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For Toby - 
You hang the stars. I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 


 
 
 
He was there waiting. 
Of course he was. His specialty was turning up at the absolute worst possible moment. Twirling smoke and shadows through his fingers as though they were no more than a coin flipping between them he absentmindedly said, “This place looks utterly lifeless.”
Pausing in the doorway, I sighed heavily. I was too tired to deal with this now. Unfortunately, Kheris had a knack for pushing my limits. A light breeze blew past me, carrying broken leaves the colour of dawn over the rotting wood of the threshold. “You’d know all about that.”
“I would. Which is why I’m telling you,” he grinned, “it’s lifeless. Do better. Most interesting thing to look at here is that spider over there. Sad state of affairs if that’s your only socialisation.” 
A glance told me that the spider in the corner was bigger than the one I’d spied yesterday. Indeed, he was feasting on yesterdays eight-legged visitor. “How could he be my only socialisation when you won’t leave me alone?”
A long pause as he softly closed his fist, retracting those shadows back deep within himself. “Where have you been?” 
Kheris lounged across my bed like he owned it. Like he was welcome in the run down cabin I called home. Dirt crusted windows filtered through fading sunlight that splashed across his middle, reflecting off the pocket watch, half fallen from his waistcoat pocket. Onyx cloak splayed under him like a soft blanket of night, revealing matching dress pants, shirt and vest. He was a sea of ink broken only forever twinkled with mischief. His hair casually flopped across my pillow. Muddied leather boots dug into the end of the bed, coating the quilt in a fine layer of silt and debris. I made a mental note to burn the sheets.
I shucked off my own damp, dark cloak, hanging it on the peg beside the door. Auburn hair, having been bundled in the hood of the cloak, swung down my back, frizzing towards the ends. This time of year, the humidity was stifling despite the encroaching winter. Regardless, I never left the cabin without my cloak.
“I thought vampires had to be invited in,” I drawled.
Kheris chuckled. “Cute, real cute Orphelia. And too right, except I’m not a vampire, you’re once again confusing fantasy with reality. Besides, I paid for this…” He glanced around, making his disdain for the humble log cabin all too clear. “…residence. No need to be invited into what’s mine.”
What’s mine. He never let me forget it either. 
This was the way of it. Kheris would show up, throw around a few comments to hopefully trigger some sort of reaction from me and I would do my best to ignore him.
My best was a little above abysmal. 
Faded satchel, full of enough fresh food to last the week, thumped as I set it on the kitchen counter top. The closest village was half a days ride. And I generally made it a point to be seen as little as possible. These were one of the few ‘selfish’ trips I made. Because according to Kheris, anything not sanctioned by him was selfish.
“Really, why are you here?” I spun on him, leaning against the counter as I took a bite of an apple. “You have a million other places you could be.”
Dark eyes full of swirling smoke, he sat up, levelling that haunting gaze at me. “Where were you?” he repeated. 
“Hunter gathering.”
“Bom-bom,” he said, voice sinking low. “Wrong answer, try again.”
I took another bite, speaking around it, “Blowing the guards.”
He smirked. “While that wouldn’t surprise me, wrong. Want to actually tell me the truth this time?”
“You’re implying I ever want to tell you anything.”
“Orphelia.” The way he said my name like a reprimand for a misbehaving child had me bristling. I supposed in his mind I was. He strutted over to my cloak, sniffing. “Smells like…fish. And salt. Sea breeze.”
I kept my face neutral as I took another bite. The apple was tangy, harvested too soon, but served as an adequate distraction from Kheris and his blatant intrusion into my one sanctuary in this world.
“Sanrea?” he mused. “Hmm…but you wouldn’t do that,
would you? Disobey a direct order?”
A direct order. Like I was some soldier to control. A pawn in his overarching plan. Honestly, it wasn’t too far from the truth - a truth I still struggled with all these years later. It weighed me down, a crown of chains weaving down around my throat, suffocating me. 
Another bite and I inhaled, testing. Shit. The air was filled with the telltale scent of the farming town. But then again, I didn’t think I’d need to hide away in my own home. It had taken a full day to ride there and back, Nari galloping as fast as the wyvern in Mourners Pass flew. We’d stopped only for supplies. Who knew how long he’d been here, lying in wait, ready to catch me in a lie that crumbled before my very eyes. 
Kheris took three steps, putting him standing right over me, a full head above my own. By no means was I short. In fact, as far as most fae went, I was tall. But Kheris towered, a looming, frightfully intimidating force. Deathly eyes narrowed. Slender icy fingers, so much like my own, plucked the apple from my grasp. He turned it over before giving a shrug, taking a bite and making a sour face. 
Quick as a flash, Kheris took my hand and spat the wad of half chewed apple into my palm. Without a second thought, he wiped his hand over the sleeve of my dress. “You went to the Passing, didn’t you?”
My jaw clenched. “And if I did?”
I dropped the apple on the bench, not caring when it rolled away and fell to the floor where droplets of tangy juice landed beside it, bait for the ants that never strayed too far from the cabin. I washed my hand, covered in spit that burned like acid, at my rounded porcelain sink which was better for no more than washing a few plates.
The Passing had lasted all night and I’d barely slept yet I still went, Kheris be damned. I was in no mood to be dealing with him and his arrogance filling the cabin as he inspected everything. He dragged a finger along a chest of drawers, containing the few items of clothing I owned. 
“Given how much you adore this hovel,” he drawled, “I’d have thought this place would be cleaner.”
“Wouldn’t want to make it more inviting for you now, would I?”
He chuckled before turning serious. “The Passing isn’t for people like us, Orphelia. Our role ends before that. Anything that comes after is no business of ours.”
Our role, he called it. Even a millennia on, still utterly reprehensible to me. It left a bad taste in my mouth, an oily slick coating my palms where those icy, death filled shadows seeped from. Weighed on my conscience enough that I was pulled from sleep by countless nightmares each night, feeling dozens of empty eyes staring at me. I was the least adjusted to this ‘role,’ Kheris had once said. But I was bound to it, unable to walk away, try as I might. 
“You have to learn to let them go, Orphelia.” His voice was tender with an undercurrent that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Poisonous words coated with honey. There was no mistaking the hidden threat. 
Let them go or face the consequences. 
He was a viper I dared not turn my back on, frozen to my position against the counter. Being near him never got any easier. That deeply ingrained fight or flight instinct I should never have constantly needed, forever triggered towards flight. 
“You know I can’t do that, Kheris,” I replied. 
His face darkened. “I’m not giving you a choice. Your role ends the moment their soul is collected. From thereon in, you move on, forget about them. They’re dead to you.”
Chuckling at his own private joke, he stalked across the room, hand hovering over the front doors knob. “I don’t want to have to come back to repeat this conversation. Stop going to Passings, stop looking in on families. That isn’t our place. You collect, nothing more. I won’t be pleased if I have to do damage control again because of your antics.”
A memory flashed through my mind. A time long ago when I’d not been careful, I’d been spotted. A grim omen that those at the Passing had shied away from, utterly terrified. Kheris was yet to let me forget it. Not that it hadn’t happened that often since. Considering how many Passings I’d attended, my track record on the whole was pretty decent. 
“And daughter,” he said, a cruel, crooked smile on his face. “The Bay awaits.”
A blast of hot wind flooded the cabin, sending more leaves tumbling in as he swung the door wide. Unseasonably hot for an autumn day. 
In a whorl of shadows, he disappeared from view.
 
✧
 
The Bay of Thieves was aptly named. 
Market stalls lined the waterfront, sellers shouting at passing fae and the odd human, few and far between since the War of Light. Each one pushed their wares on those who dared venture close - trinkets and amulets, rare spices and herbs they said came from across the sea, far past the Spring and Summer Courts. 
Each one lied, though few cared. Customers would haggle the prices down and the storeowners would feign offence until both parties agreed on a price that reflected the low quality the product truly was. Any money was good money in the Bay of Thieves.
I stood off to the side of the square, noonday sun glaring overhead, heating my head beneath the hood of my cloak. No one looked my way down the narrow alleyway where I stood, cloaked in shadows. Just enough that those nearby gave it a wide berth, something deep within warning them not to venture in. This was usually where I waited, watched, observed. Perhaps by now the alley had become synonymous with the all too familiar shadows that trailed me wherever I went. They were a faintly metallic scent always emanating, burning my nose.
Yesterdays visit from Kheris still sent shivers down my spine. The one place in the world I felt safest and he insisted on ruining it. True, he’d ‘gifted' me the cottage some centuries ago when I’d moved away from Marwolaeth, but that was beside the point. It shouldn’t have given him right to waltz in whenever he pleased. Perhaps that was my fault. Perhaps I should have established an ironclad agreement between us, rather than being so hasty to leave that I failed to see the overreaching consequences of making a deal with the devil.
After he’d left, the vision had filled my head. My next assignment. I could see in my mind the male - short, balding, pig nosed face yet well dressed. Various hides in tow to trade.
Unremarkable to everyone else but notable to me for who he was. The soul he possessed. It was his turn today. You could tell a lot about someone’s soul just by looking at them. Already I didn’t like the man. Maybe today could be over with quickly, leave my mind and never return to haunt me like the others so often did.
Fae, humans, a few Sons of Ikya - the Empress’ soldiers - peacocking in an embarrassing way, and a couple witches. Not the busiest day the square had seen in recent weeks due to the recent storms, relentlessly barraging the coast day and night. The port was rather quiet as a cleanup was underway. Except for those godsdamn vendors, still shouting down potential customers. My head hurt.
Gods, this place stunk. 
Rotting fish intermingled with herbs and salt. Sometimes the tangy, rusty scent of blood, depending on the season. The square often hosted fights - interspecies being preferred by anyone in attendance. Fae and human fights were fairly common. No surprises who walked away and who didn’t. Probably why human numbers were beginning to dwindle even further in Nythrial. 
A witch approached the alley and halted suddenly, mottled magenta skirts swishing. Her small, pointed nose wrinkled towards the alley. Something in her face told me she knew. Spitting on the ground and mumbling a curse, she hobbled on. I’d been told it was only the most senior of witches who saw through the enchantments we used, weaved in with our shadows like an intricate tapestry. I was beginning to think it was just witches in general. Something about the way their mind worked - they couldn’t be deceived so easily. Deceiving the deceiver would have been quite a feat - and no one was more deceptive than the witches of the Bay, except for Kheris.
It was a typical greeting, if not a polite one as far as witches are concerned.
Not your turn today, keep moving. 
It had been a while since I’d been sent to the Bay of Thieves. Usually I avoided it wherever possible. Usually that decision pissed off Kheris. Just enough that he’d sift to the cabin long enough to say “for my sake, fucking do something.” Then he would sift back to his Hel hole. 
Kheris had told me not to fuck up today. 
It was tempting to do just that. My little show of defiance. 
Piss weak in the grand scheme of things, but also all I had sometimes. Glancing around the square, I smelt sweet pastries and incense, but not a bald head in sight. I slumped further against the wall, the shadows doing little to keep the heat away. Often so cold that my fingertips went blue, they’d all but given up under the relentless summer sun. 
My stomach growled. I never liked doing any of this after eating. The first few centuries I’d been sick every time. Eventually I stopped eating altogether. Immortality becomes endlessly painful when you’re wasting away and cannot die - constant limbo. Kheris had ordered me to eat after that. 
Back then an order was binding. I hadn’t yet learned how to get past that weight, the mark it left on me within. The feeling that if I crossed him and disobeyed, I would be shredded to pieces till there was nothing left. 
I was beginning to think that maybe he wasn’t going to show up today - the balding man with the hides and hateful look in his eyes. Perhaps another day might be better. Might be more fruitful, less stiflingly hot…I could eat. 
At that moment, a rickety cart rolled into the square from an alley adjacent. A young boy with sandy blonde hair and a smattering of freckles pulled the cart, creaking like old bones and laden with furs from all sorts of animals, big and small. One or two I recognised, being endangered. I’d seen only a handful in the last four hundred years and certainly none within my forest. I added that to the list of reasons why this should be easy enough.
Behind the cart trailed the man I’d seen in my mind. Sometimes the details were hazy but this man was so completely and utterly plain that I’d been spot on. He had little hair at the sides and back of his head, a ratty sort of brown. His clothes were clean, perfectly pressed and gave the impression that he was richer than he was though not rich enough to bother stealing from; a stark contrast to the boy with him, clothes lousy with tears and holes and probably lice too, by the look of him. Even from a distance I knew he stunk. In the square, perception was everything. No one wanted to buy from a poor man. It didn’t matter what the help looked like.
The cart hit a divot in the pavement, sending half a dozen hides skittering onto the dusty street. The balding man rounded the cart and without so much as a moments hesitation flung his hand out at the boy, catching him on the side of his face. The sound echoed through the square, all the way back to my hiding spot in the alley. No one paid them any mind.
Okay, so he’s a total prick. Today would definitely be easier. 
It was easier when they deserved it - what I could do. Innocents were always excruciatingly difficult. Watching their fear - feeling it in my very core. Carrying the memory of their final moments. Even now, centuries on from my first, I still remembered that horrified look. It haunted me.
The boy recovered his footing, scrambling for the hides, throwing them haphazardly back onto the cart with eyes averted from his master. They walked only a little further, stopping at the merchant’s shop in a back corner of the square. I’d never had dealings with the Merchant of Thieves, though knew he’d gotten the name for a reason. Hel, the Bay had even been named for him when it was rebuilt after the flood two hundred and fifty years ago. You had to either be truly desperate or a complete imbecile to trade with him. He would rob you in the open and you’d thank him for it.
All sorts of people had come to the Merchant while I’d waited. I felt sorry for some of them like the human mother with a screaming infant, destitute if their filthy clothes and hollow faces were anything to go by. Humans were bottom of the food chain in Nythrial - anywhere, really. Spring and Summer Courts were totally rid of humans centuries ago, the Purges having taken care of that. It was a thing of pride for them. It repulsed me to recall the sheer number of innocent lives lost in those years.
Time passed slowly while I waited in the alley. I stood completely still. My legs ached from waiting since before dawn. In the vision, I’d only seen his face - time and place weren’t necessarily accurate. Nari, my horse, would be getting antsy, waiting just on the outskirts of the Bay. My only real companion and his opinion of me was unusually low. He cared to be fed, brushed, occasionally treated to a warm blanket on a cold winters night, and that was all he wanted from me. Still, he was reliable. We put up with one another. 
Half an hour later and he reappeared, cart, hides and boy nowhere to be seen. Instantly I knew. It wasn’t uncommon to trade children. Usually it was out of desperation, sometimes in hopes of a better life for the starving child. It wasn’t surprising at times for the trade to be purely out of greed. 
He moved away from me, headed for an alleyway across the
square. Under the cover of shadows I left my position, following him, eyes not once leaving the back of his head. People naturally avoided me, sensing that something was near, something frightening that made them shiver and grind their teeth.
I crossed the square in a moment, reaching the alleyway where the man had entered. I just managed to keep him in my sights as we began to wind our way through the maze of alleys, each step taking us closer to the inlet on the northern side of the Bay. Good. The inlet would take care of the body.
I caught up just as the last alleyway broke onto a wooden bridge, the rushing waters of the Bay below thundering down the bottle nosed inlet that fed into Qaladia River. The man walked on, halfway across the narrow bridge when I let him sense me. 
The shadows drifted away on an errant wind. The acute feeling of being watched had him turning  sharply on his heel.
“Who are you?” he spat. Many in the Bay of Thieves regarded females as nothing more than chattel. The way his eyes raked over me, the sneer on his face, he was party to that idea. “What the fuck do you want?”
Yes, today would be easier. 
I half smiled. “Traded in your son for something better?”
“You know nothing of it, bitch.”
My hood hung low enough to conceal most of my face. It was better that way. Like Kheris, death lurked behind my eyes. One of them, anyway. The other was a perfectly clear jade, the one sliver of normality I clung to. 
He turned his back and kept walking, grinding to a sudden halt when I appeared out of nowhere before him, sending him into a stumbling halt. Sifting had its benefits other than transportation. Sometimes it was the only way to get things done, scare someone into submission. Unlike the others, mine was limited to short distances. Sifting wasn’t my forte. 
The man’s eyes widened, full of all consuming fear.
I rose to my full height, a head above him. “Not so brave now, are you? Would it be easier if I was a little boy so you could beat me? Sell me to the lowest bidder just to line your pockets with a few measly coins? Tell me, when you’re paying your whore for three minutes of mediocre bliss, will it still be worth it?”
His eyes widened a fraction. “I don’t know what you mean.”
This was already taking longer than I cared for. And dammit I was hungry. Dismissively, I waved a hand away. “It’s not my job to judge. I’m merely the courier.”
“A courier for what?” The colour drained from his face. 
“For the dead.”
I raised my hands. Shadows cold as ice seeped from my palms, twisting and entwining with my cloak till I was surrounded, at one with them. Truly a thing of nightmares.
“Handmaiden of Death,” the man whispered. “Please. Don’t do this, I beg you. I meant no harm by the boy. I swear to you. Please.”
People have a tell, when they’re about to die. A tell as to whether they truly are sorry or simply paying lip service. As he stood before me, I saw he honestly couldn’t have cared about what he’d done, the life he’d led, the lives around him he’d turned to ruin. His hand had moved to his pocket, a small jingle echoing on the wind. His only true treasure in the world - gold. Any remorse felt would not be for a life of wickedness, but for the material possessions he’d leave behind.
“It’s not up to me.” Regardless of knowing that if I’d felt like it, it could have been. I could refuse, could force Kheris into action. It would bring his wrath down on my head but better than having one more ounce of blood on my hands. But if I really looked within, I knew. People like the man before me, I relished in taking from them that which they couldn’t take back. 
Tilting my palms ever so slightly, the shadows leapt forth, hungrily seizing the man. They drove in through every opening, invading every inch of his body, roiling obsidian, onyx, silvery greys. A metallic tang coated the bridge as shadows writhed around and within. He fought against them, his screams muffled as they drove further down his throat, seeking out that sickening essence within. His eyes fixed in pure agony, gazing towards a sun he’d never again see. 
It was over almost as fast as it began. 
I urged the shadows upward and they lifted his body over the railing above the inlet. A flick of my wrist and the shadows withdrew in a flash, sending the man falling into the water below. Gone, left for the nixie, should they dare venture so far from Ferilea Lake to the north. His soul now contained within the shadows as they retreated became an ugly, greasy stain upon my hands. He would be coming home with me. There was a special place for men like him.
I turned and walked over the bridge, knowing Nari would find me, impatient as ever. 
My role was done for today. I could finally eat.  
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CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nari was fast. Faster than the wind, clipping at my slenderly pointed ears beneath the hood of my cloak. Tendrils of auburn hair snuck out, dancing on the wind like remnants of a dying fire as we galloped back towards the forest. 
Hören Forest, my home, towering pine trees cloaked at their topmost branches by an ever persistent fog. It had been the perfect place to set myself up all those years ago. The forest was synonymous with death, fear coating every tree as thick as sap, every branch and leaf like wild rains on balmy summer nights. Few wandered close to the forest, fewer still wandered past the tree line. It was as good as signing your own death warrant. 
But the forest was far from uninhabited. I’d made my peace long ago with the monsters lurking within the gloom. 
Kheris had seen my decision to live in Hören as only a positive. Someone to manage what he called “the situation” - someone to keep a handle on things. The situation still terrified me, and likely would as long as I lived. 
My palms felt slick with the soul of the man from the Bay of Thieves. I never learned their names. It was easier that way. In the stillness on the border of the forest, as though the very trees themselves dared not whisper, the only sound was my breathing. Nari paused, reluctant as always to enter. I drove my heel into his side and with an ungrateful grunt, he entered. 
The sun was just setting but already in the forest it was dark as night. Trees bowed into one another creating a seamless canopy, so much like a prison. Leaves rustled on their descent to the forest floor. As we passed through, twigs cracking like the sound of snapping bone, a shiver rolled down my spine. 
The dybbuk. Vengeful spirits. The situation I was required to constantly manage. 
This was where the worst of the worst came to dwell for all eternity, too evil even for Gehenna itself. Somehow the responsibility of collecting those souls had fallen to me. Whilst other Handmaidens collected souls as they pleased - though also within reason lest they be brought before the Council - I was tasked with collecting the scum of the earth. I’d once questioned Kheris over it. He said it was an honour. 
Honour my ass. 
Never mind that at times, the parameters for deciding who came to the forest and who went directly to Gehenna were more than a little blurred. It wasn’t my place to question - my job was to simply act.
A hum rolled through the air, a sign of a dybbuk hunting nearby. 
The spirits sometimes wandered the forest for a hundred years, searching for that one place everyone in Nythrial feared above all else, the rumoured birthplace of death itself - Smrtka. 
Deep in the heart of the forest, Smrtka was home of the dybbuk. A holding place where they would stay for eternity. Restless. Never to leave. Long ago wards and enchantments had been placed around Smrtka and the forest, preventing evil spirits from leaving once they’d been released. Whilst Smrtka was where the dybbuk needed to be, even I refused to go near it. Not necessarily the soundest of plans, the best I could do was release the spirits north of my cabin and hope they knew where to go. 
I didn’t like it but it was the lesser of two evils. Literally.
Up ahead, the cabin sat in a hacked out clearing. Tree stumps worn with age and edged with moss made up a ramshackle fence. Truly useless in keeping anything out should it wish to enter. But somehow comforting to me nevertheless. Like I’d at least attempted to protect myself. Not that you truly could against that which could pass through walls, enter your body and possess you wholly.
Long ago I’d struggled up a tree, taking the better part of a day to carve out a hole in the canopy. A meagre stream of fading light lit up the clearing, throwing the cabin into stark relief. Lifeless, Kheris had called it. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps the cabin mirrored it’s inhabitant. 
The logs that made up the walls had been smoothed out on the top and bottom, sealing any gaps that otherwise might have occurred. The walls were high where they connected with a sloping roof, several feet above my head. Enough for me to live comfortably. Low enough to piss off Kheris with his towering height. 
Around the cabin were windows providing a full, unobstructed view of the surroundings. And to the right of the cabin with an internal door, a barn where Nari slept. He never stayed in the open longer than necessary. 
The dybbuk were restless. I could feel them moving through the trees, an unnerving chill creeping towards me as I stood motionless beside my horse, afraid to move. Nari’s pearlescent coat gleamed in the chill darkness. An obvious target.
They wouldn’t attack me - the dybbuk never did. I guessed on some level, they knew. Knew that at our cores, we were alike. The knowledge never spared me from fearing. Even though I was used to them, there was always something horrifyingly unnerving about them.
Leading Nari to beside the barn, I dismounted. He shuffled his hooves in the bracken nervously. Nari felt it, too. Animals always had a way of knowing when evil was near. My completely arrogant companion, reduced to nothing more than a coward, not that I could blame him.
Truth be told, I didn’t like bringing Nari into the forest, despite it also being his home. He wasn’t exactly safe here but nor was he safe on the outskirts. And I needed him in case I had to make a quick escape. Which sadly happened more times than I could count. 
Nari let out a long, frustrated neigh. 
“I know,” I crooned, stroking his velvety coat. “I’m over them as much as you are.”
Behind, a rustle of leaves. My head whipped around, searching the tree line along the clearing. Finally, I spotted it - a blight on the familiar darkness. Eerie, it drew you in, one giant blackhole.
Mesmerising to those who didn’t know any better. It took a step forward, levelling its gaze at Nari. The dybbuk had been known to eat animals when fae and human were in short supply. And not a single living soul had wandered into the forest for quite some time. I’d made certain of it. Although, there was the occasional accident. It was also why I hadn’t been able to hunt in the forest for some time, any wild game devoured on site. An unfortunate trade off though still worth it to spare a life.
The dybbuk licked its rotting lips. It was starving. Saliva the colour of watery mud dripped from the corner of its mouth, running down its chin, neck, till it reached a gaping hole in the leathery, transparent flesh of its chest where it ran back in. 
I snarled as it took another step towards Nari.
No, the dybbuk had never attacked me. But I doubted my presence would be deterrent enough to spare Nari. 
It caught sight of me, those fathomless sockets where its eyes had once been. A light breeze blew from the south, wafting past the dybbuk. He stunk of rotten eggs and onions, left to marinate in the sun in a dirty old sock. I’d been around enough dybbuk at this point in my life that I caught myself before I could vomit, choking the rising bile back down. Not eating today helped. My throat burned. 
It never got easier. I could see the creatures in a way no one else could. While others saw stalking, shifting shadows, I saw them for what they were: dead, decaying remnants of the worst of the fae and humankind alike. Murderers, thieves, slanderers and cheats, those who had mistreated children seemed to be in abundance - as evidenced by the man from the Bay. Anyone who had committed the most grievous of sins in their time alive had a place reserved for them in Hören. They were paying for it now, doomed to wander until they reached Smrtka. Sometimes they would use the body of the living to escape the forest, unfortunately the one way around the wards. In which case, it was my job to track them down, put an end to it. I could destroy a dybbuk if it possessed a living being by tearing apart the physical body and burning it. But that price was too high to rid the forest of them.
Fortunately that situation was few and far between.
For the most part, as they stalked through the trees, aimless except to find food, I saw their rotting corpse, saw flesh and sinew falling off them. Bones cracking, limbs severed with age. The eyes were the first to go - always - only adding to the terror. Few had lost their heads entirely. Part of me felt sorry for them. They were forever  wasting away, unable to satisfy a raging hunger within all the while confined to a leafy purgatory. 
The dybbuk before me. Strips of flesh hanging from his calves, falling away from the bone like a perfectly cooked roast. My stomach rolled, thinking of small roast I’d eaten a few days before. It would be hard to get that image out of my head the next time I ate.
Part of its skull was caved in, something the consistency of mud visible through the fist sized opening. A brain. And yet, the dybbuk were amongst the stupidest, most idiotic spirits I’d ever encountered. Vengeful, yes. Yet aside from the bloodlust, the need to feed and possess, they were useless. Old wives tales of them thousands of years ago, before they were confined to the forest by wards, had them as scheming, conniving evil spirits. Breaking into homes, destroying entire families all by design. Master manipulators that could entice the wittiest of fae to follow them to their doom. 
But those were old wives tales. No one in living memory remembered a time when the dybbuk roamed free. And in my experience with them, they’d struggle to mastermind their way out of a box. 
I took a step toward the rotting spirit, drawing its attention from Nari. Its head snapped back to me, an ear flinging against its hollow cheek. Ever so slightly, it inched backwards. 
“Move.” My voice belied my confidence. “On your way. You’re not having him.”
Another step towards it. Another step back for the dybbuk. We continued this dance until it was back beyond the tree line. One final hateful look at me with naught but depthless orbits and it melted into the thick of the forest.
Once inside the barn, secured and nibbling at a bag of oats, Nari began to settle. For all his bravery when we journeyed out to collect, he was a coward at heart with a strong flight instinct. I didn’t like how confident the dybbuk were getting lately. One wrong move and Nari might bolt from the forest. Of course, he knew his way back home. But who would willingly come into Hören if given the chance to go elsewhere?
Me. I had. Not that I’d exactly had a choice.
I’d deal with the dybbuk later. They were getting worse and Kheris would, predictably, be useless. Invariably it would be up to me to handle the situation.  Again.
Pulling the barn doors closed, I padlocked them. The barn was warded but the lock was for my peace of mind. Something about physically securing my horse gave me comfort. 
I’d wandered far enough, stopping near a stream on the northern side of the cabin - the closest I dared to come near Smrtka. The stream ran clear and cool, the water clean enough to drink. In the summer it tasted sweet. The Qaladia river fed directly into it, winding its way toward the south of the forest to mere feet from the cabin. But here, it was my boundary line. 
Bracing my feet, I drove them deep into a mush of leaves and damp earth. Grounding myself, I drew in a shaky breath, nowhere near enough to fill my chest and quieten the roaring in my ears as panic swept through me. Collecting was easy enough, if pulling your own teeth one by one was considered easy. Releasing, that was a whole other thing. 
The first time I’d ever had to release a spirit I’d spent a week curled in a ball, a shivering lump in the corner of my room at Alilthien Castle on Marwolaeth. It had fed my nightmares for countless nights since. That first trauma was still so raw even now. 
I closed my eyes, inhaling through my nose, chill night air stinging my nostrils. Exhaling was a sharp stab through my chest. Pure anxiety. My skin crawled, as though I had summoned every spider within the forest, their legs running all over me. My hands burned with a white hot pain, palms running slick with the greasy evil of the balding man. 
Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. 
Deep down, I reached out towards those shadows, always lurking just below the surface. They swirled, writhed. Eels diving into every inch of my body. They made my blood run cold, icing my veins. My heart ached as it beat in an erratic rhythm, perfectly echoing the panic racking my body. 
My breath misted in front of my face as my eyes flung open.
I can do this. I have to do this. 
Despite being a common enough occurrence, I still struggled with the release. Spirits didn’t always leave willingly - sometimes they put up a fight. A fight I had to work for, but usually won.
I shook out my hands and arms. Rolled my neck and shoulders until they cracked and huffed out a breath. A reset. I felt the soul of the man within snarl, eager to be free.
I don’t like it any more than you do, I thought.
Digging my feet further into the earth, I closed my eyes and started the process over again. I drew on those shadows within, and when the tang of magic, so much like the rusty odour of blood, filled all of my senses, I knew I was close. 
My hands shook violently, seizing as the soul was drawn out, carried within the shadows. Swirling greys and blacks so dark they consumed me like wildfire. Wind whipped around me, twirling my hair around my face and neck, biting at my skin wherever it was exposed. Broken leaves whirled upwards in a perfect spiral. I was the eye of the storm, all consuming and very much trapped. Prey to the sheer force of releasing an evil soul. The air tore from my lungs, choking me till I began to see stars. 
Roaring filled my ears. My palms burned white hot, the searing pain radiating up my forearms, coursing through my veins like molten metal. An unearthly scream filled the spiral of wind, deafening. It was a scream of pure fury, unadulterated hate. My insides turned watery. 
In a cloud of dust, it all ended as quickly as it had began. I sank to the ground, sprawling on the streams edge, muddying my dress. Beyond the stream, the freshly formed dybbuk stood perfectly motionless. He looked exactly the same as he had that morning when I’d come to collect, only now I could see straight through him, the trees behind him cloaked by his opaque silhouette. The way its eyes bore into mine had me feeling that it might also see right through me. With a snarl that rippled the night air, it turned and slunk off through the trees, headed for Smrtka. 
 
✧
 
Percussive maintenance. Another reverberating kick had the rusting furnace creaking open, the door needing to be firmly wedged shut to ensure the cabin didn’t burn down. It made lighting another fire difficult. Still, better than sleeping in ashes. I threw in a log I’d chopped down in a fit of rage weeks ago when Kheris had sent me after a particularly virulent spirit. The day had felt unending by the time I’d crawled into bed that night. As though I’d lived a thousand lives in a mere twenty-four hours with all of those lives meeting a gruesome end. I’d been worn out but furious the next morning. There was an axe in the barn that I’d seldom had need for and a decaying tree marked for death. 
Once there was a roaring fire engulfing the log and soup warming atop the stove, I sat in front to warm my hands. The broth bubbled and steamed, the scent of beef and bay leaves floating through the air. Despite how balmy the autumn day had been, the nights were always frosty in Hören where light was an unfamiliar concept. My skin paled significantly once I’d moved to the forest. The only times I left I was forever cloaked. I’d long ago forgotten to miss sun kissed skin.
And then there existed those ever present shadows within, where it was more like my skin were little more than a thin film, concealing. My fingers blanched as though doused in ice cold water, palms forever a mottled purple and white. The shadows didn’t seem to bother the others. They ruled me with their silent icy fury. 
I rubbed my hands together. 
The cabin was simple enough. It fitted a need and I’d left it at that. 
Lifeless. 
Kheris was right. If I were to never return to the cabin, in fifty, a hundred years, should someone find it…there would be no telling of its former occupant. I would be a ghost, as inconsequential as the dust that would coat the chipped wood dresser where I stored what little clothing I owned. My previous existence would be as uninteresting as the round dining table, seldom used by more than two despite having chairs enough for four. It was rare to have visitors beyond those like me. Being a Handmaiden put you firmly down the bottom of society. It was ironic that the least sociable person in all Nythrial would be a firm requirement amongst the population. 
But lifeless. Yes. This place was lifeless. I called it home and it was just that…still. 
The soup began to burn. I pulled it from the stove top, my fingers tingling at the heat of the metal handles. I almost dropped it as I carried the cast iron pot to the lonely dining table. There was no need to stand on convention, not when I lived alone. My only company was the odd wandering dybbuk or Nari, now sleeping soundly after practically inhaling half a bag of apples. Or that one damn spider as Kheris had pointed out. I grabbed a spoon from the kitchen and ate straight from the pot, a crust of bread on the side for dipping. 
As I chewed, I stared out the window before me. In the dim light of the furnace, I could see my reflection. I looked tired, the skin around my eyes purpled and sunken in. Then again, was there ever a time I hadn’t looked anything less than exhausted? 
Lifeless.
The dybbuk from before lurked on the edge of the clearing, most likely thinking itself smart with its half-arsed hiding spot. Nari was locked up safe. The barn covered with a simple ward to prevent spirits from entering. At least so long as the barn doors stayed shut. I shuddered at the memory of last winters biggest storm. The crack of the barn doors flying open and off their hinges had shaken me from a rare sound sleep. What then followed was perhaps the longest night in history where I stayed awake, pushing opportunistic dybbuk away from the stallion.
It had taken the whole of the following day to repair those doors. 
A chill rolled down my spine. I didn’t need to look up to know what had slipped into my cabin.
“I’m starving.” Kheris sat down across from me, pulling the pot out from under my dripping spoon, the crust of bread falling in. He lifted the pot to his lips and drank slowly. 
“Needs salt,” he finally said, licking his lips. “And a better chef.”
“No, please, help yourself. Do you want wine while you’re at it? A bib?”
He didn’t look up as he slurped at the broth. “Wine would be great.”
“So would peace and quiet, yet here we are.” I sighed, the last thing - and yes, thing - I needed to deal with was Kheris. “I don’t have a big enough rat trap.” I let the spoon clatter to the table.
He took a quick gulp of the soup. “Rodents? Here? The dybbuk mustn’t be that hungry then.”
“I mean for you. For the absolutely filthy rat you are.”
Kheris frowned, placing a hand across where a heart should have
been - if he were at all normal.
“You wound me. If anything I’m more of the noble feline persuasion. I eat the rats.”
“People still hate cats.”
“People worshipped cats.”
“People were - and are - idiots.”
“So what are you getting at?” he countered. 
“I loathe you. What the fuck do you want?”
He slid the pot back to me, not that I would touch it now. It remained looking the same, though a little emptier. As it sat under my nose, I scented a faint, off-putting stench - something was beginning to rot in the soup. 
“Aoife’s doing amazingly, you should know.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course daddy’s princess is. She could shit in your mouth and you would still applaud.”
“Jealousy does not become you, Orphelia,” Kheris replied. He leaned back in his seat, glancing out the window. “That dybbuk really wants your pony, doesn’t he?”
“My horse,” I ground out, “is safe enough.”
Kheris shrugged, shadows rippling around his shoulders with the slight movement. Shadows trailed him whenever he went. 
“Why come here if all you’re going to do is steal my food, complain and occasionally brag about your favourite minion?”
He smiled. “For the pleasure of your company, of course. And don’t sell yourself short. Aoife may be my favourite but you and the other girls get an honourable mention.”
The others. Along with Aoife, there was Grainne, Clodagh and Nessa. My sisters, of a sort. Other Handmaidens stationed at the faerie courts. Aoife, the favourite, ruling in Summer Court where she considered herself a step above the queen. Grainne, the mutually agreed second favourite, had taken up post in the neighbouring Spring Court. Together, the two sisters were ruthless - their concern for life nonexistent. After the war, each had been appointed to the two courts. They’d carried on ever since as though the war hadn’t ended in a hail of fiery arrows and rivers of blood.
Clodagh resided in Autumn Court. Try as we might, we could never glean much from her. She was tight lipped to say the least. The ever secretive Autumn Court, the one court that had persistently made a show of staying firmly out of whatever trouble was brewing. We had come to learn not to pry and for that, Clodagh was at least civil on the rare occasions we all came together.  
And Nessa. The closest thing I had to a true sister, though we were still at odds more than normal sisters would be. She had taken up in the Winter Court after her seat in Summer Court was passed on to Aoife. Nessa seemed to like it well enough. Even if it was freezing and the wendigo population was booming in a way that made even the king and queen queasy. 
Handmaidens of Death. Each a collector of souls. The middle man, as it were, between life and the after. All of us bound to serve the God of Death. Who had a penchant for stealing my food and general pettiness.
Kheris rested his head on his hand, eyes narrowed on me. A small crease appeared between his brows. His face was youthful. Despite being countless millennia old, the God of Death looked as young and handsome as any royal fae. His onyx hair, the lightest parts being ebony, was smoothed back till just brushing his shoulders. Slimly pointed ears poked through on each side. Full lips frozen in a permanent smirk. His jaw was solid, chiseled as though from marble - his eyes as hard as it. Pitch surrounded by stark white with swirling, misting shadows circulating his pupils. His gaze held you like the eyes of a snake moments before it lunged, sinking its fangs deep in your jugular. 
The God of Death was able to take on whatever form he deemed appropriate. Turns out the old adage ‘you catch more flies with honey than vinegar’ was the one piece of advice he’d ever taken. He was alluring in a way that had male and female alike follow him with gaping mouths. 
It was never a good sign when he looked at me like that. “What?”
He half smiled, the edge of his mouth curling. Definitely not a good sign. 
“There’s a matter in Silbuurn I need you to look into.”
“Oh?” Seemed harmless enough. But there was that way he was looking at me, sending my hackles rising.
He nodded slowly, eyes wandering to the stove. Flames licked at the grate. They’d bored a hole through the log of wood. The entire cabin was doused in heat, my fingers finally feeling somewhat normal as the shadows within slumbered. My back began to sweat through no fault of the stove as I levelled a stare directly back at the god. 
“Oh, indeed,” he replied. The flames kept him in a hypnotic trance as he explained, “the Daughters of Starlight. Morta says it’s time for their leader to join Empyrean.”
Empyrean. Heaven. The afterworld for those who were not colossal fuck-ups. Wonder what that must be like. 
“Can’t you send Nessa?” I asked. Silbuurn would take several days to travel to, even with Nari who possessed speeds that could rival the northern winds. The little coastal town in the north east lay directly across the strait separating Winter Court from Nythrial. Nessa could be there and back before breakfast. She wouldn’t even break a sweat. She could sift. 
He scoffed. “Can I send Nessa? No, I cannot send Nessa. It’s not her responsibility. I paid for this shit shack in exchange for you handling the filth of Nythrial.”
“But you just said Empyrean,” I countered. “Therefore, not filth. A very, very good witch to be able to go there. And besides, if you consider this,” - I waved my hands above my head - “as payment for being your lackey, I need a pay rise.”
Kheris made a face. “Whatever. I couldn’t care. You like Morta more than me so just…do it for her. It’s her orders.”
“Of course. You have no real control over the final decision.” I ground my teeth. “If only you were someone with power…someone like a god?”
God of Death, my arse. He kowtowed to the Fates more than a whore to a paying customer.
Abruptly, he stood, knocking the table. Touched once by Kheris, the now rotted soup swished in its pot, lapping over the sides onto the hardwood. “Glad that’s understood. I’ll tell her you’re going to see the Daughters of Starlight. And, Orphelia?”
I sighed, raised my eyebrows. “What?”
“Don’t fuck it up.”
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CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We set off at first light, Nari loaded with a satchel containing food, clothing and a tent. We’d have to make camp most likely twice, depending on how the journey unfolded. For the average horse, the journey from Hören to Silbuurn would take anywhere from five to seven days. On Nari, I could halve that if I really pushed him. 
There was no sign of Nari’s dybbuk stalker as we left the clearing and save for the odd swallow singing its morning song, the forest was silent, mist swirling between the pines. The morning was frosty, dew glassy on the ground like little diamonds scattered at my feet. Our breath hung on the air. 
We headed due east until we cleared the tree line. It would add unwanted time onto our trip by not heading north but the alternative was skirting Smrtka. I could live with the additional hours it took to go around. Just the thought of coming close to what was essentially the most evil place on the continent, well, I’d rather skin myself alive with a rusty knife. 
The balmy morning winds greeted us as we emerged into the open air, the sun just creeping above the horizon to greet us. The air smelt of a rains and damp. Winter wasn’t so far off, no matter how steadfast summer clung to autumn. Nari paused, sniffing the grass. He munched while I drew in steady breaths, feeling like I could really breathe for the first time since entering the forest the day before. After a while, the towering pines and stench of death began to suffocate you.
Nythrial was beautiful. The happy medium between all the faerie courts as far as climate went. We found relief from snowy winters as they melted into the pleasure of spring. Summer brought long days full of festivals and then autumn was always picturesque, the land flooded with crimson, browns and gold tones, jewels as far as the eye could see.
Despite the early hour, I began to lightly sweat beneath my cloak. I would have to stop eventually to give Nari respite but for now, I would push him as hard as possible. 
“Let’s go,” I muttered, gently tugging on the reigns. He didn’t move. “Now,” I said a little louder. 
With a snort he pulled away, heading north.
 
✧
 
We stopped for lunch on an outcropping near the coast. For miles we could see nothing but grey sea. I almost imagined I could see the Winter Court, a faint blip on the horizon.
I threw another apple to Nari, his head flicking back as he caught it mid air. Filling my belly to bursting, I chewed on cheese and bread. For a while we just watched, lazy for the first time all day, as a gull eager for a fish that had washed ashore was caught by a creeping wave. We wouldn’t stop again until nightfall, setting up camp only long enough to rest till first light. I soaked in the quiet, the stillness.
It always felt so strange to spend a night in the open, feeling so utterly vulnerable, exposed without the cover of fog and innumerable pines. Yet there was a peace about it, listening to the world settle into a quiet slumber. While I was a homebody by nature, I had at times craved that feeling as much as I craved my next breath. 
And then when all was said and done, there was the way my chest ached when I returned home to the cabin, to the dark depths of the forest. It was my sanctuary, my church. I worshipped at the altar of my unending pain, perfectly encapsulated within the four walls of my run down cabin. I rested, ate. My prison and safe haven all in one.
Coming out of the forest, there was this little crack that would form deep in my chest. Small at first, but the longer I stayed on the road, the more I sank into nature, that crack grew. It let in light. A light that burned within, glowing amidst the shadows. A light that, given the right conditions, could turn into a fire. It fought the extinguishing damp of the forest each time I returned. And I always returned - there was nothing for me out in the world. Handmaidens were not so readily welcomed. So I clung to what little I had and always returned home.
The gull toppled again on the shore, shaking out its wings as it just narrowly escaped another gull, moving in to steal its meal. 
I poured a handful of oats into my hand. “Eat up, we’ve got to make tracks.”
Nari inhaled the oats, smacking his lips while I took a drink from my canteen. I mounted and we headed off along the coast.
 
✧
 
We made camp under a wide oak tree. 
The stars winked in the night sky, lights dancing before my eyes. The moon was nearly full, a halo of light encapsulating its slightly misshapen orb. A light breeze whistled through the grass to where I was wrapped up, leaning against the trunk of the tree. Beside me, the tent was erected but I didn’t go to it. I just sat and watched the night sky. 
At some point, I fell into a fitful sleep. The face of the bald man turned dybbuk floated before me. It pointed an accusatory finger, eyes a cavernous depth laced with hatred. I blinked and suddenly it was before me, gnarled fingers gripping my throat, chipped nails digging into my skin. Beads of sweat ran down my chest, turning icy as rancid breath misted over me. No, not sweat. Blood. The grip tightened. I couldn’t breathe. I was suffocating. Blood ran freely, soaking the neckline of my shirt. 
“You’re a long way from home,” it said. 
The dybbuk shouldn’t have been able to speak. I blinked at it again, perhaps having imagined it. Again, it repeated. Only, this time it was a woman’s voice. 
I jerked awake, throwing a hand out to steady myself. It landed on a rock, pain lancing through my palm, elbow and shoulder. Within, my shadows recoiled like I’d struck out at them. It was early. The light a mix of murky purple and speckled black. Muttering curses, I shook out my hand, looking around. I’d fallen asleep where I sat against the tree, the tent empty save for Nari’s head. He’d taken the opportunity at some point, putting what he could under cover.
“You should really bring an intruder detection charm with you when you’re sleeping in the open.”
I grumbled. “You know those are all scams.”
Nessa grinned. “Faeries have to make a living somehow. Even if that is through sheer deceit.”
She held out a hand to me and I stood to my feet, a little unsteady with sleep. The morning was still, the air stagnant and warm. Even then, Nessa’s hair seemed to wave, caught in an imaginary breeze. Dancing, shimmering night amidst a slowly birthed dawn. Her wide black eyes with shadows swirling around the iris, so alike mine. Well, one of mine. My other eye was an emerald green. As if I didn’t need another reason to stand out amongst the Handmaidens who, for all their differences, were so very much alike. 
She was lightly dressed in grey tights, brown boots and a loose white shirt. I’d asked her once if she wasn’t ever cold being in the Winter Court. She’d replied with what cold? Though by no means did that stop her from bitching about it at every opportunity. Sometimes I thought she did it purely for my benefit. Commiseration of sorts as though to say: you’re not alone, life sucks for me, too, Orphelia.
“You are a long way from home, though,” Nessa repeated. “What’s got you heading north?”
“Kheris.”
“Ah.” She nodded, no further explanation needed. 
We stood in silence for a moment, Nari snoring softly. 
“I’d offer to take you the rest of the way,” she said. And then with a nod towards Nari, “Can’t say he’d be too happy if I did, though.”
Animals couldn’t sift, as I’d learned years ago. Aoife had given me a ginger cat - so completely out of place against the dark tones of Alilthien. She’d then instructed me to sift to the other side of the dining room. I did, with a degree of difficulty not since left behind. When I’d reappeared, my hands were soaked in blood, no sign of the cat. A scream had torn through me and my throat ached for days after at the mere memory of such terror. Aoife had cackled all week. Even now it was a favourite memory to recall when the urge struck her to taunt and tease.
“I don’t mind the trip so much,” I said. 
Nessa’s eyes narrowed. “So, I didn’t have to come all this way then?”
“What?”
Her mouth twisted as she cocked her head. “The asshole sent me to check on you. Can’t tell if it was because he genuinely cares or just wants to make us think he does. My money is on the latter.”
I sighed. “I’m pretty sure he just doesn’t want to be forgotten. Has to insert himself in any possible situation. You know he’s still stealing my food?”
Nessa laughed. “Tell him to fuck off.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
Nari popped his head up from the tent, eyeing Nessa.
“If you’ve got it all in hand here, then,” she said. “Give me a holler if Silbuurn becomes a massive cock up.”
I rolled my eyes at the insinuation. Still, there was no denying that the mental bond between the Handmaidens, Fates - and yes, even Kheris - was beneficial. On more than one occasion I’d urgently needed help and while I made it a point to only call on Nessa above the other Handmaidens, she always showed. 
Already she was melting into smoke and shadows that made the pre dawn sky look like midday in comparison. The Handmaiden smiled, flashing her eyes to Nari. 
“Bye beastie.” She lazily waved her hand and a bag of oats appeared beside the mares head. He snorted his appreciation and then she was gone. 
“So you get something, and I just get woken up?” 
He’d already nuzzled his way into the bag, munching away. 
✧
 
We rode hard and fast through the second day, slowing only once mid-noon hit. The sun had risen high into the sky only to become obscured by heavy clouds that sent cascading rain upon our heads. Within minutes we were soaked through. 
That night was like sleeping in a bog. Every movement met with squelching, cold water seeping into every nook and cranny. I slept as best as I could, my ever present shadows chilling me to the bone. The balmy night air offered little relief, the humidity only amplifying the problem.
At least the following day was dry. Drier, anyway. The ground was one great sponge. Nari’s coat and my legs were smattered with mud, his hooves and legs caked in it. It hadn’t reached midday yet when Silbuurn appeared on the horizon. The carrot at the end of a stick. Nari bolted, putting the distance between us and a warm bath mercifully to zero. 
Silbuurn had a homely, quaint feel about it. Cottages lined cobblestone streets, thatched roofs atop sturdy brick walls. Multicoloured smoke fluttered from the occasional chimney. Silbuurn, home to the largest coven of witches. A safe haven for those who society still shied away from. Despite there being greater dangers lurking.
We passed a blacksmith pounding away, the clang of metal shrill in the air. A butcher next, the smell of raw meat made worse by the warm breeze. Then a baker where I stopped, silently passing three coins for a loaf of freshly baked bread, its crusted top nicked into a vine pattern. It felt like fire against my white fingertips. I savoured the feeling, nodded once and went back to Nari. I’d dismounted the moment we entered town. It felt almost obnoxious to draw more attention to myself, riding atop the great stallion. 
Attention was always the last thing I wanted.
I’d been to Silbuurn enough to know where there was an inn that asked no questions of those passing through. We wended our way through town, my cloaks hood pulled low over unruly tangles of hair thanks to traveling. Although they looked with keen eyes and spat at my feet as I passed, I avoided the gazes of at least a dozen all too aware witches. An ill omen, death passing by their front door. I’d have spat on me, too. And likely with a much more fervent hate. 
The inn had been a school once upon a time, till the coven had taken it upon themselves to teach their children at home. A witches education was best served in a familiar place, a safe space. The building rose two storeys, its exterior lined with windows, the midday sun reflected in each one of them like molten gold. Wide mahogany doors were flung inward, revealing beyond its threshold, a long hall. Just inside that doorway stood a squat woman. Not a witch - not really anything but a simple woman wishing to live out a quiet life. She smiled politely as I handed her a fistful of coins and pointed down the hall to a door. Taking Nari by the reins, she led him around back to the stables. 
The room was simple enough. A bed, a bath, toilet and dresser. I let my satchel fall to the ground, shrugged off the cloak and dress where I stood, letting them crumple in a heap at my feet. Mud caked my shins, dried and cracking. Every inch of me begged to be clean.
I waited with arms wrapped around my chest until the creaking faucet had filled the bath. Bubbles floated in clouds on the surface. Aromas of lavender, frankincense and something vaguely tangy wafted over my naked body. The steam brought goosebumps up along my belly, breasts and chest. Sighing, I slipped a foot into the hot water. My skin prickled at the heat as I relaxed and closed my eyes, savouring the sweet warmth. 
So utterly relaxed, I fell asleep. Nightmares instantly gripped me. I fought back against every single one, dreaming of shadows seeping from my hands to defend me. A knock jolted me awake, sending the now chilled water sloshing over the sides of the bath. I caught sight of slick tendrils of shadow receding into my palms. I shivered. 
“Miss?” The old woman who owned the inn. Her voice was gravelly through the door. “Can I get you anything to eat?”
I splashed out of the bath, dripping wet as I flung a towel around my body. I cracked open the door. “Please, that would be lovely.”
“It’s lamb stew but it’s hearty enough,” she replied. “Some wine, too?”
I smiled. It didn’t quite reach my eyes. “I’d appreciate that.” 
She nodded and headed back down the hall. I closed the door, dressed hastily in a set of clean clothes, leaving my hair in the messy bun I’d thrown it in for the bath. The innkeeper still hadn’t returned so I tidied my things. At the most, I figured I’d be at the inn for the one night. I had enough clothes for two days, the first outfit still in a filthy heap on the floor. Perhaps I could pay the innkeeper to wash for me. Hel knew I didn’t want to waste any more time than I had to.
A knock signalled her return yet when I opened the door, there was no sign of her, just a tray laden with lunch waiting on the floor. 
Sooner, rather than later, I’d have to seek out the Daughters of Starlight. They weren’t exactly what you’d call secretive, much unlike other covens littered through Nythrial. From what I’d garnered, The Daughters of Starlight were the unspoken foundation of Silbuurn. They were the neck to the head that was the citizens, turning things whichever way best favoured them.
I’d been near their sanctuary once before, centuries prior. The coven resided in the temple of Tomos, the God of Sun, Moon and Stars, their patron deity. 
Witches. My stomach lurched. I didn’t particularly care for them. The way they looked at me was a constant reminder that to all, I was abhorrent. Half the time I tried to bury the hate I held for being a harbinger of death. It pulled me under, the weight of all those I’d taken. Those I’d killed. I felt little more than the evil spirits I collected. Rotten. Evil. Thief. Murderer. 
And the other half the time, I wallowed. What stretched before me was an eternity of this. Of being at Kheris's beck and call, summoned and sent as he saw fit. I’d wondered long ago what life might be like, to be my own person. To dream big dreams, go about the world as I wanted, an adventurer with a full heart and empty calendar. Not bound by rules and duty. I’d glimpsed that life as I travelled from one collection to the next. 
And I hated it. Hated it for what it represented - a future I could never have. A life far beyond what was attainable for someone like me. For a Handmaiden of Death, bound to serve the God of Death. Forever. With no way out. 
 
✧
 
I slept fitfully through the afternoon. With the sun streaming in through a window high up on the wall, the little room at the inn was baked in warm, golden light. The mattress I’d collapsed upon was thin and smelt of countless unwashed bodies. Still, there was no denying it beat sleeping amongst tree roots and sodden grass. 
What started out as peaceful, much needed rest soon turned fitful as I rolled back and forth, clutching at stained sheets. Dreams of witches surrounding me danced through my mind, their faces full of contempt as they stared down upon my bound form.
Chains. Bound in chains like a prisoner. Surrounded by those who’d relish in my death long after I’d departed. 
They raised their hands in unison, light shining from them as it rose to form a giant orb. Truly a beautiful sight yet one that filled me with sharp fear, striking through my chest. With a quick withdrawal of those hands, the orb crashed down on me, blinding, consuming. 
And then I was nothing. Ashes upon cobblestones, the wind whisking away the remnants of who I’d once been. 
I sprang forward, chest heaving in and out. A dream. Just a dream. 
Always just a dream.
 
✧
 
Nari had been washed down and fed when I entered the stables behind the inn, a patchwork blanket placed over his back. He shook out his mane, eyeing me with sheer pride. As though to say, one of us came out of this journey looking well - and it wasn’t you. 
It was never me. 
I’d made my peace with that long ago.
I brushed out his mane even though whoever washed him had already done it. I just needed a distraction to shake off the nightmare, still clinging to me. Nari been my companion for so long now that I was rarely offended by his bad attitude, in fact it was soothing, grounding me when reality seemed all too distant, like a memory made foggy by time. But at the end of the day, ours was a love hate relationship, one I sometimes clung to out of total desperation. I couldn’t be alone. And he didn’t particularly care for what I was. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t think anyone was in here.”
I turned to find a stablehand, a young fae, his face freckled and golden from days spent in the sun. Hair the colour of chocolate flopped across his brow as he grinned, smile lines surrounding his mouth. His hands held a worn saddle. It had been loved by many others before, its leather faded and scratched. 
The stablehand walked in, dropping it against a wall. He wiped his hands on his pants, dust floating away on slivers of light from between the panelled walls. 
“You’ve got a fiery one there,” he said, nodding to Nari. 
I dipped my chin slightly.
“I’m Saros,” he said, holding out a hand. When I looked at it but didn’t take it, he laughed. “I promise it’s clean, doesn’t look it but it is. Just rough from working all day.”
I inhaled, hands shaking against Nari.
He grinned again. It was a warm, beautiful thing. Genuine.
Welcoming. “Well, Mistress No Name, welcome to Silbuurn Business or pleasure?”
“Ah…business, I guess.”
His eyes twinkled. “I’m only kidding. I know what you’re here for.”
My stomach knotted. He didn’t seem afraid. Wasn’t looking at me with repulsion. Give it a minute and he’d be running. They all ran in the end - if they weren’t already dead.
“Well, I…” I started, words failing. Should I start apologising? Leave? Beg for forgiveness even though today, he would be spared? His head wasn’t on the proverbial chopping block. 
He winked. “You’re here for the festival.”
Festival? Sure enough, as silence passed between us for a moment, I heard rustlings from the street, carts running up and down, people calling out orders. It had been quiet enough when I’d entered but now life stirred beyond the stables.
“I didn’t know there was anything happening today,” I admitted. Kheris probably knew. And he’d sent me anyway. Bastard.
My brow furrowed. That would make things a little trickier. I’d hoped to be in and out, unnoticed. But with a festival, the towns residents would be out in droves. And with so much happening, little would escape their notice. I could be very easily caught. Maybe my nightmare wouldn’t just be a figment of my imagination tonight. 
“It’s the Festival of the Seed.”
“Sounds…farmer-ish. I didn’t think this was the harvesting kind of place.”
He laughed. “Not that kind of seed. The Seed of Creation. The festival is in honour of it.” He lifted a hay bale over his shoulders with ease, slender muscles flexing as he carted it into the neighbouring stall. When he emerged a moment later, eyes the same shade of chocolate as his hair were narrowed. “Do you have any idea what I’m talking about?”
I was embarrassed to admit that I had zero clue. My education with Kheris at Alilthien had been thorough but only in the ways of the Handmaiden. About this world, it’s history, I knew abysmally little. I’d picked up snippets here and there. Kheris hadn’t deemed it necessary to give me the finer details. To him, that knowledge had no bearing on the task at hand. The only thing I knew well was geography.
My silence was answer enough. 
“Do you have anyone to go to the festival with?” He leaned against the stall frame, arms folded. He was tall, on par with my height. The longer I looked, the more I realised how handsome he actually was. It was in a quiet sort of way. Unnoticeable at first, but there, as you really looked. It was in the way his whole body came alive with a joy I’d never felt. There was a light in his eyes, utterly enchanting. For a moment, I softened. So rarely did I come across anyone truly good…pure.
I let go of Nari’s mane and put down the brush. Slowly, I glanced up at Saros from beneath my hood. He smiled, ducking his head to get a better look. 
“I don’t bite,” he promised. “And I’m an excellent guide, I swear. I won’t take you to the shitty part of town.”
“There’s a shitty part?” I almost laughed in spite of myself. 
He scratched his head, shooing away a fly. “I mean, kind of? I’ve lived here all my life so my opinion is probably harsher than most.”
The sounds outside of the stable only grew with every passing moment, the light beginning to dwindle into the magenta tones of sunset. 
“I hadn’t really planned on going.” Not that I knew it was happening. I doubted I’d be welcome anyway. 
He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m going either way. Just thought it might be nice to have some company. My brother’s out of town. He does trade with the Winter Court.”
An idea came to mind. It had been some time since I’d been in the territory of the Daughters of Starlight and my memory was rusty. “Is the festival anywhere near the Temple of Tomos? I’d love to see it.”
Maybe being with someone as unassuming as Saros would help me escape detection. Blend in a little better. So far he hadn’t balked at the sight of me, spat on the ground or recited curses every which way to Gehenna. It was a rare person who didn’t immediately backtrack when they came into contact with a Handmaiden - whether they knew it or not.
“Uh, yeah,” he replied, face twisting as his mind turned. “There’s a procession at midnight. Goes right by the temple.” And then with a mischievous look he added, “We could sneak in. I haven’t done that in a while.”
“You used to sneak into the temple? Is there really nothing else to do here?”
Saros bit his lip. “When I was a youngling, my brother and I would sneak in the back door. The Daughters never locked it. You’ll find around here a lot of witches can be too trusting. They get a little high and mighty once they’ve mastered their power because they assume no one would dare mess with them for fear of being hexed or cursed. My brother and I never really cared. He used to say that if I was cursed to be some sort of vermin that it would be an improvement. He wasn’t wrong. Usually I was lookout while he stole the incense. Then we’d run like Hel to the docks where we’d pretend to smoke it like opium. It pissed off the Daughters well enough. Biggest kick you could get around here.”
I snorted. “So you might just be the guide I need then.”
“Just maybe,” he replied, smirking. “Maybe.”
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The colours and smells of the festival assaulted my senses when Saros and I stepped into the main square an hour later. He’d cleaned up and then come to the main doors of the inn, dropping a mock bow. I’d shaken my head. The gesture made me uncomfortable. There was no honour to be had amongst Death. 
It looked as though the entire town was out in full force, excitedly chatting to one another. Children ran between legs, chasing chickens frightened for their lives, squawking and ruffling their feathers. Mothers clicked their tongues but didn’t move to control their young ones. It was a festival. It was allowed. Rules were swept under the rug for the night. 
Unending stalls laden with different dishes and delicacies lined the main street. Meats cooked into pies, dried out into jerky, wrapped up in sandwiches with fermented cabbage. Cakes with creamy frosting, peaked delicately. Jams in jars to take home. My mouth watered. The stew hadn’t filled me for long. 
“So, Mistress No Name,” Saros said, rubbing his hands together in pure delight, “what first? Food? Tour?”
Nudging aside a man so we could pass, he pulled me over to a stall with pies, golden pastry perfectly crusted on top of each one. The street was crowded, everyone nearly shoulder to shoulder. I tried to bury the panic that rose in my chest, pounding like an iron fist on a fragile window. All someone needed to do was look under my hood and see the shadows plain in my eyes, touch my hand and feel the unearthly chill. Then they would know that death walked amongst them. A millstone on an otherwise joyful celebration.
“I could eat,” I replied, eyes still darting around.
Saros bought two steaming pies. We ate as we walked, admiring the banners strung up between buildings. There were flowers perched, poked and needled into every nook and cranny. Every colour of the rainbow and then some. Variations on colours I’d never seen before. Along with the flowers were birds, chirping as they swooped low. Fat little bluebirds, canaries - a little family of fairy wren. Bunting embroidered with silver thread bore suns, moons and stars, stretched from one roof to another.
“This is all really stunning,” I said to Saros. He’d long since finished his pie. I’d been too occupied to eat. “How often does this happen?”
He thought for a moment, eyes crinkling. “If I remember correctly, every two years thereabouts. Its supposed to be a full lunar cycle per deity before the festival comes round but at some point the numbers got rounded up. Made things a little easier on everyone. You don’t do this where you’re from…?”
He trailed off, brows raised in silent question.
“Just west of here,” I replied flatly. 
No one wanted to hear about the forest hermit with a penchant for death. Not that I really liked death but once people heard what I was, there was no explaining that. I might as well be the God of Death himself.
Saros nodded. “Okay, mysterious, I like it. The whole cloak and just west of here is very intriguing, Mistress No Name.” He smirked. 
In spite of myself, I returned with a smirk of my own.
I walked ahead. If I had to admit it, in the few hours I’d known Saros, he was growing on me. He was as easygoing as I’d dreamed people might be had they not known the real me. Something I’d yet to experience. There was no pretence, no secretly searching for an escape. Just Saros. Just Orphelia. Sharing a meal amidst the masses. Unburdened by all that plagued me daily. 
Off the side of the square was an old woman. She was hunched over, hands dancing around one another. Light bounced between her fingers to the delight of the children gathered before her, their eyes wide in awestruck wonder. As the woman danced the ball of light through midair the way it moved was so much like fish in a pond, darting in and out of weeds. The woman flicked her hands up. The ball shot several feet above before exploding and raining down, thousands of sparkling embers. Fireworks unlike any I’d ever seen before.
We meandered through the town, taking it all in. Silbuurn at night was breathtaking, alive in a way where you could almost feel its heartbeat pulsing through the stones beneath your feet. Even the sea as it met the shore seemed to join in. Somehow it knew what was taking place, waves crashing in time with the sounds of tinkling flutes that filled the air. Music seeped through my skin to my very bones, infectious, the desire to move to the rhythm was overwhelming. 
Saros smiled. “It’s bewitched.”
“What is?”
“The music,” he replied. “Everyone here has an offering to Tomos. Some slaughter animals, others create artworks. Musicians weave beautiful melodies. Their magic connects with the instruments. It’s beautiful but be careful, you’ll lose yourself before you know what’s happening.”
I plucked a fallen flower off the ground, twirling it between my thumb and forefinger. “Speaking from experience, are you?”
He rolled his shoulders, grimacing. “Put it this way, the music makes you lose all inhibitions. Any thought you have suddenly acted upon. I ended up dancing on the beach.”
I frowned up at him, careful to still keep my hood lowered. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“Naked.” He blushed, smiling shyly. The contrast of pink against dark freckles caught my eye. He really was beautiful. 
For a moment, I imagined what it might have looked like, Saros dancing naked across the white sand, carefree, arms raised towards the heavens. Something I could never hope to be…free.
I turned my attention back to the half eaten pie in my hands, picking at the pastry. 
“It was an experience,” he continued. “I’ve never felt so…intoxicated. I’ve had my share of wine and song but this was so different. The high lasted for weeks after. That being said, so did everyone’s memories of the buck naked stablehand. Please tell me you’ve done something equally embarrassing.”
I shook my head. We’d turned a corner, coming to a narrow alley lined with artworks. Offerings to Tomos, as Saros had said.
Candles lit the way, casting shadows across swirling paints and textures. Several of the paintings were meager attempts at painting the God of the Sun, Moon and Stars. No one in living memory had seen Tomos. While so many gods and goddesses still dwelled amongst us, some had gone into hiding in search of a peaceful life. 
We had that in common. 
“Can’t say I ever have, I’m afraid.” I plucked a petal from the flower, varying shades of crimson, orange and gold. Satin fire. “I don’t get out much.”
I wandered down the alleyway, eyeing paintings. One of a field of flowers caught my eye. It was a perfect rendition of the wood nymphs coming out at the start of spring, preparing the world to wake from the slumber of winter. 
Beside it was a painting very much out of place. Dark tones, striking red. Harsh. Gritty. Saros stopped before the painting, eyeing it keenly like a critic would. 
“Someone needs help.”
I didn’t answer. There wasn’t much to say. It was, by all accounts, a perfect depiction of death. Kheris would have been flattered to be portrayed in such a way. 
Saros shivered and moved away.
“So you’re just west of here, cloaked round the clock and you don’t get out much.”
I shrugged. “What offering have you made?”
“Don’t change the subject,” he replied. “What else? I know you have a stallion. He’s beautiful. Strong. One of the best horses I’ve seen in recent years. You must’ve paid a pretty mark for him.”
“Nari. His name is Nari.”
No harm in knowing the horses name. 
I followed Saros as he moved on across the alley. “None of these are mine,” he said. “I don’t have an artistic bone in my body. And before you ask, that doesn’t mean I kill animals. Animal sacrifices are archaic. When there’s so much else in this world, there’s no need for an animal to die to appease the gods. Or anything else.” His expression turned dark.
The painting before me was of the sun. Brilliant, as though the suns very rays had been contained within the canvas. Perhaps it had. Magic had its limits but those who could manipulate light, well, it was very possible. Near blinded, I wanted to turn away but found I couldn’t. I was totally captivated. 
“I help the Daughters of Starlight. They have a ceremony where they offer a sacrifice on behalf of the whole town. There’s a dais that needs setting up. I built it. I like to think Tomos would accept the bloody long time it took to make as my sacrifice. And then the hours spent plucking splinters after that.”
A young fae couple left a bench seat halfway up the alley. Saros sat down, leaning back against the brick wall. Looking up, the stars were starting to peek out from the cover of night, slowly, one by one. Shy stars, paling in comparison to the moon lighting up the night sky.
It looked bigger tonight, bigger than I’d ever seen it before. Wherever Tomos was, he was putting on a show.
I sat next to Saros. “Tell me about your family.”
Arms folded, he sighed. “I’ve got three brothers. A sister. They all moved south about a century ago when our father died. Well, except my older brother. He still stays with me occasionally but mostly he travels between here and the Winter Court. I stayed on after father was gone. We all look the same. Not exactly what you would call a diverse family. They don’t come to visit very much. I’m the youngest by a long shot and they’ve got their own lives. That’s fine by me. I’ve got friends here.”
“You sound lonely,” I said. 
He chuckled. “Far from it. I can’t get a moments peace. Somewhere along the way someone decided that I had an open door policy. Who that was, I have no clue. They won’t come forward because they know they’ll pay for it. Everyone just wanders in as they see fit.”
Kheris. He had the same view of my cabin. Always wandering in whenever he felt like it. Destroying my peace, stealing my food. Sending me on trips I didn’t care for… I wondered for a moment, what it might be like to have that but with a friend, someone who was tolerated, even welcome. 
I couldn’t imagine it.  
“What about you?” he asked. “Any family? Or are you mysterious through and through?”
I debated for a moment. My guard was slipping, I hadn’t even noticed it. The longer I was with Saros, the more I wanted to tell him. I’d done well enough so far but failed to catch myself as I said, “I have four sisters. A father.”
A witch passed by us. I felt her tense, shooting a sideways glance at me. Saros, thankfully, remained unaware. But the witch reminded me how precarious my position here was. One slip up and the town would know who - what - I was. 
“Do they know you?” Saros asked. No hint of teasing, just genuine curiosity. “Or are you an enigma to them, too?”
I sighed. “They think they know me. One of my sisters is perhaps the closest to the truth. The rest of them not so much. My father thinks he knows it all but he only knows what I want him to know.”
“Which is?”
My mouth opened to respond. But at that moment, the air changed, pulling, enticing. Saros sensed it, too. It was a call to follow as it beckoned us down the alley. When we emerged into the main street, others were following that call. 
“It’s time,” was all Saros said. 
 
✧
 
The dais stood atop a grassy outlook, rising above the sea. The drop below was far enough that my stomach churned as I snuck a look over the edge. I could imagine how it would feel, free falling into the chopping waves below. To be consumed and dragged into the undertow. How many had met their end that way? The way the fae avoided the edges of the outlook told me enough about what might have happened over the years. 
More flowers from the town square wreathed the dais, woven together. Teardrops of witchlight, no bigger than a thumb nail, sprinkled around the wreath, illuminating in a way that made the petals glow. Ethereal in the dark of the night. 
Atop the dais stood an aged witch. Grey hair wound in intricate braids around her head, a crown of laurel the only adornment. Her robes were simple in design but the way they flowed, she might have been clothed in wind and moonlight itself. Material fluttered around her feet, a living and breathing thing. Her face was gently withered, smile lines prominent below kind sea glass eyes. 
Flanking her right and left were two younger witches, both dressed similarly though muted. Unremarkable compared to the old witch who continued to glow while the remnants of the towns citizens approached. 
“Children of Tomos,” she began, smiling widely. “Tonight we honour the Seed. We honour those who came before and those who will come after when our bodies have returned to ashes. Tonight, we also honour Tomos, our beloved father and creator of the sun, moon and stars. You’ve all made personal sacrifices and together we shall offer one in unison. Our gift of thanks to a benevolent, merciful god. But first, Lyra will recite the story of the Seed so we might remember, understand and never forget.”
The young witch to the right moved forward. Her hands turned palm up, a book suddenly appearing in them. Turning to the first page, she began to read. 
“The world was a void, a depthless chasm. Magic radiated throughout the void. From that magic, a seed was created. For a time, magic imbued the seed with untold powers, filling it, coursing through it as it germinated the beginning of our existence. When the seed became full with magic, it split in half, the cracking of the Seed breaking through the darkness, cleaving it. From those halves of the seed were birthed the gods and goddesses. The Authentics.”
I whispered to Saros, “I haven’t heard of them - what are they?”
He shook his head, motioned for me to listen. 
“The Authentics,” Lyra continued, caramel hair billowing from behind her as a warm wind rolled through the crowd and out to sea. “The gods and goddesses in their first form. Their true form. Gods of Death, pure smoke and shadows. The Gods of Creation, blinding white light. From them came the first fae and human. From them came our world, our way of life. But as the world grew, so too did pain, hate, anger. Magic demanded balance be restored.”
A tale. It felt like nothing more than a bedtime story, told to soothe children as they nodded off. I’d never been told of our origins. Never knew how the world was formed. Kheris hadn’t deemed it necessary. I knew better than to question his decisions. And frankly, over time, it became somehow less important in the grand scheme of things.
“Magic created a new Seed, brought forth in the form of a young fae male. Through war, balance was restored. Through war, our world was born anew. And so tonight, we honour the Seed. We honour the natural cycle of the world. Ashes to ashes. May the Seed be just and fair.”
The crowd echoed Lyra, “May the Seed be just and fair.”
“I don’t get any of this,” I whispered to Saros. 
He shrugged. “Truth be told, neither do I. Seems a little hoo-ey to me.”
“Our sister, Maristela, will now present the offering,” she concluded.
Lyra returned to her position on the dais as the other young witch moved forward. Maristela raised her hands to the sky, closed her eyes and began to pray. 
“To you, beloved Tomos, we offer you this sacrifice. We beseech you to aid our endeavours and grant us long life. May your strength flow through our magic and fortify our land. We offer you our sister, Andromeda, as both thanks and repentance; and as a token of our gratitude for the majesty you bequeath upon us with the rising of the moon and stars each night and the magnificence of the sun each dawn.”
To my horror, the old witch moved back to centre stage and knelt before the crowd, submitting to those surrounding. 
A sacrifice. 
 
✧
 
“This is crazy,” I hissed at Saros.”
He nodded, face blank. “I agree but that’s just the way things are done here.”
“That doesn’t make it acceptable.”
“Just know that she wouldn’t be up there unless she was fine with it.” His mouth formed a tight line.
Andromeda smiled serenely at the townspeople, all of whom had bowed their heads in honour of the witch, prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice. Maristela returned to Andromeda’s side, lifted the laurel wreath from the witches head. Then with a wave of her hands, gold chains encircled Andromeda’s neck, wrists and waist. She seemed to glow with the light refracting off the links in the chains. Her eyes danced as they poured over the crowd. I felt those eyes connect with mine, locking on. 
A cold shiver flooded throughout my body. She knew. She knew exactly what I was. 
“For you, Tomos,” Maristela said, voice reverent, “we offer the finest gold. A mere token of your infinite wealth. We offer to you jewels.” At this, uncut amethyst, rose quartz, jade and emerald were brought forth by other young witches - other Daughters of Starlight. They placed the gems around the kneeling form of Andromeda. 
“Jewels, Tomos,” Maristela continued, “as a symbol of the stars you bedeck the sky with. And an adornment of moonstone, for the moon from which you rule on high.” One of the Daughters placed a heavy moonstone crown upon Andromeda’s head. The stone was as large as a fist. For a heartbeat, Andromeda’s eyes flickered with the weight of the stone, crested atop her brow.
“She’s a pig to the slaughter,” I mumbled to Saros. 
He turned a fraction towards me as Maristela continued with, “And for the brilliancy of your sun, Tomos, we offer you the light within our sister Andromeda, the magic birthed within her at conception. May it be deemed as radiant as the one you shine upon us as we toil for you.”
At this, Andromeda’s head slipped back, her chest arcing. Despite the heaviness of the moonstone, it remained in place. It was luminous against the night sky. A hush rolled through the crowd as a low hum filled the air. 
“Why all this? Why?” I asked Saros. “Surely they would know the gods don’t care.”
I doubted any of the gods truly cared about inane sacrifices. 
“What does it matter to you?” he replied. “Surely you don’t actually care so much.”
A light flickered within Andromeda, her body arching towards the night sky as it rose higher. From the depth of her being, it grew, inching its way upwards where it slipped from her gaping mouth. A ball of light so spectacularly bright, I had to shield my eyes. It continued to rise till it shone above the cliffside. A sun, however humble compared to the real thing. 
“Why would I not care? I replied. “She’s about to die.”
He snorted. “I would have thought that would make your job easier.”
“My job?” A lump formed in my throat. Ice cold sweat trickled down my neck below my hood. 
“Yes,” he replied. “Your job. Handmaiden.”
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He knew. 
How long had he known? Had I let something slip that I shouldn’t have? Given myself away somehow? My mind ran through the short time we’d spent together, searching for some breadcrumb dropped. Perhaps I hadn’t been so careful. Perhaps this was all of my own making - the loner, outcast of society who couldn’t socialise. I might as well have carried a massive sign announcing my presence. 
Saros chucked. “Don’t panic, your secret is safe with me. Well, me and the Daughters.”
The shock must have been clear on my face because he placed a hand on my shoulder, pushing me to face him dead on. “I mean it. I’m not going to say anything. We all knew one of you would show up eventually, though at this point most don’t care. Normally it’s the other one with the black hair. She doesn’t care much if she’s seen. I’ll admit, it was fun to watch you go to such extreme lengths to hide who you are.”
I swallowed, my mouth feeling as dry as the sand on the beach below. “If you knew who I was then why not just fucking say so.”
“Don’t get short with me,” he replied, “just because you’re not as sly as you think you are.”
Not only did he know who I was, but he’d anticipated my arrival. Or rather Nessa’s, if the comment of the one with the black hair was to be understood correctly. Unless there was another Handmaiden waltzing around somewhere, a dead ringer for Nessa. 
I wouldn’t put it past Kheris.
He’d said that they knew someone would turn up eventually. They’d been prepared for it. That was why Saros hadn’t fled when he’d seen me in the barn. Why even now he looked at me with cool indifference, as though I were just another traveller passing through. Completely unremarkable. 
“You’re a welcome change, I’ll admit.” He dug his hands in his pockets, looking up at the dais. It continued to radiate with a painful brilliance that he instantly turned away, putting his back to it.  The light gilded his silhouette, sharpening the already hard angles of his jaw. The glow around his head made the otherwise ordinary stablehand look regal. “The other one just kinda sits at the back, all impatient like. You actually joined in. It’s been…nice.”
“Nice?” I choked. “Nice? You’ve just told me you’re fully aware of who I am - and have been so all night - and you think it’s nice to be standing with me?”
He shrugged. “Should I not enjoy your company? Even if you do kill people for a living.”
My nostrils flared. A sore spot. “I do not kill people.”
Not even I believed me. 
Saros chuckled. “At least not willingly. Don’t stress. I’ve had enough brushes with death by now that it doesn’t bother me.”
I felt shaky. Clammy. I’d always gone to such extreme lengths to be unnoticed. It didn’t always pan out the way I’d hoped but never like this. This reeked of the carelessness of the Orphelia from centuries past, back when I was so new to this life. Kheris wasn’t going to be pleased.
Atop the dais, Maristela was speaking, her words muffled as my head spun. It wasn’t until the light above Andromeda faded that I realised the crowd was retreating. The three witches closed ranks and shuffled away, Andromeda between Lyra and Maristela, their arms interloped with one another. 
“Where are they going?”
Saros started to walk back down the cliff. “Back to the temple.”
“But I thought Andromeda…” How was I supposed to finish this and go home?
“Come with me,” he said. “I’ll take you. There’s more to the ceremony. It’s private but you’re likely used to getting where you shouldn’t so it won’t be a problem.”
I ground my teeth. “I thought it was going to be easy to like you.”
Saros paused only to flash a cocky grin. “Don’t play coy. You do like me. Probably more so because I haven’t run off.”
I hated that he was even a little bit correct. 
We made our way through the town, headed towards the temple. It was entirely plain from the outside. Brick walls faded from years in the harsh coastal sun and salt air. Vines covered one side of the building and framed the windows. Greeting us was a large, double wooden door, one side swung inward. Chanting floated out onto the street. 
“This is it?” I’d seen paupers cottages look nicer. 
“Judgey, aren’t we?” Saros said. “It’s not what’s on the outside that matters. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that?”
My hand flew up, throwing a vulgar gesture in Saros' face.
He snorted. “Come on, O Deathly One.”
“You’re an arse.”
But he was right. I shouldn’t have judged. And I did have to admit that I’d fully made up my mind based on the outside of the building alone because what awaited inside was nothing short of breathtakingly magical. 
The ceiling was the night sky. Each star hung was a fat, raw uncut diamond the size of an egg, glimmering against cloudy purple and black. Silver mist swirled across the expanse of the sky. A shooting star passed overhead, leaving a trail of stardust in its wake. At the centre of the night sky, a crescent moon hung, the heart of the room. The moon was smooth as glass, the light coming from deep within. A light that reminded me so much of…
“Back there on the cliff,” I whispered. There was an aurora of sacredness, I didn’t dare speak any louder. “When they summoned the light from Andromeda - is that what this is?”
Saros walked to the centre of the room, stood directly under the moon. The light danced around his body as he looked up, squinting. 
“It’s my favourite part of the sacrifice - that is if it’s not wrong to have a favourite part of death,” he said. “All the magic contained within the holy vessel - the moon. It’ll stay there till the next festival when it’ll be replaced by new magic.”
“That’s magic?” The light was like liquid gold flecked with shimmering pigment. “I thought it was just a figure of speech. Or part of a show. Not that it was actually…it.”
“Mmhm. Andromeda’s essence. Everything she was from birth till now. Everything she’s ever learned. It’s beautiful, don’t you think?”
Footsteps echoed throughout the hall. “You’d want to hope so.”
Andromeda approached us, dress swishing with every step. She looked so much older now, shallow lines in her face had become deep creases, her eyes now faded. As she walked, her steps were still lively. No matter that her magic had been wrought from her body, there was still something innately magical within her.
“That’s a lot of blood, sweat and tears put into that,” she continued. “My life’s work, all to the glory of Tomos.”
She turned to me, an appraising eye searching from head to toe and back again. I ducked my head a little lower, the hood falling forward a fraction more. All I saw were her feet as they came closer. Heat bloomed in my cheeks as her hands gripped my hood, tugging it back till it slipped from my head. Auburn hair unravelled down my back. 
“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. Her face was kind. I might have been an old friend, welcomed with open arms. “But why do you hide, child?”
“You know what I am.”
Andromeda nodded. I was vaguely aware of Saros' eyes on me, his breathing tight. 
“I know what you are,” she said. “And it does not frighten me. I imagine that’s been your experience for the most part, has it not?”
Images flashed through my mind of pleading faeries, on their knees, weeping with clasped hands. Those who had begged for death to pass over, spare them and let them live another day. There had been too many. Their faces rolled through my mind one after another, progressively speeding up until it was too much. Too overwhelming. My head ached.
“Sweetheart,” Andromeda said, placing a hand on the side of my face. “I have lived a long and full life. I do not fear death. I welcome it. I welcome you. You are a valued guest in my house. 
When the time comes, I will go into the hereafter not as your enemy, but as your friend.”
“This is very different.” I couldn’t stop the shaking. The day hadn’t worked out as I’d thought it would. 
“Of course it is,” the old witch replied. “But come, you’re freezing and there’s a fire in my quarters. These old bones of mine don’t cope with the sea breeze like they used to. They ache something fierce.”
She looped her arm in mine, brushed away a strand of hair that fell in my face. “I take it you and my grandson are well acquainted by now?”
I turned on Saros. “Grandson?”
He shrugged. “Would you have gone along this evening if you’d known I was the grandson of a witch?”
Likely I wouldn’t have. I’d made it a point not to socialise with witches or their kin. Generally speaking, it wasn’t my idea of a good time to have someone repeatedly spitting at your feet and uttering curses at you.
“I thought you didn’t have any family except your brother.”
“You never asked about grandparents.”
“You lied.” I don’t know why it bothered me so much. But it did. He’d seemed so genuine. I’d been too quick to take him at face value. Dealing with the dead was decidedly easier. Rotting corpses and evil spirits couldn’t lie.
Saros fell into step beside his grandmother and I, hands in his pockets. He looked cool, unbothered. “It was a lie by omission. Not like you’ve never done that before.”
Andromeda cleared her throat. “Saros, that’s different and you know it.”
“It’s harmless teasing,” he countered. 
We passed down several halls, all much the same as the next. We’d left the night sky behind in the atrium, now doused in darkness broken only by torchlight held in sconces along the walls. 
Andromeda’s quarters were by all accounts, humble. A bed, a desk, fireplace and small bookshelf. Volumes containing spells, potions and history, each one in tatters, barely held together by their bindings. A communal washroom was down the hall, adjacent to a kitchen and dining area. The Daughters lived a very crowded life behind the temple. But there was peace and joy floating on the air, almost tangible, sickly sweet. Foreign.
“I must admit we were surprised to see you,” Andromeda said, patting the bed beside her. I went to her, sitting as far from her as possible. She didn’t look offended. “Normally we have your sister with us. Nessa is a unique individual.”
Unique was one word for her. It didn’t escape my notice that Andromeda knew Nessa’s name. I wondered for a moment what Kheris would make of that. Not a one of us were permitted to go about revealing who we were. To the world, we were Handmaidens and no more.
“Nessa will generally dine with us in the evening before the ceremony continues. Would you care to do the same?”
I let her question drop. “What more is there? Don’t we just…go…now?”
Saros, leaning against the wall opposite, spoke while staring into the fireplace. His cheeks were flushed with the heat of the room. “That was only one part. There’s still the crowning to go. And then the farewell. It’s as dull as it sounds.”
Andromeda flicked her eyes to the ceiling. “Tomos spare me. How you have so little care for my departure, boy, I’ll never understand. Two years ago you couldn’t stop Serina weeping for weeks after Caeli passed on. And you don’t seem affected one bit.”
“You know I’ll miss you - your cooking at least,” Saros said teasingly. “Shame there’s little in the way of an inheritance but I’ll let that slide.” He winked at his grandmother. The old woman shushed him. 
I must have looked as confused as I felt. Andromeda reached out a hand, patted my knee. “I promise it won’t take too long. The ceremony concludes at dawn. We’ll eat now, perform the crowning and prepare for the farewell. Then you can be on your way.”
All I had to do was get through till morning. Then homeward bound. Back to the security of Hören Forest. Funny how the dybbuk now felt like a safety net, ready to catch me when reality felt like too much. Even the fear had faded in the few days I’d been away. Homesickness made me forget all too easily the horrors I’d endured in the forest. 
A cold seeped into the room. The fireplace extinguished by smoke and shadows. My gut sank.
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CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“You always do know how to make an entrance, don’t you?” Andromeda drawled. Her eyes ran over the hulking form in the centre of the room, completely unimpressed. 
Kheris bowed. “You wound me, my love. You know I try my hardest for you.”
The Daughter of Starlight shook her head. “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show.”
“I can’t stay away from you.” Kheris crossed the small room, took Andromeda’s hand and kissed it. “How goes the ceremony?”
Saros moved from the wall, inching himself between Kheris and his grandmother. The old witch swatted him away. 
“Really boy, you think now is the time? I’m about to go anyway. Might as well welcome death with open arms. He’s harmless.”
I snorted. Everyones attention snapped to me. Kheris was anything but harmless. Harmless as a guillotine maybe. 
Saros eyed Kheris with sheer disdain. I could almost feel the hate rolling off him in waves. Kheris merely straightened to his full height and smirked, unbothered and wholly amused. I had to hand it to Saros. Not many people would try to stand up to the God of Death. Truth be told, I wouldn’t have even done it. 
Better to ignore him like the insect he was. 
“Saros,” Andromeda hissed. “You’re being rude.”
He spun on her. “You can’t be serious. You’re just going to let him walk in and take you?”
“Actually,” Kheris interjected, “ That’s not how any of this works. I’m disappointed you don’t know that, boy. I’m not here to take her. I’m simply part of the ceremony.”
“You are not,” Saros growled. His face grew hotter, the blush spreading from his cheeks to his ears and neck. 
Kheris shrugged. “True. But I should be. How can you have someone die without death present?”
“I believe that’s why your Handmaiden is here. So we don’t have to deal with you.”
I ignored the bite behind the word ‘handmaiden’ and had to remind myself that Saros’ quarrel wasn’t with me…not yet, anyway.
“But sparring with you brings me so much delight.”
I sighed. It was just like Kheris to show up where he wasn’t needed…or wanted for that matter. Because Saros was right, I was here. There was no need for the God of Death himself to make an appearance. It set everyone on edge, bar Andromeda who simply looked entertained. It was impossible to have Kheris pass through town unnoticed. Of course, he could choose who he showed himself to but there was something that fell over the town with his arrival. An invisible oily coating, choking, slowly suffocating all life until he left. I could already feel it. 
“There really is no reason why you should be here,” I said, addressing him for the first time. 
Kheris smiled at me. “Why shouldn’t I check up on my least favourite daughter.”
“A stellar commendation. However would I have managed here without your praise, father dearest?” I didn’t stop the acid seeping into my words. It was bad enough he randomly showed up in my home. Now following me on the job, that was just another step too far. It was infantilising. Reminiscent of the Orphelia who began all those centuries ago. The Orphelia who’d once collected the wrong person, ensuing in a shit storm like any other. 
Andromeda stood from the bed, looped her arm through Kheris's. “Shall we?” 
The two left the bedroom, leaving Saros and I behind. 
“Can you send him away?”
I laughed. “Are you serious?” A beat passed before I realised. “You’re actually serious. You really think I can just tell the God of Death to piss off? Do you not know anything about him?”
Saros snarled. “Forgive me for not wanting to associate with shit like that.”
“You didn’t seem to have an issue with it this evening,” I spat back. It was hard not to take what he’d said personally. At least we were entering familiar territory where I was hated for the cursed creature I was. 
I moved for the door, desperate to put some space between Saros and I. From the time in the barn till the clifftop he’d seemed so…nice. This was anything but. It was jarring. I felt completely off balance. Let it never be said I was a good judge of character. Bad character, now that I was able to judge. But when it came to those who were even remotely good or honourable, they all melted into one. Good deeds and traits were indistinguishable to someone who’d spent so much time immersed in wickedness.
A calloused hand gripped my wrist. “I’m sorry.”
I turned to find Saros' eyes on the ground. The fire that had only recently fuelled him now a dying ember. His shoulders slumped as he exhaled in a gust. 
“This isn’t your fault,” he said. “You just happen to be the perfect scapegoat. This ceremony is harder than the others for obvious reasons. I’m trying to put on a brave face but it’s not exactly that easy. Grandmother has been a constant in my life. Especially after my parents died. Without her, it’s just my brother and I left here. And he’s fucking useless.”
Saros still held my wrist, his fingers burning against my icy skin
“I know.” It was all I could think to say. So often I’d only dealt with the one awaiting death, not those who’d suffer the repercussions. True, I’d gone to many Passings, tried to atone in some way for what I’d done. But I’d kept out of sight, head down. All I’d said was a silent repentant prayer, beseeching the gods - any god who’d listen - to protect the departed soul on their journey into the after. Not once had I spoken to the family left behind. Hadn’t had it in me to admit to them what I’d done. Kheris's wrath notwithstanding. 
“For what it’s worth,” he said, eyes looking into mine, “I don’t think you’re even half the monster he is.”
I frowned. “Umm…thank you? I’ll assume you meant that as a compliment and not the thinly veiled insult it was.”
Saros just shrugged. “We should go. Dinner’s almost ready.”
I followed him from the room, leaving what little Andromeda had behind - possessions that would tell precious little of their former owner once she’d departed to Empyrean.
 
