tried to rescue? “Is Jewel alive?” She swallowed hard as she waited for an answer she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

      “If I was a betting man, I’d say no.” Shade never had been one to mince words. “Raja’s words implied that the healer was what kept him tied to the book, and more than likely that meant he began to use the book to attach her power to him. So without being in the book, she wouldn’t survive.”

      Myanin felt her stomach twist. Of course she would attempt to save someone and instead wind up getting them killed. She shook her head as she continued. “That means Dalton is dead as well.”

      Shade cleared his throat and then said, “Yes. It’s a better end than being left in the world without his other half.”

      She took those words at face value, even if Shade might have meant there to be a deeper meaning. Myanin continued to consider their predicament and consequences. “And we are trapped.”

      “Also yes.” He smiled, but his tone made it clear he was annoyed. “As you can see, my answers just keep showing how fantastic our situation is.”

      She rested her hands on her hips, no longer pacing; instead, she tapped her foot as she considered her options. Her options, because Shade played no part in her plans. For all she cared he could wander off into some different pages of the Nushtonia and have his own story . . . apart from hers. Maybe a story with a tragic ending where he accidentally walked off a cliff and survived long enough to feel the pain. “You know, my life was going pretty good until you showed back up into it,” she lifted her head and glared at him.

      He gave her a skeptical look. “Really? You were stripped of your djinn powers for murder, then mated to a warlock, and have developed an obviously unhealthy addiction to what amounts to clouds of sugar. Where in that do you get ‘my life was going pretty good’?”

      Myanin folded her arms. “Touché. But at least I  wasn’t stuck in a sentient book that smells like burnt parchment and regret.”

      The sound that came from Shade could have been a laugh or a growl, she couldn’t decide which. “You always did have a talent for drama.”

      “I  call it emotional coping through sarcasm.” She flicked her hand towards him. “You should try it; it builds character.”

      A ripple moved through the space, faint but definite, like something breathing beneath the surface. The mists curled tighter around them, whispering in voices that weren’t quite words. Myanin froze.

      Shade straightened slowly, the lazy amusement leaving his face. “Did you feel⁠—”

      “Yes.” She didn’t want him to say it out loud; naming things here felt dangerous, like drawing attention from an audience she couldn’t see. The air tasted metallic and felt charged with something malevolent.

      “Myanin,” Shade said quietly, “we’re not alone.”

      She rolled her eyes, because that was easier than admitting her pulse jumped. “Obviously. I  have the pleasure of your shining personality.”

      He ignored that. “The book is alive. Raja made sure of it when he bound his essence to it. If he’s free, something else has to keep the balance. Something to keep the cage from collapsing.”

      Myanin’s gaze swept the nothingness until it landed on a thin line of light far ahead, like the first tear in paper. “You’re saying this place is trying to replace him.”

      “Yes. And it will start with us.”

      For a heartbeat neither spoke. The faint rustle of turning pages came again, closer this time, accompanied by the scent of scorched ink. Myanin rubbed her arms, hating that she was shaking.

      “Well,” she muttered, “that’s just great. Trapped in a homicidal scrapbook.”

      “Stay behind me,” Shade said, stepping forward.

      She barked a laugh. “After you, hero. Let’s see if hell wants you more than it wants me.”

      The light trembled, widened, and the gray world peeled away in shreds of parchment. Something inside the glow moved–too tall, too thin, too unfinished. And it was coming straight toward them.

      Myanin’s mouth went dry. “Shade.”

      “I  see it.”

      “Good. Because if this page monster eats me, I  am haunting you.”

      The figure stopped at the edge of the light. For a second it looked like a reflection, Myanin’s own outline, but hollow where her heart should be. When it spoke, its voice rasped with the sound of turning pages. “The book remembers its promises.”

      The figure stepped closer, its outline rippling like ink across wet parchment. Its words didn’t echo, they sank, seeping into Myanin’s bones until her pulse matched the rhythm of turning pages. “What the hell does that mean?” She asked, already dreading the answer.

      Shade froze. “The Nushtonia was forged on blood-oaths,” he said quietly, the arrogance stripped from his voice. “It remembers every vow, every lie, every broken promise ever spoken near its pages. And I have a feeling perhaps it has access to our inner beings.”

      Myanin’s throat tightened. Of course it did. Because why wouldn’t a cursed manuscript double as a cosmic guilt ledger? The thought scraped across her nerves, dredging up a dozen oaths she’d made and broken, some in anger, some in love.

      “Perfect,” she muttered. “We’re inside a book with some serious grudges that probably span thousands of years. Not to mention, it can find out all our own screw ups and use those against us. This should be fun.”

      The echo smiled, at least, it bent the air in something that felt like a smile. “The book remembers,” it whispered again, and the gray world rippled as though it had just turned another page.
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      “Oftentimes people in our lives, even people we love, don’t seem as relevant, vibrant, or necessary until they are taken away. Only then are our eyes opened to the massive space they actually took up in our lives, and only then do we realize no other shape will fill it.” ~ Gerick

      

      The Draheim realm breathed. Gerick felt it the moment Perizada flashed them in, an awareness that sank into bone and blood alike. The air was cool and clean, heavy with the scent of pine, stone, and rain-soaked earth. Towering evergreens stretched skyward along the slopes of the mountains, their roots gripping ancient rock as though the land itself refused to loosen its hold on them. Mist curled low along the ground, drifting lazily through the forest like a living thing. This realm was alive. And it noticed any changes to it.

      Gerick stood still, boots planted on a bed of moss and stone, his hands relaxed at his sides. He did not reach for magic. He did not push his presence outward. Draheim respected restraint. And there was no reason to piss off a being that could literally eat him.

      He noticed Lucian scanning the tree line with a predator’s focus, while Lilly lingered slightly to the side, her magic humming softly beneath her skin. Her yellow eyes seemed to be taking in the beauty of the realm, while at the same time her shoulders were pulled back and her chin lifted, alert and paying attention. Perizada stood at Gerick’s shoulder, composed and steady, her expression carefully neutral.

      Gerick found himself wishing that he and Myanin’s bond worked the way the wolves' bonds did. To be able to feel each other in such a way. To know with absolute certainty that Myanin lived.

      If she hadn’t, he still felt like he would have felt something. Like the severing would have been immediate, violent. Mates always knew when their other half died. Even still, there was a hollow ache that refused to fade.

      She was trapped, and Shade was with her. He felt the rage he’d managed to tamp down begin to rise again. He trusted his mate, he wasn’t worried about some past love connection between the two. She belonged to him now. But it was obvious in the interaction between Shade and Myanin that she didn’t want anything to do with him. Gerick didn't know her history with the djinn male, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. And Shade forced his way back into her life. And now, she was stuck with him until Gerick could figure out a way to get her back. He was drawn out of his thoughts as the forest quieted. Birdsong faded. The breeze shifted, curling through the trees in a slow, deliberate sweep. Even the light mist seemed to draw back, as if the realm itself was holding its breath.

      Then the ground vibrated.

      A deep, resonant hum rolled through the mountains, ancient and powerful, echoing through stone and root alike. Massive shapes moved beyond the trees, scales glinting faintly through the fog as something vast approached.

      Lucian exhaled slowly. “We have incoming.”

      Perizada inclined her head. “Serapha.”

      The draheim emerged from the forest without urgency, her immense form weaving effortlessly between the towering trees. Her scales were a pale iridescent white, that shimmered like diamonds. Wings folded tight against her sides, vast and scarred, each ridge telling a story older than most civilizations.

      She stopped at the edge of the clearing, towering over them, her massive head lowering just enough for one bright blue eye to fix on Gerick.

      “Well,” Serapha said, her voice resonating through the clearing without effort, deep and edged with dry amusement. “If it isn’t the warlock who never brings good news. It has been a very long time, General.”

      Gerick inclined his head. “I’ve only ever brought you news one time, old one. You can hardly say I never bring you good news.”

      Peri’s head turned slightly to look at him. “Why? If you’ve only brought her bad news, no matter how few times, then you literally are the bearer who never has brought good news.”

      “Thank you, Perizada, for that enlightening observation,” Serapha said, humor and warmth lacing her voice.

      Gerick ignored the high fae, because really, what else could you do? “It’s good to see you, Serapha.”

      “Liar,” she replied flatly. “I can feel the rage flowing off of you in violent waves. The word ‘good’ shouldn’t even be in any sentence you use.”

      “Unless it’s ‘look how good and dead he is,’” Peri muttered.

      Serapha’s gaze shifted to her, the harsh edge softening just a fraction. “Perizada. It’s been a whole, what, two days since I saw you last. You’re just as mouthy as ever.  And, you had a brood of adorable children with you. If you’re back, then something has gone terribly wrong. And if something has happened to any of those babes, I will quite possibly burn every realm to the ground to hurt any who have harmed them.”

      “Pipe down, you overgrown lizard,” Peri said, her tone dry. “The kids are all alive and still annoying as hell. And yes, things have gone terribly wrong. But I’m not dead, so there’s that.”

      The draheim huffed. “We’re all wondering how you’ve managed to remain not dead for so long. It seems like someone is always trying to kill you.”

      Lilly muttered under her breath, “Some things never change.”

      “No one asked you, warlock queen,” Peri told the female, though her words were sharp, Gerick knew how deeply Peri cared for Lilly. Their relationship, though not without hiccups, was one born from shared pain, struggles, battles, and loss. Very few things could ever break such a bond.

      Serapha ignored her and looked back at Gerick. “Speak. What is it that has you in such a state of anger?”

      “Myanin, my mate, is trapped inside the Nushtonia,” Gerick said.

      The realm reacted. Not violently, but unmistakably. The air tightened, pressure rolling through the clearing like a distant storm. He heard draheim deeper in the forest rumble and the ground trembled as they shifted their weight, wings rustling faintly.

      Serapha’s eyes narrowed. “Inside the book of the dead?”

      His hands clenched into fists. “Yes.” The word echoed longer than it should have, as if the forest itself was reluctant to accept it.

      Serapha straightened slowly, her wings loosening just enough that the air trembled beneath their weight. The faint glow etched into her scales, or something older that refused a single name, dimmed, then flared again in a slow, controlled pulse.

      “The Nushtonia does not trap things,” she said. “It consumes. It binds. And it remembers.” Her gaze sharpened on Gerick. “How and why has this happened? And last I heard, it was in the hands of a lunatic sprite. How does it keep changing hands so fast?”

      “It’s a slippery little bastard,” Peri said, her voice tight with anger.

      Gerick couldn’t disagree with her. He kept his attention on the draheim before him as he spoke. “Because it was opened without anyone realizing a life force had been kept inside.”

      Serapha’s jaw tightened. “Who was this life force?”

      Perizada stepped in smoothly before Gerick could answer, her voice steady. “A bound power tied to death. Ancient. Imprisoned by the djinn a very long time ago. Raja.”

      Serapha’s eyes flicked to her. “Ruler of the Realm of the Dead?”

      Peri nodded. “And no, none of us were expecting that turn of events. Sometimes it honestly feels like the Great Luna hates me, but in reality I know she’s just growing my character.”

      “You’d think at some point she’d realize your character is simply stunted to that of a six-year-old,” Lilly offered, a small smirk on her face.

      Gerick normally would have found their banter humorous, but at the moment, anything but trying to figure out a way to get Myanin back was simply wasting time.

      “You’re not wrong, Warlock Queen,” Serapha agreed. “Now, tell me the rest. And do not leave anything out, Perizada. It seems every time you leave my realm, you cause even more chaos. I might need to trap you here again.”

      Lucian crossed his arms, his wolf seeming to press just beneath his skin. “I honestly wouldn’t hate that.”

      “Thanks, wolf,” Peri huffed at him. “I’ll remember your words the next time you want to snuggle.”

      “No snuggling references in my presence,” Lilly sang. “Just get on with the events of what happened so we can keep my General from going postal.”

      Silence followed. Not empty silence, but the kind filled with calculation. Finally, Peri explained all that had happened in the clearing, starting with Shade opening the book, all the way to Jewel and Dalton dying, Raja’s escape, and Fane’s orders to seek out help from other supernatural beings. When Peri was done, Serapha had laid down in front of them so that her head was closer to their level, her eyes bouncing from each of them and back again, as if she was measuring each of their emotions and reactions to the retelling of the events.

      Serapha turned back to Gerick. “And your mate threw herself into this prison willingly?”

      “Yes,” he said. “To save the healer.”

      Serapha huffed softly. “ Sometimes I wonder if the healers aren’t the cause of all your problems, Peri. Perhaps the Great Luna really does think your character has some serious flaws. She did make you the ambassador of the gypsy healers, after all.”

      There was no real mockery in it. It was more like the draheim’s weariness coming through.

      “So, in order for Raja to be free,” Serapha continued, “someone had to take his place. Someone had to keep the balance that the djinn put in place when they trapped him.”

      Gerick swallowed. “That’s what I’m afraid of. She will be bound to its will.”

      Serapha studied him for a long moment, her massive head tilting just slightly. “You’re holding something back.”

      He met her gaze evenly. “Obviously, we were all there when it happened. I heard the words spoken. The rules were twisted, intentionally. The healer was the key, not a sacrifice. When Myanin replaced her . . ” His jaw tightened. “The prison didn’t close the way it was meant to.”

      “And this is why Raja was able to escape,” Serapha said slowly.

      “Yes.”

      The draheim’s tail lashed once, cracking against stone. “Then the damage is already spreading. We have already felt the shift in balance.”

      Perizada exhaled quietly. “It is.”

      Serapha turned to her fully now, her tone sharpening. “You feel it, too.”

      “Yes,” Perizada replied. “I imagine it’s moving across realms. Like rot in the roots. First in the human realm, and now here, in this realm.”

      Serapha seemed to be thinking as her gaze drifted away from them, looking off into the distance. After a few minutes, her gaze shifted back to Gerick. “I feel a couple of things radiating off of you. First, there is power not your own.”

      Gerick nodded. “I meant no disrespect to your kind, but I have the book in my possession. I will not give it to anyone else, not while my mate is trapped inside.”

      Serapha’s large eyes narrowed. “Fair. There is also rage, laced with jealousy thick on your skin like oil. What is it that you are jealous of, warrior?”

      “Shade, the djinn warrior who opened the book and a male who has history with my mate, is inside the book with her,” Gerick explained, feeling his ire rise with every word. He had no reason to be jealous. He trusted his mate completely, but that didn’t stop the possessiveness in him from rearing its ugly head.

      Serapha seemed to consider his words. “If he’s inside the Nushtonia with your mate, then the book has two anchors instead of one.”

      “I’m guessing, by your tone, that’s a bad thing?” Lilly asked.

      The draheim nodded. “It gives the book twice the amount of power.”

      “Myanin’s power has been bound,” Peri pointed out. “It shouldn’t be getting anything more from her than a bad attitude and strong addiction to cotton candy.”

      Gerick’s heart thudded as he worked through the pieces Peri laid out. “With no power, does that mean it will drain her life force?”

      “I’m honestly not sure,” Serapha admitted. “The Nushtonia is very old and has accumulated a lot of power over the centuries. That alone could have caused the rules it must follow to have changed. Which means you did the right thing coming here. We might be able to contain whatever evil it might be planning, not to mention keep it out of the wrong hands.”

      Lucian shifted closer to his mate. “So you’ll help us.”

      Serapha looked over all of them, warlock queen, wolf, high fae, and one very stubborn general held together by fury and a bond stretched thin but unbroken.

      “If Raja is free,” she said slowly, “then Draheim will not remain neutral.”

      The forest seemed to breathe again.

      “But,” she continued, “we do not rush blindly into wars we do not yet understand.”

      Perizada smiled faintly, her eyes filled with mischief. “I feel like rushing in can be surprising to the enemy and catch them off guard.”

      Serapha inclined her massive head. “You will stay. You will tell me everything. And by everything, I mean where the rest of your allies are. Then,” her eyes gleamed dangerously, “we will decide how best to remind the Realm of the Dead that Draheim remembers old debts.”

      Gerick exhaled for the first time since arriving. He finally felt, though it was still minute, that they just might have a chance at getting his mate back.
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      “Diplomacy is just a fancy word for ‘try not to kill anyone while you’re asking for help.’ Unfortunately, some people hear ‘try not’ as more of a suggestion.” ~Kara

      

      Kara held her chin high, arms folded tight across her chest as if bracing herself against the weight of what she’d just done.

      Told a Troll King she was a witch. In hindsight . . . questionable life choice.

      But the words were out and echoing through the cavern now, too late to stuff them back down her throat.

      The king, a wall of stone and muscle built out of nightmares and bad decisions, loomed in front of her cage. His eyes, black as polished obsidian and just as cold, tracked over her face the way a wolf might study a rabbit that had started reciting insults instead of running. Even the air seemed to hesitate, the low rumble of the trolls fading until the chamber settled in a silence so thick it pressed against her skin.

      Kara resisted the urge to fidget. She really, really wanted to fidget.

      Chains creaked somewhere behind her, the sound sharp as breaking bone. Nick’s growl followed, soft but steady, the kind of dangerous rhythm that made the hair on Kara’s arms rise. He was in his cage beside hers, too close and too far all at once, his eyes burning gold through the gloom, wolf close enough she could practically see his fur rippling under his skin.

      “Touch her,” Nick said, voice flat and lethal, “and the things I will do to you will cause your clan to have nightmares for the rest of their lives.”

      The Troll King didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t even acknowledge him.

      Which somehow made it worse.

      He kept his focus locked on Kara. “A witch,” he repeated, the words rolling slow and heavy, as though language itself offended him. “That is not what you smell like.”

      Kara’s smile felt brittle. “Well, I like to keep people guessing.”

      From the next cage, Wadim snorted, the sound echoing off rock. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Not helping,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

      The Troll King stepped closer, the ground beneath him complaining with every movement, rock grinding against rock under his huge feet. His shadow slid over her like a stormfront. The smell of him, iron, soil, something older, hit her nose and made the back of her throat itch. Her pulse quickened, but she refused to retreat. She’d learned a long time ago that backing down around predators only painted you red.

      “You are not troll,” he said. “Not wolf. Not fae.” His head tilted, too slow. “Not anything I have encountered.”

      “Pretty sure you already said that,” Kara managed. “I’ve been confused about what I am for years. So, who’s this fae you were going to have come out and test me?”

      His mouth curved, not into a smile, not exactly. His expression flickered through something sharp and interested before hardening again, and the heat coming off him changed. Predatory. Appraising.

      Yep. Definitely not comforting.

      From the edges of her vision, she caught motion, Zara’s fingers gripping the bars, Gavril’s shoulders coiled and ready, Rachel standing at the far back of her cage, eyes flaring green in the dim light. Aphid hadn’t moved, but tension rolled from the fae’s form in subtle waves. Every one of them prepared for something to go wrong.

      And it would. Because when didn’t it? Kara had an extensive amount of examples of things going wrong since Peri and her merry band had entered her life. So, she should be prepared for anything. Unfortunately, she was still sure there were surprises that life was going to smack her in the face with, and it would most likely feel like being hit with a shovel. Something to look forward to, no doubt.

      “Do not worry, he will be here.” The Troll King lifted one enormous hand toward her cage. The bones in his wrist cracked audibly as he extended a finger thicker than her wrist.

      Nick lunged. The clang of iron on iron exploded through the chamber, and the entire line of cages rattled. His cage door bowed under the force, the bars leaving dents in his palms. “Don’t. Touch. Her.”

      The sound carried enough menace to make three nearby trolls snarl and step back.

      The king paused, turning only his head to regard Nick. For a long, stretched heartbeat they simply stared at one another, predator to predator, the space between them pulsing with violence waiting for permission.

      Then the Troll King smiled. And sweet hell, it wasn’t friendly.

      “Such loyalty,” he said, voice nearly a purr. “It will make this more interesting.”

      Kara’s stomach dropped. Yeah. That word again. Never good.

      “Define interesting,” she said quickly. “Because I feel like your definition and mine are wildly different.”

      He ignored her. Which was rude but also, at this point, entirely on brand.

      His gaze swept over the rest of the cages: Wadim with his historian calm, Zara tracking every movement with a low growl in her chest, and Gavril’s jaw flexing as if he was counting down heartbeats. Aphid didn’t even bother to mask his distaste; his silver-blue irises were bright enough to cast faint reflections on the iron bars.

      “You come into my realm,” the king said, raising his voice so it filled the cavern, bouncing off the wet walls, “speaking of peace. Of alliance.” He bared teeth the color of weathered ivory. “And yet you bring chaos with you.”

      Kara blinked. “Excuse me? We literally just got here.”

      “No,” he said, snapping his gaze back to her. The impact felt physical. “You brought it with you.”

      The words hit harder than they should have, slicing clean through her smart-mouth armor.

      She frowned. “Okay, now that just feels personal.”

      But something had started to shift. It was under her feet at first, subtle as a heartbeat beneath the earth. Then a hum followed, low and strange, brushing butterfly-light against the edges of her senses. Magic, but wrong somehow. Suddenly, a fae male appeared, flashing into the cave, apparently not having the same issues that Aphid had. His bright, green eyes collided with hers and narrowed as he stared her down.

      Her breath snagged. She heard Aphid’s voice, probably attempting to interact with the fae but she couldn’t distinguish what he said. She was too busy focused on something just beyond…

      There it was again.

      That feeling.

      Her hand dropped to her stomach without conscious thought, palm flattening as if she could press the sensation out of existence. The hum thickened, threading through the air, the cages, the very bones of the cavern. It wasn’t just her; she could tell by the way dust stirred along the floor and the torches guttered. Not a surface-level wrong. A deep, pulsing wrong. Like something was being drained.

      Don’t react. Don’t react. Don’t⁠—

      “You feel it, don’t you?”

      Her head snapped up.

      The Troll King’s gaze had sharpened to a knife’s edge. His nostrils flared, tasting the air between them. It wasn’t the King who’d spoken. It was the fae. And he looked like he knew something.

      Crap. She forced a shrug. “Feel what? The overwhelming urge to redecorate this place? Because yeah, we should definitely start with the cages.”

      Several trolls shifted, shoulders bunching, deep grumbles rippling through the dark.

      Nick made a strangled noise that might have been a laugh if it weren’t layered with threat.

      The Troll King didn’t share the joke this time.

      “You are connected to something,” he said, voice low and certain. “Something that does not belong here.” He glanced at the fae who’d appeared next to him. “Do you sense it?”

      The fae male nodded, but did not speak. He simply continued to stare at her.

      Kara’s pulse slammed in her ears. He doesn’t know, she told herself. He can’t know. Gypsy healers were too valuable to just about any race, and she’d learned the hard way that it was best to keep her race to herself.

      Unfortunately, her magic didn’t get the memo and nearly betrayed her. It stirred, restless, rising from somewhere deeper than the healing warmth she used on the sick or wounded. She pushed it down and did something she’d never consciously tried before. Kara grabbed a hold of the other side, the side of her blood, witch blood, cold and sharp, answering the same vibration twisting through the cavern. It coiled under her skin and pulsed back at the realm like a mirror. Oh, that’s not good.

      Her mouth was dry. “Okay,” she said lightly, pretending the tremor in her voice was humor. “Now you’re just making me sound way more compelling than I actually am.”

      The Troll King’s eyes narrowed further, the flicker of reflected firelight turning his pupils to molten ink. “You will be tested.”

      Naturally. Because the universe loved to screw with her. It had been screwing with her since she was born. Why stop now?

      Wadim’s calm voice broke across the tension from behind her. “Define tested,” he said, tone so mild it only made the threat clearer.

      The Troll King ignored him completely, attention fixed on Kara like she was the only variable that mattered.

      “We will see,” he rumbled, “what you truly are.”

      The ground answered him. A tremor rolled through the cavern, shaking dust from the ceiling, rattling the chains, making the cages groan. The air grew thick, every breath heavy with stone dust and electricity.

      Kara’s eyes shot open wide as that unseen force surged up through her bare feet, crawling through muscle and bone until it cinched around her lungs. And suddenly she knew. This wasn’t troll magic. This wasn’t even coming from the troll realm.

      Something else moved beneath it, something ancient and hungry, and it was feeding. Not on them exactly, but through them. Through the ground. Through her. And whatever it was . . . it had just noticed her noticing.

      A cold line traced her spine, sharp as a blade tip. She pressed her palm harder to her stomach, wanting to somehow protect her unborn child as she barely breathed.

      “Well,” she muttered to herself, voice shaking only a little, “that can’t possibly be a good sign.”

      The Troll  King moved first. Not quickly, not with surprise, but with resolve in his eyes.

      Each shift of his massive body rippled through the ground, the weight of him settling like thunder held on a leash. He took a single step back from her cage and lifted one enormous hand. The cavern answered at once: chains rattled, iron groaned, and something deeper in the shadows scraped bone-slow against stone.

      Kara’s stomach tightened. Well, this was about to go downhill fast.

      “Bring her,” the king said.

      She blinked, fighting for nonchalance. “Oh, that’s a hard no⁠—”

      The door to her cage obeyed nobody’s rules but his. Metal didn’t squeal or hinge; it simply parted, flowing open as though solidity had been a temporary suggestion.

      Kara went still. That was new, and profoundly unsettling.

      Nick hit his bars with a roar that shook the cavern’s bones. Dust rained from the ceiling and rolled down her shoulders like ash. “Don’t!” he growled. “I swear on everything holy, I will destroy your entire kingdom if one hair on her head is harmed.” His voice tore from somewhere primal, half-wolf already, nothing human left in the sound.

      Wadim stepped forward, his tone suddenly sharp rather than scholarly. “You take one of us, you deal with all of us.”

      Zara’s silence said even more. Her fingers whitened around the bars, her stance angled in the way Kara knew meant violence was only waiting for breath.

      Aphid’s voice slid through the growls, cold and measured. His fae power seemed to radiate around him. “This would be an unwise decision.”

      Kara nearly rolled her eyes as she muttered, “Understatement.”

      The Troll  King didn’t spare them even a glance. His attention never left Kara. “Only her.”

      Kara exhaled through her nose and let her hand drift, almost without thought, to her stomach. The gesture steadied her, a small, defiant anchor against fear. It wasn’t weakness; it was awareness. And it reminded her what she carried wasn't hers alone.

      “Fantastic,” she muttered under her breath. “Love that for me.” She stayed where she was. But turned to look at Nick. “I’m going to be fine,” she told him through their bond. “Don’t do anything that would get you maimed or killed.” He didn’t respond, but she could see the love for her and their baby deep in his eyes. Kara knew it was killing him not to be able to protect her. Especially after everything that had already happened in her past. Nick never left her side unless she demanded it, and even then, she was pretty sure he was always following her, showing not an attempt to control her, but just how scared he was of her going through any more torture. All she could give him was a smile and reassure him that she would be okay.

      The Troll King’s gaze hardened. “Do not mistake my patience for permission.”

      Kara whipped her head around with a raised brow. “Do not mistake my hesitation for stupidity.”

      Behind her, Nick’s low rumble rose again, the sound more felt than heard, an unfinished snarl of approval and warning combined. The air itself vibrated with it.

      The king’s upper lip curved just slightly, and then the earth shifted beneath them. A deep crack split the stone floor, echoing through the cavern. The jolt forced Kara forward; one hand shot to the cage door while the other clutched her middle on pure instinct.

      The hum she’d felt earlier surged back, no longer subtle but pulsing like a heartbeat under her feet. It climbed through her body and hit with the force of something alive. Her breath stuttered. This time it didn’t just surround her, it struck.

      And it struck both of them. A flash of protective instinct ignited so fiercely it stole the air from her lungs. Every sense she owned sharpened. Nothing, nothing, was touching what was hers.

      Her magic reacted before she could shape the thought. The witch blood tore open inside her, sudden and cold and violent, racing through her veins like winter wildfire. It recognized a threat and responded in kind.

      The Troll King’s eyes lit with eerie interest. “There,” he said softly. “Again.”

      Of course he’d notice. Wonderful.

      Kara straightened, forcing composure she didn’t feel. Her heartbeat thundered for two. “Again what? My sparkling personality? Because I feel like you’re really fixating.”

      “Step forward.” It wasn’t a request.

      She glanced toward Nick, and instantly wished she hadn’t. His face had gone beyond fury. What burned in his eyes now was fear: raw, undisguised terror that carved through every layer of composure. Protective instinct reigned supreme in wolves, and when she saw it aimed wholly at her, at them, it nearly broke her resolve.

      Her throat tightened. She gave a small shake of her head. “I’ve got this.”

      Nick’s hands curved white-knuckled around the bars, iron groaning under his grip. Kara could feel the wolf in him and he wanted blood, wanted escape, but he held. The effort it cost him was visible everywhere, from the rigid line of his back to the tremor that ran through his jaw. Trust. Dangerous, sacred trust.

      Kara drew a breath and stepped out of the cage.

      The instant her foot touched the cavern floor, the magic erupted. The hum became a roar that filled her skull. Power surged out of the rock and struck like lightning, crawling up her legs, wrapping her spine, then spearing inward.

      Her gasp echoed. One hand flew again to her stomach. No. No, no, no⁠—

      The force wasn’t content to touch; it pressed. Probing. Testing. Searching for something it had no right to find. Pain and panic braided together, stealing vision, warping sound until the world narrowed to heartbeat and heat and the unmistakable knowledge that something had recognized her.

      Recognized them.

      Her knees buckled, but she refused to fall.

      Not here. Not now.

      The witch blood stormed to the surface, dark as midnight, furious as a warrior running into battle. It lashed outward, instinct meeting instinct, shielding rather than attacking. Every particle of magic she held drew a barrier between what was hers and what was not.

      The reaction was instantaneous.

      The cavern shuddered. Flame from the torches snapped sideways, turning the chamber into a flickering storm of shadows. Trolls shifted uneasily, claws scraping stone, as invisible pressure rolled outward in a pulse strong enough to bend breath.

      Even the Troll  King halted.

      Kara locked her jaw, struggling to keep her balance and her control. “Back off,” she ground out, not to the trolls, but to the thing that pulsed below this place.

      And for a terrible second, it did more than listen. It was like it looked back.

      She felt it touch the edge of her consciousness, something vast and ancient, consuming the space around her. It wasn’t curious. It wasn’t wary. It was hungry. And now it was aware of her and the life she carried.

      Kara’s heart slammed. It didn’t like her. But at the same time it wanted to understand her.

      Every survival instinct she owned roared awake. She shoved back, healer and witch, all colliding into one unyielding command: protect.

      The pressure snapped like a cable giving way. Magic rushed outward and died, collapsing into silence so abrupt it rang. The hum vanished. The weight lifted.

      Kara staggered but stayed upright, dragging oxygen into lungs that refused to work naturally. Her palm still clutched her abdomen; she could feel the life beneath her fingers, safe. For now.

      The cavern held its breath. Every troll watched her like a mountain waiting to fall.

      The king approached with deliberate care, his expression no longer speculative. Now it was certain. “I don’t believe you are what you claim,” he said. “You are more.”

      “She is,” the fae male said, his voice held no inflection. “You should bring up the young one for her. That is the test that she needs. If she is what I believe she is, then she will pass it.”

      Kara’s laugh came, thin but functional. “I’m not sure whether I should be flattered or offended.” She eased her hand down to her side, pretending calm she did not have.

      The trolls murmured among themselves, low, confused, cautious. Not overtly aggressive anymore, but far from surrendering their suspicion.

      The king tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “You carry corruption,” he said, his tone almost reverent. “And balance.”

      Her stomach dropped. The description fit with horrible accuracy.

      “And whatever lives beneath this realm,” his voice turned low enough that the cavern walls seemed to absorb it, “has taken notice of you.”

      Kara huffed, the sound halfway between disbelief and exhaustion. “Yeah. I really wish it hadn’t.”

      His attention sharpened to a point. “You will not leave,” he said. “Not yet.”

      That broke whatever fragile restraint kept Nick still. He slammed into the bars a final time. “Like hell she won’t⁠—”

      The Troll  King raised a hand.

      Power rolled through the room like a silent concussion, and everyone froze, not out of compliance, but because the air itself had changed. The tone of the chamber shifted; no longer prisoner and captor, but something older, a circle closing around secrets too ancient to name.

      The king turned to the fae, “You will go to the human realm and confirm what they claim, and what you believe her to be.” The fae male nodded and then vanished.

      Kara swallowed hard.

      This had gotten far more complicated than she’d feared. And for the first time since entering the Troll  Realm, her terror was for a whole lot more than just the Troll King figuring out exactly what she was.
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      “Oaths are funny things. People think they’re just words . . . right up until those words decide to come back and collect.” ~Myanin

      

      The thing wearing her face didn’t blink.

      That was the first problem.

      Myanin stood motionless, arms loose at her sides, every muscle in her body holding the kind of stillness she reserved for moments when instinct outran thought. The hollow version of herself stood no more than a few feet away, and the gray nothingness surrounding them had gone utterly quiet, the shifting parchment ground frozen mid-motion as though the book itself had paused to watch the encounter unfold.

      Which, honestly, felt rude.

      She studied the doppelganger for a long moment, tilting her head just enough to make the gesture look casual rather than wary. “Well,” she said, keeping her voice conversational enough to be insulting, “this is new. I’ve encountered a fair number of questionable things in my life, but a knockoff version of myself is a genuine first. Do you come with a refund policy, or are you just permanently disappointing?”

      The echo smiled.

      It was wrong in the worst possible way. Not in the dramatic, obvious fashion of monsters she’d faced before, but in the quiet, uncanny way of something not quite right. The expression didn’t move the way lips should, didn’t lift from the inside the way a real smile did. It folded inward, like ink dragged slowly across wet parchment, shaping itself from the outside rather than from any genuine muscle memory or lived emotion.

      The skin along the back of Myanin’s neck prickled. She didn’t let it show.

      Shade shifted beside her, barely, just a subtle repositioning of his weight, and she caught the movement in her peripheral vision without turning to look. He didn’t step in front of her this time. Didn’t angle himself between her and the threat with that particular brand of protective stubbornness she’d come to know well. He was watching the echo with focused, calculating stillness, measuring it with the kind of quiet that meant he was already three moves ahead and taking careful inventory of the distance between each one.

      Good. That was good.

      Because if he tried to play hero right now, she might actually stab him. With air, if she had to. She’d figure it out.

      “The book remembers,” the echo said again, its voice carrying the dry, scraping quality of old pages dragged across stone, each syllable arriving just slightly after it should have, like sound chasing an echo that no longer existed.

      Myanin rolled her eyes with the full, unrestrained commitment the moment deserved. “Yes, we’ve established that. Twice. Which means you’re either building toward a point, or you’ve got an extremely limited vocabulary. I’m genuinely hoping for the first option, but I’m prepared for the second.”

      The air shifted, not with a dramatic snap, not with the sharp crack of something breaking, but with the subtle, disquieting wrongness of something changing beneath the surface. She felt it before she saw it: the ground softening under her boots, the texture transitioning from cracked stone to something thinner, lighter, almost fragile.

      Parchment.

      Her stomach turned over. Okay. That’s not concerning at all.

      “Don't antagonize it.” Shade’s voice had dropped lower.

      She kept her gaze fixed forward and did not look at him. “I’m not antagonizing it. I’m establishing dominance.”

      “You’re arguing with a sentient prison built on blood magic.”

      “Details.”

      The echo took one slow, measured step forward.

      Myanin didn’t move. Didn’t shift her weight, didn’t brace, didn’t give it an inch of reaction to feed on.

      “The book remembers,” it repeated, and this time the words came softer, the kind of soft that didn’t reassure but preceded something terrible, the way a storm stilled trees, animals, and clouds, just before it unleashed all of hell on it.

      And then the world broke open. “Dammit, I hate it when I’m right,” Myanin muttered.

      “Then you must not hate too often,” Shade offered helpfully. Because apparently he wanted to be throat punched more than he wanted to breathe.

      One moment, gray nothing surrounded her on every side. The next, the air became something physical and punishing, blinding heat wrapped itself around her body like a fist closing tight, squeezing, forcing itself into every breath she drew. The scent hit before anything else: iron, ash, and the specific, stomach-hollowing smell of something burning that should never have been burning. The kind of scent that crawled inside your mind and stayed there long after the moment passed.

      The first breath tore through her throat, and she choked on it, pressing her lips together hard before the sound could follow. “No.” The word came out before she could stop it: raw, involuntary, scraped from somewhere she didn’t intend to open.

      The ground beneath her feet was no longer parchment. It was a rug. One she recognized immediately as it met the soles of her boots.

      Her pulse spiked so fast it hurt. “No.” She said it again, louder, as if volume could change the architecture of wherever the book was dragging her. “Absolutely not. We are not doing this.” Hadn’t she suffered enough? No. Probably not, but she’d accepted the consequences of her actions. Was it enough? Should they have been harsher? Everything she thought she believed, Myanin was now questioning.

      “Recognize this?” The echo’s voice no longer came from one direction; it had spread itself through the heat, woven into the air around her, sourceless and everywhere at once. “One of your finest moments, I think.”

      Myanin turned. Flames crawled along the edges of the space, licking up walls that hadn’t existed moments before, the stone they climbed the same charred, familiar black. The sky above had gone wrong, low and heavy, the kind of dark that didn’t live outside fire but inside it, smoke having replaced the air entirely. Her lungs burned. The heat pressed against her skin with an intimacy that felt deliberate and invasive, like it had been waiting specifically for her.

      And in the center of all of it, a figure lay motionless on the scorched carpet. The breath locked in her chest.

      “Don’t,” she said sharply, the word landing in the air like a drawn weapon. “You don’t get to⁠—”

      “The book remembers,” the voice breathed from the walls, from the fire, from the spaces between seconds.

      The muscles in Myanin’s jaw pulled tight. “I remember,” she snapped. “I was there. I don’t need a replay, I don’t need the dramatic recreation, and I certainly don’t need whatever lesson you think you’re teaching me.”

      The figure didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

      She knew who it was before she took a single step closer. Knew it the way a person knows a wound before they look at it, not from sight, but from the precise location of the ache. The knowledge settled into her chest like a stone dropped into still water, familiar and cold and impossibly unwelcome. Of all the wrongs she’d done in her life, and there were a lot, this shamed her the most.

      Of course it would be this. Of all the things tucked inside the long, complicated archive of her life, of course the book had reached in and pulled out this one. Because the universe apparently possessed a sick sense of humor and was into degradation kink.

      Shade materialized at the edge of her vision, close enough that she felt the solid, deliberate weight of his presence, that quality he had of occupying space as though he’d decided to and committed to it fully. He wasn’t looking at the figure on the ground. He wasn’t looking at the flames.

      He was watching her face with the focused, unblinking attention of someone trying to search their memory for something that’s just out of their reach in their mind.

      “This isn’t real,” he said quietly.

      A short, humorless sound escaped her before she could catch it. “That’s tremendously comforting, Shade. Really. I feel so much better knowing one of my worst transgressions and regrets is technically a fictional story for you to get to see. Love it when my shame is on display for all to see. Makes me all warm and fuzzy inside, like a damn cactus.”

      The air pulsed once, slow and heavy, like a held breath reluctantly released.

      The figure on the ground moved.

      Just slightly, a small, involuntary shift, the kind of movement that happened before consciousness fully returned, but enough.

      Myanin went still in the way statues were still. She had to remind herself to breathe and nearly gasped as she spoke. “No.” The word came out quieter this time, stripped of its performance. She took a single step backward before she caught herself. “That is not how this works. You don’t get to rewrite things. You don't get to⁠—”

      The figure inhaled.

      The sound was broken and ragged and terrible.

      The bottom dropped out of Myanin’s stomach entirely.

      “You let me die.” The voice that followed was wrong in the same way the echo’s smile was wrong,  layered, two sounds pressed inside one another: one the thing she held in memory and one something older and colder living underneath it, wearing the familiar one like a coat.

      Myanin shook her head, a sharp, involuntary motion, and hated herself for it. “No, I killed you. Don’t sugar coat it and try to get me to agree with you. I made the conscious decision to take your life.”

      “And yet you still live,” the figure said. “You took my life but kept your own. Where is the justice in that?”

      The flames surged outward with a sound like exhaling, close enough now that the heat became personal rather than ambient, specific and intentional against her forearms, her face, the exposed column of her throat.

      “You, a warrior who had served the djinn well, turned on your own people. You ran from what you did as if you could outrun the memory that is no doubt burned into every cell in your brain. Perhaps the trauma you have is enough punishment, but then I remember I’m dead, and I’m like, nope, not enough. Not even close.”

      Something in Myanin’s chest contracted hard and then refused to release. She drew a slow breath, counted the weight of it, pressed it out again as carefully as she’d gathered it, buying herself half a second of discipline. “I didn't—” The words caught somewhere between her throat and her mouth. Her jaw tightened.

      Because something in the architecture of the memory had lodged itself in the truth, and she could feel it, not the shape the book had forced it into, not the neat, damning version laid out in front of her like an indictment, but something close enough to real that denying it entirely felt like lying.

      She knew.

      “It’s twisting it.” Shade’s voice sharpened, the quiet stripped away. “Every word it shows you is bent. Don’t engage with it.”

      “Oh, I'm sorry,” Myanin said, eyes locked on the figure pushing itself upright from the blackened stone, arms trembling with the effort of it, “I’ll simply ignore the walking guilt trip and practice healthy emotional boundaries while my freaky twin shows me one of the worst memories of my life. Brilliant plan. Really solid strategy.”

      The echo stepped back into her direct sightline, filling the space between her and the figure with the same slow, deliberate wrongness it had maintained from the beginning. Her own face looked back at her. Her own eyes, flat and strange. Her own smile, folded wrong.

      “The book remembers,” it whispered.

      She was really getting tired of that phrase. Myanin looked at the echo for a long moment without speaking, without moving, without revealing anything at all. When she finally answered, her voice had gone quiet, not weak, but stripped of the performance and the armor, the comfortable layer of sarcasm she’d been using since stepping into this place. “Yeah,” she said. “Well, so do I.” Not that she wanted to, and honestly, she’d tried to push that memory as far away as possible.

      The flames surged again, pressing harder. The magic tightened around her like a fist deciding to close, heavy and suffocating, pressing against the edges of her mind the way deep water pressed against glass, patient, methodical, testing for the smallest fracture. It wanted to pull her under. Wanted to flood her with the full weight of every second, every mistake, every moment she had chosen poorly, or moved too late, or let someone down who could not afford to be let down.

      Myanin lifted her chin. She breathed in, let the breath become something solid inside her chest, and held it there until it was a foundation rather than a reflex.

      “I accepted my fate and punishment,” she said, and her voice found its footing in the wreckage around her, steady and certain and entirely her own. “I was spared but not without consequences. And I have accepted those, embraced them and tried to atone for my wrong doings.” She didn’t understand why she felt the need to explain herself. Maybe because deep in her heart she didn’t feel like her punishment had been equal to the crime. In her heart of hearts, Myanin knew she didn’t deserve to walk the earth, or in any realm, because of what she’d done.

      The world stuttered.

      Not a metaphor, an actual, visible shudder ran through the fabric of the space around her, the flames pulling back mid-reach, the heavy dark sky flickering the way a candle did when wind brushed across it unexpectedly. The echo’s edges blurred, its shape losing its sharp confidence for just a moment before it gathered itself back together.

      Shade didn’t move a muscle.

      Myanin took a step forward. Then another. Toward the fire, toward the memory, toward the thing that had crawled inside her history and rearranged it into a weapon with her own hands.

      “You want to remember?” Myanin’s voice sharpened, not with anger but with the particular clarity that came after anger had burned itself clean. “Then we remember all of it. The whole truth, not just the pieces that fit the story you’re trying to tell me. I don’t need the guilt trip, when I’ve been choking on the guilt since I grew a conscience. I don’t need the bloody book to remember the times I’ve cried out begging for it all to be taken away, swearing I’d give anything to go back and fix the past. So, yes, I know about my damn oaths, my promises, my pleading with the Great Luna or any creator that would listen. You’re going to have to try a bit harder to knock me down.”

      The flames pulled back an inch. Maybe two.

      The echo’s smile faltered and did not recover quickly this time.

      There it was, not control, not yet, but something adjacent to it. A handhold in a sheer rock face. The first breath of genuine resistance, and resistance was all she had ever needed to find her footing. That was something she could absolutely work with.

      Shade exhaled slowly, the sound almost swallowed by the crackling of fire. “Well,” he said, something carefully neutral in his tone that she recognized as his version of impressed, “this just got considerably more interesting.”

      Myanin kept moving forward, kept her eyes on the faltering echo and the wavering flames and the memory the book had laid out like a trap she had just decided to walk through on her own terms. “Funny,” she said. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      But even as the words left her and the echo pulled back another step and the flames reconsidered their position, even as something that resembled the upper hand began to form in the space she was claiming, the quality of the air shifted at the edges of her awareness. Not the sharp, reactive magic she’d been pushing against; something different. Slower. Older. Heavier in the way that mountains were heavy, or centuries were heavy, or the things that had been sleeping long enough to forget they ever slept.

      Something existed beyond the fire. Beyond the echo and the manufactured memory and the guilt the book had tried to sharpen into a weapon. Something that had been waiting in the dark behind all of it.

      And it was no longer asleep. The flames didn’t recoil the way fire did when something smothered it. They bent. Every tongue along every wall curved inward, drawn toward the darkness beyond the memory’s edge the way iron filings moved toward a magnet, not retreating, but answering. Pulled by something that hadn’t asked permission.

      Shade moved closer to her. The way a person moved when the ground beneath them suddenly felt uncertain and proximity to something familiar was the only reasonable response.

      Myanin noticed, and said nothing about it. “What,” she said carefully, her eyes tracking the edge where the firelight gave out and the dark gathered mass, “would make a sentient prison nervous?”

      The question landed in silence and stayed there.

      The darkness beyond the burning chamber was no longer passive. It had weight now, a density that hadn’t existed before, as though something that had been dispersed through the walls and floor and ceiling had begun, slowly and deliberately, to collect itself into a single point. The shadow thickened. Deepened. Became intentional. Then it breathed.

      Not the breath of wind shifting, not fire consuming oxygen. A living inhale, drawn from somewhere old and patient and thoroughly unhurried, the sound of something that had been waiting long enough that waiting had become its natural condition. Every flame in the chamber dropped to a trembling half-height. The scorched air went dense with a pressure that had nothing to do with heat.

      Even the echo stepped back.

      That was what broke through Myanin’s careful composure, not the darkness, not the breathing, not the thing assembling itself from shadow with the quiet certainty of something that had never doubted its own arrival. The wrong-faced copy of herself, the thing that had advanced on her without hesitation through fire and guilt and manufactured grief, retreated from whatever stood in that dark like it knew precisely what it was dealing with and had made a very fast decision about it.

      Myanin filed that information away with extreme prejudice.

      Shade’s voice arrived low, the word beginning and then cutting off entirely, as though what came next refused to be named aloud in its presence.

      The darkness opened two eyes.

      They didn’t glow. They didn’t burn. There was no dramatic light, no theatrical color, nothing that could be described as a spectacle. They simply opened, and the worst part, the part that dragged cold fingers along the inside of Myanin’s ribs, was that they looked aware. Not predatory. Not enraged. Aware in the way of something that had been watching long before the eyes appeared, something that had been present through the entire encounter and chosen, until now, to remain unannounced.

      Myanin swallowed once and kept her voice level through sheer force of will. “Well,” she said, because apparently her mouth operated independently during genuine terror, “that feels considerably above my current rate of compensation.”

      The thing spoke. Its voice was the sound of parchment tearing, not violently, not all at once, but in one long, deliberate draw, the sound of something being separated from what it had been bound to.

      “First oath resisted.”

      The words didn’t echo. They settled. They had the quality of a record being amended, fact being entered into a ledger that had existed before the chamber, before the book, before any of the events that had led them here. Not a judgment delivered from anger. Accounting rendered in absolute calm.

      The eyes shifted. Away from Myanin. Toward Shade.

      “Second oath waits.”

      The silence that followed pressed against both of them with equal patience.

      Myanin turned her head just enough to catch Shade’s face, and what she found there was not fear, exactly, but recognition: the specific, grounded expression of someone encountering something they had known, on some level, was coming, and had chosen not to think too carefully about until it arrived.

      The understanding landed in her chest like a key turning.

      This had never been punishment. Not for her, and not for him. The fire, the echo, Lyra’s voice rising from the scorched floor, every piece of it had been measured and deliberate in a way she hadn’t recognized until now, because she’d been too busy surviving it to read what it actually was.

      An examination of sorts. No, she mentally shook her head, that’s not the correct word. It was like an inquisition. No, she shook her head again. That still wasn’t right.

      “What’s it searching for?” Shade asked, his voice soft as they continued to stare at the form that still wore Myanin’s face.

      “Don’t know,” Myanin admitted. “But apparently, it’s done with me and you’re the next target. So, have fun with that.”

      Suddenly the form shifted and it was no longer Myanin. Now it was a male djinn warrior that she didn’t recognize.

      “Shit,” Shade said, sounding as if the air had been punched out of him.

      Apparently, he did recognize said warrior. The eyes did not close. They waited, with the patience of something that had centuries to spare, for what came next.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Shade told the entity.

      “I feel like you’re going to need some cotton candy after this whole mind trip,” Myanin told him as she folded her arms in front of her and took a deep breath. “And if I liked you, I’d be a pal and get you some. But, I don’t. Like you, that is. So. No cotton candy for you.”

      “Damn. And here I thought I could trust you.” His words were dry and flat.

