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Book Description

The Crown of Gilded Bones
A Blood and Ash Novel
Jennifer L. Armentrout

Bow Before Your Queen Or Bleed Before Her...

From #1 New York Times bestselling author Jennifer L.
Armentrout comes book three in her Blood and Ash series.

She's been the victim and the survivor...

Poppy never dreamed she would find the love she’s found with Prince
Casteel. She wants to revel in her happiness but first they must free his
brother and find hers. It’s a dangerous mission and one with far-reaching
consequences neither dreamed of. Because Poppy is the Chosen, the
Blessed. The true ruler of Atlantia. She carries the blood of the King of
Gods within her. By right the crown and the kingdom are hers.

The enemy and the warrior...

Poppy has only ever wanted to control her own life, not the lives of
others, but now she must choose to either forsake her birthright or seize the
gilded crown and become the Queen of Flesh and Fire. But as the
kingdoms’ dark sins and blood-drenched secrets finally unravel, a long-
forgotten power rises to pose a genuine threat. And they will stop at nothing
to ensure that the crown never sits upon Poppy’s head.

A lover and heartmate...

But the greatest threat to them and to Atlantia is what awaits in the far
west, where the Queen of Blood and Ash has her own plans, ones she has
waited hundreds of years to carry out. Poppy and Casteel must consider the
impossible—travel to the Lands of the Gods and wake the King himself.



And as shocking secrets and the harshest betrayals come to light, and
enemies emerge to threaten everything Poppy and Casteel have fought for,
they will discover just how far they are willing to go for their people—and
each other.

And now she will become Queen...



About Jennifer I.. Armentrout

# 1 New York Times and International Bestselling author Jennifer lives
in Shepherdstown, West Virginia. All the rumors you’ve heard about her
state aren’t true. When she’s not hard at work writing. she spends her time
reading, watching really bad zombie movies, pretending to write, and
hanging out with her husband, their retired K-9 police dog Diesel, a crazy
Border Jack puppy named Apollo, six judgmental alpacas, four fluffy
sheep, and two goats.

Her dreams of becoming an author started in algebra class, where she
spent most of her time writing short stories...which explains her dismal
grades in math. Jennifer writes young adult paranormal, science fiction,
fantasy, and contemporary romance. She is published with Tor Teen,
Entangled Teen and Brazen, Disney/Hyperion and Harlequin Teen. Her
book Wicked has been optioned by Passionflix and slated to begin filming
in late 2018. Her young adult romantic suspense novel DON’T LOOK
BACK was a 2014 nominated Best in Young Adult Fiction by YALSA and
her novel THE PROBLEM WITH FOREVER is a 2017 RITA Award
winning novel.

She also writes Adult and New Adult contemporary and paranormal
romance under the name J. Lynn. She is published by Entangled Brazen and
HarperCollins.



Also From Jennifer I.. Armentrout
Click to purchase

Fall With Me
Dream of You (a 1001 Dark Nights Novella)
Forever With You
Fire In You

By J. Lynn
Wait for You
Be With Me

Stay With Me

A Blood and Ash Novel
From Blood and Ash
A Kingdom of Flesh and Fire
The Crown of Gilded Bones

The Covenant Series
Half-Blood
Pure
Deity,

Elixer
Apollyon
Sentinel

The Lux Series
Shadows
Obsidian

Onyx
Opal
Origin
Opposition
Oblivion

The Origin Series
The Darkest Star


https://amzn.to/2HA6sdp
https://amzn.to/2LHjtW3
https://amzn.to/2SJv9KS
https://amzn.to/2LIhpNC
https://amzn.to/32blFe8
http://amzn.to/1HKOvzf
http://amzn.to/1ANVeeD
https://amzn.to/3bA7til
https://amzn.to/2NGDz22
https://amzn.to/3kEnc4k
http://amzn.to/1H0mzv5
http://amzn.to/1EWivWP
http://amzn.to/1G69aRw
http://amzn.to/1Fu1jsr
http://amzn.to/1Fu1Fzb
https://amzn.to/2REWb3I
http://amzn.to/1Fu22K2
http://amzn.to/1FTEt0u
http://amzn.to/1G68NGu
https://amzn.to/2LXCLU1
http://amzn.to/1FTEnWP
http://amzn.to/1HKPCPl
https://amzn.to/2KHIW1w
https://amzn.to/2LwViuj

The Burning Shadow

The Dark Elements
Bitter Sweet Love
White Hot Kiss
Stone Cold Touch
Every Last Breath

The Harbinger Series
Storm and Fury,
Rage and Ruin

A Titan Novel
The Return
The Power

The Struggle

The Prophecy,

A Wicked Novel
Wicked
Torn
Brave
The Prince (a 1001 Dark Nights Novella)
The King (a 1001 Dark Nights Novella)
The Queen (a 1001 Dark Nights Novella)

Gamble Brothers Series
Tempting The Best Man
Tempting The Player
Tempting The Bodyguard

A de Vincent Novel Series
Moonlight Sins
Moonlight Seduction
Moonlight Scandals

Standalone Novels
Obsession


https://amzn.to/37Dd713
http://amzn.to/1Fu1h3L
http://amzn.to/1G68DyW
http://amzn.to/1cxJC3O
http://amzn.to/1ANV0UH
https://amzn.to/2XEFWsR
https://amzn.to/3c9Kcne
http://amzn.to/1GkyAgh
https://amzn.to/2K4IuFJ
https://amzn.to/2K48EII
https://amzn.to/2NSNwaZ
https://amzn.to/2OriPuf
https://amzn.to/2OnLHna
https://amzn.to/2uXLH5z
https://amzn.to/329Lyep
https://amzn.to/38DpeMK
https://amzn.to/38TDvF2
https://amzn.to/2K3cVfN
http://amzn.to/1EWha2h
http://amzn.to/1HKOWtm
https://amzn.to/2LXxQCz
https://amzn.to/2LvaJDe
https://amzn.to/2XzoFl0
http://amzn.to/1ANYbfc

Frigid

Scorched
Cursed

Don’t .ook Back
The Dead List
Till Death
The Problem With Forever
If There’s No Tomorrow

Anthologies
Meet Cute
Life Inside My Mind
Fifty First Times


http://amzn.to/1HKSsnt
http://amzn.to/1GkxJw6
http://amzn.to/1FTFgPd
http://amzn.to/1G69MXq
https://amzn.to/2JZTkgp
https://amzn.to/2mNnuKq
https://amzn.to/2v3cq0D
https://amzn.to/2LXACI0
https://amzn.to/2OmCcVn
https://amzn.to/2LLGpn9
https://amzn.to/2uUAaUe

Acknowledgments from the Author

Thank you to Liz Berry, Jillian Stein, and MJ Rose, who fell in love
with these characters and world as much as me. Thank you to my agent
Kevan Lyon, and to Chelle Olson, Kim Guidroz, the team at Blue Box
Press, Jenn Watson, and my assistant Stephanie Brown for your hard work
and support. Mega thanks to Hang Le for creating such beautiful covers. A
big thank you to Jen Fisher, Malissa Coy, Stacey Morgan, Lesa, JR Ward,
Laura Kaye, Andrea Joan. Sarah Maas, Brigid Kemmerer, KA Tucker,
Tijan, Vonetta Young, Mona Awad, and many more who have helped keep
me sane and laughing. Thank you to the ARC team for your support and
honest reviews, and a big thank you to JLAnders for being the best reader
group an author can have, and the Blood and Ash Spoiler Group for making
the drafting stage so fun and being utterly amazing.

None of this would be possible without you, the reader. Thank you.



Table of Contents

Book Description
About Jennifer .. Armentrout
Also from Jennifer .. Armentrout
Acknowledgments from the Author
Dedication
Map
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight




Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty,

Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chanpter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Chapter Fifty
Discover The Summer King Trilogy
Discover 1001 Dark Nights Collection Seven
Discover the World of Blue Box Press & 1001 Dark Nights
Special Thanks




Dedication

Dedicated to the heroes—the healthcare workers, first responders,
essential workers and researchers who have worked tirelessly and endlessly
to save lives and to keep stores open all around the globe, at great risk to
their own lives and the lives of their loved ones, thank you.



To see a full color version of the world map, click here!


https://theblueboxpress.com/books/tcogbmap/

Chapter 1

“Lower your swords,” Queen Eloana commanded, her hair shining a
glossy onyx in the sun as she sank onto one knee. The raw emotion pouring
out of her seeped into the Temple floors of the Chambers of Nyktos, bitter
and hot, tasting of anguish and a helpless sort of anger. It stretched out
toward me, needling my skin and brushing against this...primal thing inside
me. “And bow before the...before the last descendant of the most ancient
ones. She who carries the blood of the King of Gods within her. Bow before
your new Queen.”

The blood of the King of Gods? Your new Queen? None of that made
sense. Not her words or when she had removed her crown.

A too-thin breath scorched my throat as I looked at the man standing
beside the Queen of Atlantia. The crown was still upon the King’s golden-
haired head, but the bones had remained a bleached white. Nothing like the
gleaming, gilded one the Queen had placed at the feet of the statue of
Nyktos. My gaze skipped over the terrible, broken things scattered about
the once pristine, white floors. I’d done that to them, adding their blood to
what had fallen from the sky, filling the thin fissures in the marble. I didn’t
look at that or anyone else—every part of my being focused on him.

He remained on one knee, staring up at me from between the vee of
the swords he’d crossed over his chest. His damp hair, blue-black in the
Atlantian sunlight, curled against the sandy-hued skin of his forehead. Red
streaked those high, angular cheekbones, the proud curve of his jaw, and ran
down lips that had once shattered my heart. Lips that had pieced those
broken shards back together with the truth. Bright, golden eyes locked with
mine, and even bowed before me, so motionless I wasn’t sure he breathed,
he still reminded me of one of the wild and strikingly beautiful cave cats I’d
once seen caged in Queen Ileana’s palace as a child.

He had been many things to me. A stranger in a dimly lit room who’d
been my first kiss. A guard who had sworn to lay down his life for mine. A



friend who had looked beyond the veil of the Maiden to truly see me
underneath, who’d handed me a sword to protect myself instead of forcing
me into a gilded cage. A legend cloaked in darkness and nightmares that
had plotted to betray me. A Prince of a kingdom believed to have been lost
to time and war, who had suffered unimaginable horrors and yet managed to
find the pieces of who he used to be. A brother who would do anything,
commit any deed to save his family. His people. A man who bared his soul
and stripped open his heart to me—and only me.

My first.

My guard.

My friend.

My betrayer.

My partner.

My husband.

My heartmate.

My everything.

Casteel Da’Neer bowed before me and stared up at me as if I were the
only person in the entire kingdom. I didn’t need to concentrate like before
to know what he was feeling. Everything he felt was wide-open to me. His
emotions were a kaleidoscope of ever-shifting tastes—cool and tart, heavy
and spicy, and sweet like chocolate-dipped berries. Those unyieldingly firm
and unrelentingly tender lips parted, revealing just the hint of sharp fangs.

“My Queen,” he breathed, and those two smoky words soothed my
skin. The lilt of his voice quelled the ancient thing inside me that wanted to
take the anger and the fear radiating from all the others and twist it, turn it
back, truly give them something to fear, and add to the shattered things
thrown about the floor. One side of his lips curled up, and a deep dimple
appeared in his right cheek.

Dizzy with relief at the sight of that infuriatingly stupid—and adorable
—dimple, my entire body shuddered. I feared that when he saw what I"d
done, he’d be afraid. And I couldn’t blame him for that. What I’d done
should terrify anyone, but not Casteel. The heat that turned his eyes the
color of warmed honey told me that fear was very much the furthest thing
from his mind. Which was also a little disturbing. But he was the Dark One,
whether he liked being called that or not.

Some of the shock faded, and the pounding adrenaline eased. And
when it left, I realized I hurt. My shoulder and the side of my head



throbbed. The left side of my face felt puffy, and that had nothing to do with
the old scars there. A dull ache pulsed in my legs and arms, and my body
felt funny, as if my knees were weakening. I swayed in the warm, salty
breeze—

Casteel rose quickly, and I shouldn’t have been surprised by how fast
he moved, but I still was. In a heartbeat, he’d gone from kneeling to
standing, a foot closer to me, and several things happened at once.

The men and women behind Casteel’s parents, the ones wearing the
same white tunics and loose pants of those lying on the floor, also moved.
Light reflected off the golden armbands adorning their biceps as they lifted
their swords, shifting closer to Casteel’s parents, protecting them. Some
reached for crossbows strapped to their backs. They had to be guards of
some Sort.

A sudden growl of warning came from the largest wolven I'd ever
seen. Kieran and Vonetta’s father stood to my right. Jasper had officiated
the marriage between Casteel and me in Spessa’s End. He’d been there
when Nyktos showed his approval by briefly turning day to night. But now,
the steel-hued wolven’s lips peeled back, baring teeth that could tear
through flesh and break bone. He was loyal to Casteel, and yet instinct told
me that it wasn’t just the guards he warned.

Another snarl came from my left. In the shadows of the blood tree that
had sprouted from where my blood had fallen and then grew to a massive
height within seconds, a fawn-colored wolven crept into my line of sight,
head dipped low, and wintery blue eyes iridescent. Kieran. He stared down
Casteel. I didn’t understand why either of them would behave this way
toward the Prince, but especially Kieran. He had been bonded to Casteel
from birth, meant to obey and protect him at all costs. But he was more than
a bonded wolven to Casteel. They were brothers, if not by blood then by
friendship, and I knew they loved each other.

Right now, nothing about the way Kieran’s ears were pinned back was
loving.

Unease skipped its way through me as Kieran sank down, the sleek
muscles of his legs tensing as he prepared to attack...Casteel.

My stomach plummeted. This wasn’t right. None of this was right.
“No,” I rasped, my voice hoarse and barely recognizable, even to my ears.

Kieran didn’t appear to hear me or care. If he had been acting
normally, I would’ve just assumed he was attempting to ignore me, but this



was different. He was different. His eyes were brighter than I ever
remembered seeing, and they weren’t right because they...they weren’t just
blue now. His pupils glowed silvery-white, an aura that seeped out in wispy
tendrils across the blue. My head jerked to Jasper. His eyes had changed,
too. I’d seen that strange light before. It had been what my skin had done
when I healed Beckett’s broken legs—the same silvery glow that had
radiated from me minutes earlier.

Icy bursts of surprise raced through Casteel as he eyed the wolven, and
then I felt...relief radiate from him.

“You all knew.” Casteel’s voice filled with awe, something no one
standing behind him felt. Even the easy grin was absent from the auburn-
haired Atlantian. Emil looked at us with wide eyes, broadcasting a healthy
dose of fear, as did Naill, who had always appeared utterly unfazed by
everything—even when he’d been outnumbered in battle.

Casteel slowly sheathed his swords at his sides. Hands empty, he kept
them down. “You all knew something was happening to her. That’s why...”
He trailed off, his jaw hardening.

Several of the guards moved to the front of the King and Queen,
surrounding them fully—

A shock of white fur shot forward. Delano tucked his tail back as he
pawed at the marble. He lifted his head and howled. The eerie yet beautiful
sound raised the tiny hairs all over my body.

Off in the distance, the faint sounds of yips and barks answered,
growing louder with each second. The leaves on the tall, cone-shaped trees
separating the Temple from Saion’s Cove trembled as a rolling rumble
echoed from the ground below. Blue-and-yellow-winged birds took flight
from the trees, scattering to the sky.

“Godsdamn.” Emil turned to the Temple steps. He reached for the
swords at his sides. “They’re summoning the whole damn city.”

“It’s her.” The deep scar slicing across the older wolven’s forehead
stood out starkly. Potent disbelief rolled off Alastir as he stood just outside
the circle of guards who’d formed around Casteel’s parents.

“It is not her,” Casteel shot back.

“But it is,” King Valyn confirmed as he stared at me from a face that
Casteel’s would one day become. “They’re responding to her. That’s why
the ones on the road with us shifted without warning. She called them to
her.”



“I...I didn’t call anyone,” I told Casteel, voice cracking.

“I know.” Casteel’s tone softened as his eyes locked with mine.

“But she did,” his mother insisted. “You might not realize it, but you
did summon them.”

My eyes darted to her, and I felt my chest wrench. She was everything
I’d imagined Casteel’s mother to be. Stunning. Regal. Powerful. Calm now,
even as she remained on one knee, even when she had first seen me and
demanded of her son—What have you done? What have you brought back?
I flinched, fearing those words would stay with me long after today.

Casteel’s features sharpened as golden eyes swept over my face. “If
the idiots behind me actually laid down their swords instead of lifting them
against my wife, we wouldn’t have an entire colony of wolven about to
descend on us,” he bit out. “They are only reacting to the threat.”

“You’re right,” his father agreed as he gently guided his wife to her
feet. Blood soaked the knee and the hem of her lilac gown. “But ask
yourself why your bonded wolven is guarding someone other than you.”

“I really couldn’t care less at the moment,” Casteel responded as the
sound of hundreds—if not more—of paws pounding the earth grew even
closer. He couldn’t be serious. He had to care, because that was a damn
good question.

“You need to care,” his mother cautioned, a thin quiver in her
otherwise steady voice. “The bonds have broken.”

The bonds? Hands trembling, my wide eyes shot to the Temple steps,
to where Emil slowly backed away. Naill had his swords in his hands now.

“She’s right,” Alastir uttered, the skin around his mouth appearing
even whiter. “I can... I can feel it—the Primal notam. Her mark. Good
gods.” His voice trembled as he stumbled back, nearly stepping on the
crown. “They’ve all broken.”

I had no idea what a notam was, but through the confusion and the
blossoming panic, there was something odd about what Alastir had stated.
If it was true, then why wasn’t he in his wolven form? Was it because he’d
already broken his wolven bond with the former King of Atlantia all those
years ago?

“Look at their eyes,” the Queen ordered softly, pointing out what I’d
seen. “I know you don’t understand. There are things you never needed to
learn, Hawke.” Her voice cracked then, thickened at the use of his
nickname—a name I’d once believed to be nothing more than a lie. “But



what you need to know now is that they no longer serve the elemental
bloodline. You are not safe. Please,” she begged. “Please. Listen to me,
Hawke.”

“How?” I croaked. “How could the bond break?”

“That doesn’t matter right now.” The amber of Casteel’s eyes was
nearly luminous. “You’re bleeding,” he said as if that were the most
important issue at hand.

But it wasn’t. “How?” I repeated.

“It’s what you are.” Eloana’s left hand balled into the skirt of her
gown. “You have the blood of a god in you—"

“I’m mortal,” I told her.

A thick lock of dark hair tumbled from her knot as she shook her head.
“Yes, you are mortal, but you are descended from a deity—the children of
the gods. All it takes is a drop of god’s blood—" She swallowed thickly.
“You may have more than just a drop, but what is in your blood, what is in
you, supersedes any oath the wolven have taken.”

I remembered then what Kieran had told me in New Haven about the
wolven. The gods had given the once-wild kiyou wolves mortal form to
serve as guides and protectors to the children of the gods—the deities.
Something else Kieran had shared then explained the Queen’s reaction.

My gaze shot to the crown lying near Nyktos’s feet. A drop of deity
blood usurped any claim to the Atlantian throne.

Oh, gods, there was a good chance I really might pass out. And how
embarrassing would that be?

Eloana’s gaze shifted to her son’s rigid back. “You go near her? Right
now? They will see you as a threat to her. They will rip you apart.”

My heart stuttered to a panicked stop. Casteel looked as if he might do
just that. Behind me, one of the smaller wolven lurched forward, barking
and snapping at the air.

Every muscle in my body tensed. “Casteel—”

“It’s okay.” Casteel’s eyes never left mine. “No one is going to harm
Poppy. I will not allow that.” His chest rose with a deep, heavy breath.
“And you know that, right?”

I nodded as each breath came too fast, too shallowly. It was the only
thing I understood at the moment.

“Everything’s all right. They’re just protecting you.” Casteel smiled
for me then, but it was tense and tight. He looked to my left, at Kieran. “I



don’t know everything that is going on right now, but you—all of you—
want to keep her safe. And I’m all about that. You know I would never hurt
her. I would tear out my own heart before I did that. She’s injured. I need to
make sure she’s okay, and nothing is going to stop me from doing that.” He
didn’t blink as he held Kieran’s stare, as the rolling thunder of the other
wolven reached the Temple steps. “Not even you. Any of you. I will destroy
every single one of you who stands between her and me.”

Kieran’s growl deepened, and an emotion I’d never felt from him
before poured into me. It was like anger, but older. And it felt like that buzz
in my blood had. Ancient. Primal.

And in an instant, I could see it all playing out in my mind as if it were
happening before me. Kieran would attack. Or maybe it would be Jasper.
I’d seen what kind of damage a wolven could inflict, but Casteel wouldn’t
go down easily. He would do just as he’d promised. He’d tear through all
that stood between him and me. Wolven would die, and if he harmed Kieran
—if he did worse than that, the wolven’s blood wouldn’t just be on
Casteel’s hands. It would mark his soul till the day he died.

A wave of wolven crested the Temple’s stairs, both small and large, in
so many different colors. Their arrival brought terrifying knowledge.
Casteel was incredibly strong and unbelievably fast. He would take down
many. But he would fall with them.

He would die.

Casteel would die because of me—because I called to these wolven
and didn’t know how to make it stop. My heart thumped erratically. A
wolven near the steps stalked Emil as he continued backing up. Another
tracked Naill as he spoke softly to the wolven, attempting to reason with the
creature. The others had zeroed in on the guards surrounding the King and
Queen, and a few... Oh, gods, several of them crept up behind Casteel. This
had slipped into chaos, the wolven beyond control of any of them...

I sucked in a sharp breath as my mind raced, breaking free of the pain
and turbulence. Something had happened within me to make that drop of
god’s blood break the bonds. I superseded their previous oaths, and that
had...it had to mean that they now obeyed me.

“Stop,” I ordered as Kieran snapped at Casteel, whose own lips were
now peeled back. “Kieran! Stop! You will not hurt Casteel.” My voice rose
as a soft hum returned to my blood. “All of you will stop. Now! None of
you will attack.”



It was like a switch had been thrown in the wolven’s minds. One
second they were all poised to attack, and then they were sinking onto their
bellies, lowering their heads between their front paws. I could still feel their
anger, the old power, but it had lessened already, was fading in steady
waves.

Emil lowered his sword. “That...that was timely. Thank you for that.”

A ragged breath left me as a tremor traveled up and down my arms. I
almost couldn’t believe it’d worked as I scanned the Temple, seeing all the
wolven lying down. My entire being wanted to rebel against further
confirmation of what the Queen had claimed, but gods, there was only so
much I could deny. Throat dry, I looked at Casteel.

He stared at me, his eyes wide once more. I couldn’t breathe. My heart
wouldn’t slow enough for me to make sense of what he was feeling.

“He will not hurt me. You all know that,” I said, my voice shaking as I
looked at Jasper and then Kieran. “You told me that he was the only person
in both kingdoms that I was safe with. That hasn’t changed.”

Kieran’s ears twitched, and then he rose, backing up. He turned,
nudging my hand with his nose.

“Thank you,” I whispered, briefly closing my eyes.

“Just so you know,” Casteel murmured, thick lashes lowered halfway,
“what you just did? Said? It has me feeling all kinds of wildly inappropriate
things at the moment.”

A weak, shaky laugh left me. “There’s something so wrong with you.”

“I know.” The left side of his lips curved, and his dimple appeared.
“But you love that about me.”

I did. Gods, I really did.

Jasper shook out his fur as his large head swung from me to Casteel.
He turned sideways, making a rough, huffing sound as he did. The other
wolven moved then, coming out from behind the blood tree. I watched them
trot past me—past Casteel and the others—ears perked and tails wagging as
they joined those descending the steps and left the Temple. Of the wolven,
only Jasper, his son, and Delano remained, and the feeling of chaotic
tension lifted.

A thick lock of dark hair fell over Casteel’s forehead. “You were
glowing silver again. When you ordered the wolven to stop,” he told me.
“Not a lot, not like before, but you looked like spun moonlight.”



Had I been? I glanced down at my hands. They looked normal. “I...I
don’t know what’s happening,” 1 whispered, my legs shaking. “I don’t
know what’s going on.” I lifted my eyes to his and watched him take a step
forward, and then another. There were no snarls of warning. Nothing. My
throat started to burn. I could feel it—tears creeping into my eyes. I
couldn’t cry. I wouldn’t. Everything had already turned into enough of a
mess without me sobbing hysterically. But I was so tired. I hurt, and it went
beyond the physical.

When 1 first stepped into this Temple and looked out over the clear
waters of the Seas of Saion, I'd felt like I was home. And I knew things
would be hard. Proving that our union was real wouldn’t be nearly as
difficult as gaining the acceptance of Casteel’s parents and that of his
kingdom. We still needed to find his brother, Prince Malik. And mine. We
had to deal with the Ascended Queen and King. Nothing about our future
would be easy, but I had hope.

Now, I felt foolish. So naive. The older wolven in Spessa’s End, the
one I’d helped heal after the battle, had warned me about the people of
Atlantia. They did not choose you. And I now doubted they ever would.

I drew in a stuttering breath and whispered, “I didn’t want any of this.”

Tension bracketed Casteel’s mouth. “I know.” His voice was rough,
but his touch was gentle as he placed his palm over the cheek that didn’t
feel swollen. He lowered his forehead to mine, and the shock of awareness
his flesh against mine brought was there, rippling through me as he slid his
hand into the tangled mess of my hair. “I know, Princess,” he whispered,
and I squeezed my eyes shut against a stronger rush of tears. “It’s okay. It
will all be okay. I promise you that.”

I nodded, even though I knew it wasn’t something he could guarantee.
Not anymore. I forced myself to swallow the knot of emotion that rose.

Casteel kissed my blood-streaked brow and then lifted his head.
“Emil? Can you retrieve clothing from Delano’s and Kieran’s horses so they
can shift and not scar anyone?”

“I’ll be more than happy to do that,” the Atlantian answered.

I almost laughed. “I think their nakedness will be the least scarring
thing to happen today.”

Casteel said nothing as he touched my cheek again, gently tilting my
head to the side. His gaze then dropped to several of the rocks still littering
the ground at my feet. A muscle popped along his jaw. His eyes lifted to



mine, and I saw his pupils were dilated, only a thin strip of amber visible.
“They tried to stone you?”

I heard a soft gasp I thought had come from his mother, but I didn’t
look. I didn’t want to see their faces. I didn’t want to know what they felt
right now. “They accused me of working with the Ascended, and they
called me a Soul Eater. I told them I wasn’t. I tried to talk to them.” Words
spilled out in a rush as I lifted my hands to touch him, but I stopped. I didn’t
know what my touch would do. Hell, I didn’t even know what I would do
without touching someone. “I tried to reason with them, but they started
throwing stones. I told them to stop. I said it was enough, and...I don’t
know what I did—" I started to look over his shoulder, but Casteel seemed
to know what it was I searched for. He stopped me. “I didn’t mean to kill
them.”

“You were defending yourself.” His pupils constricted as he caught my
stare. “You did what you had to do. You were defending yourself—"

“But I didn’t touch them, Casteel,” I whispered. “It was like in
Spessa’s End, during the battle. Remember the soldiers who surrounded us?
When they fell, I felt something in me. I felt that again here. It was like
something inside me knew what to do. I took their anger and I—I did
exactly what a Soul Eater would do. I took it from them and then gave it
back.”

“You are not a Soul Eater,” Queen Eloana said from somewhere not
too far away. “The moment the eather in your blood became visible, those
who attacked you should’ve known exactly what you were. What you are.”

“Eather?”

“It’s what some would call magic,” Casteel answered, shifting his
stance as if he were blocking his mother from me. “You’ve seen it before.”

“The mist?”

He nodded. “It’s the essence of the gods, what’s in their blood, what
gives them their abilities and the power to create all that they have. No one
really calls it that anymore, not since the gods went to sleep, and the deities
died off.” His eyes searched mine. “I should have known. Gods, I should’ve
seen it...”

“You can say that now,” his mother spoke. “But why would you have
even thought that this would be a possibility? No one would’ve expected
this.”



“Except for you,” Casteel said. And he was right. She’d known,
without a doubt. And, granted, I had been glowing upon her arrival, but
she’d known with unquestioned certainty.

“I can explain,” she said as Emil appeared, carrying two saddlebags.
He gave all of us a wide berth as he dropped them near Jasper and then
backed away.

“Apparently, a lot needs to be explained,” Casteel remarked coolly.
“But it will have to wait.” His gaze touched on my left cheek, and that
muscle throbbed along his jaw again. “I need to get you somewhere safe
where I can... Where I can take care of you.”

“You can take her to your old rooms at my place,” Jasper announced,
startling me. I hadn’t even heard him shift. I started to look over at him but
saw skin as he reached for the saddlebag.

“That will do.” Casteel took what appeared to be a pair of breeches
from Jasper. “Thank you.”

“Will it be safe for you there?” I asked, and a wry grin tugged at
Casteel’s lips.

“He’ll be safe there,” Kieran answered.

So shocked by the sound of Kieran’s voice, I turned. And didn’t stop.
There was a whole lot of tawny skin on display, but he stood there like he
wasn’t naked in front of all who remained. For once, I really had no
problem ignoring the fact that he was nude. I looked at his eyes. They were
normal—a vivid, striking blue without the silvery-white aura. “You were
going to attack Casteel.”

Kieran nodded as he took the pants from Casteel.

“He most definitely was,” Casteel confirmed.

I looked back at my husband. “And you threatened to destroy him.”

The dimple in his left cheek appeared again. “I did.”

“Why are you smiling? That isn’t something that should make you
smile.” I stared at him, stupid tears burning my eyes. I didn’t care that we
had an audience. “That can never happen again. Do you hear me?” I twisted
to Kieran, who arched a brow as he pulled his breeches up over his lean
hips. “Do you both hear me? I won’t allow it. I won’t—”

“Shh.” Casteel’s light touch to my cheek drew my gaze back to his as
he stepped into me. He was close enough that his chest brushed mine with
each breath. “It won’t happen again, Poppy.” His thumb quickly swiped
under my left eye. “Right?”



“Right.” Kieran cleared his throat. “I don’t...” He fell quiet.

His father didn’t. “As long as the Prince doesn’t give any of us a
reason to behave differently, we will protect him as fiercely as we will
protect you.”

We. As in the entirety of the wolven race. That’s what Alastir had
meant when he’d said that all the bonds had broken. I had a lot of questions,
but I plopped my head on Casteel’s chest. It didn’t feel that great, sending a
flare of pain across my head. I didn’t care because when I inhaled, all I
smelled was lush spice and pine. Casteel carefully folded an arm around my
upper back, and I thought... I thought I felt him shudder against me.

“Wait,” Kieran said. “Where is Beckett? He was with you when you
walked off.”

Casteel drew back slightly. “That’s right. He offered to show you the
Temple.” His eyes narrowed as he stared down at me. “He led you here.”

A wave of goosebumps pimpled my skin. Beckett. Pressure clamped
down on my chest, squeezing tightly as I thought of the young wolven
who’d spent the vast majority of the trip here chasing butterflies. I still
couldn’t believe that he had led me here, knowing what awaited. But I
remembered the bitter taste of his fear that day in Spessa’s End. He’d been
terrified of me.

Or had he been terrified of something else?

His emotions had been all over the place. He’d gone from being
normal around me, happy and grinning, to suddenly afraid and anxious, as
he had been when he brought me up here.

“He disappeared before the others showed up,” I told Casteel. “I don’t
know where he went.”

“Find Beckett,” he ordered, and Delano, still in his wolven form, tilted
his head. “Naill? Emil? Go with him. Make sure Beckett is brought to me
alive.”

Both Atlantians nodded and bowed. Nothing about Casteel’s tone
suggested that the alive part was a good thing. “He’s just a kid.” I watched
Delano rush off, quickly disappearing with Naill and Emil. “He was scared.
And now that I think about it—”

“Poppy.” Casteel placed the tips of his fingers against my cheek, just
below a spot that ached. He dipped his head, brushing his lips over the cut.
“I have two things to say. If Beckett had anything to do with this, I don’t
care what or who he is, and I sure as fuck don’t care about what he was



feeling.” His voice rose until all who remained at the Temple could hear
him, including his parents.

“A move against my wife is a proclamation of war against me. Their
fate is already sealed. And, secondly?” He lowered his head even farther.
This time, his lips brushed over mine in a featherlight kiss. I could barely
feel it, but it somehow still managed to twist my insides into knots. He then
lifted his head, and I saw it in his features—the stark stillness of a predator
locking onto its prey. I'd seen it before, right before he’d torn out Landell’s
heart back in New Haven.

Casteel turned his head to the side, looking at the only wolven who
remained, now standing on two legs. “You.”



Chapter 2

Alastir Davenwell was Casteel’s parents’ advisor. And when King
Malec had Ascended his mistress, Isbeth, it was Alastir who had alerted
Queen Eloana, breaking the bond between him and the now exiled—most
likely dead—King. Only the gods knew how many Atlantians Alastir had
saved throughout the years by helping them escape Solis and the Ascended,
who used their blood to make more vamprys.

Who knew how different things would’ve turned out for my family if
they had found Alastir? They could still be alive, living a happy and whole
life in Atlantia. And my brother Ian would be there, too. Instead, he was in
Carsodonia and was likely now one of them—an Ascended.

I swallowed hard, shoving those thoughts aside. Now was not the time
for that. I liked Alastir. He had been kind to me from the beginning. But
more importantly, I knew that Casteel respected and cared for the wolven. If
Alastir had played a role in this, it would cut Casteel deeply.

Honestly, I hoped that neither Alastir nor Beckett had had anything to
do with this, but I had long stopped believing in coincidences. And the
night the Ascended had arrived at Spessa’s End? I had realized something
about Alastir that hadn’t sat well with me. It had fallen to the wayside when
the Ascended arrived and with everything that had happened afterward, but
it took center stage once more.

Casteel had once planned to marry Shea—Alastir’s daughter—but then
Casteel had been captured by the Ascended, and Shea had betrayed him and
his brother in an attempt to save her life. Everyone, including Alastir,
believed that Shea had died heroically, but I knew the true tragedy of how
she’d perished. However, Alastir also had a great-niece, a wolven that both
he and King Valyn hoped Casteel would marry upon his return to the
kingdom. It was something he’d announced at dinner, claiming he believed
that Casteel had already told me. I wasn’t so sure he truly believed that, but
that was neither here nor there.



I couldn’t be the only person who found the whole thing...weird.
Alastir’s daughter? And now his great-niece? I doubted there weren’t plenty
of other wolven or Atlantians that would’ve also been well suited to marry
Casteel, especially since Casteel had given no indication that he’d be
interested in such a union.

None of that made Alastir guilty, but it was strange.

Now the wolven looked absolutely thunderstruck as he stared back at
Casteel. “I don’t know what you think Beckett did or how it has anything to
do with me, but my nephew would never be involved in something like this.
He’s a pup. And I would—"”

“Shut the hell up,” Casteel growled as I peeked around his shoulder.

The wolven blanched. “Casteel—”

“Do not make me repeat myself,” he interrupted, turning to the guards.
“Seize Alastir.”

“What?” Alastir exploded as half the guards turned to him, while the
others nervously glanced between Casteel and the only King and Queen
they knew.

The King’s eyes narrowed on his son. “Alastir has committed no crime
that we know of.”

“Maybe he hasn’t. Maybe he is completely innocent, as is his great-
nephew. But until we know for sure, I want him held,” Casteel stated.
“Seize him, or I will.”

Jasper prowled forward, growling low in his throat as his muscles
strained under his mortal skin. The guards shifted nervously.

“Wait!” Alastir shouted, his cheeks mottling as anger pulsed around
him. “He does not have the kind of authority required to make demands of
the Guards of the Crown.”

I imagined the Crown Guard was a lot like the Royal Guard that served
the Ascended. They only took orders from Queen Ileana and King Jalara,
and whatever Royal Ascended were seated to lord over a city or town.

“Correct me if I'm wrong. I don’t think I am, but stranger things have
happened,” Casteel said, and my brows puckered. “My mother removed the
crown and told everyone here to bow before the new Queen—who happens
to be my wife. Therefore, according to Atlantian tradition, that makes me
the King, no matter what head the crown rests upon.”

My heart tumbled. King. Queen. That couldn’t be us.



“You never wanted the throne or the trappings that come with that
crown,” Alastir spat. “You spent decades seeking to free your brother so he
could take the throne. And yet now you seek to claim it? You’ve truly given
up on your brother then?”

I sucked in a sharp breath as anger flooded me. Alastir, of all people,
knew how much finding and freeing Malik meant to Casteel. And his words
had cut deep. I felt from Casteel then what I’d sensed the very first time I
ever laid eyes on him—a rawness that felt like shards of ice against my
skin. Casteel was always in pain, and even though it had lessened a little
with each passing day, the agony he felt over his brother was never far from
the surface. He’d just recently allowed himself to feel something other than
the guilt, the shame, and the anguish.

I didn’t even realize I had moved forward until I saw that I was no
longer under the shade of the blood tree. “Casteel hasn’t given up on
Malik,” T snapped before I could find my damn dagger and throw it across
the Temple. “We will find him and free him. Malik has nothing to do with
any of this.”

“Oh, gods.” Eloana pressed her hand to her mouth as she turned to her
son. Pain tightened her features, and in an instant, soul-deep sorrow rolled
off her in potent waves. I couldn’t see it, but her grief was a constant
shadow that followed her, just as it did for Casteel. It hammered at my
senses, scraping my skin like frozen, broken glass. “Hawke, what have you
done?”

My focus darted to Valyn as I shut down the connection with Casteel’s
mother before it overwhelmed me. A jagged pulse of grief surrounded him,
pierced by a surge of peppery, desperate anger. But he locked it down with a
strength that I couldn’t help but admire and envy. He bent and whispered in
his wife’s ears. Closing her eyes, she nodded at whatever he said.

Oh, gods, I shouldn’t have said that. “I’m sorry.” I clasped my hands
together tightly. “I didn’t—"

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Casteel said, looking over his
shoulder at me and finding my gaze with his. What radiated from him was
warm and sweet, overshadowing the icy ache a bit.

“It is I who should apologize,” Alastir stated gruffly, surprising me. “I
shouldn’t have brought Malik into this. You were right.”

Casteel eyed him, and I knew he didn’t know what to do with Alastir’s
apology. Neither did I. Instead, he focused on his parents. “I know what



you’re likely thinking. It’s the same thing Alastir believed. You think my
marriage to Penellaphe is yet another fruitless ploy to free Malik.”

“It’s not?” his mother whispered, tears filling her eyes. “We know you
took her to use her.”

“I did,” Casteel confirmed. “But that’s not why we married. That’s not
why we’re together.”

Hearing all of this used to bother me. The truth of how Casteel and I
had gotten to this place was an uncomfortable one, but it no longer made
me feel as if my skin no longer fit. I looked down at the band around my
pointer finger and the vibrant golden swirl across my left palm. The corners
of my lips turned up. Casteel had come for me with plans to use me, but
that had changed long before either of us realized it. The how no longer
mattered.

“I want to believe that,” his mother whispered. Her concern was
oppressive, like a coarse, too-thick blanket. Maybe she wanted to believe it,
but it was clear that she didn’t.

“That is something else we need to discuss.” Valyn cleared his throat,
and it was clear that he too doubted his son’s motivations. “As of right now,
you are not the King, nor is she the Queen. Eloana had a very impassioned
moment when she took off her crown,” he said, squeezing his wife’s
shoulders. The way her entire face pinched in response to her husband’s
comment was something I felt deep in my soul. “A coronation would have
to take place, and the crowning would have to go uncontested.”

“Contest her claim?” Jasper laughed as he folded his arms over his
chest. “Even if she wasn’t married to an heir, her claim cannot be contested.
You know that. We all know that.”

My stomach felt as if I were back on the edge of the cliff in the Skotos
Mountains. I didn’t want the throne. Neither did Casteel.

“Be that as it may,” Valyn drawled, eyes narrowing, “until we discover
who was involved in this and have had time to speak, Alastir should be kept
somewhere safe.”

Alastir turned to him. “That’s—”

“Something you will accept, graciously.” Valyn silenced the wolven
with one look, and it was quite clear exactly where Casteel had gotten that
ability from. “This is as much for your benefit as it is for everyone else.
Fight this, and I’'m sure Jasper, Kieran, or my son will be at your throat in a



heartbeat. And at this moment, I cannot promise that I would move to stay
any of them.”

Casteel’s chin lowered, and his smile was as cold as the first breath of
winter. The tips of his fangs appeared. “It’ll be me.”

Alastir glanced between Jasper and his Prince. Lowering his hands to
his sides, his chest rose with a heavy breath. His wintry blue eyes fixed on
Casteel. “You are like a son to me. You would’ve been my son if fate hadn’t
had something else in store for all of us,” he said, and I knew he was
thinking of his daughter. The sincerity in his words, the rawness of the pain
he felt sliced into him, cutting deeply, and fell like icy rain, only increasing
when Casteel said nothing. How he’d kept that level of pain hidden from
me was stunning. “The truth of what is happening here will be revealed.
Everyone will know I am not the threat.”

I felt it then as I stared at Alastir. A surge of...determination and steely
resolve pumping hotly through his veins. It was quick, but instinct flared
inside me, screaming out a warning I didn’t fully understand. I stepped
forward. “Casteel—”

[ wasn’t quick enough.

“Protect your King and Queen,” Alastir commanded.

Several of the guards moved, surrounding Casteel’s parents. One of
them reached behind his back. Valyn spun around. “Don’t!”

Jasper shot forward, shifting in mid-leap as Eloana screamed out a
hoarse cry. “No!”

An arrow struck the wolven in the shoulder, stopping him in midair.
He went down, slipping back into his mortal form before he slammed into
the cracked marble. I stumbled back, shocked as Jasper went still, a pale,
gray color sweeping across his skin. Was he—?

My heart froze at the sound of high-pitched yelps and snarls coming
from below the Temple. The other wolven—

An arrow zinged through the air, striking Kieran as he leapt toward
me. A scream caught in my throat as I lurched toward him. He caught
himself before he fell, his back jerking straight and then bowing. The
tendons in his neck stood out starkly as my eyes locked with his. The irises
were a luminous blue-silver as he reached for the arrow protruding from his
shoulder—a thin shaft leaking a grayish liquid. “Run,” he snarled, taking a
stiff, unnatural step toward me. “Run.”



I ran toward him, grabbing his arm as one of his legs buckled. His skin
—gods, his skin was like a chunk of ice. I tried to hold him, but his weight
was too much, and he hit the ground on his back as Casteel reached my
side, folding an arm around my waist. Horrified, I watched the gray pallor
sweep over Kieran’s tawny skin, and I...I felt nothing. Not from him. Not
from Jasper. They couldn’t be...this couldn’t be happening. “Kieran—?”

Casteel suddenly spun me behind him, a roar of fury exploding from
him, tasting of icy-hot rage. Something hit him, knocking him away from
me. His mother screamed, and my head jerked up in time to see Queen
Eloana shoving her elbow into a guard’s face. Bone cracked and gave way
as she rushed forward, but another guard grabbed her from behind.

“Stop! Stop this now!” Eloana ordered. “I command you!”

Terror sank its claws into me as I saw the arrow jutting out of Casteel’s
lower back—also leaking that strange, gray substance. But he still stood in
front of me, sword in one hand. The sound that rumbled out of him
promised death. He stepped forward—

Another arrow came from the Temple’s entrance, striking Casteel in
the shoulder as I saw Valyn shove a sword deep into the stomach of a man
holding a bow. The projectile pierced Casteel’s leg, throwing him back. I
caught him around the waist as his balance faltered, but like Kieran, his
weight was too much. The sword clattered off the marble as he went down
hard, the long length of his body straining as he kicked his head back. The
tendons in his neck bulged as I dropped beside him, not even feeling the
impact on my knees. Gray liquid poured from the wounds, mingling with
blood as his lips peeled back from his fangs. Veins swelled and darkened
under his skin.

No. No. No.

I couldn’t breathe as his wild, dilated eyes met mine. This isn’t
happening. Those words repeated themselves over and over in my mind as |
bent over, clutching his cheeks with shaking hands. I cried out at the feeling
of his too-cold skin. Nothing alive felt this cold. Oh, gods, his skin didn’t
even feel like flesh anymore.

“Poppy, I...” he gasped out as he reached for me. A gray film crept
across the whites of his eyes and then the irises, dulling the vivid amber.

He went still, his gaze fixed on some point beyond me. His chest
didn’t move.



“Casteel,” 1 whispered, trying to shake him, but his skin—his entire
body—had...it had hardened like stone. He was frozen, his back arched and
one leg curled, an arm lifted toward me. “Casteel.”

There was no answer.

I opened my senses wide to him, desperately seeking any hint of
emotion, anything. But there was nothing. It was like he had entered the
deepest level of sleep or was...

No. No. No. He couldn’t be gone. He couldn’t be dead.

Only a handful of seconds had passed from the time Alastir had issued
his initial command to Casteel lying before me, his body drained of the
vibrancy of life.

I quickly looked over my shoulder. Neither Jasper nor Kieran moved,
and their skin had deepened to a dark gray color, the hue of iron.

Panic-fueled agony flooded me, entrenching itself in the area around
my pounding heart as I slid my hands to Casteel’s chest, feeling for a
heartbeat. “Please. Please,” I whispered, tears gathering in my eyes.
“Please. Don’t do this to me. Please.”

Nothing.

I felt nothing in him, Kieran, or Jasper. A hum whirred within the very
core of my being as I stared down at Casteel—at my husband. My
heartmate. My everything.

He was lost to me.

My skin began to vibrate as a dark and oily, soul-deep rage rose within
me. It had a tang like metal in the back of my throat and burned like fire in
my veins. It tasted like death. And not the kind that occurred here—the
final kind.

Fury swelled and expanded until I could no longer contain it. I didn’t
even try to stop it as tears tracked down my cheeks and fell on Casteel’s
iron-colored skin. The rage lashed out, pounding the air and seeping into
the stone. Under me, I felt the Temple begin to faintly tremble once more.
Someone shouted, but I was past hearing words.

Leaning over Casteel, I picked up his fallen sword as I brushed my lips
over his still, stone-cold lips. That ancient thing inside me pulsed and
throbbed as it had done before as I rose above my husband and turned. A
sharp wind whipped across the Temple floor, extinguishing the fire of the
torches. The leaves of the blood tree rattled like dry bones as my grip on the



short sword tightened. I didn’t see Casteel’s parents. I didn’t even see
Alastir.

Dozens stood before me, all garbed in white, holding swords and
daggers. Familiar metal masks, those worn by the Descenters, hid their
faces. Seeing them now should’ve terrified me.

It only enraged me.

That primal power surged, invading all of my senses. It silenced every
emotion inside me until only one remained: vengeance. There was nothing
else. No empathy. No compassion.

I was me.

And yet, I was something else entirely.

The sky above was free of clouds, remaining a stunning shade of blue.
Blood didn’t rain, but my flesh sparked. Silvery-white embers danced over
my skin and crackled as wispy cords stretched out from me, swathing the
columns like glistening spiderwebs and flowing across the floor in a
network of shimmering veins. My rage had become a tangible entity, a
living, breathing force that could not be escaped. I stepped forward, and the
top layer of stone shattered under my boot.

Tiny pieces of stone and dust broke away, drifting down. Several of the
masked attackers moved back as thin fissures appeared in the statues of the
gods. The cracks along the floor grew.

A masked attacker broke from the line, rushing me. Sunlight reflected
off the blade of his sword as he lifted it into the air. I didn’t move as the
wind picked up the tangled strands of my hair. He yelled as he brought the
hilt of the weapon’s handle down on me—

I caught his arm, halting the blow as I shoved Casteel’s blade deep into
his chest. Red poured across the front of his tunic as he shuddered, falling
to the side. Four more charged me, and I spun under the arm of one as I
thrust up the blade, slicing open another’s throat. Blood sprayed as I
whipped around, swinging the sword through the metal mask. A sharp,
stinging pain raced across my back as I planted my foot in the center of the
man’s chest and pushed off as I yanked the blade free of his skull.

A hand grabbed me, and I twisted, slamming the blade deep into the
attacker’s belly. I jerked the hilt of the sword sharply as I dragged it through
the man’s stomach, voicing the rage inside me with a scream. That rage
pulsed into the air around me, and a statue near the back of the Temple
broke in two. Chunks of stone crashed to the floor.



Another ripple of pain flowed over my leg. I turned, sweeping the
sword in a high arc. The blade met little resistance. A dagger fell into my
hand as a head and mask rolled in opposite directions. Out of the corner of
my eye, | saw one of the Descenters grab Kieran’s stiff body by the arms.
Flipping the dagger in my hand, I cocked back my arm and threw it. The
blade struck under the mask, and the attacker pinwheeled backward,
clutching at his throat.

Movement caught my attention. A wave of masked assailants raced
across the Temple. Silvery-white light edged into my vision as I heard a
voice—a woman’s voice—whispering inside me. It wasn’t supposed to be
this way.

In a flash, I saw her, hair like moonlight as she thrust her hands deep
into the ground. Some inherent knowledge told me that she was where this
Temple now stood, but in a different time, back when the world was an
unknown place. She threw back her head, screaming with a kind of pained
fury that throbbed relentlessly inside me. Silvery-white light drenched the
soil, radiating out from where she touched. The ground cracked open, and
thin, bleached-white fingers dug out from the dirt all around her, nothing
more than bones. Her words reached me once more. I am done with this, all
of this.