✧
 
Dinner was a silent affair. The dining hall as boring as Andromeda’s room had been. The Daughters clearly lived a simple life. Not a single worldly possession in sight. Even the tableware was basic and crudely carved, wooden bowls and wooden spoons that left splinters in my lips. 
We might as well have been in a temple during benediction. Even Kheris kept his mouth shut, a small miracle of its own. Though every so often his eyes glanced in my direction, that cocky smirk that got on my nerves aimed at me when no one was looking.
Save for Saros, Kheris and myself, the table was surrounded by the leaders of the Daughters of Starlight. Andromeda sat at the head, Lyra and Maristela on either side. I’d been briefly introduced to Antares, Danica, Vega - who looked down her nose at me - and Alsephina before the meal began. Each was clothed in the same fashion as Lyra and Maristela, though each had their hair wound into a bun at the nape of their neck. There were no adornments, nothing remarkable about them. Each was a beauty in their own way. Had I not been told who they were, I would never have guessed them to be the leaders of one of the largest covens in Nythrial. 
There was, however, no denying the gentle hum of magic that flowed around the table. Magic that made my skin prickle and coated my nostrils with a metallic tang. I suppressed a shudder. 
Andromeda waved her hand, signalling for several acolytes to come forward and remove the plates. 
“Thank you, sisters, for joining me during this, my last meal.” 
A murmur echoed around the table, a head or two bopping in acknowledgement. 
“Now, if you would be so kind as to join me in the atrium, we shall perform the crowning rite.”
A single line procession led by Andromeda formed and wound its way through the halls. Saros and I hung back, waiting for the last of the witches to pass by. Again, the one introduced as Vega stared down her nose at me - impressive given that she only came to my shoulder. This time I stared back. I had to wonder what she saw shining in my eyes, one emerald, the other a smoky depthless grey. Something about Vega had every instinct in me screaming to run. A predator, my mind whispered. Not to be trusted.
“What was that about?” Saros whispered. “Did you kick her under the table?”
I sighed through my nose, nostrils flaring. “She doesn’t like me and beyond being what I am, I haven’t done a dammed thing to her. Do you think anyone would notice if I took her instead of your grandmother?”
“I won’t say anything if you do,” he replied, half smiling.
Kheris strolled past, hands in his pockets, casual. Surely there was something else he could be doing - he had four other daughters to pester. Saros tensed as he passed. 
I nudged him. “Let’s go, before he talks to us.”
The atrium awaited and I was thankful to walk back under that night sky with its diamond stars filling the room. The Daughters stood in a half circle, Andromeda across from them, standing directly under the moon, warmly glowing with the magic she’d given up to Tomos. 
“Come, Daughter, our new leader,” Andromeda said, reaching out a hand to the centre of the half circle - a crescent moon, I realised. I’d seen their symbol marked on the books in Andromeda’s room. A crescent moon on its side, cradling the sun as stars danced around its width. 
Vega stepped forward. I recognised the gold laurel wreath Andromeda had worn before, now sitting atop Vega’s head. She was haughty as she glided towards the old witch. Vega might as well have cried out that the time had come, she deserved this. The other Daughters watched her, tight lipped. 
“Vega, Daughter of Starlight, servant of Tomos,” Andromeda began, placing her hands around Vega’s. “Do you promise to take on the mantle of leader of our coven?”
“I do,” Vega replied. She sneered past Andromeda, directly at Kheris. No, not him. Kheris moved to the side and her eyes only narrowed in more as they raked over me. 
Andromeda didn’t notice. “And do you swear to uphold our 
teachings and traditions?”
“I do.”
“Do you vow to put the needs of Silbuurn ahead of your own, to protect this town and its people, no matter the cost? To ward the very stones beneath our feet against danger and destruction?”
The sneer deepened. I felt naked, bared before Vega. Saros tensed beside me, shifted infinitesimally in my direction. The motion might have almost seemed protective.  
“I do.”
Andromeda let go of Vega’s hands, reached into a pocket of her gown and pulled out a necklace. An orb glowed on the chain, visibly weighty. Even from a distance back, it was impossible to miss the swirling gold and silver like molten metal contained within. 
“I bequeath to you a relic of Daughters past. A symbol of our coven and the almighty Tomos.”
She placed the necklace around Vega’s neck. 
“What is it?” I whispered to Saros. 
He leaned closer, hot breath tickling my ear. “It belonged to the first leader of the Daughters of Starlight. It contains a drop of sun, moon and the dust of a falling star. Every leader ever since then has worn it.”
“Does it mean anything - do anything?”
He shook his head. “Not a damn thing. Grandmother lost it for twenty years once. No one really cared. It’s ceremonial at best. Maybe it was something more once upon a time. Not anymore, though.”
Vega stood to her full height, the necklace biting into the skin of her neck. “I take on the mantle laid at my feet. I will lead this coven with wisdom and honour.”
Andromeda fell back beside Saros, Vega moving to take her place. 
“Daughters,” she said, “a new era has begun.”
 
✧
 
Preparing for the farewell consisted largely of bathing Andromeda, dressing her in clean white linens. Each Daughter knew their part in the ceremony, passing sponges amongst one another, combing out Andromeda’s greying hair. Maristela rubbed lavender oil into Andromeda’s hands and feet. She might have been a bride, preparing to meet her groom. Maybe she was in a way. 
Kheris was off stalking throughout the temple doing Hel knew what. His absence was a welcome relief for Saros and I. The other Daughters had ignored the god throughout the entire proceeding in the atrium. Kheris had tried his best not to looked too affronted but we all knew how he thrived on attention like a child mid tantrum. 
Saros and I were sat in the back of the washroom. Andromeda had pulled us in with her, told us to stay near as the preparations were performed. I wasn’t about to reject a dying woman’s wish. So we’d sat there, watching her naked, wrinkled body be prepared for death. The old woman was content, a faint smile on her lips. I’d not once seen anyone knowingly meet their end in such a way. 
And Hel, at least this time I wouldn’t have to deal with any blood. 
“I’m sorry,” Saros said. 
“Again? What for now?” My head fell back against the stone wall. I was tired. Bone achingly so. Even a nap in the barn beside Nari would have felt like bliss. 
He turned his head to look at me. I looked back at him, neither of us speaking for a moment. 
“I feel like I was unfair to you before. I said some things…”
I shrugged. “I’m used to it.”
“You shouldn’t have to be.” His voice was earnest, gentle. “You have no control over who you are. And I was wrong to treat you like this was your choice.”
A bucket of soapy water tipped over, streams ran down the gentle slope of the washroom floor. The rough surface of the floor set a stream heading off around a chair. The corrected course saving me from getting wet. 
“Thank you, Saros.” I meant it. 
He nodded. “What will you do when this is done?”
“Go home,” I replied. “You?”
He ruffled his golden flecked hair. Purple shadows had set below his eyes. It had been a long night. “Go back to my life. Care for the horses. Try to move on.”
“You’ll stay here?” 
He bit his lip, eyes flicking up to his grandmother before flicking back down when he saw she was still naked. Lyra had a towel in hand, drying the nearly departed leader. 
“I’ve nowhere else to go,” he said. “This is all I know.”
“Could you go to your siblings? Get out of Silbuurn? A change of pace might help.” Even as I suggested it, I knew he’d say no. Saros didn’t strike me as the kind of person who’d just up and leave. No matter how long he planned for it. He’d said this was his home. Likely he’d be the kind of person who’d pass on gently in the night, still in the same bed in which he’d been born.
He didn’t reply. 
Silence passed between us for a moment. The Daughters started dressing Andromeda in white linens, draped around her. A shroud. Might as well prepare her for burial while she was around to cooperate for it. Disposing of a body in say, the Bay of Thieves inlet was so much easier than burying it. The dead weight, trying to wrap it. Aoife had told me once that we all needed to bury the bodies from which we collected. I’d been knee deep in a grave when she turned up with Grainne, the two of them laughing at their sister caked in filth.
Needless to say, she’d been as full of shit back then as she was now.
“As for me,” I finally said to break the awkward silence. “I’ll return to my cabin in the forest. Nari will sleep for days in his barn. I might get an uninterrupted day or two before Kheris shows up and sends me off somewhere else.”
“Seems sad,” Saros mumbled. 
“Sometimes,” I admitted. “I try not to think about it too much.”
“How do you deal with being lonely?” His eyes were wide and shining. He’d definitely tried to remain strong for his grandmother. But now he was close to breaking, his face drawn. Andromeda was finished, the other Daughters had left the washroom, buckets and sponges in hand. “How do you stop it from consuming you?”
I didn’t answer him.
 
✧

We returned to the clifftop to await the dawn, the Daughters once again standing in a semi-circle crescent moon, Andromeda at the heart of it. They each clasped hands, standing solitary under the eternal gift of Tomos. A gift that meant so much to them that they would offer up their very lives in worship of it. 
The night sky twinkled as it faded, each star winked out one by one. A countdown to Andromeda’s departure. Saros stood beside me, Kheris on the other. Where Saros was tense, back ramrod straight, Kheris was calm, almost too cool given the situation. No doubt because it was a situation he revelled in. Death. His happy place. 
Finally, as the dusky blacks and purples of the night sky gave way to the warmer crimson and golden tones of dawn, the Daughters dropped one another’s hands. Andromeda returned to the dais where hours ago she’d given up every ounce of magic she’d ever possessed in her lifetime. Witches lived little more than a hundred years, a fraction compared to the fae since magic, so potent and all consuming, came at a cost. The painstaking discipline, education and sheer drive to absorb whatever she could had resulted in such a wealth of magic. To give it all up, even in death, most witches wouldn’t ever dare to. Many took it to their graves. 
Andromeda called for me. She knelt on the dais, facing across the ocean sprawling before her, the surface mirrored in the morning light. Her hands rested on her knees, palms upturned.
I approached the dais. As I passed the Daughters of Starlight they parted. Vega once more stared down at me. I might have been something filthy on her shoe for all the repulsion written on her face. Lyra nodded at me, faintly smiling, something which earned a scowl from the new leader of the Daughters of Starlight. 
I went to stand beside Andromeda, acutely aware of the many eyes on me. Despite the balmy early morning breeze, I shook. I’d never collected before so openly. Never with an audience, much less - at least not an audience that would go on living when all was said and done. It was off-putting. My stomach churned. I was glad the last meal I’d eaten was hours before. Still not long enough that I couldn’t be entirely sure I wouldn’t just double over and heave its contents over the cliff. 
“It’s time, sweetheart,” Andromeda murmured. Her eyes were closed, face basking in the dawns early light. “Come sit beside me.”
Taking a seat beside Andromeda, my palms grew clammy as I stared down at them. I found myself hoping that the shadows, as much a part of me as my very bones, would somehow not be summoned. That they’d gone away. If only for this moment. Taking a life was easier when they deserved it. But Andromeda, she didn’t deserve death, no matter how ardently she welcomed and accepted its arrival. In the short time I’d known her, I’d seen she was good. The way others looked to her with adoring eyes, she was loved, valued here. How could I take that away from them? From Saros? 
I glanced back at him. His head bowed, hands fisted at his sides. 
I’m so sorry. I could only hope he knew. 
Andromeda looked at me, eyes kind. Her weathered hand squeezed my knee. “It’s alright, sweetheart. There’s nothing to forgive. You’re not somehow less because of this. It’s my decision.”
A lump formed in my throat but I nodded. 
“Death is but a doorway,” Andromeda mused. Her face was serene as she gazed across the vast expanse of ocean. “And you, its gatekeeper. Every one of us must, at some point, enter. Let that never be a weight on your shoulders. You may feel that you decide who lives and who dies, that you are in some capacity death’s arbiter. Dear Handmaiden, you could not be further from the truth. Before each of us was born, we were weighed, judged and found wanting. I mightn’t go onto Gehenna but I have lived a life not entirely of good. No one person is better than the other at the core of it. It is our paths that define us.”
“Why are you telling me this?” My voice all but disappeared on the morning breeze. 
“Do not fear your path, dear, regardless of its destination.” Another squeeze of my knee. My legs were going numb against the dais where I rested atop them. “Now, I am quite tired. I should like to leave.”
I nodded numbly, drawing in a deep breath.
Ice slipped from the creases in my palms as smoke and shadows unfurled. They drifted out on the chill breeze, harsh against the golden light coating the dais. The shadows wafted over Andromeda, licking at the exposed skin of her arms, chest, face. A tendril of smokey shadow stroked against her temple, a lovers caress. She smiled under its touch.
The shadows coaxed her soul out. It slipped from her mouth like a fine mist, my shadows catching it, absorbing it’s pure white light. I could count on one hand the number of pure souls I’d collected. A grand total of one. After that, I’d sworn I wouldn’t again. It felt too much like a theft of the worst kind.
The silvery mist crept from her, growing thinner the further it came. As it left her body, it seemed to sing to the shadows, hello old friend, we meet again.
Ashes to ashes. Returning back from whence she came. 
Andromeda’s eyes drifted closed again. The last of her pure soul slipped away, the shadows collecting before they dissipated into the dawn. They would return to me later, after they’d taken her soul to Empyrean - to heaven. She’d said she’d lived a life not entirely good, yet I couldn’t believe that. Not as I watched the last slivers of that all too perfect soul disappear from view. 
Andromeda’s body, now nothing more than a hollow shell, slumped on the dais, sprawled across its wooden surface. Her body suddenly so frail, so small. 
 
✧
 
I’d bid a hasty farewell to Saros. He’d barely noticed as he stood immobile, eyes locked on the lifeless form of his grandmother. To Kheris, I threw a vulgar gesture. 
“Don’t ever ask me to do this again,” I ground out. “Never.”
He just winked, smirking. 
I hurried back down the clifftop, eager to get away. 
“Handmaiden.” 
I stopped, recognising the voice. I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment to collect myself. 
“Vega,” I said, turning to see the stern faced leader of the Daughters of Starlight. “I was just leaving.”
She sneered. “Never return here.”
I blinked. “I don’t want to.”
“If you return,” she continued, “we will retaliate. Your kind are no longer welcome here.”
“How do you expect to pass on the wicked souls of Silbuurn, then?” 
She didn’t say anything. Just narrowed her eyes on me. “I thank you for making Andromeda’s sacrifice as painless and easy as possible but make no mistake, you are not wanted here. The Daughters will not stand for your presence darkening our doorstep.”
My teeth ground together. I had no intention of coming back if I could help it. Let Kheris deal with it. I was done. This hadn’t been an experience I’d soon want to relive. But the way Vega spoke had my blood boiling, lightning crackling through my veins. Pure rage. 
“I have no intention of returning,” I replied. “But just know that if I do, I won’t be so kind the next time. I was civil for Andromeda’s sake but I know an evil soul when I see it. You don’t deserve the same fate as your predecessor.”
I turned my back on Vega, headed for the stables. 
 
✧
 
The return journey to Hören was uneventful. Blissfuly so. I was drained, feeling oddly empty with my shadows still absent. I didn’t even have the energy to still be angry with Kheris for the last few days. Nari had barely deigned to recognise my presence. He rode in silence, nickering only when he wanted food. 
The journey took three days. All I wanted was to sleep. We stopped frequently, napping under trees to shield ourselves from the sun. Still far too warm for autumn. 
Early on the third day, Hören Forest came into view. The tops of its pine trees shrouded in early morning fog. Beyond the first row of trees, the forest was doused in darkness. 
As we approached, I noticed two creamy white horses standing below a lone tree. They stood restless, hooves pounding the dirt beneath their feet. Their saddles were in perfect condition, rich mahogany leather etched with silver thread. Their reins had been tied to a low lying branch. It was rare to see anyone near Hören. Most avoided it like the plague. 
I nudged Nari forward. He headed into the tree line of the forest, trotting slowly. The forest was restless, the hum of the dybbuk so loud it felt as though it were rattling my bones. As we went deeper, the stranger it became. With how loud the dybbuk were, they should have been within inches of me and yet I couldn’t see a single one.
My gut sank as I registered what that meant. Someone was in the forest. Not simply near it as I’d hoped upon spotting the horses.
I pulled Nari’s reins, bringing him to a stop. He fought against it and I shushed him, listening for which direction the hum was coming from. We’d entered through the eastern border of the forest. The hum was coming directly across from us, further to the western border. With a click of my tongue, Nari followed the sound. 
Minutes later we heard it. 
A shout. 
Panicked. Full of terror. 
The cry was followed by the sound of a sword against something hard, the thud dull sounding to my ears.
I jumped off Nari and hit the ground running, the stallion following closely behind. Whoever was in the forest shouldn’t have been. They already knew that - if the shouting, coming more frequently now, was anything to judge by. Thickets blocked my path. I veered off to the left, stumbling over a gnarled tree root. 
And knocked straight into a towering male with the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Are you fucking insane?”
I was breathless and vaguely aware that at some point running through the forest I’d cut myself on a branch. The slice on my cheek stung but dulled quickly as it healed. A trickle of panicked sweat ran down my back. The hum of the dybbuk, those vilest of evil spirits, was deafening. 
The man - not a fae I noticed, his ears rounded where mine were delicately pointed - stared back at me, eyes wide in shock. Eyes the colour of the deepest ocean though also luminescent like the most brilliant of sapphires refracting the light of a thousand suns. Eyes that made me feel naked as they pierced me with an unnerving intensity. He stood a full head above me, his body strong, clearly muscled under the sleeves of his emerald tunic. The gold embroidery along the collar and hem dulled by the dark. 
“What the Hel are you doing in here?” I spat. I glanced all around, on high alert. The stench of the dybbuk filled my nostrils, turning my stomach. There was an undertone of rust to that scent. Blood. Running my eyes over the man before me, I saw not a speck of it on him.
“I-”
He was cut off as a blood curdling scream broke through the hum. Our heads whipped in its direction. My heart pounded.
“There’s someone else?”
He nodded. “One of my men. He came in here. Got dragged off by one of those things.”
“Then he’s as good as dead and we need to leave. Now.” Before we attracted more dybbuk. They’d found prey and would be hunting for more. The frenzy had begun.
I turned on my heel, took a step to walk away when a hand clamped down on my shoulder. 
“I’m not leaving him,” the man said. When I turned back he dropped his hand, eyes pleading. “I can’t leave him.”
I groaned. “I’m too tired for this shit.” Even as I spoke, I stalked past, putting myself between him and the evil spirits. I lifted my palms. And paused. 
My shadows hadn’t returned. I’d forgotten in the heat of the moment. They were still carrying Andromeda’s soul to Empyrean - a lengthy process at best for the other Handmaidens. For me, the least skilled of the group, it took a godsdamned age. There was no way for me to defend us against the dybbuk. As I stood there, palms outstretched, I felt like an idiot. And I must have looked it, too, to the man behind me. I dropped my hands, mind racing. Several dybbuk watched me with intense curiosity, as though realising just how powerless I now was. The one thing that in the past had stopped them from attacking, now far from me.
We had to leave. Had to get out and away from the dybbuk. There was another scream, broken by a gurgling sound as the hum grew to a crashing crescendo. The dybbuk inched closer. I backed away, straight into the man behind me. His body was hot against mine. Solid. For a brief moment, I felt safe, calm. But then the dybbuk, dozens of them, lunged for us. 
“RUN.”
He didn’t argue, just turned on his heel and bolted back the way I’d come, crashing through thickets and low branches. I followed his trail, grateful for him clearing the way. His feet were graceful and lithe as he charged through, dancing across the ground. He skipped over upraised tree roots, rocks and animal bones, remnants of the dybbuk hunting over the years. I stumbled constantly. 
Something pulled at my hood. 
Keep running. Keep running. Don’t look back. 
Naturally, I looked back. And what I saw made my skin crawl. A massive wall of shadow, a storm chasing us. A storm of complete, unadulterated evil. Deep within it, pale, eyeless faces flashed, tumbling over one another in a bid to reach us first. Rotting bony hands stretched out, trying to grasp whatever part of me they could reach. 
The man dodged Nari, the stallion falling in line with me as I side stepped a bush. I grabbed a hold of Nari’s reins and swung myself up in one swift movement. 
“Give me your hand,” I commanded breathlessly, bringing Nari alongside the man. 
He instantly obeyed and I took his hand and heaved, every muscle and joint in my arm groaning in protest. For a moment he stumbled, threatening to take me with him, and then lunged, only to half land on Nari behind me. As the stallion jolted through the forest, the man held on for dear life. Light filtered through ahead of us and finally, we broke through the tree line. The storm of dybbuk crashed into the wards behind us, an ear-splitting crack like a rock being cleaved in two. I glanced back to see them clambering at the wards like a wave against glass. 
Nari bucked, throwing the man to the ground. 
Out in the sunlight now, I properly looked at him for the first time. He was beautiful. Truly inhumanly beautiful. Strong jawline, golden skin. A head full of soft chestnut hair flecked with gold streaks from years in the sun. In the light now, his eyes were all consuming, depthless pools as they locked on mine. I could easily get lost in those eyes. He pushed himself to his feet. 
I could smell jasmine. And lavender. That along with the emerald green tunic and the horses I’d spied before entering Hören, I knew instantly who he was. Where he was from. I huffed a breath, chest still rapidly rising and falling in time to my pounding heart.
The man turned back to the forest and set off at a jog. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” 
He turned back. “I’m going back for him.”
“Like Hel you are. Did you not see what happened back there?” Did he have no self preservation instincts at all? “That was you almost made into spirit stew.”
“I had it handled,” he shot back, jaw clenched. He flashed a blade at me, his longsword glinting in the sunlight. Runes were etched down the length of the blade. 
I laughed. “You’re even dumber than I thought if you think that’ll do you any good in there.”
The man ground his teeth and continued walking toward the forest. I ran after him, pulled on the back of his tunic. He spun, eyes burning into my face. 
“You won’t make it a dozen feet in there before they kill you. Or worse.”
He drew in a deep breath, chest rising. 
I knew that look. Pain etched across his face. I’d seen it dozens of times over. The realisation that someone was gone. That they’d died - and not just died, but died when you could have done something about it. I’d felt that, too. More times than I could count.
Beyond the wards, I could hear the dybbuk calming, the hum dying out. Satiated for the time being. 
“He’s gone?”
I nodded. For a moment there was no sound but distant birds. “Why was he in there?”
The man shrugged. “I looked away for a moment and he was running into the forest. We only stopped because one of the horses lost a shoe.”
He swung the sword over his back and dusted off his tunic. When he looked back up at me, his eyes were calculating, sizing me up. The mysterious stranger who’d come to his aid - even though he believed he didn’t need it.
“You probably shouldn’t come back here,” I called after him. 
He waved a hand over his head. 
I’d just saved him. And that’s all he could manage? I’d put myself at risk, ready to go head to head with the dybbuk and he’d stalked off without so much as a thank you. I wouldn’t have called myself petty but thanks should have been in order - at the very least. My blood boiled. 
“Seriously?”
He glanced back over his shoulder. “Seriously what?”
“You nearly died.”
“But I didn’t.” He shrugged, heading towards the horses tied beneath the tree. They calmed as they noticed him approaching.
I scoffed, “If it wasn’t for me, you would have never left that forest.”
He walked back to me, eyes narrowed. I gulped. Inwardly, I chastised that part of myself that came alight, drawn to the man before me. Stupid. So stupid. The intensity with which he looked at me had my stomach in knots.
“All you did was tell me to leave behind a friend and run away like some little bitch,” he replied, jaw clenched. A muscle near his temple twitched. “Forgive me if I don’t offer my thanks for that. Besides, I had it in hand, as I said. I’m better equipped to deal with threats like that than you are.”
I laughed at that. “Says the man who swung a sword at a spirit. I know who you are, my lord. Son of Ikya.”
He blinked. Had he really thought he’d be unrecognised? Sure, Hören was a distance away from Galicia but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t recognise a commander of the Empress' army when I saw one. Jasmine and lavender had been the final nail in the coffin. Galicia was known for its fields of lavender, surrounding the city where it sat nestled between the Galician Mountains. Jasmine surrounded Aeternum, the palace at the heart of the city. The smell was overpowering to anyone who didn’t live there. I could always tell when Kheris had been to see the Empress - he smelt worse than a man who’d spent the night at a whore house.
The man before me - so infuriating not just for his lack of self preservation but also the way he distracted me - ran a hand through his hair, strands catching the warm sunlight. I jumped when he laughed. 
“Not a lord,” he said, “but I could be. If that’s what you’re into.”
I stared at him, mouth ajar.
He raised an eyebrow, smirking. “Keep that mouth open any longer and I’ll start to get the wrong idea.” 
I snapped my mouth shut, sucked in a deep breath. 
“You cocky son of a bitch,” I ground out. “You nearly died just then. And now you’re really going to try that with me? I ought to drag you back into that dammed forest and let the dybbuk have at you.”
He closed the gap between us, eyes locked on mine the entire time. I resisted the urge to back away. This close, he overshadowed me. Something in my chest fluttered.
“If anything’s going to eat me,” he crooned, “I can think of a much better candidate.”
My stomach knotted. That part of me, somewhere deep in my chest, stirred again. Had it been a physical entity - that foolishly juvenile reaction - I’d have given it a solid right hook.
“You’re unbelievable.”
“I believe the word you’re looking for is pulchritudinous.”
I folded my arms and sighed heavily, nostrils flaring. A long day already was now something of an eternity. Wind blew past me, twisting my skirts every which way. “Is that supposed to dazzle me? Your use of a word with more than two syllables? Are you a total fuckwit or am I just getting special treatment?”
“Oh, I haven’t even gotten to the special treatment yet,” he crooned. 
Unblinking, I levelled a gaze at him packed with every ounce of annoyance and impatience I could muster, despite how bone achingly tired I suddenly was. 
“Thank you,” he said.
I cocked my head. “For saving you?”
“No,” he replied. “For acknowledging how unbelievably amazing I am.” A moment passed before he added, “Well, yes. But I won’t call it ‘saving’ - that would be a wound to my pride too great to recover from."
“Does this act ever work for you?”
He shrugged. “Sometimes. You’d be surprised how many are attracted to this.”
I walked back to Nari. He followed, falling into step beside me. “To idiocy?”
“Hm?”
“Clearly they’re only attracted to idiocy.” I pulled myself atop Nari. He stomped a hoof, a warning for the man to stay back. I patted his mane, silently promising an extra apple once back at the cabin. “And you’re right, I wouldn’t be surprised by that at all.”
Silence passed between us. The wind picked up again and wrapped around us like a cocoon. The smell of him was intoxicating. My hood fluttered, my hand instinctively flying up to keep it down, shadowing my face. His brow furrowed for a moment. 
“You come back into this forest again and I won’t save you,” I warned. “This was a one time thing.”
“Till we meet again, then.” He grinned. 
A nudge had Nari trotting back into the forest, leaving the Son of Ikya in our wake.
I’m not ashamed to say I grumbled the entire way back while keeping a keen eye out for dybbuk. Some had scattered, chasing the scent of blood as it dried into the earth. True, one life had been spared but another had been viciously taken - something the dybbuk would be content with.
Not something I’d move past any time soon. 
As darkness took hold of the forest sometime later, I sat in a steaming bath mixed with peppermint oil. Lazily, my mind floating elsewhere, I drew shapes and symbols on the fogged window above the bath. It took a moment to realise they were the runes I’d seen on the Son of Ikya’s sword. I palmed away the runes, smearing condensation across the window with a scowl.
Leaning back in the bath, my mind drifted over the days events. Sometime tomorrow I’d have to go searching for the bones of the dybbuks latest victim. I groaned and sank lower in the tub. My head was the only part of me left above, my hair floating on the water. 
At some point I drifted off because the next thing I knew, I was thrashing about in the tub, gasping for air. Head spinning, my eyes blinked against the harsh candlelights in the bathroom, glaring off the tiled walls. As I calmed down, the water sloshing over the edges of the tub, images in my mind became clearer. A nightmare. It had been a nightmare. Vega had stood over me, a rope around my neck. She pulled against it, suffocating me. 
Not a rope. My hand rubbed at my throat, at the phantom pain. I could almost feel the burn of the corded rope, rough against my skin. But no, definitely not a rope. It wasn’t real. Just my hair clinging to my skin. I unwound the tendrils, squeezing out water as I went. 
The bath water was ice. Shivering, I climbed out, wrapped myself in a towel. I was too tired to properly dry myself as I collapsed into bed.
 
✧
 
A bird chittering on the windowsill woke me. It was late enough that the light filtering through the treetops shone directly down on the cabin. I hadn’t slept like that in the longest time. Dragged under by horrifying nightmares. Trapped. The feeling of panic so much like the feeling of falling through ice on a lake and then being unable to find your way out. I’d always had nightmares - they’d not been anything new. Many a night I’d awoken drenched in a cold sweat. These had been different. Deeper. Darker.
I still felt their hold on me like a thin veil of iron mesh. 
My shadows at some time in the night had crept back in. I could feel them swirling beneath my skin like eels seeking out prey. 
Dressing in pants and a shirt, I threw my cloak on. My hair was a matted tangle from drying during a fitful sleep. Even without looking in the mirror, I knew how deep the purple under my eyes would be. Hel willing, no one would see me today. Kheris would hopefully keep his distance. How I looked didn’t matter. I was too tired to care beyond that.
A chunk of buttered bread in hand, I left the cabin, detouring only to grab the shovel from the barn. The forest was back to its usual quiet, the familiar low hum of the dybbuk rustling through the trees on a cool breeze. They’d been satisfied enough by yesterdays events. However unfortunate it had been, there was no denying it had served a purpose. An unfortunately necessary murder, returning the forest to a semi-peaceful state. 
It didn’t sit well with me but at least it was going to keep the dybbuk off my back for a while. 
I wound my way through the forest, headed for that spot surrounded by the poisonous berries. The spot I’d found him yesterday. The beautiful stranger. Who was beyond arrogant and disgustingly suggestive given how little he knew me. 
Never in my life had I come across someone so…blatant. The way he’d propositioned me, the words he’d said. 
Keep that mouth open any longer and I’ll start to get the wrong idea.
If anything’s going to eat me, I can think of a much better candidate.
I rolled my eyes, despite my audience being a couple of bluebirds, picking at worms in the dirt. 
But then again, there was that part of me deep within. That small part that had burned, raised its head at everything the man had said. A stupid, moronic part of me that was almost enticed by the Son of Ikya. 
But if legend was anything to be believed, then it was no surprise. The Sons of Ikya, Empress Dianthe’s imperial forces. Angel warriors and defenders of Galicia. Whoremongers and frauds. They paraded about, sent to protect and watch over Nythrial and its surrounding courts. Heads held high, chests out while also making an attempt to appear as humble servants of the people. They fooled no one. It was partly why the rumours were often believed as fact. 
So that small part of me was no better than the whores who spread their legs for the Sons. 
Great. 
I chucked the rest of the bread into the bush, no longer hungry. Eventually I found the path, plowed by the Son yesterday as we fled from the dybbuk. I followed it and came to the spot where I’d met him. There were no dybbuk to be seen now, just footprints ground into damp earth where we’d spun and fled. 
It wasn’t much further before I came across streaks of blood. The metal tang seared the inside of my nose. I’d grown used to it over time. Smears of blood on tree trunks, rocks. I followed them. When I saw a severed ear kicked amongst the dirt, I knew I was close. And sure enough, around the next corner I found the remains of the other Son. 
There wasn’t enough left for anyone to identify him. He was a jumble of torn muscle and sinew, cracked bones and dirtied emerald clothing. Rot had already started to set in. The prey of the dybbuk decayed faster than most. I didn’t know why but in some ways it was a mercy. I knew to avoid certain parts of the forest for a few days before it was okay to venture near. There was no waiting game, no surprises. No animals taking weeks to fully rot away into nothing. 
I breathed through my mouth. That was a mistake. I could taste him on my tongue. My stomach rolled and the little bread I’d eaten came back up in one fell swoop. Spitting to rid myself of the taste of vomit, I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. This would have to be done quickly. 
The shovel jarred my elbow as I dug it into the dirt but I persisted, carving out a hole deep enough that nothing would attempt to unearth the body. The soil was compacted, more rocks than dirt the further down I went. By the time I’d dug a decent hole I was sweating, my cloak discarded to the side. 
Taking care not to physically touch what little remained, I pushed the pieces of the Son of Ikya with the shovel into the hole. And then for good measure, scraped the blood-soaked dirt into the grave. I buried the body and patted down the soil, packing it in as much as possible. 
It had been some time since I’d last had to bury a body. Generally fae and humans alike avoided the forest and on the occasions someone wandered in, I’d gotten to them in time to usher them out. But ever since that first woman I’d buried all those years ago, I kept to a tradition. A red ribbon tied around the trunk of the tree nearest to where they were buried. I secured the ribbon with a knot, the loose ends flickering feebly in the slight breeze. Most of the ribbons had degraded, the only thing marking the rough graves being my memory. Very few were still intact though dirtied by time, now more the colour of dried blood. Fitting in its own way. 
I bowed my head once the ribbon was tied. Said a quick prayer to the gods and returned to my cabin. 
 
✧
 
“Lindengaard.”
I slumped back in my chair. Kheris had taken the rest of my dinner, again, while he filled me in on where I was to go next. 
“Don’t you have food at Alilthien?” My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten since the bread that morning. The bread now lying in a puddle of vomit near the buried Son of Ikya. 
Kheris looked up from his - my - plate. “But this food brings me so much joy, Orphelia. Eating isn’t nearly as fun if I don’t get to piss someone off in the process.”
“You’re a pig.”
He winked. “Oink. Now, Lindengaard.”
I folded my arms, sucking my teeth. “I don’t want to.”
“I don’t want to,” he mimicked. “Tough.”
“I’m not going.”
“Orphelia.” I resisted the urge to shrink under that lethal gaze of his. A gaze that could birth nightmares in the heartbeat it took to wipe away someones existence. “Let’s not become the petulant child of yester-century. I thought we’d moved past that and frankly, what a relief. You know you really were a piece of work?”
“I got it from my father,” I replied. 
“You could have gotten so much more from me.”
“Most likely venereal of one kind or another. I’ll pass.”
The look he gave me had me almost shrinking back.
Almost.
“You’re going to Lindengaard,” he continued. “Or I’ll have to send Aoife to convince you.”
I shuddered at that. I couldn’t stop it. The last time Aoife had come to ‘convince’ me, I’d had the marks for a week. 
Impressive considering how fast I usually healed. Good thing the forest was otherwise unoccupied, save the dybbuk, because my screams had echoed throughout. 
“Who am I getting?” I finally asked. 
Kheris smiled. Triumphant. He let the fork clatter onto the plate, straightened. “You’ll know in time.”
The furnace was beginning to dwindle. I left the table, added another log to the fire. Flames licked greedily, consuming it in one swift move. I imagined Kheris burning right alongside it.
“I’ll expect a full report after this one. See you in,” he paused, shaking his head back and forth as he thought, “three days.”
I gaped. “Seriously? That's nowhere near enough time to be there and back. You know that.”
He shrugged. The God of Death who couldn’t give a shit. “Not my fault you can’t sift. Would make life so much easier for you, wouldn’t it?”
I lobbed a log of wood at his head. With a wave of his hand, it dissipated into ashes. Kheris dusted them from his shoulders as they floated around him like snow. 
“That’s no way to treat a guest, daughter.”
“Referring to yourself as a guest implies that you’re welcome.” I bared my teeth at him. 
I couldn’t tell if it was the rising anger or the furnace that warmed my cheeks. I readied another log, knowing full well that in the long run, I was the one who’d suffer when I had to chop more wood. Still, just the possibility of hitting Kheris even once…
Kheris chuckled as he stepped back into shadows and sifted, leaving me fuming in his wake. 
Lindengaard. 
Great.
 
✧
 
I packed a bag the following morning at first light. Three days. Three fucking days to get to the west coast and back. Impossible. Or rather, possible if I didn’t sleep or eat. Even then it would be cutting it incredibly fine.
Kheris would have to wait. Fuck him. He knew I’d never be back that fast. To him, it was all mind games. Just knowing that I’d potentially be stressed about missing a deadline. Well, he didn’t actually know me if he truly thought I’d be worried over what he wanted. 
Nari had gorged on oats and hay since we’d returned from Silbuurn so when I entered the barn, he neighed and shook out his mane. One of the few signs of appreciation I ever received from him.  
“We’re off again,” I said as I slung the saddle over his back. He swung his head impatiently. “Blame Kheris. I was prepared to let you get fat and sleep for the week.” 
Once all secured, I led Nari out of the barn. The forest was still quiet. A very welcome change but no doubt one I’d not get to enjoy once I returned from Lindengaard. For this to continue for another three days, I’d practically have to hand deliver another Son of Ikya to the evil spirits. I wasn’t about to commit to ritualistic sacrifice for the sake of some peace and quiet. 
Even if at one point it had been suggested to me by Nessa.
The image of the sapphire-eyed Son with a wicked tongue sprang to mind. Maybe for him, I’d make an exception. 
We cleared the forest border soon after we set out, Nari following a familiar path, well worn into the ground. The sun was just rising as we stepped into the open air. 
“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show.”
Nari spun before I registered the voice. 
The Son of Ikya from the other day lounged against a boulder, arms crossed. He was wearing the same emerald green tunic, his uniform. His horse was fast asleep in the damp grass beside him. 
“What are you doing back here?” The man had a death wish. Of that much I was now certain. I dismounted and walked over to him. His eyes shone as they narrowed in on me. 
“I was hoping to collect Silas’s remains.”
Silas. The other Son I’d buried. “Yeah, about that. You can’t.”
His face paled. “Is there really that little left of him?”
“No, no.” I frowned. “Usually people don’t come for the remains so…I bury them.”
He watched me for a moment. “Didn’t think you were the type to do that.”
Nari had crept up behind me. He nudged me in the back with his nose as though to say let’s go -  we’ll be late.
“What can I say? It was simply too cold for me to practice dark magic and dance around the body naked in the moonlight.”
His answering stare filled me with instant regret. Not the time to joke. 
“Look,” I said, “I don’t know what gave you that impression but it’s done. I’m not about to disturb a grave just so someone can be reburied elsewhere. Leave him be.”
The man nodded. “Fine. I guess I’ll just have to tell his widow mother that she can’t have back the only remaining member of her family to give him a proper Passing with rites.”
I climbed atop Nari. He started off at a trot as I called back, “Not my problem. Neither of you should have been in that forest to begin with.”
“I’ve been rude.” 
I whipped my head around. The Son of Ikya was on his horse and following. I briefly debated whether I should push Nari to full speed and leave the man in my dust but something held me back. That stupid, moronic part of me. It was a little too brazen for my liking. 
“How so?” I wasn’t about to disagree.
His horse rode up alongside Nari, the two otherwise unbothered by one another. 
“I should have introduced myself the other day.” He extended a hand. “I’m Luca Vitarelle. Commander of the 19th legion of Empress Dianthe’s army.”
I looked at his hand until he withdrew it. “Good for you.”
He laughed, the sound booming in the open space surrounding us. “You’re a decent conversationalist.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Perhaps I should start being smutty. That’s more your speed. What appendage am I meant to eat again? This one?” I held up my middle finger with a mock sweet smile.
To his credit, Luca bowed his head. Chestnut hair flopped in his face. “Look, I’m generally not used to having my ass saved by a female…fae? Human? What exactly are you?”
My hood was up as usual. “Fae.” Close enough. Not entirely a lie.
“Well,” he said, “definitely not used to being saved by a fae. Generally it’s the other way around. But thank you. Even if all you did was tell me to run and then tell me off.”
“You deserved it.”
“True.” Luca nodded. “Still stung a bit.”
We continued on in silence. The grass was coated in golden light as the sun crept higher in the sky. Rabbits had come out of their burrows to safely munch of dew covered grass while predators still slept. 
“Where are you off to at such an early hour?” Luca asked. 
I glanced at him, those sapphire eyes drawing in mine. There was an intensity behind them that made my skin tingle. Instantly I felt like every pathetic heroine I’d read about at Alilthien - doe eyed and captivated by the handsome male lead. Inwardly, I shook myself. 
“Lindengaard,” I finally said. “I have work there.”
Luca smiled. “Oddly enough, that’s where I’m headed.”
I knew what he was about to say before he said it. And I dreaded it. 
“We should travel together.”
I bit my lip. “I travel fast.”
“I can keep up.”
As though to prove it, his horse sped up. Nari took it as a dare to compete and closed the gap in an instant. 
By the quiet look of determination in Luca’s eyes, I realised my chances of slipping away were near non existent. He was too aware.
“Once we get there,” I warned, “you leave me be.”
Luca smirked. “If you can leave me alone, that is.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Luca hadn’t been lying. 
His horse kept up the entire time, right alongside Nari. I wasn’t about to admit it and likely would have been trampled to death by my own horse, but Luca’s horse handled the first day better than Nari did. With no competition in pretty much…forever, Nari had become complacent. He was still faster than the wind but he’d grown used to being the best and had lost his drive. Luca’s horse was disciplined. 
I found myself growing impatient. I’d told Luca I travelled fast and here we were, practically at a snails pace. 
We’d briefly stopped for lunch and to water the horses. Luca had attempted to make conversation. I hadn’t indulged. Either he was the most obtuse man I’d ever met or he had an iron will. Possibly both, which was dangerous.
Without realising, as we rode through fields of green and passed the odd little village, I found myself staring at Luca through side glances and moments where I pretended to be scouring the terrain. If he’d noticed, he’d at least done me the courtesy of not acknowledging my gawking. My usually logical self had turned to mud. Something else, something more primal sought to rule. 
My face heated when I remembered what he’d said to me when we first met. 
If anything’s going to be eating me, I can think of a much better candidate. 
I’d never been with a man. Not like that. The opportunity had presented itself when I was younger with a soldier at the Winter Court when I’d visited Nessa. Aside from a few stolen kisses, it hadn’t progressed. I was afraid of what I was and what might happen. Realistically, that hadn’t changed. There was no telling what might happen if I lost my white knuckled control over the deathly shadows deep within. 
Beyond the soldier, there’d been one other. It was innocent by all accounts. Longing glances across the room, sultry eyes and sly smiles. Quickening in my belly and clouds around my head. I still didn’t know who he was, just that he’d been at Alilthien during a banquet some centuries before. And I supposed that made it all the more alluring. A forbidden romance, killed in its infancy. 
For the first time in a long time, though, I started to wonder what it might feel like. The gentle caress of a warm hand against my cheek, trailing down my neck, along my side… my mind drifted far away as we rode on in silence. 
As the sun was setting and Nari began growing impatient, ready to stop the night, I veered off the dirt road.
“We should make camp,” I said over my shoulder. My satchel had enough food for a few days. If Luca hadn’t brought anything with him, that would last us a day and a half at best. I could ration. Could a man his size? The only male I’d fed lately - admittedly against my will - was Kheris. He was bottomless. 
Luca tied his horse to a tree. “I’d have picked you for the luxury inn kind of fae.”
I raised my eyebrows. “You think I can’t rough it?”
“Oh, I think you might very well like it rough.” A smirk spread across his face, eyes twinkling in wicked delight. 
“You’re a prick,” I muttered. “Start a damn fire.”
As I moved to unload Nari, my stomach released a knot I didn’t know it had been holding. 
“How often do you travel?” Luca busied himself with the beginnings of a fire, stacking snapped sticks and dried leaves for tinder. 
The tree we’d stopped under wouldn’t provide much cover. I set up my tent, a myriad of patchwork and stains. Try as I might, it never looked clean.
Luca wrinkled his nose. “You sleep in that?”
“Yes. The less welcoming it looks, the less I’m bothered on the road,” I replied, a little hurt despite knowing full well how trashed the tent was. “If you haven’t worked it out by now, I travel alone because I like being alone.”
The fire started, flames licking through charring tinder. Luca blew on it, pausing only to say. “No one likes to be alone. Not really. But you’re entitled to your wrong opinion.”
I ground my teeth together. Inhaled deeply through my nose. Pollen and dust from the road hung on the air, coated my cloak in a fine layer. Already I was looking forward to reaching Lindengaard. And a bathhouse. My eyes felt gritty with dust. 
Luca, as it turned out, had come very prepared. He’d walked off while I sorted through my bag in the tent, returning as I sat by the fire, warming my hands. In his hands he held a rabbit, neck bent at an unnatural angle. Making quick work of skinning and gutting it., he cooked the rabbit on a spit made of sticks and twigs. I added in the bread and fruit I’d brought along. 
“Do you often stalk random people?” I laid back in the grass, looking up at the night sky, at the stars stretching from one horizon to another. The moon was a slip of what it once was, ready to disappear altogether before Tomos brought forth a new one.
Luca gnawed on a bone. “Only ones I like.”
“You don’t even know me,” I replied. I was drowsy. 
Luca threw the bone into the bushes. “I know you’re the kind of person to save a stranger. And to respectfully bury someone you don’t even know. And for that, I like you.”
I wasn’t sure how respectful the burial of Silas had been. At the very minimum, it was decent.
“Cleaning up one body was bad enough,” I said. I could still smell the blood - metallic, rusty nails mixed with dirt. “If I’d had to do two, it would have ruined my week.”
He was silent for a long time, the only sounds the wind and the horses. 
I turned to look at Luca. He was leaning against his bag, eyes staring off into the distance. In that moment, I caught a flash of sadness. Just a fraction before he sensed he was being watched. He smiled. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
Luca blinked away the grief in his eyes. “For what?”
I pushed myself up on my elbows, allowed myself to really look at Luca properly for the first time without fear of being caught. His hair was dishevelled from the ride. It flopped in his eyes and stuck up at weird angles. Overall, it suited him. There was a kind of wildness that radiated from him. A wildness I wanted to explore. 
No. I couldn’t think about that. I swatted away that part of me that raised its head hopefully.
“Your friend.”
“There’s no need. There was nothing you could have done.”
But there was. There always was. I spent so much time taking life. I should have been able to spend just as much preserving it. Kheris had a conniption when I’d said as much centuries ago while living at Alilthien. 
That’s not our purpose, he’d said. 
Don’t ever say that again, he’d warned. 
So I kept my opinions on it to myself. Bottled inside with a sickly concoction of guilt and pain. It sliced through me, a white hot knife, wounding and cauterising all at once. Whenever there was someone, anyone who could have been spared, I mourned. Their loss was mine. Nessa had once said I felt too deeply to be a Handmaiden. But it wasn’t something I could just turn off, try as I might. 
“Why the horse?” I asked instead. 
“Should I ride a sheep? Or a wyvern?” He smacked a fist into his bag, plumping it under his head.
I shuddered. The wyvern were terrifying at best. Vicious apex predators native to Marwolaeth. There was a settlement of them in Mourners Pass after they’d crossed the sea to the mainland millennia ago. Smaller than dragons, their gentle counterparts, some wyvern were no bigger than a horse but could shred a man in the blink of an eye. 
I shook my head. The fire crackled, embers dancing on the updraft from the licking flames. “You’re one of the Sons, aren’t you? Don’t you fly? You have wings, do you not?”
Luca laughed. “It’s not as easy as you think.”
“What? You don’t just flap and hope for the best?” 
Luca sat up, turned to face me. He sat crosslegged, arms resting on his knees. “I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve flown in the past decade.”
That took me by surprise. Every depiction of the Sons, every story revolved around their magnificent wings, pure white and almost translucent in parts, like malleable glass. The wingspan was almost twice the length of their body, deafening as they flew. 
“Let me explain,” Luca said. “Briefly. Because I’m beyond exhausted.” He rubbed his face as though to prove it. “Our wings aren’t just for every day or because we feel like it. Sometimes we can summon them ourselves. Sometimes they’re summoned for us. No one really knows the exact reasons - and they’re different for everyone. Some have their wings summoned when there’s danger. Some when they’re afraid and their very literal flight response kicks in.”
“And for you?” I asked. He had my full attention. I’d never really spoken to a Son myself. Beyond a few choice curses under my breath, and a prejudice I knew was ingrained from my time spent at Alilthien Castle with Kheris, I’d had precious little to do with the Sons.
Never mind that Galicia was strictly of limits to my kind.  
Luca shrugged. “Not to brag-“
“Of course.” I rolled my eyes. 
He grinned. “I have a pretty good grasp on my emotions. I have to be when I have so many men looking to me. But there was a time when someone I loved was in danger. My wings were summoned then for the first time.” His face grew dark, a memory hanging over him like an ominous cloud. 
Nari snorted in his sleep, jolted Luca’s horse awake. 
“We should sleep,” Luca finally said. He rolled out a blanket and settled down. 
I took that as my cue to leave and entered my tent. 
 
✧
 
As a child growing up on Marwolaeth, I’d always been frightened of the things that went bump in the night. After all, I personally knew said things. 
I woke instantly, jostled whilst sleeping. My eyes struggled to focus, thick with sleep. When they did adjust to the dim, I groaned. 
“Why?” I whispered. 
Kheris was sat beside me, cross legged and smiling. “I take it all back. Your cabin is a palace compared to this mess.”
I rubbed away the last bit of sleep from my eyes. An hour, maybe two had passed since I’d left Luca beside the fire and retired for the night. The moon was just at the apex of the night sky, visible through a hole in the top of the tent. I made a mental note to patch it when this was all over. 
“There is absolutely no need for you to be here,” I mumbled. “I’m on track…ish.”
If on track meant heading in the right general direction. On track for Kheris's impossible deadline? Not a chance.
He made a face. In the confines of the tent, the God of Death was all consuming. There was no room to shy away as I bore the full force of his gaze and felt cold, mismanaged power roll off him in waves. “I mean, you could be going faster. Sleeping? Really?”
I just stared at him. “I’m not even doing that now.”
“Good, then you could be on your way.”
I pushed myself up, sitting as far back in the tent as I could go. A hand span separated us. “For any regular trip, you’re being very pushy.”
“What food have you got?”
Before I could stop him, Kheris was rifling through my satchel. He began to dig out fruit and stopped.
“Have you ever heard of enjoying yourself, Orphelia? This is horse food. What about chocolate? What about…oh! What if you kept some coffee on hand? I’m surprised you don’t have some. You shouldn’t be sleeping. Not while I’m paying you to work.”
I yawned. “You’re not paying me.”
“I let you live.”
“Then fire me."
Kheris sighed as he pushed away the satchel. Turning to me, he batted his eyes. “This trip involves a very important collection.”
“Mmhmm?” I wasn’t buying it. Too many years dealing with Kheris had taught me to smell bullshit before I stepped in it. 
“There’s a ship full of orphans,” he said, pouting.
“Like Hel there is.” Knew it. Bullshit.
“A ship full of kittens.”
“Get out.”
“A ship full of witches?” He frowned. “Wait, do over. You don’t like witches well enough.” His eyes lit up. “A ship full of Sons of Ikya. Judging by the extraordinary specimen slumbering out there, you’re getting rather close to them. Did I not teach you the legends? Gods - that’s me, get it? - know what they’ve stuck their cocks into. You could catch one of those sexual diseases.” He drew out the final word, exaggerating as he he rose his eyebrows at me.
I pulled my cloak around me, the wind whistling through the thin patchwork of the tent. My hair, more the colour of rich chocolate in the dim light, bounced around my shoulders. 
“You didn’t teach me anything. He has been trailing me like a lost dog.” I huffed a breath, it fogged in the cold air of the tent. “And I am about to set fire to this whole fucking tent if you don’t leave.”
Kheris put his hands up in surrender though still smirked. The edges of his body blurred into the darkness around him. Shadows that weren’t of ordinary night danced around his shoulders. They seemed to whisper to him where he sat. I shuddered to think what they might have been saying. 
“I just came to see how things were going,” he said. “And perhaps I should stay. A young fae such as yourself should definitely have a chaperone. Wouldn’t want to take after your mother now, would we?”
Daggers. My eyes shot white hot daggers, so sharp I imagined they’d glint in the moonlight, directly at him. Every ounce of hate I possessed loaded into them. Kheris paid no mind. His grin was triumphant. He’d gotten under my skin. In a brief moment of clarity, the fog of annoyance slid away. I realised that was all this visit had been about. To torment me. And he’d won. He’d hit where it hurt most. 
Soft footsteps sounded outside the tent. Kheris dramatically blew me a kiss as he slipped back into the shadows, leaving the tent blissfully to its usual occupancy of one. 
“Hello?” Luca called from outside the tent. “Are you talking in your sleep?”
I poked my head out. “If I was, I wouldn’t be able to give an answer now, would I?”
He shrugged. “I’ve had conversations with people while asleep. You never know.”
He’d removed his tunic, leaving himself with only a thin white linen shirt. It was as crumpled as his hair, now ruffled not only from riding but also what appeared to have been a restless sleep. 
Luca stood with his hands buried deep in his pockets, shrouded in the night sky. Mouth twisted to the side in a smirk, he watched me expectantly. 
“Anything else?” 
Definitely should have gone on my own.
I was used to dealing with Kheris while out on the road, but someone like Luca? That was entirely new. So far, I wasn’t exactly enjoying the experience. 
He raised his eyebrows. “Well, you know, it’s customary to at least be familiar with the person you’re travelling with.”
“I beg to differ.”
He continued on, pretending not to have heard me. “Seeing as you know who I am, I thought it might be appropriate to know who you are. Don’t you think?”
“Can’t say I’ve given it a moments thought.” 
A lie. Somewhat. I’d certainly thought about it - the negative implications of Luca knowing just who I was, anyway. 
“So, that leads me to my next point,” Luca said. 
I sighed. “Can it wait till morning?”
He ignored me. “What’s your name?”
“Good night.” I retreated into the tent.
 
✧
 
The following night the vision came, revealing who I was to find in Lindengaard. There were far too many for my liking - multiple collections weren’t my favourite. They wore me out. And given how long the return journey would take, I might need to take an extra day. Now I realised why Kheris had pushed for me to be back at the cabin so soon. Just another way to torment me. 
I’d barely spoken to Luca throughout the second day of travel. Honestly, I was afraid that the moment I said something, I’d give in and say something personal - even something as seemingly harmless as a name. Despite Saros, he was already closer than anyone else had been - anyone normal, that was. And that said something considering how little we’d actually spoken since first meeting what was really only days ago. 
The morning of the third day, Luca woke before me. He’d cooked breakfast. Eggs. I had no idea where they’d come from. 
“Did you just tear apart a small bird family somewhere?” As I emerged from the tent, it practically collapsed on itself. Better now than in the middle of the night. At least it was now half packed.
Luca grinned. In the morning light he was breathtaking. My face heated. “I didn’t sleep much. Elda and I-“
“Elda?”
“My horse,” he said, “keep up. We headed into the local village. Scrounged up something better than fruit and nuts.”
My gaze narrowed. “If you don’t like what I have then don’t eat it.”
“A man needs sustenance.”
“A man needs to be grateful.”
After all, without my provisions, Luca would have been ready to chew off his arm. His food had run out surprisingly fast. And hunting wasn’t always so reliable as we travelled over sprawling planes and hills, with nary an animal in sight for hours at a time.
He held out a plate loaded with eggs and bacon. I took it with a fake smile. The sooner we reached Lindengaard, the better. I bit into a rasher, savouring the flavour. The egg yolks cracked, running across the plate. As I finished the food, I wiped it up with a finger and sucked the yolk. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was till I’d started eating. 
Wordlessly, Luca passed a chunk of fresh baked bread. I tore into it, still warm and smelling like every earthly ecstasy rolled into one.
“So,” Luca said, breaking the silence. I glanced up, found those wide blue eyes watching me as I ate and sucked my fingers. For a moment he seemed lost, eyes distant. “When we reach Lindengaard, what then? Is it a ‘thank you and good luck’? Or do we just walk off and not speak to one another ever again.”
I knew which one I would prefer. 
“Is it even possible for you to not talk?” Swallowing, the bread caught in my throat. I pulled out my canteen, filled the night before from a river we’d passed. The water was cool as I downed it in deep gulps. 
Luca dusted off his hands and began packing up his bed roll. “Not really. Besides, I think you secretly love hearing me talk.”
I rolled my eyes. “You may say thank you, good luck and I’ll just walk away. Sound good to you?”
“For now.” He winked. 
“You’re a pain,” I muttered. 
Nari ignored me as I loaded my bags onto his back. I’d given up trying to work out what was bothering him this trip. Mostly I put it down to Elda, Luca’s horse. Maybe Nari felt threatened in some way. I honestly couldn’t have cared as I nudged him into position. He snorted at me. 
Elda waited dutifully as Luca finished loading his things and then we were off. A few hours would have us on the outskirts of Lindengaard. Not much further after that to reach port. If all went well, I could maybe be done by sundown. 
Well, I could dream. 
Despite Luca initiating several conversations, I barely spoke the rest of the journey. My mind was preoccupied, rehashing the vision for the upcoming collection. Lost in thought, it took Luca several attempts to get my attention. Time had passed far quicker than I realised. 
Wrought iron gates loomed ahead. 
Lindengaard. 
“Thank you and good luck, I guess,” Luca said. He pulled on Elda’s reins, the perfect stallion coming to a stop in an instant. “You still haven’t told me exactly what business it is that you’re part of.”
The gates pulled back, guards dragging them across a dirty brick road. They screeched, the sound grating. 
“That’s because it’s none of your business,” I replied. Nari trotted into the city. A high stone wall surrounded the entirety of Lindengaard. Kind of pointless when you considered the fact that it was directly on the coast. Any idiot with a boat could get in if they were sneaky enough. 
Hooves clomped up behind me. 
“Will I see you again?” 
I sincerely hope not, I said inwardly. But to Luca I said, “Most likely you won’t so goodbye. Don’t come near the forest again.”
Luca bowed his head, the all too familiar smirk on his golden face. He wore a blue tunic today, foregoing the Sons of Ikya uniform. The aqua tones complemented his eyes, bringing out light shades of sea green in them. They were mesmerising. He still smelt of jasmine and I turned away before I fell in too deep. Before I drowned in a sea of sapphires and heated glances. 
Elda rode off. I nudged Nari and we began to head down to the stables. Taking him through the sprawling city would save me the effort of walking but there was a certain lack of practicality to it. Last time I’d been in Lindengaard, Nari had knocked over more pedestrians and food carts than I cared to remember. No one had liked us much that day. 
Lindengaard was truly stunning. The second largest city in Nythrial, just after Galicia, it was the hub of all major trade and innovation. The beating heart of the continent. At any given time, at least a dozen merchant ships with sails like clouds were docked. They came from all over, the only exception being Autumn Court. The one court which didn’t trade beyond their own borders. No one was sure what they’d even have to offer to the mainland. 
At the core of the port city was the temple of Neifion, God of the Sea. Merchants would go to the temple before setting off on a voyage to beseech the god to give them safe passage. I knew for a fact that Neifion was choosy about who he did grant safe passage to - and it was seldom the slave ship owners. 
The filthy underbelly of Lindengaard was its slave trade of lesser faeries and humans from other courts and even far off continents across the sea that no average citizen dared travel to. They were all brought through Lindengaard, bought with gold and highly sought valuables to trade back home. Only the wealthiest in Nythrial possessed slaves. 
But for all that Lindengaard was despicable, it was equally enchanting. Mine was a love hate relationship with the city. Any time concoctions that promised a solid nights sleep but there was one for anxiety and restlessness that made me feel as though I were floating. 
I would happily collect each and every one of those elitist bastards. 
I entered its gates, it was to do Kheris's dirty work. But there was something so captivating about it. And a fae like myself could blend into the background easily enough. Become a keen observer of such an alien way of life. The dreams that dared to claw their way out from the depths of my subconscious gasped for much needed air whenever I was in the city. I knew I couldn’t ever truly be apart of something so amazing. I was doomed to live in the shadows, to wallow with the filth of the world. My hands were covered in blood, not the silk gloves of the ladies of Lindengaard. 
Still, something in me dared to dream. 
I led Nari the last of the way to the stables. They were located just inside the city walls, right on the outskirts. Stablehands ran around, caring for dozens of mares, all content. The brick building had once been the home of a wealthy lord before he’d built a new one for his betrothed. He’d then set up the old home as a new business, catering to the travellers of Nythrial. A well thought out enterprise considering the sheer volume of tourism through the port city.
I silently handed the reins and a few gold coins to a young lesser fae. His skin was scaly, eyes like a serpent, the iris a black slit amidst an orb of golden flecked amber. His fingers ended in long cracked black nails. They scraped against my palm and sent shivers down my spine as he took the coins and Nari. 
Out on the street I paused. The dock was easy enough to find. Signposts pointed due west, down the slight incline of the city. Who knew how long I’d have to wait, though. None of this was exact. I suspected Kheris knew more details but the visions he sent were painfully bare. Simply another power play of his. 
I tugged my hood lower on my face, tucked back a stray piece of hair. My satchel hung heavy against my side, smacking into my hip with every step.
I passed blacksmiths and bakeries. Grocers, stonemasons and tailors. Lesser faeries stood with carts on the side of the road, calling to those who passed by though few actually stopped. Status played a big part in the culture of the port city. Apothecaries were on every corner, run by witches and doctors alike. Whenever I visited Lindengaard, I made sure to stock up on tonics. I’d given up on any The smell of raw fish wafted through the streets. 
A ship with black sails, sun bleached from decades at sea. That was what I was looking for. 
The port was bustling. A hive of bees, its people constantly moving, working without ceasing. Ships were being both unloaded and reloaded for the return trip. They departed, navigating their way through the obstacle course of the marina. Unlike the Bay of Thieves, shipwrecks were uncommon here. The port master kept a stern eye on everything. 
A ship from the Spring Court was unloading grains and seeds. The only contact anyone dared with the infamous faerie court, known for its violence and hatred of humankind. While humans lived in Lindengaard without fear - though admittedly as the scum of the streets - they still kept away whenever Spring or Summer Courts made port. 
The trade Lindengaard attracted wasn’t only the roughshod kind. Beautifully crafted ships, with oiled decks gleaming in the sunlight. Dozens of blinding white sails littered the coast like little suns. 
Except that one ship I was searching for, the patchy black sails. It hadn’t made port yet. 
I moved to an alcove and leant against the wall. What I hadn’t been told at the start of all this, when I was made a Handmaiden, was just how much waiting I would have to do. It was maddening. 
Pulling an orange from my bag, I began to peel it. And instantly dropped it. 
A firm arm reeking of spices and tobacco tightened around my neck, pulling me further into the alcove, toward a hidden door. I kicked out, fought to break free. The arm might have been an iron chain, strangling me for all it shifted. I gasped for air. My fingernails pulled back as I clawed at hard, hairy skin. 
Back further. I had to break free. There were stories in Lindengaard, cautionary tales mothers told their daughters about rapists and murderers brought in on ships. They’d disembark, take the first person they saw and destroy that integral part of them that believed people were good. 
I was to be just another cautionary tale.
No. I couldn’t be. 
Then again, every cautionary tale, every warning uttered by fearful mothers to their daughters, it all started somewhere. But I had no mother. I had Kheris. If I was taken, if something happened to me, the odds of him going to any lengths - whether great or small - were so small they were non-existent.
I summoned the shadows lurking within, felt them wending their way through the rising panic. They began to slip from my hands, dance before my eyes. 
And then everything went black. 
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CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I was on fire. 
Every part of me burned, consumed by agonising heat. I was dying. Was this what death felt like? Was this what I subjected others to when my shadows, so cool to my hands, collected a soul? The fires of Gehenna already reaching up, hungrily claiming that which belonged to it. 
My eyes wouldn’t - couldn’t - open. My world was black, limited. A darkness that stretched on for miles but felt all too claustrophobic. Burning skin crawled as though a thousand spiders ran across my body. Fear washed over me. Drowning and burning. Burning and drowning. A vicious, nauseating cycle. 
I thrashed so hard something tore. My skin, I realised, as the rusty scent of bloody filled my nostrils. 
Not dead. Alive.
Kheris would never let it be that easy.
I was definitely in trouble, though. 
Drawing in a steadying breath, I attempted to calm the rising hysteria. The burning began to fade and gave way to heaving shudders. I was cold. So cold it had felt like I was on fire. Hard stone bit into my back. 
Calm down, I told myself. Focus.
I was blindfolded. As I turned my head, I felt a knob at the nape of my neck, felt the roughness of aged material over my eyes and across my nose. Too tight. I couldn’t shake it off. It smelt strongly of mustiness and rot.
Above the scent of blood and damp was the smell of saltwater and fish. Still at the port, I realised with a sigh. I could work with that. I remembered standing in the alcove and feeling a hard, vice like grip around my neck pulling me back. My captor had reeked of fragrant spices. Summer Court? They were known for their spice trade. 
And for taking what they wanted without fear of consequences. 
My arms were tied at my sides. All that wrestling to free myself had rubbed the skin from my wrists. The rope grated against raw flesh that tried and failed to heal, obstructed by the bindings.
Voices sounded from far off, followed by a creaking door. 
“She’s in here.” A deep, gravelly voice. 
“Looks young enough.” Another male. His voice not quite as deep but with words perfectly rounded, the tone of wealth.
One of them belched. 
“How much?”
How much? Dread gripped my gut. Slave traders. But surely they wouldn’t be so brazen that they would kidnap someone off the street in broad daylight. 
Or worse. Sell them into sex slavery. No one spoke of it but it was generally acknowledged that one of Lindengaard’s biggest trades was the sex trade. Bile rose in my throat.
Anything went in Lindengaard. So did I believe people were pulled from the streets in broad daylight, only to then be sold? I believed it as much as I believed that the very same sun who bore witness to such wickedness would rise again in the morning. 
“Five hundred marks,” said the first man. 
Footsteps echoed off the walls. Rough hands hoisted me to my feet. 
“Is she really worth that much?” said the second man. “Sure she’s fae and looks to be well enough but that’s a steep price, even for you Davorian.” 
Davorian, the one holding me, grunted. “This one’s different,” was all he said. 
A contemplative silence fell. And then - 
“You’re beyond delusional if you think I’m going to hand over that much. Find someone else.”
Footsteps echoed off the walls. Davorian’s grip tightened around my arm, crushing. I wriggled. Blinding pain whipped across my cheek and eye, my head snapping back to a sickening angle before snapping forward again. Sharp pain stabbed down my neck and despite being blinded, the world around me spun. 
“Move again and I’ll gut you,” he whispered. His breath smelt of ale. Davorian pushed me down, my tailbone making first contact with the hard floor. “Nisad, wait!”
The footsteps stopped. I could have sworn I heard the second man smile. The gloating was palpable. It was the oldest trick in the book. Make your offer, walk away, have the seller realise just how desperate they were to make the sale. Deciding firmly on the spot that Davorian was a special kind of stupid, I steadied myself. 
No one knew where I was. It was I and I alone who would be  my saviour. 
Never mind how tight the ropes on my wrists were, obstructing me from releasing my shadows, or the fact that I didn’t even know where exactly I was beyond it being near port. 
“Four hundred marks,” Nisad said. 
“Four fifty,” Davorian countered. The unmistakable plea a clear undertone to his voice. 
“Four twenty-five.” 
Silence again, punctuated only by my thrumming heart.
“Four thirty,” Davorian ground out. 
Nisad laughed, the sound like spiders running up my bare arms. “You truly are a desperate creature, Davorian, to haggle for five measly marks. That’s fine. I’ll toss the dog a bone.”
Davorian growled. “Prick.”
“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, dog,” replied Nisad.
The sound of clinking metal filled the room. Davorian mumbled to himself as he rifled through the coins. He began counting, stopped, started, stopped again and restarted. 
Despite the panic, I snorted. 
“What’s your problem, bitch?” 
Someone shook me. Judging by the smell, Davorian. 
“Can you even count? You’ve started over twice now.” I laughed. The action was more to unnerve my captor. Truthfully, the last thing I felt like doing was laughing, showing any emotion beyond crippling panic. I needed to keep a clear head. 
But perhaps I could bait Davorian just enough that he’d react, possibly remove my blindfold. 
I could escape. Maybe.
“You sound like an inbred imbecile,” I continued. “Tell me, do you take girls off the streets because it requires little to no brains? Or do you do it because you’re weak and men frighten you? Do you only go after those you can overpower - conquer with sheer brute strength? Do you know the things that await men like you? The darkness that will become your all consuming eternity? Men like you are destined to wander throughout Hören Forest for all time. Men who are vile, evil. We will meet again one day and on that day, I will delight in watching you depart from this world.”
For what felt like the longest time, I held my breath. Waiting. Hel, even hoping he’d strike me again. Something that I could fight back against. With my hands tied behind my back, my shadows weren’t so easily summoned. They were dormant deep within my trembling body.
“Take her,” Davorian finally said. “I want her gone.” 
For a moment, it sounded as though he were almost…afraid. Good. But no bait taking. 
Softer hands pulled me to my feet. “Let’s go,” Nisad said, pulling me forward.
“Be careful with that one,” Davorian called out. “And no returns.”
 
✧
 
I lost track of how long we walked. The light around the edges of my blindfold was muted, the smell of the sea faded ever so slightly to a dull salty tang. As my feet scuffed over stones, my companion stayed silent. He spoke only when we reached a flight of stairs, directing me one foot at a time. 
Finally we entered through a door, the light brightening above and below my blindfold. I could just make out my feet when I peeked through the bottom of the fabric. Polished marble. No longer at the docks. The floor looked expensive. The air surrounding me smelt…clean. Such a stark contrast from where Davorian had held me.
My eyes flew shut as the blindfold was ripped away. 
“Stay here,” Nisad said.
Furiously, I blinked, my vision blurred in the dazzling light.
As things came into focus I could see a wall of glass, giving way to a view out over the sea. Ships stretched forever, waves gently rocking them against the docks. 
The room I was in was large, grand even. Polished marble floors throughout, a golden chandelier. Minimally decorated but what was there screamed of wealth and elegance. The sun streaming through the wall of windows heated the room. Even though I shook from fear under my cloak, my skin warmed. And with that, my mind steadied itself, just that little bit that I could think clearly.
I was alone, hands still bound with rope. I ignored the dull ache in my rear and face. There were two exits - the one which I’d come through and a door across the other side of the room. Three, I guessed, if I was stupid enough to jump through a plate glass window. Honestly, it was probably preferable to endure the guaranteed agony and healing than whatever Nisad had in store. He sounded decent enough but anyone who’d partake of buying slaves was no friend. 
As I was debating how far the fall might be, the door across the room opened and a man walked through. 
“I’m sorry for leaving you like that,” he said. Nisad. The voice belonging to the man in front of me. Human. Tall. Well dressed, he might have been a fine courtier. His hair was peppered grey with age, but his face was youthful, slanted eyes kind as they looked me over head to toe. Had he not just bought me, I might have thought him somewhat decent.
“You must be wondering what’s going on,” Nisad said. 
I shrugged. “An explanation would be nice.” The confidence in my voice belied my fear. For a moment I thought I might have fooled him. But his answering smile was sympathetic. 
“My name is Nisad Cheram. This is my house. And you will now be my guest.”
“Do you always leave your guests tied up?”
Nisad smiled. “A precaution, to be sure. Once I know I won’t be in danger of any…reprisal, I will then release you.”
“Into the city?”
“Into the servants quarters.” 
So he did intend me to be a slave then. No wonder it was so hard to stamp out slave trading in Lindengaard, when the industry ran unchecked and fuelled by men with more money than common sense.  
Was that how Nisad had made his wealth? Because it certainly looked as though he had a lot of it. The very walls dripped decadence. Perhaps he wasn’t simply a buyer, but also a purveyor. It would make sense.
“I’m curious,” I said, biding my time. But for what? No one knew where I was. No one was coming to save me. I was on my own. “How did a human come to rise so high in society? Your kind typically don’t fare so well.”
Nisad inclined his head. His collar was unbuttoned to the base of his throat, a gold chain peering out from where it rested against tanned skin. “It’s who you know,” he simply said. 
“And who do you know? Davorian? Who is he?”
Nisad approached, footsteps clipped as he strode over he marble floor. “Davorian,” he said, eyes studying, sizing me up with a wariness that indicated decades of dealing with not just slaves but also dangerous men, “is an acquaintance in the loosest sort of way. He procures servants for my home and I pay for his drinking habits…among other things.”
“What other things?” I was grasping at straws. In all my years, conversation hadn’t exactly been a necessity. I simply acted.
The man shook his head and walked away. “Best not to fill the mind of a young female such as yourself with such salacious things. And my dear, they are indeed incredibly salacious.”
Outwardly, I fumbled with my bindings, searching for any weakness, any way to escape. Inwardly, I willed my shadows forward. They stirred faintly. If I could just loose my hands, free them to better release my shadows…
Another man entered through the door. He outweighed Nisad by at least double. His clothes were spotless and looked to be freshly pressed though the sleeves strained around his biceps. A mountain of a man who, if he so desired, could snap me clean in half. Inwardly, I winced. 
Nisad mumbled something to him and disappeared through the door. The man sauntered forward, taking his time. Not Davorian. He wore a slave collar of iron, fused closed around his neck.
Sweat dripped down my collar. 
Too quick to dodge, he threw out a hand and took a fistful of cloak and hair. I thrashed against him, feeling my hair go taut at the crown.
A glint of silver flashed past and a sharp ached pierced my side - a dagger, pointed directly at my ribs. Every nerve in my body focused entirely on the tip of the blade. 
Think, think, think.
Who the Hel ever prepared for something like this? There was no guide on what to do when you get kidnapped and sold into slavery. 
As though in answer to my rising panic, my hands grew icy. I knew what I had to do, even though it screamed against every instinct in my body. I wouldn’t be taken. I would fight as best I could. I twisted and pulled at the ropes, grating and chafing against my skin. My face formed a careful mask, hiding the pain as I attempted to undo knots made with stronger hands than mine. The more I squirmed, the looser the bindings came. 
But not enough. 
There was only one option left to me. Only one way left to free myself. And I didn’t like it one little bit. 
Too swift to give myself a moment to think, I pulled on my thumb till I heard rather than felt the crack. Broken. Pain shot through my arm. I’d heal well enough. The break had done what I hadn’t been able to do thus far - my hand slid through the ropes, freed. 
In an instant I had my hands raised, my thumb falling at a sickening angle. Shadows seeped from my palms, winding their way around my body like armour. The man paused, eyes narrowing. A shadow caressed my cheek, reassuring. 
We’re here, they whispered softly to me. 
About time. 
Shadows surrounded me, a cocoon of death. My body temperature plummeted, shivers of fear giving way to the heaving shudders from an icy cloaking shadows. My fingertips turned numb. 
The man stopped altogether, eyes growing wide, as those shadows like daggers shot out, lancing through him. 
He dropped to the ground, instantly still. It had all happened in the blink of an eye.
My shadows retreated, that all too familiar oily sheen of a departed soul encased within. 
I couldn’t stay there. Someone would eventually come looking for the man - or me. I had maybe a few minutes to think, if I was lucky, of an escape plan.
Going back the way I’d come would be risky. Incredibly so.
Nisad had made sure I didn’t see anything on our way through to his home. And then there was the matter of Davorian. Once with him was enough for me. For a lifetime. 
But then going forward would likely bring me into contact with people. People who would likely alert Nisad the moment they saw me. And then I would be killed for what I’d done to the cooling heap of filth on the marble floor. 
Neither option seemed wise. 
There was always the window. 
 
✧
 
I decided against the window. The street below might as well have been a diorama. Everything was in miniature, the residents of Lindengaard mere ants at my feet. How would I explain surviving that fall? A fall which would turn anyone else into indistinguishable paste on the pavement. 
Going back the way I’d come wasn’t practical when I knew where it would eventually lead to. I’d spent my life hiding in the shadows, moving through them as one, silent and deadly. So that was what I would do - join the shadows, become one with darkness. But in a room encased by windows, lit up as though the sun itself hung in place of the chandelier, there was nowhere to hide.
The door across the polished marble floor led to a set of stairs. There was nothing above. Just a high ceiling with an arched window carved into a curved wall. Below, the stairs spiralled down. Feet light and hood pulled back down over my head, I moved down the stairs. The first door I passed was silent. The second door had female voices on the other side, laughing and gossiping. The third door, silent again. 
Just as I neared the fourth door, it opened. 
“Have them contact the harbour master and discuss the matter with him directly,” a male voice said.
I was trapped. I could go back, but there was nothing that way. I needed to go down. Down to the street. To relative safety. 
“The harbour master is a useless bastard.” Nisad. My face paled. 
I pressed myself against the wall, willing myself to melt into shadow. My foot knocked a loose stone on the stair. It bounced down. One, two, three stairs. 
Two pairs of eyes flicked up at me. One of them squinted while the other hardened.
“You!” Nisad ran up the stairs. 
I turned to run back the way I’d come and tripped. Then I was being hauled back down the stairs to where Nisad had emerged from. 
In that moment, I heard Kheris's voice in my head, what he would say if he could see me now: pathetic, so much for the almighty Handmaiden. 
Maybe he could see me and simply didn’t give a shit. Wouldn’t be the first time. 
The room Nisad pulled me into was a study. Large mahogany desk littered with papers, a wall of pristine leather bound books opposite a wide window. At least the view of the harbour wasn’t nearly as clear as it had been before. Buildings rose to cut off half the window. I’d gotten maybe a third of the way down before being caught.
“Is there a reason you killed my man?” 
He knew. Shit. That was quicker than I thought.
I fumbled for an explanation. Anything. Something. My mouth turned dry. 
What would I have even said? Sorry I killed that…thing. But it was him or me and I decided I was of more importance?
That would go down well. 
Nisad leaned over his desk, hands splayed against the polished wood. For a moment, he was silent, chewing on his lip as his eyes roamed over the papers before him. He stood to his full height, one hand wiping across his face while the other lifted a glass of water. He downed it in one before placing it back on the desk too heavily.
“What are you?” he finally asked, eyes narrowed in curiosity. 
My jaw quivered. Inwardly, a tendril of shadow stroked against my mind, a silent offer to reappear and save me once again. I pushed it back. One unintended life was enough for today. The shadow skulked off, undeniably displeased. Let it sulk. I wasn’t going to take more life than I needed to. 
“Fae,” I replied, voice shaking. A half truth, though an answer nonetheless. 
Nisad shook his head, brow furrowed. 
A knock on the double doors echoed through the study as they  creaked open.  
To reveal Luca.
He gave nothing away. No flicker of confusion, no familiar gleam in his eyes. The cocky smirk I’d already grown so accustomed to kept at bay. By all intents and purposes, I might have been a total stranger to him - just an ordinary slave. 
He’d cleaned up since entering the city. His chestnut hair was perfectly brushed back and he wore his usual Sons uniform again. I tried not to gawk. Tried being the operative word because I failed horrendously as my eyes raked over him from head to toe. I caught a flicker of a knowing glance from him, before I turned away. Despite everything, I fought not to blush and yet again failed. 
I was sensing a pattern - one of constantly trying and failing. Brilliant. 
“Cheram,” he said, strolling into the study. “Long time no see.”
“Luca Vitarelle!” Nisad swung his arms around Luca, embracing the Son of Ikya. They knew one another. And well.  
Just as I was lamenting how little that would help my chances of escape, Luca winked over the old mans shoulder. My jaw dropped involuntarily before I snapped it shut. 
“What brings you to Lindengaard?” Nisad asked, showing Luca to a seat. 
Luca sat down, took a crystal glass of amber the dutiful host offered. “There was a shipment for the Sons. Supposed to reach port last week. We’ve had no word.”
Nisad took a seat opposite. I was left standing, all but forgotten, eyes locked on Luca. Had he set this up? Was I here somehow because of him? My stomach turned. 
“Ah.” Nisad drew a long sip. “Yes, that one. It’s late. There was a storm off the coast of the Summer Court. No one in or out for several weeks. Everything’s delayed, everyone’s giving me a headache about it.”
“We need that shipment.” Luca’s face was friendly enough, yet under that congenial smile was a note of warning. 
So much for thank you and good luck. I’d had precisely the opposite of good luck. Other than the fleeting glance and wink he’d given, he made no sign that he was even remotely interested in my presence. His full attention fell on Nisad.
“I’m very sorry, Commander,” Nisad said with a bow of the head. “I will deliver the shipment to Galicia myself the moment it reaches port.”
Luca downed his drink in one gulp, throat bobbing. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t expect you to deliver it yourself. I just want what is owed.”
“Of course.” 
“What’s this?” Luca nodded my way. 
This. How nice. 
Nisad glanced over. The surprise in his eyes told me he’d definitely forgotten I was even there. I shifted on my feet. Impatient. I’d rather something be done with me one way or another - awaiting an untold fate was just plain tedious.
“New servant girl,” he replied with a grimace of distaste. “She’s been here barely ten minutes and already one of my men are dead.”
Luca’s eyes gleamed in wild amusement. I sneered back at him as he said, “Sounds like she’s more trouble than she’s worth. I’d send her back.”
Nisad poured them both another drink. “I can’t. I bought her from Davorian.”
Luca nodded. “Bastard would sell you your own grandmother if he could.”
Nisad laughed. “I’m not so certain my grandmother would be less trouble. Anyway, I’m stuck with her now. In fact, maybe you can help me.”
Luca’s brows rose. “With?”
“She’s…different, this one,” Nisad said. “I was just about to get to the bottom of it when you arrived.”
Luca took a deep breath. His eyes moved between the old man and I, assessing. The comfortable look gone. Instead, the tactical, carefully measured Luca taking over. This was the commander of Empress Dianthe’s armies. This was a Son of Ikya who would dominate on the battlefield and outwit the enemy. Always in charge, always two steps ahead. He saw every possible outcome and prepared for each one.
“I’ll buy her from you,” he finally said. 
Nisad looked back to Luca. “I paid four hundred and twenty-five marks for her.”
Luca laughed, the sound hollow. “You could have purchased two servants for that.”
“What can I say?” Nisad shrugged. “I felt sorry for Davorian.”
“That was your first mistake.”
Luca reached into a bag he’d been carrying. I hadn’t noticed it before. From what I could see, it was weighed down by books and papers. He withdrew a small pouch, rattling with coins. 
“That’s six hundred,” he said to Nisad. “A little extra to compensate for your man she killed.”
Nisad weighed the bag. “Why? What do you want with her?”
Luca shrugged. “My men are restless. A little entertainment would be good for them.”
I didn’t hide the look of pure hatred I levelled at him. This was why I’d always kept to myself. Trust wasn’t something I gave out so easily. In fact, it was rarer than a sweet natured dybbuk. And while I hadn’t known Luca long enough to consider putting my trust in him, I’d at least thought him to be decent. 
Wrong again. 
Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I’d heard stories of women  - fae and human alike - passed around between the Sons of Ikya, a sick form of entertainment. Those women scarcely lasted a week. Nessa had been diligent about stopping it in Winter Court. The others in their respective courts, they left the Sons to their own devices. 
If that was the fate that would await me, a fate dealt by the hands of Luca…At least a Handmaiden could put up a fight. I’d happily stand before the Council for any life taken in that situation. 
“Your men are in for a fight with that one. Go on, she’s yours. Get her out of here before she kills someone else.”
I should kill you, I thought. It caught me by surprise, that sudden surge of bloodlust. My shadows smiled in pure delight. But then again, anyone who dallied with slave trade was no better than the others my shadows collected. 
Luca snapped his fingers. “Come on then.”
He walked from the room. Nisad didn’t so much as glance in my direction as I followed Luca out, busy counting through his marks. 
 
