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NOTE


The Of Flesh & Bone series is set in a medieval-style world where human women are subservient to their male counterparts. The world is a dark, dangerous place for women, particularly those who do not conform to societal standards and the purity culture that determines how they live. As such, some elements may be triggering to certain readers.

- Religious purity culture

- Verbal and physical abuse (NOT the male lead)

- References to grooming behavior and assault of a minor by an authority figure (NOT the male lead)

- Ritualistic sacrifice

- Suicidal thoughts and ideation

- Graphic violence

- Graphic sexual content






GLOSSARY


Alfheimr: The Fae realm.

Calfalls: The Ruined City that was once a tribute to the God of the Dead before he destroyed it in the war between the Fae and humans.

High Priest/Priestess: The top Priest and Priestess who profess to commune with The Father and The Mother and pass along their messages.

Ineburn City: The capitol of the human realm, a gleaming city of gold.

Mistfell: The village at the edge of the Veil, where it is closest to Alfheimr. Serves as the access point between realms when the Veil does not block passage.

Mist Guard: A separate army with the sole purpose of protecting the Veil from harm and fighting the Fae should it ever fall.

New Gods: The Father and The Mother. Worshiped by humans after they discovered the truth that the Old Gods were truly Fae. The Father and The Mother make the choice of whether a soul goes to Valhalla, Folkvangr, or Helheim after the true death at the end of the thirteen-life cycle.

Nothrek: The human realm.

Old Gods: The Old Gods are the most powerful of the Fae race known as the Sidhe. Most commonly, these are the offspring of the Primordials.

Priest/Priestess: The men and women who lead the Temple in service of the New Gods and their wishes (The Father and The Mother).

Primordials: The first beings in all of creation. They do not have a human form by nature, though they can choose to take one for various reasons and are simply the personification of what they represent.

Resistance, The: A secret society living in the tunnels of the Hollow Mountains (as well as elsewhere in Nothrek) that resist the rules of the Kingdom and live their lives as they please. They also resist the Fae and offer protection to the Fae Marked and other refugees from fleeing the Royal or Mist Guard.

Royal Guard: The army that works on behalf of the King of Nothrek, ensuring that the Kingdom remains peaceful and compliant with his wishes.

Sidhe: The human-like Fae who are not of the first generations and are less powerful than the Old Gods. Their magic exists, but is far more limited than their older counterparts.

Veil: The magical boundary that separates the human realm of Nothrek from the Fae realm of Alfheimr.

Viniculum: The physical symbol of the Fae Marked. Swirling ink in the color of the Fae’s home court extending from the hand to the shoulder/chest.

Wild Hunt: The group of ghost-like Fae from the Shadow Court that are tasked with tracking down the Fae Marked to return them to their mates in Alfheimr, as well as hunting any who may be deemed enemies to the Fae.

Witches: Immortal beings with powers relating to the elements and celestial bodies; i.e., the Shadow Witches, Lunar Witches, Natural Witches, Water Witches, etc.






HIERARCHY OF THE GODS & FAE PRIMORDIALS


Khaos: Primordial of the Void that existed before all creation.

Ilta: Primordial of the Night

Edrus: Primordial of Darkness

Zain: Primordial of the Sky

Diell: Primordial of the Day

Ubel: Primordial responsible for the prison of Tartarus

Bryn: Primordial of Nature

Oshun: Primordial of the Sea

Gerwyn: Primordial of Love

Aerwyna: Primordial of the Sea Creatures

Tempest: Primordial of Storms

Peri: Primordial of the Mountains

Sauda: Primordial of Poisons

Anke: Primordial of Compulsion

Marat: Primordial of Light

Eylam: Primordial of Time

The Fates: Primordial of Destiny

Ahimoth: Primordial of Impending Doom






OLD GODS OF NOTE


Aderyn: Goddess of the Harvest & Queen of the Autumn Court.

Alastor: King of the Winter Court and husband to Twyla before his death.

Caldris: God of the Dead.

Jonab: God of Changing Seasons. Killed during the First Fae War.

Kahlo: God of Beasts & King of the Autumn Court.

Mab: Queen of the Shadow Court. Known mainly as the Queen of Air & Darkness. Sister to Rheaghan (King of the Summer Court).

Rheaghan: God of the Sun & King of the Summer Court. Rightful King of the Seelie.

Sephtis: God of the Underworld & King of the Shadow Court.

Shena: Goddess of Plant Life & Queen of the Spring Court.

Tiam: God of Youth & King of the Spring Court.

Twyla: Goddess of the Moon & Queen of the Winter Court. Rightful Queen of the Unseelie.

The Wild Hunt

Sidhe
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PROLOGUE


CALDRIS

My soul had split. Half of it consumed by the panic coursing through my veins—the fear that I knew logically did not belong to me, but was hers. The other half of my very being, whom I had felt as the phantom whisper of a caress along my skin through torturous centuries of waiting.

Terror like she’d never known possessed her, driving her forward with every step. I couldn’t see past the blinding fear that overwhelmed the bond, couldn’t use it to track her down and offer her the sanctuary she needed. I spun in place, trying to anchor myself in her reality to get my bearings. All I could glean from her were flashes of trees and her scent lingering in the air surrounding me.

With the ghostly imagery of woods at the sides of my vision, I paused for a moment to search for any sign of her passage. To prepare for what might wait for me when I found my way to the mate who needed my protection.

The village of Mistfell hadn’t changed for the better in our centuries apart. There had been no development beyond the improvement of both the looming structure of the manor and the barracks that housed the Mist Guard. If anything, the village itself had fallen into disrepair in the centuries since I’d last crossed over the boundary, as if the income disparity between the wealthy allies of the Crown and the destitute had grown ever worse in our absence.

I wished I could say it was a distinctly human custom to allow some to suffer in misery while others possessed riches beyond their needs, but that was a problem that united our races in misfortune. On another day, in another time, I might have felt sympathy for the people of Mistfell, but this village was where my mate had nearly died. A downtrodden hellhole with nothing to offer to the mate of a God—to the mate of a prince of Gods.

The Mist bled out from the boundary, clinging to earth from which the humans had been formed and masking the filth they lived in. I walked across the stones lining the main street through town, moving away from the gardens where I felt the presence of my mate the strongest.

As a man stepped out of the shadows between buildings, a tang of iron hanging in the air as he thrust his sword toward my heart, all I could think was this was such a waste of time.

I’d had centuries of time wasted by the Gods-damned Veil keeping us apart. My patience had worn thin.

I pinned the man to the side of one of the ramshackle buildings along the main street, my fingers wrapped around his throat. His sword clattered against the stone pathway, the noise echoing through the silence.

Most of the humans had retreated inside, abandoning the revelry that had clearly been meant to be a great feast. Long tables sat in the square by the fountain, awaiting the platters of food that would accompany their celebration.

Most of the Mist Guard had retreated to their iron-warded fortress, leaving their people to die, abandoning them to the wrath of those Fae who’d been close enough to escape into Nothrek before Mab could gain control of the boundary.

We were angry. We were ravenous. We wanted what had been kept from us for centuries, and we would cut down any who stood in our way.

“Where is she?” I growled, pressing my sword against his side. The man stuttered, reaching up to grasp at my wrist.