Aswas L.

I shuddered, the image of the woman fading as I tossed the sword
aside. In the emptiness of my mind, I pictured the glittering cords peeling
off the columns. They did so before me, draping over a dozen of the
attackers like fine webbing. I wanted them to feel as I did inside. Broken.
Twisted. Lost.

Bone cracked. Arms and legs snapped. Backs broke. They fell like
shattered saplings.

Others turned away from me, to run. Flee. I would not allow that. They
would pay. All of them would taste and drown in my wrath. I would bring
this structure down and then rip the entire kingdom apart to ensure it. They
would feel what was inside me, what they wrought. Threefold.

Rage poured from me in another scream as I stalked forward, lifting
my arms. The cords rose from the floor. In my mind, they grew and
multiplied, stretching out beyond the Chambers of Nyktos to the trees and
the city below. I started to rise—



In the chaos, I saw him. Alastir stood near the front of the Temple, just
out of reach of the pulsating rage and energy. I didn’t sense fear from him.
Just acceptance as he stared at me as if he’d expected this.

Alastir met my gaze. “I’m not the threat to Atlantia,” he said. “You are.
You have always been the threat.”

Pain exploded along the back of my head, so sudden and so
overwhelming that nothing could stop the darkness from rushing me.

I fell into nothing.



Chapter 3

What a pretty little flower.

What a pretty poppy.

Pick it and watch it bleed.

Not so pretty any longer.

I came to, gulping in a deep breath of air that smelled of damp soil and
old decay. The horrible rhyme echoed in my aching head as I opened my
eyes and gasped, choking on a scream.

Dark, empty eye sockets stared back at me from a dusty, dirty skull.

Heart slamming against my ribs, I shot upright and scuttled back. I
made it about a foot when something tightened painfully, sharply jerking
my arms and legs. I ground my teeth, stifling a whimper as the skin of my
wrists and below my knees burned. Someone had removed my sweater and
left me in only the too-thin slip I’d worn under the top. Any concern I
might’ve felt over where my sweater and pants had gone, or how the
cinched bodice of the slip did very little to hide anything, fell away as I
stared at my hands.

Bones... Polished, ivory bones were twisted around my wrists. Bones
and...and vines. And some part of them dug into my skin. I carefully drew
up one leg, chest rising and falling rapidly as I saw the same just below my
knees. Upon closer inspection, I saw that they weren’t vines. They appeared
to be some kind of root. Dried blood streaked my calves as I reached for the
manacle—

Fiery pain branded my wrists, stopping me. “Gods,” I hissed through
my teeth as I carefully leaned back against something hard, damp, and cold.
A wall?

Throat dry, my gaze followed the twist of bone and roots to where it
connected with the wall. My breath came out in short, uneven pants as I
glanced back at the...the thing beside me. Patches of thin, stringy, blond
hair hung in clumps from the skull. Only pieces of tattered clothing



remained, darkened by age and dirt. I had no idea if it had been male or
female, but it had clearly been here for decades—maybe even centuries.
Some kind of spear rested against the corpse’s chest, the blade a chalky
black. Ice drenched my entire being as I saw the same knotted bones and
roots encircling its wrists and ankles. Air lodged in my throat as my gaze
lifted to what sat on the other side of the body. More remains, bound in the
same manner. And there was another, and another—propped against the
entire length of the wall—dozens of them.

Oh, gods.

My wide gaze darted wildly around. Torches jutted out from gray-
black columns in the center of the space and farther back, casting an orange
glow across...

Horror filled me as I saw several raised stone slabs—Ilong and square
boxes situated between two rows of pillars. Oh, gods. I knew what they
were. Sarcophagi. Sarcophagi smothered by coiled bone and root chain, the
bindings draped over each one.

I was in a crypt.

And it was clear that I wasn’t the first to be held here.

Panic crept up my throat, making it even harder to breathe in the cold,
dank air. My pulse pounded sickeningly fast. Nausea rose, cramping my
stomach as I searched the shadows beyond the sarcophagi and pillars. I had
no recollection of how I’d arrived here or how long I’d—

Casteel.

An image of him formed in my mind, reaching for me as his skin
turned gray and hardened. Pressure clamped down on my chest, grinding
my heart. I squeezed my eyes shut against the rush of dampness rising, but
it was no use. I still saw him, his back arched and body contorted, his eyes
dulling, his gaze fixing. He couldn’t be gone. Neither could Kieran or
Jasper. They had to be fine. I just needed to get out of here and find them.

I moved to stand—

The bindings snapped against my skin, digging in deeper. A hoarse cry
parted my dry lips as I fell back against the wall. Inhaling deeply, I lifted
my arm to get a better look at the chain. Spurs. The bones had sharpened
spurs on them.

“Shit,” I whispered, wincing at the sound of my voice.

I needed to calm. I couldn’t panic. The wolven...they would hear me,
right? That’s what it had sounded like Casteel and the others were saying.



That they’d heard or felt my distress before and had answered. I was
definitely distressed now.

But I’d heard them yelping in pain after Jasper and Kieran were shot.
None of them had reached the top of the Temple after that. What if they too
were—7?

I lifted my hands to my face. The chain had enough give to do so
without pain. “Stop,” I told myself. They couldn’t have killed all the
wolven.

They.

Namely, Alastir.

Anger and disbelief warred inside me as I focused on steadying my
breathing. I would get out of here. I would find Casteel and Kieran and the
others. All of them had to be okay.

Then I would kill Alastir. Slowly and painfully.

Holding that promise close to my heart, I forced out a slow, even
breath and lowered my hands. I’d been chained before. That time in New
Haven had not been as bad as this, but I’d been in bad situations before with
Duke Teerman and Lord Mazeen. Like in the carriage with Lord Chaney,
who had been bordering on bloodlust, I had to stay calm. I couldn’t cave to
panic. If I did, I would lose myself.

Like I’d lost myself at the Chambers of Nyktos.

No. I hadn’t lost myself when I killed those people. I’d still been there.
I just hadn’t...I hadn’t cared to hold back, to curtail whatever power had
come alive inside me. I didn’t even feel guilt now. I didn’t think I’d feel
remorse later, either.

My legs and back stung from the wounds those blades had left behind
as I looked at where my bonds connected with the wall. No ring held the
chain in place. It wasn’t just fused to the wall, it was a part of it—a growth.

What in the hell kind of crypt was this?

I couldn’t break stone, but bone...bone and roots were fragile in
comparison. Carefully, I twisted my wrist to create tension that didn’t press
against my skin. I gripped the other length of bone and root with my other
hand—

“I wouldn’t do that.”

My head snapped in the direction of the male voice. It came from the
shadows beyond the lit pillars.



“Those aren’t normal bones you’re handling,” the male voice
continued. “They’re the bones of the ancients.”

My lip curled as I immediately loosened my grip.

A deep chuckle rose from the shadows, and I stilled once more. That
laugh...it sounded a little familiar. So did the voice.

“And because they’re bones of the deities, they carry Primal magic—
the eather—within them,” he added. “Do you know what that means,
Penellaphe? Those bones are unbreakable, imbued by another who carries
the blood of the gods within them.” The voice drew closer, and I tensed. “It
was a rather archaic technique crafted by the gods themselves, designed to
immobilize those who had become too dangerous—too much of a threat.
They say it was Nyktos himself who bestowed the power on the bones of
the dead. An act he carried out when he ruled over the dead in the
Shadowlands. When he was the Asher, the One who is Blessed, the Bringer
of Death, and the Guardian of Souls. The Primal God of Common Men and
Endings.”

The...the Shadowlands? Ruled over the dead? Nyktos was the God of
Life, King of all the gods. Rhain was the God of Common Men and
Endings. I had never heard of the Shadowlands before, but with that name
alone, it sounded like a place I didn’t want to learn more about.

“But I digress,” he said, and I saw the hazy dark outline of a man in
the gloom. I squinted, focusing on him, but I...I sensed nothing from him.
“You pull on those bindings, they will simply tighten. You keep doing it,
they will cut through your flesh and into your bone. Eventually, they will
sever your limbs. Don’t believe me, take a closer look at the one beside
you.”

I didn’t want to look, to take my eyes off the shadowy form, but I
couldn’t help myself. I glanced at the body beside me and looked down at
its side. The skeletal remains of a hand lay beside it.

Oh, gods.

“Lucky for you, you only carry the blood of the gods in you. You’re
not a deity like them. You would bleed out and die rather quickly. The
deities like the one beside you?” the man said, and my attention shot back
to him. The shadowy mass was closer now, having stopped at the edges of
the fiery glow. “He...well, he grew weaker and hungrier until his body
started to cannibalize itself. That process alone most likely took centuries.”

Centuries? 1 shuddered.



“You must be asking yourself what he could have done to warrant such
a horrid punishment. What did he and the others lining the walls and in their
coffins do?” he asked. And, yeah, a part of me wondered just that.

“They became too dangerous. Too powerful. Too...unpredictable.” He
paused, and I swallowed hard. It took no leap of logic to assume that those
against the wall and before me were deities. “Too much of a threat. Just like
you.”

“I’m not a threat,” I snarled.

“You’re not? You killed many.”

My fingers curled inward. “They attacked me for no reason. They hurt
—” My voice cracked. “They hurt the wolven. Their Prince. My—”

“Your heartmate?” he suggested. “A union of not only the hearts but
also of the soul. Rare and more powerful than any bloodline. Many would
consider such a thing a miracle. Tell me, do you think it’s a miracle now?”

“Yes,” I growled without hesitation.

He laughed, and yet again, something tugged at the recesses of my
memories. “You will then be relieved to know that they are all safe. The
King and Queen—those two wolven, even the Prince,” he said, and I
might’ve stopped breathing. “If you don’t believe that, you can trust the
marriage imprint.”

My heart stuttered. I hadn’t even thought of that. Casteel had told me
that the imprint faded upon the death of one of the partners. That was how
some had learned of their heartmate’s demise.

Part of me didn’t want to look, but I had to. A hollowness filled my
stomach as my gaze shifted to my left hand. It trembled as I turned it over.
The golden swirl across my palm glimmered faintly.

Relief cut so swiftly through me that I had to clamp my mouth shut to
stop the cry from rising up from the very depths of my being. The imprint
was still there. Casteel was alive. I shuddered again, tears scorching my
throat. He was alive.

“Sweet,” he whispered. “So very sweet.”

An uneasy sensation crept over my skin, stealing bits and pieces of the
relief.

“But he would’ve been greatly injured if you hadn’t been stopped,” he
said. “You would’ve brought the whole Temple down. He would’ve fallen
with it. Maybe you would’ve even killed him. It is possible for you to do
that, you know? You have the power within you.”



My heart skipped a beat in my chest. “I would never hurt him.”

“Maybe not intentionally. But from what I’ve gathered, you seem to
have very little control over yourself. How do you know what you would’ve
done?”

I started to deny what he’d said, but I tipped my head back against the
wall, unsettled. I...I wasn’t sure what I had become in that Temple, but I
had been in control. I had also been full of vengeance, just like the strange
flash of the woman I’d seen in my mind. I had been prepared to kill those
who ran from me. I’d been prepared to tear apart the entire kingdom. Would
I have done that? Saion’s Cove was full of innocent people. Surely, I
would’ve stopped before it got to that point.

I was lying to myself.

I’d believed that Casteel had been gravely injured, if not killed. I
wouldn’t have stopped. Not until I’d sated that need for vengeance. And I
had no idea what it would’ve taken for that to happen.

The air I breathed turned sour, and it was an effort to file that
realization away to stress over later. “What did you do to him? To the
others?”

“I did nothing.”

“Bullshit,” I snapped.

“I fired no arrows. I wasn’t even there,” he replied. “What they did,
was use a toxin derived from the shadowshade—a flower that grows in the
most eastern regions of the Mountains of Nyktos. It causes convulsions and
paralysis before hardening the skin. Quite painful before they enter into the
deep sleep. The Prince will take a bit longer than normal to awaken from
what I hear. A few days. So, I imagine tomorrow, perhaps?”

A...a few days? Tomorrow? “How long have I been out?”

“Two days. Maybe three.”

Good gods.

I didn’t even want to think about the damage done to my head that
would have knocked me out for that long. But the others hadn’t been struck
as many times as Casteel. Kieran would likely be awake now. So would
Jasper. And maybe the other—

“I know what you’re thinking,” the male cut into my thoughts. “That
the wolven will feel your call. That they will come for you. No, they won’t.
The bones nullify the Primal notam. They also negate any and all abilities,
reducing you to what you are at your very core. Mortal.”



Was that why I felt nothing from this man? That wasn’t exactly what
I’d wanted to hear. Panic threatened to dig its claws into me once more, but
the shadowy form moved closer, stepping into the glow of the torch.

My entire body went rigid at the sight of the man dressed in all black.
Every part of me rebelled at what I saw. It didn’t make sense. It was
impossible. But I recognized the dark, buzzed hair, the hard-set jaw, and
thin lips. Now I knew why his laugh sounded so familiar.

It was the commander of the Royal Guard.

Commander Jansen.

“You’re dead,” I breathed, staring up at him as he drifted between the
pillars.

A dark eyebrow rose. “Whatever gave you that impression,
Penellaphe?”

“The Ascended discovered that Hawke wasn’t who he said he was
shortly after we left.” What Lord Chaney had told me in that carriage
resurfaced. “They said the Descenters infiltrated the highest ranks of the
Royal Guard.”

“They did, but they didn’t catch me.” One side of Jansen’s lips curved
up as he strolled forward, his fingers skating over the side of a coffin.

Confusion swirled through me as I stared up at him. “I...I don’t
understand. You’re a Descenter? You support the Prince—?”

“I support Atlantia.” He moved fast, crossing the distance in less time
than it took a heart to beat. He knelt so we were at eye-level. “I am no
Descenter.”

“Really?” His superspeed sort of gave that away. “Then what are
you?”

The tight-lipped smile grew. His features sharpened, narrowed, and
then he changed. Shrinking in height and width, the new body drowned in
the clothing Jansen had been wearing. His skin became tanner and
smoother. In an instant, his hair darkened to black and became longer, his
eyes lightening and turning blue.

Within seconds, Beckett knelt before me.



Chapter 4

“Good gods,” T croaked, pressing away from this—this thing before
me.

“Did I startle you?” Jansen/Beckett asked in the young wolven’s voice
——coming from a face identical to Alastir’s great-nephew.

“You’re...you’re a changeling.”

He nodded.

I couldn’t stop staring at him, my brain unable to reconcile the
knowledge that it was Jansen before me and not Beckett. “I...I didn’t know
they could make themselves look like other people.”

“Most of the changeling bloodlines that are left are only able to shift
into animal form or have...other skills,” he said. “I’m one of the very few
who can do it and hold another’s form for long periods of time. Want to
know how?”

I really did, but I said nothing.

Lucky for me, he was in a talkative mood. “All I need is something of
them on me. A strand of hair is typically enough. The wolven are incredibly
easy to replicate.”

No part of me could comprehend how anyone could be easy to
replicate. “And would they...know that you’d done this? Taken on their
appearance?”

Still smiling with Beckett’s boyish features, Jansen shook his head.
“Not usually.”

I couldn’t even begin to process what it would be like to take on
another’s identity or how someone could do so without the other’s
permission. It felt like a great violation to me, especially if done to trick
someone...

Realization swept through me in a wave of fresh anger. “It was you,” 1
seethed. “Not the real Beckett who led me into the Temple. You.”



“I’ve always known a clever girl lived behind the veil,” he remarked
and then shifted once again into the features that belonged to him. It was a
feat no less shocking than the time before.

The knowledge that it hadn’t been the young, playful wolven who’d
led me into a trap brought forth a decent amount of relief. “How? How did
no one know? How had I—?” I cut myself off. When I read his emotions in
the Temple, they had felt just like Beckett’s.

“How did you or our Prince not know? Or even Kieran or Jasper?
When changelings assume the identity of another, we take on their
characteristics to the point where it’s extremely difficult to decipher the
truth. Sometimes, it can even become hard for us to remember who we truly
are.” A troubled look crept across his features but vanished so quickly that I
wasn’t sure I’d seen it. “Of course, our Prince knew I was a changeling. As
do many others. But, obviously, no one expected such a manipulation. No
one was even looking for one.”

“Is Beckett okay?”

Jansen looked away. “He should have been. He was given a sleeping
draft. That was the plan. For him to sleep long enough for me to take his
place.”

My heart twisted. “But that didn’t happen?”

“No.” Jansen briefly closed his eyes. “I underestimated how much
potion a young wolven needed to remain asleep. He woke when I entered
his room.” He leaned back, scrubbing a hand down his face. “What
happened was unfortunate.”

Bile crept up my throat. “You killed him?”

“It had to be done.”

Disbelief stole my breath as I stared at the changeling. “He was just a
kid!”

“I know.” He lowered his hand. “It wasn’t something any of us
enjoyed, but it had to be done.”

“It didn’t have to be done.” Tears crowded my eyes. “He was a kid,
and he was innocent.”

“Innocents die all the time. You spent the entirety of your life in Solis.
You know that to be true.”

“And that makes it okay to harm another?”

“No. But the end justified the means. The people of Atlantia will
understand that,” Jansen countered. I couldn’t fathom how anyone could



understand the murder of a child. “And why do you even care? You stood
by and witnessed people being starved, abused, and given over to the Rite.
You did nothing.”

“I didn’t know the truth then,” I spat, blinking back tears.

“And does that make it okay?”

“No. It doesn’t,” I said, and his eyes widened slightly. “But I didn’t
always stand by and do nothing. I did what I could.”

“It wasn’t enough.”

“I didn’t say it was.” I drew in a ragged breath. “Why are you doing
this?”

“It is my duty to stop any and all threats to Atlantia.”

A hoarse laugh of disbelief left me. “You know me. You’ve known me
for years. You know I’m not a threat. I wouldn’t have done anything in that
Temple if I hadn’t been threatened.”

“That is what you say now. One day, that will change,” he said.
“Strange how small the world is, though. The whole purpose of assuming
the role I did was to ensure an open pathway between Casteel and you. I
spent years living a lie, all so he could capture the Maiden and use her to
free his brother and gain back some of our stolen land. I had no idea what
you were or even why you were the Maiden.”

“And him marrying me felt like a betrayal to you?” I surmised.

“Actually, no,” he replied, surprising me. “He could still accomplish
what he intended. Probably would’ve been even better positioned to do so
with you as his wife and not his captive.”

“Then why? Because I’'m...because I have a drop of god’s blood in
me?”

“A drop?” Jansen laughed. “Girl, I know what you did in that Temple.
You need to give yourself more credit.”

My temper spiked, and I welcomed it, holding onto the rage. It was far
better company than the welling grief. “I haven’t been a girl in years, so do
not call me one.”

“My apologies.” He bowed his head. “I would be willing to bet you
have far more than a drop. Your bloodline must’ve remained very clean for
you to exhibit those kinds of godly abilities.” He moved suddenly, grasping
my chin. I tried to pull free, but he held me in place. His dark eyes swept
over my face as if he were searching for something. “Strange that I never
saw it before. I should have.”



I reached up, gripping his forearm. The manacle on my wrist tightened
in warning. “Remove your hand from me.”

“Or what, Maiden?” His smile kicked up a notch as my anger flared
hotly. “There is nothing you can do to me that will not result in you
harming yourself. I just said you were always clever. Don’t make a liar out
of me.”

Helpless anger prodded at the deeply rooted desperation I felt at not
being able to defend myself. “Let go of me!”

Jansen released his grip and rose suddenly. He glanced over at the pile
of bones beside me as I dragged in deep breaths. My heart pounded way too
fast. “I knew it wouldn’t be wise for me to linger in Masadonia,” he said.
“So, I left shortly after you did. I met up with Alastir on the road to
Spessa’s End. It was then that I learned what you were.”

My fingernails pressed into my palms. “So, Alastir knew what I was?”

“Not when he first saw you.” He nudged something with his toe,
kicking it across the dusty floor. It was the dismembered hand. My stomach
roiled. “I remained hidden until it was time and then assumed Beckett’s
identity.”

“You stood by when we were nearly overtaken by the Ascended
armies. People died, and you just stood by?” Scorn dripped from my tone.

His gaze snapped back to mine. “I’m not a coward.”

“You said it.” My smile was thin. “Not me.”

He didn’t move for a long moment. “Watching those armies descend
on Spessa’s End wasn’t easy. Staying hidden was one of the hardest things
I’ve ever done. But unlike those false Guardians, I am a Protector of
Atlantia, a true Guardian of the realm. I knew my purpose was far greater
than the potential fall of Spessa’s End or even the death of our Prince.”

“True Guardian?” I thought of the women who had descended from a
long line of warriors—women who had leapt from the Rise surrounding
Spessa’s End and wielded swords more fearlessly than I’d ever seen the
commander do. I laughed harshly. “You’re pale and pathetic compared to
the Guardians.”

Pain erupting across the side of my cheek and face was the only
warning that he’d moved—that he’d lashed out. A metallic taste filled my
mouth.

“I understand that things must be very confusing and stressful for
you,” he said, his tone heavy with false sympathy as he rose and took a step



back. “But if you insult me one more time, I will not be responsible for my
actions.”

An icy-hot feeling flowed over my skin. My cheek throbbed as I
turned my head back to him and met his gaze. “You will die,” I promised,
smiling at the red blush of anger staining his cheeks. “It will be by my hand,
and it will be a death befitting a coward like you.”

He shot toward me. This time, darkness came with the biting pain, one
I couldn’t escape no matter how hard I tried.

L/

Gritting my teeth against the pressure of the bindings around my wrist,
I slowly inched my hand to the left as I stared at the spear on the skeleton’s
chest. Fresh blood dripped onto the stone, and I stopped, breathing
raggedly.

I waited, having learned that with each inch gained, the bindings
loosened a little. Gaining that knowledge had been a painstakingly slow
process.

Focusing on deep, steady breaths, I rested the side of my head against
the wall as my entire arm throbbed. I had no idea how much time had
passed since I’d lost consciousness. It had to be hours. Maybe longer as my
pangs of hunger had gone from sporadic waves to a low, steady gnawing
ache in my gut. And I was cold—every part of my body felt chilled.

My gaze crept over the stone coffins. Why had they been given the
honor of a proper resting place while the ones against the walls hadn’t?
That was only one of the many questions I had. Granted, it wasn’t nearly
the most important one, but I'd rather think about that than wonder why I
was still alive.

Jansen had claimed that I was a threat. And maybe whatever had
awakened in me at the Temple was. Perhaps I was a threat. But why keep
me alive? Or was this what they’d planned all along? To just shove me into
this crypt and leave me here until I died of hunger or starvation, becoming
nothing but another dusty pile of bones against the wall.

Panic was a vise around my throat, making it harder to breathe. I shut
it down, though. I couldn’t let myself give in to the fear that had formed a



haunting shadow in the back of my mind. I would get out of here—either on
my own, or Casteel would find me.

I knew he had to be searching for me. Likely started the moment he
woke. And he would tear the entire kingdom apart if necessary. He would
find me.

I would get out of here.

But first, I needed a weapon.

Bracing myself for pain, I slowly stretched out my arm. My fingers
brushed the dusty handle of the spear. Excitement thrummed as the bindings
snapped tighter around my wrist, digging into my flesh. Pain spiked—

Stone slid against stone somewhere in the darkness of the crypt,
halting my attempt. Ignoring the intense throbbing in my limb, I drew my
hand back to my lap, where fresh blood gathered, soaking my slip. I stared
into the shadows, straining to see who had arrived.

“I see you’re finally awake.”

My hands curled into fists at the sound of Alastir’s voice.

A moment later, he passed under the glow of one of the torches. He
looked the same as he had in the Temple, except his black tunic, threaded
with gold, was sleeveless. “I checked on you earlier, but you were asleep.”

“You traitorous son of a bitch,” I spat.

Alastir stopped between two of the stone tombs. “I know you’re angry.
You have every right to be. Jansen confessed that he lost his temper and
struck you. I apologize for that. Hitting anyone who cannot defend
themselves is not part of the oath we took.”

“I don’t care that he hit me,” T hissed, glaring up at Alastir. “I care
about how you betrayed Casteel. How you had a hand in the death of your
own great-nephew.”

His head tilted, and the shadows hid the jagged scar across his
forehead. “You see what I have taken part in as a betrayal. I see it as a
messy necessity to ensure the safety of Atlantia.”

Fury burned through my chest and my blood. “Like I told Jansen, I
only defended myself. I only defended Casteel and Kieran and Jasper. I
would—"

“You would never have done what you did unless you believed that
kind of reaction was warranted?” he interrupted. “You were forced to use
the power in your blood against others?”

My chest rose and fell heavily. “Yes.”



“Long ago, when the gods of names long forgotten were awake and
coexisted with mortals, rules governed the mortals’ actions. The gods acted
as their protectors, aiding them in times of crisis, and even granted favors to
the most faithful,” he said.

“I couldn’t care less about this history lesson if my very life depended
on it,” I fumed.

“But they also acted as the mortals’ judge, jury, and executioner if the
mortals’ actions were deemed offensive or unwarranted,” Alastir continued
as if I hadn’t spoken. “The problem with that was that only the gods chose
what was and wasn’t a punishable act. Countless mortals died at the hands
of those gods for offenses as small as raising the ire of a god. Eventually,
the younger brethren rose against those gods. But the tendency to react
without thought, often fueled by passion or other volatile, unpredictable
emotions, and to react with violence, was a trait even the gods fell prey to—
especially the eldest among them. It was why they went to sleep.”

“Thanks for sharing,” I snapped. “But you still haven’t explained why
you betrayed the Prince. Why you used Beckett to carry this out.”

“I did what I needed to because the gods’ violent trait was passed onto
their children,” he stated. “The deities were even more chaotic in their
thoughts and manners than their predecessors. Some believed it was the
mortal influence, as the gods before them had coexisted with mortals but
did not live among them. They remained in Iliseeum, while their children
lived in the mortal realm.”

Iliseeum? The Shadowlands? All of this sounded delusional, and my
patience was already barely hanging on by a thin thread. I was this close to
risking losing a hand so I could grab the spear and launch it at the bastard.

“I don’t know if it was mortal influence or not, but after the gods chose
to sleep, the deities became—”

“Too powerful and too dangerous,” I cut in. “I know. I’ve already
heard this.”

“But did Jansen tell you what they did to deserve that fate? I’m sure
you’ve realized by now that all those entombed here are deities.” He lifted
his arms, gesturing toward the sarcophagi and the bodies. “Did he tell you
why the elemental Atlantians rose against them, just like their forefathers
rose against the original gods? Did he tell you what kind of monsters they
became?”

“He was too busy hitting me to get to that point,” I sneered. “So, no.”



“I feel I must apologize for that once more.”

“Fuck you,” I choked out, hating his apology—the apparent sincerity
of his words. And he legitimately meant them. I didn’t need my ability to
know that.

His brows lifted, and then his expression smoothed out. “The deities
built Atlantia, but they almost destroyed it in their greed and through their
thirst for life—their unquenchable desire for more. Always more. They
knew no limits. If they wanted something, they took it or created it.
Sometimes, to benefit the kingdom. A lot of the internal structure you see
here exists because of them. But more often than not, their actions only
benefited them.”

What he said reminded me an awful lot of the Ascended. They ruled
with their desires at the forefront of each thought.

I stared up at him. “So, I’m a threat that must be dealt with because
I’m descended from a deity, who may or may not have had anger-
management issues?” A strangled laugh parted my lips. “As if I have no
autonomy and am just a byproduct of what is in my blood?”

“That may sound unbelievable to you now, Penellaphe, but you’ve just
entered into the Culling. Sooner or later, you will start to show the same
chaotic and violent impulses as they did. You are dangerous now, but you
will become something else entirely eventually.”

An image of the strange woman with the moonlight hair flashed before
me.

“Worse yet, at the heart of you, you are mortal—far more easily
influenced than an Atlantian or a wolven. And because of that mortality,
you will be even more prone to impulsive choices.”

The woman faded from my mind as I stared at him. “You’re wrong.
Mortals are far more cautious and protective of life.”

He arched a brow. “Even if that was the case, you descended from the
ones born of the flesh and fire of the most powerful gods. Your abilities are
strikingly reminiscent of those who, if angered, could quickly become
catastrophic, their tempers all-consuming. Families were decimated because
someone offended one of them. Towns laid to waste because one person
committed a crime against them. But all paid the price—men, women, and
children,” he told me, and unease grew under my anger.

“Then they began turning on one another, picking each other off as
they fought to rule Atlantia. And in the process, they eradicated entire



bloodlines. When the descendants of Saion were killed, the ceeren rose
against the deities responsible. They didn’t die because they fell into
depression, nor did their bloodline simply become so diluted that it
eventually died out. Another deity killed them. Many of those bloodlines
died at one deity’s hand—the one that so many believed was different.”
Anger tightened the lines of his mouth. “Even I did at one time. How could
I not believe that he was different? After all, he’d descended from the King
of Gods. He couldn’t be like the others.”

“Malec?” I guessed.

Alastir nodded. “But a lot of people were wrong. I was wrong. He was
the worst of them all.”

Tensing, I watched him come forward and lower himself to the stone
floor before me. He sat with a heavy sigh, resting an arm on a bent knee as
he studied me. “Not many people knew what Malec was capable of. What
his godly powers were like. When he used them, he left very few witnesses
behind. But I knew what he could do. Queen Eloana knew. King Valyn
did.” His cool blue eyes met mine. “His abilities were a lot like yours.”

I sucked in a short breath. “No.”

“He could sense emotion, like the empath bloodline. It was believed
that their line branched off from the one that birthed Malec, having mingled
with a changeling line. Some believe that was why the gods favored the
empaths. That they had more eather in them than most,” he continued.

“Malec could heal wounds with his touch, but he rarely did it because
he was not only descended from the God of Life, he was also a descendant
of the God of Death. Nyktos. The King of Gods is both. And Malec’s
abilities had a dark side. He could take emotion and turn it back on others,
like the empaths. But he could do so much more.”

There was no way.

“He could send his will into others, breaking and shattering their
bodies without touch. He could become death.” Alastir held my gaze as I
shook my head. “I like you. I know you may not believe that, and I
understand if you don’t. But I am sorry because I know that Casteel cares
for you deeply. I didn’t in the beginning, but I know now that your
relationship is real. This will hurt him. But that is the blood you carry in
you, Penellaphe. You are descended from Nyktos. You carry the blood of
King Malec inside you,” he said, watching me. “I belong to a long line of
people who swore an oath to protect Atlantia and her secrets. That was why



I was willing to break my bond with Malec. And it is why I cannot allow
you to do what he almost succeeded in.”

It was hard for me to fully comprehend that I carried any godly blood
in me. Obviously, I couldn’t deny that I wasn’t just half-Atlantian and half-
mortal. One of mixed heritage couldn’t do what I had done. Not even an
elemental Atlantian was capable of that. But someone descended from
Nyktos? From King Malec?

The deity who had created the very first Ascended? His actions had led
to thousands of deaths, if not more.

That was in my blood?

I couldn’t believe what Alastir was saying. It sounded as impossible
as what Duchess Teerman had claimed about the Queen of Solis being my
grandmother. That was impossible. The Ascended couldn’t bear children.

“How could I descend from Malec?” I asked, even if it sounded
impossible.

“Malec had many mistresses, Penellaphe. Some were mortal. Some
weren’t,” he told me. “And he had children with some of them—offspring
who spread across the kingdom, settling in areas far west from here. It is
not at all impossible. There are many others like you—those who never
reached the age of the Culling. You are his descendant.”

“Others who never reached....” I trailed off, a whole new horror
beginning to take shape in my mind. Good gods, were Alastir and Jansen—
and who knew how many others—responsible for the deaths of...of
children over the course of the centuries?

“But it’s not just the bloodline, Penellaphe. We were warned about you
long ago. It was written in the bones of your namesake before the gods went
to sleep,” Alastir said. My skin pimpled.

““‘With the last Chosen blood spilled, the great conspirator birthed
from the flesh and fire of the Primals will awaken as the Harbinger and the
Bringer of Death and Destruction to the lands gifted by the gods. Beware,
for the end will come from the west to destroy the east and lay waste to all
which lies between.’”

I stared at him in stunned silence.

“You are the Chosen, birthed of the flesh and fire of the gods. And you
come from the west, to the lands the gods have gifted,” Alastir conferred.
“You are who your namesake warned about.”



“You...you’re doing all of this because of my bloodline and a
prophecy?” A harsh laugh rattled from me. There had been old wives’ tales
about prophecies and tales of doom in every generation. They were nothing
but fables.

“You don’t have to believe me, but I knew—I think I always did.”

He frowned as his eyes narrowed slightly. “I sensed it when I looked
into your eyes for the first time. They were old. Primal. I saw death in your
eyes, even all those years ago.”

My heart stuttered and then sped up. “What?”

“We met before. You were either too young then to remember or the
events of the night were too traumatic,” Alastir said, and every part of me
flashed hot and then cold. “I didn’t realize it was you when I saw you for
the first time in New Haven. I thought you looked familiar, and it kept
nagging at me. Something about your eyes. But it wasn’t until you said your
parents’ names that I knew exactly who you were. Coralena and Leopold.
Cora and her lion.”

I jolted, feeling as if the floor of the crypt had moved under me. I
couldn’t speak.

“I lied to you,” he said softly. “When I said that I would ask to see if
any others had known of them or had potentially tried to help them escape
to Atlantia, I never planned to ask anyone. I didn’t need to because it was
me.”

Heart pounding fast, I snapped out of my stupor. “You were there that
night? The night the Craven attacked the inn?”

He nodded as the torches flickered behind him.

A picture of my father formed in my mind, his features hazy as he kept
glancing out the window of the inn, looking and searching for something or
someone. Later that night, he’d said to someone who lingered in the
shadows of my mind, “This is my daughter.”

I couldn’t...I couldn’t breathe as I stared at Alastir. His voice. His
laugh. It had always sounded so familiar to me. I’d thought it reminded me
of Vikter. I’d been wrong.

“I came to meet them, give them safe passage,” he said, his voice
growing weary.

“She doesn’t know,” my father had told that shadow in my memory
that I could never fully latch on to. Images flashed rapid-fire behind my
eyes, snapshots of memories—recollections I wasn’t sure were real or



fragments of nightmares. My father...his smile had been all wrong before
he looked over his shoulder. “Understood,” was the phantom voice’s
response. Now I knew who that voice had belonged to.

“Your parents should’ve known better than to share what they knew
with anyone.” Alastir shook his head again, this time sadly. “And you were
right to assume that they were attempting to flee Solis, to get as far away
from the kingdom as they could. They were. They knew the truth. But you
see, Penellaphe, your mother and father always knew exactly what the
Ascended were.”

I jerked back, barely feeling the pain in my wrists and legs. “No.”

“Yes,” he insisted. But there was no way this was the truth. I knew my
parents were good people. I remembered that. Good people wouldn’t have
stood by, doing nothing, if they knew the truth of the Ascended. Realized
what happened when children were given over during the Rite. Good
people didn’t stay silent. They were not complicit.

“Your mother was a favorite of the counterfeit Queen, but she was no
Lady in Wait destined to Ascend. She was a Handmaiden to the Queen.”

Handmaiden? Something about that struck a chord of familiarity. Out
of the churning chaos of my mind, I saw...women who were always with
the Queen. Women in black who never spoke and wandered through the
halls of the palace like shadows. They...they’d scared me as a child. Yes. I
remembered that now. How had I forgotten about them?

“Her Handmaidens were her personal guards.” Alastir’s brows knitted,
and the scar on his forehead deepened. “Casteel knows they were a unique
sort of nightmare.”

I lifted a hand and froze. Casteel had been held by the Queen for five
decades, tortured and used by her and others. He’d been freed before my
mother was born, but his brother took his place.

But my mother, my gentle, soft, and helpless mother couldn’t have
been like that. If she were one of the Queen’s personal guards, nightmare or
not, she would’ve been trained to fight. She would’ve—

She would’ve been able to defend herself.

I didn’t understand. Didn’t know if any of that was true. But I knew
what was. “You,” I breathed, my entire being turning numb as I stared at the
man [’d befriended. That I’d trusted. “It was you. You betrayed them, didn’t
you?”



“It wasn’t me who struck down your father. It wasn’t me who betrayed
your mother,” he replied. “But in the end, it doesn’t matter. I would’ve
killed them anyway. I would’ve killed you.”

A harsh laugh erupted from me as rage and disbelief twisted my
insides. “If it wasn’t you, then who was it? The Craven?”

“There were Craven there that night. You carry their scars. They were
led right to the doors of the inn.” He didn’t blink. Not once. “He led them
there. The Dark One.”

“Liar!” I shouted. “Casteel had nothing to do with what happened.”

“I never said Casteel did. I know it wasn’t him, even though I never
saw the face behind the cloak and hood he wore when he came to that inn,”
Alastir replied. “Other things were at play that night. Darkness that moved
outside of my influence. I was there to help your parents. That is what I did
back then. But when they told me what you could do, I knew—I knew who
you came from. So, when the darkness came to those doors, I let it in.”

I didn’t know if I believed him or if it even mattered if my parents had
died by his hand or not. He had still played a role in my parents’ deaths,
leaving Ian and I and everyone else there to die, as well. Leaving me to be
torn apart by claws and teeth. That pain. That night. It had haunted me for
my entire life.

A breath shuddered out of him. “I let it in and walked away, believing
that the dirtiest part of my duty was done. But you survived, and here we
are.”

“Yes.” The word rumbled out of me in a growl that would’ve surprised
me at any other time. “Here I am. Now what? You going to kill me? Or
leave me here to rot?”

“If only it were that simple.” He leaned on one hand. “And I would
never leave you here to die such a slow death. That is far too barbaric.”

Did he even hear himself? “And chaining me in these bones and roots
isn’t? Leaving my family and me to die isn’t barbaric?”

“It was a necessary evil,” he stated. “But we can’t just kill you. Maybe
before you arrived—before the Primal notam locked into place. But not
now. The wolven have seen you. They’ve felt you.”

My gaze sharpened on him. “Why didn’t you change like the others?
The way the King and Queen spoke, it was like they had no control over
their forms. They had to answer my call.”



“It’s because I can no longer shift into my wolven form. When I broke
my oath to King Malec, I severed the connection between myself and my
wolven side. So, I wasn’t able to feel the Primal notam.”

Shock flickered wildly through me. I hadn’t known that. “Are you...
are you still a wolven, then?”

“I still have the lifespan and the strength of a wolven, but I cannot shift
into my true form.” His gaze clouded over. “Sometimes, it feels like a
missing limb—the inability to feel the change come over me. But what I
did, I carried out knowing full well what the consequences would be. Not
many others would’ve done that.”

Gods, that had to be unbearable. It had to feel like...I had when they
forced me to wear the veil. Part of me was impressed by Alastir’s loyalty to
Atlantia and to the Queen. And that said a lot about his character—who he
was as a man, a wolven, and what he was willing to do in service to his
kingdom.

“You did that, but you won’t kill me?”

“If we were to kill you, you would become a martyr. There would be
an uprising, another war, when the real battle lays to our west.” He was
talking about Solis—about the Ascended. “I want to avoid that. Avoid
creating even more problems for our kingdom. And soon, you will no
longer be our problem.”

“If you’re not going to kill me or leave me in here to die, I’'m a little
confused by what you plan to do,” I bit out.

“I will give the Ascended what they were so desperate to keep,” he
said. “I will give them you.”



Chapter 5

I couldn’t have heard him right. There was no way he planned to do
what he’d stated.

“None will be the wiser until it’s too late,” he said. “You will be
beyond their reach, like all the others the Ascended have taken.”

“That...that doesn’t even make sense,” I said, stunned when I realized
that he was serious.

“It doesn’t?”

“No!” I exclaimed. “For several reasons. Starting with how you plan to
get me there.”

Alastir smiled at me, and my unease grew. “Penellaphe, dear, you’re
no longer within the Pillars of Atlantia. You’re in the Crypt of the Forgotten
Ones, deep within the Skotos Mountains. If anyone even learns that you are
here, they will not find you. We will already be gone by then.”

My insides chilled as disbelief rose. “How did you get past the
Guardians?”

“Those who were unaware of our presence felt the kiss of the
shadowshade.”

“And those who weren’t?” I asked, already guessing what’d happened
to them. “You killed Guardians?”

“We did what needed to be done.”

“Gods,” T whispered, swallowing the anger and panic that swirled
within me. “They protected Atlantia. They—”

“They were not the true Guardians of Atlantia,” he cut me off. “If they
were, they would’ve struck you down the moment you appeared.”

My lip curled as I forced my breathing to remain even. “Even if you
hand me over to them, how will I not be Atlantia’s problem if you give me
back to the people who plan to use my blood to make more vamprys?”

He lifted his weight from his hand and sat straight. “Is that what they
plan?”



“What else would they plan to do?” I demanded. All of a sudden, I
remembered Duchess Teerman’s words at Spessa’s End. She had claimed
that Queen Ileana would be thrilled to learn that I had married the Prince.
That I would be able to do what she’d never been able to do—destroy the
kingdom from within. Before I could allow those words to mix with what
Alastir had said about me being a threat, I shoved them aside. Duchess
Teerman had told a lot of lies before she died, starting with what she’d said
about Queen Ileana, a vampry incapable of bearing children, being my
grandmother. She’d also claimed that Tawny had gone through the
Ascension, using Prince Malik’s blood. I couldn’t believe that, either.

Alastir eyed me silently for a moment. “Come now, Penellaphe. Do
you really think the Ascended have no idea that they had the descendant of
Nyktos in their grips for nearly nineteen years? Longer?”

Ian.

My breath caught. He was talking about Ian. “I was told Ian
Ascended.”

“I would have no knowledge of that.”

“But you think Queen Ileana and King Jalara knew that we’re Nyktos’s
descendants?” When he said nothing, I fought the urge to launch myself at
him. “What does that knowledge change anyway?”

“They could use you to make more vamprys,” he agreed. “Or, they
know what you’re capable of. They know what was written about you, and
they plan to use you against Atlantia.”

My stomach hollowed. The idea of being handed over to the Ascended
was terrifying enough. But to be used against Atlantia—against Casteel?
“Then let me ask you again, how is that not Atlantia’s problem if they...?” I
jerked back against the wall, my eyes widening.

“Wait a minute. You said very few people knew what Malec could do
—that my gifts were like his. They could’ve guessed that Ian and I had
god’s blood in us, but how would they know our lineage?” I leaned forward
as far as I could. “You’re working with the Ascended, aren’t you?”

His lips thinned. “Some Ascended were alive when Malec ruled.”

“By the time Jalara fought the Atlantians at Pompay, Malec no longer
sat on the throne,” I said. “Not only that, but he was able to keep the vast
majority of the Atlantians in the dark about his abilities—about who he
descended from. But some random Ascended knew? One who managed to
survive the war? Because it sure as hell wasn’t Jalara or Ileana. They came



from the Vodina Isles, where I’'m willing to bet they Ascended.” My lip
curled in disgust. “You claim you’re a true Protector of Atlantia, but you’ve
plotted with its enemies. The people who held both of your Princes captive?
The people—"

“This has nothing to do with my daughter,” he said, and I pressed my
lips together. “Everything I have done, I have done for the Crown and for
the kingdom.”

The Crown? A horrible coldness spread in my chest as my mind reeled
from one discovery after another. I opened my mouth and then closed it
before asking the question I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to.

“What?” Alastir asked. “There’s no need to play the quiet one now. We
both know that’s not who you are.”

My shoulders tightened as I lifted my gaze to his. “Did Casteel’s
parents know you were going to do this?” They’d fought back in the
Temple, but that could’ve been an act. “Did they know?”

Alastir studied me. “Does it matter?”

It did. “Yes.”

“They do not know about this,” he said. “They may have speculated
that our...brotherhood had risen once more, but they had no hand in this.
They won’t like what I’ve been a part of, but I believe they will come to see
the necessity of it.” He inhaled deeply through his nose, tilting his head
back. “And if they don’t, then they too will be treated as a threat.”

My eyes widened once more. “You...you’re staging a coup.”

His gaze shot back to mine. “No. I am saving Atlantia.”

“You’re saving Atlantia by working with the Ascended, putting the
people of the kingdom in even more danger, and overthrowing or doing
something worse to the Crown if they disagree with your actions? That is a
coup. That is also treasonous.”

“Only if you’ve sworn allegiance to the heads the crown sits upon,” he
countered. “And I don’t think it will come to that. Eloana and Valyn both
know that protecting Atlantia may mean engaging in some most unsavory
deeds.”

“And you think Casteel will go along with this?” I demanded. “That
after you hand me over to the Ascended, he’ll just give up and move on?
That he’ll marry your great-niece after your daughter—” I cut myself off
before exposing what Shea had really done. Withholding that wasn’t for his
sake. Gods, no. The desire to see his face when he learned the truth of what



his daughter had done savagely burned through me, but I stopped out of
respect for Casteel—for what he’d had to do.

Alastir stared at me, his jaw tight. “You would’ve been good for
Casteel, but you never would’ve been my daughter.”

“Damn straight,” I said, my nails digging into my palms. It took me
several moments to trust myself before I spoke again. “Casteel chose me.
He’s not going to turn around and marry your great-niece or another family
member you can drag out before him. All you’re doing is causing him to
risk his life and the future of Atlantia. Because he will come for me.”

Pale eyes met mine. “I don’t think it will come to that.”

“You’re delusional if you believe that.”

“It’s not that I believe he’ll give up on you,” he said. “I just don’t think
he’ll get the chance to stage a rescue attempt.”

My entire body locked up. “If you hurt him—”

“You will do nothing, Penellaphe. You’re not in a position to do
anything,” he pointed out, and I swallowed a scream of rage and frustration.
“But I have no plans to harm the Prince. And I pray to the gods that it
doesn’t come to that.”

“Then what...?” It occurred to me then. “You think the Ascended will
kill me?”

Alastir said nothing.

“You are delusional.” I tipped my head back against the wall. “The
Ascended need me. They need Atlantian blood.”

“Tell me, Penellaphe, what will you do when you’re in their hands?
The moment you are free of the bones. You’ll attack them, won’t you?
You’ll kill as many of them as you can to get free and return to our Prince.”

He was right.

I would kill any and all who stood between Casteel and me because we
deserved to be together. We deserved a future, a chance to explore each
other’s secrets. To love one another. We deserved to simply...live. I would
do anything to ensure that.

Alastir continued watching me. “And what do you think is the only
thing the Ascended value above power? Survival. They will not have these
bones to hold you. And if they believe they can’t control you, think that
you’re too much of a risk, they will end you. But before that happens, I
imagine you will take many down with you.”

Sickened, I forced my hands to relax. “Kill two birds with one stone?”



He nodded.

“Even if you’re successful, your plan will still fail. You think Casteel
won’t know that you and every other so-called Protector handed me over to
them? That the wolven won’t know?”

“There is still a risk of an uprising,” he admitted. “But it is a small one.
You see, we will lead them to believe that you escaped your captivity and
fell into the Ascended’s hands. They will never know that we gave you to
them. They will turn their anger on the Ascended, where it should have
always been. Every Ascended will be killed, and any who support them will
fall beside them. Atlantia will take back what belongs to us. We will
become a great kingdom again.”

Something about how he spoke told me that I would sense pride and
arrogance in him if I could use my gift. I also had a feeling I’d feel the thirst
for more. 1 didn’t, for one second, believe that his only motivation was to
save Atlantia. Not when his plan put the kingdom at further risk. Not when
his plan could possibly benefit him if he survived this.

“I have a question,” T asked as my empty stomach grumbled. He
arched a brow. “What happens to you if Malik or Casteel becomes king?
Will you still be an advisor?”

“It would be whoever the King or Queen chooses. Usually, it’s a
bonded wolven or a trusted ally.”

“In other words, it wouldn’t be you?” When Alastir fell silent, I knew I
was onto something. “So, whatever influence you have on the Crown—over
Atlantia—could be lessened or lost?”

He remained silent.

And since Jasper was the one who spoke for the wolven, what effect
would Alastir have? And what kind of power did he want to wield?

“What are you getting at, Penellaphe?”

“Growing up among the Royals and other Ascended, I learned from a
very young age that every friendship and acquaintance, every party or
dinner a person was invited to or hosted, and every marriage ordained by
the King and Queen were all power moves. Each choice and decision was
based on how one could either retain power or influence or gain it. I don’t
think that is a trait just to the Ascended. I saw it among the wealthy mortals.
I saw it among the Royal Guards. I doubt the wolven or Atlantians are
different.”

“Some are not,” Alastir confirmed.



“You believe I’'m a threat because of the blood I carry, and because of
what I can do. But you haven’t even given me a chance to prove that I am
not just the sum of what my ancestors did. You can choose to judge me
based on what I’ve done to defend myself and those I love, but I do not
regret my actions,” I told him. “You may not be able to feel the Primal
notam, but if you planned for Casteel to marry your great-niece to bring the
wolven and the Atlantians together, then I can’t see why you wouldn’t
support this union. Give it a chance to strengthen the Crown and Atlantia.
But that’s not all you want, is it?”

His nostrils flared as he continued staring at me.

“Casteel’s father wants retribution, just as you do. Right? For what
they did to your daughter. But Casteel doesn’t want war. You know that.
He’s trying to save lives even as he gains land. Just like he did with
Spessa’s End.”

