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For those who learned that darkness doesn’t devour. It forges.




Listen along to our Duskbound-inspired Spotify playlist.
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Scan or tap to visit Duskbound Playlist

Most are for the lyrics, some are for the vibes, and others might just predict the future.




Previously, in Riftborne

In a world where magical essence flows from the realm itself, manifesting in individuals as unique magical abilities called focuses, Fia Riftborne has learned to live in the shadows. She has spent her life being taught that Riftborne are inferior, dangerous, and deserving of their oppression.

But Fia harbors a secret: a rare and terrifying focus that allows her to manipulate minds. When this power erupts, she draws the attention of General Laryk Ashford, a military prodigy whose own mysterious focus allows him to read and predict anyone’s actions – except Fia’s. Intrigued by her powers, he offers her a choice: join his elite faction of the Sídhe Guard or face execution for her crime.

Despite her hatred for the same Guard that destroyed her homeland, Fia accepts, desperate to master her lethal abilities. As she navigates complex relationships within the Guard and forms bonds with her new team, a grave threat emerges. Shadow creatures called Wraiths begin attacking the Western borders of Sídhe, seemingly driven to obtain Sídhe’s stores of arcanite, a powerful magical crystal.

Accompanying Laryk to the Western fortress city of Emeraal, their journey reveals growing tension and attraction, culminating in an intimate encounter after a heated confrontation. Fia’s powers continue to evolve as she discovers she can enter others’ dreams, accidentally witnessing an erotic dream of Laryk’s, and experiencing prophetic visions of an impending Wraith attack that are initially dismissed.

During a formal ball at Emeraal, as Wraiths launch the attack she foresaw, Fia manifests unprecedented powers over darkness and shadow – abilities previously associated only with the enemy. Captured by the Wraiths, who identify themselves as Umbra, Fia is taken to Ravenfell in the realm of Umbrathia, traveling on winged horse-like creatures through the sky. There, a golden-eyed warrior named Aether reveals a shocking truth: everything she knows about her history is a lie.
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Glossary


NOTABLE CHARACTERS


	Fia Riftborne (FEE-ah RIFT-born)

	Our protagonist, a Duskbound from Sídhe


	Aether (AY-ther)

	Second-in-command to General Urkin, leader of the Spectre Unit


	Laryk Ashford (LAHR-ick ASH-ford)

	General of Faction Venom in Sídhe


	Vexa (VEX-ah)

	Blacksmith turned Umbra soldier, can enchant weapons, member of Spectre Unit


	Effie (EF-ee)

	Noble daughter turned Umbra soldier, teleportation abilities, member of Spectre Unit


	Rethlyn (RETH-lin)

	Umbra soldier, can manipulate feelings/consciousness, member of Spectre Unit


	Raven (RAY-ven)

	Communications runner turned Umbra soldier, can create bonds with mirrors that allow communication through them, member of the Archival Unit


	Lael (LAY-el)

	Orphan from Croyg, Strykka contestant, necromancer, member of Spectre Unit


	Mira (MEER-ah)

	Strykka contestant turned Umbra soldier, nightmare illusionist, member of Spectre Unit


	Theron (THAIR-on)

	Strykka contestant turned Umbra soldier, fragment illusionist, member of Spectre Unit


	Lord Soleil (so-LAY)

	Lord of a noble House in Sídhe, Osta’s employer


	Osta Riftborne (OS-tah RIFT-born)

	Fia’s oldest friend from Sídhe


	Maladea Thiston (mal-AY-de-ah THIS-ton)

	Known as Ma, Fia’s friend and former employer from Sídhe


	Valkan Syrndore (vahl-KAHN SER-en-dor)

	Lord of Draxon, leader of the Damphyre, shape-shifter


	Krayken Vindskald (KRAY-ken VIND-skald)

	Traveling bard and author of a historical memoir detailing his life before the crusades






UMBRA GENERALS


	General Urkin (UR-kin)

	Leader of the Umbra combat forces


	General Taliora (tal-ee-OR-ah)

	Leader of the Medic’s Unit


	General Talon (TAL-on)

	Leader of the Archival Unit


	General Karis (KAIR-is)

	Leader of the Scout’s Regiment






UMBRATHIA NOBLE HOUSES


	House Valtýr (VAHL-teer)

	The royal family of Umbrathia:


	Queen Andrid Valtýr (AN-drid)

	Current Queen, descended into madness


	Prince Andrial Valtýr (AN-dree-al)

	The lost Prince


	Vilda Valtýr (VIL-da)

	The Queen’s sister


	House Skaldvindr (SKALD-vin-dr)

	Noble House connected to royalty through marriage


	House Eirfalk (AIR-falk)

	Noble House, Effie’s family


	House Galdrynne (GAHL-drin)

	Noble House


	House Breidfjord (BRAID-fyord)

	Noble House


	House Baldurson (BAHL-dur-son)

	Noble House


	House Sveinson (SVAIN-son)

	Noble House


	House Vallgrym (VAHL-grim)

	Noble House


	House Eldgardr (ELD-gard-r)

	Noble House


	House Alfarson (AL-far-son)

	Noble House






RACES AND TITLES


	Kalfar (KAHL-far)

	The dark elves that live in Umbrathia


	Aossí (EE-shee)

	The race of Elven-like beings that live on the Isle of Sídhe and Riftdremar


	Damphyre (DAM-feer)

	Kalfar who feed on blood/essence from other Kalfar


	Duskbound (DUSK-bound)

	True shadow wielders, traditionally only in the royal bloodline


	Riftborne (RIFT-born)

	Children who were saved from the destruction of their homeland, Riftdremar, and brought to the Isle of Sídhe. Before they were granted citizenship, these refugees were branded with a symbol of unity on their left wrist and hand. Most were raised in group homes throughout the Isle and were expected to assimilate into Sídhe culture and society






LOCATIONS


	Umbrathia (um-BRAY-thee-ah)

	The dying realm of the Kalfar


	Sídhe (SHEE)

	The Isle of Sídhe is a thriving kingdom in which all Aossí now reside


	Ravenfell (RAY-ven-fell)

	Capital of Umbrathia


	Riftdremar (RIFT-dreh-mar)

	An island to the east of the Isle of Sídhe. Riftdremar was destroyed after an uprising against Sídhe’s colonial effort to mine and steal arcanite stores, and expand their influence on Riftdremar’s culture, economy, and resources


	Draxon (DRAX-on)

	Southeastern territory of Umbrathia, ruled by Valkan


	Stravene (stra-VEEN)

	Neutral territory between Ravenfell and Draxon


	Croyg (KROY-g)

	Once the largest farming region of Umbrathia, now dead from the drought


	Vardruun (var-DROON)

	The second largest city in central Umbrathia, taken by the drought


	Ilsthyre (ILS-thire)

	A small village to the south of Draxon


	The rip

	The tear between realms






MAGIC


	Essence

	The living energy that flows through the realms


	Tether

	Umbra term for magical abilities


	Focus

	Sídhe term for magical abilities


	The Void

	The darkness in northern Umbrathia that creates Void burns


	Void burns

	Marks that allow vessels to absorb shadows






ORGANIZATIONS


	The Umbra

	Umbrathia’s military force


	Spectre Unit

	Umbra with shadow-wielding capabilities


	The Guard

	Sídhe’s military force


	The Council

	Umbrathia’s ruling body






IMPORTANT IDEAS AND OBJECTS


	The drought

	A magical drought in Umbrathia, where essence is being drained


	Vessel

	A Kalfar who has entered the Void and bears its marks; able to absorb and manipulate shadows they are given by a Duskbound


	Sentinel

	A member of the Umbra combat unit


	Arcanite (AR-kan-ite)

	Crystal that stores essence


	The Strykka (STRIE-kah)

	A set of trials that allow Kalfar to join higher-ranking positions within the Umbra forces


	The crusades

	A dark period in Umbrathian history when the royal family systematically hunted down and eliminated other Duskbound families to secure their exclusive claim to the throne, ensuring House Valtýr would be the only bloodline with the power to control the Void. These purges lasted for centuries, nearly eradicating all Duskbound outside the royal line


	Void-letting

	The process by which a Duskbound shares their shadow magic with vessels


	Blood oaths

	Binding magical contracts used by the Guard


	Bloodweep

	A plant used in blood oaths, native to Umbrathia


	Siphon

	Can control and redirect the flow of essence






CREATURES


	Dread Sirens

	Wraith-like beings that can speak to the dead


	Vördr (VOR-dr)

	Horse/dragon hybrid that shares a connection with those touched by the Void:

Draug (Drog)

Easkath (EE-as-kath)

Nihr (NEER)

Nyx (Nix)

Raskr (RAS-ker)

Stassea (Stas-eah)

Tryggar (TRIE-gahr)






RELIGION


	Esprithe (Esp-rith)

	The pantheon of deities who are worshiped by those on the Isle of Sídhe and in Umbrathia


	Sibyl (Sib-uhl)

	The Esprithe of Foresight


	Conleth (Kohn-luth)

	The Esprithe of Wisdom


	Niamh (Neev)

	The Esprithe of Dreams


	Ainthe (Ah-N-yuh)

	The Esprithe of Memories


	Eibhlín (Eve-lin)

	The Esprithe of Justice


	Fírinne (Fehr-EN-yeh)

	The Esprithe of Truth








Prologue

I had always felt safest in the shadows.

Before the Guard, I clung to them, hiding within their veiled embrace. It hadn’t occurred to me much at the time, but the price of such a life is a stifled sort of existence, like a flower delicately pressed between the pages of a book. Preserved but stagnant. Reduced to the whims of those brave enough to steal a peek inside.

You never really know what you’re missing until it becomes clear, either by chance or fate. In my case, it was by force.