      “Oh, you can trust me,” she smirked. “Trust me to throw your selfish ass under the bus. I’m going to be quiet now so that it will focus on you and maybe forget I exist.”
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      “The vows we survive are rarely the ones we keep. It’s the ones we fail that follow us.” ~Shade

      

      Shade had fought creatures built from shadow and concentrated rage. He had stood on battlefields slick with blood and spent magic, listening to dying men pray to gods who never once turned their heads. He had seen things that defied the language available to describe them, and he had carried most of those things quietly, in the locked and lightless rooms of himself that he did not open for anyone. None of it had prepared him for being studied. For being weighed in the dark by something patient enough to have developed a preference about what it found, wearing the face of someone who should not have a face anymore.

      Beside him, Myanin had folded her arms across her chest, a posture he had come to recognize as her particular brand of braced attention. “Well,” she muttered, “this feels invasive.”

      Shade almost smiled. Almost.

      Then the parchment ground beneath their feet whispered.

      One page turned. Then another. Then a cascade of them, thousands of sheets shifting in sequence, building in layers until the sound became its own weather—a storm assembled entirely from paper and the memory soaked into it. The gray world around them came apart at its seams, ribbons of script lifting off invisible surfaces, ink separating from parchment and spiraling upward into a dense silver fog that moved with the deliberate, unhurried purpose of something that knew exactly where it was going. No fire this time. No heat pressing against the skin. Only cold, and mist, and the quiet sense of the floor becoming less certain beneath his boots.

      “Myanin.” He said her name before he had a conscious reason to. The word came out low, almost involuntary, the way a hand reached for a wall in the dark—not because it was necessary, but because the alternative was standing in the open with nothing to orient by.

      She heard it for what it was. Her chin dipped once, sharp and brief. “Hold your ground, warrior.”

      The entity’s voice moved through the fog like something dragged across stone. “Second oath waits.”

      The mist surged. The world folded in on itself.

      And Shade was seventeen years old.

      Wind tore across a stone ridge under twin moons, cold and relentless and carrying the particular edge of high altitude that scraped the lungs clean of warmth. War banners snapped overhead, canvas worn through at the corners from weeks of use. Armor rang as someone jostled past. The smell hit him first–smoke, sweat, sharpening oil, the specific metallic bite of nervous young men trying not to let it show–and with it came something that Shade had not encountered in a very long time.

      Laughter.

      A cookfire was dying twenty paces ahead. A loose circle of young warriors had gathered around it anyway, more for the company than the warmth, sharpening blades they would use tomorrow with the focused, almost performative energy of people engaged in something familiar precisely because everything unfamiliar was waiting on the other side of morning. They were loud in the way that only the very young and the very unprepared ever managed, too loud, with the volume turned up against something they refused to name.

      Shade’s feet stopped moving on their own.

      The younger version of himself stood at the edge of the circle, leaning against a supply crate with his arms loosely crossed and his dark hair tied back with something that kept threatening to come undone. The armor fit wrong, too new, the surface of it barely marked, gleaming in ways that actual use would eventually correct. The grin on his face was the kind that lived before consequence had taught it any humility, wide and certain and entirely too comfortable with its own invincibility.

      He remembered being that boy. He had not missed him.

      Beside him, Myanin had gone quiet. He could feel her looking, not at the scene, but at him, watching his face rather than the memory unfolding in front of them. Then she shifted her gaze back to the younger version of him, and the silence stretched for exactly two beats before she said, with the careful tone of someone choosing their words while simultaneously throwing them directly at their target, “You were pretty.”

      Shade turned his head slowly and looked at her.

      “That,” he began, “is your takeaway?

      She lifted one shoulder, the gesture entirely unrepentant. “I’m processing trauma in layers. It helps to start with the manageable observations before working up to the ones that actually matter.” She paused. “It’s a coping mechanism. Don’t analyze it.”

      He would have answered. He would have said something measured and dry and perfectly calibrated to land, because that was the established rhythm between them and the rhythm had become something close to reliable. He would have done exactly that, except another figure walked into the frame of the memory, and every word Shade had been preparing dissolved before it reached his mouth.

      Broader shoulders. An easy, rolling stride. The kind of confidence that didn’t perform itself because it had never needed to. Dark eyes that caught the firelight and held it, lit through with the particular warmth of someone who had decided, somewhere along the way, that the world was essentially interesting and worth engaging with fully. He crossed to the younger Shade with the familiarity of someone who had been doing exactly this for years, and the fist that connected with the younger Shade’s shoulder was less a greeting than a statement, I know you, and you know me, and that remains true regardless of what tomorrow holds.

      “You still owe me for that spar,” he said, the grin pulling wide.

      Young Shade’s chin came up. “You cheated.”

      “I improvised.” The correction arrived without the smallest shred of remorse. “There’s a philosophical distinction.”

      The sarcasm beside Shade evaporated. He heard it go, that slight shift in Myanin’s breathing, the absence of the dry commentary he’d come to expect from her, filling the space where a response had been. He didn’t look at her.

      “That’s him,” she said, and her voice had gone flat in the way that meant she understood the weight of what she was looking at.

      Shade’s jaw tightened until he felt it in his back teeth. “Tarek.”

      The name had an edge he hadn’t intended to give it. He said it quietly, like pressing a thumb against a bruise to confirm it was still there, and the confirmation arrived exactly on schedule.

      The fog at the edges of the scene deepened, as though the book were leaning in.

      The memory continued without asking permission. Tarek dropped to a crouch beside the dying fire, the laughter from a moment ago settling into something more private, the change in his posture small but deliberate. His voice had dropped. “If I die tomorrow⁠—”

      “You won’t.” Young Shade’s interruption was immediate, reflexive, the tone of someone who had decided that sentence was not going to be finished.

      Tarek held his gaze. “If I do.”

      The camp sounds pulled back without physically diminishing. It was not silence, exactly, the fire still crackled, someone further off was still talking, but the quality of the air in that small radius changed, the way air changed in the moment before a storm decided to commit.

      Young Shade looked away first. A small surrender, but a real one.

      Tarek’s voice came quiet and even. “Tell my mother I died worthy.”

      The pause that followed had a shape to it. Present-day Shade felt the cold fog against his hands and realized he’d unclenched them at some point without noticing. His knuckles ached.

      Young Shade gave Tarek the hardest shove his position allowed, graceless and exactly right. “You dramatic idiot. You’re going to live an irritating and excessive number of years just to continue being annoying to me specifically.”

      Tarek did not move from where he’d been shoved. He held out his forearm instead, wrist turned up, the gesture old and simple and carrying everything it had ever carried between warriors who meant it.

      “Swear it.”

      And the boy who believed death happened to other people, who had never stood beside a body and understood the particular silence that followed a final breath, who was seventeen and armored and absolutely certain he understood the difference between a vow and a gesture, reached out and gripped it.

      “I swear.”

      The blood-oath sigil flared between their locked forearms, ancient and immediate, the light it threw not dramatic but thorough, the kind that left no shadow.

      Behind present-day Shade, the entity stirred. He felt it the way he felt a change in barometric pressure, not sound, not movement, but a shift in the density of the air itself. Acknowledging. Recording.

      The battle came without transition.

      The memory ripped forward in the way that memories always moved when they had been thought about too many times, not in full sequence, but in the pieces that had weight. Steel and spent magic and the coordinated chaos of djinn warriors in full engagement, the fog around them becoming war-smoke and the cold becoming the heat of exertion and adrenaline. Shade watched the younger version of himself move through it and felt the strange, uncomfortable distance of observing his own worst hours from the outside, that boy was fast and brilliant and entirely too certain he could calculate his way through anything.

      Myanin had gone tense beside him. She was watching the younger Shade fight with an expression she wasn’t bothering to construct, the kind of unguarded assessment that happened when something surprised you into honesty. He filed that away for a later that might not come.

      Then Tarek broke formation.

      The younger Shade’s head snapped toward the movement, and Shade saw it happen in real time the way he had relived it in the years since, the moment the calculation failed, the precise second the variable he hadn’t accounted for walked directly into the space where the calculation had assumed he wouldn’t be. He watched himself shout. He watched the sound of it be swallowed entirely by the noise of everything else.

      The spear found Tarek between one breath and the next.

      The battlefield froze the way the book had frozen earlier, that held, terrible pause of something that had just changed irrevocably and had not yet been told it was allowed to continue. Tarek’s knees hit the ground in stages. The broader shoulders that had carried all that easy confidence folded inward. His hands went to the shaft, not to pull it out, just to understand what his body was telling him.

      Young Shade was beside him before thought could intercede.

      Blood covered the ground in a way that the memory had preserved with the specific fidelity of things seen in shock, every detail vivid, every detail wrong, the wrongness of it written into the image so deeply that it had never once softened in the years since. Young Shade’s hands were doing things, applying pressure, calculating options, running through everything available because that was what the mind did when it refused to arrive at the conclusion already written in the evidence in front of it.

      Tarek smiled. The expression cost him visibly. His hand found the younger Shade’s wrist and closed around it with whatever grip the remaining strength in him allowed. The laughing eyes had gone different now, not afraid, exactly, but honest in the way that dying made people honest, stripped of the performance and the armor and the comfortable layer of certainty about tomorrow.

      “Don't tell her I panicked,” he said.

      The younger Shade’s throat worked. “Don't talk.”

      “Promise me.” The hand tightened. “Let her keep—” The words ran out of him with his breath. His chin dipped. One word found its way out, barely voiced, so small it should not have been able to carry the weight it was carrying. “Hero.”

      Then the hand around the younger Shade’s wrist went slack.

      The memory did not end dramatically. It simply stopped, the way things stopped when there was nothing left to show.

      “Shade.” Myanin’s voice had lost every sharp edge she owned. His name sat in her mouth differently than it usually did, and that difference was somehow worse than anything the book had constructed so far. He could not look at her. He was not certain what she would see if he did, and he had not decided yet whether he was willing to let her see it.

      The entity’s voice moved through the cold fog and entered the memory the way contamination entered water, not with violence, but with the patient thoroughness of something that intended to reach every part of it.

      The entity that was his dead warrior friend stared at him, judgment burning in his eyes. “You swore false honor. Oathbreaker.”

      The word landed in the space between his ribs and found exactly the fracture it was looking for.

      Shade took a step forward.

      He had not decided to. His body had made the decision independently, the same part of him that had knelt in blood and said I’ll tell her and then spent the years since telling a story that kept a grieving woman sleeping through the night. The anger arrived alongside the movement, genuine and structural, the kind that didn’t run hot but ran deep, rooted in something that had been sitting underneath the grief for long enough to become part of the foundation.

      “No.” The word came out with more force than he intended, and he didn’t correct for it.

      The fog reacted. A visible contraction, pulling inward, a shudder running through the walls of the constructed space. The entity’s eyes found him with the same patient, absolute attention they had turned on Myanin in the fire.

      Shade let it look. “He died afraid.” His voice fractured once on the word and he held it anyway, let it stand as it was rather than reshaping it into something less honest. “He was twenty years old, and he died afraid, in the dark, in the mud, wondering if any of it had amounted to anything at all.” He took another step. The fog gave back an inch, grudging and deliberate. “And I made sure his mother never had to know that. I made sure she got to keep her son as he was before the battle came for him. Before the spear. Before the blood and the terror and the way his hand went—” He stopped. Let the sentence close itself. “That was not a broken oath. That was the only version of it I could keep.”

      The fog convulsed. The book moved around them, restless, recalculating, the pages turning in every direction at once the way they did when something had not arrived at the conclusion that had been prepared for.

      A sound came from beside him that he didn’t immediately recognize as belonging to Myanin, something too unguarded for her normal register. He turned his head.

      She was watching him with an expression he had no framework for, the sarcasm entirely absent, the careful performance of not caring stripped down to something he suspected she would be annoyed to know he’d seen. Her jaw worked once. The expression resolved, after a moment, into something quieter, her chin lifting slightly, one corner of her mouth drawing upward with the slow, real quality of a smile that had arrived without being constructed.

      “Oh,” she said, and her voice carried the particular tone of someone watching a lock give way to a key. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      The fog pulled back further. Not in surrender. The entity had not surrendered anything. It did not feel capable of that word, but the fog pulled back in the specific, weighted way of something that had received the answer it was looking for, and was now deciding what question came next.

      The fog thinned in strips, curling away in slow reluctant ribbons as though it had built something it wasn’t quite ready to give up. Tarek’s battlefield dissolved back into drifting parchment and silver haze, the sounds of war folding themselves away one layer at a time until all that remained was the soft, almost domestic whisper of pages brushing against one another in the gray stillness.

      Silence settled over them.

      Not empty silence. The occupied kind, the kind that had weight and texture and things living inside it that neither of them were in a hurry to name.

      Myanin stared into the drifting mist for several long breaths, her arms folded tightly across her chest, her jaw set with the particular tension of someone working hard to keep their expression from doing something they hadn’t approved. Then she muttered, without looking at him, “That was deeply inconsiderate.”

      Shade turned his head toward her. “What was?”

      She lifted one hand and gestured at the space around them, at the fog, the parchment, the gray ambient wrongness of everything, with the vague, encompassing motion of someone condemning existence itself. “Making me feel things.” A beat passed. She stared forward. Then, quieter, almost to herself, as though filing a grievance with someone who wasn’t present, “That was rude.”

      Something at the edge of Shade’s mouth threatened movement. He didn’t let it.

      Pages drifted past them like leaves that had forgotten how to fall, catching no wind, landing nowhere, circling with the patient aimlessness of things with all the time in every world. The cold had settled into a particular quality of stillness, not peaceful, but waiting.

      “You blamed yourself.” Myanin’s voice came without preamble, stripped of its usual armor, landing flat and certain in the quiet. It wasn’t a question. She’d already arrived at the answer; she was simply telling him she had.

      Shade looked away. The answer he needed to give sat somewhere behind his back teeth and declined to move quickly. The pause stretched long enough that she would have noted it–she noted everything, catalogued it, filed it somewhere behind those sharp eyes for later deployment–and he knew better than to pretend otherwise.

      “I was the reason he ran,” he said at last.

      “You were boys.” The reply came immediately, no deliberation, no softening at the edges.

      “We were warriors.”

      “No.” Her head snapped toward him, and when he turned to meet it, he found something unexpected in her face, heat that had not been there a moment ago. Anger, but wrongly directed to be aimed at him. Anger for him, which was an entirely different thing, and considerably more difficult to process. “You were boys carrying weapons. There is a distinction, and I will not let you collapse it just because it’s more comfortable to carry guilt than to admit you were handed something too heavy at the wrong age.”

      The heat in her eyes caught him off guard in a way that very little managed anymore. He held her gaze for a moment, feeling the strange, unmoored quality of being defended, genuinely defended, without agenda or performance behind it, and then looked away first because the alternative was continuing to look, and he hadn’t decided yet what to do with the feeling that produced.

      “I told his mother he laughed before he charged,” he said. His voice had gone quieter.

      Myanin’s brows rose. “Did he?”

      “No.”

      She waited. The pages drifted. He felt her patience, like a hand held open and waiting.

      “What did he do?”

      Shade was silent long enough that he wondered if she had begun to accept he wouldn’t answer. Then, delivered with the flat, careful tone of someone releasing something they’d held for a very long time, he said, “He vomited.”

      The laugh escaped her before she had any chance to stop it, a sharp, surprised sound, entirely involuntary, the kind of laugh that happened to people rather than being performed by them. Her hand came up and pressed hard over her mouth, and her eyes went wide above it with the specific horror of someone who had just laughed at the wrong moment and was fully aware of it. “Oh, Great Luna, forgive me⁠—”

      “You’re laughing,” Shade said.

      “I am not,” she said, muffled behind her hand, shoulders shaking in direct contradiction, “laughing at death.”

      “You are.”

      “I am laughing,” she managed, removing her hand once she’d constructed enough composure to continue, “because what should have been an epic and tragic warrior memory has just been fundamentally ruined by battlefield vomiting. Those are different categories of response, and I stand by the distinction.”

      Against his will, something in his chest loosened. The smile arrived before he could prevent it, small, treacherous, entirely real, and vanished nearly as fast.

      But not fast enough.

      Myanin’s hand shot out and pointed directly at his face. “There.”

      He felt the smile disappear and schooled his expression back into something reasonable. “There what?”

      “That.” She gestured. “That face.”

      “I don't have a face.”

      “You absolutely have a face, you moron. Everyone has a face. You happen to have many faces. That one is the one where you stop looking like the world ended several years ago and never quite recovered.” She lowered her hand. The teasing settled, and underneath it, like the floor under a rug, was something that hadn’t been performing. “You loved him.”

      The answer came before he could measure it, slipping out clean and unguarded. “Yes.”

      Simple. True. Heavier for being both at once, because the things that were both simple and true always were.

      The silence that followed was different from the one before it, less occupied, more open. Myanin scuffed the toe of her boot against the parchment ground in a gesture that felt almost fidgety, which was so unlike her that Shade filed it away without comment. The pages continued their slow, purposeless circling.

      “I may,” she began, in the tone of someone giving ground over significant internal protest, “have misjudged you.” She sounded like the words might choke her.

      He raised one eyebrow. “Only may have?”

      “Don’t get arrogant.” She shot him a look that landed somewhere between warning and admission. “I always assumed the brooding was mostly decorative. A brand decision. An aesthetic.”

      The laugh that came out of him was real, low and warm and brief, and it moved across his face in a way that changed it, loosened the careful arrangement of it, let something underneath show through for a moment before the arrangement reassembled. He felt her notice it and did not address the feeling that produced.

      After a long pause, she asked quietly, “Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?”

      “Tell them what?”

      “That you didn’t break your oath.” She turned to look at him directly. “That what you did was the only version of keeping it that was available.”

      Shade frowned. “I did lie.”

      She stepped in front of him before the sentence had finished landing, placing herself squarely in his line of sight in a way that left him no clean angle of avoidance. Up close, the gray light caught the lines of her face differently, and the expression on it was not the one she usually chose to wear in proximity to other people.

      “No,” she said, and the certainty in the single word hit with the force of something considerably longer. “You protected a mother. You kept grief from becoming something worse than it already was.” Her finger pressed against his chest, one pointed, emphatic contact. “That is not dishonor. It is the furthest possible thing from dishonor, and whatever this book thinks it found in your history, it is working with a flawed premise.”

      His eyes dropped to where her finger rested against him. Neither of them moved to address it. The pages drifted past, indifferent.

      Then, quietly, almost under his breath, “You sound very certain for someone who kills council members.”

      Her eyes narrowed to a degree that should have carried more threat than it did. “First of all, it was one council member. And secondly, I am trying to have a profound moment.”

      “And you’re doing it aggressively.”

      “I do everything aggressively. It’s my brand.” She held the narrow-eyed expression for exactly one more beat, then something in it softened–it didn’t collapse, nor did it surrender, but it softened, the way strong things did when they decided something was safe enough to let down a single layer. She lowered her finger from his chest as a reluctant smile moved through her expression and didn’t quite make it to her mouth, but it made it to her eyes, and that counted.

      When she spoke again, her voice had changed registers entirely, the sarcasm set down rather than deployed. “When I killed Lyra—” She stopped. Started again. The words were slower now, chosen individually, as though she was picking them up and examining them before committing to each one. “I spent a long time convincing myself that justice and guilt were the same thing. That if I felt terrible enough about it, that made the act righteous. That the grief I carried was somehow equivalent to accountability.” She lifted her gaze from the middle distance where she’d been placing it and brought it to his face. “They aren’t.”

      The words landed between them with the particular gravity of things that had been true for a long time without being said. The fog absorbed them without comment. Somewhere in the gray, a page turned on its own.

      Shade studied her face for a moment. “Is that what this place is doing to you?” He chose the words with care, not pressing, just tracing the shape of what she might be reaching toward. “Separating guilt and accountability?”

      She exhaled, a long, slow release, controlled at the beginning and less so at the end. The shrug she offered was small, stripped of its usual nonchalance, and underneath it was something that might have been called vulnerability on anyone else but would have taken a bolder person than him to name in her presence. “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe it’s showing us which ghosts we’ve been feeding. Which ones we kept alive because letting them stay was easier than deciding what to do with the space they’d leave behind.”

      Something in his expression shifted, a quiet movement across the architecture of it that she would have had to be watching closely to catch. “You defended me,” he said. There was something careful in the way he said it, as though handling the observation gently to keep from breaking it. “Back there. When the book named me oathbreaker. You were already angry before I said a word.”

      She blinked. Looked away. The tip of her finger, where it had pressed against his chest moments ago, curled slightly inward. “Don’t make me regret it.”

      “I’m not. I mean it.” He waited for her to look back at him. “Why?”

      Her mouth opened. Closed. She looked at him with the expression of someone who had arrived at the edge of something they hadn't fully anticipated and was now working out whether to step back or through. The pages moved around them in their slow, indifferent orbit. The cold was constant and absolute.

      “Because mercy matters,” she said finally. The admission seemed to land differently than she’d expected, even to herself; she heard it, visibly, in the small change around her eyes, the fractional rearrangement of her expression as the words settled and she recognized what she’d said. “And because—” She grimaced, the expression of someone being dragged reluctantly toward honesty against their better strategic judgment. “If I’m going to be trapped inside a homicidal book with you, it serves no one if you’re emotionally destroyed three chapters in. I’m looking out for mission efficiency.”

      Shade smiled. Slowly, deliberately, with the full awareness of what he was doing. “There it is.”

      She straightened slightly. “There what is?

      “Your tenderness.”

      The recoil was immediate and physical, her chin pulling back and her expression arranging itself into something between offense and alarm. “Take that back.”

      “You care.” He said it with the calm certainty of someone laying down a card they’d been holding for the right moment.

      She pointed one finger at him with the precision of someone who had made good on warnings before. “I will push you into the next cursed memory without a second thought.”

      He leaned forward by perhaps an inch, which was somehow enough to constitute the winning move in whatever this was. “You really did think I was pretty?”

      Her eyes went wide. The combination of being caught and being offended by being caught produced an expression that Shade suspected very few people had ever been in a position to witness, and he was aware enough to recognize the privilege of it even as he pressed his advantage.

      “Teenage you,” she said, her voice carrying the clipped, slightly elevated quality of controlled indignation, “had terrible hair.”

      “It was glorious.”

      “It was tragic.”

      “It inspired awe.”

      “It inspired pity.” She held the expression for exactly as long as she could manage it, and then something cracked beneath it and she laughed, a real one, short and reluctant and entirely authentic, and Shade felt it somewhere in the vicinity of his chest in a way that he declined to examine further.

      He laughed too, low and quiet, and the fog seemed to absorb that as well, the sound pressing into the gray and disappearing without echo, and for a moment the cold and the ancient watching dark of the place felt further away than it had since they’d arrived.

      Then a page turned.

      Neither of them moved. Neither reached for what had, half a breath ago, been easy. The laughter dissolved back into something quieter, and the quiet had weight again, different weight than before, less guarded, but present. Significant. They stood in it together without speaking, the pages circling, the fog drifting, the cold unchanged.

      And somewhere in the gray beyond the edge of where the light reached, patient as anything that had existed before the concept of patience was invented, the book listened to everything they hadn’t said and noted that down as well.
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      “There are moments when your life hangs in the balance and you realize sarcasm may have carried you farther than wisdom ever intended.” ~Kara

      

      The silence after the Troll King lifted his hand was worse than the threats had been.

      Silence implied decision. And decisions made by creatures large enough to use boulders as decorative accents rarely, in Kara’s experience, favored the prisoners. Not that she’d necessarily had much experience with said creatures, but it just seemed like common sense.

      She resisted the urge to step backward. Mostly because she suspected showing fear to trolls operated on the same principle as bleeding in shark-infested water, technically survivable if luck is on your side, statistically inadvisable, and not an experiment she was prepared to run today.

      The king studied her with the focused, unhurried attention of something that had learned patience the hard way, across centuries she couldn’t begin to calculate. His black gaze moved over her like a hand tracing the surface of something he hadn’t expected to find interesting, and the quality of his attention, curious rather than predatory, was, somehow, more unsettling than contempt would have been. Contempt she knew how to navigate. Lots of her foster parents had held contempt towards her and the other foster kids, it wasn’t anything new. This was something else entirely.

      “You carry two powers,” he said at last. His voice was low, ground-deep, the kind of sound that resonated in the chest rather than the ears. “Not just the witch power you claim, though I do feel that magic, as does the power seeping into my realm. A power you brought with you.” Accusation dripped from his tone.

      Kara blinked. “Well, that feels prematurely presumptive.”

      His black gaze narrowed by a fraction, the stone-cut lines of his face shifting with the expression like fault lines redistributing weight. “And a third not yet born.”

      Every sound in the cavern died.

      Not faded. Died. As though the air itself had decided to stop circulating while it processed what it had just heard. The drip of mineral water somewhere in the dark went still. The shuffle of enormous feet ceased. Even the torchlight seemed to hold itself in place, flames frozen mid-flicker in the sudden, absolute quiet.

      And then Nick went feral.

      Not metaphorically. Not in the way people said it when they meant someone had lost their temper or raised their voice. Actually feral—the distinction being audible in the sound that tore out of him, a growl so deep and so primal that the iron bars of the cage vibrated with it, a resonance that traveled through the stone floor and up through the soles of Kara’s boots. It was the sound of something civilized being stripped back to its foundation in a single moment, every careful layer of control shredding at once.

      “No one,” Nick snarled, his hands wrapped around the bars, knuckles bone-white, his eyes burning with a gold so intense it threw light onto the cage floor, “speaks of my mate or child again.”

      The words weren’t a threat. They were a line drawn in bedrock, and everything in his voice said he would burn whatever needed burning to hold it.

      The Troll King turned toward him slowly, with the unhurried certainty of something that had faced down a great many things and had rarely lost the exchange. He studied Nick with the same quiet, assessing attention he’d turned on Kara, and then, terrifyingly, inexplicably, he smiled.

      Not cruelly. Knowingly.

      The distinction, in Kara’s mind, was everything, and this one hit her squarely in the sternum. Cruel she could argue against. Knowing implied the king held information about the current situation that none of them did, and that was a significantly more dangerous position to be standing across from.

      “Wolf,” he rumbled, his voice carrying the patience of something that had watched many storms and weathered every one, “if I meant them harm, you would already be mourning.”

      Kara stared at him for a long moment. Then she turned the sentence around in her head, examining it from several angles. Then she set it back down.

      That was, she had been generous when she had called it “deeply unhelpful.”

      She lifted a hand, the gesture pulling everyone’s attention before she’d made the conscious decision to demand it. “Quick question.” No one in the cavern looked particularly interested in her questions. Several of the assembled trolls had the specific expression of people who’d been hoping the smaller creatures would simply stop generating sound. She continued anyway. “Why on earth would you bring up the fact that you think I’m pregnant, when I don’t look pregnant at all? I mean, surely even in your culture that’s considered taboo. Do troll men walk up to a troll chick and just toss out casually, ‘you’ve got an unborn power,’ e.g. a baby in your belly, even when the troll woman’s stomach isn’t remotely swollen, and not get smacked in the face?” Kara’s eyes bounced around the room, looking at the trolls.

      Finally, one spoke up. “Troll females all have bellies. Why would a male want a female that isn’t soft to cuddle? No one wants to snuggle bones.”

      To Kara’s shock, Gavril said, “I have to agree with the troll. Nothing better than holding my female and not being able to count her ribs with my fingers.”

      “Way to make us boney chicks feel good about ourselves,” Zara mumbled as she side eyed her mate.

      Wadim held up his hands. “Babe, I didn’t throw in my hat with the thick lady crowd. I like you any way you are. As long as I get to touch you, I don’t care what my fingers can count.”

      “I feel like we’ve gotten way off topic,” Rachel said, her voice calm and poised, like she always seemed to be. Kara was sure she’d never seen the healer rattled in the least.

      “The female wolf is right,” the Troll King nodded his large head. “It doesn’t matter what your body shows. Your magic has revealed another source inside of you. New, growing and pure. Only a child has that kind of energy–” He paused, still looking at her. “There is much more going on here than just a group of wolves, a fae, and a witch hybrid entering our realm.”

      The king stepped closer, close enough now that Kara had to actively resist the instinct to crane her neck back to maintain the eye contact she was committed to holding. Up close, the age in him was apparent in ways she hadn’t been able to see from a distance, his stone-dark skin was crossed with cracks like old fault lines, deep and deliberate, the kind of marks that weren’t damage but record, the accumulated evidence of centuries pressing themselves into flesh that had been around long enough to hold the weight. He wasn’t merely powerful. He was old, in the way that the mountains were old, existing before the concept of ancient had been coined to describe things like him.

      “The Deep Below woke for you.”

      The silence that followed was different from the one before, less shocked, more reckoning.

      Kara swallowed carefully. “I’m sorry,” she said, keeping her voice level through what she felt was a commendable exercise in self-control, “the what did what, now?”

      From his cage, Wadim said, quiet and controlled in the particular way of someone managing their own dread through the careful maintenance of composure, “I was afraid he’d say that.”

      Kara didn’t look away from the king. “Why were you afraid he’d say that? Have you heard of such a thing?”

      He shook his head. “No, but, civilizations tend to collapse after phrases like ‘the Deep Below woke.’” A pause. “Historically speaking. In my experience.”

      She filed that away under things to panic about once we’re not in immediate danger and kept her gaze on the king’s face. The column of her spine felt very straight because she’d lost all ability to slump forward like a normal person with bad posture. Kara was completely in scared-straight posture mode.

      The king extended one enormous hand toward the darkness at the cavern’s edge. “Come.”

      She did not move. The soles of her boots remained in contact with the stone floor as though they’d developed opinions about the proposition. “Hard pass.”

      “It was not a request.”

      From behind her came the sound of metal taking impact, of Nick’s fists against the bars again, the growl in his chest a constant low frequency, like a second heartbeat running beneath the conversation. Kara turned sharply, and found his eyes immediately.

      They were pure gold. Pure protest. Pure panic, barely held behind the cage bars and the thinner, more fragile bars of self-control he was maintaining for her benefit rather than his own.

      Their bond vibrated with everything neither of them said out loud, the connection between them taut and humming like a wire under too much tension. She felt his fear not as a separate thing but as an extension of her own, the specific kind that didn’t belong to you but lived inside you anyway because the person it belonged to was part of your architecture now.

      “I’ll be okay,” she told him through the bond. “You know what I’m capable of.”

      His answer came back without words, traveling the bond in a form purer than verbal language, and it landed with the particular weight of things that were true before they were wanted. “I do know. But I cannot stand the thought of you out of my sight. Not again. Not ever. But, I also know I can’t clip your wings.”

      She hated that. Hated his acceptance far more than she would have hated his resistance, because resistance would have given her something to push against. This was worse, this was Nick understanding, which meant he’d already run the numbers and reached the same terrible conclusion she had, and his agreement was its own kind of grief.

      She held his gaze for three seconds. Enough to say what the bond was already saying. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to make sure she was by his side, where she belonged. She stared long enough to let him see her clearly before she turned away.

      Then she squared her shoulders and stepped toward the king.

      Every troll in the cavern watched. She could feel the weight of it pressing against her skin like a change in atmospheric pressure, dozens of enormous, ancient gazes tracking her movement with the collective, unreadable attention of creatures that seemed to have been waiting, across years she couldn't begin to quantify, for something to happen. Even Aphid, who no doubt had survived enough to be unnerved by very little, had gone very still in his cage, his bright fae eyes trained on her with an expression she’d never seen on his face before.

      That, more than anything else that had happened in this cavern, reached through the carefully constructed barrier of Kara’s composure and prodded the thing she was trying very hard not to call fear.

      The Troll King lifted one massive hand, not toward Kara this time, but toward a shadowed opening at the far side of the cavern, where the torchlight failed to reach and the darkness held itself in a way that suggested it had something to hide.

      “Bring me Torvik.”

      The name rolled through the chamber the way a stone rolls downhill, gathering weight as it traveled, drawing every eye, shifting every enormous body in a ripple of unease that moved through the assembled trolls like a current through standing water. Several of them exchanged glances that Kara, in her professional experience with people who knew things she didn’t, recognized as the specific look of individuals who understood what was coming and had decided, collectively, that understanding it was not the same as being comfortable with it.

      Kara frowned at the nearest troll, who declined to acknowledge her. “I don’t love how ominous that sounded,” she said, mostly to the air, since the air seemed to be the only party willing to receive the observation.

      No one answered.

      A smaller troll–though the creature in question still looked perfectly capable of carrying a carthorse under each arm–separated himself from the group and disappeared into the darkness with the efficiency of something accustomed to following orders it didn’t ask questions about.

      Nick’s hands wrapped around the bars again, the metal groaning softly under the pressure of his grip. “What are you doing?” he demanded, directing the question at the king’s back with the precise, clipped restraint, of someone who was working very hard to keep their register below a roar.

      The king ignored him with the thoroughness of a mountain ignoring a cloud.

      Kara folded her arms across her chest. It was a defensive posture, and she knew it, and she committed to it anyway, because if she was being marched toward whatever fresh catastrophe “Bring me Torvik” implied, she was at least going to face it with attitude and the appearance of structural confidence.

      “I just want it on the record,” she muttered, pitching her voice low enough to carry to Wadim without reaching the king, “that if a troll child comes out of that hallway carrying ceremonial knives and reciting prophecy, I am leaving a genuinely scathing review of this realm. Zero stars. Terrible ambiance.”

      From his cage, Wadim made a sound that was technically a cough and technically covered by the ambient noise of the cavern. It convinced no one.

      “Was that a laugh?” Rachel’’s voice came from the cage to Kara’s left, low and carefully amused, her healer’s calm intact even through iron bars and existential dread. “Wadim, are you laughing?”

      “I am managing a respiratory response to the air quality,” Wadim said with great dignity.

      “The air quality,” Gavril repeated flatly, his deep voice carrying the particular inflection of a man who had decided that dry commentary was the only sane response to his current circumstances. “We’re in a troll cavern. The air quality is what concerns you?”

      “There’s a great deal that concerns me, air quality is on that list and the first thing that popped up into my mind. You probably don’t want to know about the other things that I’m concerned about at the moment.” Wadim said.

      Zara snarled at her mate. “Are you serious right now?”

      Wadim didn’t say a word.

      “Fair point,” Gavril conceded.

      “I still want to know about the ceremonial knives,” Aphid said, his voice bright and entirely inappropriate for the situation, the way his voice generally was. The fae was perched at what appeared to be a very deliberate angle in his cage, one leg drawn up, observing the proceedings with the detached, glittering interest of someone attending a show he hadn’t paid to see but was prepared to critique anyway. “I think it would add something.”

      “It would add something to my stress levels,” Kara told him.

      “Your stress levels are already catastrophic,” Aphid said cheerfully. “A few ceremonial knives at this point would just be aesthetic.”

      Zara, who had been quietly and methodically testing the structural integrity of her cage for the last several minutes with focused patience, paused long enough to look up. “Can everyone please be quiet so I can think about how to get us out of here?”

      “Thinking quietly or loudly?” Kara asked. “I find that thinking out loud can really benefit any part of your brain that might be wandering off into random thought territory because that’s what seems to happen anytime we need to be absolutely focused on getting out of a situation where we might die. Kind of like I tend to ramble when I’m feeling a tad bit unsure⁠—”

      “Both options,” Zara cut her off, “would be improved by silence from the rest of you. You’re just going to have to keep the rambling in your mind.”

      “Not to completely negate what you just said about needing silence, babe,” Wadim said, his eyes having begun to glow with his wolf. “But when did you become MacGyver?”

      “Mc-who?” Zara frowned.

      Wadim groaned. “And now I feel old and like a total creeper for mating someone who doesn’t know who MacGyver is.”

      “Again,” Zara narrowed her eyes on her mate. “You can mourn your advanced age later. Let me focus.”

      Kara’s attention was drawn back to the entrance where the Troll King was focused. The darkness at the far end of the cavern moved, and the smaller troll returned.

      And Kara forgot, entirely and without warning, how sarcasm worked. In his arms lay a child.

      A troll child, small only by comparison, no taller than a human child of perhaps six years, though broader through the shoulders and chest in the way that stone-kin tended toward even young, all stone-colored skin and too-large amber eyes that had gone dull with the specific exhaustion of something that had been hurting for a long time and had stopped expecting it to end. One leg hung at an angle beneath him that was wrong in a way that Kara’s healer’s eye catalogued in the first second and refused to stop cataloguing: twisted, unset, the damage old enough to have begun adapting to itself. The wound at his side was worse. An angry, swollen thing, the skin around it threaded with black that moved beneath the surface with a slow, deliberate pulse; not the spread of ordinary infection, not the creep of simple rot, this had direction, as if it knew where it was going.

      The cavern had gone reverently quiet at the suffering of something small and innocent.

      Even Nick stilled at the bars, the gold burning in his eyes going from fury to something harder and quieter.

      The king was not watching the child. He was watching Kara.

      She felt the weight of it, the deliberate, intense quality of his attention, the sense of a test being administered without the courtesy of announcing itself. He had brought the child out for a reason. He was watching her respond to the child for a reason. Understanding assembled itself in her chest like words fitting together to make a sentence, and the conclusion it formed was one she greeted with full and sincere resistance.  No. The thought arrived with great clarity. No. Absolutely not. We are not doing this. I am not being emotionally manipulated by a troll king into healing his child so he can feel benevolent about keeping us prisoner. I see exactly what this is. I am not falling for it.

      The troll set the child down on a stone slab near the center of the chamber. The movement was careful, practiced, as if they had been carring for him for some time.

      The child, Torvik, whimpered, a thin, exhausted sound, and turned his face toward the stone like he was trying to press the pain somewhere it couldn’t follow him.

      And Kara’s heart did what it always did when someone around her was hurt, which was to betray her completely and without apology. She was totally doing this.

      Because pain was pain, and a child was a child, and she had been a healer long enough to know that her instincts did not ask for specific confirmation before engaging. They simply engaged. She had tried, on multiple occasions, to discuss this with them. The instincts had declined to participate in the conversation.

      She took one step forward before she’d made the conscious decision to move.

      The Troll King noticed. He was watching for exactly that, and the slight shift in his expression when it happened was not satisfaction, exactly, but something adjacent to it. The look of something that had wagered correctly on the nature of a person and was not surprised to be proven right.

      His voice, when it came, was quieter than she’d yet heard it, lower, stripped of its chamber-filling authority, something almost private in it. “What do you see, witch?”

      Kara’s jaw was tight. “A child suffering,” she said, because it was the truth and she was not in the business of performing indifference she didn’t feel.

      The king’s gaze sharpened by a fraction. “And?”

      She crouched, the motion bringing her level with the stone slab, with the child’s dulled amber eyes, and with the black-veined wound that pulsed with slow, deliberate wrongness. Her fingers hovered over the injury without touching it, close enough that the wrongness of it registered against her palm like a change in temperature–cold where there should have been heat, still where there should have been the ordinary living warmth of flesh trying to repair itself.

      That was not poison.

      Kara turned the sensation over carefully, the way she turned unknowns over, methodical even when everything else in her was reacting. Poison had a logic to it, a direction, a relationship to the body it was damaging. This was something else, something with the texture of intention to it, a deliberate quality, a sense of purpose that was entirely incompatible with any natural illness she’d ever encountered. It moved against the grain of living things the way a current moved against a swimmer, pushing and pulling the person at its own whim.

      It felt like the pulse from beneath the stone. The same quality. The same cold signature. It felt like something that had come from below.

      “Nick.” She kept her voice level.

      “Kara.” His came back taut and compressed, warning and pleading occupying the same syllables, the gold of his eyes in her peripheral vision bright and fixed on her hands.

      “There’s corruption in this wound. The same kind—” She stopped. Recalibrated. “I’m not going to do anything dramatic.”

      From somewhere behind her, Aphid made a sound that managed to convey, without words, that he found this statement to be statistically optimistic given the available evidence.

      The child turned his head. His amber eyes found her face with a slow, searching focus. The pain she saw in those eyes punched Kara in the gut. As a healer, her natural instinct was to fix it as quickly as possible. As a future mother, she wanted to wrap him up in her arms and tell him that it would be okay, that he would be okay.

      Torvik looked at her the way children looked at things they hadn’t decided about yet. Measuring, direct, without the social performance that adults layered over genuine attention. Finally, after several minutes of quiet while he took her in, he asked, “Are you an angel?”

      This time there was more than one covered laugh.

      She refrained from rolling her eyes, barely.

      “No, little one,” Kara said, gently. “I am probably as far from an angel as a human can get. But, I’ll take it as a compliment that you asked.”

      “You’re glowing, like an angel,” Torvik said, his weak voice filled with awe.

      “Nick, am I glowing, like when I used my gypsy healer magic?” she asked him through their bond. She didn’t feel like she was glowing. Though, she could feel her power pulsing under her skin.

      “No,” Nick said, his voice a sharp growl. “Could be his innocence, or illness is allowing him to see something the rest of us can’t see.”

      Kara’s heart squeezed tight in her chest as she continued to look at the young child.

      And then he whispered, rough and small and perfectly, devastatingly honest, “It hurts.”

      That was it. Two words. The entire and complete sum of what he had to offer on the subject, and it was enough. Kara’s healer instincts didn’t wait for her permission. They never had.

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Her palm pressed over the wound, and Kara felt the healer power rise up in her like a tidal wave. It flowed from somewhere deep inside of her, down her arm and through her hand, which began to glow a soft light. She tried to control it, but it didn’t want to be controlled. It wanted to fix whatever awful thing had made this child sick.

      Suddenly, magic burst from her so powerfully and quickly that she couldn’t have stopped it. Gold-white and blazing, it was wild in the way that things were wild when they’d been building pressure without an outlet. Her witch blood and her healer blood had always been two rivers running parallel, close enough to see each other but traveling their own channels. Under her palm, pressed against that corruption, they stopped running parallel and wove, braiding together with a force that drove the breath from her lungs and very nearly shoved her knees to the stone. The combined current of them enormous and rushing and singing with a frequency that vibrated her very bones. She tried to bite back the shout of pain that radiated up her hand and arm, instinctively with her other hand she covered her abdomen. She’d never felt pain like this when healing someone; then again, she’d never healed a troll child before.

      The corruption hissed. Hissed. As though it had a voice, and was something with enough self to object to what was happening to it, and it objected loudly, a sound that wasn’t entirely audible and wasn’t entirely felt but lived somewhere between both, registering in the teeth and the back of the skull and the hollow of the chest all at once. She could feel it attempting to search inside of her. And then it recoiled.

      “What the hell was that, Kara?” Nick’s voice was sharp in her mind. “It felt dark, evil. Take your hands off the troll.”

      There was no way she was going to do that. “He’s just a child, Nick. Troll or not, he’s an innocent child. I won’t let whatever this is kill him.” She could feel his anger and desperation.

      “And what about our babe? What about how this might affect her?”

      Kara didn’t take her eyes off of Torvik as she addressed her mate. “You know I love you. And normally I’d not want to hit you with a brick bat. However, imply again that I don’t take the safety of our child seriously, and I will hit you with the first heavy object I can get my hands on, even if that object is a troll limb. So—,” her words cut off abruptly as another sharp pain shot through her body. Kara imagined a ball of protective light wrapping around their unborn infant, as she continued to work on the troll child.

      She heard multiple gasps around the cavern, sharp, involuntary sounds, the kind ripped out of people who had not expected to be surprised. But she continued to stare at Torvik.

      Beneath her palm, the disease that had been wreaking havoc on Torvik’s small body began to retreat. Slowly at first, then faster, peeling back from the center of the wound like something recoiling from fire. The veined threads of it shrinking and dissolving as the gold-white of her power moved through the flesh in its place. She felt the wound closing under her hand, the complicated, layered work of it, tissue and sinew and the slow, deliberate correction of bone, and she fed the magic forward. It took immense concentration because she couldn’t only think about healing the child. She had to protect herself and their child from whatever it was that had contaminated him in the first place. Kara had a strong suspicion it had something to do with the power, magic, or whatever you wanted to call it, that she felt running beneath the troll realm.

      Suddenly, Torvik screamed.

      The sound cracked through the cavern and several of the trolls moved toward him on instinct before stopping, no doubt uncertain, held in place by the gold-white light pouring from beneath Kara’s hand. The scream peaked and broke and dissolved, and in the silence that followed it, the child drew a breath, long, shaking, as if he’d been bracing against pain for so long that the absence of it was its own kind of shock.

      Whole. Alive. The leg straight. The wound closed. The black gone as though it had never existed, the skin beneath Kara’s palm warm and ordinary and simply, unremarkably, healed.

      Kara sat back on her heels. The pain she’d experienced left as quickly as it had come. Her hands were trembling faintly, her heart beating a little faster than normal. Later, she would catalog the way her magic had responded to the child, and whatever the heck was causing the issue, but for now  Kara was setting it aside, filing it under deal with this later when the cavern isn’t full of stunned trolls.

      The silence was the deepest the cavern had yet produced.

      Torvik blinked at her from the stone slab, his amber eyes wide and clear and, she was startled to notice, slightly luminous now, the way amber went luminous when light moved through it from behind. He looked at his own hands. Then at his leg. Then back at her, with the focused, solemn attention of a child processing something they didn’t have a vocabulary for yet.

      “You’re warm,” he said. “I feel like I’ve been cold for so long, and you’re so warm. And now I’m warm. Like you put me in an oven and heated me up to just the right temperature. You’re like an angel oven.”

      Kara laughed a short, breathless, thoroughly undignified sound that she made no effort to contain, because the alternative was considerably less composed and she had a reputation to maintain, because breaking down into a downpour of tears was not the look she was going for in front of the King of the Trolls. “That might genuinely be the strangest compliment I’ve received this week,” she said, “and this week has been very strange.”

      Then everything happened at once. Kara turned as she heard the rumble from her mate and felt his fear and anger running through their bond.

      The sound Nick made was not a word or words. It started in his chest and arrived in the room as something inhuman, raw, and roaring and containing within it the specific, unhinged quality of a wolf who had dealt with his mate being taken, hurt in the worst way a woman could be, and being unable to protect her. All the self control he’d managed to hold onto was gone and Kara could feel it. Her male was unraveling. Watching her use her power while carrying their child had terrified him. “I’m okay,” she said through the bond, attempting to reassure him. But his wolf wasn’t having it. They were done having any distance from their female.

      The iron bars did not bend. They tore, the cage door wrenching free from its housing in a screech of metal that filled the entire cavern and echoed back from every wall–a sound so sudden and complete that several of the nearest trolls flinched backward. And then Nick was across the space between them with a speed that no human could ever replicate, half-shifted and golden-eyed and absolutely incandescent with every emotion he’d been compressing behind those bars for the last half hour. He planted himself between Kara and the king with every line of his body broadcasting the same message to every creature in the room.

      His claws out. His teeth bared. The growl coming from him wasn’t a warning; it was a declaration, vibrating through the stone floor and up into the bones of everyone present.

      Mine.

      The word didn’t cross his lips. It didn’t need to. It traveled the bond and arrived in Kara’s chest like a second heartbeat, fierce and blazing and entirely him. And it was true with every fiber of her being. She was his and he was hers as well. Kara understood why he was so upset, she completely got it. But it didn’t change the fact that nothing could have stopped her from healing the troll child. Not even her mate’s fear.

      The trolls surged. Weapons came up, stone and iron and things that Kara was fairly certain had been repurposed from things that had once been kitchen tools. The cavern seemed to brace itself for the coming violence.

      “Oh, this is going to be bad,” Rachel said from her cage, the calm in her voice pitched as though she was assessing a situation she was professionally obligated to take seriously.

      “Can someone get the cage doors open?” Zara was back at the bars of her cage, her hands around the iron. Her eyes glowed with her wolf as she strained against the bars.

      “Working on it,” Gavril said tightly, from somewhere beside her, which meant he was also at the bars, which meant two wolves were attempting to dismantle their respective cages at the exact moment the cavern was deciding whether to erupt into armed conflict.

      “Aphid,” Rachel said.

      “I’m watching,” Aphid said as if that was going to somehow prevent a battle between Nick and all the trolls. Those odds just seemed pretty crappy, even if her mate was a badass.

      “How about not watching and instead help,” Rachel said, her tone that of a parent exasperated with a child.

      “Right, yes.” A pause. The sound of something subtle and strange, a fae-flavored magic that didn’t quite register as noise but moved through the air causing the hair on the back of Kara’s neck to rise. “Give me a moment,” Aphid said.

      “How about let’s everyone remain calm,” Kara breathed, because she was still on her heels on the stone floor and Nick was a wall of barely-contained wolf between her and everything. The situation had arrived at the particular intersection of “enraged wolves” and “it hasn’t been a day until someone is maimed or dead” that she was beginning to recognize as the default register of her life. “There’s no reason to go all crazy. Nick,” she nudged his back leg. “I’m good, yeah?” She hoped using his favorite word might break him out of his rage, but it didn’t have the effect she hoped for. He simply snarled at her, and then turned his attention back to those he considered the threat. Kara’s attention was pulled from her mate when the Troll King moved.

      Not toward Nick. He turned, slowly, with complete deliberateness, and he dropped to one knee so that he was angled to be able to see her from behind her mate.

      The stone floor cracked slightly under the impact. One knee, both enormous hands resting on the opposite thigh, his ancient head lowering with the weight of ceremony, not defeat, nothing so simple as defeat, but acknowledgment and recognition. It was the  posture of something vast and powerful choosing, consciously and publicly, to mark a moment.