That was what Casteel had planned. We would negotiate for land and
the release of Prince Malik. I would find my brother and deal with what he
may or may not have turned into. King Jalara and Queen Ileana wouldn’t
remain on the throne, not even if they agreed to everything Casteel set
before them. They couldn’t. He would kill them for what they’d subjected
his brother and him to. Strangely, the idea of that no longer made me
squirm with conflict. It was still hard to reconcile the Queen who’d cared
for me after my parents died with the one who had tortured Casteel and
countless others, but I’d seen enough to know that her treatment of me
wasn’t enough to erase the horrors she had inflicted on others.

But now, if Alastir had his way, that plan could never become a reality.

“What he did with Spessa’s End was impressive, but it’s not enough,”
Alastir stated, his voice flat. “Even if we were able to reclaim more land, it
wouldn’t be enough. King Valyn and I want to see Solis pay, not only for
our personal losses but for what the Ascended have done to many of our
kind.”

“That’s understandable.” Realizing what Ian could have become was
hard enough. But Tawny, too—my friend who was so kind and full of life
and love? If they’d turned her into an Ascended as Duchess Teerman
claimed, it would be hard for me not to want to see Solis burn. “So, you’re
not a supporter of Casteel’s plan. You want blood, but more importantly,
you want the influence to get what you want. And you see that power



slipping through your fingers even though I haven’t made a single claim to
the Crown.”

“It doesn’t matter if you want the Crown or not. So long as you live,
it’s yours. It is your birthright, and the wolven will ensure that it becomes
yours,” he said, speaking of his people as if he were no longer one of them.
And maybe he didn’t feel like he was. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. “Just
like it was Casteel’s. It doesn’t matter if you detest the responsibility as
much as the Prince does.”

“Casteel doesn’t detest responsibility. I’'m sure he has done more for
the people of Atlantia in his lifetime than you’ve done since you broke your
oath to Malec,” I shot back, infuriated. “He just—"

“Refuses to believe his brother is a lost cause, and therefore, refuses to
assume the responsibility of the throne—what would’ve been in the best
interest of Atlantia.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “So, it is up to me to do
what’s best for the kingdom.”

“You?” 1 laughed. “You want what is best for yourself. Your
motivations aren’t altruistic. You’re no different than anyone else who’s
hungry for power and vengeance. And you know what?”

“What?” he barked as his facade of calm began to crack.

“This plan of yours will fail.”

“You think so?”

I nodded. “And you won’t survive this. If not by my hand, then by
Casteel’s. He’s going to kill you. And he won’t tear your heart from your
chest. That will be too quick and painless. He’ll make your death hurt.”

“I’ve done nothing that I’m not willing to accept the consequences
for,” he replied, lifting his chin. “If death is my fate, so be it. Atlantia will
still be safe from you.”

His words would’ve unsettled me if I hadn’t seen the way his mouth
tightened or how he swallowed. I smiled then, just like I had when I'd
stared down Duke Teerman.

Alastir rose suddenly. “My plan might fail. That is possible. I would be
foolish not to take that into consideration. And I have.” He stared down at
me. “But if it fails, you will not be free again, Penellaphe. I would rather
see a war among my people than have the crown sit upon your head, and
you unleashed upon Atlantia.”



L/,

At some point, food was brought to me, carried in by either a man or
woman wearing the bronze mask of a Descenter. They placed the tray just
within my reach and then quickly backed out without saying a word,
leaving me to wonder if Alastir and these Protectors had played a role in
the attack on the Rite. Casteel hadn’t ordered the attack carried out in the
name of the Dark One, but it had been organized and well planned
regardless. Someone had set a fire to draw many of the Rise Guards away—
something Jansen could’ve ensured happened.

I clenched my jaw as I stared at the hunk of cheese and the lump of
bread wrapped in a loose cloth next to a glass of water. When Casteel
learned that not only had Alastir betrayed him but that Jansen had, as well,
his rage would be unyielding.

And his pain?

It would be just as ruthless.

But what I felt when I thought about Alastir’s involvement the night
my parents died? The rage scorched my skin. He’d been there. He’d come
to help my family and had betrayed them instead. And what he’d said about
my parents knowing the truth about the Ascended? Obviously, they had
learned the truth and escaped. That didn’t mean they knew for years as they
stood by and did nothing.

And my mother? A Handmaiden? If that was true, why didn’t she fight
back that night?

Or had I just not remembered that she had?

There was so much I couldn’t remember about that night, things I
couldn’t decipher as real or only nightmares. I couldn’t believe I'd forgotten
them. Had I blocked them out because I was scared of them? What else had
I forgotten?

Regardless, I had no idea if the Queen’s Handmaidens were guards or
not. And I didn’t believe that any darkness—besides Alastir—was involved
with that night. His twisted sense of honor and righteousness prevented him
from owning up to what he’d done. Somehow, he’d led those Craven to us
and then left everyone in that inn to die. All because I carried the blood of
the gods within me.



All because I was King Malec’s descendant.

A part of me still couldn’t believe any of it—the old part of me that
hadn’t been able to understand what about me, beyond a gift I hadn’t been
allowed to use or being born in a caul, had made me special enough to be
the Chosen. Blessed. The Maiden. And that part reminded me of when I
was a child and used to hide behind Queen Ileana’s throne instead of going
to my room at night because the darkness had scared me. It was the same
part that had enabled me to spend afternoons with my brother, pretending
that my parents were out walking together in the garden instead of being
gone forever. It felt incredibly young and naive.

But I wasn’t that little girl anymore. I wasn’t the young Maiden. The
blood in me explained the gifts I’d been born with and why I’d become the
Maiden—how my gift had grown, and why my skin glowed. It also
explained the disbelief and agony I’d felt from Queen Eloana. She’d known
exactly who I descended from, and it must have made her sick to think that
her son had married the descendant of a man who’d repeatedly betrayed her
and nearly destroyed their kingdom in the process.

How could she ever welcome me, knowing the truth?

Could Casteel ever look upon me the same?

My chest twisted painfully as I stared at the food. Would I even get the
chance to see Casteel again? Seconds turned into minutes as I tried to keep
my thoughts from straying toward what Alastir planned. I couldn’t let
myself dwell too long on it—to think about the worst-case scenario playing
out in my mind. If I did, the panic I'd been fighting off would seize control
of me.

I wouldn’t let Alastir’s plan succeed. I couldn*. I needed to either
escape or fight back the second I could. Which meant, I needed my
strength. I had to eat.

Reaching out carefully, I broke off a piece of the cheese and gingerly
tasted it. There was little flavor to it. The section of bread I tried next was
most definitely stale, but I quickly ate both and then drank the water, trying
not to think about the gritty taste or how dirty it likely was.

Once I finished, I turned my attention to the spear. I wouldn’t be able
to hide it, even if I were able to free it from the poor soul beside me. But if I
could break off the blade, I might have a better chance. Drawing in a breath
that felt...oddly heavy, I inched my hand toward the spear and stopped
suddenly. It wasn’t the bindings. They hadn’t tightened.



I swallowed, and my heart skipped a beat. A strange, sweetness coated
the back of my throat and my...my lips tingled. I pressed the tips of my
fingers to them and didn’t think I felt the pressure. I tried to swallow again,
but it felt weird—as if the mechanics of my throat had slowed.

The food. The gritty taste of the water.

Oh, gods.

That sweet taste. The sleeping drafts the Healers made in Masadonia
had a sugary-sweet aftertaste. There was a reason I’d refused the drafts, no
matter how little sleep I got. They were powerful and rendered you
completely unconscious for hours and hours—leaving you entirely helpless.

They’d drugged me.

This was how Alastir planned to move me. How he planned to deliver
me to the Ascended. He’d be able to remove the bindings safely when I was
unconscious. And when I came to...

There was a good chance I’d be in the Ascended’s hands once again.

And Alastir’s plan would likely come to fruition because I would
never allow the Ascended to use me for anything.

Anger at them—and myself—exploded within me and then quickly
gave way to panic as I staggered to the wall. I barely felt the pain of the
bindings tightening. Desperate, I reached for the spear. If I could get that
blade, I wouldn’t be weaponless, even with the damn bone and root
bindings. I tried to seize it, but my arm wouldn’t lift. It didn’t feel as if it
were a part of me any longer. My legs became heavy, numb.

“No, no,” I whispered, fighting the insidious warmth seeping into my
muscles, my skin.

But it was no use.

Numbness swept through my body, deadening my eyelids. There was
no pain when the nothingness came for me this time. I simply fell asleep,
knowing I would wake to a nightmare.



Chapter 6

Twinkling lights blanketed the ceiling of the crypt when I opened my
eyes. My lips parted as I dragged in deep gulps of...fresh, clean air. That
wasn’t the ceiling or lights I saw. They were stars. I was outside, no longer
in the crypt.

“Dammit,” a man to my right swore. “She’s awake.”

My body immediately reacted to the sound of the voice. I reared up—

Pressure pressed down all over my body, followed by a sharp, stinging
wave. My jaw clamped shut against the cry of pain as my head lifted off a
flat, hard surface. Ivory bones entwined with thick, dark roots lay across me
from my chest to my knees.

“It’s okay. She’s not getting free.”

My gaze swept in the direction of the voice. Commander Jansen stood
to my left, a silver wolven mask hiding his face. He angled his body toward
mine. Beyond him, I saw the crumbling remains of a stone wall bathed in
moonlight, and then nothing but darkness beyond. “Where am 1?” I rasped.

His head tilted to the side, his eyes nothing but shadows inside the thin
slits of the mask. “You’re in what remains of the city of Irelone. This,” he
answered as he swept his arms out widely, “is what is left of the once-great
Castle Bauer.”

Irelone? That sounded vaguely familiar. It took a couple of moments
for my mind to clear enough for the old maps with their faded ink, created
before the War of Two Kings, to form. Irelone... Yes, I knew that name. It
had been a port city to the north and east of where Carsodonia was now.
The city had fallen before Pompay during the war. Good gods, that meant...

I was in the Wastelands.

My heart thundered in my chest. How long had I been asleep? Hours
or days? I didn’t know where the Crypt of the Forgotten Ones had been in
the Skotos Mountains. For all I knew, the crypts could’ve existed in the



foothills of the mountains, a half a day’s ride north of the outer reaches of
the Wastelands.

Throat dry, I lifted just my head to look around. Dozens of the so-
called Protectors stood in the center of what could’ve been the castle’s
Great Hall at one time and around the edges of the decaying structure, all
hidden behind gleaming bronze masks. It was the kind of sight conjured
from the depths of the darkest nightmares. Was Alastir among them?

In the darkness beyond the ruins, a single torch flared to life. “They’re
here,” a masked man announced. “The Ascended.”

Air halted in my throat as several more torches caught fire, casting an
orange glow over heaps of fallen stone and earth that had refused to house
new life in the hundreds of years that had passed. Shadows formed, and I
heard the sounds of hooves and wheels on packed earth.

“Believe it or not,”—Jansen drew closer, placing his hands on the
stone as he leaned over me—*“I wouldn’t wish your fate upon anyone.”

My gaze shot to his as anger coated my insides. “I’d be more worried
about your fate than mine.”

Jansen stared down at me for a moment and then reached into the
pocket of his pants. “You know,” he said, lifting his hand now filled with a
bundle of cloth, “at least you knew when to keep your mouth shut when you
were the Maiden.”

“I’m going—" He shoved the wad of fabric into my mouth, securing
the ends behind my head and effectively silencing my threats. Nausea
churned at the taste and the spike of helplessness I felt.

He arched a brow at me before pushing away from the stone slab, his
hand falling to the hilt of a short sword. His shoulders tensed, and I wished
I could see his expression. He turned from me as others drew swords.
“Keep alert,” he barked. “But do not engage.”

The masked men moved out of my line of sight as the creak of carriage
wheels ceased. I couldn’t allow myself to think beyond the next second, that
very moment, as I watched the torches drift forward, thrust into the ground
around the broken remains of Castle Bauer. My heart pounded. I couldn’t
believe this was happening. I twisted my head to the side, hoping to
dislodge the bindings, but they didn’t move.

Panic swelled as a dark shadow drifted closer to what remained of the
steps, then climbed them slowly. A cloaked figure in black and red stood in



the middle of the half-fallen walls. I stopped moving, but my heart
continued throwing itself against my chest.

This couldn’t be happening.

Two pale hands lifted the hood of the robe, lowering the material to
reveal a woman I didn’t recognize, one with hair the color of sunlight,
swept back from a face that was all cold angles. She strode forward, the
heels of her shoes clicking on the stone. She never once spared a single look
at the others. She seemed utterly unafraid of their presence and the swords
they held. Her entire focus was on me, and I wondered how either side
could share the same space as the other. Could these pretend Protectors’
need to be rid of me, and the desire for the Ascended to reclaim me, be that
great? And would the Ascended take me and not attempt to capture all the
Atlantians standing among them, all so full of the blood they craved so
desperately?

Gods, a sick part of me hoped this was a trap. That the Ascended
would turn on them. It would be so very fitting.

I forced myself to show no reaction as the Ascended passed my legs,
her lip curling as she flicked her gaze over the bone and root chains. “What
is this?” she demanded coolly.

“It’s to keep her...calm,” Jansen answered from somewhere behind
me. “You will need to remove them. The gag? Well, she was being quite
rude. I suggest you keep that one on for as long as possible.”

Bastard, I seethed silently, watching the Ascended as she came closer.

“She appears quite calm now.” She stared down at me, at my scars,
with eyes that swallowed the night. A breath shuddered out of her. “It is
her,” she called out to whoever remained in the darkness as she reached for
me. Cold fingers brushed my brow, causing me to flinch. Blood-red lips
formed a smile. “It will all be okay now, Maiden. We will take you home.
Where you belong. Your Queen will be so very—"

The Ascended jerked back without warning as something wet and
warm sprayed my face and neck. She looked down at the same time I did,
my eyes and hers widening at the sight of the thick bolt now embedded
deep in her chest.

Her lips peeled back, and she let out a high-pitched snarl, revealing
jagged fangs. “What in the—?”

Another bolt tore through her head, shattering bone and tissue. The
sight was so unexpected and so sudden that I didn’t even hear the shouts at




first. All T could do was stare at the spot where she’d stood—where her
head had been. Suddenly, something large and white leapt into my line of
sight, taking down a masked man.

Delano.

A wealth of relief rose so swiftly within me that I cried out, the sound
muffled by the gag. They were here. They’d found me. I cranked my head
to the side and back, straining to look as far as I could see. Another wolven
raced forward, this one large and dark. It shot across the castle ruins’ floor,
its powerful muscles tensing as it launched over one of the half-fallen walls.
The wolven disappeared into the night, but a sharp screech from the
darkness followed. The wolven had captured an Ascended.

“Poppy.”

My head whipped to the right, and I shuddered at the sight of Kieran.
He looked nothing like the last time I’d seen him, his skin now a warm
shade of brown against the black of his clothing. I started to reach for him,
and the action ended in a hiss of pain.

With a curse, he grabbed hold of the gag and pulled it free from my
mouth as his pale eyes swept over me. “How badly are you injured?”

“I’'m not.” I forced myself to remain still as I ignored the cottony
feeling the gag had left behind in my mouth. “It’s these bonds. They’re—"

“The bones of a deity.” Disgust curled his lip as he reached for the one
lying just below my throat. “I know what they are.”

“Careful,” I warned. “They have spurs in them.”

“I’ll be fine. You just...don’t move,” he ordered, the muscles of his
bare arm straining as he pulled on the first row of bindings.

A thousand questions rose, but the most important one came out first.
“Casteel—?”

“Is currently disemboweling some idiot in a godsdamn Descenter
mask,” he answered, gripping the bone and roots with both hands. Even
though that sounded extremely grotesque, I turned my head to the other
side, trying to find him—

“Keep still, Poppy.”

“I'm trying.”

“Then try harder,” Kieran snapped, his eyes narrowing on the ravaged
skin of my wrists. “How long have you been in these things?”

“I don’t know. Not that long,” I said. The look Kieran shot me told me
that he knew I lied. “Are all of you okay? Your father?”



He nodded as a broad-shouldered male appeared several feet behind
Kieran, the man’s blond hair pulled back in a knot at the nape of his neck.
Shock trickled through me as the male turned to the side, shoving his sword
into a man’s chest as he ripped off the Descenter mask.

It was Casteel’s father. He was here. Maybe it was hunger or the
residual panic of being seconds away from being in the clutches of the
Ascended once more. Perhaps it was everything that Alastir had told me.
Either way, tears climbed my throat as I stared at King Valyn. He was here,
fighting to free me.

“I think my father is currently venting his anger by tearing through the
Ascended with Naill and Emil,” Kieran told me.

“It looks like Casteel’s father is doing the same.” I breathed through
the raw emotions coursing through me. I couldn’t believe Valyn was here. It
was incredibly dangerous for him to be this far from Atlantia. If any of the
Ascended knew it was him dressed in all black, they would swarm him. He
had to know the risks, but still he was here, helping Casteel. Helping me.

Kieran snorted. “You have no idea.”

I still had so many questions, but I needed to make sure Kieran knew
what they were dealing with. “It wasn’t just Alastir. I don’t know if he’s
here, but Commander Jansen is. He’s in a silver Descenter mask.”

Kieran’s jaw hardened as he snapped the binding in two. The ends fell
to the sides. “Anyone else you recognized?”

“No.” My heart thudded. “But...Beckett—it wasn’t him at the Temple.
He’s—” My voice cracked. “It wasn’t him.”

Kieran gripped the second row of bindings. “Poppy—"~

“Beckett’s dead,” I told him, and his gaze shot to mine as he froze.
“They killed him, Kieran. I don’t think they planned to, but it happened.
He’s dead.”

“Fuck,” he growled, moving once more.

“Jansen took Beckett’s form. He left Spessa’s End with us. Not
Beckett. Jansen admitted to it all, and Alastir said he planned to give me to
the Ascended.”

“Obviously,” Kieran replied wryly, breaking another set of bones and
roots. “What a fucking idiot.”

I laughed, and it sounded hoarse and all wrong amidst the shouts of
pain and snarls of anger. It felt just as wrong yet strangely wonderful that I
could laugh again. It faded as I stared at the slash of Kieran’s brows. What I



said came out as a whisper. “Alastir said I'm descended from Nyktos. That
I’m related to King Malec, and that he was there the night my parents died.
It was—” Movement beyond Kieran’s shoulder snagged my attention. A
masked man raced toward us—

Before I could shout a warning to Kieran, he was there, tall and as dark
as the night creeping into the ruins, his blue-black hair windblown. Every
part of my being zeroed in on Casteel as his crimson sword plunged through
the Protector’s stomach, embedding itself in the wall behind the masked
figure. Casteel turned, catching the arm of another. A dark rumble escaped
from his throat as he dragged the man toward him. Teeth bared, he snapped
his head down on the man’s throat, tearing through skin as he thrust his
hand through the man’s chest. Lifting his head, he spat a mouthful of the
man’s blood into the Protector’s face.

Casteel tossed the body to the ground and looked up at another man,
blood streaming from his mouth. “What?”

The masked man spun and ran.

Casteel was faster, reaching him in the blink of an eye. He shoved his
fist into the man’s back and jerked his arm back sharply, pulling out
something white and smeared with blood and tissue. His spine. Dear gods,
it was the man’s spine.

Kieran’s eyes met mine. “He’s a little angry.”

“A little?” I whispered.

“Okay. He’s really angry,” Kieran amended, reaching for the bindings
just below my breasts. “He has been going crazy looking for you. I’ve never
seen him this way.” His hands trembled slightly as they folded over the
bone and root chains. “Never, Poppy.”

“I...” 1 trailed off as Casteel spun around. Our gazes locked, and
Nyktos himself could have appeared before me, and I wouldn’t have been
able to look away from Casteel. There was so much rage in the sharp set of
his features and his eyes. Only a thin strip of amber was visible, but I also
saw relief and something so potent, so powerful in his stare that I needed no
gift to feel it.

The wind lifted the edges of his cloak as he started toward me. A guard
flew out from the darkness—one who wore the black uniform of the Rise
Guard and had come with the Ascended. Casteel pivoted, catching the
guard by the throat as he shoved the blade into the man’s chest.

“I love him,” I whispered.



Kieran paused by my legs. “Are you just now figuring that out?”

“No.” My stare followed Casteel as he unsheathed a dagger from his
side and threw it out into the night. A sharp, too-quick scream told me that
he’d hit his target. Every part of me buzzed with the need to touch him, to
feel his flesh under mine so I could erase the memory of what his skin had
felt like the last time I’d touched him. The breath I let out was shaky. “How
did you all find me?”

“Casteel knew others in the Crown Guard had to be involved,” Kieran
explained. “He made it very clear that if he didn’t find out who, he would
start killing all of them.”

My stomach dipped as my gaze shot to Kieran’s. I didn’t have to ask.

“He used compulsion. Ferreted out four of them that way, but only one
really knew anything,” he said. “He told us where you were being held and
what was planned. We got to those crypts only a few hours after you left,
but we didn’t come up empty-handed.”

I was too hopeful to even ask, but I did. “Alastir?”

A savage grin appeared. “Yes.”

Thank the gods. My eyes closed briefly. I hated the betrayal Casteel
must feel, but at least Alastir wasn’t out there.

“Poppy?” Kieran’s hands were on the last of the bone bindings. “I’m
going to assume that even if I ask you nicely to sit this fight out, you won’t
listen to me, will you?”

I sat up tentatively, expecting pain. Instead, there was nothing but the
previous aches. “How long have they had me?”

Kieran’s nostrils flared. “It’s been six days and eight hours.”

Six days.

My chest rose sharply. “They kept me chained to the wall of a crypt
full of the remains of deities. They drugged me and planned to hand me
over to the Ascended,” I told him. “I’m not sitting this out.”

“Of course, not.” He sighed.

The last bone broke, and then Kieran pulled it away. The moment it
was gone, a wave of tingles swept over the back of my head and down my
spine, branching out and following the pathways of my nerves. The center
of my chest warmed, and I hadn’t realized until that moment that the
coldness I'd felt wasn’t only due to the damp iciness of the crypt. It had also
been because of the bones. It was like my blood rushed back to parts of me
that had gone numb. But it wasn’t the blood, was it? It was the...the eather.



The tingling sensation wasn’t at all painful, though; more like a wave of
release.

The center of my chest started to hum, the sound vibrating out through
my lips. My senses opened wide and stretched out, connecting with those
around me. I tasted bitter, sweat-drenched fear and the hot acidic burn of
hatred. I didn’t try to stop it. I let instinct—the Primal knowledge that had
woken in the Chambers of Nyktos—take hold. I swung my legs off the
raised surface as Casteel took down what appeared to be an Ascended, his
father fighting alongside him. I stood, feeling a rush of power just from
being able to stand after being held down by the bones and roots for so
long.

Kieran picked up a fallen sword, his brow furrowing as he stared at the
blade. “Here,” he offered the weapon to me.

I shook my head as I took a step, my legs trembling slightly from not
holding my weight for so long. The hum in my chest grew, the eather in my
blood intensifying as I kept my senses open wide. These people wanted to
hurt me. They had. And they had harmed Casteel, Kieran, and everyone
else. They’d killed Beckett. None of them deserved to live.

The corners of my vision turned white, and in my mind, the thin,
silvery-white cords slipped out from me, crackling off the floor and
reconnecting with the others. My anger joined the pounding emotions now
flooding my senses. I drew in a deep breath, taking in everybody’s feelings,
letting their hatred, fear, and twisted sense of righteousness seep into my
skin and become a part of me. Those emotions twined with the cords in my
mind. I took it all in, feeling the toxic storm thrumming inside me. There
wouldn’t be time for them to regret what they took part in. I would destroy
them. I would obliterate them—

Alastir’s words came back to me at that moment. “You are dangerous
now, but you will become something else entirely later.”

Unease exploded in my gut, dispersing the silver cords in my mind.
These people deserved whatever I dealt to them. What Alastir had said
didn’t matter. If I killed them, it wouldn’t be because I was unable to
control myself. And it wasn’t because I was unpredictable or chaotically
violent like the deities were supposed to be. I just wanted them to taste their
emotions, for that ugliness to be the last thing they felt. I wanted that more
than—

I wanted that too much, when I shouldn’t want it at all.



I didn’t enjoy killing, not even the Craven. Killing was merely a harsh
reality, one that shouldn’t be desired or enjoyed.

Unsettled, I sucked in dry air and did what I had to when I was in a
crowd or around someone who projected their emotions into the space
around them. I shut my senses down, forcing the silvery webbing of light
from my mind. The hum in my chest calmed, but my mind didn’t. I’d
stopped myself. That’s all I needed to know to prove that what Alastir had
said wasn’t true. I wasn’t a chaotic, violent entity incapable of controlling
myself.

Kieran came to my side, angling his body so he could see me and
everything happening around us. He unhooked his cloak. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not a monster,” I whispered.

He stiffened. “What?”

Swallowing hard, I shook my head. “N-nothing. I...” T watched King
Valyn strike down another masked man. He and his son fought with the
same kind of gracefully brutal force. “I’m fine.”

Kieran draped the soft material over my shoulders, startling me. “You
sure about that?”

“Yes.” My gaze flicked to his as he secured the button just below my
neck. It was then that I remembered I wore nothing but the thin, bloody slip.
He pulled the halves together. “Thank you. I’'m...I’m going to sit this one
out.”

“I want to thank the gods,” Kieran muttered. “But now you really have
me worried.”

“I’m okay.” My gaze followed Casteel as he spun, knocking a sword
from a Protector’s hand. The blade clattered on the stone floor as Casteel
drew his sword back, prepared to deliver a fatal blow. Moonlight glinted off
the man’s facial covering—a silver mask.

Jansen.

“Casteel, stop!” I shouted. He halted, his chest rising and falling with
his heavy breaths as he leveled his sword at Jansen. Later, I would marvel
over the fact that he had stopped without hesitation. Without question. I
walked forward. “I made him a promise.”

“Thought you were sitting this one out,” Kieran stated as he kept pace
with me.

“I am,” I told him. “But he’s different.”



Casteel stiffened at my words and shot forward so quickly that I
thought he might deliver the fatal blow anyway. But he didn’t. He gripped
the front of the silver mask and ripped it aside.

“Son of a bitch.” He tossed the mask to the floor.

Jansen’s eyes darted between Casteel and his father. “She will—”

“You need to shut the fuck up,” Casteel snarled as he stepped to the
side.

I stalked forward, the stone cool under my bare feet as Kieran
followed. As I passed Casteel, he pressed the hilt of his sword into my
palm, and his bloodied lips touched my cheek.

“Poppy,” he said, and the sound of his voice punched a small hole in
the wall T had built around my gifts. Everything he felt in the moment
reached me. The hot acidity of rage, the refreshing, woodsy feeling of his
relief, and the warmth of everything he felt for me. And given what he’d
experienced before, the bitterness of fear and panic.

I shuddered as I stared at Jansen. “I’m okay.”

Casteel squeezed my hand that now held his sword. “None of this is
okay.”

He was right.

It really wasn’t.

But I knew what would make it a little okay, right or wrong.

I pulled free from Casteel. “What did I promise you?” I asked Jansen.

The Royal Guard commander reached for his fallen sword, but I was
faster, thrusting the sword out. Grunting, he staggered back, dropping to his
knees. Glaring up at me, he folded his hands over the blade as if he could
actually stop what was about to happen. “I told you that I’d be the one to
kill you.” I slowly pushed the blade into his chest, smiling as I felt his bones
break under the pressure of the sword as it met softer tissue. Blood bubbled
out of the corner of his mouth. “I keep my promises.”

“As do I,” he rasped, the life fading from his eyes as his hands slipped
from the blade, the skin of his palms and fingers torn open by the sharp
edges.

Asdo I?

Without warning, something jerked me back with such force that fiery
pain erupted in my chest. I lost my grip on the sword. The movement was
so sudden, so intense, that I felt nothing for a moment as if I’d become
detached from my body somehow. Time stopped for me, but people were



still moving, and I saw a flash of Jasper as he leapt onto a Protector’s back,
his teeth clamping down on the masked man’s throat. Something fell from

the man’s hand. A bow...a crossbow.
Slowly, I looked down. Red. So much red everywhere. A bolt

protruded from my chest.



Chapter 7

Stunned, I looked up, my eyes locking with Casteel’s. There was
barely any amber visible as the kind of horror I’d never seen before settled
into his features. His shock blasted through my protective walls,
overwhelming my senses.

I opened my mouth and tasted an awful metallic taste in the back of
my throat. Viscous liquid bubbled up with each breath I tried to take,
spilling over my lips. “Casteel...?”

Pain surged through my entire body, all-consuming and total. The
agony came in wave after wave, shortening each breath I took. I’d never felt
anything like this. Not even the night at the inn. All my senses shorted out,
shutting down my gift. I couldn’t feel anything beyond the searing misery
burning through my chest, my lungs, and every nerve ending.

Oh, gods, this kind of pain brought a razor-edged terror with it. A
knowledge that I couldn’t escape. I felt slippery, wet, and cold inside. I took
a breath as I reached for the bolt. Or tried to. Whatever air I sucked in, I
choked on, and what made it past my throat crackled and bubbled in my
chest. My fingers slipped on the smooth surface of the bloodstone bolt, and
my legs—they just disappeared. Or seemed to. My knees buckled.

Arms caught me, stopping my fall, and for a heartbeat, the scent of
lush spice and pine overshadowed the iron-rich smell of blood pumping
from the wound. I lifted my head.

“I’ve got you. It’s okay. I’ve got you.” Wide, dilated, amber eyes
locked with mine—wild. His gaze was wild as he quickly glanced down at
my chest. When he refocused on my face, he said, “You’re going to be
okay.”

I didn’t feel okay. Oh, gods, I didn’t feel right at all.

Movement stirred the air as Kieran appeared at our side, his normally
dusky skin so, so pale. He placed his hand on the base of the bolt, trying to
stanch the blood.



The touch was torment. I twisted, trying to move away. “It...it hurts.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I know it hurts.” Casteel glanced at Kieran. “Can
you see how far it went in?”

“I don’t see the ridges on the bolt,” he said, looking over my shoulder.
I shuddered, knowing these bolts were like the jagged stems of some of the
arrows 1’d fired before, ones created to cause maximum damage. “The
blood, Cas. It’s too much.”

“I know,” Casteel bit out as a snapping, snarling, fleshy and wet sound
from somewhere behind us blocked out what he said next.

Kieran gripped my left shoulder, and my entire body spasmed with
pain. I screamed. Or maybe it was only a gasp. Warm wetness splattered
across my lips, and that was bad. My wide gaze moved between Casteel and
Kieran. I knew this was bad. I could feel it. I could feel the bolt, and I
couldn’t take deep breaths, and...and I couldn’t feel my fingertips.

“I’m sorry. I'm trying to keep your body stable so we don’t move the
bolt. I’'m sorry. I’'m sorry, Poppy,” Kieran said again and again. He kept
saying that, and I wanted him to stop because he sounded too breathy, too
rattled. He never got rattled. He sounded like he already knew what my
body was trying to tell me.

Casteel started to move, and I tried to curl in on myself, to turn away
from the pain, to use my legs. But I... My pulse skittered, and my eyes
rolled frantically as panic fluttered through me. “I...I can’t feel...my legs.”

“I’m going to fix that. I promise. I'm going to fix all of this,” Casteel
swore, and over his shoulder, I stared at the night sky—at each diamond-
bright star disappearing.

Casteel sank to his knees and lowered me slowly. He angled my body
so his chest cradled my right side.

“How bad is it?” Casteel’s father appeared behind him, his familiar
features stark as he stared down, his eyes wide.

“We can’t pull it out,” Casteel said.

“No,” Kieran agreed, his voice thick and heavy and somehow tight.
Now, the clouds that covered the stars were pitch-black. Kieran’s hand
slipped on my chest, and he quickly replaced his palm. This time, it didn’t
hurt as much. “Cas, man—"

“It didn’t get her heart,” Casteel cut him off. “She wouldn’t be—" His
voice cracked, and I flinched, forcing myself to focus on him. His skin had
leached of all color. “It didn’t get her heart.”



“Cas—”

He shook his head as he touched my cheek, wiping under my mouth.
“I can give her blood—"

“Cas,” Kieran repeated as King Valyn placed his hand on Casteel’s
shoulder.

“You’re going to be okay,” he said to me. “I’m going to take the pain
away. I promise you.” The hand on my chin trembled, and Casteel...he
rarely ever shook, but his entire body did now. “I promise you, Poppy.”

I wanted to touch him, but my arms felt weighted down and useless.
The breath I forced myself to take was wet and reedy. “I...I don’t hurt so...
much.”

“That’s good.” He smiled—or tried to. “Don’t try to talk. Okay? I’'m
going to give you some blood—"

“Son,” his father started. “You can’t. And even if you could—"

Casteel’s lips pulled back over his fangs as he shrugged off his father’s
grip. “Get the fuck away from us.”

“I’m sorry,” King Valyn whispered, and then Jasper was there, snarling
and snapping, forcing Casteel’s father back. Lightning streaked across the
dark sky. “I didn’t want this for you—for either of you. I'm sorry...”

“Cas,” Kieran rasped, pleading now.

Casteel bit into his wrist, tearing the skin. Bright red blood welled, and
it struck me then as I watched the streaks of silvery-white lightning slice
across the sky that I felt no pain at all now. My body was numb and...
“Cold. I’'m...cold again.”

“I know.” Fresh blood smeared Casteel’s lips and chin. He lowered his
wrist to my mouth as he shifted my head so it rested in the crook of his
elbow. “Drink, Princess. Drink for me.”

His blood touched my lips, warm and lush. It reached the back of my
throat, but I couldn’t taste it, couldn’t swallow it. There was so much stuff
in there already. Panic spread.

“Cas—”

“What?” he thundered.

“Listen to me. Please, Cas. Listen to me. It didn’t get her heart.”
Kieran leaned in, clasping the back of Casteel’s neck. “Look at the blood. It
got an artery and at least a lung. You know that—"

A flash of intense light exploded over the ruins, momentarily blinding
me, followed by a loud boom. Stone cracked. Someone shouted. I heard a



scream. The stone floor shuddered as whatever the lightning had struck fell.

“No. No. No. Open your eyes,” Casteel begged. They had closed?
“Come on. Don’t do this. Don’t do this to me. Please. Open your eyes.
Please, Poppy. Drink.” He curled over me, pressing his wrist against my
mouth. “Please. Poppy, drink.”

Casteel’s features pieced themselves back together, but they were hazy
as if the lines and angles had been smudged. I blinked rapidly, trying to
clear my vision.

“There you are,” he said, his chest rising and falling too fast. “Stay
with me. Okay? Keep your eyes open. Stay with me.”

I wanted to. Gods, I wanted to more than anything, but I was tired.
Sleepy. I whispered that. At least, I thought I did. I wasn’t sure, but it didn’t
matter. I concentrated on his face, on the lock of dark hair, the winged,
expressive brows. I soaked in the thick fringe of lashes and the high,
angular cheekbones. I studied every inch of his striking features, from the
hard curve of his jaw to his full, well-formed mouth, committing them to
memory. Because I knew...I knew when my eyes closed again, they
wouldn’t reopen. I wanted to remember his face when the world turned
dark. I wanted to remember what it felt like to be in his arms, to hear his
voice and feel his mouth against mine. I wanted to remember the way he
smiled when I threatened him, and how his eyes lit up and warmed
whenever I challenged him. I wanted to remember the pride I felt from him
whenever I silenced those around me with words or by blade. I wanted to
remember how he touched my scars reverently as if he wasn’t worthy of
them—of me.

Another bolt of lightning streaked overhead, striking the ground and
charging the air. Chunks of stone flew into the sky. Casteel’s father shouted,
and I heard a chorus of howls coming from all around. But I focused on
Casteel. His eyes were glossy, and his lashes were wet.

He was crying.

Casteel was crying.

Tears streaked his cheeks, creating glistening tracks in the dried blood
as they rolled and rolled...and I knew...I knew I was dying. Casteel knew
it, too. He had to. There was so much I wanted to say, so much I wanted to
do with him and change. His brother’s future. Ian’s. That of the people of
Atlantia and Solis. Our future. Did I ever thank him for seeing past the veil?
Or for never once forcing me to stand down? Did I tell him how much he’d



changed my life, how much that meant to me, even when I thought I hated
him—even when I wanted to hate him? I think I did, but it didn’t feel like it
was enough. And there was more. I wanted one more kiss. One more smile.
I wanted to see his stupid dimples again, and I wanted to kiss them. I
wanted to prove to him that he was worthy of me, of love and life, no
matter what had happened in his past or what he’d done. But, oh gods, there
wasn’t enough time.

I pushed past the panic and the fading, drowning feeling, the sensation
that none of this felt real. My lips moved. I made them, but no sound came
out.

Casteel...broke.

He threw back his head and roared. He roared, and the sound echoed
around us, through me. Under me, the stone cracked and opened. Thick,
ropey roots spilled out, the color of ash. Kieran fell back on his ass as they
came down over my legs, over Casteel’s back. A tree grew. It grew so fast.
Lightning tore through the sky again, one strike after another, turning night
to day as thick, glistening bark stretched high, forming hundreds of
branches. Tiny golden buds sprouted, filling the branches. They blossomed,
unfurling into blood-red leaves.

Casteel’s head snapped down, his eyes feral and lost as they’d been the
morning he woke from the nightmare. He caught one of the roots as it fell
over my stomach and stared at it for a moment before he broke it, tossing it
aside. “I cannot let you go. I won’t. Not now. Not ever.” His hand moved to
my cheek, but I barely felt it. “Kieran, I need you to pull the bolt out. I—I
can’t—" His voice shattered. “I need you. I can’t do that.”

“You’re going to...” Kieran rocked forward. “Fuck. Yeah. Okay.” He
tore through the roots. “Let’s do this.”

Do...do what?

Kieran gripped the bolt. “Good gods, forgive us,” he uttered. “You’ve
got to be fast. You’ll have seconds if you’re lucky, and then...”

“Then I will deal with what comes next,” Casteel stated bluntly.

“No,” Kieran argued. “We will deal with what comes next. Together.”

“Casteel, stop!” his father yelled. “I’m sorry, but you can’t do this!” I
heard panic. So much panic filled his voice, it flooded the air. “You know
what will happen. I won’t allow this. You can hate me for the rest of your
life, but I will not allow this. Guards, seize him!”



“Get them away from me,” Casteel snarled. “Get all of them away
from us, or I swear to the gods, I will rip their hearts from their chests. I do
not care if a heart belongs to one who gave me life. You will not stop me.”

“Look around you!” his father shouted. “The gods are speaking to us
right now. You cannot do this—"

“The gods will not stop me, either,” Casteel swore.

The rolling rumble shook the ground, but it was faster and greater.
Howls and yips exploded between blasts of thunder. There were...there
were screams. High-pitched wails of pain, and throaty, vibrating growls.
Jasper prowled into my line of sight, crouching so he was over my legs,
standing between Kieran and Casteel. I caught a glimpse of white fur,
circling and circling. The sounds the wolven made—the keening, mournful
howls—haunted every too-thin, too-short breath I managed.

“No one is getting close to us.” Kieran shifted forward. “If they do,
they won’t be standing for long.”

“Good,” Casteel said. “I’'m not going to be much of a...” A veil of
darkness slipped over me, and I felt as if I were starting to fall. He faded out
and then came back. “...she may be different... Promise me you will keep
her safe.”

“I will make sure both of you are safe,” Kieran told him.

The next thing I heard was Casteel’s voice. “Look at me,” he ordered,
turning my head toward his. My eyelids were too heavy. “Keep your eyes
open and look at me.”

My eyes opened, answering his will, and I... I couldn’t look away as
his pupils constricted.

“Keep looking at me, Poppy, and listen.” His voice was soft and deep,
and it was everywhere, all around me and inside me. All I could do was
obey. “I love you, Penellaphe. You. Your fierce heart, your intelligence and
strength. I love your endless capacity for kindness. I love your acceptance
of me. Your understanding. I’m in love with you, and I will be in love with
you when I take my last breath and then beyond in the Vale.” Casteel
lowered his head, pressing his lips against mine. Something wet glanced off
my cheek. “But I have no plans to enter the Vale anytime soon. And I will
not lose you. Ever. I love you, Princess, and even if you hate me for what
I’m about to do, I will spend the rest of our lives making up for it.” He
jerked back, exhaling heavily. “Now!”



Kieran yanked the bolt free, and that—that pierced the cold numbness
that had enveloped my body. My entire body jerked, and it kept jerking and
twitching. Pressure clamped down on my skull, my chest, expanding and
twisting—

Casteel struck as fast as the lightning. He pulled my head back and
sank his teeth into my throat. Confusion rose. Hadn’t I already lost enough
blood? My thoughts were murky, and what Casteel was doing was slow to
make sense. He was....

Oh, gods, he was going to Ascend me.

Terror dug its claws into me. I didn’t want to die, but I didn’t want to
turn into something inhuman, either. Cold and violent and without a soul.
And that’s what the Ascended lacked, wasn’t it? That’s why I couldn’t feel
anything from them. There was no soul to fuel the emotions. They were
incapable of even the most basic feelings. I didn’t—

Red-hot pain scattered all my thoughts, shocking my already faltering
heart. The sting of his bite didn’t ease when he closed his mouth over the
wound. It wasn’t replaced by the sensual, languid pull as he drew my blood
into him. There was no glorious, seductive heat building. There was only
fire on my skin and inside me, burning through every cell. It was way worse
than when I’d been trapped in the carriage with Lord Chaney, but I couldn’t
fight back now. Nothing worked. I couldn’t move away from the pain. It
was too much, and the scream I couldn’t give breath to bounced off my
skull and exploded in the sky, in silvery lightning that streaked from cloud
to cloud and slammed down onto the ruins of the castle and all around it.
The entire world seemed to shudder as crimson leaves drifted from the tree,
falling on Casteel’s shoulders, blanketing the length of Kieran’s back and
settling in Jasper’s silver fur.

My heart—it faltered. I felt it. Oh, gods, I felt it miss a beat, skipping
two, and then sluggishly trying to keep up, to restart. And then it failed.
Everything seized in me. My lungs. My muscles. Every organ. My eyes
were wide, my gaze fixed as my entire body strained for breath, for relief,
and then...death swept in so sweetly, it swallowed me whole. I drowned in
its lush, dark spice.



Chapter 8

There was no light, no color, and I floated in there for a while,
untethered, hollow and cold. I didn’t think. I didn’t feel. I just existed in the
nothingness...

Until I saw a speck of silvery light that seemed a world away from me.
The illumination throbbed, and with each beat, it expanded. Wispy tendrils
seeped out from the edges, stretching across the void. Slowly, I drifted
toward it.

Sound came back without warning. A voice so deep and powerful that
it found me in the nothing, caught hold of me so I was no longer slipping
toward the silvery light. The voice held me captive.

“Drink. Keep drinking,” it ordered. “That’s it. Keep swallowing.
Drink, Princess, drink for me...”

The words repeated themselves over and over for what felt like an
eternity before they faded away, and I was once again in the stillness. There
was no silvery light now. Nothing but a warm and empty darkness with the
sweet, comforting scent of...lilacs.

I stayed there until flashes of muted color surrounded me. Reds.
Silvers. Golds. They swirled together, and I slipped through them, falling
back through the nights, through the years, until I was small and helpless,
standing before my father.

I could see him clearly, his hair a coppery red in the lamplight. His
square jaw covered in several days-worth of a beard. Straight nose. Eyes
the color of pine.

“What a pretty, little flower. What a pretty poppy.” Papa leaned in,
kissing the crown of my head. “I love you more than all the stars in the
sky.”

“I love you more than all the fish in the sea.”

“That’s my girl.” Papa’s hands trembled on my cheeks. “Cora?”



Momma came forward, her face pale. “You should’ve known she
would find a way down here.” She glanced over her shoulder. “You trust
him?”

“I do,” he said as Momma took my hand in hers. “He’s going to lead
us to safety....”

Wind roared like thunder through the inn, coming from a place that
was not here. Voices rose, ones that didn’t come from Papa or Momma, but
from above, somewhere beyond the whirlpool of colors at the other end of
the nothingness.

“Who remains?” a male voice reached me, the same one that had
found me when I was drifting toward the silvery light, but it was now
hoarse and faint, weary and weakened.

“Just us,” another deep voice replied, this one strained. “We don’t have
to worry about the guards. I think Jasper decided it would be best if they
were...no more.”

“My father?”

“Not an issue for now.” There was a pause. “We won’t make it back to
the Cove, but there is...” He faded out briefly. “We’ll have to make it work
just in case she... Do you think you can move?”

There wasn’t an answer for a long moment. “I...I don’t know.”

I fell again, slipping back through the years once more.

“Stay with your momma, baby.” Papa touched my cheeks, drawing me
away from the voices. “Stay with her and find your brother. I’ll be back for
you soon.”

Papa rose and turned to the door—to the man who stood there,
watching from the small crack between the panels. “Do you see him?”

The man at the door, whose hair reminded me of the beaches of the
Stroud Sea, nodded. “He knows you’re here.”

“He knows she’s here.”

“Either way, he’s leading them here. If they get in here...”

“We don't let that happen,” Papa said, reaching for the hilt of a sword.
“They can’t have her. We can't let that happen.”

“No,” the man agreed softly, looking over his shoulder at me with
strange blue eyes. “I wont.”

“Come, Poppy.” Momma pulled on my hand—

The voice pulled me beyond the colors and the nothing.



“I don’t know what will happen from here.” He sounded closer, but
even more tired than the last time his voice had reached me. Each word
seemed to require an effort that he was quickly losing the ability to give.
“She breathes. Her heart beats. She lives.”

“That is all that matters,” the other voice said, less strained. “You need
to feed.”

“I’'m fine—"

“Bullshit. You were barely able to get on your horse and stay on it.
You’ve lost too much blood,” the other argued. “She’s going to wake
eventually, and you know what will happen. You won’t be able to take care
of her. Would you like Naill or Emil to service you, or would you prefer
that they service—?”

“Naill,” he barked out. “Get Naill, dammit.”

There was a rough chuckle, and I slipped away, only to hear sometime
later, “Rest. I will watch over both of you.”

L/,

I was gone again, but this time was different. I slept. I slept deeply,
where only fragments of words reached me. But in that place, I became...
aware that I had parts. A body. There was a warm, damp touch to my brow,
my cheek. It was soft. A cloth. It swept over my lips and under them, along
the side of my throat and between my breasts. It disappeared, and then there
was sound. A trickling of water, and then the cloth returned, gliding over
my bare arms and between my fingers. The touch felt nice. It lulled me,
letting me slip back into the heavy sleep and fall once more.

I was that child again, grasping at my mother’s bloodied arm. They
had gotten inside, just like the man had warned. The screams. There were
so many screams, and the shrieks of those things outside the window,
scratching and clawing at it.

“You’ve got to let go, baby. You need to hide, Poppy—” Momma stilled
and then wrenched her arm free.

Momma reached into the kid leather boots I liked to shuffle around in,
pretending that I was older and bigger. She pulled something out,
something black as night and slender and sharp. She moved so fast—faster



than I’d ever seen her move before, spinning around as she rose, the black
spike in her hand.

“How could you do this?” Momma demanded as I scooted to the edge
of the cupboard.

And then I was above the colors, in the nothingness once again, but I
wasn’t alone.

A woman was there, her hair long and floating around her, the color so
pale it was like spun moonlight. Her features were familiar. I’d seen her
before in my mind while in the Temple. But now I thought she looked a bit
like me. There were freckles across the bridge of her nose and on her
cheeks. Her eyes were the color of dew-kissed grass, but behind the pupils,
there was a light. A silvery-white glow that seeped out, fracturing the
vibrant green.

Her lips moved, and she spoke. Her lashes swept down, and a tear fell
from the corner of one eye—a blood-red tear. Her words sent a jolt of icy
shock through me. But then she was gone, and so was 1.

A pins-and-needles sensation was the first thing I became aware of. It
started in my feet and then crawled up my calves to spread over the rest of
my body. Heat followed. A fever swept through me, drying my already
parched throat. Thirsty. I was so thirsty. I tried to open my mouth, but my
lips felt sealed together.

My toes curled, and I didn’t like the feeling at first. It caused the rest
of my flesh to become aware of the blanket lying on me and the mattress
under me. My skin felt too sensitive, the material too scratchy.

I was so thirsty.

My fingers twitched against my bare stomach. The skin felt jagged,
uneven. I concentrated on my mouth, willing my lips to part. If I could open
them, I could ask for...for water. No. I didn’t want water. I wanted
something else.

I wasn’t thirsty. I was...hungry. Starving. I forced my lips to part, and
a shallow breath worked its way in. There were scents. Fresh pine.
Something wild. My skin started to tingle and grow tight, becoming even



more sensitized. My ears vibrated with sound. A whisper of a breeze. A fan
churning lazily. The sound was pleasant, but I was hollow, an empty void.

I was so hungry.

I was so hungry, I ached. The inside of my mouth throbbed, and
everything inside me felt as if it were drying out, becoming shriveled and
brittle. My muscles cramped as I struggled to open my eyes. They felt sewn
shut, but I was hungry, and I needed to open my eyes. What felt like a
lifetime passed before I managed to pry my lashes apart.

Everything was a hazy, fuzzy array of shadows and splotches of light. I
blinked several times, half-afraid my eyes wouldn’t open again, but they
did. My vision cleared. Soft light from a gas lamp flowed across gray walls
and an old, worn chair—

A chair that wasn’t empty.

A male was slumped in it, his skin a beige-brown, his dark hair
cropped close to the skull. He rubbed at his eyes, and a strange feeling took
root in my chest, a sensation I tried to grasp. But whatever it was kept
slipping through my fingers. I was too starved to concentrate. I needed...