Laryk had all but yanked me from the depths, throwing my flattened petals into water, but not the still pond that simply revived. No, he flung me into a tumbling maelstrom, the type of current meant to transform. The type that stripped away the layers of old, eroding familiar contours and shaping something anew.

Something that could exist in the light.

Yet, to my surprise, it wasn’t the annihilation I’d always feared.

It was a revelation.

Being seen, truly seen, wasn’t death. It was a spark of life I had never known. It filled me with a power that, from the darkness, had always seemed so much like a curse. Beneath the waves, I’d learned to face it.

So as change typically goes, I abandoned what I once clung to. Darkness became a relic, and I turned my back on shadows in favor of the light.

Never once did I think they’d return to claim me.




CHAPTER ONE

Someone was knocking.

I didn’t budge from my place at the window, head resting on the cool iron bars that kept me trapped among the clouds. An eerie nothingness sank into my gut, mirroring the fog that surrounded the tower I now found myself in.

Tiny winding streets were a blur from this height, obscured even more by the mist that hung heavy in the air. A mist that never seemed to dissipate. Only muted rays of an eclipsed sun broke through, casting a dim light into the room – my prison of obsidian-carved walls.

I focused my eyes on the reflection staring back at me from the glass. Black ink curled in the corners of my eyes, reaching out towards the onyx of my pupils but never quite touching. Avoiding the mirror had become my top priority while in this prison. I only dared an occasional peek in the semi-reflective glass of the window. But even then, I couldn’t take in the sight for very long.

Shadow wielder.

The words had never left my mind. Not for a single moment since the golden-eyed soldier had thrown them in my direction. That had been days ago.

Four, five maybe?

I’d lost count.

The time of day hadn’t seemed to change from the moment I’d arrived.

‘I have your meal.’ The voice of a woman sounded from the hallway, muffled by the heavy door.

‘I hope you’re decent! I’m coming in!’ she said before the grating of a rusted lock echoed through the room. ‘Aether’s busy – of course he is – so I thought, Why not me?’ The door creaked open.

I tensed, grabbing my dagger from the windowsill, quickly sheathing it against my thigh before turning towards my new visitor. Recognition bloomed as I noticed the lithe frame of the woman from the ball at Emeraal. Her soft voice did not match the previous image I had of her, with the mysterious aura and crow attached to her shoulder. The perfect complexion from the evening had been wiped away and she had swapped the concealer for a color palette that accentuated the shadows round her eyes rather than mask them. Her dark hair was now pinned back with multiple bobbles that clinked together with each step.

Her eyes lit up when she spotted me watching her. ‘Oh, you’re awake! That’s good. I brought you some food!’ She lifted the tray slightly, as if it were a trophy. ‘It’s just rice. Not very exciting, I know.’

I said nothing, following her closely, assessing her demeanor. She didn’t seem particularly threatening, but her casual attitude grated on my nerves. I’d seen multiple faces over the last few days, each bringing me some variation of food meant to simply sustain me. None of them had spoken as much as she did.

‘You must be so confused! I mean, I’d be confused too – waking up in a strange place, unfamiliar people – but I promise, we’re not here to hurt you.’ She smiled brightly. ‘I’m Effie, by the way. And you … well, what’s your name?’

I schooled my expression into neutrality. ‘What am I doing here?’ I asked, my voice shaking from misuse. I cleared my throat, hating the sign of weakness.

Effie tilted her head, clearly debating her response. ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked instead, her tone oddly earnest.

I clenched my jaw. ‘If you’re not the enemy, then why am I being held prisoner?’

‘Oh, you’re not a prisoner!’ she said quickly, though her cheerful tone faltered. ‘I mean, technically, you’re locked in here, but it’s not, like, forever. It’s just that … well, Aether thought it might be best until we sort everything out …’ Her voice dropped conspiratorially. ‘He’s rather infuriating most of the time. He’s lucky he’s so dreadfully gorgeous, because the dark and brooding bit gets exhausting after a while.’ She gave a light laugh, as if we were sharing some inside joke.

Frustration prickled at me. ‘Tell me what a shadow wielder is,’ I demanded.

‘One who can harness nothingness and command it.’ She arched a perfectly preened brow as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

‘And you think I can do that?’

‘We watched you do that.’ She didn’t hide the exasperation in her voice.

The night at Emeraal was still a blur – screaming, smoke, the ballroom erupting into chaos. I remembered shadows pouring from my hands, but the details felt slippery. Had I really absorbed their darkness? Commanded it? Or was this just another manipulation, feeding me half-truths to make me doubt everything I knew?

All I had was their word. My enemy’s word.

Anger sparked in me. ‘So, what’s your plan? To force me into your unit? To use me against my own?’ Disgust laced my words.

Her expression shifted into something like disbelief. ‘Force you? Goodness, no! That would be –’ she hesitated, her nose wrinkling – ‘well, I suppose it would be efficient, but no, we couldn’t.’ She gave a weak laugh, but her gaze darted nervously to the door.

‘Oh, but couldn’t you?’ I said. Aether had blocked my mental intrusion earlier without any effort. ‘Why not just push into my mind and demand it of me?’

He’d already been in my head, hadn’t he? Those golden eyes had haunted my sleep before I ever laid eyes on him in this realm. Was that invasion his doing? Some twisted trick to weaken me before they even took me? The thought made me want to vomit.

Effie scrunched up her face in confusion. ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

My heart skipped a beat – a small kernel of hope forming. I had assumed, because they knew about my connection to the shadows, they knew about my ability to bend minds. But the genuine confusion on Effie’s face said otherwise. I looked inward, seeking out the pulse of minds in the surrounding area. I could see Effie clearly in front of me, and others smaller, seemingly on the floor beneath us. They looked no different than the minds of the Aossí. It was only Aether’s mind that glowed in an unfamiliar golden hue. And as Effie so kindly mentioned upon her arrival … he was currently occupied.

‘So, shadow wielding isn’t connected to the mind?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice level, layered with a bit of disinterest for good measure.

‘Not that I’m aware.’ Her blue eyes narrowed. ‘But I’m no true shadow wielder. I’m simply a vessel.’ Her breath slowed as her eyes moved back to inspect the door.

I stopped the smile that threatened my lips.

‘Perhaps I’m speaking too candidly. I have a tendency to do so – at least that’s what Vexa always tells me.’ She tried to reinsert her playful manner, but I could tell she was nervous. She’d said too much.

I kept my face calm, even as my focus roared to life. ‘Effie, I’m going to need your help.’ Once, I would have struggled to bring my focus forward when I needed it. But not anymore. This time it didn’t hesitate, eager to be let out. Iridescent strands fluttered around her, caressing her mind before taking their hold. I sighed in relief when I wasn’t met with resistance. My focus thrummed, sending tingles across my back.

Effie’s confusion faded, her muscles relaxing until she looked almost peaceful. Eyes staring at me unseeing, ready for my command.

‘You will escort me out of here, taking the safest route back to the Isle.’ My voice filled with a confidence I hadn’t felt since I’d been brought to this wretched place.

Without a word, she turned towards the door and started walking. I kept my concentration on the link to Effie’s mind as I followed, the thundering of my heartbeat my only distraction.

I thanked the Esprithe as the door swung open, revealing a hallway mercifully empty. The minds just beyond us beckoned – so close, so tempting – but I couldn’t risk it. I’d never tried to control more than one mind at a time. Now was not the time to try and fail. I’d ruin my chance of escape if I lost connection to my only guide. Even worse if she screamed for help. I’d have to make my way through the building blindly.

I took in my surroundings as we crept down the hallway. The walls were made of a cold, uneven stone. A stairwell revealed floors even higher up. The smell of a burning hearth was somewhere near, and I could only hope others would be preoccupied enough to not notice a guard and a prisoner of war casually walking by.

‘Move faster,’ I commanded through the bond, nerves taking over.

Effie upped her pace, keeping to the outer edges of the stairwell as we began to make the descent in a dizzying loop. With each floor we passed my urgency grew, trying to move quickly enough to remain unseen.

I almost stumbled into her when the floor eventually evened out. We were in a circular hallway, with two open-arched doorways on either side housing great halls that were blessedly empty, and a wooden door directly in the middle. I couldn’t hear over my thundering pulse, and hyperfocused on the middle door, knowing it was our way out.

A few more moments and I’d be free of this Esprithe-forsaken tower. I refused to let myself think about what awaited beyond the walls – one step at a time.

Move, move, move.

Effie lifted her hand to push open the door. Just as her fingers wrapped round the handle, footsteps thundered from behind me. The air shifted, sharp and fast, before a force slammed into my back. I keeled over, gasping, and before I could get my bearings I was yanked up over someone’s shoulder. The connection to Effie snapped and frayed into nothing.

‘Oh, no you don’t.’ The husky voice vibrated through me. The man didn’t even seem winded as he tossed me on to his shoulder like I was no more than a sack of grain.

Fuck.

‘I admire your ambition,’ he said, his tone annoyingly calm, ‘but isolation it is.’

I slammed my fists into his back, thrashing like a wild thing. His body was a wall of stone, unyielding and utterly unmoved by my struggles.

‘Let. Me. Go,’ I screamed, my voice muffled by his leather-clad back.

‘No can do, Princess.’

I felt the tilt of his jaw against my hip and snapped, ‘And stop fucking calling me that.’

His grip on my legs tightened. ‘Stop acting like one.’

His words hit me like a whip, and anger scraped across my skin. That was it.

I slammed my hand against my thigh, tearing my hidden dagger from its sheath. The golden-dusted emerald gave me away, reflecting the single flicker of light coming from a torch on the wall. Aether went rigid as I brought my hand down towards his leg at a rage-fueled speed.

But then it stopped. My hand froze just as a bead of crimson formed on the surface of his leathers. I tried and tried to plunge it deeper into his flesh, but an invisible force kept my fist in place, trembling.