      “A healer,” he said, and the word in his voice was not a title. It was something more than a title. Something closer to a covenant.

      “She is,” the fae, who’d done nothing but watch since he’d recommended bringing the child to her, said. “But I will get confirmation.”

      The Troll King didn’t look up as he spoke. “And confirm their story about his alpha they speak of.”

      The fae disappeared, flashing from the cave.

      The silence that followed was different from every silence before it. The trolls had gone motionless with a synchrony that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with what they were witnessing. All of them still, and watching. All of them holding the weight of something their king had just said with a gravity that suggested it had meaning Kara could only understand to a certain degree. She’d been involved in the supernatural world long enough to know that gypsy healers were special. The power in them was something different from every other supernatural being. But the way the Troll King was acting made it seem as if she was something to be treasured.

      Nick grew still as stone, though his growling continued, albeit lower now. His head was tilted at an angle that suggested he was a tad confused, the aggression in it complicated by uncertainty. He didn’t lower his hands, but the claws were less prominent, the half-shift pulling slightly back as the situation stopped matching the threat pattern he’d launched himself toward.

      Kara’s brain was trying to catch up, filtering through everything that had just happened and then attempting to formulate a way to respond. She still hadn’t quite determined if the trolls were still a threat, or had moved into the “ally” bracket.

      Then the king’s voice, still in that same register, public, sonorous, dropped into the cavern like a stone dropped into deep water, “Protect the mother and the child she carries at all cost. Release her companions.”

      There was utter silence.

      Not the silence of waiting. The silence of something having just shifted, tectonic and permanent, and everyone in the room pausing to confirm that the ground was, in fact, in a different place than it had been a moment ago.

      Nick turned around very slowly and looked at Kara. “What the hell is going on?” he asked through their bond.

      She looked back at him. “That is also my question.”

      Suddenly movement began. The clanging of cage doors opening filled the space, along with  the soft rumblings of Wadim and Gavril’s voices as they spoke to their mates. Aphid simply stood still, eyes watching with a look that still held distrust.

      What happened next was the thing that Kara would later describe, in retellings that became progressively more elaborate with time and distance, as the moment the mission became categorically weirder than anything she’d been briefed to handle.

      From somewhere in the assembled trolls, a female voice, broad, authoritative, carrying the specific volume of someone accustomed to being listened to and prepared to repeat herself until she was, cut through the stunned quiet like an axe through kindling. “Move.”

      Immediately, the crowd parted.

      She was broader than most of the warriors, built like something that had decided comfort was a strategic liability and had planned accordingly, her gray braids pinned in an elaborate crown that Kara recognized, on some instinctive level, as a marker of domestic authority so absolute it made royal titles look tentative. The warrior moved through the assembled trolls the way water moved through sand, not asking permission, not acknowledging resistance, simply proceeding on the assumption that the path would exist when she arrived at it.

      She stopped in front of Nick. “Wolf,” the woman said, her voice still stern. “Let me look at your mate. She needs to be cared for, especially after healing Torvik. I mean her no harm.”

      Kara waited, unsure of how he would respond, and really hoping he didn’t attempt to rip the old woman’s head off. That would just be a really sucky end to an already spectacularly sucky day, week, month . . . hell she didn’t even know anymore.

      There was a brief staring contest, until Nick stepped slightly to the side, though he didn’t drop the female’s gaze because, hello, dominant wolf.

      The elderly troll female looked down at Kara with amber eyes that were unexpectedly and entirely warm, and pointed one blunt finger at Kara’s abdomen with the directness of someone who had borne children and had strong opinions about the proper conditions for doing so.

      “She needs broth, meat, and vegetables, and I’ll need a few of you to go gather bullrot root, taser flowers, and nettle saliva.”

      “Umm,” Kara held up her hand as her eyes widened. “I sort of draw the line at ingesting saliva of any kind. Other than my own, of course.”

      Wadim coughed and it came out oddly sounding like, “And Nick’s.”

      Kara didn’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him to give him the dopamine hit he was looking for. The elderly female troll ignored her completely, continuing to issue orders.

      From behind her, another female troll, equally immovable in bearing said, “A bed, with lots of pillows. She will need to be comfortable as her belly size increases.”

      “Oh, and could we not talk about my body increasing in size in any way? Also a hard line for me. Especially in mixed company.” Again, she was ignored. Lovely.

      A third female troll, with the clipped certainty of someone reciting policy said, “No stress. Stress harms pups.”

      Nick turned, looking over his shoulder, and gazed at Kara again. Then he turned his attention to the advancing formation of maternal troll energy currently converging on the space between him and his mate. Then back at Kara. “Have they suddenly lost their minds? Did you use some sort of witchy/healer spell on them?”

      The gold had faded from his eyes. Confusion replaced the rage as he switched from being ready for armed conflict and instead, faced unsolicited prenatal care advice from beings who could have used him as a training weight. “I genuinely,” he said quietly, “preferred it when they wanted to kill us.”

      “I’ve not done a thing,” Kara told him. “I’m growing a child and they’re simply recognizing it for the miracle it is. Not to mention, I did just save one of their kids’ lives. I think, I mean, probably. Who knows, he might not have died, but let’s just go with the fact that I did do something awesome and now I’m hungry.”

      “You’re also babbling,” Zara added.

      Aphid stepped closer with the unhurried ease of someone who had never doubted his own competence and dropped directly into an elegant lean against the cave wall. “To be fair,” he said, dusting his sleeve with the back of his hand, “the broth and protein is probably non-negotiable at this point. She does look tired.”

      “First we’re talking about my size, the fact that my mouth won’t stop spewing words, and now we’ve moved on to me looking like I haven’t slept in weeks and might fall over at any second,” Kara told him.

      Aphid frowned, confusion filling his eyes. “Zara mentioned the word spew. And I don’t think that’s exactly what I said.”

      “Not really the point, my guy,” Wadim spoke before Kara could. “It’s what she heard.”

      Zara and Rachel nodded at the same time as Rachel offered, “Let that be a lesson, Aphid, for any future relationship you might have. What your female hears, versus what you say is very important to what happens after the words have been spoken.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Gavril muttered, though there was a bit of a smile on his usually stoic face.

      Zara turned her attention to Kara. “You good? I mean, babbling can mean lots of things in woman speak. So, I wasn’t saying that as a criticism, more as a ‘hey, just pointing this out.’”

      “Aside from the troll whiplash I’ve got going on, I feel moderately functional,” Kara said. Nick, who had finally managed to pull his wolf back under control and now looked fully human again, helped her stand up and wrapped an arm around her waist, tucking her in closely. His other hand went to her stomach where he gently rubbed her.

      “I felt what that healing did to you,” he said softly, leaning down close to her ear. “You’re beautiful always, but you are very tired. Don’t give me any attitude about it, mate,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “You need to eat and then rest. We can figure out the rest of this mess after those two things have been accomplished. And we will be discussing the brick bat to the face comment.”

      “So damn bossy,” Kara muttered as she looked up at him. He was so handsome, and the adoration in his eyes made her stomach do little flips, just as it had done since the day they’d met. Kara didn’t think that would ever change.

      “You like it when I’m bossy,” he told her with a wicked grin, because of course he chooses a time like this to flirt.

      Kara narrowed her eyes on him. “Behave.”

      “With you? Never.” Then he turned his attention back to the rest of the room. He didn’t let her go, didn’t let even an inch of space between their bodies. “Rachel, can you check her over?”

      Rachel was at her other side a breath later, the healer's hands already moving in the quiet, habitual way she assessed for any injury without announcing the assessment, her dark eyes tracking over Kara with the focused attention of someone who had learned to do triage on people who lied about their condition. “The magic output—” she began.

      “Was a lot, yes,” Kara said.

      Rachel’s lips pursed. “You're shaking.”

      “I’m managing the shaking,” Kara argued.

      “Based on the teeth chattering,” Zara offered, “I’d say the shaking disagrees with your management.”

      Nick’s arm tightened, and Kara leaned into it without deciding to, the way she leaned into him generally, not because she needed to, but because his body was like a magnet to hers. She didn’t just desire to be close to him, she needed it. Especially when she felt vulnerable, like now. Despite her words, Zara was right, she was not managing the shaking at all. But she didn’t want to appear weak in front of the trolls. It was still unclear if they were friend or foe. Perhaps they just wanted to fatten her up so they could have a better meal when they finally cooked them. And, maybe her imagination was running away because all her other brain cells were exhausted.

      A small, rough hand closed around her finger. Kara looked down.

      Torvik had slid off the stone slab at some point during the chaos and was now standing beside her, his repaired leg bearing his weight. His amber eyes turned up at her with an expression that was equal parts solemn and commitment. He tugged her finger. “Are you my aunt now?”

      The question reverberated in the cavern with the thoroughness of a stone dropped into a very still pool, and for a moment every conversation, every maternal troll, every cage-escaped wolf, every fae looking decoratively unbothered against an iron door, every single thing in the room paused and collectively redirected its attention to Kara.

      She looked at the ceiling. The ceiling was stone and unhelpful and offered no guidance. Rude.

      “Great Luna help me,” she said, to no one and everyone, with the tone of a woman accepting the terms of a situation she had not negotiated and could not appeal. She looked back down at the child and gave him a small smile, and shrugged. “I think that’s probably up to your parents. I’ve never been an aunt before. I might suck at it.”

      Torvik shook his head. “People who suck don’t help others. You helped me, so you’re not sucking. And you’re going to have a baby. I can be your baby’s friend and protect it.” He gave a sharp nod as if that somehow made his words law and tightened his grip on her finger and looked around at the assembled crowd with the serene authority of a child who had gotten the answer he wanted and saw no reason to continue the conversation.

      Gavril, from somewhere behind her, made a sound that Kara recognized as his version of a laugh, brief, controlled, the kind that arrived and departed before it could be held against him. “Let’s just be glad it’s not Jen that he asked to be his aunt,” he said. “With Kara, at least the kid has a chance at being somewhat normal.”

      “My mate is not raising a troll child,” Nick practically snarled.

      Kara tapped his hand that still rested on her stomach. “Babe, maybe let’s not insult the troll race by implying that it would be uncool to raise a troll child. Yeah?”

      “Bit late for that,” Wadim said, as he straightened his jacket, and then pulled Zara to him. “The bossy one, who totally doesn’t look a day over 99, looks like she’s ready to feed Nick to some rabid baby trolls.”

      Kara groaned and leaned her head against Nick’s shoulder. “And now you’re insulting their babies. Have any of you ever tried to use a filter?”

      “Wasn’t born with one,” Wadim said.

      “Don’t like using one,” Zara added.

      Aphid’s voice was smooth as he answered. “Fae aren’t exactly known for their verbal tact.”

      Gavril legit snorted a laugh. “We’re all quite clear on that. We know Perizada, remember?”

      Kara glanced around at all the trolls. Some were watching them with quiet interest, others were still going about doing the bidding of the three eldest women who seemed to be in charge, and others looked quite annoyed that there would be no supernatural stew to eat for dinner.

      “I feel like it could be worse, I mean considering past situations we’ve been in. This one feels a little less dire,” Rachel said.

      “Now that we’re out of the cages and it looks like they’ve lost interest in eating us?" Wadim asked.

      “Exactly,” Rachel nodded.

      Zara cleared her throat. “I think everything feels less dire when nobody wants to eat us. Although, it also removes a bit of the excitement. My adrenaline is beginning to drop and I’m realizing how hungry I am, which means Kara must be starving because she’s feeding two.”

      The Troll King, still on one knee, raised his ancient eyes to Kara’s across the cavern. Something moved in them that she didn’t have a name for yet, something that had been waiting a long time to see what it had just seen, and had now seen it, and was deciding what came next.

      The ground pulsed again, deep and slow, from somewhere far below.

      And Torvik, wholly unconcerned with ancient prisons and deep-dwelling corruption and the weight of danger pressing down from all directions, leaned against Kara’s leg with the casual confidence of a child who had decided she was safe, and stayed there.
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      “There are moments a male realizes he is no longer the protector, but the one being managed. Mine happened when troll grandmothers decided I was unfit to supervise my pregnant mate because I wasn’t fat enough.” ~Nick

      

      Nick had faced rogue wolves, vampires, demons, fae warriors, hybrids, and once, a furious gypsy healer wielding a cast iron skillet with frankly concerning accuracy.

      None of them had unsettled him quite like the elderly troll female currently poking him in the chest with one thick, claw-tipped finger.

      “You are too thin,” she announced.

      He stared down at her, certain he had heard wrong. “I’m what?” He tried hard to keep the wolf out of his voice, but at the moment, his beast was contemplating how much trouble it would cause if he bit the old female’s finger off. Probably too damn much, he mentally told his wolf.

      “Too. Thin.” Her black eyes narrowed beneath a brow ridge that could have anchored a small bridge, and she made a slow, judgmental sweep of him from boots to shoulders, the way a butcher considered a cut that wasn’t quite worth the asking price. “Who protects a pregnant female with no winter fat?”

      Across the cavern, Kara made a strangled sound around the steaming bowl someone had pressed into her hands. Nick had growled at her not to eat it until he’d sniffed it and tried it, but she’d threatened to bite his arm off if he touched her food. And she was totally serious. Her human teeth can’t hurt us, his wolf told him. That’s not the point, he told the beast. When he’d snapped his teeth at her, to show her real teeth that could actually bite an arm off, she’d laughed. Not a polite laugh, not even a controlled one. A full, ribs-out, Nick is suffering and I am here for it laugh, the kind that made her shoulders shake and her eyes water. One of the troll matrons hovering at her elbow patted her between the shoulder blades as though Kara were a delicate, breakable thing in need of careful handling, and not the woman who had survived horrors that still made his wolf want to claw a hole through the world.

      Traitor, he thought, though his words lacked any heat, even in his own mind. His female could laugh at him all day long if it meant she was healthy and happy. He never wanted to see the look on her face that had been there when he’d pulled her from Ludcarab’s clutches. He never wanted to feel her body shake with tears that were wretched from her soul. It was eating him alive that he hadn’t been able to keep her from being put in a cage like an animal by the trolls. But praise the Great Luna, the king of the trolls had a change of heart . . . because she’s a healer. Nick was trying to figure out why they hadn’t asked Rachel about her scent. He’d asked her and she’d whispered that her wolf was most likely covering her magical scent to protect her. Kara wasn’t a wolf; she didn’t have that form of protection. His eyes stayed on her despite the elderly troll female still up in his space.

      Finally, Nick took his eyes off his mate. He folded his arms across his chest and met the elderly troll’s gaze with what he hoped was wolfish dignity. “I kill things.”

      The female snorted, an enormous sound that ruffled the front of his shirt. “Yes, yes. Skinny males always say this.”

      Wadim, somewhere behind him, made the strategic mistake of laughing.

      Nick turned his head slowly, the way a predator did when it had decided which neck deserved priority.

      The historian sat on a broad stone bench beside Zara, rubbing at the inside of one of her wrists where the cage magic had left a faint, pink burn. His eyes were watering with amusement, his shoulders shaking in tiny, traitorous increments, and the idiot looked entirely too pleased with their current situation.

      “Careful, history boy,” Nick growled.

      Wadim lifted both hands in surrender, the picture of innocence and the very opposite of convincing. “I’m not laughing at you.”

      Nick stared.

      Wadim’s mouth twitched at one corner, then the other, and finally gave up the fight altogether. “Okay. I’m sort of laughing at you.”

      Nick continued to stare at him. He felt his wolf perking up at the thought of a hunt. An opponent worthy of his time.

      Wadim sighed, the grin still on his face. “Fine, I'm mostly laughing at you.”

      Zara elbowed her mate in the ribs without looking at him, the way she did most things involving Wadim, with practiced precision and zero ceremony. “Be nice. He’s having a hard day.”

      “I was locked in a cage, unable to get to my pregnant mate,” Nick said. “Who I still can’t get near because she’s become the project of some matronly female trolls who’ve decided I have to get fat in order to be a worthy mate.” Nick wouldn’t admit it, but their words hit deeper than he liked. He’d already failed her one too many times. So to have these old females tell him he couldn’t care for her was like a stake in his already damaged heart.

      “We do not mean her any harm, wolf,” the forehead female told him, her voice every bit as stern as it had been when she told him he was too skinny. “She is a healer, she is important, and the child she carries is important. We only want to help you keep her safe. You’re skinny and sensitive, too. You’re going to have to get thicker skin while having a pregnant mate. She’s going to eat you alive and spit you out.”

      This time it wasn’t only Wadim who laughed. Even Gavril and Aphid joined in. Though Gavril at least had the good taste to turn away.

      “I’ll remember this when they start picking apart each of your flaws,” he told them. Then his eyes were back on Kara. He didn’t like having them off of her for too long. There was a part of him that was still worried he’d lose her again if he wasn’t watching her every second.

      Kara lifted her bowl in a small toast from across the cavern. “I’m good, babe. Got my porridge and this delicious drink, whatever it is. I don’t think you need to worry.”

      “I’ll always worry about you,” Nick said, the words coming sharper than he intended. He softened his tone as he continued. “You are precious to me, yeah? And so is our child growing in your womb.”

      “Don’t argue with him,” Rachel told Kara. “When it comes to this, you won’t win.”

      Kara met his eyes. “I’m really okay and I don’t get the feeling that they have any other agenda than to help us.” Her gaze softened and Nick felt her love flowing through the bond to him. He felt himself relax a small amount. He wouldn’t fully relax until she was in his arms again. She’d been holding him back, not wanting to offend their one-time captors, and now hosts.

      “Besides, I healed a child and apparently became troll royalty.” She peered into her bowl. She frowned and bloody hell it was adorable. One of the elderly troll females took the empty bowl and then handed her a full one in replacement. Kara smiled like a kid on Christmas morning. Then continued, “Or possibly troll property. I'm not totally clear on the legalities.”

      “You don’t belong to anyone but me,” Nick all but snarled. He hadn’t realized he’d taken several steps in her direction until Gavril pressed a large hand to his chest.

      “Easy,” the older wolf said. “Look at her. She’s good. She’s safe. You know none of us will let a thing happen to her. Be calm.”

      Nick took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Gavril wasn’t his alpha, but he was more dominant to Nick, and that helped his wolf gain a little bit of control.

      Aphid stood stiffly near the far wall, every line of him radiating affront. The fae warrior had clasped his hands behind his back in the rigid, parade-ground posture of someone who needed all five fingers occupied to keep from gesturing rudely, and his expression had been carved out of irritation and dignity in equal measure. Sometimes Nick forgot how touchy fae could be, not to mention proud because they are so powerful. No doubt, he wasn’t taking the whole “got caught in a troll cage” very well.

      “I would like to state,” Aphid began, in the carefully even voice of a male holding his temper with both hands, “that I remain opposed to being captured, caged, magically restrained, and then offered fermented root paste as an apology.”

      The orange-haired troll who had earlier suggested eating Nick perked up at the words. “Root paste is honor food.”

      Aphid’s eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “It tastes like manure disguised as dirt.”

      “How would you even know what that tasted like?” Wadim asked, his brow furrowed. “I mean, just for cataloguing purposes for me to archive, of course.”

      Kara’s bowl came down so fast some of its contents sloshed over the rim. “Aphid.”

      “What?” the fae asked, blinking innocently.

      Kara snorted. “That was almost funny.”

      Wadim leaned toward Zara, lowering his voice to the hush of a man dictating field notes. “Documenting: fae humor emerges under conditions of extreme captivity. Also, he knows what manure tastes like.”

      “I heard that,” Aphid said.

      “I hoped you would,” Wadim replied, without looking up.

      Nick should have been relieved. He told himself this firmly. They were alive. They were out of their cages. Kara was safe. The troll child, Torvik, was breathing and whole and currently sitting cross-legged on the stone near Kara’s feet, gazing up at her like she had personally hung the moon and possibly invented snacks.

      But his wolf had not settled. Not even a little.

      Because ten minutes ago his mate had been in pain. Ten minutes ago some ancient thing beneath the troll realm had pushed up through the stone and touched her. He’d felt it and she’d felt it, and still she’d continued. It had attempted to touch the life inside her. And Nick had been behind iron bars, helpless and snarling, while her face went pale and her hand flew to her stomach. She had also threatened to hit him in the face with a troll limb, so he supposed in retrospect, she was probably okay, but that doesn’t change the fact that he was not okay and wouldn’t truly be okay until he had her in his arms and he could look her over himself.

      The memory made his claws press against the inside of his skin, looking for an exit.

      The elderly troll female poked him again.

      He looked down. “Stop doing that.”

      She huffed, unmoved. “You need meat.”

      “I don’t need–”

      “And sleep.”

      He growled.

      “And less growling. Growling shakes the baby.”

      Nick blinked at her. “That is not how babies work.”

      The female regarded him with the flat, unimpressed patience of every grandmother who had ever lived. “You know babies?”

      He opened his mouth.

      He closed it.

      Across the cavern, Kara coughed into her bowl with the kind of vigor that suggested she was burying a laugh inside it. Again.

      The female nodded once, as though she had won an argument that hadn’t been formally opened. “Exactly. Sit.”

      “I’m not sitting.”

      The black eyes narrowed by a single, dangerous degree. “Do you want the mother upset?”

      His gaze snapped to Kara before he could stop it.

      She was watching him over the rim of her bowl with that look. The one that said she was trying very hard not to smile because she loved him, but also because she found his current suffering wildly entertaining and was willing to pay good money for a longer performance.

      His wolf huffed in his chest, defeated by a tactical maneuver that hadn’t been fair from the start. Nick sat.

      Wadim made a sound that started as him clearing his throat and ended somewhere in the vicinity of a sob.

      “Not one word,” Nick warned.

      Wadim pressed his lips together so hard they paled, and he nodded with the solemnity of a man at a funeral he was personally enjoying.

      Torvik scooted closer to Kara, his small palms padding silently against the stone. The child’s gray skin had lost the sickly black threading that had crawled out from the wound on his leg, and his too-large amber eyes looked brighter now, soft and curious, though there was still a fragility to him that pulled at Nick’s protective instincts like a hook.

      “You glow,” Torvik told Kara, his tone serious as if he was reporting something incredibly important.

      Kara’s whole face softened. “Only when I’m showing off.”

      The boy nodded, accepting this as fundamental natural law. “Can you show off again?”

      “Not right now, sweetheart.” Kara glanced across at Nick, and for the first time since the healing, the humor in her eyes thinned out. “I need to rest a little.”

      Nick was across the space before anyone could move to stop him, not that anyone tried. The troll matrons parted for him in a slow, grudging tide, several of them giving him the narrow-eyed, sidelong scrutiny of females not entirely convinced he was qualified to stand near his own mate.

      He crouched at Kara’s knees and laid both hands on them, one on each, his thumbs settling against the familiar shape of her like he was anchoring himself there. “How much did it take out of you?” he asked, voice low.

      She laid her hands over his, “I’m okay.”

      His wolf snarled in response to the words, which it had heard before and did not believe.

      Kara sighed. “I’m tired. Not dying. There’s a difference.”

      “You should have let me know how much it hurt and took out of you.” He frowned as he realized something. “You somehow blocked it from me. I don’t like it when you block me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I was a little busy not letting the troll child die, Nick. I wasn’t blocking you on purpose.”

      His jaw tightened. He turned his head and found Torvik still pressed against Kara’s side, watching him without an ounce of fear, the way only very small creatures and very dangerous ones could.

      “You scared her,” Torvik said.

      Nick blinked. “What?”

      Kara made a small, dismayed sound. “Oh, wow.”

      The boy frowned, working through his words with the careful effort of a child pulling together truth from fragments. “You roared loud. Her heart jumped.”

      Nick looked back at Kara, and the world around them quieted in his hearing. “I scared you?”

      “No.” Her answer came too fast.

      His eyes narrowed.

      She glanced away, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear in the small, telling movement she always made when she was about to admit something she didn’t want to. “Maybe a little. But not because I thought you’d hurt me. Never that.” Her voice dropped, soft enough that the troll matrons couldn’t hear her over their own breathing. “Because I knew you were terrified.” Her words became silent to the rest of the room as she used their bond to communicate. “I know what you’ve been through, what we’ve been through. I don’t like feeling those feelings coming from you. We’ve walked through hell and made it out so many times. Not only did we make it out, we came out of it with the most precious gift ever, something I never thought we’d have. And she’s been blessed by the Great Luna. She’s not going to give us a mini warrior only to take her away before she’s even had a chance to make a difference in this world. I love you, Nick. And just like you want to protect me, I want to protect you. I want to make sure that you feel the safety that you make me feel. So, yes, I was scared, because seeing fear in your eyes for me, for us, is scary to me.”

      That truth landed harder than he wanted it to. It hit somewhere just under his sternum, and stayed there. He reached up and cupped the side of her face, brushing his thumb along her cheekbone, slowly, because his hand wanted to shake and he was not going to let it. “You were in pain.”

      “I know.”

      “And I couldn’t get to you.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      The bond between them pulsed, warm and aching, and he stopped trying to keep his end of it shielded because there was no point. He let her feel it. The fear. The rage. The love so deep that it lived in his bones, a constant living force that always pushed him towards her. The helplessness that had nearly broken something inside him when she’d staggered under that unseen force.

      She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes for a heartbeat. “I’m okay.”

      “You keep saying that like it fixes what happened.” How could he get her to understand that one of the few things that could destroy him would be seeing her in agony? Nick wanted her life to be peaceful. He wanted to give her all the things she deserved, including a life where something strange under the troll realm wasn’t trying to get to his mate. Perhaps he should care more that the troll child obviously needed help. But all Nick could see was his Kara. She was his constant. His world. And he’d burn the rest of it to the ground, walk in the ash with a smile on his face if it kept her safe.

      A faint smile tugged at her mouth. “It usually annoys you enough to distract you.”

      “Not this time.”

      Her eyes opened, soft and steady. “Nick.”

      He swallowed past something that wanted to lodge in his throat. “I can handle a lot, babe. I can handle cages. Trolls. Bad food. Wadim documenting my humiliation for posterity.”

      “Important historical humiliation,” Wadim called from his bench.

      Nick did not look away from Kara. “But I cannot handle feeling you hurt and not being able to get to you.” It wasn’t a lie. No amount of humiliation could ever compare to not protecting his mate.

      Her hand covered his where it rested against her cheek. Her fingers were warm. They were trembling, just a little, and that did nothing for his composure. “I saw a child hurt.”

      He nodded. “I know.”

      “And I couldn't not help him.” Her smile was small, her gaze direct. “It would hurt my soul to leave an innocent in such a state.”

      “I know that, too.” Just like not clipping her wings, he couldn’t ask her not to be what she was. A healer. It was a part of her just like the cells in her body.

      “And if it happens again–”

      “Don’t.” He probably should not bark orders at her, actually he knew he shouldn’t, but his wolf was riding him hard. His beast wanted to wrap her in their arms and run. He wanted to get as far away from this place as possible and keep her locked behind a fortress.

      Her eyes flashed, the gold in them catching the torchlight. “Nick.”

      His wolf pushed harder, and his voice dropped with it. “Don’t ask me to be reasonable when you’re talking about possibly risking yourself and our baby.”

      Her hand moved to her stomach, gentle and instinctive, as if to soothe a child too small to feel any of this yet. “Don’t go there again. I’m not trying to risk the baby.”

      “Dammit, female.” He pressed his forehead to hers and let the contact steady him. “That’s what scares me. You don’t think about risk when someone is suffering. You just move. I admire it as much as I am frustrated by it.”

      For a long moment, she said nothing. Then her breath left her in a shaky exhale, warm against his mouth.

      “My stubborn mate, that’s what healers do.” She released his hand and ran it along his jaw.

      He wanted to lean into her touch. Actually, he wanted to feel a lot more than her hand. He needed her. He closed his eyes. She was who she was supposed to be, who the Great Luna intended her to be, Kara Luisa. He loved her for it. He feared it. He respected it. He hated it. All at once, all the time, and he had no plans to ever resolve any of those feelings into something tidier. Before he could answer her, the cavern shifted.

      The silence that fell over it wasn’t the kind that came from people overhearing something private, although judging by the way Wadim had abruptly developed a deep scholarly interest in the cavern ceiling, there was a measure of that, too. This was a heavier silence. Intentional. Reverent in the way that only old places could be reverent, when they recognized one of their own.

      The Troll King approached.

      Every troll in the cavern lowered its head as he passed. His crown of iron and bone caught the torchlight in dull, ancient flashes, and the crystal at the top of his staff pulsed with a sickly green rhythm that Nick disliked on principle and on instinct in equal measure.

      He no longer looked at Kara like a curiosity. He looked at her like a problem, or maybe it was a solution. Nick rose slowly from his crouch and stepped half a pace forward, sliding his shoulder into Kara’s line of sight without ever taking his eyes off the king.

      Behind him, Kara sighed. “Subtle.”

      “I’m not aiming for subtle,” he told his feisty mate. He didn’t use the bond to speak to her because he wanted the Troll King to hear him.

      The Troll King halted a few feet away. His black eyes moved from Nick, to Kara, to Torvik, who had wrapped one small fist into the hem of Kara’s shirt and looked perfectly content to remain attached to it for the foreseeable future.

      “You have given our people a great gift,” the king said. Nick watched as emotion moved over the king’s stern face. “You have given me a great gift. Torvik is my son. My youngest son, and I did not know if he was going to make it. Now, he will live.”

      Kara’s eyes softened as she looked up at the Troll King. “I’m sorry that he was so sick, and I’m glad that I was able to help.”

      “I realize that you need rest⁠—”

      “You think?” Nick interrupted. To which he received a swift kick to his leg by his mate. Then a huff when she realized that it hadn’t hurt him. It was cute that she thought it would actually make him behave.

      “Before you rest, I need to know the reason you came here. Then, we can speak further after you have rested. I would like to speak with you more about everything we have learned since your arrival,” the king continued, ignoring Nick. Which was truly beginning to piss him and his wolf off. “When I said you woke the deep, it was more than that.”

      “Called it,” Wadim said, his voice sounding much too jovial than the situation warranted.

      “Babe,” Zara whispered. “Not the time.”

      “Where is Jen when I need her to back me up?” he pouted.

      Nick decided he needed to spar the historian soon and put him back in his place.

      Kara started to speak, but Nick stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. She’d said enough, she’d done enough. As her mate, it was his responsibility to help her know when to stop, when to say no. She might not like it right now, but he hoped she’d understand that he needed to do this. He needed to be the one to carry her when she needed a break from walking. Because he knew she’d say yes, over and over again, even if it meant that she’d be crawling to meet the needs of others. He wouldn’t allow that. Not after the life she’d already had. He’d move mountains to make sure she was protected, even from herself. “Agreed,” Nick nodded. “Conversations can be had after my mate gets the rest she needs. Are there accommodations, so she can have quiet?”

      “Nick,” Kara stood up so quickly she stumbled. Without a second thought he swept her up into his arms, and for the first time since they’d entered the cave, he felt as if he could breathe. “There’s no time. With everything going on in the human realm⁠—”

      “It can wait, and it will wait,” he growled, giving her body a slight squeeze. Not enough to hurt, but enough to let her know that it was not up for discussion.

      “Let me,” Gavril spoke up, and Nick felt the power in the dominant male’s tone. He would back Nick no matter what. No doubt Rachel was exhausted as well. “The females need sleep. But I can fill the king in on why we are here.”

      “What about the males?” Wadim asked. “Beauty sleep is a necessity. I don’t want my mate finding some other male attractive because I didn’t make sure to keep myself attractive for her.”

      “Don’t be a diva, history boy,” Gavril muttered. Nick could hear the affection in his voice which took the sting out of the words.

      Aphid stepped up next to Nick and bumped his shoulder. “I will keep watch. I do not require nearly as much sleep as the wolves. And no offense,” he looked at the Troll King, “but this newly found truce is shaky at best. I will not leave my comrades vulnerable.”

      The Troll King nodded. “I admire your boldness, even if you are a pompous fae.” He glanced at a group of trolls who looked absolutely bored out of their minds. “Show them to the rooms where they can rest. I give you my word, no harm will come to any of you.”

      “I will hold you to that, King,” Kara said, her voice stern. “Being a witch and a healer is not what makes me dangerous,” she paused as Nick watched her eyes roam around the room, as if she wanted to make sure every eye was on her and every ear listened. “I am dangerous because I am a mate, a mother, and a member of a pack. My loyalty to them runs deeper than the most fathomless ocean, higher than the peak of the tallest mountain, and wider than a chasm that cannot be measured because of its vastness. Do not mess with those that I love. Until now, I have been reasonable. Hurt those I love, and every ounce of rational thinking will flee, and I will unleash hell on your realm.”

      The silence was so complete that you’d be able to hear the smallest pebble hit the ground. Wide eyes stared at his mate with fear, reverence, respect, and disbelief. But not a single troll argued her threat.  Nick thought he couldn’t love her more, and yet after her fierce declaration, he did.

      It was Wadim who broke the quiet. “And that is why we constantly pant after our females like bucks in rut. Because they’re badass.”

      “Bloody hell,” Zara muttered.

      The king’s expression didn’t alter, but something flickered in his dark gaze that might, in a different face, have meant approval. “Ferocious words from a female of great worth. I can see why your mate is so protective of you. You are like our troll females. They are caretakers, until they are warriors. Then they are more brutal than our males.”

      Kara’s chin rose as her arm tightened around Nick’s neck where she held onto him. “I’ve been vulnerable enough in my life, walking while constantly looking over my shoulder, sleeping with one eye open. All on my own. I am not alone anymore.”

      Zara stepped up on their other side, Wadim at her back, close enough for his chest to touch her body. She rested both hands on her hips. “The vampires didn’t break me, and as long as I am breathing, nothing will. Because, I am not alone anymore, either. None of us are.”

      To Nick’s complete shock, and obviously the shock of all his people, the Troll King bent his head to the two females. A king did not bend his head to anyone. “Gypsy healer, blessed by the Great Luna, female wolf and warrior,” he motioned to Zara, “wolf and seasoned healer,” the king’s eyes shifted to Rachel, who looked a little surprised. “Now that I have Kara’s scent, I can smell it on you as well,” he explained. “You are honored guests. My apologies for how our introduction began. I hope that we can start again.” Then his chin rose slightly as he met the eyes of each of their males. “You each have the great honor of caring for these females. We will assist you in every way we can.”

      Nick’s body went rigid. Even though the king’s words were kind, there was a possessiveness in his tone that had his wolf’s hackles rising. “Forgive me,” Nick said, voice low, “if I don’t immediately trust the male who had her dragged out of a cage.”

      A low rumble moved through the assembled trolls, the sound of large bodies breathing in at the same time.

      Kara wiggled until he was forced to let her down or drop her. She laid a hand on Nick’s arm. “Easy.”

      “I am being very easy,” Nick informed her. He wasn’t ripping out the king’s throat. He thought he was being quite reasonable.

      Wadim muttered, “That’s debatable.”

      The Troll King’s mouth twitched at one corner, the smallest movement, gone before it had fully arrived. “You have spirit, wolf.”

      “I have a pregnant mate who is a gypsy healer, among other things, and everyone seems to want her because of those things. I wouldn’t call it spirit so much as a need to kill anything that might even have the whisper of a threat to her.”

      “Yes.” The king tipped his great head a fraction. “That is why you are still alive.”

      Nick smiled, all teeth and no warmth. “And you are still alive because my mate wishes it.”

      “Okay,” Kara said quickly, sliding fully into place at Nick’s side now, her hand sliding down to lace fingers with his. “Before we turn this into a measuring contest that nobody asked to attend, let’s get to that whole resting thing, yeah?”

      The Troll King looked down at her. “Agreed.”

      

      Gavril waited until the others disappeared down the winding stone corridor before he finally turned back toward the Troll King.

      Nick had carried Kara away like a male who intended to physically fight exhaustion itself if it tried touching his mate again. Rachel walked close beside them, one hand resting lightly against Kara’s back while Zara and Wadim followed behind, their voices low and tired. Aphid remained near the cavern entrance, silver eyes scanning every shadow with enough suspicion to insult entire bloodlines.

      Good.

      Someone needed to stay paranoid. Because Gavril didn’t like any of this. And wolves trusted instinct long before logic.

      The Troll King watched the group disappear before his attention shifted back to Gavril. Around them, troll warriors resumed moving through the chamber, though quieter now, every eye darting nervously toward the spreading corruption beneath the stone.

      “You wished to explain why you came to our realm,” the king rumbled.

      Gavril nodded once. “Yeah. I think it’s time we stop dancing around it.”

      The king’s dark gaze sharpened.

      Gavril folded his arms across his chest, boots planted firmly against the trembling stone floor beneath him. “The human realm is falling apart.”

      That got the trolls’ attention immediately.

      Several warriors exchanged uneasy looks while one of the elders gripped his staff more tightly.

      “There is an ancient being called Raja,” Gavril continued. “Long ago, the djinn imprisoned him inside the Nushtonia.”

      “The book of the dead?” one of the elders asked sharply.

      Gavril nodded. “The same one.”

      The Troll King’s expression darkened. “What manner of creature requires imprisonment inside an object of such power?”

      “The ruler of the realm of the dead,” Gavril answered grimly.

      Uneasiness rolled through the chamber. Even the mountain itself seemed to quiet for half a heartbeat.

      “He wanted more than dominion over death,” Gavril said. “He wanted access to the living realms. Power over all of them.”

      “And now?” the king asked.

      Gavril’s jaw tightened. “Now he’s free.”

      Several trolls muttered low curses beneath their breath.

      “A female named Celise weakened the bindings holding him, then one of our allies mistakenly set him free, thinking she was saving one of our own,” Gavril continued. “We don’t know what his end goal is. What we do know is that he is extremely powerful, and there are a lot of supernatural beings that would do all kinds of things if promised some of that power.”

      The Troll King’s eyes narrowed slowly. “And your Alpha sent you here.”

      “Fane doesn’t wait until disaster is standing on his doorstep before he acts.” A faint grin tugged briefly at Gavril’s mouth despite the tension hanging over the chamber. “He sent groups into different realms searching for allies before Raja’s influence spread too far.”

      “And instead of allies,” the king began quietly, his gaze drifting toward the corruption beneath the floor, “you found yourselves in our cages.”

      “Yeah.” Gavril’s wolf pushed uneasily against his skin again. “Well, we probably could have figured out a more diplomatic way to go about it. But, no one has been to the troll realm in a very long time.”

      The Troll King fell silent.

      Around them, the chamber lights flickered unevenly through the blue mineral veins embedded in the stone.

      Finally, the king spoke.

      “You said Raja rules death.”

      Gavril nodded.

      The king’s gaze shifted slowly toward the darkness of the corridor where Torvik had been carried up. “Then perhaps death has finally remembered the foundations buried beneath it.”

      Well. That sounded horrifying.

      Gavril rubbed a hand slowly down his beard. “You trolls always talk in cryptic riddles, or is that just a king thing?”

      To his complete surprise, one corner of the Troll King’s mouth twitched.

      “It is mostly a king thing.”
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      “She is mine and I am hers. Sometimes that’s all that needs to be said with words. Sometimes the rest needs to be spoken with touch.” ~ Nick

      

      The cavern they had been given was nothing like the cage they had started in. They were still surrounded by stone, still rough in places along the back wall, still undeniably troll in its bones, but there was purpose in it now. A wide sleeping platform had been carved directly out of the rock and piled deep with thick, gray furs that softened every edge. Crystals embedded in the walls burned low and steady, throwing a quiet amber glow across the chamber that made the shadows feel like part of the room rather than something hiding in it. Warmth seeped up from the floor itself, the kind that worked into the soles of your feet.

      It was safe. It should have settled him, but it didn't.

      Safety had not been something he trusted since she’d been taken by Ludcarab. And he trusted it even less because now he’d watched Kara stumble under that invisible force in the cavern below, her free hand flying to her stomach, her face going the color of cold ash, and he had been too far away to catch her. He had felt the wrench of it inside his chest like a tendon snapping. The memory hadn’t loosened its hold on him since.

      His wolf paced just beneath his skin, restless. He wasn’t angry per se, or aggressive, just unsettled, the way a predator was unsettled when its mate had been touched by something it had not been able to put its teeth into.

      Kara stood near the far wall, her fingers tracing slow paths over one of the glowing stones embedded in the rock. She studied it with the soft, unfocused attention of a woman who wasn’t really seeing the stone at all. Her hair fell loose over one shoulder, the borrowed troll robe she’d been given gathered loose at her hips, and the soft amber light caught along the line of her throat and the gentle slope of her collarbone in a way that made his chest pull tight. She was beautiful, but she looked tired.

      Not weak. Never weak. He’d never use that word for her, because his female had endured so damn much from the moment she entered this unforgiving world, and she’d been fighting ever since. He was supposed to make her life easier. It was his job to take the burdens from her shoulder and bare them so she didn’t have to and yet, here she was looking like the fate of every race rested on her. His mate looked vulnerable in the way she only ever let herself be inside walls she trusted. There was a softness around her mouth, a slight slump to her shoulders that she would have hidden in front of anyone else. She wasn’t hiding it from him.

      He hated that she had needed to hide it at all today, in front of trolls and a king and a child too small to know any of what he had been carrying.

      Nick crossed the space between them slowly, the soft scuff of his boots over stone the only sound.

      “Kara.”

      She turned at the sound of his voice, and the moment her eyes found his, something in her expression shifted and softened. That was the thing about her. She could be sarcasm and steel and stubbornness wrapped up in a five-foot-nothing package that argued with kings and outwitted demons before breakfast, but when she looked at him like that, like he was something steady, something safe to land on, it wrecked him every single time.

      “You looked like a trapped tiger,” she said.

      His grin was all teeth. “I’m a wolf, sweetheart. Much sexier than a tiger.”

      Her brow lifted in the slow, knowing way that always meant she had already won the argument and was waiting for him to figure it out.

      “Fine,” he sighed. “I don’t like being stuck in these walls. It doesn’t matter that we’re not in cages anymore. I’d rather sleep out in the forest where we can run if we need to.”

      Her lips twitched at the corners, and warmth bloomed low in his stomach at the small victory of having coaxed it out of her. “The only thing you need to worry about is the old lady troll committee attempting to fatten you up.”

      He stepped closer. Close enough now that he could feel the soft heat coming off her skin, close enough that her scent reached him in a slow, full pull. It had been changing for weeks, deepening, layering with something richer and warmer than the vanilla note he had carried in his lungs since the day he met her. His wolf surged toward it the way it always did now, possessive and hungry and reverent all at once. Mine. Always mine.

      His hand came up between them slowly, giving her time to step back if she needed it, even though he already knew she wouldn’t. She never did. Not from him. His fingers brushed her cheek, his thumb sliding along the line of her jaw, and he felt the small catch in her breath under his palm.

      There. That. That right there was what undid him every time, the tiny, involuntary proof that his touch still pulled her under as fast as hers pulled him.

      His chest tightened until it ached. “You scared me,” he said quietly.

      Her eyes dropped for the space of a heartbeat before lifting back to his. “I know.”

      “I couldn't get to you.” He’d already said it, probably too many times but it was on repeat in his mind.

      “I know, Nick.”

      His jaw flexed, a muscle ticking near his ear. “That’s not something I handle well.”

      She let out a soft huff that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You handled it by ripping apart a troll cage and almost starting a war. We’re supposed to be getting their help, remember?”

      “I had no way of knowing if you were in danger, yeah? You know my wolf instincts are to kill anything that keeps me from you. Nothing will ever change that. I’d kill Fane himself if it came down to getting to you.” It was not an exaggeration.

      She frowned. “Don’t say that. He’s our friend and the Alpha of alphas.”

      He shrugged. “He’d do the same to me if I attempted to keep Jacque from him. Every male wolf would. It keeps things interesting. Never a dull moment with mated male wolves always on the verge of killing someone or something.”

      The smile she gave him didn’t quite reach her eyes, and that was what moved him forward. His hand slid down from her face to her shoulder, then along the slope of her arm in a slow drag of fingertips and palm until he found her hand and laced their fingers together. He tugged her in by the grip until there was no space left between them, until the soft front of her body met the harder line of his and her chin tipped up automatically to keep his eyes.

      “You’re different,” he murmured.

      He felt her body still against him. The smallest stiffening, there and gone, like a held breath.

      There it was. That flicker behind her eyes that she would never name out loud. Insecurity. The new, quiet uncertainty of a woman whose body was changing under her own hands faster than her mind could catch up.

      She glanced away from him, just barely, her gaze sliding sideways toward the glowing wall. “Well, yeah. That tends to happen when you’re growing an entire human.”

      His free hand came up immediately, his fingers slipping under her chin and turning her face gently back to his.

      “Don’t,” he said softly.

      Her brow furrowed. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t look at me like that’s something I could ever not want.”

      Her breath hitched audibly between them.

      He watched it. He felt it. He let it settle into him before he moved his other hand from her hip to the soft, low curve of her stomach. The swell wasn’t pronounced yet, just a gentle change under her robe that he had to know to feel for, but it was there. Real. Present. His palm spanned it easily, his fingers fanning out across the warm fabric, and the weight of what was beneath his hand caught him in the throat all over again.

      His. Theirs. “Do you have any idea,” he said, voice dropping low, “what this does to me?”

      Her lips parted. “Nick.”

      “You smell different.” He leaned in until his nose brushed the soft skin just beneath her ear, and he dragged a slow inhale that pulled her scent all the way down into his chest. His eyes slid closed at the way it hit him. “Stronger. Warmer. Like every part of me is being pulled toward you, whether I want it or not. And I always want it.”

      Her fingers curled into the front of his shirt, twisting in the fabric.

      His wolf pressed closer to the surface, the heat of it spreading through his skin like a banked fire someone had just blown across. “You taste different, too.” His mouth grazed the line of her throat as he spoke, a barely-there brush of lips that made her shiver against him. “Sweeter. And something else underneath it. Something that makes it very hard to think about anything except getting my mouth on you.”

      A slow flush climbed up her chest and into her cheeks, beautiful in the amber light.

      “Stop,” she whispered. There was no protest in the word. None at all.

      “Not a chance.” His hands moved to the soft tie at her hip, his fingers working the knot loose with slow, deliberate care. He refused to be rushed through this. The robe loosened. He gathered the front of it in both hands and parted it gently, easing the fabric back from her shoulders, letting it slide down her arms and pool at her feet in a soft hush of cloth.

      He didn’t reach for her right away, instead he looked at his mate. Took in her lovely form. His breath left him in a long, low exhale, the kind that came from somewhere beneath the lungs.

      “Look at you.”

      She shifted under the weight of his gaze, one of her arms moving instinctively across her stomach.

      His hand caught her wrist with the careful grip he’d never used on anything but her, and he drew it gently back down to her side.

      “No,” he murmured. “Don't hide.”

      Her voice came out softer now. "I'm not hiding."

      His brow rose in challenge. “You are.”

      His thumb stroked the inside of her wrist in slow circles over the thin skin where her pulse beat hard against his touch. “You think I haven’t noticed the way you look at yourself in the mirror lately? Before all hell broke loose. The way your hands hesitate when you change? And then attempting to do so quickly so that I can’t enjoy the view?”

      Her gaze dropped.

      He stepped even closer, until the heat of her bare skin met the roughness of his shirt, and she let out a quiet breath against his throat.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      She did.

      “I see you,” he told her. “All of you. The way you’re rounder here.” His knuckles trailed down her side, over her hip, the curve of her thigh. “The way your skin is hotter in places it wasn’t before.” His hand moved up again, slowly, the back of his fingers grazing the underside of her breast. “The way your body is changing because it’s making room for our child.”

      Her breath shuddered out of her.

      “That isn’t something I simply tolerate, Kara.” His mouth brushed her temple. “That’s something I worship.”

      He bent his head and caught her mouth with his.

      The kiss started slow, the way they always started, his hand cradling the back of her head and his thumb tracing the soft skin behind her ear. He took his time tasting her, learning the way she felt against him tonight, the new fullness of her lower lip when he caught it gently between his. Her body softened against his by degrees, her arms sliding up around his neck, her hands wrapping around the back of his neck.

      His wolf rumbled approval low in his chest. He deepened the kiss in slow, deliberate increments, his tongue stroking into her mouth in a long, claiming pull that made her sigh against him. Her hands slid down and fisted in his shirt and dragged it upward, and he obliged her without breaking the kiss, ducking his head only long enough to let her pull the shirt free and toss it somewhere behind them. Her palms came back to his chest immediately, splaying flat over his ribs and skating up to his shoulders, and the soft, hungry sound she made when bare skin met bare skin nearly took the legs out from under him.

      “Nick,” she whispered against his mouth.

      “I’ve got you, baby.” His hand slid down her back, learning the new curves of her, and settled low at the base of her spine. “I’ve got you.”

      He bent and caught her behind the knees in one smooth motion, lifting her into his arms. She let out a small, breathy laugh against his throat, her arms looping around his neck, and the sound of it loosened something inside him that had been clenched since the moment that ancient thing beneath the realm had touched her.

      “Show off,” she murmured.

      “Always.”

      He carried her to the wide sleeping platform and laid her down on the furs with care that bordered on reverence, easing her back against the thick pelts until she was framed in the dark gray of them like something out of a dream he’d had every night for years and was only now allowed to keep. Her hair spilled across the furs. The amber light slid along her bare skin and turned her gold, and he stopped breathing for a moment because she was his, and he had almost forgotten how to remember that without rage tangled into the gratitude.

      He stripped the rest of his clothes off without ceremony.

      Her eyes traveled over him as he did, slow and unhurried, and the warmth in her gaze was the only fire he ever needed to chase.