✧
 
“Thank you.”
“What?” I gingerly cradled my hand, my thumb healing at an odd angle. Making quick work of it while Luca’s back was turned, I undid what little healing had taken place and repositioned the thumb. Pulling a cloth from my pocket, I wrapped it around my hand to hold the thumb in place. 
“I just saved your arse in there. A ‘thank you’ would be nice.”
“I had it in hand,” I replied. 
Luca laughed, leading the way through the crowds. They parted before him. “Certainly seemed that way. How the Hel did you wind up sold into slavery? It hasn’t even been an hour and already you’re in trouble.”
“Fuck you.” I couldn’t escape the humiliation. The way Luca looked at me, as though I were no more than a girl in way over my head, an easy victim to a big city. By all rights, I should be the biggest threat around. Even if the idea did make my skin crawl. Kheris would tease me for the next century if he ever found out.
I still had to get down to port, had to complete the job I’d been sent me to do. Would the ship be there by now? Seeing an alleyway, I veered off the main road. 
“Woah!” A hand clamped down on the back of my cloak. “What are you doing?”
“I don’t fancy being the whore to your monger.” 
“That was an excuse to get you out of there and you know it.”
“Do I? I barely know you,” I replied, turning to face Luca. He dropped his hand and I shrugged the cloak back into position. In the small confines of the alleyway, Luca was overwhelming. My heart drummed and I found myself thinking the most salacious things, as Nisad had put it not so long ago - things that would never happen for someone such as myself. 
Idiot.
“Do you think I’m made of money?” he asked. “I just paid six hundred marks for you.”
I bared my teeth. “I’m so sorry.” And then putting on a sickeningly sweet smile, asked, “Might I please go about my business, O Great and Majestic Master?”
“Ikya give me strength.” He rubbed his face, suddenly looking worn out.
I folded my arms. The familiar weight of my satchel was no more. Last place I remembered having it was in the alcove. Shit.
“You bought me, did you not?” 
“Its not like-“
“So you own me?” My temper was rising. “You’re going to make me serve your every whim? Beg?”
“If you like.” The smirk was back. 
I stared Luca down silently. I tasted blood as I bit down on my tongue, stopping myself from saying something I knew I’d regret. What for? He wasn’t anything to me. Why not unleash my anger? Cleanse myself of the toxic fury bubbling within.
“You know that’s not true.” Luca shuffled his feet, chewed on his bottom lip. At least he had the good sense to look sorry. “If I hadn’t paid for you, you’d likely be sitting in prison or on your way to a watery grave. You killed a man. Are you insane? Do you have any idea what would happen to you in prison? A pretty little thing such as yourself wouldn’t last.”
“And of course, I could never have saved myself.” My cheeks heated. Shadows and smoke swirled within. I felt my eyes darkening. “Naturally I needed the big strong angel commander to save me. Thank you, O Wise and Benevolent Warrior.”
Luca rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay, fine. Go, I won’t stop you. But I also won’t be there to save you again when you get into trouble.”
“Oh, how ever will I manage.” 
“You’re intolerable,” Luca muttered. 
I walked deeper into the alleyway, leaving the Son of Ikya behind. 
Winding through streets leading to the docks, I stewed. Being saved by Luca, if that was what it was, felt horrible. 
Had I been in trouble? Absolutely. 
Was I incapable of handling it? Most likely but I would have managed. 
Once I arrived at the docks, I avoided the alcove. The fact that I wouldn’t know Davorian from the next man made my gut twist. He would certainly recognise me before I recognised him. Would he try and take me back? Resell me to another buyer? That would be just my luck.
The ship had come into dock while I’d been away. A large cargo ship from Spring Court bearing its insignia upon dirtied black sails. Loaded with tan, golden haired fae, hauling heavy sacks of spices. The smells of cinnamon, cumin and paprika floated down to where I hid behind a stack of crates. I counted two dozen. Definitely up there in terms of numbers collected in a single go. I’d be drained for well over a month with the energy it would take to collect so many souls. Still, it was either do this or deal with Kheris being pissy for Hel knew how long and sending me out on the worst collections possible as punishment. I knew what I would prefer. 
From my hiding spot, I studied the movements of the shipmen, watched as they carried out less and less. The dock at the bottom of the ramp leading to the ship was surrounded with goods to be reloaded for the return trip. I would have to time it carefully. Collecting in numbers was always precarious. Fight or flight played too heavy a hand. One body dropped and others would panic, bolt over the sides of the ship. Having every soul to be collected in the one place was imperative.
Of course I wasn’t speaking from experience. Not a chance. I’d never fumbled a collection and had to subsequently hunt down the runners one by one. 
That had been a long week. And the time that Kheris had coined the phrase “don’t fuck it up” - a phrase he now parroted every time he sent me out.
A soft breeze ruffled the hair tucked under my hood. Soft tendrils snaked out across my chest, glinting pale shades of crimson and copper. I tucked them back. 
The Spring Court shipmen began to reload. Sacks full of grains. Livestock. As the cargo lessened, I saw a cage, what was clearly the main cargo the ship would take back with it. 
It was full of children. 
 
 
 




 
 
 
 
 
￼[image: Untitled_Artwork_5-5.png]
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Half a dozen children were shivering despite the sun beating down on them, heating the metal cage. It seared into their feet, each child shifting from one foot to the other. They wore nothing more than tattered, filthy rags. Softly curved ears poked out from matted, dreadlocked hair. 
Human children. They couldn’t be more than eight years old. 
My blood boiled. Spring Court didn’t take human slaves. They’d prided themselves on having removed humans from the realm during the War of Light. Not a single, fragile human. Their hate for the race was second to none. Unwarranted. Completely and utterly baseless for a people who didn’t stand a chance against the brutality and strength of the fae. 
Whatever they had planned for those children, it wasn’t good. I could see death hanging over their heads, a low lying cloud, the light in their eyes dimming in its cover. 
Though few looked sickly, I’d have been amazed if they survived the crossing which was dangerous at best. That would be a true mercy, to succumb to illness at sea.
With the last of the crates loaded, several strong sailors lifted the cage and carried it up a ramp to the ship. Traders often stole human children in the dead of the night. Their parents powerless to stop them. No resources were allocated to humans to seek out their younglings and return them to their home. Humans were, by all accounts, not considered to be anything more than animals slaughtered for food and sport.
When all eyes were turned away, I inched from my hiding spot, breaking into a run when the coast was clear. My footsteps light, the only noise a gentle swishing of skirts. It suddenly made sense why Nessa wore pants, why she had ditched dresses millennia ago in favour of what would better serve her as a Handmaiden. Not that she had to work the way I did. Her powers were strong, her shadows so lethal, so incredibly fast that no one stood a chance. She barely lifted a finger during collections. 
I reached the deck of the ship just as orders were given to raise the ramp. 
Shit. 
Not only would I have to collect on two dozen men, but I would also have to somehow get six children off a ship that would no longer be steered and would eventually be swept away, at the mercy of Neifion, the spontaneously vengeful God of the Sea. I could barely sift myself let alone another. 
Kheris would no doubt reprimand me for bothering with the children at all. I hadn’t been sent to save, but to take away.
Deciding it to be a problem for later, I hid behind a barrel. Shadows licked at my palms, eager, hungry for souls so wicked that Smrtka would welcome them with open arms. Bloodlust rose in my chest. I wanted these men to suffer, wanted their deaths to be painful and drawn out. My very bones yearned for justice for those children, headed for a bitter fate. 
The captain shouted for all hands on deck. Shipmen ran about, preparing the sails and raising the anchor. Moments later, we began to drift out from the dock. I would have to wait for the opportune time when the dock would be hidden from view, for other ships to be a barrier between us and those who remained behind. Last thing I needed was an audience. Or for aid to be sent. 
The children were huddled together. The eldest spun his head about, eyes sharp. A natural protector. It was wrong. No child so young should be put in that position. It only made me shake harder with undiluted rage. 
As we drifted further from the docks, my hands chilled. Shadows crept out, twisting through my fingers like a velvet rope. They licked against my body, icy flames of onyx and obsidian. The shipmen relaxed, falling into the natural rhythm of sailing as they had done so often before.
I moved out from my spot behind the barrel. 
A greying sailor noticed me first. He had to be at least eight hundred years old, nearing the end of his time. This would be a favour of sorts, both to him and myself. Grainne wouldn’t be the one to collect him - she would have made a feast of it, too. And I would live with the knowledge that he would be stuck in Hören, never to kidnap innocents again. 
His brow furrowed, lines cracking around his eyes as he looked me over. 
Others began to notice, too. Some murmured amongst themselves that a woman on board was bad luck. Others still began to pray to Neifion to protect them from the nixie. But I was no nixie despite the bloodlust that coated my tongue. In that moment I was pure, vengeful death. Little did they know was that if he were also present, Neifion would gladly hold them down while I tortured the souls from their bodies. 
The children in the cage cowered behind the eldest one, eyes wide with fear. Bony, filthy arms stretched across the others, the boy’s feeble attempt to protect. He’d soiled himself. A flicker of pity ran through me before it turned to ash.
Quick as arrows, shadows darted out from my palms. Three men to my right dropped instantly, pierced through the heart by shadows shaper than any iron or steel. Fury surged through me like lightning, fuelling the force birthed from deep within. One by one, the Spring Court sailors were executed. Any thought of a drawn out death now gone as my shadows rampaged across the deck, wicking the life of each sailor like a candle in a breeze. All the while, I stood, palms upturned, the font of death and destruction. My cloak billowed as a sudden gust of wind swept my hood back. 
A young sailor screamed, beholding my face. He stared horrified, deep into my eyes, totally lost in fathomless hate. I knew what he would see there - that one perfectly emerald iris, partnered beside an eye of shifting smoke and shadows, a window to my soul. To the darkness within. Darkness that had for so long been bound, now unleashed. 
He dropped in the next instant, men all around falling right alongside him. Their eyes were wide, blank and clouded as they
stared up at the sky. The sails continued to billow in the breeze, pushing the ship further from port. 
I didn’t dare look at the children. From where I stood I could taste their fear, as palpable as the salty sea breeze. They would shrink from me when this was all done. I’d known that look from times past. The look that questioned if they were next and then when they realised they’d been spared, questioned why. 
A sailor at the back, young and muscular, held a knife, white knuckled. I smirked. 
“You think you can fight?” I crooned. 
He bared his teeth. “I will try, demon.”
I let my shadows dance around him, his feet shifting as he parried, trying to land blows against the immaterial. He grunted, swinging wildly. A shadow licked up his back. Spinning, he lashed out. His knife hit a rope and a sail fell down on top of him. Flailing, he tried desperately to free himself as I merely cocked my head and released the shadows to do their bidding. His soul was a stain upon them as it slipped from his body. 
The last sailor. Two dozen Spring Court fae murdered. No, executed, I reminded myself. For crimes of a most evil nature. 
I pulled my hood back over my face, not bothering to tuck back the hair that had swung about on shadows and wind. My hands were numb, now bare of death as the shadows settled back down within me, a wild animal content after a hunt. 
The children shook as I approached. 
“It’s okay,” I said in what I hoped would be a soothing tone. It wasn’t. Even to my own ears, I sounded breathless, excited even. They scuttled back in the cage. “Can any of you swim?”
The eldest nodded, russet hair flopping in his face. “I can. But they can’t.” 
His voice was clear and strong despite how he quaked. He’d been in this position before, a protector of the weak. A new wave of pity coursed through me and for a moment, despite accomplishing what I’d set out to do, I felt a failure. Yes, I’d ridden the world of a handful of men from Spring Court, now nothing more than husks at my feet, but there would be more. There was always more. And despite my best efforts, I’d never rid the world of them. The world was far too large for one Handmaiden. With Aoife and Grainne feeding off that corruption, I’d be constantly fighting a losing battle.
The cage was locked. I looked around the ship, calculating. I knew the others could shadow bind objects, make them immaterial for a time. I’d never tried it and frankly, I wasn’t about to. Glancing to the east confirmed we were drifting further from the docks with every passing second. 
I walked over to the fae under the sail and pulled it from him. The rigours of death had begun to set in. His hand held firm around the knife as I wiggled it free, slowly prying wooden fingers away from the hilt. A moment later, after jamming the blade into it, the lock on the cage clicked open. How many other children had been trapped in here, sentenced to a fate worse than death? I didn’t want to know.  
One by one the children emerged, led by the eldest. He held out his hand, reassuring the others. I smiled. It didn’t help. One little girl shrank back against another. Sisters perhaps with their identical blonde heads and blue eyes. 
“Do your parents live in Lindengaard?”
The boy shook his head. “Valourum.”
Outside the city, a few hours ride away. Luca had gone there earlier in the day to get breakfast. Hel, was it only a few hours ago? Today had been an age. 
I glanced around the ship before spying a lifeboat. A plan formulated in my head.
“You’re going to row down the coast, take turns if you get tired. Whatever you do, don’t lose sight of land,” I instructed. “Do not stop till you’re outside the city limits. Follow the main road back home but not too closely. And if you see anyone, hide.”
The boy nodded, understanding. My heart fractured for the child, so young and carrying so much responsibility. Too young. The Spring Court sailors had deserved what I’d done. Justice had been meted out. 
“Take this.” I dug out a handful of loose marks from my cloak pocket. “Use it sparingly and only for food. Don’t beg. It’ll attract the wrong attention and you’ll only end up back here."
With no small amount of difficulty, the boy and I managed to lower the lifeboat into the water. A rope ladder was bound against the rail of the ship. The children climbed down it, eldest first. The youngest child, barely old enough to string more than half a dozen words together, whimpered at my feet. I found a spare rope and tied it around her middle. Her belly caved inward, sucked in around her ribs like tightly pulled canvas on a frame. 
“You’ll see your mama soon,” I promised. And hoped I wasn’t wrong. 
The little girl mumbled, brown eyes wide. Too young to understand that she should be afraid. The way she looked at me, it was full of trust. I could count on one hand the number of people that had ever looked at me that way.
I lowered her over the side of the ship, realising suddenly just how far down it was to the water below. To her credit, the child didn’t balk, just held steadfast to the rope, her eyes locked on mine, until she reached the lifeboat. 
I waited until they were nothing more than a speck on the horizon before I sifted back to port. 
 
✧
 
By the time I reached my hiding spot on the docks, it was gone, the crates I’d hidden behind now loaded onto another ship. As I stepped from the smoke and shadows, lightheaded from sifting, one man frowned and shook his head. He walked on, perhaps thinking he’d imagined the whole thing. After all, people don’t just appear out of thin air. 
My work was done. I headed back towards the stables, passing by the alcove where I’d been taken just an hour ago. Everything was moving too fast. My head spun. 
A voice from the alcove had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. 
“What do you mean she got away?” 
Davorian. The man who’d put me in a chokehold, pulled me deep into that very same alcove and then sold me. 
I slipped into the shadows just inside the entryway. Davorian stood with his back to me, facing Nisad who wore a disgusted sneer. 
“You owe me four hundred and twenty-five marks,” he ground out, baring his teeth. “That…thing…was more trouble than she might have been worth. And you owe me another slave on top of that.. She killed my man. Mother knows how, he had to outweigh her several times over.”
Luca had already paid him far more than I’d apparently been worth. Yet here was Nisad, shaking down Davorian, double dipping. And from the sounds of things, Davorian knew he’d made a mistake taking me. Good. 
Davorian held up his hands. “I said no returns. That also means no refunds. It’s not my fault she didn’t work out.”
“When a servant smashes your favourite vase, that’s when they don’t work out. When they kill one of your men, that’s criminal. I thought you vetted whoever you sold.”
Davorian shrugged. “There was a quick turnover with this one.”
Nisad rubbed his face, muttered towards the ceiling. “You did it again, didn’t you?”
“She was right there,” Davorian replied. “No one would have missed her.”
He was right about that at least. 
I held my breath, the heady scent of spices and tobacco filling the space. For all the money it sounded like he made, Davorian was filthy. The very picture of your stock standard drunkard, thrown from a tavern on his arse. 
“Fuck knows why I come back to you time and again,” Nisad said. He peered over his companions shoulder, looking to the mouth of the alcove. I flattened against the wall, willing myself to become one with darkness. 
That was when I noticed it, my satchel, slung around Davorian. Last I saw it, it had been with me in the alcove as I was wrangled through a doorway and out of sight. 
Shadows inside of me poked their head up. 
Greedy fuckers, I thought, unsure which I was referring to.
But even as I debated whether it was worth the effort for something that had so little value to me, I realised I wanted to. I wanted to take back what was mine. They’d tried to take so much from me in that one instant. And I would be no victim. I was no victim. Just as they had tried with me, I would take everything from them. 
My mouth watered and heart quickened as bloodlust filled my senses, stronger than it had on the Spring Court ship. 
I stepped from the shadows. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“What have you done?” Luca’s eyes were wide as he took in the sight before him.
I stood amongst the remains of Davorian and Nisad. Shudders racked my body as I stared down at the blood congealing around my feet. My hands were sticky. 
My mouth wouldn’t move, wouldn’t form sounds. I willed it to say something - anything. 
“Hey!” Luca waved a hand in front of my face. “I’m talking to you.”
The scent of rusty blood burned my nostrils. My stomach clenched, twisted. I snapped forward, hurled over the lifeless bodies. Nothing came up as my stomach repeatedly lurched. My vision swam. 
What had happened? How had I come to be here? The last thing I remembered, I’d been hiding in the shadows, had stepped out into the alcove to face down my captors. And then…black. Everything went dark and I was free falling. Time had stood still. My mind had gone blissfully blank and the world around me silent as the grave. 
“I…” 
“I…what?” Luca’s voice was a little too harsh, too clipped. The way he stared me down, equal parts horror and…concern? 
No. Not for me. For the men dead at my feet, surely.  
He was finally seeing me for the monster I was. A monster I’d contained for the last few days we’d been together. At least now he would know. And he would leave me. 
“I didn’t mean to.” It was all I could say. The excuse sounded as pathetic as it was.
“You didn’t mean to? Ikya give me strength, you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”
I know. 
If it hadn’t been for the blood on my hands, I might have thought I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. A passerby caught up in something much bigger than themselves. Rather than the perpetrator. 
Murderer. 
Unlike the Spring Court collection, there was nothing truly justifiable in this - not when I’d already gotten away unscathed. 
Shadows caressed the inside of my head, but what they’d said hadn’t been an accusation. It had been praise. They were proud, had said the word as a lovers hymn in silent worship of the acts committed in the alcove. 
My stomach churned again. I took a steadying breath. 
Luca moved fast. He pulled Davorian by his feet, dragging him into a room off the alcove. The doorway I’d been taken through unconsciously not so long ago. A heavy thud sounded from inside and then he was back, repeating the process with Nisad. 
“What are you doing?” My mouth was like sandpaper. 
He huffed, letting Nisad crumple to the floor. His head hit the stones with a sickening thud. 
“Any moment now, someone’s going to smell the blood,” Luca whispered, his eyes darting to the mouth of the alcove as though admitting it was akin to a summons. People shuffled by, too occupied with their own business to notice the gory nature of ours. “I don’t want my hard work to go to waste.”
“Your hard work?”
He grunted, hauling Nisad up under the arms. “I literally just saved your murderous arse and lost a good deal of money doing so. Let’s not have that be in vain.”
Once Nisad was pulled in after his companion, Luca returned with a bundle of material. 
“This is all I could find,” he explained. “You can’t go walking about covered in blood. Might as well hold up a sign and announce what you did.”
He stood before me, waiting. 
I raised my eyebrows. “Change…here?”
“Unless you want to change in front of a couple of dead bodies?”
I shivered. “No thank you.”
With a twirl of my finger, I motioned for Luca to turn around and began to peel off my clothes. My cloak had suffered the worst, drenched. How much blood had Davorian and Nisad lost? It felt as though I’d been swimming in it. Blood loss during a collection was uncommon for me. Usually I arrived early enough that I was able to collect before the body itself suffered any damage. I stuffed the cloak into my satchel, dropped against the wall at some point during…whatever had happened. My mind was still blank. 
Pants and a shirt, both slightly too big. And a jacket that could replace my tent. I had the sneaking suspicion that these clothes had been Davorian’s - and by the smell of stale tobacco and ale, I was probably right. I pushed the thought from my mind. 
You’ve done a lot worse than wear a dead mans clothes, I reminded myself. Suck it up and get on with it.
A barrel of water stood to the side of the alcove. Dead bugs and insects floated on its surface but it was preferable to the scent of blood. I washed in the filthy water, turning what was already murky into a dark brown concoction.  Rubbing my hands over my face, I wiped away blood spatter. I could taste it in my mouth and spat on the ground. That taste would never go away.  
Luca glanced quickly over his shoulder, checking to see if I was finished. Without my cloak, I felt as good as naked. 
His eyes widened as he looked at me properly for the first time. 
“What are you?” he whispered. 
I slung the satchel across my body. “What I am isn’t your concern,” I replied weakly. “What I need is to get out of here.”
There had been no spare boots with the clothing. I splashed water from the barrel on my bloodied ones. I’d have to hope no one would look too closely. The black leather might disguise the residual blood enough anyway. And after ten minutes walking through Lindengaard, the dust of the streets would cover them well enough.
I pulled my hair down around my face in lieu of my hood.
“I wouldn’t.”
I glanced up at Luca. “Wouldn’t what?”
All he did was pick up a matted lock of hair, blood already drying it into what would form a dreadlock if I didn’t attend to it son enough.
Fishing around in my satchel, I withdrew a crimson ribbon like the one I used to mark burial sites in Hören and tied my hair back. I’d feel incredibly exposed until I could cover myself again but given that the alternative was to walk around with blood caked hair, I’d have to make do. Luca took my hand, the act so simple yet surprising in its tenderness, and lead me from the alcove, away from the horrors behind. Scanning the docks quickly, he put a hand on my elbow and steered me up an alleyway, headed for the centre of town. 
“I know we have to leave,” he said, “but there’s one thing I have to do.”
My mouth twisted to the side. 
“Don’t get all self righteous with me, killer,” he spat back. The hurt in my eyes showed and he softened. He stopped in front of me, placed his hands on my shoulders. “I’m not going to ask again what happened. All I’m going to say is, I understand it. But there was a better way to go about getting rid of them.”
Hysterical laughter spilled from me, the emotional dam bursting. “So you’re angry, not at what I did but for the way I did it?”
Luca rolled his eyes. “Come on.”
We twisted through alleyways, deliberately avoiding the main streets. I didn’t ask Luca where we were headed. The stern look on his face told me I didn’t want to. He marched on determinedly. I half jogged to keep up. 
“How did you know?” 
“That you were back there?” He pulled us against a wall, scanning the next alleyway and then when deemed it safe, pulled us into it. “I had a feeling, that you might go back to the docks. It’s what I would have done, anyway, if in your shoes. I wanted to make sure you were okay. Men like Nisad are not to be trusted. I thought he might go looking for you. Obviously you found him first.”
He’d come back for me. 
Even though I considered him to be one of those men like Nisad, as he’d put it. 
I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t remember to bat away that bud of - was it hope? - that filled my chest, small and warm. Hope of what? That he wouldn’t suddenly change his mind and turn me in to the authorities? Maybe we were headed there now and cleaning me up had been a purely practical measure rather than the pitying kindness it had felt like. 
“You and Nisad seemed awfully close.”
Luca paused. “Ever heard keep your friends close and your enemies closer?”
I nodded. 
“He’s dirty but he’s able to get things for the Sons that no other merchant can.”
“What? Like whores?” After all, hadn’t he said as much when paying Nisad for me? My men are restless. A little entertainment would be good for them.
Perhaps I should have collected Luca, too. Yet even as the thought came to mind, I shrank from it. Something about Luca…something hard to decipher had me believing that what he said really was just an excuse. That he genuinely had just wanted to help me. 
Luca dropped my elbow. His face was a mask of thinly veiled fury.
“Stay here.”  
Before I could say anything, he entered a tavern without looking back. 
 
✧
 
An hour passed and there was still no sign of him. 
People passed by every so often. Their gaze would flicker over the silent bystander with auburn hair, pale skin and haunting eyes that both tried to scan her surroundings and avoid attention. Then their flight instinct would kick in and they’d hurry away. I kept my head down, toeing a pebble on the cobblestones. 
I could almost feel the souls of Davorian and Nisad looming within. 
In answer, my shadows nodded. 
So I’d definitely collected them sometime during the blackout. Great. 
I willed a memory - anything - to return. As I waited for Luca, I retraced my steps to the alcove, hoping it would trigger something. 
All it did was make my head throb in time to my pulse, still rapid with no signs of slowing. 
I’d never blacked out before. My tight control on the shadows was always kept in check. But something had shifted, something had changed. Some small part of me was reeling in the chaos of the day, and it was unravelling that tight control like the frayed ribbon I wore in my hair. 
Then setting fire to the remnants of that ribbon. 
Maybe that control would never be regained. 
A cart loaded with bread rolled down the alleyway. The baker raised his eyebrows in silent question. My stomach ached dully after not eating in so long and I passed half a dozen silver coins for a bread roll, acutely aware of the blood caked under my nails. Something plain to munch on. 
Luca had said he’d had a feeling that I’d be back down at the docks. But I couldn’t shake the sensation that he’d somehow been watching me. Perhaps that was just foolishness. I was still a nameless stranger to him, someone he’d merely travelled with…and then saved from danger twice. 
But if he’d been watching me, how closely and for how long? Had he seen me on the Spring Court ship? My gut turned again. I tossed the bread into the gutter where it soaked up a small puddle like a sponge.
Strangers didn’t just do that. Follow another stranger, be a literal guardian angel. But if the stories of the Sons of Ikya were to be believed, payment would be due for his generosity. 
Payment I would never give to anyone, no matter how much was on the line. Despite how much I hated myself, loathed the very skin I lived in, I wouldn’t lower myself to use my body in such a way. It was the final piece of myself I had an iota of control over. I would cling to that part of me for as long as possible.
Faint noises drifted from the tavern, men grunting amid low rumbles of laughter. Glasses clinked and a heavy thud shook the front door. Drunkards, and a lot of them from the sounds of things. 
Luca had told me to wait. But he didn’t say how long. More than an hour had passed. Sunlight began to dwindle, stark shadows now resting across the alleyway, casting a chilly gloom. As time went on, less and less people passed through.
This was ridiculous. Why was I even waiting? I never listened to anyone. With the exception of Kheris, that was - and even then it was only because refusing was more painful than actually obeying. He would have known what happened today. There was a bond between us, though in many ways very much one sided. Once, he’d told me he could sense when I was in danger. Of course, he did nothing about it. But at least he’d known. I took some small satisfaction from it. Part of me treated his awareness of my predicament as punishment. 
Not that he would feel the same. Nothing and no one could make Kheris feel anything he didn’t want to. 
I shivered inside my coat. It reeked. When had it last been 
washed? Davorian hadn’t struck me as the kind of person to prioritise personal hygiene in any way, shape or form. But it was also too cold now to take it off. I glanced to the tavern door, the heat within the tavern licking out from between the cracks in the wood. Warm light glowed around the doorframe, inviting me in. 
Luca had said to stay here. Yet he wasn’t the one freezing his arse off. 
I headed into the bar, keeping my head low as I quickly scanned the room. No other females in sight. If noticed, I’d stick out like a sore thumb. A lone chair in a dark corner caught my eye and I went to sit in it. After a long day, the shadows I usually feared within were comforting as they intermingled with the dim lighting of the tavern. Candlelights flickered nearby in wax crusted sconces. 
Raucous laughter filled the piss stained air. I scrunched my nose. The scent of Davorian’s coat was better than the tavern but my fingers had begun to thaw somewhat. So I stayed. 
A bartender glanced over and after deciding I wasn’t a threat, went back to pouring ale. 
Despite my tiredness, I smiled. Not a threat. 
The day suddenly caught up with me. I rested against the wall, felt my hair cling to wooden panels, tacky with spilt ale. My eyes drifted shut. 
Dreams of alcoves and barrels of murky water danced around my head. When I felt my hands grow slick with blood, I jerked awake, panting in the sudden silence.
Whispers tickled my ears. 
The tavern was empty, patrons now departed, possibly stumbling up the streets where they would collapse for the night in the gutters. Candlelights were doused, stools stacked on tables and the bartender nowhere in sight. Only moonlight filtered through the front windows. 
Perhaps I’d dreamt it. Wouldn’t be the first time I’d been roused from a dream, one that felt all too real. Half the time, my dreams felt more authentic than life itself. I’d smell death, taste it on my tongue and wake covered in vomit. 
Shouting echoed out from the back of the tavern. Not a dream. Very real. Another shout penetrated the night air. My ears pricked up. There was a familiarity to it. 
Luca.
I moved from my chair in the corner, edged my way around the bar. The whispers tickled again, singing the song of death. My shadows grew excited, sensing a life about to end. 
I began to sweat, goosebumps rising along my arms. 
And found myself chanting inwardly, Don’t let it be Luca. Don’t let it be Luca. 
Guilt. That was what I told myself it was. Just guilt that he’d saved me twice over and was perhaps in need of it himself now. While I’d been asleep and utterly useless.
I moved to the back of the tavern and found a set of rickety stairs leading to the second floor. As I climbed, they creaked and groaned, old bones of a building ready to shatter with age. At the top of the stairs I paused, listening again. A hall stretched to the left and right of the stairs, doors lining the length of it. All were closed. 
As the silence grew deafening, I debated just going from door to door. Damn the consequences of stumbling upon someone random. I’d deal with that later. Conceal myself to the tavern’s shadows, hope that the occupants thought an errant breeze had opened the door and disturbed them from their sleep. 
Part of me thought that perhaps I should just leave, run to the stables, jump on Nari and flee the city. I’d experienced more trouble in one day than I had in several centuries. I felt aged. No mean feat for one who was damn near immortal. 
Metal on metal clanged down the hallway from my left. The only sounds to fill the sleepy tavern. 
Creeping along the hall, I kept my ears pricked for even the faintest sound. 
Three doors down I heard a groan. I froze, waiting for more, when a door swung open and two men walked out. I pulled myself into a closet, eased the door shut just enough that a sliver of the hall remained. The men - fae, with their slenderly pointed ears - walked past. One held a longsword, the other had several daggers tied around his waist and bound to a holster around his thigh. 
Goons. Hired thugs. Those appointed to maintain law and order by the city officials. Regardless of there being at least a dozen Sons of Ikya stationed in the city, it was well known that the officials refused to kowtow to Empress Dianthe. They frequently took matters into their own hands. 
I didn’t have time to wonder what they were doing in the tavern as I slipped from the closet and entered the room they’d come from. 
What I saw shook me to my very core. 
Luca, unconscious, his wings out and hooked near the ceiling through their apex. The hooks were rusted, brown dust settled into silvery feathers surrounding the puncture wound. Blood trickled from the site, dirtying the pure white and silver of his wings - so large that even while hooked so close to the ceiling, they nearly brushed the floor. 
His emerald tunic was ripped off, in tatters at his feet. Deep gouges hugged his waist, already healing slowly and half closed. His face was swollen but the bruises changed colour before my very eyes. I’d heard that the Sons healed quickly but to actually witness it was impressive. He might have even healed as fast as I did. 
I crossed the room. It was empty, bare save for the hooks in the ceiling, a chair in the corner and a few candles lighting the space. A bloodied rag was crumbled on the chair. The blood on it looked old. Who else had been here? The hooks looked to be permanent fixtures. Was this where the hired thugs brought those they wished to ‘question’?
Just as I was about to touch Luca’s face, try and wake him, a voice came from the doorway. 
“Who the Hel are you?”
I spun. They’d returned. The one with the daggers looked amused. And why wouldn’t he? I’d have felt the same had I found me desperately searching for a plan to free a very trapped angel. The one with the longsword placed his hand on the hilt, prepared to draw. 
We stood facing each other, quickly calculating how much of a threat the other was. From the looks they gave me, they’d made up their minds. I was nothing. No one. Inconsequential but in their way. 
My eyes glazed over. 
My palms tingled. 
And for a second time that day, I blacked out. 
 
✧
 
Something hit me. 
I rolled over, stickiness matted in my hair. It stuck to the floor. 
Another hit. 
I opened my eyes just as Luca’s foot hit me again. 
“Wake up!” he hissed. 
I groaned, my head throbbing painfully. And then I smelt it. Blood. My breathing came faster, my skin prickled all over. Shakily, I pushed myself to a sitting position. Something weighed down my legs. I stifled a moan as I looked down into the face of the fae with the daggers.
His eyes were gone, two rough sockets left behind where they’d been carved out. I tried to scramble back under the weight of the man. 
“What happened?” Luca asked, not for the first time today. 
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“Bullshit.” He sounded weak. I looked up, his wings were still hooked, fresh blood continuing to run down his feathers to the tips where it dripped into the puddle of blood from the thugs, already oozing its way across the floorboards. 
My whole body trembled as I stood, head still spinning as I moved over to the chair in the corner. I brought it back, placed it under Luca to relieve some of the dead weight on his wings. He stood on it. 
“I can’t unhook myself,” he said. “The hooks are connected to a chain tied over there.” He nodded to the wall where a chain was indeed connected. It was looped several times around an old, unused sconce that had once held a torch. 
I had to stand on my tiptoes to reach it and after undoing the first loop, the chain slid free. Luca fell from the chair and to the floor in a heap. He groaned. 
“What can I do?” 
He pointed to his wings. “Slide the hooks out.”
My mouth went dry. “I can’t.”
Luca laughed weakly and rolled his eyes. “Really? After…this?” He indicated the floor surrounding us. “You have to. If I do it, I’ll damage myself more than what’s already done. I can’t get the right angle.”
With shaking hands, I gripped the hook. “Which way do I slide it? It’s connected to the chain.”
Luca’s head flopped forward. He growled. “The painful way,” he said. 
I nodded, thinking how easy this would have been had I known how to shadow bind an object, to make it dissipate into wisps of smoke long enough to remove it without causing Luca any more pain than necessary. As I pushed the hook back the way it had been put in, Luca ground his teeth, breathing rapidly, too shallow. I paused but he nodded for me to continue. The barb of the hook reached the puncture wound. I took a steadying breath and shoved it through. 
Luca screamed. Fresh blood began to pour from the wound, the hook no longer a barrier to stop the free flow. I let it fall to the floor. Luca bowed over on all fours, panting. 
“Again.” 
I repeated the process with his other wing and again, he screamed. The sound tore through me. 
But then, as his panting came in sharp bursts, I watched. The punctures in his wings closed over before my eyes. Flesh and sinew sewed back together, feathers growing out to cover what was now nothing but a faint scar. Mere minutes later, the only signs were the bloodied stains against his feathers. Luca shook himself, rolled his neck and cracked it, then stood to his feet. If it hadn’t been for the blood, it might have been as if nothing had happened. 
“I had it in hand.” My words from earlier, thrown back at me. “I didn’t need help from you. A few shits like them are nothing.”
I stood to my feet. Once again, I was covered in blood. Very deliberately, I looked to the ceiling, avoiding the massacre at my feet. Twice in one day. Another black out.
“What do we do about them?”
Luca shrugged at me. “Leave them. No one will be surprised they wound up dead after messing with a Son.” 
“You know, for someone constantly on the brink of death, you’re a cocky bastard. Death usually humbles most.”
Luca moved past me, left the room. I followed. “And just how many times have I had to save you now? Certainly more than I can count.”
That annoyed me - the implication that I was somehow the weaker party here, that I’d been in more danger than him. In reality, he’d probably been in greater danger in that room than I’d been in all day. I, at least, hadn’t been hanging by rusted hooks, bleeding all over the floor. 
No, I’d just been the one to cause bleeding throughout the day. 
“Then you must be a blithering idiot because you’ve saved me twice. Maybe one and a half.” I probably could have handled the alcove…eventually.
Luca headed down the stairs, not bothering to conceal the creaking and groaning of the stairs under his weight. The tips of his wings dragged along behind him, softly falling over each step. 
“You know, the only reason you saved my arse is because you felt guilty.”
I stopped on the last stair, gaping at him. He stood beside the bar, a bottle of amber liquid in one hand and took a swig, his throat bobbing. With his wings tucked behind him, moonlight through the window gilding his silhouette, he was achingly beautiful. 
And sending me maddeningly insane.
“One - you admitted it.” I spat on the floor, still tasting blood though whose blood it was, I didn’t know. “I saved your sorry pathetic arse. I’ll take the admission as thanks. Two - they tried to sell me into slavery and had my satchel. You think I was going to just let them steal from me?”
“I only got involved in the beginning because you were about to be carted off to jail. Your kind don’t fare well in prison.”
“My apologies, next time you should just let them go for it since it was obviously such an inconvenience.” I stalked past Luca to the door. It was jammed in the frame. I tugged on it. It wouldn’t budge. “Wouldn’t want you to have to help someone other than yourself. You selfish prick.”
Luca came up behind me, yanked on the door. Wind rushed in, chilling me to the core. 
I was done. Done with this day. Done with Lindengaard. Done with Luca. As far as I was concerned, he was the root of all the trouble I’d found myself in lately. Some distance between us would do me a world of good. 
“So am I coming with you or not?” he called from behind. 
I turned, watching as Luca strolled over the cobblestones, hands in his pocket. Bloodied wings tucked in tight, barely stirring the dust and dirt of the street as they grazed along behind him. He was still shirtless, the wounds on his abdomen now nothing more than silver slivers. In that moment, I envied him for how little he felt the cold.
“What do you mean? Coming with me where?” 
Leave me alone, was what I really wanted to say. Leave me be and let me return to the forest and the sanctuary of my cabin. 
“To the stables,” he replied. “Out of Lindengaard. Anywhere.” His gaze was careful as he looked at me, waiting. Giving me the option to say no. 
But there was that small spark deep within, a little light blooming that begged, hoped, he would come along. I sighed, trying to dislodge that feeling. 
“I don’t know,” I found myself saying. “Can you be trusted to be left alone? Or will you try to help some other poor damsel and nearly get yourself killed for it?”
Luca groaned, ran a hand through his ruffled copper hair. It flopped back over his face. “Fucks sake. Ikya give me strength. You don’t even know what that was about back there.”
I folded my arms, the look comical when you factored in Davorian’s oversized jacket. The sleeves hung half a foot past my hands. I might have been a child playing dress ups in her fathers clothes. Not that I ever had nor ever would have the desire to do so with Kheris's.
“You mean to tell me that whatever was going on had absolutely nothing to do with Davorian and Nisad?”
“Maybe it did. Maybe it didn’t. Either way I can’t tell you.” A shrug, followed by a smirk. It lit up his face in wicked delight.
I turned back, headed for the main street and the shortest way to get to the stables. 
“Well?” Luca asked.
I rolled my eyes, not stopping as I called back, “You should probably just come with me. Hel knows what you might get yourself into if left on your own.”
Luca chuckled, his footsteps quiet thumps on the cobblestone street behind. “Pot meet kettle.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Days melted into one after the next, not that I took much notice. 
Luca. He’d played on my mind an awful lot. Every time I closed my eyes, I found myself pulled under by nightmares where I would black out, only to come to and discover that I’d murdered him, not the hired thugs, not Nisad or Davorian - Luca. After he’d brought me back to the forest he’d not said anything, just watched me go on my way. Yet after a week of moping about the cabin, I’d found Luca waiting outside the forest. 
“Don’t you have anything better to do?” 
He’d shrugged. “This is the best thing I can be doing right now.”
I’d turned my back and ignored him as I set off for a small town on the east coast - another collection courtesy of Kheris. At least his visit had been brief and free of food stealing…for once. I got the impression he was letting me ‘cool off’ - as though somehow everything in Lindengaard had been my fault. Who cared? Still, I’d let him think that. I’d have some sort of peace at least. 
I was gone for two days. When I returned, again, Luca was waiting. 
“Leave.” 
“And go where?” 
He wore what I’d decided was now a trademark smirk. But the way he’d watched me, like he was assessing me for any signs of trouble, made me equally mad and oddly grateful. Though I’d hated to admit it, knowing someone was looking out for me was actually kind of…nice. 
Either that or he was still deciding whether to turn me in to the authorities for the wanton bloodshed I’d been at the heart of.
Regardless, I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of thinking his presence was actually helping my state of mind. 
“Anywhere, Luca. You have a life. Go and live it.”
Go and live, only death trails me. 
“Maybe my life has changed course,” he’d replied. No hint of that smirk. Just an earnestness that had made my chest warm and stomach flutter.
And so the weeks went on, leaving for collections with Luca watching and waiting from a distance. I didn’t ask where he stayed. Didn’t ask if he had food. He was a grown man - he could fend for himself. 
Frankly, I was too busy holding together the fractured pieces of myself to care for anyone else. A crucially integral part of me had shattered that day in Lindengaard. Something I wasn’t sure I could so easily fix. Another blackout had happened, but I’d at least been in the confines of the forest. Nari was the only other living thing nearby and he’d bolted. When I came to and went searching for him, I’d found that he’d run from the forest altogether - and to the safety of Luca and Elda. 
“A dybbuk scared him off,” I’d mumbled, barely even convincing myself. For the first time, Nari was truly, wholly and deeply terrified. I’d never seen him so skittish, so reluctant to come near me. My heart broke as I tried to soothe my only companion. 
Only Luca could calm him. 
“They have a way of doing that,” was all he’d said. 
I didn’t have it in me to explain to Luca what had actually happened. Nor could I bear it if he’d looked at me the way he had in the alcove. 
Kheris had arrived late one evening. He’d swept in without a care. I’d just stepped out of the bath and hastily threw a towel around myself. As per usual and before I could stop him, he’d polished off the dinner I’d left waiting for me on the dining table. With a quick explanation of the next collection, he’d sifted back to whatever hovel he’d come from. I wasn’t so deluded as to believe Kheris spent all his time at Alilthien. After all, he’d slummed it once with the dregs of society. I was the direct result of that.
I didn’t care. I’d just picked and pulled from the pantry before turning in for the night.
And now, I was on my way.
The village - if you could call it that, it was more a ramshackle circle of shacks with veggie patches scattered in and around the borders - came into sight. Nari slowed. 
I’d seen this morning what was to happen. A woman, one of the few I’d collected in recent years. Fae. Young. Kheris had instructed not to interfere, just to fulfil my duty when she’d completed whatever it was she was meant to. Loosely, it translated as: waiting around all day for five minutes work.
A place so small, it didn’t have a name. Just a faint marking on maps, like someone had once attempted to erase it but couldn’t fully remove it. Evil dwelt everywhere in the world, yet this was the first time I’d been called to the tiny village. 
Everything was so open, so light. A few dozen people going about their work. Harvesting, washing, chasing children. It would be hard to avoid them with no shadows to lurk within. 
Instead, I kept to the rear of the shacks, slipping from one to the next when backs were turned and eyes preoccupied. I might have made those shacks crumple in a pile if I’d touched them hard enough. The wood was aged and pockmarked by the elements. In places, wood panels were darker than the rest, more recently replaced. I got the feeling this was a place that put a bandage over most things. Easier to patch it up than tear it down and start anew. 
As I moved further around the little village, I searched for the woman I’d seen. Dirty blonde hair, dull violet eyes, no life left behind them - something in her already dead. 
That’ll make it easier I guess. 
What she had to do first that was so important I couldn’t just collect and leave, I did not know. It made me antsy the more I thought about it. For how numb I’d become over the last eight weeks, the thought of waiting made something in me flutter with a nervous tension. 
Half a dozen shacks left and so far, no woman. No slenderly pointed ears poking from grimy hair, hanging over a thin frame that spoke of years of malnourishment. No gaunt violet eyes that otherwise would have been mesmerising, drawn you in and never let you go. Maybe Kheris had been wrong. Maybe he’d sent me on a wild goose chase. Wouldn’t be the first time.
A vision flashed. A stream of water, running over smooth, greyscale pebbles with the woman ankle deep, eyes unseeing as they took in blurred surroundings. 
But there was no stream nearby. Not one I could readily see. We were near the north-western end of Hören and the closest water source was Qaladia River. 
Unless you went into Hören itself. 
To the stream that skirted Smrtka. 
My mind guttered to a stop. 
 
✧
 
Nari and I sped along the grassy fields, headed for Qaladia River. 
I refused to go into the northern parts of Hören Forest. Smrtka wasn’t the kind of place you just casually ventured near. It was a whirlpool of death - it would suck you in. Drag you under. Never let you go. I hadn’t spent a lifetime avoiding it without reason.
But as I neared Qaladia, it was empty. Before me was the only flat part of the river. Any further upstream and you’d be facing high rock walls littered with lush vegetation. No one would be able to swim upstream. The waters, despite looking so serene, had a forceful undertow. The river had claimed more lives than I ever could. 
Cool rippling water ran off in several branches. The sound was the tinkering of a thousand little bells on the morning wind. Water so clear you could see straight through to the greyscale pebble stones lining its bed. Opalescent fish darted through, rooting around in floating strands of plants for breakfast. 
But no woman. Nowhere to be seen. Fuck.
I pulled on Nari’s reins, cursing every god, goddess, creature, tree, rock…anything I could think of. There was only one other place the woman could be. 
Not for the first time, I considered setting fire to Kheris.
Nari covered the distance from Qaladia River the northern region of Hören Forest in no time. And now, we lingered beyond the tree line, debating every life choice we’d ever made.
For all that I lived amongst death, I had my limit. 
Waltzing anywhere near Smrtka was the peak of that limit. 
As I drove my heel into the side of Nari, he ground his hooves into the frosted grass. 
“You scared little shit,” I mumbled. Even though I, too, shook. 
Death had consumed the entire place, robbing it of any semblance of life - everything chilled by frost with such a bite that my entire being recoiled. Grass crunched under Nari’s hooves as he shifted restlessly. Tree trunks were slick with ice, their leaves caught somewhere between alive and dying. Nessa had once said that Smrtka wouldn’t allow this part of the forest to completely die, lest it be revealed to the world. So it was forever - both physically and metaphorically - frozen in the throes of death. 
I dismounted and led Nari to a nearby tree. My hands shook as I tied the reins around a branch. Though I had no delusions about him following after me, I wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t bolt the moment I left his view. Coward. 
Here, the hum from the dybbuk echoed out across the fields. Like being near a hive of bees. The sound filled every part of me, down to my numb core, vibrating along my bones. I just prayed there wasn’t a queen bee. Your everyday, average dybbuk was bad enough without there being a hierarchy. Not for the first time, it struck me how little I knew about the dybbuk I lived with.
I drew my cloak in tighter. I’d kept to pants the last couple of months. After that day in Lindengaard, my skirts soaked through with blood, I hadn’t been able to go back to them. Something so seemingly inconsequential, but such a big change. One of many. All ignited by that day in the alcove. So much, too much, had changed since then.
Stepping beyond the tree line here felt like wading through mud. The wards placed upon the forest were thickest the closer you were to Smrtka. A sure fire way to stop anything leaving yet a feeble attempt to stop anyone from entering if they truly desired. 
Just as it was beginning to feel like there was a vice around my lungs, the breath squashed from my chest, a pop sounded in my ears and I was through the wards. I gasped, heaving in deep breaths.
In all my years, I’d never come so close to Smrtka. I’d gone to great lengths to avoid it completely. The stream ran from the north end where I now stood, through to the narrowest point of the forest where it was my boundary line. I kept to it with a religious fervency. 
The air smelt stale, an undertone of rancid flesh laced my nostrils. I pressed my sleeve against my lower face. I could taste them, the dybbuk.
There was next to no light in here. It was as though a starless night had fallen, save for the weak light of a crescent moon. I navigated through touch, reaching from one tree trunk to the next. My hands slick with frost that melted on contact. Droplets ran past my cuff. 
A crunching sounded behind me. 
I spun only to find hollow black eyes and the stench of a rotting corpse breathing down on me. 
The dybbuk and I stood almost nose to what used to be a nose. It weighed me with careful consideration and found something in me. Like calls to like. It turned and stalked off back the way it had come. A shiver rolled up my spine. 
I walked through the forest, losing track of time completely. A full day might have passed and I wouldn’t have known. The further I wandered, the more panicked I became. Fear bore itself through me, puncturing, bleeding out any shreds of grit that remained. 
Still no sign of the woman as I followed the stream. 
But then, a small wail on the wind. A wind that felt more like the breath of a beast. 
I moved through a thicket of bushes and almost stepped on a small, frightened child. 
My eyes ran over the small fae boy. His head barely reached my hip and his face was filthy, smeared with dirt and minor cuts. Leaves littered his golden hair and his eyes - violet eyes. So much like the ones I’d seen in my vision.
Something in me tightened. I hoped I was wrong. 
Yet this was a situation I’d encountered before - one that centuries later still haunted me. 
“Where’s your mama?” I whispered. 
He shook his head and pointed behind, towards the sounds of running water. 
As I started to move forward, I stopped. I couldn’t leave the boy. He’d been lucky to survive so long already. I held out my hand to him and when I realised he wasn’t about to take it, lifted him onto my hip and set off the way he’d pointed. The child didn’t fight, didn’t even make a sound. Just held onto my shoulder with dirty jagged fingernails, silently whimpering with every step I took. 
A sound floated back to us as we approached another thicket of bushes, the sounds of the stream now almost deafening as it grew wider and deeper. A humming sound carried on the wind. But not the dybbuk. I peered out and found the fae woman with the violet eyes, singing softly to herself.
As she held something under the water. 
It flailed. 
“Dacha,” the little boy whispered. 
Terror like razors cut across me as I dropped the little boy in the thicket, hoping it would hide him well enough. In three short leaps I was on top of the woman, pulling her back. 
A little face bubbled above the waters surface. Hands splashed around, seeking purchase of something - anything - to save them from drowning. I jumped into the stream, barely noticing the icy temperature or the black silt that rose from the bottom in whorls as my boots landed, and picked up the pale white form of a little girl. 
She threw her arms around my neck, not pausing to look at her saviour, just grateful to no longer be drowning below frigid waters. I rubbed her back as she coughed up mouthfuls of water, gasping.
A rustle behind me and I spun in time to see the woman lunge for the girl and I with a wild look on her face. But it was her eyes that caught my attention, so incredibly lifeless. They were eyes I’d seen a thousand times over - the eyes on one who had died long before death came knocking. Clouding over with every second. I held out a hand, the other still holding the little girl, now shrieking. Shadows flew from me, knocking back the fae woman on the bank where she landed with a thud. My shadows held her there a moment while I climbed out of the stream, the little girl warily looking at her mother.
The woman rocked back and forth on the streams edge. 
“They have to be cleansed,” she said. She held her arms around herself. From head to toe, completely drenched. But she didn’t shake from the cold like the child in my arms did. 
I moved back to the thicket, held my hand out for the boy. He ran out and held onto my leg, squeezing my thigh. 
“The queen demands they be cleansed,” the woman continued. 
No sharp remark, nothing witty came to mind. Just dread. 
Her words made no sense to me but there was an edge to them that had even my darkest nightmares cowering in the corners of my mind. Something was very much wrong. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I’d collected the mentally deranged before. They had a look about them, a certain type of behaviour. There were elements of it I saw now, staring into her clouded violet eyes. 
Something still felt off.
“What queen?” I asked, voice hoarse. I cleared it. “What are you talking about?”
The little boy dug his fingernails into my thighs. I felt the sharp pinch through my cloak. On my hip, the girl buried her head into my neck, whimpering.
I hated collections that involved children. Hated them with a passion. Either they were a liability or collateral. There was no middle ground. No way to win. Just a lose-lose situation.
The woman didn’t look at me. “The Queen of the Dark.” 
“What queen? What were you going to do to your children? Cleanse them? Why?” 
Finally, she turned. In an instant she lunged again, her hand clamped around the boys ankle. 
“They must be cleansed!” she shrieked, the sound tearing through the trees. “She demands they be purified!”
I released my shadows, freeing them to collect the woman. Part of her had died so long ago that her soul pulled away with a touch no lighter than a feather. She fell to the forest floor in an instant as my shadows darted back within. 
The two children clinging to me screamed. 
But the sound was nothing in my ears as a whisper rolled through the forest. Followed by a cold breath of wind, sending cracked leaves dancing through the air towards us. 
Orphelia.
I spun. There was no one there. Not even a dybbuk. Not that they could talk, I realised. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 
Orphelia. 
Someone was there - someone very much alive if they were speaking to me. 
Have you come to seek counsel with me, Daughter of Ashes?
A rush of wind, like a heavy breath, ruffled my cloak. 
My throat locked up, a lump too big to swallow. I didn’t wait any longer as I turned, hefted the boy onto my other hip and took off at a run for the forest border. 
 
✧
 
By the time Nari delivered us to the south end of Hören, I could have slept for a solid week straight. 
That voice near Smrtka that had whispered to me echoed in my head. It made my skin crawl. Had called to me by name. So few actually knew who I was beyond being a Handmaiden of Death.
The voice had called me Daughter of Ashes. 
The name ran around my head as I stared off into the distance. It meant nothing to me. Never in my life had I even heard the name Daughter of Ashes. Even so, it struck somewhere deep within. Lost in thought, I suddenly became aware that I was staring straight at Luca as Nari coasted to a stop. 
Luca’s gaze was sharp, locked on me, searching head to toe. He stood in his emerald tunic, grey pants and brown leather boots laced to the knee, the uniform of the Sons of Ikya. His hair was neatly swept to the side, those sapphire eyes dark like a stormy sea. I tried to look calm, even tried to smile a little. And failed. Simply put, I felt hollow.
I pulled on Nari’s reins as Luca left his post, Elda grumbling in his wake. 
“What happened?” he demanded. 
I sighed. “It’s none of your business.”
And even if it was, how would I even begin to explain that voice near the heart of all evil without sounding like I’d completely lost my mind? How would I even begin to explain my reasons for being near Smrtka?
Oh hey, Luca, don’t mind me. Just your run of the mill Handmaiden of Death, returned from visiting the heart of evil.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“You forget, I live amongst the spirits,” I drawled. 
But his questioning eyes didn’t falter. They only narrowed in more, clearly unconvinced. His mouth, normally etched with that cocky smirk, became a thin line. 
Noonday sun beat down from overhead. Birds sounded in the distance, flitting from solitary tree to solitary tree. This part of the world was beautiful with its lush green grass and unending skies with clouds so light they might have been cotton candy. In the cooler months, pixies would dance across the fields, collecting dandelions ahead of the impending winter. They were a skittish bunch, I could only ever watch from the tree line of the forest. 
“Why won’t you leave, Luca?”
He shrugged, dug his hands into his pockets. No wings. I hadn’t seen them since that day in Lindengaard. I couldn’t shake the memory of rusted hooks through the apex of those great, opalescent feathered wings. They’d been truly resplendent in the small confines of the room I’d found him in - save, of course, for the blood that tainted them. Too often I’d caught myself imagining how they’d look fully outstretched, unencumbered by injury or lack of space. What they would sound like, beating against sunlight, wind and clouds in mid flight. How Luca would be both fear and awe inspiring. Commander. Defender. 
Bile rose in my throat as I remembered what had happened after I’d found Luca in that dingy room above the tavern. The second time I’d blacked out. 
“Call it restitution of sorts,” he replied. “A life for a life.”
“So…what? You’re just going to stay out here till I one day die?” No need to mention that wouldn’t likely happen for countless millennia yet. Or at least until Kheris grew bored of me and sent me on my way to Gehenna.
“You saved me,” he said. Matter of fact. 
“You saved me, too. We’re even.”
“Not the way I see it.” His eyes grew dark. “I could have actually died in the forest and most likely would have in Lindengaard. You wouldn’t have died had I not stepped in. Sure, you’d be rotting away in prison, sure, but at least you’d be alive.”
“You can’t stay out here.”
That voice near Smrtka definitely had me spooked. There been an undercurrent of pure evil to it. Last thing anyone needed was to be within throwing distance of the forest. Luca was practically serving himself up on a silver platter and that voice was enticing, a seductive lure to the unwitting in. Had I not already had my guard up, I might have sought it out. Maybe. 
Thought someone like Luca? I imagined they’d run cock first towards it. 
Luca crossed his arms. “Make me leave then.”
A challenge. One I would refuse to throw down the gauntlet over. “You’re childish."
I headed into the forest, wasting no time in putting Nari into the barn before I went inside the cabin, kicking the door shut before collapsing onto my bed, still fully clothed. 
While I could have slept for a week, the moment my eyes drifted shut that voice filled my head.
Orphelia.
Orphelia. 
Have you come to seek counsel with me, Daughter of Ashes?
If terror hadn’t still racked my body, I would have brushed it off as a brief moment of insanity. Hel knew with everything that had happened in Lindengaard, I was well overdue for a mental breakdown. 
Shadows filled the cabin as I stared at a plate of bread thickly coated in jam, willing myself to eat. I’d given up on the hope of sleep. Out stepped Kheris, straightening the sleeves of his coat. 
“All done?” Nothing in the way of a greeting. 
I sighed, pushing away my plate. Slumping back in my chair, I didn’t even bother to look at him. Instead I stared out the window, watching the rustle of leaves as my new resident dybbuk hunted for new ways to get into the barn. The spirit had become such a fixture that Nari barely noticed it anymore.
“Did you intend for those children to die?” I whispered. 
They’d filled my thoughts all afternoon. The desperation in the little girls eyes as she fought against bony fingers and icy waters. The haunted, helplessness in the face of the little boy as he uttered his sisters name, as I put him in the thickets and hoped it would be enough to keep him safe. 
And then I’d left them beside a shack in their village with instructions to seek help when I’d left. 
The woman’s words continued to frost my core just as the trees surrounding Smrtka were also permanently frosted. 
The queen demands they be cleansed. 
Cleansed of what? What queen?
Kheris sat down opposite, pulling my plate towards him. He pulled off a chunk of bread, jam sticking to his pale fingers and stuffed it in his mouth as he said, “There’s a natural order to things.” Crumbs dropped from his mouth onto his coat. He brushed them off onto the floor.
“And it necessitates innocents dying?”
He shrugged. “Sometimes.”
“Why?” 
He seemed caught off guard. No snapping, no insult hurled at him.
Just a simple question.
“We do not decide who lives and who dies,” he replied. “You know who’s responsible for that.”
I sighed. “Nona, Decima and Morta.”
The Fates. The only people apart from Nessa that I considered true family. They lived at Alilthien Castle on Marwolaeth with Kheris. I’d never stepped into the place they dwelled, The Hall of Records - The Athenaeum. Even at a young age I understood that it was a sacred place where decisions of who lived and died were made every second of the day. More sacred than any temple could ever be.
“You’re the God of Death.”
“Well noted, daughter,” he replied, smirking. “Truly a dizzying intellect.”
I didn’t even have it in me to roll my eyes. “Surely you ultimately decide who lives and who dies?”
He sighed, suddenly sounding weary. “We’ve had this conversation, Orphelia. I am not the one who makes the judgement call. I’m…oversight. I’m too busy to concern myself with things like that.”
My blood boiled at that. Things like that, he’d said. 
Things like innocent children. 
“I saved them,” I spat out. “Because it is a choice. It’s a decision I made. Because they did not deserve to suffer for one person’s wickedness.”
“You shouldn’t interfere.” A cold warning.  
I stood to my feet, jostling the table in the process. “I will interfere as much as I need to so long as you keep allowing helpless children to be collateral.”
Kheris leaned back, mouth drawing into a thin line. I was mad, insane to mouth off to the God of Death. He could hand my arse to me in an instant. Now that I’d begun, centuries of anger bubbled beneath the surface, threatening to explode.
“Think about what you’re doing, Orphelia,” he cautioned, the words said slowly as though to an infant devoid of understanding and comprehension. “Think about the choices you’re making. Sometimes others will die before their time, when it’s scarcely justified. It’s how the world works.”
I drew in a steadying breath. There was no concern on that pale, angular face. The way he ruffled his hair was too casual. We might have been discussing the weather. 
“They were innocents,” I cried, a lump forming in my throat. “Children, Kheris. They didn’t deserve to die today. I wasn’t for one second about to facilitate their departure from this world. You know I couldn’t do that. Not to someone as helpless as a child.”
“Dramatic.” He studied the lapels of his coat, flicking an invisible speck of dust off them. “It’s never your choice to make.”
“You want to talk about choices that aren’t ours to make? Fine. We’ll talk about those choices.” I crossed the room in a few steps, threw the plate in the sink where it cracked into half a dozen shards of crockery. For a brief moment, it was cathartic. “How about the one you made for me over a thousand years ago? I didn’t get to make this choice. I didn’t get to choose whether I would actively participate in destroying families, killing innocents.”
Kheris stood and stalked forward but halted when I took an involuntary step back. “They wouldn’t have known what to do with you, those…simpletons,” he said softly. “You would have been executed for dark magic. I saved you.”
Hysterical laughter choked me. Maybe I was insane. “You didn’t, though. This life, I’m in bondage. I live in the dark but yearn for the light. You saw a girl with a power much greater than herself. She was scared and you ran with her. You turned her into this. A harbinger of death.”
Silence fell over the cabin. The only sounds bird song coming to a choking end. Another dybbuk about to have a filled belly. 
“I could have done so much more with my life,” I continued. “However, you made a choice that day. You chose to take away every choice I would get to make from thereon out. I still don’t have choices! You command and send me where you please. So you want to talk about choices? That’s fine. We can talk about that. Just be ready to face up to the ones you made.”
“You were too young to know what you needed.” His face became gentle. Pitying. My mouth turned dry like sand. Pity from Kheris was less preferable than pulling the nails from my fingers one by one. 
“So release me!” I stalked past him. There was nowhere for me to go without leaving. “I’m not young anymore.
I’ve lived and died a little every day. Every time I kill someone a piece of me is murdered right along with them and there’s not much left. I’ll never get to have a normal life. I’ll never get to do something because I want to - go to the theatre, drink till I puke in some seedy tavern. I’ll never get to have a family, children… And all because of the choice you made. A poor choice.” I finished bitterly. 
I lowered my head, refusing to let Kheris see the tears swell. It wasn’t often I allowed myself to think about what I’d lost before I could have ever gained it. It was simply too painful. Whenever I did think about it, the weight of it all would crush me like a thousand boulders, burying me.
Kheris raised his head, looked down his nose at me with a sneer. “I’m still your elder and commander.”
“I quit. I don’t want any part in this anymore. It’s tearing me apart, Kheris!” My fingers wound through my hair, clutching, as if I could hold my precarious sanity together. 
I was pleading. I felt dirty. I might as well have been whoring myself out like the humans in the Bay of Thieves, desperate for any coin they could get. No doubt I’d have felt better about that than begging Kheris to leave me be.
Kheris moved to the door and swung it wide. He only ever left through the door when he wanted to make a statement. “This isn’t something you can just walk away from, Orphelia. We always were and always will be. We are your past, present and future. You can no more walk away from us than you can cease to exist. Because you are us.”
He left the cabin, strolled into the clearing. A whorl of smoke and shadows grew from the bracken of the forest floor, encasing the God of Death. I followed him out, my hair whipping with the air sucked into his vortex. He was a storm in danger of consuming me.
“If I am you,” I shouted, my voice rising above the roar of shadows, “and you are me, then believe me when I say this: I will end you. I will make sure you enter Gehenna, never to leave. I will be the last face you see. I will take away your choices, just as you’ve taken mine.”
He didn’t acknowledge a word I said as he vanished from view.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That night, Nythrial echoed my pain. The skies had grown heavy and begun to beat against the land like boxer’s fists by the time night fell. Hail broke through the forest canopy, chunks as large as an apple pockmarking the soil and devastating the roof of the cabin. Nari was restless, neighing in terror intermittently, in time with the cracking thunder. 
I’d debated going out to see if Luca was still there. Eventually, I wisely decided to stay put when a hailstone shot through the roof, narrowly missing me where I soaked in the bathtub. For all the grief he’d given me, Luca was no fool. He’d be long gone. And if not, well, I wouldn’t have to deal with seeing him anymore. One lump of hail to the head would do enough damage. Even for a Son of Ikya.
Guilt tugged at my chest. I grumbled at it. 
The night was restless. Several more holes ripped open in the roof. I spent most of the night draining full bowls and replacing them under new openings in the hopes of catching the rain before it could drown my little home. 
An exercise in futility if ever I’d seen one. The rain blew in every which way. Towards the end of the night as the rain grew wispy, it missed the bowls entirely. 
Even the dybbuk were put off by the storm. One less thing to worry about. I’d named the resident dybbuk, who stalked Nari day and night, Akuji, meaning ‘dead and awake.’ I couldn’t have thought of a name more fitting. Even the spirit was nowhere in sight. 
Having arrived early, the dawn came with the start of winter, cutting off the unseasonably warm Autumn. As I emerged from the forest the next morning, white stretched before me, a thin blanket of frost covering what had just yesterday been a sprawling, luscious green. Pale dandelions now glistened like precious gems, frozen in time until they succumbed to the plummeting temperatures. 
Just yesterday I’d thought about the pixies who collected those very same dandelions, just before the weather was due to turn. They were nowhere in sight, their frail little bodies unable to survive such frigid conditions. 
I felt him before my eyes landed on his. 
Luca. A dozen feet away and closing in. The closest he’d been to the forest since that first day we met. 
“Interesting way to end the summer,” he said by way of greeting. 
“We’re talking about the weather now?”
Luca toed the ground, uncovering a patch of green beneath the frost. “I know very little about you. What else is there to say?”
“Orphelia,” I replied. It slipped out. I don’t know why. Nothing in me had planned on telling him that detail. It felt like the last nail in the coffin that would lead to Luca knowing too much, discovering things he could get killed for.
“Orphelia?” Luca’s answering smile was genuine, the only warmth amongst the icy air. “Nice to meet you. Finally.”
I mockingly bowed my head. “My lord.”
“Not in the slightest.”
We both laughed, the sound awkward as it spilled from me like a babbling brook. 
Bad idea. Bad idea. Bad idea, my mind chanted. 
A moment passed. And then - “Since we’re on a first name basis, I have a request,” I said. 
“A request? I see how it is. We’re friends and now it’s time to call in a favour?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
“My cabin was damaged in the storm,” I explained. “I know a good deal but fixing a cabin isn’t something I have a single clue about. Likely I’ll just set fire to it.”
“With a hammer and nails?” 
“I possess a unique skill set.” A double truth. 
His eyes narrowed as he crossed his arms, his entire upper body covered in heavy furs that matched the copper tones of his hair. “And you think I do? Gender profiling a bit hard for so early, aren’t we?
Perhaps I’m the gatherer, not the hunter. Maybe I’m the painter or poet.”
I rolled my eyes, half turned my back to the forest. “I’ll sort it myself-” 
“No,” he interjected, an undertone of panic. “I’m only kidding, I can help. Just be prepared for it to be a little less than stellar. We’re taught to fight, not be carpenters.”
“Considering how much of a fight it’ll be to repair what’s close to collapsing, that works for me.”
“Am I about to be dybbuk fodder? I seem to recall numerous warnings not to enter the forest lest I die a horrible, grisly death. Or have you just stopped caring altogether?” He winked.
I bit my lip. It would be a risk. During the walk to the forest border I’d kept a lookout, carefully planning. “The storm seems to have rattled the spirits. I didn’t see any on my way out. If you stick with me and don’t do anything brash, we should be okay.”
“Should?”
I smiled apologetically. “It can’t be any worse than Lindengaard.”
Luca’s mouth twitched to the side. Perhaps we were close to being able to laugh about it. Doubtful. “Fair enough.”
 
✧
 
Miraculously and despite my concerns, we made it back to the cabin, coming across only one dybbuk. Akuji, hunting for rabbits long since bunkered down in their burrows. He swiped aimlessly at the lip of the burrow, too dim to understand the need to dig down into it. 
Maybe that was why he was constantly stalking Nari. Seemingly low hanging fruit, easy prey. Perhaps I should leave out an offering of sorts, a gesture of goodwill for him to not devour my horse if ever he got the chance. 
Then again, if I fed him, he’d never leave. He’d be the most twisted pet in history.
“They’re just shadows?” Luca asked. 
“Kind of,” I replied. And then, word vomit. “Most people only see them as shadows.”
He pulled Elda along behind. I’d offered for Elda to wait in the  barn with Nari, the only safe space for them in and around the forest. A horse on its own outside Hören would likely be stolen - especially one as majestic as a Son of Ikya’s horse, carefully trained from a foal to follow orders. They’d be worth a pretty mark. 
“I’m guessing you’re not most people?”
I bit my lip. You could say that, I thought to myself. 
We entered the clearing around my sanctuary. 
Luca stopped. 
“Go on,” I said. “You can say it.”
He frowned. “Say what?”
“How it’s a dump, a complete piece of shit. A lifeless little hut in the middle of a condemned forest and thus, likely haunted.” 
I’d heard it all before. It wouldn’t be news to me. 
Luca followed me to the barn. I swung wide the door and just caught the flicker of surprise in Nari’s eyes. He flicked his mane, stomped a hoof and snorted at Elda as he entered the barn, headed straight for Nari’s bag of oats. I could have sworn in that instant, if Nari could talk, he’d have called me some very choice names - traitor being on the tamer side.
“Why would I say any of that?” Luca asked. “It’s your home. Seems a bit insensitive.”
“Is it though? If it’s the truth?”
Luca merely folded his arms, stared up towards the roof. “I’ll need to get up there to see what I can do.”
And so he spent the next half hour scouring the roof, counting up the holes - an even dozen - and trying to work out the best way to patch it. 
“No chance you could just have someone come and fix it? Someone who actually knows what they’re doing?”
I cocked my head. “I’ve had exactly four - now five - visitors in all the time I’ve lived here.”
“Noted,” he replied. “We’ll handle it ourselves.”
Luca did have more of an idea than I did, despite him having said he wasn’t a carpenter. Somehow he’d located nails and a mallet in a rusted metal crate stuck under the cabin. As for something to board up the roof, an old door from a storm half a century prior when the barn had damn near collapsed in on itself, provided an answer. We spent the better part of the morning pulling apart the door carefully so as not to split the boards, held together by three bracing planks of wood in a Z formation. 
“Why the forest?” Luca asked. 
“Why not? I like my privacy.”
“Sorry.”
I wiped sweat from my brow. I’d let my hood fall during the dismantling. Anxiety had tied its barbed wire around my chest but I’d left it. Luca had seen my face that day in the alcove. He’d been curious, not horrified as others had been in times past. 
“Don’t be sorry,” I mumbled. “You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want you here.”
It was true. I realised after the invitation had left my mouth, that part of me did want him in my home, near me. That revelation was startling - I tucked it away to deal with later when regret would most likely sink in and I would question every life decision I’d ever made. Usually that happened some time after midnight when sleep evaded me.
“Can you pass these up?” Luca stood to his feet, the last board separated. He dusted off his pants. His knees and the toes of his leather boots were stained from the sodden earth. 
Luca climbed over the cabin, using whatever leverage he could as I watched in amazement. His movements were swift and nimble, every step deliberate. The way he held himself, he might have been weightless. 
“Why not just fly up?” I didn’t realise the question I’d asked till it was out. Dread dragged its claws down my spine. Was that insensitive to ask? Improper? Insulting? Some faeries were quick to draw blood when asked about their physical traits. There was a particular kind of wood nymph in the far south of Nythrial who would gauge out your eyes simply for looking. 
This word vomit thing was getting excruciating. 
Thankfully Luca just laughed as he reached the roof. I passed up the first board and he went about fixing the first hole. The largest, right over my still damp, squelching bed.
I was digging out splinters from my fingertips when he answered. 
“It hurts - to produce our wings.”
“But it’s part of you.”
“That’s irrelevant,” he replied. “Birth is a natural part of every species and it hurts. We call it a rebirth when we produce our wings. Essentially, when they’re not in use, the wings are…inside us.”
I raised my eyebrows and he sighed, shifted from one bent leg to the other. Blow upon blow, mallet on nail, his face was a mask of total concentration. 
“It’s hard to explain. Have you ever had something so integral to who you are, something so massive that’s contained in you - even though it doesn’t feel like it should be able to be?”
My face was answer enough. I swallowed hard. 
“My wings are part of me and somehow not,” he continued, taking another board I passed up. Leaves fluttered from the roof as he moved to the next spot. “They’re both within and outside of who I am. Kind of their own separate entity but we live alongside one another, in a symbiotic relationship. But bottom line, no, I can’t just fly up. Not unless I want to go through the agony of my back being torn to shreds so those wings can be freed.”
“Is it painful when they’re out?” My mind flicked back to the tavern, to the hooks through his wings. Once unhooked, he’d seemed fine. Had even managed a cocky grin. 
Luca smiled. “Not as much as having them come out but yes. If you don’t produce your wings too often, it can hurt to have them out even for the shortest periods of time. Like not being used to carrying a heavy sack and having it eventually strain the muscles in your back.”
“You’re a commander, aren’t you?” I could have sworn he’d said as much when I met him. But so much had happened since then. “Wouldn’t you have to fly all the time?”
He laughed. “Have you not noticed, Orphelia? We’re in a time of peace.”
Peace. The word was foreign to me. Every day death waged war on the living. I’d never known the  blissful ignorance that came from living through a time of peace. Of living in a world with no chaos, no pain. No death. Every breath I took was war.
I didn’t reply as Luca went back to work. We carried on repairing the roof in silence as the day rolled on into the afternoon, finishing just as night fall approached. 
“We should get going,” I said. “If you’re to be out of the forest before it gets dark.”
Luca smirked as he looked around the clearing - already as dark as night once the sun fell below the tree line. For a moment he stared at my front door, half open and revealing my still damp bed. “Wouldn’t want that to happen.”
I rolled my eyes. Elda had taken up most of the barn, Nari having seceded a majority of the space to the imposing stallion. Luca clicked his tongue and Elda, with a shake of her mane, followed him out. 
We moved through the forest in silence. Mostly I listened for the telltale hum of the dybbuk. It came in short bursts as they slowly trickled back, the storm all but forgotten. 
“Where do you stay?” I asked suddenly. The Sons were based in Galicia. There was no way for Luca to make the journey there and back before dawn. It was clear by now that he’d been spending the daytime hours outside the forest, near the eastern border. 
“Here and there.” Luca grinned. “I’ve never done well in houses. There’s something about being in the open air that’s just so…calming.”
“So you’ve been sleeping in the fields like a homeless faerie?”
“Gods no. I’ve been going to a nearby village. There’s one just south of here, an hours ride away. Sometimes, when I’m on the road, I’ll stop by there,” he explained. “One of my men who died decades ago, he had a wife from the village. She moved out of Galicia after the Passing to be with her family. When I’m around, she gives me a place to stay, some food and a chance to wash up.”
“And what do you give her in exchange?” I asked. 
We broke through the tree line of the forest into the dwindling twilight. 
“Jealous, Orphelia?” Luca’s mouth curved up in that cocky smirk I’d become so used to. 
“Why would I be jealous? I don’t even know you that well.”
He mounted Elda. “I could let you find out just how I thank her for her services. Of course, you’d have to offer the same deal.”
“You’re a pig.”
“You’re welcome,” he called. He pressed his heel into Elda, spurring her away from the forest as he called back over his shoulder, “See you tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Figured you could use some common decency.”
Nessa stood on my doorstep, a corked bottle of wine in hand, her other hand still raised mid knock. I moved aside for her to enter. She passed through the doorway like a cool winters breeze, remnants of her home clinging to her as snowflakes fell around her feet. Despite having come from the Winter Court, she was dressed in nothing but a thin khaki shirt, black pants and knee high leather boots. 
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked, retrieving two mismatched glasses. I kept the chipped one for myself and passed her the other. 
Nessa nodded to my dining table. “That.”
Glancing at the wooden table top where it still lightly glowed, I cringed at the sight of embers slowly winking out one by one. “You got yours, too, then?”
Her eyes widened as she nodded her head. And then with a tone so sweet it would give you a toothache, said, “You know it. Can’t wait.” 
Nessa downed her glass in one giant gulp and poured another. A nod urged me to drink mine which I took a sip from. Spiced mulberry wine. A speciality of the winter court. It warmed me from the inside out. Winter had finally set in throughout Nythrial and my little cabin wasn’t faring so well against the chill.
We both drank as we stared at the dining table. 
Just hours before, a sharp pop had sounded in the cabin, followed by a bundle of smoke falling in a heap on the table top where it fanned out all around, slowly cascading over the edges like a  mushroom cap. As it receded, scorch marks became clearer. The crest of Alilthien Castle. A summons disguised as an invitation. 
A wyvern filled a majority of the crest, the predator native to the island of Marwolaeth. In its clawed feet it held a scythe, a shredded ribbon flying loose from its blade. The wyvern, caught mid flight was centred on the crest with one wing protruding. Encompassing it were the telltale shadows of death. There, on the wooden tabletop, they seemed to move. As though even here, even now, the scorch marks contained a modicum of death. Like everything related to Kheris was laced with it.
“Can you believe it’s been a decade already?” Nessa asked. She sat back in her chair, studying the ceiling, still a maze of shoddily repaired holes. “These things come round too often.”
I couldn’t have agreed more. “Are we prepared to deal with Aoife and her grovelling?”
Nessa laughed darkly, memories from times past haunting her thoughts as her eyes hollowed out. In the small confines of the cabin, I imagined I could still hear the screams. 
“‘Oh daddy, please, kill the man again, I do so love it when their eyes go blank.’” Nessa’s imitation had been spot on, every lilt of Aoife’s angelic voice perfected and honed from years of bitter teasing. “She’s a fucking pain.”
“Hear hear.” 
We both tossed our drinks back. I poured another for the both of us. 
“You’ll take me over?”
The Handmaiden of the Winter Court nodded. “Just like always. Better than showing up alone anyway.”
I snorted into my drink. “Last thing either of us wants is to be stuck talking to Clodagh.”
“She doesn’t talk,” Nessa replied. 
“Case in point.”
My mind floated back to a dinner some decades past where everyone but Clodagh and myself had left the room for one reason or another. I’d have preferred to head into the hills behind the castle and offer myself up as a snack to the beady eyed wyvern. Clodagh had slotted in with Autumn Court life almost too well, and now - aside from these dinners once every ten years - didn’t talk to any of us. 
Not that much of a loss.
Nessa fell back on my bed, the frame creaking lightly. She stared up at the roof. “What the fuck happened?”
“Storm."
“And you paid who to fixed the roof? A blind man?”
I cocked my head, ignoring the mild twinge of annoyance. “A friend.” 
It was the first time I’d ever called Luca that - friend. The term had rolled off my tongue surprisingly easy. It sat comfortably with me, like a breath of fresh air, clearing away a fog that had been there so long, I’d become accustomed to it. 
“Does this friend happen to do anything else for you?” She winked, wiped her tongue across her upper teeth slowly, suggestively.
“Really, Nessa?” I laughed but my cheeks heated. I shifted, moved closer to the furnace like that would somehow explain it. “No. He’s just a friend who fixed my roof. Badly.”
She snorted. “You know you could have asked me to do it?”
“That would have required asking for help,” I said. And admitting my shortcomings which no matter how hard I’d studied, I’d never been able to master magic quite the same way the other Handmaidens had. “I’m not so good at that.”
“Except for your…friend.” She winked again. 
“Shut up. If it’ll make you feel at all better in any way, please, have at it and do what you will with the damned thing.”
Truth be told, I wasn’t certain the planks of wood would adequately hold up against the next storm. And with winter breathing down our necks, setting in with all its glory, bigger storms than last were imminent. 
Without turning away, Nessa flicked her hand overhead and in an instant, the roof was new again, wooden beams shining with fresh lacquer. The chimney leading from the furnace was even reinforced, no small gaps for spiders to crawl through. 
“You’re welcome.”
We sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds the crackling of the furnace and Akuji, back again and lurking on the edge of the clearing. 
“A month then?”
Nessa sighed heavily, her chest hollowing out. “A month. And anyway, it’s just one dinner. What could go wrong?”
I didn’t dare reply. The list of possibilities was endless.
And in Alilthien Castle, nothing was off limits. 
Nothing. 
 