‘Pathetic,’ he said in a low tone, just as my fingers uncurled against my will, the dagger falling to the floor with a clang.

Without thinking, I sank my teeth into his side.

He shifted, his body only mildly twitching at the attack, and let out a low hiss.

‘Not helping your case.’

My teeth ground together. ‘I swear I’m going to –’

‘Bite me again?’ His voice, tinged with humor, only angered me more. ‘You might just be the weakest Duskbound in the history of this realm.’

I growled in frustration, trying to kick him, but he was rock-solid, barely even acknowledging my efforts.

A gasp echoed from the doorway just as Aether turned to begin the trek up to the holding cell and my eyes locked on to a very confused Effie, realization slowly dawning and flushing her cheeks.

‘What … how did I get down here? What’s going on?’ She stumbled over her words, following after us.

‘Effie, next time, do as you’re told and wait,’ Aether said in reply.

I felt ridiculous being jostled with each step as Effie’s expression shifted to anger directed solely at me.

‘You bitch!’ she shrieked, her eyes pulsing. ‘I was so nice to you!’

And suddenly her form disappeared, only to materialize a mere breath from my face.

‘I brought you food –’ she began just as Aether cut her off.

‘Don’t waste it, Effie,’ he said as he continued his climb, putting distance between us. She let out a huff of exasperation and crossed her arms before spinning round.

We ascended and my body went limp as heaviness settled into my bones.

When we reached the chamber Aether didn’t set me down immediately. Instead, his grip tightened, fingers digging into my flesh as he carried me to the window.

‘Look,’ he commanded, his voice deadly quiet. ‘Look at what you’re trying to escape to.’

Beyond the glass, the mist had dispersed, and my eyes fell upon a gray landscape that stretched endlessly, broken only by twisted trees and crumbling ruins. The eternal twilight cast everything in shades of ash and shadow.

‘This is what your people did,’ he growled, his breath hot against my ear.

He finally set me down, but before I could move, he had me pinned against the wall.

No.

The position was too familiar. Broad shoulders caging me in, one hand braced beside my head. Heat bleeding out from a body pressed too close. It had only been nights ago that Laryk had me pinned like this in his chambers, our breathing ragged, his mouth trailing fire down my neck. But those had been emerald eyes reading my every move, not these molten gold ones that burned with accusation. Those had been the hands of someone I’d chosen.

‘Tell me, Princess,’ Aether said, his voice dripping with venom, ‘did they teach you how to steal essence too? Or just how to control minds?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I snarled, but my voice trembled.

His laugh was cruel as he leaned closer. ‘No? Then why don’t you explain how you absorbed our shadows that night?’

‘I didn’t –’

‘Don’t lie to me.’ His fingers gripped my jaw, forcing me to meet his gaze. ‘I watched you. I saw what you are.’

‘And what exactly am I?’ The words came out as a whisper.

Something dark flickered across his features. ‘That’s what I intend to find out.’ He released me, and my back slid against the wall.

‘The night we took you, you were dressed in that ridiculous gown.’ He began circling me. ‘But you fought like a soldier. So, either you’re someone of importance, or you’re a part of the Guard.’

‘I was serving drinks,’ I spat.

His laugh was cold. ‘In that dress? With that dagger?’ He pulled my blade from his belt – the one with the golden-dusted emerald, the color of Sídhe. ‘Try again.’

When I remained silent, he pressed closer. ‘Who are you to them?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Where are you from?’

‘You know exactly where I’m from,’ I hissed, climbing to my feet.

‘That’s not an answer.’ His hand shot towards me, fingers curling round my neck. ‘We were going to do this the nice way. Pity.’ His face was dangerously close. ‘How did you wind up in Sídhe? Did they take you, or did you enter their realm on your own accord?’

‘I’m. From. Sídhe,’ I said through gritted teeth.

He studied me, narrowed eyes raking over my face as if unable to process my words. ‘And what is your station?’ he asked. ‘In the Guard?’

‘I told you –’

‘The truth,’ he spat. ‘Or I’ll have to assume you’re an immediate threat to this realm. And I deal with threats accordingly.’

His words sent ice through my veins. But beneath the fear, anger reignited.

‘You want the truth?’ I snarled. ‘I don’t know why I can wield shadows. I don’t know why your darkness called to me that night. But I do know that threatening me won’t get you the answers you want.’

Something shifted in his expression – surprise, maybe, at my defiance. Or perhaps at the honesty he heard in my voice. His grip on my throat loosened.

‘How are they doing it?’ His voice was low. ‘How are they filling the towers?’

‘Your questions make no sense to me,’ I seethed. ‘I have no answers for you.’

He stepped back. The sneer faded from his lips, replaced by a slow exhale through his nose. His eyes narrowed still further, sharpening to points. The kind of look a hunter gets when tracking prey through the forest.

‘I’ll give you one last chance,’ he said, his voice dropping to a rumble. ‘Tell me the truth about who you are and how they’re draining us, and I’ll ensure you’re treated with dignity.’

I met his gaze, letting him see the defiance in my eyes. ‘I’ve spent my entire life being treated without dignity. What makes you think your threats mean anything to me?’

‘Very well,’ he said, drawing closer. ‘Isolation it is.’ His eyes fixed on me for one last beat before he dropped his arm and turned to walk away.

The door slammed behind him with finality, the lock sliding into place. A cry escaped my lips as the weight of failure crushed me. I sank to my knees as the tears began, letting my face slide against the cold stone floor.

I stayed like that for hours as the realizations struck me. How I would never get a chance to tell Raine goodbye – that I would never have a chance to tell her how much she really meant to me. Osta’s expression as she witnessed my powers haunted me. And Ma’s heartbreak when she learned her worst fear had materialized … But it was the thought of Laryk that truly paralyzed me. As the truth of my situation sank in, it filled me with a type of panic I’d never known until that moment.

Not until I realized I’d never see any of them again.




CHAPTER TWO

There had been no more attempts to visit me, no more interactions with anyone. Only the occasional slip of food under the door, the sound of keys turning in locks, and the oppressive quiet that settled in and never left. Six weeks. That’s how long I’d been here, according to a guard I overheard from beyond the door. Locked in this cramped room with nothing but stale air, occasional meals that tasted like sand, and the constant faded light trickling in from the window.

It had become clear that I’d never have another chance at escape while Aether was around. And he was. Always and insufferably. Around. That golden mind pulsed through the air like a beacon, and I couldn’t escape it – couldn’t escape the man who loomed like my own personal sentinel.

There was only time. Too much time to think about things that were so painful they threatened to tear me into pieces.

I’d had dreams in the beginning. Flickers of things, scenes set in the place I used to call home. Flashes of faces, sudden glimmers of the people I’d left behind. People who probably thought I was dead. It was hard to know, hard to discern whether those were anything more than my own consciousness tormenting me with the past, or if they were more than that – tangible things happening in real time. I’d given up trying to figure them out. It hurt too much. And as my hope for escape, for rescue, dwindled, so did the dreams. My mind turned as gray and lifeless as the landscape outside.

Three roaring knocks shot through the room then, icing my veins in an instant.

I pushed myself closer to the wall, leaving the light of the window and pressing my back against the cool stone surface, heart slamming through my chest. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been aware of it beating at all.

An unfamiliar woman stepped through first, her stride measured but unhurried. Aether followed, lingering at the threshold, his eyes flicking towards me for only a moment before he turned his back and focused his attention on the hallway beyond.

The woman stopped, scanning the room briefly before her gaze landed on me. She tilted her head, a lock of jet-black hair shifting against her jawline. Leather armor hugged her frame, her silhouette studded with steel. A dozen daggers glinted against her torso, the blades reflecting the dim light. The handles were carved with unfamiliar symbols. Some looked worn, others ornate, and one appeared to be made of bone, its pale sheen sending a chill down my spine.

‘I’m Vexa,’ she said simply, her tone light but steady. She stepped further into the room. ‘And you are?’

I opened my mouth and then closed it, so shocked by the sudden intrusion that I didn’t know how to respond. Unsure of whether I should even respond at all.

‘Does she speak?’ Vexa asked, throwing a glance over her shoulder at Aether. He didn’t turn.

‘Look, I think you’re smart enough to understand we won’t be making any changes to this situation –’ she motioned around the room – ‘without some kind of conversation.’

Still, words failed me.

‘I told you we should have waited longer.’ Aether sighed without turning round. ‘She’ll crack, eventually.’

‘Aether, no one asked for your input,’ Vexa hissed back, before returning her attention to me. ‘What can we call you?’

Finally I gave in. I’d spent too long without distractions and desperation was clawing away at me.

‘Fia,’ I said, my own name sounding unfamiliar.

Her violet eyes, swirling with dark tendrils not unlike my own, sparked with surprise.

‘Fia. What an odd name,’ she murmured, turning to the side, a victorious smirk on her lips. ‘You hear that, Aether? I win. Now we do this my way.’ She let out a chuckle as he responded with a mere grunt, his muscular frame still taking up the entirety of the doorway.

‘He’s a sore loser.’ She shrugged. ‘His plan was to leave you up in this tower until you fell apart. Which was clearly going well.’

My eyes shot to Aether as anger licked through me. The last six weeks had been a monotonous string of numbness, during which nearly all of my emotions had dwindled into nothingness. As I glared at him I let that anger take hold. It felt warm. I wanted to latch on to it and never let go.

Vexa raised an eyebrow at my expression. ‘But perhaps you should wait outside. I don’t believe she likes you very much,’ she said, eyes darting between us.

‘Do you want him to leave?’ she asked me, amused.

I simply nodded.

‘All right. Aether, wait outside. Your presence isn’t exactly helping the situation.’

‘You remember what happened with Effie?’ Aether said calmly. The reminder of my failure stung.