      “Hey,” she said softly, holding out a hand to him.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He took it, pressed his mouth into the center of her palm, and let her draw him down.

      He covered her body with his own carefully, taking his weight on one forearm so that nothing pressed into the soft curve of her stomach. His other hand drifted up the inside of her thigh in a long, slow stroke that made her breath catch and her hips shift restlessly against the furs.

      “Tell me,” he murmured against her throat. “Tell me what you need.”

      “You. Always you.”

      He grazed his teeth gently along the column of her neck and felt the shiver run all the way down her body. “Be more specific, baby. I want to hear you say it.”

      A soft laugh broke out of her, half breath and half sound. “You're insufferable.”

      “I’m thorough.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Tell me.”

      Her hand slid over his shaved head, fingers tightening at the back of his head as she guided him down to her mouth. “I need you to put your hands on me, Nick. I need to feel you. All of you. I need to know we’re still here.”

      His eyes closed for a heartbeat at the soft, honest weight of it. “Then feel me,” he said. He took his time. He kissed his way down her throat in slow, open-mouthed pulls that left her arching off the furs, and when his lips found her collarbone, he lingered there until she made a soft, frustrated sound that pulled a low laugh out of him. He smiled against her skin.

      “Patience.”

      Kara frowned at him, nearly a pout, which was sexy as hell. “I have been very patient.”

      He gave her neck a quick lick. “Patience looks beautiful on you.”

      “Nick.”

      He moved lower. His mouth traced the soft slope of her chest, his hand sliding up to cup her breast with the deliberate care she needed now. He learned the new fullness of her under his palm, the heavier weight of her, the way her breath caught harder when his thumb brushed across the tight peak of her. He filed every reaction away carefully, the way he filed everything about her, and he used what he learned.

      When his mouth replaced his hand, she gasped his name, her hips lifting off the furs, and his free hand pressed gently and grounding along her ribs to steady her.

      “Yeah,” he breathed against her skin. “This is what you need, what I need.”

      “Nick, I can’t, it’s, Nick.”

      “Sensitive,” he murmured. “I know. I’ve got you. Just feel it.”

      He kept going.

      He kissed his way down the soft plane of her stomach, slowing when he reached the gentle curve at the base of it. His mouth pressed there, lingered there, his hand splayed wide and protective over the warmth of her. He stayed long enough that her hand drifted down to rest on his head, her fingers stroking once. His throat closed for a beat. He kissed the soft skin again, low, reverent, and let her feel what he couldn’t get past his teeth.

      Then he moved lower still.

      He took his time with her there, too, slow and unhurried and ruthless in the steady, attentive way he had spent time learning her body. Her hands dropped to the covers as she fisted them tightly, her thighs trembled against his shoulders, and the sounds she made tore through him and rearranged something in his chest. He brought her to the edge with deliberate cruelty, eased her back, and brought her up again, listening for every shift in her breath, watching her face, learning her all over again the way he learned her every single time, because she was his and he would never be done memorizing her.

      When he finally let her fall, she came apart on a soft, broken sound of his name, and he stayed with her through every shudder, his hand stroking up and down her thigh in long, slow lines until she went boneless against the furs.

      Only then did he move back up her body.

      She caught his face in both hands the moment he was within reach and kissed him hard, her mouth open and hungry, tasting herself on him without hesitation, and his control slipped another notch sideways. He groaned into her mouth.

      “I want you,” she whispered against his lips.

      “You have me.”

      “I want you in me, Nick.”

      His forehead dropped to hers. He breathed once, slowly, the way he’d taught himself to breathe when she said things like that to him, because she could undo years of careful patience in a single sentence, and she knew it.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      Her eyes opened, dark and soft and entirely his.

      “I love you,” he told her quietly. “More than I knew there was room inside me. You and the baby. There’s nothing in any realm that’s getting through me to either of you. Do you understand me?”

      Her eyes filled. “I understand.”

      He shifted between her thighs, his hand sliding under her knee to draw her leg up over his hip with care, and he eased into her slowly, watching her face the entire way. Her lips parted on a soft, shaken sound, and his vision fogged at the edges for a moment as she took him in. He stilled when he was fully seated, breathing through it, his forehead pressed to hers, both of them shaking.

      “There you are,” he whispered.

      “Nick.”

      “I feel it, too.” Then he moved.

      He rolled into her in slow, deep strokes that drew a long, broken sound out of her every single time, and he never looked away from her face. One of his hands stayed planted on the furs above her shoulder, grounding him. The other slid down between them, fingers splaying low over the soft warmth of her stomach in a quiet, possessive cradle that he didn't let himself examine too closely. He just kept it there. He had earned it. He had earned her. He had earned this.

      “You feel that?” he murmured.

      She nodded against the furs, her hands clutching at his back.

      “That’s me, baby. That’s us. That’s what we are.”

      “Yes.”

      He bent his head to her throat and dragged his mouth along the line of her shoulder, slow and deliberate, until he found the soft curve where her neck met it. The place his mark had lived since he’d claimed her. The place that had faded a little with time, the way old marks did, even mate marks, even his.

      His wolf rose hard and fast inside him. He pulled back enough to see her face. “Baby.”

      Her eyes opened, hazy and dark.

      “I need to put my mark on you again.”

      She didn’t even hesitate. Her hand came up and slid to the back of his head, drawing him back down to her shoulder, exposing her throat for him in the simplest, most devastating offering she could have given him.

      “Then mark me,” she whispered.

      His chest cracked open. He kept moving inside her, slower now, deeper, his mouth dragging along that soft place between her shoulder and neck. He felt her pulse beat there against his lips. He felt the warmth of her. He felt every promise they had ever made to each other gathered into the inch of skin under his mouth.

      “Mine,” he murmured against her.

      “Yours.”

      “Always mine.”

      “Always.”

      He bit down. His teeth sank into the soft muscle between her neck and her shoulder in a clean, deep claim, and the second the taste of her hit his tongue, the bond between them flared white-hot inside, a brilliant, ringing thing that filled every dark corner he’d been carrying since the moment he’d watched her stumble in that cavern. She cried out beneath him, her body arching up hard, her hands pressing into his back to hold him there, and the sound she made was want and surrender and coming home all at once.

      A heartbeat later, he felt her shatter under him, her body clenching around his, and he followed her over the edge with a low, ragged sound torn out of his chest, his teeth still locked carefully in her shoulder, his hand still cradled low over their child.

      He held her through every shudder. He held her through his own.

      When he finally eased his teeth free, he laved his tongue over the mark in slow, careful strokes, sealing it the way his wolf demanded, and the warmth of his magic sank into the wound and settled there, a steady, glowing pulse of his under her skin. His mark bloomed dark and clear against her shoulder. He stared at it for a long moment, his breath uneven, his hand stroking up and down her side.

      Mine.

      His wolf finally, finally settled in his chest, the way it hadn’t settled since the cavern below.

      Kara’s hand drifted up, her fingers stroking slow patterns at the back of his head. She’d told him once how she loved the texture of his shorn hair, and she rubbed it often. He tried not to purr, which would be completely undignifying since he was a canine.

      “There you are,” she whispered, echoing him.

      He huffed a breath that was almost a laugh and pressed his forehead to hers. He stayed there, inside her, on top of her, around her, breathing her in for a long moment before he eased carefully to the side, gathering her with him so that she was tucked against his chest and his hand could settle back in its rightful place low on her stomach.

      She curled into him.

      His mouth found her temple. He pressed a kiss there. Then another. Then one to the fresh mark on her shoulder, gentle this time, an apology and a promise woven into the same touch.

      “I love you,” he said quietly into her hair.

      “I love you, too.” Her hand slid up and rested over his heart, the way it always did. “Nick.”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “Thank you.”

      His throat closed.

      He didn’t trust his voice for a moment, so he tightened his arm around her and pressed his cheek to the top of her head. When he could speak again, he found her hand on his chest and laced their fingers together over his heartbeat.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “You and our baby. Always.”

      Her breath evened out against him. For the first time since they’d entered this mountain, his wolf curled up inside him, content. The world was still ending somewhere out there. Raja was still loose. Something dark was still rising under the roots of this realm. But not in this room. Not tonight.

      In this room, his mate slept in his arms with his mark fresh on her shoulder, his child warm under his hand, and the bond between them sang the way it had been built to sing.

      For now, that was everything. For now, that was enough.
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      “Sometimes surviving together looks less like heroics and more like sitting beside someone in the dark so they don’t have to carry the weight alone.” ~Rachel

      

      Rachel sat cross-legged near the edge of the underground spring, her fingers trailing slowly through the water as soft blue light from the cavern moss reflected across the surface in lazy, rippling patterns. The trolls had carved this resting cavern deeper into the mountain than the holding chambers, and though the stone walls still carried the same immense, ancient weight, the space felt quieter somehow. Less like a prison. More like a respite. Like a space to just breathe.

      The water was warmer than she had expected. It felt relaxing against her skin, and she let her hand drift through it while she tried to ignore the low, constant hum she had been feeling beneath her palms every time she touched the stone. The mountain was humming back. Not loudly or even clearly. But enough to remind her wolf that nothing in this place was truly still, and enough to prickle along the edges of her healer’s senses like a splinter she could not quite find.

      Behind her, the steady scrape of a whetstone stopped. As an act of good faith, the Troll King had agreed to give them weapons, though they had claws and teeth, and it was a gesture they respected. But the sharpness of the blades had been lacking in her mate’s opinion.

      “You’re thinking too loudly again,” Gavril said.

      Rachel glanced over her shoulder. Her mate sat several feet away on a flat shelf of stone, one knee bent, an old blade resting across his thigh. He was not actually sharpening it anymore. He had stopped doing that at least ten minutes ago. Now he simply watched her with that quiet, coiled stillness dominant wolves carried when they were pretending not to be on alert, the stillness of a predator who had long ago learned that patience was its own kind of weapon.

      Rachel sighed softly. “I wasn’t aware that thoughts made noise.”

      “They do when they start weighing down the entire room.” He winked at her, his lips turning up into a small smile, one he reserved only for her. It was a smile she knew so well that she could see it clear as day even when she closed her eyes. “You need to be careful or you might squash me into a rug, and then Peri would be ticked off that she wasn’t the one who got to make me carpet.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong about Peri being pissy about it. But I highly doubt my thoughts can squish you into a rug.” Rachel chuckled. “Not to mention, you’re in your human form. A human skin rug is just gross.”

      “How do you know? Have you walked on a human skin rug? Maybe it’s very smooth.”

      “Of all the many conversations we’ve had over the centuries, this might be one of the oddest.” A smile tugged at her mouth despite herself.

      Gavril’s gaze softened fractionally when he saw it, and she felt the warmth of it answer along the slender, steady thread of the mate bond between them, a low golden pulse under her ribs. “There she is,” came his voice, gentler through the bond than it was aloud, though he said it aloud, too. "There she is."

      Rachel looked back toward the spring before the warmth in his expression could settle too deeply beneath her skin. He had a way of looking at her sometimes that felt like he was seeing a version of her that she was not sure she had earned, and she did not know what to do with that on a good day. She certainly did not know what to do with it on this one–a day when they’d nearly been troll food, and then like a car wreck inflicting whiplash, suddenly they were being treated like guests. All because Kara was a gypsy healer. And Rachel hadn’t missed the interest in the Troll King’s eyes when he’d mentioned that he knew that Rachel was a healer, too.

      “I’m worried about Kara,” she admitted. “Sometimes I wonder why the Great Luna created us.”

      “Beautiful females?” Gavril teased. He was trying to ease her fretting. She’d tried to keep it from flowing through their bond. She didn’t like him worrying about her. Her mate, who was so stoic and strong, yet could soften in an instant when a child was under his protection. “I know why she created you, because she knew us males would be Neanderthals without you. Grunting, fighting, acting like rabid dogs fighting over a bone.”

      She turned so that she could see him but still run her fingers through the water. “You’re in an interesting mood this evening.”

      Her mate shrugged, a casual motion that wasn’t his style. Gavril’s movements were always intentional with purpose. He wasn’t one to waste energy on fruitless motion. Jen had teased him that if he continued to sit so still, he’d eventually turn to stone, and once that happened, she would use him as a coat rack. Rachel had no doubt she would.

      “I don’t like it when you’re so unsettled,” he explained. “I can’t fix the situation, at least not yet, but I can at least make my female feel less stressed.”

      Rachel knew she wouldn’t be able to appease him with words. He’d see right through them, especially since he had access to her every emotion. So, she just went back to letting out the words that were running through her mind. “She's trying very hard to pretend she isn't terrified. But after what she went through with Ludcarab, there’s no way she doesn’t have some form of PTSD. She hides behind her feisty attitude and bravado. And she does it quite convincingly, unless you know what to look for. As a healer, I could practically feel the fear rolling off of her. I can’t believe Nick didn’t kill everyone in the room the minute his cage opened.”

      “To be fair, Kara would attempt sarcasm during the apocalypse,” he pointed out mildly.

      “She absolutely would.” She shook her head. “I blame Jen.”

      He inclined his head in agreement. “That’s because most things that have to do with our females are Jen’s fault. And Nick would probably threaten the apocalypse itself if it looked at Kara wrong.”

      That earned him a quiet laugh. It was a small sound, a little cracked at the edges, but it was real, and for a moment the cavern did not feel quite so heavy. The sound faded quickly. Rachel's fingers stilled in the water. The reflected blue light moved across her knuckles in slow, glowing bands.

      “Something touched the baby.” Rachel had felt it. The healer bond was something altogether different than the mate bond, but no less intense. Especially when intense emotions were present. “It was dark, malevolent. But she protected it with her light, her magic. She’s able to wield her healer magic in tandem with her witch power, and it kept whatever that was from getting near the child.” She paused and then added, “I think it has something to do with Raja.”

      The words settled heavily between them.

      Gavril did not immediately answer. Rachel appreciated that about him. He never rushed to fill silence just because it existed. He let her words be what they needed to be, which, in a world full of people who filled every quiet moment with noise, was its own kind of kindness.

      Finally, he asked quietly, “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “I felt it when the magic surged through the cavern.” Her throat tightened slightly around the memory of it, the way the air had seemed to bend inward toward Kara, and toward the small, impossible life Kara was carrying. Her gypsy magic had known it before her mind had, the healer in her recoiling from a presence that did not belong inside a womb. “Whatever is moving beneath this realm noticed her. Not Kara specifically, at first. The baby. And it very much felt like magic that emanated from the Nushtonia.”

      Gavril’s jaw flexed, a slow tightening of muscle along the line of his jaw that she had come to read as clearly as any of her own moods.

      “That explains Nick,” he murmured. “I mean, any male would have been struggling to get to their pregnant mate, but he was practically feral.”

      Rachel turned on the stone and looked at him fully, drawing her hand out of the spring and resting her damp fingers against her knee. “He’s barely holding himself together.”

      “He thinks he failed her.” Gavril shook his head. “He thinks he’s failed her over and over again. It does something to a man, something irreversible, when his mate is hurt. And the way Kara was hurt, that’s a male’s worst nightmare. Considering when we first arrived, we didn’t really know the trolls’ intentions, his mind no doubt jumped to the worst case scenario. Unfortunately, it will be a feeling that might take a long time to go away, if it ever does.”

      “But he didn’t fail her,” Rachel insisted, her chest getting tight as she remembered the way Kara had looked when she’d been brought out of Ludcarab’s clutches. She’d looked like a shell of the person she had been. Her eyes had been haunted. Slowly, the light in them had returned. Though she was rarely seen without Nick, Kara had begun to manage being away from him and the light still stayed.

      “He knows that here.” Gavril tapped two fingers lightly against his temple. His mouth pulled into the ghost of something that was not quite a smile. “But our wolves don’t love logically. You cannot reason a male out of a terror his beast has already decided is going to happen. His every thought was most likely seeing her in various stages of torture.”

      Rachel’s chest ached at the quiet understanding in his voice, because he understood. The wolf who had found her and claimed her and refused to let the world have her knew exactly what that shape looked like when it fractured.

      “Again, I wonder what the Great Luna was thinking in making such a bond between us,” she admitted softly. “I’ve never seen fear hit him that hard, and that fast.”

      Gavril’s gaze drifted toward the tunnel leading deeper into the cavern system, toward where Nick and Kara had disappeared earlier, and for a moment he looked like a man reading a story he had lived too closely to forget. “Neither have I.”

      He leaned back slightly against the stone wall behind him, though nothing about him truly relaxed. The blade across his thigh stayed balanced exactly where it had been, as though his body simply refused, on principle, to be unprepared.

      “For dominant males like Nick,” he paused, choosing the words carefully, the way he always did when he was trying not to wound something just by naming it. “Protection becomes identity. When we cannot shield the ones we love, it tears at something foundational. We do not just feel helpless. We feel like a part of us has become useless, and even died.”

      The we was not lost on her.

      Rachel looked down at the glowing water again. “He loves her so much.”

      “Yes.”

      “She’s still so young in many ways. But she was forced to grow up, and is still being forced to face things that females her age should not have to.” Rachel’s heart ached for Kara. Like the other healers, she’d come to see them as younger sisters. She loved each of them deeply.

      “She stopped being young a long time ago,” Gavril said quietly. “Now she’s becoming dangerous.”

      Rachel blinked at him, waiting for him to continue.

      Gavril’s expression remained calm, thoughtful. “I watched her stand in front of an entire troll kingdom while something ancient searched through her magic, and she still found the energy to mouth off.” One dark brow lifted slightly. “That requires either tremendous courage or severe brain damage.”

      Rachel huffed softly.

      “She protected that child without hesitation, not just her own, but the one she healed as well,” Gavril continued. “Even knowing it exposed her.” His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Warriors notice things like that. Wolves notice it even faster.”

      Rachel let his words settle into the quiet between them and found she could not argue with a single one.

      The trolls had changed after Kara healed Torvik.

      The guards no longer watched Kara with suspicion. Now they watched her carefully, reverently almost, the way the faithful watched something they were not entirely sure they were allowed to touch. She hadn’t missed the way troll females had begun leaving food near their chambers, dense loaves still warm from the cooking stones, carved wooden bowls of something root-sweet and earthy. Older trolls lowered their gazes slightly when passing her in the tunnels, the barest tilt of the head, the kind of gesture that came from a people whose respect had to be earned before it was given.

      Suddenly, she felt a faint rumble, so soft that had she not been a healer and very attuned to magic, she might not have noticed. Rachel frowned faintly. “The mountain feels sick. It’s as if it’s trying to rid itself  of whatever has begun to invade it.”

      Gavril went very still. She knew he was focused on her, and on what she was sensing. The silence stretched between them before he finally said, “I feel it, too.”

      Gypsy healers felt sickness the way a wolf smelled blood, and she had been smelling both since they were dragged below the stone. “Like something spreading through roots underground. Corruption, but…” Her face tightened as she searched for the word, because the one she kept circling back to felt too alive to say out loud. “It’s hungry.”

      A muscle ticked in Gavril’s jaw. “And now Kara and the baby might be connected to it somehow.”

      Rachel wrapped her arms loosely around herself, the damp fingers of one hand curling against the fabric at her opposite elbow. “I hate not knowing what to do, or being unable to do anything. It’s maddening.”

      “That,” Gavril said dryly, “ is exactly how I feel when you’re in harm’s way. So welcome to my world.”

      She shot him a look.

      He held up one hand. “I stand by my statement, you don’t have to like it.”

      Rachel tried not to smile again and failed miserably.

      The sound of approaching footsteps echoed faintly through the cavern tunnels before either of them could say anything else, the rhythm of two pairs of boots moving easily in time with each other, familiar as a heartbeat. Her wolf lifted her head inside her anyway, ears pricked, checking, before she recognized the scents and the pattern of the stride and eased back down.

      Wadim appeared first, looking entirely too pleased with himself for a wolf currently trapped beneath a mountain inhabited by giant trolls. Zara followed close behind him, her eyes immediately sweeping over Rachel’s face in assessment, the way a packmate checked on another packmate before asking anything out loud.

      “You look like you’re contemplating an escape plot, with or without casualties. Or you’re constipated. I’d prefer it’d be the first one,” Wadim said to Gavril, as he rubbed his hands together. “So, how are we doing this? Smoking the trolls out of the mountain so we can make a break for it? Taking the little troll hostage in order to force them to let us leave? Ohhh, better yet, let’s wolf out and rip some troll heads off and take them as trophies.” He held up a hand. “I don’t mean the kids, obviously. That’s just wrong. Or the females. I’m thinking just the warriors, especially the ugly ones.”

      Rachel blinked. “How many times do we have to tell you to quit hanging out with Jen?” She looked at Zara. “You need to nip that in the bud.”

      “I would, but watching them together is like watching a bad reality show. You just can’t look away,” Zara said as she moved toward them. “Ignore him. He’s reached the stage of stress where he becomes aggressively conversational. He’ll move on to another topic in about two minutes. I think being away from his history dungeon is beginning to make him twitchy.”

      “I don’t get twitchy,” Wadim objected.

      “Babe,” Zara said, “You absolutely get twitchy, worrying someone will touch things and mess your organized chaos all up. It’s cute, like how a puppy chasing its tail is cute.”

      Gavril snorted quietly, the sound the closest thing to a laugh the wolf typically allowed himself in public.

      Wadim pressed one hand dramatically to his chest. “Zara, my love, your cruelty wounds me.”

      “You’ll survive.”

      “I suppose I must.”

      Rachel shook her head gently as the two of them settled into the space near the spring with the ease of a mated pair who had spent years orbiting one another, even though they hadn’t even been mated half a decade yet. Wadim lowered himself to the stone floor and stretched his long legs out in front of him with an exaggerated sigh, propping himself on one elbow. Zara folded down beside him with more grace than the movement had any right to produce, her shoulder just brushing his. She let it stay there–that small, casual contact of wolf to wolf, mate to mate, the kind that most humans never even noticed and the kind that wolves needed.

      “Despite my rather ruthless descriptions of escaping, I have officially decided trolls are deeply fascinating,” Wadim announced.

      “Don’t you think you’ve covered this topic enough?” Zara asked as she side-eyed him.

      Wadim ran a hand down her thigh. “Only to you. And as much as I enjoy sharing my knowledge with you, I feel it’s necessary that others get to experience some of what you do.”

      She pursed her lips, though the look in her eyes was playful. “Better not be letting anyone experience too much.”

      Gavril ran a hand down his face. “Apparently, Jen has gotten her gutter claws into this one too.”

      Zara chuckled. “You have to admit, she’s kind of hilarious.”

      “I will never admit such blasphemy,” Gavril warned.

      Rachel nodded her head. “I agree with my mate. Admitting that would be like throwing gas on a fire.”

      Wadim snapped his fingers. “Enough about gutter queen. I’ve got thoughts to work through, and it helps when I have a captive audience. Let’s think about it.”

      “Or we could not and pretend we did,” Gavril grumbled as he went back to sharpening the blade.

      Wadim ignored him and kept right on talking. “Their oral histories alone could occupy me for decades. The older females love to tell of the past. And on top of that, they have documents of their ancestors. Hours and hours of reading about how their realm has survived without any outsiders disturbing them for so long.”

      Rachel frowned. “I enjoy reading a good book, but that sounds like a good way to fall asleep.”

      “To you perhaps. To me it sounds fascinating,” Wadim’s voice grew excited. “I mean, think of it. How long has this current troll king ruled? And how did he become the king? Was there some sort of battle with the old king, or was he the son and inherited the position? And how long do trolls actually live? How long does it take for their young to grow up? What determines their appearances considering they all look so varied? And I don’t mean varied in the way humans are varied. I mean, some of them don’t even have the same number of fingers and toes. Their hair colors are like looking in a crayon box. And what about education? How do they⁠—”

      Zara suddenly leaned down and kissed him. It was a long kiss. Rachel looked at Gavril, who hadn’t even looked up from his whetstone. He looked deep in thought. She could have taken a look through the bond, but she often preferred it when he shared his thoughts without intruding. Her attention turned back to the couple.

      Wadim blinked after his mate pulled back.

      “Well,” he said faintly. “That was unexpectedly rewarding.”

      Zara smirked. “You were talking too much.”

      Wadim attempted to pull her back to him, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest.  “I always talk too much,” he said.

      “Yes,” she agreed, “but you were spiraling.” She leaned back so that her shoulder was resting against his again. Wadim stared at her for a few more seconds, with a longing that Rachel had seen many times on her own mate’s face.

      “Not in the presence of others,” he told her through the bond.

      Rachel nearly rolled her eyes. “I forget that you like to eavesdrop in my head.”

      “It’s not eavesdropping when I have the right to be there.”

      “Possessive,” she said, though it came out in a teasing tone.

      “Damn straight.” His eyes were still on his task, but she could feel his attention on her. After watching him for a second longer, Rachel looked back at Wadim and Zara.

      Zara said something too soft for Rachel to hear, but there was no longer humor on either of their faces. And there was a sudden shift in the atmosphere. Wadim grabbed her hand in his and pulled it to his chest, just over his heart. “I know.”

      Rachel exchanged a glance with Gavril as silence settled over the group again, the kind of silence that did not need to be filled because everyone sitting inside it already understood what it meant.

      Zara stared down at their hands for a long moment before speaking, her voice quieter than it had been a minute ago. “Sorry, it just hits me out of nowhere sometimes.” She looked up at Rachel. “I keep expecting them to walk around a corner.”

      No one asked who. They all knew. Dalton and Jewel.

      Loss sat differently on every wolf, but it always sat somewhere. It found the shape of the one it had taken root in. For Zara, it apparently sat in corners and hallways and the edges of her vision, waiting with footsteps that never came. For Rachel, it was the voices, knowing she’d never hear Jewel give another random fact, or Dalton’s soft tone he only ever used with his mate.

      Zara’s fingers slid through Wadim’s hair gently, no doubt grounding and comforting, the movement slow and deliberate, the way a mate touched something precious she was not willing to let drift away from her.

      “It seems so unfair,” she whispered. “I survived the vampires, and the nightmare of that. I don’t know how. I don’t know why, but I did. And I’m nobody. I’m nothing special. But, Jewel, she was special. She was a freaking genius, brave, bold in that quiet way that surprised people. She had grit down to her bones. Why her?”

      Wadim leaned into her touch just slightly. There was a slight growl in his voice as he spoke to her. The playful, jovial Wadim was no longer present, and his wolf was in control. His eyes glowed as he looked at her. “Mate,” he rumbled, in a tone that was anything but gentle. “No one person is more important, or special, than another. The Great Luna does not play favorites with her creation. Every single one of us, you included, have a purpose. We don’t see the whole picture. We see only the small pieces each day. We may never see the impact our lives have on others. But we should live in such a way that it doesn’t matter if we see that fruit or not. Jewel lived every day trying to do the right thing. She lived loving others deeply. She went through hell but came out stronger.

      “Did she make mistakes? Absolutely, but show me one person who hasn’t. And whether we understand it or not, her purpose and Dalton’s purpose had been served, and now they are home with our Creator. They were faithful in their lives to pursuing good and helping others, and now it is their time to rest. We must continue on. Our pack, the other packs, our allies, all of us must take up the mantle and continue to fight.”

      “Five minutes more,” Zara said softly.

      And suddenly Rachel's chest hurt. Not from grief exactly. From love. Because despite all of this, despite the corruption and Raja and the fear and the waiting, they still found ways to hold each other together. They touched. They teased. They kissed each other quiet when the world got too loud. They grieved openly in front of a pack they trusted and did not apologize for the weight of it.

      That mattered.

      More than any of them probably realized.

      She let her eyes drift back to the water and kept her hand still in her lap, and for one small, fragile moment she let herself believe the breathing room might last a little longer. Down the bond, Gavril’s presence warmed against her like a hand she could not see, steady, here, hers. And beneath her, still the mountain hummed, a tune that was off key, like a note gone too sharp. Her wolf grated at the sound. There was nothing that could be done about it in that moment.

      “Rest, mate,” Gavril’s wolf rumbled. “We will deal with the evil that is daring to touch one of ours.”
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        * * *

      

      Aphid stood with his arms folded near one of the massive archways leading toward the lower passages. He was further down the cavern system from the others, where the tunnels narrowed and the air grew cooler the deeper the stone went. He had selected the location specifically because it was quiet. Unfortunately, children apparently considered silence a personal challenge.

      “You’re pointier up close.”

      Aphid closed his eyes briefly. “I sensed you approaching,” he said without turning around. “Not to mention, you’re about as stealthy as a human.”

      “No you didn’t. You’re just upset that I stepped on your foot earlier.”

      "Yes,” the fae warrior said, “a memory I will carry into death." Aphid glanced down at him reluctantly.

      Torvik grinned unrepentantly as he moved up beside the fae male, a carved stone figure clutched in one oversized hand. The child was short and stout. It was hard to tell if he would be tall or not. Trolls seemed to come in a wide variety of sizes, and it was pretty hard to tell their age as well.

      The child troll had attached himself to Aphid over the last couple of hours with deeply irritating persistence. Aphid had tried the usual discouragements. Silence. Clipped answers. The particular flat stare he had cultivated over several centuries of fae courts and used to reduce newer warriors to stammering apologies.

      Torvik seemed entirely immune to intimidation. A dangerous quality in children.

      “You watch everyone,” the child observed.

      Aphid looked back toward the tunnels. “Observation prevents surprises.”

      “You still look lonely.”

      That pulled his attention back immediately, sharp as a blade turned on its owner.

      Torvik tilted his massive head thoughtfully, the carved stone figure still loose in his fingers. “My grandmother says people who stand guard when nobody asked them to are usually lonely.”

      Aphid stared at him. Children, he decided, should not be allowed to weaponize emotional insight. “It is possible,” he said carefully, “that your grandmother enjoys making assumptions.”

      Torvik shrugged. “She’s usually right.”

      “How unfortunate for everyone involved.”

      The child plopped down beside Aphid’s legs, small stones skittering away from under him, legs dangling over the edge in the particular, unbothered way only children managed. He did not leave a polite distance between them. He did not ask permission. He simply settled there, close enough that Aphid could feel the faint warmth of him through the fabric of his clothing.

      Aphid did not move away. He told himself he would have, if he had wanted to.

      For a while neither of them spoke. The tunnels below exhaled their slow, cool breath upward, and somewhere in the deep, water moved over stone in a patient, eternal rhythm.

      Then, quietly, almost shyly, Torvik said, “The dark whispers less when you’re here.”

      Aphid went completely still. Very slowly, he lowered himself to the ground and sat beside him. He turned his head toward the child. “What did you say?”

      Torvik frowned toward the tunnels below, his small brow pulling together in the serious way children's faces did when they were trying hard to tell the truth. He tapped the side of his head with one thick fingertip. “The mountain sounds wrong now. Like scratching. Something wants in.”

      A chill slid carefully down Aphid’s spine, one vertebra at a time, the kind of cold that did not belong to the cavern air and did not answer to fae magic.

      Torvik looked up at him. His eyes were wide and uncomplicated and terribly, terribly clear. “But it gets quieter near you.”

      Aphid stared at the lower tunnels for a very long time. He did not reply to the boy. He did not know how to. There was nothing in several centuries of fae training that had prepared him for a troll child calmly informing him that the mountain was whispering, or that his presence dampened the sound of it.

      The fae had long been accustomed to being feared. Being wanted by predators. Being hunted by enemies. Being approached by lovers. Being used as a blade when a blade was required. He was not accustomed to being, of all things, a quieting place. He did not trust it. He was not sure he was allowed to.

      Beside him, Torvik seemed content to simply sit, swinging his legs slightly, his carved stone figure resting in his lap. Unworried. Unafraid. Unaware, perhaps, of how much his quiet words had rearranged.

      Then, far beneath the mountain, something rumbled. Not an earthquake, or shifting stone, this was something unnatural, but somehow something alive.

      The vibration climbed slowly up through the rock, through the ledge beneath them, and settled in the soles of Aphid’s boots like a heartbeat that was not his own. Torvik’s legs stopped swinging. His small hand tightened around the stone figure until his knuckles paled.

      The scratching, Aphid thought grimly, had just turned its head. And for the first time since entering the Troll Realm, Aphid began to suspect the corruption beneath the mountain was not merely spreading. It was listening.

      “It’s best that we not speak of these things in here,” he told Torvik.

      Torvik continued to swing his legs. “Okay. What should we do? Play a game? There are tons of games me and my friends play.”

      Aphid leaned his shoulder against the stone wall and glanced at the boy. “Ever played the silent game?”

      He frowned. “You mean the quiet game?”

      Aphid shook his head. “Silence is not the same thing as quiet. It’s probably not something you could win at. We probably shouldn’t attempt it.”

      “How do you know? I may be the best silent game troll out there,” Torvik said, his voice filled with indignation.

      Aphid pretended to think about it and then said, “Okay, if you’re sure you want to try. I mean, it’s okay if you don’t⁠—”

      “I can do it,” he demanded.

      “Okay then. The silent game begins as soon as I’m done explaining. You cannot make a single sound. Even your breathing must be soundless.” The little troll started to ask a question but Aphid smoothly lifted his finger to his lips. With a soundless pout, the little Torvik sat with his arms folded and his amber eyes staring out into the cavern looking about as happy as a turkey on harvesting day.
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      “The living always mistake restraint for weakness. They call it balance. I call it fear dressed in pretty robes.” ~ Raja

      

      Raja had forgotten how loud the human realm was. Not merely sound, though there was plenty of that. Sirens screamed in the distance, their wails tangling through the smoke-choked air. Metal groaned somewhere to his left, the long, slow complaint of a structure settling into its own destruction. Glass shattered in bursts, small and musical, like brittle laughter breaking apart. Humans cried out in pain, in fear, in rage, their voices threaded through the dark in ragged waves. The city around him pulsed with frantic life, every heartbeat a small, desperate drum begging not to be silenced.

      But beneath the noise was something far more delicious.

      Desire.

      It poured from them in waves he could feel against his skin like heat from an open furnace. Fear. Greed. Hunger. Rage. Grief. Need. So many brittle little souls packed into streets and towers and tiny boxes of light, all of them pretending civility was anything more than a thin cloth laid over rot. When in reality, all they really thought of was themselves. How will this affect me? How much time will this take me? Me, me, me. That’s all humans think about. Themselves. And if it doesn’t benefit them in some way, then don’t count on them.

      Raja stood in the middle of a ruined avenue, his hands clasped loosely behind his back as smoke curled around his boots in slow, searching coils. A bus lay overturned thirty yards away, its windows blown outward, its side peeled open like the skin of a split fruit. A traffic light swung from a bent pole near the intersection, blinking red into the haze as if order still mattered in a place this thoroughly undone. The air tasted of copper and burning rubber, and Raja drew a slow breath through his nose, savoring it the way another man might savor wine.

      He smiled.

      Yes, the human realm was uglier than he remembered, and far more useful.

      A demon crouched near the wreckage of the bus, its long, spidered fingers buried wrist-deep in the chest of a dead man while it fed on the fading warmth of terror still clinging to the body. Two vampires lingered at the edge of the street, cautious now, no longer drunk on the chaos Celise and her sisters, now long gone, had unleashed across the city hours before. They watched Raja with the careful stillness of predators who had finally recognized a greater predator in their midst.

      Good. Recognition saved time.

      One of the vampires, a pale male with blood smeared along his mouth and soaked into the collar of his shirt, took a single step forward. His boots crunched over broken glass.

      “What are you?”

      Raja turned his head slowly, the movement deliberate, unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world. Which, he did. Who would be able to go against him? No one. The wolves were a complete wreck after losing one of their precious healers and her mate. It would take time for them to gather their emotions and mourn their loss–emotional beings that they were.

      The vampire froze.

      Such a small thing, that first flicker of fear. Barely a spark. But Raja felt it. Tasted it. Pulled it through the air without lifting a hand. The vampire’s face went slack as the terror rose inside him and then left him all at once, and his knees hit the cracked pavement with a dull, wet sound.

      Raja sighed, soft and almost patient. “You asked the wrong question.”

      The vampire’s body trembled, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly, fangs gleaming in the strobing red of the broken light above.

      “The question is not what I am.” Raja stepped closer, his boots silent on the ruined asphalt, and when he spoke again he lowered his voice, though every creature in the street heard him as clearly as if he had whispered directly into their ears. “The question is what are you willing to become?”

      The vampire’s eyes widened.

      Around them, the demons stilled, their clawed fingers pausing mid-motion. Even the one crouched over the corpse lifted its head, yellow eyes narrowing as something older and far more dangerous than it had ever encountered moved through the smoke.

      Raja lifted one hand, and the shadows answered him.

      They slid across the broken street in long, liquid strands, pouring from beneath overturned cars and out of shattered storefront windows, curling around the feet of every supernatural creature gathered near him. Not binding, not yet, only touching. A suggestion. A promise. A fingertip against the back of a neck, testing whether the skin would flinch or lean into the cold.

      The vampire gasped as the power brushed against him. His fangs lengthened until his lips could no longer close over them, and the red in his eyes deepened at the edges until it drowned in black.

      Raja watched with mild interest, his head tilting slightly.

      “There it is,” he murmured. “You feel it, don't you? The part of yourself you have been told to restrain? The hunger? The violence? The want?”

      The vampire bowed his head, breathing hard, his shoulders shuddering as though something inside him had been straining against a cage for centuries and had only now begun to bend the bars.

      “You have spent centuries being told survival requires hiding.” Raja’s lip curled in something too cold to be a smile. “You’ve been fed lies told by weak rulers who fear what their subjects might become if they ever stopped asking permission. You live in fear of those that you should be conquering."

      A demon hissed softly in agreement, the sound slipping between its teeth like steam.

      Raja’s attention slid toward it. “You agree?”

      The demon lowered its head, its claws clicking once against the pavement.

      Wise creature.

      Raja turned back to the street, to the smoke and sirens and human screams growing farther away as the living fled the place where power had gathered. “Balance,” he said, and the word tasted foul on his tongue, like something rotten that had once been sweet. “Such a pretty word for imprisonment.”

      The shadows thickened around him, rising like smoke given purpose, curling along the line of his shoulders and licking at the dark fall of his hair.

      “The djinn believed in balance. The wolves worship loyalty. The fae cling to order and call it wisdom. The healers pour themselves out for beings who would use them until there is nothing left.” His smile sharpened into something that no longer resembled amusement. “And every realm pretends this is noble.”

      He reached out and pressed two fingers to the vampire’s forehead. The male screamed. Not in pain. In release.

      His body arched beneath Raja’s touch as power poured into him, not enough to break him, only enough to peel back the layers of restraint wrapped around his instincts like old bandages over a wound that had never been allowed to heal. When Raja withdrew his hand, the vampire’s eyes were no longer red. They were black from rim to rim, shining with something newly awakened and deeply, eagerly, wrong.

      “Rise,” Raja commanded.

      The vampire obeyed.

      The demons shifted uneasily now, their clawed feet scraping softly against the broken street. Not afraid enough to run. Afraid enough to listen. Perfect.

      Raja looked over the creatures gathered in the wreckage, letting his gaze linger on each one long enough for them to feel it settle against their skin. “The human realm is only the beginning. Every realm has cracks. Every race has grievances. Every soul has a hunger it has been taught to hide.” His voice dropped, smooth as oil slipping across still water. “I will teach them to stop hiding.”

      A pulse moved through the shadows.

      For one brief moment, Raja’s attention snapped away from the street entirely. There. The book.

      Not physically, not yet, but the Nushtonia still carried the imprint of him no matter who held it now. He could feel its edges across realms, faint and distant, like a scar that still remembered the one who had occupied it for so long. The pull of it moved through his chest in a slow, patient rhythm, as if the book itself were breathing in time with him, waiting.

      And inside it . . . Raja’s smile vanished.

      The djinn female. Myanin.

      The foolish little thing had thrown herself into the book believing sacrifice could rewrite a rule she had not even begun to understand. And Shade, another djinn, and an arrogant fool, had followed her into the dark.

      Raja laughed softly, and the sound slid through the smoke like something with teeth.

      How beautifully inconvenient.

      The Nushtonia should have collapsed around her the instant she crossed into it. Consumed her. Bound her fully to its hunger. But it had not. Not yet. Instead, something inside the book had shifted. Woken. Begun to examine rather than devour.

      Interesting.

      Very interesting.

      Myanin had not taken Jewel’s place. She had altered the exchange itself.

      Raja stared into the smoke, his dark eyes unfocused, seeing not the broken city before him but the gray, hungry prison that existed beyond sight and sound. “What did you do, little djinn?”

      The vampire beside him did not move. No one answered.

      Good. The question had not been for them.

      Raja could feel the book reaching across the distance between them, searching, feeding, but carefully now, with a restraint it had never shown him during all the centuries it had held him. It was testing its new anchors, turning old oaths over in its grip like bones in a careful hand.

      Myanin and Shade. A disgraced djinn female and a warrior who still believed wanting something badly enough could make it his.

      Raja’s mouth curved again, slow and full of something darker than satisfaction.

      There were stories there. Regrets. Promises. Blood-deep wounds that had never been allowed to scar over properly.

      The Nushtonia would enjoy them.

      And when it finished, when it had drained the last confession from their marrow and left them hollow enough to fill, Raja would take back what had once held him. Not because he needed a prison. He had outgrown the need for cages long ago. He wanted the book because anything powerful enough to bind a being like him was powerful enough to be made useful in the hands of one who no longer feared it.

      A scream split the night nearby, high and sudden, and was swallowed almost at once by the roar of collapsing stone somewhere beyond the avenue.

      Raja inhaled slowly, letting the sound roll through him, letting it settle in his chest the way another man might let warmth from a fire settle into his bones.

      Then he turned to the creatures waiting in the street.

      “Go,” he said.

      The demons twitched with eagerness, their clawed hands flexing at their sides. The vampires watched him with the taut stillness of hounds waiting for a more specific command.

      Raja’s eyes darkened, black bleeding outward until the whites of them were swallowed entirely. “Find the angry. The abandoned. The starving. Find every supernatural tired of being told to kneel.” His voice dropped lower, soft as silk drawn across a blade. “Give them my name.”

      The black-eyed vampire bowed his head. “And if they refuse?”

      Raja smiled, and for a moment even the smoke around him seemed to recoil. “Then show them what freedom looks like when it stops asking nicely.”

      The creatures scattered into the broken city, vanishing between wrecked cars and down alleyways thick with smoke, their footsteps swallowed by the distant wail of sirens. Within seconds, Raja stood alone in the middle of the avenue, surrounded by the slow-rising panic of a realm that was only just beginning to understand something ancient had taken over it.

      Above him, the red traffic light continued to blink on its bent pole, stubborn and pointless and small.

      Stop.

      Stop.

      Stop.

      Raja lifted one hand and closed it into a fist.

      The light crushed inward with a sharp metallic crack, sparks bursting outward in a brief, bright rain before the darkness reclaimed the intersection entirely.

      “No,” he said softly to the empty street. “Not anymore.”
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      “I don’t know what our future holds. But I do know that I do not have one without her in it.” ~ Shade

      

      The Nushtonia didn’t turn this time. It folded. One moment the gray nothing stretched endlessly in every direction, soft and shapeless and patient, and the next, the space compressed inward on itself, the air pulling tight against Shade’s skin, the scent of old ink sharpening at the back of his throat until he could taste it. Shade rolled his shoulders against the sensation and let his hand drift closer to the place at his hip where his hilt should be. Old habit. But it wasn’t there. When he’d jumped in after Myanin, whatever magic the book wielded, it had taken their weapons. Not that the book was something he could cut, but the body remembered what the mind hadn’t yet accepted.

      He felt it before he saw it. An oath being dragged up out of the deep, the way a hook dragged something pale and forgotten up out of black water.

      “Great,” Myanin muttered beside him, folding her arms across her chest in a movement that was half defiance and half armor. “Round two of emotional trauma theater. Can’t wait. At the very least, this book could show some hospitality if it’s going to remind us of our worst choices.”

      He didn’t respond. He couldn’t, because this one wasn’t hers.

      The space ahead of them rippled, the gray thinning in slow strokes, and the fog pulled back just enough to reveal a younger version of himself standing alone beneath a fractured sky. Not the boy from the battlefield. This one was older. Harder. The arrogance had been hammered down into something quieter and more dangerous, the easy curve of a cocky young djinn burned out of him and replaced by the kind of stillness that didn’t break for anything. Focused. Obsessed. Standing too close to the edge of a cliff that no longer existed anywhere outside this page.

      Beside him, Myanin went still in that particular way she only went still when she’d already done the math and didn’t like the result.

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “That’s not good.”

      It wasn’t.

      Shade remembered this version of himself the way a man remembered the last time he’d cut himself badly enough to scar. He remembered the wind. He remembered the taste of iron in his mouth from biting through his own lip. He remembered the exact moment he had let the words leave him.

      The younger Shade stood at the broken cliff’s edge with the wind tearing at his cloak, his hands loose at his sides, his eyes fixed on a point in the middle distance where someone wasn’t standing anymore. His jaw worked once. His hand flexed and closed.

      “I will find you.”

      The words rang out, clear and absolute, cutting through the shifting space with an edge that hadn’t dulled in the centuries between then and now.

      Beside him, Myanin’s breath caught audibly.

      Shade did not look at her. Could not. Not yet. He kept his eyes on the version of himself he’d buried a long time ago and let the memory finish what it had come here to do.

      “I will find you,” his younger self repeated, quieter now, the certainty in it lower and somehow worse for it. He drew a slow breath, the wind lifting the dark hair off his forehead. “And when I do, you’ll know exactly what you were to me.”

      The sigil at the young djinn’s wrist flared to life.

      Not the clean, disciplined burn of a warrior’s oath, the kind sworn over a blade and sealed with witnesses and intention bound to duty. This one came up raw. Personal. The light of it pulsed in time with the younger Shade’s heartbeat, hot and unsteady, the way a wound pulsed in the seconds after it opened.

      “And this time,” the younger Shade added, voice steady now, almost gentle, “I won’t let you walk away without saying it.”

      The light blew outward in a single soundless rush.

      The memory shattered.

      Silence rushed in behind it the way water rushed into a room with a broken seal, heavy and cold and waiting for someone to be the first to speak.

      Shade exhaled through his nose, slow and deliberate, and rolled his shoulders again.

      “Well,” he said, and let the corner of his mouth tip up in the slight, careless slant he’d worn through centuries of inconvenient conversations. “That’s unfortunate timing.”

      Myanin didn’t respond.

      He turned his head.

      She was staring at him. Not with anger. Not with mockery. Not with any of the dozen weapons she normally had within easy reach. Her arms had loosened from across her chest. One hand had drifted up to her opposite elbow and gripped it the way a person gripped something to keep their hands from shaking. Her dark eyes searched his face with a quiet, unguarded intensity that hit harder than any blade she’d ever drawn on him.

      "You swore that?" she asked.

      Her voice came out soft. There was no accusation in it. Just disbelief, and underneath the disbelief, something far more dangerous to him than her temper had ever been.

      He lifted one shoulder in a careless shrug. The motion didn’t quite land the way he wanted it to.

      “I’ve made worse decisions.”

      “That didn’t sound like a decision.” She tilted her head a fraction, her gaze sharpening. “That sounded like conviction.”

      He held her eyes. He didn’t deflect. He didn’t soften it. He’d spent too many centuries deflecting and softening and walking the long way around the truth of her, and the book was already up to its tricks. The least he could do was meet it halfway.

      “It was.”

      The air between them shifted, the pressure in his ears subtly changing the way it did before a storm broke. He felt the weight of the Nushtonia lean in, attentive, the way a creature tilted its head at the smell of blood.

      The entity spoke.

      “Oath unfulfilled.”

      The words settled into the space between them with the soft, terminal weight of a verdict. Not loud. Not dramatic. Final.

      Myanin’s jaw tightened. Her chin came up, and there she was again, the version of her he could spar with in his sleep, sharp and bright and ready.

      “He didn't fail it,” she snapped at the empty air. “He found me. We are literally standing here.”

      Shade’s lips twitched at one corner. He kept the motion small. That, he thought, was interesting.

      The entity did not react to her tone.  It sounded bored, which was just rude considering what it was putting them through. “Intent unfulfilled.”

      There it was.

      Shade huffed a quiet breath through his nose and tipped his face up toward the gray nothing overhead. “Always with the technicalities.”

      Myanin turned on him fully then, the movement quick enough that her hair slid forward over one shoulder. “What does that even mean?”

      He stepped closer. Just one step. He didn’t reach for her. Not yet. He had spent his entire life learning when to close distance with her and when to leave it, and he knew the difference between a step that earned ground and a step that lost it.

      “It means,” he said evenly, “the oath wasn’t about finding you.”

      Her eyes flicked up to his. He watched the smallest fracture of uncertainty move through them and disappear under a careful, practiced layer of don’t.

      “And what was it about?”

      He held her gaze. He let the silence do most of the work, because she was sharp enough to find the answer faster than he could give it to her.

      “You already heard it.”

      The silence between them stretched. Tightened. He watched her carefully, the way he’d learned to watch her over the years, cataloging the tells she didn’t know she had. The slight shift of her weight onto her back foot, like she was getting ready to step away from something that had nothing to do with the ground beneath her. The way her fingers tightened on her own elbow. The way her sarcasm, his oldest and most reliable opponent, failed to surface where he expected it.

      “Shade,” she said, and her voice came out careful in a way it almost never did with him, “that was a long time ago.”

      “Yes.”