“Who?” His voice wheezed out of his throat, stretching between us as the battle raged on behind me. Humans fought, too stupid to understand it would take only a moment for me to slaughter them all if I so wished.

“The woman,” I snarled, hating that I couldn’t give a description, but could only speak of my mate in feelings. Of her very soul, and not the vessel that housed her. This man had likely seen my mate in passing every day. He knew the color of her eyes and the shape of her smile, where I had yet to lay eyes upon such blessings. “She was about to die when the Veil fell, but I know she still breathes. I can feel her light. Where?”

Fresh panic raced through the bond now, vibrating down the connection in a tangled mess. It overrode my focus, making it harder for me to pinpoint where she’d gone and how far she’d run in the time it had taken me to sail across the Mist.

At least she still drew breath.

“The Barlowe girl?” he asked, glancing toward where the Veil had once swayed in the breeze. The earth beneath it was scorched, the grass blackened and stained with the magic I’d used to smash through—to reach her in my desperation to spare her from death. “They were sacrificing her to the Veil when she fucking touched it and it all came down.”

Barlowe.

I’d felt her on the other side, so close yet so far away. There might have been a deep channel of water between our realms, two halves of the Veil swaying on either side of it, but the magic of the boundary had made it feel as if she existed just beyond. As if I could reach through the curtain and grasp her hand in mine.

“Where has she gone?” I asked, feeling her in the distance. She was too far already, and I wondered for a brief moment if someone had taken her. I’d left Azra with Holt and the others of the Wild Hunt in my hurry to sail across, braving the channel in a rowboat so I wouldn’t need to wait for the ship to be readied.

Fires burned throughout the town, wooden structures aflame in the midst of the fighting. I hadn’t wanted this, hadn’t wanted the war to renew.

“Enough!” I shouted, calling out to the Fae. As fiercely as the animosity between our peoples had burned in the decades of war that preceded the Veil, these humans hadn’t been alive long enough to remember such things. All we would achieve through this violence was renewing a war that had been cut short centuries before.

“Yes, Caldris,” one of the Fae murmured, dropping his torch to the ground. He stomped the flame out as I turned my attention back to the human I held pinned to the building.

“Caldris?” he wheezed, his eyes rounding in shock as he took in the crown gleaming upon my head.

“The woman is my mate,” I said, meeting his gaze as I gave him the truth not many would be privileged enough to know. My secret would die with him soon enough. “I think you can guess exactly how far I would go to find her.”

The man swallowed, his bottom lip trembling as he realized just who held him trapped. Who held his life in their hands. I slid my fingers across his skin, the sharp tip of a black nail cutting into the side of his neck in warning.

“She went into the woods,” he finally gasped. “I don’t know where she went from there.”

“Was she followed?” I asked, squeezing his throat for good measure. His sword lay at his feet, discarded when I’d spun and pinned him after he dared to try to fight against the inevitable. There was a reason his ancestors had worshiped me as their God.

He was nothing more than a worm waiting to return to the dirt when compared to the lifespan and strength of the Fae.

“The Mist Guard went after her,” he said.

“Fuck,” I cursed, hanging my head as I released his throat. Shadows gathered at the edges of Nothrek, forming a void that I’d become too familiar with in my centuries at the Queen’s side. I shifted my grip on my sword, plunging it into the man’s side and quickly withdrawing it. He sputtered, dropping his hands to push on the wound as if he could apply enough pressure to keep his life from seeping out of his body.

He sagged, sliding down the wall as I released his throat. I stared down at him, at the betrayal he thought I’d committed written on his face.

“I told you what you wanted to know,” he said, his head dropping to the side as it became too heavy for him to support. “You really are the God of the Dead.”

I crouched in front of him, meeting his stare and reaching up to pat his shoulder. “In death you will find peace that no longer exists in this place. In the Void, you will realize there are some fates worse than death itself,” I said, watching as his eyes drifted closed.

The shadowy void at the edge of the gardens drew my eye as his soul left his body, leaving nothing but a husk. I slowly stood, turning back to where the Queen of Air and Darkness prepared to set foot upon the soil of the human realm for the first time in centuries.

The shadows opened, parting for Mab as she stepped through with all the lethal grace of a female who had grown up as royalty, practicing her cruelty and honing it into the sharpest blade over her countless centuries of life.

Her dress gathered at her throat above where the delicate fabric draped down her body, spreading into a keyhole at her chest and clinging to her waist until the cloth that was as dark as night shifted to deep red. As if she’d dipped the ends of it into the blood of her victims.

She breathed in, smiling as the suffering around her strengthened her. Her deep red lips peeled back to reveal the gleaming white of her teeth as her dark eyes found mine across the gardens. She took a step forward, raising her hand to drape in front of her as she waited.

I stepped forward, calling to the shadows and letting them carry me to her. They wrapped around me, trapping me in their void as I disappeared from the village of Mistfell. The whispering hands of her servants trailed over my skin when I stepped through the Shadow Realm, emerging in front of her and lowering myself to my knees.

Reaching up as I bowed my head, I took her hand in mine, touching my lips to the back of the ring on her middle finger. A single stone lay in the center of it, the gleaming black tourmaline matching the stone pillars twisted into the gold base of her crown. In the center of it, resting directly above her forehead and nestled perfectly into her hair, the gem of darkness glittered.

The Cursed Crown. The stone that had twisted Mab from a daughter of the Summer Court into the Queen of Air and Darkness.

I wanted nothing more than to shatter it and drive the shards through her eyes.

“Rise, my child,” she said, slowly pulling her hand from my grasp. I stood, forcing my hatred to abandon my face. If she thought she could gain a reaction to her bitterness and her pain, she would do far worse than treat me as a weapon.

“Yes, my Queen,” I murmured, meeting her malevolent stare.

Her dark eyes glittered, hard and unforgiving as stone, as she reached out to condescendingly pat my cheek. “There is work to be done.”







ONE
CALDRIS



Estrella’s knees shook before her body collapsed in on itself, sliding down the wall at her back until she sat upon the jagged stones beneath. Pulling her knees to her chest and leaning forward to touch her cheek to the tops of them, she stared at the carnage around me in shock, the gaze in her green eyes going distant.

Making me the villain of her story, when all I wanted was to be her everything.

Her bronze skin paled against her inky black hair as she took in the mangled bodies of the Mist Guard that rose the moment their corpses touched the ground. She stared at a hole where a heart should have been, her eyes glassy as her full bottom lip trembled. Something inside me cracked, seeing the grief rife on her face as she tried to process what, who, stood in front of her.

Crouching down, I willed her to take a good look at me, instead of the aftermath of my fury, to see the male in front of her who would do anything to protect her. To finally see beyond the illusion meant to keep her wandering in the dark.

Her eyes snapped back to mine suddenly as the bond arced between us. Nothing existed outside of the two of us, the world beyond our bond existing outside of the haven we created. Without my glamour to lessen it, the magic seemed to pulse through the air, the threads of The Fates working to connect us as we had always been destined to be.

From the moment I’d been created, from the very instant I’d come into this world and drawn my first breath, she’d been in the Void between life and death.

Waiting to be born. Waiting to be mine.

She tore her gaze away as sharply as she’d given it, severing the magic between us like a snapped branch. It was still there, still lurking and waiting for the moment when she would return to me, but there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that my human mate had somehow found a way to keep her mind closed to me.

