
		
			[image: Book cover for “Shadow Reaper” by Lynette Noni, Internationally bestselling author of The Prison Healer. A stylized illustration shows a hooded figure in a flowing red cloak standing before a black forest and a large gray moon, with stars and sparkles scattered across a red sky and the cloak melting into a pool of black shadow that winds across the bottom. Silver title text sits over the shadows, and a quote at the top reads, “This year’s must-read YA fantasy. —Rebecca Yarros, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Fourth Wing.”]
		

	
		
			Also by Lynette Noni

			The Prison Healer Trilogy

			The Prison Healer

			The Gilded Cage

			The Blood Traitor

			THE Medoran Chronicles

			Akarnae

			Raelia

			Draekora

			Graevale

			We Three Heroes

			Vardaesia

			Kaldoras

			The Whisper Duology

			Whisper

			Weapon

			Standalone Novels

			Wandering Wild

		

	
		
			
			[image: Book Title, Shadow Reaper, Author, Lynette Noni, Imprint, Knopf Books for Young Readers]
		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Please be aware that this is a dark YA fantasy book and therefore contains themes that may be triggering for some readers. For a detailed list, please visit lynettenoni.com/​shadow-reaper

		

	
		
			A Borzoi Book published by Alfred A. Knopf

			An imprint of Random House Children’s Books

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			getunderlined.com

			Text copyright © 2026 by Lynette Noni

			Cover art by Casey Moses

			Figure reference image by Kseniia Vladimirovna/Shutterstock.com

			Map illustration copyright © 2026 by Francesca Baerald

			Abstract ink background © Pim/stock.adobe.com

			Parchment paper © Andrey Kuzmin/stock.adobe.com

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Editor: Katherine Harrison

			Cover Designer: Casey Moses

			Interior Designer: Michelle Canoni, adapted for ebook

			Production Editor: Melinda Ackell

			Managing Editor: Jake Eldred

			Production Manager: Natalia Dextre

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Trade ISBN 9798217033454

			Ebook ISBN 9798217033478

			International Edition ISBN 9798217233250

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			ep_prh_7.3a_156251148_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Map

				Glossary of Terms

			

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
				Chapter 34

			

			
				Chapter 35

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_156251148_

	
		
			
				To Jen Azantian—

				This book wouldn’t exist without you nurturing me back to life.

				Thank you for being my agent, my friend, my miracle.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: Map titled “Elverdine Isle,” showing a fantasy island with the Amersea Sea on the west, Lake Mirtis in the center, and the city of Aravell on the east. Labeled locations include Nevarnost Tower on the northwest coast, Mistwood forest and a Necropolis to the south, Western, Northern, Eastern, and Southern Obelisks around Aravell, Elders’ Grove, River Mort, farms, docks, and Mount Mort, Mount Tembris, and Mount Verita. An inset at the lower right zooms in on the City of Aravell, including districts such as the Summit, Scholars’ Guild, Entertainment Guild, Merchant Guild and Market District, City Services Guild, Healers’ Guild, and Hunters’ Guild and Nox Custodia Headquarters on Mount Verta, plus an Undercity.]
			

		

	
		
			Glossary of Terms

			Ellixen: another name for magic

			Hallow Stream: three sources of pure magic fueling the world with ellixen

			Blackmist: a deadly mist surrounding Elverdine Isle

			Obelisks: four obsidian wardstones that suppress the power of the Hallow Stream and protect the city of Aravell from the blackmist

			Wards: magical protective barriers

			Impartation: a ceremony where children, on or before their fourteenth birthday, surrender their magic to fuel the obelisks warding the city

			Burnout: the painful death or mindless existence that comes from a buildup of unstable ellixen

			Reaper: a person who siphons ellixen from another. All reapers have enhanced senses, increased speed and strength, swift healing, and longer lifespans as a result of their stolen magic.

			Hunter: a person who hunts reapers. All hunters have a magical mark inked into their palm—three interlocking circles representing their oath to protect, honor, and serve—that heats up when reapers are near.

			Shallow: (common) a person with shallow levels of ellixen, most with too little to use for any magical acts

			Mage: (rare) a person with strong levels of ellixen, enabling them to perform powerful magical acts. Most mages choose a specialty to train in, resulting in titles such as alchemist mage, celestial mage, healer mage, fabricator mage, enchanter mage, and more.

			Ancient Mages: mages who lived in ancient times

			Elder Mages: immortal mages considered deities. Also referred to as “the gods of old.”
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			The slums of Aravell were eerily quiet at the midnight hour.

			For most, it was risky to be out so late. The Nox Custodia imposed strict penalties upon anyone caught after curfew, and they were known to be creative with their punishments. But seventeen-year-old Viridia Solace wasn’t worried about the Nox—one look at the insignia on her scarlet cloak and the city guards would keep their distance. She was more concerned by what lurked in the shadows. By who lurked in the shadows.

			Her quarry.

			The reason she was navigating the abandoned streets so late at night, when only the most desperate of citizens dared to peek around their sealed doors.

			The most desperate of citizens—and the most dangerous of criminals.

			Moving swiftly, Viri glanced down just in time for the moonlight to glint across a puddle on the cobblestones: vomit or urine or something equally unpleasant. Perhaps all three, judging by the foul odor. After years of hunting reapers deep into the slums, she still couldn’t get used to the smells of unwashed flesh, decay, and overflowing sewage. Some days she feared she’d scrub her skin raw and yet never be clean again.

			Shuddering at the phantom feel of ichor on her feet, Viri paused at a grungy intersection and considered which way to go: west, toward Lake Mirtis, or east, where the uppercity bled into the Tridus Mountains. She closed her eyes to focus her mind, and a moment later her hand began to warm, followed by a tugging sensation inside her, an instinct urging her west.

			Setting off deeper into the darkness, she quickened her pace as the hunter’s mark inked into her palm continued to heat up, guiding her to her prey. The mark—three interlocking circles representing her oath to protect, honor, and serve—was given to her the day she became a full-fledged reaper hunter. For most novices, training finished at eighteen, but Viri had earned her mark a year ago at just sixteen. A prodigy, her mentor had claimed. But really, she’d just had more motivation than most to see every single reaper get what they deserved.

			Rowdy sounds reached Viri’s ears from up ahead, the unexpected noise making her frown as she continued forward. She was closer to Lake Mirtis than she would have liked, and acutely aware of the dangers lurking beyond the Western Obelisk at the lake’s edge. This far out in the slums, the obelisk’s protective wards were significantly weakened, and that more than the Nox Custodia was why most sensible surface dwellers remained inside at night. Behind their carefully sealed doors, they were shielded from the drifting blackmist—and the agonizing death it afforded any who came in contact with it.

			During the day, the four obelisks guarding the city forced the mist to withdraw to the outer reaches of Elverdine Isle. There it floated like a deadly cloud over the uninhabited forests and sea cliffs bordering the island, allowing the citizens of Aravell to go about their lives in relative safety. But come nightfall, when the ocean breeze picked up, not even the obelisks could keep the mist from wafting inland—which was why most Aravellians resided inside the mountains or beneath the surface in the undercity.

			Viri, like any sane person, had a healthy fear of the blackmist, so she was eager to finish her hunt and return underground as soon as possible.

			The mark on her hand suddenly seared, warning that she was nearing her target. A few steps later, she turned the corner of a dilapidated building to find the source of the rowdy noise: a rundown tavern on the verge of collapse.

			For a moment, Viri just stood in the middle of the fetid street, wondering what careless patrons feared neither the mist nor the Nox. But then she shook her head and marched forward, ready to conclude her business. If things went to plan, she might even manage a few hours’ sleep before dawn.