The male sighed and my muscles tensed. My legs curled up, and the
ache in the pit of my stomach and my chest grew and grew. Throat
constricting, my heart started to thud heavily against my ribs as the hunger
seized me. I wasn’t aware of moving, of sitting up, until hair fell over my
shoulders, causing my skin to pinch. The man lowered his hand.

Shock splashed across his features and against my heated skin like an
icy rain shower. My legs tucked under me, tensing.

He leaned forward, gripping the arms of the chair until the tendons
popped, and his veins... “I can still feel your notam.”

His words didn’t matter. Hunger pierced my chest as my chin dipped,
and my lips peeled back. My entire being focused on his throat, on where I
swore I saw his pulse pounding.

“Shit,” he whispered, rising.

I shot off the bed and launched myself at him. Stumbling back, he
caught my wrists. The back of his knees hit the chair. Off-balance, he fell
into the seat, and I went with him, straining forward as I scrambled into the
chair. “Gods. You’re fast. And you’re really strong,” he grunted, his arms
trembling as he held me back. Strands of coppery-red hair fell across my
face as I lifted my head.

He gasped, his blue eyes widening. “Holy shit.”



I threw myself onto him. The chair groaned under our combined
weight. One of his arms caved, and I went for his throat, my mouth
stretching wide, stomach clenching—

An arm folded around my waist, catching me. Another banded across
my breasts, hauling me back against hard, warm skin. A static charge
passed during the contact, startling me. That feeling...that smell of spice
and pine. A keening, whimpering sound tore its way from my throat as I
stretched out, trying to grasp the male as he jumped from the chair, his
black tunic wrinkled and stained with...with something. Blood? My blood.
I stared at him, sensing that he was not mortal. He was something else.
Something that belonged to me.

“You don’t want him,” a voice danced over my ear. “He won’t be as
tasty. You want me.”

“In any other situation,” the male with wintry blue eyes said, “I might
be offended.”

Hunger lashed at my insides. Desperation blistered my skin. I was
starving, and it hurt. Everything ached. My skin, my bones, my muscles.
My hair. A low, humming sound came from deep within me, finally
forming rough, guttural words. “It hurts.”

“I know. You’re hungry. But you can’t eat Kieran. That would make
me a little sad.”

I didn’t care if it made him sad. I threw my head back, connecting with
his jaw. He grunted, but his hold on me didn’t loosen. It only tightened.

“Careful,” the one called Kieran said. “She’s stronger.”

“I got her,” he bit out, holding me tight to his front. “You should
probably put some distance between you and her.”

The other didn’t move as the one who held me shifted an arm, lifting
his wrist over my shoulder. A scent hit the air. My heart sped up as I stilled,
breathing deeply. It smelled wonderful, lush and decadent. The gnawing
ache intensified.

“Her eyes,” the other said as the one holding me lowered his arm—his
wrist. His bleeding wrist. “They’re not black. They’re still green.”

The male stiffened against me. “What?”

Forgetting about the one in front of me, I grabbed the arm and struck,
closing my mouth over the two open wounds and drawing in deeply. The
male jerked and gasped. “Gods.”



The first taste of his blood was a shock to my senses, tart and sweet.
His blood coursed down my throat, warm and thick. It hit the hollowness in
my chest, the empty pit in my stomach, easing the ache. I moaned,
shuddering as the cramping in my muscles began to fade. The red-tinted
shadows in my mind started to thin, and fragments of thought began to
break through the hunger. Pieces of—

A hand curled under my jaw, lifting my mouth from his wrist. “No!” I
panicked. The painful hunger surged back to life. I needed—I needed more.

“Look at me.”

I fought against his grip, bucking against his hold, but he was strong.

The male turned my head. “Stop.” His breath danced over my lips, and
something about his words was different, softer, deeper. It echoed through
me. “Stop fighting me and open your eyes, Penellaphe.”

His voice pierced through the hunger as it had before when I was
drifting in the darkness. My breathing slowed as my body obeyed his
command. Amber eyes stared into mine, bright and churning with golden
flecks. I couldn’t look away—couldn’t move even as a barb-edged surge of
anguish flooded me.

“Poppy,” he whispered, those strange, churning eyes glimmering with
dampness. “You didn’t Ascend.”

I knew his words should make sense. A distant, fragmented part of me
knew that I should understand. But I couldn’t think past the hunger—
couldn’t focus on anything but that.

“I don’t understand,” the other male said. “Even with the blood of the
gods in her, she was still mortal.”

The one who held me shifted his hand from my chin and touched my
lips. The urge to snap down on his finger rode me hard, but I couldn’t fight
him. The hold he had on me wouldn’t allow it as he gently pushed back my
upper lip.

“She doesn’t have fangs,” he said, his gaze quickly returning to mine. I
felt...I felt the tartness of his confusion give way to the earthy, woodsy
sensation of relief. “I know what this is. It’s bloodlust. She’s experiencing
bloodlust, but she didn’t Ascend. That’s why you still feel the Primal
notam.” He slipped his thumb away and shuddered. “Feed,” he whispered,
letting go.

Bindings I couldn’t see or feel left me. I could move. He lifted his
wrist once more, and I latched on to him. My mouth sealed over his wound



again. The blood wasn’t flowing as freely as before, but I drank deeply
anyway, drawing him into me.

“Careful,” the other...the wolven warned. “You’ve given a lot of blood
and haven’t nearly taken enough.”

“I’m fine. You should leave.”

“Not going to happen,” the wolven growled. “She may hurt you.”

The one who fed me let out a rough chuckle. “Shouldn’t you be more
concerned about her well-being now?”

“I’m concerned about both of you.”

The male sighed. “This could get...intense.”

There was a beat of silence. “It already is.”

Something about what the wolven said and the raggedness in the way
the one I fed from spoke should have concerned me. And it did a little. I
wasn’t sure why, but I was lost again in the one who held me, in his taste
and his essence. I barely felt him move, sitting down and gathering me
close in his lap, cuddling me against his chest as he kept his wrist against
my mouth. All that mattered was his blood. It was an awakening. A gift
sparking through my veins, filling that empty hollowness once more and
reaching into the darkness of my mind. The thick film of blackness there
cracked, and tiny pieces of me trickled in.

His fingers grazed my cheek, catching the strands of my hair and
tucking them back over my shoulder. I tensed, but when he didn’t pull me
away, I relaxed. He touched me again, gliding his fingers through my hair
in soothing, comforting caresses. I liked that. Touch was...it was special to
me. It had once been forbidden, but he...he had shattered that rule from the
beginning.

“Poppy,” he whispered. Poppy. That was me. “I’m sorry,” he said, his
voice ragged. “I’m sorry that you woke in this state and I wasn’t here. I
think I...I must’ve passed out. I’'m so damn sorry. I know what bloodlust
feels like. I know that you can lose yourself in it. But you’ll find yourself
again. I don’t doubt that for one second. You’re so strong.” His fingers
continued moving along my scalp, and my grip on his arm loosened as he
spoke. The taste of his blood was everything, and with each swallow, the
void in me lessened, and the shadows in my mind cracked even more.

“Gods, I hope you truly understand how strong you are. I’m constantly
in awe of you. I’ve been in awe of you since the night in the Red Pearl.”



The ragged breaths evened out. The racing of my heart and pulse
started to slow, and behind my eyes, I saw colors—a blue, cloudless sky
and warm sunlight. Black waters that shimmered like pools of obsidian, and
sandy dirt warm under my feet. Palms joined, and him whispering:
“Unworthy.” These images, these thoughts were his as he spoke softly.

“You’re brave, so damn brave. I realized that at the Red Pearl. To be
the Maiden, to be raised as you were, and to still want to experience life
told me that you were brave. That night on the Rise, when you went up
there in that...that damn nightgown?” His chuckle was rough. “You didn’t
hide. Not then, and not when you went out to ease the pain of those cursed
by the Craven. You’ve chosen things for yourself longer than you realize,
Poppy—Ilonger than you give yourself credit for. You always did when it
mattered the most, and did so knowing the consequences. Because you’re
brave. You were never the Maiden. You were never truly helpless. You were
smart, strong, and brave.”

He exhaled heavily. “I don’t think I’ve told you this. I didn’t get the
chance yet. When you asked me to kiss you under the willow? Deep down,
I knew then that I would give you anything you asked for. I still will.
Whatever you want,” he promised roughly, his fingers tangling in my hair.
“You can have it. Anything. Everything. You can have it all. I will make
sure of it.”

Warmth buzzed through me, erasing the prickly sensation in my skin. I
swallowed the rich essence of him and then I took what felt like my first
real breath. It didn’t burn or open that empty feeling again. It did something
entirely different. The blood...

His blood...

It was like liquid fire, stroking to life a different kind of need, one I fell
headfirst into. I tilted forward, pressing my breasts against his bare chest.
The contact left me hungry in a way much different from earlier but just as
potent. I shifted in his lap. We both groaned. Instinct took over, my body
knowing what I wanted—what I needed—as I drank from his wrist. I rolled
my hips against his, shaking at the intense curling sensation deep in my
lower stomach.

His blood...gods. My skin tingled now, becoming overly sensitive.
The tips of my breasts ached as they brushed against the fine dusting of hair
across his chest. I whimpered, pressing down against the hardness straining
through thin pants. I wanted...no, I needed him.



“Whatever you want,” he said, his words a vow. “I will give it to you.”

Him. I wanted him.

Keeping his wrist to my mouth, I planted my hand on his chest and
pushed—pushed hard. He fell onto his back as I tilted my hips, rubbing
against his length. With shocking strength, he lifted both of us just enough
to shove his pants down to his thighs with one hand. The feel of him hot
and hard against my lower body dragged a thready moan from me.

“Fuck,” he gasped, his large body shaking. And then he moved again,
lifting me in one fluid motion and angling my hips. He brought me down
onto him, sliding deep inside me. His wrist smothered my cry of surprise as
his hips flexed and thrust upward. Toes curling, I pushed down, matching
his pace as I curled myself around his arm, drinking deeply.

“She’s taking too much,” the other man said, his voice closer. “You’ve
got to stop her.”

Even in my lust-addled mind, even as tension coiled tighter and tighter
inside me, I knew the one who moved under me and in me wouldn’t stop
me. He’d let me take it all. He’d let me drain him dry. He’d do that because
he...

“For fuck’s sake,” the wolven snarled. A heartbeat later, I felt his arm
clamp down on my waist as his fingers pressed into the skin under my jaw.
He pulled my head back, but I didn’t fight him because this male’s blood
was everything to me.

The one under me sat up, curling an arm around my hips, just below
the other’s arm. A sharp swirl of tingles rushed through me. He reached
around the wolven’s grip, fisting my hair as he pressed his forehead to
mine. Under me, he moved his magnificent body at a furious rhythm. My
entire body stiffened and then lightning flew through my veins. My muscles
clamped down on him, spasming. My cry mixed with his rough shout as his
hips pumped furiously, and he followed me into the wild, mindless bliss
that wracked my entire body. Slowly, the tension poured out of me, turning
my muscles to liquid. I didn’t know how much time passed, but finally, the
hand under my jaw eased, and one of the arms slid away from me. My
cheek fell to a warm shoulder, and I sat there, eyes closed and breathing
shallowly as he held me tightly to his chest, his hand still tangled in my hair
at the back of my head. He nodded, and the wolven left. The click of a
nearby door signaled his departure, but I remained, sated and relaxed. The
heat of the blood coursing through me cooled. His blood...



Hawke’s blood.

Casteel’s blood.

The nothingness in my mind shattered in an instant. Thoughts flooded
me, connecting with memories. They reached into the deepest parts of me,
linking with a sense of self. Shock found me first—utter disbelief and
anguish over what Alastir had done while we stood at the Chambers of
Nyktos and everything that had happened after that.

I’d trusted him.

I...I'd wanted acceptance from the people at the Temple, but they’d
called me a Soul Eater. They’d called me a whore. They...they’d called me
the Maiden, and I was none of those things. Anger crowded out the horror.
A rage that carved itself into every bone in my body. Fury hummed at my
very core, striking against the wildness growing inside me. They would pay
for what they had done to me. Every single one of them would discover
exactly what I was. I would never be struck down like that again. They
wouldn’t succeed...

But hadn’t they already?

I could still feel the bolt striking my flesh, tearing through vital parts
of me. I’d tasted death. Felt it—the breath I couldn’t take, the heart that no
longer beat, and the words I couldn’t speak. I’d been dying, but there had
been a different pain, too, a fiery one that had ripped through me. Drink.
Keep drinking. That’s it. Keep swallowing. Drink, Poppy, keep drinking for
me... The taste of citrus and snow still coated the back of my throat, my
lips. Still warmed and filled that gnawing, painful hollowness inside me. I
shuddered, and the hand on the back of my head stilled. Oh, gods, they
succeeded. He’d...Ascended me.

What had he been thinking? I will not lose you. Ever. I love you,
Princess. He hadn’t been thinking. He’d simply been...feeling.

Suddenly, it was like a chest in my mind unlocked, and the lid was
thrown off. Emotions poured into me—nearly nineteen years-worth of them
that went beyond what had happened in the Temple, the memories and
beliefs, experiences and feelings. Nightmares came, too, heavy with
desperation and hopelessness. But so did dreams full of such wonder and
possibility. Dreams bursting with need and want and love.

I sat back so quickly I lost my balance. An arm dropped to my waist,
stopping me before I toppled out of his lap. Through the messy strands of
my hair, I saw him, really saw him.



Dark, disheveled hair tumbled across his forehead. Tension bracketed
the corners of his mouth, and shadows smudged the skin under his eyes, but
they were a bright topaz as they held mine. Neither of us moved or spoke as
we stared at one another. I had no idea what he was thinking, and I barely
knew my thoughts in that moment. So much had happened, so many things I
didn’t understand. Namely, how I was in here after I had Ascended. After
he’d done the unthinkable to save me. I remembered the panic in his
father’s voice as he pleaded with him not to do it—not to repeat history. But
he’d risked—gods, he’d risked everything. And I was alive because of him.
I was here because of him. But none of this made sense.

The Ascended were uncontrollable after being turned, dangerous for
mortals, let alone an elemental Atlantian. It could take them years to control
their thirst, but more unbelievable was that I could still feel all those heady
and exhilarating and terrifying emotions within me. I could feel love, and I
didn’t think any Ascended was capable of feeling such a miracle. I didn’t
understand. Maybe this was some sort of dream? Perhaps I had passed and
was in the Vale, an eternity of paradise awaiting me. I wasn’t sure if I
wanted to know if that was the case.

I lifted my trembling hand and pressed my fingers to the warm skin of
his cheek. “Casteel.”



Chapter 9

Casteel shuddered as he whispered, “Poppy.”

“Is this real?” I asked.

The golden flecks in his eyes churned fiercely. “There’s nothing more
real than right now.”

I don’t know who moved first. Me. Him. Both of us at the same time?
It didn’t matter. Our mouths met, and there was nothing gentle about the
way we came together. He grasped the back of my head, his hand fisting in
my hair. I held onto him, my fingers digging into the skin of his shoulders.
It was a wrecking sort of kiss, demanding and raw. We claimed each other.
Our lips mashed together. Our teeth clashed. Our arms wrapped fiercely
around one another, and the kiss, the way we held each other, became
something else entirely. His hands slid down my sides to my hips as he
pulled me against him, where I felt him hardening against me once more.

“I need you,” he groaned against my lips. “I need you, Poppy.”

“You have me,” I told him, echoing the words I’d said to him once
before. Now, they felt like an unbreakable vow. “Always.”

“Always,” he repeated.

Lifting me from his lap, he stood and then turned, placing me on the
center of what I realized was a fairly narrow bed. I got a brief glimpse of
the dark walls and fractured sunlight seeping through the cracked boards of
a door in the room, but then all I saw was him.

Casteel.

My husband.

My heartmate.

My savior.

Gods, he...he had saved me, believing he’d committed the forbidden
act of Ascension. He’d taken that risk, understanding that I would become a
vampry. His father hadn’t been able to stop him. Neither had the gods. No
one could because he wouldn’t let me go. He refused to lose me.



Because he loved me.

And now he climbed over me, his attention feral and possessive. Every
muscle in my body tensed. My leg curled as he slid his hand up my thigh,
the rough skin of his palm creating delicious friction. I couldn’t look away
from the vivid burn of his eyes. I was absolutely transfixed by them—by
him. Slipping an arm under my waist, he flipped me onto my belly. Surprise
flickered through me. I started to rise, but the heat of his body against my
back pressed me down to the rough blanket. Casteel rained kisses down my
spine, over my hips, and then to the swell of my rear, eliciting a shiver from
me.

“If you ever tell me to kiss your ass,” he said, “remember that I already
have.”

A throaty laugh parted my lips, the sound and act surprising. “I don’t
think I’1l forget that.”

“Good.” He lifted me to my knees, using his thigh to urge my legs
farther apart. My fingers dug into the coarse material as a tremble of
anticipation rolled through me. “I’m not going to last very long,” he
warned. “But neither will you.”

I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe with him curling his arm around my
waist as his other hand clamped down on my hip. He didn’t move. My pulse
thrummed.

“Cas—” His name ended in a sharp cry as he thrust into me.

He pulled me back against him as he plunged into me, over and over,
his pace wickedly savage. Pulling my back flush to his chest, he ground his
hips against my rear as his hand left my hip and folded over the base of my
throat. He pressed his lips to my damp temple. “I love you.”

I broke apart, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces as my release
crashed through me with such force that a growl rumbled from his chest.
His arms tightened around me. One more deep thrust, and he came,
shouting my name. Panting and slick with a fine sheen of sweat, he brought
us both to the bed. The blanket scratched my skin, but I was sated, boneless,
and so damn relieved to be alive that I couldn’t actually worry about the
irritation of the material. I didn’t know how long we stayed where we were,
me on my belly, and Casteel lying half on me, but the sensation of his
weight enthralled me, as did his wildly beating heart against my back.

Sometime later, I once more ended up seated in his embrace, cradled
against him. We were at the head of the narrow bed now. I didn’t remember



how we’d even gotten there, but he held me as he dragged a trembling hand
over my head and through my hair. We stayed that way for so long—hours,
it seemed.

“How are you feeling?” Casteel asked, his voice rough. “Does
anything hurt?”

I gave a small shake of my head. “Not really.” There were aches, but
they were nothing. “I...I don’t understand. I was dying.” Lifting my head, I
looked down at my chest as I scooped the tangled strands of my hair to the
side. I saw shiny, pink skin in the shape of a rough circle between my
breasts. The bolt had gone through me. “And you...you took my blood until
I felt my heart fail and then gave me yours.”

“I did.” He pressed his fingers just below the barely noticeable injury,
and a wave of awareness skittered through me. “I couldn’t let you go. I
wouldn’t.”

My gaze flew to his, but he was staring at the wound, his brow
furrowed. “But I’m not in bloodlust—well, I was. I was so hungry. I've
never felt that hungry before.” I swallowed hard, wanting to forget what
that had felt like. Wanting to forget that Casteel had experienced that over
and over for decades. How had he found himself? I was in awe of him, and
I was in love with him.

I love you. Those words repeated themselves over and over in my mind
—words that were tattooed on my skin and carved into my bones. What I
felt for him was far more powerful than words, but words were important.
Of all people, I knew the power of speaking up, of being able to do so
honestly and openly without hesitation. I knew the importance of not
holding back now because when I’d lain there in those ruins, with my blood
leaking out of my body, I’d never thought I would have the chance to say
those words to him.

My fingers curled around his side as I met his gaze once more. “I love
you.”

Casteel’s hand halted its movements under my hair and halfway up my
back. “What?” he whispered. His eyes had widened slightly, and his pupils
were dilated a little. I could see his surprise and felt it like a rush of cold air
against my skin. Why did he seem so astonished? He had to know.

But Casteel couldn’t read emotions like I could. I had told him how he
made me feel and showed it when I held the blade to my throat during the



battle at Spessa’s End—more than ready to end my life if it meant saving
his. But I’d never said the words.

And I needed to. Desperately.

I pressed the tips of my fingers against his cheek as I drew in a shallow
breath. “I love you, Casteel,” I said. His chest stilled against mine and then
rose sharply. “I love—”

Casteel kissed me, his lips moving over mine so gently, so tenderly. It
was a sweet and slow kiss as if it were the very first time our lips had ever
come together, as if he were learning the shape and feel of my mouth
against his. He shuddered, and a wave of tears reached my eyes.

He drew back enough that his forehead rested against mine. “I
didn’t...” He cleared his throat as I ran my fingers along his jaw. “I mean,
I...I thought you did. I believed that—or maybe I needed to believe it—but
I don’t think I really knew.” His voice roughened again as he reached
between us, wiping away a tear that had escaped. A moment passed, and his
chest rose with a sharp breath. All the many masks Casteel wore cracked
and fell away then, as they had in the ruins when he’d thrown his head back
and screamed. “I knew you cared for me. But love? I just didn’t know if
you could after...everything. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you were
unable to feel that for me. Not after what—"

“It doesn’t matter what was done in the past. I understand why you did
those things. I’ve moved past that.” My fingers tangled in the soft strands of
his hair at the nape of his neck. “I love you. I would”—I swallowed—*I
would do anything for you, Cas. Like you did for me. Anything—"

His mouth found mine again, and this time...oh, gods, the kiss went
deeper. I melted into him as his tongue stroked my lips, parting them. Tiny
shivers erupted all over my body, and we kissed until we were both
breathless.

“Cas,” he echoed against my lips. “You have no idea how long I’ve
waited to hear you call me that.”

“Why?” I hadn’t even realized I had used the nickname.

“I don’t know. Only those I trust most call me that.” His laugh was
soft, and then he drew back farther, clasping my cheeks carefully. “You
know, don’t you?” He searched my eyes with his. “What you mean to me?
What I feel for you?”

“Yes.”



He wiped away another tear with his thumb. “I never knew it could
feel like this. That I could feel this for someone. But I do—I love you.”

I trembled as my chest swelled with love, hope, anticipation, and a
hundred other wild emotions that felt so strange after everything that had
happened. And yet, they felt so right. “I think I might start crying harder.”

He dipped his head, kissing away a tear that had wiggled free. I
managed to pull myself together as he pressed a kiss to my temple, to my
forehead, and then to the bridge of my nose as he picked up my left hand.
His eyes were closed as he dropped tiny kisses along the length of the
golden marriage imprint. I watched him in silence for several moments, a
little lost in him.

He touched the band around my forefinger. “I...I didn’t want your first
glimpse of Atlantia, of your home, to be something horrific. I wanted you to
see the beauty of our home, of our people. I knew it wouldn’t be easy.” He
swallowed thickly. “Alastir was right when he said that some of our people
are superstitious and wary of newcomers, but I wanted you to feel
welcomed. Above all, I wanted you to feel safe. I hate that this happened,
and I’m sorry. I’'m so damn sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You did everything to make sure I was safe.”

“Did I?” he countered. “I knew there could be resistance. I knew there
would be people hungry for revenge. I overestimated their desire to survive.
I shouldn’t have let you walk off like that. I should’ve been there. I failed to
protect you—"

“Stop.” I tipped forward, cupping his cheek with the hand he didn’t
hold. “It wasn’t your fault,” I repeated. “Please, don’t think that. I...” I
inhaled sharply. Sharing my feelings had never been easy, not even after
speaking those incredibly powerful words. How could it be when I’d been
groomed to never do so? But I needed to continue to breathe these words. I
had to because I could feel the sour bite of guilt. “I couldn’t bear it if you
thought you were responsible. I don’t want that to eat away at you. You
haven’t failed me. I don’t know where I would be right now if it weren’t for
you. I don’t even know if I would be alive.”

He said nothing as he closed his eyes, turning his head so his cheek
pressed into my palm.

I dragged my thumb along his bottom lip. “But I do know that I would
be... I would be less. I wouldn’t feel like this—like I’'m whole. And that’s
because of you.” I took another breath. “When 1 first saw the Pillars and



stood in the Chambers, I did feel like this was home. It was like a sense of
rightness—Ilike what I feel for you. It felt right to be here. And maybe that
has to do with my ancestry. I...I don’t know what Atlantia is to me now or
what it will become, but that doesn’t matter.” I realized how true that
statement was in the moment, and the sudden knowledge of that lifted so
much weight from me. Having Atlantia’s acceptance and that of Casteel’s
parents would be wonderful, but our acceptance of one another was so
much more important. That was what mattered when I closed my eyes at
night and opened them again in the morning. “You are the foundation that
helps me stand. You are my walls and my roof. My shelter. You are my
home.”

His lashes swept up, the amber of his eyes churning wildly. “As you
are mine, Poppy.”

“Then please don’t blame yourself. Please. If you do, I’ll...I don’t
know what I’d do, but I’m sure you wouldn’t like it.”

“Does it involve stabbing?”

I stared at him.

“Because I’d probably like that.”

I sighed. “Cas.”

A faint smile appeared. “I will try not to blame myself. Okay? The
guilt that I feel isn’t something that will go away immediately, but I will try.
For you.”

“For us,” I corrected.

“For us.”

Exhaling softly, I nodded even though I wanted it to go away
immediately. “I knew I would see you again, even as I was held captive.” I
slid a hand down the satiny hardness of his chest. “I knew I would either get
free, or you would find me. And you did. You found me.”

“How could I not?” he asked. “I will always find you. No matter
what.”

My heart squeezed as I cupped his cheek. “But when that bolt struck
me, and I was lying there? I thought I would never get to feel you hold me
again. That I would never feel your kiss or see your stupid dimples.”

He grinned, and the dimple on his left cheek appeared. “You love my
dimples.”

I drew my thumb over the indent. “I do.” Dipping my head, I placed
my lips where my thumb had been. “What I felt when I woke up earlier,



when I was...hungry. I’ve never felt anything like that before. That need? It
was terrifying, and I...” I briefly closed my eyes. “You know exactly how
that feels. You were driven to that point time and time again when the
Ascended held you. I don’t know how you dealt with that.” My eyes met
his. “You said I’m strong, but you...you are the strongest person I know.”

“I hate that you had to learn what that felt like. I knew that would
happen, especially if you Ascended. I should’ve—"

“You were there. You would’ve let me keep feeding.”

His gaze continued to hold mine. “I would have given you the last
drop of blood in my body if that was what you needed.”

My breath seized. “You can’t do that. You shouldn’t have let me drink
for as long as I did. You had to be given blood, didn’t you?” I remembered
the conversation now. “You...you fed from Naill.”

“I did, and I’m fine. My blood replenishes itself quickly,” he said, and
I wasn’t sure if I believed him or not. His chest rose with a deep breath. He
placed his hand over mine, lifting it and placing a kiss to the center of my
palm. “Are you still hungry?”

“No. I don’t feel that way now. All I feel is you.”

“My blood—"

“No. Not that.” Well, I could feel his blood in me, dark and lush, but it
had cooled. It no longer drove me—drove both of us with reckless
abandon...

Oh, my gods.

I realized then that Kieran had been there. He’d been in the room when
we—when Casteel and I came together the first time. He had stopped me
from taking too much blood. Spine stiffening, I looked over my shoulder,
half-expecting the wolven to be standing there. I didn’t recognize the room
at all.

“Kieran left,” Casteel said, splaying his fingers against my cheek. He
drew my gaze back to him. “He stayed because he was worried.”

“I...I know.” I remembered. I’m concerned about both of you. I waited
for shame to drown me, and embarrassment did settle over me, but it had
nothing to do with what Kieran had witnessed. “I...I tried to eat Kieran.”

“He won’t hold it against you.”

“I tried to eat Kieran while I was naked.”

“That’s probably why he won’t hold it against you.”

“That’s not funny.” I stared at him.



“It’s not?” One side of his lips curved up, and his dimple appeared in
his cheek.

That stupid, stupid dimple.

“I don’t understand. How did I go from trying to eat Kieran, to eating
you, to this? I mean, I feel emotion. I feel normal. That’s not how a recently
made vampry feels, right? Or is it because I fed from you?” My heart
thumped heavily. “Does my skin feel cold to you? Do I have fangs?” I
vaguely remembered hearing one of them say that I didn’t, but I reached for
my mouth anyway, just to be sure.

Casteel caught my hand, pulling it away from my face. “You don’t
have fangs, Poppy. And your eyes... They are still the color of an Atlantian
spring. Newly turned vamprys cannot get enough blood, no matter how
much they feed. I know. I’ve seen them in the hours and days after they’re
turned,” he told me, and I hated that he had experienced any of that. “You
would be going at my throat right now if you were a vampry. You wouldn’t
feel warm and soft in my arms or around my cock,” he said, and I flushed a
hot pink. “You didn’t Ascend.”

“But that doesn’t...” My gaze traveled past the bed to the doors.
Sunlight. The Ascended could be in indirect sunlight without injury. But
direct sunlight?

Totally different story.

I moved before I even realized what I was doing, launching myself out
of Casteel’s lap. I must’ve caught him off guard because he reached for me,
but I slipped past his grip. Or maybe I was just that fast. I didn’t know.

“Poppy!” Casteel shouted as I reached the door. “Don’t you dare—”

Gripping the handle, I threw the door open. Cold air poured in as I
stepped out onto a small porch. Sunlight streamed in, drenching the cracked
stone of the floor with cool light. I stretched out an arm as Casteel’s curse
blistered my ears. Light fell over my fingers and then my hand.

Casteel wrapped an arm around my waist, hauling me back against his
chest. “Godsdamnit, Poppy.”

I stared at my hand, at my skin, and waited for it to do something
terrifying. “Nothing’s happening.”

“Thank the gods,” he growled, squeezing me tightly. “But I might be
having a heart attack.”

My brows pinched. “Can Atlantians have heart attacks?”

“No.”



“Then you’re fine,” I replied, biting down on my lip as I became aware
of the dampness between my thighs.

His forehead pressed against the side of my head. “That’s debatable. I
feel like my heart is about to come out of my chest at the moment.”

A rough, huffing noise came, drawing my gaze up to the thick line of
half-dead trees. It had sounded an awful lot like a laugh. For a moment, I
forgot all about what I’d been doing. My eyes narrowed on the bare, corpse-
like branches hanging low and sweeping the ground. A pure white wolven
crouched among the trees.

Delano.

His ears perked as he tilted his head to the side.

And that was roughly the time I realized there wasn’t a stitch of
clothing on me. “Oh, my gods.” A flush swept over my entire body. “I’m
naked.”

“Very,” Casteel murmured, angling his body so he shielded me. He
caught hold of the door. “Sorry about that,” he said to Delano.

The wolven made that rasping, laughing sound again as Casteel closed
the door. Immediately, he spun me around so I faced him. “I can’t believe
you did that.”

“I can’t believe yet another random person just saw me naked,” I
muttered, and Casteel stared at me like my priorities were all wrong. And
maybe they were. I refocused. “But you said I didn’t Ascend—"

“That doesn’t mean I know exactly what happened. I had no idea what
would occur if you stepped out into the sun.” He gripped my shoulders, and
my scattered senses connected with his emotions. I felt the heavy feeling of
concern mixed with the freshness of relief. Underneath, a spicy, smoky
flavor threaded with sweetness. “Nothing could’ve happened. Or your skin
could’ve started to decay, and I would’ve lost you again.” His chest rose
sharply as the gold specks in his eyes burned brightly. “Because I did lose
you, Poppy. I felt your heart stop. The imprint on my palm started to fade. I
was losing you, and you are my everything.”

I shuddered. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” he told me. “None of what happened was your
fault, Poppy. I just...I can’t feel that again.”

“I don’t want you to.” I stepped in close to him, and he slid his arms
around me. “And I didn’t mean to make you feel that again.”



“I know.” He kissed my temple. “I know. Let’s just sit. Okay?” He led
me back to the bed.

I sat while he bent, picking up his breeches. I bit down on my lip as I
watched him pull them up, leaving the flap unbuttoned. They hung
indecently low on his waist as he turned. There was another chair in the
room, a wooden one, and I saw a small lump of clothing there.

“Jasper found some clothing and boots he thought you could wear. It’s
a slip, a pair of breeches, and a sweater. I honestly don’t know where he
found them, and I’m not quite sure I want to know.” He brought the slip to
me and a dark brown sweater. “But they’re clean.”

“Where are we?” I asked as he motioned for me to lift my arms. I did
as he requested. “We were in...Irelone, right? That’s where they took me?”

In the dim light, I saw a muscle flex in his jaw as he lowered the slip
over my head. The cloth was soft and smelled of fresh air. “We’re no longer
in Irelone or the Wastelands. We’re in the Skotos foothills. This is an old
hunting cabin we sometimes use when we’re traveling in and out of the
Skotos. We’re actually not too far from Spessa’s End, but we didn’t want
to...”

Casteel didn’t finish what he was saying as I rose to my knees and let
the slip slide into place. I knew what he was thinking. They didn’t want to
take me into Spessa’s End, just in case I had Ascended and became
uncontrollable.

Still utterly dumbfounded by the fact that I was alive and wasn’t a
vampry, I said nothing as he tugged the thick sweater on over my head. It
was a little scratchy but warm. I lifted the collar, giving it a small sniff. The
garment smelled a little of woodsmoke, but for some reason, I thought it
also smelled of...lilacs.

I remembered.

Looking up, I found Casteel watching me with a raised brow as he
finally buttoned the flap on his breeches. I dropped the sweater. “When you
gave me your blood the very first time in New Haven, I think...I think I
saw your memories. Or felt your emotions. I smelled lilacs then, and 1
smelled them again,” I told him, thinking of the flowers that drenched the
cavern in Spessa’s End. “Were you thinking of when we were married when
I...when I drank your blood this time?”

“I was.”



“How did I see your memories, though? Before and now? That’s not
the same as reading emotions.”

“It can happen when two Atlantians feed.” He dipped his head,
brushing his lips over my brow. “Each can pick up on memories. I think
that’s what happened.”

I thought about the first time in New Haven. He’d stopped me just as I
reached his memories.

He hadn’t stopped me this time.

“Could you read any of mine?” I wondered.

“I’ve never fed from you long enough to try,” he answered, and I felt a
strange little tumble of anticipation. “But right now, I wish I knew what you
were thinking.”

“I was thinking...” I drew in a deep breath. Gods, I was thinking about
everything. My thoughts bounced from one event, one conversation to
another. “Do you know what I did in the Chambers? After...after you were
attacked?”

He sat beside me. “I heard.”

I lowered my hands to where the sweater pooled in my lap. They
looked normal. “When we were in the Chambers of Nyktos and that arrow
struck you, and your body turned cold and gray, I thought you died. I didn’t
think I would be okay again. I forgot about the imprint,” I admitted, turning
my hand over. There it was, the golden swirl glimmering softly. “I kind
of...I don’t know. I lost it.”

“You defended yourself,” he corrected. “That’s what you did.”

I nodded, still staring at the imprint as my mind skipped from the
Temple to the crypts, to Alastir so confident that I would be just as
chaotically violent as the ancient ones.



Chapter 10

L/

“I know a lot has happened,” Casteel said, gently catching a strand of
my hair and tucking it behind my ear. “And I know things are confusing as
fuck right now, but do you think you can tell me what happened? I know
some things,” he told me. “I was able to get some information out of Alastir
and the others by using compulsion, but it’s not like it’s a truth serum or I
can force them into telling me everything. I have to be exact in what I ask,
and I was mostly concerned about finding you and who else could be
involved. So, I want to hear it from you. I think that is the only way we can
begin to figure out what has happened here, tackling everything one step at
a time.”

Dragging my gaze from my hands, I looked over at him. “I can tell

»

you.

He smiled at me as he touched my cheek. “You okay with me bringing
Kieran in? He will need to hear this information.”

I nodded.

Casteel kissed where his fingers had touched seconds before and then
rose, walking to the door as my gaze returned to my hands. Only a handful
of moments passed before Kieran slipped back into the room. I peeked at
him, tentatively reaching out with my senses as he stared at me and
approached the bed. I didn’t know what I expected to feel from him, but all
I felt was the heaviness of concern and a freshness that reminded me of
spring air. Relief.

Kieran knelt in front of me as Casteel returned to sit beside me. “How
are you feeling?”

“Okay, and a little confused,” I admitted. “I have a lot of questions.”

One side of the wolven’s lips tipped up. “I’'m so shocked,” he
murmured, pale eyes gleaming with amusement.

“I’m sorry for trying to eat you.” I felt my cheeks warm.

Kieran smiled then. “It’s okay.”



“Told you he wouldn’t hold it against you,” Casteel said.

“Wouldn’t be the first time a hungry Atlantian tried to eat me,” Kieran
said, and my brows lifted. I now had more questions, but a memory surged
through me.

When I woke, I’d been too lost to the bloodlust to realize that I hadn’t
been covered in blood. And I should’ve been. There had been so much
blood from the wound. “You cleaned me, didn’t you? You wiped away the
blood.”

“It didn’t feel right letting either of you lay in your blood,” he said
with a shrug as if the act was nothing. “I didn’t want either of you seeing
that when you woke up.”

Emotion clogged my throat as I stared at Kieran. I reacted without
much thought, pitching forward. I didn’t know if he sensed what I was
about to do or if he was worried that I was about to attempt to rip his throat
out again, but he caught me without falling over, even though he did
wobble a bit. He folded his arms around me without a heartbeat of
hesitation, holding me just as tightly as I held him. I felt Casteel’s hand on
my lower back, just under Kieran’s arms, and the three of us stayed like that
for a little while. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“You don’t need to thank me for that.” He dragged a hand up to the
back of my head and leaned away enough that his gaze met mine. “It was
the least I could do.”

“But that wasn’t all you did,” Casteel said, reaching over and clasping
a hand on the wolven’s shoulder. “You made sure we got here safely and
kept watch. You did everything we needed and more. I owe you.”

Kieran lifted his hand from the back of my head and clasped Casteel’s
forearm as his pale gaze met my husband’s amber one. “I did all that I
could,” he reiterated.

Seeing them together caused another swell of emotion. I remembered
what had been said in the Chambers of Nyktos about the bonds breaking.
An ache started up in my chest as I disentangled myself from Kieran and
glanced between them. “Is the bond really broken?” I asked. “Between you
two?”

Casteel stared at Kieran, and a long moment passed. “It is.”

The ache in my chest grew. “What does that mean? Really?”

Kieran glanced at me. “That conversation can wait—"



“The conversation can happen now.” I crossed my arms. “Alastir and
Jansen said some stuff while I was in the crypts,” I told them, inwardly
cringing as I felt twin bursts of anger against my skin. “I don’t know how
much of it was true, but neither really explained how me being a descendant
of a deity....” I sucked in a sharp breath as I thought of who Alastir had
claimed was part of my heritage. Did Casteel already know that? “I don’t
understand how that supersedes something that has been around for ages.
I’m not a deity.”

“I don’t think we know what you are exactly,” Casteel stated.

“I’m not a deity,” I protested.

“The fact that you are here and not a vampry means that nothing is off
the table,” Kieran added. I was so taking that off the table. “But either way,
you are a descendant of the gods. You are the only living one. You have—”

“If I hear I have the blood of a god inside me one more time, I might
scream,” I warned.

“Okay, then.” Kieran scratched his face as he rose and then sat on the
other side of me. There was a faint days-worth of scruff on his jaw.
“Because of the blood you carry, the kiyou were given mortal form. Not to
serve the elemental bloodlines, but to serve the children of the gods. If the
deities hadn’t...” He trailed off with a shake of his head. “When the gods
gave the kiyou mortal form, we were bonded to them and their children on
an instinctual level that is passed down generation after generation. And
that instinctive bond recognizes you.”

I understood what he was saying on a technical level, but
fundamentally, it was utterly insane to me. “That’s just... I’'m just Poppy,
blood of the gods or not—"

“You’re not just Poppy, and that has nothing to do with you not
becoming a vampry,” Casteel placed a hand on my shoulder. “And I mean
it, Princess. I can’t say for sure that you’re not some sort of deity. What I
saw you do? What I’ve seen and heard that you have done? You’re unlike
any of us, and I still can’t believe I didn’t put it together when I first saw
that light around you.”

“How did you not know?” I looked up at Kieran. “If my blood really is
that potent, how did no wolven know what I was?”

“I think we did, Poppy,” Kieran answered. “But just like Casteel, we
didn’t connect what we were seeing or feeling when we were around you.”



Understanding crept into me. “That’s why you said I smelled like
something dead—"

“I said you smelled of death,” Kieran corrected with a sigh. “Not that
you smelled like something dead. Death is power, the old kind.”

“Death is power?” I repeated, not entirely sure at first how that made
sense. But then it occurred to me. “Death and life are two sides of the same
coin. Nyktos is...”

“He’s the God of Life and Death.” Kieran’s gaze flicked to Casteel.
“And this explains why you thought her blood tasted old.”

“Ancient,” Casteel murmured, and I started to frown. “Her blood tastes
ancient.”

I really didn’t want them to continue discussing what my blood tasted
like. “Delano thought he heard me calling him when I was imprisoned in
that room in New Haven—"

“For your safety,” Casteel tacked on.

I ignored his comment, still annoyed at being kept in that room. “I was
feeling rather...emotional at the time. Is that what the summoning thing is?
Were you reacting to my emotions?”

Kieran nodded. “In a way, yes. It’s similar to the bond we have with
the Atlantians. Extreme emotion was often an alert that the one we were
bonded to was threatened. We could sense that emotion.”

I thought about that. “There were shocks of static whenever some
wolven touched me,” I murmured. The signs had been there, but like
Casteel’s mother had said, why would anyone suspect this when the last of
the deities had died out ages ago? It seemed to have even confused Alastir
—the extent of my...powers. But how could I not have other amazing
abilities if I was indeed a descendant of the King of Gods?

Well, killing people by turning their emotions back on them would
probably count as an amazing ability—a scary one—but why couldn’t I
morph into something like a dragon?

That would be incredible.

“Am I really descended from Nyktos? Alastir said I was, but since
Nyktos is the father of the gods—”

“That is the figure of speech,” Casteel corrected. “Nyktos isn’t the
actual father of the gods. He is the King of them. Alastir spoke the truth, or
at least he spoke what he believed to be true,” he said, his jaw hardening.



I exhaled heavily. “Why could I even do what I did in the Chambers?
What changed? The Culling?” 1 asked, referencing the process the
Atlantians went through when they no longer aged like mortals and began
to develop heightened senses, along with undergoing numerous physical
changes. It was why Casteel believed that the Ascended had waited until
now to have me go through my Ascension. My blood would be of more use
to them now, capable of making more Ascended.

Had the Ascended known about the blood I carried? Had Queen Ileana
known the entire time? Alastir had been in contact with the Ascended. I
believed that. Would my blood even work now that I had...?

I had nearly died.

And maybe I had a little. I remembered floating toward a silvery light,
without body or thought. And I knew if I made my way to it, not even
Casteel would be able to reach me.

“I think so,” Casteel said as the warmth of his body pressed against my
side, drawing me from my thoughts. “I think being on Atlantian land
combined with the blood I’ve given you played a role in strengthening the
blood in you.”

“And I guess what happened at the Chambers of Nyktos just tipped it
all over the edge?” I leaned into Casteel. “Waking this...thing up inside
me”?”

“What is in you is not a thing, Poppy.” Casteel looked down at me. “It
is a power. Magic. It is the eather waking up inside you, becoming a part of
you.”

“I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”

A lopsided grin appeared. “It would if you stopped thinking of your
ancestry as a thing. But considering everything that has happened, you
really haven’t had any time to come to terms with any of this.”

I wasn’t sure how I could come to terms with it even when I had time.
“Idon’t...”

“You don’t want this,” Kieran finished for me, his wintry gaze meeting
mine.

“I don’t want”—I briefly closed my eyes—*“I don’t want to come
between you two. I don’t want to come between any wolven and the
Atlantian they were bonded to.” I don’t want to be the monster that Alastir
warned me I’d become.

“Poppy,” Casteel started.



“You can’t tell me that having your bond with Kieran broken hasn’t
affected you,” I cut in. “You guys were ready to tear each other apart at the
Temple. That didn’t feel right.” A knot of emotion choked me. “I didn’t like
it.”

“If you knew us when we were younger, you probably would’ve
thought we hated each other.” Casteel gently squeezed my shoulder. “We’ve
come to blows over far less important things than you.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I asked. “Because you’re
doing a really terrible job at that right now.”

“I guess not.” Casteel touched my cheek, tipping my head back so our
eyes met. “Look, knowing the bond isn’t there is weird. I’m not going to lie.
But knowing that the bond has shifted to you—that not just Kieran, but all
the wolven will protect you, is a relief. That is part of how we tracked you
to the crypts in the Skotos Mountains and to the Wastelands. They felt you.
If they hadn’t been able to, we wouldn’t have gotten to you in time,” he
said, and all of it made my stomach twist. “I can’t be mad about that or
upset. Not when I know the limits Kieran will go to to ensure that you
remain safe.”

My lower lip trembled. “But he’s your best friend. He’s like a brother
to you.”

“And T still am. Bonds are strange things, Poppy.” Kieran placed his
hand over the top of where Casteel’s remained on my shoulder. I shuddered.
“But my loyalty to Cas has never been about a bond created when neither of
us was old enough to walk. It never will be. You have nothing to worry
about when it comes to us. And I doubt that you have much to worry about
when it comes to any of the other bonded wolven. Most of us have fostered
friendships that can’t break. So, we just...we just made room for you.”

Made room for me.

“I...I like the sound of that,” I whispered hoarsely.

Kieran patted my shoulder, or rather Casteel’s hand. Maybe both.

“You think you can tell us what you remember?” Casteel asked after a
moment, and I told him I could. “I need to know exactly what happened at
the Temple. What you and that son of a bitch Jansen may have talked about
when he was masquerading as Beckett. How he acted. I want to know
exactly what those people said to you.” He met my gaze. “I know it won’t
be easy, but I need to know anything you can remember.”



I nodded. I told him everything, and it was easier than I thought it
would be. What had happened had caused an ache in the center of my chest,
but I didn’t let that feeling grow or get in the way. Casteel wouldn’t let it. I
felt next to nothing from him as I talked. Now was not the time for emotion.
Only facts were needed.

“That prophecy he spoke of?” I said, looking between them. “Have
either of you heard of that?”

“No.” Casteel shook his head. “It sounded like a load of bullshit,
especially the part about the Goddess Penellaphe. Sort of insulting to attach
that nonsense to the Goddess of Wisdom.”

I couldn’t agree more. “But could it be something you haven’t heard?”

“No. We don’t have prophecies,” Kieran confirmed. “We don’t believe
in them. It sounds like a mortal thing.”

“They’re not widely believed in Solis, but they do exist,” I told them.
“I didn’t believe it either. It all sounded too convenient and exact, but
there’s a lot of things I don’t know or believe.”

“Well, that is one thing I don’t think you have to worry about,” Casteel
stated.

I nodded, my thoughts shifting. “When the sky started to rain blood,
they said it was the tears of the gods,” I told him. “They took it as a sign
that what they were doing was right.”

“They were wrong.”

“I know,” I said.

“Do you know how you were able to stop them?” Kieran asked. “How
you used your abilities?”

“That is a hard question to answer. I...I don’t know how to explain it
other than to say it was like I knew what to do.” My brows knitted as I
pressed my palm to the center of my chest. “Or like it was some instinct I
didn’t realize I had. I just knew what to do.”

“Eather,” Casteel corrected softly.

“Eather,” I repeated. “I sort of...saw it in my mind, and it happened. I
know that sounds bizarre—”

“It doesn’t.” He returned to stand in front of me. “When I use
compulsion, the eather gives me the ability to do so. I see in my mind what
I want the person to do as I speak it.”

“Oh. So, it’s...it’s kind of like projecting your thoughts?”



He nodded. “Sounds like what you did is the same. It’s also how we
can tell if we’re dealing with an elemental or another bloodline—based on
the amount of eather we feel.”

“It was written that the gods could sense it, too, whenever it was
used,” Kieran said. “It felt like a seismic shift to them.”

I thought over everything they’d said. “It’s weird, though. When I ease
someone’s pain, I think happy thoughts—good ones. And then...” I rolled
my eyes as I sighed. “Then I projected those feelings into the person.”

Casteel grinned at me.

“I guess it’s not that much different.”

He shook his head. “You think you can do it again?”

My stomach tumbled a bit. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to—"

“You should,” he said, his jaw hardening as he held my gaze. “If you
are ever in a situation like that again, any situation where you cannot
physically defend yourself, do not hesitate. Listen to that instinct. Let it
guide you. It will not steer you wrong, Poppy. It will keep you alive, and
that is all that matters.”

“I agree with everything Cas just said,” Kieran chimed in. “But I know
you can use those powers. That you know how. You were going to do it
back at the ruins before you saw Jansen, but you stopped yourself.” His
gaze searched mine. “You stopped yourself and said that you weren’t a
monster.”

An unnatural stillness came from the other side of me. “Why?” Casteel
demanded. “Why would you say something like that?”

Kieran was right. I knew how to use the eather. All I had to do was
picture it in my mind. The knowledge existed like some ancient instinct.

“Poppy,” Casteel said, his tone gentler. “Talk to me. Talk to us.”

“I...” I wasn’t sure where to begin. My thoughts were still so damn
scattered. I looked between the two of them. “Did you go into the crypts?”

“We did,” Casteel confirmed. “Briefly.”

“Then you saw the deities chained there, left to die?” Their fate still
made me sick to my stomach. “I was kept with them. I don’t know for how
long. A couple of days? Alastir and Jansen said that the deities had become
dangerous.” I told them the story, repeating what Jansen and Alastir had
told me about the children of the gods. “They said that I too would be
dangerous. That I was a threat to Atlantia, and that was why they were...
doing what they were. Were the deities really that violent?”