      “You were⁠—”

      “Manipulative?” he offered, the corner of his mouth tipping up because he couldn’t help it, because it was her, because she’d brought him to this particular kind of dryness centuries ago and never allowed him to outgrow it. “Stupid? Arrogant?”

      “All of the above.”

      There she was. The edge in her voice came back. He noted that it didn’t come back as sharp.

      “Still am,” he said. “Though, I’d like to think I’ve outgrown the manipulation.”

      Her lips twitched, the smallest betrayal at the corner of her mouth, and then flattened again. He watched her bury it with the kind of practiced effort that told him everything he needed to know about how much energy she was spending right now to stay where she was.

      “That doesn’t mean anything now,” she said.

      He tilted his head, studying her. He let her see him do it.

      “No?”

      “No.” Firmer this time. Almost convincing. “It doesn’t.”

      The book shifted again around them. He felt it as a low pressure change in the air, the way the gray gathered itself differently, leaning.

      The world cracked open.

      Not into memory this time. He’d learned the difference between the two in the last several pages. Memory had weight. Memory smelled of ink and old blood. This had a cleaner, thinner quality to the air, the strange clarity of something that had not yet happened and might not ever.

      Possibility.

      They saw it together.

      Myanin stood alone in a vast white space with her arms wrapped around her ribs, her hair lifting in a wind he couldn’t feel. Power flickered around her in ragged bursts, the patterns of it unstable, the edges of her magic tearing free of her like a banner with no pole. There was no warlock or djinn at her back. There was no grounding presence threaded through her sigils. The bond he could feel burning at the base of his throat in this moment was simply absent in that one, and her power did not know what to do without it.

      And there, in the vision, stood another version of himself, watching her from the far edge of the white space. Hands at his sides. Too late. Either too early or too late. It seemed like he couldn’t get the timing right for them, and yet he still knew she was the one for him. He’d stake his life on it.

      The vision snapped away.

      The silence after it had a charged, electric quality, the kind that rose along the back of his neck and settled at the base of his skull.

      Myanin swallowed. He watched her throat work with the motion.

      “That’s not real,” she said.

      “No,” he agreed quietly.

      “It’s manipulation.”

      “Yes. But not mine,” he assured her.

      She turned to him fully, her eyes lifting to his, and the careful armor she’d been holding around herself thinned visibly at the edges.

      “Then why does it feel like it matters?”

      That was the crack.

      He stepped into it before she could pull it closed again. He moved cleanly, the way he moved when there was something on the line, closing the distance between them in one smooth, unhurried stride. Close enough that he heard her breath hitch. Close enough that her body answered him before her mind had time to assemble its objections.

      He lifted his hand. Slow and deliberate. He moved as if he meant to touch her face, his palm rising along the line of her jaw, his fingers curving in a shape they already knew by heart, but he stopped an inch from her skin.

      He could feel the warmth of her against his fingertips. He could see the small flutter of pulse in her throat. He held his hand exactly where it was, because the choice to close that final inch belonged to her, and he had spent centuries learning the bitter difference between wanting and being welcome.

      “You want the truth?” he asked, and let his voice drop low enough that she had to feel as much as hear it.

      Her chin came up. Always defiant. He loved her for it. He had always loved her for it.

      “Do I ever not?”

      His mouth curved despite him, and he knew that smile too well to pretend he didn’t. He had worn it on the worst day of his life and the best, and she’d been the cause of both.

      “Fair.”

      He leaned in just enough that his next words found her at the soft place under her ear.

      “That oath wasn’t about claiming you.”

      Her brows drew together. “Then what?”

      “It was about not losing you without a fight. Because you’re worth fighting for.”

      He saw his words move through her face in stages, the way real things settled when they finally found their target, and he felt it move through the bond that had always been between them, at the same time, a low, ringing note he had not heard from her in longer than he could measure. Something in her steadied at the words. Something else came undone. He could not have said which one of the two cost her more.

      “You pushed me away. And then I chose to walk away,” she said, more quietly now.

      “I know.” It hurt to admit those words. But he’d been wrong all those decades and decades ago. He shouldn’t have pushed or pulled. He should have given her time and room to grow. He should have encouraged her and cheered her on as she blossomed into the warrior and woman she’d become.

      “And you’re saying you would have, what, stopped me?”

      “Yes and no,” he admitted. “I would have not given you a reason to walk away in the first place.”

      He gave it to her without hesitation. He gave it to her without apology. He had owed her that answer for centuries, and there was nothing in him left that wanted to dress it up.

      Her breath caught. “Regardless, that’s not your choice to make.”

      “No,” he agreed.

      He let the silence sit for a beat. He let her hear the next part before he spoke it. “But it was mine to try. Instead, I destroyed what was between us. I hurt you. And then I blamed you for my pain.”

      The space between them tightened. Not physically. He could not have closed it any further than he already had, not without permission. What tightened was something deeper, the thread that ran from his chest to hers and had run there since the first time she had ever turned and looked at him over her shoulder with a sharp word on her tongue and a worse one waiting behind it. The kind of tension that didn’t come from conflict. The kind that came from being seen.

      “You don’t get to show up centuries later and act like this still matters,” she muttered.

      “And you don’t get to pretend it doesn’t,” he answered evenly.

      Her eyes flashed up to his, dark and bright at once. “Of course, you’d say that.”

      A beat of silence. He let it fill.

      “Why now?” she asked.

      He felt the question settle in him with more weight than he expected. It was the same question he’d been asking himself. He held her gaze. He let his hand drift the smallest fraction closer to her cheek, his thumb hovering near the corner of her jaw without touching, and he gave her the only honest answer he had left.

      “Because for the first time,” he said quietly, “you’re ready to listen.”

      Her breath hitched.

      For a second, only a second, she didn’t deny it.

      He watched something move behind her eyes then that he hadn’t put there. Another face surfaced in her expression, the steady, patient kind of presence that anchored her in a way he had never been allowed to. He felt the flicker of it across the bond before she shut it down, and he felt the sharp, twisting heat of her guilt chase it. She hated it. He could see her hating it. Her jaw worked once and her eyes dropped from his for the first time since the vision had snapped away.

      He knew her enough to know she hated this moment for existing. She hated him for being the cause of it. She hated, most of all, that she had not stepped back.

      He was not going to apologize for any of it. Not this time.

      “You’re not making this easier,” she said. Her voice came out lower, rougher around the edges.

      Shade shrugged. “I’m not trying to.” He’d decided there was no point in not being honest with her. If he had any hope of being what she needed, then he had to swallow his pride and be what she needed. Not what he thought she wanted.

      She scoffed. “Of course, you’re not.” But still she did not move.

      He watched her not move. He watched her hand stay at her elbow. He watched her weight stay where it was and her breath come a fraction shallower than it had been a minute before, and he held his own hand exactly where it had been, an inch from her skin, an inch from the rest of his life.

      Neither of them moved.

      The Nushtonia hummed around them, satisfied for now, and the silence between them held the shape of a question that neither of them was ready to answer out loud.
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      “No. Just no.” ~ Myanin

      

      Myanin didn’t move. That was the first problem. The second was that she wanted to, and she could not entirely tell which direction the wanting pointed.

      The space between her and Shade had not been wide for several seconds now, and yet the distance had taken on a weight it had no right to. It pressed against her sternum, thick and humming, charged in a way that had nothing to do with the Nushtonia and everything to do with the male standing in front of her with his hand still hovering less than an inch from her cheek. He had quietly shifted the ground beneath her feet, and now he was waiting, the way he always waited, to see whether she had noticed.

      She had. She just had not yet decided what she was going to do about it, which was, frankly, not her usual style. She was a woman who decided first and dealt with the consequences after, preferably with a sharp word and a sharper exit. Standing here weighing options was deeply out of character, and she resented him a little for that, too.

      “You’re not making this easier,” she said again. The words came out quieter than the first time, with less bite and more truth than she had meant to put in them.

      “I’m not trying to,” Shade replied. “But I’m not screwing with you either. This isn’t me trying to mess up your life, Myanin. I know I’ve done some stupid things in our history together. But, this is not one of those times.”

      Shade had never been the kind of male who made anything easier. He made things clearer, which, in her experience, was a much crueler service. And right now, clarity was sitting awfully close to danger, breathing the same air she was.

      She dragged her gaze off his face, and the effort of it irritated her, because it should not have required effort at all. She had stared down monsters, rulers, entire councils of beings who wanted her dead before she finished her morning coffee. Shade’s eyes should not be the thing that made her pulse misbehave. Shade’s nearness should not be the thing that made her acutely, infuriatingly aware of every inch of air between his body and hers. She was mated, dammit. What was wrong with her? Had Gerick even crossed her mind in the past fifteen minutes? Do not answer that question, she warned herself. It was disturbing. Deeply, profoundly disturbing. And it felt worse than when she’d taken the life of the elder. How could killing someone be less important than setting aside your mate’s memory for a few minutes? She didn’t know, but it felt like the ultimate betrayal.

      She lifted a hand and gestured vaguely at the space between them, then immediately wished she had not, because the gesture had just openly acknowledged that there was a between. “Let’s just not do whatever this is.”

      His brow lifted in that single, controlled motion she remembered too well. “Whatever this is?”

      “Yes.” She nodded once, with the kind of confidence she was inventing on the spot, because confidence was load-bearing in situations like this. “This. The standing too close. The intense eye contact. The whatever emotional ambush you just pulled with the tragic backstory oath moment.”

      His mouth tilted up. Not a full smile. Worse. A knowing one, slow and certain at one corner, the kind that suggested he had already heard everything she was not saying.

      “That wasn’t an ambush,” he said.

      “It absolutely was.” She nearly stomped her foot, but managed to stop herself just in time. That would have killed whatever dignity she currently held onto.

      “You asked.” It wasn’t said with the smugness she’d come to know from Shade. This was a different man, one she didn’t know what to do with. And she didn’t like that. At all.

      “I did not.” She caught herself, narrowed her eyes at him, and conceded ground only because lying to Shade had never worked, and she was not about to embarrass herself trying. “Okay. Technically, I did. But that is not the point.”

      His head shifted a little to the side, like a predator stalking its prey. “Then, what is the point?”

      She opened her mouth to answer. She closed it.

      The point was that something inside her had been rearranged, the way a foundation shifted when a single beam was pulled out of place, quietly and without anyone expecting it. Another thing she did not like. She did not trust it. She did not want to examine it too closely, because she had a very uncomfortable suspicion that if she did, it was not going to go in any direction she was prepared to handle today, in this book, with this male.

      So she did what she had spent centuries perfecting. She deflected.

      She lifted a finger and aimed it at his chest, hoping the gesture might create some of the distance her feet had refused to. “That you do not get to show up after centuries and start saying things that make my life complicated, messy and confusing. Especially when I have no cotton candy to deal with the emotional backlash that is sure to come. You haven’t been around to understand that I can’t deal with shit without my fairy floss. It’s essential to my survival and there is none in this manuscript hellhole and I just want to go away.” And there went the foot. Full on stomp, complete with arms folded in front of her chest. Shit, shit, shitty, shit, Myanin mentally cursed herself as she narrowed her eyes on him.

      Shade glanced down at her foot where it now currently rested on the ground as if she hadn’t just used it like a toddler emphasis. Then he lifted his gaze back to hers without comment, the motion unhurried, the corner of his mouth still doing that infuriating thing.

      “Your life was already complicated,” he said smoothly.

      She shook her head. “Not like this.”

      “No?” he asked, mildly.

      “No,” she snapped, dropping her arms and gesturing with one of her hands aggressively. “Before, I had a perfectly clear understanding of my poor decision-making skills and the consequences attached to them. I had a system. Now I have whatever this existential emotional crisis is.” She wanted to pace again. She needed to move, but she didn’t want to turn her back on him, afraid he might do something stupid like wrap his arms around her in an attempt to comfort her. Myanin didn’t want to be comforted. She wanted to stab something, or many somethings. Was it a healthy way to cope? No. But they’d just established that she had poor decision-making skills. That’s why she was friends with Tenia. Bloody hell, where was Tenia when she needed her? Not in a damn, demented book hell-bent on destroying her sanity. Lucky bitch.

      “That sounds like growth.”

      Do not stomp  your foot, Myanin, for the love of sharp objects, I will stab you myself, she mentally growled at herself. “That sounds like a nightmare.”

      His lips twitched again. She hated that she noticed. She hated, more than that, the small and traitorous part of her that wanted to lean into the way it changed the line of his mouth.

      Absolutely not.

      She doubled down, because doubling down was a survival skill she had cultivated very deliberately. “We are trapped in a sentient book that wants to emotionally eviscerate us. This is not the time for you to revisit unresolved feelings like you’re working through a centuries-old diary entry.”

      “Unresolved,” he repeated.

      Her stomach did something deeply uncomfortable at the tone he gave the word, low and considering, as if he were turning the syllables over in his hand to see how they caught the light.

      “Very unresolved,” she said firmly.

      “Interesting,” he said slowly.

      “It is not interesting.” The words came out fast. “It is inconvenient, and rude, and, and, and effing irritating. There is a difference.”

      Shade studied her with an intensity that made it very clear he had stopped listening to her words a sentence or two ago. He was reading everything underneath them now, and she knew that look intimately. She had used it herself, on prey far less aware than she was being right now.

      “Oh no,” she muttered.

      Shade shifted from one foot to the other, becoming a little more alert. “What?”

      “You're doing that thing.”

      His brow drew into a deep ‘v.’ "What thing?"

      “That infuriating thing where you stop listening to what I’m saying and start paying attention to what I'm not saying.”

      His expression did not change. “That’s because what you’re not saying is considerably more honest.”

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I am being perfectly honest.”

      “No,” he said, calm and unhurried, “you're being defensive.”

      “I am not.”

      He laughed.

      She stepped forward without thinking, the movement sharp and instinctive, the way she always closed in on a fight she intended to win. He did not retreat. Which meant, she realized half a heartbeat too late, that she had just closed the distance herself. Again. Fantastic. Excellent. Truly inspired strategy from the woman who had somehow survived battles without her djinn magic, endured judgment from the djinn council, and received mercy from the Great Luna that she did not deserve.

      “I am not defensive,” she said, jabbing him in the chest with one finger because apparently touching him had suddenly become acceptable, despite the warning sign in her mind flashing abort, abort. “I am making a very reasonable request that we not further complicate an already extraordinarily complicated situation.”

      “With what?” he asked.

      Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

      She had to name it. That was the trap. He had set it cleanly, the way he set everything, with patience and a long view, and now naming it would make it real, and real was a problem she was not equipped to manage at the moment.

      Shade waited. Of course he did. He had always been very good at waiting. She had always, unfortunately, been less good at it.

      “With this,” she snapped finally.

      He did not look confused. He did not look surprised. If anything, the slow change in his expression suggested he had been waiting a long time, possibly several centuries, for her to land exactly there.

      “And what,” he asked quietly, “do you think this is?”

      The question landed harder than it should have. It landed harder than the oath had. It landed harder than the future the book had shown her, the white space and the unraveling power and the male watching her from too far away to reach. Because she did not have a single answer for him. Or rather, she had several, and none of them were anywhere near safe to say out loud.

      Her throat tightened around all of them at once.

      “Don’t,” she said, more softly this time, and the word came out before she had decided to release it.

      Something in his expression shifted. Just slightly. A loosening at the edges of his mouth, a fractional dip of his lashes. It was a small movement, but she caught it, because she had spent a long time learning his face, whether she wanted to admit it or not.

      “Don't what?” he asked.

      “Don’t make me say it.”

      That got his attention in a way the rest of the conversation had not. She watched the focus sharpen in his eyes, the lazy, knowing edge of him receding into something more careful, more present. The air between them changed character entirely. It was not tension anymore. Tension was a thing she could fight. This was deeper and quieter and considerably harder to swing a blade at.

      “Why?” he asked, his voice lower now, pitched for her alone.

      Because if she said it, she would have to give it shape. And if she gave it shape, she would have to face what that shape meant. And what that shape meant was not simple, and it was not safe, and it was not anything she could carry out of this book and back into the life she had spent painstakingly building on the other side.

      “Myanin,” he said, quieter still.

      That was worse than anything else he could have done.

      Shade did not soften. Not like that. Not often. Not for anyone, and certainly not in the middle of a fight she was very much trying to have. The way he said her name hit somewhere under her ribs and stayed there, warm and unwelcome and impossible to dislodge. Her chest tightened around the heat of it.

      “Don’t,” she repeated, barely above a whisper now.

      She could not do this. Not here. Not like this. Not when . . . the thought arrived before she could stop it.

      Gerick.

      His name struck through her with all the steady weight of the male himself. Patient. Unwavering. The mate who had never pushed her, never demanded of her, never once made her feel as though she were standing on unstable ground trying to keep her balance. The male who had built his love for her quietly, brick by brick, while she had tried at every turn to convince him to leave it unfinished.

      Guilt surged through her chest, sharp and immediate and clean.

      There it was. That was the anchor. That was the truth she could actually hold onto, the one that did not shift under her feet the way Shade kept making the floor shift.

      She stepped back.

      Finally.

      She put space between them with deliberate intent, the kind of step she should have taken three minutes ago and had not, and she squared her shoulders and rebuilt herself piece by piece in the space the movement created.

      “This doesn't happen,” she said, and her voice steadied as she spoke, finding its old shape. “Whatever this is. Whatever the book is trying to twist or show or manipulate. It doesn’t change anything.”

      Shade did not follow her. He also did not retreat. He simply stood where she had left him, his hand finally lowering back to his side in a slow, controlled motion as he watched her with that quiet, patient attention she had never quite known how to disarm.

      “Doesn't it?” he asked.

      “No.” The word came out too fast. She heard it. She knew the moment he heard it, too, because his gaze sharpened the smallest degree.

      “Then why did you step back?”

      Her pulse jumped against her throat. She felt the betrayal of it and resented her own body for the participation. “I stepped back because you were standing too close.”

      “You moved closer. You addressed what is here.” He motioned between them.

      “I corrected the mistake.”

      His mouth curved again, slow and entirely too pleased with itself, and she wanted to throw something at him almost as much as she wanted him to stop looking at her like that.

      He nodded. “Of course you did. Myanin, the female warrior with a heart of steel and a will even stronger.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. The motion was defensive. She knew it. He knew it. Neither of them said it, which somehow made it worse.

      “Gerick is my mate,” she said. She offered the words the way she might offer a blade between them, hilt first, a clear boundary drawn into the air. There. That was the line. That was the thing that was supposed to settle all of this and send them both back to opposite sides of a very old and very useful wall.

      It did not settle anything.

      The words simply hung in the air between them, heavy and important, and not quite enough.

      Shade’s expression did not harden. It did not retreat. He did not challenge her the way she had expected him to, the way some part of her had wanted him to, because a challenge would have been a fight, and a fight was something she knew how to win.

      He nodded once. “I know.”

      That should have made this easier. It did not.

      “If you know,” she said, frustration rising because nothing in this conversation was behaving the way it was supposed to, “then why are you doing this?”

      He lifted one shoulder, dropping it slowly. “Because it doesn’t stop being true just because it’s inconvenient.”

      Her breath caught at the base of her throat. “That’s not how this works.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No,” she said, firm and even. “It isn’t.”

      He studied her for a long moment, unhurried, and she felt the weight of his attention settle along her skin the way the book’s attention had, only worse, because Shade had known her longer than the Nushtonia ever would.

      “You’re trying very hard to convince yourself of that,” he said, gently.

      Her chest tightened around the truth of it. She refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing it. “I don’t have to convince myself of anything.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      The silence between them stretched. She felt it in her ribs, a slow, expanding pressure.

      “Say it again,” he said.

      Her eyes flashed up to his. “What?”

      “That it doesn’t matter.” His voice was low and unbearably even. “Say it again.”

      She opened her mouth.

      The words were already there, waiting, simple and obvious and well-rehearsed. She had spoken some version of them aloud and to herself a hundred times across the last several centuries, and they had always come easily. Anytime his name popped into her head, the words had been there to banish him.

      They did not come now.

      Because this time, she understood what he was actually doing. He was not asking her to repeat the words. He was asking her if she believed them. He was asking the version of her standing in this book, in this air, an inch closer to him than she should have been, whether the line she had drawn could still hold its own weight.

      That was a much more dangerous question.

      The Nushtonia shifted around them. Pages turned somewhere just out of sight, a soft, papery rustle that crawled along the back of her neck. Waiting. Watching. Patient in the same way Shade was patient, and she did not appreciate the comparison even though her own mind had made it.

      She swallowed.

      For the first time since she had stepped into the Nushtonia, she could not say with certainty which answer was the truth.

      The book continued to shift again, and then there was another Shade again. This one was older than the other versions; in fact, he didn’t look too far from his current age. His attention finally left her and focused on the new oath that was apparently coming.

      From the shadows beyond the other Shade, Thadrick stepped. Myanin’s breath caught as she stared at the two men who’d both held different parts of her heart.

      “Umm, what the hell?” Myanin muttered.

      Shade attempted to step in front of her, as if he wanted to keep her from seeing this. Fat chance. He got to see her mess, then she got to see his.

      “Where is she?” the book Shade asked.

      Thadrick didn’t move as he spoke. “Far from you, where she belongs.”

      “You think you’re any better than me?” book Shade asked.

      Thadrick shook his head. “I think we’re both wrong for her. She deserves better.”

      “You have no damn clue what she deserves,” book Shade snarled.

      “I know she doesn’t need you.”

      “I’ll kill you for keeping me from her,” book Shade threatened. He pulled a blade from his side and ran it across his palm. “I swear it as a blood oath, you will die by my blade.”

      Myanin sucked in a sharp breath. “How could you?” She wanted to hit him. “A blood oath, Shade? Seriously?”

      “I’ll admit I was a tad impulsive,” he said dryly.

      “You think?”

      Book Shade stood there, blood dripping on the ground while Thadrick looked unmoved. “You can try. We both know she’d never forgive you if you did.”

      “If I never find her, what will her forgiveness matter?”

      Myanin did hit him this time, smacking his arm. “Dick.”

      He leaned away from her. “Always so violent,” he said, affection filling his tone, and she hated the way it made her stomach drop just a little.

      Suddenly Thadrick disappeared into smoke, and so did book Shade. Myanin turned slowly to look at her Shade. No. Not her Shade. The current Shade, that’s what she’d meant.

      “You know what a broken blood oath means.” It wasn’t a question.

      Shade continued to stare where the apparition had been. “It’s not broken, yet. I’m still alive. Plenty of time to remove Thadrick’s annoying existence from the world.”

      The shadows moved and formed a body, though there were no defining features. “Lie,” the shadow said, its words directed at Shade. “Blood oath made, no truth behind it. The same as a blood oath unfinished.”

      “Wait,” Myanin blinked several times. “You didn’t actually mean it?”

      Shade still wouldn’t look at her. “I totally meant it.”

      “Not according to devil book,” she challenged. “According to the shadow man, you were standing there dripping blood on the ground like an idiot just to posture like you needed to measure your⁠—”

      His head snapped around. “Seriously?”

      Myanin rolled her eyes. “I’m not a child.”

      “Then don’t act like one.”

      “I will if I want to,” she crossed her arms and tapped her foot, like the mature adult she was.

      Shade tilted his head back, face up and eyes closed. He muttered something under his breath, not loud enough that she could hear it. Myanin smiled. Good. Getting on his nerves was much better than dealing with whatever the hell had been happening before the book revealed another broken oath. In fact, Myanin hoped it kept throwing failed oaths over and over so they didn’t have time to go back to the previous topic. Yep, that would be just fine with her.

      The book began to shift again, until they were in some sort of room. Flames erupted and paper went up like someone had thrown a match on it. There was no heat from the fire. It was as if it was cleansing the place of what had just been spoken.

      Burn it all down, she thought as she watched.
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      “You can survive almost anything if you keep moving. The problem starts when you finally stop long enough to feel it.” ~Myanin

      

      The Nushtonia went quiet after Shade’s failed blood oath. Not silent. Silence implied emptiness, and there was nothing empty about this place. The book breathed around them in slow, heavy motions, like some ancient creature settling after deciding not to devour them. The parchment sky above had softened from bruised gray to muted sepia, and what looked disturbingly like ash drifted lazily through the air.

      Except it wasn’t ash.

      Myanin caught one between her fingers and stared at the fragment of paper resting against her skin. Words covered it in faded ink, cramped and hurried, written in a language she didn’t recognize.

      The paper dissolved before she could read more than a single symbol.

      “Well,” she muttered, dusting her fingers off on her pants, “that was disturbing and satisfying at the same time.”

      Behind her, Shade made a low sound that might have been agreement. Or exhaustion. Honestly, both fit.

      The strange chamber the book had formed around them no longer burned with fire and memory. The walls now resembled towering shelves made entirely of stacked parchment, untouched by the fire, and bound pages, stretching impossibly high into shadow. Somewhere deeper inside the structure came the endless sound of turning paper, slow and methodical.

      Like the book was thinking.

      That was not comforting.

      Myanin walked toward the edge of the room and peered into the dim corridor beyond. The floor shifted beneath her boots, text bleeding briefly across the stone before vanishing again. She was beginning to suspect the Nushtonia couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be a prison or a story.

      Which honestly felt relatable.

      “You’re pacing again,” Shade observed.

      She shot him a glare over her shoulder. “I am aggressively processing trauma.”

      “That explanation is becoming less convincing with repetition.”

      “That sounds like a you problem.”

      Shade didn’t answer immediately.

      The lack of response made her glance back toward him.

      He sat against one of the curved walls, one knee bent, forearm draped loosely across it. As before there was no arrogance in his posture, no deliberate provocation in the tilt of his mouth or challenge in his eyes. The exhaustion on him had settled too deep to hide beneath sarcasm.

      Myanin looked away quickly.

      Images of what the book had showed them were burned into her mind. The image of him kneeling beside Tarek refused to leave her alone. Neither did the sound of his voice when he’d said, he died afraid. Then, the promise he’d made Thadrick, his tone full of rage.

      There had been no performance in either. No manipulation. No carefully crafted charm. Just grief and rage.

      Ancient grief was strange. It didn’t bleed the way fresh wounds did. It calcified instead, becoming part of the structure holding a person upright. Something quiet and permanent. Something they learned to carry so well that others forgot it existed.

      She hated that she understood that.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” Shade said.

      Myanin blinked. “Like what?”

      “Like you’re trying to solve a puzzle you resent being interested in.”

      Her mouth opened. Closed. She needed to quit doing that. When she finally found her words she said, “Well, that’s annoyingly specific.”

      One corner of his mouth twitched faintly. “You’re transparent when you’re distracted.”

      “I am literally never transparent,” she said, her tone sharp.

      “Literally transparent would be weird. But, emotionally, you absolutely are.”

      She scoffed and folded her arms. “Please. I’m mysterious.”

      His brow rose. “You once threatened to drown a djinn elder in soup because he interrupted your lunch.”

      “He knew what he did.” She didn’t really like being reminded of the memory, considering her much too recent history with the djinn elders.

      Shade’s quiet laugh settled strangely in the room.

      Not sharp. Not mocking, but warm.

      And Great Luna help her, something in her chest responded to it before her brain could get involved. That was unacceptable.

      Myanin moved farther into the room under the pretense of inspecting the strange shelves lining the walls. Her fingers brushed the spine of one massive book and jerked back immediately when it pulsed beneath her touch.

      “Nope,” she announced. “Absolutely not. We are not touching the murder library.”

      “The murder library?” he asked as he shifted against the wall.

      She threw her hands up in the air. “It feels appropriately descriptive, damn thing went up in flames, we could have died.”

      Shade chuckled. “You name terrifying things like an elderly woman naming stray cats. And it obviously doesn’t want us dead.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That wasn’t a compliment.”

      “Lucky for you, I chose to receive it as one.”

      Another paper fragment drifted between them.

      Shade caught this one before it vanished. His eyes narrowed briefly as he read the faded writing.

      Then something shuttered across his face.

      Gone almost instantly.

      But not fast enough.

      “What does it say?” Myanin asked.

      “Nothing useful.”

      “Ah.” She nodded solemnly. “So it absolutely says something useful.”

      Shade folded the fragment between his fingers before it dissolved into dust. “I almost forgot how annoyingly persistent you can be.”

      Myanin pursed her lips. “I’m nosy. There’s a distinction there that is important to recognize.”

      “No,” he said dryly, “there really isn’t.”

      The strange warmth in the room shifted again.

      Not physically. Emotionally.

      Too much had been exposed between them too quickly. The sharp edges of their banter no longer hid things the way they had before. Every look lingered half a second too long now. Every silence felt inhabited.

      Dangerous.

      Myanin hated dangerous silences.

      They left too much room for thought.

      She leaned back against one of the shelves, deciding Shade was right, though she loathed to admit it. The book didn’t want them dead. At least not yet. She tipped her head toward the parchment ceiling. “You know what’s irritating?”

      “I suspect I’m about to.”

      She lowered her head to look at him. “You being a real person.”

      Shade blinked slowly. “That may be the strangest insult you’ve thrown at me so far.”

      “I’m serious.” She waved vaguely in his direction. “It was easier when you were just arrogant and annoying.”

      “I’m still arrogant and annoying.”

      “Yes, but now unfortunately you’ve added emotional depth.” She frowned at him. “It’s deeply inconsiderate.”

      Something softer flickered briefly through his expression. Not amusement this time but something quieter.

      “You’re one to talk,” he murmured.

      The words felt like a sucker punch to the solar plexus. Myanin looked away first. And immediately hated herself for it. Because the movement reminded her of someone else. A different room. A different silence. A fire crackling low against stone walls while snow hammered the windows outside. Gerick sitting in a chair across from her pretending not to notice she hadn’t slept in three days.

      She’d awakened from another nightmare with blood on her hands that wasn’t there anymore and panic clawing at her throat so hard that she’d nearly shifted into violence before realizing where she was.

      Gerick had looked up from the book in his lap. Not startled, or demanding. Just aware.

      “You don’t have to explain it,” he’d told her quietly.

      And when she’d snapped at him afterward, angry at being seen, angry at herself for needing comfort she didn’t know how to accept, he hadn’t retaliated.

      He’d simply risen, crossed the room, and draped his cloak over her shoulders because she was shaking hard enough her teeth had started chattering.

      Then he’d sat back down beside the fire and kept reading. Staying, remaining present because he knew that’s what she needed. He continually had been what she needed. And what had she given him in return? Not intimacy, that’s for sure. That was one area that she hadn’t been able to touch with any poles of any length. But he never pressed, not her Gerick. The warlock with a kind touch he reserved for her. The male with the patience of a saint. She was so unworthy of his love.

      The memory hit with painful gentleness. Myanin swallowed hard.

      Shade’s voice cut carefully through the silence. “Where’d you go?”

      Her eyes snapped toward him. “Nowhere. Everywhere.” She didn’t know what else to say and yet she needed to get some words out. She needed something, and the more she realized what it was, the more her heart felt like it was going to shatter. Her mind’s eye turned back to a warlock general with patient eyes and steady hands who had loved her without asking her to become easier to hold.

      Guilt twisted sharply beneath her ribs. Myanin wrapped her arms around her middle, an attempt to hold herself together because she was sure she was in serious danger of falling apart. Because Gerick was out there somewhere carrying the weight of her absence while she stood trapped in a living nightmare slowly becoming emotionally compromised by the worst possible male.

      Great.

      Fantastic.

      Really solid life choices all around.

      Myanin pushed away from the shelf abruptly. “I need to walk.”

      Shade watched her carefully now. Too carefully.

      “You only do that when something gets too close to the truth.”

      The words were like a blade slipped carefully between armor, hitting the soft tissue of flesh, cleaning between bone and tendons.

      Her chin lifted instantly. “Excuse you?”

      “And she’s back,” he said softly. “I was wondering when the claws would come back out.”

      “I do not have claws.”

      Shade practically snorted. “You absolutely have claws.”

      “I have boundaries.”

      He nodded. “But those boundaries are weaponized sarcasm whenever you’re emotionally cornered.”

      She stared at him in offended silence.

      Mostly because he was right, and she hated that with the intensity of a thousand burning suns.

      Shade rose slowly to his feet.

      The room seemed smaller when he stood.

      Or maybe she just noticed him more now. Had he gotten more muscular? Surely not. Had his chest become more broad? No, absolutely not. It was the book playing tricks on her, attempting to make Shade look more appealing, as if he needed any help. Dammit, Myanin, stop it. She was trying, but he was just there, looking all fierce and warrior-like. Which was abso-freaking-lutetly unacceptable.

      “I’m not your enemy, Myanin.”

      Her laugh came sharp enough to cut. “That feels debatable considering we’re trapped in a homicidal magical scrapbook because you came hunting for me. Or,” she paused. “Was it Thadrick you were hunting?”

      He glanced away. His hands picked at non-existent fuzz on his pants.

      “Shade? Which was it?”

      She saw the acknowledgment flicker briefly across his face. But he didn’t retreat. Not fully. It was as if he was battling with himself. Then he took a deep breath, apparently coming to some conclusion. “Honestly . . .”

      It took everything in her not to say “duh,” but she could tell he was being genuine.

      “At first it was for him, and then once he was dealt with, I’d come for you.” His words sounded regretful, and his eyes matched, but she still wondered if what he said was true.

      Myanin didn’t want to even consider a dead Thadrick, even if there had been many times that she herself had wanted to kill him. But that was her choice and her actions. She didn’t want someone else doing it. Or someone else having that on their conscience. Especially not Shade. Pause. Why especially not Shade? Why did that bother her more than it being someone else killing Thadrick? Why was she still stuck on killing Thadrick? “Someone stab me in the eye with a dull knife,” she huffed as she tried to get her emotions under control.

      “You’re afraid,” he said quietly.

      “Yes,” she said sharply. She’d nearly forgotten he was sitting there while she had epiphany after epiphany that she had no desire to have. “We’re trapped inside cursed emotional warfare.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Not of the book.”

      The turning pages around them slowed.

      Listening.

      Myanin felt it immediately.

      The Nushtonia was responding. Not to magic. To truth.

      And suddenly the room around them shifted.

      A low groan rolled through the shelves. Pages fluttered violently overhead as somewhere beyond the chamber another corridor began unfolding from darkness, stone and parchment twisting together into a new path.

      The book had reacted.

      Again.

      Shade looked slowly toward the opening.

      Then back at her.

      “Well,” he murmured, voice roughened by something dangerously close to understanding, “that can’t possibly be a good sign.”

      “No,” Myanin whispered, staring at the new corridor forming ahead of them. “I really don’t think it is.”
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      "There are just some revelations you never hope to have in your lifetime, no matter how short or long that life is." ~ Gerick

      

      The draheim realm did not sleep at night. Instead it seemed to watch. From his place on the terrace, Gerick could feel the mountains breathing around him, sentries guarding something sacred. Massive beings rested in the dark beyond the tree line, capable of unmaking every realm they chose to step into, including the human one. Luckily for everyone, the Great Luna had given them the steadiest tempers of any of her creations. Even now, with the realm at rest, he could feel them turning the situation over from every angle. Rushing in killed innocents, and they were not willing to risk that.

      Moonlight spilled silver across jagged peaks and old-growth forest, turning drifting mist into pale ribbons that wound between evergreens and stone cliffs older than most civilizations. Somewhere deeper in the realm, a draheim called, and the resonance of it traveled up through the soles of Gerick’s boots like the slow heartbeat of the land itself, a pulse that had existed long before his and would continue long after he was dust.

      He stood near the edge of one of the massive stone terraces carved into the mountainside, hands braced on the weathered railing, eyes fixed on the valley below. At least, he appeared to be looking at it. In truth, the dark sweep of trees had blurred at the edges several minutes ago, smeared into shapes that no longer registered, replaced by something far louder happening beneath his skin.

      The Nushtonia rested against his back beneath the leather straps crossing his chest, its weight pressing steadily between his shoulder blades. Even closed, even silent, the book carried a presence unlike any magical object he had ever encountered. Ancient. Aware. Wrong.

      But the book itself was not what kept him here while the rest of the realm settled.

      It was what the book was doing to the bond tied to his soul.

      Muted. Fractured. Alive. And changing.

      Gerick set his teeth together hard enough to feel the pressure climb into his temples and root behind his eyes.

      “You’re grinding your teeth hard enough to crack them.”

      Lucian’s voice came from behind him, calm and roughened slightly by exhaustion. Gerick did not turn. He heard the wolf approach anyway, boots scuffing softly against the stone as Lucian crossed the terrace and came to a stop at the railing beside him. The dominant male did not speak again right away. He simply leaned his forearms against the carved stone the same way Gerick had, gaze drifting out over the valley as though giving the silence a chance to be the thing that answered first.

      “Either the book is getting heavier,” Lucian said after a moment, “or you are growing more tired.”

      Gerick exhaled slowly. His breath fogged in the cold mountain air and vanished. “The book is as it has always been. A burden. But one I must bear.”

      “Hm.” Lucian tilted his head, studying him from the corner of his eye. “But you do not have to bear that burden alone. Maybe you should let someone else carry it for a while.”

      Gerick’s gaze slid sideways to him.

      Lucian shrugged one shoulder without lifting his arms from the rail. “I’m serious. Ever since we got here, you’ve looked like someone waiting for a blade to drop out of the sky.”

      “That’s because my mate is trapped inside a sentient prison.” He kept his tone level. He tried to. The idea of letting the book leave his hands was unacceptable. She was in there. He had to protect her, and the only way he knew how to do that was to protect the book.

      “True,” Lucian acknowledged easily. “But this feels different.”

      Gerick looked away first, and that irritated him more than it should have.

      The wind shifted around them, carrying pine and wet stone and the faint mineral cold of high altitude. Somewhere across the valley, the deep beat of wings cut through the night, rolled across the ridges, and faded into silence. One of the draheim, moving through the mountains beneath the cover of dark,  was entirely uninterested in the small mortal griefs of the ones who had taken shelter inside his realm.

      Lucian’s voice lowered. “What’s happening?”

      For several seconds, Gerick said nothing. The silence stretched long enough that he thought perhaps the wolf would let it go. He should have known better. Lucian had the patience of a creature who understood that some truths only crawled out when a male stopped chasing them.

      Gerick swallowed once before he answered. “At first I thought it was the book pressing against the mate bond. Our bond is not like the wolf bond, but it’s something more than what humans have. I’ve always felt things from her. We can’t speak to one another, but we can feel stress, fear, desire.” His jaw tightened, the muscle jumping beneath the line of his beard. “Right now, I think I can feel emotional residue bleeding through whatever magic connects the Nushtonia to the people trapped inside it.” He paused. “But it’s becoming more than that.”

      Lucian’s gaze sharpened, the wolf in him surfacing. “What kind of more?”

      Gerick stared down into the dark below the terrace, where mist drifted through the trees in slow, pale rivers. “The book reacts.” The words came slowly, pulled out of him one at a time like splinters he had been avoiding. “Every time something shifts between them, I feel it through the magic tied to the Nushtonia.”

      Lucian went still beside him. Not the stillness of surprise. The stillness of a predator who had just heard something move in the underbrush.

      Gerick rubbed a hand across his mouth before continuing. The scrape of his beard against his palm grounded him. “Not emotions. Not the way wolves feel their mates. This is different.” His brow furrowed. Even trying to explain it felt like work, because naming a thing out loud gave it a shape, and he did not want this thing to have a shape. “Pressure. Changes in the resonance of the magic. Like the book recognizes them together in some way and responds to it.”

      The confession tasted bitter on his tongue.

      “At first it only happened when she was afraid,” he admitted, quieter now. “Then when she was angry. But now.”

      He stopped.

      Lucian waited him out, gaze still on the valley, giving him the dignity of not watching him while he bled.

      A short, humorless laugh escaped Gerick, more breath than sound. “Now I can tell when something between them changes, even if I don't know exactly what.”

      The silence beside him sharpened.

      Lucian did not ask who. He did not need to.

      Gerick closed his eyes briefly, letting the cold air wash over his face. “And the worst part is, I don’t think she realizes it’s happening.” Or maybe that was just hope dressed as observation. “She’s fighting something,” he added, opening his eyes to a view he still wasn’t seeing. “Whatever is happening in there, she’s fighting it.”

      “Shade.”

      It was not a question.

      Gerick nodded once, a single tight motion, and the name settled between them like something poisonous seeping into stone. The breeze picked up again, curling mist across the terrace in pale strands that wrapped around their boots before drifting onward past the railing.

      Lucian scrubbed a hand slowly across his beard. “You think this is because of whatever existed between them before?”

      “No,” Gerick said quietly. “I think the Nushtonia is forcing truths to the surface. Things they buried. Things they never resolved.”

      Even saying it twisted something sharp in his chest, deep and vicious, the kind of wound a male only noticed when he stopped moving long enough to feel it.

      Before Lucian could answer, footsteps approached from behind them, accompanied by the faint scent of something herbal and vaguely unsettling drifting ahead of the woman carrying it.

      “Ah,” Perizada drawled, her voice cutting across the terrace with the dry ease of someone who had spent centuries refusing to be subtle. “Nothing says emotional devastation like two males brooding under moonlight while pretending they’re discussing battle strategy.”

      Gerick closed his eyes briefly. Of course, she would walk in right now.

      Peri stopped on his other side, a steaming mug cradled in one hand, the smell rising from it vaguely herbal and deeply suspicious. Her silver-white hair shifted in the mountain breeze as she glanced between the two males.

      Then her expression changed.

      The humor drained from it.

      “Oh,” she murmured, and the word came out gentler than he had expected from her. “This is worse than I thought.”

      Behind her, Lilly emerged from the cavern entrance carved into the mountainside, boots whispering against the stone as she crossed the terrace. The warlock queen wore dark, fitted clothing that moved easily with her, and her yellow eyes glowed faintly in the moonlight as magic hummed quietly beneath her skin. She carried another mug, though unlike Peri's, the steam rising from hers curled upward in glittering ribbons of actual magic that unraveled into the cold air like tiny ghosts.

      Lucian eyed it suspiciously without lifting his arms from the rail. “What’s in that?”

      “Depends,” Lilly replied easily, stopping on Lucian’s far side so the four of them formed a loose line along the railing, the valley spread out before them and the watching mountain at their backs. “Are you trying to sleep, heal emotional trauma, or hallucinate pleasantly?”

      The wolf blinked. “That answer somehow makes me trust you less.”

      She grinned, the cheeky one Gerick had come to know well. “Good.”

      Lilly lifted the mug for a slow sip, her eyes on Gerick over the rim, and when she lowered it the teasing had drained out of her expression entirely.

      “Well, hell,” she said. “You look terrible.”

      “Thank you, Warlock Queen,” Gerick said dryly.

      “You’re welcome, General.”

      Peri shifted, leaning one hip against the stone railing and angling her body toward him. The moonlight caught in her silver hair and turned it nearly luminous. “I assume this conversation is about the emotionally constipated djinn trapped inside a nightmare book with your mate?”

      Gerick rubbed a hand over the back of his neck–the cold bit at the strip of skin where his collar had shifted. “Perizada.”

      “Nope.” She pointed at him with her mug. “Don’t start acting all stoic and noble with me. I already know exactly what’s bothering you.”

      Lucian snorted softly. “We’d expect nothing less.”

      “Good.” Peri took a sip without breaking her gaze from Gerick’s face. “It’s one of my many gifts.”

      He looked back out over the mountains because it was easier than looking at her. The mist drifted through the trees below like ghosts moving between worlds, and the silence that stretched between the four of them felt heavier than any of the words that had come before it.

      “Then tell me I’m wrong,” he said finally.

      Peri did not answer immediately.

      That silence told him more than he wanted to know.

      Lilly’s expression sharpened, gaze flicking between them. “Okay, clearly I missed a chapter somewhere. Somebody explain before my general loses his composure.”

      Peri’s breath fogged in the cold and vanished. “Shade and Myanin.”

      Lilly blinked once. “Oh.” She grimaced. “Oh, yes. Not exactly the best pair to be stuck in an evil book together.”

      Gerick’s stomach tightened.

      Peri’s gaze drifted toward the distant peaks as she spoke, and her voice softened in that particular way it only did when she was carrying something too old to set down cleanly. “They were a disaster long before either of them realized it.” Her silver eyes narrowed slightly. “Myanin told me about it when we were last here.”

      Gerick stayed silent. Something had gone very still in his chest, the kind of stillness that came before a blow.

      “She loved him once,” Peri said bluntly. “Or at least the version of him she believed existed.” Her gaze darkened. “And Shade loved her in the most dangerous way possible.”

      Lucian frowned. “Meaning?”

      “Obsessively,” Peri answered without hesitation. “He wanted every piece of her attention. Every thought. Every emotion.” She shook her head once, silver hair catching the moonlight. “And when he couldn’t handle the intensity of what he felt for her, he would pull her close one moment and shove her away the next. She was younger than him, and he didn’t want to take advantage of that, so that was noble. But that obsession of his didn’t allow him to cut her loose completely. It happened over and over, until she didn’t know whether she was being held or discarded half the time.”

      Lilly winced. “That’s very jackass male of him.”

      Peri barked a humorless laugh. “Oh, it gets worse. Because the truly irritating part is that underneath all the arrogance and emotional manipulation, he genuinely loved her.”

      Gerick hated how much worse that made things.

      Cruelty would have been easier. He could name cruelty. He could put a blade through it. But love, especially the wrecked, selfish, half-formed kind Peri was describing, complicated everything. It left roots in a person. It left echoes that did not know how to fade when no one tended them.

      “She eventually walked away,” Peri continued more quietly. “Honestly? It was probably the healthiest decision she’d made in centuries. Well, sort of.” Her gaze slid back to Gerick, careful now. “He pushed her into the arms of Thadrick, and we all know how that ended. Then, she met you. You gave her many things I don’t think she’d ever known before. So maybe, you’re actually the healthiest decision she’s made.”

      The mate bond twisted painfully in his chest, because he knew what Peri was not saying aloud.

      You gave her peace. He had given her something steady to hold while her world crumbled. Everything she’d known had disappeared. She wasn’t even djinn properly anymore, stripped of her magic and stripped of her place. She did not believe she was worthy of love. But Gerick had seen it. He had held her when she needed his arms. He had sparred with her when she needed the viciousness of a blade. And he had sat in silence with her when her own mind grew too loud.

      The Great Luna had given her to him.

      And now something older than peace was waking up inside her. Something he could not give her.

      Lilly leaned her hip against the railing on Lucian’s far side. The teasing was gone from her yellow eyes now, replaced by something thoughtful. The glittering steam from her mug curled between her fingers like slow, patient smoke. “And now they’re trapped inside a magical prison designed to rip emotional truth out of people,” she muttered. “Fantastic. That’s not concerning at all.”

      “The Nushtonia remembers oaths,” Gerick said quietly. “Promises. Regrets.” His throat tightened. “If it’s forcing them to relive unresolved emotions⁠—”

      “Then it’s digging through unfinished love, too,” Peri finished softly.

      The words settled over the terrace like a dark cloud.

      A draheim roared somewhere far above them, the sound rolling through the mountains, ancient and deep, shivering through the stone beneath their boots before fading into the thin air. None of them flinched. None of them spoke.

      Gerick lowered his head and stared down at his hands where they gripped the stone railing. Pale scars crossed the backs of them in thin, deliberate lines, earned over centuries of war and loss and protection. For a long moment, he simply looked at them as if they belonged to someone else.

      For the first time in years, he felt helpless. Not because he could not fight. He could. He would, the moment a target made itself available. Not because he feared Raja. Fear required a smaller heart than his. Not because the realms stood on the edge of war, though they did, and he would stand in the breach the way he always had.

      He felt helpless because somewhere inside the strange resonance tied to the Nushtonia, he could feel something shifting between Myanin and Shade. Slow. Quiet. Steady. A tide he could not turn back with steel or strategy or the sheer, stubborn weight of how much he loved her.

      And the worst part, the part that hollowed him out as the wind moved cold across his skin and the mist curled once more around his boots, was the terrible, quiet realization that whatever was waking between them had likely never fully died at all. It had only been waiting. And the Nushtonia had given it the opportunity it needed.

      “So the question is,” Peri said, her voice nonchalant, though her eyes were anything but, “what are we going to do about it?”

      Gerick gave her a sharp look. “We?”

      “Do you honestly think we’re going to let you bear this on your own? I mean, I realize that you males can be dense, but Gerick, I thought you’d been around us long enough to know that those we claim as ours are never alone. Never.”

      “I don’t know that this is anything any of you can help me with,” he admitted.

      Peri scoffed. “Pretty sure a blade to the heart of a certain over-stepping djinn would be of great help.”

      Lilly spoke up before Gerick could. “That is not how my general operates, Perizada. He is not a wolf.”

      “So you mean he’s not completely irrational when it comes to his mate?” Peri asked.

      Lilly answered with a question of her own. “If Lucian found something, someone who his heart would not let him forget, someone that would bring him happiness and fulfillment, wouldn’t you want that for him?”

      Peri tapped her chin, pretending to consider it. Then she held up one hand. “You’re speaking of another female, not like a new favorite kind of prey, or coffee?”

      Gerick shook his head at the high fae. Great Luna bless her, she was nuts.

      “That’s correct,” Lilly confirmed.

      Peri glanced at her mate, who looked thoroughly amused.

      “Sure, sure,” she nodded. “I’d let him go be with her. In a grave that I put them both in, alive, because obviously I don’t want to die. Then I’d make sure all the animals in the forest where I buried their sorry asses peed directly on their grave.”

      “Diabolical female,” Lucian muttered. There was no heat in his voice. If anything, he looked downright smitten with her.