I took half a step closer, watching as she tried to shrink further back into the wall. Within me, the intent to give her the space she needed warred with my desire to simply draw her into my arms and show her she had nothing to fear from me.

She’d fallen in love with Caelum, and from the terror on her face, I knew she thought him dead and gone. Lost to the monster I’d revealed myself to be.

“I’m still me, Little One,” I said, holding out a hand for her once more.

I ached to pull her to her feet, to lift her from the ground that had been stained with the death of an entire city centuries before she’d been born. To bring her to the palace that should have always been her home. To bathe her in the luxuries I had to offer.

“Is that supposed to comfort me? I don’t even know you,” she snapped, turning her head to the side. She refused to give me the blessing of her eyes, refused to look at me.

She knew as well as I did that what pulsed between us was undeniable; it would never again cease to exist or even be diminished. When she raked her eyes over the skeleton standing closest to her, I wondered if it was the first time my mate had seen such death and decay.

We’d both been fortunate that the corpses I’d left behind hadn’t decayed in the same way a body would have normally in the centuries since I’d leveled Calfalls. As the God of the Dead, I needed mindless servants for my army, and as such, the bodies of my victims would remain preserved until I, too, was gone from this world.

“You know me as well as you know yourself, my star. The heart that beats inside your chest is mine. The soul that resides within your body has been mine for longer than you have existed,” I said, keeping my voice soft and gentle as I took another half-step toward her. “Everything you have felt is real. Everything you will continue to feel for me is real. You were made to be mine.”

Estrella dropped her eyes to my feet and the cautious path I carved through the distance she’d put between us in her frantic need to escape my truth. She watched them for only a moment, glaring when I ceased moving.

Her panic was tangible, her body twitching as if she were an animal trapped in the corner, in desperate need of escape. She scurried to her hands and knees suddenly, ducking between the leg bones of the closest skeleton and emerging on the other side of the protective circle they’d formed. It reached for her as she slipped past, its movements too sluggish to catch her.

“Estrella!” I shouted, leaping to my feet and following after her. Halting on her hands and knees in the middle of the road, she struggled to find her bearings.

Shoving one of the mangled skeletons out of the way, I prowled toward where she turned to face me.

Her fear pulsed through the air anyway, striking me in the chest like a blow as she stared up at me. Her fingers curled into the dusty earth beneath her, her full bottom lip trembling in a way that made me want to soothe it with my own. I longed to give her the comfort a mate was destined for, if only she would accept me into her heart—if only she would allow me into her mind and recognize the other half of her soul.

“Min asteren,” I said, the Old Tongue coming out instinctively. With nothing left to hide, I could speak her namesake in my native language, even if it wasn’t one I used often.

“I am not your anything,” she said, her top lip peeling back to reveal her teeth as she glared at me. All traces of the affection she’d grown to show me over our time spent together were gone, hatred hardening her gaze as she forced her quivering bottom lip to still. I inched closer, determined to prove to her, no matter where The Fates took us, she always had been and always would be mine.

Whether she was mine in the realm of the living or the afterlife, I would follow her wherever she went. Should the day come when she died her true death without me, I would accompany her to the Void to await the final judgment of The Father and The Mother. I would never return to a life without Estrella, without the warmth of her burning light shining around me.

Where she went, I would follow—immortality be damned.

I held out a hand, waiting for her to take it so I could help her up from the ground. My stubborn star ignored it, choosing to remain on the blood-soaked earth rather than accept anything from me. Her body twitched, tensing for the flight the predator in me recognized before she’d even made the conscious choice.

“Don’t do it,” I warned, knowing the outcome of my instinct to chase her wouldn’t be one she’d enjoy while real fear coursed through her veins. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d come to enjoy such games one day—but not now. “I mean it, Little One. I will not be held responsible for what I do if I have to hunt you down.”

She scrambled to her feet anyway, turning and running with speed that she shouldn’t have possessed. Even for a Fae Marked female, Estrella was unthinkably quick compared to what I’d seen of the others like her, centuries ago.

I moved, leaping forward. Tackling her to the ground, I rolled myself beneath her to take the brunt of the fall.

“Let go!” she screamed, her hand moving quickly as I fought to restrain her. Curling her knee up with the momentum of that fall, she viciously aimed for my nose in the same motion.

Flinching back from the strike of her knee so the fabric of her pants barely skimmed across my face, I kept my grip tight on her ankle as she fought to shake it off and pushed to her hands and knees.

I crawled toward her and slipped my legs around her hips. To stop her from rising any farther when I finally released her ankle, I covered her with my weight and used it to trap her. I couldn’t fight the amusement surging within the twisted part of me at how this tiny slip of a human girl dared to fight a male many Fae ran from.

“Are you finished?” I asked, chuckling lightly.

She slammed her head back so suddenly she caught me in the face. My nose cracked, pressing into my skull as my lip split beneath the force of it. She fell forward, hanging her head in a daze as I lifted a hand to wipe the blood from my nose.

“Just so we are clear,” she said, her breath coming in deep gasps as I quickly slid my hands beneath her body and flipped her to her back. Laying my upper body over hers, I pinned her beneath me and held her as still as I could. “That was meant to fucking hurt.”

Her blood thrummed in her veins beneath my grip, the sound a direct echo of my racing heartbeat. I shook my head, all traces of amusement disappearing as I wondered if she’d broken the skin on the back of her head—if even now her blood stained the stone beneath her. “I don’t want to hurt you, Little One.”

“You already have!” she shouted, lifting her upper back and neck off the ground as she struggled to get free.

“I never intended to hurt you,” I said, trying to appeal to the part of her that had to know it was true.

The corners of her mouth tipped up into a grin, something sinister gleaming behind her green eyes. “You say that like it will stop me from cutting out your heart the first chance I get,” she snarled.

She shoved her hips upward, lifting my body as she forced her arms to slide across the ground toward her legs at the same time. My grip on her wrists followed, throwing off my balance and leaving me to release her in order to prevent my face from hitting the broken stones of the road. She moved quickly, the maneuver well-practiced in a way that made my teeth grind. Wrapping her arm around my elbow, she pressed her hand into the joint until it collapsed beneath me and she rolled me to my back.

Watching as she hurried to stand, I couldn’t help the laughter that escaped me. “There’s that tingle,” I said, getting to my feet. She didn’t run this time, facing me as if she were a conquering warrior, with her chin raised high. I took a single step toward her, feeling my nose shift to the side as it healed. Estrella stared at it in horror as I took another step. “Do you want to find out where I feel it, min asteren?”

“Fuck you,” she snarled, taking a single step back. The corpses behind her closed in, forming an impenetrable wall and leaving her with nowhere to go.

“No objections on my part,” I said, quirking a brow as I stepped toward her. I didn’t stop until her breasts pressed into the black metal and leather armor on my stomach, making me yearn for there to be nothing between us. I’d felt her body. Felt her skin against the magic of my glamour, and wished all along that I could feel her against my true form.

Her mouth twitched with the need to reply, to offer a scathing remark, but as soon as it had appeared, all pretense dropped from her face. Her eyes dropped low, avoiding my gaze as she asked the question burning inside of her. “Why?”

I watched the heartbreak pass over her face, stealing her features back from the rage that had contorted them. Her eyes filled with the threat of tears, but Estrella never let them fall. Sniffling them back, she shook her head minutely as she shoved that vulnerable part of herself down.