✧
 
“You could have just said if you didn’t like my patch job, you know?”
I turned from where I was washing Nari. He’d gotten into a wrestling match with Akuji in the early hours. It had been my fault. I’d loaded him up ready to go and suddenly remembered something I’d forgotten. Two minutes. That was how long I’d been inside when I heard grunting and neighing, a low hum echoing around the cabin. I had to hand it to Nari, he’d fared better than I thought he would have. 
Now he was filthy. A small price to pay for him still being alive, though. And Akuji was off sulking,  licking his metaphorical wounds behind a small fir tree. 
Luca approached, Elda in tow. He squinted up overhead to the roof of the cabin, now pristine and free of weathered barn door planks, beaten haphazardly into the existing wood with a mallet and mystery nails. 
“What are you doing here?” I scolded, not holding anything back. He had to have known it was a bad idea to come into the forest alone. I thought I’d made as much clear. And if not me then certainly the massive wave of dybbuk that nearly devoured us on the first day we met.
He grinned. “I’ve got this. I’m fine.” He held up a ruby red stone hanging in a macrame binding attached to a long leather strap around his neck. “See? An amulet. Safe.”
I rolled my eyes as I wiped my suds covered hands on my pants. “Let me guess, you got it from Trili?”
He nodded. 
“Trili is known for its charlatans. Something you should know well being who you are, O Great and Noble Protector of the Land.” I walked towards him, holding my hand out. He let me take hold of the stone and I turned it over in my fingers inspecting. Just an ordinary ruby. And not even one of decent condition with clarity like mud. “You’ve been had.”
Luca’s jaw dropped. “I paid two hundred marks for this.”
“How is it that a commander of the Galician forces is such an imbecile?”
“But I made it here unscathed.”
“Sheer dumb luck.”
He sighed. Let it drop back against his chest. “I’m still keeping it.”
“As a reminder to be smarter?”
“It goes well with my eyes." 
“Yeah. Really brings out the gullible in them.”
Turning my attention back on Nari, I doused him with a bucket of clean water. The stallion flicked out his mane, covering me head to toe in soapy droplets. 
Nessa had stayed into the late hours of the night, talking about inane things, anything to keep our minds off the upcoming dinner at Alilthien. Despite being once a decade, it still had me unprepared each time it came around. I stifled a yawn. She’d left as the first light of dawn stirred through the tree tops. A rustling of parchment on the kitchen counter had made us both jump. A note from Kheris - where and when for a new collection. Better than seeing him face to face at least - especially when so much wine had loosened my tongue considerably. 
“What were you doing in Trili?” 
Luca was sitting on the front step of the cabin. Elda had wandered into the barn and was already slurping from a barrel of water. 
“Business.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Quite the conversationalist today. Normally you won’t shut up.”
He shrugged. “I’d say more if I could, you know. It’s just confidential.”
“Confidential as in you’ve been sent on business from the Empress regarding life or death matters?” I asked. “Or confidential as in you needed a potion to help a little friend of yours.” I stared pointedly at Luca’s pants to drive home the joke, but my traitorous cheeks heated. I turned away to pack up the buckets and sponges I’d been washing Nari with. 
“It’s not little.” He sounded hurt. But as I glanced back, he winked. I rolled my eyes.
“Only men with little pricks say that.”
“And you’ve got a lot of experience with that now, do you?” His eyes sparkled, urging me to play with him. To keep up our cheeky banter. “Have you been holding out on me?”
I smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” But there was no hiding the heat that engulfed me like the flames of Gehenna. I was sure I burned as crimson as the ruby he wore.
He changed the subject. “Do you really live here?” 
I frowned. “What else would I do here?”
Luca toyed with a stick, snapping it slowly inch by inch. “Maybe you disembowel your victims in there,” he said. “Maybe you’re secretly in cahoots with the dybbuk and you lure men to their doom. I mean, clearly you lure in the best of the best.”
I snorted, tossing the buckets into the barn. A problem for later. “If you’re referring to yourself, it very obviously didn’t work with you. The dybbuk and I were both disappointed. But if you have any friends, please, send them my way.”
Even joking about sending more Sons of Ikya into the forest felt wrong, as though somehow the gods would actually deliver on it and send more angels to their doom.
“You’ve got a wicked tongue,” Luca said, grinning. 
“You know nothing of it.”
Luca’s grin turned into a devilish smile. I suddenly felt like prey. “I could, if you’d let me.”
“I’m not playing this game,” I breathed, suddenly feeling heady. I pushed past him, opening the door to the cabin. Before it could fully swing shut, he’d caught it and followed me in. 
“You started it.”
“Irrelevant.”
I packed a small satchel of food. There would be none to buy where I was headed, unless I stole from the dead. Kheris's note detailed that I’d be going to a little hollow in a hill, just an hours ride out of Galicia. A mage lived there. I knew the place well enough. His home was well known in those parts.
“Going somewhere?” Luca asked. I turned to find him standing over my dining table, his fingers grazing across the scorch mark of the Alilthien Crest. He pulled his fingers back suddenly, inspecting them. I could have sworn I smelt seared flesh. “What is this?”
I thought for a moment before settling on, “Call it an ill omen. Nothing that concerns you. And yes, I have things to do today so if you don’t mind.” I gestured to the front door, my satchel slung over my arm and cloak donned - hood pulled low as always. At least with winter here, it was necessary and I wouldn’t look so out of place.
Luca left to fetch Elda. Nari tossed his still damp mane at me, impatient to be on our way. Prideful thing would never admit it but he’d been rattled by Akuji. His head swept from side to side, constantly alert, ears pricked. 
I mounted and headed out of the cabin clearing, the clomping of Elda’s hooves sounding from behind. Aside from the sounds of snapping twigs and rustling leaves, we remained quiet. Pale sunlight slid over us as we emerged from the forest onto a blanket of pillowy snow. 
“I’ll ride with you,” Luca said. Not an offer. 
“No, thank you.” I wasn’t heading somewhere where I could easily give him the slip like Lindengaard. There would be no denying what I was doing if the only other people present besides Luca were the mage and myself. 
He kept right up alongside me. 
“You really don’t need to come with me,” I said, hoping he’d take the subtle hint. 
“I want to.” Luca winked. “I actually quite enjoy your company.”
I snorted, eyes ahead. “You’re an even bigger imbecile than I thought then.”
“Why? Because you’re some hideously boring hermit who would rather live amongst the spirits than the living?”
“Among other things,” I said dryly. 
“Then tell me.” His face was earnest, eyes soft. “I only just learned your name. Other than that and the cabin, I know very little about you.”
I bit my lip. What he didn’t know was that he already knew far too much. “Why don’t you tell me about you instead?”
Luca glanced up at the sky, squinting into the sun. For a moment I feared he’d push the issue but as he looked back to me, I saw he’d accepted I wasn’t about to spill all my secrets. “What do you want to know?”
Shit. Was there any way to nicely say ‘I actually don’t care but this is a diversion so you don’t discover something life threatening about me’?
“Why did you become a Son of Ikya?” Lame question but harmless enough. 
“My father was one,” Luca explained.
“So you’re a legacy Son?” I’d heard of families built and bred purely to be warriors within the Empress' armies. I couldn’t think of anything worse. Except maybe being a Handmaiden. 
“Not quite. My grandfather was a blacksmith.” 
Luca pulled a strip of dried meat from a satchel hanging across his body and began to chew. He sat atop Elda like a prince, perfect posture, head held high. I studied the sharp angles of his jawline, the gentle slope over the bobbing of his throat as he swallowed, the smooth plane that ran down under his tunic, loosely unbuttoned at the top. Not so much the commander today, he might have just been any ordinary man. A man who could maybe…
My breath caught. 
Idiot. I inwardly swatted at the tightness in my chest and turned back to the gravel road ahead of us - what little I could see of it anyway, what with the snow fall obscuring most of the stones. That very same path would become bog like once spring returned. 
“My mother is a seamstress,” he continued. “She owns a little shop in the city proper. Does well considering.”
“Considering?”
“She’s human.”
I wasn’t quick enough to hide the shock on my face. It was rare for a Son to have human parentage - and rarer still for a human to own anything beyond a venereal disease. 
Luca smiled. “I’m used to it. My father copped a lot of shit when they fell in love. He was discharged from the Sons and ended up being a guard at the palace instead. The Sons have strict rules on who can carry out the bloodline. A human woman isn’t good enough.” His face turned bitter at that.
“But you’re a commander?” I asked. Luca offered some meat to me. I took it and chewed slowly, savouring the saltiness. “How does that work if you’re half human?”
Luca debated for a moment. Overhead, a flock of birds flew, screeching as a juvenile wyvern appeared, crimson and cobalt scales glinting in the sunlight, hot on their tracks. 
“Aside from the Sons being big on not paying for the sins of the father and whatnot,” he said, “I was strong even at a young age. They had no choice but to train me, especially when I started cracking out my wings at every possible moment. Hurt like nothing else but when you’re young and can’t control your emotions, it just happens. So far as the elders could guess, the human part was outweighed by the angel. They were satisfied with that so I went to live at the barracks when I was twelve.”
“And now you’re a commander?”
“Now I’m a commander.” 
Just like that.
I thought for a moment, how lonely it must have been for Luca’s mother to be an outcast from society. Humans were welcome within Galicia, the Empress never went so far as Summer and Spring Courts - though at the same time didn’t put her neck out to save them either. Generally humans carried out the grunt work throughout the city - if they were fortunate enough to find work. Most ended up homeless in the streets. That was a side of Galicia you never heard about, the blemish on an otherwise pristine complexion.
“Was it worth it?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it. 
Luca frowned. “Being surrounded by purebred angel and knowing that I was less than them purely because my parents are who they are? Yes. It’s not a weakness, to be human. Being a commander now, I like to think that I can try to change things…somehow.”
“Make things better for everyone?”
He nodded. 
I found myself unable to look away. There was a ferocity within Luca’s sapphire eyes. For a moment I caught a glimpse beyond the cocky exterior at something so pure, so genuine lurking underneath the mask he wore. A man who wanted the world to be a better place. A dreamer. Someone who genuinely cared about more than just  titles and appearances. 
In spite of myself, I softened and believed for a moment that he might actually be able to enact real change with a hunger so raw as his. 
But things were the way they were. And if I was being honest with myself, I knew one commander wouldn’t change that. Not when fighting against millennia of bias, stereotyping, pure hate… There was too much for one person to unravel in one lifetime.
We continued to ride on, Luca telling me stories about his childhood in Galicia. I was an enchanted audience, hanging on every word. Hel, I even laughed. The sound had been so startling to my own ears. When was the last time I’d actually laughed before meeting Luca? Allowed myself that moment of careless abandon?
Never. At least, not since I was an ignorant child. Kheris had darkened my future the day he darkened my doorstep at the farm.
Conversation fell to the ground and died when Luca pressed for the same information from me. 
“There’s nothing to tell,” I explained. “Nothing worth knowing.”
He didn’t push the subject, understanding that I wasn’t willing to talk. Hurt flickered in his eyes and I almost blurted out everything - the bad and well, the worse. The feeling was like standing on the edge of a cliff, your foot slipping a fraction. My heart pounded, breath came in short bursts. My stomach dropped to the depths of my body and my hands shook as I held Nari’s reins. 
I couldn’t be that careless. 
As the light began to dwindle, we stopped at a copse beside a small lake. If you could call it a lake - it was more of a glorified pond. It would have fit comfortably in my cabin but as I gazed into it, I couldn’t see the bottom. It was deep, fish darted to the surface before retreating into its depths again. 
All my life I’d tried to imagine what it was like to have a cookie cutter family. Evening dinners, birthdays, licking cake batter from wooden spoons. Hearing Luca talking about the life I’d so desperately yearned for as a lonely child on Marwolaeth, all I felt was shame. Like it was somehow a failing of my own that I’d never been granted that by the gods. Shame that the cards I’d been dealt - the life I’d been bound to live - was a preordained product of my own making. Somehow the gods knew what I would become and found me lacking in every way, wanting.
That was all I could think about as I stared beyond the ponds lightly rippling surface. Shame. My fault. Even though, to anyone else, it wouldn’t have made one lick of sense. 
“I figured you might prefer not to use your tent again,” Luca said as I fumbled with the bindings on what appeared to be scraps of material slapped together. “It might collapse on you in the night. Again.”
He set up his own tent, twice the size of mine.
“What? Sleep in there with you?” Out of his mind. Completely and utterly out of his mind. And presumptuous. The level of confidence it took to simply assume I would… Well, who was I kidding, I’d have done anything to have that confidence. But the nerve, I couldn’t. Could I? No.
Part of me did spark at the idea of being so close to him. 
Idiot. 
He smirked and flung out a bed roll. “I’ll be sleeping out here. You can have the tent to yourself.”
I loosed the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. “Chivalrous of you.”
His eyes narrowed. “We can always switch.”
I looked overhead at the darkening sky. Clouds had crept across the horizon as we’d ridden and now hung like a canopy of downy blankets. They bore a deep purple and grey tone, like the ghost of a bruise. They threatened snow.
“I’ll take the tent.”
Sure enough, as the night settled in, snow began to fall. Luca’s resolve to sleep outside melted. He poked his head into the tent, the rustle of canvas rousing me from a listless sleep. 
“No.”
“I’m cold,” he replied. 
“Should have thought of that before you offered me your tent,” I said drowsily. I only pulled the blanket higher over my body, trapping a carefully cultivated pocket of heat.  
Silence and then, more rustling. Luca’s hulking form filled the tent, suddenly making me feel very small. 
“Out!” I groaned.
He ignored me, shook out his bed roll and laid down. “It’s going to be at least a foot of powder out there come morning. So unless you want to dig a grave for my dead, frozen carcass, let me rest here.”
I opened my eyes and found him to be less than a foot away. “Who says I’d bury you? The wyvern are hungry this time of year.”
“Somehow I don’t think they’d go for angel popsicle.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers.” 
His jasmine filled scent was heady within the confines of the tent. Fully stretched out, his feet stopped just short of the tent entrance, head pressed against the opposite end. So close to me, so easily within reach, his heat rolled over me. It was intoxicating. My whole body seemed to vibrate in excitement laced with panic.
What the fuck do I do?
The wind howled outside the tent, making the sides of it flutter. At some point I drifted off to the light snoring of Luca. 
Light broke its way through my lids and suddenly I was in a room covered in wooden walls, floors, ceilings, furniture. And at the centre of it all stood a wooden man, weathered with age, his back impossibly straight. He wore flowing robes of magenta and azure. They dusted the floor around him, giving the appearance of moving like a gentle tide. Deep in his silvery grey eyes there sat a knowing - a knowing weaved across centuries of love and pain, triumph and loss. 
“So, you are coming,” he said. 
I looked all around, finding that I was in the room with the man. This was no dream, my bare feet warmed on the floorboards, felt a layer of grit from them not having been cleaned in some time. I couldn’t run. Everything in me screamed that this wasn’t right. But the feel of the knots in the wood, the tang of magic filling my nostrils, the warmth of the fire roaring in the hearth and the swirling clouds of sandalwood incense around my head - it was all too real. 
“Projection,” the man said in answer to my silent question. “You are here by projection, Handmaiden.”
The mage. 
His snow white beard was kept short, almost translucent in the firelight. 
“I know you are coming,” he repeated. “Death has hovered over my mantle for some days now. It was only a matter of time.”
“Why bring me here?” 
“To beseech you,” he said, eyes softening. “Don’t do this.”
I shook my head. It wasn’t the first time someone had pleaded for their life. Certainly, it wouldn’t be the last. “It’s out of my hands.”
The mage stepped towards me. I nearly lost balance as I instinctively tried to step back and found I was rooted to the spot. 
“If only you knew how you could rival death,” the mage whispered. He glanced around, sudden fear washing over him as though he’d uttered something forbidden.
Four feet from me.
“I serve death,” I ground out, the words like ash in my mouth. “I do not wish to but I am bound to. I’m sorry.”
“You serve because you do not know better,” he replied. 
Two feet away from me. 
“I have no control on who lives or dies.”
The mage raised his brows. “You have whatever control you believe you do.”
One step. 
“You’re wrong.”
He reached out, placed a faintly warm, withered hand on my shoulder and suddenly I was flying back through time and space, my body falling, tumbling and freewheeling. But for all I tossed about, a heavy weight held me down, crushing me. 
My eyes flew open. And found wide sapphire eyes staring directly back. Luca was seated atop me, hands gripping my shoulders. Legs straddling my hips, his weight was fully rested on my stomach and hips. 
“Lia!” 
I shook my head about wildly, searching for the mage. Memories of firelight blurred my vision as my eyes tried to adjust to the darkness of the tent. A chill rolled over me, wind howling through the tent walls, stronger than it had been what - a minute ago? How long had I been gone? 
My mind reeled, traced back over what had just happened. I’d been there but I hadn’t. I hadn’t sifted. I couldn’t sift like that. Projection, the mage had said. I’d heard of it yet never once had I been subjected to it. If I ever experienced it again, it would be too soon. And all that just to spout nonsense about how I had control and blah blah blah. 
My stomach twisted. 
I pushed against Luca’s unrelenting arms. “Get…off…sick.”
He jumped away. I just made it out of the tent to vomit into the snow. Falling snowflakes kissed my clammy brow and cheeks as I heaved, emptying out what little food I’d eaten while we journeyed. My stomach clenched and unclenched. At some point, my hair was pulled back by gentle hands. 
“Easy,” Luca crooned. “Easy. It was just a dream.”
Except it hadn’t been. It had been real. And no doubt when I finally came face to face with the mage, I’d see that everything was as I’d seen it tonight. 
Luca rubbed a hand on my back in slow, soothing circles, all the while saying, “Shh, it’s okay, just a dream.”
I pulled back into the tent. My chest rose and fell in rapid succession, each breath a knife through my lungs. My head spun. I thought I might be sick again. 
Luca stayed crouched before me, face drawn. His brows pulled together as he watched, waiting for me to calm. When it became clear I wasn’t about to slow down any second, he pulled me towards him. 
“No,” I said, pushing away. My hands were numb as snow melted on my fingertips. “You can’t.”
Can’t. Somewhere in the back of my mind I registered that word. Can’t. Not I don’t want you to. But instead, you can’t. 
Luca ignored me as he held me against his warm chest, his arms around me as though he could hold together the pieces that threatened to fall apart. A hand moved to my head, stroked through sweat dampened hair as he hummed. The gentle rise and fall of his chest as he breathed erased the last traces of anxiety as we sat silently in the tent.My clammy face slowly heated. The knives in my lungs dulled and as my breathing eased, I began to inhale that jasmine scent deeply, drawing it in, holding onto it like a lifeline. It carried me away from the mages home. Where it carried me, I didn’t know. I’d never seen Galicia. But so long as I didn’t have to look at the mage as he spoke in riddles, anywhere was fine. 
Anywhere with Luca, I thought drowsily.
For the second time that night, I drifted off to sleep. 
When I awoke in the morning, I was huddled up into Luca, face buried in his chest. I was smiling. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If I’d played my cards right, Luca wouldn’t know where I was. 
After waking wrapped up in him and carefully extricating myself, I’d very matter of factly prepared my things and left the tent, squashing down that heated tingle in my chest the whole time. Luca remained heavily asleep, snoring lightly. Nari was packed in an instant and we left. My heel pushed into the stallion, urging him onward. He was only too happy to oblige and we closed in on the mage within a few hours. 
Hopefully Luca wouldn’t follow but if he did, he’d be caught up in the town we detoured through.  At least for long enough. With any luck he’d assume we were there for supplies or whatever reason. I couldn’t have cared what he thought, just so long as he didn’t follow. 
The mages home was buried into a grassy hill, its front door covered in vines and draping flowers, much of the upper half completely obscured. A spider hung by a silvery thread of web and I ducked as I reached out for the knob. Before I could turn it, the door swung inward. 
“Not ominous at all,” I muttered. 
“So you’ve come anyway.”
Everything was exactly as I’d seen in during the projection. The mage stood over a table, littered with vials and decanters filled with liquids of varying shades and consistencies. He didn’t look up as he continued on with his work. 
“Where he sends me, I go,” I replied. A mirror to the right of the door threw my reflection back at me, but there was something in the eyes of my mirror self that had me recoiling. Was that what others saw? The threat of death laced within my gaze? Of course I’d seen those eyes before. 
I saw them every time I looked at Nessa. 
Every time I looked at Kheris. 
I realised that part of me still thought myself different to them on some level. But that was a lie. I was as evil as any other Handmaiden. I might not have relished in taking life, didn’t toy with my food  before devouring it - ever the predator. However, at my very core - at our very cores - we were all alike. 
I shuddered.
“I’d appreciate you letting me finish a few things before you do what you need to,” the mage said. He still hadn’t looked at me. 
I stood awkwardly in the middle of the entryway. Normally, I called the shots during collections but the mage had launched right in and decided to take charge. It was enough of a novelty that I decided to play along. Behind me, the door swept shut with a thud. A lock clicked. 
“It’s not for you, the lock. There are those out there I’d rather not have in my domain. Unsavoury sorts.”
“More unsavoury than death?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
Finally, he looked up at me, considering me for a moment. “If death was truly here, then yes.”
I watched as he mixed and measured out powders and liquids. Brittle hands gripped a mortar and pestle as he ground up a wyvern talon, from a hatchling if the size was anything to go by. He added it to the concoction along with an iridescent blue powder. It turned inky black. 
“What is that?”
“Hmm?” He glanced up at me, startling for a moment as though he’d forgotten I was even there. “Oh, just something for a friend. Do sit down. You look uncomfortable.”
A torn armchair beside the hearth was the only seat in the entire place and I sat, a puff of dust rolling off it. A home similar to mine in so many ways. Just one large room, a concealed bathroom off to the side. But where mine had windows all around, his had a massive skylight. No doubt at night it would give an impressive view of the heavens, all detailed in the star charts stacked on the small side table beside the armchair.
“I sometimes delve into a little astronomy,” he said, once again not looking up. “A hobby of mine, if you will.”
I was silent for a moment, watching the clouds inch across the skylight. “And what do the stars tell you?”
His eyes twinkled as he came to stand before me, holding the concoction he’d created. “Many, many wonderful, wild things.”
The mage twisted his hand and caught a clay mug mid air. Carefully, not spilling the thick liquid which honestly wouldn’t have at all ruined the already tattered and stained rug he stood on, he poured it into the cup and then held it out to me. 
I made a face. “I’m good.”
He winked. “It’ll do you wonders. I’m assuming you were quite sick last night after our little visit?”
“You mean the very non consensual projection you subjected me to?”
He at least had the common sense to look abashed. “I figured it would be better to discuss the matter before you arrived but perhaps I was wrong.”
“Perhaps,” I scoffed. I took the drink and sniffed it. It smelt like sulphur. And feet. “What is this for?”
“Nausea,” he replied. 
“It’s supposed to cure it, right?” I took another sniff and swallowed a gag. “Not cause it?”
He shrugged. “Eventually.”
I took a tentative sip and immediately spat it straight back in. The mixture was lumpy. “I’ll deal with the nausea.”
The mage took back the cup and threw it down like a shot of vodka, little care for the mouthful I’d spat back into the potion. I grimaced. He smacked his lips and with a wave of his hand, the cup disappeared. “It’s also quite good for sexual stamina. Perhaps you could have used that, too.”
“I’m not-”
“You should be,” the old man said. The last thing I needed was a mental image of the old man in the throes of passion. He returned to his table and began sorting through vials of powders. “Gods know it’ll make you look less…lifeless.”
Again with the lifeless comment. First Kheris, now the mage. Inwardly, I sighed.
“A Handmaiden of Death looking lifeless,” I drawled. “How 
surprising.”
“We both know you’re not just a Handmaiden,” the mage said.
I blinked. This was getting frustrating. I could have been done twice over by now. “No, I’m not just a Handmaiden - I’m also in a hurry.”
He chuckled as he dusted off his hands. “Always running around, Orphelia, but do you even know where you’re running to?”
“How do you know my name?” The hairs on my arms stood on end. 
Firelight danced across the mages face, his eyes twinkling. “I know a good many things, Orphelia. One of which being you.”
“You know nothing about me.” I moved to the centre of the room, standing opposite the mage where he played with his powders. “We’re done here.”
Shadows began to swirl from my palms. 
Just as a blinding white mist flowed from the mage. It mingled with my shadows, the two fighting a slow, graceful battle mid air. It caught me off guard and in a panic, I withdrew till all that was left was the luminescent mist cast by the mage. 
“You’re not taking me,” he said, “until you hear what I have to say.”
 
✧
 
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” I repeat.
The old fool shook his head. “You’re not really listening to me.”
“Because you’re not saying anything revelatory.”
Frustrated silence fell between us, thicker than the incense hanging on the air. We hadn’t moved  - both squared off against one another, the table littered with Hel knew what between us. Something on it moved before the mage absentmindedly squashed it with his thumb.
He drew in a deep breath. “Let me try from another angle.” He paused, contemplating. “Did he ever tell you about your mother?”
I frowned. All he’d talked of so far was Kheris this and Kheris that. Nothing new. Nothing outstanding. I knew the scum that was the God of Death. I’d dealt with him for far too long to still be left in the dark about what sort of character he was. By the way the mage stared me down, he was adamant that there was something I didn’t know and it bugged me. Things would have been easier if he’d just bloody said it already. 
“I know about my mother,” I replied. Old news. 
He shook his head. “You know what he has told you.”
His tone very much implied it was a lie - the narrative Kheris had fed to me over the past millennia plus some. Why wouldn’t it have been? Kheris thrived on lies and deceit. They were his bread and butter. 
Still didn’t change the fact that whoever my mother was, she wasn’t with me. She’d left. 
Or been forced to, a small voice in the back of my mind whispered. 
Fine. Maybe she’d been forced to. But the fact that she wasn’t with me, that just meant she didn’t fight back hard enough. She could have fought back if she wanted. Could have stayed if she’d truly desired. Never mind the might and strength of the god who’d sired me. 
“Kheris tells me a lot of things,” I replied instead. “If I tried to filter out the truth from the lie in everything he said, I’d have no time for anything else.”
“Who did he tell you your mother was?” The mage ran a finger around the rim of a beaker. It squeaked, the noise grating. Like nails down a chalkboard. 
“Some faerie-”
“Whore,” he finished. “Yes, yes. Don’t look too surprised. When you get to be my age, you don’t trade purely in goods so much as you do in secrets.”
“What do you think you know then?” I folded my arms, expectant. If what he had to say was anything short of mind blowing, I was going to collect before he could blink. 
“Your mother,” he began. His voice trailed off, eyes distant behind me. 
A cool slick oozed over me. I didn’t have to turn to see who it was. If I had, I’d have missed the mage’s eyes go milky white before his body slipped to the floor. 
“Orphelia, leave.” Kheris's voice was dark, an edge of venom tied to it.
My mouth was agape as I turned on the God of Death. Sure, the mage probably didn’t know anything worthwhile, but I was still curious. Like the fools who paid fortune tellers at fairs. None of what they were told was useful information, but it was the thrill of it, the feeling that you might know. Might be able to have some control over what was already predestined.
Kheris pressed his fingers to his temple. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”
“What conversation? I’m just wondering why you would show up when I’m about to collect.”
His gaze was piercing, an icicle boring through my chest. “I didn’t send you here,” he spat.
I blinked, slowly. “I got your note.”
He huffed out a breath, shoved his hands deep in his pockets. “That wasn’t from me; since when do I communicate through notes. Ezahl wasn’t set to die - not for a long time. Did he say anything to you?”
I glanced at the crumpled form of the mage. Somehow he looked impossibly fragile now, just skin and an awkward jumble of bones drowning in a sea of fabric. A shiver stole over me. 
“Nothing,” I replied. Not a single useful thing, at least.
Kheris stood still, his face completely expressionless. I waited for the count of thirty, a trick I’d learned all those centuries ago at Alilthien. Back then, Kheris had even less patience for me. Children, he’d said, got under his skin. Fair enough. I wasn’t an easy child. Whenever he’d lose his temper, I’d wait. Mouthing back had never served me well. So instead, I counted. 
Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.
“What did he say about your mother?” Kheris ground out. His jaw was tight, the edges sharper than a knife. 
“I didn’t get a chance to find out.”
That seemed to cool him. His shoulders relaxed a little but his jaw still clenched, his mouth pulled taut. 
“He said you lied,” I continued. “Implied it, more like.”
“I lie to everyone.”
“I know.”
The fire had guttered sometime during Kheris's arrival. Now, the little home under the hill felt eerily cold. Sunlight shining overhead through the sky light did little to dispel the chill.
“Come, Orphelia.” He held out a hand to me. I hadn’t taken his hand since I was a small girl - and only then because I felt I didn’t have a choice. I stalked past it, pulled the front door, no longer locked with the mage and his magic now departed from this world.
“When did you get the note?” Kheris asked. 
He kept in perfect stride as I moved over to Nari. While I’d been inside he’d wandered and was now grazing in a nearby abandoned paddock. Many had moved from the area the day the mage moved in. That was centuries ago. Perhaps people would come back now. Unless they felt the area had bad voodoo, juju or whatever other nonsense people came up with to explain away magic they didn’t understand. 
I pulled myself up on Nari. “It came the other night. Nessa and I were drinking and it showed up. I thought nothing of it since you’ve sent notes before.”
Though I suddenly realised that not a single one of his previous notes had ever related to a collection. 
His face gave nothing away, kept an intense calm. A calm that had my flight instinct screaming. It was the calm before a storm, the calm before disaster, terror, famine and death. The era of peace cut short by war. 
He patted Nari who had the good sense to flick his mane away from the God of Death. “Don’t do anything without my direct say so from now on.”
I mockingly saluted. “Whatever you say.”
I won’t deny I pushed Nari to ride away faster than he ever had before. 
 
✧
 
The weather was grumbling. Thunder had been too inconsistent to call it an actual storm until dusk hit and now it was just one low growl rolling into the next amid weak flashes of lightning. The storm was outside of the forest but only just. My cabin, which usually shook in a storm, was restful with its reinforced roof courtesy of Nessa. The fire crackled in the furnace, warming the space till my
cheeks burned.
I gazed into that fire for so long, stretched out on my bed, listening to the far off thunder that when a knock rounded on my door I jumped, cursing every god I could as my heart raced. 
“Lia!”
Luca. 
“Lia! Open the door! It’s pissing down.”
The dybbuk were yet again restless with the storm. How Luca had made it to the cabin on his own without being caught, it was no mean feat. I crossed the small room, unlocked the door to a drenched angel, chestnut hair pasted against his forehead, sapphire eyes wide. His skin looked pale in the dark. Luca shivered as he brushed past me. 
“It’s fucking freezing out there.”
“Orphelia.”
He half turned. “Huh?”
“Orphelia,” I repeated. “Not Lia.”
He waved me off. “Sure thing, Lia.”
Luca was already hunched as close as possible to the furnace. He’d shrugged off his coat, dumped on the rug in a sopping mess. I picked it up, hung it over the chair, then pulled an extra blanket off my bed, wrapping it around him.
“What are you doing out here?” I said, sighing. “You do have a death wish.”
“Just wanted to make sure you got home alright after you basically abandoned me. We can’t even call it a walk of shame. That has to be the single most uneventful sleep I’ve ever had and with you hurling all night, that’s saying something.”
I snorted. “If you wanted your cock sucked, you should have asked Elda. And of course I’m alright. You do realise that out of the two of us, you’re more likely to wind up dead in Hören?”
Luca rolled his eyes, shifting back from the furnace, pulling the blanket tighter. “Call it misguided chivalry.”
“Misguided is right.”
We sat in silence for a moment, both staring into the licking tongues of fire, just visible through the  grates of the furnace door. Just him being so close, having Luca in such a tight space - it made my chest ache in a way I’d never felt before. Such a foreign feeling. I couldn’t put a name to it.
“Why are you here?”
He cleared his throat, pulled the blanket tighter. “You were gone before I woke. You didn’t come back. We followed your tracks into the village, Elda and I. But no one could say they’d seen you. Eventually I figured you’d come back home.”
I’d felt guilty the last day about leaving Luca. But I’d also been rattled after everything that happened with the mage. Had I gone back to where Luca and I had made camp the night before, I wasn’t so certain I wouldn’t have just spilled everything. 
“And-” He fell silent, jaw clenching and unclenching. His throat bobbed, eyes steadfastly on the crackling fire, embers floating up through the chimney. “I needed to see you.”
That ache again. And something else, something like static in my veins. Like something long since dormant had begun to rouse - the first stirring of lightning in a storm, soft crackles of pure energy. His face turned, eyes locking on mine. The rain on his face had dried, the tips of his hair slowly grew lighter as they dried out. In the places it touched his shirt, the blanket darkened with damp patches. He shivered again. 
“That was worth risking the forest?” I raised an eyebrow, trying my best to keep my tone light, despite how completely idiotic I thought the stunt had been. He knew as much anyway. There was no point saying it again, not when I’d already chewed him out twice over the exact same thing. At least he hadn’t claimed again that a damned shiny rock was keeping him safe. 
Even if he did still wear the ruby around his neck.
Thunder rumbled louder, the storm moving closer. As if on cue, lightning flashed, illuminating the cabin as bright as day. I pulled my legs to my chest, rested my chin on my knees. The cabin walls creaked in the wind.
“I don’t understand you, Luca.”
He pulled back the blanket, moving an inch towards the fire. One swift movement and his shirt was off, laying on the floorboards beneath the furnace to dry. The planes of his chest were smooth, muscles carved out along his shoulders, arms and torso from years of service as a Son of Ikya. Not a single trace of the wounds he’d sustained in Lindengaard. In the firelight, he looked to be sculpted from pure gold. Luca pulled his boots and socks off, placing them beside the shirt. Water droplets stained the floorboards. “What’s there to understand?”
What was there to understand? So much. How could someone I’d met just two months ago suddenly consume so much of my life. He filled my thoughts constantly. He was a melody I couldn’t tune out, playing through my mind again and again, drawing me to the edge of insanity before lulling me back into peacefulness. I looked for him everywhere I went in spite of myself. Saw those piercing eyes in everything - the teal and lapis of the fairy wren’s wings, the cerulean of the stream behind the cabin. Even the dark green jewel tones of the forest reminded me of his uniform. And everything, everything reminded me of the way he’d looked at me that first time we met. There were moments where I was certain I could smell him, that crisp frosty morning air laced with jasmine, the scent of Galicia. Pure. 
“You shouldn’t have come.”
He cocked his head to the side. “Shouldn’t have or you didn’t want me to come? Because if you don’t want me here, I’ll leave right now.”
I snorted. “The dybbuk would get you before you got half a mile.”
Luca smiled a crooked smile, his eyes sparkling, though they lost none of the intensity. “That didn’t answer my question.”
“You shouldn’t have come,” I repeated quietly. 
I buried my face in my knees, exhaling sharply. Why did I feel like I was admitting to kicking the cat? The distinct heat of shame swept over me. And why? Because somehow, I’d desperately wanted him to come to me? To be here? Was that it? For hundreds of years I’d solely relied on myself - no one else. Kheris had mostly given up his attempts at making me dependent on him and only him. I didn’t want anything to do with his world and so I’d resisted. Somehow that had bled over into every other area of my life, fully alienating me beyond that which naturally came with being a Handmaiden. 
There was a shuffle and a shadow fell across me. I peered up from my knees to see Luca, kneeling on the floor before me. His face was soft, gentle. Stretching out a hand, his fingers brushed a stray lock of hair from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear. We stayed that way, frozen. His fingertips burned against the side of my jaw as they slowly trailed down. I couldn’t look away from his face - so exquisitely, painfully beautiful. His lips parted slightly, drew in a shaky breath. And then, as though waking from a trance, he stood to his feet and held out a hand.
Wordlessly I took it, pulling myself up. Luca kept hold of my hand, holding it like it was fragile as porcelain, breakable at the slightest breath of wind. Without taking his eyes off me, he led me over to the bed, lowered himself down and moved as far to the side as he could. I paused a moment, taking in the sight before me. An angel, so pure, so…whole. My opposite in every way possible. Laying in my bed, expectantly watching me, waiting patiently. I blew out a nervous breath. 
That night in the tent had shifted things. Seemingly benign as it had been. He’d pulled my hair back while I was sick, held me while I shook from what he assumed was a nightmare. Whispered comforting words and hummed a melody until I felt safe again and drifted off to sleep. But it hadn’t been a nightmare. It was my life. It was a danger I was constantly in, constantly facilitating. 
I was on the precipice of making a decision - one that would firmly put Luca in that danger, or clear from it. Caught somewhere between whether I metaphorically get into bed with him, instantly putting a death warrant against his name, or literally climb into bed - to the one place, I realised, I felt safest. At his side. Wrapped up in him.
I though back to that night in his tent and there was no denying the inescapable peace he’d brought. How for the first time I’d slept so peacefully that when morning had come, I couldn’t even remember what day it was. 
Also, leaving him in the tent, somehow had felt…wrong. I didn’t like the feeling, demanding to be acknowledged and dissected. 
“I can go,” he whispered. 
A small voice inside whispered, No.
I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. Kicking off my shoes and flinging them under the bed, I crawled in, instantly flush with his body on the small mattress. He opened his arms, an invitation. I folded into his bare chest, delighting at the warmth of his skin, the smell of the rain and fir trees still lingering there. My heart began to beat in time with his, grounding me in a reality I hadn’t believed possible for one such as myself. Hesitantly, I placed a hand against his chest, right over his heart. He shuddered under my touch.
The logical side of me begged me to stop, to send him away. Nothing good would come of this. Every inch of the situation stank of poor choices and regret. 
This is how you lose everything. This is how the world comes to an end - with seemingly innocent, foolish decisions that amount to one giant problem that can’t be undone. 
And what if Kheris decided to just show up unannounced? What then? 
Hey Luca, this is my father, the God of Death. Pay him no mind. Stay in my bed. 
I felt Luca sigh against me, his warm breath ruffling my hair. And suddenly, I forgot everything I’d been worried about.
I’m not sure exactly when I drifted off. It was the morning sun that woke me first, only to find he was already gone, his side of the bed still warm.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Why does this place smell?”
I hadn’t left the bed. Instead I’d pulled the covers higher, relishing the warmth Luca had left behind. And if I was being entirely honest with myself, the bed smelt of him. It soothed me in a way that no wine or tonic ever could. 
Kheris sat in a dining chair he’d brought to beside the head of my bed. His elbows rested on his knees, his face mere inches from mine. To say he’d scared the shit out of me had been an understatement. I’d nearly swung out instinctively. 
There were few ideas worse than clocking the God of Death. 
“It doesn’t smell,” I groggily replied. 
Kheris made a face, sniffed again. “Nope, definitely smells. Like…people.”
“I’m people,” I muttered under a fistful of blanket pressed into my face. The air in the cabin was arctic with Kheris so close. 
“Don’t flatter yourself,” he replied. “I mean actual people.” Another sniff. “Smells like…life.”
“You can smell life?” I was already over his visit. And in record time, too.
Leave me be, leave me in peace so I can do fuck all today.
“It smells like naivety.” A wicked grin spread across Kheris's face. He was dressed in clean black robes today, the classical God of Death. He certainly did have a flair for the dramatic. “Get up.”
I groaned but didn’t move. Instead I closed my eyes. Maybe he was a bad dream. Maybe he’d take the hint and leave. 
Maybe the forest trees would turn to cotton candy.
I was asking too much. 
A split second later, the covers were ripped from my body. Suddenly I was exposed in naught but my pants and shirt, still dressed from yesterday. When Luca had slipped into my bed, I’d followed. I hadn’t stripped down to my underwear as I usually would while home alone. 
If I was really being honest, I hadn’t had the confidence. 
A small part of me rolled her eyes. 
“We’re going.”
“Where?” I groaned, clutching my arms around my body. Traces of Luca slowly disappeared. “And why?”
Kheris slipped his hands in his robes, drew out a letter. I reached for it but he pulled it back. “Uh-uh. You fucked up with the mage. We’ve been summoned.”
“Summoned?” My gut sank. 
Who would be insane enough to summon the God of Death? But then-
“The Council,” he replied. “When one of your minions stuffs up, you have to be held responsible. Now, I don’t trust you to get there on your own when lately you’ve been so…unreliable. I’m taking you myself. So get dressed and-” another face as he ran his eyes from head to toe “-clean up. We’re leaving in ten, no, five minutes. Time is a luxury for those who don’t accidentally collect the wrong person.”
I grumbled as I got out of bed. “Might I remind you that I wasn’t specifically the one who collected. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Wasn’t mine either. Who follows the instructions of a mystery note?”
“You, obviously, since you’re holding one. I hope you know you’re uprooting my plans for today.”
“Orphelia.” He dragged a nail along my jaw, lifting my face by the chin to look directly at him. “You have no life beyond that which I give to you. You go nowhere beyond where I send you. Your plans must - and always will be - that of mine.”
Pulling back with a sour face, I moved to the chest of drawers and pulled out a dress. The Council, a panel of selected gods and goddesses who maintained order in Nythrial, called for formality. I’d never been brought before them, not in all my years - I’d merely heard tales from Nessa. Yes, I’d stuffed up occasionally, but it had been forgiven because I was young or there were extenuating circumstances. 
At least Luca had left before Kheris turned up. 
Petulant as I could have been, I slammed the bathroom door and went to work sorting my hair, cleaning my face and quickly washing myself down. No time to heat the water. I shivered, my knees knocking together. A sharp rapping of knuckles sounded on the door. 
“Two minutes.”
I spat a string of expletives under my breath as I rushed through the last few things. 
Kheris was picking his way through my pantry when I emerged. 
“Shoo.” 
He raised his brows at me. “I need the strength.”
“You’re immortal.”
“I’m weak.”
“You’re immortal.”
“I have a failing heart.”
“You need to have a heart for it to fail,” I replied, throwing my cloak on. “Get out of my food and let’s get this over with.”
I’d barely straightened myself by the time Kheris gripped my elbow and we sifted into shadows. 
 
✧
 
I hadn’t ever stepped foot in Galicia. There were wards and enchantments surrounding it that prohibited Kheris and his Handmaidens from ever entering at will. I knew there were exemptions given occasionally, a summons by the Council being one of them. Still, as we’d crossed the boundary line, the distinct feeling of wading through mud had been all consuming. My head went light before a popping rang in my ears and we were through.
We sifted directly into a building. My breathing caught for a whole new reason entirely. 
The entire building was glass, every wall, every floor. Pure, clear glass that had I not touched, mightn’t have even existed. I twisted in Kheris's grasp, looking every which way. We were high up - you could see for miles, straight out across the Galician Mountains. The view was breathtaking, completely captivating. Rolling green as far as the eye could see to the east and west. And to the south, the distant sea with a little dot on the horizon - Santulegia. The largest uninhabited island near Nythrial. 
People milled about us, some casually strolling from one place to the next, others in a rush. They were all dressed in finery. Female fae in spectacular flowing gowns, hair falling to their waist in perfectly curled ribbons. Completely and utterly ethereal like the goddesses that resided nearby. The male fae wore clean cut tunics, most having theirs embroidered in intricate designs with fine gold threads. 
I glanced around, saw emerald and froze. Sons of Ikya. 
Not a day had gone by where I hadn’t seen Luca outside the forest - at least, on the days I’d left the forest which sometimes was only a couple times a week. But he also clearly had a life before I met him. Surely at some point he’d have to be back here in Galicia. 
As though understanding the reason why I’d tensed up, Kheris said, “They can’t see us. Dianthe is strongly against her people seeing such an abhorrence.” He waved a lazy hand in my general direction. I ignored him. “It’d give them a sorely needed dose of reality, if you ask me.”
He led me along through corridors, rooms and over a sky bridge, connecting one wing of the castle with another. The ground felt like it was miles below with little more than air separating us from dots moving free. My head spun and I looked back straight ahead. 
“What is this place?”
“Aeternum Palace,” Kheris replied. “Empress Dianthe’s home and court. A little ostentatious if you ask me.”
“But I didn’t.”
I glanced up the flight of stairs we’d come to stand before. 
Standing at the top was the most perfect fae I’d ever seen. She was graceful in her utter stillness. Wide amethyst eyes gazed down on us, totally captivating. They were eyes you could drown in, agree to anything with naught but a look. High, sharp cheek bones and soft plump lips of the faintest pink, pursed in a way that made you wonder what secrets she was keeping. She wore a golden diadem of twisting leafed vines across her brow, a small jewel hanging from it over the small crease between her eyebrows. White hair like finely spun silk fell down around her shoulders to her waist where it curled delicately, brushing against pale graphite skirts. Long, sharply pointed ears poked out from her hair. She was all long limbs and tall - as tall as Kheris. Already I felt like a child compared to her. 
“Dianthe,” Kheris crooned. “Thank you for welcoming us into your humble abode.” It might have sounded sincere if not for the fact that I knew Kheris all too well. Sincerity wasn’t a concept he was even aware of.
“Kheris.” Her gaze fell beside the God of Death and a jolt ran through me. Panic. Surely just panic. I must have imagined the slight widening of her eyes as she ran them over me, head to toe. “Orphelia, Handmaiden of Death.”
Was I supposed to curtsey? Bow? I settled for a lame nod of the head. Kheris snickered. 
“Uncultured, aren’t we?” he whispered. 
“Fuck you,” I mouthed back. 
Dianthe turned and walked away. A silent invitation for us to follow.
The room Dianthe led us into was light-filled, encased in glass like the rest of the palace. On the air hung the most heavenly scent. For a moment I was certain Luca was near but then I noticed it - jasmine. Hanging from the ceiling, the chandelier. Petals strewn across the floor, rustled by Dianthe’s skirts as she glided across a glass floor that looked so much like a clear pool of water. She headed for a throne which, unlike the rest of the room, was not made of glass but rather a glimmering white stone. 
Seated on either side of the throne were two other females. Both fae. Both equally stunning when compared to Dianthe. To the left, one was dark skinned like chocolate, a sheen like star dust coated her skin. White markings of vines, leaves and flowers lined her arms and spread across her chest. Her eyes were a striking silver and from them stemmed a white tree marking. It delicately covered her forehead, disappearing into her hair line. Unlike so many of the other fae who wore their hair down around their face, her ears were completely uncovered with her hair braided back, making her look impossibly fierce as she looked down her nose at us. A warrior if ever I’d seen one.
On the right of the throne was her twin in every way, except for the markings. There were none on her and her gown was understated, almost plain in comparison to the grand hall we stood in. On anyone else, it might have been the clothing of a pauper.
Dianthe took her place between the two females. Kheris pulled me to a stop in the centre of the hall, fingers digging into my elbow. 
“Bow,” he whispered.
I fumbled out a clumsy bow. I could almost hear Kheris roll his eyes at my lacklustre attempt. 
“How nice to see you, Lassar,” Kheris said, a sly grin on his face. “I didn’t think we’d see you here, not with the chaos in Autumn Court.”
“Chaos of your making,” spat back the one covered in white markings. Her eyes only narrowed further to slits, daggers aimed for where we stood. “Tell Cairistine to scuttle back to the hole from whence she came and all will be well again, I’m sure.”
Beside me, Kheris dropped my elbow, shrugging up at Lassar. “You know Cairistine. She will do what she wants.”
Lassar moved to speak, only Dianthe’s hand on her knee bringing her up short. 
“Kheris, I’m sure you remember Addfywn.” Dianthe gestured to her right.
The fae in the paupers dress cocked her head as she took in the God of Death. “You look tired, Kheris.”
“And you are unremarkable as ever, dear goddess.” He inclined his head to me. “Goddess of Judgement and Order. The very definition of a stick up your arse.”
Addfywn made no indication that she’d heard what he’d said.
Dianthe studied us - no, me. I felt the heat of her gaze, trembled and buried my hands in my skirts. Staring straight back, I lifted my chin. She was incredibly imposing, even from half a room away. The Goddess of Creation herself. The Mother of All. 
Kheris's complete antithesis. 
Having the two of them in the same room suddenly felt like a colossally idiotic idea. 
“We received word,” Dianthe said, “of an incident with the mage Ezahl. Care to explain what happened?”
I waited. A hard nudge in my ribs from Kheris. Me, they were waiting for me. Shit. 
I cleared my throat, desperate for a glass of water - or something stronger. “An accident, your majesty-”
“Dianthe,” she said. “We don’t do titles, not during these. It seems so…pretentious.”
“Of course, you aren’t even the slightest bit that, goddess,” Kheris drawled.
Dianthe ignored him, still waiting for my answer.
I nodded. “An accident, Dianthe. One I won’t make again.”
“An accident is spilt milk,” Lassar quipped. “Not blood.”
“I can assure you, I won’t make the same mistake twice.”
Addfywn smiled, though it was anything but comforting. It was the smile of an asp, ready to strike. “Just because you’ve not come before us until now, does not mean we are not aware of previous failings, Handmaiden.”
“She was young.” I spun, surprised to hear Kheris say anything in my defence. I was certain I would be on my own. “You can’t blame her for being a fool.”
And there was the hidden insult. I sighed. 
“Indeed.” Addfywn returned to her careful watch. 
Dianthe stood to her feet and walked towards us. She was mesmerising in the almost hypnotic way she moved, so much so that she caught me off guard as she stopped less than a foot from me. Her breath smelt of cinnamon. Long graceful fingers tilted my chin up. 
“Curious,” she said. 
“Curious?” Kheris scoffed. “About as curious as a pile of dung.”
Completely ignoring the God of Death, she didn’t release me, just continued to look into my eyes, searching. For what? There was no hate as so many others held when they gazed back at me. Just pure curiosity, like she was trying to see as far into me as possible. There was nothing to see. Where she was clear, pure glass, I was a muddied forest floor coated in the ooze of death. 
I felt utterly vulnerable under her watchful gaze. 
Almost as quickly as she’d touched me, she retreated, headed back to her throne. 
“Let’s not have this conversation again,” she said, taking a seat. 
Addfywn spun on her. “Justice is demanded, Dianthe. This is what the universe calls for.”
“For what? A life for a life, dear goddess - even when the life in question was full and lived?” Addfywn opened her mouth to object.
“Dear goddess,” Dianthe continued. “Ezahl was beyond his years. If he hadn’t passed then, it would have been soon, regardless of what you may think. He was not much longer for this world. No, I think for today, we let this be.”
Addfywn opened her mouth and closed it several times, looking for words to say. Eventually she slumped back in her chair, defeated. 
Lassar said nothing. The entire time she’d looked distinctly bored and had studied a bunch of jasmine hanging above her chair. I looked closer now, and saw little buds opening and closing, as though it were breathing. 
The Goddess of Nature. Manipulating that which she’d created. 
“If you don’t mind us being on our way, then.” Kheris sketched out a mock bow and then grinning, cheerfully said, “No doubt I’ll be back with Aoife again soon.”
A flicker of annoyance ran across Dianthe’s flawless face. “Do keep a leash on her.”
“If only I could,” the God of Death replied before whisking us away. 
We sifted through shadows, waded back through the wards surrounding Galicia. This time I was better prepared for the heaviness of those wards, the tightness that enveloped me, like being pulled sideways through a straw. 
What I wasn’t prepared for was for Kheris to practically throw me from those shadows as we neared Hören - it was akin to being thrown from the eye of a hurricane. For a moment I was free falling before I hit damp grass and rolled down a hill. 
Winded, I clutched my side and moaned. 
As I rolled over, something bit into my hip. Pushing myself to a sitting position, I saw something palm  sized sparkle in the grass, reflecting sunlight across dozens of perfectly cut facets. 
A flawlessly crafted glass sprig of jasmine. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Snow was melting fast beneath me, as I watched the clouds drift pass. My breathing had finally eased after being thrown from the shadows by Kheris. 
Galicia. From what little I’d seen, it was the most breathtaking, awe inspiring place I’d ever set foot. 
Also the most overwhelming. 
Something in Dianthe had called out to me. What it was, I didn’t know. But it sat with me, an uncomfortable weight tugging at my heart. As much as I told myself it had just been panic, a reaction to the intensity that was the Goddess of Creation, I couldn’t shift the feeling that there was something more to it. 
And then there was the way she’d tilted my face to hers and said that one word: curious. 
What was there that was curious about me? Aside from being a Handmaiden, there was nothing. Nothing ground shaking or revelatory. Aside from average looks, shadows that collected the dead and a sass filled horse, I lived alone and kept to myself. Luca had once made a comment about me being a hermit who’d prefer to live amongst the spirits rather than the living. That wasn’t curious. That was just…sad. 
The only thing curious was that I’d practically gotten away with murder. 
While technically I hadn’t been the one to collect the mage, Ezahl, I’d still been party to it. And really, it was a murder. It hadn’t been his time. He’d been collected long before intended, thus, a murder. No matter how much Dianthe attempted to smooth it over, to claim that if not now then soon, I couldn’t shift the guilt that weighed me down like an iron crown. 
I’d been prepared, at least, to wait him out and hear what he had to say. Words I’d never get to hear now. Even though they were most likely the nonsensical fallacies of a senile old man. Though, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Kheris's timing had been that little bit too perfect. Like he knew somehow what Ezahl was about to say and didn’t want me to find out. Wouldn’t be the first time Kheris had censored information where I was concerned.
He had straight up let me take the blame for the death of Ezahl. The least surprising thing that had happened all day. 
Above, the clouds were the purest white I’d seen in forever. Not a hint of rain or snow carried within. Just endless blue sky surrounding. A cool breeze rustled strands of hair around my face. My skirts were splayed around me, hitched up past my knees. I relished the sunlight on my bare skin, pulling up my sleeves to soak it up. Sunlight bearing any modicum of warmth would be in short supply once winter fully set in. 
Yes, I preferred my solitary existence. But there was something about being out under the sky. One of the reasons I preferred to sleep in the open with a tent. 
Tent. Luca. 
I could almost still feel the warmth of his body from that night - comforting me after Ezahl had subjected me to projection. My body still hadn’t fully recovered. Bouts of nausea continued to plague me on and off. But for the moment, stretched out across the damp grass, my body felt peace. 
I closed my eyes and drifted off. 
 
✧
 
A nudge awoke me. 
Squeezing one eye open, I found a white muzzle inches away. Elda snorted, blowing a puff of stale breath in my face. He nuzzled my cheek till I fully opened my eyes. 
“Do you often casually sleep out here?” 
 
I smiled. A real, genuine smile, as Luca smirked, taking in the sight before him. He sat beside me, turning up clumps of powdery snow. It must’ve lightly snowed while I dozed. Somehow that only made me feel more relaxed, like the purity of the snow was cleansing. Absentmindedly, Luca ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back off his face. My cheeks flushed when he caught me staring, grinning from ear to ear.  
“Where did you get this?” He held up the glass sprig of jasmine. 
I’d all but forgotten about it, lost in the bliss of laying beneath the open sky. “A village nearby.”
He cocked an eyebrow at me, those sapphire eyes sparkling. “A village.”
“Mmmhhm.” I bolstered my lie with a nod. 
“This…village…not at all the humble kind, would you say?”
I shrugged against the grass. “Nothing to write home about.”
Luca didn’t say anything but it was clear he knew. Whether he wanted to push further was unclear. I loosed a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding when he turned his attention elsewhere. 
“I have to go to the east coast,” he said. 
Something in me fell. “When?” 
Why did it feel like a betrayal? Insane. 
“Tomorrow morning. I’ve got something to do there.”
I didn’t say anything. Why would he tell me any of this? He wasn’t duty bound to me. Didn’t answer to me. But there was something in the way he looked at me that said he felt the need to. Not seeking permission…something else. Like we were two halves of a whole - one half couldn’t operate without knowing what the other half was doing. 
Part of me riled against that - being dependent. Another part of me seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and welcome the idea with open arms. After well over a millennia of standing alone, relying only only the precious few I trusted implicitly, the thought of having someone to lean on was soothing. Like finally being able to breathe after being slowly suffocated.
I stood to my feet. My back was sodden and now, exposed to the chill air, I froze. “Well, see you.”
“Lia,” he said. I stopped, only a few feet away. “I want you to come with me.”
“Why?”
The wind blew past us, straight into the forest. A low hum echoed out. To his credit, Luca didn’t balk. 
“I like being with you,” he said. “You’ve grown on me.”
I considered a moment and then said, “I’ll come with you. But no sexual innuendo.”
Luca laughed, the sound booming across the open field. “No guarantees, but I’ll try.”
As I started back towards the forest, I paused. Then without a second thought, turned and motioned for him to follow me. 
We moved through the forest, silent as I listened out for the dybbuk. 
“Something’s wrong,” I mumbled. 
The humming was different. In all my years surrounded by the evil spirits, I’d never once heard them sound the way they did now. I couldn’t put my finger on it. We stopped walking. I closed my eyes, waiting for the words to come to me, for that emotion laced through the hum of the dybbuk to be explained somehow. 
Fear. 
It was fear that entwined with the constant humming that filled the forest. 
“What is it?” Luca whispered. His hand was on the small of my back. It was strangely comforting. 
I shook my head. “Whatever it is, I’m not sure I want to know. Anything that can scare an evil spirit is no friend of ours.”
We’d barely cleared the border of the forest. 
“Send Elda back,” I ordered. 
Luca turned his horse to face the border and smacked him on the rump. He took off at a gallop. 
I wasn’t so certain I shouldn’t send Luca, too. But I was afraid. And I wanted Luca by my side. As blunt as it was, if he hadn’t died by now, he could survive this one trip into Hören. 
Of course, if he did die now, I knew I would never shake that guilt.
“Come with me.” I held my hand out to him. His was warm and instantly I felt safe. What little confidence I had was grounded mid flight. 
We headed towards the cabin. My gut told me we shouldn’t stay in the forest. Whatever was there should be avoided at all costs. Nari was still in the barn, though and I wouldn’t abandon him. Because whatever it was that could unsettle the most evil of spirits, I doubted it would be deterred by a few wards bought from a travelling witch. 
When we reached the clearing, however, there was a mess of shadowy debris spread across the ground. My stomach dropped. 
Torn spirits scattered amidst the bracken of the forest floor. Like rags of torn clothing, indecipherable from one piece to the next. But there was no denying what they were. Their tattered pieces reeked of rot and still emanated a low hum, the sound reminiscent of a cry of pain. 
“Can you see this?” I whispered to Luca.
He opened and closed his mouth, and then, “It looks like…smoke. What is it?”
“The dybbuk. They’ve been…destroyed.” 
That was putting it mildly. Eviscerated, maybe. Annihilated. Whatever word came to mind didn’t seem sufficient.
Luca’s face was a mask of concentration as he studied the ground, unable to see the devastation I could. 
“They’re all around your cabin,” he said. 
“Besides Akuji, I’ve never seen this many here at once.”
“It’s like someone deliberately brought them here. Who could do that?”
Normally I’d say Kheris was responsible. He was always up to something. But deep down I knew, even he wouldn’t do something like this. It wasn’t his style. Wanton destruction wasn’t how Kheris operated. He was sly, slick and petty. When had he last deigned to get his hands dirty? Not the Kheris I’d known all my life. 
Rare as it was, he had an alibi. One I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt was ironclad because it centred around me. 
The forest felt too still. Not a single leaf stirring, no sounds of life from bird or insect. Nothing besides the residual hum of tattered dybbuk. 
“I don’t like this.”
Luca nodded in agreement. 
“Get Nari,” I said. “Ride her out of the forest and do not look back.”
Luca’s eyes grew wide. “What about you?”
I swallowed hard, refusing to succumb to my fear. “I’ll be fine.”
An obvious lie. Luca didn’t move. 
Tiptoeing through shredded spirits, twas how I imagined it felt to be on a battlefield, surrounded by dead and bloodied soldiers. I’d only dealt with squabbles. There hadn’t been a true battle since the War of Light before I was born. I thought for a moment I noticed Akuji in the masses but even then I couldn’t be certain. Anything identifiable was long gone.
The barn doors were still closed, a small miracle considering the carnage surrounding my home. Nari was skittish - it took more coaxing than I had the patience for to get the stallion to leave his shelter and even then, I all but threw my weight against his rump to get him to move. When he did finally move, I had to lead him through the tree line surrounding our little clearing to avoid him being startled by the dybbuk. He was a dead weight on the end of the reins. 
“Luca, please,” I begged. “Get him out of here. Don’t come back in.”
He looked around, unable to see the true extent of what surrounded us. The way his brow furrowed over his eyes, no doubt he was trying to imagine what I might have been seeing. I sent up a silent prayer of thanks to whoever was listening because if he truly knew what we stood in the midst of, he’d likely throw me over his shoulder and sprint away. 
Not that I would have actually objected. I almost hoped he would anyway. I wanted to be far, far away from whatever this was.
Despite the choking, suffocating fear, I knew I couldn’t leave. I had to stay.I’d fought too hard to be free of Alilthien. Without Hören, I had nothing. 
Finally, a nod. “Ten minutes. If I don’t see you out there in ten minutes, I’m coming back.” 
Luca’s eyes softened. He placed his hand against my cheek, silent tension thick between us. I found myself leaning into his touch. A heavy sigh escaped, my lips slightly parted. I shouldn’t have felt safe. Not surrounded by… But peace settled over me like a thick knitted blanket on an icy winters night. The overwhelming urge to leave with Luca surged through my veins, white hot. 
Something was wrong, though, and I needed to find out what it was. My little world I’d built in the forest depend upon it. 
I waited until Luca and Nari disappeared from view. 
Nothing stirred in the clearing. The spirits were shreds beyond the point of repairing. Toeing a desiccated piece before me, it crumbled to ashes. Moving around the cabin I only found more dybbuk in tatters. 
Drawing a deep breath, the rotten smell of the spirits filling my head, I moved forward, headed for the stream that separated Smrtka from my home. 
 
✧
 
The air grew colder. It felt as though icicles were forming on  my  lungs,  crystallising  with every sharp intake of breath. 
My fingertips turned blue and my feet were numb in my boots. 
Along the way, I found only two more dybbuk, more whole than those in the clearing had been but still pulled apart like a pork roast. As they struggled to move, they disintegrated at an agonisingly slow pace. In life, I’d wanted nothing more than for their deaths to be slow and painful yet this seemed almost cruel.
The tinkling, bell like sounds of the stream floated back to me from up ahead. Despite the fog, the air was still. It felt like wading through non existent snow - constantly meeting a resisting force that I couldn’t see. Crunching leaves underfoot along with the stream provided the only sounds. 
But the closer I got, the clearer another sound became. 
Breathing.
It whispered through the trees. For the first time since I’d entered the forest, there was a sense of life, however eerie. With each breath, the leaves danced and then went limp. 
Once, not so long ago, I’d felt breath through the forest like that. And then it had terrified me just as much then as it did now.
At the stream, I stopped. Both it and its bank were free of fog yet directly across was a wall of thick fog that stretched to the tree tops, held back so flush it might have been behind a pane of glass. As I watched, the fog swirled in mesmerising patterns and whorls. The wall stretched as far as I could see to the east and west, following the curve of the stream towards the north on the far western side. 
I waited. But for what? Something about the fog raised every hair on my body, sent my flight instincts into overdrive. Nausea gripped me and shivers rolled down my spine in quick succession. What little of the grass I could see on the opposite side of the stream, just before the wall of fog, was completely frosted over. 
Did I even want to know? Did I really want to know what was lurking beyond that wall? Kheris had said years ago, when I’d moved to the forest, that finally someone was there to keep a handle on things. But that wasn’t the way of it. I existed in the forest yet had no control over it. I was responsible for any happenings within its borders while holding no real power to do anything beyond babysitting countless uncooperative spirits. The forest was merely a place chosen for the fact that it was devoid of life where I could live out my days, anonymity in tact. 
I contemplated turning, leaving, putting this all behind me and never looking back. 
Again a breath rolled through the forest, this time stronger. Others followed, stronger still. It continued as I stood on the bank, staring into a wall of fog that might as well have been a brick wall for all I could make out. Every breath grew stronger, whatever was causing it was moving closer and closer. 
Orphelia.
I spun. No one behind me. That voice, it was so much like a voice I’d heard not so long ago. A voice that had filled my nightmares ever since. Only then it had been so much closer to Smrtka. The closest I’d ever been. 
Orphelia. 
This time I didn’t turn. Movement in the wall of fog caught my eye. Everything within me went deathly still, utterly petrified. I’d only once felt like this. As a child, playing in the grounds of Alilthien Castle. I’d rounded a corner and come face to face with a wyvern, the most dangerous apex predator known to human, faerie and fae alike. For a moment, I awaited death. I was young, though, and I’d acted on my flight instinct. By some miracle, the wyvern hadn’t followed me that day. I’d later learned it had already feasted on several guards. Just my luck.
There were no guards here now. 
What started out as a blur came closer, became more solidified. It stood equal to my height, the very obvious shape of a woman. Delicate curves, long limbs. A head that slowly cocked to the side, as though whoever it was behind the veil of fog was studying me. 
I should have been running. 
Hello Daughter of Ashes, it spoke. The voice was soft but clear. I shivered as the words drifted over me. 
“Who are you?” I asked. My voice belied my fear. 
I am the first.
“The first what?”
The first. 
Not big on details. Really handy. 
“What happened here? In the forest?” I asked. Something in the back of my mind tugged, a desperate attempt to get my attention, to remind me what a stupid idea it was to speak with an unknown entity. 
I needed to get your attention somehow, the voice said. 
“What for?” My stomach clenched and unclenched. 
A lilting chuckle echoed across the stream. We have our secrets, Daughter of Ashes. I keep mine close to my chest. But I can show you - if you are willing to see.
“See what?” Another breath rolled over me. 
The figure didn’t speak again, just raised a hand. I watched as it slowly slid up to plant itself flush with the wall of fog. The sudden urge to put my hand up against it and feel the presence on the other side ran through me, almost sending me tumbling into the stream. There was a magnetism about the figure, I couldn’t help but be drawn to it, no matter how much my mind, body and soul cried out against it. 
My boots were soaked by the time I realised I’d begun to move forward, one slow step after another. I waded into the stream, the waters lapping at my legs, coming up past my knees at the halfway point. Here, I was dwarfed by the figure. She was completely overwhelming. 
Come to me, Daughter of Ashes, and I will tell you my secret, she crooned. 
My eyes glazed over as I climbed up the bank of the stream, a foot away from the wall of fog. Of its own accord, my hand lifted to meet the figures hand. 
And then darkness consumed me. I was floating. Weightless. Nothing worried me. Nothing my plagued mind or my burdened heart. There was no heat or cold, my new world simply…was.
I existed and that was all there was to it. 
The feeling was both a single moment and an eternity. 
In the midst of that eternity was the feeling of being pulled by a strong gravitational force, through that weightlessness. Suddenly everything hit me all at once. Cold, light, heat, sounds. Sensory overload. Instinctively I moved my hands to cover my ears but my arms were lead, immovable. My eyes scrunched tight, the only movement I had any real control over. 
Rocking motions sent my body into chaos, everything within moving about like water in a tub. All that was within me lurched and suddenly I was spluttering. 
My eyes flew open. 
All I saw were broken, damp leaves coating me like a second skin. Some clung to my face, the smell stale through my nostrils. 
Blow after blow hit my back. I lurched again, coughing up even more water. 
“Come on, Lia,” Luca grunted. He hit me again, more water spewing forth as I coughed and spluttered. 
I gasped, finally able to draw in breath, such sweet breath. It was icy as it hit my lungs but I couldn’t have cared less as I gulped it down. Life flooded through my body, numbness wearing thin until I could feel everything. 
I turned and looked up at Luca. His eyes were wide as they raked over me, searching. 
“What happened?” I choked. My throat felt hoarse. 
Slowly, Luca sat me up. The movement sent my body squelching against the earth. I was soaked. Glancing around, I saw we were beside the stream. My mind was full of mist, impossible to sort through. But then I remembered the figure, its hand. I remembered trudging across the stream and reaching up to meet it. 
“You were face down in the water,” Luca said. His voice was rough, something that sounded like pain. For me? Surely not. “I came back looking for you, tracked you down. It took ten minutes to get you back, Orphelia. You were dead.”
I blinked. Once, twice. Achingly slow, comprehension dawned. He said I was dead. 
I couldn’t die. Not like that. It wasn’t that easy for a Handmaiden to die. But ten minutes to regain consciousness? That was something that had never happened to me before. Suspended animation. The though flickered across my mind. Kheris had threatened as much once - an epic time out of sorts. I wouldn’t die but I wouldn’t be capable of doing anything till someone brought me out of whatever predicament I’d gotten into. 
None of it made any sense. 
“Lia?” Luca ran a hand over my cheek, bringing me out of me reverie. “What happened?”
The fog. My head snapped around and in a heartbeat I was scuttling back from the stream on all fours. My chest pounded. It was gone. Not a wisp of fog in sight. Even my breath no longer danced before my face. 
“Get me out of here,” I whispered. 
Luca didn’t need to be told twice. Before I could get to my feet, he’d scooped me up and we shot into the trees. 
I left my stomach somewhere back on the forest floor as we hurtled through aged pine and firs, passing abandoned birds nests and even one dybbuk, somehow trapped halfway up a tree. It bared its rot filled mouth at us and threw out a hopeful clawed hand as we breezed past. 
Luca bent around my huddled form, my head cradled under his chin to protect me as we hit the canopy. Leaves and branches scraped against us, the forest’s last attempt to keep us trapped. I dared a glance out across unending fields and sky. My stomach rolled in warning and I turned back into Luca’s chest, squeezing my eyes shut. 
The flight was over in less than two minutes. So softly we mightn’t have even been moving, Luca landed us at his lone, solitary tree where he’d spent so many days waiting for me. I was vaguely aware of how the snow dusted it like powdered sugar on a pastry. Nari and Elda were already tied there. 
Traitorous knees of mine gave way the moment Luca put me down. Before I hit the ground, he caught me and lowered me to lean against the tree trunk. My heart still ran a mile a minute in my chest, both from adrenaline of the flight and from…whatever it was that had happened back there.
“You flew,” I rasped. 
His face was grave. “I needed to get you out of there.”
“How did you…” My voice trailed off, unable to find the words. 
He knew, though. Nodded slowly. “Fear for another, a need to protect - it can trigger the rebirth. I would have gotten to you sooner, admittedly. The wings caught me off guard. Normally I’ve got a tight lock on it. It’s been over a century since a spontaneous rebirth.”
He shielded us from the world with those wings as he knelt before me, a cage of feathers, gilded by the sun encasing us. Despite being trapped, I felt truly safe.
“Thank you,” I whispered. 
Chest aching, I stared up at Luca. He’d saved me. The thought clanged through me. Before him, I’d never been saved. Yet here he was, constantly putting himself on the line for my sake.
Nari nudged my head from around the tree. I reached up to pat him, soothing him. He was still shaking.
“Please don’t go back in there,” Luca said. “Something isn’t right.”
I nodded. “There was…someone.”
He frowned. “Another person?”
“I think so. I don’t know. They were hidden in fog.” I shuddered.
“I didn’t see any fog when I arrived. Maybe your mind was playing tricks on you. People see all kinds of things in forests.”
Hören Forest was the kind of place where all manner of things existed. But I didn’t say that to him, not when he still watched me in a way that made me want to question my own sanity.
“No,” I replied. “It was real. I think it was a she…and she called out to me.”
Luca’s face was white. Big, strong, brave commander of Empress Dianthe’s armies, quaking in his boots. He flicked out his wings, like he might shake off any traces of fear. Even now it was abundantly clear just how much he was trying to hold it all together as I slowly fragmented. I’d never felt so close to coming undone like this.  
“What did she say?” His voice was barely above a whisper; looked behind him he searched for any sign of danger. 
But even as he did, I knew she was gone. Whoever she was. 
The mist in my head cleared as I drew in one steadying breath after another. “I remember a little. She wanted to show me something. A secret, she said. But it wasn’t a secret. It was a memory…”
Nessa leads me through the castle, stopping every so often whenever a question arises. We’ve walked past several paintings, the entrance to the Athenaeum - the Hall of Records, a place I’m never allowed to go. That is purely for the Fates. 
We approach a statue of a woman. Her face is stern, decided. On what, I don't know. But she looks so sure of herself. A woman who’s opinion would not so easily be changed. A woman who’d sooner die than sacrifice her beliefs. Her body is naked, though unlike most other statues of women with hands gracefully laid across their body to hide their nakedness, she stands proud, softly curved figure on display. Her hands hold a fat, heavyset snake, draped across her shoulders. Her hair hangs down her back, the longest tendrils grazing the tops of her thighs, dusting across her behind. 
I shudder. There is an unsettling presence about her - the statue. 
“Who is she?” I ask, pausing in front of her. 
Nessa, several steps ahead turns. “Lilith.”
Lilith. “I’ve never heard of her.”
“You really know fuck all, don’t you?” Nessa sighs, rubbing her temples. It hadn’t been her decision to educate me - Kheris had put her up to it. He always has grand ideas though never the desire to execute them himself. That’s why he has daughters, or so he says. 
Still, I persist, despite this not being the lesson of the day. I’ve grown tired of trying to sift and summon shadows so Nessa had offered a walk. “Who is she?”
Nessa stalks back, coming to stand beside me. Together we both look at the marble statue - at Lilith. Her eyes are cast far above us - we aren’t worth her time. 
“Lilith was the first female - the first fae ever created.”
“Who created her?”
“The Mother, Goddess of Creation.” Nessa spits the word, something foul and rotting in her mouth. “Lilith wasn’t what The Mother thought she would be, though. No. Lilith was strong. She didn’t bow to anyone.”
“Who would she have bowed to?” I can see it, Lilith not bowing to anyone. Pride radiates from her. 
“Lilith was created to be Adam’s mate.” 
I frown at Nessa. She rolls her eyes, realising she has to take this slow.
“Adam was the first male created and also fae like Lilith, both created in The Mothers image. Adam was made to be in a position of authority over his mate. Strange when you consider the Goddess of Creation and what she represents. A female in control, answering to no man. I’m sure there’s some hidden meaning in the intention to make Lilith subservient - a woman in charge who projects blind servitude onto something created in her likeness.”
There is something hidden behind the disgust Nessa coats the name of the goddess with. Awe? Is it because she was a woman always in control where Nessa is not? Nessa who has to answer to the God of Death, regardless of whether she cares to or not.
She continues, “Lilith refused to submit to Adam. She deemed herself to be his equal. Really, as it should be. Adam and Lilith fought constantly in The Garden of Eden. It was clear the arrangement wasn’t working out. Lilith was planning to leave the garden when the first human female arrived - Eve.”
At this we move further down the hall to another statue. A woman, very much human and completely unassuming. Humbly depicted. Her body is slight, one hand placed across her breasts, another placed lower. Shielding prying eyes, concealing her vulnerabilities. But where Lilith oozes intimidation and fear, Eve is comforting, friendly. Pure and sweet features compared to Lilith’s seductively striking. Subtle rounded ears, soft strands of hair tucked behind them. Eve is the kind of woman who could be loved by all. Not for anything she could do. Just simply because of who she is. 
“Eve was created to be the perfect mate to Adam. And this time, created human - already setting her below Adam with him being fae. She took on the subservient position The Mother intended, catering to Adam’s every need. She cared for him, providing shelter, nourishment…Sexually met his needs.”
We both fall silent. “What is it?” I ask.
“A woman - fae or human, should never have to be at the whim of a males sexual desire. I hate that this is what The Mother intended. Female kind should have never been created to be an object.”
That I can agree with. The thought of existing purely to please another brings bile to my throat. 
“But as these things go, Lilith knew her own mind. When she saw Eve, she couldn’t escape the feeling that Eve was really there for her. She fell in love with the human. It was definitely one sided. Fucking idiot if you ask me. Eve couldn’t have cared less about Lilith. She was besotted with Adam.
“Tensions only continued to grow within the garden. Adam could sense that Lilith was madly in love with Eve. The feeling was palpable. Lilith became obsessed, stalking Eve throughout night and day. Eve eventually became aware, innocent, blind thing she was.”
Nessa moves away from the statue of Eve, pausing several feet away before the statue of two people intertwined in the throes of passion. Eve and a fae male who could only be Adam. 
“Eve came to be with child. She and Adam were overjoyed. But when Lilith discovered Eve’s swollen belly, growing by the day, she became enraged. To her, it was a betrayal of the deepest level. Lilith planned to kill Adam. She was to stab him in the heart one night as he slept beside Eve. I don’t know exactly what she thought would happen after that - how many of those stories end well? Who runs into the arms of their lovers murderer? But Lilith was driven so mad by her lust for Eve, she’d stopped considering the repercussions long ago.”
Further down the hall, another statue. Adam and Eve, staring deep into each others eyes while Lilith watches from a distance, wild hate echoing from every part of her. Eve’s belly is rounded, a delicate hand placed against the side of it, forever frozen, etched in marble mid caress.
“As Lilith approached the couple where they slept, something woke Eve. Call it intuition or whatever. Fuck, maybe The Mother even woke her up. Hel knew she wanted Lilith out of the picture. Eve watched Lilith quietly, waiting to see what would unfold. When she saw Lilith pull a knife made of sharpened bone from behind her back, Eve, heavily pregnant and drawing to the end of her pregnancy, threw herself at Lilith. They wrestled, fighting for the knife. Lilith couldn’t bring herself to use it against the woman she loved, her intention was to protect Eve from injury as they fought. She was so focused on Eve that she lost sight of the knife, it slipped from her hands. In a moment Eve had snatched it up and driven it into Lilith’s neck.”
“She killed Lilith?” My voice is quiet. For all Lilith’s statue frightens me, a sliver of sympathy slips through my mind. She’d been a fae in love who’d met a bitter end. A tale as old as time, repeated many times over again ever since. 
Nessa nods. “And so, the first female created became the first to die. She gave life to death, in a sense.”
“What happened to her after that?” We continue our stroll down the hall, leaving the statue of the lovers in our wake. 
“Lilith possessed such evil in her heart that she became the first dybbuk. Her soul was irreconcilable. There was nothing else to do for her but to wander the earth, seeking out vengeance against the descendants of Adam. She preyed on pregnant women, babies and children as she found them, possessing their tiny bodies and driving them to suicide by any means. Children drowned, pregnant women took knives to their own hearts and bellies. Rather ironic considering what Lilith had tried.”
I shudder. Innocents murdered because of one woman’s hate, any flicker of sympathy burning up into raw hate for the first fae female. “Where is she now?”
Nessa turns, stopping inches from my face. “Never ask what you don’t want to know. Lilith is what frightens evil itself. Pray for swift death in body and soul if you ever cross her spirit.”
The Handmaiden walks away, leaving me behind with the distinct feeling of Lilith’s statue watching me.  
The memory faded to mist in my head. Wide eyed, I looked to Luca. “Oh fuck.”
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“Get on the godsdamned horse,” I ordered. 
Luca was hunched over, panting. Falling forward to his knees, he groaned, the sound low and earthy, primal. That growl vibrated through my very core as it grew in its intensity. I watched as his face contorted into a mask of twisted agony, his breath coming in intermittent gulps - like someone held beneath the waves of the ocean, struggling to catch their next sliver of air. Painfully slow, his wings retreated back into his body. They ground their way back in. When I’d once imagined it, I’d thought the retreat of Luca’s wings would be graceful, smooth. That they’d glide back in like a silk gown moving across marble floors or water trickling over stones in a creek bed. Yet watching now, there was a raw grittiness to it. Cartilage and feather ground against muscle and sinew. It looked as though his body desperately wanted to keep those wings out - the retraction being very much a fight. One that Luca was slowly winning but not without great effort and pain. 
When they’d finally disappeared from view completely, he was covered in a light sheen of sweat. Still, he nodded and mounted Elda. His face was pale. 
“Can you ride?” I asked. 
Luca swayed atop Elda. I dismounted Nari and was sitting in front of Luca a second later. There was no chance I’d see over his shoulders if I sat behind him. Reaching across to Nari, I removed his reins and used them as a makeshift harness, fastening Luca to myself. If he was going to fall, he was going to have to take me with him. At least I could put up a fight before we did.
Elda didn’t seem to mind me sitting atop him. He just flicked his mane and waited as I sorted Luca. He wrapped his shaking hands around my waist, my skin burning where he touched. It made my breath catch. Shaking my head to clear it, I urged Elda to ride. Nari followed at our side. 
Lilith. 
Lilith was in the forest. How long had she been there? No dybbuk who entered ever left. That was the whole purpose of countless wards and enchantments placed around Hören and Smrtka itself. So I could only assume she’d been there the entire time I had. Someone like Lilith wasn’t capable of simply slipping into the forest unnoticed, judging by the way the dybbuk acted when she was near. Why wait till now to make herself known? Why show me a memory from long ago but then try to kill me? Even if the plan had been a colossal failure from its inception. Only one person would decide when I would eventually go out - and he wasn’t about to give away all of his fun. 
From what I remembered of Lilith, she was vindictive - but only towards those she considered as justifiable murders given her quarrel with Adam and what he’d done to Eve. Pregnant women and children. Not Handmaidens who lived alone and very clearly had no such quarrel with the original dybbuk. So far as I was aware, I wasn’t even physically capable of becoming someone Lilith would seek to destroy.
Simply another choice of mine taken away by Kheris. 
My skin prickled. It didn’t make sense. The whole situation reeked of ulterior motives that I couldn’t quite place my finger on. 
We couldn’t go back to the forest. My home, my sanctuary. Now surrounded by shredded evil spirits - something I didn’t know was even possible till a mere hour ago. I was woefully underprepared for a trip. All I had were the very damp, stale smelling clothes on my back and my horse. Luca had a couple of bags hanging off Elda but who the fuck knew what he kept in there. I knew he largely relied on hunting while on the road. 
That made one of us. If he didn’t perk up by the time we made camp, we might be in trouble. I’d heard that if you closed your eyes, you could imagine that eating grass was just like eating a salad. That didn’t mean I wanted to find out.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, a logical part of me had its eyebrow raised, arms folded and shoe tapping in equal parts annoyance and amusement at my situation - fleeing my home with someone I barely knew. 
No. Even as I heard what that part of me had to say, I shrugged it off. I knew Luca. Something in him called to me. There was a connection that ran deep between us, a confusing one I didn’t particularly want to admit was there. It was a connection that had nothing to do with the shit storm that had been Lindengaard nearly three months back. It ran deeper. 
Luca rested his head against my shoulder, still panting shallowly. My experience with the Sons of Ikya was limited to what little time I’d spent with Luca. A hairs breadth of my time in this world. How long did it take to recover from a rebirth and retraction? Was there something I was supposed to do?
All I could think was to get us as far from the forest as possible. 
 
✧
 
We rode aimlessly till sundown, no real destination in mind with our only goal to put as much distance between us and the forest. A small town laid not too far off in the distance. I’d searched through Luca’s bags during the one time we stopped. A small pouch of gold marks, no great wealth but enough for us to get by for the moment. We could get a room. Likely Luca would need a decent rest - one that being in a tent couldn’t offer. 
There was a small inn on the outskirts. It was a ramshackle of crumbling bricks and boards but it had a bed and stew - if you could call watery stock a stew with its half dead vegetables and rabbit more the size of a scrawny rodent. Given the circumstances, we couldn’t have asked for more. Luca all but dragged his feet into the small room - something more like a closet with a sagging stained mattress crammed in. 
It took half an hour to coax some stew into him. By the time he’d finished half the bowl, his head had fallen forward, chin to chest. Truthfully, I’d tried to put him down on the pillows gently. He was simply too heavy. His head knocked the wall on the way down but he was asleep before his head hit the misshapen pillow - some sort of bug or rodent had eaten the material at some point. I tried not to think about it too much. 
I finished off his and my bowls of stew, mind still reeling from the day. Every time Lilith’s seductively smooth voice echoed through my mind, I got chills. 
Properly cataloguing the contents of Luca’s two bags provided a decent distraction. He had his tent, tightly rolled at the bottom of one bag, his bedroll placed on top. A few pouches of dried meat and that was it for that bag. Useful, but only so much. 
The second bag was a little more helpful. It had been the bag I’d found several hundred marks in, a small sum of which I’d paid to the innkeeper. There was also a spare set of clothing - tunic and pants. My skirts were still damp in places and where they’d started to dry, they’d grown stiff with dirt I’d collected from the forest floor - not to mention the general filth of riding all day. A glance to Luca’s hulking form on the mattress told me he was heavily passed out and likely wouldn’t wake till morning. 
No matter how much I flushed at the thought or how rapidly my breathing quickened, I wasn’t about to change him while he slept. He could stay filthy for the night.
Muttering to myself about the sheer stupidity of assuming nothing worse than dybbuk lived within Hören, I shucked off my dress and threw on Luca’s spare set of clothing. It hung off me, loose everywhere. But it was dry and I warmed up in no time. Despite how hole riddled the walls of the inn were, it was hot. 
The rest of the bag contained more food, a canteen of water, a small dagger and some rope. Enough to work with for now. There were also a handful of loose marks littering the bottom of the bag. I added them to the pouch and then repacked the bag neatly. 
A knock sounded at the door. 
“I’m coming,” I whispered. Probably the inn keeper looking for his bowls. I got the feeling he didn’t have much - it had been clear from the moment we’d arrived that it was a place that ran on bare bones. But as I opened the door, holding the stacked bowls in one hand, my gut sank. 
“This is an improvement,” Kheris said, smirking in a condescending way as his eyes looked over the top of me into the room behind. “Oh, and you even have a friend. A definite upgrade.”
I dropped the bowls outside the door and did something I’d never thought I would ever have the guts to do. I carted the God of Death out of the inn by his ear, like some misbehaving child. He feigned struggle the whole way. If he’d wanted to, he could have fought me off. I got the feeling this was just amusing to him, like watching a mouse try to fight back against a cat. 
Outside, I pushed against his chest. He moved back half a step before regaining his balance. I hated that he still looked so cool, so put together, while I felt more like I’d been dragged behind Elda the entire journey. 
“You slimy, evil, conniving son of a bitch. How long has she been there? How long has she lived near my home?”
He knew. The way his mouth curved up at the side made my blood boil. 
“Your home?” he repeated. “Actually, you moved into her home. Hören Forest is her domain.”
“You let me move into Hören knowing full well that the very essence of evil lived there.”
“Don’t be so dramatic.” He stroked a hand through his hair, smoothing it, completely unruffled as always. “She’s a pussy cat.”
I laughed. The day was catching up with me. Hysteria built under my skin like steam in a pot. “Probably more like a mountain lion. What is she - your pet?”
Kheris shrugged. “Something like that.”
“You’re daft if you think I’m going back.”
“I didn’t particularly want you there in the first place,” he replied with a shrug. “Come home. Your old room is exactly as you left it. We can sit around the fireplace, braid each others hair and tell stories.”
I stared at him, unfeeling of the icy kisses of snow as it drifted down around us. I knew full well what ‘home’ he referred to. “I have no home.”
“Ooh, we are in a dramatic mood today.” Kheris's eyes glinted in the darkness. 
I had to physically bite my tongue. The urge to spew out an unending stream of curses, insults and feral expletives was almost overwhelming, the straw to break my back after the day from Hel. 
“She tried to kill me.”
He chuckled. Kheris walked to the side of the inn and began to  pick at the wall. Flakes of layered, different coloured paint from years past drifted to the ground. “You can’t die - at least not until I give you permission to do so. And I don’t intend on doing that any time soon.”
“I’m aware. But don’t you think it’s odd that she even tried?”
His eyes raked from my head to toes and back again. “Considering who you are, can you really blame her? She’s only doing what we’ve all thought of at one point or another.”
“You’re disgusting.”
“Orphelia, you’re blowing things out of proportion. You were never in any danger from Lilith. She has no issue with our kind. Your friend, on the other hand would most definitely remind her of Adam. She would eat him up. Not in that way. You, on the other hand, she could be persuaded to… I hear she has very singular tastes. No doubt all that time down in Smrtka has left her somewhat - how to put it? Frustrated.”
“I repeat - you’re disgusting.”
Still, I shuddered at that. Because no doubt about it, Luca would be a prime target for Lilith. The fact that he’d evaded lesser dybbuk for so long was impressive and damn near unheard of. He wouldn’t fare nearly half as well with the original dybbuk who made other evil spirits quake. 
“What makes her so different?” I asked. 
Kheris didn’t look at me, just zeroed in on the brick in front of him. Very obviously avoiding looking at me. “She’s made of different…stuff. You couldn’t possibly begin to understand the complexities behind Lilith.”
“You almost sound proud of her.”
He shrugged.
I could tell he wasn’t going to say more so I let it drop. There was no point digging for more information anyway. Anything he had to offer now would be clear as mud. 
“Why are you here?” I crossed my arms across my body, seeking what heat I could find. My temper was dwindling as exhaustion leached through my very bones like poison. I shivered, the snow falling thicker and faster. 
Finally, Kheris turned to me. “You need to go to the coast. There’s someone to collect.”
I rolled my eyes, gesturing to my new attire. “I don’t know if you can tell, but I’m woefully underprepared to do anything right now.”
“Yes, I can see that. Quite an unusual looking Son of Ikya if ever I saw one.” He pulled a pouch from his coat and tossed it to me. I fumbled, dropping it into the snow. Kheris walked forward just as I debated picking up the coins in front of him. With arctic fingers, he lightly slapped my cheek twice. “Buy yourself something nice.”
I was scowling at him as he slipped into smoke and shadows. 
When I was sure he was gone, I hastily collected the coins.
✧
 
Luca slept till midday. 
I’d spent the night pressed up against his side. There’d been nowhere else for me to sleep and I wasn’t about to squander what little money Kheris had given me on another room. Truthfully, being near Luca kept the fear at bay. I was rattled, to say the least.
That peace brought by Luca didn’t last long.
Sometime after midnight I jerked awake. Shadows in the small room reminded me of Lilith. At one point I was sure a hand was stretching out, ready to claim me. My own shadows flickered deep inside, comforting me, silently promising to defend this time even if they had shied away with Lilith before. I pushed my shadows down, very aware of how close Luca was. 
I found myself wondering through the night about what Luca thought of me. Odd, because I’d never particularly cared what others thought about me in the past. There was no changing who I was, no use in even trying. Long ago I’d made peace with my fate and yet the man sleeping soundly beside me made me question everything. For the first time in centuries, I dared to dream - or at the very least, imagine the possibility of dreaming again of all the things I’d long since let go of. When he looked at me, he didn’t shrink back. He just saw…me. Not the death that shrouded my days and nights, that I wore like rusted manacles. 
Being so close, eventually he was bound to work it out. Really, he could have worked it out by now if he’d wanted to. 
Perhaps it didn’t matter to him, what I was. 
Like a dying fire struggling to regain its strength, embers of hope glowed within. 
Luca was able to ride as we made for the coast later that day. A small mercy. The leather reins I’d  previously secured Luca to myself with had chafed at my stomach through the ride the day before and whilst they’d long since healed, phantom pain remained. I was glad not to have to do that again.  
We rode in silence much of the afternoon. No other towns were between the one we’d left behind and the one we’d eventually arrive at. From there, I’d go my own way. He just didn’t know it yet. 
Camp was in the middle of a spotless field, not a tree, shrub or bush in sight. Nothing between us and the unending expanse of night sky, winking stars shining down upon us. I’d set up the tent, refusing to let Luca do anything. While he did look better, he was still quiet, still worn out. More so after our ride. 
I pulled an assortment of food from my newly purchased satchel. The sleepy little town hadn’t had much to offer, but I was at least able to get food and a change of clothes. Though I’d not put them on yet. Luca had said not to bother. That he liked me in his uniform. Something in me had tightened in the most delicious way when he’d said that. 
“Sorry,” Luca muttered. 
I passed him a piece of bread, meat and cheese as I chewed on some myself. I’d decided to leave the dried meat Luca always seemed to have with him for later - for an emergency. For anything. Honestly, I just couldn’t bring myself to eat it. There was an odour to the dried meat that made my nose scrunch up. 
“What for?” I said around my mouthful. 
“I’ve been pretty useless,” he said. He toyed with his food, crumbling bits of bread and flicking them to Elda and Nari. The two fought lazily, weary from the day. “I’m not used to it - being cared for.”
“Don’t mention it.” 
He didn’t. We ate in silence, retreating back into the tent as the snow began to fall again. All we’d managed for the horses was a blanket thrown over each of them. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Nari would be pissy in the morning and likely stubborn as all Hel. But what else could I do? Short of praying to the gods for a barn to magically appear out of thin air.
Luca and I huddled close to one another. My fingers were so cold I’d lost all feeling. My teeth chattered. Without saying a single world, Luca lifted his blanket and jacket and pulled me closer still. I curled up against him, trying to leech whatever warmth I could. 
“Lia?”
“Mmhmm?” 
“I’m grateful for you.”
Strange words. ‘Grateful.’ I was surprised that those words left me disappointed, something in me sagging. ‘Grateful’ was what you said of a friend. Not someone who had deeper feelings. Which I was sure more than anything was what I had. Perhaps I’d only imagined him to feel the same. Maybe I’d simply mistaken all the sexual innuendo and banter for attraction where it had merely been just that - banter. Something intrinsic to Luca, though also completely benign. 
The only sounds were the swishing of snow and wind against the tent. 
“You’d do the same for me,” I replied a moment later and realised, I actually meant it. Knew it to be fact. Luca, despite still not knowing me all that well, would have done exactly the same thing for me. Hel, he’d saved my life yesterday. It still didn’t stop me from hoping that he’d do it from more than a sense of duty or friendship. 
Luca’s answer was to just hold me tighter against his chest. 
I could have sworn as I drifted off to sleep that he pressed a kiss against the top of my head. 
 