      Gerick decided they were both a tad not right in the head.

      “Ok,” Lilly sighed. “That was completely unhelpful.”

      Peri shrugged. “You asked."

      “I agree. That was totally my fault. I forgot how unreasonable you can be.”

      “Gerick, what’s the verdict?” Peri asked, rubbing her hands together. “Pee on grave, or noble shit?”

      The book pulsed against his back as if it had been listening. Darkness, confusion, anger, want, longing, too many threads layered together for him to untangle who they belonged to. That wasn’t entirely true. Occasionally one of them carried the unmistakable shape of Myanin, and just as quickly was gone again.

      “I could never do anything to hurt my mate,” he said finally. “No matter what it cost me.”

      “Damn noble, selfless turd. Are you sure you’re not part gypsy healer?” She narrowed her eyes at him as if she could see inside of him. “Because they’re the only ones that I know who would say some stupid crap like that.”

      “Healers are only females,” Lucian reminded his mate.

      She held up one hand to him. “Not the point.”

      “Pretty sure it’s relevant to your question,” Lilly said dryly.

      Lucian reached over and rested a hand on Gerick’s shoulder. The weight of it landed like an anchor. “Whatever you need, we’re here. Pack. For life.”

      “I would like it noted that I do not agree.” Peri crossed her arms, indignation filling her eyes. “While I have oddly grown feelings for the cotton candy loving nut job, mostly because she likes sharp objects and stabbing people, I might have to zap her if she makes a dumb choice.” She paused. “Hell, she’s sort of known for making dumbass decisions. That means I’ll be digging her a pee grave. And right in the middle of the apocalypse. You’d think she’d be a little more considerate of her bad timing.” Then she threw her hands up. “Oh well, we do what we have to, when we have to.”

      Gerick didn’t address the high fae’s commentary. He couldn’t. He was too caught in his own circling thoughts about what might or might not be happening inside the Nushtonia.

      More than anything, he just wanted her to be okay. To know she wasn’t suffering. To make sure she had cotton candy again, and got to see Tenia. Maybe his bond with her wasn’t like the bond between mated wolves. Maybe what he was carrying now wasn’t shaped the way a wolf’s grief was shaped. He wasn’t sure that was a bad thing. It was a different kind of pain, that was all. A different kind of waiting.

      And it wasn’t something he needed to dwell on. What he needed to focus on was getting her out of the book.

      The rest could be dealt with after.
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      "Hope is a dangerous thing underground. It grows roots before you realize it, and by the time fear comes calling, you’re already tangled in it." ~Nick

      

      Nick stood near the mouth of the cavern chamber he and Kara had been given, arms folded across his chest, and watched pale blue mist drift through the massive stone corridors beyond. Somewhere deeper in the mountain, water tapped against rock in an uneven rhythm that sounded more deliberate than natural, like the realm was keeping time to something he couldn’t see. No candles burned in the outer halls this morning. Veins of glowing mineral ran through the walls themselves, casting soft silver light across the cavern floor in long, branching threads.

      Morning.

      Or whatever passed for morning when they hadn’t seen an actual sun in well, he actually wasn’t exactly sure.

      He scrubbed a hand down his jaw and glanced back over his shoulder.

      The bed had been carved directly into the stone wall, deep enough that the furs piled across it caught the silver light only at the edges. Soft gray pelts. Heavy black ones beneath. The trolls had brought them in sometime during the night without making a sound, which Nick still found mildly insulting on principle, considering wolves were supposed to hear everything. Kara hadn’t woken once.

      She lay curled on her side beneath the blankets now, one hand resting low across the curve of her stomach, dark curls spilling across the pillow. Her mouth was slightly parted. Her breathing had finally slowed to something that resembled actual rest.

      His wolf settled at the sight of her. Just like that. The constant low hum under his skin went quiet.

      Mine.

      The thought rolled through him with enough weight to plant his boots firmer against the stone.

      A week, no two. It had been at least two weeks.

      Time in the Troll Realm had started slipping around the edges in ways he didn’t trust. Sleep came heavier here. Hunger hit at random intervals, mid-conversation, halfway through a sparring drill, in the middle of the night for no reason. The glowing crystals dimmed and brightened in cycles that almost matched a day, but not quite, and he’d stopped trying to count them. Wadim had given up calculating elapsed time on day five, which was, in Nick’s experience, the surest sign of something supernatural being wrong. Wadim never gave up calculating anything. To be fair, the trolls had given him access to their records, so the historian was pretty much in heaven.

      And Kara.

      Nick’s chest tightened as his gaze drifted back to the curve under her hand.

      There was no denying the change. The slight roundness from before had deepened into something unmistakable over the past several days. Her breasts had grown fuller. Her face carried a soft warmth beneath her freckles that made her look stronger and more vulnerable at the same time, a combination he hadn’t known was possible until he’d seen it on her. Even her scent had changed again. Richer now. Threaded through with something ancient his wolf didn’t fully understand but answered to anyway, the way a compass answered north.

      Protect.

      The urge had taken up permanent residence under his skin. Restless. Pacing. It didn’t sleep when he slept, and it didn’t quiet when she was safe in his arms. It just paced.

      Kara stirred against the blankets with a small sound and cracked one eye open.

      “You’re staring again.”

      Nick huffed softly. “Can you blame me?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was thick with sleep as she pushed herself upright against the stone headboard, the furs sliding down to pool at her hips. “You’re being weird.”

      “You claim I’m always weird.”

      “Fair point.”

      Her smile faded almost as soon as it formed. Her hand pressed lower against her stomach, and her brow pulled tight.

      He was beside the bed before he’d consciously decided to move.

      “Kara.”

      “I’m fine. I mean, I’m sort of fine. This is not normal. To be progressing at the speed of light.” She waved him off too fast. “The future ninja just kicked hard enough to make me question whether my kidneys will survive this pregnancy.”

      He lowered himself carefully onto the edge of the bed and slid one hand against her stomach. The movement beneath his palm hit immediately, sharp and insistent, a small foot or fist or possibly an elbow making its presence known directly under his fingertips.

      His eyes widened.

      “That,” Kara muttered darkly, “was your fault. She knows you’re there.”

      His wolf nearly purred.

      She rolled her eyes. “You like that she responds to you.” She frowned down at her stomach as though it had personally betrayed her. “Honestly, if she says ‘daddy’ first, I’m going to be personally offended for life.”

      Nick leaned in and pressed his forehead gently to hers. Her hair smelled like sleep and the faint herbal soap the troll matrons had left near the basin two days ago.

      “No you won’t, you’ll find it adorable.” He grinned. “I hear women find a man attractive when he’s playing with a baby.”

      Her smile softened. Small. Tired around the edges. “Sure, just like men supposedly find pregnant women attractive because it means they’re fertile, or some crap like that.”

      His hand slid carefully along the curve of her again. “You’re beautiful.”

      “Nick,” she scolded.

      “No. I mean it.” His voice dropped lower. Rougher. “Every day you look more beautiful to me.” Even if it did worry him that she was moving along in her pregnancy at a speed that was not even normal for wolves.

      Something flickered across her face before she ducked behind sarcasm. “Well, that’s convenient timing since I currently waddle when I stand up. And who the crap waddles at . . .”, she held up her hand and counted under her breath, then shrugged, “hell, I don’t even know how far along I’m supposed to be. But I’m pretty sure it’s not waddling time.”

      Nick shook his head at her. “You do not waddle. You’re not that big.”

      “I absolutely do.”

      “You walk creatively. There’s a difference.”

      Kara barked a laugh that echoed softly through the chamber, bouncing off stone in a way that made it sound bigger than it was.

      He needed that sound. More than air, some days.

      The week had affected each of them differently. Rachel had grown quieter, her healer’s mouth pressed into a thinner line every time someone passed through a corridor. Gavril watched every tunnel entrance like he expected war to crawl out of it, and most days Nick agreed with him. Zara and Wadim spent hours whispering together in the corners of shared chambers when they thought no one was paying attention. Aphid had taken to disappearing into the deeper sections of the caverns for stretches at a time, the troll child Torvik trailing after him like an unusually feral duckling that the fae warrior pretended not to notice.

      And the trolls themselves. Nick’s eyes narrowed. They had changed, too. Not toward hostility. He could’ve handled hostility. He’d been raised on hostility. Toward reverence. That part unnerved the hell out of him.

      The same massive warriors who had thrown them into cages a week ago now lowered their heads respectfully whenever Kara passed in the corridors. Troll females had started leaving small carved stone figures at the entrance to their chamber, tiny shapes Nick didn’t recognize, polished smooth, set in patterns he didn’t understand but could feel were intentional. Even the children watched her now with wide, solemn eyes, the way kids watched something they’d been told stories about.

      They acted as though the mountain itself had claimed her, which it most definitely had not, because Kara belonged to him.

      A heavy knock struck the outer stone archway before he could chase that thought any further. Neither of them moved. The knock came again.

      “Kara Luisa,” a deep voice rumbled from beyond the threshold. “The king requests your presence.”

      Every muscle in his body locked. “How do they know that name?” That was the name the Great Luna had given his mate. No one except he and Kara knew that name.

      Beside him, Kara muttered under her breath, “Maybe, they’re going to finally tell us why we’re just sitting around doing nothing. Although, nothing good ever follows the phrase ‘the king requests your presence.’ That’s just facts.”

      He stood slowly from the edge of the bed. ‘You’re not going alone.”

      She smirked at him. “You say that like I would ever think you’d let me go anywhere alone.”

      He shrugged. “And you say that like it’s unreasonable.”

      “I say that like you nearly tore a cage apart last time I stepped a few feet away from you.”

      His wolf surged so hard that he felt it behind his ribs: The king demanding she leave the cage. Her face going pale even as she remained brave. Her hand flying to her stomach. The bars under his palms. He shoved the memory down hard enough to taste it in the back of his throat.

      Kara’s expression softened the way it always did when she felt the shift in him through the bond, even when she didn’t have the words for what she was sensing. She slid carefully off the bed, the furs whispering as they fell behind her, and stepped close enough to rest her palm flat against his chest. Right over his heart. Right where she always put it.

      “Hey.” Her voice gentled. “I’m okay.”

      “For now.” It came out before he could stop it.

      Her eyes searched his face for several long seconds before she sighed. “Nick.”

      “I know, yeah.” He closed his eyes briefly. The warmth of her hand stayed against his chest, steady. “I know I’m being intense.”

      “You’ve always been intense.” She pressed closer to him. “I like that you’re intense. Let’s just try and keep it under control while the trolls still like us.”

      “You’re carrying my child while some ancient corruption beneath this realm keeps trying to sniff you out like a bloodhound.” He opened his eyes. “I feel like intense is justified.”

      She held his stare for exactly half a heartbeat before snorting softly. “Okay, when you say it out loud like that, it does sound stressful.”

      He turned, grabbed the thick, black cloak hanging from a peg carved into the chamber wall, and brought it back around her. He worked the heavy fabric over her shoulders with care, pulled the hood gently into place, and settled it just above her brow.

      His fingers lingered along her jaw.

      Mine.

      The thought had become terrifyingly constant.

      Another knock sounded. More urgent this time. The hardness of the troll’s knuckle made the sound flatter than knuckles should, and Nick wondered, briefly and with no particular relevance, what trolls’ bones were actually made of.

      He turned toward the doorway, every protective instinct in him sharpening to a point. Something had changed. He could feel it through the soles of his boots.

      The mountain was restless this morning. The stone carried a faint vibration under his weight now, subtle enough most people wouldn’t notice it. Wolves noticed everything beneath their feet.

      Kara felt it, too. Her eyes lifted to his. “You feel it?”

      He nodded once.

      The vibration came again, a slow pulse that traveled up through the floor and into the bones of his ankles before it faded.

      Not an earthquake. Earthquakes didn’t have rhythm.

      Not movement either. Movement didn’t carry weight like that.

      Almost like a heartbeat. Low. Ancient. Wrong.

      The mineral veins in the wall dimmed all at once. The silver light that had been steady since they’d woken now flickered, brightened, flickered again, like something had passed too close to a candle and disturbed the air.

      Beyond the doorway, voices rose somewhere deeper inside the mountain. Trolls calling to one another in their rough, percussive language, words Nick couldn’t translate but didn’t need to. He’d heard enough of his own packmates shout in tones like that to know what they meant. Heavy footsteps thundered through the corridors, more than one set, moving fast.

      His wolf surged upright inside him.

      Danger.

      Kara’s fingers closed hard around his forearm. “Nick.”

      The stone beneath them pulsed again. This time the walls answered.

      A low groan rolled through the mountain itself, deep enough that fine dust sifted down from the ceiling overhead in a thin, drifting curtain. The carved stone figures at the entrance rattled against the floor where they sat.

      Nick’s hand found the small of Kara’s back and stayed there as they started for the doorway.

      

      Kara knew something was wrong before they made it ten steps into the corridor.

      The trolls were moving too fast.

      Not panicked. Trolls didn’t strike her as creatures prone to panic, mostly because she suspected their species had collectively decided several centuries ago that panic was beneath them, right alongside small talk and indoor voices. But there was urgency in the way the massive warriors pushed through the cavern halls, shoulders rolling, jaws set, their heavy boots grinding against stone hard enough to send dull vibrations through the floor and up into the soles of her feet. A few carried weapons she hadn’t seen before–enormous axes etched with symbols that pulsed faintly blue beneath the silver mineral light running through the walls, the glow rising and falling in time with something she didn’t want to think too hard about.

      And every single troll they passed looked directly at her stomach.

      Kara fought the urge to tug the cloak tighter around herself.

      Nope. Didn’t love that. Didn’t love that even a little.

      It wasn’t the kind of staring she was used to. It wasn’t lecherous, or hostile, or even particularly curious. It was the kind of staring that made her feel like a relic being escorted past worshippers, and considering her most important job had been as a waitress, and her biggest decisions had been should I go home to the asshole foster parents or sleep in the park, this whole “revered carrier of awesome baby” angle was sitting weird in her chest.

      She made a mental note to add it to her growing list of things therapy could not fix.

      Nick stayed half a step ahead of her as they moved through the winding corridors, his body angled just enough to shield her without blocking her path. His arm was wrapped around her waist, pulling her close to him, his hand never left the small of her back. The warmth of it bled through the heavy fabric of her cloak, steady and grounding, an anchor against the strange unease pulling tight and low in her stomach–or maybe it was more like unease and a tiny future gymnast currently practicing combat maneuvers against her internal organs.

      The baby shifted. Hard. Kara sucked in a sharp breath and pressed a hand instinctively against the curve beneath the cloak, fingers splayed wide.

      Nick slowed instantly. “What?”

      “Your daughter is trying to escape through my ribcage.”

      His hand slid from her back to her stomach before she’d finished the sentence, concern flashing across his face. The expression softened the second the baby kicked again beneath his palm, the sharpness in his eyes melting into something Kara had only ever seen on him since the night they’d found out about the pregnancy.

      “She’s strong already.”

      Kara snorted softly. “Fantastic. I’m growing a tiny warrior princess with violent tendencies.”

      “Given her mother, that tracks.”

      She shot him a look. “To be fair, the stabbing was justified.”

      His mouth twitched at the corner. “You cut up an ancient elf king with a fae blade.”

      “Again,” she said, very carefully, very deliberately, “justified.”

      “I’m not arguing. It’s sexy as hell.”

      “You sound like you’re arguing.”

      “I sound impressed.”

      “I can’t decide if that should be disturbing or not.”

      Another sharp kick landed low enough to make her wince and flatten her hand against the spot.

      “Okay,” she muttered, glaring downward at her own stomach as though that had ever once worked on anyone in her family line. “You are entirely too tiny to be throwing elbows with this much confidence.”

      The baby kicked again, lighter this time, almost smug.

      Kara was going to have words with this child the second she was old enough to understand them. Possibly sooner. She was already drafting a stern lecture in her head, complete with hand gestures and several pointed silences.

      Nick’s expression shifted into something quieter as the baby moved again beneath his palm. The lines that had carved themselves between his brows for the past week eased. His shoulders lowered a fraction. His wolf, the one that had been pacing visibly behind his eyes since they’d left the chamber, settled.

      Kara caught the change and rolled her eyes affectionately.

      “I swear she already likes you more.” She knew she sounded a tad petulant. But she didn’t really care. She was pregnant. She got to sound however she wanted to sound. Or so Jen told her.

      Nick grinned. “She has excellent instincts, yeah?”

      Kara sighed. “She hasn’t even been born yet and you’re already recruiting allies against me.”

      “Smart girl.”

      Despite herself, warmth spread through her chest. It was a slow, dangerous kind of warmth, the sort that made her brain glitch and forget for several seconds at a time that they were currently in an underground troll kingdom being summoned to a king’s audience while something weird vibrated through the bedrock beneath them.

      That warmth softened some of the fear that had lived under her ribs since the moment the Great Luna had spoken over their unborn daughter and called her blessed instead of broken.

      Blessed.

      It was such a small word for the weight it carried. She’d turned it over in her head a hundred times since that night. Every time she did, it felt heavier, like the meaning was still expanding inside it, slowly, the way her own body kept expanding around the small life it was carrying.

      Nick leaned closer. The cloak hood brushed against the side of his jaw as he pressed his mouth briefly to her forehead. The contact was light. The kind of kiss most people wouldn’t bother to register.

      Kara registered it down to her toes.

      “She’s strong,” he said quietly against her skin. “Just like her mother.”

      And God help her. That still did something dangerous to her heart every single time he looked at her like that: low voice, soft mouth, eyes the color of woods at dusk and twice as steady. This was her mate. The man who would do anything to protect her but could also treat her like a precious, delicate treasure.

      She was not going to cry. She was absolutely not going to cry in a hallway full of stone-faced trolls carrying glowing axes. She was Kara Luisa, renowned warrior. She had standards.

      She blinked hard, cleared her throat, and tipped her chin up at him with all the dignity of a pregnant woman in a borrowed cloak who was, in fact, two seconds away from emotional collapse.

      “Save the sweet talk for when we’re not being summoned by a troll king with a flair for dramatic entrances.”

      Nick’s mouth curved. “Noted.”

      “And stop being attractive in tunnels. It’s distracting.”

      “I’ll do my best.” The smirk said he wasn’t about to try and do his best in the least.

      “Try harder.”

      The vibration rolled through the floor again before he could answer, deeper than the last one. The mineral veins overhead pulsed once, twice, and dimmed, then flickered back to full brightness with a quiet, almost-audible hum that Kara felt more than heard.

      The trolls in the corridor ahead of them stopped walking all at once.

      Every one of them.

      The hallway went still. No shifting boots. No muttered words. Just the slow, even breathing of a dozen massive bodies frozen mid-step, axes lowered, heads tilted toward the floor as if they were listening for something only they could hear.

      Kara’s hand pressed harder against her stomach.

      The baby had gone still, too.

      “Nick,” she whispered.

      His fingers curved fully against her lower back, anchoring her against his side. “I know.”

      The largest of the troll warriors, the one who had knocked at their door earlier, slowly turned his enormous head and looked back at them. His gaze didn’t lock on Nick.

      It locked on her.

      On the curve under her cloak.

      And in a voice that rumbled through the corridor like the mountain itself was speaking through him, he said one word.

      “Hurry.”
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      "Ancient creatures always think keeping secrets makes them wise. Most of the time it just makes everyone else homicidal." ~Kara

      

      The troll warrior did not elaborate, which, honestly, felt rude considering the whole ominous mountain vibration situation currently unfolding beneath Kara’s feet.

      Hurry apparently covered a lot of conversational ground in troll culture.

      Nick tightened his arm around her waist as the warrior pivoted on one massive heel and started down the corridor at a pace that bordered on insulting for anyone under eight feet tall. Kara gathered the front of the heavy cloak in one fist before she tripped over it for the third time in as many days, her boots scraping unevenly against the stone as the floor sloped downward beneath them. The mineral veins overhead pulsed in time with their footsteps, silver-blue light rippling along the curve of the ceiling like the corridor itself was breathing.

      She glanced over her shoulder and saw that Rachel and Gavril fell into step a few paces behind. Their voices, normally a low, easy thread woven somewhere in the background of Kara’s awareness, had gone quiet. She could hear the soft scuff of Rachel’s boots and the heavier tread of Gavril’s, the occasional brush of armor against fabric where his hand stayed fixed at the small of his mate’s back. Farther behind them, Zara walked beside Wadim, her fingers wrapped white-knuckled around his forearm.

      Aphid drifted between all of them like a bird that couldn’t pick a branch, sharp eyes darting from the trembling floor to the glowing walls to the warriors clearing the corridor ahead.

      The trolls moved deliberately aside the moment Kara and Nick approached.

      Heads lowered. Weapons angled away from Kara’s path. Massive bodies stepped back against the cavern walls in perfect, unspoken sequence, as though instinct rather than command had pulled them aside.

      Kara’s discomfort climbed another notch.

      “Okay,” she muttered as they passed between two warriors with axes that hummed faintly under the silver light. “I officially hate being looked at like I’m either royalty or a natural disaster.”

      Nick leaned down without breaking stride, his mouth brushing briefly against her temple. “You’d make a terrifying queen.”

      “That is not comforting.”

      “You’re armed with sarcasm and unresolved trauma. Entire kingdoms would fall.”

      A laugh slipped out of her before she could stop it, quick and breathy and slightly hysterical around the edges.

      The mountain pulsed again beneath them.

      The sound rolled through the corridor like a giant heartbeat muffled beneath layers of stone, deep enough that she felt it in her teeth and in the hollow space behind her sternum. Dust drifted from the ceiling in thin gray curtains, settling on the shoulders of the warriors flanking the walls. Two of them exchanged a look Kara didn’t like at all.

      Behind her, Wadim swore softly, the words unmistakably profane even though Kara did not speak Romanian. She glanced back again and saw Zara’s grip on his arm visibly tightened. Rachel had gone pale, her healer’s instincts no doubt screaming at her in all the different languages she spoke that something deep beneath the mountain was very, very wrong. Gavril’s free hand drifted toward the weapon strapped across his back, his stance shifting half a step closer to his mate without ever fully turning his head.

      Yeah, something was seriously not okay.

      The corridor widened ahead, then opened all at once into the massive chamber they’d entered earlier, and Kara nearly stopped walking on sheer principle.

      The atmosphere had shifted completely.

      Warriors lined every bridge and stone walkway threading across the chamber, shoulders braced, weapons drawn or close to it. The blue mineral veins running through the walls glowed brighter than before, their light reflecting off armor and axe-blades in fractured ribbons that slid across the cavern in restless, shifting patterns. Low voices rumbled through the chamber in the troll language, sharp and clipped now, the sound of people working very hard not to panic.

      At the center of it all, the black corruption spreading through the stone had grown.

      Kara stopped walking. “Okay, either they have a serious mold problem, or it’s worse. I vote mold.”

      The dark veins stretched several feet farther across the chamber floor, branching outward through the glowing mineral lines like rot moving through living tissue. And it wasn’t merely black.

      Movement existed inside it. Slow. Thick. Wrong. Like shadows swimming beneath ice.

      Kara shook her head. “Guessing it’s not mold. That’s truly disappointing and that’s a statement I never thought I’d say.”

      Nick’s entire body went rigid against her side. She felt the shift before she saw it, the subtle tightening of his arm, the way his weight redistributed onto the balls of his feet.

      Aphid stopped at the edge of one of the stone bridges and stared openly downward, his usual restless energy draining out of him in a single slow exhale. “I really don’t think this is what Fane had in mind when he told us to come here and recruit the trolls,” he said quietly. “I feel like we’ve been signed up for something where we should have been given the fine print.”

      Honestly, fair.

      The Troll King stood at the far edge of the fractured stone, his back to them, one enormous hand resting on the pommel of a sword strapped around his waist. Several older looking trolls had gathered around him now, half a dozen of them, their heavy robes stitched with silver symbols Kara couldn’t read but didn’t particularly want to.

      He turned as they approached. His deep amber gaze fixed first on Kara. Then on her stomach.

      And something old and exhausted moved briefly through his expression before it vanished again beneath stone-faced control.

      “Kara.”

      She resisted the urge to point out that hearing an ancient troll king say her name like he was announcing the end of civilization was not helping her anxiety levels.

      Instead she folded her arms beneath the cloak and tipped her chin up. “I’m beginning to feel like every conversation in this realm starts with people saying my name like I’m an errant child who has once again done something to cause the downfall of their entire civilization and must now climb some mountain to get a flower that blooms once a year on the coldest day in winter in order to save everyone.”

      “That was oddly specific,” Wadim muttered.

      One of the elder trolls, a woman with silver-threaded braids hanging past her waist, made a choking sound suspiciously close to laughter.

      Nick looked offended on her behalf. “That wasn’t funny.”

      “It was a little funny,” Kara admitted.

      The Troll King motioned toward the spreading darkness behind him without looking away from her. “You have asked several times why you have remained here.”

      Her humor evaporated. “Yes,” she said flatly. “I have.”

      Around them, the chamber quieted.

      Even the warriors farther along the bridges had gone still, axes lowered, shoulders angled toward the king. That kind of silence didn’t happen by accident. That kind of silence  meant whatever was coming next was meant to be heard.

      Nick stepped half a pace closer to Kara, his shoulder brushing hers. Protective. Always protective.

      The Troll King’s gaze slid toward the corruption, then back. “At first, we believed the rot followed you.”

      Kara blinked once. “Well,” she said. “Very judgy. I didn’t walk into your realm and assume that you’d caused the stupid craze of pencils being shoved up troll butts so that their hair waved wildly while people wrote. Seems like you could have given me the same courtesy.”

      “There are trolls with something shoved up their butts in the human realm?” A huge troll with no hair and a bulbous nose asked, his dark eyes wide with shock.

      “Not real trolls,” Kara said, hoping her tone was at least a little placating. “They’re little plastic toys,” she paused, “but remarkably accurate in some ways. Wait, do any of you fart glitter?”

      Nick’s arm tightened around her waist. “Babe, probably not the time to ask that.”

      “That’s totally going in the archives,” Wadim spoke up. “And if we manage to save the world from whatever the hell this is,” he motioned to the black veins, “I’d like to talk to more of you about the similarities that Kara is speaking of. Strictly for the sake of keeping records correct, of course.”

      “Right,” Zara muttered. “Not for your amusement at all.”

      The king continued as if none of them had spoken. “The darkness beneath the mountain began changing shortly before your arrival. Stone weakened. Pathways we have used for centuries shifted. Creatures from the lower caverns turned on their own kin.” His jaw tightened. “Then the heartbeat began.”

      The chamber floor pulsed faintly beneath Kara’s boots, as though answering him.

      Nope. Still hated that.

      “We believed your child called to it,” the silver-braided elder said quietly.

      Nick growled. Low. Dangerously low. The sound rolled out of his chest hard enough that every troll warrior on the surrounding bridges visibly stiffened, hands flexing against weapon grips.

      Rachel was at Kara’s other shoulder before Kara had even registered the movement. “Absolutely not,” she snapped, her voice carrying with the kind of sharp precision of a dominant female wolf. “You do not get to blame an innocent child for this.”

      Gavril’s hand settled instantly against the small of his mate’s back, grounding her even as his own wolf pressed visibly closer to the surface, his eyes glowing with his beast.

      Kara pressed a hand flat against Nick’s chest, sending calm through their bond before this turned into an international incident. The thunder of his heart slammed against her palm. “Easy, Cujo.”

      His eyes flashed gold, then settled.

      The silver-braided elder inclined her head, the gesture deep and unmistakably respectful, first toward Nick, then toward Rachel.

      “We no longer believe this. When Gavril mentioned Raja and the Nushtonia, we began to do more research, another reason you all are still here. “

      Kara frowned. “Then what exactly do you believe?”

      The Troll King turned, slow and deliberate, toward the black veins spreading through the stone. The glow from the minerals caught along the planes of his face and threw the hard lines of his expression into sharp relief. For the first time since she’d met him, uncertainty bled through.

      “That your child is the only reason it has not reached us sooner.”

      The chamber plunged into silence.

      Kara stared at him.

      Behind her, Zara inhaled sharply. Wadim muttered something she couldn’t understand. Gavril was growling, and Rachel pressed closer to Kara’s side. She didn’t know where Aphid had gone but figured he could handle himself.

      Honestly, everybody breathed dramatically in this realm. It was getting difficult to track.

      “I’m sorry,” Kara said after several long seconds. “Could you repeat the part where my unborn daughter is apparently the only thing standing between your realm and magical doom? Because I feel like I hallucinated that. Also, that’s kind of a lot of pressure when she hasn’t even made it onto her first little league team yet.”

      The king’s gaze returned to hers. “This darkness is older than Raja.”

      That got everyone’s attention.

      Even the warriors along the bridges shifted uneasily at the name. One of the elders, a smaller male with skin the color of weathered granite, made a quiet sign in the air with two fingers.

      Nick frowned. “That seems a bit unlikely.”

      “Nothing is impossible, wolf, you should know this,” the Troll King said quietly. “It’s been buried.”

      The blue mineral veins overhead flickered violently, light stuttering across the chamber in a sharp, uneven pulse. Several of the warriors flinched. Kara’s stomach tightened hard enough to make her suck in a breath, one hand pressing instinctively beneath the cloak.

      The baby moved again. Not kicking this time. It felt like she was reaching.

      The sensation rolled through her body so suddenly and so wrongly placed that her knees nearly buckled. It was as though something inside her had stretched outward toward something deep beneath the floor, and the air between them had answered.

      Nick caught her instantly, one arm bracing across her back, the other cupped beneath her elbow.

      “Kara—”

      Her fingers fisted in the front of his shirt. “Something’s down there.”

      The entire chamber went silent.

      The Troll King stepped toward her, slowly, the heavy fall of his boots the only sound in the cavern. “What do you sense?”

      Fear crawled up Kara’s spine.

      Not her fear, but something else’s.

      Ancient. Sleeping. Hurting.

      The words escaped her before she could decide whether to say them. “It’s trapped.”

      The corruption spread across the chamber floor convulsed.

      Troll warriors shouted. Several lifted weapons. The black veins recoiled backward several inches through the stone, flinching away like living things retreating from flame. Blue light surged through the mineral lines beneath the floor bright enough to illuminate the entire cavern in silver fire, washing the bridges, the walls, the upturned faces of every troll in the chamber in pale, blinding light.

      Rachel gasped softly behind her. Aphid took a sharp step backward, his hand half-raised as if to ward off something he couldn’t see, the perpetual smirk wiped clean off his face for the first time since they’d entered the mountain.

      And Kara felt her daughter move sharply beneath her heart.

      The darkness retreated again, another inch, another, the convulsion shuddering outward through the stone like ripples on a pond.

      Every troll in the chamber froze.

      The silver-braided elder lowered herself slowly to one knee. The cloak pooled around her like dark water.

      Then another elder.

      Then another.

      Oh no.

      Absolutely not.

      Kara stared at them in genuine horror. “Please don’t start worshipping me. I do not have the emotional stability for that kind of responsibility.”

      Shockingly, nobody laughed.

      The Troll King looked, if anything, more unsettled than reassured. His amber gaze tracked from the kneeling elders to Kara’s stomach and back to her face.

      “That has never happened before,” he said quietly.

      Nick’s hand spread fully across Kara’s stomach again, fingers wide, his wolf surging so hard against the bond that she could feel it like static along the back of her neck.

      “What exactly are you guarding down there?” he demanded. The growl was still riding the edges of his voice.

      The Troll King held his gaze for several long seconds before answering. The chamber held its breath with him. “The foundations.”

      A cold chill slid down Kara’s spine despite the heat radiating up through the stone. “The foundations of what?”

      The Troll King turned his head, slowly, toward the darkness pooling beneath the stone bridges, toward the endless cavern depths that disappeared below them into shadow and the slow, steady pulse of something far older than any of them. “The realms.”

      Silence settled heavily over the chamber.

      Behind Kara, even Aphid had stopped fidgeting.

      “I’m sorry, but is there ever going to be a time when we stop getting new revelations that a certain supernatural species is in charge of that no one else knows about?” Zara asked, her voice calm, but a tad annoyed.

      “There’s a reason we don’t allow people into the troll realm,” the Troll King told them.

      “And here we thought you wanted to eat us,” Kara said with a small chuckle.

      “We did,” a young troll said as he pushed through a couple of warriors. “But papa said you’re friends, not food.”

      Another troll child pushed through the crowd to stand beside the first. “You still smell like food to us. But we won’t bite you to find out, or we’ll have to take baths for a month.”

      “Like, every day,” the other one finished.

      Kara took a deep breath and nodded. “Well, good to know that fish are friends, not food.”

      “Oh, fish are definitely food. If you make friends with a fish you’re bonkers.”

      “Good to know,” Kara pointed at the boys with a smile. Then turned back to the king. “So while we’re on the topic of ‘things we’re disclosing,’ would you mind explaining this?” She parted her robe and pointed to her rounding stomach. “Because, by my calculations, I should not be this round yet.”

      The king stared at her and then smiled. “Yes, I imagine that you might be confused about that.”

      “Well,” Kara said, her smile no doubt sacrine sweet. “I’m so glad that you find my confusion a tad humorous, but could you please explain before I lose my ever-loving, hormone-induced mind on your royal ass?”

      A few of the female elder trolls chuckled as they finally stood and quit making Kara feel like the “chosen one.” The silver haired with the long braid said, “My name is Verna. I am the female leader of our council, and that one’s mother.” She pointed to the king.

      “Verna?” Wadim asked. “Really? Not Maliki, or Sundra, or Zesa? Just . . . Verna?”

      “Can’t you put a muzzle on him?” Rachel asked Zara.

      The old woman smiled, the wrinkles in her face rolling up and her eyes brightening a bit. “It’s actually LaVerna, but I find the little ones are able to say Verna a little more easily.”

      “Huh,” Wadim nodded, his eyes narrowed in confusion. “I just expected something more, I don’t know, trollish.”

      “And what is your name, young one?” Verna asked him.

      “Wadim.” He said it proudly, puffing his chest out a bit.

      “Interesting,” Verna told him. Then she turned back to Kara.

      “Wait,” Wadim called quickly. “Why is that interesting? That didn’t sound like a ‘good’ interesting, that sounded like a ‘weird’ interesting.”

      “Oh, well,” Verna said conversationally. “It’s just that your name is the same as what we call the manure of a morion.”

      Kara glanced at Wadim.

      His face looked a whole lot less interested and a bit greyish. “What is a morion?”

      “It’s a type of worm,” Verna said with a jovial smile.

      “So my name in the troll realm means worm poop? Seriously?” Wadim looked as if he’d just found  out that his entire library had burned to the ground.

      Verna’s smile dropped to a frown. “No, not seriously, but that will teach you to criticize somebody’s name now, won’t it?”

      Wadim nodded, “Yes ma’am.”

      “Excellent,” Verna rubbed her hands together. “Now, let’s get Kara and baby more food. Discuss the awakened darkness, this over-bloated ego Raja, and the business of the Nushtonia.”

      “Now we’re talking,” Wadim clapped. “I’m starving.”

      “Sit down worm poop,” Verna waved him away, “females eat first in this realm, children eat second.”

      “Guess that means we eat last boys,” Wadim said, looking at Gavril, Nick, and Aphid.

      Verna raised a brow at him. “I said children eat second. Torvik?”

      “Yes, Grams?” The little troll child Kara had healed hurried out from between a group of males.

      “Show Wadim where the children’s table is.”

      Torvik’s face turned into a huge grin. “Oh, awesome. A wolf warrior of old gets to sit with us!”

      “He’s actually a hist—” Gavril started but Wadim cut him off.

      “I can regale you with dangerous battles and secret missions, fighting every kind of foe you can imagine,” the Romania historian said with a wink, his spirits renewed apparently after being called worm poop.

      Kara had to give it to Wadim, he was hard to keep down.

      “Because he’s read it all,” Gavril said so low that Wadim either didn’t hear it or chose to ignore it.
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      “Every supernatural species in existence apparently has a secret responsibility tied to the survival of reality. Honestly, at this point, I’m expecting squirrels to be guarding time itself.” ~Kara

      

      By the time the meal finally ended, Kara was beginning to suspect troll hospitality was less “light refreshment” and more “we will continue feeding you until movement becomes impossible.”

      The cavern they’d been led into sat deeper within the mountain than any place they’d seen so far. Enormous stone arches curved overhead like the ribs of some ancient beast buried beneath the earth, their carved surfaces worn smooth by what had to be centuries of hands brushing against them in passing. Long tables hewn directly from dark rock stretched through the center of the chamber, lit from above by hanging mineral lanterns that glowed warm gold instead of the colder blue threading through the outer caverns.

      Honestly?

      It was almost cozy.

      If one ignored the world-ending corruption beneath the mountain.

      And the fact that Kara’s unborn daughter apparently had some kind of magical restraining order against ancient darkness.

      Minor details.

      Nick sat beside her at the massive stone table, one arm draped possessively across the back of her chair while his other hand rested low against her thigh beneath the heavy edge of carved stone. The contact had become almost constant over the past two weeks. She wasn’t just his anchor, he was hers as well.

      His wolf had settled some after the confrontation in the lower chamber, but not by much. Every few minutes his thumb stroked absently against the curve of her leg as though reassuring himself she was still there. Still safe. Still breathing.

      Kara leaned slightly into his side and watched Verna direct a group of younger trolls between the tables with the efficiency of a battlefield general. The elder female pointed sharply, and a steaming platter changed direction mid-stride. Another tilt of her chin, and a stack of empty bowls vanished into the arms of a passing server.

      “You need more meat,” Verna announced, sliding another plate in front of Kara with a quiet thunk.

      Kara stared at it.

      Then at Verna.

      Then back at the plate.

      “That appears to be an entire animal.”

      “It is only half.”

      “Oh good,” Kara deadpanned. “For a second I was concerned.”

      Across the table, Aphid snorted into his drink hard enough that he had to set the cup down before he choked. Wadim, two seats further along, looked personally offended that Kara’s portion remained noticeably larger than his own. Somehow he’d managed to sneak away from the kids’ table without Verna forcing him to go back.

      “This is discrimination,” he muttered, gesturing at his plate with a piece of bread. “I too am growing something important.”

      Zara didn’t even glance up from her food. “An ego doesn’t count.”

      “I’ll have you know it requires constant maintenance.”

      “Clearly.”

      At the smaller table just beyond their own, Torvik laughed so hard that he nearly slid off his chair, catching himself at the last second on the stone edge.

      Watching Wadim willingly hold court at the children’s table for the past hour just because the troll younglings had decided he was some legendary warrior had been worth at least half the stress of the day.

      Maybe more.

      The little trolls adored him.

      Mostly because he’d spent forty solid minutes dramatically reenacting wolf battles using pieces of bread, a spoon, and what Kara was fairly certain had been someone’s discarded napkin.

      She was beginning to suspect the trolls genuinely couldn’t tell when he was being serious.

      Which, honestly, explained a lot about how other realms probably viewed humans, too.

      At the far end of the chamber, Gavril and Rachel sat speaking quietly with the Troll King and several elders. Rachel’s expression remained tight around the edges, her shoulders drawn slightly forward in a way Kara had learned meant her healer instincts were screaming at her about something. Gavril looked calmer outwardly, one hand resting easily on the back of Rachel’s chair, but every now and then his gaze drifted across the chamber toward Kara’s stomach before sweeping the room again.

      Protective.

      All of them were protective now.

      The realization settled strangely in Kara’s chest. Not heavy. Just warm. Which was dangerous. Because hope was dangerous. Hope made you forget how quickly things could be taken away.

      Nick’s hand slid gently over the curve of her stomach beneath the table.

      The baby shifted immediately beneath his palm, a slow roll that Kara felt all the way up under her ribs. It was weird because this new phenomenon had started in just the past few days. Her stomach had doubled in size in the two weeks that they’d been in the troll realm. The only reason she wasn’t completely freaking the hell out was because she’d already been through some things. Having a baby much faster than she was supposed to, even for werewolf standards, was not going to be what broke her. Their daughter rolled again, and Kara looked up at Nick.

      His entire face softened.

      Kara swore that male could go from terrifying Alpha-level predator to emotionally compromised father in under three seconds flat. It was honestly impressive.

      “She likes you best,” Kara muttered.

      Nick didn’t even attempt humility. “Obviously.”

      “You’re smug about being preferred by a person who currently weighs less than a loaf of bread.”

      “She’s already demonstrating excellent judgment, yeah?”

      Kara rolled her eyes, but the warmth in her chest deepened anyway, settling somewhere behind her sternum where she didn’t quite know what to do with it.

      Then the mountain pulsed again.

      The laughter throughout the chamber died instantly, like someone had cut a thread holding the sound together.

      The pulse rolled through the stone beneath their feet stronger than before, deep enough that Kara felt the vibration climb the legs of her chair and settle unpleasantly in her gut. The water in the goblets along the table trembled. A piece of bread tipped slowly off the edge of Aphid’s plate and landed on the stone floor with a soft, oddly loud, thud.

      Every troll in the room froze.

      The mineral lanterns overhead flickered.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Then steadied.

      Nick was already on his feet before Kara fully registered the movement, one hand braced protectively against her shoulder while his wolf surged hard enough through the bond that her own pulse stumbled in response.

      At the far table, the Troll King rose slowly, the scrape of his chair against stone unnaturally loud in the new silence. His dark amber gaze moved first toward Verna. The elder female gave a single grim nod.

      Well. That seemed ominous.

      Kara sighed heavily. “Sometimes I miss when my biggest concern was whether I was going to sleep at the foster house or on the bench in the park.”

      “And because of that struggle, you are the woman you are right now who can handle this with her shoulders back and her head held high,” Rachel pointed out quietly as she and Gavril rose from their seats and crossed the length of the chamber toward Kara’s table. Gavril’s hand stayed at the small of his mate’s back the entire way, his stride matching hers exactly.

      “While I love your confidence in me, Rach,” Kara said with what she hoped was a kind smile, “I kind of miss Jewel’s random genius facts to distract us when things were going to hell in a handbasket.”

      “I can concede to that,” the other healer said graciously.

      The Troll King followed a few paces behind them, his heavy boots thudding against the stone floor in a slow, measured rhythm that somehow made the silence around him feel deeper.

      He stopped at the head of their table.

      “It is time,” he said simply.

      Nick’s arm immediately circled Kara’s waist again, drawing her against his side as she rose. “Time for what exactly?”

      The king’s gaze shifted briefly toward the lower tunnels beyond the far doorway, where the warm gold light of the lanterns gave way to something dimmer and bluer and considerably less inviting.

      “To show you what we guard.”

      Silence settled heavily over the remaining tables.

      Even Aphid stopped fidgeting with the rim of his cup.

      Wadim slowly lowered the piece of bread he’d apparently been using to demonstrate tactical flanking maneuvers to the troll children. Torvik watched him set it down with the wide-eyed reverence usually reserved for relics.

      “That sentence,” the historian said carefully, “has literally never led to anything emotionally healthy.”

      Torvik, however, looked delighted instead of concerned. He scrambled up onto his knees in his chair. “Are we going below the roots?”

      Several nearby troll adults immediately hissed sharp corrections in their language, and one of the older females reached over and pressed a firm hand against Torvik’s shoulder, easing him back down into his seat.

      The little troll shrank slightly, his enthusiasm dimming.

      Verna sighed and pinched the bridge of her broad nose. “This is why we do not repeat everything. Children overhear.”

      Kara frowned. “Below the roots?”

      The Troll King’s expression darkened.

      “The deepest foundations beneath our realm.” His gaze dropped toward the floor between his boots, as though he could see straight through stone if he looked hard enough. “Places untouched for thousands of years.”

      Aphid straightened slowly in his chair. “Untouched by trolls?”

      “Yes.”

      Well.

      That was significantly worse than Kara had hoped for.

      Rachel folded her arms tightly across her chest, one hand drifting up to grip her opposite elbow. “You said the darkness is older than Raja.”

      The king nodded once.

      “And you believe it’s waking up now because the realms are weakening, because of Raja and the Nushtonia?” Gavril asked.

      “Not weakening.” Verna’s voice cut quietly through the chamber from where she stood near the head of the table. “Separating.”

      For some reason, “separating” felt much more final than “weakening.” Kara found that she preferred “weakening,” but apparently the universe didn’t give a pig’s butt what she preferred.

      “What exactly does that mean?” Zara asked. She had shifted in her seat to face the elder more fully, one hand resting protectively over Wadim’s where it had stilled on the table.

      Verna turned her head toward the glowing mineral veins threading through the walls, the light catching along the silver braids running through her hair.

      “The realms were never meant to stand entirely apart from one another,” she said. “There are places deep beneath existence where they remain connected, places where the foundations touch.” Her ancient eyes shifted toward Kara. “The Nushtonia damaged those connections long ago when Raja was first imprisoned.”

      Kara frowned. “But Raja was trapped centuries ago. Why would this start now?”

      “Because the prison opened,” the Troll King answered grimly.

      The chamber quieted again.

      “The Nushtonia was never merely a prison,” Verna continued softly. “It was also a seal.”

      Oh. Oh, that felt aggressively important.

      “Why the heck do we seem to learn things one piece at a time when it is obvious that we should have had all the facts a long, long, long freaking time ago?” Kara asked, her voice raising as she spoke. When she stopped, she realized just how loud she’d been because the quiet seemed sudden.

      Verna looked at her with a wide smile. “You’ve got a wonderful ‘mom’ voice. You’re going to have all your kids marching in line like little warriors.”

      “Umm,” Kara’s eyes widened. “There’s only one in there.” She pointed to her stomach.

      Verna nodded but kept smiling. “Yep. But something tells me there are many more Kara Luisa’s to come, and not all of them female.”

      Kara’s mouth dropped open. “How do you know that name?”

      The elder female walked over and cupped Kara’s cheek. “You’re not the only one who knows people in high places.”

      Nick’s body tightened beside Kara, every line of him going still in the way that meant his wolf was paying very close attention.

      Verna reached over and patted his shoulder. “Easy, wolf. I mean only blessings to you, your mate, and your child. When we said we no longer believed her to be the cause of the rot, it wasn’t just because I’m intelligent.” Her eyes gleamed in amusement. “I made a promise to watch over Kara and her young for as long as I am called to do so. Of that you have my solemn vow.”

      It felt like a profound moment, with everyone witnessing Verna’s words, and yet Kara didn’t know what to say. Thank you seemed too generic, and yet bowing like she’d just met the Queen of England seemed a tad too formal. So instead she blinked like a cartoon character because that was what her brain faculties were capable of.

      “I will take you at your word, old one,” Nick said, his tone formal, “and if you turn on her, I will slit your throat.”

      Kara gasped and turned to look at her mate. “Seriously?”

      But Verna just patted his cheek and said, “The Great Luna chose well for these two.” Then she looked back at the others. “Now, that’s settled. Let’s move on.”

      “When Raja escaped,” Gavril said slowly, working the pieces together in his head the way he always did, “the seal weakened.”

      “Yes,” Verna agreed.

      A cold weight settled low in Kara’s stomach. Not fear. Understanding. “The corruption beneath the mountain,” she said quietly. “It’s spreading through the places connecting the realms.”

      The Troll King nodded once.

      “And if it reaches the foundations completely,” Aphid asked carefully, “what happens?”

      Nobody answered immediately, which was answer enough.

      Finally, Verna spoke. “The barriers between realms collapse.”

      Well. Fantastic.

      Kara tilted her head back and stared up toward the carved stone ribs arching overhead for one long moment. “I would just like the universe to know that I officially preferred my life before interdimensional magical infrastructure became my problem.”

      Nick brushed a kiss against the side of her head, slow and warm.

      “You should have known it was always going to become your problem,” he murmured. “You’re sort of a disaster magnet.”

      Honestly?

      Rude.

      The mountain pulsed again.

      Harder this time.

      A deep groan rolled through the stone beneath them, low and ancient and wrong enough that every hair along Kara’s arms lifted at once. The mineral lanterns dimmed, their warm gold light guttering down to something closer to candlelight before slowly climbing back. Dust drifted down from the carved arches in slow, lazy spirals.

      Then her daughter moved sharply beneath her ribs. Kara didn’t feel fear from the child. It felt like certainty. The way someone shifted their weight to brace against a coming blow.

      Nick’s hand splayed instantly across Kara’s stomach, his palm broad and grounding through the layers of fabric. At this point he might as well just keep it there for the duration of her pregnancy because bless him, he didn’t seem to know what to do when their daughter did something in reaction to the mountain.

      Verna and the Troll King exchanged a look that Kara did not love.

      The elder female’s gaze settled on Kara’s stomach for a long, weighted moment, then lifted to meet her eyes.

      “She’s ready,” Verna said quietly. “Even if we are not.”

      The mineral lanterns steadied overhead. The mountain seemed to hold its breath along with everyone in the room. Except Kara, “No offense, Verna, I feel like we’ve gotten off on a decent foot, and you seem way wiser than I am, but could you elaborate on  what you mean when you say, ‘she’s’ ready, even if we’re not?”

      The elder troll female’s eyes filled with warmth as she glanced around at the troll children and then back to Kara. There was so much wisdom and love shining from her amber eyes that Kara swore she could feel it in her own chest. Then Verna spoke, her voice soothing and calm. “Children born close to the foundations hear things we have forgotten. Your daughter has not yet learned fear. She reacts as creation intended before age, grief, and pride teach us otherwise.” Her brow furrowed a bit as she paused and held Kara’s gaze. “If you do not believe me, then at least believe the one who showed you the blessing that came from darkness. And remember what she told you.”