“We knew of the Resistance before the Veil was formed. When it fell, Mab sent me here to infiltrate it and discover if the witches might have hidden her daughter there. I couldn’t do that if I revealed myself to you as your mate,” I said, reaching out a hand to touch her cheek.

She lifted a hand between us, trembling fingers brushing against the nose she had most definitely broken. The skin felt tight where she touched it, newly formed. She stared at it as if she couldn’t quite believe how quickly my body had healed the proof of her assault, then let her hand fall away. I watched it tremble as it dropped from my view.

“You lied to me,” she said, sinking her teeth into her bottom lip. In the wake of the ebbing rage and desolation, there was nothing to distract her from feeling the burn of my betrayal, turning her love to ash.

“I never once lied, min asteren. I couldn’t have even if I’d wanted to,” I said, dropping my forehead to hers and staring down at her. “You saw what you wanted to see. I simply didn’t correct your assumption.”







TWO
ESTRELLA



“The Fae can’t lie,” I whispered to myself, thinking back to the legends I’d read in the books during our brief time with the Resistance. I’d assumed most of them to be grandiose versions of the truth, the human perception of the creatures that had always been larger than life.

“All the stories I told you about my life were true. I’ve never once lied to you,” he said, his jaw clenching as he considered the words.

“Just because you did not lie doesn’t mean you were honest, either.” I fought back the surge of nausea in my gut. He stared down at me as if nothing had changed, like he was still the man I’d fallen in love with.

But he was the reason I’d lost everything.

He was the reason my mother was alone in a brutal village that had no use for her any longer, the reason my brother’s body floated in the sea somewhere. If Caldris didn’t exist, I’d be dead … but at least my family would be unchanged.

“Can you really blame me when you’ve proven exactly why that was necessary?” he asked, tilting his head to the side. He watched me, seeing the hatred I knew simmered in my eyes.

“You took everything from me,” I said, the words coming out as brittle as they felt. He might not have been responsible for the events that had led to my downfall, but it all led back to him. To his existence, and to the stupid bond that stretched between us, ignoring my desire to tear it to shreds as if it had some right to my soul despite my objections.

“Because your life was so incredible?” he asked, his voice raw with fury. He raised a hand to touch my neck, the whorls of his Fae Mark winding on his skin. The black circle on the back of his hand seemed deeper somehow, the shadowed tendrils of pure darkness rolling off it as if he couldn’t quite contain the magic that stained him. “Abused by the Lord of your village. Bled daily and scarring yourself to feed people you’d likely never meet.” He lifted my hand from my side, holding it in his grasp and running his thumb over the faint white scars left by the thorns of the twilight berry bushes. My hand burned as the Mark sent a shock wave of searing heat through my fingers, the ink twining around the knuckles to match his.

“What did you do?” I asked, the shock of pain making me try to tear my hand away from his. He held fast, refusing to release me while my skin burned, sizzling as the heat of the Mark finally started to fade and the ink settled into my flesh.

“When the Mist Guard tried to kill you, your fear awakened the winter part of your Viniculum. You’ve relied on it to protect you since that moment and never tried to access the other part of you. Everything I can do, you can do on a lesser scale, Little One,” he said, gesturing to the dead around him and the way they waited for his wordless command.

I swallowed, staring down at the new ink on my hand and wishing it away. I wanted nothing to do with necromancy, the insidious magic I hadn’t asked for or needed crouching, dark, heavy, and menacing, inside of me.

“It was time to awaken that other part of you,” Caldris said, tipping his head to the side as he watched me go to war with what was inside mine. I wondered if he could hear it. Did the mate bond give him access to my internal thoughts—the one thing I’d thought was safe from him?

The only part of me he couldn’t touch.

“I don’t want it,” I protested, shaking my head and aiming a glare up at him.

“It’s as much a part of you as I am,” Caelum said, and I chastised myself for the name I couldn’t help but use for him. The God of the Dead wasn’t the man I’d spent weeks with. Caldris didn’t fit the man I’d fallen head over heels for despite my better judgment.

I’d known he would only lead me to heartbreak in the end; I just hadn’t expected this.

My heart hurt even worse after his admission that he was looking for Mab’s daughter; his presence here wasn’t even about me in the end, but about the daughter of the Queen of Air and Darkness.

“How can you be a part of me when I didn’t even know your real name? Why Caelum?” I asked, ignoring the cold dread in my veins that I wouldn’t like the answer. Would it hurt me more or less if the name turned out to be a throwaway? If the name I’d come to love with every fiber of my being turned out to be a lie.

But the Fae couldn’t lie.

“It’s my birth name. The one my mother gave me when I was born—before Mab stole me from my crib and brought me to the Shadow Court to punish her,” Caelum admitted. In all likelihood, it was more his true name than the one the world had come to know him by.

Caldris was the lie, the name Mab had forced upon him to steal his identity.

The admission tugged at my heart. The thought of a baby stolen from his home and brought to a place he claimed was ruled by the most monstrous of the Fae was unimaginable. I couldn’t even begin to think of what that must have been like as a boy, growing up with the Queen of Air and Darkness.

My breath left in a sudden gasp. She was his stepmother. His father’s wife. The woman he’d spoken of, who had been so cruel to him that she’d ruined his relationship with his father, was Queen Mab.

I shook it off, trying to shove away the pity I felt for a life like that. His tragic backstory didn’t make up for what he’d done to me, and what he clearly intended to continue to do.

I refused to be a prisoner in my own life again, even if I had to kill him to gain my freedom.

He pulled back slowly, heaving out a sigh of resignation as he twisted his lips in thought. He stared off into the distance briefly, before turning that blazing stare back to mine. “I have to go summon the Wild Hunt,” he said finally, raising his brow as if he waited for a protest from me. When he didn’t receive one, he turned on his heel and began to walk away.

The dead closed rank around me, entrapping me within the circle of their protection in his absence.

I couldn’t help the question that sprang free from my lips in spite of my determination to keep quiet. “Why did they fight you? Surely they have to know who you are.”

He looked at me over his shoulder, the corner of his mouth tipping up into a smirk. “You think a member of the Wild Hunt can see through the glamour of a God?” he asked, turning back in the direction he’d been walking and leaving me with that one bit of information. The arrogance in his voice made me feel foolish, realizing how little I understood about the differences between the Wild Hunt, the Sidhe, and the Gods themselves.

Caldris sauntered over the rubble of the city street, leaving the Fae Marked and me behind, with his trusty army of the dead to guard us. I spun inside the circle my personal guards had formed around me, refusing to watch him walk away and shoving aside the memory of the day I’d watched his ass when he strolled into the hot spring the first time I saw him naked.

It was not the time, and he was not the man to be lusting over. He wasn’t even a man at all.

I took in the sight of the other Fae Marked on their knees, corralled into their own circle that I’d abandoned when I ran. The corpses kept them trapped within, but they moved freely inside the barrier. The glares on their faces felt heavy on my soul.

“I’m sorry—”

“Save it, Fae Fucker,” one of them said, spitting on the ground as if I deserved nothing less than what fate had in store for me. Maybe they were right. I turned my eyes to the ground at my feet, letting them drift closed as I fought back the trembling in my limbs.