‘If she decides to hijack my mind, I’m sure you’ll catch her again,’ she responded sharply, clearly losing patience with the back and forth. ‘Now go.’

He hesitated before leaving. ‘As you wish,’ he said. I heard the metal door screech closed, the rusty lock sliding right back into place.

‘Esprithe, he’s suffocating.’ She rolled her eyes, sitting down on the bed. ‘Better?’

I simply stared at her.

‘Don’t go all quiet on me. I have something to offer you.’ She smirked, chin falling into her hand. ‘I’m sure you’re dying to get out of this room.’

I felt my heart flutter involuntarily at the thought. I had started to believe it might never happen. That they’d just keep me trapped up here with my thoughts and the everlasting twilight.

‘I can leave?’ I asked.

‘Don’t get ahead of yourself.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘We’ll still be on the property … but I could take you for a walk. If you’re interested.’

Another pang of the heart. Outside? My skin longed to feel the wind, to feel something other than the stale air of this tower.

‘Yes.’ It was the only reply I could muster.

‘I can arrange it. But first I have to ask you a few questions. Do we have a deal?’

I opened my mouth, nearly answering without thinking about the weight of my response. She must have noticed my internal battle because she was quick to interrupt it.

‘Why don’t we just talk, and then you can decide.’

‘I’m not going to tell you anything without an answer in return.’ The words tumbled out, tinged with a confidence I hadn’t felt in a long time.

‘Now we’re talking.’ She grinned, mischief pooling in her eyes. ‘I’ll go first. You wield shadows. Quite well, I might add. But you have no Void burns. How do you do it?’ She tilted her head, as if appraising me.

I hesitated before deciding to tell the truth.

‘I found out about the shadows the same moment you did. I know nothing about it. And I know nothing about Void burns.’

‘I’m sure that was quite the revelation.’ She let out a laugh and shook her head. ‘A Duskbound living across the rip. I would have never imagined it possible.’

There was that word again.

‘Duskbound?’ I asked, pulling my hands into my lap and sliding my right palm over my Riftborne branding. I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to hide it or seek comfort from it.

‘Yes, a Duskbound. A true shadow wielder,’ she said simply.

‘So, all of you wield shadows?’ I asked hesitantly, keeping my eyes fixed on the door.

‘Not exactly.’

I paused, waiting for her to continue, but she simply shrugged. I guessed that was a topic she didn’t want to discuss yet. Perhaps she wasn’t allowed to. What had Effie called herself?

‘Are you a … vessel?’

Vexa rolled her eyes as she leaned back and sighed in exasperation. ‘Effie. I adore the girl, but Esprithe she’s going to be the death of me.’ She reached up, sliding her gloved hand over her inky hair. ‘I don’t know what she told you. But as you can imagine, there are certain topics … we don’t quite feel comfortable discussing with you yet. I also don’t want to overwhelm you.’

‘Overwhelm me? You’ve captured me and locked me in a tower!’ I couldn’t control the rage that now drenched my words.

‘Look, I can’t tell you what I can’t tell you. It’s as simple as that. I’m open to answering other questions you may have, but there will always be a line – a too far. At least for now. Until we know what your intentions are,’ she said coolly.

I leaned back against the wall, our eyes locked in a stalemate.

‘How much do you know about what is happening between this realm and the one you came from?’ she asked.

‘I know you’ve killed friends of mine – killed hundreds of my fellow soldiers.’

Vexa’s eyes went sharp with recognition as we continued to stare at each other, and I immediately regretted the admission – confirming that I had been a part of the Guard at all. She didn’t speak for a long while, and neither did I.

‘How exactly are we supposed to react to the life force being sucked from our lands? Ask nicely for them to stop? To stop killing us?’ she seethed.

‘How do you know that’s even actually happening?’ I shot back.

But even as the words left my mouth, uncertainty twisted in my gut. They kept saying it. Aether. Vexa. Effie had certainly implied it.

She glared at me, dumbfounded.

‘What exactly do you think those towers of arcanite are for? You think they just grew up out of the ground like that? In those locations? Do any of you even know where it came from –’

‘Vexa.’ The growl came from the hallway, just beyond the door. We both froze, the word hanging between us like a blade. Vexa’s lips twitched, a flash of annoyance passing across her face as she turned away.

‘That’s enough questions for today, I think.’

I watched, rooted in place, as she stood and stretched her arms above her head in a lazy motion, like she had nowhere urgent to be. But I felt the space between us contract, the distance of this room closing in on me all over again.

She’s leaving.

I swallowed, the lump in my throat growing as I tried to push away the cold emptiness that suddenly seemed so much more suffocating.

Alone. Again.

Just as she reached the door she turned round and rested against it, crossing her arms and studying me. After a few seconds she leaned her head back and sighed.

‘Rest up. I’ll take you to the stables tomorrow.’




CHAPTER THREE

‘These should work,’ Vexa said as she handed me a stack of black fabric and dropped a pair of boots at my feet.

‘Erm, thanks,’ I managed to get out before she turned and climbed up on to the bars at my window and took a seat.

‘No mind games? You promise? Don’t make me look like an idiot in front of Aether. I’ll never live it down.’ She arched an eyebrow, her lips twisting into something like a smirk.

‘No mind games,’ I repeated, slipping out of my sleeping garments.

I had decided to go along with whatever games the Umbra wanted to play, in the hopes of finding something – an answer, an escape … I didn’t know quite what, but I knew I wasn’t going to learn anything stuck in the tower.

Her expression deepened, not quite friendly, but not entirely mocking either. I couldn’t tell if it was humor or a warning.

‘The Vördr,’ she continued, ‘may seem domesticated, but they’re wild at heart. They only let us pretend we’re in control. Never forget that.’

I turned to face the mirror behind the bed, avoiding looking at my eyes. My gaze slid over the leathers. They were thicker than the ones I’d worn in Sídhe, etched with intricate patterns and burn marks that seemed to writhe and twist round my body like liquid smoke.

‘Well,’ Vexa remarked, eyeing me up and down. ‘Seems like everything fits. Although you could fill them out a bit more.’ She narrowed her eyes at my food tray, still half full, stale polenta clinging dryly to the plate.

‘I’m still … getting used to everything here.’ The food was bland, like the ghost of something once edible. Even its color seemed muted. ‘The food is different.’

‘I’m sure it’s much better where you’re from.’ She clicked her teeth but stopped herself from saying anything more.

The silence that followed was thick, uncomfortable. Vexa’s eyes lingered on me for a moment longer, some kind of pain brewing in their depths before she turned round, her gaze sweeping the room. I let out a slow breath, my chest tightening. I was about to leave this tower for the first time; the last thing I wanted to do was piss her off and make her change her mind.

‘Ready?’ she asked, no sign of frostiness left in her voice.

I followed slowly, the scent of soot wafting off her, lingering beneath the sharp tang of iron. As if she had just come from a forge.

‘All right, let us out.’

The metal screeched as the lock lifted. Aether’s form filled the doorway like a shadow. I hated how just his presence felt like a weight pressing down on me. He didn’t even look in my direction. Not a glance, just a heavy silence that seemed to stretch on. I watched as his structured jaw ticked, framed by the raven-colored hair that barely brushed his shoulders. The simple movement caused his metal piercings to refract the light, and I caught a glance of those shimmering golden eyes. The ones that had haunted my dreams for the last year.

‘Thirty minutes,’ he said in a hoarse voice. My insides tightened at the sound, curling into a ball of resentment.

‘Understood?’ he asked, irritation lacing his tone.

Vexa rolled her eyes, leaning against the doorframe and pushing her hand against his chest to get him to let her out. ‘I heard you the first twenty times you said it.’ She sighed. ‘I’m sure you’ll be trailing behind us like our own personal guardian either way.’ She brushed past him and motioned for me to follow.

I took one step towards the door, then froze. Not by choice. My body simply stopped responding, like every muscle had turned to stone. Vexa disappeared from view around the curve of the stairs.

Aether stepped into my line of sight, and the amusement written across his face made my blood boil. His gaze raked over me dangerously, taking in my futile attempts to move. Panic flooded me as I remembered that moment in the tower weeks ago – how my fingers had uncurled from the dagger against my will, how my hand had frozen mid-strike.

Fuck.

His breath ghosted across my ear as he leaned in. ‘You can try to mess with my mind all you want,’ he whispered, voice deadly soft, ‘but if you try your luck with any of them, I will make you wish you were dead.’

‘Is this really necessary?’ I managed through gritted teeth, hating how close he was, hating even more how my body refused to move away. His onyx hair caught the light, falling into that unnervingly perfect face – sharp angles and full lips that rested in a brutal kind of neutrality. Esprithe, looking at him felt like stepping too close to the sun.

‘Just making sure we understand each other.’ The warmth of him was maddening as he lingered there, too near, his voice low enough that only I could hear.

‘Fia?’ Vexa’s voice echoed up from below. ‘Do I have to drag you down the stairs myself?’

The pressure holding me vanished so suddenly I stumbled forward. Aether’s hand shot out to steady me, and the brief contact sent electricity through my skin. When I met his eyes again, that dangerous edge had been replaced by an unreadable calm.

‘After you,’ he said, gesturing towards the stairs.

I shoved past him, trying to ignore how my heart raced.

He waited for me to make it to the first landing before trudging down the stairs after us, Vexa pulling at my arm with calloused fingers as we continued our spiraling descent.

When we finally reached the door at the bottom and opened it, I shielded my eyes in reflex, expecting the light of a blinding sun; it was like the short journey down the tower had somehow robbed my mind of what I knew to be true about the world outside my prison. I had become all too accustomed to the endless muted days. It was as if this realm was stuck in time, the sun never rising beyond the gray mountains, the moon never leaving its position in front. And this day was gray, too, just like everything in its reach.