      Kara felt her heart speed up as she remembered the night the Great Luna visited her and Nick. Tears pricked her eyes as she whispered the words that she still held deep in her heart. “A blessing, a reminder that there is no evil that I cannot turn for good. Your daughter will be a living example for others who suffer as you have suffered. A sign that there is life after death, no matter what kind of death it might be. Love her with the love you never had as a child. Protect her as the precious gift that she is. And know that she means more to me than your finite mind can ever grasp. All of you do.”

      Tears spilled down Verna’s eyes, down her aged face as her lips tipped up in a small smile. “What darkness means for evil, our Creator can use for good. Hold onto that, renowned warrior.”
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      “Every terrible decision in history probably started with someone saying, ‘We should go deeper underground.’” ~Kara

      

      The tunnels beneath the mountain were older than the rest of the Troll Realm. Kara realized it almost immediately.

      The upper caverns where the trolls lived felt carved and lived in, shaped by generations of hands and voices and lives layered on top of one another over centuries. These tunnels did not. These felt discovered.

      The walls narrowed as the group descended behind the Troll King and Verna, the glowing mineral veins slowly thinning until the only remaining light came from massive crystal lanterns carried by the troll warriors surrounding them. Shadows stretched long and uneven across the stone floor, swallowing entire sections of the corridor before reappearing again farther ahead.

      Kara hated it instantly.

      Not because it was ugly. Because it felt too alive. Probably a weird thing to hate, but shadows shouldn’t feel alive. They were like ghosts leading them. “To our deaths,” she thought morbidly.

      “What happened to thinking happy things, like darkness loses and light wins?” Nick asked her through the bond.

      “It died when the shadow ghosts started leading this expedition.”

      She felt his humor. “Shadow ghosts aren’t a thing.”

      “They are now. Just wait. There will be a reality show about them.”

      “What will it be called?”

      “Shadow Ghost Hunters, duh.” Was it an original title, no, but as Jen probably would have done, Kara blamed it on the baby hormones. And possibly the lack of oxygen as they went lower and lower into the earth.

      The mountain pulsed beneath her feet every few minutes now, the vibrations subtle but constant, like something enormous shifting in its sleep far below them.

      Nick stayed so close beside her that their arms brushed with nearly every step. Not hovering. Guarding. There was a difference. Though honestly, the distinction felt increasingly academic.

      “You doing okay, little shadow hunter?” he murmured quietly as the tunnel sloped downward again.

      Kara adjusted the heavy cloak tighter around herself before answering. “Physically? Sure. Emotionally? I’d say I’m currently operating somewhere between deeply concerned and spiritually offended.”

      One corner of Nick’s mouth twitched. Apparently he was pleased with her answer. He knew that if she stopped making jokes entirely, everybody should probably panic.

      Behind them, Aphid muttered under his breath as he ducked beneath a low section of hanging stone. “I would just like it officially documented that I hate caves.”

      “You live in forests filled with carnivorous plants,” Wadim pointed out.

      “Yes, but the plants at least have the decency to do their murdering in open spaces.”

      Torvik, who had somehow convinced the Troll King to allow him to accompany them, looked delighted instead of terrified.

      The child moved beside Verna with quick, eager steps, occasionally glancing back toward Aphid like he’d personally discovered the greatest source of entertainment in existence.

      Honestly? Couldn’t blame the kid. Aphid was an interesting character. Kind of like those British soldiers who stood in front of the palace, all stoic. You just want to walk up and poke them to see if they’d react.

      The deeper they descended, the warmer the air became. It was dense and heavy with something that made Kara shudder. Magic. Old magic. The kind that settled against her skin instead of merely surrounding it. Kara glanced over her shoulder to see how it was affecting the other healer.

      Rachel slowed several feet behind them, her expression tightening as her gaze swept slowly across the narrowing corridor. Gavril immediately noticed and shifted closer to his mate.

      “What is it?” he asked quietly.

      Rachel shook her head once. “I don’t know.”

      Which, coming from a gypsy healer as old as Rachel, was deeply unhelpful.

      Her eyes lifted toward the stone ceiling overhead. “Everything down here feels . . .” she hesitated. “Wrong isn’t the right word.”

      “Ancient?” Zara offered softly.

      Rachel nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      The Troll King glanced back toward them without slowing his pace. “The foundations were old before the trolls first walked these caverns.”

      That did not improve Kara’s comfort level even slightly. Old things got worn out, or haunted, or grew mold. None of which she wanted anything to do with. Suck it up, Kara, she told herself, knowing her mate was probably listening, you might just be saving all the realms. Or dooming them to hell. Let’s keep it real. “How far down are we going exactly?” she asked.

      The king’s dark amber gaze flicked briefly toward her stomach before returning forward. “Far enough.”

      “Oh, excellent. I love vague answers during potentially fatal expeditions, while being pregnant at, oh, that’s right, I have no idea how far along I am anymore because apparently time moves differently along the foundations of the supernatural world.” Did she sound panicky? She did. She totally sounded panicky. Kara took a deep breath as  Nick’s hand settled instinctively against the small of her back again.

      “Breathe, yeah?”

      “Over here breathing like a champ, coach. Send me in, I’m ready.” She shook her head, despite the fact that she was using their bond to speak. “I lied, I’m not ready.”

      The baby shifted beneath Kara’s ribs. The sensation slid uneasily through her chest.

      “She feels it, too,” Kara said quietly before realizing she’d spoken aloud.

      The entire group slowed.

      Verna looked back sharply. “The child?”

      Kara nodded once, one hand pressing lightly against her stomach. “She’s been reacting since we entered the lower tunnels.” Her brows pulled together. “But it’s different now.”

      “How?”

      Kara struggled briefly for the words. Not fear. Not exactly. Recognition. Like her daughter heard something Kara herself couldn’t fully understand. “She knows we’re getting closer,” Kara admitted softly.

      Silence settled over the corridor.

      Even the troll warriors surrounding them seemed unsettled by that.

      Torvik looked openly fascinated.

      “That is either beautiful or horrifying,” Aphid muttered.

      “Yes,” Verna answered quietly. “It is. Or, horrifyingly beautiful.”

      Kara narrowed her eyes on the elder. “I really like you, until you say crap like that. Then I’m like, look at that creepy troll lady. She should sit on a pencil.”

      Apparently, this did not offend Verna in the least. She simply laughed. “Oh child, it is good to have new blood in the family. Someone with some sass.”

      “I’ll show you sass,” Kara muttered under her breath as they continued forward.

      The tunnel opened abruptly several minutes later.

      Kara stopped so fast that Nick nearly walked into her.

      “Oh,” she breathed.

      The cavern beyond dwarfed everything they’d seen so far.

      Massive stone columns stretched upward into darkness so deep the ceiling vanished entirely from sight. The floor beneath them spread outward in enormous circular layers carved directly into the mountain itself, descending step by step toward a vast abyss at the center of the chamber.

      And suspended above that abyss . . .

      Light.

      Not crystal light.

      Not fire.

      Something else.

      Silver and gold threads spiraled upward through the darkness like veins of living starlight woven directly into the air itself. They moved slowly, pulsing faintly in uneven rhythms that immediately reminded Kara of heartbeats.

      Except parts of the light were wrong.

      Black fractures spread between the glowing strands like cracks through glass.

      The corruption.

      Only now Kara understood what she was actually seeing.

      Not infection.

      Damage.

      The foundations themselves were breaking.

      Nick swore softly beside her.

      Even Wadim had gone completely silent.

      The Troll King descended the first massive stone step into the chamber below. “This place existed before the realms separated fully from one another.”

      Kara barely heard him.

      The light suspended above the abyss pulled at something deep inside her chest hard enough to ache.

      And her daughter moved sharply beneath her heart in response.

      The silver-gold threads flared brighter.

      Every troll in the chamber froze instantly.

      “Kara,” Nick said carefully.

      She couldn’t look away.

      Something inside the foundations had noticed her. No. Not her. Her baby.

      The realization hit hard enough to steal her breath. The light shifted again.

      And for one terrible second, Kara saw shapes moving deep within the glowing fractures beneath the chamber floor. Hands. Faces. Shadows pressing against broken seams in reality itself.

      The abyss groaned. The entire chamber shook violently.

      Troll warriors shouted as cracks splintered suddenly across the outer stone ledges. Dust thundered from the unseen ceiling overhead.

      Nick grabbed Kara immediately, pulling her hard against his chest as another tremor rolled through the foundations beneath them.

      The silver-gold light flickered violently. Then dimmed. The black fractures spread wider. And something moved inside them.

      Not fully visible. Too large. Too wrong.

      A pressure wave slammed through the chamber hard enough to drive several trolls backward.

      Kara gasped as pain lanced suddenly through her stomach. Sharp. Deep. Her daughter reacted instantly beneath her ribs, movement rippling violently through her body.

      The foundations answered. Light exploded outward across the chamber.

      Nick did, too, one arm bracing her as his face dropped in agony.

      The silver-gold threads surged brighter than before, slamming against the black fractures with enough force to make the mountain scream.

      Every lantern shattered.

      Darkness crashed over the chamber.

      For one heartbeat, the only remaining light came from the foundations.

      And from Kara.

      Soft silver light pulsed faintly beneath the skin of her stomach where Nick’s hand covered it protectively.

      Nobody moved.

      Nobody breathed.

      Then Verna’s voice broke softly through the darkness.

      “Remember what I said, she’s ready,” the elder whispered.

      But what did that really mean? “I don’t understand,” Kara said, her voice cracking. “It sounds all philosophical and beautiful when you’re not in a damn cave miles below the surface with it about to collapse in on you! What does it mean?”

      Verna looked toward the widening fractures spreading through the foundations below them. “You don’t have to understand. You just have to trust.”
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      “Hope is far more dangerous than fear. Fear eventually kneels. Hope refuses.” ~Raja

      

      Raja felt it from three realms away. He stopped walking instantly, the soles of his boots stilling against rain-slick pavement while the city around him kept moving in its frantic, meaningless rhythm.

      Life.

      Loud.

      Fragile.

      Temporary.

      And below all of it, the realms trembled.

      The pulse rolled through existence again. Not physical. Deeper than that. A vibration traveling along the oldest places connecting realm to realm, stone to shadow, life to death.

      The foundations.

      Someone had touched them.

      No.

      Something.

      The realization settled coldly through him.

      Interesting.

      Around him, humans instinctively gave him space without understanding why. A businessman glanced over his shoulder mid-step before veering sharply around him, unease tightening the line of his jaw. A woman pulling a child by the wrist through the crowd lowered her voice as she passed, her pulse spiking hard enough that Raja heard it skip. She walked faster after that, tugging the child closer to her side.

      Yes. The living always recognized death eventually. Even when they pretended otherwise.

      Raja lifted his gaze toward the storm-heavy sky. The pulse came again. Silver light flashed briefly through his mind.

      Not memory, but recognition. And threaded inside it, life.

      Young. Unshaped. Untouched by fear yet.

      For the first time in centuries, surprise flickered through Raja’s ancient control. The Great Luna. Of course. Who else would answer corruption with creation itself? His mouth curved slightly, though no warmth touched the expression. Sentimental creature.

      The djinn had sealed him away with power and sacrifice and ancient law. The wolves answered darkness with love, loyalty, and hope, as though those things had ever stopped death from collecting its due. And still, the foundations had responded.

      Far beneath the city streets, Raja felt the fractures recoil briefly before spreading again through weakened barriers and broken seams between worlds. Not defeated. Resisted. The distinction irritated him more than it should have.

      Rain began falling in slow, uneven drops, striking the shoulders of his coat in a rhythm that did not match the storm above. Humans cursed softly and hurried for shelter, jackets pulled up over their heads, newspapers folded into useless little roofs.

      Raja remained where he stood, dark eyes unfocused as he followed the pulse threading through the realms.

      A child. Not yet born. And already the foundations recognized her. Interesting. Very interesting.

      A scream echoed suddenly from several streets away. Then another.

      Raja lowered his gaze slowly. The human realm was deteriorating faster now.

      He could feel it everywhere. Erosion. The veil separating living and dead had begun thinning around the weak places first. Graveyards. Hospitals. Battlefields. Places saturated with grief and endings and unfinished longing. Spirits lingered longer than they should. Shadows moved incorrectly. Nightmares slipped too easily into waking minds.

      And supernatural creatures? They were becoming unstable.

      Fear did strange things to creatures already balanced between instinct and civilization.

      Raja approved.

      Across the street, a young vampire shoved another male violently against the hood of a parked car, the metal denting beneath the impact with a flat, ugly crunch. Fangs fully extended despite the humans crowding the sidewalk around them. Two demons watched from a nearby rooftop, their forms barely hidden beneath glamour, leaning over the ledge with the lazy patience of predators scenting blood in water.

      The fractures were spreading.

      Good.

      The realms had spent too long pretending separation meant safety.

      A familiar pulse brushed against Raja’s awareness then. The Nushtonia again. He could feel the book differently now that its bindings had weakened. Vast. Hungry. Thinking in ways it had not during his imprisonment. The old magic woven through its pages shifted restlessly across the distance separating them, examining oaths and fears and unfinished desires with patient curiosity.

      And inside it, Raja smiled faintly. The djinn female still lived, barely, though she was unaware of her own fragility.

      The Nushtonia had not consumed Myanin the way it should have. Instead, it circled her carefully, peeling apart memories and promises and old wounds with surgical patience. Shade remained beside her, stubborn enough to follow her into destruction rather than release what he believed belonged to him.

      Raja understood that kind of obsession intimately.

      The book liked them.  That was dangerous. Because the Nushtonia never merely trapped people. It revealed them.

      A car alarm erupted nearby, jerking Raja’s attention back toward the street. Several humans shouted as traffic abruptly stopped farther down the avenue, brake lights bleeding red across wet pavement.

      Then the pavement cracked. Not explosively. Slowly.

      A black line split the center of the road before spiderwebbing outward beneath the tires of stranded vehicles. Shadows leaked upward through the fracture like smoke escaping buried lungs, curling along the edges of broken asphalt before dissolving into the rain.

      Humans screamed and the sound pleased him.

      Raja stepped closer to the spreading crack and slowly crouched near its edge, the hem of his coat trailing through a thin film of water pooled across the curb. Darkness pulsed beneath the broken pavement, thick and shifting and hungry. He held one hand above the fracture, palm down, close enough to feel the cold breathing up through it. It wasn’t enough. Not yet. But soon it would be.

      “You feel it too, don’t you?” Celise’s voice cut sharply through the rain behind him.

      Raja rose without hurry.

      She stood beneath the awning of a nearby building, dark hair damp around her shoulders where the wind had pulled it loose. Fury and fear warred visibly across her face. Exhaustion hollowed the edges of her glamour now. Shadows clung beneath her eyes, and the line of her mouth had tightened in a way it hadn’t the last time he’d seen her.

      The magic was costing her more than she expected.

      Good.

      “You said the barriers would weaken gradually,” she snapped.

      Raja regarded her silently.

      Across the street, humans fled the cracked roadway as more darkness bled upward through the widening fracture. One man stumbled, caught himself on the side of a parked taxi, and ran without bothering to look back.

      “It’s accelerating,” Celise continued, voice climbing. “Entire sections of the city are becoming unstable. Supernatural creatures are losing control. Demons, vampires, hybrids, the dead–”

      “They are becoming what they were always meant to be,” Raja corrected softly.

      Lightning flashed overhead.

      For one brief instant, the shadows beneath the city moved visibly beneath the streets like veins beneath skin.

      Celise saw it and fear widened her eyes.

      Raja stepped toward her slowly, the distance between them closing in three measured strides. Rain slid silently down the black fabric covering his shoulders.

      “You used a book filled with dark power to bring your sisters back from the dead. You didn’t consider the consequences of the book being more than it seemed?” His voice remained calm even as everything around them fell apart. “Then you made a blood oath with the ruler of the realm of the dead and a disgraced incestuous royal elf. Where in any of those choices do you see good life decision-making skills?”

      She stomped her foot, her hands fisting at her side. “We had an agreement.”

      Raja’s expression darkened slightly. “Agreement.” The word tasted almost amusing.

      Celise straightened defensively, her shoulders pulling back beneath the weight of the awning’s shadow. “I help you, and you let me live.”

      “Yes.”

      “You need me.”

      Raja stopped directly in front of her, close enough now that she had to tilt her chin to meet his eyes. Rain slid silently from the edge of the awning, dripping in a steady line just past his shoulder. “No,” he said quietly. “I needed, past tense, a way in. Looks like I found another way.”

      Understanding finally moved across Celise’s face. Too late. Always too late. The storm overhead intensified suddenly, thunder rolling hard enough to rattle the nearby windows in their frames. And beneath it all, another pulse. The foundations again. This time stronger. Raja went still. Silver light flashed briefly across his awareness once more.

      The child.

      The foundations weren’t merely reacting anymore. They were listening. For the first time in centuries, irritation sharpened fully into something else. Not fear, but possibility.

      Creation had answered him with something new. Something untouched. The Great Luna had placed a hand directly onto the scales. How disappointing.

      “How?” Celise whispered suddenly, staring at him now with genuine confusion. “How can something unborn affect power that old?”

      Raja’s gaze drifted toward the dark horizon, past the broken skyline where the storm hung lowest. “Because fear is learned,” he answered softly.

      Celise frowned.

      “The living are born in harmony with creation.” His expression cooled further. “Then time teaches them division. Pride. Violence. Shame. Hunger.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “But something untouched by those things . . .”

      Celise closed her eyes. “No,” she whispered.

      Raja smiled without humor. “Yes.”

      The rain intensified, drumming harder against the awning above her head, splattering against the pavement at his back. Far away, beneath mountains and stone and the oldest roots of the realms themselves, the foundations trembled once more.

      Raja felt the child again. Small. Bright. Dangerous, not because she was powerful, but because she was believed in. Hope. Such a fragile thing. And yet history had proven repeatedly how many wars the living were willing to wage for it.

      Raja turned away from Celise and stepped back into the rain-soaked street, the water rising past the soles of his boots.

      “What are you going to do?” she called after him.

      He paused only briefly, one shoulder half-turned toward her without offering his face. “The same thing death has always done.”

      The streetlights overhead flickered violently.

      Shadows stretched unnaturally long across the pavement, reaching toward him as though they recognized their own.

      Raja’s voice drifted softly through the storm.

      “I will wait for love to make them vulnerable. In the meantime, I think I’ll have a little more fun.” He glanced back at her. “Find Felspar, he also owes me. If neither of you can be of any use to me, I’ll be done with you and find others.”

      Then he stepped between two veils of falling rain, and the storm closed behind him as though he had never stood there at all.
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      “Sometimes the thing that breaks you is not the truth itself, but realizing how long you knew it and still pretended you didn’t.” ~Myanin

      

      Myanin stood at the edge of a corridor that had not existed five breaths ago, her boots planted at the threshold where the floor changed from polished bone-tile to something that whispered when she shifted her weight. She stared into a darkness threaded with faint gold light, and the back of her neck prickled in that particular way it always did when something old was watching her think.

      The walls on either side of her were made of layered parchment pressed so tightly together they resembled stone. Every now and then a page shifted beneath the surface, words rising briefly before sinking away again like something drowning. She watched a sentence surface near her shoulder, curl back on itself, and disappear before she could read it.

      Behind her, Shade said nothing.

      That, more than anything, told her how deeply the last trial had unsettled him.

      Normally, silence from Shade was a weapon, a thing he shaped and aimed with the precision of a blade. But this silence had no edge. It just sat between them, heavy and tired and annoyingly sad.

      Myanin hated sad. Sad did not fight fair.

      “You’re being very quiet,” she said, eyes still fixed on the corridor ahead.

      “I assumed you would enjoy the reprieve.”

      “I would, if it didn’t feel like the emotional equivalent of finding a dead rat in my soup.”

      A faint sound came from behind her. Not quite a laugh. Not quite pain.

      Progress, apparently.

      She finally turned, slowly enough that her braid slid forward across her shoulder. Shade stood several feet behind her with one hand braced against the parchment wall, his fingers spread wide against the layered paper as though he were the only thing keeping it from collapsing inward. His head was slightly bowed, dark hair falling across his brow. The gold light bleeding through the corridor caught the hard line of his jaw and the exhaustion carved beneath his eyes.

      For once he looked less like an arrogant djinn warrior who had decided the universe was personally inconveniencing him, and more like a male who had been emotionally flayed open and was still deciding what to do with all the exposed pieces.

      That was unfair. He should not get to look wounded and beautiful at the same time. There should be laws.

      “You look terrible,” she said.

      His mouth twitched, the barest curve. “And here I thought you were about to be kind.”

      “I am being kind. I could have said you look like emotional roadkill.”

      “Comforting.”

      “I’m excellent in a crisis.”

      He pushed away from the wall, and she caught the brief tightening at the corner of his eyes, the small adjustment in his shoulders, the way his weight shifted carefully onto his left foot before he committed to the right. Whatever the last trial had done to him, it had not let go yet. It bothered her more that it wasn’t physical pain he was in.

      Myanin narrowed her eyes. “What did it do to you?”

      “Nothing I cannot manage.”

      “Oh, wonderful. We’re lying now. That’s refreshing and not at all stupid.”

      His gaze lifted to hers, and for a heartbeat all the old arrogance flickered back into place. Not fully. Not enough to be reassuring. But enough to make her pulse quicken in a way she absolutely refused to examine.

      “I have survived worse than a trip down memory lane.”

      The words should have annoyed her. They did annoy her. But beneath the annoyance sat something worse, something soft and aching and inconvenient, because she believed him, and because she knew he had.

      Myanin crossed the space between them before she could talk herself out of it. The parchment floor sighed beneath her boots, and she ignored it. Shade watched her approach without moving, his expression shifting in increments she could chart: guarded first, when his shoulders subtly squared; curious next, when his head tilted a fraction; then carefully blank, the way his face always went when he was feeling too much and hated every second of it.

      Good. Let him suffer a little.

      She stopped close enough that the edge of his coat brushed the bare skin of her arm, the fabric warmer than it had any right to be. Then she lifted her hand and touched his face.

      Shade went completely still.

      The contact was nothing. Barely anything. Just her fingers along the rough scrape of his jaw, turning his face slightly toward the light so she could see him properly. But the moment her skin met his, the corridor around them breathed.

      Pages rustled along both walls in a slow, deliberate wave.

      The gold light brightened until it gilded his cheekbone beneath her palm.

      Myanin froze, fingers still resting against his skin. “Oh, for the love of all things mildly tolerable,” she muttered, glancing at the ceiling as if she could lecture it. “Can we not have one moment without the murder book making it weird?”

      Shade’s eyes did not leave hers. “It reacts to truth.”

      “That is deeply problematic, because I am currently trying very hard not to have any.”

      His expression softened. Not much. Just enough to be dangerous. “Myanin.”

      “No.” She dropped her hand and stepped back, the heel of her boot catching briefly on the uneven parchment floor before she steadied herself. The space she put between them felt like nowhere near enough. “Do not say my name like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you know me.”

      The silence that followed was immediate and awful.

      That was the problem. Not that Shade wanted her. Not that she wanted him, because apparently her survival instincts had packed a bag and left without a forwarding address. The problem was that Shade knew exactly where to find the parts of her she had buried, and then, infuriatingly, stood there as though he was willing to guard the grave.

      His voice came quieter now, low enough that she felt it more than heard it. “I do know you.”

      Her throat tightened. “You knew who I was.”

      “No.” He took a step toward her, slow enough that she could have retreated if she wanted to.

      She did not. Idiot.

      “I knew who you pretended to be when pretending was the only thing keeping you upright.” His gaze moved over her face with a steadiness that made her want to snarl, to swing, to do anything that would make him look somewhere else. “I knew the sharp edges. The rage. The pride. The way you would rather bleed out than admit something hurt.”

      “Wow,” she said, forcing dryness into her voice because the alternative was panic. She crossed her arms over her chest, fingers digging into her own elbows. “This is a very touching list of my least attractive qualities.”

      “Those qualities were never unattractive on  you.”

      The words were spoken softly, and that made them worse. Myanin looked away, jaw tight, and the corridor shifted instantly.

      Not violently this time. Not with fire or fog or some corpse wearing a memory like a costume. The parchment walls peeled back quietly, layer by layer, sheets folding inward like flower petals deciding to bloom in reverse. Stone bled outward from where paper had been. Heat replaced the cold draft against her cheek. A chair built itself piece by piece near a hearth that had not existed a breath ago, low flames already crackling inside it as though they had been burning for hours.

      A warlock chamber. Stone walls. Low fire. A chair near the hearth.

      Gerick sat in it.

      Myanin’s breath caught before she could stop it. Her hand drifted halfway to her chest before she forced it back to her side.

      Not the real Gerick. A memory. A soft one, the kind she had tucked away because it hurt too much to hold and too much to discard.

      He was reading. Of course he was. One ankle crossed over the opposite knee, a leather-bound book balanced against his thigh, the firelight catching in the silver at his temples.

      She stood at the edge of the memory, just past the threshold of a doorway that had appeared without her noticing. Her other self stood ahead of her, shoulders drawn tight, hands fisted at her sides to hide the tremor in her fingers. She remembered this night now. She remembered waking from nightmares she had refused to name. Remembered coming to this room because the silence in her own had been too loud. She had so many nightmares, they weren’t all the same, and he never asked her to explain them. It was awful of her that she had been thankful that she didn’t have to tell him.

      Gerick had looked up.

      Not with pity. Never pity. Just steady awareness, the same way he watched a fire to make sure it kept burning.

      “Would you like to sit?” memory-Gerick asked.

      The words cracked something in her chest all over again.

      In the memory, she snapped at him. Something cruel. Something about not needing a keeper. Something about warlock males being entirely too fond of their own usefulness. Her voice cut through the room like a blade thrown poorly, and Gerick had only set his book aside, stood, and crossed to her in unhurried strides. He’d lifted the cloak from the back of his chair and settled it around her shoulders without a word, his hands withdrawing the moment the weight was secure.

      Then he had returned to his chair, picked up his book, and kept reading as though sitting with her through the dark was the easiest thing in the world.

      The scene held for several seconds, every line of him perfectly etched. Then it faded, stone softening back into parchment, fire shrinking until only a memory of warmth remained against her skin.

      Myanin stared at the empty space where he had been.

      Shade said nothing. For once, blessedly, he said nothing. She felt him standing just at her shoulder, close enough to feel his presence, far enough that she had room to fall apart if she chose.

      Her voice came rougher than she intended. “He was good to me.”

      “Yes.”

      She glanced at him sharply, ready to snap at the first hint of edge in his tone. There was none. No sarcasm in his face. No jealousy darkening his eyes. No dismissive arrogance pulling at his mouth. Only truth, and that made something inside her ache harder.

      “He still is,” Shade added.

      Myanin swallowed. The Nushtonia rustled around them, pages turning in slow, layered waves along both walls, as though satisfied with the wound it had pressed.

      “I hate this place,” she whispered.

      “I know,” his voice came, low and gentle.

      She pressed her fingers to her temples and squeezed her eyes tightly closed. “I hate that it keeps showing me pieces of myself that I want to forget instead of letting me stay angry.”

      “I know that, too.”

      Her eyes burned, which was absurd and unacceptable and probably punishable by some obscure djinn law. She blinked hard, fixed her gaze on a point just past Shade’s shoulder, and forced her voice flat.

      “Gerick loves me.”

      “Yes.”

      “He fought for me when no one else would.”

      Shade’s jaw tightened. She watched the small flex of muscle just beneath his ear. But his voice remained quiet. “Yes.”

      “He never asked me to be softer than I was.”

      “No,” Shade said. “He didn’t.”

      She turned on him fully now, anger rising because anger was always better than grief and infinitely safer than longing. Her boots scraped against the parchment as she pivoted, and the floor pulsed once beneath her in answer.

      “Then why are you standing there looking at me like you understand something I don’t?”

      He gave a soft shrug. “Because I do.”

      “Arrogant ass,” she snapped.

      “Yes.”

      That should not have made her want to laugh. It did. A small, broken sound slipped out of her before she could swallow it back down, and Shade’s expression changed as though that tiny fractured laugh had done more damage than any blade could have.

      “I’m not trying to take you from him,” he said.

      The words were so quiet she almost missed them beneath the rustle of the walls.

      Myanin went still.

      Shade looked away first this time, his gaze dropping to the floor between their boots, and that alone felt like the floor shifting beneath her.

      “I wanted to.” His voice scraped against itself. “Great skies, Myanin, I wanted to. When I followed you into this book, some part of me still believed that if I could just stand close enough, say enough, make you remember enough, then the universe would finally correct itself.”

      His mouth curved, but there was no humor in it. A small, self-mocking thing that hurt to watch. “That was arrogance.”

      She had no idea what to do with that. Absolutely none. Her hands flexed at her sides, looking for something to hold or break or grip.

      “I have known you were meant for me for so long that I let wanting become certainty.” He looked back at her then, and the nakedness in his gaze stole every clever word from her mouth. “But you are not a thing misplaced. You are not an oath I can force into fulfillment. You are not mine because I survived missing you.”

      The corridor breathed again. Pages shivered in long, soft waves on either side of them.

      Truth.

      Myanin’s chest hurt in a way that had nothing to do with combat.

      Shade took one step back. Not away exactly. But enough. Enough that she felt the space open between them like a wound that had only just decided to bleed.

      “If Gerick is what gives you peace,” he said, voice rough now, “then I will help you return to him.”

      “No.” The word left her before thought could stop it.

      Shade froze. So did she. The corridor stilled with them, every shifting page going abruptly silent, as though the entire Nushtonia had leaned in to listen.

      Myanin could hear her own breathing in the absolute silence, too fast, too shallow. Her pulse beat hard in her ears, thudding against the words she had not meant to say out loud and absolutely could not take back.

      Shade’s eyes locked on hers, and for once he looked genuinely stunned. Lips parted. Brows drawn. There was something almost boyish in the way he forgot to school his features.

      She lifted a finger and pointed it at him. “Do not look smug.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’re thinking about it.”

      “I am thinking many things, none of which are safe to say while you’re armed with fingernails and spite.”

      “I will end you.”

      “I believe you.”

      But his voice had changed; It had softened in a way that made her want to look anywhere else. The space between them had not. It still waited, charged and watching.

      Myanin looked down at her hands. They were shaking. She curled them into fists, nails biting into her palms, and the small bite of pain steadied her enough to speak.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admitted, and the words tasted like blood. “I don’t know how to want something that hurts someone who is good.”

      Shade’s face went still.

      “I don’t know how to look at him and not hate myself,” she continued, because apparently her mouth had decided truth was the theme of the day and she was simply along for the miserable ride. “I don’t know how to look at you and pretend nothing in me answers. I don’t know what that makes me.”

      Shade slowly crossed the distance between them. The parchment floor whispered beneath each step. This time he did not touch her. He stopped close enough that she felt the heat of him along her front, but he kept his hands at his sides, fingers flexing once before going still, like restraint had become a physical thing he was choosing to carry.

      “It makes you honest.”

      She laughed once, sharp and wet, and dragged the back of her wrist across her cheek before any actual tears had a chance to commit to the act. “That’s generous.”

      “No.” His eyes held hers. “It’s brutal. But it’s true.”

      The parchment beneath their feet flickered. A new path opened at the far end of the corridor, the wall there parting in a slow, deliberate seam. Gold light spilled across the floor in a narrow line that pointed toward them like an invitation, or a verdict.

      The Nushtonia had accepted something. Myanin hated that she knew it. She also hated that part of her was relieved.

      Shade glanced toward the light, then back at her. “We don’t have to answer everything now.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That sounds suspiciously mature.”

      His lips turned up slightly. “I’m experimenting with personal growth. It’s unpleasant.”

      Myanin’s face scrunched up. “Looks painful.”

      He gave her a full, ridiculously handsome smile. “It is.”

      She breathed out slowly, watching her own exhalation stir a single page loose from the wall beside her. Some of the tightness in her chest loosened with it. Not enough to make this easier. Nothing was going to make this easier. But at least she could stand without feeling as if the weight of every choice she had ever made was pressing directly against her spine.

      The book had not given her answers. It had done something worse. It had taken away another place to hide.

      Myanin looked toward the path opening ahead of them, then nodded once at the gold light pooling against the floor. “What do you think is down there?”

      Shade followed her gaze. “Something terrible.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “I try.”

      She stepped forward, and her shoulder almost touched his as she moved past. She stopped when his hand brushed hers. Accidental. Maybe. Neither moved away. The contact lasted only a heartbeat. Then two. Finally Shade’s fingers curled lightly against hers, not holding, only asking.

      Myanin stared down at their hands, at the way his knuckles fit against hers in the gold light. Gerick’s face flashed through her mind, steady and kind and good, and pain moved through her in a clean, quiet wave. But beneath it, honest and undeniable, something else moved, too.

      She turned her hand just enough for her fingers to slip between Shade’s.

      The gold light at the end of the corridor flared, brightening the walls until every shifting word beneath the parchment glowed faintly through.

      Shade went very still beside her.

      “Do not look satisfied,” she warned, eyes forward.

      His thumb brushed once against her knuckles. “I wouldn't dare.”

      “Liar.”

      “Yes.”

      The path ahead widened, and somewhere deep inside the Nushtonia, a page turned with the sound of a verdict being written.

      Myanin tightened her fingers around Shade’s. Then together, they walked toward whatever truth waited next.

      

      Shade had imagined this moment a thousand different ways over the years. In every version, victory had tasted sweeter. Instead, standing beside Myanin in the shifting gold light of the Nushtonia with her fingers threaded through his, all he felt was terrified. Not of the book. Not of the darkness moving through its endless corridors.

      Her.

      The terrifying, impossible female beside him who had just destroyed him with honesty that he knew cost her.

      Shade stared down at their joined hands as they walked slowly through the glowing corridor. Myanin had not let go. He could feel the tension still running through her fingers, the uncertainty, the guilt she carried like armor too heavy for one person to bear.

      And still . . .

      She had held on.

      The realization pressed dangerously against the center of his chest.

      Mine.

      The thought rose instantly. Savage. Ancient. His djinn power surged toward it with enough force that Shade had to actively leash the instinct before it showed across his face. Because this, right here, was where lesser males became greedy. Possessive. Careless. And if he pushed now? He would lose her. Shade knew it with painful certainty.

      So instead he matched her pace through the corridor, keeping his hand wrapped loosely around hers as the Nushtonia shifted softly around them. The parchment walls whispered with moving words he no longer tried to read. Every truth this place revealed seemed to cost blood.

      Myanin glanced sideways at him suddenly, suspicion narrowing her silver eyes. “You’re being weird.”

      Shade nearly laughed. Weird. After everything they had just admitted to each other, weird was apparently the word she chose. “I am exercising restraint,” he informed her solemnly.

      “That sounds fake.”

      He swallowed hard, keeping his voice level. “It is extremely real. My self-control deserves songs written about it.”

      She snorted softly.

      The sound hit him harder than it should have. Because she had laughed. Not sharply. Not defensively. Genuinely.

      Shade realized then how long it had been since he’d heard that sound from her without pain wrapped around it.

      Dangerous female.

      He was already ruined, and she kept finding new ways to make it worse.

      Myanin’s expression softened briefly before she looked away again, her gaze fixing on the glowing corridor ahead. “You know this changes absolutely nothing.”

      “Of course.” It absolutely changed everything, even if she didn’t want to acknowledge it for a century. He would wait.

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “You agreeing that quickly feels suspicious.”

      Shade shrugged. “I am choosing survival.”

      Myanin bobbed her head. “Smart.”

      “I have my moments.”

      Silence settled between them again, but this one felt different. Less sharp around the edges. Less like two warriors circling each other with blades hidden behind their backs.

      The book noticed, too.

      The gold light surrounding the corridor warmed slightly, the oppressive pressure that had followed them for days easing just enough for Shade to recognize it.

      Acceptance.

      Not approval.

      The Nushtonia did not care about morality. It cared about truth.

      And for the first time since entering the cursed thing, Shade realized the book had stopped fighting them.

      Interesting.

      His gaze slid toward Myanin again.

      She looked exhausted–both physically, because she no longer had her power, and emotionally. There were shadows beneath her eyes that had not existed before the Nushtonia and tiny fractures in the iron control she’d spent years building around herself. And despite everything in him that wanted to pull her closer, shield her, claim every broken piece she tried hiding, he chose restraint.

      Shade understood something now he had not before. Loving her was not the same thing as owning her. The thought settled heavily through him. Necessary. Painful. True.

      Ahead of them, the corridor shifted again.

      Pages peeled apart slowly along the walls, exposing brief flashes of memory before sealing shut once more. A battlefield soaked in silver fire appeared, along with a younger version of Myanin standing alone in a sparring ring beneath storm clouds with blood running down one arm. Thadrick stood across from her, a smile of victory on his face. Shade himself, years earlier, stared out across the djinn realm with enough longing in his face to make present-day Shade want to punch his former self directly in the throat.

      Myanin saw that one, too.

      “Oh,” she said softly.

      Shade sighed. “Yes. Unfortunately, I have always been pathetic about you.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched.

      Victory. Tiny. Pathetic. Barely measurable victory. But he would take it.

      The corridor narrowed briefly before opening again into another long stretch of glowing parchment walls. The silence between them deepened, but now it carried awareness instead of avoidance.

      Dangerous. So very dangerous.

      Because Shade had spent centuries surviving on certainty. On anger. On pursuit. Wanting Myanin had become part of the structure holding him upright. It had been easier to chase her than to consider what would happen if she ever actually turned toward him.

      Now she had. At least partially.

      And suddenly he understood why warriors throughout history had done profoundly stupid things after being loved back. The realization was deeply humbling. Also annoying.

      Myanin stumbled slightly as the floor shifted beneath their feet.

      Shade caught her instantly. One arm wrapped around her waist before either of them fully processed the movement.

      She froze.

      So did he.

      Well. That seemed potentially catastrophic.

      The gold light around them dimmed into something softer, shadows flickering across the sharp lines of Myanin’s face as she slowly lifted her head to look at him.

      Too close. Great skies, she was too close. Shade could feel her breath against his throat. Could smell storm and steel and female wrapping around his senses like addiction.

      And there it was again. That answering pull inside her. Not imagined. Not wished for.

      Real.

      Her hand tightened against the front of his coat.

      Shade’s control strained painfully. “Myanin,” he said quietly.

      Her eyes dropped briefly to his mouth.

      That nearly ended him.

      Then, as if realizing exactly what she’d done, she jerked backward out of his arms so quickly that the loss of her warmth hit like a physical impact.

      “Nope,” she announced immediately.

      Shade blinked once.

      She pointed at him accusingly while backing farther down the corridor. “Whatever that was, absolutely not.”

      His mouth twitched despite himself. “Very convincing.”

      She glared him down. “You stop being attractive right now.”

      He held out a hand palm up. “I do not believe that is within my skill set.”

      Shaking her head, a brow rose as she said, “That confidence is part of the problem.”

      “And yet you continue holding my hand.”

      Myanin looked down, apparently only just now realizing she still was. Her eyes widened slightly before narrowing again with immediate suspicion, as though he had somehow orchestrated her own fingers betraying her.

      Shade wisely said nothing.

      She glared at him anyway.

      Then, muttering something deeply insulting beneath her breath, she yanked her hand free and stalked farther down the corridor.

      Shade watched her go. Watched the tension in her shoulders. The confusion. The fear. The hope she clearly wanted to strangle with her bare hands before it grew dangerous.

      And despite the ache still tearing through his chest . . . Shade smiled.

      Not because he had won. This was not victory. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But for the first time in longer than he cared to count, Myanin had stopped running before he touched her.

      

      Behind them, somewhere deep within the shifting pages of the Nushtonia, laughter echoed softly through the corridors.

      Not cruel.

      Knowing.

      Shade glanced toward the moving parchment walls and sighed. “You are an incredibly invasive magical artifact.”

      The book rustled smugly around him.

      Ahead of him, Myanin barked out a reluctant laugh she clearly hadn’t meant to let him hear.

      And Shade followed the sound like a starving man finding his way home.
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      “Love is not proven by how tightly you hold on, but by what you are willing to release when holding on becomes harmful.” ~Gerick

      

      Gerick had spent centuries learning the discipline required to stand still while everything inside him wanted war. It had served him well. Until now.

      He stood alone at the edge of the draheim clearing, boots planted in the soft moss, the Nushtonia resting on the flat stone before him like an ordinary book pretending it had not swallowed the female he loved. Moonlight slid across its cover in pale, uneven streaks, catching nothing, reflecting nothing, as though even the light could not decide whether the thing was solid.

      The forested mountains of the Draheim Realm rose around him in dark, jagged silhouettes beneath a sky crowded with stars. Mist threaded between the trees, silver beneath the moonlight, curling over roots and moss and ancient stone as though the realm itself exhaled slowly in its sleep.

      Except the realm was not sleeping. It watched.

      Gerick felt it in the ground beneath his boots, in the stillness of the draheim scattered through the surrounding forest, in the careful distance Serapha had demanded they all keep from the book. Even Perizada, who treated danger like a mildly inconvenient party guest, had given the Nushtonia space.

      That alone should have terrified him.

      Instead, all he could feel was Myanin.

      Not clearly. Not through the bond as wolves felt their mates, not with thought or words or the warm, living pulse of shared emotion. Their connection had never been like that. His bond with her was different, blessed by the Great Luna, yes, but not the same magic that tied Canis lupus mates together, soul to soul. He could not speak to her. He could not calm her. He could not reach across the distance and tell her to hold on.

      But something had begun leaking through the book.

      Not enough. Never enough. Just fragments.

      Heat. Fear. Defiance. The sharp silver edge of her sarcasm, so familiar it made his chest ache in a way no battlefield wound ever had. And beneath it, something else now.

      A pull. Not toward him.

      Gerick’s jaw flexed. His hands tightened at his sides until the leather of his gloves creaked. He hated himself for naming it, even silently.

      The forest behind him shifted. A branch cracked under a careful boot, and the soft press of pine needles announced exactly who was coming before her voice did.

      “You’re brooding loud enough to scare the trees,” Perizada said.

      Gerick did not turn. “I’m not brooding.”

      “No, of course not. You’re standing in the dark staring at a murder book with the energy of a male trying to intimidate furniture.”

      Despite himself, his mouth twitched. Barely.

      Peri stepped up beside him, silver hair loose over one shoulder, arms folded across her chest as she stared down at the Nushtonia. The mist curled around her bare ankles and then drew back, as though even the realm understood that high fae did not appreciate uninvited touching.

      For once, she did not look amused. Not really. The sharpness was there, because Peri without sharpness would be like a sword made of yarn, but beneath it sat something quieter.

      Concern. He disliked seeing that on her face. It meant the situation was worse than he wanted to believe.

      “Lucian wanted to come,” she said after a moment, tilting her head toward the book without quite looking at it. “Lilly told him if he hovered over you one more time, she was going to turn his boots into live chickens.”

      Gerick blinked.

      Peri shrugged one shoulder. “I’m paraphrasing.”

      “That sounds like something she would do.”

      “It does.” Her gaze remained fixed on the book. “She’s worried about you.”

      “I know.”

      “So is Lucian.”

      “I know that as well.”

      “So am I,” Peri said, her voice softer.

      Gerick finally turned his head to look at her.

      The high fae’s expression gave nothing away. That was one of Peri’s more irritating talents. She could announce emotional devastation with the face of someone deciding between pastries. He held her gaze a heartbeat longer than was comfortable, then looked away first.

      Coward, he thought.

      “What do you feel?” she asked.

      He stared at the book. Its surface had gone still, the dark cover reflecting moonlight in uneven streaks. He could see his own silhouette in it, blurred and stretched, like a man drowning in glass.

      “Her.”

      Peri did not speak. He appreciated that.

      After several breaths, he continued. “Not the way Nick feels Kara. Not the way Fane feels Jacque. It has never been that. But I know she lives. I know when the book presses against her. I know when she fights it.”

      His hands curled slowly into fists at his sides. The leather strained.

      “And I know when she is not fighting something.”

      Peri inhaled quietly. The breath made a small, soft sound in the still air, and somehow that tiny noise felt louder than anything else in the clearing.

      There it was. The truth walking into the clearing and standing between them like a blade.

      Gerick expected anger to rise. He wanted anger. Anger was clean. Useful. He understood what to do with it. Anger could be shaped into battle plans and sharpened into purpose.

      This was not anger. This was grief wearing armor.

      Peri’s voice came carefully. “Gerick.”

      “Don’t.”

      “I wasn't going to lie.”

      “No.” His eyes closed briefly, lashes dark against the high cut of his cheekbones. “That would require you to have developed tact in the last ten minutes.”

      “Fair.”

      A longer silence settled. The forest shifted around them, branches murmuring overhead in a wind Gerick could not feel against his skin. Somewhere in the dark above, leaves spoke to leaves in a language older than he was.

      Peri turned slightly toward the book, her arms still folded, but her shoulder angled now in a way that was almost protective. “I told you what Myanin told me. What Shade was to her. What she ran from. What she buried.”

      “Yes.”

      “But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you.”

      The words landed exactly where they were meant to. And still missed the wound.

      Gerick swallowed against the pressure in his throat. “I know.”

      Peri’s eyes flicked to him. He kept his gaze forward, fixed on the Nushtonia as though force of will alone could keep him upright.

      “That’s the problem.”

      The words came out too quiet. Too honest. He hated them for it.

      Gerick had known violence. Betrayal. Loyalty. War. He had stood in rooms heavy with the scent of blood and watched enemies decide whether death or surrender offended them less. He had obeyed orders that cost him sleep. He had led warriors into battles where victory tasted too much like ash to celebrate.

      But none of that had prepared him for loving someone who loved him back and still might not be his.

      The book pulsed once. A low, dull throb beneath the stone, felt rather than heard, like a heartbeat several rooms away.

      Peri stiffened.

      Gerick’s breath caught.

      Myanin.

      The sensation moved through him like a thread pulled tight inside his chest. Not pain exactly. Recognition. A moment of warmth, of ache, of longing so fierce it nearly drove him to his knees. His left hand lifted halfway to his sternum before he caught the motion and forced it back down.

      Then another presence moved through that same thread.

      Shade.

      Gerick stepped back as if struck. His boot scraped against stone, and the small, sharp sound of it was the only warning before his control snapped.

      Magic flared around his hands before he could stop it, dark and gold and furious, crackling through the clearing hard enough to make the nearby mist recoil. The air thickened. The temperature dropped, then climbed, then dropped again. In the trees beyond them, draheim rumbled, the sound rolling through the mountains like distant thunder shifting in its bed.

      Peri moved instantly, faster than he’d seen her move in a long while, one hand catching his forearm and gripping hard. Her fingers were warmer than he expected.

      “Gerick.”

      His magic snapped violently against the ground, scorching a black line through moss and stone. The smell of burnt earth and ozone bit at the back of his throat.

      “He touched her.”

      The words were not loud. They did not need to be.

      The entire clearing seemed to hear them. The mist itself paused.

      Peri’s grip tightened. “Did he hurt her?”

      Gerick’s head turned toward her sharply enough that his hair slid across his brow.

      “No.”

      She held his gaze, her own steady, refusing to let him look away. “Then breathe.”

      “I can feel him.”

      “Through the book,” Peri said firmly, giving his arm a small, almost violent shake. “Not through her bond.”

      He knew that. He knew it.

      But knowledge did nothing to stop the instinct inside him, the part of every male who loved beyond reason, from wanting to tear through the realms and rip Shade away from her with his bare hands.

      Gerick’s magic surged again, rising up his forearms in slow, dark coils.

      Then the moonlight changed. It did not brighten. It deepened.

      The silver light settling over the clearing became softer, fuller, and impossibly present, the way air thickens before a storm without ever moving. The mist at the edge of the trees stilled, freezing mid-curl. Every draheim in the forest went quiet at once, a hush so complete that Gerick could suddenly hear his own heartbeat slowing in his ears.

      Peri released his arm and stepped back, head already lowering.

      Gerick knew before he turned.

      The Great Luna stood between the trees, her white hair falling around her shoulders like moonlight given form. Her bare feet rested on a bed of moss that bent toward her without breaking. She wore no crown. She needed none. The power radiating from her did not demand that the clearing bow.

      It simply reminded everything that it already belonged to her.

      Gerick lowered his head, the motion as natural as breath.

      “My lady.”

      “General,” she said gently.

      The gentleness nearly broke him.

      Peri bowed as well, deeper than Gerick had ever seen her bow to anyone, though her mouth tightened in the way it did when emotion struck too close for comfort.

      The Great Luna moved toward the stone where the Nushtonia rested. Her steps made no sound at all. The grass straightened in her wake. The book did not pulse. Did not shift. Did not breathe.

      For the first time since Gerick had held it, the cursed thing looked afraid.

      Good. He hoped it was.

      The goddess looked down at the Nushtonia for a long moment before lifting her gaze to him. Her eyes were the silver of every moon he had ever stood beneath.

      “You are hurting.”

      Gerick’s jaw clenched. “That is not important.”

      “Pain is always important to the one who created the heart feeling it.”

      He said nothing. Because he could not.

      The Great Luna stepped closer, her bare feet silent against moss and stone. The hem of her gown trailed across the burnt line his magic had carved into the earth, and where it passed, the moss knit itself back together.

      “You feel Myanin through the book’s distortion, not through the fullness of the bond I blessed between you.”

      Gerick’s chest tightened. “Then what is this?”