			Approaching the tavern—named the Dripping Barrel, according to the broken sign above the entrance—Viri walked straight through the moldy, splintering doorway, marveling anew at the midnight revelry. It was common for nighttime socializing to occur in the undercity and inner-mountains, where there was no need for a safety curfew and residents could do as they pleased at all hours, but it was rare to witness the same here on the surface, where breathing the very air after dark could spell doom.

			The patrons inside the Dripping Barrel seemed oblivious to the dangers of the outside world, their conversations loud and laughter unrestrained. The pungent scents of spilled ale and reeking bodies burned Viri’s nose as she waded through the crowd, the mark on her hand still searing, telling her that not only was the reaper inside, but they were siphoning ellixen, right now.

			Viri had always been more sensitive than most to the feeling of magic in the air—something that had aided her swift rise to becoming a hunter and protected her during many of her run-ins with the reapers—but not even she could pinpoint the exact location of her quarry. All she knew was that reapers never surrendered without a fight, and if this one had already begun siphoning, then their victim didn’t have much time left.

			Urgency thrummed through Viri as she approached the middle-aged man serving drinks behind the grimy bar and called for his attention.

			“What’ll it be?” he asked gruffly while pouring three ales in quick succession, foam spilling everywhere as he shoved them toward lively customers.

			Viri gestured to the insignia on her scarlet cloak—the circular hunter’s mark embroidered in silver over her heart—and said, “I’m looking for—”

			“I don’t want no trouble,” the barman cut her off quickly. He eyed her up and down, taking in the black leather attire beneath her hunter’s cloak, her braided red hair with its unusual silver streaks, and her startling lavender eyes. “Whatever you’re looking for—whoever you’re looking for—you won’t find ’em here.”

			The burning of Viri’s palm said otherwise, but when she scanned the tavern again, all she could see were cheerful patrons. There was no sign of magic—and no sign of death.

			“Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary tonight?” she pressed. “Any new faces or—”

			Once again, the man interrupted her, sliding a tankard down the bar with enough force to leave a trail of liquid along the scuffed wood. “I already told you, hunter—there’s nothing for you here. Best take your business elsewhere.”

			As he spoke, Viri noted the bead of sweat that trickled from his temple down his weathered cheek; the way his gaze rested uneasily on her, then shifted away; the tremor in his hands as he continued pouring drinks. And then, finally, she saw the slightest lift of his chin as he motioned to a half-closed door in the back corner of the room.

			Viri gave a subtle nod and moved that way, ignoring the stickiness gripping the soles of her boots as she carved a path between the noisy patrons—many of whom staggered away upon noting the color of her cloak—and approached the liquor-stained door.

			Peeking through the narrow gap, all Viri could see was a rickety staircase dropping out of sight. She pursed her lips, knowing she would lose the element of surprise at the softest creak of the ancient wood. But a sudden, urgent blazing of her hand had her throwing caution aside and sprinting recklessly down into a musty cellar. Flameless everbeacons revealed a clutter of barrels and crates and glass flagons, but her gaze darted straight past them to the two small figures pressed against the back wall, to the hulking man stalking toward them—

			And to the lifeless body he had just discarded.

			A child, no older than twelve, his eyes closed, his chest unmoving.

			Viri was too late to save him.

			But she wasn’t too late to save the two other children, a boy and a girl who were huddled together, the fear on their tear-stained faces indicating they knew exactly what kind of monster they faced.

			They hadn’t seen Viri yet. But the man—the reaper—stilled, his neck swiveling her way, a sneer on his lips. With blond hair and blue eyes, he might have been handsome, if not for the fresh, undiluted magic emanating from him, the sacrifice of his young victim revealed in angry black streaks along the veins in his hands and up his bare forearms. Those streaks—visible only to hunters and reapers—would remain painted into his flesh until the power he’d stolen faded, offering irrefutable proof of his wicked crimes.

			Crimes for which he was about to pay.

			The reaper moved a step toward Viri, his sneer deepening, his eyes glazed as he adjusted to the surge of ellixen—of magic—flooding through him. The amount differed from child to child, but it was always enough to grant reapers increased speed and strength, enhanced senses, and swift healing. In some cases, it even added years to their lives.

			Stolen years.

			The price was too high, as was the guilt Viri felt for every person she failed to save. But there would be no more deaths tonight, no more victims for her to mourn. Only justice.

			And one day, vengeance.

			This soon after siphoning, the reaper would be stronger and faster than anything Viri could hope to match, so she couldn’t let him make the first move and gain the upper hand. Quashing any hesitation, she lunged forward, uncoiling her gold fillium from around her wrist and flicking the whiplike cord through the air. The metallic weapon cleaved the space between them, her aim true if not for the man leaping away at the last second, his gray cloak flapping around him, glass shattering as he slammed into a shelf to avoid her attack. Viri immediately cast her fillium again, causing him to dodge once more—breaking even more glass—but he recovered faster this time and sprang toward her, his black-veined arms outstretched as if to strangle her with his bare hands.

			Viri didn’t give him the chance. She spun out of the way and lashed her fillium low, aiming for his ankles to impede his advance. In quick succession, she cast it twice more, but his enhanced speed kept him one step ahead of her attacks.

			And then, suddenly, he was right in front of her, his fist flying toward her face. The move was so fast that his arm blurred, and only years of training had her twisting in time to avoid a shattered cheekbone. His knuckles still managed a glancing blow, and she hissed as the ring on his middle finger tore open her flesh. Blood instantly welled from the wound, but Viri ignored the pain and scurried behind a wooden barrel, trying to gain enough distance to cast her fillium again.

			Her opponent was no fool—he knew what a single touch of her weapon would do to him, just as he knew its reach was limited at close range, so he rushed forward, not affording her any space, his fist coming at her once more. She ducked and whirled away again, but as she straightened, she heard the children cry out a warning as the man unsheathed a dagger and leapt toward her in a burst of speed, the blade glinting beneath the everbeacons.

			Viri had been hunting long enough to have had experience with many kinds of reapers. Some were easy to capture, particularly those new to siphoning and unused to their ellixen-heightened abilities. The same was true for those addicted to the euphoric high that came with a fresh sacrifice, preferring to remain in their druglike state than resist arrest.

			The man before Viri was neither a novice nor an addict—he clearly knew how to use his stolen magic, and he’d also had physical training. That made him dangerous.

			But not as dangerous as Viri.

			She’d noted his dagger the moment she had arrived in the cellar, she’d known he would pull it on her—and she’d been waiting.

			The smirk on his lips and the triumph in his eyes as he stabbed his blade forward told her that he was just like every other reaper who was arrogant enough to underestimate her. They all assumed her fillium was the only weapon she carried, or at least the only one that could incapacitate them. Indeed, the man lunging at her was so focused on the threat of her metallic cord that he missed her pulling a vial from her cloak and using her thumb to unstopper it.

			But he didn’t miss her blowing the silver powder straight into his face.

			The reaper’s eyes rounded as the impedidust took effect, freezing him in place, the lethal strike of his dagger halted in the air between their bodies.

			A quick glance down showed Viri how perilously close the blade was to gutting her, but she didn’t waste time dreading what might have happened if the experimental—and highly illegal—powder hadn’t worked, nor did she revel in the reaper’s immobilized state. With so much ellixen coursing through his veins, the impedidust wouldn’t hold him long, so she hastily slapped the dagger from his grip and used one end of her fillium to bind his wrists, nullifying his power. As long as the golden cord touched him, his enhanced abilities would be suppressed, his magic not only inaccessible but actively draining him of energy as it resisted the fillium’s effects, rendering him weak and vulnerable—and completely at Viri’s mercy.