I followed Vexa out on to the lawn, stale grass crunching under my feet. Through glimpses of fog, I could see the intimidating architecture of Ravenfell piercing the muted sky. We were nestled in what seemed to be a corner of the city, but with a giant wall obscuring my view of any shops or vendors. To the right were barren lands and to the left, sharp stone circled the perimeter. Beyond those walls looked to be the remains of a forest, but its trees were all twisted and dead.

Eventually we stepped on to a path, and rocky bits of broken stone ground beneath my boots with each step. I took a deep breath and gave myself a moment to savor the feeling of the wind on my skin, before the smell of wet hay and manure grew too strong to ignore.

I followed Vexa into a covered stable. The stalls were spacious with high walls made of sturdy wood, leaving open entrances without gates, allowing the inhabitants to wander in and out at will.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see, but it certainly wasn’t the creature before me.

My mouth went dry as the beast huffed towards Vexa, its movements graceful, yet ominous. Its eyes gleamed with an intelligence that distinguished it from any animal I’d ever seen.

The Vördr’s head retained the noble features of a horse, though much, much larger. Its long, muscular neck held up a strong, regal face. Its mane was thick, and dark as night, cascading down its back. Where a horse’s ears would be, there were subtle ridges and slight bony protrusions, akin to horns.

But the Vördr’s most striking feature was its wings. They were massive, with a span that stretched far wider than the creature’s body. Coarse dark hair covered the Vördr, each movement causing the deep hues to shimmer. It was even more terrifying than I had remembered.

‘Isn’t she magnificent?’ Vexa breathed in awe, reaching out her hand for the beast to sniff. It gave her a few uninterested blinks before tapping Vexa’s hand with her snout in acknowledgment. Wings brushed the ground as it turned, exposing the ridged spines that curved down its back.

Vexa walked to an elevated platform and climbed the steps before motioning over the Vördr. It followed her calls and she began unfastening the saddle that was crafted along its back.

‘You’re actually lucky Raskr is here today. We have stables across Ravenfell, and these beauties only stop by of their own volition. It seems like her last rider had to run off before they had time to take all this off her.’ Vexa made quick work of the buckles and patted Raskr lovingly on the back once she’d removed the saddle.

‘So they just come and go as they please?’ I asked, looking around at the gateless stalls.

‘We would never try to hold a Vördr unwillingly. That would be a death sentence. They are gentle beasts, as long as they have their freedom.’ Vexa laughed as she made her way down the steep stairs of the platform, carrying a saddle that rivaled her in size.

‘But they often stay close to their riders,’ she added.

‘Is this one yours?’

‘I’d never forget to remove Draug’s saddle if he were here. Not that he would let me.’ She chuckled.

‘So do you just choose which one you ride?’

Vexa eyed me curiously. ‘It’s a rite of passage here, to be chosen by a Vördr. The highest of honors. The decision is all theirs. They know when they’ve found their Kalfar. Draug picked me.’

A sliver of annoyance licked through me at yet another word I had no context for. It was irritating how they spoke to me like I already shared their vocabulary, with no explanation for anything, always forcing me to enquire.

‘Kalfar?’ I attempted to keep the irritation out of my tone.

‘We’re all Kalfar.’ She shrugged, motioning to the tower behind us.

‘I thought you were Umbra.’

‘Umbra is our title as soldiers in the realm’s forces. Kalfar is what I am. What we all are; what you are,’ she corrected me.

‘I’m Aossí,’ I said quietly, turning back towards the beast.

The Vördr’s long tail whipped, brushing the ground as she turned to make her way to the small field on the opposite side of the stables.

‘Whatever you say,’ Vexa half joked.

Looking around, I only now realized how empty this area was. Apart from Vexa and me, along with Aether, who was now leaning against the entranceway we had come through, there wasn’t a soul in sight. Preventative measures, I was sure.

‘Do you remember flying here on them?’ Vexa’s voice whistled past me on the wind.

Of course I remembered. How could I possibly forget flying among the clouds?

‘Despite your friend’s efforts,’ I retorted, eyes returning to the Vördr.

‘That was really more for your benefit than ours,’ she said, a laugh escaping her lips. ‘Rethlyn meant well by it.’

I pondered the answer for a few quiet seconds as her amusement dissipated. They probably thought kidnapping was more pleasant if one was unconscious. But it also made it impossible for me to fight back, to attempt an escape. I’m sure that was just an added bonus. I eyed Aether, who had his eyes closed, an unreadable expression on his structured face.

I probably wouldn’t have been able to escape that night anyway. Not with him around.

‘His mind looks different from the rest of yours,’ I said without thinking.

Vexa returned to my side, giving me a confused look. ‘Looks different?’ she asked.

‘The rest of your minds glow silver; his glows golden.’ I didn’t know what compelled me to speak but it didn’t seem like anything they could use against either me or Sídhe.

‘So, you can see our minds?’ Her voice was low now but still edged with curiosity.

‘If I try.’ I looked towards the tower and pulled on my focus. Her attention followed mine.

‘Ten minds in that room.’ I pointed. ‘Six descending the fourth-floor stairs,’ I murmured. Aether’s eyes shot to me.

‘Vexa,’ he said, starting towards us, but she whipped her hand out, halting him.

‘Under control,’ she shouted, eyes riveted on to mine. ‘You can see them, within the walls?’ she said, a breathless kind of rustle to her voice.

It felt like we were entering dangerous territory, and I had no idea how they would twist this information to their advantage. So I turned, looking across the landscape once again, staying silent.

‘I’ve never heard of anything like that,’ she said, noticing my sudden apprehension. ‘You’re far more than a Duskbound,’ she whispered, as if to keep the revelation to herself.

Her words sent a wave through me. In truth, I had never really known what I was. Who I was. At this moment it seemed like more of a mystery than ever.

For the first time in my life I’d been starting to figure it out. With Laryk pushing me to master my focus, believing I was capable of more than I’d ever imagined. With team V, I’d finally found people who saw past the brand on my wrist, who made me feel like maybe I actually belonged somewhere.

And now I was here. Alone. Being told I was something else.

Did they even know I was alive? Was Laryk tearing apart the West looking for me, or had he written me off as another casualty of war?

The thought made my chest constrict painfully.

I watched as the Vördr scraped its hooves on the ground, the sound sharp against the quietness that surrounded us. Then, with a powerful neigh, it surged forward, its wings snapping open. Without realizing it, my feet began to move, drawn towards the creature, eager for a closer view.

‘Watch your step,’ Vexa called from behind me, her voice a warning just as the Vördr launched into flight. Its wings unfurled fully, cutting through the air with effortless grace. Only then did I notice the shapes in the distant sky – dark, bird-like silhouettes drifting on the wind.

As my gaze sharpened, I counted at least five other Vördr, their massive forms racing towards the fortress. Each was a study in shades of gray, from onyx as dark as night, to reflective silver, their coats streaked with patterns – swirls of smoke and ink that seemed to shift with every movement. Some had legs dusted in white, as if snow had clung to the tops of their hooves, while others sported long braided manes in shades of ivory and charcoal, the intricate plaits winding down their necks.

The creatures descended in an arc, their wings brushing the stone of the nearest tower before they ascended once more, vanishing into the sky.

I stood rooted to the spot, breathless. They were unlike anything I had ever seen. The legends of any beasts had been little more than whispered stories back in Sídhe, told to children as fantastical tales, often dismissed as fabrications – or forgotten myths from a time long past. I had never imagined seeing something like this. Never imagined something like this even existed.

The crunch of footsteps broke my trance, and I remembered where I was. Sadness hit me like a wave. Part of me wanted to push it away, to try and climb out from its depths, but it was too heavy. The numbness had lifted but now I was left with a pain that felt too great to bear. I ached to go home. To take to the sky, be back where I belonged. Back to Sídhe. To Laryk. I nearly crumpled to the ground at the weight of it – the weight of emotions I had been avoiding during my isolation. Ignoring them had felt like my only form of survival.

But now they had returned in full force, and my breaths became hoarse and frantic as I stumbled forward. Everything around me turned into darkness and I hit the ground.




CHAPTER FOUR

The brush of grass caressed my legs and my eyes adjusted to the crimson rays of a setting sun. A path was clearly stomped out through the overgrown blades before me and the cry of children’s laughter had me moving towards the sound. I noticed them first, two young girls holding hands, looking five or six at most. They had dark hair braided down their backs and matching lace dresses. They ran ahead of a man and woman in fine clothing, fit for nobles. I couldn’t see their faces, but it was clear they were a family. The woman looked tense as she leaned in, speaking in hushed tones to the man at her side. I noticed the stern shift of his shoulders in response.

‘Wait for me!’ one of the children cried. That was when I saw the wall of darkness. The two young girls were silhouetted by a mass of nothingness that seemed to leach away all the light around it. One girl stood in complete fascination, unmoving, while the other kept looking back towards her parents impatiently. Inky tendrils curled along the ground, moving closer to their small figures.

‘It’s too early – they are too young!’ the woman called out desperately when the man broke away from her and began to walk towards his daughters, taking the hands of both.

‘Please, can’t we wait?’ Her pleading was lost on the wind and he never turned back to acknowledge her. ‘Mommy? Don’t cry, Mommy. I won’t go!’ The restless of the two girls turned, attempting to run back towards her mother, pulling against her father’s grip.

Without pause, he scooped them into his arms and disappeared into the darkness.

*

The dream clung to me for days after that.

This felt different from the nightmares back in Sídhe. Those dreams had been urgent, violent – prophetic, even.

But this felt older. Softer around the edges, like looking through frosted glass. A memory, maybe, though not mine, so whose? And why?

The realization that my dreams were more than just my mind playing tricks had barely started to sink in before the Umbra took me. Now I was trapped here having visions of children being swallowed by darkness, and I had no idea what any of it meant.