      “A tether,” she said. “A path formed by blessing, choice, and need. It kept her life tied to yours when death should have claimed one or both of you. It gave her time. It gave you both shelter.”

      Shelter.

      The word struck him strangely. Not cage. Not claim. Shelter.

      Gerick lifted his eyes to hers. “You said our lives were tied.”

      “They are.”

      His breath left him slowly.

      The Great Luna’s eyes softened. “But tied lives are not always tied destinies.”

      Peri went utterly still beside him. He heard her breath catch and hold.

      Gerick felt the words enter him like a blade so sharp that the wound came before the pain.

      “I don't understand.”

      “You do,” she said. “That is why it hurts.”

      His hands curled again, but this time no magic answered. The leather of his gloves whispered against itself and went silent.

      “I love her.”

      “I know.”

      “I would never harm her.”

      “I know that too.”

      “She is my mate.”

      The Great Luna did not look away. “Yes.”

      The single word should have comforted him. Instead it tore something open in his chest that he had been carefully, stubbornly, foolishly holding closed.

      “Then how,” he began, voice roughened beyond recognition, "can her heart be answering another?”

      The question hung in the clearing.

      There it was. No pride. No command. No claim. Just the broken center of a male who had loved with everything he had and still felt the ground shifting beneath him.

      The Great Luna’s expression held sorrow, but not regret.

      “Because Myanin’s heart was fractured long before she met you. You did not fail to heal it, Gerick. You gave her safety enough to discover where the wound truly was.”

      He looked away. The forest blurred at the edges of his vision, every shadow softening as moisture rose he refused to acknowledge.

      He would rather have faced an army. He would rather have bled.

      “She needed me,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “But she may not choose me.”

      The Great Luna stepped closer. The air around her smelled like rain on ancient stone.

      “Love that is true does not become false because it is not forever in the way you hoped.”

      Gerick closed his eyes. He hated that. He hated it because some part of him recognized the truth in it.

      Myanin had never deceived him. Great Luna, she had tried to give him what she thought a mate should give. Loyalty. Trust. Fierce defense. Even tenderness, in the rare moments she allowed herself to be seen.

      But there had always been a door inside her she could not open for him. He had thought patience would eventually become the key. Perhaps he had mistaken patience for permission to wait outside a room never meant for him.

      His breath shook. Just once. The smallest crack in a wall he had spent centuries building.

      Peri made a small sound and turned away, wiping at her face with unnecessary aggression, the heel of her hand pressing hard against her cheekbone.

      The Great Luna lifted one hand and touched Gerick’s chest, directly over his heart. Her palm was warmer than the night, warmer than fire, warmer than any precious memory.

      Warmth moved through him, and truth, and in that truth, a form of comfort. Images flickered behind his closed eyes.

      Myanin was laughing despite herself beside a fire, the firelight gilding the rare softness at the corner of her mouth. Myanin was standing in blood and refusing to fall, jaw set, knees locked, hand still gripping the hilt of a blade that had been red for hours. Myanin was asleep in a chair with his cloak wrapped around her shoulders, lashes dark against her cheeks, her breathing deep for the first time in days. Myanin was looking at him with gratitude so deep that it had almost resembled peace.

      Then Myanin was in darkness, reaching instinctively for Shade.

      Not because Gerick had failed.

      Because some parts of her had recognized that male before she had words for them.

      Gerick opened his eyes. The Great Luna’s hand dropped, slow and reverent.

      “What are you asking of me?” he said.

      His voice was calm now. Too calm. The kind of calm that came when a warrior saw the battlefield clearly and understood exactly where the death blow would fall.

      The Great Luna’s gaze saddened. “Not yet.”

      “That is not an answer.”

      “No,” she agreed. “It is mercy.”

      A humorless breath left him, half scoff, half wound. “Mercy would be ignorance.”

      “No. Ignorance would be a delay. Mercy is allowing you the dignity of choice before necessity takes it from you.”

      The words settled over him.

      Choice.

      Gerick looked at the Nushtonia. His eyes moved over the dark cover and found nothing he had not already memorized.

      He understood then. Not everything. Not the full shape of what was coming. But enough.

      If Myanin’s life remained tied to his, then whatever choice waited inside that book would demand more than truth. More than confession. More than the emotional flaying which the Nushtonia seemed so fond of.

      It would demand release.

      Perhaps from her. Perhaps from him. Perhaps from both.

      And if he clung to her because the Great Luna had once blessed their bond, he could become another kind of prison.

      The thought nearly drove him backward. His weight shifted on his heels before he caught himself.

      No. Never. He would never be that. Not to her. Not to anyone.

      Gerick drew a slow breath, squared his shoulders, and turned back to the goddess. “If the time comes and holding on harms her, I will let go.”

      Peri made a broken sound behind him. He did not turn to look.

      The Great Luna’s eyes shone with something ancient and aching. “I know.”

      His throat tightened. “Will it kill me?” The question was practical. A warrior’s question.

      The Great Luna did not answer, and that was answer enough.

      Gerick nodded once. The motion felt borrowed from a body that was not quite his anymore.

      Acceptance did not feel peaceful. It felt like being hollowed out with care, scoop by patient scoop.

      “Then, when the time comes,” he said, “you will tell me what must be done.”

      The Great Luna stepped closer and cupped his face with both hands. Her palms framed his jaw with a tenderness he had not felt since before he could remember feeling anything.

      For a moment he was not a general, not a warlock, not a male losing the female he loved. He was simply a creation held by the one who had made him, and the grief he had locked behind discipline finally rose too high to contain.

      A single tear slid down his face. He did not wipe it away.

      The Great Luna brushed it with her thumb, slow and reverent, as though gathering something precious.

      “Oh, my son,” she whispered. “This is why you were worthy of her.”

      His breath caught.

      Worthy. Not because she would choose him. Not because he could keep her.

      Because he could love her enough not to make her stay.

      The words broke him quietly. There was no dramatic collapse, violent roar, or wild surge of magic. Just a fracture through the center of him, clean and irreversible, like a blade slipped between ribs by a hand he could not see.

      Behind the goddess, the Nushtonia pulsed once.

      This time Gerick did not reach for it. He looked down at the dark cover and felt Myanin again, distant and fierce and confused and alive.

      Then he felt Shade beside her.

      The rage rose. So did grief. But beneath both, something else finally took root.

      A decision.

      “If he hurts her,” Gerick said, voice low, almost level, “I will still kill him.”

      The Great Luna’s mouth curved gently. “I would expect nothing less.”

      Peri sniffed loudly behind him, the sound somehow both indignant and damp. “For the record, I'll help.”

      Gerick turned to look at her. The high fae’s eyes were bright, lashes wet, but her chin was lifted, defiant even in sorrow, both hands planted firmly on her hips.

      “What?” she demanded, glaring at him as if he had been the one who started this. “Growth doesn’t mean we stop threatening people.”

      For the first time all night, Gerick laughed.

      It was small. Rough. Painful. But real, and it scraped its way out of his chest like a thing that had been buried too long beneath everything else.

      The Great Luna stepped back, her form already beginning to soften into moonlight around the edges. The hem of her gown unraveled into mist before it touched the moss.

      “Hold fast, General,” she said. “The foundations have been shaken, and it has started. There is still more darkness before dawn.”

      Gerick bowed his head. “There always is.”

      When he looked up again, she was gone.

      The forest slowly exhaled. Sound returned in layers. Leaves shifting. Distant wings rustling. Water moving somewhere down the mountain. A draheim, very far away, making the low grumble that meant it had decided not to investigate.

      Peri stood beside him in silence for several long moments. Then, without looking at him, she slipped her hand into his.

      Gerick looked down at their joined hands, surprised by the small, careful tightness of her fingers.

      “I’m not good at comfort,” she said.

      “No.”

      “And if you tell anyone I held your hand, I’ll deny it and possibly set your hair on fire.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Good.”

      He looked back at the Nushtonia. The book rested motionless on the stone. For now.

      Gerick’s fingers tightened around Peri’s hand once before he released her and straightened fully, shoulders squaring, spine settling into the line every soldier under his command would have recognized in their sleep. He was still hurting. That had not changed.

      But the shape of the hurt had.

      Before, it had been a chain. Now it was a blade.

      He could carry a blade. He had carried many.

      “Gather Lucian, Lilly, and Serapha,” he said quietly.

      Peri studied him, head tilting, the last of her tears blinked away. “What are you going to do?”

      Gerick looked toward the distant mountains where draheim watched from ancient shadows, their eyes occasionally catching the moonlight like scattered embers.

      “What generals do.”

      His voice steadied. The wind, finally, touched his face.

      “We prepare for the battle we don’t want to fight.”
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      “There are moments when the world narrows down to one heartbeat, one breath, one person. Everything else either survives it with you or burns away.” ~Nick

      

      The foundations screamed. The sound tore through the mountain hard enough to knock Kara sideways, ripping across the chamber in a high, splintering wail that did not belong to anything living.

      Nick caught her before she hit the stone, one arm locking around her waist, the other bracing against the trembling platform beneath them.

      The entire chamber lurched violently. Cracks exploded across the massive circular platforms surrounding the abyss, jagged white lines racing outward like spider legs scrambling in every direction at once. Troll warriors shouted in their harsh language, their voices breaking apart against the rumble. Silver-gold light surged wildly through the fractures below, no longer pulsing in rhythm but thrashing, beating itself bloody against the dark like something wounded beneath the roots of the realms.

      Dust thundered from the unseen ceiling overhead, falling in slow, heavy curtains that turned the air gritty against Nick’s tongue.

      The black corruption spread faster now. No longer creeping. Hunting.

      It shot through the fractured seams between the glowing foundation lines in jagged bursts, devouring silver light as it climbed upward toward the outer ledges, leaving smoking streaks of nothing in its wake.

      Nick’s wolf slammed against his skin hard enough to ache. Danger. Mate. Protect.

      “Kara.” His voice came out as a low growl he barely recognized as his own.

      Her fingers dug into his forearm as another violent tremor shook the chamber, her nails biting through the fabric of his sleeve. “I noticed,” she snapped through clenched teeth, head tipping back to glare up at him. “Slightly hard to miss the apocalypse.”

      The sarcasm would have reassured him more if her face had not gone pale beneath the flickering foundation light, the freckles across her nose suddenly sharp against skin gone the color of old parchment.

      Verna appeared beside them seemingly out of nowhere, the hem of her cloak catching the light, her ancient eyes fixed not on the collapsing chamber, not on the shrieking creatures, not on the splitting stone.

      But on Kara.

      “It begins,” the elder female whispered.

      Nick’s entire body locked. “No.”

      Kara blinked rapidly, looking between them. “No to what?”

      Then pain hit her. He felt it at the same time he watched it happen.

      One second she stood upright, tense but steady, one hand braced on his chest. The next, her entire body folded around a sharp cry she clearly tried to bite back, her shoulders curling inward, her breath shoving out of her in a single broken sound.

      Terror unlike anything Nick had ever known ripped through him, cold and electric, racing down his spine and pooling in his hands.

      “Kara!”

      Her hand flew to the underside of her stomach as she doubled forward against him, breathing hard through clenched teeth, forehead pressed against the center of his chest. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

      Verna’s expression sharpened instantly, every weathered line in her face hardening into purpose. “How far apart?”

      Kara turned her head just enough to stare at her in disbelief, sweat already beading at her hairline. “I don't know, for several reasons–the first being that I haven’t gotten to this part of the pregnancy book because I’m not supposed to be to this part yet, the second being that I was sort of distracted by the rotting supernatural root thingies, and the third being that I wasn’t timing the contractions because I was slightly distracted by reality collapsing.”

      Another quake split through the foundations beneath them. The stone bucked once, twice, and then a section of the outer ledge gave way completely, crashing into the abyss below in an explosion of shattered stone and shrieking dust.

      Troll warriors roared warnings, their voices overlapping in a wall of sound.

      The corruption surged higher, oil-black tendrils licking up over the broken edge.

      And deep beneath the chamber, something answered it.

      The sound rolled upward through the foundations like a giant exhaling beneath the roots of existence itself, low and slow and unbearably patient. It was not loud. It did not need to be. It was felt in the bone, in the teeth, in the place behind the heart where instinct lived.

      Every troll in the chamber froze.

      Torvik whimpered somewhere behind Wadim, the sound small and high and entirely too young.

      Aphid muttered something that sounded deeply profane in at least three languages, his hands lighting with silver fae magic before the curse had finished leaving his mouth.

      Nick barely heard any of it.

      His world had narrowed to Kara, to her breathing, ragged and uneven against his chest. To the pain tightening her fingers against his arm until he could feel the press of every individual fingertip. To the scent of fear beginning to sharpen beneath everything else, threading through the familiar warmth of her skin.

      Not terror. Kara was too stubborn for terror. But enough fear that his wolf wanted blood for it.

      “She’s too early,” Nick growled, his free hand sliding up to cup the back of her head, fingers threading into damp hair.

      Verna’s gaze flicked sharply toward him, her mouth a hard line. “Time moves differently near the foundations now. I told you that. And I think the power below us has accelerated the development of your baby.”

      “That does not help me.”

      “No,” Verna agreed grimly, glancing toward the widening fractures. “It does not.”

      Kara sucked in another sharp breath and grabbed the front of Nick’s shirt, twisting the fabric in her fist hard enough to pull him down closer to her face. “Okay. I need everyone to stop saying ominous things around the pregnant woman.”

      Nick wrapped both arms around her immediately as the foundations trembled again, shielding her with the curve of his body as another shower of dust came down around them.

      “We’re leaving,” he said.

      The Troll King appeared through the chaos, his massive sword already drawn, the blade catching streaks of silver-gold light along its edge. Behind him, troll warriors moved in a tight wedge to intercept dark shapes beginning to crawl upward from the widening fractures below.

      “You cannot,” Verna snapped before the king could speak, one hand snapping out to brace Kara’s elbow.

      Nick turned on her instantly, his teeth bared before he could stop them. “Watch me.”

      The elder female did not flinch. She held his gaze with an awful, ancient calm.

      “If she leaves the foundations now, the child will not survive the separation.”

      Silence crashed through him.

      It was not silence in the chamber. The chamber was still screaming, still cracking, still lit with the strobing fury of magic at war with itself. But inside Nick, every sound dropped away at once, leaving only the hammer of his own heart and the small, panted breaths of his female pressed against him.

      Kara went still against his chest; even her trembling stilled.

      Nick stared at Verna as though she had started speaking another language entirely. “What?”

      Verna stepped closer, her lined face illuminated by the violent silver-gold light surging through the chamber, every wrinkle thrown into stark relief. “The foundations recognize the child now. They are responding to her life.” Her gaze shifted briefly toward Kara’s stomach, softening for just a heartbeat before turning iron again. “The realms are trying to stabilize around her presence.”

      Kara gasped sharply as another contraction hit, the sound tearing free before she could catch it, and buried her face briefly against Nick’s chest. Her whole body seized in his arms, shoulders rounding, breath hissing through her teeth, while his entire soul tried to tear itself apart from helplessness.

      “Do something,” he snarled at Verna, the words half human, half wolf.

      Verna’s eyes softened slightly. Her hand moved to rest gently against the side of Kara’s face.

      “I am trying.”

      The corruption exploded upward suddenly from the nearest fracture.

      Not smoke. Creatures.

      Shadowed forms dragged themselves from the blackness between the broken foundation lines, claws first, scraping against stone with a sound like bone on bone. Humanoid only in the loosest sense. Too many limbs. Hollow eyes that drank the silver light without reflecting it. Bodies that seemed stitched together from darkness and old grief, every movement wrong in ways the mind refused to accept.

      The troll warriors charged instantly, their war cries rattling the broken air.

      Steel crashed against shadow.

      The chamber erupted into war.

      Wadim shifted first. The massive gray wolf burst out of his skin in a single liquid motion, fur streaked with foundation light, and slammed into one of the creatures hard enough to send it flying backward through silver fire. Zara shouted something furious from his other side, before she too shifted, the mated pair moving in a brutal, practiced rhythm.

      Rachel’s healing magic burst bright gold across the lower ledges where injured trolls staggered back from the spreading corruption, the warm glow racing along their wounds and pushing the dark back inch by hard inch. Gavril remained directly in front of her, claws extended, body coiled, ripping through anything that got too close to his mate.

      Aphid stood near Torvik and several younger trolls, silver fae magic slicing through shadows with frightening precision, his expression so calm it was almost unsettling, as though he were simply weeding a particularly stubborn garden.

      The foundations shook harder.

      Cracks spread beneath Nick’s boots, racing toward the platform where Kara stood.

      “Kara.” His hands framed her face desperately, thumbs brushing tears he had not seen her shed. “Look at me.”

      Her eyes lifted to his, slow, glassy with pain. Pain burned there now. And fear. Real fear.

      “I can’t lose her,” she whispered.

      The words destroyed him. Nick pressed his forehead against hers immediately, breathing her in, anchoring himself to the warmth of her skin and the stubborn life in every shaky breath. “You won’t.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No,” he admitted roughly, voice catching against the back of his throat. “But I know you.”

      Another contraction slammed through her.

      Kara cried out this time, unable to stop it, the sound raw and bright and far too loud in his ears as her knees buckled beneath her.

      Nick caught her easily, sliding one arm beneath her and lowering them both with a control he did not feel. His wolf roared inside him. Mate hurting. Pup hurting. Kill something.

      Verna knelt beside Kara with startling steadiness despite the chaos tearing through the chamber around them, her old knees finding stone as smoothly as if she had done it a thousand times. “Listen to me carefully, Kara.”

      Kara nodded shakily, jaw clenched, tears tracking down her temples into her hair.

      “The child is responding instinctively to the foundations. She is anchoring living magic every time the corruption surges.” Verna placed one weathered hand gently against Kara’s stomach, her palm flat and steady. “But she cannot do it alone anymore.”

      Nick’s stomach dropped.

      “No.”

      Verna ignored him completely, her attention fixed on Kara like a healer who had decided exactly what battle she was fighting and refused to be turned from it.

      “Kara,” the elder female said softly, “when the time comes, do not fight the connection.”

      Kara blinked rapidly, her lashes wet and clumped. “That sounds horrifying.”

      “It probably will be.”

      A laugh burst out of Kara, broken and breathless. “Fantastic.”

      A massive tremor ripped through the chamber hard enough to send everyone stumbling. Aphid caught Torvik by the collar without looking. Rachel staggered into Gavril, who steadied her with one hand without ever taking his eyes off the creatures circling.

      One of the towering stone columns cracked clean through the center with a sound like a tree splitting in a storm.

      The foundations below dimmed violently.

      And for the first time since entering the chamber, the silver-gold light began losing.

      The corruption spread faster. The black fractures widened. New tendrils punched up through stone that had been solid moments before.

      Nick heard the Troll King roar orders across the chamber, the sound cutting through the chaos like a horn over a battlefield, as more creatures climbed from the abyss.

      They were being overrun.

      Verna looked up sharply toward the failing foundation lines, her eyes narrowing, lips parting on a slow, careful breath. Then she turned back to Kara. Her fingers tightened gently against Kara’s stomach.

      “Now.”

      Nick’s pulse stopped.

      “No,” he said again, more broken this time, the word barely a word at all. “She’s not ready.”

      Kara gave a strained laugh that dissolved into pain halfway through, her free hand fisting against the stone. “I would also like to formally object to this experience.”

      Verna slid one arm around Kara’s shoulders, steady as bedrock. The elder female’s ancient eyes lifted to Nick then, holding him in place as surely as a hand on his throat.

      “You do not need to be ready.”

      A pause. A breath. A whole world tilting.

      “You only need to love her enough to stay.”

      The words hit harder than any blow. Harder than any wound he had ever taken in battle, in any pit, in any dark place a younger Nick had once thought would end him.

      Nick swallowed against the brutal pressure in his throat. He nodded once, sharp, because he did not trust his voice.

      As another quake ripped through the foundations, Nick cupped his hand under Kara’s head to protect her skull from the trembling rock.

      The foundation light immediately surged brighter beneath her body.

      Light raced outward from the place where she lay, racing along the cracks like rivers finding old channels, washing silver-gold up the stone and across the platform in a wave.

      Every troll in the chamber noticed. Heads turned. Weapons stilled mid-swing. Even the Troll King paused for one heartbeat, his gaze cutting toward her.

      The corruption recoiled violently from the edge of the platform, hissing as it shrank back.

      The creatures shrieked, the sound clawing through the air.

      And Kara screamed.

      Nick nearly came apart at the sound.

      “I’m here,” he said immediately, gripping her hand hard enough that any other female probably would have crushed his fingers by now. He brought her knuckles to his mouth, pressed his lips to them, breathed her in. “I’m right here, baby.”

      Tears slipped down Kara’s face as she looked at him, her eyes searching his like she expected him to vanish.

      “I’m scared.” Always so honest and raw.

      Kara Luisa, who had stared down monsters and kings and trauma that should have broken her, finally admitted fear.

      Nick kissed her forehead fiercely, then her cheek, then the corner of her mouth, as though he could press the fear out of her with his lips. “I know.”

      Another contraction hit harder than before. Kara’s back arched off the stone, her teeth clenched so tight that he heard them grind.

      The foundations answered instantly.

      Silver-gold light exploded outward beneath the platform in massive waves that slammed into the spreading corruption hard enough to force it backward across the chamber. The wave rolled through the broken stone like a tide, dragging the dark with it, smashing tendrils against the abyss walls.

      Every creature from the corruption screamed. Some fell. Some burned. Some simply came apart at the seams.

      The mountain itself groaned, deep and long, as though something enormous had shifted in its sleep.

      Verna’s eyes widened slightly, her composure cracking for the first time. “She’s synchronizing.”

      Kara gritted her teeth, sweat plastering hair to her temple. “That sounds fake.”

      “It is not.

      “Well, I hate it.”

      Nick almost laughed. Almost. Instead he tightened his grip on her hand and pressed the side of his face against hers, anchoring himself to her breathing.

      The Troll King fought like an avalanche given flesh, his massive sword cleaving through darkness while troll warriors defended the outer ledges in tight, disciplined ranks. Rachel’s healing light flickered through the chamber beside bursts of fae magic and wolf snarls, weaving across the wounded like a thread of stubborn gold.

      But everything kept circling back here. To Kara. To the child. To the foundations pulsing beneath them in desperate rhythm, matching her breath beat for beat.

      Verna pressed both hands against Kara’s stomach suddenly, her face tightening in concentration, her lips moving in something that was not quite words.

      Then the elder female looked directly at Nick.

      “When the child comes,” she said quietly, the words pitched low enough that only he and Kara could hear, “do not let fear sever the bond between them.”

      Nick stared at her, his mouth dry. “What does that mean?”

      “Honestly, you old bat,” Kara seethed through gritted teeth. “Why do you constantly talk in freaking riddles?”

      Verna’s expression turned grim, her gaze sliding past him toward the writhing dark. “The foundations are no longer only listening.”

      The chamber shook violently.

      The corruption surged one final time, rising like a wave above the ledges, every shadow leaning toward the platform where Kara lay glowing.

      And somewhere deep beneath the roots of the realms, far below stone and silver and song, something ancient woke fully at last.

      Nick felt it before anyone said a word. The hair lifted along his arms. His wolf went silent inside him, not from peace, but from the kind of stillness that prey felt in the half second before the hunter moved.

      He bent low over Kara, lips against her temple, and held on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Creation survives because, over and over again, someone chooses to love another person more than they love themselves.” ~The Great Luna

      

      Gerick stared at the book waiting. He knew what was coming the moment the Great Luna had told him that the foundations had started shaking. It was as if she’d poured into his mind exactly what was coming without actually telling him.

      “Why are we staring at the book?” Peri asked. But Gerick just held up his hand. The high fae huffed but didn’t say anything more.

      He counted under his breath, grounding himself, preparing himself for whatever it was he must do. Great Luna help him; he hoped he had the strength to do it. Then . . .

      The Nushtonia screamed.

      The sound tore through the Draheim Realm hard enough to split stone beneath Gerick’s boots.

      Every draheim in the forest rose at once, ancient shadows shifting between the trees as silver mist exploded outward from the mountainside where the book rested atop the altar stone. Lucian swore sharply beside him while Lilly’s magic flared instinctively around her hands.

      Just as he thought, the foundations were collapsing. And Myanin was at the center of it.

      The Nushtonia pulsed violently again. Then split open. Not physically.

      The air above it fractured instead, gold light ripping through the clearing in jagged lines as ancient magic poured outward hard enough to bend the surrounding trees.

      Inside the tear . . .

      Gerick saw her.

      Myanin stood in a corridor of burning parchment while Shade fought creatures made from living shadow around her. The book itself had begun unraveling, pages ripping loose into the air like dying birds, as the corruption surging through the foundations reached upward into the Nushtonia.

      The prison was breaking.

      “Myanin!” Gerick shouted.

      Her head jerked toward him.

      For one impossible heartbeat, their eyes met across realms. Relief crossed her face so fast it nearly killed him. Then the corridor beneath her feet cracked open. Darkness surged upward. Shade caught her before she fell.

      And Gerick understood. The book had never trapped Myanin accidentally.

      It had pulled her toward the unresolved fracture in her soul because the corruption feeding through the realms thrived on divided truths. On broken vows. On love twisted against itself until it became guilt and possession and fear.

      The Nushtonia fed on hidden things.

      And Myanin . . .

      She had spent years trying to split herself into pieces that could survive loving two people differently, even if she hadn’t realized it.

      The foundations could not stabilize around division.

      They required truth.

      Gerick stepped toward the fractured opening before anyone could stop him.

      “Gerick,” Lucian snapped.

      “He’s figured it out,” Lilly whispered.

      Of course, she understood. Lilly had loved two people differently, so of course she’d see before the others.

      The corruption exploded through the tear in the realm again, slamming into the edges of the opening hard enough to destabilize the entire clearing.

      The draheim roared through the surrounding forest.

      Gerick never looked away from Myanin. And he realized the moment she saw it. The understanding.

      “No,” she said immediately.

      Even across realms, he heard the panic in her voice.

      Shade’s eyes locked onto Gerick’s.

      There was no triumph in the djinn male’s face.

      Only dread.

      Good.

      Gerick would have hated him if there had been triumph.

      “You don’t get to do this,” Myanin shouted.

      A sad smile pulled briefly at Gerick’s mouth. There she was. Furious even now.

      “The foundations are tied to truth,” he said quietly.

      The tear in the realm carried his voice to them.

      To her.

      The Nushtonia howled around Myanin and Shade as pages tore free from the corridor walls.

      The book was dying.

      Or changing.

      Perhaps both.

      “You are not making decisions for me,” Myanin snapped.

      “No,” Gerick answered softly. “I’m taking the decision away from you. There’s a difference.”

      Her face broke.

      That nearly destroyed his resolve.

      Gerick stepped closer to the opening.

      Immediately, the magic binding the realms lashed around him like chains made from moonlight and fire. Pain ripped through his chest, sharp enough to stagger lesser males to their knees.

      He remained standing. Because some pain mattered more than survival.

      The Great Luna appeared beside the tear in silence. Moonlight bent around her form. Every creature in the clearing went still. Even the corruption recoiled.

      “My son,” she said.

      Gerick bowed his head once.

      “My lady.”

      The goddess looked at him with infinite grief. “You understand the choice now.”

      “Yes.”

      Myanin shook her head violently. “No. No, absolutely not. I forbid this entire conversation.”

      Shade moved toward her instinctively, but she shoved him backward without even looking.

      “I mean it!” she shouted.

      Gerick’s chest ached so badly he could barely breathe.

      Not because he feared death.

      Because she was crying.

      Great skies, he had never wanted her tears. Not once.

      The Great Luna stepped closer to him. “The blessing tying your lives together preserved her path when it should have been severed.”

      Gerick nodded slowly.

      “But now,” the goddess continued softly, “the bond itself has become a crossroads.”

      The corruption slammed violently against the tear in the realm again.

      The foundations trembled beneath every realm simultaneously.

      Far away, another scream.

      “That’s Kara,” Peri said, rage filling her voice.

      Gerick heard her pain and thought of the child she carried.

      Everything was happening at once now.

      The realms no longer had time for denial.

      “What happens if I hold on?” Gerick asked quietly.

      The Great Luna’s eyes filled with sorrow. “The foundations continue fracturing around divided truths.”

      Myanin made a broken sound.

      Shade closed his eyes briefly.

      Gerick already knew the answer before he asked the next question.

      “And if I let her go?”

      The goddess looked toward Myanin.

      “Then love becomes sacrifice instead of possession, and I will dissolve the bond that binds your lives.”

      The words settled through the clearing.

      Simple.

      Terrible.

      True.

      Myanin crossed the corridor toward him frantically as the Nushtonia collapsed around her in burning strips of parchment and gold light.

      “You do not get to decide if I’m worth dying for!” she screamed.

      Gerick laughed softly despite the agony tearing through his chest.

      “You know,” he said, voice roughened with emotion, “that may be the most affectionate thing you’ve ever yelled at me.”

      She hit the tear hard enough to make it ripple. “Gerick.”

      His name shattered in her voice.

      Shade reached her then, gripping her shoulders as the corruption exploded upward through the corridor behind them.

      The djinn male’s silver eyes met Gerick’s again.

      Understanding passed silently between them.

      Not friendship.

      Not forgiveness.

      Something harder earned than either.

      Take care of her.

      With my life.

      Shade bowed his head once.

      A warrior’s vow.

      Gerick looked back at Myanin.

      Every version of her seemed to exist at once inside his mind.

      The warrior.

      The survivor.

      The furious female who sharpened grief into sarcasm because vulnerability offended her on a spiritual level.

      The female who had trusted him enough to rest beside him in silence.

      The female who had tried so desperately to love him correctly.

      And Great Luna help him . . . she had loved him.

      Just not in the way fate eventually demanded. That truth no longer felt like betrayal. Only sadness.

      Gerick stepped fully into the tear. Pain exploded through him instantly.

      Magic tore across his skin, silver and gold and black colliding violently as the foundations reacted to his choice.

      “Myanin,” he said.

      She was sobbing openly now.

      He hated it.

      “I need you to hear me.”

      “No.”

      “Myanin.”

      “No!”

      The command cracked through the collapsing corridor hard enough that even the Nushtonia stilled briefly around them.

      She froze.

      Gerick smiled softly. “There you are.”

      Her breath hitched.

      “You were never a burden to love,” he told her. “Not once.”

      The corruption slammed upward again.

      The foundations shook violently.

      And far away . . .

      a child cried for the first time.

      Every realm stopped.

      The sound traveled through existence itself.

      New life.

      Pure.

      Untouched.

      The foundations answered instantly.

      Silver-gold light erupted through the fractures beneath the Troll Realm, surging outward across every connected realm like living dawn breaking through darkness. The corruption recoiled violently. The creatures born from it screamed.

      Kara’s daughter had arrived. And creation itself recognized her.

      Gerick felt the shift immediately: the foundations stabilizing–not healed, but holding. For now.

      The Great Luna stepped forward, moonlight gathering around her hands.

      “General,” she whispered.

      Gerick looked at Myanin one final time.

      She had stopped fighting Shade’s hold on her.

      Not because she accepted this.

      Because she understood she could not stop it.

      The grief in her face would follow him into whatever waited beyond this life.

      Good.

      Some selfish part of him needed to know he mattered that much.

      “I loved you the best way I knew how,” he said softly.

      Myanin collapsed to her knees.

      “You deserved that love,” he continued. “Even when you could not return it fully.”

      The tear in the realm began sealing.

      The foundations demanded balance.

      Choice.

      Release.

      Gerick looked toward Shade.

      “If you break her heart,” he said calmly, “I will haunt you personally.”

      Shade gave a sharp, wrecked laugh. “I would consider you unworthy if you didn’t.”

      Then Gerick turned toward the Great Luna.

      And let go.

      The magic binding his life to Myanin’s shattered.

      Not violently.

      Gently.

      Like hands unclasping after holding on too long.

      Silver light exploded outward across the realms.

      The corruption recoiled fully from the foundations for one brief, impossible moment.

      The Nushtonia screamed.

      Then went silent.

      The tear in the realm sealed shut.

      And Gerick vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Nick was crying. Kara would have mocked him for it later if she wasn’t currently too exhausted to remember her own middle name.

      Their daughter lay against her chest wrapped in thick cloth while silver-gold light pulsed softly beneath the foundation chamber around them. The corruption had retreated beyond the lower fractures, not gone, but held back now by something fragile and newly awakened.

      The baby blinked up at Kara with startlingly blue eyes.

      Nick touched one tiny hand like he was afraid she might disappear.

      “She’s perfect,” he whispered brokenly.

      Kara smiled weakly.

      Then the foundations trembled again.

      Not collapsing.

      Warning.

      Verna stood at the edge of the platform staring into the abyss below with ancient sorrow carved deep into her face.

      “It is only sleeping,” the elder female said quietly.

      The Troll King approached beside her, his massive sword blackened with corruption. “The realms still weaken.”

      Verna nodded once. “But now they remember how to resist.”

      Kara looked down at her daughter.

      The baby yawned.

      Honestly? Very rude considering the emotional trauma she’d just caused everyone.

      Nick kissed Kara’s forehead fiercely. “We survived.”

      Kara looked toward the foundations. Toward the retreating corruption. Toward the fractures still spiderwebbing beneath the realms.

      Then she wondered about the rest of their pack, if they were okay, if everyone had survived, or if they even knew. She thought about Raja. And far away . . . deep beneath every realm . . .  something ancient still moved in the dark.

      Her daughter shifted against her chest. The silver-gold light pulsed again. Temporary. Only temporary.

      Kara rested her cheek against the baby’s head anyway. “For now,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Raja stood alone at the edge of the graveyard as silver light rolled briefly across the dead world beneath his feet. The foundations had stabilized. Interesting. They weren’t healed, just delayed. The child had bought them time. And Gerick . . .

      Ah. Now that had surprised him.

      Raja smiled slowly into the darkness. Sacrifice. The living did love making themselves vulnerable in the name of hope. How beautifully predictable.

      Around him, graves trembled softly beneath the weakened veil between life and death.

      The corruption still spread. The barriers still cracked. The foundations still bled. And now? Now the realms had something precious enough to fear losing.

      Perfect.

      Raja lifted his gaze toward the dark horizon where storm clouds swallowed the moon whole.

      “Run while you can,” he whispered softly.

      The dead beneath the earth began to stir.

      And somewhere out of his reach, for now, a newborn child opened her eyes as the realms trembled once more.
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      “There is nothing that can dim the celebration of new life. Not even a contrary troll elder who likes to chatter.” ~ Nick

      

      The Troll Realm had finally stopped shaking.

      Mostly.

      Every now and then a faint tremor still rolled through the mountain beneath Kara’s bed, a low shiver in the stone that traveled up through the layers of fur and tickled the soles of her bare feet beneath the blankets. It was subtle enough she might have imagined it, if not for the way Nick’s body immediately tensed beside her every single time it happened, his shoulders going rigid, his head tilting toward the wall like he could glare a mountain into behaving.

      Her mate had developed approximately zero chill since becoming a father. Honestly, less than zero. He was operating somewhere in the negative chill zone, a mathematical impossibility that her sleep-deprived brain refused to engage with.

      Kara lay propped against an absurd number of blankets in the large stone chamber the trolls had returned them to after the foundations had stabilized, surrounded by enough furs and woven throws to insulate a small village. Soft amber lanterns glowed along the walls now instead of the colder blue mineral light from before, casting warmth across the carved stone in pools of honey gold while a fire crackled steadily in the massive hearth nearby. Every now and then a log shifted, sending a quiet shower of sparks up toward the chimney.

      The room smelled faintly of herbs, milk, smoke, and wolf.

      Mostly wolf.

      Nick sat beside her on the bed, one arm braced behind her shoulders, looking deeply offended by the existence of literally everyone else in the room.

      Which currently consisted of:

      Verna.

      Three elder troll females.

      Rachel, who had been checking on her and the baby constantly, using her healer powers to monitor them both.

      Zara.

      Aphid, for some reason.

      And Torvik, who had somehow snuck in carrying flowers that looked mildly carnivorous, the petals snapping faintly whenever he turned the bouquet the wrong way.

      Nick’s irritation had only worsened once Verna started helping Kara position the baby for feeding, the elder female’s weathered hands moving with practiced calm while Kara fumbled through the most awkward exam of her life.

      “I feel like there should be laws against this many people staring at my mate’s breasts,” Nick muttered darkly, tugging the edge of the blanket up another half inch with the focus of a male defusing a bomb.

      Verna did not even glance at him as she nudged a pillow under Kara’s elbow. “And yet here we are, surviving somehow.”

      Kara snorted tiredly.

      Then immediately regretted it, because apparently literally every muscle in her body now hated her personally and had organized a small union about it.

      Motherhood was magical.

      The baby made a tiny frustrated noise against Kara’s chest, rooting clumsily, her little mouth bumping along skin while Verna adjusted the blankets again with patient hands.

      “She is impatient,” the elder female observed.

      “She got that from her father,” Kara said instantly, not even looking up.

      Nick’s head whipped toward her so fast that she felt the air move. “Excuse me? You once threatened to stab a drive-thru employee because they forgot your fries.”

      “In my defense,” Kara murmured, brushing one finger along the curve of the baby’s cheek, “they were curly fries.”

      Rachel nearly choked laughing from her chair near the fire, one hand clapped over her mouth as her shoulders shook. Zara, leaning against the stone wall near the door with her arms crossed, did not bother hiding her grin.

      The baby finally latched properly.

      Kara gasped softly.

      Oh.

      That was. Strange.

      Not painful exactly. Just overwhelming, in the way standing too close to a wave was overwhelming, in the way grief and joy and exhaustion all decided to share the same square inch of her ribcage at the same time.

      Emotion swelled so suddenly in her chest it caught her completely off guard, climbing up her throat with no warning whatsoever. Her daughter relaxed instantly against her, the tense little body going soft, tiny fingers curling weakly against Kara’s skin while soft little swallowing sounds filled the room.

      Nick went utterly silent beside her.

      Kara turned her head on the pillow to look over at him.

      Well.

      Great.

      Now he looked emotional again.

      His gold eyes remained fixed on the baby with the same stunned awe he had worn ever since she had arrived screaming into existence beneath collapsing realms and magical apocalypse lighting. His throat worked once. Twice. He blinked too hard and pretended he was not blinking too hard, which Kara was absolutely going to bring up the next time he tried to act unaffected by anything.

      Honestly?

      The child had excellent timing. Showing up in the middle of the apocalypse was the kind of dramatic entrance Kara could respect.

      “She knows you,” Verna said quietly, easing back to give them space, her hands folding in her lap.

      Kara looked down at the tiny dark haired baby against her chest, at the impossibly small ear, the soft eyebrows already drawn into a faint, focused crease.

      Joy.

      The emotion hit so hard it almost hurt, blooming behind her sternum until she had to breathe carefully around it.

      Not the frantic desperate kind people clung to during battle. Not the loud, laughing kind that came with too much wine and not enough sleep.

      Quiet joy.

      The kind that arrived after surviving something terrible and just sat down beside you without making a fuss about it.

      Nick brushed one finger gently over the baby’s tiny hand, his knuckle dwarfing her entire fist. “She already has your attitude.”

      “That is absolutely not measurable yet.”

      “She glared at me earlier.”

      “She was literally born a couple of hours ago.”

      “She was judging me.”

      Aphid looked up from where Torvik had apparently been forcing him to help arrange the carnivorous flowers in a bowl on the low stone table by the wall. One of the petals snapped at his finger. He flicked it back without breaking eye contact with Nick. “For the record, I also judged you earlier.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. “Why are you still here?”

      “Because I enjoy watching you suffer.”

      “Your day will come.”

      Verna smiled faintly as she leaned forward and adjusted the blanket around Kara’s shoulders, tucking the corner under with the absent precision of someone who had done it for many mothers across many lifetimes. “The child needs a name.”

      The room quieted immediately.

      Even the fire seemed to drop its voice, the crackling settling into a low, attentive hush. Rachel set down her cup. Zara’s arms uncrossed. Torvik froze mid flower arrangement.

      Nick looked toward Kara, his eyes catching firelight.

      Warmth spread slowly through her chest, soft and full.

      They had not really talked about names. Between ancient corruption, collapsing foundations, and almost dying repeatedly, the timing had just never felt ideal.

      Weirdly enough.

      Verna’s ancient eyes softened as she looked down at the baby, the lines at the corners of her mouth deepening. “She entered this world while the realms trembled.” Her voice grew quieter, the kind of quiet that traveled further than a shout. “And still her first cry became a joyful noise against the darkness.”

      The words settled gently through the room and stayed there, like dust catching in a sunbeam.

      Kara looked down at her daughter.

      The baby yawned dramatically, her tiny mouth stretching wide, one fist popping out of the swaddle just long enough to wave at no one in particular.

      Honestly, again, rude.

      But then the name slid into place so naturally it felt less chosen and more discovered, like turning over a stone she had been walking past her whole life and finding it had been waiting there all along.

      “Joyce,” Kara whispered.

      Nick looked at her. Just looked, in that way he had that always made her feel like she was the only person in the room, even when the room contained, apparently, half a realm.

      Kara smiled softly, her eyes burning a little. “Because she was our joyful noise when all hell broke loose.”

      Verna’s expression warmed fully then, the lines around her eyes deepening with ancient affection, her hand briefly settling over Kara’s blanketed knee.

      “Joyce,” Nick repeated quietly, testing the word like it might bruise if he said it wrong.

      The baby shifted against Kara’s chest, one tiny eyelid fluttering as if she had heard her name and decided to consider it.

      And beneath the mountain, the foundations pulsed once in answer, a single deep beat that rolled through the stone, through the bed, through the soles of Kara’s feet, and was gone.

      Nick’s hand tightened gently around her shoulder.

      Kara closed her eyes.

      For one long, perfect moment, the world was warm.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Fae Realm was dying beautifully. If death could be beautiful.

      Fane stood at the edge of the crystalline overlook and watched silver light fracture across the distant forests below like cracks spreading through glass, each split throwing thin, glittering shards of brightness across the canopy before fading. Massive glowing trees stretched toward the twilight sky, their branches haloed in pale fire, while rivers of pale blue magic cut through the land in winding currents that should have moved like water and instead moved like breath.

      And everywhere, the realm trembled.

      Subtle. But wrong.

      It was the wrongness that bothered him most. He had stood in the Fae Realm a hundred times and never once felt it shiver beneath his boots like a horse about to bolt.

      Jacque stepped beside him silently, worn jeans brushing his leg as she moved close enough for their shoulders to touch. One hand slid into his automatically, her fingers small and warm and familiar against his palm. Her green eyes reflected the fractured silver light spreading across the horizon, sharp and wary.

      “We felt that one harder,” she murmured.

      Fane nodded once.

      The foundations.

      Something had shifted again.

      Behind them, Jen paced near the center of the fae council chamber while Decebel leaned against one of the towering crystal pillars, arms folded, watching his mate with the exhausted patience of a male who had long ago accepted chaos as a permanent feature of his existence.

      “This is bad,” Jen announced for at least the fourth time in ten minutes. “What did you call it, Nissa?”

      Nissa, seated across from the gathered wolves on her low silver throne, looked almost offended by the understatement. “The foundations between realms have been shaken.”

      “See,” Jen pointed at the high fae. “Shaking foundations is never good. And why in holy hell have we not discussed whatever the heck are foundations between the realms? I keep asking for a supernatural book that tells us all this crap.” She slapped her empty palm, “Does anyone see a book? No? Funny, I don’t either. Which means when new shit happens, we don’t know what to do.”

      “Female,” Decebel growled. “Getting angry about it isn’t going to fix it.”

      Jen paused, glanced at her mate, and took a deep breath. “I love you.”

      He grinned. “Are you reminding yourself, or me?”

      “Both, just in case I kill you in your sleep.”

      “You’d never give him such an easy death,” Jacque laughed. “Quit lying.”

      Heather sat quietly beside Kale, her blind eyes unfocused as silver gypsy magic drifted unconsciously around her fingers.

      “The darkness is learning,” Heather whispered suddenly.

      The chamber went silent.

      Kale immediately turned toward his mate. “Heather.”

      Her expression tightened.

      “It touched the foundations and survived,” she said softly. “Now it understands where the realms connect.”

      “How do you know that?” Kale asked her.

      “Rachel,” Heather said and pointed to her head. “Healer bond thingy.”

      “Well,” Jen said, slowly. “That is slightly terrifying.”

      Decebel straightened slowly from the pillar. “Raja.”

      Heather nodded once.

      Before anyone could speak again, moonlight flooded the chamber.

      Not from outside.

      From everywhere.

      The crystal walls glowed silver. The fractured light beyond the overlook stilled. Every supernatural in the room rose instinctively to their feet as power older than realms settled softly across the chamber.

      The Great Luna stood near the center of the room.

      Jacque inhaled sharply beside Fane.

      The goddess looked tired.

      That frightened him more than the trembling realms.

      “Great Luna,” Fane said quietly, bowing his head.

      The others followed immediately.

      The Great Luna’s gaze moved slowly across the room before settling on Fane and Jacque.

      “A sacrifice has been made,” she said softly.

      Grief moved through the words like an echo.

      Jacque’s fingers tightened painfully around Fane’s hand.

      “The foundations hold,” the goddess continued, “but only barely.”

      “What happened?” Fane asked.

      The Great Luna’s silver eyes darkened with sorrow.

      “Love,” she answered quietly. “And the cost it sometimes demands.”

      Nobody spoke.

      Because somehow that answer felt worse than war.

      The goddess turned then, looking toward the fractured silver horizon beyond the overlook.

      “The child born beneath the foundations bought the realms time,” she said. “Nothing more.”

      Fane’s wolf stirred uneasily beneath his skin. More war. Coming fast now. And somewhere beyond the barriers between realms, Raja was still moving. Still gathering strength. Still waiting.

      The Great Luna looked back toward them one final time. “Prepare yourself, Alpha of alpha’s,” she said softly.

      Then her expression shifted, and the gentle Creator was gone, and in her place a fierce battle maiden appeared. “There are darker things waking now. They don’t fight to win. They fight to kill everything good. Some will desert you. Some will hide. Some will join the other side because it seems like the easier path. Choose your allies wisely. I go before you now and make way for your battlefield.”

      The moonlight vanished.

      There was a long pause before Jen spoke. “Does it make me awful that I suddenly have the urge to place bets on what child was born, who died, and for what person they died for?” She quickly held up her hand. “Don’t answer that. I already know. Pretty damn awful. But at this point, can anyone really blame me?”

      A room full of “Yes’s” went up.

      “Shut up,” Jen muttered. “I’m just the one who always says what everyone else is thinking.”

      Suddenly a phone vibrated.

      “It’s me,” Heather said as she pulled it from her pocket and tapped the screen. Her unseeing eyes looked in Kale’s direction as she answered. “Hello? You’ve reached the apocalypse hotline, please tell us your emergency.”

      “And that is why I love the blind chick,” Jen chuckled.

      “La-who?” Heather asked. “Wait, let me put you on speaker, I don’t want to have to repeat all this.” She handed the phone to Kale, and he tapped the screen and held the phone out so everyone could hear.

      “I said, my name is LaVerna, though everyone here calls me Verna. Or Gram if you’re under a hundred-and-twenty-five. Once you reach a certain age, you become the resident grandparent of everyone. So it’s whichever you prefer. I’ll answer to either.”

      Fane stared at the phone and then looked around at the others. Who looked just as confused as he did.

      “Ooookay,” Heather said. “Um, LaVerna, Verna, Gram, how exactly did you get my number?”

      “Kara gave it to me–rather, she gave me her phone after dialing your number. She’s busy nursing little Joyce, so I get to be the one to tell you I have another grandtroll.”

      “She’s not a troll, Verna. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Nick’s voice came through the speaker.

      “You can say it as many times as you like, wolf, and I’ll still tell you that you’re wrong and you’re too skinny to provide for your female.”

      Jen perked up. “Oh, I like this Verna-Gram lady. She sounds feisty.”

      “We just wanted to let you know that Kara and Nick and their little joyful noise are safe and sound in our realm and, at least for the moment, they can rest easy,” Verna said, her voice soft.

      “We love you, Kara!” Heather called out. “And congratulations! Wait, how the hell did you have your baby already?”

      “It’s a long story,” Kara called back.

      “She’ll get back with you on that,” Verna said. “Oh, and Alpha,” she paused.

      Fane looked at the phone as if he would be able to see her face. “I’m listening.”

      “You’re young, let that be the reason you’re underestimated. Your battle isn’t against flesh and blood, Fane Lupei of the Romania pack. But you have the trolls, our people, our flesh and blood that will fight with you.”

      Fane bowed his head. “You have my gratitude, Verna of the trolls.”

      “We will be waiting on your call,” she said, and, before she hung up, she added, “And bring me all my new grandbabies to meet. Joyce is going to need playmates soon, or she will begin to think she’s a troll. Okay, bye now!”

      The room went quiet and everyone kept staring at the phone.

      “She sounds a little crazy,” Kale said as he handed the phone back to his mate.

      Heather grinned. “Right. I like her already.”

      

      To be continued…

      

      Thank you so much for reading Veil of Ruin. I hope you enjoyed this journey with the Grey Wolves as much as I loved writing it.

      If you found joy, excitement, or escape in these pages, I would be truly grateful if you’d take a moment to leave a review on the platform where you purchased your copy. Your thoughts help other readers discover the series and mean the world to me.
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