✧
 
The town on the coast, Erlgeva, was sprawling, though sparse. A fishing town, providing trade to Winter Court. A small barge awaited at port to set sail. One decent sized wave and it would be torn to pieces. A paupers village through and through, trying to lift themselves from the depths of society. As we walked through the town, I got the sense that it had once been grand. What had happened to bring it down so? But then I saw husks of what had once been houses, charred by fire. Whatever had happened, it had devastated the town nearly to the point of no return.
Luca led the way through the town like he owned it. People stopped to wave at him while simultaneously side-eyeing me. I was used to it. I merely pulled my cloak hood lower still. 
“Feel free to wander,” Luca said, staring down a road towards a row of cottages. “I’ve got a few things to do, some people to check on. I’ll come find you when I’m done.”
He didn’t wait for my answer, just turned and led Elda down the dusty road. I watched him go, wondering what there was to even do in this town, besides fish…or look at fish…or smell like fish. 
A slip of shadows in the midst of daylight caught my attention. 
“You’re worse than the plague,” I said as Kheris approached. “And they’re going to see you.”
He glanced around, pretending to notice the townspeople for the first time. “No, they can’t. They’ll just see you talking to thin air and think you’re as crazy as you look.”
I turned my back on the God of Death and walked back the way I’d come, if for nothing else than to just have something to do. A blacksmith hammered at a piece of steel. Kheris moved the mans hammer once he put it down. When the blacksmith turned back he paused, confusion clear on his face. 
“You have to stop doing shit like that,” I muttered, keeping my mouth as still as possible. I ducked my head in my hood. 
“It’s so fun, though.” He rubbed his hands together, eyeing the townspeople for his next victim. 
As we meandered through town, Kheris continued to dose out mischief wherever he saw fit. It wasn’t until he tried to take a fae youngling from her mother that I intervened. A fistful of black material, I dragged him behind a bakery. 
“You can go now,” I said through gritted teeth. “I don’t even know what you’re doing here.”
Pretending to study his nails, he casually said, “Just wanted to make sure you’d get through your collection okay.”
“I haven’t fucked up a collection in over a century - Ezahl aside. Your time would be better spent in Summer or Spring Court. You know? Where Aoife and Grainne actually need supervision.”
He shrugged. “I’ve a feeling you’ll struggle with this one.”
I sighed, sensing a headache coming on. Something only the God of Death could induce in mere minutes.  “Who is it?”
Kheris smirked. “You’re going to collect your Son of Ikya.” 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“This is a sick game,” I spat. “Even for you.”
Kheris's smirk only grew wider, transforming into a sly grin. His eyes danced as they raked over me. I tried to keep my face a neutral mask of indifference. Tried and failed. I could practically feel the steam streaming out of my ears.
“What did Nona, Decima and Morta say about this?” I asked. The Fates wouldn’t have ordered this. It couldn’t have been Luca’s time. Of this I was certain, even though I had no proof. 
“They have no say in this,” Kheris crooned.
“You…” Words failed me. Never mind that he’d shucked the blame for such decisions onto The Fates many times past. He was in charge when it suited him. Whoever decided to make Kheris a god was head clearly never met him. 
“Run along,” he said. “You have work to do. I’ll even give you a head start. Then I’m coming to ensure the job is done. Properly.”
He was serious. None of the teasing he was so fond of. Kheris was fully intent on Luca’s collection. 
On my collection of Luca. Something he knew I wouldn’t do.
But if not me, then who? I shuddered to think of Kheris collecting Luca himself. Or sending Aoife or Grainne - both of whom had a penchant for torture and dragging out a death far beyond all reason. 
I broke into a sprint, tripping over my own feet, silently grateful to not be in the skirts I’d been in just yesterday. Had it only been yesterday I was in Galicia? It felt like a lifetime ago. 
Nari galloped beside me. In one fluid movement I’d grabbed hold of his reins and swung myself up into the saddle. My heart pounded, fear clawing its way through me like a feral monster. 
How the fuck was I meant to find Luca in a town I’d never been in before? A town where people knew him but didn’t know me and therefore, were unlikely to trust a stranger. Especially one who reeked of death and had just spent a small age walking through the town, seemingly mumbling to herself. I wouldn’t trust me either.
I had to get to Luca first. Had to get him away. Somehow. As I frantically searched, I attempted to formulate a plan. All I could think was to grab him and run. Not the most thoughtful of plans. The intense desire to protect was all consuming. 
To protect what’s mine. 
The thought ran through my mind too fast to dissect. Another time. 
I urged Nari forward, not caring that I was inches from trampling people, seeking out the road where Luca and I had gone our separate ways. I cursed under my breath when I realised just how far I’d wandered. Perhaps that had been Kheris's plan. To lure me away, make the chase all the sweeter. 
Eventually I found it, the forked street that led to a row of beachside cottages, one of the few places in town completely untouched by fire.
I was drawing too much attention to myself. Far too much. Eyes from all angles were locked on me. Though silent, I could almost hear what the townspeople were wondering - whether they should flee or take up arms and prepare to fight. 
White knuckles almost fused to the reins, I spun Nari in circles, searching for Luca, for Elda. A hint of emerald. Anything. I sent up silent prayers to any god or goddess who’d deign to listen. A voice at the back of my mind laughed mockingly. 
Who would listen to a Handmaiden of Death? Who would answer her prayers?
At the end of the road, smoke and shadows twisted into existence, a fast spinning funnel that Kheris emerged from. This time, people could see him - by design on his part. They scattered as screams rang out across the idyllic beachside town, a place that until now had likely only known peace. Would hopefully know it after, too, though I doubted it. Death had a way of marking us, taking away that seed of innocence we all carried.
This place wouldn’t be the same. 
Predatorily, a wicked glint in his eye, Kheris stepped towards me. 
My heart pounded in my chest, threatening to burst forth. 
Think, think, think.
I had to find Luca somehow. 
No time. I did the only thing I could think of. 
“Luca! Luca!” Desperation was rising in me, adrenaline seeking a hold on every square inch of my body. One thought after another tumbled through my head. Panic. Pure, unadulterated panic set in. “Luca!” His name tore through my throat and then under my breath I begged, “For fucks sake, please Luca.”
A movement from a cottage on my left. The door swung open and Luca came bounding out. He looked calm, but the wheels of his mind were turning as he glanced about for danger. An old man hobbled out after him, leaning heavily on a walking stick. 
Seeing Luca so close to Kheris only brought more terror to the situation - like having him there was the icing on a very shitty cake suddenly made real. I pointed down the road to where Kheris continued to close in slowly. Luca whipped his head around. For a moment, he was frozen, until he dropped into the fighting stance I’d seen him take up in the forest that first day I’d met him. He reached behind his back and from between where his wings had once protruded, drew a long sword. Its metal gleamed in the sunlight, the handle was pure white crystal. It reminded me so much of the throne Dianthe had sat on when I’d gone before the Council. 
Luca swung the sword around once, twice, the movement graceful as a dancer. And then without pause, he was charging headfirst at the God of Death.
Something like a strangled choke gurgled from me. I could only watch in horror.
Kheris didn’t even raise a hand. Shadows met sword, a blinding clash of white light on onyx. Luca struck one blow after another at those shadows, unable to slice through them. Shrill sounds echoed from the epicentre of god and angel, locked in what was very much a one sided battle. Luca grunted as he struggled against the weight of shadows while Kheris had the hide to actually appear bored as looked at me, one eyebrow raised in silent question. 
Sudden realisation swept over me. This wasn’t about Luca. This was about me. About getting to me. Whether it was to torture, punish or merely tease, it was about Kheris getting to me. This was just some sick game to him. 
A game I wasn’t about to play. The easiest way to put an end to it was to treat him like the misbehaving child he was being and take away his toys. Nona had taught me that lesson first and foremost when I’d moved to Alilthien. 
“Luca! Run!” I shouted, kicking Nari perhaps a little too hard. We charged towards the Son of Ikya as he spun and bolted for us. I held out a hand and he grabbed it, the force pulling on my shoulder till I felt it pop. Pain seared through my arm and down my back. Somehow I kept a hold of Nari. 
Luca held the reins around me just as I had done for him. I cradled my shoulder, leaning back into him as we sped from the town. We didn’t stop riding until the cottages were naught but a blip on the horizon. 
 
✧
 
“All we’ve done is run,” I said. “The last two days we’ve just fled one place to another.”
Luca tore strips of material from a blanket, not appearing to have heard me. 
“What are you doing?”
He looked up briefly before going back to the blanket. “Getting a sling ready. You’re going to need it.”
I shook my head. “Just pop it back in place.”
He looked warily at my arm, the entire shoulder sitting at a sickening angle. “It’ll hurt.”
“It already does. Just do it.”
Luca dropped the blanket scraps and moved to my side. The way he held my arm, it reminded me of how he’d gently held that glass sprig of jasmine I’d found on me after Galicia. The glass sculpture that was still in the pocket of my cloak. I nodded my encouragement, though I felt anything but encouraged. The past two days were precariously close to beating me. I was ready to lie down for a long time and not get up. However, I knew that was what Kheris was counting on. And so I pushed through.
Gently, Luca manoeuvred my arm and popped the socket back into place with no hint of warning. There was no time to focus on the rising panic. Red hot pain flashed through my shoulder and back once more as I cried out. 
“I’m sorry,” he winced, watching my face. 
“It’ll be okay by dinner.” Even as I sat on the grass, holding my arm, the pain was dissipating. 
Frowning, he asked a question he’d asked only once before, that day in the alcove. “What are you?”
I chewed my bottom lip, debating telling him everything right there and then. If I did and he left me, Kheris might pursue him. He’d be unprotected. 
To protect what’s mine.
I shook the thought away. 
Luca busied himself making a fire, collecting twigs, dried grass and leaves as a starter. Brow furrowed, unsaid questions lingered behind his eyes as he gazed unseeing. His hands went through the motions, doing something they’d done a thousand times before. 
“What was that?” he finally said.
“That was Kheris.”
Luca didn’t say anything for a long time, just stoked the fire until the flames and smoke danced high towards the darkening sky. We nibbled on what was left of the food from the day before, shivering as the winds whipped up around us. 
“You know him.” Not a question. 
“Yes.”
“How?”
“He’s the God of Death. Everyone knows him.” Not entirely a lie.
The way Luca sighed at me indicated otherwise.  “I’ve lived my life in Galicia, Lia.We’re living in a time of peace, the Empress says. I don’t see much of the dark gods. Not if I can avoid it anyway.”
I envied him that. I’d seen too much of gods like Kheris. 
“Why was he coming for me?”
“He comes for everyone.”
“Last I heard, he had Handmaidens to do that.” His face was sour.
I drew a steadying breath. No, he couldn’t find out. The moment he did, he’d be gone. I couldn’t risk that. Selfish as it felt, I repeated a lie I’d come to chanting in my mind over the past weeks. If Luca was with me, he was safe. I could stop Kheris from hurting him.
Or at the very least, run like hell from his presence.
I shrugged, hoping it looked casual and not as strained as I felt. “Maybe he had some free time.”
Luca shook his head. “I’m glad he didn’t get to you.”
Warmth fluttered in my chest. Very few had ever been concerned for my safety. Certainly none like Luca. The way he looked up at me with tender eyes, it set my heart pounding. 
He moved closer, edging his way around the fire until he sat directly in front of me. Our crossed knees touched. This close, I could feel the heat radiate from him, smell the tang of sweat and salt on his clothes. Sapphire eyes that twinkled like the starry night sky  above looked directly into mine. 
“I’m going to do something,” he whispered. “Something I’ve wanted to do for a long time now.”
I couldn’t speak. Not that I had the presence of mind to formulate even the simplest of words. Luca was intoxicating this close, a potent drug I could easily get addicted to. He placed a hand on either side of my face, a thumb brushing softly over my cheek. His fingertips twirled gently in my hair, exploring. Then slowly, so achingly slowly, he leaned forward and kissed me. 
His lips were warm and soft against mine and we moulded perfectly together. They parted slightly, a tickle of hot breath washed over me as he pulled away. The way he stared, drawing me in like much needed air to his lungs, had a tingling rush of emotion sweeping through every part of me. 
“I would go head to head with the God of Death a thousand times for you,” he whispered, hands still stroking my face. 
As I leaned into that caress, I sent up a silent prayer that he would never have to again.
 
✧
 
We wandered the countryside aimlessly for a week, keeping a low profile. For the first few days Nari bore both Luca and I until eventually, on the third day, a far off neighing caught our attention - Elda had somehow managed to find us. Kheris didn’t make another appearance, though that didn’t lessen my hyper vigilance. I was constantly on edge, the slightest thing making me jump. It was exhausting and each night, once Luca had set up the tent, I collapsed against him and slept heavily, unable to stay awake any longer.
However, there was no escaping the nightmares as they sank their claws into me while I slept. They dragged me under, unrelenting. Since the beachside town, those nightmares had shifted from Lilith to Luca. I saw him die a thousand different ways, unable to stop it every time. 
Then that first moment of consciousness in the morning was riddled with fear as I took stock of my surroundings and realised he was still as safe as could be. Every morning when I woke to find him sleeping beside me, something in my chest eased. 
On the eighth day I began to wonder how long we could keep this up. We avoided others at all costs, stopping only to buy food and even then, we tried to live off the land wherever possible. With winter setting in more and more day by day, hunting was proving to be increasingly fruitless. 
There was no way to truly keep any of this up forever. Not when I was what I was. When sooner or later, Kheris would come for me. 
And he always came for me. 
Night fell as the fire grew. We’d spent the day scavenging for roots, berries and hunting whatever game we could get our hands on. I was useless at it. Luca had pulled through, two fat rabbits roasting on a haphazardly made spit above the fire. 
“Lia?”
“Mmhmm?” I glanced up from the fire, the sudden shift to darkness making spots of light dance before my eyes. 
“I need to go back to Galicia.”
I knew. It would have had to happen sooner or later. But it hurt nonetheless. As terrifying as it had been, hiding out the past week, being with Luca had been the most fun I’d had in a very long time. Perhaps ever. Even through all the fear, he’d endeavoured to make me laugh, to tell stories and jokes. Anything to take my mind off the hand we’d been dealt. While Luca going back to Galicia would mean he’d be safe, it meant I’d feel somehow hollow, empty. Like I’d be missing something that had become as vital as oxygen to me. 
 “When?” I chewed on a root. It smelt like unwashed arse. Tasted like it, too, I imagined. 
“Tomorrow,” he said, turning the spit. It half collapsed into the fire before he righted the structure. “I’ve been away from my men for too long. Not to mention my mother who’s likely thinking I’m dead in a ditch somewhere. I’ll need to leave at first light.”
And I would go where? Home wasn’t exactly an option. Though my lack of other options would necessitate it becoming one. 
“Come back with me,” Luca said. His face was flushed with the heat of the fire, despite the chill surrounding us. I’d once thought I’d get sick of looking at the same person too long. And with Kheris, that was immensely true. I got sick of him before I even saw him. With Luca? I would follow him anywhere just to see that cocky smirk and twinkle in his eyes. I came to realise I could look at that face day in and out and never tire. 
Except to Galicia. There I could not follow. 
He waited patiently for an answer. The small smile on his face was expectant that I would throw myself at the opportunity and agree. I couldn’t do that. Save for appearing before the Council when I’d been permitted entry, I’d never make it through the wards. 
“I can’t, Luca. I’m sorry.”
His face fell. “Where will you go?”
I shrugged. And that was that. No other answer to be given because I didn’t have one.
We ate in silence, listening to the sounds of night spring up around us. When the low growling of a hunting wyvern met our ears, we both retreated to the tent, the only safety we had. Nari and Elda were tied  alongside the tent in the cover of a copse. That would have to do. At least they had the good sense to be silent.
I snuggled under a blanket I’d bought on one of our few trips to get food. The wool scratched at my cheek as I began to thaw. 
“Promise me something, Lia,” Luca whispered. He was on his side, facing me. One hand playing with a tendril of my hair where it spread between us. “You’ll come to Galicia when you’ve done whatever it is you have to do. I won’t pretend to understand it, and I’ve a decent idea that you’ll wind up back at Hören. Just come to Galicia.”
“There’s nothing for me there.” A half truth.
Luca smirked. “I’m there.”
“You’re there.” 
There was still a part of me that riled against that - the thought that I could maybe depend on someone else. That maybe I didn’t have to be alone, on my own, doing everything by myself. It was all I’d ever known until him. Not something I could easily change in a few months. 
Luca pulled me in closer. His breath misted over my face as we laid side by side, bodies pressed against each other. This close, I could feel his heart beating against my chest. The heat of his gaze was intense in a way that made me want to squirm back but I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to be even an inch away from him. So when he reached up with a hand to tilt my chin, I didn’t flinch. Not a muscle. 
“Don’t get the wrong idea,” he whispered against my lips. I felt the smirk. 
I was too distracted to reply. His lips on mine were warm and already felt so familiar, as though I’d kissed those lips a thousand times. For a moment we were still against one another until the kiss deepened. His tongue licked across the seam of my mouth as his hand moved from my chin to the nape of my neck, pulling me even closer to him. 
And then I was falling, completely lost in Luca. 
✧
 
Luca left at first light. I stood for the longest time, watching as both he and Elda disappeared. The thought had occurred to me that Kheris might track Luca. Though, remembering the way the God of Death had watched me as he’d fought Luca that day, I was certain Luca would be fine. This wasn’t about him. It was about me.
Even as I thought it, I heard a snide remark in the back of my head from the imaginary Kheris that permanently lived there - trust you to think this is all about you, how self centred - I calmed. 
No. This was between Kheris and I. He wouldn’t hurt Luca. 
If he did, he’d have me to contend with. 
What is an ant to a shoe?
Ignoring that voice, I headed in the opposite direction, back to Hören Forest and back home. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“You can’t be going in that.”
Nessa sat on my bed, having sifted to that exact spot less than ten seconds ago. She eyed me with a sour face, scrutinising every inch of my outfit. 
“I have nothing else and you know it,” I replied, smoothing out the one formal dress I owned. If I was being totally honest with myself, it made me look like the old haggard witches that lived in the Bay of Thieves. Generally speaking, I wasn’t in the business of going dress shopping, especially not since returning to the forest. 
Cleaning up Hören had been an exercise in futility. The more I’d attempted to move the shredded evil spirits, left strewn around my cabin as a message from Lilith herself, the more they fragmented and crumbled into the forest floor. So now I was left with what appeared to be a solid layer of ash surrounding the cabin. Quite an eerie sight if ever there was one. If I’d had anywhere else to go, I’d have gone there. As it was, short of going to Winter Court or taking Kheris up on his offer and returning to Alilthien, I was stuck. The forest was all I had. 
Well, not entirely true. Luca had asked me to come to Galicia. I couldn’t regardless of how much I wanted to. The wards surrounding the city prevented those who would collect the souls of the city’s inhabitants from entering. All innocents, all pure and good in the pristine, peaceful kingdom of Empress Dianthe. 
I was doubtful anything was that squeaky clean, even Galicia. Still, Dianthe would rather start a war in her self proclaimed time of peace than let a Handmaiden roam about her city.
Nessa shook her head and sifted back into smoke and shadows, leaving me alone in my cabin once more. I slumped in a dining chair. The crest of Alilthien, no matter how much I sanded it back or picked at it with a blade, was scorched permanently into the wooden tabletop. A month ago it had shown up, a reminder of the impending dinner I’d have to sit through. A dinner that I regularly spent the decade leading up to it dreading. 
If I could have gotten out of dinner, I would have. Hel, for one wild moment I’d even contemplated trying to find Lilith again as a way of avoiding Alilthien altogether. Even as I’d had that thought, my entire being had recoiled at the thought of coming into contact with the original dybbuk, a force so powerful, so wholly evil that death itself shied away from her. 
Nessa slipped back into the cabin before the shadows of her departure had dissipated, clutching precious little fabric in her hands. 
“Put it on,” she commanded. “Do not argue. If you turn up in that - again - you’ll be the butt of every joke. And you just know Aoife will fully go at it.”
I did know. I knew from the last three dinners I’d worn this exact same dress. I wasn’t about to go all out for Kheris. He and his daughters, save Nessa, didn’t deserve my time - either at the dinner or whatever preparations I might have done leading up to it. 
There was no denying, it would be nice to not draw any unwanted attention. 
In answer to my inner thoughts, Nessa said, “Don’t question it. You deserve to feel good - even if for just one night. Think of it as self serving, rather than to appease them.”
I circled my finger for Nessa to turn around. She rolled her eyes and swivelled on the bed, ruby red skirts rustling with the movement. “You realise I used to change your diapers.”
“I was a child when I came to Alilthien. Very much house trained, thank you.”
She shrugged. “You know what I mean. I’ve seen you naked before.”
The fabric of the dress slipped over my head like a trickle of water, the fabric impossibly light. “You’ll likely see me naked now, Nessa. Where’s the rest of it?”
She spun on the spot, eyes widening before she cocked a brow with a smirk. “There is no rest of it,” she said, mockingly offended. “And it looks great.”
“Ever heard that less is more?”
“Less is simply less and far from fun, Orphelia. You’re wearing the dress or you’ll go naked. Then you’ll really learn what the true meaning of less is.”
Going about it with swift hands, Nessa pulled my hair from the tight bun I’d put it in. She shook out my hair, fanning it around my shoulders, letting it spill down my back. I felt every inch of it against my bare skin. As a final touch, she pinched my cheeks, pinking them.
“I’d do you.” She winked. 
“Thanks,” I drawled. “Fucking my sister is high on my list of priorities.”
Nessa extended a hand towards me. Her skin was as cold as mine but together, our hands the same temperature, we might have been warm. Her eyes softened as she looked at me. 
“One night,” she softly said. “You can do one night. I’ll ply you with plenty of wine, we’ll get pissy at Aoife and Grainne. Gods above, I pray, maybe we could even start a food fight - just for something different. Then we’ll come back here and have a good old bitch about Kheris.”
I nodded, my throat dry. One night. Easy enough in theory. 
In practice it was a whole other thing. 
 
✧
 
Alilthien loomed ahead. Partly carved into the mountain scape of Marwolaeth, spires reaching beyond their peaks where they pierced into low-hanging grey clouds constantly threatening rain. Its high wooden doors, outlined in curved metal, were wound and manipulated into vines. As I approached, the sea roaring behind me, they swung inward silently. 
Welcome home, came that snide voice in my head. 
Home. 
Not really my home, merely a place I’d lived. Grown. Learned. Bled, cried and known pain unlike any other. Did that constitute a home? Something more like Hel, I thought. The cabin felt more homely than Alilthien did. Ever had. This place was inhospitable for anyone with a conscience. Evil dripped from the walls like blood.
“I need to see Nona,” Nessa whispered. Even she, one of the bravest people I knew, paled at the sight of the castle. There were no happy memories here for either of us. “Will you be okay on your own for a bit?”
Alone in Alilthien. Just like old times.
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. She squeezed my hand once and glided into the castle, crimson skirts dusting the marble floor in her wake. 
The entryway with its high arched ceiling was as cold as I remembered - cold in a way that the Winter Court would never master because it was a cold birthed from pure, unadulterated hate. Back straight and chin high, a feeble attempt at mustering what little confidence I had, I moved forward. I wasn’t able to stop the shiver that rolled down my spine as the door behind swung shut, sealing me in. A tomb.
It’s just one dinner. I can do one dinner. 
A dinner I spent all decade utterly dreading. Kheris and his daughters, all gathered round. A celebration, he called it, though the atmosphere couldn’t be less festive. We dined in the dining hall, chandeliers alight with dripping candles. Kheris would peacock the Hel out of himself, bragging about some of the souls he’d facilitated the collection of in the past decade. He took particular pride in taking those who were good - those who’d done no wrong. He said death was the great equaliser. In the end, we were no less and they were no more.
We were all less. Much, much less. 
The dining hall was half buried in the mountain side to the west, up a flight of grand stairs, widening as I approached the landing. The castle was always so dark and unnervingly gloomy. Inky shadows crept everywhere, some of them more alive than I’d have liked them to be. Liona, Goddess of Destruction, Wrath and War, and a firm resident of the castle, made sure her shadows were everywhere - they were her spies. She knew more than anyone could fathom. Living here, I’d accepted that nothing was private. 
As I stepped onto the landing, an ornate mirror stood across from me. It was as wide as it was high, towering over me. Shadows swirled deep within it. The Aka, a gateway to a world I dared not go. Created millennia ago for the God of Death and Goddess of Destruction, Wrath and War. That said enough for me. Anywhere they dwelled was no place I wanted any part of - the castle was at the end of my limits as it was. 
Candelabras, positioned on either side of the mirror, held fresh candles burning bright. As I stared into the mirror, I saw a reflection that was ghostly and yet, I had to admit, stunning. 
Floor length black dress, fine silk draped and clinging to all of my soft curves. The neckline hung low, draping between my breasts. Non-existent, the back of the dress was cut to my lower back, brushing just above my rear. I silently thanked Nessa for her snap - and accurate - judgement call. I couldn’t have turned up in what I had. Why make a difficult situation even more so? The others no doubt had something new to wear. 
I had to admit, it did feel good. Sexy, sleek, seductive - all the things I’d never once been in my life. Regardless, the dress was absolutely going back with Nessa at the end of the night. No place existed for it amongst my usual attire.
My hair hung loose in long, auburn waves down my back. Under the candlelight, my skin was milky and a stark contrast to the black silk I wore, only making the image in the mirror that much more striking. Wide eyes, one jade green and the other like a stormy sky, peered back at me. Thankfully just my own two eyes for once considering the mirrors history. The places it led to, I trembled at the thought. Hands shaking, I forced them flat against my thighs and cleared my throat, the sound all too loud as it echoed off the marble walls.  
One dinner. That was it. 
Alilthien held more painful memories than pleasant ones. In a trance, I walked through the castle, down corridors and past the bedroom where I’d once slept. Directly across was the study where I forever read long into the night - my only escape, fairy tales that had no place in a castle of horrors. There was the bathroom where I’d once slipped over, splitting my head open. That had been the day I’d learned just how quickly I could heal. It had been a shock and I’m ashamed to say I’d tested the limits of my healing after that, only stopping when Kheris discovered me covered in blood, a chunk of flesh missing from the right thigh. I’d passed out mid lecture. 
Alilthien had a way of making you relive your darkest moments. 
Pausing before heavy dark wood doors of the dining hall, I drew in a sharp breath. I couldn’t leave. Liona would have already alerted Kheris to my arrival and I owed it to Nessa to stay. Leaving would only anger the God of Death - not worth it. I also reminded myself that there were only two ways off the island. Sift, which I couldn’t do far enough to save my life. Or swim. Which I wouldn’t risk. I’d sink before I got beyond the reef separating the continent from the island. 
I clenched my hands into fists, willing them to stop shaking just long enough to open the damn door. I pushed, the wood cool beneath my palms. 
The hall was lit by heavy golden chandeliers bearing candles that rained down fat droplets of opalescent wax on the dining table below. The fireplace roared at the other end of the hall, silhouetting Kheris where he lounged in his chair - if you could call it that. He’d fashioned it to be something more like a throne. Its back reached high above his head and into it was carved the story of creation. His version of it, anyway. Kheris was always the central figure of his narrative. 
Waiting along the table, two to a side, were my sisters. Of sorts. Nessa winked at me, already seated. When I came to Alilthien, they’d been long gone, off handling a court each. The first time I’d met Nessa I’d been in awe of the confidence she carried herself with, a confidence she now wore like a carefully crafted mask. 
She hadn’t been quiet then about what she thought of the Winter Court king. A fucking pansy, weak arsed moron who’d sooner see his people starve than admit he has zero clue on how to run a kingdom. Nessa stood out against the stark Winter Court landscape with her pitch black hair. It was bound tightly tonight atop her head, pronouncing her high cheekbones and piercing dark grey eyes, full of swirling smoke like mine. Like all of us. 
Out of everyone at the dining table, the only one I could actually tolerate was Nessa. She’d not once looked at me like something unsightly on her shoe where the others had turned up their noses. She’d actually treated me decently. At one point in my time at Alilthien, Nessa had been called back by Kheris to aid in my lessons. It was the most time I’d spent with any one of the Handmaidens of Death. That had solidified our relationship. 
Clodagh rarely left the her domain. Nessa said she’d become fully enmeshed in the Autumn Court mentality: fuck them, we look out for our own. It had reportedly been under Clodagh’s suggestion that Autumn hadn’t engaged in the War of Light. A move that saved their court from insurmountable deaths, unlike Summer and Spring. It was a point of pride for Clodagh that she’d kept peace across the Autumn lands while the rest of the courts and continent were in turmoil. Besides Nythrial, Autumn Court had the largest human population - or so we’d been told. It was common knowledge that Clodagh would lie through her teeth if it meant protecting her home. 
Haughty, proud to a fault. Clodagh was the most stubborn of us all. Much to my distaste, it was she and I who bore the most physical similarity. Her hair was a warm, deep gold with flecks of red throughout. We both shared the same porcelain skin. But where mine was sallow, hers was warm. The unassuming face of death. Men willingly went to Hel for her. Nessa looked pointedly at Clodagh across the table as she persistently ignored me. 
Fine by me. One less person to talk to.
Grainne, head resting on her hand, couldn’t have looked more bored if she tried. A finger idly twirled her long white hair as her eyes rested on her plate as though willing food to appear. No doubt she wanted out as much as I did. She, too, had a small home of her own. Clodagh, Aoife and Nessa all lived within the palace grounds, hallowed guests of their respective courts. But Grainne preferred a solitary existence. I’d been to visit her in the Spring Court once purely out of a morbid sense of curiosity. Not having been alive during the War of Light, it fascinated me how Spring, with Summer, had managed to take on Galicia, no matter how badly they’d subsequently failed. By all accounts, they’d given the Empress' forces a run for their money.
Forces that someone close to my heart now commanded. 
Grainne’s eyes wandered over to where I stood, a small smirk dancing on her lips. 
And Aoife - daddy’s chosen one, Nessa had called her - sat at Kheris's right hand. She looked harmless enough, smokey eyes too wide for her ivory, heart shaped face with white blonde hair falling in a way that framed it perfectly. She was small in comparison to her sisters, fine boned. Almost fae-like, though her hate for the fae - second only to her hate for humans - ran deep, unrivalled perhaps only by the God of Death himself. Her lips were full and stained the colour of freshly flowing blood, the only hint that there was something more sinister lurking beneath the angelic exterior. 
An angel of death. 
Aoife could likely wipe the rest of us off the map without breaking a sweat. 
None of us ever planned to test that theory. 
“Orphelia,” Kheris said, predatory smile in place as he took in my appearance. “Come sit beside me.”
Clodagh rolled her eyes as I instead took the seat beside her. 
“Oh, do get over yourself,” Grainne muttered.
Shadows flickered out from behind Clodagh.
“So testy tonight, girls,” Kheris tutted. “Orphelia, tell me, how is Nythrial?”
I rolled my eyes inwardly. As if he didn’t know. As if he didn’t spend his days screwing with the continent and pestering me.
“Dying,” I replied, deadpan. “Isn’t that all you want to know? Can I go now?”
His eyes narrowed, the smile remaining. “Daughter, I want to know about your life. About what you do. I hear you’ve made a friend?”
I stared back at him for a beat before turning to Nessa. “The wine.”
She obeyed without missing a beat, pouring a full glass and handing it to me. “Catch up, I’m already three glasses in.”
How she had managed that when she couldn’t have arrived more than a minute before me, I didn’t know. A particularly well honed skill of hers, I could smell the alcohol on her breath.  
“Not enjoying yourself?” I muttered before taking a deep sip.
She snorted. “Oh yeah, life of the party here. Loving every minute.” She threw down the remnants of her drink. “Fucking loving life.” And then pouring herself another drink, cheers’d the table at large.
This was the way of these get togethers. Tense silence on all sides save for snide comments. Kheris pretending to be the father of the century as he asked intimate questions about our lives and respective postings. We sat in chilled silence, sipping our wine as the servants brought in dinner. Roasted beef, vegetables, imaginative as always. Kheris never ate with us. Just watched. Nessa said that he didn’t eat food - just souls. I took it as stupid childish nonsense. That had been well over a millennia ago yet I’d never been game enough to enquire further. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he did do just that - devour souls, perhaps of innocents, to satiate his appetite. 
I’d have believed it implicitly if he didn’t also constantly steal my food at the cabin.
We each picked at our plates for an hour in pained silence.
“Well now, girls,” Kheris finally said with a sigh, standing to his feet. “I’m a little disappointed. But nonetheless, I won’t let that disappointment stop me from giving you all a gift. Do remember to share.”
None of us reacted. Kheris usually had something planned for when the dinner grew thorny. One time he’d opened with it, beating the awkwardness to the chase. His presents always repulsed me. The others were ambivalent with the exception of Aoife getting a little too excited. Kheris's gifts were generally catered to her taste and her taste alone.
“Last time I brought to you a fae child, remember?” He grinned wickedly, turning what little food I’d eaten over in my stomach. “What a treat that was. Remember how she screamed? Aoife really enjoyed that one, didn’t you, dear?”
Aoife’s eyes burned, her lips curling upward. 
I suppressed a shudder, remembering that night, the screams that still haunted me now. Aoife had tortured that poor girl. Pulled her fingernails out one by one. Striking into her belly with a thin knife, deep enough to inflict pain but not to fatally wound. I tuned out, becoming a hollow shell when Aoife had sliced away her eyelids. Kheris had bound me to a chair by his shadows after I’d tried to leave, forced to wait until the child was little more than bloody scraps. 
Aoife cleared her throat. “An excellent present, father. I’m sure you’ve struggled to top it.”
Kheris laughed. “Too right. It’s been difficult, coming up with something better. But I think I’ve done it. I really do. Orphelia, I have a feeling you’ll particularly enjoy this one.”
That caught my attention. Whilst I’d always been required to be present, I’d never been expected to participate in any way. Kheris knew better than to expect my partaking. 
“I don’t see how I could ever enjoy this,” I said, teeth clenched. 
“Such a bore,” Clodagh teased. A front. I knew she didn’t like it any more than I did. Though Clodagh’s only intention with these dinners was the same as Nessa’s and mine - get in, get out, don’t attract unnecessary attention. 
My palms began to sweat. Instinctively, I knew something wasn’t right.
Kheris moved behind my chair, placed a hand on either shoulder. 
“My dear, you will definitely delight in this gift. In fact, I’ve personalised this one especially for you.”
He lifted his right hand, shadows unfurling above the dining table, black and grey, carried on an unseen wind. They hovered above the deep mahogany table splattered with wax, before receding. 
My heart slammed into my chest with a painful crack as I stared into the sapphire blue eyes I’d recognise anywhere. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
He was here. In Alilthien. 
Understanding came crashing down on me with all the weight of the castle surrounding. That mad glint in Kheris's eyes as he’d spoken of the gift he had for his daughters, the way he’d watched every minuscule reaction of mine. The game was very much still afoot. 
Kheris was winning. By the not so subtle gloating look he threw my way, he knew it.
My eyes raked over Luca for any sign of injury, any hint of pain. The shadows that had brought him before us now bound him so tightly they bit into his flesh. Betrayal and hurt flashed across his face as he looked to me. I stared back at him as he struggled to comprehend what he was seeing - who he was seeing, truly, for the first time. I was sure the whole dining hall could hear my heart breaking. 
No, no, no. Anything but this. Anything. 
If I’d had a knife in my hand I’d have turned and stabbed Kheris where he stood, hands on my shoulders. His grip was just tight enough that I knew he was prepared to hold me back, to prolong his game at whatever cost. 
Somehow I had to diffuse the situation, make it clear that what he thought would be the most entertaining gift ever was little more than an inconvenience. Trick him, somehow. Deceive the great deceiver. 
Drawing in a slow, steadying breath, I willed my face to become a mask of indifference. I prayed to all the gods and goddesses that Luca would forgive me. 
“Really, Kheris? You’ll have to try harder,” I drawled. 
I was acutely aware of Nessa’s eyes on me. Silently, I implored her to turn away. She knew. Somehow she knew what Luca was to me. With the way her eyes shuttered, all hints of teasing and mockery from before now gone, she was as prepared as I was to fight for him. Part of me ached at that, at the knowledge that even here, in Alilthien, I wasn’t alone. 
“Try harder?” Kheris queried. “Whatever do you mean?”
He was caught off guard. Had he expected I’d start screaming? Try to snatch Luca away and flee the castle? It had been a close call. 
“What’s he to me but some Son of Ikya constantly coming across my path?” Surely my voice was wobbling. It felt like it. “He’s little more than a nuisance. Someone I should have let the forest claim. But what can I say? Sometimes I make mistakes.”
Luca was going to hate me. Already the way he looked at me, it made me want hurl up the wine and half dozen mouthfuls of food I’d thrown back over the past hour. There would be no coming back from this, no simple explanation. The past months had been laced with lies and deceit and now, he knew. Comprehension dawned on his face. Everything would make sense to him now. If he survived the castle, survived Kheris, he’d be gone from my life. 
I was equal parts relieved and devastated.
Kheris chuckled. “Daughter, you surprise me. Do you mean to tell me this isn’t the angel you saved from my path in Erlgeva? That this isn’t the angel who kissed you beside the fire on your little campout?”
Infinitesimally, my eyes flickered wider before I regained control. I kept my gaze away from Luca, frightened of the way he might look at me, of how my body would respond to him. 
“Let’s see, shall we?” Kheris pulled my chair back in one swift movement. “Let’s discover how your angel feels about you. I’ve heard they get quite testy when you threaten the ones they love.”
He swirled his hand mid air and caught a small, bone handled dagger. It was shorter than his forearm yet there was no denying the fine edge of it. That knife could slice through to my heart in an instant. I tensed against the back of my chair. Never had Kheris gone so far while threatening bodily harm. Yet he was so invested, he would do just that - he would materialise his threats just to win. I was naught but a pawn in his game as I waited with bated breath.
Kheris clenched a fistful of my hair, jerking my head back. The knife pressed into the side of my neck, just enough to knick the skin. 
I felt a droplet of blood roll down my throat. 
The sounds of cracking bones echoed off the walls of the dining hall a split second later. Everyone’s gaze snapped to Luca where he went white as a sheet, hovering above the dining table. His body shook so much it almost vibrated as it contorted in ways no body should have been capable of. He bent forward to the point where he hugged his knees before instantly snapping back, his head rocking as though hit with an invisible fist. Beneath his golden skin, covered in rivulets of sweat, I could see bones moving, reforming within to accomodate the wings that would soon overshadow him. 
Twisting left and right at the middle, Luca screamed. He screamed so much that eventually he stopped making sound, just as the scent of rusty metal filled the air. 
Blood. So much blood poured from his back. It dropped to the table where it mixed with the wax droplets from the candles.
Luca had said that a rebirth was excruciating. All I’d witnessed regarding his wings was the retraction and even that had been horrifying enough. He was being torn apart from inside out and I was powerless to stop it. My hands trembled against the arms of the chair. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to go to him, hold him. 
For the first time in my lifetime, I felt well and truly helpless as I watched Luca whimper, the pain so all consuming that he didn’t have anything left within to cry out. 
Great wings began to slide out from a mixture of bone, flesh and sinew of his back. Sharp, pointed quills poked and prodded at tender flesh as they sprang forth. They continued to grow, Luca shaking in fresh pain. His hands bunched into fists by his side, unable to move no matter how hard he fought against his shadowy bonds. 
And then in a sharp intake of breath, he fell silent, shuddering under the weight and pain of his newly formed wings. They shone in the candlelight of the dining hall. Blood spattered on the table below until it came to a steady dripping, the flesh on his back knitting together around his wings, sealing the wounds and marking the end of the rebirth.
Aoife pulled her glass back with a smirk and drank deeply, satisfied. I could have sworn I saw her inhale deeply, appreciating the scent of blood that cloaked the dining hall.  
Look at me, look at me, I silently begged. Let me know you’re okay. Let me know you’re alright. 
But he wouldn’t. Luca’s head lulled back as he lost consciousness. 
Kheris laughed, the sound like nails on stone. “What a performance! Truly amazing to witness. I wonder, Orphelia, how many times would he have to do that before it eventually kills him? Surely the body of an angel would reach a point of no return - too much pain can kill, you know. Perhaps we ought to find out, Orphelia. What say you?”
I glowered, speechless. 
Nessa and Clodagh sat silently, eyes on their untouched plates. 
Grainne had gone back to playing with her hair. 
“Father,” Aoife crooned. “You do choose so well.”
He winked. “Only the best for my daughters.”
Above us, Luca groaned, regaining consciousness. 
“Oh, what a pity,” Kheris said, flipping the bone handled knife over in his hand. “I hoped he’d be out a little longer - it is quite unnerving having a stranger listen in on private conversations. Still, I’m sure this is a relief for you, Orphelia. Your beloved awake and ready to join in. What a treat.”
I snapped, channeling all my hate and anger for Kheris into my words. They came out like venom, my voice unrecognisable. “So what if I kissed him? I can use him any way I want to. It doesn’t mean a thing.”
My gut clenched at the lie. It did mean something. It meant everything. But the moment Kheris had that confirmed, Luca’s death warrant would be signed, sealed and enacted. 
The way Luca looked at me told me the words struck where it hurt. The pain of what I’d said, now second to that of the rebirth. 
Kheris nodded slowly, thinking to himself. Slowly, he circled the table with shadows following his every step, twisting so that Luca had no choice but to watch Kheris. 
“What say you, Son of Ikya?” he asked. “Does it mean a thing? You bedding my daughter.”
“I didn’t bed her,” Luca ground out around waves of pain. The shadows only clenched around him tighter still, as though hearing him speak were a trigger. “It wasn’t like that."
Kheris cocked his head, looked from Luca to me and back again. “Is there something wrong with my daughter? Some reason you wouldn’t want to have your way with her? Is it because she’s a Handmaiden of Death?” His words were coated in mock sympathy, eyes wide and softened. He even pouted. Nothing in Kheris cared. It was always just an act.
The shadows tightened. Luca practically wheezed as he said, “It doesn’t matter to me what she is.”
Fleetingly, hope ran through me. But this was life or death. Both of us would say what we needed to in order to survive. Of that much I was certain.
Aoife cackled. “Hel, you didn’t even fuck him?” She struggled to catch her breath through fits of wild, manic laughter. “You really are pathetic, aren’t you Orphelia? I guess this does answer our question. Apparently you’re nothing like your faerie whore of a mother.”
My fingernails tore as I gripped the arms of my chair. Aoife was an expert at getting under my skin, parasite she was.
Luca shifted above us. 
“You can try,” Clodagh mumbled, “but I’d give it up, angel. You’re screwed.”
Kheris rounded the table again until he stood beside me. Flicking his hand, Luca glided through the air until his face was just inches from mine. So close, I could smell the lingering jasmine scent of Galicia, now tainted by sweat and blood. Had he even made it to Galicia once he’d left me? Or had Kheris captured him instantly? He looked to me, silently entreating. There was precious little I could do. Looking back at him, I hoped he could see I was trying. That everything I said was to save him. 
Not that there was a rulebook for this sort of thing. I felt so utterly lost.
Kheris bowed until his face was just as close and spoke quietly. “You take my daughter to bed, but you don’t have sex. How strange. And here I was thinking that all your kind cared about was keeping your cocks wet and your women subdued. I’ve heard you hit the women you claim. Is that true?” And then, turning to me, he asked, “Does he hit you Orphelia? I bet you like it. Just like your mother did.”
A low snicker from Aoife, the only one besides Kheris who found anything remotely enjoyable in what was happening. 
The sudden thought of landing blow after blow against Aoife’s pretty little face warmed me in a way I hadn’t felt all evening. To have a blackout now like I had back in Lindengaard? That would be a true blessing. 
Kheris smirked, our faces still close together. And then all over again, with renewed agony, Luca was screaming, I pulled back to see shadows entwining in and around his wings, pulling them close to his body. Horror swept through me with the force of a tidal wave. Luca had told me once that having his wings out was a pain like no other, that there was a reason they didn’t permanently exist outside his body. 
The way the shadows captured those magnificent, pearlescent wings and drew them in flush with Luca’s back, it was unnatural. The way they were pinned behind him reminded me of countless birds I’d found throughout Hören Forest, discarded once the dybbuk were done with them. The angles were all wrong. Luca’s face went white as a sheet. 
Behind me, Aoife clapped, all glee and merriment. 
“Enough.”
My voice was clear, though how I didn’t know. Not when my chest vibrated with a rage so strong, it was all consuming. I pushed my chair back away from Kheris and stood to my feet. Forcing myself to look almost bored, I turned to on the wicked God of Death. 
“I’m growing tired, father. If he is as you say, my gift, then a proposal: put him in the dungeons. Unbound. I want to be able to tear his wings, feather by feather, from his body while I play with him.”
Kheris narrowed his eyes. I was sure any second now he was going to call my bluff. Instead he said, “I’ll unbind his body. But his wings - those stay bound.”
He wasn’t about to trust me. He knew me well enough to know I wasn’t about to hurt Luca but he was willing to play along for now and that was all I needed.
I didn’t dare loose the breath I’d been holding. “Thank you, father. What an excellent gift.” Acid on my tongue. 
Kheris ducked his head in a feigned humble bow. “Of course, daughter. Anything for you.”
The game wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. 
I watched as Kheris sent Luca falling into smoke and shadows.
 
✧
 
Grainne and Aoife left for their private sleeping quarters while Clodagh hadn’t waited a split second before sifting back to Autumn Court. Nessa excused herself to return to Nona before Kheris, too, sifted with a smirk thrown my way. Hel knew where he went. I certainly didn’t. Nor did I want to know.
Fuck.
Fuck fuck fuck fuck. 
Luca. 
The name tore through me just as his wings had torn through him. Kheris captured him. Brought him here. To Alilthien. A place not even I would go willingly excepting times like these, times when I had no other choice. Now he was here, trapped in the dungeons. In all my years living at the castle, not once had I ventured down that far. All Handmaidens excepting Aoife refused to venture so far down. That was warning enough and so I stayed away. 
Collapsing back into my seat, I drained my glass, the wine tasteless to me now. Finally alone, I let the panic take over. Replaying the moment when Luca had been revealed, bound by Kheris's shadows, so much like poisonous vines. My hands shook and the wine glass shattered in my hand. Blood warmed my palm before the cut healed over. 
When he’d been revealed, I’d had a split second to control my emotions before I gave away something that would mean life or death for Luca. It had been close. Far too close. 
I had to get him out - it wasn’t even a question. These past three months I’d tried so hard to keep him away, afraid of this very thing happening. Our worlds colliding might have been inevitable but I’d resisted as much as I could. Clearly it hadn’t been enough. Luca was too good to be caught up in this world of nightmares. Fighting against Luca was like the sand fighting against the tide. I could see that now. 
I glanced around the hall. Who knew how long Kheris would be gone. If I was going to act, it had to be now. But act how? 
Where would I even find the dungeons? And once I got there, what then?
Very few in the castle would likely help. Nona would forbid me  even thinking about what she would no doubt call a fools errand. She wasn’t without sympathy but she also wouldn’t want to see me brought further into Kheris's game. And at any rate, she was preoccupied with Nessa. Morta was honestly never that helpful with her cloaked wisdom and also being a literal child - frozen forever on the verge of puberty. Wise and all knowing but helpful in a crisis? Not even slightly. 
Decima. 
My legs were moving before I knew where I was going, seeking out the Fate of Present. Decima’s quarters were always empty during my time at Alilthien, her time spent cataloguing those who lived and died, their ever changing fate and destiny. The library would be my best bet. 
I threw away my shoes, too loud in the dim, and ran barefoot and silent. I was the wind beyond the castles walls, passing with little more than a whisper against the marble floors. Glacial stone bit into my feet with every pounding step. Silky lengths of my gown billowed out behind in clouds and my hair danced around my bare shoulders. Another time, there might have been beauty in the sight but now there was only sheer terror and desperation as I drove myself faster and faster towards the library. 
As a child, I’d never been permitted to enter the Athenaeum. It wasn’t my domain and I’d accepted that. Now as I thundered down the castle halls, I wondered how the Hel I would find Decima. Surely the Athenaeum couldn’t be that big.
I was wrong.
The cavernous space stretched before me, shelves weighed with ageing scrolls and wooden crates passing into the inky depths of the mountain. Judging by how far the ceiling reached, the library was its full height. At the height of the library, a clear circular sky light with the moon hanging directly above, casting an eerie glow on all down below. 
The Athenaeum, The Hall of Records, was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Had I been there before, I might have never left purely from the sheer size. One could get lost forever. 
Shout, a voice in my head whispered, almost dared. 
Shaking it away, I headed into the stacks, eyes peering into the darkness. A rat scurried across my path. I bit my tongue to stop from crying out. Insane, really, when you considered the horrors of Hören. I’d seen worse in the several centuries I’d lived there and yet a rat was about to bring me to my knees? I blamed the chaos of the evening and the wine for my paper thin nerves and continued my search. 
Minutes passed and it felt like I’d barely covered any ground. The shelves were unendingly identical, impossible to use as a marker for how far I’d traveled through the library. Dust swirled around my feet with every step. I sneezed violently. 
“Who’s there?”
My heart thundered with relief. “Decima?”
The small frame of a woman sifted through the shelves, papers raining down on her head. Her pitch black hair melted into the darkness around us. Only her almond shaped, crimson eyes amidst a youthful face revealed any hint of emotion. She dusted off the sleeves of her grey shirt, coughing once. 
“Decima, I need your help.”
I took a step towards her. Throwing up a hand, she halted me in my tracks. 
“He knows you haven’t left.”
Kheris.
I shivered. This far into the library, the air was cold, stale and damp. “Please, Decima.”
She sighed, taking a step towards a candle. Closer now, I saw golden flecks like those amidst a fire illuminating the depths of her eyes. She smelt as musty as the papers she held. “You shouldn’t be going to the dungeons.”
Shaking my head, I pleaded, “He has Luca.”
Decima never needed an explanation. Probably why I was so comfortable around her during my time here. With her ability to see the present, she was always there. Always watching. There were no secrets. No embarrassment. With Decima, everything was already out in the open. Liona, too, possessed that trait, though where she was nothing but bitter judgement, Decima accepted things as they were.
“I know,” she mumbled. She had a penchant for being irritable and given how late the hour was and the purple under her eyes, she was running on precious little energy. Filing the scrolls she’d dropped back onto the shelves, Decima nodded. “I’ll take you down there. But what you do after that, that’s up to you.”
Mouth dry, I struggled to swallow. The drumming of my heart hadn’t let up from the moment I’d laid eyes on Luca. 
“I just need to get there and then be pointed to the way out,” I said. 
“If Kheris knows I’m here, I need to be quick.” Again, in the back of my mind was that little voice that reminded me of one important aspect. I’d only made it this far because Kheris allowed it. All part of his game. 
“Alright, alright.” She breezed past, her boots tapping against the floor. “The dungeons. All this for a damn, useless angel.”
“Morta might disagree,” I replied. 
She snorted. “Morta can mind her own fucking business. Child can’t even give a straight answer.”
Indeed, Morta was unequivocally the most useless of her sisters. All cryptic advice, seldom understood. The three sisters frequently gave council to those who could pay the steep price. Most walked away frustrated more than grateful with Morta, Fate of Future. No doubt what she said was wise and true - if you could decipher it before the time came. She’d only once ever given me words of wisdom. I still hadn’t worked it out.
Fasten to the one who hastens to you.
Whatever that meant. 
Decima led me through the stacks, passing between towering columns of musty, aged scrolls. We came to a small wooden door on the far side of the library. She opened it, hinges creaking as they turned, and ushered me through. 
Stairs sprawled in a downward spiral, no railing to save us should we trip and fall. Despite the benefits of immortality, we both clung to the walls as we descended along the dizzying path, each stair growing slicker the further down we went. The air grew colder and just as my breath was misting in front of my face, we came to a door in the wall. The stairs continued below but Decima pulled me through, her slender fingers wrapped around my upper arm, leading me as she had done when I was a child. A long hallway lined with barred doors stretched ahead into the gloom. Water pooled at my feet, numbing my toes. 
“Ta da,” Decima mumbled, deadpan. 
I blinked. “It was this close?”
She merely shrugged. “Did it ever occur to you that we might need easy access to the dungeons, too?”
I stayed silent as I followed her down the hallway. A cell to my right held an aged woman, eyes sunken and skin withered, peppered with sores and scabs. She barely registered our presence.
The candlelights down here were feeble compared to those above. Their flicker slower and hypnotic. Enchanted. With how damp the walls were, I doubted any real fire would last long down here. The dungeons were not designed for comfort. They themselves were a slow form of torture.
“He’s just up there,” Decima said, stopping. 
I ran past her, my heart lodged somewhere in my throat.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Luca!” 
The angel was huddled over, drenched. 
“Why is he wet?” I asked Decima. Panicked, I ran my eyes over him, assessing. 
She looked to the ceiling. “You’ll find out in three, two, one…”
A wave crashed overhead through a grated opening in Luca’s cell. I darted out of the way as frigid water continued towards the barred door, just in time that I was soaked only from the knees down in sea water. 
“It was Kheris's idea.” Decima sounded apologetic. 
Hardly surprising and yet another thing to being furious about. Add it to the long list. If that list was a physical thing that I unravelled, it would continue out the main doors of Alilthien and halfway across Nythrial.
Decima pulled a jumble of clinking metal from her pocket, keys. “Once I open the door, get him and run for the end of the hallway. There will be another door and behind it, stairs. Go up to the second door. Through that to another hallway, first door on the left. That’s how you get out.”
I nodded as she twisted a thick brass key in the lock, the door making a creaking sound in the gloom as it swung inward. 
Sodden dress bundled in my hands, I rushed through, falling at Luca’s side. “You have to get up,” I said, pleading. “We have to go. Now.”
He looked up slowly, shivering. I placed a hand to the side of his face and his brow, both slick with sweat and hot to the touch. 
Feverish.
Almost as in answer to my thoughts, Decima said, “It’s not uncommon for parts of the dungeons to freeze over in the dead of winter. You're lucky he’s here now.”
“Lucky.” Making my disgust no secret, I hauled Luca to his feet, both of us grunting with the effort. He had to outweigh me by double. I felt my joints grind as I struggled for a hand hold around his wings. They, too, were soaked. Feathers clumped together, the bottom most parts of his wings ruddy. I spotted a puddle of rust he’d been sitting in courtesy of manacles on long chains, dead bolted to the rock wall. 
“Lia?” 
He sounded weak, bending at a sharp angle to his right. I lifted his shirt. Bone poked through his side. Why wasn’t he healing? Panic racked through every nerve in my body. 
Shit.
“You didn’t tell me.”
I huffed. “Shut up. Decima, help me get him out of here?”
Decima glanced back over her shoulder. “I’ve got about five minutes before Kheris enters the library. He’s just decided to come searching. I’ll distract him as long as I can but for now, you’re on your own.”
And with that, she turned on her heel and headed back the way we’d come, leaving me alone with a sagging, weakened angel, an impossible weight to bear. 
Sifting had never been my strong suit. With a passenger, it was completely off the table. The risks of sifting with another when you yourself couldn’t sift? People had gotten stuck in the in between or worse - cleaved. I’d heard stories - people reappearing and missing limbs…Hel, even a head. 
Not an option.
Luca groaned. 
“You have to move,” I begged. “Just move your feet.”
Slowly we made our way out of the cell. Luca could only drag his feet against the damp stone floor but it was just enough. My back burned under his weight. His cell was halfway down the hallway. The two of us huddled together were impossibly slow going and that door I was desperate to reach? It felt like an eternity away, a light at the end of a never ending tunnel. 
With another step Luca slipped. I heaved to bring him back upright, fingers digging into his arm draped across my shoulders. My other hand fought to keep a grip on him till it slipped and pushed against his back, right where his wings stemmed from between his shoulder blades. He moaned in pain. Every part of my being felt as though it were doused in ice at the sound. 
I didn’t know much about how angels healed. It wasn’t my end of the job. I was merely the one they called when those injuries got the best of people. But I had a strong feeling as I looked down at Luca’s ribs, that without that bone being put back in place, any healing would be halted. I could see the skin around the bone struggling to close and unable to with the obstruction.
Searching for a dry spot to put him down and finding that there wasn’t one, I settled for the smallest puddle. Leaning Luca against the wall, wings crushed up behind him, I slid his shirt up to reveal that one rib poking out his side. Blood oozed from the puncture, staining the waist band of his pants.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
His face was clammy, eyes drooping, unseeing. I touched his cheek, hoping he understood. Memories of the dining hall flooded back, everything I’d said, every word shaper than the bone protruding from torn flesh. I’d done so much wrong in the last few months. Luca wouldn’t even be here if I had been stronger, if I’d kept him away.
If you’d let him die in the forest.
No. In no world, past, present or future, could I have ever let that happen. I just hoped he understood.
He nodded a fraction as I placed my hands gingerly at his side, breathing in deeply through my nose. The metallic tang of blood rose above the salt water, still streaming into the dungeons with every wave. 
In one swift movement my hands pressed into sharp bone. I ground my teeth together as it dug into my palms. Yet as I prepared to move it, there was no hesitation, no fear. Blood lubricated the wound while I pushed so hard I feared it might do more harm than good. Luca panted, groaning in a way that set the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. His eyes rolled back in his head as the newly shifted bone began to slide back out through the opening. 
It had taken every ounce of strength I possessed to shift that bone. And it hadn’t been enough. 
It needed to be held there somehow and we were running out of time. Decima could only do so much to hold Kheris off. There wasn’t exactly enough time for me to just sit beside Luca, holding his ribs together while the flesh knitted back together. 
Without a second thought, I grabbed at a jagged rock on the ground, hacking into my dress at the thigh. The rip wasn’t clean, the finished result making me look like I’d lived an age in the dungeon - almost naked, at that.  I looked as feral as I felt as I continued to tear  at the off cut till I had several strips of fabric. 
Getting Luca to stay upright and still long enough to bind his rib into place was a feat unlike no other. A heavy male with zero bodily control, weakened on one side and prone to slipping into the injury. Add in the sheer amount of water that continued to pour into the dungeons and the whole situation was a total mess. 
On any other day it would have taken more hands than I possessed but with adrenaline pumping through my veins, I persisted, arms burning till he was bound. It wasn’t pretty but practical enough that it might just work. 
His eyes flickered a moment later. “Lia. What-”
“Ssh. We have to keep going.”
“You’re…” His eyes widened. “You never told me.”
“Another story for another time.” Pulling the arm on his good side, I helped ease him to his feet. We started back down the hallway, moving faster than before as he began to heal. 
“Thank you,” he said. 
I laughed, my breath a rustle on the cold night air. “For what?”
“Coming for me.”
My hand reached out for the door, turning the handle. It wouldn’t budge. “No! No no no no.”
“What?”
My fist slammed into the door. “It’s locked.”
Hysteria swept over me. Stopped before we really began. I could just imagine Kheris mocking me, binding Luca again, hurting him more than before. Maybe he’d do the same to me. No, I couldn’t let him take Luca. Not again.
“Lia, think,” Luca ordered quietly. “Is there another way?”
I shook my head. There was only this. The other way lead back to the library, to Kheris who was there now, most likely growing impatient with Decima as she attempted to hold him off. 
“Cant you do…things?”
I stared at Luca. Things. He had no idea what he was talking about. But I had my shadows. Constant in my palms, an itch that could never be satiated. In recent weeks they’d been quieter than usual but the gentle licking of ice remained. 
I could try. We were dead anyway. 
“Hold onto the wall.”
Luca slumped against the wall. Rolling my shoulders, I let my mind go blank, falling deep into myself, seeking out the murky depths within. Shadows swirled in my chest, sending a shiver down my spine. Those shadows consumed my mind, every thought. I became one with them and they with me. I willed shadows through my arms, down into my hands where they seeped from my palms in swirling whorls of obsidian and onyx, glinting in the dim light of the dungeon. They edged their way towards the door, flowing into the muddy grains, weaving around the iron fastenings. One moment the door was there and the next, it became one with the shadows, passable where it had moments ago been impassable. 
“Holy Mother…” 
For a moment, I smiled but then, as quickly as it had disappeared, the door returned - as solid and immovable as ever.
I slammed my fists against it. Hot tears sprang to my eyes. 
“We have to go, now,” I said as though the door could hear me, would answer to me. “Please. Open, please.”
I fell through the doorway, hands and knees smacking into stones. It worked. It actually worked. 
A jingle sounded near my ear. 
“This might help.” Luca held out something shining. 
Keys. I glanced back and saw the door very much still there, swung back on its hinges. 
“They just dropped out of nowhere,” was all Luca said by way of explanation. 
I grumbled as I pushed myself to my feet, snatching the keys, but also sent up a silent thanks to Decima for sifting the keys to us. Luca shoved them into his pocket. 
“Better I hold onto them for now.” His eyes ran over me, properly looking for the first time. There was a fleeting hunger as his eyes fell to my breasts, my thighs. He cleared his throat. “You don’t exactly have any way to store them.”
I nodded numbly before turning my back on him. “Decima said up the stairs, second floor.”
Luca still needed some assistance as we climbed the stairs. Though, blissfully there were few between the dungeon and the second floor, the stairs were high. It felt more like rock climbing than anything. My dress hitched the rest of the way up my rear but I didn’t stop. We’d taken too long already. I could practically feel Kheris breathing down my neck. 
We reached the second floor - door unlocked. We found the first door to the left a mere step inside. 
The wood was swollen in the frame. Fingers gripped around the brass ring that served as a door handle, I threw my weight back. The door sprang free easier than expected though that wasn’t what knocked me over. It was the blast of wind that came from seemingly nowhere. Yet as I stood to my feet, I gasped. 
The door opened out onto nothing but sea. Not even a ledge to stand on beyond the doorway, flush against the wall of Alilthien. Below waves crashed against the castles walls, a swirling mass of foam and bottomless fear. I leaned out to double check. Luca’s hand was around mine, pulling me back in a heartbeat later. 
“Maybe she got it wrong.”
I shook my head, in denial and answer. “Decima never gets things wrong. This is the way. The only way.”
I didn’t know where the other doors along the hall lead to. As a crashing sound echoed behind us from the stairwell, we looked to each other and it was clear. We weren’t willing to find out. 
Taking Luca’s hand, we jumped into oblivion. 
 
✧
 
My face felt gritty. I opened my eyes, dirt caked the inside of my mouth, a rock like layer over my tongue. I spat it out, gagging. Luca lay inches away, mouth slightly ajar, pale and motionless. My breath caught. He almost looked…
“He’s not dead,” came a voice from behind. 
Rolling onto my back, I immediately regretted it. My chest felt like someone had repeatedly beat against it with a mallet. Breathing felt like every bone had been turned inwards to stab at my lungs. A memory flashed - roiling waters, a weight pulling me under as I fought against it. Luca. I’d saved him. Even if it had nearly cost him his life in the end. 
The woman standing over me, flaming red hair gilded by the rising sun, was utterly pissed off but such a welcome sight. Choking back a sob of relief at the sight of Nona, Fate of the Past, I pushed myself to sitting. After a moment of the world around me spinning in a nauseating blur, it righted itself. 
Movement beside me caught my attention. Luca groaned, his eyes fluttered. “Are we…”
“We’re at the forest.” Familiar trees loomed over head, dwarfing me from my position on the ground. There was a low hum in the air, the hairs on the backs of my arms rising. Dybbuk. 
Welcome home to Hören Forest. 
I’d never missed anything more in my life.
“The two of you barely escaped,” Nona scolded. “Could you have been any more idiotic? You should have left him there.”
Luca blinked, dirt falling from his eyelashes. Hair was plastered to one side of his face, crusted with sea salt and dirt. “Do you mean me?”
Nona sneered. “Yes you. The Son of Ikya who’s dragged my daughter into the shit storm you call a life."
“Daughter?”
I whimpered, shaking violently in the wind. My - Nessa’s - torn dressed had hitched its way to my waist. From where Luca lay in the dirt, he had a full view of what I’d never once in my life shown anyone. Dragging the hem down as much as I could, I took a step back. His gaze moved above my hips.
“She’s not my mother,” I explained, dusting torn leaves from my arms. “Just someone who acts like it.”
Nona folded her arms and cocked her head to the side. “Maybe if you acted a little more mature, I wouldn’t have to mother you.”
In spite of myself, I snorted at my saviour. “You love it.”
She was silent for a beat before a grin broke out. “Well, a little. But seriously, that was spectacularly fucking dumb.”
We both reached out a hand and pulled Luca to his feet amidst groans. The ribs would be fine in a few hours but with his wings bound? Mother give him mercy, he was in for a rough ride. They looked more like ragged planks of decaying wood.
“I wasn’t going to leave him behind.” And then turning to Luca, said, “Luca, meet Nona. Bane of my existence.”
“You love me,” Nona replied, still grinning. “Who else is going to fix your mistakes? Seriously, you didn’t even know for sure there weren’t rocks below.”
“Blame Decima for her shit directions,” I grumbled. A cold wind blew out from the forest. I shuddered as I remembered how that wind had felt when I’d come face to face with Lilith, like breathing misting over me. “Surely there was an easier way out.”
Nona shook her head. “Not really. Not unless you’re able to slip past His Highness. You could have been seriously hurt.”
“I’m fine,” Luca said, a hand on his side.
Nona turned on the angel. “I wasn’t talking about you, Son of Ikya. The amount of care I have for you is scarcely bigger than my little finger.”
“But you do care.” Luca smirked, back to his old teasing self.
“Nona is the Fate of Past,” I explained.
“I’ve had enough dealings with Ikya to last an eternity, thank you very much. Anyone belonging to him can kindly go fuck themselves.”
The Fate walked into the tree line, beckoning us to follow. 
“Thanks for bringing us back.” I slung an arm around Nona’s waist. “Saves the awkwardness of a Handmaiden hitchhiking all the way home. Or commandeering an unwilling wyvern.”
“Gods, that would be a sight to see. I figured it best to save you both the trip,” Nona said, kicking a stone out of her path. And then running a side eye over Luca, humphed. “You look like you wouldn’t last the morning.”
She was right. Eyeing Luca from head to toe, I assessed him properly for the first time since I’d found him in the dungeon. Healing, yes, but still looking all the worse for wear. We started a slow walk through the forest. I held Luca’s hand the whole way, silently preparing myself to lunge for him if his body suddenly gave out. There was no need. He walked with his chin high, even if his mouth was pulled tight. No doubt still in considerable pain. I’d have to find something to help with that.
Ahead, the cabin appeared, shrouded in speckled light leaking from overhead. 
“Let’s not repeat this any time soon,” I said as I turned and hugged Nona.
“Keep your angel on a leash,” the Fate replied. “The next time Kheris gets his hands on him, he won’t be so lucky. I don’t need to be Morta to know that for a fact.”
Nona sifted into time and space, leaving a breath of wind and dust in her wake.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I locked the door. 
It couldn’t have been more comical. If Kheris really wanted in, he would just sift directly into the cabin. But that simple gesture made Luca feel safe. Best not tell him every detail about the God of Death. Not yet anyway. 
Luca ambled over to the dining table and collapsed on a chair, the back of it against his chest to accomodate his wings. He watched as I moved about, heating some leftover food, a mixture of various vegetables in a weak broth. Not my finest but it would have to do. The cabin had been running on bare bones the last few weeks without me there to replenish and restock. Since that day Lilith had introduced herself, the forest ceased to feel like home. 
I watched as Luca sipped at the soup, aware of his carefully crafted neutral expression. The meal was bland. Even without tasting it, I knew it. I didn’t have an appetite. Hadn’t since seeing Luca suspended above the dining table at Alilthien Castle, writhing in agony. 
A shiver rolled down my spine. Not a sight I’d likely ever forget.
“Cold?” Luca asked around a mouthful of bread I’d pushed towards him. 
“I’m sorry.”
He frowned. “For what? You saved me. Again. I should be the one saying sorry. I feel like all I do is drag you into trouble.”
On one minor level, that might have been true. For the most part - “That’s insane. And you know it.”
“Is it, though? Pretty sure you had a quiet life before I turned up here.”
He did have a point there. But it hadn’t been a life. Not really. Not in the way that mattered. It had been an existence - one formulated around collecting evil souls and being in eternal servitude to someone I hated to the very core of my being. My days had been as dark as the unending night and my nights riddled with nightmares that were all too real.  
“I feel like I owe you an explanation.” 
Luca looked up from his bowl, broth slipping from his spoon. “Quite possibly, yes.” Even now he tried to keep things lighthearted. I smiled weakly. 
“I’m a Handmaiden of Death.”
“Yes, I’ve ascertained that much by now,” he said dryly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
I shifted in my seat. “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you open an introduction with. Couldn’t very well have said ‘Hello, I’m Orphelia, Handmaiden of Death - oh, but don’t worry, I’m not here to collect you. Not yet anyway.’”
“Were you?” he asked, eyes narrowed. “There to collect? Because I was in a good deal of danger that first time we met.”
That he had been. “No. I collect the evil, the worst of the worst. Good souls generally don’t get collected, not unless they’re a special case.” My mind flitted back to my time with the Daughters of Starlight, to Andromeda who’d offered herself as a sacrifice to Tomos, God of the Sun, Moon and Stars. She’d been so pure, so wholesome and good that her soul was to be escorted, in a sense, to Empyrean. Heaven. 
Luca nodded. “What makes you think I’m good?”
I snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? Not many people would rush into a haunted forest to save one of their own. The things that lurk here… I’ve spent a lifetime dwelling in the dark and not even I would willingly run in here. Not if given the choice. This isn’t even factoring in every pure and honourable thing you’ve done since then.”
I moved to the furnace, adding more wood to licking flames. 
Since that day with Lilith, the forest had grown impossibly cold, frost everywhere. While yes, it was winter throughout Nythrial, the frost that coated Hören like a thin veil was something other - something unnatural. It reminded me of the frost I’d seen on the northern end of the forest not so long ago when I’d first encountered what I now knew to be Lilith.  
“I couldn’t tell you,” I finally said, gazing at the fire. It was hard to look at Luca. Even though he seemed to be taking everything well enough now that the initial shock was over, I couldn’t escape the feeling of betrayal. That I’d hurt him in all the ways that were unforgivable. 
“You can tell me anything,” Luca replied. His voice was soft, full of sincerity. I didn’t doubt I could tell him anything, but there were lines - always lines - that couldn’t be crossed. Sometimes we wouldn’t even know their existence till they’d been trampled over. 
I didn’t turn, just wrapped my arms around myself. “No, I couldn’t. You were already too close. There were things you knew, things you witnessed, that put you in more danger than most people experience in a lifetime.”
Silence fell and I knew he, too, was thinking about the two blackouts I’d had in Lindengaard. How I’d come to covered in not quite innocent blood, but blood that shouldn’t have been spilled nevertheless. Those two blackouts were a dark stain on my many years. Indelible. 
Never mind everything else that had happened with Kheris, the sick and twisted game he’d begun. 
“I’ve never let anyone get close,” I continued. “The risk was always too great. And at any rate, there wasn’t anyone I’d considered risking everything for. Until I met you. Even now, though, I can’t help but feel selfish. I shouldn’t be doing this to you. I shouldn’t be entangling you in the mess that I am.”
A chair scraped behind me and a second later, strong hands gripped my upper arms from behind. Luca didn’t turn me but instead, pulled me back against him, his arms encircling me. 
“You are a beautiful mess,” he whispered. “My beautiful mess. I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”
“It’s true, Lia. I wouldn’t change you for all the gold in Nythrial. You are my heart and every desire.”
“Your desires are masochistic. Completely fucked.”
I felt his breath tickle my ear as a low rumble of laughter rolled through him. “Out of the two of us, I believe I’m the one who needs to be made to feel better. Are there not wounds you could be kissing? Shouldn’t you be fawning over me or something of the sort? I need some cheering up.”
“And just like that, moment gone.” I laughed, gently pushing him away. 
He was right, though. I moved away from him, circling till I was face to face with his bound wings. They were tucked in so tight that even though I’d never experienced having wings, I knew Luca had to be in agony. No matter how calm he seemed. 
I traced a finger over the shadowy bindings, so much like my own shadows. My finger passed through, the bindings no more than air. Still, they held fast. I touched the bindings again, seeking purchase, looking for some way to tear them apart. There was nothing. Nothing that I could see. I let my own shadows trickle from my palm - to do what, I didn’t know. Perhaps I thought those ropes of shadow and smoke might join my own, become one and the same. Instead, my shadows caressed against those of Kheris's as one hand on another would. And then, as my own shadows recognised those they touched, they retreated quickly, fear coursing through me as they re-entered my body. I sighed. 
“It’s bad, huh?”
I didn’t say anything. Answer enough. 
“We’ll find a way,” Luca said, facing me. His smile was genuine but there was pain behind his eyes. It made my heart clench tightly. Pain that I had caused. Kheris might have bound Luca’s wings but I’d as good as handed him those bindings. “Is there anything else I should know?”
I laughed. “There’s a lot. I’m torn between spilling everything or not saying another word. Either way, it’s dangerous. Life altering. You can never go back to how you once were.”
Luca shrugged. “I didn’t have you before. So that’s fine by me.”
I rolled my eyes. Let him think I was worth it. Eventually he’d work it out for himself and be on his way. I wouldn’t stop him when the time came. 
“So what now?” Luca put his bowl in the sink and rested his hip against the bench. With his wings bound so tightly, his movements were restricted. I could see it in the way he carried himself, all tight and moving at awkward angles. 
“We rest, plan,” I said. “Try to think of a way to release you.
I’m dubious, though. We’d essentially have to tear through an enchantment created by the God of Death himself. As much of a prick as he is, he’s good at what he does.”
“Is that awe I detect?” Luca teased. I stared deadpan. “Or maybe not.”
“Yes, it’s impressive what he can do. However, it’s problematic because I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
Luca frowned. “How old are you exactly?”
“I don’t know exactly, just that I was born after the War of Light.” I’d asked Kheris once, he hadn’t given me an answer. Nona, Decima and Morta had been put under a gag order by Kheris. So much of my past was shrouded in secrecy though I’d long since given up learning anything about where I’d come from. I just focused on where I was going which usually was wherever Kheris deemed fit.
His jaw dropped. “Okay, definitely not what I thought you were going to say. Suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, though. You are a Handmaiden. They’re supposed to be ancient. An older woman, though. Nice.” He winked. I rolled my eyes.
“My sisters are what you would call ancient. I’m not even sure how old they are. I’m…an add on, I guess. The others each control a faerie court. Kheris handled Nythrial. When I came along, he passed it off to me.” And had bugged me ever since. 
Luca clapped his hands together. “Well, plenty of time for me to hear the full story. I wouldn’t mind washing up. I’m still filthy despite our swim.”
Looking him over now, I saw he was still crusted with blood in certain places. It clung to the stumps of his wings where they protruded from between his shoulder blades. The strips of my dress I’d used to bind his ribs with were a mixture of dirt and blood.  
Glancing down at myself, I wasn’t much better. And far closer to naked than he was in just his pants. The tattered remains of my dress seemed to have shrunk as they dried. I was in for a world of shit from Nessa for ruining her gown.
I moved to the bathroom, filling a bucket with warm water. I added a cloth and some herbs I’d collected from a Lindengaard some time ago. Back before Luca. Back when everything was…normal. The herbs aided in healing but also made for a relaxing soak in the bath. Even though Luca seemed to have healed fully,  the knowledge that I could do something, however minimal, was comforting. 
Luca sat on the edge of the bath tub. After removing the makeshift bandages I looked over his ribs. Bruising remained, dark purple and splotchy across his grubby golden skin. I wrung out the cloth and began wiping away the blood. Water ran in dirty rivulets off his side, dripping onto the floor. I kept going even as he winced. Being clean would help. He wouldn’t feel so awful once cleaned up. 
Not the first lie I’d told myself in recent hours.
“I suppose this is every mans dream,” Luca said. 
“What? Having your arse handed to you by the God of Death?”
“If I wasn’t caught up, it would have been a relatively fair fight,” he replied. “I meant being sponge bathed by a beautiful woman.”
“You must be delirious from pain.” My cheeks burned.
“If I’m hallucinating,” Luca said, “then leave me be. I could definitely get used to this.”
I threw the washcloth in his face.
After that I left him on the edge of the bath to change the water. While I’d debated just filling the bath, I knew the water would turn black the moment he stepped into it. Best to wipe down what I could before a proper soak. 
While I was grateful to Nona for bringing us back to relative safety, she could have maybe not dropped us in the one dirt patch outside the forest. It was petty. Even for her. Not that I could fully blame her. She’d had to go into the water to bring us out. I’d have dropped me in something far worse as punishment.
“We’ll stay here tonight,” I explained, a plan formulating in my mind. “No sense going out now, not when it’ll be dark by the time I’m done with you.”
“See, normally that would sound exciting,” Luca said. “Except your nails are caked in my blood.”
“The last thing on my mind is any form of intimacy. Not when you smell like a wyvern’s crotch.” He did indeed reek. The cabin was filled with the tang of blood, sweat and salt. “We’ll leave tomorrow.”
“I need to need to get to Galicia.”
I didn’t reply, just focused more on his back. 
“There are wards against death around the city,” Luca said slowly. “You can’t enter, can you?”
“No.”
“Makes sense why you wouldn’t come back with me,” he laughed. “Though if you did-”
“Kheris wouldn’t have had nearly as much luck taking you.”
I was bitter. Letting Luca return to Galicia unaccompanied had been an incredible lapse in judgment. One I wouldn’t ever forget.
“We’ll go somewhere else,” Luca replied. I opened my mouth to argue and not even turning to see, he knew it. “Before you say anything, I’m not leaving your side. The last time I did, I wound up on Marwolaeth. I’d rather not have that happen again.”
 
✧
 
I’d insisted that Luca take the bed alone, that he needed the rest. From the way he’d gripped my hand and pulled me in alongside him, he’d decided it was a stupid idea. His wings stuck out from the side of the bed, already struggling to accomodate two people. As he began to doze off, his face moved from pained to peaceful as blessed sleep finally took hold. 
I raised a hand slowly to his face, dusting my fingers across the stubble on his jaw, across the sharp cut of his chin. I touched the fullness of his mouth, lips pouted slightly as he breathed out.  
Anger surged through me as I fought through sleep, racking my brain for a plan. 
Should Kheris find me again, Hel knew what I’d do to him. 
He’d be the one praying for mercy. 
 