I couldn’t make sense of it. It occupied my mind more than anything else during the times I was left alone in the tower. Vexa had returned every day, taking me back to the stables, letting me breathe in the fresh air until Aether deemed the excursion had met its end, but I still had plenty of time in the tower.

Vexa had attempted light conversation, keeping a closer eye on me as I walked the grounds of the small field on the edge of the city, probably trying to anticipate another sudden fainting spell. It was clear she thought my panic-stricken attack had been due to the nature of our previous conversation, and I didn’t correct her. The longer I could go without more questioning, the better.

I climbed from my place on the floor, near the window, anticipating her arrival at any moment. Time was difficult to discern from the motionless and unchanging sky, but I had gotten better at deciphering how the passing of it felt, paying attention to the slight differences in behavior – the patterns of noises or minds that I saw in other levels of the tower.

I strode over to the chest at the end of my bed, opening it to find the leathers I’d worn the day before. I began undressing and pulled the thick fabric across my skin before slipping into the boots Vexa had provided. I glanced up, briefly seeing my reflection in the mirror behind the bed, and quickly looked away before my face came into focus.

But curiosity tugged at me. Slowly, I returned my eyes to the silver mirror and let my gaze climb to the ends of my long hair, unruly and weightless as it had ever been, dancing round my head in a halo of white. My body stiffened as I finally settled on my eyes. Except they looked normal. Well, not normal. But they looked as they always had, opalescent and beaming.

There was no sign of the dark tendrils that had danced in them weeks before, when I first arrived in Umbrathia. I ran to the mirror, desperate for closer inspection as I confirmed it to be true.

The shadows were gone.

Confusion enveloped me. Could they have been wrong about what they saw? Perhaps I wasn’t a shadow wielder after all. Perhaps even I had hallucinated them as well. Relief surged through me but was tinged with fear, and I wasn’t quite sure why. I should be ecstatic that I was normal once again. That I was as I had always been.

But something clawed at me.

If my usefulness to the Umbra was gone, my life would be sure to follow. I bit my lip as footsteps echoed from the other side of the door, and Vexa’s voice became clear, speaking in hushed tones to Aether.

‘They’re here,’ she hissed. I used my focus to zone in on their minds as Aether’s golden orb shot up, moving quickly towards the silver of Vexa’s.

‘What do you mean?’ he responded in a low voice. ‘Urkin told them not to breach the city limits until we sent word.’

‘He’s not happy about it either. But they’ve become more and more insistent. We can’t exactly enforce punishments. Not when things are so fragile.’ I heard a sigh, muffled by the wall between us.

‘They’ve become uncontrollable,’ Aether spat.

‘If you’d let me try my hand with her earlier, perhaps we wouldn’t be in this current situation,’ Vexa retorted. I crept closer, attempting to better hear their conversation when I saw the golden mind shift, taking a few steps back.

‘We’ll discuss it later. In a more appropriate setting,’ Aether said at full volume.

It wasn’t long before the lock slid open and Vexa appeared in the doorway. She seemed tired, less enthusiastic than during our previous encounters.

‘Well, you seem quite eager today.’ She half smiled, leaning against the stone wall, noting my closeness to the door.

‘It’s not like I have anything else to do,’ I replied.

‘Well, in that case, I won’t keep you waiting.’ She motioned for me to follow as we made our descent down the tower.

Two of the Vördr were on the lawn outside the stables once we made it there. The black one from the first day, wearing the saddle once again, and another that was dark charcoal, with silver speckles up the legs. They were chewing on discolored hay that covered the ground.

I took a seat on one of the benches, watching as they ate. Vexa sat down next to me, shooting a hopeful glance in my direction without focusing on me for too long. She leaned back, adjusting her leathers as a sigh escaped her lips. I’d become accustomed to that over the last week – her not knowing what to say, not wanting to send me into another fit.

‘The darkness – it’s gone. From my eyes,’ I finally murmured, after a few awkward moments had slipped past. She had to have noticed by now. The lack of contrast was obvious.

‘It’s been gone for a while,’ she responded, pulling her boot up on to the bench and gazing out at the expanse beyond the fortress walls.

‘Why?’

‘You haven’t created any shadows to replace it. When you absorbed ours back in Sídhe, some of them stayed,’ she said simply, as if I should understand.

‘I don’t know how any of this works,’ I said quietly. The only thing I had learned since my capture was that I knew nothing. And it frustrated me no end.

‘Duskbound can wield shadows naturally. They can also create them,’ she said, finally looking in my direction.

‘If that’s true, then why can’t I feel that power within me?’ I asked, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

A knowing smile touched her lips. ‘It’s in there. You just don’t know how to access it yet. There’s a process …’ She paused. ‘Where it will become clear to you.’

‘And a vessel … what is that?’ I asked, unsure of whether Vexa would answer.

She looked at me for a moment, chewing on her lip before shifting her body to face me, arm lounging on the backrest of the bench.

‘Technically, any Kalfar can become a vessel,’ she said as she removed her glove and began rolling up the sleeve of her top. Intricate designs covered her skin – abstract and vague, like smoke.

‘These are Void burns,’ she said, pointing to the wisps of inky blackness that swirled across her hands. As if to demonstrate, she pulled shadows through her fingers like water, watching as they drifted through the air. They seemed to gravitate towards the markings on her arms, eventually seeping into the black shapes and disappearing completely. ‘They allow us to absorb the darkness, and use it. But we cannot create it on our own,’ she said, turning her hand over, where inky tendrils pooled in her palm. ‘These did not originate in me. They were given.’

I remained silent, watching as the last wisps of darkness disappeared into her burns.

‘Once a Duskbound learns to forge them …’ Her voice trailed off as her eyes met the ground, almost looking as if she was wrestling with something. ‘They can share their shadows with others.’

A lump formed in my throat at her openness.

Esprithe, is that what they want with me?

Suddenly the tower’s metal door swung open, and a tall, slender man with tawny skin and clad in leathers similar to ours began making his way towards the dark Vördr.

‘Rethlyn.’ Aether’s voice boomed, trailing close behind him on the gravel path. ‘What are you doing? This area is closed right now.’ It was only then that the man – Rethlyn – halted, shooting his eyes across the lawn until they fell on me and went wide with horror. The shadows beneath his eyes were deep, tapering into sharp points that cut across his cheeks. A thin bar pierced the center of his nose. The Kalfar seemed to have a penchant for such jewelry, not just lining their pointed ears but also embellishing their features.

‘Oh, fuck. I didn’t realize –’ he began before Aether slammed a hand down on his shoulder, pulling him back a few feet. ‘I forgot to remove the saddle from Raskr before the conference. I just came out to –’

‘Rethlyn, Esprithe’s sake, pull your head out of your ass. I had to take it off her just a few days ago,’ Vexa cut in, sounding irritated.

‘Sorry, I was running late,’ Rethlyn responded, pulling free of Aether’s grasp.

‘He’s just asking to get trampled.’ Vexa sighed.

‘Make it quick,’ Aether hissed, grabbing Rethlyn’s shoulder once more and ushering him down the path to the stables.

‘Imbecile.’ Vexa shook her head, letting out a breath that sounded half annoyed, half amused.

‘So that’s the one who kept me under on the journey here,’ I said, then added, ‘Rethlyn.’

Vexa’s gaze flicked towards me, her brow furrowing just slightly in concern.

‘No one’s supposed to be here right now. Rethlyn knows that – if only he paid attention.’ She blinked away a thought, almost dismissively.

I hesitated before asking, ‘Is his focus – affecting consciousness?’

A strained grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. I instantly regretted asking, but I needed to understand. To figure out how things worked here – what I was dealing with.

‘Focus,’ she repeated, almost with a laugh. ‘Strange way to frame it. Like it’s something to be manipulated or forged. Like it’s not inherent. Not born into our blood the moment we exist.’

I mulled over her words. I’d never questioned the name given to our powers – the way essence manifested within us, shaping the realm.

‘What do you call it?’ I asked, genuine curiosity coloring my voice.

‘A tether,’ she murmured softly, her gaze drifting towards the ashen landscape beyond the fortress. ‘Our gifts bind us to the land. To the essence that flows through it.’

I sensed a shift in her – a quiet heaviness in the way she held herself. But I couldn’t quite place it.

Our two realms seemed more alike than different. Vexa was clearly the enemy, but she didn’t seem like the Wraiths I’d learned about at the Compound. I thought back to when they had been simply shadows wreaking havoc on the West – beings of darkness spilling from another world, hungry for power.

‘Our tethers define us in every way. They are what make us Kalfar.’ Vexa’s voice broke the silence, raw with pride. ‘And they are disappearing.’

I opened my mouth, but was interrupted as Rethlyn’s voice broke through the tension.

‘We’ll be at the keep for the rest of the night. Lucky us,’ he said to Aether, as they walked back towards us. ‘Valkan and his men have overrun the place, insisting they need urgent Council.’ He shook his head, irritated. ‘He wants to change the date – to do it sooner –’ Rethlyn continued, but Aether muffled his words with a hush.

‘Not here,’ he scolded, and his gaze shot to me.

‘Vexa. You’ve been summoned,’ Aether called out. I watched as Rethlyn pulled open a gate in the fortress wall leading into the city street, waiting. Vexa let out a loud sigh before standing.

‘Guess you’re stuck with Aether. I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she groaned, and sauntered off towards the men. As she and Rethlyn disappeared beyond the wall, Aether turned towards me with a creased brow.

‘Time’s up for the day,’ he stated, reaching the edge of the bench and turning away from me.

I didn’t budge. Irritation churned in my gut. I could tell I’d only had half the time I had been allowed outside the day before. I dreaded the thought of going back to that room.

‘Let’s go,’ he repeated, as his posture shifted into something more controlled, something that seemed lethal.