Kieran’s gaze touched Casteel’s over my head as he said, “The deities
were gone by the time we were born.”

“But?” I persisted.

“But I’ve heard they could be prone to acts of anger and violence.
They could be unpredictable,” Casteel stated carefully, and I tensed. “They
weren’t always like that, though. And not all of them were. But it had
nothing to do with their blood. It was their age.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

Casteel exhaled heavily. “You think an Atlantian’s lifespan is
unthinkable, but a deity is like a god. They are immortal. Instead of living
two and three thousand years, they lived double and triple that,” he said,
and my heart stuttered. “Living that long would make anyone apathetic or
bored, impatient and intolerant. They...simply grew too old and became
cold.”

“Cold? Like the Ascended?”

“In a way, yes,” he said. “It’s why the gods went to sleep. It was the
only way they could keep some sense of empathy and compassion. The
deities never chose to do that.”

“So even if that were to happen to you,” Kieran began, drawing my
gaze to his, “you would have thousands of years before it came time to take
a very nice, long nap.”

I started to frown, but what Kieran said slammed into me with the
speed and weight of an out-of-control carriage. My heart started racing as I
stared at him first and then turned to Casteel. A tingling sensation swept
over my skin as my mouth tried. “Am I...am I immortal now?”



Chapter 11

L/

Casteel’s chest rose with a deep breath. “What I know is that I took
what was left of the blood in your body. And when I felt your heart stop,”
he said, clearing his throat, “I gave you mine. It was my blood that restarted
your heart and kept it beating, and it was my blood that fed your body.
There isn’t a drop of mortal blood in you.”

My lips parted as I tried to wrap my head around what he was saying
—and what it meant.

“And that is not all I know,” he continued, and a fine tremor danced
through my body. “You...you don’t feel mortal to me.”

“You don’t feel that way to me either,” Kieran added. “You don’t smell
mortal any longer.”

“What...what do I feel like? What do I smell like?” I asked, and
Kieran looked like he didn’t want to answer that question. “Do I smell more
like death?”

He blinked slowly. “I wish I’d never said that.”

“Do I?” I demanded.

Kieran sighed. “You smell of more power. Absolute. Final. I’ve never
smelled anything like it.”

“You don’t feel like an Atlantian or an Ascended,” Casteel said,
curling his fingers around my chin and guiding my eyes to his. “I’ve never
felt anything like you before. I don’t know if that means you feel like a
deity. My parents would know. Maybe even Jasper, but he was very young
when he was around any of the deities so I’m not sure about him.”

Before I could demand that he find Jasper immediately, he continued,
“And I don’t even know if you will continue to need blood.”

Oh, gods.

“I hadn’t even thought of that.” My newly restarted heart was going to
give out on me. Vamprys needed blood—mortal or Atlantian—nearly every
day, while an Atlantian could go weeks without feeding. I didn’t know




about deities and the gods. Wasn’t sure if they needed blood or not. No one
had really specified that, nor had I even thought of it. “Do deities and gods
need blood?”

“I don’t think so,” Casteel answered. “But the deities were guarded
when it came to their weaknesses and needs. The gods even more so. It’s
possible.”

I bet his mother would know. But even if they needed blood, it truly
didn’t matter. I was neither of those things.

“I don’t even know if I can think of that right now. Not because I find
it repulsive or anything...”

“I know. It’s just different, and it’s a lot to add on top of a lot. But we
will figure it out together.” He tucked a strand of hair back from my face.
“So, I don’t know if you’re immortal or not, Poppy. We’ll have to take that
question day by day.”

Immortal.

Living thousands and thousands of years? I couldn’t process it. I
couldn’t even fully comprehend it when I had been the Maiden and believed
I would go through an Ascension. The idea of living for hundreds of years
had frightened me then. A lot of that had to do with how cold and
untouchable the Ascended were. I knew that the Atlantians and the wolven
weren’t like that, but it was still a lot to wrap one’s head around.

And if I ended up immortal, Casteel wasn’t, even though he could live
like a hundred or more mortal lifetimes before he truly began to age. He
still would. He would eventually die. And if I was something...else, I
wouldn’t.

I shut down the unnecessary panic so I could freak out about it another
day—Ilike maybe after I learned if I truly was immortal.

I nodded, feeling rather logical at the moment.

“Okay,” I said, taking a nice deep and slow breath. “We’ll take that day
by day.” Something occurred to me then, and I looked at Kieran. “You’re
going to be happy to hear this. I have a question.”

“I am so thrilled.” Only the light in Kieran’s eyes told me that he was
glad I was alive and able to ask questions.

“If the wolven were bonded to the deities, how did they not protect the
deities during the war?” I asked.

“Many did, and many died in the process,” Kieran said, and my
shoulders tightened. “Not all deities were killed, though. There were several



left after the war, ones who had no interest in ruling. The wolven became
very protective of them, but there was a rough period after the war where
relations between the wolven and Atlantians were tense. According to our
history, an ancestor on your husband’s side handled it.”

“What?” I looked at Casteel.

“Yep. It was Elian Da’Neer. He summoned a god to help smooth
things over.”

“And the god answered?”

“It was Nyktos himself, along with Theon and Lailah, the God of
Accord and War and the Goddess of Peace and Vengeance,” he told me, and
I knew my eyes were wide. “They spoke with the wolven. I have no idea
what was said, I’'m not even sure if the wolven alive today know, but the
first bonding between the wolven and an Atlantian came out of that
meeting, and things calmed down.”

“Was your ancestor the first to be bonded?”

Casteel grinned as he nodded. “He was.”

“Wow.” I blinked. “I really wish we knew what was said.”

“Same.” His gaze met mine and he smiled again, but it didn’t reach his
eyes as he studied me. “Poppy.”

“What?” Wondering if I was starting to glow, I glanced down at my
skin and saw that it appeared normal.

“You’re not a monster,” he said, and that nice, deep breath got lodged
in my throat. “Not today. Not tomorrow. Not an eternity from now, if that is
the case.”

I smiled at his words, my heart swelling. I knew he believed that. I
could taste his sincerity, but I also knew that when Alastir had spoken of the
deities, he hadn’t been lying. He’d told the truth, whether or not it was the
one he believed or the real story. Still, others alive today had been around
the deities. They would know if it truly was because they had grown too old
and too embittered—or if it was something else.

Casteel’s parents would know.

“I know it’s a little hard to move on from that topic,” Kieran began,
and for some reason, I wanted to laugh at the dryness of his tone.

“No, I want to move on from that,” I said, pushing some hair back that
had fallen once more. “I kind of need to so my head doesn’t explode.”

A wry grin appeared on Kieran’s face. “We wouldn’t want that to
happen. It would be far too messy, and there are no more clean towels,” he



said, and I laughed lightly. His pale eyes warmed. “Did Jansen speak of
anyone else who could be involved? Cas compelled Alastir to tell us all he
knew, but either he truly had no idea of who else was involved, or they were
smart enough to make sure most of their identities weren’t known.”

“As if they had planned for someone to use compulsion?” I said, and
they nodded. That was smart.

Pressing my lips together, I thought through the conversations with
them. “No. No one by name, but both spoke as if they were a part of an...
organization or something. I don’t know. I think Alastir mentioned a
brotherhood, and all of the ones I saw, except for when I first arrived in the
Chambers, were male—at least from what I could tell. I don’t know if they
were truly a part of what Alastir spoke of or if they were somehow
manipulated into their actions. But I do know that Alastir must have been
working with the Ascended. He insinuated that they knew what I was
capable of and that they planned to use me against Atlantia.” I told them
what Alastir believed the Ascended would do, my mind always drudging up
the memory of the Duchess.

“He figured that the Ascended would kill me when I attacked them,
but he also had a backup plan. I didn’t get it when he said that I would
never be free again. He must’ve given the others an order to kill me if the
plan with the Ascended failed. He said he’d rather see a war among his
people than have me...unleashed upon the people.”

“He’s a fucking idiot,” Casteel growled, rising from the bed. “Part of
me wanted to give Alastir the benefit of the doubt at first in the Chambers.
That he wouldn’t be that fucking stupid.”

“I don’t think any of us thought he’d do something like this,” Kieran
said. “To go as far as to betray you—your parents. Kill Beckett? That’s not
the man I know.”

Casteel cursed again, dragging a hand through his hair. Sadness settled
on my shoulders. I couldn’t stop the image of Beckett in his wolven form,
tail wagging as he bounded alongside us as we arrived in Spessa’s End.
Anger mixed with the distress. “I’m sorry.”

Casteel turned to me. “What do you have to apologize for?”

“You respect and care for Alastir. I know it has to bother you.”

“It does, but it is what it is.” He tilted his head to the side. “But it
would not be the first betrayal by one who shares his blood.”



An ache pierced my chest, even though he had his emotions locked
down. “And that makes me even more sorry because you spent the last
several decades protecting him from the truth.”

A muscle flexed in Casteel’s jaw, and a long moment passed before
Kieran said, “I believe Alastir cares for your family, but he is loyal to the
kingdom first and foremost. Then to Casteel’s parents, and then to himself
and Malik. The only reason I can come up with for why he’d be involved in
something like this is that he somehow realized what you were before
anyone else did, and he knew what that meant for Atlantia and for the
Crown.”

I hadn’t told them about Alastir’s involvement, and I didn’t think that
was something that would’ve even come during compulsion. My stomach
tightened, and the center of my chest hummed.

“It’s because he did know.”

Both of them stared at me.

“He was there the night the Craven attacked the inn. He was there to
help my parents relocate to Atlantia,” I said, shaking my head. “They
trusted him. Told him what I could do, and he knew then what it meant. He
said that my parents knew what the Ascended were doing—that my mother
was a...a Handmaiden.” I looked at Casteel to see that he’d stilled.

“I didn’t remember them until he mentioned them, but then I recalled
seeing these women dressed in black that were often around Queen Ileana. I
don’t know if that memory was true.”

Tension bracketed Casteel’s mouth. “The Handmaidens are real. They
are the Blood Queen’s private guards and cohorts,” he said, and I
shuddered. “I don’t know if your mother was one of them. I don’t see how
she could have been. You said she didn’t defend herself, and those women
were trained in every manner of death known.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t remember her fighting, but...” I
had gotten those glimpses of her holding something in her hand that night.
“I really don’t know, but Alastir said that he didn’t kill them. That
something else led the Craven there. He said the Dark One did. Not you, but
someone else.”

“That sounds like a load of bullshit,” Kieran muttered. “Also sounds
like he got lucky with the Craven showing up to do his dirty work.”

I agreed, but again, there were those glimpses that lingered on the
fringes of my consciousness. They were like smoke, though. When I tried to



grab them, they slipped through my fingers.

I sighed. “Much of the way he behaved toward me was an act.” That
hurt, because Alastir...he reminded me a little bit of Vikter. “He came to me
more than once to ask if I wanted aid in escaping. That he wouldn’t be party
to me being forced into a marriage. I thought that meant he was a good
man.”

“It could’ve been a genuine offer at first,” Kieran said. “Who knows?”

“And his offer held an ulterior motive later?” I looked over at Casteel.
“Do you not find it odd that he wanted you to marry his great-niece?”

“It wasn’t just him,” Casteel stated. “It was also my father.”

“And he is your father’s advisor,” I pointed out. “It’s just strange to me
that he would want that when you were engaged to his daughter. Maybe it’s
not that odd since so many years have passed, but I just...it’s weird to me.”

“It is odd but not unheard of.” His eyes squinted thoughtfully. “I can
think of several examples of widows and widowers becoming involved with
siblings of the deceased years later.”

I couldn’t even fathom that. Not because I would judge someone in
that situation, but I would be so concerned that the other might worry they
were a replacement. “I know that he would have more control over the
Crown if you were to marry someone he had control of. That he was on the
verge of losing whatever influence he had over Atlantia with you marrying
me, and him knowing the truth of what I was. I don’t think for one moment
that his motives were purely centered around protecting Atlantia. I think he
wanted to maintain control, and he was virtually staging a coup. I told him I
thought as much, too.”

A slow, shadowy smile crossed Casteel’s features. “Did you?”

“Yeah.” A tiny grin pulled at my lips. “He wasn’t too happy about that.
Protested a lot.”

“Protested too much?” Kieran said.

I nodded. “I think he believed he was doing the right thing, but I think
he wanted to keep his influence, and he wanted revenge.”

“That makes sense,” Casteel said. “My father wants retribution, just as
Alastir does. Malik wouldn’t have wanted war, and he knew that I don’t
either. Both my father and Alastir were impressed with what was done with
Spessa’s End.”

“But Alastir didn’t believe it was enough,” I said, recalling how Alastir
had responded. “He said it wasn’t enough for your father, either.”



“It hasn’t been,” Casteel admitted. “And Alastir wasn’t a fan of my
plan to negotiate. He wants blood from Solis. My father wants the same.
Alastir believes that my brother is a lost cause.” He folded his arms over his
chest, and I felt the tangy spike of anguish. I started moving to him to take
away his pain. I forced myself to stop because he had asked me once before
not to do that. I clasped my hands together as he continued. “And perhaps
he thought with Gianna as my bride, he would be able to wield his
influence.”

Gianna.

I wasn’t sure what to think of the female wolven I’d never met or seen,
as far as I knew. Casteel had never intended to marry her, and according to
him, she hadn’t shown any interest in him, either. She wasn’t to blame for
what his father or Alastir wanted. At least, that was what I kept telling
myself. Alastir hadn’t mentioned her at all.

“Whatever his motivations were,” Kieran said, “it really doesn’t matter
now.”

I supposed it didn’t. Because Casteel had found him, and I knew the
wolven no longer breathed.

Casteel came forward then, kneeling in front of me. He took my hands,
and as I stared down at him, I felt his anger at himself and his family. But
his anger for what had been done to me, his concern, overshadowed it. “I’'m
sorry you had to find out the truth like that.” He picked up my hands,
holding them in his. “I can’t imagine what you must have felt.”

“I wanted to kill him,” T admitted. He lowered his lips to my hands,
kissing the top of both of them. “Well, Princess, do you remember when I
said I would give you whatever you wanted?”

“Yeah?”

He smiled again, and this time, it was a smile that promised blood.
“Alastir is still alive.”

“What?” I whispered.

“We made sure he was imprisoned before we headed to the
Wastelands,” Kieran said. “We figured it was best to keep him alive just in
case we didn’t get to you in time.”

Casteel’s gaze captured mine. “He’s all yours, Poppy.”



I learned that we would travel straight through the Skotos, not
stopping. According to Kieran, we would reach the other side by nightfall
because of how close we already were to the mountains. I was relieved to
hear that as I didn’t look forward to spending another night in the
mountains with the mist. The fact that I’'d almost walked off a cliff the last
time still haunted me, and I really didn’t need a repeat of that right now.

My mind was still skipping all over the place when Kieran left to ready
the rest of the wolven and the Atlantians who remained—my memories
jumping from one discovery to another. There were three things I was not
thinking about as I made use of the small bathing chamber and returned to
the sparse room.

The immortality thing and everything with that. Surprisingly, it wasn’t
hard not to think about it because I didn’t feel any different than I had
before the bolt struck me in the chest. And I didn’t think I looked any
differently. There was no mirror in the bathing chamber to confirm, but
Casteel hadn’t mentioned anything. I felt like myself.

I wasn’t allowing myself to think about the whole Queen thing, either,
which was something neither Kieran nor Casteel had brought up, thank the
gods. I would have probably ended up in the corner of the hunting cabin if
they had.

The third thing, I was failing at not thinking about. Who Alastir
claimed I was related to kept popping up in my head every couple of
moments. I watched Casteel pull on a thick tunic. Did he know? Had Alastir
told him when he captured the wolven? Maybe he hadn’t. I didn’t have to
say anything. If Casteel didn’t know, that was probably for the best.
Because how would he feel to know that he was married to the descendant
of the King who’d nearly destroyed Atlantia? And his mother? My stomach
twisted and churned. What would she think?

Or did she already know? Was that why she had asked Casteel what
he’d brought home with him? King Valyn had fought beside him, but that
didn’t mean he didn’t know. Alastir had arrived before us, and even if his
parents hadn’t been involved, they still could know who I was related to.



And his father... I remembered him shouting at Casteel to stop—to not
give me his blood. His father had known what Casteel had been about to do,
and gods, it was what Malec had done all those hundreds of years ago,
turning his mistress Isbeth into the first vampry out of an act of desperation.

It was like a tragic replay of history, except I hadn’t become a vampry.

But King Valyn didn’t know that.

“Where is your father?” I asked as I picked up one of the boots Jasper
had found.

“Emil and a few others escorted him back to Atlantia. They’re
currently keeping him under watch,” he answered.

I looked up from my boot. “Do you think that’s necessary? To keep
him under watch?”

Casteel nodded as he sheathed one of his swords at his side. “He’s
most likely under the assumption that I’ve turned you into a vampry,” he
parroted my earlier thoughts. “If we just sent him back to Atlantia, he
would’ve immediately come back here.”

“To do what?” I pulled on the soft, worn leather boot. It was a little
snug around the calf but would work. “Cut off my head?” I asked, only
half-joking.

“He would try and die trying,” he stated bluntly.

I froze. “Casteel—”

“I know that sounds harsh.” He bent, swiped up the other boot, and
brought it over to where I sat on the edge of the wooden chair. “But even if
you were a bloodthirsty Ascended, trying to rip the throats out of everyone
who came near you, I would still destroy anyone who sought to harm you.”

My heart skipped a beat and turned over heavily as I stared up at him.
“I don’t know if I should be worried about that or flattered.”

“Let’s go with flattered.” He knelt, holding my boot. “And be thankful
that it won’t come to that. When he sees you, he’ll know you haven’t
Ascended—at least not into a vampry.”

But into what? I hoped he or someone could answer. “I can put my
own shoes on.”

“I know. But it makes me feel useful. Let me be useful, please.”

“Only because you said, ‘please,’” I murmured, lifting my leg.

He sent me a quick grin. “How are you feeling? Honestly? And I’'m
not talking about just physically.”



I held still as he slid the shaft of the boot up. “I...I’m okay,” I said,
staring at the dark locks on his bowed head. “It’s just a bit weird because
I...I feel the same. I don’t feel like anything has changed. I mean, maybe
nothing really changed?” I said. “Maybe you just healed me—"

“I didn’t just heal you, Poppy.” He looked up at me as he tugged the
boot into place. “Your heart stopped. If I had been a second or two too slow,
you would’ve passed on.” His gaze held mine as my stomach dipped. “You
don’t feel the same.”

I gripped the edge of the chair. “I really don’t understand what that
means. | feel the same.”

“It’s hard to explain, but it’s like a combination of scent and instinct.”
He placed his hands on my knees. “When I touch you, I recognize the feel
of your skin in my soul and in my heart. You are still Poppy, but I don’t
sense mortal blood in your veins, and you no longer feel the same on an
instinctual level.”

“Oh,” I whispered.

He stared at me for a moment. “Is that all you really have to say to
that?”

“It’s all I can come up with now.”

His gaze searched mine as he nodded. “I can’t even begin to imagine
all the things that must be racing through your mind right now.”

I coughed out a dry laugh. “So much. Some of it I can sort of table for
later to freak out over. But...”

“What?” Casteel prodded quietly.

I opened my mouth, then closed it, and then tried again. A part of me
still wanted to remain quiet, to not bring up King Malec, but I...I didn’t
want anything unspoken to linger between us. Not after what had happened.
Not after what he’d risked for me. Not after we’d come so close to losing
each other.

And even if what I had to say shocked him, I couldn’t believe that it
would drive a wedge between us. We were...together. We were too strong
for that.

My grip tightened on the edge of the chair. “Did Alastir say anything
to you when you caught up with him? About me? Other than the whole I’m-
a-danger-to-Atlantia thing—which I’m sure he said.”

“He said some things,” he told me. “But there wasn’t a lot of time, nor
was I in the mood to listen to much beyond what I needed to know to find



you.” He squeezed my knees. “Why?”

I swallowed thickly. “He told me that I was descended from Nyktos
and that I...I’m also descended from King Malec.”

No wave of shock or horror radiated off Casteel as he stared at me.
“He said as much to me, too.”

“He did?” When Casteel nodded, I asked, “And that doesn’t bother
you?”

His brows lowered. “Why would that bother me?”

“Why?” I repeated, a little dumbfounded. “He was the one who created
the first vampry. He betrayed your mother—”

“Yeah, he did those things. Not you.” He slid his hands off my knees
and placed them over mine. Slowly, he pried my fingers loose. “We don’t
even know if that’s true.”

“He said that Malec’s abilities were a lot like mine—that he could heal
with his touch and use his abilities to hurt people without even touching
them,” I said.

“I’ve never heard that.” Casteel threaded his fingers through mine.

“He said that only a few people knew what he was truly capable of.
That your parents did.”

“Then we need them to confirm it.”

I tensed. “Your mother—”

“My mother will not hold who you are descended from against you,”
he interrupted. “It may be a shock to her. It may even make her think of
things she has worked to forget, but she will not hold you responsible for
what someone distantly related to you did.”

I wanted so badly to believe that. And maybe he was right. He knew
his mother, but how she’d stared at me when she first saw me kept
replaying in my head as well as what she’d said. But that could’ve just been
shock. “Why haven’t you said anything about that?”

“Because I honestly didn’t think it mattered,” he said, and the sincerity
of his words tasted like vanilla. “I had no idea if he said it to you or if it’s
true. To be honest, it doesn’t make sense to me. It doesn’t explain your
abilities or how strong they are, as far as I know. Just because you share
similar gifts doesn’t mean that you are descended from him.”

Rising, he pulled me from the chair and then looped his arms around
my waist. “But even if you do share his bloodline, it doesn’t matter. It



doesn’t change you.” His eyes were a bright amber as he looked down at
me. “Did you really think it would bother me?”

“I didn’t think it would come between us,” I admitted. “I just...I don’t
want to be related to him. I don’t want to make your mother uncomfortable
more than I already have and am going to.”

“I can understand that, but you know what?” He dropped his forehead
to mine. “I’m not worried about how she’ll feel. I’m concerned about you—
about everything that has happened to you. You have been so damn strong.
You were attacked, taken captive, and then you almost lost your life.” He
placed a hand against my cheek, just over the scars there. “We have no idea
why you haven’t Ascended, or if you did and we just don’t know into what
yet. And, on top of all of that, you have had one shock after another—from
learning the truth about the Ascended, to fearing for your brother and
Tawny, to now learning that you have god’s blood in you.

“Well, when you list it all out like that, I think I may need to sit down,”
I commented.

He kissed the bridge of my nose. “But you’re not. You’re standing.
You’re dealing with it, and fuck if I’'m not in awe of you right now. But I
also know none of this has hit you yet, and that concerns me. You keep
telling me you’re okay every time I ask how you are, and I know that can’t
be true.”

“I am okay.” Mostly. I rested my cheek against his chest. I needed to
be okay because none of what had happened from the moment I stepped
into the Chambers of Nyktos changed the fact that we needed to find his
brother and mine—

Ian.

I jerked back, my eyes going wide. “Oh, my gods. I haven’t even
thought about this.” Hope exploded deep inside me, loosening tense
muscles. “If I didn’t become a vampry, then that means Ian might not have,
either. He could be like me. What I am. He might not be like them.”

Wariness echoed through Casteel. “That’s possible, Poppy,” he began,
his tone cautious. “But he’s only been seen at night. And he’s married to an
Ascended.”

The rest of what he wouldn’t say hung unspoken in the air of the dusty
hunting cabin. Ian may not be my brother by blood, or we may not share the
same parent that carried the eather within them. I didn’t know. But just
because Casteel hadn’t seen lan during the day or just because he was



married to an Ascended didn’t mean that Ian had become one. The hope I
felt now wasn’t nearly as flimsy and naive as it had been a week ago, and
that was something to hold onto.

So, I did.

Casteel made sure I didn’t run out into the late-morning sun when we
stepped out onto the small alcove of a porch and saw Kieran waiting
between a massive black horse—Setti—and a brown one. Setti neighed
softly, shaking his glossy, black mane. Casteel slowed my steps, gradually
letting me walk into the sun.

Other than enjoying the feel of it against my face, nothing happened.

I petted Setti for a moment, scratching him behind his ear as I scoured
the trees around the cabin. Every so often, I saw a flash of silver or white or
black among the low-hanging, gnarled branches. Brown, curled leaves and
brighter, greener ones blanketed the woods surrounding the cabin. It was as
if an extreme cold snap had come through, shocking the foliage. But we
were in the Skotos foothills, and I could see the mist-drenched mountains
looming above the trees. Wouldn’t the plant life here be used to the chilly
air?

Gripping the saddle as Casteel finished strapping down the saddlebags,
I lifted myself onto Setti. Once I’d situated myself, I looked over to find not
only Kieran and Casteel staring at me but also a dark-skinned Atlantian.
Naill had come around the side of the hunting cabin. The three of them
stared as if I had done a backflip onto the horse.

“What?” I asked, touching the mess that was my hair. There had been
no comb inside, and I was sure I looked as if I’d been caught in a wind
tunnel.

Naill’s brows lifted as he blinked slowly. “That was...impressive.”

My brows knitted. “What was?”

“You just hoisted yourself onto Setti,” Casteel said.

“So?” The corners of my lips turned down.

“You didn’t use the stirrup,” Kieran pointed out as Naill mounted the
horse that Kieran stood beside.



“What?” My frown increased. “Are you sure I didn’t?” I must have.
There would’ve been no way for me to seat myself on Setti without placing
my foot in the stirrup or without aid. The horse was far too tall for me to
have done that, nor did I have the kind of upper body strength required for
that kind of feat without a nice running start.

And I would’ve probably failed spectacularly.

“You totally didn’t,” Naill confirmed. He stared at me with a bit of
wonder that I figured had more to do with the fact that I wasn’t a vampry.

“Here.” Casteel stretched up, wiggling his hands. “Get down here for a
moment.”

“I just got myself up here.”

“I know, but this will only take a second.” He wiggled his fingers
again. “I want to see something.”

Sighing, I placed my hands in his and let him lift me off Setti, who
watched us with an air of curiosity. I really hoped that none of them
expected me to seat myself again with all of them watching. “What?”

Casteel dropped my hands and stepped back. “Hit me. Hard. Like you
mean it.”

My forehead creased. “Why do you want me to hit you?”

Naill folded his arms over the pommel of the saddle. “That’s a good
question.”

“Hit me,” Casteel urged.

“I don’t want to hit you.”

“That would be a first,” he replied, his eyes twinkling in the sunlight.

“I don’t want to hit you right now,” I amended.

Casteel was quiet for a moment and then turned to Kieran and Naill.
“Did I ever tell you guys about that time I discovered Poppy perched
outside a window, clutching a book to her chest?”

My eyes narrowed as Naill said, “No, but I have a lot of questions.”

“Cas,” I started.

He shot me a slow smile of warning. “She had this book—it’s her
favorite. She even brought it with her when we left Masadonia.”

“I did not,” I stated.

“She’s embarrassed about it,” he went on, “because it’s a sex book.
And not just any sex book. It’s full of all kinds of dirty and unimaginable
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I snapped forward, punching him in the stomach.



“Fuck,” Casteel doubled over with a grunt as Naill let out a low
whistle. “Gods.”

I crossed my arms. “Happy now?”

“Yeah,” he exhaled raggedly. “I will be once I can breathe again.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Damn.” Casteel looked up at me, his eyes slightly wide. “You are...
strong.”

“Told you,” Kieran commented. “I told you she was strong.”

A memory of Kieran telling Casteel that after I’d tried to eat him
flashed. My stomach dropped as my arms loosened and fell to my sides.
“You think I’ve gotten stronger?”

“Think?” Casteel laughed. “I know. You’ve always been able to hit
hard, but that was something else.”

“I actually didn’t hit you as hard as I could,” I said.

He stared at me. “Well, damn.”

“Do not ask me to hit you again. I’m not going to do it,” I told him.

A slow smile crept over his face, and I tasted...lush spice against my
tongue. “There is something so wrong with you,” I muttered.

A dimple appeared in his right cheek as I turned away from him. Not
even a second later, he was next to me, kissing the corner of my lips. “I like
that,” he said, placing his hands on my hips. “A lot.”

Flushing to the roots of my hair, I said nothing as I gripped the saddle.
This time, Casteel gave me the boost I may not have needed. He swung up
behind me, taking the reins. I honestly didn’t know what to think about the
possibility that I was stronger. I didn’t have the headspace for it. So, I added
that to the list of things to dwell on later as I turned to Naill. “Thank you.”

He stared at me, his forehead creasing. “For what?”

“For helping Casteel in Irelone. For helping me,” I said.

A grin appeared as he glanced between Casteel and I, shaking his
head. “You’re welcome, Penellaphe.”

“You can call me Poppy,” I said, thinking that all who aided were those
I could consider friends. It didn’t matter if they had helped because they felt
obligated to Casteel or not. It didn’t matter to me.

His grin grew into a striking smile. “You’re welcome, Poppy.”

Feeling my cheeks heat again, I looked around. “Where are Delano
and Jasper?” I asked as Casteel steered Setti toward the woods. “And the
rest?”



“They’re all around us,” Casteel said, nudging Setti forward.

“They don’t have horses?” I frowned at the top of Kieran’s head.
“Where is your horse?”

Kieran shook his head. “The trip through the Skotos will be fast and
hard. It takes less energy for us to be in our wolven forms. Plus, we cover
much more ground this way.”

Huh. I hadn’t known that. I watched Kieran walk ahead of us. As he
neared the trees, he reached down and gripped the hem of his tunic. I
realized that he was already barefoot. He pulled the tunic over his head and
off. Lean muscles along the length of his back bunched, and his arm tensed
as he tossed the shirt aside.

“That seems wasteful,” I muttered, watching the black tunic float for a
few moments before it slowly drifted to the ground. His breeches joined it
seconds later.

Naill sighed as he moved his horse forward. Shifting sideways on the
saddle, he stretched out an arm as he hung low and swiped up the discarded
clothing. “I should’ve just left them there so you could return to the
kingdom buck-ass naked.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kieran raise an arm and extend a
middle finger. I told myself not to look but I knew he was about to shift,
and there was something utterly fascinating about that. I couldn’t stop
myself. I peeked, keeping my gaze northwards.

Not like that did any good.

Kieran pitched forward, and for a moment, I saw way more than I
should have. Then he changed, his skin thinning and darkening. Bones
cracked and stretched, fusing back together. Fawn-colored fur sprouted
along his back, covering the muscles as they thickened and grew. Claws
slammed into the ground, stirring up leaves and dirt. Seconds. It had only
taken seconds, and then Kieran prowled ahead of us in his wolven form.

“I don’t think I’1l ever get used to seeing that,” I whispered.

“Which part?” Casteel asked. “The shifting, or Kieran stripping?”

Naill snorted as he righted himself on the saddle, shoving Kieran’s
clothing into his bag.

“Neither,” I admitted, my gaze lifting to the trees as we entered the
woods. The tops were deformed, the limbs twisted downward as if a great
hand had landed over top of them, attempting to push them into the ground.
“Are the trees like this always?”



“They were like that when we arrived at the cabin,” Casteel answered,
curling his arm around my waist as leaves and thin branches crunched
under Setti’s hooves. “But they never looked like that before.”

“What could’ve caused that?”

“A hell of a storm must have come through here,” he said, and when I
glanced at Naill, he was looking up at them, too. As far as we could see, the
trees were bent and misshapen.

What kind of storm could do that? Unsettled by the sight, I fell quiet as
we traveled forward. It didn’t take long for us to reach the mist obscuring
the mountains. It was so thick and white that it was like soup. Even though I
knew it wouldn’t hurt me, I still tensed as Kieran loped through. I noticed
the other wolven then, streaking out of the haunting woods around us and
entering the mist with hesitation. I spotted Jasper and Delano as they came
to our sides, joining the two horses. Wispy tendrils of mist curled around
their legs and bodies.

Delano lifted his head as he prowled between Naill’s horse and Setti,
looking up at me. I gave him an awkward wave as I thought of Beckett
disappearing into the mist the first time I’d entered the Skotos.

But that hadn’t been Beckett.

Heart heavy, 1 faced forward, bracing myself to enter the opaque
nothingness. My eyes narrowed. The mist didn’t seem as thick as I
remembered. Or it moved, swirling and thinning.

“That’s different,” Casteel noted, and his grip around my waist
tightened.

The mist scattered as we entered, spreading out and opening a clear
path for us. I twisted, looking behind us. The mist came together again,
sealing into a thick, seemingly impenetrable mass. Turning around, I
spotted several of the wolven ahead, their fur glossy in the sunlight.

Eager to see the stunning display of the golden trees of Aios, I looked
up as soon as we cleared what was left of the mist.

“My gods,” Naill whispered.

Casteel stiffened behind me as Setti slowed, the horse shaking his head
nervously. Ahead of us, the wolven had come to a stop, as well, their bodies
rigid with tension as they too looked up. My lips parted as a wave of shivers
erupted across my skin.

Red.



Deep crimson leaves gleamed like a million pools of blood in the
sunlight.
The golden trees of Aios had all become blood trees.



Chapter 12

Under a canopy of glittering ruby instead of gold, we climbed the
Skotos Mountains at a harsh pace that left little room to question what had
happened to the trees of Aios. Not that either Casteel or Naill had an
answer. I could feel their shock and unease just as strongly as I felt the same
emotions radiating from the wolven as red instead of gold glistened from
the bark of the magnificent, sweeping trees.

We split into groups as before, even though there were only faint wisps
of mist seeping through prickly shrubs and curling along the thick moss
covering the forest floor on the mountain. Kieran and Delano stayed with us
as we moved steadily up. There were no sounds of birds or any animals,
and while the branches, heavy with gleaming crimson leaves, swayed above
us, there was no echo of wind, either. No one spoke beyond Casteel asking
if I was hungry or Naill offering his flask, claiming the whiskey would help
keep us warm the farther we traveled. Hours into the journey, we stopped
long enough to take care of personal needs, feed the horses, and for both
Naill and Casteel to don their cloaks. Once I was basically swaddled in the
blanket Casteel had brought from the cabin, we continued on in the
mountains that were still beautiful in a quiet, unsettling way. I couldn’t stop
staring at the leaves above me and the deep red ones that had fallen to the
ground, peeking out from behind rocks and shrubs. It was as if the entire
mountain had turned into one massive Blood Forest—one absent of the
Craven.

What had changed the golden trees that had grown through the
foothills and the entire mountain range after the goddess Aios had gone to
sleep somewhere in the mountain? That question haunted me with each
hour that passed. I may enjoy dabbling in denial every now and again, but
there could be no coincidence between the change that had occurred here
and what had happened to me. Three times now, a tree had grown rapidly
where my blood had fallen, and in the ruins of Castle Bauer, the roots of



that tree had seemed to gather around me—around Casteel and I both, as if
the tree had tried to pull us into the ground or shield us. I didn’t know, but I
clearly remembered Kieran tearing through the slick, dark gray roots.

Roots that had been identical to the ones that had wrapped around the
bone chains.

Had my near-death done this to the trees here? And the deformed
woods outside of the hunting cabin? Had the potential loss of my mortality
been the storm that swept through the woods and changed the trees of Aios
to blood trees? How, though? And why? And had it impacted the goddess
who slept here somehow? The one who Casteel and Kieran believed had
awoken to stop me from plummeting to my death?

I hoped not.

Despite the uneasy nature of the mountains and the brutal pace,
exhaustion dogged me, and I began to sink farther and farther into Casteel’s
embrace. Each time I blinked, it became harder to reopen my eyes to the
beams of sunlight streaking through the gaps in the leaves overhead.

Under the blanket, I curled my fingers loosely around Casteel’s arm as
I shifted my gaze to where Kieran and Delano ran side by side ahead of us.
My thoughts wandered as my eyes started to drift closed. I had no idea how
long I’d slept after Casteel gave me his blood and we arrived at the cabin. I
hadn’t thought to ask, but it felt like I’d slept for a while. But that sleep
hadn’t been deep. Not all of it anyway because I had dreamed. I
remembered that now. I had dreamt of the night my parents died, and those
dreams had been different than the ones before. My mother had pulled
something from her boot—something long, slender, and black. I couldn’t
see it now, no matter how hard I tried to remember, but someone else had
also been there—someone she’d spoken to, who had sounded nothing like
the voice I’d heard in the past—the one who had spoken with my father that
I now knew belonged to Alastir. This had been a figure in black. I knew I
had dreamed more, but it kept slipping out of reach within my tired mind.
Was whatever I dreamed old memories that were finally revealing
themselves? Or had they been implanted there, becoming a part of my
imagination because of what Alastir had claimed about the Dark One?

But what hadn’t felt like a dream, what had felt real, was the woman
I’d seen. The one with the long, silvery-blonde hair, who’d filled my mind
when I was in the Chambers of Nyktos. She had appeared when I was no
longer a body, without substance or thought, floating in the nothingness.



She had looked like me a little. She had more freckles, her hair was
different, and her eyes were odd—a fractured green and silver, reminding
me of how the wolven’s eyes had looked when they came to me in the
Chambers.

A bloody tear had slid down her cheek. That meant she had to be a
god, but I knew of no female gods who were depicted with such hair or
features. A weary frown pulled at my lips as I tried to sit up straighter. She
had said something to me, too—something that had been a shock. I could
almost hear her voice in my mind now, but just like with the dreams of the
night at the inn, clarity frustratingly existed on the fringes of my
consciousness.

Casteel shifted me so my head rested more fully against his chest.
“Rest,” he urged in a soft voice. “I’ve got you. You can rest.”

It didn’t seem right for me to do so when no one else could, but I
couldn’t fight the lure. It wasn’t the deepest of sleep. Things I wanted to
forget followed me. I found myself back in the crypts, chained to the wall.
Bile crept up my throat as I turned my head to the side.

Oh, gods.

I came face to face with one of the corpses, its empty eye sockets
tunnels of nothingness as it shuddered.

Dust sifted through the air as its jaw loosened, and a raspy, dry voice
came out of the lipless mouth. “You’re just like us.” Teeth fell from its jaws,
crumbling apart as they did. “You will end up just like us.”

I pressed back as far as I could go, feeling the bindings tighten on my
wrists and my legs. “This isn’t real—”

“You’re just like us,” another echoed as its head jerked toward me.
“You’ll end up just like us.”

“No. No.” I struggled against the bindings, feeling the bones cut
through my skin. “I’m not a monster. I’'m not.”

“You’re not,” a soft voice intruded, coming from everywhere and
nowhere as the corpses along the wall continued shuddering and moving,
their bones rubbing and grinding together. The voice sounded like...
Delano? “You are meyaah Liessa. Wake up.”

The thing beside me’s mouth fell open in a scream that started silently
but turned into a long, keening howl—-

“Wake up. Poppy. You can wake up. I’ve got you.” Casteel. His arm
was tight around me as he gathered me as close as he could to his chest



while Setti’s powerful muscles moved under us. “You’re safe. No one is
going to hurt you.” His mouth pressed against my temple, warm and
comforting. “Never again.”

Heart thumping erratically, I dragged in deep breaths. Had I screamed?
I blinked rapidly as I struggled to free my hands from where they were
tucked between Casteel’s arms and the blanket. I managed to pull one free
and hastily wipe at my cool cheeks as my eyes adjusted to the faint traces of
pale sunlight and the dark, almost-black leaves above us. Swallowing hard,
I glanced to where Naill rode, facing straight ahead, and then before us. The
white wolven ran beside the fawn-colored one, turning his head to look
back at us, his ears perked. For a brief second, our gazes connected, and I
felt his concern. The buzz in my chest hummed as a singular pathway
opened along the connection to the wolven’s emotions, a clearer cord that
fed something other than feeling. A springy, featherlight sense that had
nothing to do with relief. It was almost like a brand—an imprint of Delano,
of who he was at his core—unique only to him.

The wolven broke eye contact as he loped over a boulder, moving
ahead of Kieran. I let out a ragged breath.

“Poppy?” Casteel’s fingers brushed my chin and then the side of my
neck. “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice low.

Pulling my gaze from Delano, I nodded. “I’m fine.”

His fingers stilled, and then he lowered his hand, picking up the
strands. “What were you dreaming about?”

“The crypts,” I admitted, clearing my throat. “Did I...did I scream? Or
speak?”

“No,” he said, and I silently thanked the gods. “You started to squirm
around a bit. You were flinching.” He paused. “Want to talk about it?”

I shook my head.

He was silent for a few moments and then he said, “They felt you. Felt
whatever you were dreaming. Both Kieran and Delano. They kept looking
back here,” he told me as my gaze tracked back to the two wolven. They
raced over the ground—ground that was no longer as mossy. “Delano
started howling. That’s when I woke you.”

“I...do you think it’s the Primal thing?” I asked, wondering if I had
really heard Delano’s voice. That didn’t make sense because he had
answered what I’d said in my dream.

“The Primal notam? I imagine so.”



Leaning into Casteel, I looked up. The trees were thinning, and I could
see patches of the sky now painted intense shades of pink and deep blue.
“Have we crossed the Skotos?”

“We have,” he confirmed. The air wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been
before I’d fallen asleep.

We rode on, the sky turning dark, and the land under us smoothing and
leveling out. Casteel loosened the blanket around me as we broke free of
the last of the trees, and the remaining wolven poured out from our sides,
joining the group. I twisted at the waist and looked behind Casteel, but it
was too dark to see the trees of Aios.

I didn’t even want to think what the people of Atlantia felt when they
saw the trees change. My heart tripped over itself as I faced forward again,
scanning the rocky and jagged terrain. I didn’t recognize the land, even
though the air seemed to warm with each passing moment.

“Where are we?” I asked as I caught sight of the large silver wolven
moving ahead. Jasper easily navigated the boulders, leaping from one to
another as the other wolven followed.

“We came out a bit farther south of Saion’s Cove,” Casteel explained.
“Closer to the sea, at the Cliffs of Ione. There’s an old Temple here.”

“You might’ve been able to see the Cliffs from the Chambers,” Naill
advised as he slowed his horse when the terrain became more uneven. “But
probably not the Temple.”

“This is where my father is waiting, and Alastir is being kept,” Casteel
told me.

I sat straighter, catching the blanket before it fell and tangled around
Setti’s legs. Tall cypress trees dotted the landscape, thickening in the
distance. The air carried the distinctive scent of salt.

“We can stop here, or we can travel onward to Saion’s Cove,” Casteel
said. “We can deal with Alastir now or later. It is up to you.”

I didn’t hesitate, even though dealing with Alastir meant facing
Casteel’s father. “We deal with this now.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

Something akin to pride drifted from Casteel to me as his lips touched
my cheek. “So strong.”

To our left, the sound of running water reached us. In the moonlight,
water glistened from the face of the Skotos Mountains and rushed across



the wide strip of land. The water tumbled and spilled off the cliffs, reaching
the rocks below.

Stars shone across the sky as the rippling light of numerous torches
became visible through the soaring trees, casting an orangey glow over
columned sides nearly as tall as the surrounding cypress.

Kieran joined his father as they darted between the trees, racing toward
the wide steps of the enclosed Temple. People stood on the colonnade,
dressed in black, and I knew without asking that these were Casteel’s men
and Guardians of Atlantia. Those he trusted.

As several of the wolven climbed the steps, Casteel slowed Setti. “We
will most likely see my father first. He needs to see that you didn’t
Ascend.”

I nodded as nervous energy and something rawer buzzed within me.

“Then we will handle Alastir,” Casteel continued, the arm around my
waist shifting. His hand slid across my stomach, leaving shivers in its wake.
“I’ve gotten all I can get out of Alastir that will be of use to us, so you know
how tonight will end?”

Nervousness settled as resolve crept over me. I knew how tonight
would end. Determination inked itself onto my skin, carving its way into
my bones and filling the center of my chest. My chin lifted. “With death.”

“By your hand or mine?” he asked, his lips grazing the curve of my
jaw.

“Mine.”

Casteel and I climbed the steps to the Temple of Saion, our hands
joined. Nearly two dozen wolven prowled the colonnade while Jasper and
Kieran stood in front of doors as black as the sky and nearly as tall as the
Temple.

The tartness of uncertainty and the fresher, lemony flavor of curiosity
saturated the air as those waiting between the columns took notice of
Casteel and then me. Whatever Casteel had sensed that was different about
me, they felt it, too. I saw it in the way the Guardians stiffened, their hands
reaching for their scabbards and then halting as their heads tilted to the side



while they tried to understand what it was they sensed. I felt no fear from
any of them, not the Guardians or the others. I wanted to ask one of them
what they felt when they looked at me—what made them first go for their
swords but then stop. However, Casteel’s grip tightened on my hand,
preventing me from wandering over to one of the women—which I had
apparently been in the process of doing.

Then again, only the gods knew what I looked like at the moment with
my hair a curly, knotted mess, the too-tight breeches and boots, and
Casteel’s cloak over a too large, borrowed tunic. It was quite possible they
thought I was a Craven.

One of the Atlantians stepped forward as we reached the top of the
steps. It was Emil, his auburn hair redder in the torchlight as his gaze slid
from Casteel to me. His nostrils flared as his throat worked on a swallow.
His handsome face paled slightly as he clasped the hilt of his sword,
bowing slightly at the waist. “I am relieved to see you here, Your
Highness.”

I gave a small jerk. The use of the formal title caught me a little off
guard, and it took me a moment to remember that as Casteel’s wife, that
was my formal title. It had nothing to do with the whole issue with the
Crown. “As am I,” I said, smiling. Another ripple of shock came from Emil
as he looked at me as if he couldn’t quite believe I was standing there.
Considering the state I had been in the last time he’d seen me, I couldn’t
blame him for that. “Thank you for your help.”

The same look Naill had given me earlier when I’d thanked him
crossed the Atlantian’s face, but he inclined his head with a nod. He turned
to Casteel. “Your father is inside and isn’t exactly thrilled.”

“I bet,” Casteel murmured.

One side of Emil’s lips curved up as Naill joined us. “And neither are
the handful of Atlantians and mortals who found their way here, attempting
to free Alastir.”

“And how did that go?” Casteel demanded.

“It was a little...bloody.” Emil’s eyes glowed in the torchlight as he
looked at his Prince. “Those who are still alive are being kept with Alastir
for your...enjoyment.”

A tight, dark smile appeared as Casteel tipped back his head. “Has
anyone else become aware that my father’s being held here?”



“No,” Emil answered. “Your mother and the Guards of the Crown
believe he is still with you.”

“Perfect.” Casteel looked over at me. “Ready?”

I nodded.

Emil started to step back but stopped. “I almost forgot.” He reached to
his side and under his tunic. I stiffened at the low rumble of warning as
Jasper took a step forward, his head lowering. Casteel shifted ever so
slightly beside me, his body tensing. The Atlantian shot a nervous glance
over his shoulder at the large wolven. “This belongs to her,” he said. “I’'m
just giving it back.”

I looked down to see him withdraw a blade—one that gleamed reddish
black in the firelight. Air lodged in my throat as he flipped it over, offering
me the bone handle. It was my bloodstone dagger. The one Vikter had
gifted me on my sixteenth birthday. Other than the memories of the man
who risked his career and most likely his life to make sure I could defend
myself, it was the only thing I had left of him.

“How...?” I cleared my throat as I closed my fingers around the cold
wolven bone. “How did you find it?”

“By pure luck, I think,” he said, immediately stepping back and nearly
bumping into Delano, who had silently crept up behind him. “When I and a
few others went back to look for evidence, I saw it lying under the blood
tree.”

I swallowed the knot in my throat. “Thank you.”

Emil nodded as Casteel clasped the Atlantian on the shoulder. I held
onto the dagger, slipping it under the cloak I wore as we walked forward,
crossing the wide colonnade. A young, slim male stood against the wall,
and I almost didn’t recognize the somber, soft, almost fragile lines of
Quentyn Da’Lahr’s face. He wasn’t smiling—he wasn’t chattering away,
brimming with energy like he normally was as he came toward us with
hesitant steps. The moment my senses connected with his emotions, the
tang of his anguish took my breath. There was uncertainty in him and the
sourness of guilt, but there was also an undercurrent of something...bitter.
Fear. My chest seized as my senses rapidly attempted to decipher whether
his fear was directed at me or... Then I remembered that he had been close
to Beckett. The two had been friends. Did he know what had happened to
his friend? Or did he still believe that Beckett had been involved in the



attack? I wasn’t sure, but I couldn’t believe that Quentyn had been
involved. He wouldn’t be standing here if he were.

Casteel’s cool amber gaze shifted to the young Atlantian, but before he
could speak, Quentyn dropped to one knee, bowing his golden head before
us. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice carrying a slight tremor. “I did not know
what Beckett was going to do. If I had, I would’ve stopped—"

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I spoke, unable to allow the
young Atlantian to carry guilt that was so very wrongly placed. I realized
that the others must not have learned what had truly happened. “Beckett
was guilty of nothing.”

“But he...” Quentyn lifted his head, his golden eyes wet. “He led you
to the Chambers and—"

“That wasn’t him,” Casteel explained. “Beckett committed no crime
against Penellaphe or me.”

“I don’t understand.” Confusion and relief echoed through the
Atlantian as he rose unsteadily to his feet. “Then where has he been, Your
Highness—I mean, Casteel? Is he with you?”

My hand squeezed Casteel’s as the muscle in his jaw ticked. “Beckett
never left Spessa’s End, Quentyn. He was killed by those who conspired
with his uncle.”