			She’d barely stepped back when the impedidust wore off and the reaper staggered forward, not to continue his attack but to keep himself from falling over.

			“What did you do to me?” he rasped, swaying drunkenly and struggling to remain upright.

			Viri wasn’t sure if he was asking about the fillium or the impedidust, but regardless, she simply declared, “On behalf of the Hunters’ Guild, you’re under arrest for the unlawful siphoning of ellixen and associated crimes against humanity.”

			“I’m innocent,” he spat—or tried to. The words were slurred, his strength swiftly fleeing.

			Raising an incredulous eyebrow, Viri glanced at the body of the boy lying mere feet away. But in doing so, she remembered the two other children, who watched with wide-eyed wonder, fear still on their faces but also tentative hope.

			“Don’t move,” Viri told the reaper before starting toward the children.

			“I don’t take orders from you,” he snarled, lunging after her—only to trip over one of the barrels they’d disturbed during their skirmish, leaving him groaning in a heap on the dusty, glass-strewn floor.

			Normally Viri would have felt immense satisfaction in seeing him so weak—especially considering he’d tried to disembowel her just moments ago—but at the rate the fillium was draining him, it wouldn’t be long before he lost consciousness. No matter how many times she witnessed her weapon in action, she would never get used to how debilitating its effects were. And while that was usually a boon, the last thing she wanted was to drag the reaper’s heavy body all the way back to the Underlock, so they needed to get moving, now.

			But first…

			“Are either of you hurt?” Viri asked as she approached the children, wincing as broken glass crunched gratingly underfoot. She kept a tight grip on her fillium, with the other end still binding the reaper, who was cursing loudly as he tried to rise on wobbly legs, no longer a threat to any of them.

			The children shook their heads and got shakily to their feet, clutching each other with trembling hands.

			Seeing the evidence of their terror, knowing what might have befallen them, what had befallen their murdered companion, Viri had to breathe deeply to suppress her rage.

			Justice, she reminded herself. The reaper would face justice for his crimes. By capturing him, she’d made sure of it—and she would continue to make sure of it for every other reaper she hunted on Elverdine Isle.

			“You’re bleeding,” the little girl whispered, pointing at Viri’s cheek.

			Viri had forgotten all about the wound, though it throbbed now as she was reminded of the man’s knuckles grazing her face. “I’m all right. It’s just a scratch.” She glanced toward the reaper, who had finally managed to get his legs under him, then turned back to the children. “Don’t worry—he won’t be able to hurt anyone else ever again.”

			Their eyes immediately skittered to the dead boy, making Viri swear inwardly at her careless words. Gently, she asked, “Did you know him?”

			They shook their heads again, and she loosed a relieved breath. The loss of life was tragic, but at least these two wouldn’t have to live with the trauma of witnessing a friend’s death.

			“Come on—let’s get you out of here,” she said, wanting to relocate them from the claustrophobic cellar as swiftly as possible.

			Hustling them up the stairs and yanking on her fillium to force the stumbling reaper to keep up, Viri led the way back into the rowdy tavern, pushing through the crowd toward the bar. The man from earlier was still pouring drinks, though he paused when he saw Viri and her companions, his mouth opening and closing at the sight of the children. She understood his surprise—survivors were rare after a reaper attack. Too rare.

			Raising her voice over the noise, she asked, “How far is the nearest wayportal?”

			He shook off his shock. “There’s one about a block away, just before you reach the lake.”

			Viri grimaced, not eager to approach the boundary of the obelisks’ protection, but it was that or a long walk back through the uppercity dragging the quickly deteriorating reaper. She would have to take her chances.

			Placing a gold coin on the bar, she said to the man, “For the mess downstairs.” She then asked, “Do you have a kitchen here?” At his nod, she added three more coins before indicating the children. “These two could use something warm to eat. Keep them comfortable until the Nox arrive—they’ll take their statements and see them home.”

			If the barman was displeased by the idea of Viri sending the city guards to his tavern, he said nothing, only pocketed the gold with a grunt of agreement. She didn’t mention the third child, knowing the Nox Custodia would collect the body and notify his family.

			Turning to the boy and girl, Viri smiled reassuringly and said, “You’ll be safe here until the Nox come. They won’t be long.” It went against her instincts to leave them after what they’d just been through—any time a hunt ended with survivors, part of her always wanted to stay and offer comfort. But she was a stranger to these kids, and they would be better off if she left now to notify the Nox.

			“You’re both very brave,” she added softly, squeezing their trembling shoulders with her free hand. “In the coming days, when you can’t help thinking about what happened tonight, don’t forget that.”

			She watched them give hesitant nods, then helped settle them on stools at the quietest corner of the bar, where two bowls of fudge-covered ice cream were waiting. It wasn’t the warm meal she’d requested, but when Viri looked at the barman in question, he shrugged and motioned to the kids, who were scarfing down the treat as if they hadn’t just witnessed a murder and nearly met the same end.

			Children could be incredibly resilient, Viri knew, though she also knew the horrors this pair had witnessed tonight would haunt them forever.

			Just as the horrors she’d once witnessed would haunt her forever.

			Blocking out her own memories, Viri left the children and dragged the reaper outside into the crisp midnight air. He continued to spit curses all the way along the grungy alley toward the lake, his steps more labored and his insults less creative as his energy faded. Viri paid him no mind, her focus on squinting through the darkness for any sign of the deadly blackmist.

			Relief hit her when they passed a crumbling building and she finally spotted Lake Mirtis up ahead, the moonlight glimmering off its indigo surface, no mist in sight. Another few steps and she saw the wayportal—a ten-foot-high arch carved from silvery magestone—glowing against the darkness of the night.

			They were a dozen feet from the portal when her captive stopped swearing long enough to say, “You won’t get away with this, hunter.” His voice dripped with menace. “The Reaper Priest will come for you. For all of you, but you especially.”

			Viri’s feet halted without her permission, her eyes slicing to the man only to find a smug look on his face.

			“You think I don’t recognize you, Viridia Solace?” he continued, his lips twisting into a sneer. “That hair, those eyes—we all know who you are. You’re marked, hunter. And one day, the Reaper Priest will—”

			“He’ll what?” Viri cut in. “Keep hiding, just as he’s done for the last seven years?” Her voice was as sharp as steel to mask her sudden wave of emotion. “Every hunter on Elverdine Isle has been searching for him that whole time, including me. You say he’s coming for us, for me? Then tell him to hurry the hell up.” She cocked her head to the side and adopted her own smug look to cover the rageful racing of her heart. “Oh, wait. You won’t be able to tell him anything, will you?” She yanked on the fillium, jerking him forward and eliciting another curse as he nearly fell. “You won’t be able to tell anyone anything where you’re going.”

			“He’ll save me,” the reaper snarled. “He’ll reward me for—”

			Viri scoffed. “He doesn’t even know you exist. You’re just one of his many murderous acolytes.”

			“I’m not. I’m—”

			“Where is he, then?”

			Silence met her question, just as she’d expected.

			“If you weren’t a worthless underling, you’d know the answer to that,” she taunted. “But you have no idea, do you?”

			Viri could hear the reaper gnashing his teeth. He wanted to lie—she could see it in his eyes. He wanted to claim some level of importance in the Priest’s inner circle, something that might afford him leverage. But the fillium wouldn’t allow it—another benefit of the golden cord, so long as it touched him. A magical truth teller.