✧
 
A thump woke me the next morning. The first thing I registered was the cold leeching into every inch of my skin. The shirt I’d put on before bed did little to keep me warm now as I felt around the bed, realising it was empty. 
A groan had me bolting upright. “Luca!”
“Down here.”
I peered over the side of the bed to see Luca on the floor, struggling to get up. He looked like a turtle on its back. “Are you okay?”
“I’ve not had my wings out this long before,” he explained.
“They’re heavy. I fell out of the damned bed.”
Because I was so tired, a giggle bubbled inside. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh but…the look on your face.”
He rolled his eyes. “I’m in pain but glad you find me amusing.”
I helped him to his feet. Every muscle protested against the weight, my body aching with exhaustion.
“So where are we going to go?” he asked, rolling his neck and shoulders. “The sooner this is sorted, the better.”
I bit my lip, because I knew he wouldn’t like what I was about to say. “We’re not going anywhere.”
He cocked his head and pointed at his back. “Have you forgotten this minor issue?”
I snapped. “Of course not. The easiest way to fix this is to go to the source.”
“You’re not going back.” His word was absolute, spoken like the commander he was. 
That only made me want to fight back more. I wasn’t about to be told what to do. “I don’t exactly have any other choice. I think you’ll find that to undo what a god has put in place isn’t exactly easy. It’s not child’s play. It’s a fucking difficult thing to do. Short of going to Dianthe herself who, frankly, can do fuck all considering this is dark magic, we’re going to have trouble finding a god or goddess who’ll screw around with Kheris.”
“You’re not going back, Lia.”
I ignored him and stepped out of the cabin. 
“I’ll just follow you,” he called after me. 
“I’m aware.”
I’d planned for that, too. Standing in the middle of the clearing amidst the ashes of the destroyed dybbuk, I looked to the sky. 
“Decima? If you’re watching…or listening…I could use some help.” I felt as stupid as I was sure I looked. There was no guarantee Decima would even be paying attention. She had her fingers in dozens of different pies, a million things to handle. I was probably bottom of her list of priorities. 
“Decima?” I waited. And waited. 
And waited some more. 
Eventually I just gave up and sat on the front step of the cabin. 
“What’s your plan?” Luca asked, leaning against the door frame. “Going to have me babysat? Make sure I don’t come after you?”
I didn’t say anything. The wind kicked up a gust of ash over my feet as I stewed. If I could sift, none of this would have been a problem. I could have gone to Nessa and brought her back. While Luca slept I could have sifted to Alilthien and handled things. But no, the thing I was most useless at also happened to be the one thing that would make my life easier. Sifting half a dozen feet did nothing for me - not unless I wanted to sift about a thousand times between here and Marwolaeth. It’d be quicker and easier to take Nari and swim the rest of the way.
As I wallowed in self pity, I didn’t notice how the ash dancing on the wind had turned into something darker. I looked up just as the smoke cleared to see Decima standing in the middle of the clearing, arms folded. 
“I’m not sitting with him for more than an hour,” she said by way of greeting. 
“Then you’ll have to get Nessa,” I replied. 
Before I’d even finished the sentence, Nessa had pushed past Luca, having sifted to inside the cabin. “Get your cloak,” she ordered and then taking in my lack of attire, said, “Clothes might be an idea, too. I’ll take you there and bring you back. And you owe me for the dress. I liked that one.”
I waved a hand. Another problem for another time. 
Darting back inside, I threw on pants and boots, leaving the shirt I’d worn to bed. I donned my cloak, not bothering to pull the hood on. Let Kheris see how angry I was. I looked as crazy as I felt with my hair in wild tangles around my face. Cleaning Luca had been top priority. I still looked worse for wear. 
“Does anyone want to know what I think?” Luca asked as I emerged from the cabin to join the others. 
In unison, Decima, Nessa and I all turned and said, “No.”
Luca sighed and went back inside the cabin. 
“Your plan won’t work,” Decima said. She wore her typical sceptical look, one brow arched and lips pursed. 
“Didn’t know you’d taken on Morta’s job, too,” I bit back. “I don’t want to go there any more than you want to be here. Kheris fucked up and he’s going to fix it.”
“Saying he ‘fucked up’ implies that he made a mistake. He definitely won’t see it that way.”
Nessa pushed Decima towards the cabin. “Just let me handle it from here, okay? Now be a good Fate and babysit the angel.”
Decima threw a vulgar gesture our way as she slammed the door shut behind her. 
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Nessa said, extending a hand to me. 
I tried to swallow the lump in my throat as Nessa pulled me into smoke and shadow.
Truthfully, I’d never been less sure of anything in my life. 
✧
Kheris lounged in his self made throne like a king. He didn’t bother to look up from his book as I entered the dining hall. “Dinner with my daughter and now a visit so soon after. I cannot remember the last time you actually deigned to return of your own accord. What a pleasure that you’ve come home twice now.”
I ignored the seat his shadows pulled out for me. “I’m not home. And this isn’t for pleasure.”
Kheris looked up at me, his gaze almost bored. “This always has been your home. It’s not so easily given up. Wine?”
Fury surged through my veins, burning everything within me. Drawing in a steadying breath, I reminded myself why I’d come. “It’s scarcely eight in the morning. I don’t want wine. You know why I’m here.”
Kheris smirked. “Yes, I believe something happened to a friend of yours, one of the Sons of Ikya? Terrible tragedy.”
He’s just trying to bait you, I told myself. Don’t rise to it. 
“Disingenuousness doesn’t suit you.”
“Nor does pining suit you. I didn’t raise you to be some love struck idiot.”
“You didn’t raise me period.”
I leaned forward over the table, bracing my hands on the cool wood. While I hoped it made me look even a little bit intimidating, the move was purely to steady myself. Anger was dizzying. “Release the bindings you placed on his wings.”
Kheris contemplated silently for a moment before replying. “Hmm…I think not.”
I took a moment. Better to wait than snap and ruin any chance I had. “He’s nothing to you.”
“Ah, but he’s something to you.” Always a game. A game only Kheris would play. A game only Kheris could win.  
“So what?” I asked. “Are you really so bored with your own life that you find need to fuck with mine? Is this all to teach me some lesson? Punish me? Hel, is it some elaborate scheme to get me to come home and be under your thumb once more?”
He shrugged, picking at his fingernails. “Yes to all the above. Also it’s nice to hear you call this home.”
I bared my teeth. “Unbind him.”
Kheris glanced up at me, the look in his eyes one of annoyance. “You were such a nice girl. Never so impolite. Used to even say ‘please.’ Do you remember how to say that, daughter?”
“Well, what can I say? You start fucking with my friends and I’m not going to be so cordial.” 
The God of Death stood to his feet and walked across the dining hall to the wall of windows looking out over the bay surrounding the castle. Waves churned as they met with rocky cliffs. “I am curious as to how you two met. Blind date? Did your paths just happen to magically cross one day?”
I stayed silent, very aware we were entering dangerous territory. Knowledge was power to Kheris. He was already powerful enough. 
“Oh, but of course,” he said with a sly smile.  “You saved him from Hören. How is that working out for you, by the way? I hear it’s a full time job to cheat fate time after time. Who’s babysitting him now while you’re here? Aren’t you worried you’ll come back to find your friend in pieces?”
It wasn’t a worry, that I might return to find Luca damaged yet again. Decima would never let that happen, personal opinions aside. So long as he was with her, he was safe enough. 
“I didn’t come to chat. Unbind him or I’ll find someone who will.”
Kheris laughed, the sound sending a shudder through me that I struggled to suppress. “You’ll be searching for quite some time. Not many know how to counteract a bind like that. It’s old magic.”
I followed him over to the window, a sudden wave of bravado hitting me with the same force as the waves below - waves Luca and I had jumped into just a day ago. “What do you want me to do? Grovel? Beg on my knees?”
Kheris looked down his nose. A full head taller than me, I felt like the child I’d once been when I came to the castle all those centuries ago. I straightened my back, determined not to feel belittled on inconsequential. “That would be a pretty sight, to see you brought down a notch. No, Orphelia, I don’t want you to grovel and beg. It’s pathetic. I didn’t raise you to be pathetic.”
“You didn’t raise me at all.”
“In fact,” he continued, ignoring me as he walked back to his throne. “I have a deal for you.”
Alarm bells rang in my head. Dangerous territory. But then I found myself asking, “What deal?”
“There’s a healer in Cilkajo. I want him dead.”
I frowned. “I’m sorry, isn’t it your job to do that? To kill innocents? Why do you need me to do it?”
Kheris shrugged, suddenly looking decidedly bored. “Who says he’s innocent? Alas, I cannot take his soul. The healer made a deal with Dianthe. Immortality, immunity from yours truly claiming him fully. He goes from one body to another but once his current body dies - of natural causes or…an accident - he cannot resurrect for two-hundred years.”
“So you want me to kill him?” It made no sense. Why the urgency to kill someone who would just come back in the future? 
Twirling a hand through the air, Kheris caught a blood red apple. As he took a bite and narrowed his eyes, a drop of juice ran down his chin. “I want you to bring me his head. Naturally I’ll need proof. Who’s to say you wouldn’t just lie to me?”
“I’d never lie to you.” 
“A lie in itself.”
“Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer,” I replied. “So I bring you the head of this healer and you’ll release Luca?”
A nod. “The head for your friends wings, yes.”
I folded my arms. Already I’d been here longer than I wanted. Despite Decima saying an hour was her limit, I’d hoped to be out in half that. “Why this one? Why this soul?”
He took another bite. Specks of chewed apple flew out as he spoke. “That’s my business. Let’s just say it’s a little chaos to lighten the mood. You know how I do so love orchestrating chaos - it’s in my blood.”
“You don’t bleed.”
He waved a hand. “Technicalities. Don’t get so caught up in the details, Orphelia. Live a little.”
I started to walk away. Pausing, I turned back to Kheris. “Who will I know to look for? In Cilkajo.”
The God of Deaths eyes twinkled. “He doesn’t go by a name. Ask for the vættr.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nessa was waiting outside the dining hall when I emerged, grinding my teeth so hard I was sure they would crack. My hands were fisted at my sides, nails biting into my palms. I’d known it wasn’t going to be a clean cut meeting. In my mind, there had been no possibility of me walking in, asking for Luca to be freed and then Kheris actually doing it. He was far too big of a prick to do anything without something being in it for him. 
Still, part of me had hoped. It was only natural, wasn’t it?
“Not good?” Nessa studied my face, wary. 
I sighed through my nose. “I’ll explain when we’re back.”
At that, she took my hand. The feeling of free falling through time and space was all consuming before, in a breath, it was over. We stood atop a blanket of ashes, outside my cabin. 
Decima was already waiting. 
“Don’t say it,” I muttered, stalking past her into the cabin. 
She threw her hands up in mock surrender. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Luca was seated at the table, one finger tracing the indelible scorch marks. I hated them. Hated them with a fury that could barely be contained. Looking at the wyvern carrying a scythe, the blood in my veins turned to acid and bile rose in my throat before I choked it back down. The Alilthien crest was a reminder of everything horrible in my life. It was a dark mark upon my history and future. The remnant of a nightmare and an omen all in one. 
He looked up as I collapsed in the seat across from him. Handmaiden and Fate took the remaining two chairs. 
They waited while I sorted through my thoughts. So many of them, crashing down on me with the weight of a mountain. They threatened to bury me. For a split second, the urge to run away, across the sea, anywhere but here filled me. This shouldn’t be my battle. 
But as I looked at Luca, the realisation that it was my battle, too, settled within. And then a healthy dose of shame for being so selfish in that moment. The longer that realisation sat with me, that Luca’s battles were mine, too, I felt a strange sense of calm. Our fates were linked somehow. I could no more leave his side than I could turn the seas to wine. 
“I made a deal.” My throat felt raw, like I’d spent the an hour straight screaming.
Nessa groaned, rolling her eyes. “Could you be any more of an imbecile?”
Decima said nothing. No doubt she’d been watching the entire time. Her ability to know what was taking place as it was happening had once been so unsettling. Now, it felt like a form of security, something to fall back on. A fresh set of eyes to give light to whatever had occurred - to pick up the things I had missed.
Looking at her now, though, there was nothing I’d missed. It had all been very plain and simple with Kheris - a rarity from the deceptive God of Death. She sat in silent resignation, waiting for my next move.
“There wasn’t much else to be done,” I continued. “What did you expect me to do? Hold Kheris prisoner until he acquiesced? Ask him nicely over a spot of tea?”
“Anything - just not a deal. You don’t make deals with snakes.” Nessa’s mouth turned sour, her eyes falling on the scorch marks. “I taught you better than that.”
“What was the deal?” Luca asked, folding his hands on the table. All business like. From the grimace on his face, I knew he was still in an incredible amount of pain. I doubted there’d be little he wouldn’t do to alleviate that. 
“We have to go to Cilkajo. There’s someone there Kheris wants killed.” Dead wouldn’t have been an accurate thing to say. Not when the vættr couldn’t die, not truly. 
Nessa and Decima exchanged glances. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
Decima bit her lip. “You made a bad deal.”
I blinked. “It’s Kheris - is there such thing as a good deal?”
“Touché,” she replied. “You just won’t like it, that’s all.”
I waved her off. Of course I wouldn’t like it. That didn’t mean I had a choice.
“Okay,” Luca said. “So we find this…person, kill them, and then what? I magically get released?”
I chewed my lip, tasting blood. “More or less. Kheris wants…proof.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to tell them that what Kheris really needed was the vættr’s head. That felt a little too macabre and that was saying something given how only mere months ago, I’d been covered in the blood of multiple men in one day.
Nessa groaned again. The sudden urge to slap her ran through me. “It sounds like you didn’t even negotiate the finer terms of this insane deal. Why did I let you go alone?”
She fell back in her chair, glancing out the window. No dybbuk had wandered near the clearing since the day I’d found so many destroyed. The ashes of their peers served as warning enough. I couldn’t say exactly whether I missed them being around - they were after all, the only company I’d had in the forest. It was just that the Hören felt strangely empty without them. 
“I’d go sooner rather than later,” Nessa finally said, eyes still on the forest. “It wouldn’t be below Kheris to renege on the deal. Especially one with such flimsy parameters.”
I nodded. And then looking at Luca said, “I think I should go alone.”
He was shaking his head before I’d even finished my sentence. “I’m coming.”
Decima cleared her throat. “I won’t be sifting either of you there. I told you. It’s a bad deal. You want to go through with it, you go yourself. If Nessa has any common sense, she’ll follow suit. Won’t you, Nessa?”
Nessa kept staring out at the forest, suddenly incredibly interested in a pine tree. 
“Nessa?” Decima prompted. 
The Handmaiden merely nodded imperceptibly. “Kheris will have my head, so to speak, if I get involved and I’m already running on threadbare grace where he’s concerned. I’m sorry, Orphelia. You’re on your own.”
I sighed heavily but understood. After all, had I been in Nessa’s position, I’d have done the same. 
“You’re in pain and it’ll be a rough trip,” I said to Luca. “We’d either have to go the long way around and follow the coast, or straight through Mourners Pass and Basamortura.”
I’d only once been to Basamortura - the frozen tundra devoid of all life that separated the rest of Nythrial from the point of the continent that was Cilkajo. Thousands of years ago, it had been populated with wendigo, warding off the rest of Nythrial. When a family of fae emigrated from Winter Court to the tip of the continent, they’d gone to great lengths to rid the icy wilderness of the creatures. They’d been able to do what the rest of Nythrial had failed to do. No surprise. It had been Winter Courts fault we’d even ended up with such a large population of the cannibalistic creatures that had once been human, that had caught a virus originating in the Winter Court. The fae of said court knew how to handle it. 
Luca refused to back down. “I’m coming with you. My wings, my problem.”
“Then go by yourself,” Decima snapped. “This shouldn’t even be Orphelia’s issue to handle. You're the moron who got captured by the God of Death.”
“He can’t go by himself,” I snapped back at the Fate. She kept a narrowed gaze on Luca, as though she could change his mind by pure intensity alone. “Think about it. If Kheris knows I had no hand in killing the vættr - whatever the fuck a vættr is - he won’t honour the deal.”
“He won’t honour it anyway.” 
I rolled my eyes, sitting back and folding my arms. I felt as much as the petulant child I looked to be. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Morta. You don’t know that.” 
Even as I said it, I feared she was telling the truth. She didn’t need the foresight Morta possessed to know that Kheris was never going to uphold his end of the bargain. Still, I had to try. I owed that much to Luca. Everything that had happened to him since we’d first met had been my fault. Directly or not, it didn’t matter. The fact was that without me, he’d be living a normal life.
And frankly, I was desperate. I was loathed to admit it but I really was. I couldn’t bear to see Luca in pain. I’d have moved Empyrean and Gehenna with my bare hands if it meant his freedom.
As though reading my mind, Luca said, “I wouldn’t change this. Any of it. You are worth it.”
Nessa made a gagging sound and stood to her feet. “If you need me, just…tell Decima. Also, don’t be needing me. As I said, I don’t have much grace where His Royal Arseholeness is concerned.” She waved a hand, suddenly looking worn out. A flicker of guilt ran through me. How many people was I going to bring into this mess? How many would I sacrifice to save Luca?
As many as it takes. The thought flitted through my mind without hesitation. 
Nessa sifted, her eyes on the forest as she went. 
“Next time you need me,” Decima said, “just call my name once. Don’t nag. I heard you the first time.”
She followed suit, sifting out of the cabin. 
Luca and I looked to each other, suddenly alone. The worry on his face echoed my own. 
“I meant what I said.” He reached across the table for my hand. I placed mine in his, feeling the incredible warmth there as my fingers slowly thawed. “I wouldn’t change this. Not for anything.”
I smiled half heatedly, knowing that given the smallest chance, I would change it. Everything. 
✧
 
We’d packed what we could - nothing much for Luca given how everything he owned was in Galicia. It wasn’t worth the trip to get him a few items of clothing. Never mind the furs we would need to cross Mourners Pass and Basamortura - not exactly typical attire for Galicia where the sun was always shining and the land never went to any extreme with the change of the seasons. Winter in the capital was nothing but a chill in the air and a light smattering of snow on eaves purely for decoration purposes. A token winter.  
Night fell and sleepily, stifling a jaw cracking yawn, I’d crawled into bed after Luca. His wings were hanging out the side of the bed again.
It could have been minutes or hours when Luca whispered, “Lia.”
“Mmhmm?”
“Do you think this will work?” His voice was soft in the dark. 
I pretended to study the wooden panelled ceiling intently, searching for things that weren’t there. If I looked at Luca, I was worried he’d see the truth in my eyes - that I was certain, after thinking it over, that this wouldn’t work. 
“I think we have no other choice,” I finally muttered. 
Luca shifted, stifling a grunt of pain. “Couldn’t we… I don’t know - think outside the box?”
“What do you mean?” 
He was silent for a moment. As he spoke, his breath tickled my cheek. The bed was much too small for the two of us. Still, it beat sleeping on the floor. The cabin was practically glacial.
“It was just a thought,” he said. “Maybe we find a witch. Someone who’s willing to risk pissing off Kheris. The Gods mightn’t be willing to cross him but I know for a fact that most witches would take a shot - even just for bragging rights.” There was some merit in what he said. “Cilkajo is a fucking long way to go when we don’t even know if Kheris will hold to the deal.”
What he said had a lot of merit and I was certain that desperation was clouding my judgement. I saw a possibility and I was prepared to run with it - however slim the chances. But he was right, if there was another way, we had to take it.
A split second later, it hit me. A group of witches who hated the God of Death so much, they might just cross him. They’d been hospitable enough when I’d been there but with the changing of leadership, things would have likely tipped in our favour now. So long as they didn’t hex us before we got close enough to ask for their help. 
“We’re going to Silbuurn,” I told him, feeling the first flicker of hope in days. “We’re going to see the Daughters of Starlight.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dawn had barely broken when we set out, intent on going as far as we could in one day. Elda hadn’t found us, so Luca and I mounted Nari and set off out of the forest. It would be slow going on one horse. When we emerged from the forest boundary, though, we found Elda waiting for us, grazing on a patch of grass speckled with snow. 
“Clever boy,” Luca crooned, stroking his mane. 
Throughout the day we pushed the horses as much as possible, stopping once to pick up supplies given how the cabin had been picked clean before we left. Both Nari and Elda seemed determined to outdo the other, riding neck and neck for much of the afternoon. Luca suggested we set up camp near a rocky outcropping. Maybe we could get some decent sleep. 
I set about starting a fire while Luca fed the horses. By the time he was done, little progress beyond assembling a bunch of twigs and leaves had been made. Luca said nothing as he took over, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment. 
We ate quickly, both yawning in between mouthfuls. A meagre dinner of dried meats, some fruit and bread. Road rations. Not exactly fine dining although satisfying enough. 
The horses settled in for the night, resting up against each other for warmth. 
“We should probably do the same,” I mumbled. “I’ll fall off Nari tomorrow if I don’t get some rest.”
It was amazing how comfortable I’d gotten with being so close to Luca. As we pulled blankets over ourselves, I huddled in close to his chest, shuddering until my body warmed to his. I felt incredibly safe in his arms. A feeling so foreign to me until I’d met him. Breathing was easier while I was near Luca. Despite all the pain and chaos that surrounded us, there was an indescribable freedom in being wrapped in his arms. 
His breath ruffled my hair. Absentmindedly, he dragged his fingers through it, smoothing it out. “In the dark, your hair almost looks like chocolate.”
“I’m nowhere near as sweet.”
“I could taste and find out if you’d like.”
I smacked a hand against his chest. “Don’t be rude.” 
But together, we laughed, the sound filling the night.
“You’ve met the Daughters of Starlight before?”
I nodded. “Not long before we met.”
“Will they help us?”
Truthfully, I still wasn’t sure. Nothing about any of this filled me with much confidence. But if detouring to Silbuurn meant saving us a trip to Cilkajo, it would be worth it. “I hope so. I collected their previous leader. She sacrificed herself to Tomos.”
“Seems extreme,” Luca mumbled.
I chuckled. “A little, yeah.”
Andromeda. I thought about how certain she’d been of what she had to do. She’d been filled with so much peace that baffled me just as much now as it did back then. My thoughts then shifted to Saros, now all alone in Silbuurn. Andromeda was the only one of his family left in the town - besides his brother who spent his time travelling between Winter Court and home. 
“There might be someone who can help us get to the Daughters.” Assuming Saros didn’t hate me for taking away his grandmother.
Luca was already fast asleep.
 
✧
 
“So, how does it work?” Luca asked, brows furrowed. He glanced sideways at me. “How does it happen?”
Nari had put up a fight this morning. When we’d tried to push the horses again to their limits, the stallion straight up refused. So we ambled along the dirt road, the trip abruptly turning from urgent to scenic. 
“Well, when a man and woman love each other very much.”
“Ha ha. I know how babies are made. There’s a penis, vagina, fire ritual.” 
I snorted. “You and I have a very different understanding of conception.”
He grinned, all white teeth and light joking this morning. 
Luca was bundled in clothing we’d picked up in a small town earlier in the morning. There’d been a one stop shop and the pickings had been slim. At least he was in clean, warm clothing - even if we did have to cut into everything to accomodate his wings. 
“What I want to know is how does collecting work? Do you stab people? Are you an assassin? That would be hot, I won’t lie. Tight leather, sleek and sexy sword. You could teach the Sons a thing or two.”
I stared at him, deadpan, and pulled my cloak tighter as a gust of wind swept past, so cold that it felt like knives against any exposed skin. “No, I do not stab people. Where in Hel did you get that idea?”
He didn’t say anything. 
I sighed, realising what he was remembering. “It’s not like Lindengaard. That was… Honestly I still don’t know what that was.  Nothing like that has happened to me before and it hasn’t happened since.”
No need to tell him about that one time in the forest shortly after we’d returned. No harm, no foul. 
He nodded, almost looking relieved. A small pang shot through me. Any moment now he’d realise what a monster I was. After that he’d leave me, find someone less repugnant to help him. If it came to that, I wouldn’t stop him. Even if it hurt like nothing I’d experienced before. The threat of that agony loomed darker than the clouds in the sky above.
“For someone like you, it’s going to seem strange.”
“Try me.”
“There are these shadows,” I began, choosing my words carefully. “They’re in me. When I’m told to collect a soul, those shadows are the thing that collects. I kind of facilitate, I guess.”
My explanation felt as lame as it sounded.
He nodded slowly, squinting against the sun as it moved from behind the clouds, making its first appearance for the day. “That makes zero sense to me.”
“It’s hard to explain. Kind of like when you tried to explain your wings to me.”
“Come on,” he replied. “You and I both know I did a much better job describing the experience to you than you just did to me.”
Nari flicked his mane, the hair landing over my hands. I shook it off. “We can’t all be wordsmiths like the great commander of Empress Dianthe’s armies.”
He grinned, suddenly cocky. “The things I can do with my mouth would blow you away."
“You can keep your mouth over there, thank you.” Even as I said it, I found myself watching his smile widen, the softness of his lips. I remembered how soft they were to touch and to kiss. And then found myself burning deep within to do it again. It was a need unlike any I’d ever felt before.
“Sure about that?” 
I loosed my breath, breaking from my trance. “Positive. Keep them to yourself.”
“Your loss.”
We continued on, chatting about banal things. Talking with Luca was effortless. I found myself laughing, genuinely happy. Luca regaled me with stories from his childhood, of the mischief he’d gotten up to growing up in Galicia. I listened, laughing intermittently though also fighting off the nagging jealousy in my gut. He’d lived a life I never could have. Not for the first time I felt robbed. 
“My mother never did find out who trashed the store or took the money box,” he concluded. “I think I spent every single mark on candy, too.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “It’s a wonder you lived as long as you did.”
“You didn’t do anything like that?” 
“Gods no,” I shot back. “Kheris would have-” I stopped short, about to say how he would have thrown me in the dungeons, a threat made several times over. Probably too soon to joke about dungeons. Even next century would still be too soon. 
We fell into an awkward silence after that. I couldn’t offer him what he’d offered me - enchanting stories from a happy childhood. There was nothing I could tell him that wouldn’t make him sorry for me. Pity was the last thing I wanted.  All I had to offer was a wealth of cautionary tales. 
Darkness was all I’d ever known. It was a giant black lake covered in a thick layer of ice, constantly threatening to pull me under and trap me there forever. 
But now I had to fight, lest it also pull Luca down with me. 
 
✧
 
You’re going the wrong way.
The voice was in my head. It had to be. I was certain I was sleeping, wrapped up in Luca’s arms, the one thing grounding me in reality. But the voice, so close it might have been whispering right into my ear, sent chills through me and made my heart race. 
I know where I’m going, I answered. 
I couldn’t see him. But I felt him in every part of my being, filling me with choking dread. My head ached as he filled every inch of it. The desire to put my fingers through my temples and tear my own mind apart was so strong that for a moment, I debated it before realising that the thought was also part of Kheris's mind games.
Kheris smirked - I felt it like claws against my mind. The sensation sent a shiver down my spine and beside me, Luca shifted. 
What do you hope to achieve, Orphelia? You really think they can help you?
It’s worth a try, I replied. 
I reminded myself I was safe. Luca was sleeping soundly beside me. I kept my eyes shut, afraid of what I might see if I opened them. The problem with being a Handmaiden of Death was that you knew what lurked in the shadows and you knew what those unseen forces were capable of. 
While you slumber with your Son of Ikya, dreaming of a better tomorrow, I am here ensuring that tomorrow is just as your past, he continued. You will amount to nothing, Orphelia. And this relationship is nothing but a fantasy. One day you will wake to find your dreams in tatters, scattered to the four winds. And I will be all you have left. Remember that. 
It was just in my head. I had to keep reminding myself he wasn’t physically with me. This was nothing more than Kheris tormenting me from afar as he’d done many times throughout my life. 
Are you afraid that I don’t need you? Because I’ve never truly needed you, Kheris. Once Luca is freed, I will do all that I can to be rid of you once and for all.
You will fail, Orphelia. 
Be gone, Kheris. Every moment you toy with me is another moment I decide to defy you. I will stand against you. Everything you’ve ever done to me is fuel to the fire of your doom. 
The voice left then, leaving my head feeling oddly empty. The absence of Kheris's voice set me reeling. In a rush I pushed away from Luca, stomach twisting. I rushed from the tent and waited, counting slowly to ten and back down again. Rinse, repeat, wait. As I gulped down breaths of icy air, my hair swirling amidst the drifting snow, my stomach settled. 
Why? Why communicate with me now? Either I was right and Kheris was truly worried I was on the right track, or this was all still a game to him. 
I rubbed my face, removing the last traces of clamminess and went back into the tent. 
But as I closed my eyes and began to drift off again, nightmares racked my mind and soul. Images of Luca lying in a pool of blood, his wings ripped from his body leaving little more than bloodied stumps behind. 
You did this, he said. This is your fault.
Unable to move, I watched a shadowy figure approach. With an all consuming terror I recognised the figure as Lilith yet rather than the shadowy entity I’d come face to face with in Hören, she was carved from marble like her statue in Alilthien. She reached down and ran her claws through the open wounds of Luca’s back. His discarded wings already decaying.
Luca’s screams pierced through me, a white hot brand. 
Then there was warmth washing over me, drawing out the ice cold fear. It swept over my arms, cradled my face. 
“Lia, wake up.”
The voice was strong, commanding. It filled me with a peace that stilled my racing heart. 
“Lia! It’s just a dream.”
My eyes flung open. Luca. He was here. Everything was okay. Luca was alive. His wings loomed over us as he looked down on me, eyes wide in concern. They were still there. They were still there. 
Throwing my arms around his neck, I pulled him close. Before I realised what I was doing, his lips were on mine. At first they were still but then began to move in time with mine. 
His mouth parted slightly, hot breath tickling my face. With his hands twisted in my hair, his tongue slipped out and stroked against my lower lip, an invitation. I opened to him, tasting every part, drawing him in. My mind went blank, lost in the moment. 
All the while my entire being chanted, he’s here, he’s safe - everything is alright. 
 
✧
 
Silbuurn. The town hadn’t changed in the few months I’d been away. Aside from the fact that the Festival of the Seed was well and truly over, any semblance of festivity now long gone, everything was as I remembered it. 
Taking the lead, I pulled Nari along behind me. Luca followed suit and together, we wended our way through the streets, headed for the barn where I’d met Saros, just behind the old schoolhouse that had long since been turned into an inn. 
When we got there, however, it was empty. 
I shrugged at Luca. I didn’t know Saros all that well. Maybe it was for the best that he wasn’t there - what with collecting his grandmother and all. Perhaps this was the universes way of saving my arse from a whooping only an angry grandson of a witch could deliver.
We walked around the front of the inn only to find it, too, was empty.
Luca and I left the horses locked in the barn, deciding the search through the narrow alleyways of Silbuurn would be quicker without lugging them along behind us. As we moved through town, I became more aware of just how quiet it was. It was mid morning, by all accounts the town should be bustling. There was always something to do from what I’d seen before. Silbuurn was the main point of contact for Winter Court, dealing largely any trade the court had to offer. But as Luca and I approached the port, there were no ships, save for one too weather worn to float with its starboard side fully submerged. 
“Something’s wrong,” I whispered.
“There’s no one here,” Luca replied. His face was pressed up against the window of a house. “It’s completely empty.” 
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 
“We need to get to the Daughters of Starlight. Find out what’s going on.”
We all but ran through the town, headed for the temple of Tomos where the Daughters lived. The only sign of life was a stray cat, mewling as we sped by. All the way, I prayed to anything and anyone that Kheris had nothing to do with this. Even though my gut said it was most likely. After the conversation we’d had in my head, what he’d said about me failing, I feared he’d done something to ensure it. 
The temple doors were locked. 
I swore under my breath. 
“There’s a window over here,” Luca said, already moving to it. He looked around on the street and picked up a rock. Tossing it between his hands twice, checking its weight for good measure, he swung back and let it fly through the window. 
“Luca!” I hissed. 
He shrugged. “You want in or not? Because I can’t pick a lock. Can you?”
“There had to be a better way than destroying a sacred temple.”
“One broken window does not a fallen temple make.”
I ignored him as he went about clearing the jagged shards of glass from around the frame. A beautiful stained glass window, now crunching beneath the boots of the commander. For a moment I almost wished no one was inside so we didn’t have to answer for the damage. 
I almost laughed at myself - fretting about a broken window. It wasn’t like I spent my days taking life after life. No, a broken window should absolutely be the hill I died on. 
Luca held out a hand for me. 
“I can do it myself,” I snapped. 
Rushing and determined to prove my point as I climbed through, I sliced my hand on a jagged bit of emerald glass. Not terribly deep but enough to sting. I was studying my hand as Luca climbed in. When I looked up his face was white, eyes locked on something beyond me. 
I turned slowly. And barely stifled my scream. 
Vega’s body hung limp, hands nailed to a wooden beam jutting out across the ceiling. Blood had streamed down her arms for quite some time and was now dried, staining the sleeves of her white linen nightgown. Beside her was Lyra, hanging in the same way. Her eyes were glassy and wide, frozen. 
“Merciful Mother…” Luca moved to stand beside me, resting a hand on my shoulder.
“Not so merciful it would seem,” I muttered.
I couldn’t move. The rusted scent of blood flooded my senses. My mouth watered as nausea swept over me.
“What happened here?”
“I don’t know. But I don’t think I want to be here when whatever did this comes back.”
“Do you think it could be-”
“Kheris? This isn’t his style. He doesn’t do gore.”
There was no hint of denial in my mind - Kheris hadn’t done this. He didn’t like to, metaphorically or not, dirty his hands. That honour he saved for his Handmaidens. That wasn’t to say he wasn’t still behind what had transpired in some capacity. He considered himself to be more oversight, he’d once said. 
Deeper in the temple, a crashing sound made us both jump. Then the soft patter of feet against stone. I moved past Luca, seeking out the source of the commotion, all the while very aware that I could be heading straight into danger. I was vaguely aware of him hissing my name as I moved towards the hallway. 
We followed soft footsteps to the washroom. My only memories of the room were of Andromeda being prepared for her ultimate sacrifice. Then, it had been a melancholy place. Now, as I looked at the blood streaming along the stone floor, swirling through puddles of water, it chilled me. I’d seen butchers shops look cleaner.
The footsteps fell silent. 
“Hello?” I whispered. 
Luca cupped his hand around my mouth. “Shut up. That is how people die.”
His hand smelt of horse, sweat and dirt. I shoved it away, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. “Got a better idea?”
He rolled his eyes. “Just stay behind me.”
I didn’t give him a chance to move ahead of me. I’d have bet my last mark on him trying to do something heroic to save me - and winding up dead for it. 
A sniffle echoed off the walls. “Who are you?”
“A friend,” I replied, eyes darting about. “Who are you?”
A small, shaking figure moved out from behind a wall. Where her gown was soaked in blood, it clung to her. My eyes fell to her chest. She cradled a bundle of linen - her hands, bound in rags. The woman was such a sickly white, she might have been a ghost. 
“I remember you. I’m Antares.”
No need to mention that I wouldn’t have been able to tell her apart from any other person had we meet on the street. “What happened here?”
She shook at that and collapsed to her knees. She held her hands close to herself, any little movement making her sway. Inching closer to her slowly, I raised my hands to show I meant no harm. Her eyes were distant as they moved over me, like she wasn’t entirely present in her body. With the amount of blood on her, I was surprised she was still alive. I’d seen dybbuk with better colour.
“Something…” she finally said, her voice little more than a whisper. “I don’t know. It swept in while we slept. It…it…” She shook as she drew in a deep breath. “I’m the only one left. The others either died in their beds or got strung up in the hall.”
“Did you see who it was?”
Her eyes grew wider still, the whites around her iris bloodshot. “It wasn’t anything living. Whatever it was, it wasn’t of this world.”
Luca placed a hand on my back. I bit back a yelp, so caught up in Antares' story that I’d almost forgotten he was there. “Lia, we should get out of here.”
I nodded. Everything in me was screaming to get out. “We can’t leave her.”
Antares stared up at Luca as though seeing light for the first time. “Take me with you,” she pleaded. “Dump me outside of the town. Anywhere. Just not here. Please. Anywhere but here.”
Luca huffed a sigh. “Sure. We should get you cleaned up first, though.” He at least had the common decency not to wrinkle his nose. Antares smelt of something distinctly stronger than blood. She’d been utterly terrified when whatever it was had swept through and upended her world.
“Can you go and look for clothes?” I asked Luca. “Anything you find. And anything warm for us, furs if you can - I doubt we’ll be able to buy what we need now.” With a sinking realisation, I accepted that we’d have to travel to Cilkajo. So much for a detour to save us an impossible journey through a frozen wilderness. 
Luca left to scavenge for whatever he could find as I helped Antares to her feet. Her nightgown was torn in so many places that I just ripped it from her, the fabric falling away like it was nothing more than sodden paper. Her body underneath was covered in scratches that looked suspiciously like-
“I tried to fend it off,” she whispered. “What moves like shadow but has claws?”
I didn’t answer, nor did I want to know.
In a cupboard I’d once seen the Daughters use with Andromeda, I found cloths and a bucket that I filled with water. Washing Antares down took what felt like forever. All the while, she cradled her hands so I bathed her like a newborn babe. That smell I’d detected, she’d been so terrified she’d soiled herself. Much of the blood on Antares was caked on, dried and stuck to her skin. Around the claw marks, the wound was shredded. The cuts were deeply ingrained with dirt and debris and I dabbed at them gently, cleaning as best as I could.  I had a sneaking suspicion infection was already setting in. She would need to see a healer.
Her hair was matted and with no comb in sight, I brushed through it slowly with my fingers. 
“The town is completely empty,” I said. “Where did everyone go?”
She was silent for a moment. When she sniffed, I realised she was crying quietly. “They all left. Every last one of them. Fled in the night. I’ve never seen people so terrified. I went searching for someone - anyone this morning. No one’s left. I came back here. There was nowhere else for me to go.”
“Saros?” 
She shook her head. “He wasn’t here. A few weeks ago his brother made port, asked him to travel to Winter Court.” Antares blinked up at me, a tear escaping. “He’s your friend, isn’t he? Don’t worry, he’s safe.”
Safe. One less casualty of…whatever it was that had come through Silbuurn - a place that held no quarrel with any other. The town would never come back from this. How could it? 
Luca reentered the washroom, arms full of furs and clothing. “I just grabbed whatever I found. We’ll be warm enough while we travel. I’ll put together a bag for Antares for wherever it is she’s going.”
“There’s a little village an hour away,” she whispered, lowering her eyes from Luca. “I have a sister there.”
“We’ll take you.” 
Luca left again and I turned my attention to her hands. Reluctantly, she released them from her chest. Amid winces of pain, I unwrapped them. What I saw made my mouth go dry. 
“The thing tried to suspend me like the others. I managed to pull myself free. I don’t know how but I did.” She looked up at me, her eyes brimming with tears yet behind those tears, silent victory. “Do you know how terrifying it is to stare down death, to know you mightn’t survive but to fight anyway? I can’t believe I got free. But what was the cost? I’ll have to live forever knowing that I survived and the others did not.”
I cradled her mangled hands in mine. On both hands, the fourth and fifth fingers hung limp, torn away from the rest of the hand and attached by naught but thin threads of flesh and skin. There would be no way to save them. And from the redness that surrounded her hands, swollen and hot to touch, infection had also set in her mangled hands. 
“There was nothing else I could do,” Antares whispered. “Wrapping them seemed like a good idea at the time. I know I’ll probably lose them.”
I didn’t say anything, just pulled a shirt from the pile of clothes Luca had brought in. Using my teeth I tore the shirt into strips for bandages. Likely they’d be lost anyway but I wasn’t about to be the one to make the decision to amputate. As selfish as it was, I didn’t sign up for that.
“Thank you,” Antares said. Her face hadn’t gained colour, still a deathly pallor. How much blood had she lost? “Really, you could have left me. I doubt I’ll be much better off.”
I shook my head. “You fought to stay alive. I’m not about to let that go to waste.”
At that, she smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes but it was the first real sign that there was something left within the battered shell. 
Luca had brought the horses to the temple as I dressed the witch. Antares and I left out the back way, avoiding the hall where the other Daughters of Starlight still hung from their nailed hands. Luca carefully lifted Antares onto Elda. 
“Wait for me,” I said as Luca mounted. 
Reentering the temple, I pulled a torch from its sconce on the wall, I moved through the stone corridors I’d not long ago walked through with Saros and Andromeda. Again, a wave of relief swept through me that Saros hadn’t been here. Eventually, he’d return. When he did his whole life would be tipped on its head all over again - if it had even managed to right itself after his grandmothers departure. 
I sucked in a steadying breath as I entered the hall. There they hung, motionless, their souls long since departed. My hands felt clammy as I searched for something to say. Something had to be said. 
“May you pass from life to death with peace enduring,” I whispered, remembering a prayer I’d heard at Passings in times past. It seemed almost useless now. “May you see Empyrean and be welcomed through its gates. May the goddess Rhion keep you and watch over those who are left behind. In death, may you be victorious.”
I raised the torch overhead, the topmost flames licking at the bare feet of Vega. I watched as her nightgown caught fire, burning fast before flames spread out to Lyra and the others. A burial wouldn’t be possible. For all the dead bodies I’d been near in my time, this felt too personal, too raw. Their deaths had been truly horrific. I’d known them. My heart clenched as I watched, flames engulfing their bodies until they reached the wooden beams above. 
I dropped the torch and left the temple. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Noon had barely arrived and already I was weary. 
Antares directed us to the village where her sister lived. It sent us back south-west and would cost us time but I felt we owed it to her. Somehow. I couldn’t shake the feeling that what had happened in Silbuurn was my fault. And she’d fought - fought so damn hard to live. I glanced over to Elda where Luca rode with Antares sitting in front. She cradled her bandaged hands, fresh spots of blood bloomed on the linen scraps I’d torn from a shirt. 
With every bump as we rode, Antares bit her lip, grimacing in pain. 
“Not much further,” she finally said, relief flooding her pale face. “Can you see it?”
There wasn’t much to see. Just a small collection of little wooden cabins, much the same as mine. There couldn’t have been more than a couple hundred living in the village and by all accounts, it was humble. Antares directed us through the streets, telling us to stop on the far end of town at perhaps the smallest cabin of them all.
I dismounted and knocked while Luca helped Antares from the horse. 
A squat woman with a round, flushed face and salt and pepper hair answered the door. For a moment she just eyed me warily. I held my ground. Enough people had looked at me like that and it no longer bothered me. Not really, anyway. The woman, eyes cold and calculating, looked past where I stood and gasped. 
Antares stumbled forward into the woman’s arms. She sobbed at the sight of her sister, her body heaving against the woman who just stared at Luca and I, completely dumbfounded. For what felt like an eternity, all the woman could do was stroke Antares' hair and soothe away her tears, looking closely as though she might find an answer in them. Luca and I lingered a little from the house, giving the sisters a moment. 
“What are you doing here?” She pulled Antares' face up, looking her over. The woman’s gaze slipped down to her own chest where her sister’s hands rested against her breasts. “Oh, Sweet Mother.”
“We should go inside,” Luca said as he stepped forward. He glanced around the street, littered with villagers going about their day. Luca’s eyes were sharp, careful not to miss a single thing. We were a bad omen come to town. Any moment now and they’d ready their pitchforks and torches, prepared to chase us off and defend their home. 
At least some things remained consistent. It was strangely comforting.
The woman nodded, half carrying Antares into her home.  
“I’m Ravynne,” the woman said as she lowered her sister onto a sofa. “What happened?”
Antares had gone blank, her eyes suddenly distant and cloudy with shock finally setting in. Shivering uncontrollably, clammy and swooning. Ravynne kept a surreptitious watch of her sister.  
“Truthfully,” I began, searching for the words. I came up empty. “We don’t know. Luca and I were seeking out the help of the Daughters. No one else is left.”
“Something slaughtered them,” Luca explained. “The whole lot. Like cattle. Your sister was hiding in the washroom when we arrived.”
Ravynne just nodded mutely. Reaching out a hand to Antares, she halted, suspended over her sisters bandaged hands. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she looked up at us. 
“She’s brave, your sister. Few could manage what she did,” I softly said. “For now, she needs to eat, sleep and see a healer. Is there one nearby?” 
Ravynne nodded. “Across from the baker.”
Save for a glance my way, Luca left without a word. 
“Thank you,” Ravynne whispered, stroking Antares' hair in slow, soothing motions. “She’s my only sister. We have no one else. Ever since I can remember, it’s just been her and I. When she came of age and left to join the Daughters…nearly killed me to see her go. Sometimes I’ve felt more like a mother to her than anything.”
I said nothing. What could I have said? I didn’t know how it felt to be so attached to someone. Not until Luca. Even then, the heady cocktail of feelings was so new and fragile that there was little I could make of them. 
“Please, stay for supper. Anything to repay you. I don’t have much but-” Her voice cracked and she looked away through a dirt crusted window. 
“Unfortunately, we can’t stay,” I told her. 
“Anything,” she replied, throat thick with emotion. “If there’s anything I can do, please tell me. I owe you that much. More if I could offer it.”
Just as I was about to decline her offer, a thought came to mind. “We’re heading to Cilkajo. Do you know anything about that journey? Know anyone who’s gone through Mourners Pass?”
Ravynne pressed her lips together. I watched as she thought to herself. With a sigh she said, “You shouldn’t go.”
“With all due respect, I didn’t ask whether we should go. I asked if you knew about the journey.” Aside from the man eating wyvern who reigned over Mourners Pass, my knowledge of such a journey was non existent. A thought that made my skin crawl whenever it came to mind. 
She nodded. “Let me put Antares to bed.”
When Ravynne returned a few minutes later, she beckoned for me to join her at the small dining table. There were only two stools and we sat across from one another. She busied herself sorting through a collection of dried leaves and berries. 
“What is all this for?” I toyed with a leaf, a dark olive green mottled with a fluorescent purple. 
She snatched it back. “Unless you want to shit for days, don’t get that near your mouth.”
I pulled my hands back into my lap. 
“You’re certain you can’t go up the coast?”
I nodded, wiping my hands on my cloak for good measure. I had enough to deal with without suffering the effects of the leaf. “Silbuurn is gone. It’s a ghost town. Anyone left is dead, though most fled, according to your sister. Neither Luca nor myself are sailors and really, with the seas between Silbuurn and Cilkajo, I think Mourners Pass might actually be a safer option.”
“Funny idea of safe,” Ravynne muttered. “Clearly you don’t know the Pass."
Safe was a foreign concept to me. At this point in my life, I was relatively used to being in danger. The Pass couldn’t possibly be worse than Marwolaeth.
“You’ll need to go through Ferilea Lake,” she said absentmindedly, eyes on the leaves and berries before her. “There are nixie in those parts.”
Nixie. Distorted humanoid beings with sea creature attributes. I’d only ever seen them from a distance - the only way they should ever be viewed. Their song would lure you to a watery death where they would slowly feast on your body. Anyone would suffice if it meant a full belly. In that way, they were unnervingly like the dybbuk. Only far more intelligent and manipulative if given the chance. 
“Then we’ll go around the lake.”
Ravynne cocked an eyebrow. She sniffed at a berry before throwing it over her shoulder. “Well practiced at rock climbing, are you? The rock walls around the lake can be over a hundred feet high in some parts. Flat as a broke whores chest, too. Nothing to hold onto. Many die even trying to go that way.”
“Then we’ll go over the top.”
“Razor sharp rocks that’ll cut through steel.” Another berry was thrown back over her shoulder. I noticed a small clump of them forming in the corner of the cabin. “Why do you think the wyvern favour the Pass? Ain’t nobody going to bother them and if they do, kebab fae.”
I sighed. “Then what?”
“The lake.”
“Fine.” It had been worth a shot. “How do we get past the nixie?” 
Ravynne pulled a mortar and pestle from a shelf behind her. She dumped a handful of light green leaves with jagged edges and fat black berries into the mortar. With the pestle, she hammered into the contents, mashing it all together. 
“With this,” she said through clenched teeth as she worked her arm. “Sprinkle it on the water and they’ll sleep for a time. But only a time - eventually they’ll wake and realise you’ve slipped past. Be long gone before then. Ain’t nobody be wanting to anger the nixie.”
She continued to grind as she sprinkled in the contents of a jar full of a fine white powder that smelt of sulphur and burned my nostrils. 
“I’m giving you this as a precaution,” she said as she finally emptied the bowls contents into a jar. “Don’t be using it.”
“But-“
“I know what I said. Go the other way.”
“You’ve already taken away every other option I’ve given,” I bit back. “And I’m not about to swim. Luca would die of hypothermia before we got a quarter of the way.”
Never mind his wings, certain to be a dead weight in the water.
“Ask your friends,” Ravynne whispered. 
I stayed silent, heartbeat picking up. 
“Handmaiden,” Ravynne repeated, “ask your friends.”
I remembered the last time I’d seen both Decima and Nessa. Both had outright refused to help. Frustrating, yet completely understandable. Ultimately, I was glad to not bring more of those I cared for into this mess. 
“I can’t.”
She shook her head. “This journey is madness.”
“You really think I don’t know that?” My temper was rising now.
Ravynne cocked her head to the side. “You love that man.”
I frowned. Love? The thought had not once crossed my mind that what I felt might be love, might be something that went beyond a fierce need to protect. I cared deeply for Luca. I certainly had feelings for him unlike what I’d ever experienced. 
But love? Did I even know how to love? From what Kheris had said here and there, our kind didn’t know how.
The door creaked as it swung wide and Luca entered, followed by a woman. She was tall and graceful as she moved, her hair a peppery grey like Ravynne’s and piled high on her head. Sun bleached robes dragged along the ground in her wake, pulling dirt and debris into the cabin. 
“Got the healer,” Luca said, triumphant. 
I rolled my eyes. “We can see that.”
Ravynne silently showed the healer through to the bedroom. 
“Did I miss anything?”
“Nixie,” I said. He made a face. “And apparently we shouldn’t go.”
Luca barked a laugh. “Sure. I’ll live like this for the rest of my life. No big deal. Angels only live short of a thousand years.”
“Stop your stressing. We’re going. I’ve got something for the nixie.” I held up the jar where the dark powder clumped together and shook it at him. 
“Looks appetising.” Luca took the jar, examining it closely. 
“That’s poisonous to you, Son of Ikya,” Ravynne said as she stepped back into the main room. “Ingest it and you won’t get to breathe your next breath.”
Luca handed it back to me. “You’re better off with it, O Mighty Unkillable One.”
“I’ll be asking you to leave now, with my thanks.” Ravynne moved to the cabin door, pulling it open. “The healer says the energy in the house isn’t any good for my sister.”
Hardly surprising. 
Luca bowed his head and left. Clutching the jar, I followed. The door closed before I’d gotten more than a step outside the cabin. 
“Let’s stock up,” Luca said as he mounted Elda. “We need to go as far as we can before nightfall.”
Half an hour later with satchels bulging we left the village, headed for Ferilea Lake. 
 
✧
 
Pushing Elda and Nari, we made it as far as a branch of the Qaladia river, a day or so ride south of the lake. The sun began to dip below the horizon, hues of crimson and purple diluting the sky. 
Hastily, I stripped down, dumping countless layers of clothing on the grass. 
“Do you want to freeze to death?” Luca picked up my cloak and tried to put it back on me. 
I shoved him away. “I am still covered in Antares' blood and gods know what from the road. So yes, I will freeze to death if I have to but I am going to wash.”
The river pierced my skin like a thousand knives. Fighting against shivers that threatened to tear me apart, I slipped further below the water and scrubbed at my skin. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. I felt filthy and no amount of washing was going to fix it. My arms were already feeling raw as I scrubbed at them with my nails, determined to rid myself of the grimy coating of death. 
There was a movement behind me and suddenly warmth washed over me. 
“Don’t panic,” Luca murmured. “I’m still wearing pants.”
I laughed through incessant teeth chattering. “You and your little member are the least of my concerns.”
“Nothing little about it.” I could almost hear the pout behind his words. 
“In this water?”
He shrugged, the movement slightly rubbing his body against mine. I shuddered pleasantly under his touch. “Are you okay, Lia?”
I sighed. “No. Yes. I don’t know. Maybe. All of the above?”
“Like that, huh?”
“Luca, I’m…” I almost didn’t want to admit it even to myself. With so much uncertainty, the sheer enormity of the task at hand, feelings had surfaced within that terrified me. 
Luca turned me around, keeping me close to his body. His chest and mine, both naked, warmed against each other even as the wind whipped around us. One of his hands went to my head, pulling it in under his chin where he held me like I was the most precious thing in the world. Something worth protecting. 
Kheris had told me too often that I wasn’t worth anything.
“Of course this won’t be easy,” he said. “If it was, that prick wouldn’t have put us up to it.”
Us. Not me. Not him. But us. 
“I know. And I know we’ll get through it.” Wistful thinking, yet I clung to the though as I pulled back to look up at Luca, noticing his blue tinged lips. “Only, if you get hypothermia and die, that might put a damper on things.”
He helped me out of the water, keeping his eyes on mine the whole time. In the growing darkness, I could have sworn I saw him blush. Something to tease him about another time. I stifled a yawn as I dressed in clean clothing picked up from Antares' village, suddenly bone tired. 
Snow drifted over us as we set up the tent. Nari and Elda were tied beneath a wide oak tree, its extending branches providing shelter for not only them, but us, too. 
“Fire?” Luca offered. 
“I just want to eat and sleep.” The bread we’d brought from the village was dry. I gulped down mouthfuls of water from the canteen Luca handed me. “Just everything about this - it’s exhausting to even think about.”
“Do you wish things were different?” he asked. 
I thought for a moment before answering, “No. Despite everything, I don’t.”
“Even if I’ve totally upended your life?”
I laughed. “Don’t give yourself so much credit. My life wasn’t exactly going well before you either.”
“Then I came into the picture and made it a hot mess.”
“A hot mess? Not referring to yourself are you?”
His eyes twinkled in the darkness as he munched on a roll of bread and some dried meat. Face contorting into mock shock, he gasped, “You think I’m hot?”
“You’re so full of it.” But I smiled as I chewed.
I felt Luca’s eyes stay on me the rest of the meal. 
 
✧
 
Sunlight made the tent glow as my eyes blinked away the last traces of sleep. 
“Luca.” I prodded him as he snored softly beside me. His copper hair flopped across his face and his mouth was parted slightly with one arm flung up above his head. With his wings, he took up a majority of the tent. I had no choice but to squeeze in beside him. I doubted he minded much.
Luca shifted, his breathing interrupted before settling back into a steady rhythm again. 
“Wake up,” I hissed. “We’ve overslept.”
His eyes flickered open in the bright light, all clear sapphire. “Couldn’t you just let me sleep?”
“I’m sorry, who is this all for?” 
He smirked. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go.”
Not long after, we set off. The ground all around was covered in an inch thick blanket of snow. Nari and Elda’s hooves left dark holes behind as we rode.  In the quiet morning air, Luca hummed to himself. 
It amazed me, the feeling of peace. Of truly being content for the first time in possibly forever. It felt incredibly selfish, yet in that moment, there was little more I would wish for. 
Luca’s wings, sure. Maybe Kheris to be naught but a figment of my imagination. Riding with Luca through the countryside, following the Qaladia River felt like my own little slice of heaven. 
Cilkajo seemed so far away. Almost impossible when you factored in Basamortura. There was no possible way the horses would even make it past the lake. We’d have to send them back. Nari knew the way back to Hören at least. The stallion had a better sense of direction than I did which said something. Elda would surely follow. There was a small copse of low lying trees that Nari usually took shelter under whenever we got separated. He’d be fine there for a while. Hopefully.
We were severely limited when it came to choices. 
The vættr remained this elusive figure in my mind. What little information Kheris had provided had answered no questions, merely raised them. While I loathed the idea of taking a life, I knew deep down that if it came to it, I would slaughter all of Nythrial for Luca. 
I was beginning to realise just how little I wouldn’t do for him. 
Ravynne had said I loved him. Gods willing or not, I didn’t know. The only one who would truly know if I did truly love Luca was Morta and I wasn’t about to ask her. She was as useless as a glass hammer. All riddles and no facts. Ask a simple question, get a convoluted answer. 
The Qaladia River glittered against the snowy backdrop of the countryside. Its waters ran fast and sure, all headed towards the lake. Crystal clear all the way to the riverbed where fish darted, nosing between pebbles and weeds to find food. A small stream of the river ran through Hören Forest and that, too, was clear. But this was just…pure. No other word existed for it. Had the water not been in constant motion, it mightn’t have been there. 
The further we rode, the higher the banks became until eventually, the main branch of the river ran far below, high rock walls on either side. Lush green vegetation stuck out from the walls intermittently, growing wherever it was able. Along the top of the cliffs were trees providing a barrier. Still, I’d heard of people falling in - of their own will or not - a little too often. I moved away from the edge of the cliff as we rode on. 
“So once we reach Ferilea, what then? Do we cross?”
I blinked. “Tonight? You’d be mad to. Why would you want to cross so close to nightfall?” It was already late afternoon, the sun sinking lower on the horizon line with every passing minute. All things considered, we’d made excellent time. To cross the lake, however, we’d need as much light as possible. The thought of doing it blind made my skin crawl. “The moment we’re on the other side of that lake, we’re in wyvern territory. I, for one, do not want to be blind in the dark when we get there.”
He shrugged, eyes focused ahead. “I just want this to be over.”
Sympathy washed through me. “I know.”
We rode in silence a little longer, stopping when Luca found a rabbit burrow. Dagger in hand, he dove for a rabbit as it escaped. Poor thing didn’t stand a chance. 
“Dinner’s taken care of at least.” He held up his kill, a proud grin on his face. 
My mind was elsewhere as I nodded, vaguely aware of what he had said. Ferilea Lake. Crossing it was going to be an issue. Before we’d left the village, I’d dared to ask a stranger if they knew of a way to get across - something I’d completely forgotten to ask Ravynne who was far more concerned with the nixie. They’d merely said that so many had tried and failed that there were plenty of boats along the shoreline. My gut had sunk at that and when Luca had found me, I’d kept the bulk of the discussion to myself. 
He didn’t need to know the odds. 
“Luca, where do they think you are? The Sons, I mean.”
He shrugged. “Galicia is dead quiet. We’re an army with little to protect. Anything that could even dream of sacking the city is warded off. I told them I had to go and so I went.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like that.” His eyes narrowed. “Did you think I was playing hooky this whole time?”
Nari snorted at a snake just off to the side. “Honestly? I hadn’t really thought about it. Contrary to popular opinion, you don’t consume my thoughts every waking minute.”
“You do for mine.” His eyes were gentle as he watched me.
All I could manage was a smile. 
“Tell me about your sisters,” he said, changing the subject. 
I snorted. “Which one? We’ve got the brat, the bitch, the meddling and the judgey one.”
“Which one is the judgey one?”
“Nessa,” I replied. “Did that really escape your notice with the way she looked at you when you met? And then at the cabin? She’s not your biggest fan.”
Admittedly, Nessa hadn’t judged Luca quite as much as Decima had. The look of utter distaste for the Son of Ikya had morphed The Fate's normally stunning features into an ugly mask. Then again, Decima knew things about Luca that Nessa could never know. Things that not even I could know. We all had our skeletons in the closet but to Decima, those skeletons danced right alongside us. 
“When we met I was suspended above a table in a gothic castle,” he said, sighing through his nose at the memory. Inwardly, I cringed right alongside him. The fear of this journey going badly and having Luca potentially wind back up in Kheris's hands again, it threatened to tear me apart. “So forgive me if I was a little preoccupied.”
“Of all my sisters, Nessa is the most judgemental. Give her a name - any name - and she’ll rip into them like there’s no tomorrow. Even if she doesn’t know the poor soul, she’s always on your side. It’s part of what makes her so great. You should hear how she talks about the king and queen of the Winter Court, though. She’s not exactly gracious.”
“She’s the one you like the best?” 
“Out of all of them? It’s no competition. Aoife is cruel, Grainne’s the same though not quite so bad. Mostly she’s just petty. Clodagh wouldn’t save you if you were the last person on earth. So yes, Nessa is the sister of choice.”
Luca nodded slowly. “That’s unfortunate.”
“How come?”
“Because one of them is following us and it isn’t Nessa.”
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I hated that he was right. 
A quick glance behind told me that it was most definitely not Nessa. Shimmering white hair in the dying sunlight was a dead giveaway. 
Aoife followed us on a beast the likes of which I’d never seen. It was monstrous, pale sickly white with red ears, perked and taking in everything around it. It eyes were a dark, luminescent crimson, the colour of flowing blood. Larger than Nari by far, as the beast approached, my horse grew skittish. 
The look in Aoife’s eyes was of pure glee. She wore robes the colour of a dusky storm and as she rode they billowed out behind her like clouds heralding night eternal. 
Without sparing a moment, we urged the horses onward, hooves galloping over the grass, racing against the evil to the south and the setting sun to the west. Whatever Aoife was doing here, it wasn’t for our benefit.
Ferilea Lake came closer. Its waters were deceptively still but the hairs on the back on my neck stood on end, my gut churning as I looked ahead and behind in quick succession. We were being herded like cattle towards a lake we would not survive the crossing of unless we had time to distribute the powder Ravynne had given us back in the village. 
Another glance behind me and I saw just how much Aoife and her beast had closed in on us. 
Time was a resource we had precious little of. 
Luca, frantically searching the landscape, called to me, “What do you want to do?”
I didn’t answer. How could I when I was at a complete loss for words? My chest heaved, dragging in steadying breaths. All I could think was how yet again my world was set to crash into Luca like the waves that battered the shoreline in Silbuurn. Eventually it would erode the angel, wear him down till there was nothing left. And what then? There’d be no way to pick up the pieces. 
My eyes ran over the landscape stretched out before us, searching for something - anything - that might help. Surrounding the lake, the shore was flat and narrow before rising into steady rock walls, much the same as the ones that had run alongside the Qaladia River. As I looked further around the coast, I saw that the shore grew thinner until it ran out completely. Ravynne had been right. The lake was most definitely impassable, save for going directly across it.
Nari neighed, the sound one full of fear, and I came to a screeching halt. 
The cliff top we’d been riding along while Hel bent on escaping Aoife, suddenly dropped off, sloping at a sickening angle. Rocks rattled as they rolled down it, gaining speed until they hit with a heavy thump at the base. One rock hit against a small boulder at the bottom of the slope, cracking clean in two.
Luca cursed under his breath. 
Aoife was closing in, now close enough that I could smell the wild beast she rode - the overwhelming scent of death and decay. This close, it was even more terrifying. I was an ant compared to it. 
“Send the horses away,” I commanded, dismounting Nari. “Now!”
“Are you crazy?” Luca hissed. “How will we get anywhere?”
“Horses can’t swim, you idiot. And unless I’m mistaken, you don’t want Elda eaten by that thing.”
Not that Elda would be a full meal to whatever it was. Even with Nari the beast would likely only consider the mares a mere appetiser.
In an instant, Luca had pulled his satchel from Elda and smacked the horse on the rump to send him away. He took off at a breathtaking speed along the clifftop and a second later, Nari followed. 
Aoife and her beast slowed as they approached. She smirked in a way that made my teeth grind and fists clench as I fought the urge to climb atop her beast and strangle the ever loving life from her body. Of course, it would do little more than give me momentary satisfaction. 
But it was still something. 
“Well, well, well,” she crooned, dragging her fingers through her mounts silky fur that even now, at a complete stop, seemed to move like ripples on a pond. “How lovely to see you here.”
“Aoife,” I ground out. “Why are you here?”
“Straight to the point as always.” She smiled sweetly. “Are we not sisters? Do we not exchange pleasantries before getting down to brass tacks?”
Luca moved to stand a fraction in front of me. “Say what you must and leave.”
She didn’t look at him, clearly still of the opinion, as always, that the Sons of Ikya were well beneath her. Though really, did Aoife consider anyone above her? Or even remotely close, for that matter? 
“I’m not here to talk.” Swirling silvery eyes narrowed on mine. 
That’s a first, I inwardly sneered. Aoife was so alike Kheris in many ways - one of the most significant being her flair for grandstanding. 
“Then what?” My flight instinct kicked in. Everything in me screamed to run, far, far away. 
“To hunt.” Her smirk widened into a wicked grin. Casually, she ran a hand through her hair, strands catching on the wind rolling past us down to Ferilea Lake. Aoife looked every bit the angel of death.
Her beast pawed the frosted grass, letting a low snarl rumble from its chest. I could almost feel the ground tremble beneath my boots. Drool dripped from canines as long as my arm, stained  a sickly yellow-brown. I shuddered, imagining them tearing through my flesh. 
“When Kheris told me what you were up to, I figured what a perfect way to take my new pet out.”
“That’s a pet?” Luca muttered. “Was a fish too boring?”
One thing I’d come to learn in recent weeks: Luca got chatty under pressure. And most likely, one day, it would get him in trouble.
Her eyes briefly snapped to Luca, disgust turning her grin sour. “He is of the noble cwn annwn - Sachairi gave him to me. Isn’t he simply marvellous?”
In all my years, I’d only ever heard tales of the cwn annwn - ferocious beasts Sachairi, God of Gehenna kept at his side in Gehenna. Once upon a time, long before the Handmaidens came to be, they’d been used in The Great Hunt, collecting the wicked much the same way as Handmaidens would eventually do, though the cwn annwn definitely preferred collecting witches above all else. They were renowned for going rogue and being difficult to control, even at the hands of their master. Never had I heard a story more terrifying than that of the cwn annwn. And now, standing before the creature with its breath fogging in the encroaching dusk, I understood more than ever. 
It took more than I had not to shake as it sized me up. 
“Seems to be a strange gift even for you.” 
Stall, waste as much time as possible, don’t let her make a move till you’ve planned something - anything, my mind begged. I was still planning an escape in the back of my mind as the cwn annwn growled lowly, licking its mouth. It was then that I saw something shimmering blue and green hanging from between its teeth - something that looked very much like the skin of the water sprites that lived near the inlet of Qaladia River. 
Try as I might to think of an escape, I could only see one option. And I didn’t like it. 
“Orphelia, I’m a big believer in all things fair and equal,” Aoife said. 
I snorted. “You’re delusional.”
“So,” she continued, “I’ll give you to the count of five to put as much distance between you and me as possible. Or else my beastie will feast tonight. Even if the quality is sorely lacking.”
Luca ignored the not so subtle insult as Aoife sneered at him. 
Without giving myself another moment to second guess, I grabbed Luca by the collar and hauled him over the cliff. 
Every tumble, every move had some part of my body screaming. Rocks tore at my skin, leaves matted in my hair and dirt covered the inside of my mouth and nose and clouded my sight as grit flew into my eyes. What seemed to go on forever was really over in a matter of seconds. I came to a stop at the bottom of the cliff, landing against a rotting log. The breath left my lungs in a gush, painfully winded and head spinning. I could make head nor tails of the world around me. 
A thud beside me rocked the log. Blinking to clear not only my eyes but also my head, I glanced up, back the way we’d come and saw Aoife and cwn annwn gracefully climbing down the cliff face. Every movement of the beast was precise and steady. It moved in a preternatural sort of way. Everything about the it was unnerving. 
Luca hauled me to my feet. “Where’s the powder?”
Panicked, I glanced around, my gut sinking. The bags were nowhere in sight. I finally noticed them back up the cliff face, one hanging off a branch we’d narrowly missed on our way down and the other closer to the top, still, jutting over a ledge. I swore. There was no way to retrieve the bags without passing our hunters. 
Aoife and the cwn annwn came closer. 
“No time,” Luca said, as though reading my thoughts. “Risk it.”
Pulling me along behind him, my feet stumbled over loose rocks as we moved away from the cliff. More than once I slipped, nearly dragging Luca down with me. The trained warrior, light on his feet, Luca didn’t lose his balance as he hauled me along behind him and kept going. This was the what the other Sons witnessed when their commander stood before them. As he moved, he did so with purpose, a fighter through and through. When he looked back, his gaze was focused, his breathing cool as he formulated a plan. 
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was faintly bitter. Where was this man when we’d been at the top of the cliff? He’d been all but nonexistent. But then again, perhaps I’d been too hasty in throwing him into the unknown. For all I knew, he might have had his own plan, too. 
The shore was littered with boats from those who’d unsuccessfully attempted the lake crossing. Most were weather beaten, holes rotted through wooden hulls. We briefly stopped at one before Luca shook his head, pulling me along the shore to the next boat where he repeated the same process of assess, reject and search. 
I dared a glance back and saw just how close Aoife was getting. 
“Choose any damned boat,” I screamed. 
Luca grunted in response, pulling me harder along behind him. A moment later, he swept me up over his shoulder before shoving me into a small wooden boat. It was only  going to be big enough for the two of us. And even then, with Luca’s wings, it would be a tight fit. They might as well have been their own passenger. 
I glanced to the water and saw movement. We were simply trading one horror for another.
On one hand, we could risk it on shore with the cwn annwn, already thirsting for our blood.
On the other, we could take our chances with the nixie, known for dragging prey to the murky depths of Ferilea Lake where they would then feast at their leisure.
Neither option was appealing. 
The crunch of sand and rocks scraping against the hull of the boat was deafening as Luca pushed it towards the water. He mouthed something but I struggled to hear him, his words completely drowned out. Even my own breathing was thunderous in my ears.
The boat slid into the lake. And Luca let it go. 
I screamed as I began to drift. The commander ignore me, his gaze fixed firmly on Aoife and the cwn annwn, now closing in along the shore line. Aoife had definitely slowed at some point in an effort to draw out her little game. A cat playing with a mouse before it devouring it. 
“Luca!” He didn’t turn. 
A flash of white and suddenly, Luca was holding the selenite handled sword. He turned to his left, looking at the cliff face beside him. It was covered with rocks of different shapes and sizes. They looked like they’d been piled there one by one by the hands of the gods. 
Webbed hands reached over the side of the boat, gripping it with long dirt crusted nails. I kicked against them and with a splash, they retreated into the water. The last thing I wanted to do was to take my eyes away from Luca, not when he was in so much danger. Except I  was also in danger. 
Alone, on an old boat that mightn’t survive the crossing, wielding no weapon. No weapon except for my shadows. 
They swirled beneath my palms. The next set of webbed hands that gripped the boat, my shadows shot out, piercing like arrows. A garbled, unearthly shriek rang out from over the side of the boat before the nixie let go. 
Back on the shore, Luca was driving his sword into the cliffside. Rocks began to tumble down and he dodged them, repeatedly digging into the cliff with his sword. I watched, horrified.
He was going to bring down the cliffside to stop Aoife and the cwn annwn - even if it killed him in the process.
And I was helpless to do anything, now nearly a third of the way across the lake.
All that stood between Luca, Aoife and the cwn annwn was a few rotten boats. They cracked and shattered beneath the beasts paws as it slowed to a crawl - a deadly predator, closing in on its prey. It licked its lips, ran its tongue over massive teeth. 
Aoife cackled, her voice rolling out across the lakes surface. “Where to now, Son of Ikya?”
Luca paid her no mind as he swung at the cliff face one more time, his sword sinking deep into the rocks. A grumble followed as, in quick succession, one rock after another rained down upon the shore line. Smaller rocks gave way to boulders as large as the cwn annwn. Dust billowed towards the sky. 
All visibility was gone. And so was Luca. 
 
✧
 
I was breathing too fast. My head was too light. 
Luca. Luca. Luca.
Distracted by the shore, I didn’t see the nixie until it had pulled itself halfway into the boat.
This close, I saw the black depthless pools that were the eyes of the creature. Dull blonde hair, the colour of sand after it had rained, clung to her face, shoulders, breasts. Tendrils of seaweed hung from head like a veil. Her face was all sharp, angular features, the nose short and to a point. Opening and closing slowly along her neck were gills. Her entire body was scaled like a snake - every movement just as graceful.
In a strange way, the nixie might have even been beautiful. Were it not for the sharp blackened teeth that filled her mouth as she smiled at me. 
I fumbled back in the boat, hitting the side of it too soon. There was not enough distance between the creature and I. As she pulled herself further up on the boat, I glimpsed her waist - sucked in around the belly. Faint greyish circles encapsulated her eyes, making them look more hollow and empty than they might have otherwise. She was starving. How long had it been since someone had come to the lake? How long had it been since she’d last eaten? The nixie crawled over the side of the boat, hands gripping the bench seat. 
Something wet touched my back. Claws scraped across the nape of my neck. 
I spun to find another nixie, pulling herself up the side of the boat. This one didn’t smile in the same menacing way. Instead her eyes were heated as they locked on mine. 
My hands ran cold and my chest froze up. In one heart-stopping moment, the entire boat went black. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face or stifle the scream that came to my lips. All my life, the darkness had terrified me. And now, it was intensified a thousand fold. I felt my stomach twist before wetness soaked my pants. 
All around I heard unnatural screams, so much like the scraping of metal along glass. Covering my ears, sobbing, I prayed to anyone and anything for it to be over. Whatever it was that was happening. 
And then suddenly, the darkness changed. It was still an all consuming dark but no longer was I afraid. In that moment before it vanished entirely, it became comforter, friend and lover. The darkness and I were one and the same. I spun around in the boat, searching for the nixie. Something floating in the water caught my eye. 
The female that had almost climbed right in, floating face up. Her face looked charred as if by fire. Slowly she sank below the waters surface. I waited, hoping it was over. 
I should’ve hoped for it to rain diamonds. I might have been luckier. 
Ferilea Lake churned all around me, the water bubbling like boiling water in a pot. Webbed hands clawed all around the boat. 
The next moment, I was underwater. 
Claws dug into my arms and legs, dragging me further down. I thrashed against them but they might as well have been iron shackles. Nothing I did could release their hold on me. The further down we went, the darker it got, any fading light from above now a mere ghostly glow before my eyes. 
Grit scraped against my skin and with a horrifying realisation, I felt the silt layer of the lake floor. How long till I’d feel the flesh torn from my bones?
I fought the urge to drag in air. 
Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic, I chanted to myself. 
With a fiery intensity, my lungs ached for breath and before I could stop it, my mouth opened of its own accord, sucking in a gulp of foul lake water.
 