If the others had any reaction to the young wolven’s death, I wasn’t
sure. All I could feel was the rising tide of sorrow as it quickly rose in the
Atlantian, following a brutal punch of denial. His pain was so raw and
potent that it exploded into the salty air around us, thickening as it settled
on my skin. I heard Casteel telling him that he was sorry, and saw Quentyn
shaking his head. His pain...it was extreme, and a distant part of me
wondered if this was the first real loss he’d experienced. He was older than
I was, even though he appeared younger. But by Atlantian years, he was
still so very young. He struggled not to show his pain, pressing his lips
together, his back stiffening unnaturally. He was trying to hold it together as
his Prince spoke to him, and as the wolven, Atlantians, and Guardians
surrounded him. Sadly, he was losing the battle as anguish pulsed in waves
through him. If he lost it, Casteel wouldn’t hold it against him, but I could
sense that he wanted to be seen as brave and strong. And I hated that. Hated
those who were responsible even more for the pain they had inflicted on
others and the lives they had stolen.



I reacted without thought, only instinct. Later, I would obsess over
everything that could’ve possibly gone wrong since I had no idea what my
touch would do now. I slipped my hand free from Casteel’s and placed it on
the Atlantian’s arm. His wide eyes shot to mine. Tears clung to his lashes.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, wishing there was something better to say,
something more helpful, more inspiring. But words were rarely good
enough to ease the pain of loss. I did what I knew, pulling on my happy
moments—warm and hopeful emotions. I thought of how I felt when
Casteel told me he loved me, how I felt when I realized that he did in
Spessa’s End. I took those emotions and I let them flow through my body
into Quentyn’s.

He jerked as I felt his grief and disbelief pulse intensely and then
rapidly fade. The skin around his mouth eased, and the tension in his
shoulders relaxed. He exhaled heavily, and I felt no more sorrow. I released
his arm, knowing the reprieve wouldn’t last forever. Hopefully, it could give
him some time to come to terms with his friend’s death in private.

“Your eyes,” Quentyn whispered, blinking slowly. “They’re strange
—” His cheeks flushed under the torchlight. “I mean, they’re really pretty.
Strange in a pretty way.”

My brows rose as I looked at Casteel.

The lines and angles of his face had softened. “They’re glowing,” he
murmured, leaning in slightly. “Actually, it’s not your entire eye that is.”
His head tilted to the side. “There are wisps of light. Silvery light
throughout your irises.”

Fractured eyes.

Casteel looked to where Kieran and Delano waited and saw what I did.
Eyes a pale blue streaked with luminous silver-white.

Eyes like those of the woman I’d seen in a dream that I knew was no
dream—the woman who had spoken to me. Every part of my being at that
moment knew that what she had said was the answer to everything.



Chapter 13

L/

Turning back to me, Casteel took my hand once more, lifting it to his
mouth. “They’re no longer glowing.” He placed a kiss on my knuckles, and
that single act eased a lot of the tension already creeping into me. He bowed
his head, placing his mouth near my ear as he whispered, “Thank you for
what you did for Quentyn.”

I shook my head, and he kissed the uneven line of skin along my
cheek. Keeping his fingers threaded through mine, he motioned to the
Guardians.

Two came forward, placing their hands over their hearts and bowing as
they each grasped a handle of the black doors. Stone scraped as they pulled
them open. Candlelight spilled out onto the colonnade as Jasper prowled
inside, his silver fur gleaming in the light. His son and then Delano
followed as Casteel and I walked forward, the wolven dagger still clutched
in my grip, hidden by the cloak. The remaining wolven flanked us,
streaming along the thick columns lining the four walls of the interior
chamber—black stone columns as reflective as the Temples in Solis. I
watched the wolven roam between those glossy pillars, their ears lowered
and eyes a luminous winter blue as they stalked the chamber, circling the
tall, broad-shouldered male sitting on one of the numerous stone benches
lining the center of the Temple of Saion, his back to us. His back was rigid
as his head followed the wolven’s path.

“Father,” Casteel called as the door closed behind us with a soft thud.

The King of Atlantia rose slowly, cautiously, and then turned, his hand
drifting to his side where his sword would’ve been sheathed. The man had
been hard to read at the Chambers of Nyktos, but now he didn’t have nearly
as much control over his emotions as his gaze shifted from his son to me.

He jerked back a step, his legs bumping into the bench behind him.
“You didn’t...” He trailed off as a blast of icy shock chilled my skin. His




eyes were wide, pupils dilating so fast that only a thin strip of gold was
visible as he stared at me, his lips parting.

My mouth dried as I fought the urge to close down my senses. I kept
them open as he took a step forward. Kieran’s head snapped in his direction,
and a low growl rumbled through the chamber, but Casteel’s father
appeared beyond hearing as he said hoarsely, “You were dying.”

I shivered at the reminder. “I was.”

Strands of light hair fell against the rough growth of hair along his jaw
and cheeks. “You were beyond saving,” he rasped as Kieran appeared to
relax, inching back even though Casteel’s father took another tentative step
toward us. “I saw you. I saw your wound and how much you bled. You
were beyond saving unless—”

“I took what was left of her blood and gave her mine,” Casteel said.
“That is how she stands here. I Ascended her.”

“But...” The King appeared at a loss for words.

I drew in a shallow breath and found my voice. “I can walk in the sun
—we actually rode all day through it. I don’t feel cold to the touch, and I
have emotions,” I told him. “And I don’t feel the need to tear out anyone’s
throat.”

Casteel’s gaze slid to mine as a faint thrill of amusement reached me.

“What?” I whispered. “I feel that’s necessary to point out.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and then returned my attention to his father.
“What I’'m trying to say is that I’'m not a vampry.”

King Valyn’s chest rose with a deep inhale, and with that breath, I felt
his shock retreat with each passing second, becoming fainter. But I didn’t
believe that he’d overcome his surprise that quickly. He was tucking his
emotions away, hiding them where I couldn’t easily reach them—doing the
same thing his son did when he didn’t want me to know his emotions. A
part of me, in the center of my chest, hummed with energy and wanted to
dig into those walls he’d built, find the fragile seams, and peel them apart,
exposing—

No.

I didn’t want that.

I didn’t want that for a multitude of reasons, namely for the fact that it
would be a massive violation. If someone shut me out, that was their right.



That was the only reason that mattered, but I wasn’t even sure I could do
something like that.

His father cleared his throat, snapping my attention back to him. “I
can’t believe you did it, Casteel.” He backed up and then sat on the bench,
stretching out one leg. I didn’t attempt to read him. “You knew what
could’ve happened.”

“I knew exactly what could’ve happened,” Casteel returned. “I knew
the risks, and I’d do it all over again even if she had Ascended.”

My heart gave a happy little wiggle, but Casteel’s father looked less
than impressed. “You know what that act did to our kingdom—to our
people—and you were willing to risk that again?”

“If you think that what I did was a shock, then you need to understand
that I will do anything and everything for my wife.” Casteel’s gaze latched
on to his father’s. “No risk is too great, nor is anything too sacred. Because
she is my everything. There is nothing greater than her, and I do mean
nothing.”

My lips parted on a breathy inhale as I stared at Casteel. A messy, little
ball of emotions climbed its way up my throat.

“I do not doubt that, son. I was there when you came to and realized
that she was gone. I saw you, and I have never seen you like that. I will
never forget it,” his father said, and my head snapped in his direction. That
was twice now that someone had said that. “And I can even understand
your need to protect her. Gods, do I understand that.” He dragged a hand
over his face, stopping to scratch at the beard. “But as the King, I cannot
approve of what you did.”

Casteel’s hand slipped from mine as several of the wolven looked at
the King. A cold, utterly frightening sort of anger brewed inside the Prince
—the kind of rage I knew had been one of the reasons he had come to be
known as the Dark One. “I wasn’t aware that I asked for your approval.”

My heart stuttered as his father snorted. “I think that’s obvious,
considering that the deed is already done.”

“And?” Casteel challenged in a voice that was too soft. Too calm.

Tiny hairs rose all over my body as my palm became damp around the
hilt of the wolven dagger. A great sense of wariness rose from the wolven.
They became eerily still. “Wait,” I said, unsure if I was speaking to them or
if I spoke to every living creature in the room. “Casteel took a huge risk,
one that many would agree he shouldn’t have taken, but he did. It’s over.



I’'m not a vampry.” I thought of the blood hunger I’d experienced upon
awakening. “Or at the very least, I am not like the others. And while he may
be deserving of the lecture—"

His father arched a brow while Casteel frowned at me. “It feels a little
irrelevant right now,” I stressed.

“You’re right,” King Valyn said after a moment. “He’s lucky. Or you
are. Or I and the entire kingdom are because you’re not an Ascended. That
much I know. If you were, my son knows what I would be obligated to do.”
His gaze met mine. “And I say that knowing it is highly unlikely that I
would even reach you before these wolven—those I have known for
hundreds of years—ripped into me.” His gaze flicked to his son’s. “You
would’ve started a war, one that would’ve weakened us to the real threat
that lies in the west. You just need to know that.”

One side of Casteel’s lips curled up, and I tensed at the sight of the
smirk. “I know what my actions would’ve caused.”

“And yet?”

“Here we stand,” he replied.

I inhaled sharply as I felt the hot burn of anger break through the walls
that his father had built. “Yes, here we all stand, apparently determined to
irritate the hell out of one another. Not me. I don’t want to irritate anyone—
you know, the person who was attacked not once but twice and then shot in
the chest with a crossbow,” I snapped, and both their gazes shot to me.
“And yet, I’'m the one who has to tell you two to knock it the hell off.”

The King blinked at me. “Why am I reminded of your mother, Cas?”

“Because that sounds like something she’d say,” he replied. “Or
probably has said, minus the being shot part.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, well, as I said, I’'m not an Ascended, or at
least not like the others. We all can agree on that, right? So, would you
happen to know what I am?” I asked, and then an awkward laugh escaped
me. The sound earned a few curious stares from the wolven. “That sounded
extremely weird to say out loud.”

“I’ve heard far stranger things,” Casteel commented, and that earned
him a curious glance from me. “She does not feel like anything I’ve felt
before,” Casteel said to his father, his tone shifting from that deadly calm
that was always a warning of very bad things to come. “But she’s not mortal
any longer.”

It was very bizarre to hear that, despite already knowing it.



“No, she is not.” His father studied me so intently that it was hard to
stand there and not react. Especially since that kind of scrutiny had only
ever accompanied someone staring at my scars. I didn’t think he even saw
them at the moment. “And you’re not a vampry. None of them can walk in
the sun or be among our kind so soon after the change and be so calm.”

“I didn’t think so,” Casteel said. “Can you explain what happened?”

His father didn’t answer for a long moment, and as I focused on him, I
truly felt nothing from him. “It has to be her heritage. Her bloodline,” he
said. “Somehow, it played a role in this. She feels...I don’t understand how
she feels.”

Warning bells went off, and it had everything to do with the sudden
biting taste of conflict filling my mouth. Did he know more than he was
saying? Instinct told me that he did. I glanced around the chamber, seeing
only the wolven among us. I took a deep breath. “Alastir told me who I’'m
related to—"

“I can only imagine what Alastir has told you,” King Valyn cut in.
“Some of it may be true. Some of it might not be. And there are things my
wife and I may be able to confirm for you.”

There was a skip in my chest, and the warmth of Casteel’s body
pressed against my side as he shifted closer to me. “But?”

“But this is a conversation I won’t have without Eloana present,” he
said, and I felt another jolt in my chest. His gaze met mine. “I know it’s a
lot for me to ask you to wait, but she needs to be a part of that
conversation.”

I was being asked to wait to find out if I was truly related to King
Malec—to delay possibly discovering why I didn’t become a vampry when
Casteel Ascended me. Of course, I didn’t want to, but I looked at Casteel.
His eyes briefly met mine, and then he looked at his father. “That is asking
a lot, Father.”

“I know, but just like you will do anything for your wife, I will do
anything to protect mine.”

“What does she have to be protected from?” Casteel asked.

“A history that has haunted us for centuries,” his father answered, and
I shivered. He stood slowly. “So, you can push this, but I won’t speak about
any of it until Eloana is present. You can summon her now if you want, but
I figure you have other pressing matters to deal with.”

Alastir.



“And I also think you want me to talk to your mother before she finds
out that you’ve held me here,” his father continued, a wry sense of humor
creeping into his tone. “Plus, it gives you time to rest—both of you. You’ve
been traveling nonstop and dealing with a lot. But it’s up to you.”

Casteel’s stare met mine, and it took a lot for me to nod. “You sure?”
he asked, his voice low.

“I am,” I confirmed, even as I wanted to shout in frustration.

His father’s chest rose. “Thank you. I think we all need this extra
time,” he said, and tiny balls of unease took root. Alastir had said that
Casteel’s parents weren’t involved, but there was a reason he wanted to
delay this conversation—why he wanted his wife present. “I believe it
would be extremely wise for us to keep this from anyone not present at the
ruins,” he advised. In other words, no one needed to know that Casteel had
Ascended me. “And that all who were there, be sworn to secrecy.”

“Agreed,” Casteel stated.

“But you sense something different about me, right?” I looked between
the two. “Wouldn’t any who can sense that know?”

“They will only know that you are neither vampry nor mortal. What
they feel will not tell them what occurred,” he explained, and that was
definitely a comfort to know. But what about the trees of Aios? That must
have alerted the people of Atlantia that something had happened. “Am I
free to go, then?” he asked of his son, and I couldn’t determine if that was a
serious question or not.

Casteel nodded. Kieran and the others tracked the King as he walked
toward us, stopping a few feet away as he stared at his son. Neither of them
spoke. I wasn’t naive enough to believe that no damage had been done to
their relationship, even though I wished that wasn’t the case. I only hoped it
was repairable.

King Valyn’s gaze shifted to mine. “I am sorry for what was done to
you when you arrived and what has happened since. This is not who
Atlantia is. Neither Eloana nor I would have allowed something like this to
happen if we’d known what Alastir had planned,” he told me as empathy
pushed through the walls he’d built, reaching me. “And I also know that my
apology does very little to change or rectify what has happened—what
could have been the outcome of such treachery and evil. And that is what
Alastir and those who conspired with him have committed.”



I nodded. “It’s...” I stopped myself before telling him it was okay.
Because it wasn’t—none of this was. So, all I could do was nod once more.

King Valyn turned to his son. “I can only assume what you plan to do
with Alastir and the others who are held below, but I want your assurance
that he will not survive the night. If he does, he will be executed in the
morning,” he told Casteel. “And while the crown still sits upon my head, it
is an order I will personally ensure is carried out.”

While I was glad he didn’t demand leniency for Alastir, the part about
the crown sent a wave of anxiety through me. I knew what he meant
without him having to say it more clearly. He didn’t expect to bear the
weight of the crown for much longer.

“He will not survive the night,” Casteel assured him. “None of them
will.”

King Valyn nodded and then hesitated for a moment. “Come to us
when you are both ready. We will be waiting.”

I watched Casteel’s father make his way around us, the wolven
clearing a path for him.

“Wait. Please.” Aware of Casteel’s stare, I turned to where his father
stopped before the door. He looked back at me. “You were at the ruins in
the Wastelands. Thank you for helping Casteel—for helping me,” I said,
hoping I wasn’t proven a fool later for thanking him. “Thank you.”

King Valyn’s head tilted to the side. “You don’t have to thank me.
You’re family now. Of course, I would help you.”

Home.

Kieran sat beside me in his wolven form as I stood between the
cypresses, under the splintered beams of moonlight. The cliff’s edge
overlooked Saion Cove’s now-dark waters, reflecting the deep blues and
blacks of the night sky. From here, I could see the city lights glittering like
stars coming to rest beyond the trees and valleys. It all looked like a
beautiful canvas, almost unreal. It reminded me a little of Carsodonia, but
even in the middle of the night, the bay would be full of ships, transporting
people and goods in and out. But it was peaceful here, with the sound of the



waterfalls and distant calls of nightbirds, and I was shocked and relieved to
feel the same as I had when I stood in the Chambers of Nyktos.

I still felt like I was home.

Was it my bloodline—the eather in it—recognizing the land, the air,
and the sea? Was my heritage that powerful? Because I honestly hadn’t
believed I would feel that after the attack.

A warm breeze sent a tangled strand of hair across my face. I caught it,
tucking it back as the same current caught the edges of the cloak I wore,
lifting them. Would my parents—at least the one who carried Atlantian
blood in them—have felt this way upon seeing Atlantia? If they had made
it. My chest clenched with sorrow and anger, and it took everything in me
to push it down and not let it take over. If I allowed that, the nasty ball of
emotion that had settled in my chest would work its way free, and I...I
couldn’t allow that to happen. Not now.

Weight pressed against my leg and hip, and I looked down to find that
Kieran had leaned into me. Like I often did with Delano, the urge to pet or
scratch his head was hard to ignore. He’d stayed outside with me after
Casteel had led me onto a stone pavilion behind the Temple of Saion and
then went underground with a few others to retrieve Alastir from the crypts.

It wasn’t the same one they’d kept me in, but Casteel had asked me to
stay aboveground. I imagined he did that because he didn’t want me to be
surrounded by the dead again, to be reminded of my time spent with them.
His foresight was another thing I was eternally grateful for.

I turned back to the sea as I dredged up the hope I’d felt when I
realized that there was a chance that Ian was like me. If he was, then he
could come here. He would love it. I already knew it after only seeing what
little I had. He would feel the peace, too. And when he saw the sea, as clear
as it was during the day, and as dark as it was at night? I couldn’t wait to
discover what stories he’d be inspired to tell. A smile tugged at my lips.

Kieran stood, ears perking as he heard the footsteps several moments
before me. Maybe I was stronger, but it appeared I hadn’t developed the
nifty hearing abilities of the Atlantians—because, of course not.

I looked over my shoulder. Emil approached slowly, aware that Kieran
wasn’t the only wolven among the trees.

“It is time?” I asked.

Emil nodded as he stopped several feet from me. “When Alastir saw
that Cas was alone, he believed you to be dead. We didn’t correct that



assumption. Cas thought that the belief would make Alastir more inclined
to speak, to incriminate any others who may be involved. But the bastard
isn’t saying much.”

“But he is saying something?”

Emil’s jaw hardened. “Nothing that needs repeating.”

“Let me guess? He said that he was only doing what he needed to do to
protect Atlantia and that I was a threat?” I surmised, and the Atlantian’s
gaze turned steely. “And I imagine he was also incredibly polite and
apologetic as he said those things.”

“Sounds about right,” Emil sneered, and I wasn’t surprised or
disappointed. What else could Alastir truly say? Admit that there hadn’t
been anyone else there that night at the inn? It wouldn’t matter if he did.
There was nothing any of us needed to hear from him. At least, nothing I
wanted. “Which is also why I think Casteel allowed him to believe you’re
dead. I think he’s already amused by the look that will most likely settle
upon Alastir’s face when he realizes that he failed. Come.” Emil started to
turn. “Cas will summon us when he wants us to make our presence known.”

But had he failed?

Yes.

I jerked as my heart jumped. I looked down at Kieran, my skin
erupting in tiny bumps. He continued watching Emil with those blue-silver
eyes. “Did I—?” I stopped myself. There was no way I had heard Kieran’s
voice in my mind. Casteel couldn’t even communicate that way. But hadn’t
I heard Delano’s voice earlier? I’d been asleep, though.

“Are you okay?” Emil asked, his concern evident.

“Yeah. Yes.” I quickly bent, picking up the wolven dagger from where
I’d placed it on the ground. “I’m ready.”

Quietly, I followed Emil through the thick stand of trees, returning to
the firelight of the pavilion. I stopped when Emil lifted a hand for silence.
We were still several yards from the pavilion, but I could see Casteel.

He stood in the center of the structure, arms at his sides, his head
cocked just a bit, revealing only the striking curve of his cheek and a tilt of
full lips. Dressed in all black, he looked like a spirit of the night, one called
forth to carry out vengeance.

I slipped the dagger under the fold of my cloak as I saw the Guardians
lead about half a dozen men out from the back of the Temple, all of them
bound with their hands tied behind their backs. Muscles stiffened as Naill



led the last one. Alastir’s scarred face was devoid of emotion as they lined
him up with the others.

Hatred seared my soul as he and the others were forced to their knees.
My parents. Casteel. His parents. Me. All of us had trusted him, and he had
not only planned to hand me over to the Ascended but had also ordered my
death. And in a way, he hadn’t failed. I had been killed. Casteel had saved
me, and I had awoken as something else.

What Alastir believes about me doesnt matter, 1 told myself as I
watched Casteel prowl forward, moving toward the nameless men who bled
the bitter taste of fear into the air. I hadn’t done anything to deserve what
Alastir and they had done. I had only defended myself. My parents had only
trusted him. My grip tightened on the dagger.

Casteel was so incredibly fast.

I didn’t even realize what he’d done until the man farthest away from
Alastir toppled over. Five more followed like dominos, and I didn’t see the
moonlight glinting off his slick sword until it stopped a mere inch from
Alastir’s neck. He’d severed their heads. All of them except Alastir. In a
few heartbeats.

I sucked in the breath that seemed to leave Alastir’s body. The wolven
was so still that it was like he was made of stone.

“You betrayed your King and Queen,” Casteel said, his voice showing
no emotion. And I...I felt nothing from him as he held the blood-soaked
edge of the sword to Alastir’s neck. “You betrayed me, and you betrayed
Atlantia. But none of those are the worst of your sins.”

Alastir turned his head just enough to look up at Casteel. “I did—"

“The unthinkable,” Casteel said.

“The prophecy—"

“Is utter bullshit,” Casteel snarled.

Alastir was silent only for a few moments. “I am sorry for the pain I
have caused you, Casteel. I had to do it. She had to be dealt with. I hope
you will understand that someday.”

A tremor coursed through Casteel as I felt his temper rise, hot as the
molten ore used to forge steel. For a moment, I thought that Casteel would
do it. That he would end Alastir’s life right there. And, honestly, I wouldn’t
have held it against him. If Alastir had done this to Casteel, I wouldn’t be
able to stop myself.

But Casteel did.



With awe-inspiring self-control, he pulled the sword away from
Alastir’s neck and lowered it, slowly using the tunic Alastir wore to wipe
the weapon clean.

The insult heightened the color on Alastir’s cheeks.

“You are responsible for the years of nightmares that have plagued
Poppy, aren’t you?” Casteel asked as he finished cleaning his sword. “And
then you befriended her. Looked her in the eyes and smiled at her, all the
while knowing that you left her to die a horrific death.”

Alastir stared straight ahead. “I did.”

“Those Craven may have been the ones to tear into her skin, but it was
ultimately you who is responsible for her pain—for the scars both visible
and hidden. For that alone, I should kill you.” Casteel sheathed his sword.
“But I won’t.”

“W-what?” Alastir’s head jerked in his direction. “You...you offer me
a reprieve?”

“I’m sorry.” Casteel didn’t sound even remotely apologetic. Emil was
right. He was amused. “I think you misunderstand. I said I should kill you,
but I won’t. I didn’t say you wouldn’t die tonight.” He looked over his
shoulder at the trees.

To where I waited.

Emil nodded as he stepped aside.

I walked forward.

A harsh breath was the only sound as I crossed the distance. Alastir’s
eyes widened. Our gazes met and held. A guttural rumble of warning came
from behind me. Warm fur brushed my hand as Kieran prowled forward,
coming to stand beside me.

Heart strangely calm, I held the dagger under the cloak as Alastir
looked up at me in shock. “How...?” His handsome, scarred face contorted
as his surprise slipped away, and rage etched his features. His hatred was a
tangible entity. “Do it. I dare you. It won’t matter. This doesn’t end with me.
You’ll prove me right. You will—”

Swinging my arm in a quick, sweeping arc, the bloodstone sliced deep
into his throat, ending the poisonous words in a gurgle.

I knelt, catching Alastir by the shoulder before he fell forward. We
were at eye-level now, the shock of the wound replacing the hatred in his
eyes. I had no idea what mine showed—if they showed anything.



“I will never think of you again after this night,” I promised, wiping
the blade clean on the front of his tunic, just as Casteel had. “I just wanted
you to know that.”

His mouth opened, but nothing but blood came out. I rose as I let go of
him. He toppled, jerking as his blood spilled freely.

“Well,” Casteel drew out the word. “That will not be a quick death.”

Watching the stone turn black in the moonlight for a moment, I looked
at Casteel. “I was wrong before. Some don’t deserve the honor of a quick
death.”

One side of his mouth quirked, hinting at a dimple as his gaze
flickered over my face. “Such a stunning, vicious little creature.”

I turned as Kieran stalked past me to where the body thrashed on the
ground. He planted a massive paw on Alastir’s back, his claws digging in as
he lifted his head to the sky. A deep howl pierced the silence of the night,
echoing through the valleys and over the sea. Tiny goosebumps prickled my
skin. The sound was haunting, seeming to hang in the air even after he
lowered his head.

A heartbeat passed.

Down below, near the dark sea, a long, keening howl answered.
Farther out, there was another and another. Then, throughout the city,
hundreds answered Kieran’s call, their yips and barks only overshadowed
by the pounding sound against the ground, the rush of their bodies racing
among the trees. The thousands of claws digging into soil and stone.

They came.

Like one of the relentless waves crashing against the rocks below, they
came in flashes of fur and teeth, both large and small. They came, and they
devoured.



Chapter 14

L/

Dawn arrived in vivid streaks of pink and blue as we followed a tree-
heavy path around the Temple of Saion, along with the realization that the
pleasure derived from retribution was unfortunately short-lived.

It wasn’t that I regretted taking Alastir’s life or not ensuring that his
death was a quick one. It was just that I wished it wasn’t necessary. As the
sun rose, I wanted it to be rising on a day not overshadowed by death.

I didn’t realize that I was still clutching the wolven dagger until
Casteel quietly pried it from my fingers and slipped it into the sheath at his
side.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

His gaze flew to mine, his eyes a glittering shade of topaz. I thought he
was about to speak, but he said nothing as wolven rose from among the
bushes and trees. There were so many of them, some large, and others
small, barely bigger than Beckett. My chest squeezed as I watched them
prowl alongside us. All of them were alert, their ears perked.

I couldn’t stop thinking about what they had done to Alastir and the
others—the sounds of flesh tearing and bones cracking. Tonight would stay
with me for a long, long time. I wondered if such an act upset their
digestion.

I didn’t ask, though, because I figured that was a rather inappropriate
question.

But right now, I was more focused on putting one foot in front of the
other. Every step took energy I was quickly running out of. The exhaustion
could’ve stemmed from the lack of sleep as we traveled across the Skotos
for the second time, the lack of rest from our first trip, or from everything
that had happened from the moment I arrived in Atlantia. It could’ve been a
combination of all those things. Casteel had to be equally exhausted, but the
good news was that I was once more exposed to sunlight, and my skin
wasn’t decaying or doing anything equally disturbing.




So that was a plus.

“You hanging in there?” he asked in a low voice as we approached
Setti, the horse’s coat a gleaming onyx in the morning sun. He grazed in the
grass.

I nodded, thinking this likely wasn’t the homecoming Casteel had
wanted. How long had it been since he’d even seen his parents last? Years.
And this was how he had to greet them, with an attack on him, me, and a
potential wedge being driven between him and his father.

A heaviness settled in my chest as one of the Guardians led Setti to us.
I looked up at the looming Skotos to see a canopy of glistening red.

The landscape of Atlantia had been forever changed, but what did it
mean?

“Poppy?” Casteel’s voice was quiet.

Realizing that he was waiting for me, I dragged my gaze from the
mountains and reached up, grasping Setti’s saddle. I didn’t find out if I had
the strength to pull myself up as I’d done outside the hunting cabin. Casteel
lifted me and then quickly followed.

Kieran joined us, having returned to his mortal form, now dressed in
the clothing Niall had brought back with us. He mounted one of the horses,
and I saw the shadows gathering under his eyes. We were all tired, so it was
no surprise that we rode away from the Temple in silence, followed by the
wolven. I didn’t see Emil or Naill when we left, nor did I catch sight of
Quentyn.

It took some time for us to navigate the cliffs and come upon the field
of pink and blue wildflowers. I looked at the trees at the other end of the
field but couldn’t see the Chambers of Nyktos from the road. I wondered
what kind of shape the Temple was in. Sighing, I faced forward. My heart
skipped in my chest as I looked ahead and saw the Pillars of Atlantia once
again. The marble and limestone columns were so high they nearly reached
the clouds. Shadowy markings etched the stone in a language I couldn’t
read. This was the resting place of Theon, the God of Accord and War, and
his sister Lailah, the Goddess of Peace and Vengeance. The columns were
connected to a wall that was as large as the Rise that surrounded the capital
of Solis and continued on as far as I could see.

Home.

I still felt that way. It was the skip in my chest. The sense of rightness.
I looked over my shoulder at Casteel to tell him as much, but I picked up on



the anger brewing inside him. It pooled in my mouth like acid, and his
concern was a too-thick cream in the back of my throat.

“I’m okay,” I told him.

“I wish you’d stop saying that.” His grip tightened on the reins.
“You’re not okay.”

“Am, too,” I insisted.

“You’re tired.” Casteel looped his arm loosely around my waist.
“You’ve been through a lot. There’s no way you’re okay.”

I stared at his grip on the reins. Sometimes I wondered if he could feel
my emotions or read my thoughts. He couldn’t, but he knew me better than
those who’d known me for years. It was sort of amazing how that had
happened in such a relatively short period of time. But right now, I almost
wished he didn’t. I blinked back the hot rush of pointless tears. I didn’t even
understand why I suddenly felt so emotional, but I didn’t want it weighing
on his mind. I started to reach for him but stopped, dropping my hand into
my lap instead. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“For what?”

I swallowed hard as I lifted my gaze to Kieran’s back. “Just...for
everything.”

Casteel stiffened behind me. “Are you serious?”

“Yes?”

“What exactly is this everything you’re apologizing for?”

I doubted repeating the word would suffice. “I was just thinking about
how you haven’t seen your parents in years, and how your homecoming
should’ve been a good one—a happy one. Instead, all of this happened. And
Alastir...” T shook my head. “You knew him far longer than me. His
betrayal has to bother you. And I was also thinking about the Chambers of
Nyktos and wondering how damaged it must be now. I bet the Temple has
been there for thousands of years. And here I came and—"

“Poppy, I’'m going to stop you right there. Part of me wants to laugh
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“Same,” Kieran commented from up front.

My eyes narrowed on the wolven.

“The other part of me finds absolutely nothing funny about you
apologizing for things you have no control over.”

“I also second that,” Kieran tossed out.

“This conversation doesn’t involve you, Kieran,” I snapped.



The wolven shrugged a shoulder. “Just chiming in with my two cents.
Carry on. My father and I will pretend we can’t hear either of you.”

I scowled at him as I glanced to where Jasper rode past us in his mortal
form. I had no idea when he’d shifted.

“Look,” Casteel said, his voice low, “we’re going to need to talk about
a lot when we’re somewhere private, and I’ve had a chance to make sure
your injuries have healed.”

“What injuries?”

Casteel sighed behind me. “Since you apparently didn’t notice, you
were still covered in bruises after you rested in the hunting cabin.”

After he’d Ascended me into...whatever I was now. “I’'m—"

“Don’t tell me you’re fine again, Poppy.”

“I wasn’t,” I lied.

“Uh-huh.” He shifted me closer to him, so I leaned into his chest.
“What you need to know now is that none of this is your fault. You did
nothing wrong, Poppy. None of this is on you. You understand that? Believe
that?”

“I know that. I did nothing to cause any of this,” I told him, speaking
the truth. I didn’t blame myself for other people’s actions, but I was still a
disruptive presence, whether I intended to be or not. It was a different kind
of guilt.

We fell silent as my gaze shifted beyond Kieran to the sprawling city
of Saion’s Cove. Ivory and sand-colored buildings—some square and others
circular—gleamed under the fading sun, dotting the sweeping, rolling hills
and valleys. Some structures were as wide as they were tall, sitting closer to
the ground. Once again, it reminded me of the Temples in Solis, but these
were not made out of the black, reflective stone that those were. These
captured the sun, worshipped it. Other buildings were taller than even
Castle Teerman, their sleek towers sweeping gracefully into the sky. And
every rooftop I could see was covered in green. Trees rose from them, and
vines spilled from the rooftops, all bursting with vivid pink, blue, and
purple flowers.

Saion’s Cove was nearly the size of Carsodonia, and this was just one
of Atlantia’s cities. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what Evaemon, the
capital of Atlantia, must look like.

The first signs of life we saw were from the farms just outside the city.
Cows and fluffy sheep grazed in the fields. Goats nibbled at weeds and low-



hanging branches near the road. Orchards bearing yellow fruit were mixed
among various crops, and seated back from the main road, cream-colored
walls of homes peeked out from behind mossy cypress trees. Many
buildings were there, among the trees, all of them spaced apart and large
enough to house a decent-sized family. This was nothing like Masadonia or
Carsodonia, where sprawling manors and estates were prevalent, and the
workers either traveled from the city or stayed in barely livable huts on the
properties.

The livestock took no notice of the wolven that followed us as we
passed the farms. Perhaps they were used to their presence or sensed they
were of no threat to them. Had the farmers or people in the city heard the
wolven in the middle of the night as they came to the Temple of Saion?
That must have been a sound to wake up to.

But thoughts of the wolven’s howls fell to the wayside as nervous
energy jolted my system. The city suddenly appeared before us.

There were no gates, no inner walls or buildings heavily stacked upon
one another. The scent of people forced to live in cramped, narrow spaces
didn’t stain the air. That was the first thing one smelled when entering either
Masadonia or Carsodonia. It always reminded me of misery and
desperation, but Saion’s Cove smelled of fruit from the nearby orchards,
and salt from the sea. The farmlands and moss-strewn cypresses simply
transitioned into the city, and that was a statement.

There was no separation between those who fed the city and the tables
that food sat on.

Seeing that brought forth a rush of faith and possibility, and I sat a
little straighter. I didn’t know much about Atlantian politics, and I knew the
kingdom wasn’t without problems. They were quickly becoming
overpopulated, something Casteel hoped to alleviate through negotiations
with Solis officials and by reclaiming the lands east of New Haven—a large
and mostly uninhabited chunk of Solis. Some may not even notice how
significant this one difference was, but it was huge. And it was proof that if
Atlantia could do it, so could Solis.

But how could that happen? If Casteel and I were successful in
overthrowing the Blood Crown, Solis would remain as it was, only safer for
mortals because only the Ascended who agreed to control their thirst would
survive. But the power remained with the wealthy. And the wealthiest were



among the Ascended. They thrived in a stratified system, which would be
harder to break than stopping the Rites and the murders of innocents.

And could the majority of the Ascended be trusted to change? Would
the new King and Queen who replaced the ones who currently ruled the
Blood Crown even agree? Would Solis really be any different? We had to
try, though. It was the only way to avoid war and prevent further destruction
and countless deaths. First, we had to convince Queen Ileana and King
Jalara that, unlike what the Duchess had claimed about my union with the
Prince, it would be the Ascended’s undoing and not the downfall of
Atlantia. Both the Duchess and Alastir were wrong—and dead.

In a way, the Ascended had kickstarted their downfall by creating the
Maiden and convincing the people of Solis that I had been Chosen by the
gods—gods the mortals believed were very much awake and constantly
vigilant. The Ascended had made me their figurehead and a symbol of Solis
to the people they controlled through manipulation. My marriage to Casteel
would serve two purposes. It would prove that the Atlantians were not
responsible for the plague known as the Craven—another lie the Ascended
had spun to cover their evil deeds and to incite fear to make controlling
people easier. And the people of Solis would believe the gods had approved
of the Chosen joining with an Atlantian. Because of their lies, we held the
upper hand. The only way any Ascended could remain in power was if they
understood that. Because if they turned against me, their entire kingdom of
lies would crack underneath them. Casteel had been right when he’d said
that Queen Ileana was clever. She was. She had to agree. We would prevent
a catastrophic war and maybe be able to reshape Solis in the process—for
the better.

But a voice inside me, a strange one that sounded a lot like mine but
wasn’t and came from the same place that ancient thing in me had seemed
to awaken, existed deep in the very core of my being. What that voice
whispered left me unsettled and cold with dread.

Sometimes war cannot be prevented.




Two large coliseums sat on either side of the road we traveled on,
reminding me of the ruins in Spessa’s End. Statues of the gods lined the
interior of the columns and the outer walls farthest from the road were
higher, full of rows and rows of seats. Bouquets full of bright purple
flowers sat on each of the steps leading into the structures. They were
empty, as were the smaller pavilions we passed, their gold and blue
canopies rippling softly in the warm breeze, and in the windowed and
roofed buildings, but it didn’t stay that way.

“Casteel,” Kieran said, his voice carrying a tone of warning.

“I know.” Casteel’s arm tightened around me. “I was hoping we’d be
able to make it farther before we were noticed. That’s clearly not going to
happen. These streets are about to fill.”

That odd voice inside me and the unease it stirred quickly faded as
people slowly and cautiously ventured outside. Men. Women. Children.
They didn’t seem to notice Jasper or Kieran, as if the sight of the former
shirtless on horseback was a common occurrence. And maybe it was.
Instead, they stared up at Casteel and me with wide eyes. Confusion
radiated from anyone I looked at. Everyone appeared frozen, and then an
older man in blue yelled, “Our Prince! Prince Casteel! Our Prince returns!”

A gasp went through the crowd like a gust of wind. Doors of shops and
homes alike opened down the road. They must not have known that Casteel
had recovered from the shadowshade flower. I wondered exactly what
knowledge they had of what had occurred in the Chambers of Nyktos. Had
the blood rain not fallen on the city? Surely, they had seen the trees of Aios,
even though soaring buildings now blocked the mountains.

Shouts of excitement and cheers filled the streets as people clamored
and spilled out of buildings or leaned from windows above. Arms rose and
trembled as some yelled Casteel’s name, and others praised the gods. An
older man dropped to his knees and clasped his hands together against his
chest. He wept. And he wasn’t the only one. Women. Men. Many openly
cried as they yelled his name. Casteel shifted behind me as my eyes grew to
the size of the sun. I...I’d never seen anything like this. Ever.

“They...some of them are crying,” I whispered.

“I think they feared I was dead,” he remarked. “It has been quite some
time since I’ve been home.”

I wasn’t sure if that was the reason. From what I’d seen in New Haven
and Spessa’s End, he was well loved and respected by his people. My throat



tightened as I looked around, seeing a blur of ecstatic, smiling faces.
Nothing like this happened when the Ascended rode through their towns.
Not even when the Queen or King moved about in public, which if I
remembered correctly, had been rare. There had always been silence.

People jerked to a stop, their cheers falling to whispers. At first, I
didn’t understand what the cause was.

The wolven.

They must’ve fallen back at some point, but now they returned to our
sides. They prowled the street and swept over the sidewalks, moving
between mortals and Atlantians alike. They didn’t snarl or snap, but their
bodies were clearly tense.

My skin prickled with awareness as gazes moved from Casteel to the
wolven and then to me. I stiffened, feeling their stares on my bloodied and
dirtied clothing and the bruises surely visible. The scars.

“I would’ve taken a different route to Jasper’s home if it was
possible,” Casteel told me, his voice low as we turned onto a road where the
buildings reached for the clouds, and the crystal-clear waters of the Seas of
Saion began to peek out from behind structures. I’d forgotten the offer
Jasper had made at the Chambers. It was telling that Casteel rode there and
not to his family’s holdings. “But this is the least populated way.”

This was the least populated area? There had to be...gods, there had to
be thousands on the streets now, appearing in windows, and coming to
stand out on ivy-smothered balconies and terraces.

“I know this is a lot,” he continued. “And I’m sorry we couldn’t delay
this.”

I reached down to where his hand rested lightly on my hip. This time, I
didn’t stop myself. I folded my hand over his and squeezed.

Casteel turned his hand over, returning the gesture. We didn’t let go of
each other’s hands.

Part of me wanted to look away, to not allow myself to sense what the
people were feeling, but that would make me a coward. I let my senses
remain open, to stretch out just enough to get the briefest glimpse of their
emotions in case I lost control of...whatever I was truly capable of. My
pounding heart and wild thoughts made it difficult to concentrate, but after
a few moments, I tasted...the tartness of confusion, and the lighter, springy
flavor of curiosity coming from the people of Atlantia.

There was no fear.



No hatred.

Just curiosity and confusion. I hadn’t expected that. Not after the
Temple. My body sank against Casteel’s, and I rested my head against his
chest. The crowd’s emotions could change once they learned what I’d done,
and what I may or may not be. But right now, I wasn’t going to worry about
that. I started to close my eyes when deep blue fabric snagged my attention.

A white-haired woman stood on a balcony of one of the high-rise
buildings, the wind tugging at the blue gown she wore. Holding onto a
black railing, she slowly lowered herself to one knee and placed her fist
over her thin chest. Her head bowed as the wind whipped her snowy hair.
On another balcony, a man with gray hair in a long, thick braid, did the
same. And on the sidewalks...

Men and women whose skin and bodies bore the signs of age lowered
themselves to their knees, among those who stood.

“Liessa!” a man shouted, slamming a hand against the sidewalk,
startling me. “Meyaah Liessa!”

Setti’s head reared as two children raced out from one of the buildings
—one of them no more than five years old—their long, brown hair
streaming out from behind them. One of them shifted right there, pitching
forward as white-and-brown-streaked fur erupted from the skin. The
wolven was so tiny as it yipped and bounced, ears flopping as the older
child by only a year or so ran beside the pup.

Casteel’s grip on Setti tightened as the child shouted, “Liessa! Liessa!”

Liessa. 1 had heard that before when I’d had that nightmare in the
Skotos Mountains and heard Delano’s voice. He’d said those words. Or I
had dreamed him saying them, at least.

An older child grabbed the younger one and turned, chasing after the
one who’d shifted. Younger men and women appeared on the sidewalks and
above, babies held to their hips as they lowered to their knees. Shock rolled
out from others in icy waves as the chant of “Liessa” grew in volume.

“What does that mean?” I asked Casteel as another small child shifted
into a fuzzy little thing that was nudged back onto the sidewalk by one of
the larger wolven following us. The little girl or guy nipped and then
promptly started chasing its tail. “Liessa?”

“It’s old Atlantian. The language of the gods,” Casteel said, his voice
rough. He cleared his throat as he squeezed my hand again. “Meyaah
Liessa. It means: my Queen.”






Chapter 15

Jasper’s home sat atop a bluff that overlooked the sea and a large
swath of the city’s homes. Only the high-rises and a palatial home on
another cliff rose higher. I assumed the latter was the King and Queen’s
residence, and I had no idea if they had arrived in Saion’s Cove yet or if
they’d heard the shouts.

Meyaah Liessa.

My Queen.

That was one of those three things I had managed not to dwell on since
I woke in the hunting cabin. Queen. I couldn’t process that, and I wasn’t
even going to try as I scanned the hanging stems of white and violet flowers
dangling from numerous woven baskets strung halfway up the walls of the
courtyard. Not until I bathed, slept, and got some food in my stomach.

As we neared the stables, the center of the courtyard drew my gaze.
Water splashed and spilled over tiered levels of a water fountain crafted
from stone the color of midnight and even more reflective than the material
used to build the Temples in Solis.

A man in tan breeches and a loose white shirt hurried from one of the
stables. His gaze bounced from Jasper and Kieran to Casteel. Surprise
flickered through him. He bowed deeply. “Your Highness.”

“Harlan,” Casteel acknowledged. “I know it’s been quite a bit of time
since you’ve seen me, but you don’t have to call me that.”

I couldn’t help but try to imagine any of the Ascended—Iet alone the
King or Queen—allowing such familiarity. Those who hadn’t greeted Duke
Teerman formally tended to disappear shortly thereafter.

Harlan nodded as Jasper dismounted. “Yes, Your—” He caught
himself with a sheepish smile. “Yes, it has been a while.”

As the man took Setti’s reins, I saw that his eyes were a dark brown.
He was either mortal or of the changeling bloodline. I wanted to ask, but



that seemed like a rather impolite question. He looked up at me, his gaze
briefly lingering on my face before moving on.

“Harlan, I would like to introduce you to someone extremely important
to me,” Casteel said as Kieran faced us. “This is my wife, Penellaphe.”

My wife.

Despite everything, my heart still did a silly little leap.

“Your wife?” The male blinked once and then twice. A toothy grin
spread across his face. “Congratulations, Your— Congratulations. Wow. 1
don’t know what is more surprising. Your return or that you’re married.”

“He likes to go big or go home,” Kieran commented as he patted his
horse’s side. “In case you’ve forgotten that.”

Harlan chuckled as he scratched at his mop of blond hair. “I guess I
have.” He looked at me again. “It’s an honor to meet you, Your Highness.”
He bowed then with far more flourish.

Kieran raised his brow at me as he mouthed, Your Highness.

If T weren’t so tired and uninterested in making a second bad first
impression, I would’ve jumped from Setti and punched the wolven in the
face. Hard. Instead, I unglued my tongue from the roof of my mouth.
“Thank you,” I managed, hoping I didn’t sound as strange to him as I did to
myself. “You don’t have to call me that either. Penellaphe is fine.”

The male grinned, but I had a feeling my suggestion went in one ear
and skipped right out the other.

“Setti has been on the road for quite some time. He could use some
extra care,” Casteel commented, thankfully drawing the attention away
from me.

“I will make sure he and the others receive it.” Harlan held onto the
reins as he rubbed the side of Setti’s muzzle.

Casteel leapt down with a fluid grace that made me wonder if he were
a pit of endless energy and then immediately reached for me. I took his
hands, and he lifted me from the saddle, placing me on the ground beside
him. His hands slid to my hips and lingered there. I looked up at him, and
he bent down, pressing his lips to my forehead. The sweet kiss tugged at my
heart.

“Just a couple of more minutes,” he murmured as he tucked several
tangled strands of hair over my shoulder. “And we’ll be alone.”

I nodded. His arm stayed around me as we turned.



Kieran and Jasper had stopped in front of us, but the wolven not in
their mortal forms caught and held my attention. They had followed us into
the courtyard, and there were...gods, there had to be hundreds of them.
They prowled along the stables and the estate. Dozens leapt onto the walls
of the courtyard. Others climbed the wide steps of the manor and stood
between the pillars. They parted, creating a path between us and the bronze
doors. But before Casteel or I could move, they shifted. All of them at once.
Fur thinned and gave way to flesh. Bones cracked and shrank, fusing back
together. Limbs straightened and claws retracted into nails. Within seconds,
they stood in their mortal forms. There was a whole lot of skin on display.
More than I ever needed to see. My cheeks started to heat as I struggled not
to look, well...anywhere. I started to ask Casteel what was happening, but
the wolven moved simultaneously.

Right hands balled into fists. They placed them over the center of their
chests and then sank onto one knee, lowering their heads as the ones on the
street had done. All of them—the wolven in the courtyard, the ones on the
wall, on the steps and between the pillars.

[ felt a little dizzy as Jasper and Kieran turned to us and followed suit.

“They have never done that for me,” Casteel remarked under his
breath.

Kieran lifted his head just enough for me to see that he smirked.

“I don’t know why they’re doing it for me.”

He glanced down at me, his brows knitted. “It’s because you have the
blood—"

“I know,” 1 said, my heart starting to pound again. “I know, but...”
How could I put into words how crazy this was to me? People bowed
before me as the Maiden, but this was different, and it had nothing to do
with the fact that naked people prostrated themselves before me.

Though, that seemed important, too.

Kieran rose, meeting Casteel’s stare. He nodded. I had no idea how
they communicated to one another if there was no bond. Hell, I had no idea
how they did it when there had been one. He said something to Jasper, and
his father shifted back into his wolven form. The others followed suit, and
again, I was left wondering how they all acted in unison. I watched them
move away from the home, spreading out through the courtyard and beyond
the walls, wondering if it was some sort of instinctual drive or something
beyond that.



Casteel’s hand dropped to the center of my back as he started forward.
“Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?”

I looked up at him, my brows raised. “That was a lot of...nakedness.”

A half-grin appeared as he looked down at me.

“You’ll get used to it,” Kieran stated as he climbed the steps.

I wasn’t so sure about that.

“More like you’re sort of forced to,” Casteel said as Kieran walked in
through the open doors. “Wolven tend to find clothing cumbersome.”

I thought about all the breeches and shirts they seemed to go through,
and I could sort of understand why they felt that way.

A warm breeze stirred gauzy curtains as Kieran led us past several
large sitting rooms full of oversized chairs in vibrant hues. The air carried a
hint of cinnamon that lingered as we followed him into a canopied
breezeway. I didn’t see any sign of Kieran’s mother or anyone else, and I
wondered if she was among the wolven who had been outside.

We ended up back inside, in a different wing of the house, walking
down another long, seemingly never-ending hall. My steps slowed, and I
sighed as we passed yet another door. “How many people live here?”

“Depends on the time of year,” Kieran answered. “At times, every
room is filled, and we have a lot who come and go, those in need of
temporary housing.”

“Oh,” I answered, internally sobbing when we passed two more doors.
“How long is this hallway?”

“Not much longer,” he said, and Casteel’s hand moved in a slow,
comforting circle on my back. A moment later, the hall curved, and I saw
the end—thank the gods. Kieran stopped in front of cream-colored double
doors. “I figured you’d want to stay in your old rooms.”

“You’ve stayed here a lot?” I asked as Casteel’s hand slipped from my
back. I missed the weight of it immediately.