I knew it was better to just follow his orders, to allow him to escort me back up into that tower, but I couldn’t force myself to move. Finally he turned in my direction, but I didn’t dare look at him, keeping my eyes focused on the landscape beyond, noting the few Vördr gliding on the wind in the distance. But the irritation radiating off him was palpable.

‘I’ll drag you up there if I have to,’ he said flatly, and in my peripheral vision I saw him cross his arms.

‘Just a few more moments,’ I whispered, sucking in a breath, expecting the sudden jolt of being thrown over his shoulder again.

But, to my shock, he let out a sigh and lowered himself on to the bench beside me, its wooden beams creaking under his weight.

We sat in silence, and I closed my eyes, trying to soak in the last few moments of faux freedom before being whisked back to my tower. I breathed in the air, tinged with the scent of wet mud and a fire burning somewhere in the distance.

After what seemed like an eternity I let my lashes flutter open, still surprised by the silence that had slipped by undisturbed. I dared a peek in his direction, feeling myself cower as I took in his intimidating frame, noticing as wisps of his hair flew in the gentle breeze. His eyes were closed, his body still as we sat together.

I thought back to that moment in the tower, my first inklings of consciousness after my capture. How the intensity of our encounter had left me trembling, how something had sparked between us in the darkest and most confusing of ways. I wondered if he remembered. If he ever thought about that. What that was.

And suddenly, I was brave.

‘How do you do it?’ I asked, fixing my gaze on him. I resisted the urge to look away. ‘How are you immune to my … tether?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know,’ he muttered in a low tone. I waited for him to say something else, anything else, but he never did.

Slowly, he stood. ‘It’s time.’

And then something inside me snapped.

‘I know you all captured me for a reason.’ I shot to my feet, backing away from him. ‘You want something from me. And I demand to know what it is!’ My voice boomed around the lawn, but I couldn’t bring myself to care if anyone heard. He was going to drag me back to that Esprithe-forsaken tower either way.

‘You want all the answers, but you know as well as I do that you won’t believe a word out of my mouth. I can’t convince you of anything. You’ll see for yourself soon enough,’ he said, taking a measured step in my direction.

‘Why would I believe you? What possible reason would I have to trust any of you in the slightest? You claim I’m a shadow wielder; you call me a Duskbound – but none of you show me what that actually means,’ I hissed, curling my arms around myself.

Inky tendrils began to pulse from his eyes as he took in my defensive position, jaw clenched, his chin low.

‘You want me to show you?’ he growled.

I stood breathless, eyes locking on to his once more as I stood my ground. His expression riled something in me. Dangerous and dark.

‘Yes.’ My voice was barely a breath, unsure of what I was asking for, but I couldn’t back down now.

He moved too fast. Before I could react, he was on me, grabbing my face with crushing force, his eyes now darker than the abyss. A scream tried to tear itself from my throat, but I held it back, frozen by the weight of him. Darkness erupted from his every pore, obscuring my vision from all directions.

‘You wanted to see. Now let me show you,’ he muttered, his fingers sliding down to brush my chin, his grip unyielding. I thrashed, but he pulled me closer, his other arm encircling my waist, trapping me against him.

The shadows surged round me, crawling across my skin, burning, chilling, like some dark, familiar touch. My body tensed with the pressure of it, hairs standing on end as something in me began to break.

‘Stop resisting,’ his voice was rough, low. ‘You have to invite them in.’ The words stirred something in me. Pulling like a tether. It was too much, too overwhelming. But he was right. I stopped struggling, my breath shallow as I inhaled the bitter smoke rising from his touch. It filled me, tore through me, and in an instant, my mind shattered.

I felt the shadows descend my inner walls, the barrier completely breached. And then they flooded into me. There was no fighting back as they sent pulses of power through my blood, deep enough until they sank into my bones. I felt my body go limp in his arms, felt as the darkness took me over, how it spread through me like a drug.

I hated how it felt. Hated that it felt like some long-lost piece of me had been nudged into place. Hated how good it felt.

And just when I thought oblivion would suck me into its depths, they began to fray and snap like strings of ink thrashing in water.

Awareness only came back to my physical form once I felt the heaving chest of the man before me, my body pressed against him tightly. As the realization hit me and I remembered where I was, who the chest belonged to, I slammed my fists against it.

In an instant he released me, and I shot out of range of his grasp.

‘Don’t ever touch me again!’ I screamed, the words raw in my throat as I leaned against the bench for support.

His eyes shot to mine, confusion creasing his brow.

‘You wanted to see. And now you have. I believe thank you is the more appropriate response,’ he said, readjusting his leathers.

‘You showed me nothing,’ I spat, but even I didn’t believe my words. The second the power slithered into me, I knew it was right. It had found a home in me.

‘You can lie to me all day, but you can’t lie to yourself. Not truly. I watched you absorb our shadows, on that lawn across the rip, and just now, right in front of me. The longer you fight it, the more difficult it will become for you,’ he said.

‘I’ll never be what you want me to be. As long as I have a say in the matter,’ I seethed, inching backwards, running a hand through my unkempt hair.

‘You couldn’t fathom the weight of your decisions here.’

‘This isn’t my home. None of this is my responsibility,’ I hissed.

‘You’re a Duskbound. Whether you like it or not. And you were right: we do need something from you. Something we can’t take against your will. Believe me, if we could, I would have found a way to do it already. Because I’m no gentleman. Because we’re running out of time. This realm is dying, and you’re the single fucking thing that has the ability to save it.’

He stepped towards me, darkness still sparking across the surface of his leathers, like they were bleeding smoke into the ether. Panic surged through me as he advanced quickly, but then something from above had his eyes shooting to the sky.

The sound of powerful wings beating tore through the lawn, sending bursts of wind through our hair, through the desolate grass and everything surrounding us, blowing out the remaining tendrils of his shadows. Aether retreated, creating a distance between us just as the frame of a silver Vördr slammed into the muddy earth in front of me, throwing chunks of dirt into the air. It lowered its head and sent threatening hisses through its nose, stomping the ground with a hoof, its full and utter attention on Aether.

Both icy and onyx designs danced along its hair, shifting in the muted light as its muscles tensed.

My heart skipped as its tail flicked dangerously close, the sheer size of it overwhelming. The air seemed to grow heavier as it pawed the ground with a force that shook the earth beneath us.

Aether stepped back again, and I thought I saw a flicker of amusement in his eyes, as if he was half enjoying the encounter. He clicked his tongue in annoyance, then let out a slow sigh.

‘And if the shadows weren’t enough to convince you, perhaps this will,’ he said.

As I stood there, frozen, I felt its gaze shift towards me. Every muscle in my body screamed to run, but my legs wouldn’t obey. The creature’s massive form loomed, becoming uncomfortably still.

It was then that the Vördr turned on its hindquarters and faced me, stepping close – so close I was certain it could smell my fear. My breaths came in shallow gasps, my heart hammering in my chest as the creature’s gaze locked on to mine. It was impossible to look away.

Slowly, it bowed its head before me, its enormous form lowering to acknowledge me in some way I couldn’t begin to comprehend.

‘Tryggar has just claimed you.’




CHAPTER FIVE

‘You’re going to have to get more momentum than that if you want to sling your leg over properly,’ Vexa said, crouching beside me on the mounting platform inside the stables. The scent of hay and leather filled my nostrils, mingling with the distinct ashen smell that seemed to permeate everything in this realm. Tryggar stood just ahead, an ill-fitted saddle strapped to his back, his silver coat catching what little light filtered through the stable’s weathered beams. Tiny motes of dust danced in the air between us, stirred by his occasional wing movements.

Vexa had been trying to explain the mounting maneuver to me before we tried the real thing, and apparently, I couldn’t get the movement right.

‘Their backs are sensitive, and until we can have a proper saddle made to accommodate you both, you’ll have to be extremely careful. I don’t want any injuries. If you fall off a Vördr, it’s very hard to get back on the next time. Trust me,’ Vexa said, demonstrating the maneuver on one of the saddles atop the platform.

I nodded, turning back to the saddle of my own. I lunged, jumping to sling my leg over it. I slid as I hit the smooth leather, but managed to grab the horn quickly enough to halt myself.

‘Well that was, perhaps, too much momentum.’ Vexa chuckled, eyeing my sitting stance as she pursed her lips.

‘We’ve been at this for hours. Maybe this just isn’t for me.’ I eyed the silver Vördr behind me, who simply snorted and dug his hoof into the hay, tossing his tail to the side.

‘Just take a break. I’ll be right back,’ she called out as she edged off the platform, hitting the dusty ground with a thud. ‘Gonna go tell Aether we need more time.’

My gaze followed her as she trudged towards him. We hadn’t spoken a word to each other since our argument days before – when he had engulfed me with shadows. When I had absorbed them into myself.

My memories of the lawn, of the night in Emeraal when I was taken, had been a jumble of events I could never quite tie together. I had remembered Osta, Laryk, the entirety of the Guard staring at me with widened eyes as the shadows lifted my body.

However, the events that transpired before that had been nothing but a blur – some empty corner of my mind that wasn’t exactly missing, but couldn’t be pieced together either.

When I let the shadows in, though, that night had come back in roaring force, and even more so in the days that followed.

I remembered the nothingness. The whispers of a void. The darkness that overwhelmed me until I nearly lost myself.

Perhaps Vexa was right about everything: perhaps this was where I belonged. But I was a stranger to this world. To those who lived here. In Sídhe, I had finally started figuring out who I was, what I stood for, and what I wanted to do. Was I ready to challenge all of that again?

And, if the Kalfar were telling the truth about this, then what else were they telling the truth about? The question clawed at me, like a sliver of wood embedded in the skin.

If this realm was being drained of its power, if the ashen landscape and the stale food were truly ramifications of this drought … If Sídhe was behind it, there had to be a reason. Didn’t there? There had to be a catalyst. Something.