The first chance I got, I would set them free, but how was I supposed to do that when I couldn’t even help myself?

Something wet and sloppy collided with the side of my brow, obscuring my vision as it splattered across my face. The Marked laughed as I raised a hand to wipe the mud away, flinging it to the ground as a second handful launched through the air.

I twisted to the side to avoid it, wincing as the wet, half-frozen substance struck me in the side of the neck. It dropped into my tunic, warming as it slid over my skin. I looked over at the male who had spit on the ground when I tried to apologize. He glared at me, his mouth twisted into a snarl that dared me to lower myself to their level.

To gather mud into my own hands and join in their brutality.

Another clump of mud came from the other side of their circle, catching me on the cheekbone. I held back the cry that rose in my throat as the pieces of rubble from the destruction of the city bit into my skin. Another followed, and then another, the mud covering me and my clothing as they aimed through the gaps of the upright corpses surrounding me.

I turned my back to them, looking back the way Caldris had gone. He was nowhere in sight, and I suspected, oblivious to the humiliation and raw agony the other Marked rained onto me.

I wouldn’t even have done this to a Fae. I wouldn’t have degraded and demeaned any living being in such a way, but they did it to me—one of their own.

Pain burst through my shoulder, bringing me to my knees. As my hands slapped against the stone beneath me, my right arm collapsed beneath my weight, and the side of my face struck the surface of the stone. Pain radiated through my skull, making my vision swim.

Fighting back the nausea swirling in my gut, I raised my left arm over my head and twisted it behind my shoulder. Reaching for the source of the agony running through me, my fingers brushed over the hilt of a dagger. It protruded from my shoulder, making my arm hang lifelessly at my side.

I couldn’t wrap my fingers around the hilt, couldn’t quite grab it to pull the blade free from my flesh. Dropping my left hand to the ground, I fought to get my feet underneath me. I slipped in the mud, not bothering to protect myself from the clods they continued to sling at me. We all knew I deserved it for falling for his lies, and maybe, if I was lucky enough, they’d find another dagger and kill me before Caldris could bring me back to Alfheimr. My promise to my brother still resonated in my memory, the knowledge that I needed to die before I ever set foot on Faerie soil even more important now.

I couldn’t allow Caldris to win. I couldn’t let him get that happy ending he imagined with me at his mercy.

“You brought him here,” one of the Marked accused, her voice cracking through the air like a whip as I struggled to my feet finally. I swayed, my head throbbing and arm useless at my side as I slowly turned to face them. “If it weren’t for you, we’d still be free.”

“We came here to rescue you. We wanted to bring you to a safe place where the Fae wouldn’t be able to find you,” I said, hanging my head as I looked back over my shoulder. “I didn’t know he was Fae.”

“A likely excuse,” she said, crouching down to gather more mud from where what had once been a garden. These people didn’t know me. They didn’t know anything about Caelum and me and the complex history we shared. But they were right that I’d been party to the decisions that had led him here, even if they didn’t understand just how unwilling my part had been.

Another mud clump thudded against my chest, splattering onto my throat and chin. “Enough,” a deadly quiet voice said. The air around me went still, seeming to freeze in time with his fury as it washed over me. I knew from personal experience the fathomless anger that manifested in the quiet was far more dangerous than the shallow rage of a man screaming in my face.

I spun to look at Caldris in all his glory as he stalked toward me. The dead parted for him, allowing him to pass through without a word. He raised his hands to my face, brushing the mud from my skin with his thumbs. He glared at the scrapes on my cheek from the rocks in the mud, his gaze drifting to the swelling on my other cheek where I’d hit the road as I fell.

He didn’t touch the knife in my shoulder, but I knew he had to have seen it. He would have noticed the gleaming hilt as he approached. His nostrils flared as he lowered a hand to my shoulder, his fingers touching the skin that throbbed around the knife. He pulled his hand away, staring down at the blood on his thumb for a moment before he drew it into his mouth and sucked the red from his skin.

“Which one?” he asked, gesturing toward the group of the Fae Marked with a nod of his head.

I swallowed, shaking my head as I refused to answer the question. Even if I’d known which one had thrown the dagger, I wouldn’t have condemned them to the fate waiting for them. I could feel the fury pouring off Caldris in waves.

“Would you kill the mates of your own kind?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

A growl rumbled in his chest, the sound completely inhuman as he snapped his black eyes back to them. Indecision warred with fury on his face, before he finally grasped the hilt of the dagger where it protruded from my shoulder.

He pulled it from my flesh as I cried out in pain. My knees collapsed beneath me as he caught me, holding me steady as he used the same knife to slice his wrist.

The scent of his blood mixing with mine drew a gasp from me, an unwanted shock of familiarity as he raised it toward my face. Blood dripped from the wound he’d made, splashing against the ground at our feet.

I backed away, shoving down the odd twisting in my gut. An urge I couldn’t begin to understand swelled within me. It wasn’t hunger, nothing so familiar to me, but it felt like a recognition of completion waited within his blood. “I would rather feel the pain of a thousand blades than bear the knowledge that any part of you is inside of me.”

His took in my stance as his blood continued to drip to the ground. “Should I remind you that my blood is already inside of you? That you’ve taken my cock? That my very fucking soul exists within you?” he asked, his dark eyes holding mine captive.

He dragged his thumb through the blood on his wrist, moving forward to touch it against my lips. I sealed them shut, even as the desire to open for him became almost unbearable. He pushed harder, forcing my lips to part so that he could touch his blood to my tongue. The flavor of it washed over me, drawing a whimper from my soul as he pulled back.

The skin of his wrist knitted back together as I felt my own wounds heal with a tingling warmth. “I will not have you suffer needlessly, my star. Especially when, no matter what you do, you will never be able to carve me out of your very bones. I own your soul. Nothing matters beyond that.”







THREE
ESTRELLA



Caelum’s army moved through the broken streets of Calfalls—the city where he’d been worshiped.

The city he’d destroyed when they’d turned on him, torturing him and cutting him into pieces.

There was nothing quite as disconcerting as watching the finger bones of a skeleton tear fabric from the hem of a woman’s dress to wrap around the gash on her bicep. The dead were tending to the living, caring for the surviving Fae Marked’s wounds as they huddled in a circle and flinched back from the oddly gentle touches.

The remaining part of the army that Caelum no longer needed dropped to the ground without ceremony, and the animation he’d instilled left them with the crumpling of their bones to the ground. The thumps against the earth resounded through my soul, a reminder of the deaths I’d caused with my own ignorance.

Caelum moved to one of the fallen Marked that he hadn’t been able to save before the Mist Guard cut him down, touching his fingers to the man’s eyelids gently, closing them. He glanced over at one of the skeletons as it walked to the dusty earth beside the stone-paved street and dug the bones of its fingers into it. It pulled the dirt away, clearing a hole as another skeleton moved away from the group to help.

“What are they doing?” I asked, wavering between confusion and horror as they continued to dig. They didn’t stop, despite the fact that any living person would have felt the pain of all that dirt shoved under their nails.

Nails that they didn’t have, I reminded myself.

“Everyone deserves a burial,” he said, giving me a look that clearly communicated his disapproval.

“Burial?” I asked.