			“You’ve never even met him, have you?” Viri continued taunting.

			More gnashing of his teeth, and she rolled her eyes, her tension fading. Any mention of the Reaper Priest—the current one, at least—was always enough to set her on edge, but despite this man’s threats, he didn’t know anything of use to her. He was nothing more than a follower, like all those Viri had hunted before him.

			One day, she would find a way to his leader. It was the reason she’d become a hunter, the reason she’d earned her mark quicker than other novices, the reason she always pushed herself to be better, faster, stronger. Everything she’d put herself through for the last seven years had been with one single goal: to hunt down the Reaper Priest, the notorious monster of a man who had murdered untold numbers of innocents.

			Including Viri’s parents.

			Unlike his underlings, the Reaper Priest wouldn’t face justice. No, he would suffer.

			Though not nearly as much as he deserved.

			For a moment, Viri allowed herself to sink into her dark thoughts, her determination strengthening, as it always did when she thought of the Priest. But then she squared her shoulders and started forward again, tugging her captive toward the wayportal, ready to hand him over to the Nox and be done with this night.

			She would find the Reaper Priest one day.

			And when she did, she would finally have her revenge.
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			A few painfully short hours later, Viri was pulled from sleep by someone shaking her roughly, followed by a too-chirpy voice asking, “Did it work? Did it?”

			Viri groaned and swatted at her best friend, Wynter Starling, before moving her pillow over her head. “ ’S too early, Wyn. Go ’way.”

			“It’s not early, and you’re a little traitor.” Wynter yanked the pillow away. “You promised to wake me when you got home.”

			“It was late.” Viri opened her eyes into a squint-glare. “And unlike some people, I value my friends’ sleep.”

			“I don’t need sleep—I need answers. So spill.”

			When Viri tried to reclaim her pillow, Wynter tossed it across the room and returned Viri’s glare with her own, causing Viri to grumble resignedly and sit up in bed. Wynter was right about the hour; a quick look out the sealed window of Viri’s bedroom halfway up the side of Mount Tembris—the middle of three peaks in the Tridus Mountains—showed enough sunlight to indicate it was midmorning, at least.

			“Meera’s going to kill me,” Viri muttered, having slept through her dawn training. Not even the calming view of Lake Mirtis glimmering in the sunshine could ease her dread at the thought of having to apologize to her mentor—who also happened to be the head of the Hunters’ Guild.

			Wynter tossed her glossy black hair over her shoulder, her sapphire eyes narrowing as she threatened, “She’ll have to get in line if you don’t hurry up and tell me what happened last night.”

			Viri knew her friend wasn’t asking for an overview of the hunt, nor did Wynter care about the reaper who was now rotting in an Underlock cell deep beneath the mountain. There was only one thing Wynter wanted to know about Viri’s night.

			“Come on, V. I’m begging you. Did it work?”

			Viri made her friend wait a beat longer—punishment for the rude awakening—but with a slow smile, she finally said, “It worked. You’re a genius. But you already know that.”

			Wynter threw her hands up and let out a whoop of triumph. But then, just as quickly, she hushed herself, her eyes jumping anxiously toward the closed bedroom door.

			“I take it your mom is home?” Viri guessed dryly.

			Wynter chewed her lip and nodded, causing Viri to bite back a grin. Sarielle Starling—Wynter’s mother and Viri’s legal guardian—would not be pleased if she learned what her beloved daughter was doing in her free time. As it was, Sarielle claimed she had a heart attack every night Viri went out hunting, so if she knew her daughter was experimenting with the highly illegal practice of alchemy, she would be horrified. Not just because Sarielle was the Magistratus—the political leader of Elverdine Isle—but because alchemy was dangerous, in too many ways to count. And yet…

			“You saved my life last night,” Viri admitted, recalling the reaper’s dagger just a breath away from impaling her. “Your impedidust kept me from being sliced in two.”

			Wynter’s strikingly blue eyes widened. “Really?” she breathed. But then she tilted her head to the side, her gaze homing in on Viri’s cheek. “Was that before or after you were sucker punched in the face?”

			Viri touched her swollen, scabbed flesh, wincing as it throbbed beneath her fingers. “Does it look that bad?” When Wynter didn’t answer, Viri pressed, “On a scale of one to ten, how much is your mom going to panic?”

			“If she walked in here right now? Eleven, for sure.” Wynter pulled a small glass jar from inside her gray trainee-physician robes and winked conspiratorially. “But if you put this on and wait a few minutes, that’ll bring it down to a three. Maybe a two.”

			Viri took the familiar—and forbidden—healing salve from her friend and slathered it over her tender cheek. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

			“Not yet,” Wynter said, reclaiming the jar and hiding it in her robes again, “but in your defense, you only just woke up.” She settled more comfortably on Viri’s bed. “Now tell me what happened with the impedidust. Don’t leave anything out.”

			Viri did as ordered, sharing how she’d used the silver powder on the reaper and answering Wynter’s numerous questions, all while ignoring the tingle in her cheek as the salve reknit her damaged skin.

			“I forgot to factor in how strong they are after siphoning,” Wynter murmured, her eyes glazed in thought. “I’ll play around with the formula and see if I can make it last longer next time.”

			Viri shrugged. “It did what I needed. A few seconds is all it takes for me to get my fillium around them.”

			Wynter’s glazed look vanished, her features turning stern. “You rely too much on that weapon of yours. It may be one of a kind, but if it ever stops working—”

			“Then I’ll have all your alchemy tricks up my sleeve,” Viri interrupted, having heard this lecture before, “as well as my own hunter skills. Don’t worry about me, Wyn. Fillium or not, I can take care of myself.”

			“I know you can.” Wynter’s expression softened. “But of course I worry. Just as you do about me.”

			“That’s because you’re sneaking around and breaking the law.” Viri touched her cheek again, finding the swelling and pain mostly gone. “Though I have to admit, I’m certainly benefitting from it.”

			“Well, it’s not like I can share my experiments with anyone else, is it?” Wynter said, pouting slightly. “They’d throw me in the Underlock with all those nasty reapers you capture.”

			“Maybe there’s a valid reason why they’d throw you in there,” Viri returned. “Like, oh, I don’t know—to save your life? And everyone else’s?”

			Wynter waved a dismissive hand. “Alchemy’s not dangerous if you know what you’re doing.”

			“Which you don’t. You’re making things up as you go.”

			“That’s what all the best alchemists do.”

			Viri huffed out a breath, half amused, half annoyed. “You have no way of knowing that, since you’ve never met one. Everything you know, you’ve taught yourself, thanks to some musty old books and that unnaturally big brain of yours.”

			“And now we circle back to how you’re benefitting from it, and leave it there,” Wynter said in her firmest end-of-discussion voice.

			Sighing loudly, Viri gave in, but only because it was a conversation they’d had over and over, and no matter how hard she’d tried to sway her friend, Wynter was just too curious for her own good. From the moment they’d heard whispers about the ancient magical practice of creating and transforming matter into Elders-knew-what, Wynter had become obsessed with learning everything she could about it.

			Fortunately, that was little, since the alchemist mages who had once inhabited Elverdine Isle had vanished long ago with all the other magical beings, taking most of their books and knowledge and leaving only traces of their power behind—the wayportals, the obelisks, the everbeacons, and a few rare, enchanted artifacts, all fiercely coveted. Viri’s fillium was one such item, inherited from her hunter parents and carefully locked away until she’d earned her mark.