Sídhe had attacked Riftdremar after the uprising. I knew the Isle was capable of great tragedies – I had never forgotten that. But it had maintained peace ever since. Why would they want to disturb that?

Could I even take Vexa and Aether’s word for it? They certainly had a reason to lie to me. To manipulate me into joining their cause. They wanted me as a weapon – I felt it in my bones. And I would never be their weapon. Not for an army I didn’t know. A realm I was a stranger to.

The thought rang hollow even as it formed. Wasn’t that exactly what Laryk had done? Cornered me after I’d nearly killed the Fairbanks sisters, given me a choice that wasn’t really a choice – join the Guard or die. He’d wanted my abilities too, wanted to mold me into something useful for Sídhe’s military.

The difference was … what? That I’d chosen him?

A gentle brush against my hand snapped me back to reality, back to the dimly lit stables. I scratched under Tryggar’s chin, and he nudged me once again, sending a soft puff of air through his nose. I gave him a few more scratches, chuckling under my breath.

His dark eyes gleamed, and I couldn’t help but think he looked pleased with himself.

I sighed, giving in to his demand and running my hand along his neck. He nudged me again, this time flicking his gaze towards a nearby basket. It was full of twisted, brittle pieces – dark and rough to the touch. Dried meat that looked like bark. The smell hit me before I even got close. Rusty and sour, like something that had been left out far too long.

He nudged me again, more urgently this time, his eyes fixed on the basket.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘You want that?’

Tryggar stomped a hoof, narrowing his eyes at the basket, then back at me.

I hesitated. There was something unsettling about it, but I reached for one of the pieces anyway. It felt cold and rough in my hand, like it had once been alive but was now only a husk. I handed it to him, unsure of what else to do.

Tryggar snapped it from my hand faster than I could blink. He chewed it with a viciousness that almost startled me, tearing through it with a speed that made my stomach tighten. His jaw worked, muscles tensing as he swallowed in quick, unsettling gulps. The sound of it wasn’t right – like bones breaking too loudly.

‘Well, that’s only mildly terrifying,’ I muttered, but Tryggar didn’t seem to care. If anything, he looked even more pleased with himself, nudging me for more attention.

Suddenly he started to stretch his wings out, sending a gust of air that knocked over a few baskets and sent hay scattering across the ground. I jumped back, watching as his wings unfurled further. They were massive – silver and smoky in the dim light.

He looked at me, and I couldn’t help but smile. ‘You’re pretty, you know that?’

Tryggar lifted his head, spreading his wings even wider, almost like he was showing off. The playful glint in his eyes was unmistakable, like he knew exactly what I’d said.

I laughed. ‘You’re a real show-off, huh?’

Tryggar seemed content, healthy. Although his diet was questionable by most standards, maybe that made sense. The beast looked like he could devour a whole chicken, though I doubted he’d eat it fresh.

A flash of black caught my attention near the stable opening. Tryggar reacted instantly, spinning round so his back was to me, tail going still. He lowered his head as Raskr tried to enter. Tryggar hissed loudly through his nostrils and stomped, scraping his hoof against the dirt.

‘It’s just Raskr,’ I called, but Tryggar let out a low growl.

Raskr backed off, eyes falling on me almost fearfully before he stomped back off to the lawn.

‘Are you the only Vördr allowed in here?’ I laughed.

Tryggar turned back to me, settling his nose into my palm, his eyes soft, falling on to the gates along the stone wall.

‘Have you ever been out there?’ I asked, nodding towards the city. ‘Beyond the fortress wall? In the streets?’ I paused, thinking about what Aether and Vexa had implied about the living conditions. ‘Is it really as bad as they say?’

Tryggar didn’t respond, but he met my gaze with an almost knowing look. The bony protrusions on his head flicked and he gave a small snort, like he could sense my unease. His nostrils flared and then he stomped his hoof. He let out a long, drawn-out neigh before nosing my boot.

I sighed, giving him one last pat on the head before making my way over to Vexa and Aether. They seemed to be in some kind of hushed argument.

‘It’s only a matter of time before she’ll be taking to the skies –’

‘That’s exactly why we need to speed things up.’ Vexa’s voice cut through the air as she spun round at the sound of my boots crunching on the dried grass.

‘Fia, I was just about to come back over there. How’s it going?’ she nearly sang, in a tone uncommon for her.

‘What is it like out there? Beyond the walls?’ I asked, crossing my arms.

Vexa opened her mouth and then closed it, pursing her lips. She looked to Aether, some silent conversation shooting between them, exchanging narrowed looks before Aether simply nodded. And just as Vexa turned her attention back to me, Aether pushed past us, his arm brushing against mine. I ignored the flare of irritation that sparked within me.

He glanced back in our direction, his eyes deliberately avoiding mine, before speaking with an edge I couldn’t quite place.

‘Perhaps it’s time we showed you.’

*

The black stone wall that circled the fortress loomed closer as we made our way towards one of the outer gates that led to the city.

Who ruled over this land?

‘You’ll trip if you don’t start looking where you’re going,’ Aether said, breaking my concentration. I had been so distracted I hadn’t noticed he’d moved to my right, only a pace behind. Vexa was ahead, already waving down the Umbra stationed at the gates.

I blinked up at him, surprised he’d decided to speak to me at all.

‘Careful, that sounds like something a gentleman might say.’

‘In that case, carry on.’ He didn’t smile, but there was a flicker of light in his eyes.

We caught up to Vexa just as the gates were opening. My heart rate increased as I moved into the unknown. I was sure this trip would be of no help in an escape plan, otherwise they wouldn’t be bringing me along. That didn’t mean I shouldn’t take in every detail.

As if a sound barrier had been broken, the chaotic noise of a city flooded the lawn by the gate.

‘Welcome to Ravenfell.’ Vexa’s tone was somber.

What I saw before me was a mixture of beauty and tragedy. The cramped stone buildings of the city were just as intricate as that of the fortress, but the residents congested every street and alleyway. The conditions had me sucking in a long breath. Stalls were scattered down the street, devoid of the color of fresh fruits and instead offering grains and minimal jars of preserved items I couldn’t quite make out. I watched as someone tried to deftly swipe a bag of rice from one of the merchants, which quickly resulted in a brawl that had the grain scattering across the uneven stone walkway. I had to swallow the bile in my throat as I watched people immediately dropping to their knees and scooping what they could of it into their palms, pebbles and all.

As I moved through the cracked streets, feeling the weight of eyes turning to me, I noticed that everyone had dark hair, cascading down their backs or tied in loose knots at the nape of their necks, black as the night sky – every single body. It was the same for the members of the Umbra I had encountered. My gaze fell to the white curls that framed my face, and a lump formed in my throat. I stood out like a sore thumb, the contrast stark and jarring.

Just like in Sídhe.

Vexa and Aether had made it seem like I belonged here, but I certainly didn’t share this trait with the Kalfar. Despite the common characteristic of their dark hair, their skin tones ranged in muted shades of flesh from pale to onyx. All desaturated. All dull.

A group of children stood near a well, their faces dirty. They were so thin – so unnaturally small that my stomach nearly lurched when I imagined what they went home to every day, if they had a home at all. They kicked a leather ball between them, one that seemed deflated and worn, the stitches fraying at the seams. I watched on as one of the boys smiled and let out a laugh as he kicked the ball past the other two, celebrating his small victory. A part of me felt something warm at the exchange, but that dissipated once I realized how winded they were – how winded everyone seemed.

The air was thick with the smell of something burning in the distance, smoke lingering in the streets. It was a strange, sharp scent that stung the back of my nostrils.

Before I could take a step away from the children my path was blocked by a woman in a state of panic, her eyes pleading with me. ‘Miss, my husband needs to see a medic, but the Queen only sends them every two weeks. Please, it’s urgent. I beg of you.’

I looked quickly at Vexa, whose face had softened with genuine pain. ‘When did they last come through?’ she asked, her voice gentle.

‘Ten days ago,’ the woman whispered, wringing her hands. ‘He’s gotten so much worse since then.’

Vexa shared a look with Aether, something unspoken passing between them. ‘They need time to recover enough essence to heal again. I wish –’ She stopped herself, jaw clenching. ‘I’m sorry. We’re sending them as often as they can manage without burning out completely.’

The woman’s shoulders slumped, but she nodded in understanding. This wasn’t the first time she’d heard this explanation, I realized. Not the first time she’d had to accept that help wasn’t coming soon enough.

‘Which district?’ Aether asked quietly.

‘Eastern quarter, near the old well,’ she replied.

‘I’ll make sure they check there first next time,’ he said, and though his voice was steady, I could see the toll this took on him – having to walk away when people needed help.

More desperate faces were turning towards us now, drawn by the hope of aid. Aether’s hand found my lower back, urging me forward. ‘Walk faster.’ He spoke in a low tone, pushing me into the crowd.

I hissed and smacked him away. ‘I told you not to touch me.’

His hands flexed at his side before he pushed them into his pockets.

‘By all means, capture the attention of every beggar on the street. There’s no shortage of them, as you can see.’ His tone was cruel, but I quickened my pace.

I felt desperate to turn back to the woman, but knew I would be of no help. I had nothing to offer.

‘You don’t have healers?’ I asked aloud, the feeling of uselessness making me feel restless.

‘They’re called medics. But their tethers are weakened. It can take weeks for them to harness enough essence to be of help. Hence, the limited visits to the city.’ Vexa sounded exhausted.

I never could have imagined what a realm without essence would look like. It was so heavily relied upon in Sídhe but was so inherent it was barely given a second thought. Like breathing air for most. The loss of a focus would be a tragedy for an individual but it didn’t compare to the loss of essence in the landscape. We could live without power, but not without food and water.

I couldn’t help but compare the city to Luminaria.
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