“It is an insult to the Primordials not to return all bodies to the earth so they can rejoin the cycle of life,” he explained as the skeletons kept digging. He turned to me suddenly, stepping up behind me and leaving only a breath of space between us. My feet twitched with the need to move. But I wouldn’t let him know how much his proximity bothered me. I refused to give him that satisfaction. He would twist it into something different, on the wrong side of the line that barely existed between love and hate.

That morning, I’d loved him more than anything. Now, I hated him more than anyone I’d ever known.

“We burn our dead,” I said flatly, looking at the dead man lying on the ground.

Caelum jolted, grabbing me by the shoulders and spinning me so he could stare down at me. “You don’t. Not anymore,” he said, grasping my chin between his finger and thumb. “It is required to give all Fae and Fae Marked their proper rites in death. Anything else would be barbaric.”

“So, because it isn’t what you believe, it’s automatically wrong?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest and pursing my lips.

“No. It is wrong because all beings deserve to know they will be a part of this world after they’ve passed. To take what they once were and destroy it is a crime against them,” he said.

“Because that’s what you believe.”

“Because I am the grandson of the Primordials themselves. Because I understand the dead and death more than perhaps anyone else in the two realms. Because for centuries I have guided souls to the Void to await the judgment of The Father and The Mother.”

“What do you care what becomes of us after we’re gone? You didn’t know him. You likely never will,” I said, and I realized the vehemence had faded from my voice. I wanted to understand, wanted to grasp why this male, who seemed to value so little, cared so much for what came after our souls left our bodies.

The skeletons finished digging the shallow grave for the Fae Marked male, and Caelum crouched down beside the man to lift him into his arms. He lowered the body into the hole carefully, reaching into the pocket of his trousers and pulling out two shining silver coins. He placed one on top of each of the man’s eyelids, turning his attention back to me as I studied him intently.

“I care because I would want someone to do the same for you if the time ever came. I care because the witches cursed us to maintain the balance of nature after the Fae became too powerful. The cycle of life is all a part of that balance, and to disrespect it is to threaten nature itself.”

He raised his hands from where they hung at his side, tendrils of inky darkness spreading from his palms and forearms to fall to the ground all around us. The corpses of the Mist Guard rose once again, moving to the dirt expanse outside the city center. They knelt on the soil, digging their hands into it in the same way the others had dug a hole for the Marked man.

“There is something cathartic about watching your enemies dig their own graves,” he said, turning back to me. His eyes glowed blue, the power pulsing off his body turning the air suffocating. The breath was wrenched from my lungs when that powerful gaze narrowed on me.

Even knowing what he was now, even seeing him in all his glory, there were still traces of the man I’d fallen in love with. There were still notes of the human within the God, and I wondered if it would ever not hurt to look at him.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, brows drawing together as he seemed to understand the emotion consuming me. But something else matched the heartache within me: malice rending my insides as the thing inside me fought to get free. My heart convulsed in my chest, phantom claws digging into my beating flesh, as if the creature they belonged to might devour me to gain its freedom. His enemies digging their own graves only made me want the same for mine. His soul drew from the darkest parts of mine, making me long for that sweeping vengeance I shouldn’t want.

“Caelum,” I said, my voice a plea. What existed inside me now had never been there before, the shadowed tendrils on my hand begging to reach out and touch the power he used to control the dead. They called to me, tugging me toward them as if I belonged more with the dead than I did with the living.

“Do you know how much it hurt? To know that every time you looked at me, you didn’t really see me?” he asked, stepping toward me. Each slow step brought his power closer, wrapping me in that suffocating embrace as the scent of musky decay, like the rotting of leaves in autumn, washed over me. There was something fresh and crisp behind it, the smell of Caelum permeating through the haze that came with his power. “To know that if I showed you my true form, you would run from me?”

“Do you know how much it hurts to know that everything was a half-truth?” I asked, bending over and pressing a hand to my heart as I fought for control.

“We have all the time in the world, min asteren,” he said, pausing a step away, as if he could sense that I wouldn’t be able to tolerate his touch, wouldn’t survive being dragged one more step away from my humanity. “You’ll see soon enough that everything I have done has been for you, to ease the inevitable transition in your life and protect you from what’s coming.”

“You mean something other than being forced to be your mate?” I asked, and if it hadn’t been for the pain riding my body, I might have scoffed. He acted as if he were the victim, that he’d had no control over what happened to me because of the bond I hadn’t asked for.

“I cannot force you to accept the mate bond,” he said through gritted teeth. “No matter what you think of me right now, the Fae have some boundaries they do not cross, unlike humans. We do not rape. We do not force a bond that will last for an eternity the way you would have been forced into a marriage you didn’t desire.”

“You’ll just force me to come to Alfheimr and live by your side, either way,” I said, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. The God of the Dead narrowed his eyes on the hand that I pressed into my chest, as if I could shove that power back inside of me and keep it from escaping. He tipped his head to the side, raising his marked hand to linger over my chest.

“No,” he said, shaking his head sadly. He dropped his hand, his shocking bright blue eyes clouding to black as he glanced over his shoulder at the place where the Mist Guard dug their own graves. All but one of them dropped into the holes they’d made, pulling dirt back onto themselves as the remaining members assisted in the burials. “If you choose, I will leave you to live out your life in the Winter Court. My mother will care for you like one of her own, and I will stay away.”

I studied him, my brow furrowing. Why would he allow such a thing when he’d gone to so much trouble to make me fall in love with him? This entire conversation felt like a trap. “I don’t understand.”

“You are mine, and I am yours. But I will not force you to be with me if you do not love me the way I love you, my star. You’ll be safe in the Winter Court, and you will die your true death when your natural time comes,” he said, his eyes dropping to the ground beside me.

“And where will you be?” I asked.

“Until the day comes that you’re willing to accept me as your mate, my place must be in the Shadow Court. And should you die your final death as a human, I will join you in the Void to await judgment,” he answered, watching as the final Mist Guard lowered himself into the last remaining hole. One of the skeletons broke off from the Fae Marked, taking up the task of helping to bury him properly.

When the skeleton had finished, leaving us with nothing but the long-since dead, Caelum held out a hand for me. His power had lessened to a less-suffocating force with the number of dead he needed to control cut in half, and the air returned to my lungs in a rush.

“Why would you allow that?” I asked, ignoring his offered hand.

“Because until you accept the mate bond, I am the same as I have always been. You aren’t the only one who knows what it is to be a prisoner in your own life, min asteren. I would see you as free as possible rather than have you imprisoned at my side.”

“Then leave me in Nothrek,” I said, wincing when his fingers wrapped gently around mine. He cradled my trembling hand, running his thumb over the shadow Mark on the back.

“I won’t leave you here to suffer and die before your time comes. You’ll be comfortable in Catancia and able to live a full life, if it comes to that,” he said, dropping his forehead to mine. Pain lingered in his dark eyes, tinted by a burst of blue behind the obsidian, leaving no doubt in my mind that he still hoped I would change my mind.

I couldn’t. How could I begin to trust that he would have my best interest at heart, even if I accepted the mate bond thrumming between us?

I felt it tugging at me every time he came near, pulling tight in the moments when his eyes landed on mine. His glamour had done far more than just disguise his appearance; it had masked the bond that connected us, lessened it.