			What Wynter was doing, though…The ancient mages had studied for years before they were allowed to practice alchemy unsupervised. In untrained hands, their experiments weren’t just dangerous—they were deadly. And while no one on Elverdine Isle could perform magical acts like the mages of old, there was still the potions and powders side of the craft, where the wrong combination of ingredients could supposedly destroy an entire city. The risk was such that alchemy was the only truly forbidden form of magic on the island.

			But that didn’t stop Wynter, her obsession too strong to relinquish.

			Sighing again, Viri shoved her friend none too gently off the bed, lacking the energy to argue. “I need to do some groveling with Meera, and you should be off studying how to heal people in legal, nonmagical ways.” Arching a brow, she added, “Don’t think I haven’t noticed how many classes you’ve been skipping lately.”

			Wynter straightened her gray robes, frowning at the physician’s emblem on her sleeve. “I hate it there.”

			“I know you do,” Viri said, heading to her wardrobe for a fresh set of hunting leathers. “But I also know you love your mom too much to tell her that the sight of blood makes you queasy, lest you ruin her dreams of you becoming Aravell’s top physician.”

			“Not just blood.” Wynter shuddered comically. “People are disgusting.”

			Viri hid her smile by rifling through her hangers for a clean scarlet cloak. “You’re a credit to the Healers’ Guild, Wynter Starling. Let no one ever tell you otherwise.”

			“You said yourself that I helped save your life last night,” Wynter shot back. “I’d be perfectly happy learning how to treat patients with magical means. But using mundane medicine? Witnessing illness, pain, death?” She shuddered again. “No, thank you.”

			“At the risk of repeating myself, your preferred method is illegal.”

			“It’s only illegal if you get caught.”

			Viri snorted. “Try that line on your mom and see what she says.”

			Wynter blanched, then scowled, before pointedly changing the topic. “I’m surprised you’re not in more of a rush.”

			Viri draped her outfit over her arm and reached for her boots as she replied, “Meera will be annoyed about this morning, but she’ll see from the arrest logs that I didn’t get in until late, so she’ll understand.” She would still kick Viri’s ass during their next training session, but that would be the case regardless.

			“I don’t mean Meera,” Wynter said. “I figured you’d run straight to Nox HQ the moment you woke up. I’m actually impressed by your willpower right now.”

			That made Viri pause. “What are you talking about?”

			Hearing the bewilderment in her tone, Wynter’s expression turned confused, then alarmed. “Wait—you don’t know?”

			“Know what?”

			Wynter’s alarm seemed to grow. “I overheard Mom talking with Captain Farrow this morning. Someone was captured last night. Someone important.”

			At the mention of Darik Farrow—the captain of the Nox Custodia—Viri relaxed. The city guards and hunters worked closely when it came to protecting the city, but they were still separate entities, with the Nox overseeing general law enforcement, and hunters specializing in reapers. The only news that might have caused Viri to sprint straight to Nox headquarters would have had to come from—

			“Meera was too busy doing damage control to report in herself,” Wynter went on, making Viri’s thoughts stutter to a halt. “No need to let word spread and cause a panic—or so Darik told Mom.”

			Viri’s blood turned to ice, then fire, as both dread and anticipation coursed through her. “Who was captured, Wyn?”

			Wynter shook her head. “I didn’t hear a name. All I know is that it’s a high-ranking reaper. Someone in the Priest’s inner circle.”

			The air left Viri in a whoosh.

			Finally, after so many years of searching, this could be the break they needed in gaining access to the Reaper Priest.

			“I need to go,” Viri said, rushing to her bedroom door, only for Wynter to grab her arm.

			“Clothes, V.” Wynter indicated the bundle in Viri’s hands, spinning her toward her private bathroom. “As much as I love the image of you interrogating a deadly reaper in your pajamas, you should probably stick with your usual badass hunter vibe.”

			Viri glanced down at her pastel-pink nightshirt and cursed before racing off and dressing in record time, finishing by coiling her fillium around her forearm.

			“Go get ’em, hunter,” Wynter said as Viri hurried back into the bedroom. “I want a full debrief later.”

			Viri was already sprinting out the door and down the long hallway of their apartment, Wynter’s words fading behind her. She could hear Sarielle in the kitchen—a rarity, given how busy her job kept her—and for a second, Viri considered heading in that direction. But her guardian kept a strict boundary between work and home, so she would be tight-lipped about anything Darik had shared. Better for Viri to go straight to the source.

			Dashing out the front door, Viri bolted through the inner-mountain tunnels, inhaling the earthy, filtered air as she careened around corners at breakneck speed, her path lit by flameless everbeacons affixed to the black rock. Not for the first time, she was grateful that living with the Magistratus meant a prime cliffside location with few neighbors, limiting the foot traffic to the nearest wayportal. She was even more grateful that her late start kept her from colliding with the early-morning commuters she normally passed on her way to training. Instead, she was able to run straight for the shimmering magestone arch and leap through it without delay, mentally guiding it to the portal nearest to her destination.

			The headquarters of the Nox Custodia were located deep within Mount Verta, the southernmost peak of the Tridus Mountains. While Mount Tembris had apartments like Viri’s built all the way through it up to the summit, Mount Verta was mostly hollow in the middle, its thick rock walls carved by the ancient mages into upward-spiraling levels that housed the various guilds, city services, and market districts—giving citizens plenty of space inside the mountain to work, study, and socialize.

			Since the Nox needed easy access to the Underlock, their headquarters sat at the base of the inner-mountain—a place Viri reached in mere seconds through the connected wayportal, exiting the shining arch straight into the white-marbled reception area of Nox HQ.

			Two uniformed guards manned the public entrance, like always, and Viri gave them a quick nod as she marched past the front desk and into the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, she jammed her finger on the down button, rolling her neck against the skin-crawling feeling of magic as the ellixen-powered lift began its descent.

			It was only a short ride down to the Nox’s main administration level, where the city guards worked when they weren’t on patrol. Usually, the cubicled space was quiet and calm. Today, however, Viri was met by chaos when she stepped out of the elevator, finding black-uniformed guards bustling about in apparent disarray and even a few red-cloaked hunters interspersed among them, clearly waiting for news. Viri knew she should join her colleagues, but she didn’t have the patience, not when she needed answers now.

			Striding between the workspaces and past open office doors, Viri headed straight to the farthest end of the floor, stopping when she reached a wooden door hewn into the mountainside, the golden plaque saying Captain darik farrow. She was just about to knock when a voice halted her.

			“It’s about time you showed up. I was close to sending out a search party.”

			Viri whirled around to find her other best friend, Soren Archer, standing with his arms crossed over his Nox uniform, the silver buttons and buckles of his black trench coat all polished to perfection. With sandy-blond hair and warm brown eyes, he was the poster child of the Nox Custodia, not just because of his boyish good looks but also because he was a stickler for the rules, already rising through the leadership ranks. To Viri, however, he would always be the scrawny kid she’d met on her first day of training—her as a hunter, him as a city guard—the two of them paired in a joint sparring exercise to test their raw skills. They’d forged a bond in blood and bruises and been inseparable ever since.

			Aside from Wynter, no one knew Viri as well as Soren, so it was unsurprising that he’d expected her to arrive as soon as she heard about the captured reaper. The teasing grin on his lips said as much, but that grin transformed into a frown when he took her in fully.

			“What the hell happened to your face?”

			“It’s nothing.” Viri waved off his concern. “Much better than earlier. I can barely feel it now.”

			Soren’s features tightened as he realized what that meant. Like Viri, he didn’t approve of Wynter’s obsession with alchemy, but that was more because she was breaking the law and less because of how dangerous it was.