✧
 
Lights exploded behind my eyes and my head throbbed painfully as I struggled for air. A gut full of water spewed out of me, burning my throat. My eyes watered as I continued to heave long after everything had been expelled. 
The boat. I was back in the boat. Relief flooded my core. 
Yet all around, the waters continued to churn. I pushed myself up, frantically searching. For what? I didn’t know. Luca was gone. The cliff had collapsed on him. I’d seen it with my own two eyes. 
From what I’d heard of the nixie, they never gave up prey. So why me?
Webbed hands continued to grab at the boat. My body felt weak as I kicked at the long nailed hands, the shadows within me flicking out to join in my defence. 
Something broke the lake’s surface. 
A large winged body launched itself into the boat, narrowly missing me as it wildly swung about a crystal handled sword. 
“Luca!” I sobbed, pulling him in as nixie dove for his feet, still dangling over the edge of the boat. It rocked dangerously, waves lapping over the sides. 
Luca, scratched across his face and neck, sat up in the boat. He passed the sword to me. “Anything moves, hit it.”
I nodded, too relieved to see him that I was rendered mute. 
In my hands, the sword was obscene as I swung at the nixie, reattempting to climb into the boat with renewed fervour. My hands barely wrapped fully around the grip and it was heavy - heavier than I’d ever imagined a sword to be. Not that I often held physical weapons. Shadows were enough. 
Cracking sounded from beside me and the sword was pried from my hands, leaving them feeling floaty and strangely empty. Luca shoved a wooden board into my hands - the seat of the boat he’d ripped up.
“Row,” he said. “I’ll fight them off.”
Rowing proved to be more difficult than I thought. Every time I put the makeshift oar into the water, the nixie fought to pull it under and me with it. The plank of wood was heavy and when the opportunity arose I jammed it down on their heads, knocking a few under the waters surface. 
We moved slowly. Luca continued to fight off the creatures, blood and stray webbed fingers now scattered throughout the boat. Never ceasing, the nixie continued to swarm the boat. My arms were growing weak but I didn’t dare let up for a second. 
Nor did Luca. He didn’t look at me once but I could feel it radiating out of him, his silent mission: to protect - at whatever cost.
It shouldn’t have been but in that moment, it warmed me. I’d never had someone fight that hard for me before, never had anyone deem me worth the risk - not until Luca. The closest anyone had come was Nessa and Nona, sometimes Decima, and even then I was sure that when push came to shove, they’d stick up for number one. 
Luca had already proven at the cliff side that he’d chosen me. He could have been killed - should have been killed. Even just one of those boulders that had rained down from above could have crushed him. But he’d brought it down anyway to stop Aoife and the cwn annwn. 
To save me. 
“I can see the shore,” Luca grunted, driving the sword down into the water. It drove through the crown of a male nixie, its body instantly going limp. He used his foot to leverage the head off the end of the sword.
Shore. Safety. 
I didn’t think about what would await us in Mourners Pass. 
Yet again trading one horror for another.
The nixie began to drop off the closer we got to shore, sensing that the fight was no longer worth it. One other boat awaited us. It struck me anew just how very few had ever survived the crossing. 
I didn’t stop rowing until the hull of the boat hit the sand bank. Luca jumped from the boat, pulling it behind him with ease. His eyes were wide as he pulled me out of the boat. 
“Are you hurt? Are you alright?” Luca’s hands roamed over me, checking every inch of my body. They paused over scratches and scrapes, examining closely. One of my hands had a divot of flesh torn from it. 
“It’s okay,” I soothed, watching his worried eyes. “I’m fine, I’ll heal. I’m fine.”
He didn’t stop, still looking over my body. Twice his mouth opened but no sound came out. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.”
And then I was being crushed against his chest, drawn in so tight that my lungs ached. Although, that could have been the lake water I’d swallowed while pulled under. Gods knew what was at the bottom of the lake. The thought made my stomach clench. I swayed. 
Wordlessly, Luca picked me up and carried me away from the shore, the waters of Ferilea Lake smooth once more. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cold like I’d never felt before whipped against my cheeks, its touch brutal in its intensity. The heat from Luca’s body did little to dispel the iciness that seemed to form over my body like a crust, trapping me inside its shell. 
“Put me down.”
He ignored me, eyes firmly fixed ahead. 
“Luca.” My throat was raw. “Put me down.”
“No.”
I sighed heavily through my nose, the air so cold it burned. I couldn’t stop the way my stomach clenched whenever I thought of the lake. So much filth had floated around me as the nixie pulled me deeper and deeper under. Silt and debris made up of past victims. My mouth tasted like rot. 
“Put me down now.”
Irritated, Luca glanced down at me, as he stepped over a frozen shape that looked suspiciously like a corpse. “You’re not strong enough.”
I gritted my teeth together. “Put me the fuck down right now or so help me gods I’ll collect your damned soul.”
At that he stopped and although reluctant, gingerly lowered me to the ground. Fighting back the rising dizziness and nausea it brought with it, I choked back the lump in my throat. It only made things worse. Doubling over, I heaved. Luca stroked my back in soothing circular motions while my body fought to erase the memory of what had once been contained within. 
Once my stomach felt empty and I was retching nothing but bile, I collapsed into the snow. It blanketed the uneven ground, a fresh powder that fell away from my fingers as I moved my hand across it. 
Luca knelt beside me. I watched as he gathered a ball of snow and melted it between his hands. “Wash your mouth out.” 
My mouth tasted like the smell of a rotting corpse - like Akuji the dybbuk who had once loitered around my cabin in Hören. My home. A place so incredibly far away now. A hollow ache in my chest yearned to go back to that familiarity, Lilith be damned. I leaned into Luca’s cupped hands and sucked at half melted snow, swishing while he melted another handful. 
“Thank you,” I muttered, wiping my mouth. My sleeve smelt of the lake. How something that from the outside looked so utterly perfect could really be so hideous underneath, I didn’t know. Though I couldn’t help but notice the similarity to Aoife. 
Luca stood to his feet, offering a hand to me. “We can’t stay here. It’s dark and we need to get to safety.”
As though to prove his point, a screech off in the distance made me jump. Out of the frying pan, into the fire. At least with the wyvern we’d be assured of a swift death. They didn’t play with their food or believe in leftovers.
“There’s got to be a cave or something we can hide in until daybreak,” Luca said. “Can you walk?”
Slowly, I pushed myself to my feet. Every part of me ached but even as I stood, testing out my balance, I began to feel better. The one benefit of being a Handmaiden of Death was how fast you could heal. Still, I’d have traded it in for a normal life any day. Whatever normal meant anyway. 
“I’ll walk,” I muttered to Luca. “Let’s find somewhere warm. Fast.”
He grunted, taking my hand and leading me through the valley looming before us. Mourners Pass was infamous throughout Nythrial. Just as it was with Ferilea, very few had ever survived its crossing. There, the wyvern were numerous and the mountains straight up impassable in points. Even in the dark night sky, I could see them rising above us, their slopes slick and dangerously icy. They reflected the stars back to the sky, creating the illusion that the mountains were made of glass. Great monoliths carved by the hand of creation, designed to both strike wonder and fear into the hearts of fae and human alike. Had it not been for the sounds of hunting wyvern in the distance, I might have been in awe. 
I knew Luca feared it, too, the growls and screeches of the wyvern. Apex predators, out on the hunt. Could they smell us? Or did the lake water disguise our scent? My only experience of them was from my time on Marwolaeth. From what I remembered, they were mean, unforgiving and quick to act. They’d no sooner see us than devour us in shredding mouthfuls. Their teeth had haunted my nightmares as a child. Numerous, long like toothpicks. Discoloured bone that ran around the edge of their mouths, stacked together like the straw of a broom. 
I hurried on, my hand in Luca’s. 
We wandered through the valley for what felt like forever but when I turned back, Ferilea Lake was no less in the distance than it had been when we’d begun. I groaned inwardly and kept moving. 
The moon was high in the sky before Luca spoke. “Are you okay?”
I ignored him. 
“I’ll take that as a no.”
We continued on in silence. The ground was slick with ice under the soft layer of snow. With every step my feet pushed through the powder and slipped, sending me tumbling every which way. Luca was more sure footed than I and stopped me repeatedly from falling. The only heat I’d felt since the night before, save for Luca’s hand, was my face burning with embarrassment.
Every movement in the shadows of the mountains made me jump, anticipating one predator or another around the every corner. I knew the nixie wouldn’t come this far from the lake but I found myself fearing them with my whole being before the wyvern were even a flicker of a thought. They’d dragged me under, their claw marks around my wrists and ankles were shackles that bound me in fear even now. But then I’d been pulled into the boat, freed. 
“You saved me from the water,” I whispered. Luca paused, raised his brows. I repeated in a firmer voice, still cautious to keep my voice low with the prowling wyvern nearby. What little noise we did make echoed. I hoped it would bounce around the mountains enough that we’d be harder to pinpoint. 
Then again, I didn’t always have the best of luck.
“Yes.” He kept moving, not looking down at me. The way he carried himself - he looked angry. It hadn’t been my fault I’d ended up in the lake, being dragged to my doom. If it was anyone’s fault, it was his. After all, he’d been the one to load me into the little wooden boat. His hands had been the ones to push me away from the shore. I’d been armed with naught but my shadows. Effective, yet there was no denying that having Luca by my side would have been helpful. 
Shadows flickered against my mind, a reminder that they were just as lethal as any sword. I scowled only to realise that Luca was looking at my face. His eyes went dark and he turned away. 
Let him think I’m mad, I thought. Serves him right. 
The valley narrowed and the walls became impossibly sheer - not a single handhold to be seen. The only way was forward - or back the way we’d come and frankly, I’d have rather dealt with any dangers ahead. I’d had enough of the nixie for one lifetime.
At one point the valley was so narrow that we moved through it single file. I slipped through easily enough but only after Luca had shimmied his way through, his body and wings scraping against the rock walls. The feathers of his wings had dried strangely, clinging together in parts. Kheris's shadowy bonds still encircled his wings, unaffected by all we’d been through.
When I slipped through after Luca, I found we were standing in a wide cavern with a roof. No, not a roof. As I looked up I saw that the rock walls of the mountains bowed in, creating the illusion of an enclosed space with glimpses of the constellations hanging in the night sky.
“Can’t just stay here?” I was bone tired but I wasn’t about to admit that to Luca. His face was still stern.
All he did was point across the cavern. 
My gut sank. 
There, nestled between two dried out tree stumps, was a nest. All manner of twigs, leaves, hair and feathers woven together to create a space big enough for a wyvern. And nestled in the centre of that nest - eggs the same colour as bone. 
“They’ve hatched already so they’ve likely moved on,” Luca whispered. “But we should keep going.”
He didn’t have to tell me twice. We edged our way around the cavern, giving the nest as wide a berth as possible. Bones littered the floor of the cavern, illuminated by the slivers of moonlight from above. Whether animal or person, I couldn’t tell. So many of them had been chewed on to the point of snapping, all jagged and splintered ends. 
There was no easy exit out of the cavern. Luca provided a foothold with his hands so I could climb over a low rock wall. On the other side, there was blissfully nothing and once Luca was through, we moved on. I shivered, my damp clothes were nowhere near enough in the chill of the mountains. 
Eventually, pride be damned, I couldn’t move any further. “Luca, we need to rest.”
He nodded. “I know. I think I see an opening up ahead.” 
I followed to where he pointed, my eyes casting up the side of the mountain to a hollow above us. It would be tricky to get up to it but the entrance looked small enough that any wyvern wouldn’t be able to get in. 
Though ultimately, nothing was a guarantee in Mourners Pass. 
Luca grunted behind me as he shifted his entire body weight against a small boulder. It was exhausting to watch as he dug his heels into the ground, pushing with all his might against something determined to remain immovable. Yet, as he grunted with effort, the boulder began to move. By the time he got it to below the hollow in the mountain, he was panting. 
I pulled myself on top of the boulder, feet slipping in places from exhaustion. Once on top and standing on my toes, I was easily able to grasp the lip of the hollow. 
One the count of three, I pulled my upper body over into the opening. It was dark but as my eyes adjusted, I saw enough. “It’s safe,” I hissed back down. 
I scrambled the rest of the way in as Luca lifted himself up behind me with ease. 
“We need to secure the doorway somehow. Something to deter the wyvern.”
He nodded silently and then went about making a fire with a tree branch growing out from the side of the mountain. The wood was dead and likely had been for some time. Luca snapped it into pieces and piled it high before scraping leaves and debris from the cave floor. It would have to do.
“Wyvern aren’t scared of fire.” 
He shook his head. “Myth - dragons aren’t scared. They’re so similar, everyone gets them confused. Wyvern may be fearsome, but they’re just like any other creature. They’ll steer clear of the fire. Besides, we need the warmth. So it’s worth the risk.”
I nodded numbly as I shivered on the spot. 
Feelings of abandonment surfaced within. He’d pushed me out into the unknown on a rickety little wooden boat that mightn’t have floated more than a minute. And then he’d brought down a cliff wall to stop Aoife and her cwn annwn getting to us, though in the process he might have sacrificed himself. Others might swoon at the thought of such a gallant act of bravery, of having someone risk their very life for you. But the reality was that I’d put in a lot of effort to keep Luca alive so far. Harsh as it sounded, I was invested for more reasons than simply caring for him. 
Screeches echoed through the cave walls. 
“The fire won’t be enough,” I said. 
Luca clenched his jaw, frustrated, and looked up at me. “If you have any other ideas please, feel free to step in at any time.”
I swallowed the urge to roll my eyes. Instead, I thought about the wall of fog in Hören, how impenetrable it had been. Lilith had lurked behind it and I hadn’t been able to fully touch her. What if my shadows could do that?
Shaking out my hands, I drew in a steadying breath to calm my nerves. Something not unlike stage fright had the shadows within cowering. Another deep breath, a few reassuring words to myself and they calmed. 
Like icy flames, my shadows licked timidly at my palms. Luca glanced from the fire to me, his brow furrowing, but he moved back behind me. I closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath, ignoring the ache in my chest. 
Shadows seeped from my hands, dancing on the chill air, weaving in and out of dancing embers from the fire. They moved to the mouth of the cave where they threw up a wall of darkness, too opaque to see beyond. The smoke rising from the fire intermingled with the shadows before it left the cave. 
“Lia,” Luca whispered, eyes wide. “That’s…”
He just opened his mouth and closed it, eyeing the wall of shadow I’d created. I had no idea how long it would hold. It had taken more of my energy than I cared to admit to summon those shadows and now, frozen and tired, I shook.
“You need to get dry,” Luca said, crossing the cave to me. It wasn’t huge as far as caves went but its ceiling was at least a couple of feet above Luca’s head and wide enough that we could sleep toe to toe comfortably. 
My clothes had dried in odd places but for the most part were still damp and stiff with cold. Slowly, I peeled one stiff layer from the next, laying out my clothes near the fire. If the fire held out, maybe I’d have dry clothing by the morning. Luca followed suit, removing all but his shirt and pants. If his shirt had been torn before with the need to accomodate his wings, it was positively destroyed now as it hung off him like a well worn rag. We’d have to somehow make do. 
Despite removing my wet clothes I still shook enough that my teeth rattled, reverberating through my head. I thought of my satchel, hanging from the cliff slope on the other side of Ferilea Lake. It was full of provisions - dry clothes, food. At that my stomach rumbled. By no means was it worth a return journey across the lake. That didn’t stop me from kicking myself.
Luca ran his eyes over me, taking in dirt covered feet, legs with knees knocked together, white and mottled purple with cold. My arms were folded across my breasts, trying to grasp whatever warmth usually lay there. My undershirt and underwear did incredibly little to stave off the chill, still creeping into the cave despite the wall of shadow. Auburn hair hung limply down my back, tendrils wrapping around my neck. Locks of it were matted together. My thoughts ran to the nixie, her hair clinging to her chest like a second skin. I shuddered.
The shadows I’d warded to the cave entrance held steady, yet as high winds bounced off them, they only grew colder, dousing the cave in a damp chill despite the fire. Luca appeared to be otherwise unaffected, staring me down with a heat I couldn’t quite place. It knotted the pits of my stomach.
“You’ll freeze to death.” His brows pulled together a fraction.
“Oh thanks. I hadn’t noticed.” My words came out weaker than intended, broken up between my teeth now clenched in an effort to stop the chattering.
The angel uttered a quiet command, “Come here.”
But before I could move, he’d crossed the small space till he was mere inches from me. His breath felt like fire on my icy skin, Luca’s mere presence warming me from outside in.
Slowly, as though to give me a chance to say no, he reached out for me. A sigh escaped me as I soaked up the heat of his hand on my shoulder. I took a step towards him. His arms encircled me, holding me close as his hands slowly rubbed up and down my back. I shivered in delight and melted into him. 
We stood there until the shaking subsided and I began to breathe deeply, comfortably, the ache in my lungs now dulled.
Every inch of his body pressed to me, every inch of him an inferno consuming me. Luca rested his cheek atop my head and I felt more than heard the sigh that followed. “Lia.”
The word was soft, spoken as though it were a holy, revered name. A prayer on his lips. I’d heard people pray to gods with the same intonation. My face flushed. 
“I was scared for you today.”
My throat bobbed with a hard swallow. I silently prayed he hadn’t heard. “I was fine- with the nixie. I’m not hurt.”
“I know,” he whispered. “But you could have been.”
“You left me.”
For a moment, the only sound was the whistling wind beyond our cave. 
“I vow to you, from this moment on, I will never leave you again.” He tilted my chin upwards so I had no choice but to look at him, to see the earnestness etched on his face. “Lia, wherever you go, I will go. Never again will I stray from your side. Never again will you be beyond my reach. I will be there. I swear to you.”
My mouth went dry as I put my head down against his chest.
“I had this moment,” he continued, his voice going hoarse, “when the nixie pulled you under the water. I felt like I might be ripped in two if you didn’t come back up. When I got to you, pulled you into the boat, the feeling didn’t go away. If I didn’t save you, I…”
I pulled my head back, glanced up at him. “What?”
Fire flickered in his eyes, coating me in heat, raising goosebumps along my back and arms.
“Do you not know by now how I feel for you?”
I stood in his embrace, silent. Of course, I was beginning to fully understand how I felt about him. He consumed my every waking thought. He was the determination behind my actions, the good in me that had not so long ago existed in my life. Luca was the calm amidst the tempest that was I. He’d taken such a firm hold on my life and eventually, I’d embraced that. I’d been scared at first. Yet there was a magnetism to him. I couldn’t part from him - even if I tried. 
I’d been too selfish to try. 
Was it possible that Luca felt the exact same way about me?
Because I was almost entirely sure that no one could feel that way about someone as repulsive as I - a Handmaiden of Death.
“How do you feel…about me?” I tucked my head into his chest, suddenly too embarrassed to look him in the eye. 
“I burn.” Voice thick, he cleared his throat. “All of me burns when I think about you. You consume every thought. I wake thinking of you and go to sleep with your name on my lips, Lia. You drive me wild. My heart aches when you’re near. All I’ve wanted to do since I first saw you was this - to hold you close, feel you against me. I’ll never have enough of you. I could drink you in like the finest of wines and instantly become addicted. I burn for you and if I cannot have you, I’ll suffocate - you’ve ignited something in me that can never be put out.”
Silence surrounded us as he fell silent, his chest rising and falling with deep, heavy breaths. When he spoke again, his voice was thick.
“Part of me rages against it. We’re taught from birth to be strong, to lean only on our brothers and even then, to be wary of it. But you - you make me weak. I need you. I want you. I will go anywhere you command, do anything you ask. If you demanded I cut my heart out for you, I would. It’s yours. I can no more exist without it than I can without you. Before you, I was a universe devoid of stars and then you brought light like I’ve never known. I could kiss each star you’ve hung, but I’d much rather do this.”
He pulled my chin till I was looking into his eyes. They shone in the dim light of the cave. The richest of sapphires dancing in golden firelight. His lips parted as he stared down at me. A shiver rolled up my spine. Luca looked lost as he stared at me and I found myself falling, tumbling down into him the longer I stared back. 
“I want to kiss you,” he rasped, breathing jagged. 
No words came. On filthy feet, I pushed myself up, sliding along his body as far as I could go. Our breath mingled together, both shaky as he drew his lips down to mine. They were soft, still against mine at first. A moan sounded from the back of his throat as his arms pulled me closer, tighter. 
My hands on his back, I felt every muscle under his skin, trying to keep a tight leash on his self control. 
In an instant he pulled back. 
Luca shifted slightly back from me, composing himself. “I don’t want to stop myself around you.”
“Then don’t.”
In a flash he lifted me from the ground, my legs wrapping around his waist. His mouth was on mine, tongue parting my lips, sliding in. I brushed mine against his, coaxing another moan from deep within, echoing my own. His lips were both hard and soft, moving rhythmically with mine, drawing every part of me in to him. My teeth grazed his bottom lip and I breathed in his moan, filling me with a dizzying fog. There was an urgency in the way he kissed me that made me answer in kind. I was desperate for him. 
Rough hands held my thighs, one sliding to my rear. My legs might have snapped, I held onto him so tightly. Deep inside me, something wound tighter. Luca pulled back, leaving me gasping for breath. There was a wild glint in his eye as he paused, eyes roaming over my face, my neck, my chest. His mouth began moving down my throat, hunting. Luca’s tongue traced the line of my collar bone, leaving fire in its wake. 
The angel, so magnificent even in a fevered frenzy, glanced up at me as he slid me higher up his body. Without pausing, I pulled my shirt off. Luca groaned, taking in my naked breasts, so close to him, heavy against my chest. His eyes darkened as something in him crashed, knocking away that last ounce of self control. Mouth hunting down my chest again till it reached the tip of my breast, his tongue flicked once, twice over my nipple, drawing it into a hard peak. A small, vulnerable whimper escaped me.
Luca moved to the cave wall, pinning my body against the damp rock. A hand moved to cup my other breast, fingers teasing. I felt drunk, my head lulling back into the wall. Luca’s tongue and lips continued to move in a tantalisingly slow dance, unceasing. His tongue lashed at me, my breasts sensitive with every lick, every suck. 
“Gods, Luca…” Words failed me.
He slid me back down till we were almost face to face. Between my legs, I could feel him. Hard, ready for me. I throbbed against him, slick with my own arousal.
A wave of panic crashed over me. Did he expect that this wouldn’t be new to me? That I knew what I was doing? I’d never felt so ill equipped in my entire life. “Luca, I’ve never…”
An upward tug at the side of his mouth. “I know.”
Hands still grasping my rear, Luca stood me before him. Nearby was the small fire he’d built, pitiful in comparison to the heat of the angel before me. He pulled his tattered shirt away, letting it fall in a soft thump to the dirt floor. A cool breeze slipped past the shadows teasing at the hottest parts of me. Luca’s wings glistened in the firelight, those shimmering shadows still encircling. 
Drinking him in, I studied every plane of his golden chest, every ridge that trailed down his abdomen to his waistband. I watched as he struggled for some semblance of control, eyes firmly on me. 
Shaking again, I moved toward him. We stood an inch apart, not touching, just breathing each other in. Intoxicating, he smelt of the sea, the woods, the mountains and the sun. Smelt of everything good and pure. Everything that had ever brought me joy. Pins and needles surged through my hands as they ached to stroke his face, to trail along his arms and chest and hold all of him, the most primal part of him.
I reached a hand out, mirroring his own slow movements from before. His gaze on mine was unwavering, teeth biting into his lip. So close, it looked like he might jump out of his own skin with the restraint it took to let me grab his waistband. With fumbling fingers I yanked at the belt and buttons. 
Somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice teased, All this time, all these centuries and not once… I felt perhaps he might realise any minute, call the whole thing off. Find someone more experienced. I wouldn’t blame him. Not even a bit. 
But he stayed. His eyes growing hungrier by the second. 
Throbbing, he pressed against his pants, hard and waiting. They’d almost been too tight to undo and now that the last button popped, he sprang free. My fingers wandered down, trailing along his length. A low moan escaped Luca, his body twitching towards me. 
Face heating, my eyes fluttered to his. “I want you, too.”
In one fluid movement, he’d kicked away his pants till he stood naked before me, glorious. Panting for me. Burning for me. 
I burn, he’d said.
Together, we were an inferno.
I laid back down on his coat beside the fire. Stretched out on the furs, my skin was exposed to fire and icy air, conflicting against every yearning feeling within. Goosebumps ran down my arms and legs and teasingly along my belly. 
“You’re beautiful,” he breathed, lowering himself to his knees. “Lia, you are a goddess. I want to worship every part of you.”
He delicately trailed kisses down from my shoulder to my breast.
“Every tender inch.”
I panted as his lips moved along my stomach, trailing so lightly it was almost cruel.
“From the depths of your soul.”
His breath was fire against my skin at the pit of my belly.
“To the depths of your body.”
The air left my lungs in a rush as Luca kissed further, hunting for my very core. Everything in me wound up, twisted in the most deliciously sweet of ways. I drew in a shaky breath as his tongue coaxed, drawing me closer to him. My hips gently bucked. I felt him chuckle against me, the sound rolling through my body, before he placed a hand against the tender flesh of my thigh, stilling me.
He mattered - mattered as much as my next breath, as much as the sun rising in the morning. And with a new surge of warmth blooming in my chest I realised that all I ever had or ever would want was him. Not the chaos of a life I called my own, nor the Sons of Ikya he commanded or the gods and goddesses who walked among us, treating us as nothing but mere pawns would ever get between him and I. 
Luca was mine. I would fight for him for the rest of my existence. 
Pulling away, leaving me feeling strangely empty, Luca moved up my body until we were face to face. His lips lowered to mine, tender now as his hand moved down my stomach to between my legs, feeling the warmth and silkiness there. His fingers circled that most vulnerable of places before sliding in. One finger, two fingers. In and out. A taunting rhythm, my eyes rolled back in my head. I saw stars. 
The need for him was primal, from my very core I desired him. I wanted to feel him everywhere, be consumed. I stroked his cheek with trembling fingertips, a silent plea. 
His fingers drew out of me and my body clenched silent protest. Luca held himself over me, waiting. I raised my hips to his, pressed myself into his cock and felt him tremble before regaining that all too loose grip on his control. In one fluid movement, he slid into me as I cried out, hands grasping at his back. Tauntingly at first, he slid in and out of me slowly, a wicked gleam in his eyes. When I whimpered, he came undone, pushing in and out of me, driving as deep as he could, losing himself in me. 
Luca filled me in a way all too perfect, as though we were made for each other with every ridge, every curve perfectly aligned. Each movement grew faster, more desperate, drawing us to the point of no return. His breath misted over me, my skin glistening with sweat. My body began to twist into itself, winding up, pulling me to a point where with a cry I shook, release flooding through me. 
With shaking fingers raking down his back, I felt that soft place where his wings stemmed from between his shoulder blades. My head lulled around, the cave spinning as I held onto Luca with white knuckles. He was the edge of the world and I was in danger of falling off, slipping further by the second. 
The angel continued his relentless dance, sliding in and out of me faster and faster. A growl escaped his gritted teeth as he followed me over the edge of our little world hidden within the cave, pouring himself into me. 
I don’t know how long we lay there entwined in the moments that followed. The coat pulled around us, cocooned together. With my head resting in the hollow of his shoulder, Luca placed a tender hand against my head, holding me as though I were infinitely precious, a treasure to protect. It was an alien feeling to be so wanted, so desired. But with every passing second, I craved that feeling more and more and knew that I would never be able to live without it again.
On the edge of blissful sleep, I whispered, “You are my world.”
“Lia,” he breathed, breath ruffling my hair. “You hang the stars.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Morning arrived, heralded by the piercing cries of hunting wyvern.
As I huddled into Luca, sweating from the heat of his body despite still being naked, I feared that the wyvern would have scented us by now. Yet sure enough, their screeches grew fainter and my racing heart slowed. 
Bleary eyed and a little worse for wear, we exited the cave, personally not as gracefully as I’d hoped. Sleeting rain covered every inch of us. Before we’d even righted ourselves on the ground, we were dripping wet. It didn’t help that our clothing hadn’t fully dried by the fireside overnight. As the rain pelted the ground around us, pock marking the dirt beneath our feet, we ached with an unearthly cold. 
The canyon was dark despite the early hour, sunlight hidden by towering rock faces. Moving on light feet, we passed bones of all shapes and sizes. Mostly animal. Some human or fae. Kheris had been right - death was the great equaliser. There was no telling between one femur or another who it had once belonged to. Luca just gripped my hand tightly, determined not to be separated. 
His words from last night rang in my head, on constant replay. 
I vow to you, from this moment on, I will never leave you again. Lia, wherever you go, I will go. Never again will I stray from your side. Never again will you be beyond my reach. I will be there. I swear to you.
With how little blood flow there was to my fingers, he was already making good on that promise.
The ground beneath us grew slick as we hiked through the mountains. Rain ran in rivulets down the mountainside, creating muddy streams through the canyon. I slipped, pulling Luca down with me. Standing to my feet with a scowl, Luca’s mouth twisted as he fought back silent laughter. 
I only scowled harder. 
A low rumble rolled through me. Our food was gone, most likely being picked from our bags by scavengers. We’d left so much food behind. I wanted to cry just thinking about it. Even if we were foolish enough to go back for our belongings, to risk the nixie again, it would all be gone by the time we got there.  
I thought of the nixie, of their webbed hands with jagged nails pulling me further and further down, and shuddered. If I never saw another nixie as long as I lived, it would still be too soon. Hel, I’d rather deal with Kheris in a foul mood. And that was saying something. 
Luca constantly scoured the mountainside and skies above, wary of any predators. We’d make a decent meal, despite how rough we felt. Save for Luca’s sword and my shadows, we were defenceless, hungry, tired and frozen to the core. 
I’d slept soundly through the night, but nowhere near long enough. My cheeks burned as I thought back to what took place in the cave - to that shift between Luca and I, one we could never come back from. Of Luca’s hands roaming over my body, his mouth hunting down my neck. The way he’d felt so blissfully warm as we’d connected - the first real peace I’d felt in the longest time. I felt that familiar twisting deep down within myself, the kind that made me crave Luca again. 
Never would I get enough of him. 
Did he think about it, too? And if he did was it with the same bliss as I? Or was he regretful and chastising himself for what, really, was a serious lapse in judgment. Nessa had said once before that you don’t stick it in crazy. A Handmaiden of Death was just that. 
And honestly? I wouldn’t have blamed him one little bit if after all this, he walked away. While what had happened between us was the most incredible experience of my life, something that I would never forget and dream of for the rest of my days, Luca didn’t deserve this - me. He could do infinitely better.
I’d all but resolved to send him away once the matter of his wings was dealt with when I glanced up to see him staring at me, his eyes tender and seeing past every barrier I’d ever thrown up - there was something there, something that wasn’t going to be torn away by shame or regret. 
Maybe he didn’t think I was a mistake. Maybe. 
Luca squeezed my hand reassuringly, as though he could hear my inner thoughts. Stopping and turning towards me, he pressed a swift kiss against my lips, eliciting a small sigh from me. 
His wings trailed along the muddy floor, the tips dirtied to the same hue as Ferilea Lake. I’d heard it was a mark of disrespect for an angels wings to touch the ground. That in doing so, they shamed not only themselves but also every other Son of Ikya, living or dead. Watching Luca now, I had to wonder if it was true. What would his brothers say, the men he commanded, if they saw their leader now? Brought so low by a petty god who had nothing better to do than to fuck with innocents. 
“Does it bother you?” I asked, my voice echoing quietly throughout the canyon. 
Luca shushed me but then asked, “Does what bother me?”
“Your wings trailing in the mud?”
He shrugged. “Don’t have much of a choice, do I? They’re heavy. It’s like carrying a sack of rocks on my back non stop. I can handle it for a time but eventually, it wears you down.”
If Kheris didn’t hold up his end of the bargain, I’d… Well, truthfully I didn’t know what I would do. I could unleash all the fury and pent up hate I’d accumulated for over a millennia and he’d simply smirk, say something about how it was ‘cute’ that I tried so hard. Or he’d roll his eyes, tell me to stop being so dramatic and shoo me away like I was no more than some pestering insect.
Small rocks rolled down the mountainside, dislodged by something far above us. Before I could glance up, I was being pulled behind a boulder. Luca cornered my body, his back to the canyon, one arm either side of mine, bracketing me. Before I could ask what he was doing, his hand was over my mouth. 
And then I heard it, not that I couldn’t have - it was so loud I doubted people in Galicia wouldn’t have heard. An ear splitting screech far too close to us. In that moment, before Luca’s face grew hard, I saw the frantic panic in his eyes and knew we were in trouble. My heart was beating too loud. It would hear us. We’d be found, Luca would be dead and it would be all my fault. 
“Don’t speak,” Luca mouthed. 
I nodded, pushing myself back into the wall so hard it might have swallowed me whole. Every inch of my body shook out of pure, undiluted fear.
Rocks fell into the canyon closer to us. I dared a glance above. There, for a flash, was a scaled, barbed tail, flicking past.
The wyvern hunted through the canyon for us. For a moment I’d been foolish enough to hope that the rain would dampen our smell. But then I remembered Hören, the way the dybbuk reeked after rainfall, how it had only made their stench a thousand times worse. Only, they were rotting corpses and we were not. Then again, we had been swimming through Ferilea Lake which was basically death soup. 
Rocks continued to fall around us. I looked at Luca, silently begging him for a plan - any plan. 
Terror clouded his perfect features as he stared back at me. For the first time, Luca looked truly helpless. No matter how strong, how brave he was, how much he wanted to protect me, there was only so much he could do against a wyvern on his own. I’d heard tales of old, of how it had taken at least a dozen Sons of Ikya to bring a single beast to heel. 
No plan then. I silently cursed Kheris. Luca could die in this gods forsaken canyon and it would have been entirely avoidable if he had use of his wings. If he could even outfly a wyvern. 
Perhaps we’d been doomed either way. 
I jumped a mile when the wyvern screeched again, louder than the blood rushing through my ears.
Luca nodded his head to the boulder, mouthing, “The other side.”
There was only one thing I could think to do. Slowly crouching down between Luca’s arms, I picked up a long bone from the ground. It was about the length of my arm but light enough. I held it out to Luca who nodded, understanding my plan - however pathetic it might be. In one swift movement, he launched it back the way we’d come through the canyon. The sound of bone clattering against rock echoed all around us, drowned out by yet another screech. The wyvern took off after it, straight past us. 
It was the most striking crimson and black I’d ever seen. As rich as free flowing blood and dark as a midnight sky. Every scale along its sleek body was perfectly aligned as though handcrafted and shone in the pale light. While its wings  were tucked in tight against its body so it could move through the canyon, there was no denying just how expansive they were. Comparatively speaking, Luca was a little hummingbird against the magnificence of the wyvern. 
Every step it took on its two legs made the ground shudder, sending more rocks tumbling down the canyon walls. As it screeched again it bared sharp toothpick teeth, bunched together and yellowed with age that lined its massive mouth. A mouth that would have no trouble swallowing a person whole. Its tail, ending in barbs as long as the teeth it bared, smacked against the walls. Every hit against the mountainside showered us with rocks. I barely felt them as they ricocheted off my back - I was completely numb with fear.
Luca pulled me along behind him, desperate to get away from the wyvern while it was distracted. Boots slipping against the muddied canyon ground, it was clear I wasn’t fast enough to keep up. This time, as I fell to the ground and pulled Luca with me, there was no silent laughter, just panic as we scrambled back to our feet. We were too slow. It was going to catch us. Luca suddenly stopped and swung me over his shoulder. Every step he took winded me, his shoulder digging into my gut. Under normal circumstances, I’d have been mad as all Hel to be treated in such a way. But for the moment, I was grateful. Even weighed down by me, Luca was fast.
Much louder than the screeches it had given, the wyvern roared, suddenly furious as it realised our deception. It turned in the narrow canyon and began to charge after us. I screamed. Luca only pushed himself faster. 
“We need to hide!” 
“No shit!” His voice was breathless. 
Luca weaved in and out of boulders that littered this part of the Pass. Some were waist height against him and others towered above us. Streaks of blood and night came ever closer, deftly moving between a few boulders before stumbling. The canyon grew narrower the further we went.
And all I could do was watch. I was helpless. All my life I’d been self reliant. But now - now I was being carried like a useless child. 
With a desperate final attempt as the canyon narrowed to a point where Luca had to slow down, the wyvern launched against the walls, crimson crest slamming repeatedly into hard rock. Luca came to a stop and put me down. My head spun, my body struggling to find its balance as the world danced around before me. We watched and waited, silently praying the creature wouldn’t be able to find its way past. 
As the minutes passed, we breathed a sigh of relief and collapsed onto the muddy ground. 
“How long does it take to get through Mourners Pass?” Luca gasped, panting hard. He rolled and stretched out the shoulder he’d carried me over. 
“Three days,” I replied. “If we sprint and don’t sleep. Four or five otherwise.”
He cursed under his breath. “Maybe we should’ve stolen a ship from Silbuurn.”
I scoffed, rubbing the sweat from my face. “What ships? They were gone. Besides, we’re not sailors. Do you know how to hoist a sail?”
He shrugged and stood to his feet, held out a hand to me as he said, “You and I are no more sailors than we are wyvern slayers.”
“Gods willing, that’ll be the only one we’ll see.”
I was deluded. And the gods clearly didn’t give a fuck. 
As the day wore on, rain unceasing, we passed dozens of nests. All but two were abandoned. The two that weren’t were filled with several eggs each. Just one of those eggs would have fetched a few thousand marks on the black market in the Bay of Thieves. What anyone would want to do with a wyvern hatchling, I didn’t know. Though there were rumours of those in Summer and Spring Courts who’d attempted to tame the wyvern to do their bidding. 
The sky grew darker as we trudged on, now on the lookout for a cave to stop for the night. Several passed us by, all too shallow to be safe. My entire body was numb and I’d begun to shake so hard I was practically vibrating but the rain was the least of our concerns. How I could still walk with absolutely no feeling in my feet was nothing short of a miracle.
Night fell as my head began to spin, my body protesting against the travel and lack of food. Just as I was about to beg Luca to let me sleep where I stood, he pulled me off the canyon path and into a cave. It was low and we had to crouch to move through it. But once in, there was a body length between us and the open canyon, now nothing more than a dark chasm as night fully set in.
Not that I would have minded much in that moment. I already felt half dead. I put my head down on the dirt crusted floor, uncaring for the rocks and scattered dead bugs pressing into my back, and instantly fell asleep.
✧
 
Day broke but for all I knew, it might have a few hours before. I was comatose. Even now, hunched on all fours and crawling from the cave, feeling incredibly weak from not eating anything except whatever filth lay in Ferilea Lake, I still felt half asleep. I doubted that would change before I found sustenance from somewhere. I’d even settle for wyvern leftovers. 
Well, not quite yet. As I stood to my feet, the stench of something rotting rolled past me on an icy, bone chilling wind, blowing through the canyon. Debris gusted and swirled across my face. For a moment I was blinded. 
So blinded that I nearly missed the flash of crimson before white hot pain lanced through my shoulder. And then I was being pulled back, rocks scraping against my body beneath my cloak. My eyes flew open, ignoring the scratching of grit blown there by the wind. I kicked my feet out desperately but they found no purchase, waving wildly in the air. Blinding, white hot agony swept across my shoulder. I felt the world around me turn into a low buzzing hum, so much like that of the dybbuk.  
A set of talons as long as my arm gripped my shoulder, the source of all my pain. Attached to it was the wyvern from yesterday, the one that had hunted us through the canyon. The wyvern that had preyed on us, searching as Luca shielded my body with his. 
The hunt was still afoot and now I, unwitting prey, had made it all the sweeter for the beast. 
Pulled ever higher by the apex predator, second to none throughout Nythrial, I stifled a scream lest I attract another wyvern. Short of tearing a gaping hole through my shoulder and nearly severing it against razor sharp talons, there was no way to escape. The hold it had on me was constricting to the point where I no longer had any feeling in my fingertips. They were numb and suddenly felt foreign to me, like someone else’s hand was attached to my arm. 
I’d narrowly escaped the wyvern yesterday. I wasn’t about to again. It wasn’t going to let that happen. 
The ground slipped away, now a dozen feet below as the wyvern pulled me back onto a ledge. If it had released me there and then, I’d have thrown myself back over, scurried away into the cave and waited for either the wyvern to grow bored and leave - or for Kheris to finally deem it time that I pass on to Gehenna. Kheris had always wanted to see me brought down a notch or ten and what better way to do it than hiding like some snivelling coward.
The wyvern knew. It knew that if given half a chance, I’d run. Growling low in my ear, a song of death, its talons dug deeper into my flesh. The world spun. Sky, rock walls that led to snow capped mountains, the giant crimson scaled body of the wyvern - all of it spun in a nauseating flurry. 
Bile bit at my throat. This close, the wyvern smelt of rot and something mustier than my cloak, still damp from the lake. It pushed its taloned foot against me, pinning me even tighter against the ledge. 
For a moment, all was calm, the only thing existing being my pain. Then the wyvern was roaring, looking directly down on me. It roared with an all consuming ferocity, mouth wide as putrid breath rolled over me, drops of saliva hot as acid landing on my face. It snapped its jaw shut and growled, the sound low and tremulous like that first sign of an earthquake. I shied away with a whimper - pathetic and weak to my own ears. 
If Kheris could see you now. 
The last thing I saw was Luca. Hopefully with my death the wyvern would be satiated, would leave be the one person who’d come to mean everything to me. I’d caused Luca far too much trouble, pulled him into the chaos that ceaselessly cascaded around me like a waterfall. Maybe now he could return to a normal life. 
However, if things were reversed, I wouldn’t have been able to. Nothing could have remained the same after Luca.
Liquid heat fell over me. The end was near.
But then the agonising pain in my shoulder eased. 
My eyes flew open, blinded by light glinting off an all too familiar sword as it was pulled back from the neck of the wyvern. That liquid heat? Thick, black blood coating my face, my chest, blending with my own blood freely flowing from my shoulder. The beasts eyes glazed over, turning milky white. It swaggered, threatening to collapse directly onto my limp body. Luca, bloodied sword in hand, kicked out and landed a blow against the gut of the wyvern. It tilted and then was naught but a blur of red and black as it fell over the ledge. 
Luca didn’t wait for the beast to hit the canyon floor with a thud that shook the very foundation of Mourners Pass. He fell forward, dropping his sword beside him with a shrill clatter that rang in my ears. Hands fluttered above my body, unsure what to do. 
Everything felt cold. I laughed at myself because we were in Mourners Pass. Of course I would have been cold. I’d heard so often that when injured beyond repair, people felt the chill of death. It was as though the very core of them was ripped out, leaving them a hollow shell to slowly die. 
I wouldn’t die. Not unless Kheris consented. So I would be doomed to this - to standing on the precipice of death until I healed. I never wanted to feel that again.
Luca shucked off a layer of furs and ripped his shirt over his head, the back of it pulling apart easily around his bound wings. He bundled the shirt and pressed it into my shoulder. Outside of myself, very far away, I heard screaming. 
“Shush, Lia,” Luca begged, his voice nothing more than a whisper. “You’ll draw more of them.”
The scent of my blood would have done that anyway. If more were coming for me, it was too late to do anything about it.
My shoulder. It would heal. Despite the incredible pain I was in, it would heal and I clung to the knowledge like the lifeline it was. I tried to push Luca away but he wouldn’t budge. I tried again with my one working hand. He swatted it away. On the third attempt, he grabbed my hand, held it against my side, his other hand still holding the bundled shirt to my shoulder. 
“Listen to me very carefully, Lia,” he whispered. His sapphire eyes danced before mine. One of us had tears in our eyes. I was too dizzy to work out which one. “You’re not healing. You won’t unless I can get you help. Wyvern have poison in their talons, it’s part of what paralyses their prey. Your body is fighting it off but it mightn’t be enough - not when it’s buried so deep. I can’t clean out the wound.”
I shook my head, the movement sending a ripple of nausea through me. No sudden movements then. Instead, I slowly turned to my shoulder. As if in answer to my silent question, Luca pulled the shirt back long enough for me to see. Torn cloak and furs now matted with dark blood. And there, beneath it all was what little was left of my shoulder. A puncture mark that looked as deep as it felt. Blood bubbled and streamed from the wound, unceasing. Expanding out around the wound were black veins. Poison. Already moving through my body. Normally, all it took was to clean out the wound before it healed rapidly - remove the barrier and then the body took care of the injury in an instant. But how could I take away that which had seeped through my entire being? Something so insidious, it would be like trying to catch smoke in your hands.
Luca pushed the shirt back against my shoulder. I bit my tongue to stop from crying out. 
“I want to die,” I whimpered, the sound sending shame crashing through me. My entire life had been about this - about collecting souls and killing. Death had walked side by side with me all my days and now, I quaked in its presence. When would Kheris arrive to send me away? Would he do it quickly? Or would he wait, amused as I was reduced to begging, pleading for the end? 
Luca didn’t say anything. Just pressed his mouth into a hard line. 
That only made things worse. 
Every breath I took, I tasted the rusty tang of blood. Fiery ice coursed through my veins as the poison took hold. 
“Take me quickly,” I whispered.
Darkness swirled over me and I closed my eyes, welcoming death. 
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Death is endless. 
Time has no meaning. For as far as you can see, there is only black. 
And I was warm - hot, even.
Kheris had been and gone. He’d sent me into the afterlife. How else could I explain where I was? 
Because surely I was in Gehenna, its roaring flames consuming me. Should I have even been surprised I’d ended up in Hel? Probably not. When you spend your entire life collecting souls - some of which are innocent, pure and don’t deserve death - you yourself deserve death. A painful, unending one at that. 
That was what I was getting. My just desserts. Which really seemed to be a more cheerful thing than it implies. Just desserts. That’s all I wanted for dinner when I was a child. Cake, ice cream, pastries. I didn’t want vegetables. Didn’t want meats. All the while, as a child growing up on Marwolaeth, I’d thought the saying ‘just desserts’ meant just that…desserts. 
Not that nightmare I was set to endure for the rest of…eternity? It struck me how painfully little I knew about the afterlife, that place my shadows delivered souls to, if they didn’t end up in Hören Forest, of course. For all I knew, the afterlife could have been a grand castle, like the Aeternum Palace in Galicia. Or it might have been a humble cabin in a forest, crowded with wandering souls. 
I’d often thought I lived in Hel. That it was where I’d made my bed the moment I’d been born with the misfortune of having the God of Death as my father. Perhaps that had simply been preparation for what was to come.
Because now? Now I was truly in Hel. 
It felt as though my skin were slowly being peeled back with a blunt knife, tearing more than cutting away the searing flesh. My lungs ached with every breath of scorched air. How long before they would give out? Or would my ability to heal transfer to the afterlife? Was I doomed to come within inches of - yet again - dying, only to recover and repeat the process? 
Just desserts. 
All my centuries, well and truly over a millennia, everything I’d done had been about collecting souls. A majority of the time, admittedly, under duress. But if I was glaringly honest with myself, if there was nothing holding back the truth, I’d have to admit that at times I did enjoy it. There was a thrill in taking the life of one so horrible, so evil and demented. God complex, Nessa had once said. We Handmaidens all had one - some more than others. Mine lurked in the back of my mind, ready to strike in full force at the opportune moment. 
The slave traders in Lindengaard, preparing to take away a crate full of helpless children, had been proof of that. 
Was this now what eternity would be? A slow burning torture, all consuming fuel for nightmares? Light a match and throw it at my feet, I’d burn forever, every single sin I’d committed tinder to the flames of my damnation. Burn me like a witch at a pyre and serve me my just desserts. 
Had there been no good in my life? I had to believe there had been something - anything. Gods, even something as harmless as choosing to eat stale bread rather than hunt down a harmless creature for meat. 
Luca. He was the good in my life. He was polished silver that I’d tarnished with the corruption of my world. But with my death, he would be made new again, polished and bright once more. Perhaps not right away, but soon. Sachairi, spare me, and think of the good that once clung to my life. Surely, if I’d been as wicked as this afterlife claimed, I’d have never had Luca in the first place? 
Did I truly have him, though? Or was he just a test that I’d failed? A cake perfectly covered in frosting that I’d dragged my finger through when told not to touch. Maybe he’d been sent to me to determine if I was selfless at all, if there was even a modicum of respect for others lurking in the cold shell of a Handmaiden. 
Failure. It tainted my mouth like the poison that had brought me to Gehenna. I’d ruined everything by not giving Luca up. I should never have pulled him into my world. He’d have been the better for it, regardless of what he might have felt for me. Because if I really, truly thought about it, he had to care for me on some level. Either that or the old legends of the Sons of Ikya were true and he’d bedded me just as any other conquest. Another notch in his belt. 
Were there bonus points among the Sons for human, fae or descendants of the Gods? Had I been simply some conquest to Luca? Gods, I prayed not. That would truly have been worse than the most excruciating of deaths.
I burn. I burn. I burn.  That’s what Luca had said. I burn. Maybe I truly did mean something to him. Even though I was what I was - a Handmaiden of Death. Reprehensible. Disgusting. Hideous. Vile and evil. His antithesis in every possible way. The purity that was an angel, now muddied by the death that coated me like a second skin.
And there were no tears left within me to cry. Everything was dried out, fire ravaging my entire being. It burned away my memories in a fierce inferno. Marwolaeth, Alilthien, the cabin, Nessa, Nona, Decima…Luca. 
His was the last face I saw before once again, darkness swallowed me whole. 
 
✧
 
Voices. 
They echoed around me, my head spinning. Was it Sachairi, God of Gehenna, come to taunt me at last? Or Kheris come to gloat? He’d always wanted me dead, though he’d rather have had me as his pawn to taunt and punish. 
So many wasted years underfoot a prick of a god. 
Voices rumbled all around me, rising until a shout made me want to hold my hands against my ears, only I couldn’t move. 
“She needs a healer!”
Luca. His voice I would recognise anywhere - even in Gehenna. This was nothing but a memory. He wasn’t here. I was alone.
“She’s not strong enough to travel,” a gruff voice replied. “And even if she was, the pair of you brought its entire nest down on this valley.”
That second voice. I didn’t know it. Then again, Gehenna was filled with unknowns, put there by any one of us Handmaidens or even Kheris - when he deigned to get off his arse and contribute. 
“How do we get out of here?” Luca sounded desperate. This truly was Hel. To hear him in pain, a fearful waver in his voice as he held back unshed tears, that was the true punishment I would face. There was nothing I could do to help him. 
The sound of scraping. A weapon? Something new to torture me with? I already burned, already felt like a charred husk of what I once was. What more could they do to me? 
“We don’t,” the other voice finally answered. “We’re trapped here for now.”
 
✧
 
I wasn’t in Gehenna. 
The next time I heard noises, they were clearer. My head hurt less. Not that the relief did anything to truly help. My very soul still scorched but no longer did I feel my skin being torn from my body and when hands touched me, I didn’t internally flinch away. 
“How does it look?”
Luca.
The voice I didn’t know sighed. “Poison is still there but it’s stopped spreading for now. There’s only so much I can do with what little I have.”
“So we move her,” Luca replied. “Please. I can’t lose her.”
He said he can’t lose me. You wouldn’t say that about someone you didn’t well and truly care for. 
I burn. I burn. I burn.
Silence for a moment as careful hands touched across my shoulder and the burning returned. A flash of crimson ran through my mind, dousing my body in a cold sweat. The coldest I’d been in what felt like forever, since I’d been dragged onto that ledge, held down by the wyvern. If I wasn’t dead, how long had I been out? Why couldn’t I wake up? Luca still sounded strained, there was an undercurrent to his words that made everything left within me tear anew. All I wanted was to hold him. 
“Who is she to you?” The unknown voice questioned. The question felt invasive, unnecessary for a total stranger to know. And I was tired. So tired. 
Let me sleep.
A soft hand smoothed my brow. “Someone I love. Very deeply. Someone I should have protected.”
The sudden urge to laugh intermingled with the wave of awe that swept through me. Or perhaps I was merely hysterical as this point. He loved me. But he should have protected me? He was the one who needed protecting. I was the danger. Not him. Me being in danger? That was only natural. As natural as breathing. As natural as the shadows that lingered within, now as silent as snowfall.
“I’ll do what I can,” the voice replied, coughing. “Till the fliers leave, there’s not much I can do, though.”
 
✧
 
My eyes prickled behind closed lids. Light. The first light I’d seen in forever. It shone like a beacon amidst a raging sea of onyx shadows. 
How far had I retreated into myself? My shadows cradled me like I was a newborn babe, tender and fiercely protecting. The feeling was oddly familiar. Once upon a time, I’d been with those shadows, cocooned in a world of my own. Just those shadows and I. Nothing else. The way they held me now was as tender as it had been then. 
Open your eyes, they commanded. 
I shied away, suddenly nervous. Of what? Of living? Because I wasn’t dead. For all I’d imagined I was in Gehenna, I was now far from it. Heavy breathing ruffled hair against my ear, tickling. I was alive. Kheris had spared me in his own way.
Open your eyes. 
This time I obeyed. 
The light was dim but against the unending black of my mind, it was as dazzling as the sun. Crackling drew my attention. A fire, stoked high and heating what looked to be a well carved out cave. There were shelves hollowed into the walls, little vials and jars lining them. They glittered in the firelight like stars. 
On my other side, Luca. Sleeping…not so peacefully. But sleeping, nevertheless. How long had he been awake at my side? Had he rested at all? 
And where the Hel were we? 
“You’re safe.”
Just past Luca, sitting on a roughly made stool, was an old man. His beard was wiry and grey, roughly chopped at his neck. His eyes were tired, hooded with dropping eyelids. But his ears - his ears were definitely fae. 
“Who are you?” I croaked, suddenly aware of how parched I was. My mouth felt like sandpaper. “Where am I?”
“You’re in my home,” he grunted.
“Thank you,” I whispered. 
Another grunt. “Didn’t exactly have a choice. Your boyfriend here-” he gestured at Luca with a small knife he was peeling fruit with “-all but broke down my door trying to save you. Not that I could blame him. You looked like shit.”
I moved a hand to touch my shoulder. 
“I wouldn’t,” he warned. “It’s all kinds of messed up. You’ll need to have someone look at it. Someone who knows more than I do.”
I nodded because it was all I could do - even then the movement was agonising. In his sleep, Luca frowned and twitched. A nightmare. I remembered the times I’d woken alone, gripped by the terror of ghosts haunting my dreams. All I’d wanted then was to be held. I took his hand and squeezed it lightly, unable to muster any more strength than that. His face relaxed as his breathing evened out. 
“Who are you?” I asked again. 
The man shrugged. “No one, really. Came out here to live out my days in peace. Figured this was as good a place as any to be unbothered. Till you two showed up.”
Despite how tired I felt, I smiled. He was the old man version of me - gone to a place where peace might exist, only to have your world upended by Luca. At least I wasn’t the only one it had happened to. 
The man crossed the cave and came to kneel beside me. He was smaller than I’d thought, now so close. His hands shook as he held out a sliver of something white. 
“It’s snow pear,” he said softly. “You need to eat. We’ve only managed broth for days. Even that was a fight. Anyone ever told you that you’re stubborn?”
“Once or twice.”
I took it, chewing slowly. The fruit was bland, almost tasteless and my mouth ached from lack of use. But it felt good to do something normal. 
“How long have I been out?” I asked as I took another slice from him. 
He squinted as he thought, his eyes crinkling like worn paper. “Eight days, give or take. It’s hard to keep time down here without the turning of the sky.”
Eight days. My head spun to Luca, the movement sending pain down my spine. His wings were still very much bound, the shadowy bindings looking tighter than ever. My chest ached, thinking of how much pain of his own he must have still been in. We should have been in Cilkajo by now, surely. But then I quickly tallied up the days in my head and realised that even if we’d set out at a neck breaking pace, we still would be days away from it. 
Regardless, I should have tried harder to get him there. I could never try hard enough when it came to Luca. 
What I definitely should not have done was get caught by a wyvern. I shuddered at the memory of talons piercing into my shoulder, dragging me away from the canyon floor. 
“Are you cold?” Before I could answer, he pulled a fur blanket over me. “We couldn’t do this for days. Fever got you real good.”
The burning. Not Gehenna. Just the poison of the wyverns talons wreaking havoc on my body. 
“Am I healing at all?”
He tipped his head from one side to another, indifferent. “Your body tries, the poison tries. I try. Nothing really worked till the fever broke. We had to pack you with snow. Fucking difficult to get it without the fliers seeing us. The floor was a puddle for a while. You burned everything off. But you’ll live right enough.” 
He offered more fruit. I politely declined, my stomach suddenly uneasy after my first real food in over a week. “Can’t say it was the smartest thing, getting caught by that particular beastie. She’s a brute that one. Has a nest she’s been guarding for some time. Personally, I don’t like the wyvern round here. Territorial idiots. They’d kill one of their own if it looked at them the wrong way.”
We’d passed so many nests along the way. Clearly we’d pissed off the wrong wyvern. Never in a million years would I touch a wyvern egg or a hatchling, especially considering how headstrong a juvenile wyvern was. It took less than five years for a wyvern to reach full maturity. Until then, they were beyond any semblance of reason. I could think of a million things I’d rather do - like carving out my pupils with a rusted knife - than come into contact with a newly hatched nest. 
“You should sleep,” he finally said, standing with some difficulty. His knees cracked and he groaned with the effort. A fae like him, he had to be near on a thousand years old. 
Luca’s hand grasped mine as he slept. And though I never wanted to take my eyes off him again, I fell asleep by his side. 
 
✧
 
The smell of hot food woke me. 
I could have been back asleep for days and I wouldn’t have known. Such a peaceful sleep. Finally the saying ‘sleep like the dead’ made sense. 
Luca was no longer beside me and I felt oddly cold. Still, I relished the feeling. I’d burned for so long that despite Luca not being by my side, it felt good. Footsteps came towards me. I tried to push myself up and got to resting on my elbow before falling back against the bed of furs I rested on. I bit down on my tongue to stop from crying out and tasted blood.
“Rest, Lia,” Luca said, crouched beside me. His hair was wet and dishevelled, flicking across his eyes. He shook it away. “You’re still really weak.”
“Did you wash?” I asked. He wore only his pants which were damp in places, the rest of his body covered in clear droplets of water. 
He nodded, grinning weakly. The way he looked at me, he still worried. Luca should have never had to worry about me. Should have never met me in the first place. I’d only brought grief and agony into his world. “There’s a hot spring further back there.”
My eyes lit up. “Take me, please,” I begged. “I feel disgusting.”
“About that, no. Last thing I need is for you to drown because you’ve passed out because you’re too weak to stay afloat.”
I bristled at being referred to as weak. But he was right. Even horizontal, the room spun around me. “Then get me something to eat. I’ll do anything you want just so long as I can be clean.”
He snorted and I knew he was holding back some inappropriate remark. “Yes ma’am. Anything else I can do for you? A massage? Fine pearls from the Santulegian seas?”
Rolling my eyes because it was the only thing that was truly pain free, I debated asking for him to kiss me but then thought the better of it. Not only did I reek of blood, dirt and sweat, my mouth tasted like a rotting carcass. 
“Rain check on the massage.”
He winked. “I’d rather we be in private for that anyway.”
Luca left my side and moved to the fire where a tripod was set up, a pot hanging from it. 
“Bone broth,” he said. “Not the great but better than nothing.”
“How did we even get here?”
Luca poured some of the steaming concoction into a mug. “Well, when you were…attacked…I killed the wyvern. But not before it alerted possibly every single creature around Mourners Pass. Nadra was coming back from scavenging. I already had you back on the ground so I followed him. He didn’t like it.”
“He said you didn’t give him much of a choice.” 
Luca smirked as he placed the mug beside me. He lifted me up to rest against the wall behind. The room spun. “No. He was going to help us one way or another. Really, all I wanted was to get you out of there. You were bleeding so much.” His face grew pale as he remembered that day. 
My hands shook as I reached out for the mug. Luca ignored them and lifted the cup straight to my lips. It smelt faintly of rabbit. I’d heard of there being a species of rabbit that lived among the mountains. They grew as big as dogs and could kill a man if given the chance. It seemed everything in Mourners Pass was intent on death and destruction. Aoife would fit right in. 
“Luca, you took down a wyvern on your own. You could have been killed.”
“If you’d died, Lia, I would have followed. I didn’t pause to consider my own safety because it didn’t matter.”
We’d have to agree to disagree. I was too tired to argue the point now. But he was wrong. Incredibly wrong. 
“Nadra,” I said, slowly sipping the broth. It was salty but it would do. “He’s the one who lives here?”
Luca nodded, forcing me to take another sip. Already I could tell he was going to be a pushy nurse. The sooner I healed, the better. “Yes. He’s promised to help us get through the mountains. Says he knows a safer way.”
“Is there anything safe about these mountains?”
“Not likely.” And then the moment I’d swallowed a mouthful, he forced more. 
We continued that way until the mug was drained and my belly ached in the best way possible. Luca explained as he fed me that the most they’d been able to coax me to have at any one time was half a dozen spoonfuls of broth - and even then I’d spewed it all back up. 
“What does it look like?” I asked, indicating my shoulder. It was bandaged in cloth and something earthy smelling smeared under it seeped through. 
“Not great,” Luca replied. “There are healers in Cilkajo. I’m holding out for a miracle that you’ll heal all on your own. Doubtful, though. If it hasn’t healed by now, it probably won’t without proper medicine. Not whatever Nadra’s scrounged up.”
“What? We couldn’t just amputate?” Luca’s face became drawn and a sickly white. “I’m only joking, I promise. I’ll be fine.”
Nadra entered the cave, a heavy thud sounding behind him. For a split second I glimpsed sunlight, the first since my eyes closed on the ledge as I was pinned beneath the wyvern. He hobbled into the cave, dragging something along behind him. 
“Meat for stew,” he declared, voice gruff. “Some fliers got into a squabble not too far down the way. Killed just this morning so it’s still fresh.”
I made a face. “Is that wyvern?”
“Tail.” He half lifted his find, obviously pleased with himself. “Sweetest part of it. Descale and stew overnight and it’s as tender as lamb.”
My stomach threatened to heave. I drew in a calming breath. 
“Why don’t I take you to wash up,” Luca said. “Nadra can prepare the meat while we’re gone.” A not so subtle hint. 
Nadra waved a hand over his head, dropping the wyvern tail beside the fire. Luca scooped me up as though I weighed nothing at all and carried me through to the back of the cave. What looked like a narrowing dead end opened on an even wider space. It was humid, steam rising all round. At the centre of the cave, a hot spring awaited, large enough to fit a dozen people. 
I smiled, happier than I’d been in days. 
Luca helped me undress, paying careful attention to my bandages. He explained that we’d have to keep them dry or Nadra would have to put more of the earthy smelling stuff onto the wound. Goldenseal, Luca called it. It had been chewed up and layered over the puncture to help draw out the infection. 
I didn’t want to ask which one of them had chewed the plant.
The water on my skin felt like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was almost orgasmic in the way it soothed every ache and pain and washed away memories that threatened to ingrain themselves in me forever. Luca cradled me close to his body, his own pants shucked off and in a pile beside my clothes. Between the heat of the water and the warmth of Luca’s chest, I came undone. 
Suddenly a wave of emotion crashed over me and I was shaking, drawing in shuddering breaths as I sobbed so hard my body ached anew. 
“It’s okay,” Luca whispered, stroking my hair. “You’re safe.”
“I was so scared,” I said in between sobs. Admitting it somehow made me feel better and worse at the same time. 
“Scared? I can imagine. You went through so much but it’s alright. I’m going to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Not even a week and I’ve broken my vow to you.”
I shook my head, swatting at my cheeks. Fat teardrops were already rolling down past my neck. “You didn’t. Nothing could have stopped that wyvern. And besides, I wasn’t scared for me. I was scared for you. Scared that I’d lose you.”
He pulled me tighter against himself. “You didn’t lose me, I’m right here.”
“If I’d died-”
“You didn’t,” he interjected. 
“But if I had - if Kheris had taken me,” I continued, “I would have lost you forever. The pain of that is worse than anything a wyvern could do to me. Worse, even, than whatever horrors await in Gehenna.”
Luca pressed his forehead to mine, the two of us breathing in one another. My sobs subsided as he waited patiently before saying, “Nothing in Empyrean or Gehenna, no force on this earth or within it can keep me away from you. I will always come back to you again and again, Lia. And you will always come back to me. Our fates were weaved together before this world was but a breath between the stars. We are inevitable.”
I nodded, unable to find any words until they spilled from me, the tenderest of places within cracking open. “I love you.”
His eyes softened as he pulled back from me. For the first time since I’d woken, he smiled easily in a way that made my heart ache. A glimpse of the carefree Luca I’d met all those months ago. The shortest space of time but one that on its own felt like an eternity.
“I love you, too, Lia. Always.”
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Luca wasn’t having any of it. 
No matter how much I pleaded and begged, he refused to move us until I could at least walk without losing balance or breaking out in a cold sweat. Already we’d been taking up prime real estate in Nadra’s cave for two weeks. Even though the old fae wouldn’t say it, I knew he was fast running out of patience and grace for the intruders who’d brought down a hoard of wyvern on his humble home. 
We listened to the screeches and roars of the fliers, as Nadra called them, just outside a cleverly concealed cave door. It had taken a hunger strike to convince Luca to take me outside, even if just for five minutes. I needed to breathe fresh air, see the sun. Needed to feel like more than the pitiful lump of tenderised meat that I was. The entrance to the cave was designed to blend right in with the rocky walls of the canyon. We’d passed it and hadn’t even known. 
However, I’d not been able to convince Luca again to take me back outside. Not after a hot headed adolescent wyvern had charged at us the moment we’d emerged. 
As the days wore on, every turning of the sun and moon racking me with sharper guilt, the wyvern quietened. I grew stronger. My shoulder would still need a healer but I could at least grasp things - though admittedly, weakly. I’d dropped three of Nadra’s mugs before he declared enough and gathered a small pile of rocks. I was banned from touching anything breakable until I could at least hold a rock for thirty seconds. 
Something which proved incredibly difficult. 
I didn’t claim to be particularly athletic. I could keep up well enough but usually I had Nari and my shadows to do the heavy lifting, so to say. But as I struggled and failed with the small pile of rocks beside my makeshift bed of furs, nothing but the all consuming heat of shame filled me. Something like that shouldn’t be so hard to do - to just hold a fucking rock. 
Three weeks in and I was only doing marginally better but Luca was pleased enough. I could stand without getting dizzy, no longer broke out in a sweat over the simplest of tasks and the pain in my shoulder was down to a dull, constant one. There was no forgetting it but I could at least live with it - with the help of some roots and seeds Nadra provided. Administered after being boiled into a tea, they gave the sensation of weightless floating, like I was outside of my body.
I’d gotten a little heavy handed with them and hallucinated a full day and a half. Never again. I made sure to take enough only to function. 
Getting out of the canyon was going to be a problem. Whilst a majority of the wyvern had left, some still lingered. Mostly young males intent on the hunt. Nadra said they could still smell my blood, dried on the rocks. Despite the deluge Mourners Pass had initially greeted us with, it had snowed a majority of the time since. There was nothing to wash away the remnants of the attack. The wyvern knew something other than a wounded animal hid nearby. So we devised a plan, taking our time with it despite how eager I was to get to Cilkajo. 
I knew that Luca’s own pain had only gotten worse. When he thought I wasn’t looking, he’d roll his shoulders and crack his neck, grimacing heavily. Aside from the fact that most Sons of Ikya never had their wings out for this amount of time - now a full month - the bindings themselves cut ever tighter. Whatever enchantment Kheris had placed on them was obviously intended to slowly constrict. To what end? I shuddered to think. I had the sneaking suspicion that Kheris would toast to himself if Luca’s wings ended up severed in half. 
The plan to leave sounded simple enough, though we knew it would be anything but. Nadra knew the ins and outs of Mourners Pass better than anyone. There were a series of underground tunnels, carved out long ago and since lost to time. Carved by who or what? Nadra didn’t know. However, he’d made sure to explore what he could. Each tunnel connected to a hot spring with some feeding into others. When we could, we’d walk through. There would be parts we’d have to swim. 
The final leg of the journey under Mourners Pass would be problematic. Nadra had only gone near it twice - once by accident, the second out of curiosity. He’d sworn to himself that he wouldn’t go back there a third time so we’d be on our own. The final hot spring was home to a wyvern, so ancient that any history books recording it had long since perished, Nadra said. Before moving to the Pass, he’d made it a point to study the wyvern. Some things, he’d said, couldn’t be prepared for simply because no one knew of them. But he said he knew enough for us to get by. 
That didn’t make me any less anxious, though. 
Once out of Mourners Pass, if we managed to skirt past the wyvern to the opposite side of the cavern, there was a little village. It was rare because it lived in harmony with the wyvern and few knew about it. Its home was built into the mountainside on the outskirts of Basamortura. Nadra said we’d be able to find help there. 
Packing took another day and a half. Luca was Hel bent on ensuring we would have everything we needed - double if possible. He fussed over my shoulder like a mother would their child with a snotty nose, constantly fidgeting and reassessing the bandages. By the evening, I was snapping whenever he came near. There was only so much I could take. Pity left a bad taste in my mouth. 
I could only carry a satchel on my good shoulder - that in itself had been a fight as Luca was determined I wouldn’t carry anything. I felt useless enough as it was so after coming to a compromise I took a light bag with sour grumbling. Luca loaded himself up with packs Nadra had given to us. He said they’d been collecting dust, that he wouldn’t be traveling anywhere anytime soon. The journey under the mountains would take a few days but he’d long ago stashed supplies enough for him throughout for his return journey. 
Surprisingly, I was almost sad when we set out through the underground tunnels. Despite how crotchety an old man Nadra was, he’d grown on me. All I had to do was look at Luca’s wings, though, to remember why we needed to be on our way to Cilkajo - and fast. Every day they seemed to be constricted tighter and tighter - some nights he barely slept.
“Don’t get left behind,” Nadra grumbled, leading us around the hot spring at the back of his cave. “It’s dark so you’ll need to tread carefully. If you fall in a spring, well, good luck and don’t drown. Some are deep as the mountains are tall.”
Luca and I glanced at each other, expressions tight. 
We followed Nadra for hours. The trip through Mourners Pass usually took a good four days, if you survived. We’d travelled for just on a day, if that, before we’d run into trouble. Despite Nadra being as old as he was, the fae was sprightly and quick on his feet so we made good time. We discovered the passageways were more a labyrinth than anything, some leading to dead ends, he told us. The first time Nadra had come wandering down, he’d been lost for a week, eating only the moss that grew in the cracks of the walls. After that he’d ensured there were provisions enough scattered throughout the tunnels should he get lost again.
The hot springs reeked of sulphur, the scent so strong it made my eyes water. Luca, to his credit, didn’t so much as bat an eye at the stench. 
Time had lost all meaning soon enough. It would have been impossible for us to find our way through on our own with no sun or moon to help us get our bearings. My head spun. My shoulder wasn’t aching nearly as much as it could have thanks to the roots and seeds I’d been consuming. More than anything, I felt far from my body and weak enough that should I have fallen into a spring, I mightn’t have been able to swim to the surface. Keeping it to myself, I pushed on, using a hand along the wall to guide me until I nearly turned down a wrong path and momentarily lost myself in the dark. 
“We have to stop,” I rasped once I found them again. Luca immediately pulled a canteen out of his bag and held it out to me. I drank quickly, choking and spluttering. 
Nadra scratched his scalp, one eye scrunched up. “Fair enough. If I’m right, we’ve been walking a solid sixteen hours. I suppose we can pause for food and a rest.”
“Pause?” I blinked at him, only seeing stars and lights dancing around his head. “We need to stop. Not pause.”
He stalked off, mumbling something about me being a ‘weakling who couldn’t survive in a cushioned room.’
Luca rolled his eyes. “Ignore him. You’ve done well. I’ll make a bed. Rest. Eat something. The sooner we’re out of here the better but if it costs you whatever health you’ve gained back it won’t be worth it.”
I nibbled on dried meat. In the back of my mind, I knew it was the wyvern tail Nadra had brought in. I tried not to think about it. I needed the sustenance. The food was getting repetitive even for me, the Handmaiden who lived off soups, stews, bread and fruit. Still, I wasn’t about to refuse. Not when Nadra had been so kind.
Luca settled in on the makeshift bed, a bundle of furs he’d brought from Nadra’s home. The old fae set up camp on the other side of the cave, a large hot spring with steam rising between us. From our side, we could barely see him. Moments later, we heard him snoring. 
“What is it, Lia?” 
I looked up, my gaze having been lost somewhere on the waters surface. “Kheris has been a little too silent lately.”
He snorted. “And? How exactly is that a bad thing?”
“It means he’s up to something.” I bit into another bit of dried meat. So long as I didn’t think about its origin, I could at least appreciate its flavour - so much like lamb. “The last time he went this quiet, well, it didn’t exactly have a good outcome.”
That had been a long year.
“Why do you always answer to him, Lia?” Luca asked. He brushed hair from my cheek, leaning in to place a swift kiss there. “He says jump and you say how high. You hate the prick. Why listen to him?”
I sighed, trailing my fingers in the fine layer of dirt on the smooth rock floor. “Handmaidens are designed to aid the God of Death. I can no more ignore him than I can my natural instinct to breathe. I hate it. Honestly, I do. But there’s no way out of it.”
“So you were created to be a Handmaiden?” 
I nodded from one side to the other. “Sort of. The others were created. I was born. And then created.”
Luca thought for a moment. “The level of sense that makes to me is so far below zero, there’s no number for it.”
“It’s not that difficult,” I snapped. I hated talking about this. But Luca was so much a part of my life now. He needed to know. I realised I wanted him to know. “The others, they were never born a babe. Never grew through infancy and childhood, never hit milestones like an average fae. They came into this world as they are now. All that’s happened since then is that they’ve honed their abilities to collect and grown even pettier.”
And evil. Vile. Reprehensible. Cruel. Deceitful. Selfish. Every nasty word I could think of. 
“Who was your mother?” Luca stroked a strand of sweaty hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ear. “That time at Alilthien, Aoife mentioned something about her but I’m sure you’ll forgive me for not paying much attention.”
“My mother was no one. She and Kheris fucked once and that was it. It’s not exactly below him to sleep with trash. Anything to get his dick wet.”
“So what? After that he just took you?”
I shook my head. My memories from near on two millennia ago began to surface, like ripples in a dark pool. A very dark pool. “He didn’t know about me. My mother carried me for nine months and then gave me up to some farmers in the south. To this day I still don’t know where they were - where we lived. Awful as it is, I can’t even remember their names.”
Luca said nothing, a silent invitation to continue speaking. 
I drew in a shaky breath. There were things in my past I wasn’t proud of. Despite all he knew already, I was certain a time would come that would upend everything - a feather to tip the scales.
“I used to ask Kheris about her. Constantly. I was obsessed with finding out about my mother. In my head I’d romanticised it all. Living with an evil father, a mother as pure as the moonlight who’d come and whisk me away. All Kheris ever said was that she was a slut who spread her legs for two marks. So I grew up on a farm, for a time anyway. I don’t remember too many of the people, though I do remember it was a community that worked the farm together. There was so much to do and everyone helped out. I even had a pet of sorts, a cow named Bop.”
Luca chuckled in the dim, pulling me down to lay beside him in the furs. I nestled in close as he stroked my hair. 
“Do not judge,” I warned. “I was little more than a child when I named her. Bop seemed like a good choice at the time. No one really cared what I called her anyway. She was due to be steaks come winter.”
“Harsh,” Luca muttered. 
“It’s just the way things worked on the farm. Bop and I played together every day. Which roughly translates to, I milked her and made what I said were chocolate cakes. I was convinced they were and no one could tell me otherwise.”
“They were mud patties, weren’t they?”
I bit my lip. 
Luca’s eyes grew wide. “What else could you have-” His mouth dropped open slightly. “Orphelia, that’s disgusting.”
I threw up my hands in defence. “I was expressly forbidden from making actual mud. That meant less grass and less grass meant less food for the animals. I used what I had. Yes, it may have been animal shit, but it had milk so to my pea sized brain it was a cake.”
Luca made a face. “And I’ve sucked those fingers.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. I used a stick. And I’m sure I’ve washed my hands once or twice since then.”
His face stayed frozen in disgust. 
“Anyway,” I continued. “Bop and I were together every day. The people who cared for me, so far as I’m aware, had no idea what I was. I don’t even think my birth mother knew exactly who Kheris was. She just gave me up because she couldn’t care for me. What few people know is that sometimes, when the gods mate with fae - not humans because they’re too weak - any resulting offspring can carry a kernel of that god’s power. Mighty sailors have been made by Neifion and countless women. Some of the most evil fae in the world are the product of Seoras, God of Pestilence. His descendants infect those around them with hate, the most virulent of diseases.”
“Kheris passed on enough to you that you became a Handmaiden,” Luca concluded. 
I nodded, studying the ceiling. “Yes. He created the others the way a potter creates masterpieces from lumps of clay. I was simply a more organic way of making a Handmaiden, though also tainted with fae blood. It’s partly why I struggle with things like sifting. Why I find it hard sometimes to do what it is I’m supposed to.”
“To kill.”
“Yes.” I shifted against Luca, sweating between him, the furs and the heat of the spring. After countless days of freezing, it was bliss.
“The others, being created, were what they were from day dot. I wasn’t. How is a newborn going to collect souls? Decima has a theory that the shadows I carry were dormant until I was old enough to understand hate and fully appreciate fear. She’s probably right although my earliest memories are of this ice cold tingling in my hands. Anyway, there was a boy who lived on the farm. He’d tease me constantly, torment me in the subtlest of ways so that others wouldn’t detect it. One day he stole from me. At the time I was maybe a hundred years old?”
Luca frowned. “That’s not young. Fae that are a hundred are in adolescence.”
“I should explain,” I replied. As memories came flooding back to me, permitted exit from beyond the vault I’d locked them behind, I found I was getting jumbled up in the facts, the feeling not unlike drowning in Ferilea Lake. “I don’t seem to age the way other fae do. Kheris is immortal, just as his Handmaidens are. Technically, I am, too, but my fate is determined only by Kheris - he decides when I depart. For centuries I lived in fear that he’d wake one day and decide that the collector was to become the collected. I’ve since learned that to him, a punishment greater than death is to serve him without end.”
I couldn’t bring myself to tell Luca about that century I’d spent trying to make Kheris dispose of me. 
I swallowed, toying with his fingers. They were a tether, keeping me from slipping completely into my past. “That boy, on the farm? He made me feel…rage. Pure, unadulterated rage. It was the first time I’d ever felt like that.” Even now I could feel how my hands had shaken, the white hot sensation that filled my chest. “Something in me broke. I blacked out. When I came to, I was told Bop had died. The only one who told me the truth was one of the farm hands. He’d raised Bop from a calf and cared for her just as much as I did. He told me how darkness consumed the cow and I. How when it vanished, Bop was on her side, dead. 
“No one really said anything about what had happened. Looking back now, I think they were in denial. I was a child. I couldn’t even read. How could I have killed an innocent animal so much larger thanI and without a weapon in sight?”
“Maybe it was a blessing they didn’t do anything,” Luca said.
I shrugged. “For the time being it was. But power only grows and mine was potent as a child with  no knowledge of how to control it. Nothing about me was right. Darkness felt safe, friendly even. I’ve since developed a healthy fear of the dark - after all, I walk alongside the horrors it contains. Every day I felt my shadows, though I didn’t know what they were at the time. I tried to explain the feeling once. Everyone thought I was simply a child with an overactive imagination. Nothing happened for a while. Another hundred years passed, I grew, went to school. Comparatively speaking, I was about the age of seven in human years. Not having a proper algorithm to keep track of how I do age is strange.  Even now I just kind of have to guess.”
“You look young enough,” Luca said, winking. 
I shoved his shoulder. “My hip didn’t give out when we had sex.”
“Still so nimble, even at your age. How ever do you do it?”
“I’ve avoided men. You’ve aged me more in three months than I have in the last three hundred years. I’ll probably wake grey tomorrow and wrinkled the next.”
Luca poked his tongue out at me. I laughed, the sound echoing in the cave. 
“Even then, I will still think you’re the most breathtaking woman in the world.”
“You’d better.”
Silence fell between us as Luca stroked my cheek, his fingertips grazing my jawline. He placed a gentle kiss against my brow.
“Kheris found you then?”
I sighed. Remembering this particular time in my life was the hardest. I still carried so much shame and guilt and I imagined I always would. “No. From what he’s told me, he wasn’t even aware of me. Not until one night. Remember that boy I told you about?”
Luca waited, though something in his face told me he knew that what I was about to say wasn’t good. 
“He never left me alone,” I continued, my mouth suddenly dry. “And he only got worse. The night it escalated to a whole new level, I was at home asleep. I didn’t hear him come into my room.”
Luca’s mouth pulled into a hard line, his jaw clenched. “I don’t know if I want to hear this.”
“You should,” I found myself saying. “I want you to know, you need to know. There are things about me…horrible things. If you’re going to stay by my side then you need to know who - what I am.”
“I know who and what you are and I love you regardless,” he said through clenched teeth. 
“When you say it that way, how could I not doubt it?”
He growled, a low rumble on the air. “Do not joke.” I waited a moment before he finally said with a sharp intake of breath, “Tell me.”
“The boy came into my room. Pulled the covers back. He was so much bigger than me.” Bile rose in my throat and I closed my eyes, locking the memory within my mind. “He put a hand over my mouth. It smelt like wet dog. His other hand…I don’t know how long any of it went on for. Like when Bop died, I blacked out. Screams the next morning woke me. My adoptive parents had come to wake me and found the boy. Even now, I remember thinking how odd it was for his head to be at such a strange angle. My walls were smattered with blood. My bed was soaked in it. I was soaked in it. The way they looked at me. Luca, they were afraid. It was the first time anyone had ever looked at me like that. I remember thinking, wondering, if they still loved me because it wasn ’t at all in doubt before then. I waited but they wouldn’t touch me. I held no remorse for the dead boy but the thought that my adoptive parents would hate me? Can you imagine what that would feel like to a child?”
Luca pinched the bridge of his nose, breathing deeply. “You killed him.”
This was it, this was the point he realised how everything about me was wrong. A child who commits cold blooded murder? Nothing about that was ever going to be right. 
“Good,” he instead said, his voice sounding weak. “He deserved it.”
My hands were shaking. I folded my arms against my chest, like I could somehow hold together the carefully placed pieces of me that had taken a lifetime to fix. “Kheris came after that. Brought me back to Alilthien and trained me in the ways of being a Handmaiden. And when I say Kheris trained me, I really mean Nessa did. We both know Kheris is fuck all helpful.”
Across the cave, there was silence. For a moment dread seeped through me like the humidity of the cave. But then a choking snort and Nadra resumed his deep rumbling snores. He was still heavily asleep and hadn’t heard my story. 
“Thank you.” Luca pressed his lips against my temple. “I know that wouldn’t have been easy for you to tell me.”
“Nor you to hear it,” I replied. There was a quiet fury lurking deep in his eyes. I had the sneaking suspicion that had the boy still been alive, he wouldn’t have been for much longer. 
“Were things better?” Luca asked. “Once Kheris took you away?”
I laughed at that before I could stop myself, the sound echoing too loud in the dark. “Fuck no. I mean, for a time, yes. All I knew was that my father had come to collect me. At first it was exciting. Then I discovered who Kheris was - is - and everything went downhill from there. Luckily I had Nessa, Nona and Decima or I don’t think I’d have survived. There were days I wanted to throw myself into the sea and never resurface.”
“Do you miss any of it?”
I paused to think, frowning out at the spring. 
Did I miss living at Alilthien, constantly overshadowed by Kheris? Did I miss the constant taunting, snide comments, moments where I questioned my own sanity? Was there anything truly missable about the way every moment in the castle felt like an eternity of walking on glass shards - hoping that you wouldn’t get hurt but knowing it was inevitable?
Was it even possible to miss any of that?
Yes, I realised. It was. I’d seen countless women return to their abusers, the men I’d come to collect. Beyond their partners, those women had no one and nothing. The world created for them by someone slowly tearing them apart was the only world they knew. And they missed it after they left, not because it was desirable, but because it was familiar, predictable. 
Beyond the farm, Alilthien had been all I’ve ever known. Leaving had felt far from safe and the forest terrifying beyond all compare. But over time, that had reversed. 
“No,” I finally said. “Most of it, I don’t miss. Nona. And Decima. I don’t see them so much these days. They’re my family, aside from  Nessa and Nari. And now you.” At that, Luca pressed his lips to my palm, mumbling agreement. The gesture, so seemingly innocent, filled me with hope. It was as though by kissing my palm, the font of death, he was fully accepting who I was. “Aside from that? No.”
“You’re strong.”
“I have to be.” It was a fact I’d accepted long ago. 
“But you’re also afraid.”
I stared at Luca. “Wouldn’t you be? I know Death. I’ve dealt first hand with the things that walk this land. The most terrifying, nightmare inducing things you can imagine. Hel, even calling them ‘evil’ doesn’t cover it half the time.”
Luca reached out and cupped my cheek with a hand. “I’ll keep you safe.”
I pulled away, frowning. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I can look after myself.”
“Fuck, Lia,” he sighed, suddenly sounding weary beyond his years. “I know you can. Half the time, I don’t even know what I’m doing here. You’re more than capable. So long as you’re away from wyvern and slavers. I want to, though. To keep you safe.”
He brushed his fingers across my cheek before pulling me towards him. A moment later he’d pulled a blanket around us, holding me close. I sighed, nuzzling in against his neck. 
“Lia, you drive me crazy.”
I chuckled. “It’s a well honed skill.”
 
✧
 
The next two days, we didn’t speak about the conversation. Instead we focused on walking through caves and passageways that became increasingly difficult and dangerous. In some parts, the floor had almost given way and we had to tread lightly. In others, it was non existent. 
“We’re close,” Nadra whispered. “She’s up ahead.”
“She?” It sounded too ominous for my liking. 
Luca flapped his hands like a bird, making a face. “Beastie.”
I stifled a giggle as Nadra scowled at the two of us.
Sometime later and with a hand raised, Nadra stopped. For a moment, he listened, eyes tight. The only sounds were that of the water droplets falling off our clothes. We’d had to swim through a hot spring. At some point it had flooded a lower cave. Swimming in full clothing, trying to keep my shoulder dry where possible, well, had been almost impossible. 
“This is where I leave you,” Nadra said, turning to Luca. He shook hands with the Son of Ikya, bowing his head slightly in respect. “I shall pray to Rhion that she doesn’t call you on to Empyrean this night.” He’d said it directly to Luca. 
“Appreciated,” Luca replied, hefting his bag higher on his shoulder. The way it had been strapped around his body, the straps across his chest and under his wings, left little room for movement. I cursed my shoulder for stopping me from being little more than a liability. 
“Thank you,” I said, holding out a hand to Nadra. 
He looked at it. “Forgive me if I won’t shake hands with death this day. I may be on in years but I’m not prepared to depart this place quite yet.”
I dropped my hand. He’d heard the other night. 
We watched as the old man hobbled back the way he’d come. 
“Ready?”
I shook my head. “Let’s go.”
The place Nadra had refused to enter was enormous. Standing inside, it looked as though the entire mountain had been hollowed out. At the top, sunlight streamed through a gaping, jagged hole worn there by time. Rising up on the surrounding walls were ledges that held…
“Nests,” Luca breathed, jaw dropping. “This is a colony.”
It was too much to wish it was abandoned. Faint screeches from near the roof of the cave floated down to us. They sounded young, weak. Hatchlings. Their mother wouldn’t be far off. 
Luca took my hand in his and slowly we began to inch our way around the walls. Luca was graceful in a way I could never be. I made enough noise for the two of us, kicking into every single pebble in our path and scuffing my feet whenever I became distracted, looking towards the mouth of the cavern. There were two hot springs - a larger one near us and a small hot spring on the far side of the cavern. 
I froze as I saw what rested beside that small spring. 
A wyvern so large, it had to be more dragon. Some believed that once, long ago, wyvern and dragon were one and the same. That at some point evolution had split the original creature in two. Yet as I studied it, barely breathing, I saw that it was very much wyvern. Pale wings like worn out leather, aged by centuries, bore a maze of dried out cracks running through them. The body of the wyvern was thin, bones protruding in places covered only by parchment like skin and chipped scales. In peak form, it would have been a monster of the legends of old. I wondered if it could fly, feared that it could. But then I saw a tear in one outstretched wing, drooping across the ground. It didn’t look fresh. The wyvern hadn’t left the cavern in quiet some time. 
“See over there?” Luca whispered in my ear, so low I could barely catch it. “That’s our exit.”
An arched opening in the mountainside let in a stream of light that ran across the tail of the wyvern as it tried to soak up whatever precious little warmth it could find.
Every step brought us closer and soon, we were near enough to touch it. I shook, memories of crimson and talons flashing through my mind. The aged beast before us didn’t move, didn’t so much as acknowledge our presence. It had to have smelt us and yet it didn’t  seem to care. Perhaps too old to worry about intruders into his sanctum. A huge chunk was taken out of its tail, the injury long since healed. For a moment, I felt pity. It was defenceless.
Or so I thought until that tail whipped out at us. 
Luca threw me to the ground, taking the brunt of the impact. He was thrown several feet into the air before landing directly onto his wings. The unearthly howl that rose from him had every hair on my body standing on end. 
The world around fell silent as I watched Luca and waited with bated breath. The wyvern had dropped its tail, gone back to dozing as if nothing had happened. Floating on the chill air around us was a sound so much like the beating of war drums. High up above, the hatchlings screeched. 
I looked up just in time to see a wyvern of the most extraordinary blues crest over the opening in the cave. For a moment, it studied Luca and I before making its choice. As if in slow motion, a sea of blue tipped over the edge and glided down towards us. The wyvern was in no hurry - it knew we were stranded. Like a sheet of paper caught on the wind, it floated down towards us. 
I lunged for Luca, grabbing him by the leg. Eyes darting around, I searched for a place to hide from the wyvern, coming closer by the second. Without giving myself a moment to think, I hauled Luca by the leg with what little strength I had and slid us both into the larger hot spring. 
So heavily loaded up, Luca began to sink. I kicked out, struggling to pull him back towards the surface. A snide voice in the back of my mind mocked my ill thought plan. Luca would drown. And it would be my fault. Again. I was a plague on his world.
Tiring faster than I’d thought possible, within a minute I was sinking along with Luca. Nadra had said that some of the hot springs were as deep as the mountains are tall. As we sank, it felt never ending. My lungs began to ache and panic urged me to open my mouth, to gasp for air. After everything that happened with the nixie, I refused. I fought as the water around us grew ever hotter the further we sank.
And then I was angry. Angry that we were even here. Angry that Kheris had put us in this position. Angry that, yet again, Luca was in danger because of me - because I hadn’t been strong enough to leave him when I should have. Angry because I was the selfish, worthless creature Kheris had spent a lifetime declaring me to be.
Blinding fury surged through me. The water surrounding grew icy cold, my skin prickling. 
As a child growing up in Alilthien, whenever I was in trouble - which, frankly, was often - anxiety would wash over me like the legs of a thousand spiders. Heat would creep up my spine before turning to ice as it flooded my chest from the back. My arms would tingle, like all the blood in my body had gone towards ensuring my heart wouldn’t suddenly give out from stress. It felt like an out of body experience. I was there, yet I wasn’t. All I could do was watch helplessly as I fell apart from the inside out. 
That feeling crept through me now, as I sank as far into my anger as I did into the spring. A split second later, that anxiety shifted. It chilled my anger instead of my soul. Shadows seeped from every part of me. They formed their own current, pushing Luca and I back towards the surface. Blessed icy air struck out at my skin like a thousand glass shards as my head broke through the clear water of the spring. Luca emerged next in a haze of shadows, was still unconscious. The shadows didn’t stop as they pushed Luca and I out of the water. Gritty rock floor scraped against my shoulder. I felt fresh blood flow.
I spluttered, wiping hair from my face. Luca groaned beside me. His face went white as a sheet. “Lia…”
I followed his gaze to see a mountain of blue hues. The wyvern, collapsed in a motionless heap, my shadows still misting around it like smoke on an extinguished fire. 
“Impressive.”
I spun back around to see scraped leather boots standing a foot away. They belonged to the biggest man I’d ever laid eyes on. 
“Nadra said you’d be coming.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If ever I’d felt small and inferior, it was at that point in my life, ankle deep in filthy slush snow, in the great shadow of a man laden with furs and smelling strongly of opium. To all intents and purposes, he might have been a mighty beast. Certainly from a distance I would have thought that to be the case. Where it was exposed, his skin was a dark, burnished bronze. As he watched us with narrowed eyes, I shifted on my feet, uneasy under his gaze. 
The beast of a man had carried Luca from the cave, straight past the ancient wyvern who paid him no mind. And now, we stood out in the snow, at the base of Mourners Pass, waiting for Luca to catch his breath. 
“You know Nadra?” I ask. 
Luca gawked at the man. He had to be at least eight feet tall. Maybe more. He stumbled to his feet, brushing snow off. It didn’t escape my notice that Luca pushed himself to his full height. He hardly reached the giant’s shoulder.
He grunted. “Follow me.”
I could have sworn I felt the ground shake as he turned and walked away from us, paying no mind to the deepening snow as he moved to the planes beneath the mountain. Luca shrugged and took my hand, leading me after the towering giant. I felt his hand shake and knew he was in more pain than he let on. That blow from the ancient wyvern landing atop his wings with his full weight had weakened him.
As we rounded the corner, a camp came into view. More than a dozen tents the size of my cabin blew in gusts of wind as it rolled over the endless planes of Basamortura. For as far as I could see it was white. The ground, the horizon, the sky. Even the air around us, thick with an icy chill, was white. I lowered my eyes, blinded. 
Others moved around the camp, all just as towering as the man we followed. Few paused to look at us and those that did eyed me with a wariness that made me squirm in my boots. I drew my hood over my head and kept my eyes firmly on the ground. Our guide had appeared when my shadows were exposed - chances were he was, at minimum, suspicious. At worst, he knew exactly what I was.
A large tent stood at the centre of the camp. What I saw emblazoned on the side instantly made my stomach drop. 
The sigil of Summer Court, twin suns interlocked, a dagger held between them. The stench of opium rolling off our guide should have been a dead giveaway. Summer Court made a majority of their wealth off the drug.
Luca looked to me as I stared at the tent in horror. After the War of Light, it was forbidden for Summer Court to take up any sort of residence here. Even any communication between their island court and the mainland had to be done so through official channels. Dianthe had been expressly specific about the restrictions placed on Summer Court. 
Whatever they were doing in Basamortura couldn’t have been good. 
The tent we entered into held only one other, a man identical to the one we followed, right down to the crooked angle of his nose. Both had the same bronze skin, the same sun bleached hair, now revealed as our guide removed his hood. Their eyes were both a piercing sea glass green. As he turned his head, I saw slender pointed ears poking out from his matted hair. That, along with their sheer size, eviscerated all doubt from my mind that the beings standing before us were the Erraldoiak - descendants of Erraldoi, the giant fae God of Pain and Suffering. 
Following the War of Light, the Summer Court posting of the Sons of Ikya was recalled to Nythrial so never again would they be wielded as a weapon by the rebel court. In their absence, the king of Summer Court assembled his own army of sorts - that of the Erraldoiak. Little had been seen of the giants and certainly not on the continent. And now, I fought - and failed - not to stare as I finally laid eyes on the warriors for the first time.
I shifted uncomfortably. Luca and I stood just inside the entrance, hand in hand. If it hadn’t been for him holding me, I’d have run by now. Wherever Summer Court was, I did not want to be. 
Wherever Summer Court was, Aoife was sure to follow.
“Come forward,” our guide said. “I am Bero, this is my brother Calidius.”
Calidius studied us with a scorching intensity befitting that of a Summer Court citizen.
Luca opened his mouth to speak. I squeezed his hand, conveying the warning I dared not speak. 
“You must be hungry,” Bero said. He moved to a table. 
Comparatively speaking, it might have been a lap tray to him. He bent as he collected a platter with bread and meat and brought it to us. Holding it out, he instructed, “Eat. I will have a healer come visit you once you’ve fed.”
Avoiding his gaze, I reached out to take a crust of bread. His hand moved so fast I didn’t see it. Crushing fingers wrapped around my wrist, pulling me close to him. He dropped the tray, his other hand yanking my hood back, forcing my face up to his. 
“Either open your eyes or I will cut them out,” he growled so low I felt him rumble. 
I was vaguely aware of Luca saying something but my heart thundered, blood rushing through my ears as I became numb. All I could think to myself was to not look at him. If he found out I was a Handmaiden, what was to stop him telling Aoife I was here? We might have shaken her off at Ferilea Lake when Luca brought the cliff down but I knew better than to hope she was deterred from what had no doubt been her true destination.
My head rocked back as something heavy whipped across it. My eyes flung open to see a hand pulling back to land another blow. It paused. Bero chuckled. 
“Well, brother,” he said, sneering. “We do have a Handmaiden.”
Calidius approached, arms held behind his back. He was casual in the way he moved, as predatory as the beasts we’d left behind in Mourners Pass. Assessing in a way that made me feel naked. Summer Court were notorious for the way they treated anyone who wasn’t one of their own. 
“Which court are you assigned to, Handmaiden?” His voice was calm but carried a deadly edge. My gut told me to not push it, to play along. I didn’t want to discover the consequences. 
“I belong to Nythrial,” I answered, voice wavering. “I do not belong to any one court.”
He nodded, smirking. “You are the dunce Aoife has told us about. The one who is half fae, half shadow. What’s your business here?”
“We’re trying to get to Cilkajo,” Luca answered. Taking half a step, he narrowly placed himself between Bero and I. Luca stood with his back straight, shoulders back as much as his wings would allow. If I could have seen his face, I knew it would be blank, expressionless, yet with a warning lurking in his eyes. The commander, prepared to go to battle. 
Bero sneered at him, pushing my face away roughly as he turned on Luca. “We didn’t ask you, Ikya scum.”
Calidius placed a hand on his brothers shoulder. “He is of no consequence to us, brother. Leave him be. I’d much rather be done with this” - at that, his eyes ran over me - “and have them on their way.”
Bero flexed his neck, growled and stalked past us, leaving the tent. I loosed a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, feeling safe for a moment. Until Calidius came closer still. 
“Why not take a ship from Silbuurn?” he asked, frowning at me. 
“You’re not the first to ask,” Luca said, drawing away Calidius’ attention. “There were none.” Images of the Daughters of Starlight, nailed to the temple beams by their hands, filled my mind. “Something happened there. We came the only other way we saw fit.”
He nodded slowly. As he moved away, I looked at him properly for the first time. Calidius wore no furs, unlike his brother. Instead he wore armour, finely made and fitted so perfectly it was like a second skin. His breast plate bore the Summer Court sigil. Underneath he wore leathers, closely fitted to his body revealing what was no doubt a trained warrior. A terrifying one, at that. To meet him on the battlefield would be to meet your end.
“I’ll not have you stay in my camp tonight,” he said, taking a seat on a chair that by all accounts should have disintegrated under his weight. “Bero will take you to Cilkajo on our sled. He can have you there by morning.”
“Is it safe to cross at night?” Luca asked. He held my hand so tightly my fingers had grown numb. I knew that underneath the hard look on his face, he was on high alert - constantly assessing the situation. We were in enemy territory. 
Calidius smirked. “Why? Scared of the dark? The things that go bump in the night, they’ve been gone for a time now. All you’ll find is more snow than you can piss on. Be on your way and do not come back through here. My good graces are extended only once.”
I didn’t doubt it. 
Bero reentered the tent then, nodding to his brother and then to us, grumbled, “Come.”
The flat, wooden sled he led us to was big enough for several horses to fit on. Furs were stacked in a dishevelled pile and I all but scrambled under, every part of me shaking with an unearthly cold. For someone who’d barely felt warm in her life, Basamortura was on a whole other level. 
“Will we even last the night out there?” I whispered to Luca. “Already I can’t feel my toes.”
He shrugged. “Do you really want to stay with a company of Erraldoiak?”
“Why are they here?”
His mouth twisted. “I have no idea. But as soon as we’re back, I’ll have my men investigate.”
Bero led a beast over, as white as the snow surrounding us with eyes and ears the colour of freshly pooled blood. I jumped back, nearly falling off the sled. The Erraldoiak warrior sneered at us as he harnessed the cwn annwn to the sled and mounted it. 
“Aoife is deep in this,” I whispered to Luca, so low my voice was nearly lost to the wind that tore around us in a frenzy. 
Luca just pulled me in tighter to him, wrapping the furs high around us, our feeble barrier between the frozen tundra, Bero and us. Sachairi rarely parted with his cwn annwn. The fact that Aoife had one had been startling enough. But now Summer Court was in possession of another? And who was to say that was all they had? There could have been more lurking nearby, their fur the perfect camouflage. I searched for hints of crimson around the camp but came up empty.
The whole thing reeked of Aoife and her scheming. It made me sick to my stomach. 
Without so much as a warning, we were off. I kept my head below the layer of furs but I could feel it. We moved fast, so fast that it felt almost as though we were flying. I buried my face into Luca’s chest, every movement nauseating as we rocketed across Basamortura.
We should have run when we had the chance.
But to where? This whole plan had been doomed from the start yet I’d still committed to it. And looking back, I knew even now that my decision would be the same ten thousand times over. I would walk into Gehenna for Luca without so much as a backward glance. 
Let them pull my body limb from limb. Carve out my heart and make me watch as it was fed to wild, bloodthirsty beasts. 
So long as Luca survived the mess we were in, it would be worth it. 
 
✧
 
Luca brushed my cheek. I jerked awake, disoriented for a moment. We were no longer moving. 
The furs were pulled back from us and I was blinded. 
“Get off,” the gruff voice of Bero commanded. 
Luca moved first, pulling me after him. Still half asleep, I stumbled from the sled and fell into Luca’s arms. He stroked my back as I choked back rising panic. I was certain he could feel my heart racing against his chest. Bero was going to abandon us in the middle of this gods-forsaken tundra. 
I turned to look for Bero, trying to devise some sort of plan in my mind. He was nowhere to be found. I spun, searching and just barely glimpsed his hulking form atop the beast, hauling a sled behind as it moved into a cloud of swirling snow and disappeared. 
“Are you okay?” Luca asked. Pulling my face to his he pressed a hard kiss to my lips. 
I nodded numbly, relief and dread flooding through me. We were in the middle of nowhere. From one horizon to another, all I could see was an endless sea of white surrounding us. Bero had dropped us in no mans land and now, with no provisions, no form of transport…we were fucked. 
I let go of Luca and stumbled forward, slipping in fresh powder. A hill rose ahead of us, so steep that I scrambled up on all fours like the cwn annwn that had brought us to this godforsaken place. But as I reached the top, I saw it. 
Cilkajo. I almost sobbed with relief as I collapsed into the snow. 
Maybe this nightmare could be over now. 
 