“And what I want for my life doesn’t matter to you at all? I was ready to choose death once. I’m not sure what makes you think I wouldn’t choose that again, if it meant my freedom,” I said, staring into that stunning deep gaze. He raised a hand to my forearm, the contrast of his golden skin against the deep bronze of mine drawing a gasp from me. He’d always been fairer than I had, but now his skin gleamed like the shimmering reflection of sun on snow-covered fields.

“You were ready to die?” he asked, his voice dropping low. We hadn’t spoken of it in depth, had never really delved into the fact that I’d been only moments away from death when the Veil collapsed. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring as he stared down at me. “I felt your resignation before I broke through the Veil. Would you care to explain?”

“Not particularly,” I said, evading the question in its entirety. Caelum knew about Lord Byron and his disgusting interest in me, but he didn’t need to know the details.

Caelum had my secrets. Caldris didn’t get to have more.

A strained laugh rumbled up his throat, both uncomfortable and amused. “I did ask you not to lie to me,” he said, raising a brow as he remembered all the times I’d done just that in far less serious situations.

I scoffed, twisting away from his presence. He took my hand in his, twining his fingers between mine as he guided me away from the place where his dead guarded the remaining Marked. They whispered amongst themselves as he led me back the way we’d come. “Where are we going?”

“We have one more dead to tend to,” he said, his voice dropping low as we maneuvered through the city streets. We passed by the stone I’d vaulted off of when the iron chains had caught me around the throat, then walked down the winding road to return to the main street where Beck had disappeared and Melian had been stabbed.

I broke free from his grip when her crumpled body came into view, hurrying across the ruined street to drop to my knees by her side. I hadn’t been able to go to her in the moments after the attack, survival taking precedence over an injury that I knew even a Fae Marked couldn’t heal.

My hand trembled as it hovered over the wound in her torso and the blood and gore seeping out of it. Her body shuddered, a ragged breath escaping her as she forced her eyes open. Her Fae Mark glowed with a hint of red, the power in her Viniculum working to save her from something that it couldn’t prevent.

“She’s alive!” I shouted, turning to find Caldris waiting at my back. He stared down at her with anguished eyes, and it struck me that Melian didn’t even have the strength to glare at him. Seeing her eyes soften when their gazes connected was potentially the worst of all realizations, a testament to just how far gone she was. “You have to heal her.”

Caldris’s lips pursed as he turned his gaze to me. “I would if I could, min asteren.”

“You just healed me for something that barely mattered! Just give her your blood—”

“Blood magic only works within the mate bond. A Fae cannot heal a human who is not the other half of their soul,” he explained, making me hang my head in despair. I needed her to live, to tell me what to do. He stepped away, giving me a moment.

I gripped Melian’s hand in mine and lifted it to my cheek. Blood covered hers, as if she’d tried to reach down and hold her entrails within her body to prevent the death she knew was coming.

“It’s alright,” she whispered, her breathing ragged. “Would rather die than go to Alfheimr, anyway.”

“It’s not alright. You have to get back to the tunnels and warn them about Caelum. I should have listened to you. I shouldn’t have been so blind to what he was,” I whispered, the words hovering between us.

Her lips twitched into a sad smile, knowing as well as I did that it was true. All this time, he’d turned me into a fool.

“You have to get away from him,” she said, pausing to swallow painfully for a moment before she continued on. “You’ve seen how powerful he is already. Just imagine what would happen if he completed the mate bond and accessed his full potential. No matter what it takes, Estrella, you cannot allow him to take you to Alfheimr.”

Her eyes bored into mine, her fingers squeezing my hand weakly.

“I won’t. I promise,” I said, knowing that no matter what happened, I needed to honor my promises to her and my brother.

I couldn’t allow Caldris to take me to the Faerie realm.

Her eyes drifted halfway closed, her body sagging even as she continued to breathe. “Put me out of my misery,” she groaned, dropping her hand from mine to touch her wound once more.

Caldris unsheathed his sword as he stepped closer to us, ignoring my wide-eyed stare.

“Close your eyes, Melian,” he said, dropping a hand to her eyes. He pressed them shut the rest of the way. “May you find peace in the Void until your next life calls you back to us, or may you find peace with The Father in Valhalla.”

“Thought women were The Mother’s dominion?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Caldris smiled at her even though she couldn’t see it. The first genuine smile I’d seen him give the woman he had been unable to tolerate. “Humans would think that, but The Father and The Mother are not the sexist constructs that you believe. The Father will welcome a warrior like you with open arms.” Touching his sword to her neck, he smoothly cut a path across it, ending her life quickly without endangering her heart or forcing her to the true death before what might have been her natural time. Her arm dropped from her wound, sliding down to rest on the rubble-covered ground as Caldris returned his sword to its cross sheath on his back.

I stared down at the woman who had been the leader of the Resistance and had seemed larger than life in a world where women were considered lesser. The sound of bone dragging against stone pulled me from my contemplation, and I watched as the skeleton Caldris had summoned started to dig into the earth beside Melian.

“Let me perform her human burial rites,” I said, wanting to honor Melian the way she would have wished.

Caelum’s eyes were blue as he stared at me, shining like the first winter frost on the lake. “I am bound to give her a proper burial,” he said, and though he looked apologetic, there was little doubt in my mind that he should have conceded to what a person would have chosen for herself.

I knelt in silence as the skeleton dug her grave, watching when Caelum gently lifted her into his arms and lowered her into the hole in the ground. He placed two silver coins on her eyes, the gleaming metal dragging a strangled sob from my throat before he scooped the first handful of dirt back onto her body. He and the skeleton worked in tandem to bury her, until Melian was gone from sight and only the earth remained.
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Caldris turned to me once Melian was gone from sight, his gaze softening as he took in the moisture on my cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Little One,” he said, reaching down to wipe away my tears. The coolness of his skin against mine penetrated through the numbness claiming my body, filling me with a cloying sadness that threatened to overwhelm me.

This world was ugly. It was raw and bitter and filled with far too much death to be worth continuing on. The ghosts of my past and the people I’d loved would haunt me for an eternity if Caldris had his way, and I didn’t think I was strong enough to survive that.

“I want a funeral pyre, when my time comes,” I said, the words sounding empty as the hollowness of my voice penetrated the small distance between us. I focused my attention on his face and the pain that twisted his features at my harsh declaration. He recognized it for what it was: a rejection of everything that defined him. “No coins on my eyes. I want my soul to wander and wait for passage. I want more time before I come back to you in the next life.”

His eyes drifted closed, his lips twisting to the side as he sank his teeth into the bottom one aggressively. The melancholy that shone in his dark eyes when he opened them once more nearly stole the breath from my lungs. “You want to hurt me, my star? Is that your goal? As if I did not already have to endure centuries without you?”

I stood, rising to full height as Caldris’s hand fell away. “I only want nothing to do with you,” I said, lifting my chin high as I looked him in the eye. “If that means I must wander aimlessly without a place to call home, then so be it.”

He smiled sadly. “You would only be punishing yourself. This is your final life, min asteren. We have already lost so many years,” he said, grabbing my hand from my side. He placed it on his Viniculum, mirroring his positioning as a pulse of warmth flooded my body. Like a closed circle, his energy thrummed through me and back to him, connecting us in a way that felt far more intimate than the nights he’d been inside of me. “Please, do not waste our last chance at happiness.”