			“Don’t start,” Viri said when his mouth opened. “Yell at Wyn later, not at me.” She turned toward the door. “Right now, I need to see Darik and find out what’s—”

			“He’s not here.”

			Viri whipped back around. “Where is he?”

			“With Meera. They’re talking to witnesses from last night.”

			“Witnesses?” Viri’s brow furrowed. “What for?”

			Soren ran a hand through his hair, mussing the pale strands, only for them to bounce straight back into a near-perfect coif. “The reaper—it’s like he just…appeared here.”

			He.

			The reaper was male.

			Viri’s skin tingled, her desperation to know more rising with every passing second.

			“No one has claimed credit for his capture,” Soren went on. “Captain Farrow thinks they’re afraid of retribution from the Priest and keeping quiet to protect their family. But whatever their reason, we have a high-ranking reaper in custody and nothing but unanswered questions.”

			“Has he been interrogated?” Viri asked.

			“Of course,” Soren said. “But he’s refusing to speak. Says there’s only one person he’ll talk to.”

			“Who?”

			“The captain didn’t say. He and Meera are staying quiet until they have more details.”

			Frustrated, Viri spun on her heel and began walking back toward the elevator.

			“You better not be thinking what I think you’re thinking,” Soren warned, keeping in step with her.

			“I want to see him,” Viri said.

			“Absolutely not.”

			She ignored the unyielding words. “I don’t need your permission. I—”

			“Actually, you do. He’s in a high-security cell so deep in the Underlock that only Nox with valid clearance have access.”

			At the odd note in her friend’s voice, Viri halted on the marble walkway between two empty cubicles and squinted at him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

			Soren seemed to debate within himself. “The reaper isn’t just someone in the Priest’s inner circle. He’s…more than that.”

			Viri’s heart stuttered, a strange premonition coming over her, sharp with dread. “Who is he, Soren?”

			There was a long pause, as if he regretted saying anything, but then Soren met her gaze and declared, “It’s Reeve Ashton—the Reaper Priest’s most loyal servant and right-hand man.”

			Reeve.

			Ashton.

			For a moment, Viri heard nothing outside the ringing in her ears, her mind besieged with images of a young boy with tousled black hair and silver eyes that shone like stars. Other memories began to take form, but she shoved them away before she could see anything—or anyone—else.

			Swaying on her feet, Viri was vaguely aware of Soren going on to say something she already knew: that Reeve was infamous among Nox and hunters, considered a high-level target after whispers of his name and position had started circulating years earlier. The Priest was another matter—his identity was a carefully guarded secret, known only to those close to him.

			Reeve Ashton was close to him. Perhaps closer than anyone.

			Viri swayed again, prompting Soren to call her name worriedly. She snapped back to herself, her throat hoarse as she repeated, “I want to see him.” Her features hardened with resolve. “You can help me, or you can report me. But either way, I’m going.”

			Seeing her determination, Soren swore under his breath, before saying, “He won’t talk to you.”

			“Maybe not. But I still need to try.” Her voice broke on the final word, the only evidence of the emotion she was struggling to hold back.

			Soren’s face softened. He’d met Viri mere months after her parents had died, so he was acutely aware of everything she was feeling right now, and how much this arrest meant to her. But at the same time, there were so many things he didn’t know. Things he would never—could never—know.

			Like the fact that she knew Reeve personally.

			And just how much he had once meant to her.

			“Viri…” Soren held her eyes, no doubt seeing the torment in them, then sighed loudly. “Fine, I’ll take you to him. But if we get caught, you’d better call in all your favors with the Magistratus to keep us both from getting thrown in the Underlock beside Ashton. Agreed?”

			Viri nodded quickly, which only made Soren sigh again and mumble about exasperating best friends as he nudged her in the direction of the elevator once more. The workspace around them was still buzzing with chaotic energy, but she barely noticed this time, focused only on summoning the courage she would need to face a ghost she’d thought long buried in her past.

			It had been seven years since Viri had seen Reeve Ashton.

			Seven years since her parents had been murdered by the Reaper Priest.

			And seven years since Reeve had pledged loyalty to their killer, the two of them vanishing without a trace.

			Until now.
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			The elevator descended swiftly beneath Mount Verta, whizzing past multiple levels of secured Underlock cells, every second adding to Viri’s nerves.

			“Just think of him like any other reaper,” Soren said, watching her fidget and misreading her anxiety. “Don’t let him intimidate you. There’s nothing special about Ashton other than how close he is to the Priest.”

			Oh, if only that were true.

			“I’m not intimidated,” Viri said. “I’m just eager to hear what he says.”

			“Unless you’ve learned how to read minds, I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Soren warned. But Viri wasn’t worried about Reeve not talking—her presence should be enough to loosen his lips. It was the least he owed her after…everything.

			“You never know,” Viri said as they continued downward. “Maybe a few hours in the dark has made him rethink his silence.”

			The Reeve she remembered was stubborn to a fault, but she needed Soren to see her confidence, especially with the favor she was about to beg of him.

			Needing a distraction as the lift began to slow, she asked, “What’s with the sparkles?”

			At Soren’s questioning look, she indicated his hands, which were covered in glittery dust.

			He grimaced and tried unsuccessfully to wipe them on his clothes. “Jessy’s newest craft project.” In a grumble, he added, “Little sisters are the worst.”

			A smile touched Viri’s lips as she thought of Jessalyn Archer, Soren’s only sibling. At thirteen years old, she was a menace, yet still managed to be adorable enough to have everyone wrapped around her pinky finger—her big brother most of all.

			Before Viri could ask how, exactly, the glitter had ended up on Soren, the elevator came to a halt, but the doors didn’t open, something Viri had never experienced before.

			“You so owe me for this,” Soren muttered, pressing his palm to the command panel and waiting for the complicated magic—set in place by the ancient mages—to recognize him and his clearance level.

			A moment later, it did, with the elevator doors opening to reveal a long, dark tunnel. It looked like every other level of the Underlock, the black rocky walls near suffocating, and the dimmest of everbeacons offering just enough light to keep Viri from being completely blind.

			“Ashton is the only inmate down this far, but I’m not sure where they put him,” Soren said as they stepped out of the lift into the moist underground air. The filtration wasn’t as strong this deep beneath the mountain, the earthy aroma so thick and musty that Viri could almost taste it. “It might be a longish walk, depending on how isolated they want him to feel.”

			Likely very isolated, Viri figured. But that was good, since it meant there would be no witnesses to her reunion. There was only one problem to deal with first.

			With a fortifying inhale, she halted Soren by grabbing his sleeve and made her request. “I need you to wait here.”

			He barked out an incredulous laugh. “You’re joking, right?”

			“I’m not.” She planted her feet. “I want to talk to him alone. He might be more willing to share something if he doesn’t see me as a threat.”

			“You’re a hunter, V.” Soren flicked her scarlet cloak. “You can’t get much more threatening to someone like him.”

			Someone like him—because Reeve was a reaper.

			Viri hadn’t allowed herself to think about it, not once in the seven years since she’d last seen him. But of course that was what he’d become—a murderer, just like his master.

			“I have a feeling about this,” Viri said, knowing it was the only thing that might sway her friend. Her keen intuition was renowned among hunters and Nox alike, and Soren had seen for himself how many times her instincts had proven true.

			“Feeling or not, I don’t like the idea of you being alone with him,” Soren said, his forehead creasing with indecision.

			Viri felt a thread of hope and tugged on it. “He’s locked in a cell. He can’t do anything to me.”