He nodded, opening one side of the doors. “My parents don’t come
here a lot, and especially not after everything happened with Malik,” he
answered, and I thought that made sense. “I’d rather be here than in an
empty estate.”

I couldn’t even imagine how big his parents’ home here or in the
capital was if this was the size of Jasper’s.

“I’ll make sure your bags are brought in from the stables,” Kieran
offered.




“That would be amazing. Thank you.” Casteel glanced at him as he
reached over, taking my hand. “We’re going to need some time before we
have visitors.”

A wry grin appeared on Kieran’s face. “I’ll make sure my mother
understands that.”

For some reason, my stomach flip-flopped at the thought of meeting
Kieran’s mother.

Kieran slipped away then, and he did so with impressive quickness.
Maybe he was half-afraid I would start asking questions. Little did he know,
he didn’t have to worry about that. I shuffled into the room as Casteel
nudged the door open farther.

Where was the bed?

That was all I could think as I walked across the cream-colored tile
floors into the space where a pearly-hued settee and two wide chairs were
situated in the middle. Behind the sitting area was a table with marble legs
carved into vines, and two high-backed dining chairs upholstered in a thick
gray material. A chaise lounge was positioned in front of closed, lattice
doors, and above, a ceiling fan churned lazily.

“The bedroom is through here.” Casteel stepped through a rounded
archway to the right.

I almost tripped as I walked into the room.

“That’s the largest bed ever.” I stared at the four-poster bed and its
gauzy white curtains.

“Is it?” he asked, tugging the curtains back on one side and securing
them to the posts. “The bed in my residence in Evaemon is bigger.”

“Well...” I cleared my throat. “Congratulations on that.”

He tossed me a grin over his shoulder as he unsheathed my dagger,
placing it on the nightstand and then removed his swords. By a large
wardrobe, I recognized saddlebags—the ones from when we’d first entered
Atlantia. How long had they sat here, waiting for us? I turned slightly.
Several chairs were situated across from the bed. Another set of lattice
doors led to what appeared to be a veranda, and there was an even larger
ceiling fan, one with leaf-shaped blades that spun, moving the air about.
“Wait.” My gaze shot back to him. “You have your own residence?”

“I do.” Having finished with the curtains on the bed, he straightened.
“I have quarters at my family’s home—the palace—but I also have a small
townhome.”



I was sure that I knew Casteel better than most, but there was still so
much I had to learn about him. Things that weren’t all that important, and
the things that made him who he was today. We just hadn’t had the time to
truly discover each other’s secrets yet, and I wanted that time as painfully as
I wanted to hold my brother, see Tawny again, and learn that she hadn’t
Ascended like the Duchess had claimed. I wanted that as badly as I wanted
to see Casteel reunite with his brother and for Malik to be healthy and
whole.

And we’d almost lost the chance for more time.

Casteel stepped to the side, turning to me. I saw the open door behind
him. Faint sunlight drenched ivory-tiled walls and glimmered off a large,
porcelain soaking tub. Drawn forward, I might’ve stopped breathing as I
realized how big the tub was and that all the bottles on the shelves were full
of colored salts, creams, and lotions. What sat in the corner of the bathing
chamber was what I couldn’t look away from, though. Several pipes
descended from the ceiling, each one with an oval-shaped head on it, and all
full of tiny holes. The floor under them was sunken, and a large...drain was
in the center. One side, under the window, held a tiled bench built into the
wall.

“That’s the shower,” Casteel said from behind me. “Once turned on,
the water comes from overhead.”

All T could do was stare.

“The faucets at the sink are like the ones in the shower and tub. The
handle painted red is hot, and the blue one is for cold water. You just turn it
— Poppy?” There was a smile in his voice. “Look.”

Blinking, I pulled my gaze from the shower to watch him turn the red
handle. Water poured into the basin.

“Come.” Casteel motioned me forward. “Feel the water. It’ll be cold
for a few seconds.”

I went to his side, slipping my hand into the stream of water. It was
cold and then cool before turning to lukewarm and then hot. Gasping, I
jerked my hand back as my eyes flew to his.

The dimple in his right cheek deepened. “Welcome to the land of hot
water at your fingertips.”

Awe filled me. Tawny would love this chamber. She probably would
never leave it, demanding her suppers be served here. Sadness threatened to
creep in and crowd out the joy, and it was hard to set it aside and allow



myself to enjoy this moment. I started to dip my hand into the water again,
but Casteel turned it off. “Hey—"

He took my hand. “You can play with the faucets and water all day, but
let me take care of you first.”

Looking up, I started to tell him there was no need, but I saw my
reflection and stopped moving, stopped thinking.

It was the first time I’d seen myself since I’d awakened in the cabin. I
couldn’t stop staring, and it wasn’t the absolute mess that was my hair.
Lowering my hands to the rim of the sink, I stared at my reflection.

“What are you doing?” Casteel asked.

“I...I look the same,” I said, noting the strong brow, the line of my
nose, and the width of my mouth. “But I don’t.” I lifted a hand, touching the
scar on my left cheek. His gaze followed mine to the mirror. “Do the scars
look...less to you?” I asked because they did to me. They were still clearly
noticeable, the one at my hairline that cut through my brow, and the other
that sliced across my temple, reminding me of how close I’d come to losing
an eye. The scars didn’t appear to be a shade paler than my skin like before.
They were the same tone of pink as the rest of my face, and the flesh didn’t
feel as rough, nor did it look as jagged.

“I hadn’t noticed,” Casteel said, and my gaze shot to his in the
reflection. I...I sensed surprise from him. He spoke the truth. He truly
hadn’t noticed the difference because he never really noticed the scars in the
first place. They had never been a thing to him.

I might’ve fallen even more in love with him right then if that were
possible.

“They are a little fainter,” he continued, his head cocked. “It must’ve
been my blood—how much of it. It could’ve repaired some of the old
wounds.”

I glanced down at my arm then and looked—really looked. The skin
was less shiny and patchy there.

“It amazes me,” he commented. “That the scars are what you notice
first.”

“Because the scars are what everyone seems to see first when they
look upon me,” I stated.

“I don’t think that’s the first thing, Poppy. Not before,” he said,
brushing a clump of my hair over my shoulder. “And definitely not now.”

Definitely not now.



I lifted my gaze once more and looked beyond the scars and the
smattering of freckles across my nose to my eyes. They were green, just
like I remembered my father’s being, but they were also different. It wasn’t
exactly noticeable upon first glance, but I saw it now.

The silvery sheen behind my pupils.

“My eyes...”

“They’ve been like that since the Temple of Saion,” he said.

I blinked once and then twice. They remained the same upon
reopening. “This isn’t what they look like when they glow, right?”

He shook his head. “That light behind your pupils seeps out into the
green. It’s far more intense.”

“Oh,” I whispered.

“I think it’s the eather in you,” he told me, angling his body toward
mine.

“Oh,” I repeated, thinking that it must be the same thing that made
Casteel and the other Atlantians’ eyes become luminous and churning.

He arched a brow. “That’s all you have to say to seeing your eyes?
Oh?”

“My eyes...they feel the same,” I offered up, truly having no idea what
to say.

One side of his lips quirked. “And they’re still the most beautiful eyes
I’ve ever seen.”

I turned to him, looking up. “None of this bothers you? My heritage?
Whatever it is that I am?”

His half-grin faded. “We had this conversation when we talked about
Malec.”

“Yes, we did, but...but when you met me, I was the Maiden. You
thought I was mortal, and then you learned I was half-Atlantian. But now
you know I’'m descended from a god, and you don’t even really know what
I am,” I pointed out. “My gifts aren’t even the same. I’'m changing.”

“So?”

“So?”

“When you met me, you thought I was a mortal guard who’d sworn an
oath to protect you. But then you learned I was an Atlantian and that I was
the Prince,” he countered. “Did any of that change how you saw me?”

At first it had, but... “No. It didn’t.”



“Then why is it so hard for you to believe that it changes nothing for
me? You are still Poppy.” He touched my cheek. “No matter how much
more you change, you are still her in your heart.”

I glanced back at the mirror, seeing a familiar face that was also
unfamiliar in the smallest ways. I felt like myself in my heart...and I hoped
that didn’t change.



Chapter 16

: '

“Come,” Casteel repeated, taking my hand. “Let me look at you.”

“I told you, I’'m okay.”

He led me away from the mirror and back into the bedchamber. “And I
told you to stop saying that when I know you aren’t.”

“I don’t even feel those bruises you mentioned,” I said as he placed me
by the side of the bed.

His ocher gaze flicked to mine. “I know there are wounds that aren’t
visible to the eye, and I wish you would stop trying to hide them from me.”

I snapped my mouth shut.

“I think there is a lot we need to talk about. He reached for the hem of
my tunic, lifting it. “But there’s something really important we need to talk
about before we discuss anything else.” He motioned for me to lift my
arms, and I did so. Air flowed over my bare arms as I watched him toss the
top aside. The plain slip I wore was so much thinner and better suited for
the climate, but its tiny straps and the near-sheer, cinched bodice hid very
little.

He drew a finger along the strap as he eyed it, slipping it under the
flimsy material. “These silly, tiny straps...” The tips of his fangs dragged
across his lower lip.

“Is that what you want to talk about?” My skin tingled as he ran his
finger along the bodice of the slip, over the swell of my flesh. The peaks of
my breasts tightened and hardened as his gaze returned to mine.

“I think these straps are very important and extremely distracting, but
they’re not what we need to discuss,” he replied. “Sit, Poppy. I know you’re
exhausted.”

I glanced down at my dusty pants. “I’ll dirty the bed if I sit.”

“Then you’ll have to take the pants off.”

My brows lifted. “Are you trying to get me naked?”



“Poppy,” he purred, brushing several strands of hair over my shoulder.
“When am I not trying to get you naked?”

I laughed softly. “Good point.” I reached for the flap of the breeches,
knowing he was teasing and enjoying it—and relieved that I could still
enjoy it despite everything that had happened. I undid the buttons.

“Boots,” he reminded me. “Here. Hold onto my shoulders.”

Casteel knelt before me, and the sight of him—the breadth of his
shoulders, the hair that had dried in a mess of waves and loose curls,
toppling over his forehead, and the thick fringe of dark lashes nearly undid
me. He was beautiful. He was brave. He was intelligent. He was kind and
accepting. He was ferocious.

And he was mine.

Hands trembling slightly, I placed them on his shoulders. He made
quick work of tugging off the boots as I steadied myself. The pants came
next, and then I was standing before him in nothing but a slip that reached
my thighs.

Casteel remained where he was, his gaze traveling over the length of
my legs. His stare lingered, not on the old scars from the night of the
Craven attack, but rather on the dull blue patches of skin, bruised now from
the gods only knew what. His gaze roamed over me—my arms, the skin
above my breasts, my face.

His eyes were like iced-over chips of amber when they met mine. “If
any of those who inflicted one second of pain on you still breathed, I would
tear them apart, limb from limb. I pray that the death you dealt them was
slow and painful.”

“It wasn’t slow for most.” An image surfaced of them clutching their
heads and screaming as their bodies contorted. “But it was painful for all.”

“Good.” His gaze held mine. “Don’t spend a second on guilt or pity.
None of them—and especially not Alastir—deserve that.”

I nodded.

“I promise you if anyone else was involved in this, they will be found,
and they will pay. The same goes for anyone else who seeks to threaten
you. No matter who.”

He meant those words, and instinct told me that no one was excluded.
Not even his parents.

“And I promise the same to you. I will allow no one to harm you,” 1
swore, the center of my chest thrumming.



“I know.” Casteel took my hands and pulled me down so I was sitting
on the edge of the soft bed. A long moment passed. “I’'m your husband,
right?” he asked, remaining crouched.

My brows lifted at the unexpected question. “Yes?”

“Now, I don’t know a whole lot about being a husband,” he said as he
placed my hands in my lap, and I really had no idea where he was going
with this. “Do you know what’s carved into our rings? It’s in old Atlantian,”
he told me when I shook my head. “Both say the same thing. Always and
forever. That is us.”

“Yes,” I whispered, my throat tightening. “It is.”

“Obviously, I don’t have experience in the whole marriage department,
but be that as it may, you’re my wife. That means we don’t pretend
anymore, correct? That, always and forever, we are real with one another.”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“Not about anything. Not even when you don’t want me to worry. I
know you’re strong and so resilient it’s fucking unbelievable, but you don’t
have to always be strong with me. It’s okay to not be okay when you’re
with me,” he said, and my breath caught. “It’s my duty as your husband to
make sure you feel safe enough to be real. You don’t have to pretend that
you’re okay with everything that has happened, Poppy.”

Oh...

Oh, gods.

His words wrecked me. Tears scorched my throat and rushed to my
eyes. I did the only mature thing possible. I smacked my hands over my
face.

“Poppy,” Casteel whispered, folding his fingers around my wrists.
“That sounded like it hurt.”

“It did.” My voice was muffled. “I don’t want to cry.”

“Does smacking yourself in the face help with that?”

“No.” I laughed, shoulders trembling as tears dampened my lashes.

“I didn’t mean to make you cry.” He tugged a little on my arms.

My hands stayed over my face. “Then don’t say incredibly sweet and
supportive things.”

“Would you rather I say something mean and unsupportive?”

“Yes.”

“Poppy.” He drew my name out, pulling my hands away from my face.
He gave me a lopsided grin, one that made him seem so incredibly young.



“It’s okay to cry. It’s okay to be vulnerable. This was possibly the worst
homecoming ever. This last week sucked, and not in a fun way.”

I laughed again, and it ended in a sob. I didn’t stop the onslaught of
emotion this time. I broke, and just like Casteel had promised, he was there
to catch those pieces, holding them together and keeping them safe until I
could piece myself back together. Somehow, I ended up on the floor with
him, in his lap, my arms and legs wrapped tightly around him.

And I stopped pretending.

Because I wasn’t okay.

I wasn’t okay with what had happened, with what it could signal and
what it meant when I didn’t even know what I was now. Nor was I okay
with learning that my parents had been betrayed by someone they trusted—
that they’d truly been attempting to escape Solis with Ian and me but never
made it, risking their lives for me—for us. That betrayal hurt, and the pain
throbbed intensely. All those things I tried not to think about crashed into
me, and who...who would be okay?

Seconds turned into minutes, and those minutes stacked on top of one
another. My tears dampened Casteel’s chest. I hadn’t even cried like this
when I lost Vikter. That had been a harsher explosion of emotion, but
Casteel...he had been there for that, too. And as he held me to him, his
cheek pressed against the top of my head, his hands smoothing up and
down my back, I didn’t worry about being seen as weak. I didn’t fear that
I’d be reprimanded for showing emotion as he gently rocked us back and
forth. I hadn’t even allowed myself to do this with Vikter, and I knew he
wouldn’t have judged me. He would’ve let me cry it out and then told me to
deal with it. And, sometimes, that was what I needed. This wasn’t one of
those times, and not since my parents had died and Ian had left for
Carsodonia had I felt safe enough to be this vulnerable.

And I knew why I could be like this with Casteel. It was further proof
of what I felt so deeply when I opened my senses to him now. I was
drowning in the taste of chocolate-dipped strawberries.

Love.

Love and acceptance.

I didn’t know how long we stayed like that, but it felt like a small
eternity by the time the tears stopped flowing. My eyes ached a little, but I
felt lighter.



Casteel turned his head, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “You up for
taking your first-ever shower? Afterwards, we’ll get some food in us, and
eventually—unfortunately—find you some clothing. Then we’ll talk about
everything else.”

At first, my brain got snagged on the whole shower part and then got
hung up on the everything else section. Everything else was meeting with
his parents, the whole Queen business, and...well, everything else.

“Or we can get some food in us first. It’s up to you,” he said. “What
would you like?”

“I think I would like a shower, Cas.” I gasped as he nipped my finger.

His eyes opened, shining like citrine jewels. “Sorry. Hearing you say
that just...does things to me.”

Having a relatively good idea of what those things were, warmth slid
into my veins. My gaze crept over his shoulder, and excitement bubbled to
life. “It’s going to feel weird bathing while standing.”

“You’re going to love it.” Casteel rose then, easily bringing me with
him. His strength was always a shock, one I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used
to.

I followed him into the bathroom. Only the faintest light seeped in
through the window above the bench. Casteel turned the knob on a lamp
over the vanity, and a soft, golden glow stretched across the tiled floor. I
watched him place two thick towels on a small stool between the tub and
shower stall. I hadn’t even noticed that before.

Casteel shucked off his clothing with an utter lack of self-
consciousness that was fascinating and enviable. I couldn’t take my eyes off
him as he walked into the sunken stall and began fiddling with the faucets
on the wall.

Water spilled out of the multiple pipes overhead, resulting in a heavy
shower. I should’ve focused on whatever sorcery made that possible, but I
was mesmerized by him—by the dusting of dark hair on his calves, the
breadth of his shoulders and chest, and the lean, coiled muscles of his
stomach. His body was proof of a day rarely spent idle. He enthralled me,
everything from the delineated lines of his chest, the wickedness of the
length of him, to the life he’d lived that played out across his bronzed skin
in a smattering of pale scars.

His body was...gods, it was a masterpiece of perfection and flaws. Not
even the Royal Crest brand—the circle with the arrow piercing the middle



—on his right upper thigh detracted from the raw beauty of him.

“When you look at me like that, every good intention I had of letting
you enjoy your first shower disappears with each passing second,” he said,
water sluicing over his shoulders as he crossed under the rain shower. “And
is replaced by very inappropriate intentions.”

Heat flushed my veins as I toyed with the hem of my slip. My gaze
dipped below the tight muscles of his abdominals, lower than his navel.
He’d hardened, the skin there a deeper hue. A curling motion was sharp and
sudden in the pit of my stomach and then between my thighs.

His chest rose sharply. “I think you’re interested in those inappropriate
intentions.”

“And what if I am?”

“I would find it very hard not to cave to them.” His eyes brightened.
“And that would be a problem.”

My pulse was a heady thrum. “I’m not sure how that could be
problematic.”

“The problem? If I get inside of you right now, I don’t think I can
control myself.” He stopped in front of me and dipped his head. His lips
brushed the shell of my ear as he slipped a finger under the strap of the slip.
“I’d have you up against that wall, my cock and fangs so deep inside you
that neither of us would know where one began and the other ended.”

An intense, aching pulse washed through me in tight waves. The
memory of the scrape of his fangs against my skin, the bite, and the brief
pain that gave way to pleasure took center stage in my mind. “I still don’t
see how that is a problem.”

A deep, rough sound came from the back of his throat. “That’s because
you haven’t seen me lose control.”

“You were in control in that carriage? After the battle at Spessa’s
End?”

“Yes.” His head tilted, and my entire body jerked at the feeling of a
sharp fang against the side of my neck.

That tantalizing ache settled between my legs and throbbed. “What
about that morning when you woke hungry and—?” I gasped as his tongue
soothed the area his fang had teased.

“And I had my mouth between your thighs, and the taste of you
coursing down my throat?”



I shuddered, my eyes drifting shut. “Yes. T-that morning. You weren’t
in control then.”

“You reached me, Poppy.” His fingers slipped under both straps of my
slip, and he drew it down slowly, over the tingling tips of my breasts. “I
didn’t lose control then.”

“And after...after I fed from you?” I asked, finding it difficult to
swallow. “In the hunting cabin?”

“I was still in control, Poppy.”

Air hitched in my throat. If he truly hadn’t lost control any of those
times, I wasn’t sure I could imagine what it would be like if he did. As the
slip gathered at my waist and then fell to the floor, I found myself
shamefully wanting to know.

“I would lose control now.” His fingers skated down the curve of my
shoulder and over the swell of my breast. The touch was featherlight, but
my back arched. He brushed his lips over my cheek as his thumb moved in
maddening circles over a tingling nipple. “My mouth would be all over you.
I’d drink from your throat. I’d drink from here,” he whispered against my
lips as he folded his hand around my breast, kneading the flesh. I gasped as
I felt his other hand slip between my thighs. “I’d definitely drink from
here.”

He could...he could drink from there? “I don’t have an issue with any
of those things.”

He made that rough, needy sound again. “Your body has been through
a lot, Poppy, and in a very short period of time. You may feel fine. You
might even be, but less than two days ago, you barely had a drop of blood
left in you. I’m not going to risk feeding from you. Not today. So, one of us
needs to be the responsible party.”

A throaty laugh left me. “You’re the responsible one?”

“Obviously.” He skimmed a finger through the dampness gathering at
my center, stroking the fire already flaming to life in my veins.

“I don’t think you know what being responsible means.”

“You might be right.” Casteel kissed me, tugging at my lower lip. “So,
you need to be the responsible one.”

“I don’t want to.”

He chuckled against my mouth and then kissed me again, slipping his
hand out from between my thighs. “Shower,” he reminded me—or himself.




The level of disappointment I felt when he took my hand was quite
shameful, especially when he turned, and the hard length of him brushed
my thigh. Another wanton pulse rolled through me as he led me into the
stall. He stepped into the shower and turned to me, water wetting his hair,
coursing over his shoulders, and droplets—warm droplets—sprinkling my
outstretched arm. His heated gaze was so intense it was like a physical
caress as it swept over me.

My body trembled as I stood there, letting him look his fill. It wasn’t
exactly easy. I fought the urge to shield myself as he held onto my hand. It
wasn’t that I was uncomfortable around him or ashamed of the numerous
imperfections. No matter how much I trained with weapons and my body,
my waist would never be narrow, nor would my hips ever be slender like
the Ladies in Wait in Solis.

I liked cheese and bacon and chocolate-covered everything too much
for that.

I wasn’t embarrassed by my scars, either. Not when he looked at me
like he did now, as if I could very well be a deity or a goddess. Not when
those scars, like his, were proof of the life I’d lived and the things I'd
survived.

It was just this...openness was new to me. I’d spent the better part of
my life clothed from chin to floor, and more than half of my face covered. I
knew how to hide. I was only now learning how to be seen. I fought that
urge, feeling a little giddy with pride and awareness, and with each second,
I grew more comfortable.

“You’re beautiful.” Casteel’s voice was like a balmy summer night.
“And you’re mine.”

I was, completely.

And that didn’t make my skin feel itchy, or my tongue burn with words
of denial. It wasn’t a statement of dominance or control. I knew exactly
what those two things were. This was simply the truth. I was his.

And he was mine.

Casteel tugged me forward, and I went. Water fell over me, and I
squeaked at the sensation of the spray pattering over my skin. “Did you
forget you were in a shower?” he asked, letting go of my hand.

“I think so.” I turned my palms up, watching the water form shallow
puddles. It bordered on almost too hot, just like I liked it. Tipping my head
back, I gasped as the water fell over my face and through my hair. It was



like a heated rain shower. I turned in a slow circle, thrilled by how the water
felt against my skin, even the raw and achy parts.

Opening my eyes, I glanced over at him. He was smiling—a real one.
A rare one, both dimples on display. “Do I look foolish?”

“You look perfect.”

I grinned as I moved under the next pipe, where the water fell heavier.
It plastered the hair to my face, and I laughed. Shoving the strands back, I
saw him grab one of the bottles from the shelf near the faucets. The liquid
was clear and smelled of lemons and pine.

As I played in the water, moving between what Casteel explained were
showerheads, he bathed himself. When he was finished, he came up behind
me, more of that enticingly scented soap in hand.

“Close your eyes,” he ordered.

I obeyed, enjoying the feeling of his fingers against my scalp as he
worked the soap into a lather. “I could get used to this,” I whispered.

“So could I.” He moved closer, and I felt the heated brand of him
against my lower back. “Tip your head back and keep your eyes closed.”

I did as he requested. His lips touched mine, and I smiled. He then
gathered my hair, rinsing the soap out. It was so much easier in a shower.
All T had to do was stand there.

I may just move into the shower and never leave.

The idea continued to grow in its appeal as Casteel left my side briefly,
returning with a soapy square. Foam followed the soft sponge as he dragged
it over my arms, chest, stomach, and then to my lower back. He was careful
with the small cuts the stones had left behind, and the tenderness of his care
tugged at my heart. My chest swelled with all the love I felt for him and it
grew achy, heavy even as the sponge seemed to vanish, replaced by the
roughened glide of Casteel’s soapy palms.

My eyes drifted shut once more, and my mind wandered to pure, sinful
places as his hands took the same path the sponge had minutes before. I
thought about what he’d said he would do with his fangs and...his cock.
My blood heated as the fire roared to life inside me once more. Could he do
that here, under the shower? That seemed quite slippery, but if anyone
could do it, it would be Casteel.

He glided his hands over my breasts. My head fell back against his
chest as they lingered there. I bit down on my lip as one of his hands
coasted over my belly. My skin tightened as pleasure curled low. His fingers



on the hardened peak of my breast wrung a gasp from me as his other hand
made its way below my navel. My body reacted without thought, widening
the space between my thighs.

“Enjoying your shower?” His voice was thick with smoke.

He knew exactly how much I was enjoying it, and the knowledge that
he could scent my arousal enflamed me instead of embarrassing me. I
nodded anyway. “Are you being responsible?”

“Of course.” His hand slipped between my thighs. “Just being
thorough,” he said, swirling his thumb across the bundle of nerves there.

I gasped, rising on tiptoe. The ache twisted deeply as my lips parted. I
moaned as my hips lifted to meet his hand.

He kissed my shoulder as he eased his hands away. My eyes snapped
open, and I started to turn toward him. “I’m not finished,” he said before I
could speak. “Your legs still need to be cleaned.”

My brows rose. “Seriously?”

His eyes were like pools of warm honey. “Very serious.”

I couldn’t care less about my legs. “Casteel—”

“I would never forgive myself if you didn’t find your first shower to be
as effective as a bath,” he said, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “But
you should sit. You’re looking a little...flushed.”

“I wonder why.”

He chuckled deeply, and I briefly considered hitting him but decided
against it even though he truly deserved it for teasing me like this. I let him
take me to the bench and sat, sucking in a soft breath of surprise as I
realized a faint mist of water fell over the space.

Casteel added more soap to his hands and lowered himself to his knees
before me. “Comfortable?”

I glanced down between his legs as I nodded. He wasn’t even remotely
unaffected by this.

“Good. Your comfort is my utmost concern.” Water clung to his lashes
as he curled one hand around an ankle. He grinned, his gaze rising to mine
as he lifted my leg. My breath snagged as he placed my foot on his
shoulder. The position left me...oh, gods, it left me utterly exposed to him.

A shaky breath left me as I watched him shift his gaze to my very
center. A hint of fang appeared behind his parted lips, and everything inside
me twisted most deliciously. My palms flattened against the smooth bench
as he drew his soapy hands up my calf and then my thigh. I held my breath



as his fingers reached the crease between my hip and thigh. He dragged his
hand along the inside of my leg, his knuckles brushing my most sensitive
area. Air punched out of my lungs.

Casteel’s hand stopped there as he met my gaze. “Still comfortable?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

That sensually cruel smile of his appeared, and tension gathered
sweetly in my body. He dragged his hand back down as the mist of water
continued wetting my skin. When he finished, he placed my foot back on
the floor and then lifted my other leg. Cooler air rushed against my heated
flesh. He did the same as before, sliding the soap between my toes, over the
pad of my foot, and then up and up my leg. I tensed, nearly straining in
anticipation, my heart pounding as his knuckles once more grazed my core.
Drawing his hand back down the length of my leg, he wiped away the soap
and bent his head, kissing the jagged scar on the inside of my knee.

Hooking his arm around my calf, Casteel didn’t put my foot down on
the floor. He moved in closer, the width of his shoulders widening my legs.

My heart stuttered as my eyes widened. A wave of taut shivers
cascaded through me. Not even that morning he’d woken from the
nightmare and had been close to bloodlust had I been this exposed to him.
A flutter moved from my chest to my stomach.

“Are you...are you still being thorough?” I asked, my voice husky.

“Yes. I think I missed a spot.” He kissed the space above the old scar.
“I think I see many more spaces I missed. And you know me, I'm a
perfectionist. I also wouldn’t want those spots to feel left out. Do you?”

“No.” My heart pounded so much that I wondered if he could see it,
but when I looked down, all I saw was the turgid peaks of my breasts
between soaked strands of coppery hair. I lost a bit more breath as I took in
the sight of myself—my shoulders back against the tile, my breasts thrust
out, and my legs open wide for Casteel. My eyes remained open as my head
fell back against the wall. I watched him as his wet hair teased my skin.

“How about here?” He kissed the inside of my thigh as his palm ran up
the back of my leg. “Or here?” His lips found one of those ragged scars on
the insides of my thighs. He shifted his head as he brushed his lips over the
pulsing flesh between my legs. I jerked. “Yeah, I think this spot is
especially dirty and lonely.”

I moved beyond words as his head bowed. The wet slide of his tongue
over me dragged a throaty moan from me. My eyes fluttered shut and



reopened only halfway when he said, “I need to pay extra special attention
to this area.” He made another pass with his tongue, this time swirling it
around the tight bud of nerves. “It may take me a while.”

I trembled as his tongue flicked the skin and then slipped inside me. A
dizzying burst of pleasure shocked my senses. He tilted his head again, and
his lick was deep and slow and wonderfully indecent. My hips tilted up,
matching his strokes—his teasing, shallow strokes. What he was doing was
decadent and not anything I had ever imagined when thinking about
bathing.

I would never be able to think of anything else when I was near water
now.

My hips twitched as I felt a long finger replace his tongue, trailing
lightly over the swollen flesh then slipping inside me a fraction with each
sweep. My body was becoming an inferno.

“Cas,” I breathed, shuddering as I teetered closer and closer to the
precipice.

He halted, looking up at me with eyes that were now luminous. “You
should hold onto the bench.”

With shaking hands, I gripped the edge of the seat.

One side of his lips curved up. “Good girl.”

He dipped his head, his breath hot against me. A heartbeat passed. I
felt his lips and then the erotic graze of a fang—

I cried out as the sharp, brief sting sent a shockwave through my entire
body. A knotted whirl of burning pleasure shot down my legs and up my
spine. My eyes were wide-open, but I swore I saw bursts of white light.
Then his mouth closed over the throbbing bundle of nerves as his finger
thrust inside me. He sucked deep and hard, coaxing not only my arousal but
the thin bit of blood I knew he’d also drawn. My entire body reared off the
bench, my grip slipping—

He placed his other hand on my stomach, pressing me back down to
the seat. He feasted from me as his finger pumped in and out. He consumed
me, and I was lost—willingly lost in the raw sensations flooding me,
devoured by the groan he unleashed against my flesh. I squirmed against
him in senseless desperation. The feel of him was too much, and yet, it
wasn’t enough. The pleasure bordered on pain wrapped in beauty. It was
exhilarating and frightening as the intense heat coiled deeper and tighter
inside me.



“Cas,” I moaned again, not even recognizing my voice as his hand left
my stomach. Tipping forward on the edge of the bench, I gained leverage
with my other foot. My chin dropped as my hips lifted from the tile and
rolled against his finger, against his mouth. The sight of me churning
against him became branded in my mind. The sight of the muscles in his
upper arm flexing and tensing as his hand moved between his legs was
imprinted on my skin. His lashes swept up, and his gaze locked with mine
as his arm made quick and jerky, hard movements and pushed me over the
edge. I came apart, screaming his name as he gave a hoarse shout against
my skin. I shattered, over and over, breaking into pleasure-wrapped shards.
The release was devastating and glorious in its intensity, coming in on
endless waves that left me boneless against the tile. When he eased his
finger out of me, tiny bursts of pleasure still sparked through me.

His lips curled into a smile against my swollen flesh. “Honeydew.”

Casteel wrapped a towel around me. Before I could take one step, he
lifted me into his arms.

I grasped one shoulder. “I can walk.”

“I know.” He carried me into the shadow-filled bedchamber.

“This is not necessary.”

“Everything that has to do with you is necessary.” Casteel deposited
me on the bed, and within a heartbeat, he had me stretched out on my side
and was seated beside me. He was fully and unabashedly naked while I was
still wrapped in the fluffy towel. “So, how did you enjoy your first
shower?”

My cheeks warmed as I grinned. “It was very...life-changing.”

“Agreed.” One side of his lips curved up as he reached over, tucking a
strand of my wet hair back from my face. “Hungry?”

I nodded, smothering a yawn.

“I’ll see what I can wrangle up for us.” He leaned over me, capturing
my lips. The kiss was soft and languid and wrapped my heart in warmth and
light.



He withdrew, rising from the bed, and I watched him through half-
open eyes as he walked to the oak wardrobe. He pulled on a pair of black
breeches. As he made his way back to me, he unsheathed the wolven
dagger. “The wolven are outside right now, patrolling.”

My brows rose. “They are?” When he nodded, a sleepy frown pulled at
my lips. “Why can’t I feel them, and you can?”

“Because I’m special,” he replied with a smirk.

I rolled my eyes.

He chuckled. “I can’t feel them. I can hear them. Still makes me
special,” he added, and I sighed.

I thought about what I’d thought had happened with Kieran and
Delano. “Do you think that Primal bond thing means that I can feel them in
a different way?”

“I think you mean Primal notam.”

“Whatever.”

“But what do you mean feel them in a different way?”

“I don’t know.” I gave a half-shrug. “A couple of times since I woke
up in the cabin, I thought I heard Delano and Kieran in my mind.”

One eyebrow rose. “What?”

“Yeah, I heard their voices in my head.” I sighed. “When I was in the
Skotos, having that dream? I heard Delano answer something in that
nightmare, and I heard him say that I was their...Liessa,” I told him. “And
then I swore I heard Kieran’s voice when we waited outside the Temple of
Saion. I didn’t get a chance to ask either of them, but with Delano I also felt
more than his emotions when I focused on him in the mountains. I felt,
like...I don’t know how to explain it, but it was like his unique imprint. His
mark. I’ve never felt that before. I know it sounds unreal—”

“I don’t think it sounds unreal,” Casteel said, his brows knitting. “I
think anything is possible. We should definitely ask Kieran if he heard you
or if he even knows if it’s possible. I know it wasn’t for us when we were
bonded.”

Pressing my lips together, I nodded.

Casteel stared down at me for a moment. “You’re utterly unique,
Poppy. You know that, right?”

I gave another lazy, one-shouldered shrug.

A faint smile appeared and then disappeared. “You’re safe here,” he
told me as he placed the dagger beside my hand. “But just in case, if anyone



comes in here, stab first and ask questions later. You should be familiar with
that mentality.”

“Why does everyone act like I run around stabbing people?”

Casteel stared back at me and then looked pointedly at his chest.

“Whatever,” I muttered. “You deserved it.”

“I did.” He grinned as he placed a knee on the bed and lowered the
upper half of his body over mine. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’Il be here.” 1 picked up the dagger. “Hopefully, not stabbing
anyone.”

The dimple in his right cheek appeared, and he dipped his head,
kissing just above my brow and then lower, over the scar. “Princess?”

My lips curved up. What had started as a nickname had become a
reality. “Yes?”

His mouth moved over mine. “I love you.”

The smile on my face grew as my heart did a little skip in my chest. “I
love you.”

He made that rough, rumbling sound. “I will never get tired of hearing
that. Say it over and over, a hundred thousand times, and it will feel like I’'m
hearing it for the first time.”

I tipped my head up, kissing him. He was slow to leave, but he finally
did, and my tired gaze moved to the lattice doors. Night had fallen outside,
and I strained to hear what had been so obvious to Casteel. I heard nothing
but the low hum of insects and the melody of nightbirds. My grip tightened
on the cool bone handle of my dagger.

Casteel didn’t have to worry. If anyone came into this room, I would
be ready.



Chapter 17

Upon his return, I figured Casteel was relieved to learn that I hadn’t
needed to stab anyone.

Or maybe not.

I think he liked it when I stabbed people.

Especially him.

He’d returned with a bottle of wine and a platter of sliced meats and
cubed cheeses. There were also small blocks of milk chocolate, and I
might’ve shoved three chunks into my mouth all at once. I’d changed into
one of Casteel’s old cream-colored tunic shirts, much like the one he wore
now. He’d helped me roll up the too-long sleeves. The tunic covered more
than a slip would or that indecent nightgown had. Even though there was
much to discuss, the full stomach, wine, and what he’d done in that shower
all worked against that. I ended up falling asleep as Casteel took the platter
into the sitting room, and was only half-aware when he rejoined me in bed,
curling his long body around mine and gathering me close.

I slept the kind of deep sleep where even dreams didn’t follow. I woke
at some point, the gray light of dawn beginning to find its way into the
room, and sleepily made use of the bathing chamber. When I returned to the
bed, Casteel immediately wrapped his body around mine. I didn’t know
how long I slept that time before I woke again, my eyes fluttering open to
soft lamplight. Shifting under the light blanket, I brushed up against a leg.

“Good evening,” Casteel drawled.

I rolled onto my back and looked up.

Casteel was sitting propped against the headboard, dressed in black
breeches and a white shirt similar to the one I wore. He was thumbing
through a leather-bound book. “I took it upon myself to unpack the bags we
brought with us and hang your clothing in the wardrobe. Kirha—Kieran and
Netta’s mother—dropped off some additional clothing she believed would



fit you and recommended a seamstress, even though I like the idea of you
having limited clothing options.”

I wasn’t even remotely surprised to hear the last part. “What time is
it?”

“It’s close to eight at night.” He glanced over at me. “You’ve slept for
almost twenty-four hours.”

Dear gods, it’d been a long time since I’d slept that long. “I’m sorry

bad

“Don’t apologize. You needed the rest. So did I,” he said. “Though I
was starting to get a bit lonely over here.”

“How long have you been...?” My eyes started to narrow as I stared at
the book he held. It looked awfully familiar. “What are you reading?”

“Your favorite book.” His eyes slid to mine knowingly, and I jerked
upright. “You know, I have this theory about Miss Willa Colyns.”

“I can’t believe you still have that damn journal.”

“She mentions something here, in chapter twenty-three, that got me
thinking.” He cleared his throat. “‘Andre was the most uninhibited of all my
lovers—"”

“You do not need to read it to tell me your theory.”

“I disagree,” he replied. “‘He was quite shameless in his search of
pleasure as he was with his willingness to give, but his most impressive
seduction was not his manhood.”” He looked over at me. “You do
remember what manhood means?”

“Yes, Casteel. I remember.”

He smirked as he returned to that damnable journal. “Where was I?
Oh, yes. Something about his manhood.”

“Why do you like saying that word so much?”

“Because you like hearing it.”

“I do not.” I shoved my hair back from my face.

“Stop interrupting me. This is a very important observation,” he
replied. “‘But his most impressive seduction was not his manhood. It was
the dark, wicked kiss of our kind, one he was all too eager to bestow in the
most scandalous locations.’”

I realized what Casteel was getting at. The dark, wicked kiss of our
kind. But my mind got stuck on the bestowing the kiss in the most
scandalous locations part. Casteel hadn’t bitten me in that very scandalous
location in the shower, but he’d drawn blood.



“I do believe that Miss Willa was either Atlantian or of Atlantian
descent. Perhaps even one of another bloodline,” he noted. “I wonder if she
still lives. If so, I also wonder if she’s planning for a volume two.” He
paused. “You look very flushed, Poppy. Was it the wicked bite part? Or
would you like to hear more about Andre?” He glanced back at the journal.
““‘While partygoers celebrated the birthday of some young lady, Andre
coaxed me out into the gardens, where he and his confidant, Torro,
celebrated me.””

I bit down on the inside of my lip, words fizzling out on the tip of my
tongue. They...celebrated her? They?

Casteel continued, “‘Torro took me from behind, his thick hardness
already taking me to bliss while Andre knelt before me, his mouth closing
over my—""

“That’s enough.” I shot forward, snatching the book from his hands. I
got the book but didn’t make it very far.

Casteel folded an arm around my waist, pinning me and the journal to
his chest. “You shouldn’t have stopped me there.” His eyes warmed. “Miss
Willa was in for a very exciting evening in that garden. They were about to
be joined by one not-very-innocent Lady.”

“I don’t care—wait.” Curiosity got the best of me. “What? The...the
four of them? Together?”

He grinned as his other hand slid down my back. “Oh, yes.” His palm
glided over my rear, which had become exposed in my rush to grab the
journal. He cupped the flesh, sending a shivery wave of awareness through
me. “Four of them. Together. Lots of manhoods. Lots of scandalous lady
parts.”

“Lady parts?” I choked on a laugh.

He nodded as he dragged the edge of his teeth over his bottom lip.
“How are you feeling?”

“I feel...uncomfortably curious,” I admitted. I had questions. Like how
did that even work?

Casteel’s brows flew up. His surprise was like a burst of cool wind on
my skin, and then something spicy and lush landed on the tip of my tongue.
“Poppy,” he purred, his eyes deepening to a warm honey color. “I was
talking about how you felt after getting some sleep.”

“Oh.” Heat swept through my entire body. Scrunching my nose, I
planted my face in his chest. “I feel fine.” And embarrassed.



His laugh rumbled through me as his arms tightened. “I’m glad to hear
that. I’'m glad to hear both of those things.”

“Oh, my gods,” I muttered. “Please forget that I said I was curious.”

“Unlikely.”

“I dislike you.”

“That’s a lie.”

“I know.”

Another deep laugh came from him, and I smiled because I loved that
sound. How deep and real it was. “We’ll talk about your uncomfortable
curiosity in great detail later, but you need to get off me and change into
something that makes it less easy for my manhood to find its way to your
lady parts.”

I lifted my head from his chest. “You’re holding me to you.”

“True.” His arm eased off me, and I started to rise when he lightly
smacked my rear. I let out a little squeak, and those damn dimples appeared
in both of his cheeks.

I stared down at him. “That was very inappropriate.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” He didn’t feel even a hint of shame.

Still flushing to the roots of my hair, I started to move but stopped.
Tension crept into my muscles, a contrasting mixture of reluctance and
determination.

“What?” Casteel’s gaze searched mine. “What is it?”

“I...” It was hard to explain what I felt. It was a mixture of several
things. I shifted onto my knees between his legs. “I almost don’t want to
leave the bed. Things...everything feels different here. Like nothing outside
of this place exists or matters. And I know...” I looked over to the latticed
door, to the night beyond. “I know when I do, I’ll have to face all the things
that do matter.” My gaze fell to the journal I held against my chest. “That
probably makes me sound like an immature child.”

“No. Not at all. T get what you’re feeling.” He folded his fingers under
my chin, lifting my gaze to his. “When Malik and I went to the caverns, it
was our way of escaping.”

“What were you two escaping?” I asked. He’d never expounded on
that.

“Malik and I stumbled into many conversations.” A wry grin formed.
“Ones that were probably more like arguments between our mother and
father. My parents love each other fiercely and have always had the same



goal in mind—to provide a better life for all who call Atlantia their home.
To make sure that everyone is safe and well cared for. But their methods of
achieving that goal don’t always line up.”

I thought about that. “Ruling a kingdom and actually wanting what is
best for the people you’re responsible for cannot be easy.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed. “My father has always had more of an
aggressive mentality toward achieving that goal.”

One of his father’s more aggressive ideas was to send me back to the
Queen of Solis in pieces. “And your mother truly doesn’t have the same
ideology?”

“I think my mother has seen enough war to last her four lifetimes,” he
said. “Even when Malik and I were both too young to fully understand the
problems Atlantia faced with the ever-decreasing land and the threat of
Solis just beyond the Skotos Mountains, we could feel the heaviness that sat
on our father’s shoulders, and the sadness that wore on our mother. She is
an incredibly strong woman. Just like you. But she worries greatly for the
people, and some days, the sadness overshadows the hope.”

“Do you know if your mother loved Malec?” I asked. According to
Casteel, it was rare for Atlantians to marry without love between the two,
but his mother’s marriage to the original King didn’t sound like it had been
a happy one. Part of me hoped she didn’t love him, considering how the
marriage had turned out. But she’d given her son a name so strikingly
similar to her first husband’s that I had to wonder.

Casteel appeared to think it over. “She never really talked about him.
Malik and I used to think it was out of respect for our father, but he isn’t the
type to be affected by another who is no longer a part of her life. I think she
loved him, Malec, and as crazy as this will sound, I think Malec loved her,
too.”

Surprise shuttled through me. “But he had numerous affairs, right?
And didn’t you say it was rumored that he and Isbeth were heartmates?”

Casteel nodded as he twisted a strand of my hair between his fingers.
“I think Malec was in love with being in love, and he was constantly
chasing that feeling instead of nourishing what he already had.” He dragged
his thumb over the hair he held. “If the rumor of Malec and Isbeth being
heartmates is true, it could’ve been the first time he stopped searching and
paid attention to what was in front of him.”



My brows knitted. “All of that sounds incredibly sad and also hopeful.
I mean, that if your mother did love Malec, she was still able to find love
again. To open herself like that once more. I don’t know...” I held the
journal close to my chest. “I don’t know if I could do that.”

“I would never give you a reason to, Poppy.”

My heart melted in my chest and then froze. But what if I was
immortal? It seemed utterly incomprehensible to think that I would outlive
Casteel, but we really had no idea what I had Ascended into. And while it
would take several lifetimes for Casteel to begin even showing signs of
aging, he would. And I...I didn’t want to think about spending my future
without him, no matter how much of one we shared together. There were
the heartmate trials, but the gods slept. There was also the Joining, but I had
no idea if that worked in the opposite direction, linking his lifespan to mine.

And I didn’t even know why I was thinking about any of this when we
had no idea what I was or what kind of lifespan I would even have. What
had Casteel told me once before?

Don’t borrow from tomorrow’s problems?

I needed to start living that way.

“But when Malik and I went to the caverns,” he continued, thankfully
unaware of where my thoughts had gone, “we were able to pretend as if
none of the conversations happened. The heaviness and sadness didn’t
follow us there. Nothing outside of that place existed.”

“But you were young boys then.”

“That doesn’t matter. The feeling still remains, some hundred years
later,” he said, and my stomach dipped at the reminder of how old he was—
how old I would one day become. “This bed—this room—can become our
version of the caverns. When we’re in here, nothing outside it matters. This
will be our peace. We deserve that, don’t we?”

My breath caught, and I nodded. “We do.”

His gaze softened as he slid his thumb across my bottom lip. “I wish
we could stay in here forever.”

I smiled faintly. “I do, too.”

But we wouldn’t—we couldn’t. Because a moment later, a knock
sounded on the door. I rolled off him, standing.

Casteel sighed as he rose, too. He stopped to drop a kiss on my cheek.
“Be right back.”



A moment later, I heard Kieran’s voice. Placing the journal on the
nightstand, I roamed into the bathing chamber, quickly taking care of my
personal needs but not bothering to do much with my hair. I checked my
eyes in the mirror before I left, finding that they still had the silvery-white
sheen behind the pupils. My stomach took a small tumble at the sight, but I
reminded myself that I was still the same.

Mostly.

Casteel was entering the bedchamber when I returned, carrying a fresh
platter of food and a new bottle of what appeared to be some sort of sweet
wine. One look at the hard line of his jaw, and I immediately knew that
whatever news Kieran had brought wasn’t good. I sat on the bed. “What
happened?”

“Nothing major.”

“Really?” I watched him come to me.

“Yeah. It’s just my father. He apparently decided to change his mind
when it came to waiting for us to come to him. He wants to talk with me.”

I relaxed as he popped the cork and poured a glass of wine. “Then you
should talk to him. He’s probably just concerned.”

“Does it make me a bad son if I say I don’t care?” He handed the glass
to me.

A wry grin formed as I pulled my legs up, crossing them. I took a sip.
The wine tasted of sugared berries. “A little.”

“Oh well.”

I tipped toward him. “I know that you do care, though. You love your
parents. You haven’t seen them in the gods know how long, and you
haven’t had a chance to talk to either of them under any normal
circumstances. Go talk to your father, Cas. I’m fine.”

“Cas.” He bit down on his bottom lip as he planted his fists on the bed
and bent over. “I’ve changed my mind about you calling me that.”

“You have?” I lowered my glass.

He nodded as he leaned in, brushing his lips across mine. “Because
hearing you say it makes me want to get my mouth between your thighs
again, and that need is quite distracting.”

Heat flooded my veins. “Sounds like that’s your problem.” I grinned.
“Cas.”

“Gods,” he said, the word rumbling out of him. He kissed me quickly,
nipping at my bottom lip as he withdrew.



Kieran appeared in the archway as Casteel straightened. He’d changed
since he left us, having donned fawn-colored breeches and a sleeveless,
white dress shirt that he had tucked in. “Did you actually get some rest, or
did you spend hours asking Cas question after question?”

“I slept,” I told him as I plucked a chocolate-glazed strawberry from
the tray. “After asking a few questions.”

“A few?” Kieran snorted.

“Yes, only—" Words failed me as Casteel caught my wrist. He lifted
my hand, closing his mouth over my finger.

A wicked trill flooded my veins. His tongue swirled over my skin,
catching the melting chocolate. Air caught in my throat as the edge of his
fang pricked my skin when he drew back. I felt the languid tug of his mouth
all the way through me.

The gold of his eyes turned to a heated honey. “Tasty.”

Tension coiled deep inside me as I stared at him. A wolfish half-grin
appeared.

“Did you two forget I was here?” Kieran asked. “Holding a
conversation with you two? Or trying to.”

I sort of did.

“Not at all,” Casteel remarked. “Poppy did have a very relaxing
evening. We did some light reading.”

Light reading?

“Is that so?” Kieran’s brows rose.

Wait.

“Yes, from Poppy’s favorite journal, written by a Miss Willa—"

“He was reading that,” I cut in, picking up a piece of cheese. “I woke
up, and he was reading—”

“You know, the one I found her with on that window ledge? The scene
was about a very dark sort of wicked kiss on a very inappropriate area,”
Casteel continued while Kieran stared at us blankly. “And foursomes.”