“It is bold of you to assume I could ever be happy with the man who lied to me,” I said, my voice breathy as he touched his forehead to mine. The darkness in his eyes peered into my soul, threatening to steal the thoughts from my very mind. I had no doubt he would use them against me if he could find them.

“I am not a man, min asteren. You’ll have to stop holding me to the standards you would place upon a human,” he said, his thumb caressing the length of my jaw. “If a human were to lose his wife, he would find another eventually. The Fae have only one mate. There is only one being in all of creation who can make us feel complete. Only one who can bring us the joy of children. What do you think a human man would do if he were placed under those circumstances?”

I kept silent, the empty air between us all the answer I needed to give. Human men took what they wanted without thought now. If there was only one option for them …

“The fact that they would behave badly doesn’t excuse your behavior. I’d clung to the hope that maybe there was one good man in this Gods-forsaken world. Thank you for showing me how wrong I was,” I said, tearing my eyes away from his. The severance of the connection between us made it feel impossible to breathe.

“Perhaps then I should have taken you from the companionship of your brother that night in the barn? Cut him down for daring to stand between me and my mate and taken you to my home then and there? I gave you what most never have: a chance to know me, a chance to love me, before I stripped away everything you thought you knew about yourself.” The hand at the Mark on my neck shifted downward, his palm pausing just above my heart. “You can pretend to hate me all you want, min asteren, because I know the truth.”

“What truth is that?” I asked, my voice trembling as he dug his fingers into where the neckline of my dress revealed my chest. My breath caught when his bare skin brushed mine, only the slick coating of mud and blood separating us.

He guided my hand down from his neck, shoving it inside the loose laces of his tunic to touch the bare, golden skin beneath. Resting it over his heart in a direct mirror of his on me, he smirked as he struck his palm against me.

My heart stopped beating.

One second passed. Then another. Horror filled me as I waited for the steady thrum to fill me, waited for my body to feel like it could function once more. The silence around us seemed too loud without the echoing of my heart pumping blood through my veins.

I strained against the strangled breath I fought to release, my eyes flying wide in panic. Even through the haze of terror, my palm against his chest remained still. There was no beating of his heart in his chest, either, nothing to show that he was even alive as his face twisted in a grimace that must match my own.

He pushed his hand against my breast once again, the beat of my heart resuming as if it had never stopped. My chest expanded, air filling my lungs. His heart throbbed in a rhythmic chorus with mine, matching the exact cadence.

“We are two halves of one soul. The heart that beats inside your chest is mine and mine alone.”

“Don’t ever do that again.” My lungs heaved as I tore myself out of his embrace, putting much-needed distance between us. I nearly fell to my ass with the force of removing myself from the connection that strengthened with every moment I spent with him in his true form. He raised his gaze to mine, letting his hand drop to his side as he peered at me through his lashes, eyes glimmering dangerously.

“Do what?” he asked, his head tilting to the side as something feral stole over his features. He reminded me of a predator watching its prey in the moments before it strikes. “Remind you that we are irrevocably bound, no matter what feeble lies you tell yourself? The Fates have chosen us for one another. Even with our bond incomplete, it is stronger than most.”

He raised his hand, his palm facing mine. My hand rose as if commanded, pressing against an invisible barrier between us that reminded me so much of the day I’d touched the Veil and felt a presence on the other side for a fleeting moment. A single golden thread of fate appeared, glittering in the fading light as I watched my fingers move back and forth. The strand wrapped around my middle finger and extended across the gap between us to wrap around his.

“Even you cannot escape your fate, my star,” he said, pressing his hand forward until the thread wound its way around our joined hands. “If you die, I will follow.”

“I have died twelve times, and yet you’re still here to torture me,” I said, as he entwined our fingers.

“We had not met then. Our bond hadn’t strengthened. You weren’t in your final life, min asteren. All of those things contribute to whether a Fae will follow his mate into the afterlife. Bond completed or not, we’re connected now,” he answered, watching as the thread disappeared from view. I tore my hand away, finally freeing myself as I stumbled backward. I turned to face the rubble-covered road that would take me back to the other Fae Marked.

He didn’t touch me, his presence just lingered at my back. I kept still, refusing to turn to look at him and give him the weight of my gaze. Not with the way my eyes burned with tears, or the way my grief clung to my every limb.

I hadn’t known Melian for long, and I hadn’t always liked her, but she’d become someone I cared for and respected in that time. Knowing that she’d joined the numbers of the dead—alongside my brother—caused the grief I hadn’t allowed myself to feel when my life had been in danger to rise once again.

His arm pressed into the backs of my knees, sweeping me off my feet and making me weightless for a brief moment as Caldris lifted me into his embrace. He cradled me into his chest, tossing me into the air ever so slightly so that I shifted my body in his grip and wrapped my arms around his neck in a panic.

“Put me down!” I protested, clinging to him in fear that he might do so in a less-than-caring manner. We both knew that if the roles had been reversed, I’d have been the first to drop him upon the ground and hope he hit his head on a rock.

“I find I am very uninterested in that option,” he mused, striding forward with long steps over the uneven terrain.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, turning a panicked gaze over his shoulder. The Fae Marked were in the opposite direction, and I couldn’t imagine he wanted to put too much distance between us and them.

What if they escaped?

“To the falls to clean you up as best we can,” he answered, stepping up onto a particularly jagged rock. The edges of my fingers brushed against the hilt of his sword, longing to draw it and press it to his throat. To take my freedom in violence and blood, the same way he would me. “That would be unwise, min asteren. We both know you won’t kill me.”

I couldn’t be sure if the word choice was intentional or purely coincidental. Won’t, not can’t. One day, I was determined to prove him wrong.

“Perhaps it isn’t your life I mean to take,” I said as he rolled his neck. My fingers slipped from their grip, drifting down to grasp the fabric of his tunic tightly.

His frame went solid, the muscles of his chest tightening beneath my fingers, as he flinched away from my words.

I didn’t meet his eyes, staring at the side of his neck and unwilling to allow him to see the fear my words caused me. I’d been content to go to the Void once, content to end my life even while suspecting that it may be my final life after the ritual in the woods on Samhain.

But knowing for certain I’d face the judgment of The Father and The Mother, with them knowing my last act was one of cowardice, was an entirely different death. Before, I’d tried to choose death over a life as a prisoner. Now, I felt as if I’d use it to escape my fear of the unknown and the twisted, gnarled thing Caldris had planted inside of me, the bond between us that threatened everything I thought I’d known about myself.

If this was what The Fates had chosen for me, would The Father and The Mother be angry with me for rejecting it? Would they cast me into Tartarus and sentence me to eternal damnation?

Was Tartarus even real, or just another construct to keep us obedient to the Gods we worshiped in Temple?

It was only when he’d stopped beside the pool at the base of the falls that he set me down, lowering me gently to the rock. I clung to his shirt, rubbing my cheeks against it as I tried to hide the evidence of my crying. He had to feel the wet stain upon his clothing, but he said nothing and allowed me to try to find some semblance of my dignity.

When I sniffled, wiping the last of the tears off my face, Caldris grasped my hair in his fist and guided my head away from him with gentle pressure until I stared up into the brightness of his blue eyes. They were so unlike the obsidian stare I’d grown used to, so unlike the warmth I’d found in that dark stare.

They were so … other.

“You will not harm yourself.
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