✧
 
Cilkajo was beautiful in a humble sort of way. As we approached,  a large cluster of cabins came into view. Steam rose from chimneys and outside, fire pits were scattered, a stark contrast to the snow covered ground. There were paddocks filled with black bears and reindeer. Wolves roamed freely. I jerked back as one ambled past me - it didn’t so much as acknowledge my presence. 
The village sat on the tip of Basamortura, surrounded on all sides by icy ocean. Looking out, all you could see for miles was sea ice, cracked and rocking gently on waves that lapped at the shore. Ice glinted in the sun, giving the impression of floating jewels. Further out there were icebergs. From where we stood on land, I could tell they were enormous. Creatures darted to the surface of the water, disturbing its quiet surface before retreating. I glimpsed a tentacle as thick as the trunk of the mighty fir trees in Hören before I turned away. Probably a good thing we hadn’t come by ship after all. 
“You need a healer,” Luca said. “Before we do anything else.”
Calidius hadn’t fulfilled his promise. Not after he discovered what I was. I couldn’t really blame him. I’d have wanted me far away, too.
I scanned the village. My shoulder ached something fierce after being rocked non stop on the sled. Gingerly, I touched the bindings under my furs. They felt damp. When I pulled my fingers back, they glistened with watery blood and pus.
We went door to door for half an hour before we found a healer. A hunched little old woman, face leathered and creased from centuries in the sun. She was silent as she poked and prodded at my shoulder, ignoring my protesting cries as her fingernails met with tender flesh. Nodding to herself, she left us in the room at the front of her home, disappearing into the back. When she emerged, it was with a concoction so inky and thick, it took a moment to melt in her hands before it was ready to be applied. 
Instantly, relief flooded through me. Pain that I’d carried for weeks suddenly evaporated. 
“Thank you.” The words didn’t feel adequate. I could have sobbed with gratitude and thrown myself at her feet.
She just nodded quietly before showing us out the door. Luca handed her a few marks but she pushed them back to and without a word, closed the door. 
“Friendly, aren’t they?”
I half shrugged. My wounded shoulder felt infinitely better already but I didn’t dare move it. “She was kind enough. If she’d spat on me and cursed, I wouldn’t have cared. Not so long as this was still the outcome.”
“How do we find the vættr?” Luca asked. People moved about the village, smiling at us as they went as though we weren’t two mysterious strangers looking worse for wear and unceremoniously  dumped on their border. 
“Ask?” Eyeing a woman skinning a deer, I saw that very stroke was precise to ensure she’d keep the furs intact. “What else can we do?”
Luca moved from my side to approach the woman who was now eyeing him with mild curiosity. Sons weren’t common so far in the north where very little happened. 
“Can you help us? We’re looking for someone.”
She shook her head and replied. In a totally different language, one I’d not heard in centuries. I swore under my breath. Luca glanced back at me, sighing heavily though his nose. 
Everything just got ten times harder if they didn’t speak the common tongue. I moved to the woman’s side, ignoring the way she flinched as she looked into my eyes. “Vættr?”
She swung her head between us, black braids flicking over her shoulders. Her skin was ruddy with cold though spoke of many days under the sun. As she frowned at us, creases lined her eyes, her brows and the firm set of her thin mouth. The people of Cilkajo spent so much of their lives outside in the elements and it was written on their worn, sun kissed faces.
Shaking her head, she babbled a string of words. Really, she might as well have said nothing for all I understood. 
The scene repeated itself constantly as we searched, asking for the vættr. 
“This isn’t going to work,” I mumbled, pulling Luca away. “No one wants to give him up.”
I felt a tug on my cloak. 
Turning, a little girl with rosy cheeks peered up at me. Her perfect little face bearing two pale blue eyes was squished in a tightly wrapped fur hood. Two long black braids poking out from around her chin. As she smiled, her face scrunched up, her eyes becoming slanted. And on her back - a little yelp drew my attention to a wolf pup strapped there much the same way a mother would strap a newborn babe. 
“I can help you,” she said, boldly taking my hand in hers. Her  chubby little fingers were as ice cold as my own though it didn’t seem to bother her even a bit. Pointing to the last person we’d queried, she said, “I heard you ask Aniya.”
“Do you know where we can find the vættr?” I was dubious. A child. But after all we’d been through, I’d have taken direction from the skinned deer. 
She nodded, sure of herself with a confidence that belied her age. “Come with me.”
I looked at Luca who in turn shrugged at me. And then we were being led through Cilkajo by a child. As we walked past people going about their daily lives, the overwhelming sense of community struck me. This wasn’t just a village, it was one enormous family. People walked from cabin to cabin, greeted each other in snowy streets. Men and women worked side by side, sharing the load. Children ran around and played, chasing wolf pups and kicking a ball made of leathers. 
“Where are we going?” I asked the girl. 
“Just a little further.” 
A little further turned out to be just around the corner. She pulled us up a set of creaking stairs and into a cabin. The wave of heat that hit me made every part of my body burn. Despite a fire roaring at the end of the one room, its sole source of illumination, the cabin was dark. A small bed stood to one side yet beyond that, the room was stark. Several woven baskets sat in a corner, one with clothing, one with food and one with a little bed of furs and blankets that the wolf pup scrambled into the moment he was released from the child’s back. He burrowed and in no time was sleeping soundly.
Snow dusted the floorboards as the little girl shook out of her coat, laying it neatly on the bed. 
Luca and I looked at one another. No one else was here. 
“You are looking for the vættr?” she said, her voice sweet and light as spun sugar. She smiled widely at us, cheeks dimpling. 
I nodded mutely. 
“You’ve found her.”
Luca stared in horror. “You can’t be the vættr.”
The little girl smiled. “But I am. And you, Orphelia, are a Handmaiden of Death.”
This was who Kheris was after. This was who he sought to have killed. My stomach churned as my body broke out in a cold sweat. He’d known somehow. That son of a bitch had to. Why else would he send the one Handmaiden who refused to collect children if not to fuck with me? 
After everything we’d gone through…
Hot tears pricked behind my eyes.
“You’ve come to kill me,” the vættr continued. “I know this. But to what end, I ask?”
I struggled to speak. When I did manage words, they came out rough as sandpaper. The vættr pulled a skin of water from her basket of food and offered it to me. I took a swig and cleared my throat. 
A child. Fuck. 
“Why have you come to kill me?” The vættr repeated in her soft little voice. Still, she smiled. 
“I didn’t know,” I breathed. 
She nodded. “How could you? Kheris himself did not know. I’ve taken many forms across time. Generally I find it takes the God of Death some years before he finds me if I accept the form of a child upon my return. Alas, I am only six and already, death has come to knock at my door. My credit to him, this is a new record.”
The way she spoke, there was no denying she’d lived many lives. There was a maturity about her, she was so sure of herself, sure of the world and the way it worked. I could see that as I watched her, my heart breaking.
All this way. For nothing. 
“Why does he want you dead?” Luca asked. He knelt to the ground, putting himself on an equal level to the child. 
The vættr looked at him for only a moment before turning back to me. “Long ago I did something he didn’t much like. Ever since, he’s attempted to thwart my reincarnations. I have to admire how persistent he is.”
This was all wrong. How could I possibly kill a child? Regardless of whether or not they would come back again? Kheris had said that the vættr made a deal with the gods of old, for immortality. It came at the cost of living a human life, dying, and then waiting two hundred years before returning. 
That was no justification. Not even by a long shot. 
“We shouldn’t have come. I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t…” My breathing was shallow and I threatened to fall apart. Everything we’d gone through over the past few weeks, all of it had been for nothing, a complete and utter waste when we could have sought out an alternative. And Luca would hate me for not being able to do this one simple thing to free him. Would it even be a loss? Yes. To kill anyone undeserving of death was reprehensible. 
And I’d committed enough reprehensible acts to last a lifetime. 
I felt like a fraud. Had I not believed there was nothing I wouldn’t do for Luca? I was wrong. This I could not do.
The vættr crossed the small space to stand before me and took both my hands in her smaller ones. “I am sorry that you have come all this way. But know this - my death would have never helped you.”
In spite of myself, I began to cry, the enormity of the past month finally catching up. 
“Kheris does not adhere to bargains,” she continued. “You know this. However, you were desperate to help the one you love. In that, I cannot fault you.”
I looked to Luca, seeing only sorrow in his eyes. But also understanding. He would never have expected this of me. Would never demand I commit an act so abhorrent - to take the life of a defenceless child. 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, falling before the vættr, something deep within me breaking beyond repair. 
“You never intend to harm innocents, Orphelia. This I know.”
“How do you know my name?” I sniffed. 
The little girl looked past me as the door opened. “Perhaps you can say I have a friend on the inside.”
The fae that walked in made me choke out a sob. She stood there in the doorway, gilded by the light from outside, twirls of snow curling in around her. Her short black hair flittered about her face, drawing my attention to eyes like rubies. 
“Decima!” I threw myself at her, nearly knocking her back out of the cabin. 
Behind us, the little girl chuckled. “Did you think I wouldn’t have someone looking out for me? Decima keeps me informed. I try to live as long as I can but I can’t do that if death catches me unawares.”
I sniffed, wiping away a tear from my neck. “Then you’re doing a shit job at it,” I said to Decima. She just cocked an eyebrow at me. 
“I let you come. I wanted to meet you,” the vættr said. 
“Me?”
She nodded. “It’s been long overdue.”
I went to say something else but Decima cut me off. “We need to be heading back. Out of curiosity, how did you plan to get out of here, Orphelia?”
I chewed on my bottom lip, suddenly feeling ashamed and exhausted. The constant wave of emotions from the past weeks was catching up to me. 
“We were clearly going to swim back,” Luca drawled. “Hel, maybe even commandeer a wyvern or one of Aoife’s cwn annwn?”
Decima shot him a sharp look. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.”
Sheepishly, I chewed my lip. “You only said you wouldn’t take us - not that you wouldn’t bring us back.”
Decima rolled her eyes.
Turning back to the vættr, I saw she was still smiling at me. “I hope you find the answers you’re seeking,” she said. “I hope you get what you need.”
What you need.
Luca put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. Nothing was worth taking a life over - not when the life was so young and innocent. We’d find another way to help him. Somehow. Decima took Luca’s and my hands in hers. As we fell through shadows, the vættr disappeared, still smiling.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




￼[image: Untitled_Artwork_5-17.png]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I stormed through the dining room doors of Alilthien, pushing them so hard they swung back and bounced on their hinges. No sooner had Decima set us down in the castle entryway had I taken off, Luca following closely on my heels. I didn’t stop, not for the Aka, the mirror of shadows that filled me with an insidious fear. Didn’t stop for the statue of Lilith we passed, her eyes on me as always. 
I was vaguely aware of Luca standing behind me as I stared down Kheris who, as per usual, lounged in his throne at the head of the grand dining table - as always, splattered with candle wax. His finely boots rested on the edge. Out the windows, stormy grey waves roared as they crashed against the jagged rocks making up the foundation of the castle. 
“You are one sick, twisted fuck,” I spat, cheeks heating. 
Kheris flicked through the book he held, not bothering to look up. “Pleased to see you again.”
“The feeling is far, far from mutual.”
He looked up at that. “Where’s my head? I was promised a head for wings."
I marched to the end of the table, slamming my fists down on the wood. Ignoring the pain that lanced through my wrists and my slowly healing shoulder, I ground out, “You neglected to mention that the vættr is a goddam child.”
Kheris cocked his head, considering for a moment. “Huh. I was wondering what form he’d taken this time. Seems he’s getting craftier. Probably why I’ve not found him till near the end the past three lives. Quite a record to his credit. Who is he now? Pray tell.”
I heaved, drawing in breath after breath to steady the rage seeping throughout my entire being. “If you thought for even a second that I would-”
“What?” Putting his book down, he folded his hands in his lap. “Did I think what? That you would behead a child who means nothing to you in order to free a male you’re so clearly…attached to.”
He eyed Luca. 
Inwardly, I almost dared him to try it - anything. See how furious I could be, the inferno of rage and hate I’d become. Watch how I would protect the one I loved. But then the more logical part of me reminded me that Kheris was a god. And asshole or not, he could wipe the floor with me without breaking a sweat. 
And then Luca would be on his own. 
As Kheris looked between Luca and I. The connection we’d made felt palpable. Something so raw and real had formed that night in the cave. Something that couldn’t be undone. We’d crossed an invisible line fate had drawn and now we couldn’t go back. The God of Death knew it. A wicked grin slid across his angular face as he pushed strands of dark hair from his eyes. 
“The vættr will not be harmed, not by us,” Luca said, coming to stand beside me. He placed a hand on my back, the movement steadying, grounding me. “Let it be at your own hand.”
Kheris rolled his eyes. “Have you not paid attention at all? Or have you sustained one too many blows to the head? I can’t kill the urchin. It is an extremely specific part of the deal he made.”
Luca straightened, folding his arms across his chest. 
“That looks mighty uncomfortable,” Kheris crooned, eyes glinting as they raked over Luca’s bound wings. There was something lustful and heated in the way he admired his handiwork. Luca shifted infinitesimally under the God of Deaths gaze before catching himself and straightening. 
I, too, eyed them in my peripheral vision. Every day the pressure intensified. The shadow bindings were now cutting into the feathers, some snapping under the strain. 
“However do you manage the pain?” Kheris continued. “I hear it’s quite taxing to have your wings out. Mind you, I thought for sure you Sons would be well practiced with having certain” - he waved his hands around in the air, searching for the words - “body parts out for long periods of time. Or does that only apply to specific appendages?”
“Release him.” I was ashamed by how much begging was behind the words. I clenched my hands into fists, feeling shadows curl around them. “Your errand was a fools one and you fucking well know it. I would never kill a child.”
“Ah, but you forget. I didn’t know the vættr was a child - not this time.”
I bared my teeth. “You suspected.”
“Irrelevant.”
I ground my teeth together so hard my jaw ached.
Kheris shrugged. He stood to his feet and dug his hands into the pockets of his dress clothes, perfectly pressed and dark as starless midnight. “A bargain was struck and not met. I am under no bind to release your…Son.” The way he sneered the name, like it was the filthiest insult imaginable, made my blood boil. 
“He did nothing to deserve this!” I could feel the hysteria rising. If I didn’t leave soon, I’d crumble in front of him. The last thing I wanted Kheris to see was me being undone, falling victim to his little game. “Why? What purpose does this serve?”
“My own,” he replied. “And that’s all you need to know.”
Luca took my hand in his, ignoring the frosty bite of shadows against his own. Joined together, they began to encircle his arm, too, a silent promise and threat to protect the one that was mine. Whatever the cost. To whatever end. 
“He’s not going to do it, Lia. We’ll find another way.”
Feeling the hot prick of tears behind my eyes, I rapidly blinked them away. “We can’t just give up.”
Luca placed his free hand against my cheek, cupping my face. Involuntarily, I leaned into it, savouring the wave of comfort that swept over me. I even paid Kheris no mind as he chuckled at the sight. 
“We’re not giving up,” Luca whispered. “Look at him, Lia. He won’t do anything. There’s nothing in it for him.”
I sighed. He was right. Unless there was something in it for Kheris, he wasn’t likely to lift a finger to help us - regardless of whether he was the root cause or not. Looking at the God of Death only confirmed it. He wasn’t even slightly conflicted, in fact, he seemed to be enjoying the spectacle. He was right - chaos was in his blood.
“Fuck you, Kheris.” I pushed Luca towards the doors, ensuring I put myself between him and the monster I called father and master. 
Kheris chuckled. “Always a pleasure, daughter. Do come back.”
✧
 
Fuming, I marched through the castle, headed for where Decima had dropped us off. The plan was to meet back there for her to take us… Where? My home wasn’t exactly a home anymore, not so long as Lilith ruled the forest. At least not for Luca. I wouldn’t put him in danger. Nor would I be separated from him so together, we would find a new home.
Luca pulled at my hand, forcing me to stop. 
“No,” I said, pulling my hand back. Whatever he was about to say could wait until we were safely away. I’d even risk being caught in the wards surrounding Galicia rather than spend another moment in a place filled with nothing but bitter memories and nightmares. “We have to leave.”
“Lia.”
“No.”
I charged on ahead, past closed doors and statues, paintings of Gehenna and candelabras holding dwindling candles. My mind was overrun with images of what I would do to Kheris if he could be killed like any ordinary male. The bloodlust seeped through me, tainting my tongue with the memory of how I’d salivated over taking the lives of those most deserving. I could almost smell the rusty tang of blood in the air, feel it slick comfortingly over my hands. 
So caught up in fantasies of what, really, would be an incredibly justified murder, I wasn’t prepared for what confronted me around the corner. 
A wall of black, so pure it stretched out before me like a void. Luca stumbled, knocking me over and I landed on all fours, feeling cool stone beneath my hands. Whipping my head from left to right, I could see nothing - the dark had completely enveloped us.
The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Light footsteps drew nearer followed by a low cackle I would recognise anywhere. 
“Thank you for saving me the hassle of tracking him down,” Aoife said, her voice light, almost cheery. “We’ll be going now.”
We.
My stomach dropped. 
“Luca!” 
But there was no answer, just my voice echoing throughout the dark. 
I scrambled forward, hands searching over the flawless marble floor. Every sweep of my hands, every passing second, realisation seeped in. They were gone. Luca was gone. And Aoife… I’d been so caught up in a revenge fantasy that could never come to pass that I’d lost the one person I cared for above all else.
“Luca!” I screamed, the sound shrill in my ears. 
Nothing. 
Slowly, the dark diminished and my eyes gradually adjusted to the changing light. I sat back on my heels and waited, every second my heart thrumming even faster. The way the dark moved, so much like a snake, slithering away from me. As it receded, it was so cold it burned, my skin blistering under its gentle caress. 
I watched in horror as the darkness slunk back into the Aka. The mirror of shadows. A gateway to all kinds of evil. Only Kheris and Liona, Goddess of Destruction, Wrath and War had ever entered. 
Until now. Aoife and Luca were nowhere to be seen. 
Clanging footsteps closed in on me. Breathlessly, Decima doubled over. 
“You idiot,” she seethed. 
I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. 
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
I shook my head. This wasn’t my fault. Well, it was. But I couldn’t have known. Or should I have? Should I have just been constantly vigilant, always on the lookout for any possible threat to Luca? After all, he did that for me. Should I not have done it for him?
But I had. Everything I’d done had been about protecting Luca. It just hadn’t been enough. I hadn’t been enough. Everything that had happened to him was my fault. Not for the first time concerning Luca, I felt woefully inadequate.
“Get up. Now.” Decima held a hand out to me, hauling me to my feet .
In an instant, hysteria gripped me, washed over me like acid. I began to laugh, not stopping even when I began to gasp for air. I felt a sharp whip of pain across my face, realising the next second that Decima had slapped me. I fell back to the floor and sobbed. 
“Not the time to be a shit pile of emotion,” Decima said, though her voice was gentle. 
“They went into the Aka,” I whispered, glancing at it, hoping that any moment now Luca would emerge. Everything would have just been some horrible, tactless prank. Hysteria washed over me like poison. “How do we even get them back? I’ve never gone in there. You’ve never gone in there. Can they even get out?”
She shook her head. “You forget, it’s just a gateway. A gateway always has two sides and I know where they’ve gone.”
I blinked up at her, the tears on my face already cold in the ever present breeze of the castle. 
“They’ve gone to Smrtka.”
Definitely my fault. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
 
I marched towards the Aka, the back of my neck prickling. 
A small yet firm hand gripped my wrist. “No, Orphelia.”
I shook her off, turning back to look at Decima who recoiled under my gaze. I knew what she’d see there - a dangerous cocktail of hate, fear and determination, laced with a substantial dose of recklessness. “Let me the fuck go.”
“You know your way through the Aka, do you?” Her own eyes were pleading as they stared directly into mine, searching for a hint of sanity. All I felt was suffocating panic. “Because I certainly don’t. You’d get lost and your angel would definitely be in trouble then. Be realistic, Orphelia.”
“She has Luca.” The words escaped me as a sob and I sank to my knees, the crushing weight of reality suddenly hitting me. He was gone. “Sift me, take me there. Please. I need to get to him."
Decima looked at me, nothing but sympathy in her eyes. “It’s not that simple.”
“How is it not?” I spat back. I stood to my feet and began to pace, hands wound up in my hair as though I could force a plan into existence in my mind. “Sift us. We go into Smrtka. I get Luca, you take us back out.”
Before Lilith finds us, I mentally added.
She shook her head. “What do you know about Smrtka?”
I folded my arms, frustrated that she was wasting time while gods knew what was happening to the one person I’d ever truly loved. “Aside from it being the anus of evil and where the dybbuk eventually go to - oh, and Lilith being part of it. Very little.”
I was snapping at the Fate of the Present.
I didn’t care.
“You can’t sift in an out. Not with the wards in place. Closest I could get you is your cabin.”
I raised both brows. “So get me to the forest.”
“What’s your plan, Orphelia?” She folded her arms, linen shirt crumpling. “Just going to march in and demand your angel back?”
Tapping my foot, I sighed heavily and threw a furtive look at the mirror where shadows continued to swirl, an eerie buzzing noise echoing out of it. “I have no plan. Is that what you want to hear? My plan is nonexistent. Beyond storming in there, I have nothing.”
“Then we come up with a plan. Before we go anywhere.”
“And what of Luca? We just let him sit there for fuck knows how long?” 
Aoife was vindictive, cruel. Heartless beyond compare. I’d known of victims of hers in times past, tortured for days on end till eventually, their heart gave out. 
And then I thought of his wings, bound so tightly that I worried any damage done might soon become permanent. 
Part of me couldn’t help but feel it was metaphorical. So long as he was with me, his wings were clipped and soon, he would be too damaged to ever live freely again, to fly away from the chaos and calamity I called a life. 
Decima tossed her hair, clearly irritated. “Listen, I’m just trying to help you. But if you want to just be dumped in the forest and go off with a half cocked plan, be my guest. Hel knows what’s down in Smrtka beyond Lilith. I, for one, wouldn’t want to find out.”
I swallowed. She was right. My plan was no plan at all. And yet, how could you plan for something like this? 
“I can’t stand against Aoife,” I admitted. “She’s stronger than me in every way.”
Might as well give in to my world collapsing and admit to failure ahead of time.
The Fate nodded. “Yes.”
“What do you suppose I do then?”
Decima bit her lip. “The only thing you can do. You get the one person she might listen to.”
Decima took off back the way Luca and I had come, headed for the dining hall. For a moment I just stared, lost, before she called back for me to follow.
Kheris glanced up as Decima entered the dining hall with me trailing a few steps behind. “What now?”
“Your pet is off its leash,” Decima said cooly. The way she was so unbothered by Kheris, I envied it. 
“I assume you mean Aoife,” he drawled, smiling lazily at us. Decima and I exchanged a glance. “Oh yes, she was here. Precious daughter of mine was very curious about the Aka and how to enter. I love curiosity in the young ones. It’s so…”
“Inconvenient,” Decima finished, a bite to her tone. “Whatever you told her, it worked. She took Luca through the Aka with her.”
For a fleeting moment, just a fraction of a moment, I thought I saw surprise in Kheris's eyes. He blinked it away, reforming his bored expression. “Why would Aoife take Luca? He’s my plaything.”
I bit my tongue at the warning stare Decima gave, breathing in deeply to steady myself, nostrils flaring. I hated to admit it to myself, but we needed his help. The God of Death, someone I’d made it a point to never be indebted to. Someone who now might be our only answer. My mouth tasted like ash, the words “help me” dancing on the tip of my tongue.
“Does anyone know what Aoife wants?” Decima asked. “Either way, your progeny, your mess. Clean it up.”
A twinkle in his eyes, Kheris smirked at the demand. “And if I don’t?”
“I burn this place to the ground,” I spat. 
He chuckled. “Still impracticable as ever. If you burn this place to the ground, you risk damaging the Aka. If Aoife and Luca have not yet arrived at their destination, they will be trapped. Still want to go ahead with your plan? I’ve got matches. Maybe I can scrounge up marshmallows, too. We could have family bonding time around a campfire. You’d like that, wouldn’t you Orphelia? You always were so obsessed with the perfect family.”
I ignored him. 
Luca and Aoife had to be out of the Aka. They had to be. The risk to Luca was too great. Someone like him, not entwined with death, would fall victim to the shadow realm, given enough time. 
“They’re already out,” Decima said. 
“Then I see no need for us to be having this discussion.”
I eyed Kheris for a moment, studying the tightness of his mouth as it formed a thin line, the way his brow furrowed and the fact that he wore a light sheen of sweat. It dawned on me suddenly, what was going through his mind. Something I’d not once in all my years seen in the God of Death.
“You’re afraid.” 
He snorted, eyes rolling at the ceiling. “Now why would I be afraid?”
“You know now that you can’t control Aoife,” I continued. “Because she’s really gone and done it this time. The Aka was never intended for others besides Liona and yourself. Not only has Aoife put her nose where it doesn’t belong, but she’s dragged an innocent into the mix.” At the slight opening of his mouth, I threw up a hand. “We can debate whether or not you believe the Sons of Ikya to be innocent later. For now, my concern lies with one of them only.”
“I fear nothing.”
“If you two are quite done,” Decima sighed. She scrunched her eyes closed, massaging her temples. “The fact is that you fucked up by telling Aoife about the Aka - surely you would have learned by now not to feed her information since she can’t be trusted. Thanks to your lapse in judgement, they’re now in Smrtka.”
Kheris squinted at us in raw disbelief. “Smrtka? Why would she-” His face paled. “Shit.”
“Mmhmm.”
I glanced between them. “What am I missing?”
“It was before you were born,” Decima said. 
Kheris stood to his feet, face drawn. “Aoife wanted to overthrow me. Said that she would be an infinitely more suitable Goddess of Death. She’s impressive but why would I give up my crown?”
If ever I’d heard a bad idea, it was Aoife as a goddess. 
“What has that got to do with Smrtka?”
The castle seemed to grow colder by the minute, like the waves of the ocean pulling me under. My chest ached. All I could think of was Luca. He had to be alright. If he wasn’t - I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what pain would await me. Even as my mind dwelled on what might be happening to Luca, further back in my mind I concocted a plan of what I would do to Kheris and Aoife given the chance. That small amount of hate was the fire to my determination to reach Luca.
Kheris walked to the end of the dining hall where an armchair and chaise were arranged before the fireplace. He collected his coat from where it hung over the wing of the armchair and threw it on as he walked back to us. “You’re aware of Lilith, you’re aware of the dybbuk. Put two and two together.”
“I’m not that good at mathematics,” I replied. “And you’re being deliberately vague.”
“She wants to release the dybbuk,” Kheris replied, his tone implying it were the most obvious thing. “And Lilith along with them.”
“Hören is warded. She can’t.” The wards around the forest were so old even Nona had trouble pinpointing when they were put in place. 
“Apparently she thinks she can.” 
“What’s this got to do with Luca?” She could have done any of that without him, surely?
Decima gripped my hand. “She’s a shit stirrer and bored. There was no reason to take Luca beyond her desire to mess with you."
“Take us,” I said to Kheris. I realised a second later I was holding my hand out. Begging. Again. Twice in one day - more than enough for a lifetime. 
Kheris, the almighty God of Death, winced. “No one in their right mind would go into that death trap. A literal death trap, might I add, since it’s been our dumping ground for pure evil for countless millennia now. So, no, I won’t take you. I have elsewhere to be.”
I stalked over to Kheris until I was a mere handspan away. This close, he loomed over me. But I saw him for what he was in that moment - a coward. Nothing more, nothing less. A coward who played games time and again. A coward who sought only for personal gain and knew nothing of sacrifice. A coward who’d taken a little girl at her most vulnerable moment and then lorded it over her for eighteen hundred years. 
“Fortunately for us,” I ground out, teeth barred, “You’ve never been in your right mind. This is a mess of your making. You are taking us.”
Decima moved to stand between Kheris and I, expectant. Grabbing my hand, she held hers out to Kheris, one eyebrow cocked. He debated for a moment. And honestly, if he’d sifted, I wouldn’t have been surprised. Furious as all Hel, maybe, but far from surprised. Instead, he took that hand and suddenly the sensation of free falling was all consuming. 
Shadows, smoke and time rushed over me like silk, sucking the breath from my lungs as we sifted. I barely noticed any of it, every second falling in on myself more and more. Every second feeling as though Luca was approaching certain death. 
And then everything stopped. We stood beside the stream at the back of my cabin, the air thick with fog just as it had been when I’d first encountered Lilith. I shuddered at the memory. All I’d had to do back then was reach out and touch. I’d ended up face down in the stream. Luca had saved me. 
And between Kheris and Decima, I was sure which one wouldn’t bother to extend the courtesy. 
The forest was dark, shadows falling across the ground, giving way to illusions of dybbuk lurking where there were none. In fact, there were very few. Almost none. We might have been alone in Hören.
Kheris gracefully leapt across the stream, disappearing into thick fog. His voice wafted back on stale forest air, “I’m not here for my own amusement. Let’s move.”
I followed over the stream, praying Luca would hold on until we got to him. 
 
✧
 
The forest was indeed empty. Save for the very rare collection in those parts, I’d really never gone north of the stream. But I knew that the majority of the dybbuk resided there, finding a home closest to Smrtka. Had they sensed that Lilith was there? Did she call to them? In my mind, Lilith was the queen bee of the deadly hive that was Smrtka, the worker bees the lowly, simple criminals and supremely evil dybbuk that I brought to the forest. 
An army I’d hand delivered.
“Have I helped Aoife?” 
Decima and Kheris both glanced at me, neither missing a step as we trod over bracken and gnarled tree roots.
“Aoife doesn’t need any help,” Kheris said, dismissing. 
Decima knocked a low lying tree branch out of her path and I ducked, narrowly avoiding it. Still, it showered dried leaves on my head, tangling in my hair. Somehow, in the back of my mind, I desperately yearned to be clean - to be rid of this nightmare.
“If she wants a dybbuk army, I all but handed it to her on a silver platter.”
“Yes,” Decima pinched her nose as she ambled over a rotting deer carcass. “But unless you’ve also provided her with the keys to destroy the wards then I wouldn’t start chastising yourself. She might have a decent army but it’s useless so long as it’s stuck in here.”
“That makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.”
Kheris waved a hand for us to stop talking. 
“Just because you don’t want to listen-” I began before he waved that hand and put a finger to his lips. 
That was when I saw it. 
The movement was fluid, graceful. A lullaby in motion, on that Kheris might have played for me on Marwolaeth as a child had he been any normal father. It was like the waters of the Qaladia River, peaceful as they flowed downhill, easily sliding over any obstacle in their path. But where Qaladia was clear and pure, this was like the rain that ran in rivulets through Hören after a storm.  
“Is that..?” I knew the answer before she said it.
“Dybbuk,” Decima replied, slightly awed. “I never realised just how many were here.”
Neither had I. There were innumerable as they flowed through the forest. We watched as they wound past us, glimpsing a limb here and there or a bit of tattered clothing. The sheer number that had been slaughtered in the clearing of my cabin wouldn’t have even been noticeable taken away from the horde before us. 
The dybbuk continued to flow through the forest, curving until they spiralled across, cutting through tight tree lines effortlessly. Gradually that spiral wound tighter and tighter and tighter until it reached a nucleus - right over a gaping chasm in the forest floor. Like toxic water down a drain.
“Smrtka,” I breathed. 
The buzzing of the dybbuk was deafening, my ears painfully throbbing with the vibrations. 
“How do we get in?” I asked. 
Decima shrugged, looked to Kheris. 
He, too, shrugged. “You honestly think I’ve ever wanted to go down there?”
“Like I care about whether or not you want to,” I replied. “All I care about is whether or not you have gone there.”
I’d almost needed to shout above the roar of the dybbuk. More than I’d even thought possible now spiralled down towards Smrtka. For all there were, the forest should have been packed like a jar of beans - with dozens more ready to spill out the forest canopy. Far more than I’d realised had been present in the forest when I’d taken up residence in the cabin. Had I known, I likely would have chosen to live elsewhere.
“Pick your poison. From what I can tell, either we slip in with the dybbuk or we wait and wing it.”
He groaned. “I could be at home, you know. Sipping on a nice cabernet. Having a roast.”
“Staring in a mirror,” Decima suggested. “I vote we go in with the dybbuk. Who knows? Maybe we can slip in and out without being caught by…certain females.”
Kheris snorted. “Unlikely. I’ve taught Aoife to be keenly aware of everything around her.”
Decima and I glanced at each other. 
“So, as I was saying,” she continued, “we get in, we get out. Then we drink till we can’t count our toes and never speak of this again.”
I bit my lip, suddenly aware of just how enormous the task was before us. Smrtka, a place I’d actively avoided, keeping instead to the southern end of the forest. A place so full of death and evil that it made even Kheris balk. And now the place where the only man I’d ever loved was trapped. 
Decima narrowed her gaze at me. She knew. Of course she knew what I’d just decided. Her ability to see the Present was, as ever, a blessing and a curse. “You can’t be serious.”
I bit my lip, hoping she’d understand in time. “You need to go. I can’t have anyone else getting caught up in this.”
“Might have been nice if you could have told me that before I hiked all this way.” But the smile on her face was gentle. She wasn’t upset. All I saw etched in her perfect features, plainly showing in her ruby eyes, was pity. 
“I’ll be heading off, too, then,” Kheris said, turning on his heel. 
I reached back and grabbed a fistful of fabric, pulling him back. “Stay.”
He didn’t say anything. Because at the end of the day, we both knew the truth. Kheris was scared shitless, but he would still go down into Smrtka - if for no other reason than to hold it over me for the rest of my life. This would be his narrative: that he had entered the mouth of the beast and returned victorious. He was the hero of his story. And I was merely his supporting character - if that. I was a footnote at best.
For the rest of my life, it would be something else to lord over me. But if it meant Luca’s safety, I would deal with it. There was precious little I wouldn’t do to save Luca.
Decima gave my hand a soft squeeze and left in a whorl of smoke and shadows. 
“Now or later?” Kheris asked, face sour as we looked upon the seemingly unending stream of dybbuk. 
“Now.”
Before I could give him a chance to object, I took his icy cold, bony fingered hand and threw us forward into the throng of dybbuk. I’d intended for it to merely conceal us, to be our cover as we entered Smrtka. What I wasn’t prepared for was the mighty undercurrent of what should have been nothing more than shadows. The dybbuk were spirits and yet, the stream of them spiralling down into the pit of darkness was solid as it carried us along. 
I lost my grip on Kheris. Trees and dirt flashed past as I was carried further onward. The stench of rotting flesh was so overpowering that along with the constant motion, my stomach threatened to be sick. Everything came to a dizzying crescendo before my world tipped sharply.
And then there was nothing as I barrelled forward into pitch black. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When you fall for such a long time, it stops feeling like falling. In fact, it feels like nothing at all. You get to a point where your body becomes so acclimatised to the sensation, to the constant whipping of hair around your face, the way your stomach had been left somewhere near the top, that it feels like nothing. 
You feel empty. Blank. You exist in your body but only just. 
And then inevitably, you come down. Reality is a cruel mistress that strips you bare and leaves you exposed and vulnerable, sprawled atop a ground you didn’t think was even there anymore. 
I looked back up the way I’d fallen. Gods, how far had I fallen? Far, far above, the forest was just a speck of light. In the dark depths of Smrtka, it looked positively white, like a shining star far, far above, out of reach and unattainable. One of the majestic creations of Tomos that the Daughters of Starlight worshipped from afar. The space between that star and I, it was unfathomable.
And down here, all alone?
Trapped. Call it what it was. I was trapped. With no way of getting back out.
The humming of the dybbuk was distant from where I laid. 
That constant, steady current of spirits that had carried me into the heart of evil was nowhere to be seen. How long had I been out? Something against my side felt wet. I reached a hand out, realising I couldn’t see even that. Everything was doused in a dark like the one that had cloaked Luca and I outside of the Aka. But I could still smell. Blood. 
My hands searched across my body, feeling for wounds. With how far I’d fallen, anyone else would be a bloody pulp on the rocky ground. Instead, I felt like I’d received a well deserved stoning. But otherwise, I was fine. Parts of me felt tender to touch and I winced, fingers prodding, checking for healing. No open wounds, no broken bones. I’d been out long enough that I’d healed sufficiently. 
I listened but heard only the scurrying of little creatures. If I could see my breath, I knew it would be misting in front of my face. Smrtka, to say it was cold didn’t accurately describe it. It made the Winter Court seem like a tropical island. My toes no longer existed in my boots - my feet were just numb weights on the end of my legs.
I rolled onto all fours, groaning as I stretched tender joints. My lower back was the worst. I’d never felt pain in it like I did then. Perhaps I’d broken it when I landed. Perhaps it was really more of a blessing that I’d been knocked out for so long, rather than the curse I perceived it to be. I had to find Luca. Absolutely had to. Already he’d been down in Smrtka for too long. 
Moving my hands in front of me along jagged ground, I searched. I didn’t even know what I was searching for. I couldn’t see a gods damned thing. Shivering so hard I vibrated, the only thing that grounded me was the pain washing through my entire being, so white hot it eventually melted to become one with the surrounding chill - an all consuming inferno of ice. 
Where was Luca? Was he dead already? I had to believe he wasn’t. Surely I would have felt it. He and I had become connected in a way that words alone could not explain. His life and mine were intertwined - to sever one would be to sever the other. So no, I had to believe he was still alive. 
At least for now, my mind snarked. 
I fumbled forward, every inch of ground covered being a silent victory. Smrtka had been the one place I’d actively avoided all my life. Living in the forest had been my saving grace - it had been a home where I’d not found one before. 
Nothing had felt as homely and safe as my cabin. Smrtka had been the gods awful trade off. 
No longer was it worth it. Not with Lilith so close. Not with Aoife attempting to once again overthrow Kheris. And certainly not with Luca being in danger. 
The ground slanted upwards, my hands following it. A tall post made entirely of rock and beside it another. And another. Everywhere I touched, there were columns of solid rock. I’d only ever seen them once before, long ago when I’d travelled to Winter Court. Nessa had taken me to the caves far underground, near where its residents lived. Stalagmites, protruding from the earth, entirely blocked some paths through the caves in Winter Court. And stalactites that had hung from the ceiling, some so long that you had to bend to move around them. 
Just like what laid before me now. I couldn’t see a thing but if there were stalagmites, there would be stalactites and if I stood up, well. I was already hurting far too much to add cracking my head against solid rock to that list. 
So I continued to crawl forward on all fours, feeling my way as I went. My hands connected with damp, with fur. I recoiled once I scented rot and pushed onward. On all fours, I felt little more than the vermin that circled me, hoping I was prey that would soon become a feast. 
There was no sign of Kheris. No doubt he’d fared far better than I on the fall down. He was a god after all. Precious little could do to him what had been done to me. A large part of me hoped - most definitely in vain - that he’d suffered even a little. 
Everything in my life, every bad, horrible thing that had happened - all of it stemmed from him. The God of Death. The almighty hand that selected those to live and die - or rather would have if he’d ever attempted to fulfil his role as intended. Power mad and insufferable, petty and vindictive. Narcissistic, cruel, controlling. I’d never stood a chance, not from the moment I came into this world. Had I even screamed as my faerie whore of a mother held me for the first time? Had she held me? Perhaps I’d not even made a sound. Maybe I knew what fate awaited me, inevitable as the changing tide. Completely and utterly inescapable. 
Why fight what you cannot stand against? 
No. I’d fought. In my own way I had fought against Kheris. I’d still hoped, even on the darkest of days, that perhaps one day I’d be free, happy even. I’d cared where the others did not for life taken so wantonly. I had standards that there would remain some good in a world where the only standard was to kill. 
Now, I would fight again. Fight against the chaos that had resulted from a long list of decisions Kheris had made. 
Decisions that had brought Aoife into the mix.
My blood boiled as her face flickered through my mind.
Finally, stalagmites grew further apart and I moved through them. I could feel it before I saw it. The air changed and the darkness lightened. The further I crawled, feeling as pathetic as I knew I looked, the lighter it became. 
Lighter and lighter and lighter until eventually, I emerged through a narrowed opening into a cavern lit with torches in rusted sconces around rock walls. 
Only to find the very thing nightmares were made of. 
Luca, motionless and broken on the ground. And leaning over him, a Handmaiden of Death, poised and ready to strike.
 
✧
 
Aoife smirked. She’d known I was coming. How could she not? I would always come after Luca. 
Something in the way she looked at me, the way her eyes gleamed in the flickering torchlight, made my skin crawl. 
“Took you long enough,” she said, voice echoing throughout the space. “I was beginning to think he really did mean nothing to you. Pity, when what I would have done to him would have been so delicious.”
Eyes adjusting to the light, I pushed myself to my feet. My clothes were bloodied and filthy, the knees of my pants worn from crawling. My palms were scratched, caked in dirt and blood though, even now, those scratches were closing over, leaving only a ghost of the injuries behind. Faint silvery lines that shimmered in the torchlight. 
Aoife wore a flowing cloak the colour of twilight over a dress that seemed to absorb the light falling across her. She might have been hand carried into Smrtka for how unbothered she appeared. White hair waving down her back, face pale save for the slightest false blush across her cheeks. A blush that asked “who, me?” 
“What did you do?” My throat was dry and as I spoke, I tasted blood. 
She glanced at Luca as though noticing him for the first time. “Him? Nothing. I couldn’t care less about your Son. I don’t touch vermin. Though, I can’t guarantee no one else touched him, though.” I looked around as Aoife chuckled to herself. “She’ll see you when she’s ready.”
I ignored her, my eyes locked on Luca. His wings looked bent at this angle, his body curled in on itself in the foetal position. From where I stood, watching him with my heart cracking apart in my chest, he looked like a scrap of the mighty commander of the Sons of Ikya. Like the humans cast into the streets of the Bay of Thieves, broken and left to die a slow, drawn out death.
Do something, I inwardly begged. Move. Breathe. Show me you’re still in there. Please.
Nothing. 
My arms felt weak. My head weightless. All I could feel, all that was left of me, was the breaking of my heart. Could Aoife hear it? The sound was thunderous to my own ears. I wished I was stronger. Wished I could push past the pain that threatened to swallow me whole. For a moment, I could see what it might be like, a life without Luca. It would be no life. 
If Luca was dead, there would be nothing left within me to fight. Revenge would be sweet but I wouldn’t have the heart for it. If Luca died, he would take all of me that mattered. I would be nothing. 
“Where’s Kheris?”
Aoife snorted. “Kheris? He left the moment he got down here. Did you really think he would help you? There’s no standing against me now. Not with her on my side.”
Kheris was gone. And the worst part? I was actually a little disappointed. 
I’d hoped for too much. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed a dark corner of the cavern. A mirror full of swirling shadows, just like the Aka. It had been how Aoife and Luca had gotten into Smrtka - the gateway with its entry point at Alilthien. But Lilith had never left? 
“The wards stop her from going through the Aka,” Aoife said, almost absentmindedly. She toed Luca’s head with her boot. It rolled from one side to another. “But not Kheris. Our father was through the mirror before I could blink. Pity, really. He would have enjoyed this.”
Kicking myself for it, I said to Aoife, “What is it you want, Aoife? You want to be Death?”
I had to keep her talking. If she was talking, she wouldn’t do anything to Luca. Not that he’d moved even so much as a fraction of an inch. It didn’t even look like he was breathing.
She cocked her head to the side. “Surely you have to admit Kheris is poorly suited for the position.”
“Better the devil you know.”
She smiled. “What makes you think I’d be worse than him?”
“Because you want it more than he does. And considering how much he wants it, that’s concerning.”
“I could be good for you, Orphelia,” she said, taking a few steps forward. It put Luca behind her, made her an obstacle. At least he was out of her sight. “We could be good together.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “I loathe you to my very core. You don’t actually want me. You’re just trying to get something from me. What do you want, Aoife? You want Nythrial? You want the blood in my veins? My life? Take it all. It means nothing to me if you hurt the one thing I care about.”
Aoife waved a hand in dismissal. “I told you, I couldn’t care less for your Son. He’s just a means to an end.”
To what end? I waited as Aoife approached me. She reached with a long nailed bony finger out and dragged it across my jaw. 
“Do you know what the perfect thing about a puppet is, Orphelia?”
I stayed silent. Fought against the shiver that coursed through my body. 
“They don’t know what they are.”
My hands tingled. Clenching my fists, I felt only the grit of dirt. “Who’s the puppet here? You? Because I can’t see Lilith working with anyone.”
“Me? A puppet? She laughed before smiling serenely. “You, of course. Everything that has happened, it’s been by my design.”
I thought back over the previous months, searching for…something. I wasn’t sure. But as I combed through every event that had happened, every little problem that had risen, I began to see where Aoife could have had a hand in certain events. 
“The mage,” I began, “Kheris said he didn’t send that note.”
“Clever.”
“Without that note, I wouldn’t have been brought before the council for a bungled collection.”
“You’re getting warmer.”
“When I came back from Galicia, that was when I first met Lilith. She never should have been that far into the forest. But she was. You made that happen.”
Aoife merely smiled, her eyes twinkling in wicked delight. The student had become the master. She had been playing games with a level of skill only Kheris could have hoped to achieve. 
“How did you break the wards on Smrtka? To get her out?”
“Ooh, so close.” She tutted, tapping the side of my face twice before walking away. “I didn’t. I can’t break the wards. They’re simply too powerful. It was mere projection that brought her to you. Even then, you succumbed. It was quite spectacular, really. Watching you collapse into the stream, well, that was the icing on the cake.”
“Why Lilith?” I asked. 
Aoife shrugged, as though what she was about to say was nothing revelatory, a well known truth. “She’s the key.”
“To what?”
“To everything.”
I glanced at Luca. Still motionless. I needed to get to him. So long as Aoife stood in the way, that was impossible. I wouldn’t make it two steps.
An image flashed through my mind of another body so lifeless, so utterly still, that it still haunted my dreams. 
“Silbuurn.”
Aoife chuckled. “That was particularly fun.”
“You killed them. Every one of them. The Daughters of Starlight.”
“Call it…retraining my cwn annwn.” Aoife sat down on a small boulder, crossing one leg over the other. She picked at her nails, looking decidedly bored all of a sudden. “History time, Orphelia, since our dear sister Nessa seems to have been so ill equipped when it came to your education. Long before we came to be, thousands of years ago, there was the Great Hunt. Sachairi was the one who collected the wicked, claimed them for Gehenna. We were naught but a thought at the back of Kheris's mind. The cwn annwn were created to be us in a sense, our original counterparts. They roamed the lands, seeking, finding, claiming. But eventually their thirst for blood grew too great. Sachairi withdrew his beasts. A shame, really. However, I’ve brought them back. I’ve found they serve a unique role I require. Sachairi was only too happy to release them to me.”
My stomach dropped. I’d seen two on the journey through Mourners Pass  - one with Aoife, one with the Summer Court camp. A shiver rolled down my spine.
Aoife studied her hands, distracted. "Surely you didn’t think I had just the one. They’re pack animals, Orphelia. Sachairi was really very generous.”
“But why the Daughters? What purpose did their deaths serve?”
She shrugged, standing to her feet and readjusting her gown. “They had something I wanted. That…leader, if you could call her that, wouldn’t give it up. So I took it and my cwn annwn was able to stretch its legs, so to say.”
“You’re evil. Truly evil.”
No dybbuk in Hören or Smrtka, save perhaps Lilith, could compare.
“I take that as a compliment. Anyway, not long after the cwn annwn were withdrawn, we came into being. ‘We’ being Clodagh, Grainne, Nessa and myself. Some time later, Kheris fucked the wrong whore, resulting in you - a Handmaiden who should never have been.” She sneered, her eyes raking from head to toe. I felt bare under her gaze. Small and insignificant. 
“Is that what this is all about?” I was growing impatient. 
Luca. Please, I need to get to Luca.
“Don’t flatter yourself. You’re hardly the reason for any of this. You were - are - just a pawn in my game. This has always been about me. About what I should have been. I will become Death.”
I’d opened my mouth to speak when I heard it - a low humming. My skin prickled all over as the noise grew in intensity. I looked around the cavern, searching. It wasn’t until I looked up that I found the source of the humming. Thousands of dybbuk, swarming the ceiling like smoke from a fire. One was indistinguishable from another, so numerous were they. 
“An army,” Aoife crooned. “The perfect army. They can’t be killed by your ordinary fae but the destruction they can cause? It’s unrivalled. Completely unparalleled.”
I was distracted, eyes locked on the dybbuk above. I’d spent so many years living amongst them, bringing them into the forest. Yet as an army? It was unnerving in a way that I’d never felt before.
Nothing about it was right. They weren’t soldiers in an army - that wasn’t how the dybbuk operated. They were only ever intent on their own revenge. Not this. They didn’t serve a master.
But perhaps they did…
“That’s why you need Lilith,” I said, the final puzzle piece falling into place. “You can’t lead that which doesn’t recognise you as its leader. Lilith is the only one that can corral them into an army. Without her, you have nothing.”
“With her, I have everything,” Aoife agreed.
As I stared up at them, I was so distracted that I missed the way Aoife side stepped, missed how she threw her hands up. Missed the shadows she shot at Luca. 
But I heard it, felt it down to my very core as though I were the one who had emitted it - the cry of pure agony Luca gave as those shadows drove through him.
I launched myself at Aoife without a second thought, sending her sprawling to the ground. Instantly the shadows disappeared from her hands, cut off by surprise. She flailed against me, throwing a palm up at my nose. I felt it crunch, the hot spray of blood covering my mouth as it ran freely. 
I pushed back against her, driving her head into solid bedrock. The cracking sound of bone on rock reverberated throughout the cavern, competing with the wails of pain coming from Luca. 
Deep within, I felt fury so white hot, it burned my vision. It clouded every thought, my mouth salivated. Pure, unadulterated bloodlust. The likes of which I’d not felt since that day in Lindengaard. Only now, I didn’t black out. I was helpless as my instincts took over, watching as though from far outside of myself. 
Shadows oozed from every part of me, winding in and around Aoife. She squirmed under me, her own shadows and fists fighting back. Together, we tangled, both spirit and flesh at war. A roaring filled the cavern. 
Me. It was me. The sound was coming from me. A mighty beast caged within, struggling to burst forth. In that moment, I longed for it - death and destruction, power and might, hate and fear. Justice for the man I loved. Justice for a life that wasn’t my own. Revenge for the pain and suffering Luca had endured.
I was an inferno, a storm of a magnitude so great, I could reduce Galicia to nothing but dust to be carried away on the wind. Everything within me whorled, reaching a climax where I felt I could burst. Aoife, under my hands, paused, a hint of fear flickering across her perfect face.
My eyes turned molten as I stared down on her, unleashing everything within. 
 
✧
 
I round the corner, too fast to stop before I slam into a tower of billowing black. I rebound, my rear connecting with stone. 
Kheris smirks down at me. “I should have placed a bet.”
I straighten, face burning. Dusting off straw and dust where it clings to my too long skirts. “On what?”
“On whether or not you’d run,” he simply says. His smirk turns into a sly grin. 
I breathe out heavily through my nose. “You knew I’d try to leave on my own.”
“Without me,” he corrects. “Honestly, I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t at least tried. Had you managed it, I’d have been truly amazed.”
I fume silently, fists balled at my sides. My cheeks turn from one shade of crimson to another. My nails start to bite into my palms. “You cock sucking son of a-“
“Wow,” he interrupts, “truly a dazzling display of gratitude. I’ve saved you what - twice today already?”
First the wyvern youngling nearly took a chunk out of my side. First and last time I ever try to feed one. Then the Aka. I’d put a hand in before Kheris pulled me back. And now, I couldn’t even get into the little wooden boat, tied with rope so weathered it should have disintegrated long ago. It cracks against the rocky foundation of Alilthien castle, a chunk of wood falling from the side into the roiling seas. 
“I’ll have you know,” I grind out as I stalk past, slinging my pack over my shoulder. “I’ve only been in this much trouble since I met you. Before you my life-”
“Your life was what, Orphelia? You’ve killed a boy. You’re already more like me than you care to admit.” He strides over to me, pulling a hand out of his pocket. With it, he cups the side of my face where an angry tear is running over my cheek. His thumb wipes it away, dampening my skin. “This is your home. This is where you belong. You can deny it all you want but ultimately, you cannot remove what is indelible.”
I turn away, feeling angry tears well in my eyes. 
In my mind, the vision shifted and suddenly I was in a room with high glass ceilings. The air smelt sweet as it wafted around me.
There are voices. 
I can hear a woman talking. Her voice is thick with emotion. Warm hands hold me. I feel…peaceful. It feels right. 
“You know you cannot keep her.”
“She’s mine,” a woman replies. Her voice is loud in my ears. She’s the one holding me. I’m jostled in her arms as she moves. A whimper works its way from my throat. “Where am I supposed to leave her? Who do I give her to?”
“Anyone,” the other woman replies. Her voice is clear, sharp as glass. “Keeping her will only bring trouble and death down on our heads.”
Am I trouble? Why would keeping me bring trouble down on them? I don’t understand. All I know is that I want to be held and treasured. And milk. I’m hungry. A cry rumbles from my chest. The woman holding me gently touches my face, moves her own face closer to mine. She’s all soft edges and hair like chocolate mixed with a morning sunrise. Her eyes are a familiar jade green as they look down at me. 
“You are perfect to me,” she says.“I won’t let you go.”
“You must,” the other woman says. 
“Leave us, Dianthe,” the green eyed woman says. And then there’s silence as my cries are muted by a breast. 
Once again everything around me changed. Everything except that high glass ceiling. Aeternum Palace. I remembered it then. 
I stand before the Council. The mage is dead. His death is like an oil slick coating my hands. I want to be clean. Make me clean.
My fault. My fault. My fault. 
Though also not my fault. Kheris's fault. He stands beside me, completely unbothered by the sharp eyes of the Council. Almost amused, really. 
In the middle of the three Council members is the woman who met us out in the hall. Dianthe. Empress of Galicia. Goddess of Creation. Something in me calls out to her. It’s fear. Just fear. I shouldn’t be here. I’ve done nothing wrong, haven’t I? Or is the mage’s death my fault because I didn’t stop it?
Dianthe looks at me. Really looks as though she can see through to my very soul. I feel stripped bare. I shake on the inside, determined not to show anything. She’s the Empress. Of course I’m intimidated. That’s all it is. 
But something in her eyes changes and now she looks at me as though she’s seen a ghost. Suddenly I feel less than I am. I am unsightly to her. A Handmaiden of Death. 
Everything in me winds up, tightening in my chest. 
Her eyes seem to say something to me. What are you saying, I wonder? Speak to me. Instead she continues on with the matter at hand. Reminding me I am nothing more than a murderer, whether it be at my own hands or not. 
My head hurt. I prayed, as the world around me shifted once more, for it to be over. But then I saw a man before me. A man who had changed so much over the past months. A man who had upended my world and caught me as the pieces rained down.
Luca. His face fills my mind like a breath of fresh air. He’s the warm summer sun after a long and brutal winter. He is the home I have yearned for, desired all my life. 
Luca is everything I’ve ever wanted. Everything I never thought I could have. 
Then he’s falling away from me. Further, further, further until he lands on solid bedrock, limbs twisted. Face a mask of death. Shadows flick over him and it’s no longer Luca I see, but myself. 
Dead, staring blankly back the way I’d come, alone and in the dark.
I groaned and rolled over, clutching at my temples. Once again I was back in the flickering torchlight of Smrtka. The faces in my mind floated before my eyes, swirling like water down the drain until eventually, there was no memory of those I’d seen. A new face came into focus, lingering above me. 
I knew who she was without asking. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I scrambled back as far as I could until I hit solid rock wall. Even then I pushed against it like it might give way for an escape. 
Luca stared at me, face pale. A pallor I saw only on the faces of the dead. But he smiled. Weakly, heartbreakingly weakly. He was alive. It rang through every ounce of my being. Gave me enough strength to turn and look at the demon before me. 
Because ultimately, that was what she was: a demon. The oldest dybbuk. The original dybbuk. So evil that none had come close to comparing since. 
Lilith. 
I’d known who she was instantly. Her statue hadn’t done her justice. Although worn down and tainted by an eternity in Smrtka, she was impossibly beautiful. Striking angles and features, eyes that pierced you, that could have made a person follow her anywhere she led. Every curve, every soft plane of her body was sculpted as though by the finest sculptor - a perfected work of art. For all her beauty, however, she was terrifying. Shadows radiated from her like tentacles. Where they met with her body, it was a seamless connection. 
Beneath all the unearthly beauty was a killer. 
As she sauntered towards me, the dybbuk overhead parted, bowing to their queen. Her hair became a curtain across her face, one that parted as she lifted to look at me; murky eyes like the bottom of Ferilea Lake locked on mine. Her mouth, full and soft, was formed in a permanent sneer. 
Lilith looked positively ghostly, every nightmare I’d ever had and ever would have. All wrapped up in alabaster skin, so much like the finest silk. Her body was naked and as she walked there was no shame. Silent feet continued towards me, stopping on the other side of Aoife and Luca. 
I flicked my eyes to the Handmaiden. One side of her face was purpled where I’d hit her before I’d blacked out. She would heal but still, the sight gave me joy. At her feet was Luca who paid her no mind, his eyes still staring at me where I pressed against the cavern wall. Like a coward. Like Kheris who’d fled before coming face to face with the core of evil. Shadows twined around Luca. I knew those shadows. They’d poured from my palms far too many times. They were the power to collect, to reap a soul and drag it into the after.
Bile rose in my throat, unable to bear the sight of Luca trapped in my shadows. Yet, as I studied him with a love so intense, it hurt, I realised he wasn’t in pain - not from my shadows, at least. They encompassed him, were protecting him. I was protecting him. 
For a moment, relief flood through me.
Aoife smiled. This was a game to her. A game of cat and mouse and I was cornered. She still had Luca and knew there was little I could do to stop her - not from my precarious position before Lilith. So what if she’d said she didn’t care about Luca. I knew Aoife well enough to know that she would use anything against her enemy to destroy them. In that moment I was more her enemy than I’d ever been.  
Lilith neared. Panic encircled me like a hand fisting around my neck. I gulped down stale air. 
No. This wouldn’t be how it ended. I’d spent so much of my life bowing to Kheris. He’d taken away so much from me. I hadn’t lived. So little time had been spent with Luca. So little joy and happiness had surrounded me until I’d met him. I wasn’t about to let Aoife take that from me. I would never be able to give that up - give him up.
Deep in my chest, a fire ignited. Small embers at first, growing  with every panicked thought. Soon, it burned throughout my body, an uncontrollable blaze. I would be consumed. It would kill me. The pain was inescapable. Cowering into the rock wall, I shook, gulping down air.
With a tilt of Aoife’s head, Luca screamed, his head whipping back as a shadow darted into his open mouth searching for his essence - for that uniquely beautiful, intrinsic part of Luca I’d come to love. The part that made Luca who he was. Desperation choked me. My shadows weren’t enough against Aoife. I was inadequate - I’d always been inadequate. My whole life. And now Luca would die because of it. 
My hands tingled. They’d gone numb from the cold but now, with the inferno pushing its way throughout my entire being, they burned. Those frigid shadows that had plagued me my entire life, now nowhere to be seen. My breathing came faster. I hyperventilated, head spinning. 
Close your eyes. Close your eyes. The pain is too much. It’ll be over soon. 
My body commanded and I began to obey. 
But something caught my eye, a glow illuminating the cave. I looked to Lilith, immobile, enjoying the spectacle but otherwise doing nothing. Aoife gaped. 
I looked down. 
I glowed with the strength of a thousand suns, the light growing by the second. The cave shone like the midday sun. I was a firestorm, raging in the heart of evil. A ball of pure white light. 
Drawing in a steadying breath, I levelled a hateful gaze at Aoife. 
Luca twitched on the floor, his movements slowing. The shadows work almost at an end. It wouldn’t be long now and he’d be gone. Would he go to Gehenna? Empyrean? I couldn’t - wouldn’t - accept that someone as good as Luca would end up suffering for all eternity.
All the hate I’d felt, the losses I’d suffered. A lifetimes worth of choices taken away, deaths I’d both justly and unjustly caused. Nightmares that plagued my every waking moment. All of it became fuel to the mighty tempest raging within. I could no longer feel my body. I didn’t exist. Only the growing force inside. I felt for sure I’d been cracked open like a shell. Serving a purpose, no longer needed as that power grew to a crescendo. 
I shattered.
Aoife flew back, slamming into the stalactites hanging from the cave ceiling. Dybbuk reached for her as she fell, landing with a sickly crunch, rock shards cascading upon her. She’d half pulled herself up before another wave hit. My body curved backwards against the rocks, back arching, power flowing from me, a dam finally burst. 
I kept burning. A memory floated before my eyes.
I burn. I burn. I burn, he’d said.
So, too, would I. My skin felt like it was being pulled back, one strip at a time. Flames licked up my body, caressing. 
Let me die. I want to die. Please, just let me die. 
But I couldn’t. For while that fire within signalled my end, it was also my beginning. I’d come alive. I was lightning itself. The sun, moon and stars. From me flowed the power of the sea and earth. That fire burned so hot it could burn everything in its path, turn the world to ash. Time itself bowed to me. 
And it all focused on the Handmaiden of Death. 
It rose again, preparing to strike. 
Aoife darted to the side and ran straight into the Aka, the only exit in Smrtka. Despite Lilith’s presence, I calmed as Aoife disappeared.
Luca groaned. I rushed over, paying Lilith no mind even as I came close enough to feel the shadows rolling off her, I fell to my knees, bloodied and scraped. 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, wiping sweat soaked hair from his brow. “I’m sorry.” It was all I could say. 
He smiled weakly, his body spent. “Don’t be. I can take it.”
I choked on rising hysteria. “Still so cocky for someone always so close to death.”
But Luca’s eyes weren’t on me. I trailed his gaze to find Lilith watching us with the curiosity of that of a predator in the moments before it decided whether to devour its prey. In an instant Luca was on his feet, pulling me behind his still bound wings as he fought for balance, threatening to topple. He drew his sword from beneath them. The selenite handle he gripped firmly shone through the cave as he levelled the blade at Lilith.
“How noble,” Lilith crooned. She flicked her hand, Luca pushed aside by an invisible force. With a beckoning gesture I was pulled forward, My feet dragged across the ground, digging into the ground below as I resisted with everything in me.
“I have watched you for some time now,” she said, eyeing me with intense curiosity. “I know who you are, Daughter of Ashes. Death follows you wherever you go. But life, creation itself yearns to bow to you. You are night unending. You are what winks out the stars one by one but births galaxies in a breath. You eclipse the sun and your blood turns the moon crimson. The seas rage at your fingertips and the earth quakes at your slightest footstep. I wonder, are you aware of your power? Do you know what you could be, Orphelia?”
My blank face was answer enough. 
Her eyes danced. “You could be the eye of the storm - the centre of it all - and in your righteous fury, wipe the slate clean and start this world anew.”
My heart thundered. I thought for sure Lilith would see it trying to break out of my chest. 
She stalked towards me with a preternatural stillness. “Orphelia, Handmaiden of Death. You are the Seed which will sire a new world.”
The Seed. The one I’d been told about all those months ago. One starry night in Silbuurn as Saros and I wandered through the festival. The Seed from the dawn of the world that had split and brought forth the gods. The catalyst for change that people yearned for when things went pear shaped. It was just a story and Lilith had spent a lot of time underground. People didn’t believe in the tales of old anymore - not like they used to.
They were just that, weren’t they? Stories?
No. Impossible. 
I shook my head, unable to find the words. 
Her eyes narrowed on me as her face contorted into an evil grin. She tipped her head back, cackling. The sound like a cascading waterfall of glass shards. Every instinct in me screamed - begged - for me to run.
“Child. You have been kept in the dark as much as I. They fear your power so they do not wake you. You’ve slumbered long enough. It’s time to rise.”
“I’m not that person.” I tried to step back. My feet were rooted to the ground, at one with the rocks. 
Lilith cupped my chin, held it till I stared back into that depthless gaze. There was nothing lurking beneath the depthless pools that were her eyes. She was empty. Devoid of any feeling. “All your life you’ve felt different. Taking life to you is regrettable where your sisters relish in it. Because deep down, there is a part of your designed to care. It’s intrinsic to your true nature.”
“My nature?”
“A descendent of Dianthe.” She spat it out like poison on her tongue, words that clanged through me. “You are a daughter of the light and a daughter of the dark. In you lies perfect balance.”
“I’m no relation of Dianthe,” I replied. The images from before flashed through my mind. Dianthe’s face. And the woman who spoke of not keeping me. Her voice… No. “My mother was no one.”
Lilith tutted. “You should know better than to believe the God of Death. He trades in lies and secrets. They are his bread and butter, little one.”
I bristled at being referred to as ‘little one.’ “Why tell me this? Any of this? Even if it is true?”
“Because I need something from you,” Lilith replied, leaning closer. Her breath smelt of rain dampened carcasses, left to dry on a hot summers day. “You’re going to break the wards on this place, on the forest.” I shook my head but she grabbed it, claw like nails biting into my jaw as she turned me to look at Luca. “Break the wards, Daughter of Ashes, or he will die.”
✧
 
“You’re mad,” I gasped. “I can’t break the wards. They were created by the gods.”
Lilith shoved me back and I fell, no longer stuck on the spot she’d brought me to. I scuttled back to Luca, keeping him at my back, even as he fought it. 
“Do you know who placed the wards on this forest? On Smrtka?”
Neither Luca nor I spoke. 
Lilith wandered around the cavern. As she went, she stroked a hand along the wall, letting her nails grate across the rocks. “Dianthe and Kheris as you know them are not the Dianthe and Kheris as I knew them. Long ago, the first Seed came to be. It was at a time when the world was still new, still finding its feet. By all reasoning and logic, a Seed should not have come into being at that point. The world was in its infancy. But corruption was rife and so a Seed was issued by the universe. 
“You’ve heard, Daughter of Ashes, that a Seed renews the world. Do you know how it does so? It becomes judge, jury and executioner all in one. It is that perfect balance of good and evil, brought forth in a time where that balance is grievously upturned. And here we find ourselves again, in need of a new Seed. In need of you.”
Luca’s breath tickled my neck but the shudder I gave was one of pure fear. I’d never for a moment felt balanced in my life. Lilith's words echoed in my mind and a small creature deep down in myself raised its head, acknowledged for the first time. As much as what she said was absurd, that part of me quietened, accepting the truth so easily. It scared me how ready that part was to embrace what Lilith said. The words of a madwoman. 
“That doesn’t explain how I’m supposed to break wards,” I said. 
Lilith laughed, swaying around, her hair dancing around her breasts and hips. “This is the fun part, Daughter of Ashes. You are a child of Death but you are also a child of Life. In you lies not only the perfect balance of the Seed but also the biological balance bequeathed by your father and mother.”
I opened my mouth to speak, falling silent when Lilith threw up a hand. 
“‘But my mother was a common faerie whore,’” she parroted in a mocking, whiny tone. “When will you stop believing the narrative that was spoon fed to you by the Creator of Lies? Your mother was no common whore. Would the God of Death ever lower himself in such a way?”
Luca placed a hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t realised I’d been swaying on the spot.
“Then who?” I asked. “Dianthe? Is she my mother?” Was that the truth Lilith was skirting around?
Lilith gave a little shrug. “All you need know is that you are more powerful than you realise. And I’m growing tired of this little conversation. You can break the wards and you will do it. Now.”
She waved a hand and Luca fell back on the ground, gasping for breath. I fell down beside him, hands unable to find purchase as a solid, invisible barrier separated him from me. Helpless. I was utterly helpless and the fact left a bad taste in my mouth. I looked at Lilith, desperately, silently pleading for her to stop. She watched with a cool indifference that told me she wouldn’t give up until she’d gotten what she wanted. 
What was I supposed to do with the information she’d given me? What was there I could do? 
Her words ran circles in my mind, dizzyingly confusing. I shouldn’t have even considered believing her but there was something in what she said that called out to a part of me no one had ever addressed before. 
A part of me I’d never even known was there. 
Luca gasped, his chest sucking in against his ribs. It was like an invisible weight was crushing him. His lips turned blue. 
“Stop it!”
“Break the wards,” was her only reply.
I grew more and more desperate. I reached out to shake Luca but still I couldn’t touch him. I cried out, feeling hot tears spill over my cheeks. He was dying in a way I couldn’t stop, had no control over. This power - it was unfamiliar to me. 
Old magic. 
Kheris had mentioned it once when talking about the bindings he’d placed on Luca’s wings. Was that what this was? Did Lilith somehow possess the old magic - a kind known only to the gods? 
None of it made sense.
“Please!” My plea echoed throughout the cavern. 
“Wards,” Lilith reminded, impossibly calm.
It was hopeless. I couldn’t sift. I was fuck all useful. If wards could be broken with shadows, they’d have never existed in the first place. There was precious little I could do to disarm ancient wards that had existed for millennia purely because a demon was torturing the man I loved. 
Hysteria washed over me, contorting every feeling and sensation locked up in my body. 
Not hysteria. 
Once again that glowing light shone from within me. I screamed, the sound tearing through my throat. I was being pulled apart, one hair at a time. My very core was erupting. The cavern fell away, the humming of the dybbuk ceased. The very world itself vanished from view. 
All around me was pure, unending white. The planes of Basamortura were muddy in comparison. For a moment there was that feeling of endless free falling. That feeling I’d felt when entering Smrtka. Everything was numb, my mind blank. 
I couldn’t see.
And then the scent of earth filled my nostrils. 
Followed by a breath of wind, warmer than the unearthly cold I’d felt in Smrtka.
Eyes still blinded, I reached out a hand out, feeling bracken, moist earth and then something cold, clammy. My mind fought to find the right words as my fingers searched across it.
Corpse.
Luca. Horror gripped me. 
No. Please no. 
I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my eyes. Blurred shapes danced in front of me, slowly coming into focus. 
My hand rested on a foot.
We were out of Smrtka. 
And Lilith was smiling down on me. 
 
✧
 
Lilith stood in the forest, Smrtka behind her. She lifted her arms to the sky and breathed deeply. “You forget, after the first century or so.”
Luca pulled me back. I was too numb to move. Whatever had just happened, it was beyond words. The experience was like nothing I’d ever felt in my life. Like nothing I ever wanted to feel ever again. 
“You have what you want,” Luca said. “Leave us be.”
Lilith turned to Luca, moved till she stood before him. He held himself tall and straight. His chin jutted out as he looked down his nose at her. Looking worse for wear but ever the picture of the commander of legions. 
“Yes.” She ran a hand over his chest, slowly, enticingly. Perhaps once men might have fallen for that. Luca flexed his jaw, his face full of repulsion. “I have what I need. Almost.” 
She slowly reached around Luca and scraped a slender, long nailed finger along the uppermost arc of his wings. He shuddered. 
“Son of Ikya. When I face you on the battlefield - and make no mistake, there will be one - my wrath has brewed for countless millennia. I want you to know that you did everything you could. I want your last thought to be one of disappointment, knowing that you gave your very best and it wasn’t enough. That you couldn’t save your brothers. You couldn’t protect your beloved. I want you to suffer with the knowledge of your own shortcomings having cost you everything you hold dear.” 
Lilith tore a finger down Luca’s wings, pulled it through the bindings he’d carried for so long. They came apart under her finger, disintegrating into ashes, carried off on a light breeze. 
Reflexively, Luca’s wings shot out to their full width, iridescent in the dim. Each feather was unique, though many were still gnarled and twisted from being bound so long. Truly a sight to behold, Luca unleashed was awe inspiring. A thing of legend. A religious sort of reverence dawned in me as I truly saw him for the first time. 
Lilith chuckled. “Till we meet again, Son of Ikya.” And then to me, she smirked, “Daughter of Ashes. I expect great things from you. Great and terrible things to be sure.”
With a wave of her hand, Lilith passed into thin air, an invisible door enveloping her. My mouth gaped. She sifted. She shouldn’t have been able to - the dybbuk couldn’t. Then again, a lot of what she’d done she shouldn’t have been able to do. Destroying the bindings put in place by Kheris to name but one.
Without a word, Luca wrapped his arms around me and we shot into the sky, headed for freedom. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
SIX WEEKS LATER
 
 
 
 
 
Salty ocean air left a sour taste on my tongue as I opened my mouth to draw in a deep, calming breath. The sky above was unending roiling, grey clouds. We’d have a storm tonight. For now, I watched the sky grumble as the sun fought for a break in the clouds. 
The deck was bustling as sailors prepared for the oncoming storm, tying down anything that was in danger of going overboard, preparing the sails with great difficulty as huge gusts of wind caught the canvas, pulling it out of reach of the sailors. I kept out of the way, leaning against the side of the ship. A wave crashed and misting water, caught in an updraft rolling off the sea, soaked my cloak. At least some things were familiar. Away from home, cloaked and damp. 
Nothing was familiar anymore, though. Not in this new world. In the weeks since the events that took place in Smrtka, rumours of war had surfaced. Luca and I had been ready for them. We knew. Lilith had said as much herself. 
That didn’t mean the rest of Nythrial was prepared. Not when it had been in a self proclaimed ‘time of peace.’ Peace was subjective, though, and Summer Court had felt little of it apparently, as Aoife had indicated by her actions. More and more settlements of Summer Court Erraldoiak were cropping up, beyond that of the settlement in Basamortura. So many that we’d lost count. They were a plague on the land. 
And my home. My home was gone. I was a woman without a place to call her own. It hurt. 
Even though Lilith wasn’t in the forest anymore, nor were the dybbuk which had scattered the moment the wards were broken, I couldn’t stay there. My home felt violated. It wasn’t the same. So I’d gathered what little I had and left. 
When Luca had flown us out of the forest, away from Lilith and to safety, I’d forced him down, to rest. Even though he was healing, he’d been through a lot. So we rested, camping like the listless homeless of the Bay of Thieves. We ate off the land and slept the days away until he’d regained full strength. And then, against my requests, he’d flown us to Alilthien. I’d insisted on travelling on foot to save Luca the pain of using his wings. Nari and Elda had been missing since we’d sent them away at Ferilea Lake. 
Luca, stubborn Son of Ikya he was, brushed it off and said he was used to the pain at that point. 
My thoughts turned to Alilthien, to what had happened when I’d arrived. 
 
✧
 
“Where is he?” I burst through the doors, letting them slam behind me, creaking on their hinges. This sort of entrance was becoming a habit. “Where the fuck is he, Decima? Tell me or gods save you.”
She waves a hand at me, fending me off. Wrinkling her nose, she eyes me from head to toe. I admit I look a little worse for wear. I’ve been roughing it in the countryside for the better part of a fortnight. Absentmindedly, I put a hand to my hair and pull out a twig. 
“He’s in his quarters,” she says. And the way she’s looking at me - she’s wary. 
“What?” I snap.
Decima shakes her head, turns back to the books in front of her. “You’ll talk about it when you’re ready. I won’t push you.”
“Why am I not surprised you were watching?” I throw my hands in the air. And then, because I genuinely want to know - “Is there any truth to what Lilith said?”
Decima shrugs her petite shoulders. Her bobbed black hair falls forward as she strains to read tiny, slanted writing on the weathered parchment before her. “You’re asking the wrong Fate. But for what it’s worth? Some of what she said isn’t wrong. Kheris has lied to you. Repeatedly. Surely you knew that.”
“I did,” I reply. “I do. But I also know he’s told me some truths.” It’s impossible to weave the narrative he has without there being some truth included. Now I just have to disentangle the lies to work it all out. One giant, shitty knot.
“His quarters,” she repeats, pointing at the door. 
I turn and leave, knowing a dismissal when I hear it. 
Kheris's quarters are on the other side the castle. I hurry through the halls, briefly searching the rooms I pass anyway just to be safe. 
Outside a high arched window, I glimpse Luca flying overhead. It is my one stipulation - that he not come into the castle. The last time he was here, well, things hand’t gone well. I still wake in the night, screaming at memories of how I fought against the barrier over Luca as he suffocated. 
Kheris is where Decima said he would be. He’s leaning against a table positioned under a wide window and as I enter, he glances over. He looks the same as ever but there’s something tight in the way he holds himself. Good, let him feel guilt. Whatever it is he’s feeling. None of this would have happened if not for him. 
“I see he’s recovered,” Kheris says, eyes glazing over as they stare out the window. 
I move to stand at his side, watching Luca as he surveys the land and castle. He catches sight of us - of Kheris - and his face hardens. 
“She’s out, you know,” I say. “Lilith.”
Beside me, I feel him shudder. Though when I look, he’s composed as ever. 
“Hardly my fault when you’re the one who broke the wards,” he snipes back. 
“She’s your mess. You clean her up.”
“My mess,” he mutters, fumbling with the collar of his shirt. In all my years, I’ve never known Kheris to fidget with anything. He’s not a fidgeter. He’s always so collected. God of Death, my arse. The person beside me wears a carefully crafted mask of calm, hiding a god in chaos underneath. “Always my mess. We’re family. We share the mess.”
“We’re family when there’s trouble but when there’s a victory, it’s all you.” 
He shrugs, mouth pressed tight. “I’m not going after her, if that’s what you’re hoping.”
“Either you go after her or she starts something none of us can finish.” 
Kheris shifts off the table and turns to me. “No. Something you can’t finish. I want no part in this.”
I grind my teeth as he walks away. I hadn’t expected much but even this is abysmally low. “Unbelievable. Big, bad God of Death, cowering because of one evil spirit. You could squash her like a bug if it struck your fancy.”
He winces, his shoulders curling in a fraction. The look on his face is almost…apologetic. It takes a moment to place because he’s never once looked like that. 
“Unless you can’t stop her,” I say, taking a stab in the dark. “Can she be stopped, Kheris?”
He purses his mouth as he thinks. “Everything made can be unmade but in a word: no.”
“What did you make her into when she died?” I stare in horror, my stomach dropping lower by the minute. “She’s a dybbuk, isn’t she?”
Silence. 
“Isn’t she, Kheris?”
He bounces his head from one side to another. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
My stomach sinks. Nothing good ever follows a claim such as that. And where Kheris is concerned, it’s never good. 
Never.
“Anything you think is a good idea is in fact a very, very bad idea.”
“You weren’t around back then,” he says, brow furrowed. He shoves both hands in his pockets but I can still see tiny movements - still fidgeting. It’s almost novel, to watch the God of Death squirm under pressure.“My intention was that someone be oversight for the dybbuk. Ant the time, I was naïve enough to want someone as my equal. I’d romanticised the whole concept in my head. Someone to rule alongside me. That and I couldn’t be everywhere at once.”
“If you did your job properly you could be,” I counter, folding my arms impatiently. “What is she?”
He winces again, as though the truth is actually painful to divulge. “A Goddess of Death.”
I gape. But before I can say anything else, he sifts out of the room, out of Alilthien, away from Marwolaeth.
 
✧
 
The first drops of rain splattered down on the deck, coating my dusty boots in misshapen polka dots of clean. The sailors moved about the deck, quickly preparing for a storm that wasn’t waiting. There was nothing gracious about the ocean, just raw fury and impossible beauty. 
Luca walked over to me, put an arm around my shoulders. He stood taller than he had in months, his wings now tucked away within and out of sight. It had been a long night as he’d retracted them. I’d stayed by his side even though I hadn’t known what to do. I’d felt as helpless as I had down in Smrtka, watching him slowly die at the hand of Lilith. 
A Goddess of Death. 
“Captain says we’ll be there in a week if the weather holds up,” Luca said. “Guessing he hasn’t looked outside all morning. He was drowning in inventory.”
I half smiled because that didn’t surprise me at all. 
“I’ll go and check on him.” I gave Luca’s arm a squeeze before I walked away, headed for below deck. 
The reek of unwashed bodies was overpowering but compared to the rotting stench of the dybbuk, almost pleasant. I’d take sweaty sailors over decay any day. As I moved through the ship, tiny pockmarks of light shone through the lattice hatch above on deck. The captain kept his quarters below with the rest of his men, unusual considering there was a designated place above. 
“You should really stop every so often,” I said as I entered what was really just glorified closet. A table was shoved in the middle, laden with paperwork and maps, and at that table using a makeshift bunk as a seat was Saros. 
He grinned up at me as I stood in the doorway, arms folded. 
“Missing anything good up there?”
I made a face. “Oh, we’ve lost about a dozen men overboard today. Didn’t think you’d mind.”
“Ha ha,” he replied, rolling his eyes. “One of the men said there’s a storm coming?”
“Yes. Generally speaking the captain would be on deck and managing what is basically a loosely controlled shit show.”
Saros threw a balled up piece of paper at me. “Give me some grace, woman. I’ve only done this once.”
I smirked, not bothering to dodge the projectile as it bounced off my now fully healed shoulder and landed at my feet. “Should I be worried about that? Sailing with an untried captain? Do you even know which end of the ship is the front?”
“It’s that one, isn’t it?” He pointed behind him, towards the stern. 
“We’ll all be dead by noon.”
He stood up, jostling the table. A wave rocked the boat, sending papers scattering across the floor. I swallowed a snort as he groaned. 
Saros pointed directly at me. “No laughing at my misfortune. Now back on deck and work for your supper, wench.”
I rolled my eyes dramatically. “You were so much nicer when you were a lowly stablehand. Power has made your head swell.”
“But Captain Saros sounds so good,” he crooned as he pushed me from the room, closing the door behind us. “If you can’t see the mess, it doesn’t exist.”
We moved back through the ship, emerging on deck to a gust of sea spray. 
“We’re nowhere near Winter Court yet and it’s already fucking freezing,” Saros said, wrapping his arms around himself. Despite the furs he’d grabbed from a hook before climbing the stairs, he shook. “You sure this is what you want?”
Luca spotted us and walked over, winking at me as he neared. I felt my face burn despite the chill that clung to me like a second skin. 
As he came to stand at my side, Luca pulled me against his body, heat radiating from him as though he were my own personal sun. I huddled as close to him as possible. 
In the immediate moments following Smrtka and all that had happened with Aoife and Lilith, I’d almost been too scared to hold Luca. Living as a Handmaiden, it was easy to forget how fragile others could be. The slow torture and near death of Luca had reminded me of that. 
I still had days where guilt consumed me.
Everything that had happened. All my fault. 
“What is there for you in Winter Court?” Saros asked. 
I looked up at Luca. He brushed a thumb across my bottom lip, a small smile dancing on his own face - one of the few smiles I’d seen in recent weeks. 
Winter Court. It hadn’t been an easy decision to make.
 
✧
 
I rub my hands and put them as close as I dare to the fire. Luca has stoked it higher than he normally would have. This night is infinitely colder than the rest. I just know I’ll be locked in nightmares of Smrtka - if I even manage to fall asleep first. I’m so tired but I cannot sleep. Not when the fear of losing Luca is still so raw.
“We could go to Lindengaard,” Luca suggests. 
I make a face. “Because we have so many happy memories there.”
He mimics my face. “Fine. Valourum?”
“Farming wouldn’t suit you,” I reply. The image of Luca with a trowel and straw hat makes my mouth twist. It’s the first step I’ve made towards smiling in the week since we left Smrtka. I’m still not ready for that, though. It feels wrong to smile. Like I shouldn’t have any joy. Not when I came so close to losing it. I don’t deserve that which I cannot protect.
“This is all irrelevant. You need to go to Dianthe and raise the alarm. War will follow now that Lilith is free.”
“There’s time for that once I know you’re safe.”
It’s the same conversation we’ve had all week. I fall silent, watching dancing embers. 
Tomorrow. I’ll make him see sense tomorrow. 
“What if we could try Galicia,” Luca says quietly. It’s not the first time he’s suggested it. 
Frankly, his reasoning makes sense. The wards placed around Galicia are there to keep Death and his Handmaidens out. But if I am not entirely Death, if part of me is of Dianthe, then maybe I can get past the wards. 
Still, we won’t know. Not until the wards kill me or let me pass. 
Luca nods. I don’t even have to say anything. “Let’s look into that more first.”
I give him a half hearted thumbs up, grateful that he’s not prepared to risk my life on a hunch. My standards of what I expect from any male are sub zero after the stunt Kheris pulled, abandoning us in Smrtka at the mercy of Aoife and Lilith. 
“Winter Court,” I finally say. 
“What? Why? Why would we go there? I don’t care for literal blue balls.”
I shrug, too tired to take the bait and joke with him. He’s baited me constantly since we left Smrtka. I should have be one comforting him and yet, he’s all jokes and winks. 
“Aside from Alilthien - which I won’t risk, not with you - my only other family I trust is Nessa. She’s in Winter Court. I say we go there.”
Luca moves to my side, pulls me against him and rest his chin on my head. “Lia, I will go wherever you go. You are my heart. To be parted from you would be a fate worse than death. And I can confidently say that now.”
I pat the arm he has around me. “Then we go to Winter Court. Together.”
 
✧
 
The storm raged on above us, battering the ship with high winds and waves that threatened to swallow us whole. I chewed on a stale piece of bread, my stomach too unsettled for the stew the men ate with gusto. All around they ate and drank ale as though nothing were going on outside. They might as well have been at a tavern back on the mainland.
I watched Luca as he spoke with Saros and a deckhand. All three heads were bowed together, struggling to hear one another above the raucous cheering of drunken sailors as they gambled away what little pittance Saros could afford to pay them. 
When I couldn’t take any more, I stood and crossed to Luca. 
“I’m going to bed,” I whispered in his ear. 
He squeezed my hand against his shoulder. “I’ll come with you.”
Saros wolf whistled as we walked away. I threw a vulgar gesture over my shoulder, though there was no stopping the blush that bloomed on my face.
The truth was, Luca and I hadn’t been intimate in that way, not since that night in the cave. He hadn’t pressured me but I knew he missed me. I missed him, too, yet every time I thought of touching Luca, caressing him, images of him gasping for air and halfway dead flashed through my mind. 
He, too, struggled with those memories. Luca would never admit it but I knew. 
We entered our sleeping quarters, just as small as the rest throughout the ship. I undressed and slipped naked into the cot, barely big enough for one but somehow, we’d managed with two. Neither of us could bear to sleep apart. Not one night had passed where we hadn’t slept entwined, each holding together the fragile pieces of the other.
So Luca slid in beside me and I curled into him, letting him hold me in a way so tender, it made my heart ache. I rested my head against the hollow of his shoulder. 
“My beloved who hangs the stars.” He kissed my forehead.
I smiled. I would never get tired of that. “Luca?”
“Mmhmm?” Already he was on the brink of sleep. 
“Despite it all, I still think it’s beautiful,” I whispered. “That we found each other. That we’re alive. We’re here together no matter the odds we faced.”
He held me tightly, firmly wrapped up in his arms. I wasn’t going anywhere but still, he held me as though I might disappear like the shadows I carried. 
“It’s beautiful, Lia. All of it.”
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