			“He can say something to upset you,” Soren argued. “Some words cut deeper than blades.”

			“At least that’ll mean he’s broken his no-speaking stance.”

			“I’m serious, Viri.” Soren laid a hand on her shoulder, his brown gaze full of worry. “You’re well known among reapers”—he gestured to her unusual hair and eyes—“and Ashton hasn’t evaded capture this long by being an idiot. He’ll recognize you on sight.”

			That was true regardless of her reputation, but Soren didn’t know that.

			“He’s also the Priest’s closest confidant,” he continued, “so you can be sure he knows what happened to your parents. He’ll use that information to taunt you. To hurt you.”

			Viri swallowed, but said, “He can only hurt me if I give him the power to do so.” She removed Soren’s hand, squeezing reassuringly. He’d always been protective of her—overprotective, even, just as he was toward all his loved ones. But he couldn’t protect her forever, nor did she want—or need—him to. “This isn’t the first reaper I’ve gone head-to-head with, Sor. I’ve been taunted plenty of times, especially about my parents. I love you for caring, but I have a thick skin. Promise.”

			Everything she’d said was true, and yet…if Reeve dared mention what had happened that day seven years ago, then Soren was right to be concerned. But she couldn’t allow herself to think about that, or she’d never make it to his cell.

			“Please,” Viri said quietly. “I need to do this.”

			Hearing her beg, Soren finally relented, though his grim expression showed it was against his better judgment.

			“Be quick,” he cautioned, heading back into the elevator. “Someone will have noticed me heading down here with you, and protocol means they’ll flag it with Captain Farrow.”

			Viri nodded her understanding. She might not technically be doing anything wrong, but she was definitely bending some unspoken rules.

			“I’ll go run interference,” Soren offered. He jerked his chin toward the command panel. “You won’t need me with you to come back up—just hit the button like normal.” His eyes turned hard as he finished, “I don’t need to warn you that Ashton is dangerous. Don’t give him any personal information; don’t make him any promises. We don’t bargain with killers. If he’s willing to talk, glean what you can, then leave him to rot like he deserves.”

			“Don’t worry, Sor,” Viri said, her stomach churning despite her show of confidence. “I know what I’m doing.”

			She was lying through her teeth, but Soren gave an approving nod. “Come find me when you’re done so I know you’re all right.”

			Before she could reply, the elevator doors closed and he vanished from sight.

			Taking a second to prepare herself, Viri glanced down the rocky tunnel, wondering if she could do this, while also knowing she had to. Even if Reeve refused to speak, she still needed to look into his eyes and see if there was any trace of the person she’d once known. Logically, she was aware that the eleven-year-old boy from her childhood was gone, replaced by an eighteen-year-old killer. But until she saw that for herself, she would never be able to fully believe it.

			Mindful that every minute she delayed was another minute she risked discovery, Viri set off down the dimly lit path, building a mental wall brick by brick with every step. No matter what happened during this encounter, she wouldn’t let Reeve get to her. She was a completely different person from the carefree ten-year-old girl he’d last known, and the same was true for him. They might as well be strangers. They were strangers, as far as she was concerned. He was a reaper, and she was a hunter. They were sworn enemies, now and forever. That was it.

			Even so, her heart picked up speed as she continued along the tunnel, passing empty cells, each new corner making her pulse spike with anticipation. But no matter how far she traveled from the elevator, there was still no sign of life. So she kept walking, deeper and deeper beneath the mountain, her insides a riot of nerves.

			Just as she was beginning to wonder if Soren was wrong about Reeve being on this level, the everbeacons brightened ever so slightly ahead, leading to one final cell before the tunnel came to an end.

			Certain this was it, Viri took a steadying breath, squared her shoulders, and marched forward until she stood before the glass-fronted cell. Like all the others on this level, it was reasonably sized, with enough room for a thin mattress atop a stone slab, and even a small area for personal hygiene. The general layout was the same as that of the cells on the higher prison levels, including the lack of metal bars, eliminating the risk of corrosion from the damp earth. Instead, there was just a large, clear barrier separating her from Reeve Ashton as she set eyes on him for the first time in seven long, life-changing years.

			Dressed like midnight, he leaned casually against the rock wall, seemingly without a care in the world. His black hair was still a familiar tousled mess, as if being windswept was its natural state, and his eyes were still like starlight—or storm clouds, depending on his mood—but that was where any similarities to the boy she’d once known ended. With his clothes fitted like ink against his body, all it took was a quick, betraying glance for Viri to note how much he’d changed, all his soft childhood edges now sharpened and sculpted into what could only be called a work of art.

			He wasn’t pretty—there was something too dark and dangerous about him to be called that—but he was without a doubt beautiful to behold. He’d been cute seven years ago, but now…

			Now he was devastating.

			Unable to stop herself, Viri’s gaze wandered over him again, taking in his tall form, broad shoulders, and narrow waist. His arms were crossed at his chest, making his biceps strain against the dark material of his shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal corded forearms and golden-tanned skin. Long, lean legs met well-worn boots, the latter being the only part of him that Viri felt safe looking at until she collected herself enough to meet his eyes. The moment she did, she scowled fiercely at the cocky amusement in his impossibly silver gaze.

			“Like what you see?” he asked, smirking.

			The audacity—Viri couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe him.

			“What I like seeing is you behind bars,” she returned coldly. “Exactly where you belong, reaper.”

			His mouth quirked upward. “Reaper? So formal, Little Shadow?”

			Pain slammed into Viri at the once-familiar nickname, something he alone had used. But she didn’t reveal the sudden squeezing of her heart, only thinned her lips and said, “Don’t call me that.”

			Reeve’s gaze dropped to her feet, moving slowly, leisurely, back up again, humor brightening his eyes—along with numerous other things Viri refused to acknowledge.

			“I suppose you’re not so little anymore,” he admitted. His voice was deeper than she remembered, soft with intimacy and heady with appeal. “And it’s been a long time since you followed me around like a shadow. But I can’t help myself. It still suits you, Viri.”

			At the sound of her name on his lips, a shiver rippled through her. Revulsion—nothing more, since she firmly stomped down everything else that dared so much as try to break free.

			Counting to five, she quickly regained control, determined to treat this like any other interrogation. “You’re going to be locked down here for a long time, but you don’t have to be miserable—you’ll be given certain privileges if you cooperate. Books, exercise, visitation rights. I heard you’ll only speak to one person, but that’s evidently not the case, so—”

			“Oh, it’s definitely the case,” Reeve said.

			Viri pointed to herself. “Clearly not.”

			He just looked at her, arching a brow, until realization barreled into her.

			She was the person he’d said he would speak to.

			Viri wasn’t a fool—she could see the trap for what it was, a cat-and-mouse game where he toyed with her emotions for his own sick entertainment. He knew enough about her past to make her hurt more than anyone else. Hell, he’d lived it with her, witnessing every horrifying second and then abandoning her when she’d needed him most. If he wanted to play that hand, then fine, she would endure whatever he threw at her—but she was damn well going to get what she needed in return.

			“In that case, let’s cut straight to the chase,” she said. “How do I find your master?”

			“My master?” He laughed darkly, the sound like a caress against her skin, making her fight another shiver. “I bow to no one, Little Shadow. Never have, never will.”

			Viri ground her teeth at his repeated use of her old nickname but yielded that battle for the larger one. “The Reaper Priest—where is he? How do we—”

			Reeve interrupted by yawning loudly and pushing off the wall. “I’ve been waiting hours for you, you know.” He stretched his arms over his head, his shirt rising just enough to show a glimpse of abdominal muscles contracting in the dim light. “I’m not sure who was more furious when I made my request—the revered captain of the Nox Custodia or your equally intimidating hunter boss. What do you call her, by the way? Chief? General? Madam Overlord?” An edged smile. “Oh, wait, I forgot that last one’s reserved for your precious Magistratus.”

			Viri ignored the dig at Sarielle. “My ‘boss’ is Commander Roth to you,” she said shortly, the words sounding strange to her ears. While Darik preferred the Nox to address him by his title, Meera kept things more casual among the hunters. “Now answer my questions.”

			Reeve huffed out an amused breath. “Where’s the fun in that?”

			Her patience thinning, Viri gritted out, “This isn’t meant to be fun, Reeve.”

			His eyes flared as she said his name for the first time in years, but he quickly returned to his cavalier amusement. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said smoothly, walking over to the glass until he stood right before her.

			“No deals,” she said, her voice firm.

			He ignored her. “We’ll play a game. An answer for an answer.”

			“I said no—”

			“I’ll go first: Who hurt you?”

			“I’m not—” Viri stopped abruptly, blinking as his words processed. “What?”

			He gestured toward her cheek and repeated, the words more clipped this time, “Who. Hurt. You?”

			A storm of emotion flooded through Viri, too overwhelming and confusing for her to control, so she settled on the most dominant feeling: rage.

			“You did, Reeve,” she snarled, relieved that her fury kept her voice from cracking.

			A muscle feathered in his jaw as he understood her meaning, but his tone remained light as he said, “I think I’d remember that. I keep a pretty strict no-hitting-girls rule. Call me old-fashioned, but casual violence doesn’t appeal to me.”

			“No, just killing kids to steal their magic,” Viri spat. “There’s certainly nothing casual about that.”

			Reeve said nothing, his silence telling. His veins might not be streaked with black at present—nor was the hunter’s mark on Viri’s palm searing with his proximity—but that only meant he hadn’t siphoned recently enough for there to be any stolen ellixen left in his body. It didn’t change what he was. What he did. Reapers were addicts—once they had a taste of power, they never stopped hungering for it. Reeve was no different from the rest of them.

			“No comeback?” Viri taunted. “You’re not going to defend your choice to prey on children?”

			Reeve unfolded and refolded his sleeves, taking his time before responding. “Reapers can siphon from adults, too.” His eyes captured hers. “You know that better than anyone.”

			Grief burned through Viri like fire, but she stifled it as fast as she could, shoving more bricks into her mental wall and refusing to let any memories surface. “It’s not a matter of if you can, but if you will,” she retorted. “People older than fourteen don’t have enough ellixen left to tempt your interest.”

			“Maybe you can speak to someone about that, hunter,” he goaded. “Get them to change the laws, raise the age of Impartation, and reapers will have more of a range to sample from. If it’s only kids you’re worried about, then you should have a solid argument up your sleeve.”

			Viri sent him a disgusted look, making it clear how she felt about that idea. The Impartation—a ceremony where children, on or before their fourteenth birthday, surrendered their magic to fuel the obelisks warding the city from blackmist—was the only thing that all but guaranteed protection from reapers. The human body required a mere drop of ellixen to survive, so that was all that remained after the sacrifice, the reduced power not enough to entice reapers and therefore eliminating the threat of being attacked. It was also what kept the reaper population in check, since they had to be willing to prey solely on children—to murder children—in order to start down the dark, addictive path of siphoning. Very few could stomach it, but for those who did…

			Reapers were monsters.

			All of them.

			And as much as Viri wanted to look at Reeve and see the innocent boy she had once known, it wasn’t possible. Because that boy was gone.

			Forever.

			“Enough stalling,” Viri said, stepping closer to the glass. “I answered your question, now it’s your turn. Where’s the Priest?”

			Reeve cocked his head to the side. “You didn’t actually answer my question. I think we both know you answered a different question. That means it’s still my turn.”

			Viri slammed her hands against the barrier, ignoring the sting of ellixen-suppressing magic beneath her palms—a standard requirement in all Underlock cells. “I’m not playing your games, Reeve. Tell me what I want to know, or I’m gone. It’s of little consequence to me.”

			“You always were a terrible liar.” He grinned. “Nice to see some things haven’t changed.”

			Eager to put a dent in his confidence, Viri spun on her heel and began walking away, praying he wouldn’t call her bluff. She nearly wilted in relief when she heard his soft “Wait,” and paused to look back over her shoulder.

			“Are you finally going to cooperate?” she asked. “Or just keep wasting my time?”

			“Time is a construct, so ‘waste’ is a matter of interpretation.” When she started walking again, he quickly added, “But yes to your first question. The one about cooperation. Lucky for you, it’s my word of the day.”

			Certain she would regret it, Viri returned to his cell, tapping her foot as she glared at him in expectation. “Well?”

			Reeve placed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels, looking way too comfortable given his circumstances. “You want to know where the Reaper Priest is?”

			“Yes,” Viri hissed. “I’ve only asked about a thousand times.”

			His lips twitched. “So dramatic. I missed that about you.”

			Viri felt a stab of pain, but it was quickly replaced by anger. “Three seconds and I leave again. This time for good. One. Two—”

			“You used to be so much more patient,” Reeve said, as if she were the one being difficult. “But fine. You want the answer? I’ll tell you everything I know about the Priest. I won’t even make you finish our game—just you asking the questions, and me revealing all. Is that what you want?”

			Viri didn’t dare get her hopes up, not as she caught the calculating look on Reeve’s annoyingly handsome face.

			“There’s just one small condition,” he said, removing one hand from his pocket to inspect his nails. The move made the dim light glint across a ring on his middle finger, the band as black as onyx and etched with silver runes. He’d never been one to wear jewelry when they were kids—yet another of the million things that had changed since then.

			“Look around,” Viri said, repressing the urge to step through the barrier and shake some sense into him. “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

			“Let’s call it a new game, then.” Reeve dropped his hand to look straight at her, his eyes like thunderclouds as he declared, “Get me out of here, and I’ll tell you anything you want. That’s my offer, Viri—my freedom for your answers.”

			For a long moment, she just stared at him, but then she couldn’t help laughing. It was a bitter, humorless sound.

			“Enjoy life in a cell, Reeve,” she said, turning away. “Or don’t. I really don’t care.”

			Without giving him a chance to reply, she strode off down the tunnel, not stopping this time. But she couldn’t keep from hearing the words he called after her as they bounced off the rocky walls and echoed in her ears:

			“We both know I’m your only hope of finding him. When you change your mind, I’ll be waiting.”

			Viri clenched her jaw and forced herself to keep walking. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how much their encounter had affected her—or how tempted she was by his offer. But she knew better. He was a reaper, and reapers were liars. No matter what he said, she couldn’t trust him.

			Angry at herself for thinking their reunion might have gone differently, for the sliver of hope she’d been unable to quash—a sliver that was now fully extinguished—Viri was lost in her head by the time she reached the elevator and began speeding upward. It was clear that Reeve had never intended to cooperate. Instead, from the moment of his arrest, he’d been working on a plan to escape—and that plan was to use Viri.

			Cursing him viciously under her breath, Viri was in a foul mood by the time the elevator slowed at the Nox administration level—foul enough that she decided she would let Soren know she was safe, then head straight out to the surface to blow off steam by doing what she did best: reaper hunting.

			Her plans, however, were derailed as soon as the elevator doors opened.

			Because standing in front of them was Meera, her hands on her hips, her dark face frowning as she spoke directly to Viri’s mind and ordered, “My office. Now.”
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