Slowly, I looked up at Casteel. Oh, my gods. My eyes narrowed as I
debated throwing the cheese in his face. I didn’t. Instead, I ate it rather
aggressively. He was lucky I loved cheese.

“Foursomes?” Kieran repeated, his gaze shifting to me. “I imagine you
had a lot of questions about that.”

“I did not,” I snapped.



“I don’t believe that for one second,” Kieran stated, a half-grin
forming. “You probably asked how it was possible.”

I had totally been wondering that, but those words never once passed
my lips.

“Would you like to explain it to her?” Casteel asked.

“That won’t be necessary,” I cut in as Kieran opened his mouth. “I
have a vivid enough imagination, thank you very much.”

He looked a little disappointed.

Casteel’s laugh teased the top of my head as he fished out another
strawberry from the bowl of fruit and offered it to me. “I am very intrigued
by this imagination of yours.”

“I’m sure you are,” I muttered, taking the berry. “Want to know what
I’m imagining now? I’m currently entertaining myself with images of
kicking both of you in the throats.”

Kieran’s gaze swept over me, and still only in Casteel’s shirt, I was
sure I appeared as threatening as a sleepy kitten. “Now I’m also intrigued,”
he commented.

I rolled my eyes as I shoved a piece of melon into my mouth.
“Whatever,” I muttered around the fruit as Kieran dipped out of the room.

“I won’t be gone long. Kieran will be here—and I know you don’t
need a guard,” he added before I could say anything. “But he insisted, and it
makes me feel better to know that someone else will be here. You should try
to get some more rest. I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt.”

I swallowed the urge to tell him that I didn’t need a bodyguard.
“Okay.”

His eyes narrowed on me. “That was a surprisingly quick
submission.”

“Submission?” I arched a brow as I took a drink of the wine. “I
wouldn’t call it that.”

“You wouldn’t?”

I shook my head. “I hate the idea of having a babysitter, but a group of
people did try to kill me earlier, and we have no idea if there are more of
like mind. So I would call my quick agreement common sense.”

The dimple appeared in his right cheek. “Common sense. That must be
a new thing for you.”

“I’m really imagining kicking you in the face now.”

He chuckled, kissing me quickly once more. “I won’t be gone long.”



“Take as long as you need.”

Casteel touched my cheek and then left. I exhaled heavily as my gaze
flicked to my half-full glass. I leaned over the platter of food, placing the
glass on the nightstand. As I ate a few cold strips of grilled chicken breast,
nothing but silence came from the living area. What was Kieran even doing
out there? Probably just standing by the archway, arms crossed and looking
as bored as ever.

Rolling my eyes, I sighed. “Kieran?”

“Poppy?” came the response.

“You don’t have to stay out there.”

“You’re supposed to be resting.”

“All I’ve done today is rest.” I popped a piece of cheese into my
mouth. “But you lurking on the other side of the wall is not at all restful.”

“I’m not lurking,” he replied dryly.

“You’re standing just out of sight, keeping watch. I don’t know if there
could be a better example of lurking than that,” I replied. “Or I could come
out there. Not sure how relaxed I would be in...” T grinned as Kieran
appeared in the doorway. Walking over to the corner of the room, he
dropped into the chair and looked at me. I gave him a little wave. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He stretched out his long legs, loosely crossing them at the
ankles.

I stared at him. He stared at me. I picked up the small plate from the
platter. “Cheese?”

A faint grin appeared as he shook his head. “You’re going to make this
weird, aren’t you?”

“I offered you cheese.” I placed the plate back on the bed. “How is that
making anything weird?”

“You waved at me.”

I crossed my arms. “I was being polite.”

“The fact that you’re being polite is also weird.”

“I am always polite.”

Kieran lifted his brows, and I didn’t need to read his emotions to sense
the incredulity.

“I was going to offer you the last of the chocolate, but you can forget
about that now.”

He laughed as he leaned back. “So, what are you more uncomfortable
with right now? The fact that you tried to feed from me, or that I saw you



naked—though I saw a lot more than that—"?”

“You really don’t need to bring any of that up,” I stated, glaring at him.

“Or is it the Primal notam?”

“I’m regretting inviting you in here,” I muttered. “Honest? All of it
makes me a bit uncomfortable.”

“You don’t need to worry about how you were when you woke up,”
Kieran told me. “It happens.”

“How often have you really had someone try to eat you upon waking
up?”

“You’d be surprised.”

I opened my mouth to ask for details but then closed it, thinking it was
probably a road I really didn’t need to travel right now. “I don’t know what
to think about any of this.”

“It’s a lot. A lot has changed for you in a very short period of time. I
don’t think anyone would know what to think.”

I peeked over at him, wanting to know how he felt about the whole
thing, but I really wanted to know if we had somehow communicated
without speaking. “I—”

“Let me guess,” he said. “You have a question.”

I frowned as I crossed my arms over my chest.

“What?” He glanced over at me.

“Nothing.” I exhaled heavily. A moment passed. “Kieran?”

“Yeah?”

“I have a question.”

He sighed, but there was a slight curve to his lips. “What is your
question, Poppy?”

“How do you feel about the notam?”

He was quiet for a moment and then he asked, “How do I feel about
the notam? What do my people think? They are amazed. They are awed.”

“Really?” I whispered, picking up one of the pillows and hugging it to
my chest.

“Yes.” He rose and made his way to the bed, sitting so we were
shoulder to shoulder. “So am 1.”

I could feel my face heating. “Don’t be. It makes me feel weird.”

He grinned as he dipped his chin. “I don’t think you understand why
we feel...honored to be alive when a descendant of the gods is present.



Many of my kind are not old enough to have lived among them. Alastir was
one of the only few, and well, fuck him, right?”

I grinned. “Yeah. Fuck him.”

He smiled. “But the children of the gods have always held a special
place with the wolven. We exist in this form because of them. Not because
of the Atlantians.”

I squeezed the pillow tightly as I wiggled down onto my side,
remaining silent.

“My ancestors were wild and fierce, loyal to their packs, but the kiyou
were driven only by instinct, survival, and pack mentality. Everything was a
challenge—for food, mates, pack leadership. Many didn’t survive very
long, and the kiyou were on the brink of extinction when Nyktos appeared
before the last great pack and asked that they protect the gods’ children in
this realm. In return, he offered them human form so they could
communicate with the deities and have long lifespans.”

“He asked and didn’t just make the kiyou wolven?”

“He could have. He is the King of Gods, after all. But he made it clear
that the agreement was not servitude but a partnership between the kiyou
and the deities. There cannot be equality in power if there is no choice.”

He was right. “I wonder why Nyktos asked for this partnership. Was it
because he is the only god who can create life? I imagine being given a
mortal form was like creating new life. Or perhaps because he is the King
of Gods?”

“Probably all those reasons, but also because he is one of the few gods
that can change forms,” he said.

“What?” I didn’t know that.

He nodded. “He was able to take the shape of a wolf—a white one.
You haven’t seen much of Atlantia, but when you do, you will see paintings
and statues of Nyktos. He’s often depicted with a wolf either at his side or
behind him. When the wolf is behind him, it symbolizes the shape he can
take, and when the wolf is beside him, it represents the offer he made to the
kiyou.”

I let that sink in, and of course, my mind went to one place. “And yet I
can’t shift into anything.”

“You’re really hung up on that, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” I muttered. “Anyway, did some of the kiyou refuse?”



Kieran nodded. “Some did because they did not trust the god, and
others simply wanted to remain as they were. The ones who took his offer
were given mortal form and became wolven. We were here before an
Atlantian ever was.”

It made me wonder why a wolven didn’t rule then, especially
considering that they were viewed as equal to the elemental Atlantians and
the deities. Were other wolven in positions of power like Jasper? Like...
Alastir had been? “Has a wolven ever wanted to rule Atlantia?”

“I’'m sure some had the desire to, but that pack instinct from our
ancestors remains inside of us. We prefer to watch over our packs to this
day. A kingdom is not a pack, but several wolven are Lords and Ladies and
oversee smaller cities and villages,” he told me, shifting onto his side and
resting his weight on an elbow so we were facing each other. “The Lords or
Ladies in Atlantia are often land or business owners. They’re not all from
an elemental line. Some are wolven, some are half-mortal, and others are
changelings. They aid in ruling alongside the Queen and King. There are no
Dukes or Duchesses, nor do titles necessarily stay within families. If land or
a business is sold, the title and its responsibilities transfer with it.”

Hearing all of this was a stark reminder that I needed to learn a lot
about Atlantia, but I wasn’t exactly surprised to hear that they had similar
class structures, and I felt safe assuming that this was another thing the
Ascended had copied. I was, however, surprised to hear that the titles
transferred. In Solis, only the Ascended were considered nobility or of a
ruling class, and they held the position for life—which was basically an
eternity.

“Discovering what you are doesn’t mean we no longer respect the
Queen and King,” Kieran said after a moment. “But you...what you are is
different to us. You are proof that we came from the gods.”

I tilted my head. “Do some need a reminder of that?”

Kieran grinned. “There will always be people who need to be
reminded of history.”

“Explain,” I stated.

His pale eyes warmed. “Every so many decades, an arrogant, young,
elemental Atlantian demands a bonding or behaves as if he or she is better
than all the others. We’re more than capable of reminding them that we
consider everyone equal, but at the end of the day, we are not in service to
anyone.”



I smiled at that, but it faded. “But there’ve been issues between the
wolven and Atlantians of late, right?”

“A lot of it is the land issue. We lost so many of our people during the
war, but our numbers are growing. Soon, it will be a problem.”

“And the other issues? They have to do with Casteel’s parents still
ruling?”

“No one is comfortable with that, but we can sense that something has
to give. Our land issues. The uncertainty about the Crown. The Ascended
and Solis. I know that may sound strange, but it’s a part of our instincts that
remained from the time when we were kiyou. We can sense unrest,” he said,
and I listened intently, wanting to understand what was causing the division
between the wolven and the Atlantians. “And things that have happened
have aided in that sense of unease.”

“What things?”

“From what I heard from my sister and father, there have been a few
unexplainable incidents. Crops destroyed overnight, sheared and trampled.
Homes inexplicably catching fire. Businesses vandalized.”

Stunned, I lowered the pillow to the space between us. “Other than the
fires, none of that sounds exactly unexplainable. Those aren’t natural
incidents.”

“True.”

“Has anyone been injured?”

“Not seriously.”

Yet went unsaid. “Casteel hasn’t mentioned any of this.”

“I don’t think he—"

“Wanted me to worry?” I finished for him, irritated. “That is going to
need to change.”

“In his defense, a lot has happened.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “Does anyone have any idea who is behind
this or why?”

“No. And it is bizarre.” Kieran sat up. “Everyone who lives in Atlantia
believes in community, the strength and power in that.”

“Obviously, someone doesn’t believe in the strength and power of
community,” I remarked, and he nodded. We hadn’t even had time to
discuss what happened in the Temple. “Do you think Alastir was involved
in any of that?”



“I don’t know.” Kieran exhaled heavily. “I’ve known that wolven my
entire life, and I never expected him to do what he did. I haven’t always
agreed with him. Neither has my father. But we always thought he was a
good man.” He dragged a hand over his head and then looked at me again.
“But if he and the others acting on his belief believed they were protecting
Atlantia, I don’t understand how damaging crops and businesses would help
their cause.”

My gaze fell to the teal-colored pillow, and I forced my grip to loosen.
It didn’t make sense to me either, but those actions created unrest. It would
ultimately come down to what a person believed they could achieve through
the disruption. Thinking of the Ascended, it seemed all too clear to me. The
people of Solis lived under constant hardship, and it made them easier to
manipulate and control. Alastir had basically been staging a coup, and that
would have been easier to carry out if the people of Atlantia were unhappy.
But with Alastir and the others gone, could there still be more out there who
sought to create strife in Atlantia, and saw me as a threat? Casteel and
Kieran had to believe there was a chance. That was why Casteel had handed
me the dagger before he left to get food, and was why Kieran sat here now.

What the Duchess had said to me in the carriage and what Alastir had
claimed resurfaced like a wraith determined to haunt me.

Kieran reached over, tugging gently on a strand of my hair. “What are
you thinking about?”

I let go of the pillow. “Did Casteel tell you what the Duchess said to
me before I killed her?”

“No.”

That surprised me, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with Casteel
not wanting Kieran to know. There really hadn’t been time for them to talk.
“She said that Queen Ileana would be thrilled when she learned that I
married Casteel and that I would be able to accomplish what she had never
been able to do. That I would take Atlantia.”

Kieran frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“But it does, doesn’t it? Being a descendant of the gods means I usurp
the throne without force. I take Atlantia.”

“Yes. You are the rightful ruler,” he said, and I swallowed hard, almost
reaching for the wine glass again. “But I don’t see how that helps Solis at
all.”

“I don’t either, but that is what she said, and...”



“And you think there’s something to that because of the shit Alastir
said to you?” he surmised.

I said nothing.

“Listen to me, Poppy.” He leaned over so we were eye-to-eye and
there was barely any space between us. “Every single one of us who lives
within Atlantia is a potential threat to the kingdom. Our actions, our
beliefs? Any of us could tear the kingdom apart. You being a descendant of
the gods doesn’t make you more of a threat to the kingdom than anyone
else. Only you control your actions. Not your blood—not your bloodline.
Alastir was wrong. So was the Duchess. And the fact that you didn’t turn
into a vampry when Casteel Ascended you should be evidence of that. And
if you take the Crown, you’re not taking it in the name of Solis.”

“I can’t say that’s evidence of anything when we have no idea what
I’ve become,” I pointed out, but what he said made me think of what I’d
told Casteel earlier. “I have another question for you.”

He leaned back. “Of course, you do.”

“When we were waiting outside the Temple of Saion and Emil was
speaking to us, I thought something in response to what he said.”

“You wondered if Alastir’s plan had failed,” Kieran finished for me.
My breath caught as I stared at him. “But you said that out loud, Poppy.”

I stilled. “No, I didn’t.”

The corners of his lips turned down. “Yes, you did.”

“I didn’t,” I insisted, my heart thumping. “I only thought that, Kieran.
And I heard you respond.”

He didn’t move or speak for a moment, and then he drew his legs up as
he leaned forward. “I was in my wolven form.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t speak that answer. I...”

“You thought it.” I sat up. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. And that
wasn’t the only time that happened,” I said, and then I told him about
Delano. “Somehow, we communicated...telepathically.”

“I...” The shock Kieran felt was like ice water. “Can you feel my
imprint—my mark, like you did with Delano?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried.”

“Can you?” When I nodded, he sat up, his knee pressing against mine.
“Then try it.”



Eager to figure out if I could, I inhaled deeply and focused on Kieran.
The feel of his shock was still there, cool and slippery, but I pushed past
that. The center of my chest hummed, and I felt it then, the invisible
pathway that pushed past emotions and thoughts. It was like a cord
connecting us, one invisible to the eye, and it fed back an earthy, woodsy
sensation, one that reminded me of... “Cedar.”

“What?” Kieran blinked.

“You feel like cedar.”

He stared at me. “I feel like a tree?”

“Not really. I mean, that’s just what your...imprint or whatever feels
like to me. Something rich and woodsy, connected to the land.” T shrugged.
“That’s the only way I know how to explain it.”

“And what did Delano feel like? A featherlight sapling?”

A laugh burst from me. “No. Not a sapling. He felt like...I don’t know.
Like spring.”

“And I feel woodsy.”

“I’m beginning to think I shouldn’t have said anything.”

One side of his lips kicked up. “I kind of like it, though—the rich and
woodsy part.”

I rolled my eyes as I leaned back against the pillows. “I’ve never been
able to feel any of that before. Or hear thoughts.”

“Before you ask, no, I cannot read your thoughts. Not then or now. I
only heard that one,” he said, and I had been about to ask that. “It may have
happened because you were experiencing a strong emotion.”

Just like when I had summoned the wolven without realizing it.

“To be quite honest, I’'m glad I can’t. I imagine your mind to be a
constant cyclone of questions, one fighting the other in a deathmatch to see
which one has the honor of being asked.”

I frowned at him. “That was kind of rude.” Then I pitched forward,
startling Kieran. “Can we try it now? See if I can do it on purpose?”

“Do you know how to do it?”

“No,” T admitted, holding the teal pillow to my chest again. “But I
think it has to do with that imprint—the singular pathway. I think I just need
to follow that. I mean, that’s something new, so it would make sense that it
would be the way,” I explained while Kieran stared at me as if I spoke in a
language he didn’t understand. “Okay. Just give me a second to
concentrate.”



“You sure you only need a second?” he quipped.

“You sure you don’t want to find yourself staring down at the hilt of a
dagger protruding from your chest?”

The wolven grinned at me. “That would make it hard to test out
whether you can do this on purpose or not.”

I shot him a look.

He laughed softly. “Go ahead. See if you can do it.”

Drawing in a shallow breath, I opened my senses to read Kieran. I
tasted the sugary sweetness of amusement on my tongue, and then I...I
reached further, finding that earthy, woodsy sensation. I latched on to the
cord. Kieran?

“Yeah?”

I jerked back, my eyes widening. “You heard me?”

He nodded. “It almost sounded like you spoke out loud, but I know
you didn’t, and it...it sounded like a whisper. Try it again. See if I can
respond to you.”

I focused on him, feeling the freshness of curiosity replacing the
amusement. I connected to that pathway even quicker this time. Kieran?

The strangest thing happened, and I wasn’t sure if it had happened
before and I hadn’t realized it, but I felt him—felt his mark brush against
my mind like a woodsy, balsam-scented breeze. You have a healthy
obsession with stabbing people.

Gasping, I gave a little jump. “I do not!”

A wide grin broke out over Kieran’s face. “You heard, then?”

“I did.” Dropping the pillow, I smacked his arm. “And I don’t have a
healthy obsession with that. I’'m just surrounded by people who have an
unhealthy obsession with annoying me.”

He chuckled under his breath. “It must be the notam. It’s the only thing
I can think of. It makes sense. Sort of.”

My brows lifted. “What does sort of mean? Could the deities
communicate with the wolven like this?”

“Not that I know of,” he said, looking at me so intently that it felt like
he was trying to see into my mind. “But how do you think Nyktos
communicated with the kiyou? They wouldn’t have understood language.
Not the spoken kind. He communicated directly with their minds.”



Chapter 18

N

My stomach tumbled as I stared at Kieran. “But then how can I...?” I
trailed off. “None of this makes sense, Kieran. I get that I carry the blood of
Nyktos in me, and even Malec’s if what Alastir said is true, but that doesn’t
explain how my abilities are so strong when as far as I can remember,
neither of my parents had these gifts. Neither did Ian. And, yes, I know he
might not be my full-blooded brother,” I said before he could remind me of
that fact. “But if I am the descendant of Malec and one of his mistresses,
that had to be several generations ago. How did I end up with so much
eather?”

“Good question,” he said after a moment. “Perhaps your ability to
communicate with us like Nyktos did with the kiyou is because you were
Ascended. All your mortal blood was replaced with Atlantian. That
could’ve...I don’t know, unlocked something in you.”

“Like I’'m a door?”

A wry grin formed. “A better analogy would be a chest unlocking
inside you, but even before Casteel Ascended you, your gifts were far
stronger than they should be, so—" Kieran’s head snapped around to the
lattice doors, his eyes narrowing on the darkness beyond it.

I set the pillow aside. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. I thought I heard something.” He rose, his attention
focused on the closed doors as he reached inside his boot and pulled out a
narrow, long-bladed dagger. “Stay here.”

Stay here? My nose wrinkled as I scrambled across the bed, nearly
taking out the platter of leftover meat and cheese. Snatching the wolven
dagger, I slipped it free from its sheath as I stood.

“And, of course, you are not staying put,” Kieran muttered, opening
one of the double doors.

“Nope.” I followed behind him.



Kieran stepped out onto the veranda. The only light came from what
spilled over from the bedchamber and a small lantern above a wide outdoor
daybed. His gaze focused on the wall several yards away as he walked
forward, brushing aside a sheer curtain.

He stiffened.

I scanned the trees and the wall beyond them, barely making out the
heavy vines draped over the stone in the moonlight. “What?”

“Sage was patrolling this section of the wall. She’s a wolven,” he
explained. “I don’t see her at all.”

A shout came from our left, near the stables. I twisted at the waist,
stepping off the patio onto stone that was still warm from baking in the sun
all day.

Kieran caught my arm. “Don’t you dare.”

I pulled against his hold, my gaze swinging up to him in surprise. I
couldn’t believe he was stopping me. “Something is happening. Casteel is

“Cas will be fine,” he snapped, hauling me into the enclosed patio
once more. “I know you can fight. You’re a badass, Poppy. But not only
will Casteel have my head if something happens to you, you are also our
Queen.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. “I am no one’s Queen. I am just Poppy.”

“Whether you claim the throne or not, you are still our Liessa.”

“So you expect me to hide, then? Is that what being a Queen means to
the wolven?” I glared up at him, feeling the acidic burn of his anger, and the
heavier press of his concern. It was a new experience to feel anything other
than wry amusement from Kieran. “Then what kind of Queen would that
make me?”

His jaw hardened. “The kind that stays alive.”

“And the kind not worthy of those willing to defend her,” I snapped,
struggling to remind myself that his reluctance came from a place of worry.
“Now let go of my arm.”

“Or?”

I stopped considering all his possible good intentions. “Or I will make
you.”

Kieran’s pale gaze burned brightly as he lowered his head so we were
nearly eye-to-eye. “You are already worthy of those who protect you,” he
bit out. “Which is infuriating.”



I tugged on my arm again. “I’m a little confused.”

“If you weren’t so brave, my life and Casteel’s would be a hell of a lot
easier,” he muttered, releasing my arm. “Do not get yourself killed.”

“How about you try not to get yourself killed, huh?” I retorted, and his
brows furrowed as he stared at me. “By the way, you and I are going to
discuss this later.”

“Can’t wait,” Kieran muttered.

Another shout reached us before I could respond. I spun toward the
sound. It was closer, quickly followed by a rumbling growl.

Without warning, lights flared across the wall, startling me. I stepped
back, bumping into Kieran. His hand landed on my shoulder, steadying me
as bright beams of lights cut through the trees and blossom-heavy bushes.

A shadow peeled away from a tree and stepped into a funnel of light.
My entire body flashed cold. A pale, bare-chested man stood before us, his
face hidden behind the familiar mask of a Descenter.

Alastir’s parting words stung my skin. You think this ends with me? 1
had hoped it had, but the man across from us was proof that what Alastir
had been involved in hadn’t ended with his death.

“Hell,” Kieran muttered under his breath as at least a dozen more
drifted from behind trees and bushes in the courtyard.

“I’m guessing these aren’t friendly Descenters?” I asked.

The Descenter closest to us unstrapped a dagger from his hip.

“I’m going to go with no,” I answered my own question, my pulse
kicking up as I stared at the blade. “And I’m also going to assume that they
no longer have any intention of not outright killing me.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Kieran promised.

“No. It won’t.” My grip tightened on the wolven dagger as I scanned
them. From what I could tell, they all appeared to be male. They had to be
part of the brotherhood Alastir had spoken of, but that couldn’t mean that
all Descenters were involved. Although, if any in Atlantia looked upon me
as the Maiden, a tool of the Ascended, it would be them.

I allowed my senses to stretch out, and what came back to me was...
cold emptiness. “I...I don’t feel anything,” I whispered, focusing on the one
with the dark blade. Unnerved, I realized I still sensed nothing. “It’s like
with the Ascended.”

“They are not Ascended,” Kieran said, his nostrils flaring as he scented
the air.



There was something...off about the men standing in the beams of
light. Something that had nothing to do with my inability to read their
emotions. Shivers broke out across my flesh as I stared at them. It was their
skin. It appeared paper-thin and too pale as if not a drop of blood remained
in their veins. My stomach squeezed tightly. “Are they...? They aren’t
Atlantians, are they? Or any other bloodline?”

“No,” Kieran growled. “I have no idea what these things are.”

Things?

I swallowed hard as instinct demanded that I put as much distance
between myself and these things as I could. The Craven always provoked
the same reaction, but I didn’t run from them, and I wouldn’t run now.

Kieran’s chin dipped. “I have no idea what in the hell any of you are,
but whatever you are planning, I strongly advise against it.”

Movement along the wall caught my attention. Another masked man
was crouched there, his skin carrying a pink undertone. He wasn’t the shade
of death. I reached out with my senses, tasting...something dry and oaky,
like whiskey—almost nutty. Determination. The one on the wall was
different. He was alive, for starters. My eyes narrowed on an ivory and
gray-brown chain draped over his chest. Anger rushed through me like a
swarm of hornets. If there had been any doubt about what they wanted, it
was erased now. Those bindings would not touch my skin again.

“You have no idea what you guard, wolven,” the masked male spoke,
his deep voice muffled from behind the mask. “What you seek to protect.”

“I know exactly who I protect,” Kieran stated.

“You don’t, but you will,” the man replied. “We just want the Maiden.”

“I am not the Maiden.” I welcomed the burn of my rage. It smothered
the ache of grief over the fact that others were of like mind with Alastir. I
pushed it aside before the sadness could settle inside me.

“Would you rather be called the Blessed One? The Chosen?” he
countered. “Or would you prefer to be addressed as the Harbinger? The
Bringer of Death and Destruction?”

I stiffened. I had heard those titles before, but I’d forgotten. Jansen had
called Nyktos something similar. The hum in my chest vibrated. “If you
truly believe that is what I am, then you’re a fool to stand there and threaten
me.”

“I am no fool.” The man reached up, unhooking the chain from his
shoulder. “You, the one foretold in the bones, should’ve never survived that



night in Lockswood.”

Tiny bumps raced across my skin as my entire body seized in shock. It
had nothing to do with the so-called prophecy. Lockswood. 1 hadn’t heard
anyone speak the name of the small village in years. Not even Alastir had
said it.

But it was clear that Alastir had shared what he had taken part in all
those years ago with this man. “Who are you?”

“I am no one. I am everyone.” He rose slowly. “And you will be the
Queen of nothing. Kill her.”

The things before us moved as one, rushing forward. The growl that
came from Kieran’s very mortal throat should’ve sent them running, but it
didn’t. Several surrounded us. Using a curse that would’ve turned Vikter’s
seasoned ears red, I dipped under the wide swing of an attacker. A stale
floral scent hit the air as Kieran’s arm swept out, dragging the sharpened
edge of his blade through the throat of two of the things.

“Good gods,” Kieran exclaimed as I popped up behind the things in
Descenter masks and kicked out, slamming the heel of my foot into the
back of a kneecap. The thing made no sound as his leg gave out. I twisted at
the same instant, shoving my dagger into the chest of another. That stale
scent increased as an oily, black substance sprayed out over my hand.

That was definitely not blood.

I gasped as I pulled the dagger free. The thing staggered and then
broke apart—shattering into a fine dusting of dirt and black oil that gleamed
purple in the light. The Royal Knights had done something similar upon
being stabbed with bloodstone, but the knights’ skin and bodies had cracked
first. These things just exploded in a geyser of purple yuck that smelled like
stale lilacs.

As the other creature started to regain his footing, I spun, wrapping my
arm around his masked head. I jerked back and thrust the dagger into the
weak spot at the base of his skull. I let go, jumping back before the thing
erupted.

“What are these things?” I yelled, backing away from the oily stain the
two had left behind.

“I have no idea.” Kieran took out another as his lip curled in disgust.
“Just kill them.”

“Oh, well, I was thinking about keeping one.” Cold, clammy fingers
grazed my arm as I whirled around. “You know, as a—"



“If you say pet, I’'m going to think you’re more demented than Cas.”

“I was going to say friend.”

Kieran looked over at me, brows arched. “That’s even worse.”

I snapped forward, grabbing the edge of a mask. I yanked hard. Rope
snapped. The mask slipped free—

“Oh, my gods!” I shrieked as I staggered back.

The thing didn’t have a face.

Not really. There was no nose. No mouth. Just thin, black slits where
eyes should’ve been. Everything else was smooth, thin, pale flesh.

I would never unsee this.

“Take it back! Here.” I flung the bronze mask back at the thing. The
metal bounced off its chest and hit the ground. It cocked its head to the side.

“What?” Kieran shifted toward me. “Holy shit, it’s a—I think it’s a
Gyrm.”

“A what?”

“Something that does not belong here.”

“That’s not helpful.” I pointed at it with my dagger. “It has no face!”

“I can see that.”

“How does it even breathe?”

“Now”—he grunted as one of the things jumped on his back. Bending,
he flipped it over—*“is not the time for questions, Poppy.”

Good point, but still, how did it breathe with no mouth or nose?

The Gyrm thing came at me, and I forced myself past being creeped
out. I needed to focus because the one who apparently had a mouth and
could speak, knew about Lockswood. I would have to freak out about these
things later. I met its attack, shoving my blade deep into the creature’s
chest. I wasn’t as quick as before, and black liquid sprayed the front of
Casteel’s shirt.

Whirling around, I spotted the male on the wall. I stalked forward,
ignoring the sharp stones under my bare feet.

Another Gyrm shot toward me, and I braced myself. He lifted his
sword, but I struck first, jamming my dagger up under the edge of his mask.
I jerked back as he fell, his body fracturing into nothing within seconds. I
turned to see Kieran jerk his blade through the neck of another. Purple goo
sprayed out as his gaze found mine.

“Your eyes,” he uttered, dragging the back of his hand over his face.
“They’re glowing quite brightly.”



They were?

The hum in my chest was a whisper in my blood as I turned back to
the wall. The man was still there, and the energy building inside me felt like
it had at the Chambers of Nyktos. My heart tripped over itself as another
masked creature appeared in the bright light. I tightened my grip on the
dagger, resisting the pull of that vibration. I didn’t want to do that again.
Not until I fully understood it and knew I could stop it.

A damp hand clamped around my arm. Letting all those early
mornings and afternoons spent with Vikter take hold, I twisted inward and
swept out with my leg. The Gyrm hadn’t expected the move, or maybe I
had simply moved faster than it could react to. I took his legs out from
under him and then brought the dagger down, a direct hit to the chest.
Springing to my feet, I turned to find another.

The creature lifted his sword, and I snapped forward, blocking its blow
as I shoved the dagger deep into its chest. Yanking the blade free, I darted to
the side as it fell apart. I lifted my gaze to the tall form that had replaced the
one who’d now fallen—

I drew back a step. Casteel’s father stood there, his own cream-colored
shirt splattered with purplish-red liquid. How many of these things were
roaming about? Surprise radiated from him in waves as his wide gaze swept
over me, and that was about when I remembered that I wore nothing but
Casteel’s shirt—his now-ruined shirt.

Gods.

Could I not meet Casteel’s family under normal circumstances?

“Hello,” I murmured, straightening.

King Valyn’s brows lifted, and then he lurched toward me, his sword
rising. My heart stuttered as panic seized me. I froze in horrified disbelief.
He was going to—

Grabbing my arm as he thrust out with his sword, he yanked me to the
side. Air punched out of my lungs as I stumbled, finding a masked Gyrm
impaled on the King’s sword.

“T-thank you,” I stuttered as the thing shattered.

Amber eyes flashed to mine. “Did you think my strike was meant for
you?” he asked.

“I...” Good gods, I really had.

Casteel prowled out of the shadows then, drops of the purplish blood
dotting the striking lines and angles of his face. He wasn’t alone. Several



guards flanked him. His gaze zeroed in on me, searching for signs of any
new injury or wound. There were none, but if there had been, I knew he
would’ve found them. He stalked right to me, his sword slick with whatever
existed in those creatures lowered at his side. His star-bright eyes snagged
mine and held. My breath caught as he curled his arm around my waist,
drawing me hard against his chest. The heat of his body quickly seeped
through our shirts. It was like no one else was in the garden as he lowered
his mouth to mine—surely not his father, because the kiss was fierce and
deep, making my heart race.

When Casteel’s mouth left mine, my breath came out in short pants.
He pressed his forehead against mine, holding me tightly. His voice was
rich and smoky as he asked, “How many of them did you kill?”

“A few,” I answered, curling my free hand into the front of his shirt.

His lips brushed my ear. “A few?”

“A decent amount,” I amended.

Casteel kissed my cheek. “That’s my girl.”

A throat cleared, and I suspected it had come from Casteel’s father. My
cheeks heated and then caught fire as Kieran said, “You have no one to
blame but yourself for Cas’s inability to remember that he isn’t alone.”

King Valyn chuckled roughly. “Good point.”

Casteel kissed the center of my forehead. “You okay?”

“Yes. You?”

“Always.”

I smiled faintly at that, but it quickly faded. I wiggled free of Casteel’s
embrace and turned to the wall, scanning the entire length of it.

Dammit, the wall was empty.

“He’s gone,” I bit out.

“Who?” Casteel asked.

Frustration burned through me. “There was a man with these things.
He knew about Lockswood.”

“Lockswood?” Casteel’s father echoed.

“It’s near Niel Valley in Solis.” I twisted toward Casteel. He’d gone
unnaturally still, and I could sense his throbbing anger. “The inn my parents
stopped at for the night—the one the Craven attacked—was in the village of
Lockswood. Where my parents died. Alastir obviously told this Descenter
about that night.”



“That was no Descenter,” King Valyn remarked, and both Casteel and I
turned to him. He bent, picking up one of the masks that had fallen from the
creature. “And those things wearing these masks? Gods, not only do they
not belong here, the masks they were wearing have nothing to do with the
Descenters.”

Confused, I looked at Casteel. He frowned as he glanced down at what
his father held. “The Descenters wore those masks in Solis to hide their
identities,” he stated.

“But they weren’t the first,” his father stated. “The Unseen were.”



Chapter 19

N

“The Unseen?” I repeated.

“You’re fucking kidding me, right?” Casteel demanded. “I was under
the impression that the Unseen were either disbanded or had died out long
before the War of Two Kings.”

“That’s what we all thought,” King Valyn said. “Until lately.”

“What exactly are the Unseen?” I asked.

The King glanced over his shoulder, and it was then that I noticed a
woman. She was tall and muscular, her skin a light brown with golden
undertones, her hair jet-black in the floodlight, pulled back in a tight,
singular braid much neater than the one I usually wore. She was dressed in
white like the Crown Guards, but golden scrollwork crossed the center of
her chest. She held a sword in one hand, and the hilt of another was visible
from her back. A silent command passed between her and the King, and
then she nodded. Turning, she sheathed her sword and then let out a low
whistle.

Several guards drifted out of the trees’ shadows, and from the spaces
the floodlights didn’t penetrate.

“Search the premises,” she ordered. “Make sure no one is here that
does not belong.”

I watched the guards hurry off, splitting up and heading in different
directions, passing Jasper as he prowled toward us in his wolven form.
Whoever this woman was, she held a place of command. Within moments,
she was the only guard remaining.

The King turned to us—to me. “Would you like to head inside?” he
offered. “It appears you were caught unprepared for battle and visitors.”

Mindful of the dagger I held, I crossed my arms over my chest.
“Putting on more appropriate clothing won’t change the fact that you’ve
already seen me in nothing more than a shirt,” I said, surprising myself. I
wasn’t at all used to so much exposed skin, but then again, I'd just faced



down a bunch of creatures who had no face. My legs being visible didn’t
even make the top fifty things I was currently concerned about. “I’m fine if
you are. I would like to hear about whatever the Unseen are.”

Amusement radiated from both King Valyn and his son. A familiar
half-grin appeared on the King’s face, and damn if there wasn’t a hint of
dimples. “I am fine,” he said, handing the mask to the female guard. He
sheathed his sword. “This is Hisa Fa’Mar. She is one of my most trusted.
Commander of the Crown Guard.”

The woman drifted forward, and I knew the moment I saw her that she
was an Atlantian, possibly even an elemental. She bowed slightly at the
waist, first at the Prince and then to me.

“I do not believe we have met before,” Casteel said.

“No. We have not.” Her smile was quick as golden eyes shifted to me.
“You are quite skilled at combat. I saw you briefly,” she added. “You have
been trained?”

“I have. I wasn’t supposed to be, but I didn’t want to be helpless like I
was the night a group of Craven attacked an inn my parents and I were at,” I
explained, when the crisp, fresh taste of curiosity reached me, conscious
that King Valyn was listening intently. “One of my personal guards trained
me so I could defend myself. He did it in secret at great risk to his career
and possibly even his life, but Vikter was brave like that.”

“Was?” King Valyn asked quietly.

The knot of heartache lodged in my throat like it always did when I
thought of Vikter. “He was killed by the Descenters in the Rite attack. A lot
of people died that night—innocent people.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Empathy flowed from him. “And to know that
those who support Atlantia were the cause.”

“Thank you,” I murmured.

He stared at me for a long moment and then said, “The Unseen were
an ancient brotherhood that originated at least a thousand years ago or so,
after several generations of Atlantians were born, and other bloodlines took
root. Roughly around the time the...” He drew in a deep breath. “Around
the time the deities began to interact more with the mortals who lived in
lands far from Atlantia’s original borders. The ancients began fearing that
the Atlantians and the other bloodlines were not entirely supportive of their
decisions regarding mortals.”



“And what kind of decisions were they making?” I asked, half-afraid
of the answer based on what I’d already been told.

“The deities wanted to bring all the lands, the seas, and the islands
together under one kingdom,” King Valyn said. That didn’t sound all that
bad—for a brief moment. “It didn’t matter that some of those lands already
had rulers. They believed they could improve the lives of others as they did
with the lands just beyond the Skotos Mountains that had already been
occupied by mortals. Many Atlantians and other bloodlines didn’t agree
with them, believing it was best to keep focus and energy on Atlantian
lives. The deities feared there would be an uprising, so they created the
Unseen to serve as a...network of spies and soldiers, designed to crush any
type of rebellion before it started. That was done by keeping the Unseen
members’ identities hidden. That way, they could move undetected among
the people of Atlantia like spies. And when it came time for them to be seen
and heard, they wore masks carved to resemble the wolven.”

“In a way, they were mimicking what Nyktos had done,” Kieran added
as he wiped the back of his hand across his face. “It was obviously a fairly
lame attempt, but whatever.”

“How did the wolven feel about that?” I wondered aloud.

“I don’t think it bothered them at the time,” Casteel’s father answered
as Jasper prowled around us, constantly searching for signs of intruders.
“Both the Unseen and the wolven had the same goals then: protect the
deities. Or at least that was what the wolven believed.”

Had the same goals then. It was obvious that those goals had splintered
and changed.

“The Unseen were nothing like the wolven. They were more like a
group of extremists,” Casteel said. “They would attack anyone they
believed was a threat to the deities, even if the person was simply raising
questions or disagreed with what the deities wanted.”

“That reminds me of the Ascended.” My bare toes curled against the
stone. “You couldn’t question anything. If you did, you were seen as a
Descenter, and that didn’t end well for you. But if the Unseen were
designed to protect the deities, then why would they come after me?”

“Because that was how they started. It wasn’t how they ended.” His
gaze briefly met mine. “The Unseen swore an oath to the Crown and to the
kingdom but not the heads those crowns sat upon. Eventually, they turned
on the deities. What caused it is still unclear, but they began to believe that



some of the deities’ choices regarding the mortals were no longer in the best
interests of Atlantia.”

Immediately, I thought of Alastir and Jansen. That was what both had
claimed. That what they’d done was in the best interest of their kingdom.

“So they were disbanded,” King Valyn continued. “Or at least that’s
what everyone has believed for at least a thousand years.”

“You really believe Alastir was involved with them?” Casteel asked
with a sneer. “A group of men who feel emasculated by the fact that the
actual Guardians of Atlantia are all female, so they desperately cling to their
special, secret group?”

“Alastir said he belonged to a brotherhood of sorts,” I reminded
Casteel. “He called himself a Protector of Atlantia.”

“I had no knowledge of Alastir’s involvement in any of this before the
attack at the Chambers,” his father said. “But after seeing those masks at the
ruins, I began to wonder if it was the Unseen. If they have returned, and if
they are behind much more.”

I thought of what Kieran had shared with me before. Casteel was
thinking along the same lines. “You’re talking about the destroyed crops,
fires, and vandalism?”

His father’s lips were pressed into a hard line as he nodded.

“We don’t think they’ve been active this entire time,” Hisa said. “Or if
they have been practicing, they weren’t acting upon any perceived notions
of oaths. That’s changed, however. And it changed before news of the
Prince’s...” She trailed off, her brow pinching as she appeared to search for
how to phrase what she wanted to say next. “It changed before news of our
Prince’s entanglement with you.”

Entanglement sounded vastly less awkward than capture, so I had to
give it to her. She knew how to be tactful.

“How can you be sure they are responsible for the vandalism?” Kieran
asked.

“The mask.” Hisa lifted the one she still held. “We found one of them
at the site of a fire that destroyed several homes near the water. We weren’t
sure it was connected—there is still no hard evidence. But with this?” She
looked around the now-empty courtyard. “And them wearing these masks at
the ruins? They have to be connected.”

“I think it is,” I said. “It reminds me of the Ascended. They used fear,
half-truths, and outright lies to control the people of Solis. They would



often create hysteria like the Duke did after the attack on the Rise.
Remember?” I glanced at Casteel, who nodded. “Placing the blame of the
Craven attack on the Descenters when, in reality, they had been the ones to
create those monsters. But by doing so, by creating unrest and suspicion
among the people, it made them easier to control. Because the people were
too busy pointing fingers at one another rather than joining together and
looking toward the Ascended as the root of their woes.” I tucked a strand of
my hair back, unused to having so many listening—so many looking at me.

“I was just thinking that if the Unseen were behind the destruction of
crops and vandalism, they could be doing it to create more unrest—to get
people angry or suspicious, just in time for them to provide someone to
blame for what is happening.”

“That someone being you?” the King asked.

Tension crept into my muscles. “It appears that way.”

King Valyn inclined his head as he studied me. “Unrest and unease are
two very powerful destabilizers of any society. No matter how great one is,
they can be taken apart piece by piece from the inside, often weakening the
foundation to the point of collapse before anyone realizes what is
happening.”

N

“I have a lot of questions,” I announced the moment Casteel ushered
me back into our room, and King Valyn left.

“Not a single person in the entirety of either kingdom would be
surprised by that,” Kieran stated as he closed the veranda doors behind him.
“Not even remotely.”

Casteel’s lips twitched as my glare swung toward the wolven. “I’m
sorry, but maybe faceless people is a common occurrence in Atlantia, but
it’s not something I’'m used to.”

“That is not a common occurrence,” Casteel replied as he tried to lead
me to the bathing chamber.

“And you and I need to have a quick chat,” I continued, stopping.
Casteel sighed heavily.

“We do?” Kieran raised his brows.



“Oh, yes, we need to talk about what you tried to do out there.”

Casteel’s head turned slowly toward the wolven. “What did you try to
do?”

Kieran folded his arms across his chest. “I tried to get her to stay inside
and remain safe.”

A loud, rough laugh burst out of Casteel. “And how did that go?”

“As painless as you can imagine,” Kieran retorted dryly. “I was only
pointing out that you would prefer that she remain unharmed, and that who
she is to you, to me, and—"

“Casteel has never once asked that I not engage,” I cut him off. “And
he is my husband.”

Casteel dropped his head to mine as a deep, rumbling sound radiated
from his chest. “Husband.” He pressed his lips to my temple. “I love
hearing you say that.” He lifted his head to look at Kieran. “My wife can
defend herself. You know that.”

“I do.”

My eyes narrowed. “Seems like you forgot.”

“I didn’t.” Kieran’s jaw flexed as his stare held Casteel’s. “Things are
different now, and you know that.”

“No, they are not.” I pulled free of Casteel. “I am not a Queen, but like
I said before, even if I were, I would never be the kind that expects others to
risk their lives while I sit back and do nothing. That will never be me, and I
seriously doubt Casteel would be that kind of King.”

“I wouldn’t.” Casteel came to stand behind me, folding his arms
around my waist. “Not only can she defend herself,” he repeated, “she
needs to be able to defend herself. And that is why she will be allowed to do
so, whether she is our Queen or our Princess.”

My heart swelled so fast it was a wonder it didn’t lift me right to the
ceiling. Casteel...he just understood me. Understood my need to never be
helpless.

“You’re the only person I truly trust Poppy with. Only you,” Casteel
continued, and my breath halted a little in my chest. “I know your concern
comes from a good place, and Poppy knows that, too.”

My lips remained sealed.

Casteel squeezed me. “Don’t you, Poppy?”

I swallowed a curse. “Yes, I do know that.” And I did, but I was
irritated and confused about those things that had been outside—bewildered



and unsettled about everything the one on the wall had said. “I know it
comes from a good place.”

Kieran rubbed his jaw as his stare drifted to the terrace doors. “I know
you’re capable of defending yourself. Stopping you had nothing to do with
that. But it’s just that you’re in danger here, and you shouldn’t be. This is
the one place you should be safe.” He dropped his hand and faced me. “I
know none of that means I should’ve told you to stand down. I’m sorry.”

The sincerity in his apology was clear in his voice. It tasted of warm
vanilla, but I could also taste a hint of something sour, just like I had with
Casteel, which caused an ache in my chest. Neither of them was responsible
for what had happened here. “It’s okay,” I said, looking up at him. “I will
make sure it’s safe for me. We will make sure of that.”

Kieran nodded, smiling faintly. “Damn right, we will.”

I grinned at that.

“Well, now that we cleared that up, I know you have a lot of
questions,” Casteel said, turning me toward the bathing chamber. “But let’s
get this stuff off you first.” He paused. “And into something clean.”

I glanced down at my hands, my nose wrinkling as I saw that they
were spotted with purple. “Is it even blood?”

“I honestly can’t say for sure.” Casteel led me to the vanity in the
bathing chamber and turned on the faucets. He grabbed a bottle and squirted
some of that rich, pine-scented soap onto my hands. “Whatever it is, it
smells weird.”

I nodded as I rubbed my hands together. “It reminds me of stale lilacs.”

His brows knitted as he grabbed a bar of soap. “You know, you’re
right.” He turned, handing the soap to Kieran. In the mirror, I watched him
strip off his ruined shirt and toss it aside as he turned on a faucet to the
shower. One of the overhead showerheads came on. “The one you said was
on the wall,” Casteel said quietly, drawing my attention. “He spoke?”

I nodded as I rubbed the liquid soap up my forearms. “He wasn’t like
the others. He was either mortal or Atlantian.”

“He wore a silver mask,” Kieran said, the muscles along his back and
shoulders tensing as he dipped his head under the spray as he scrubbed his
face and his closely-cropped hair. “Like Jansen did at the ruins. He also had
those damn bone bindings with him.”

“What?” Casteel barked out.

“He did,” I said, running my hands under the warm water.



“Those bones will never touch your skin again.” Casteel’s voice was
full of smoke and blood, and eyes as cold as frozen amber met mine. “That,
I can promise you.”

“I promise myself that,” I murmured, as a cold slice of unease pierced
through me when I thought of the Unseen. “No one has spoken the name of
that village in years.”

Casteel’s jaw clenched as he ran his palms up my forearms, washing
off the soap. “I knew where the inn was located because I did some digging
into your background before we met, but that wasn’t readily available
information.” He scooped my hair back from my face as I reached for more
of the soap. “We don’t know how many people Alastir shared that
knowledge with.”

He held my hair as I quickly washed my face. When I was done, the
scent of stale flowers no longer clung to my skin at least, and Kieran had
turned off the water. “Thank you,” I said as he handed me a towel.

“Alastir claimed there was another at the inn, correct?” Water
dampened Kieran’s throat and chest as his gaze met ours in the mirror.
“Called him the Dark One?”

I backed away from the vanity, lowering the towel. “He did. Why?”

“Is it possible that Alastir simply shared that information with others?”
Kieran answered. “Or is there the chance that he was speaking the truth?
That another was there.”

Anything was possible, but... “Alastir made it sound like this mystery
figure led the Craven there.” I watched Casteel strip off his ruined shirt.
That strange, purplish blood streaked the upper part of his chest. He took
the bar of soap from Kieran as I said, “Can these...Unseen control the
Craven?”

Tension bracketed his mouth as he lathered the soap between his
palms. “The Unseen were gone long before the first Craven was ever
created—or as far as we know. Either way, the Craven can be herded in a
direction, but they cannot be controlled beyond that.” He looked back at
Kieran. “If you want, you can grab one of my shirts.”

Kieran nodded, making his way to the wardrobe just outside the
bathing chamber as I placed my used towel in a hamper. “But I...”

“What?” Casteel dragged his soap-covered hands over his face and
then through his hair.



It took me a moment to pull my thoughts together. “I was told that my
parents left Carsodonia because they wanted a quieter life. But that was a
lie. They discovered the truth, or they always knew what the Ascended
were doing and decided they could no longer be a part of it,” I said, hating
to even speak those words. “He also claimed that my mother was this
Handmaiden, trained to fight.” T hurried over to the stool, grabbing a
smaller towel like the one Kieran had used as Casteel dipped his head,
washing his face, and then ran the water through his hair. “That could be
true, or it could also be a lie. But what if Alastir spoke the truth? What if
someone else was there and led the Craven to the inn?”

I handed Casteel the towel as I said, “I...I have these memories of that
night,” I said, glancing at Kieran. He’d donned a black tunic. “I know I
heard Alastir’s voice—I heard him talking to my father. But I...I’ve dreamt
of someone in a dark cloak. Someone else could’ve been there, and Alastir
didn’t make it sound like it was someone who had anything to do with him.
What if...what if that Craven attack had nothing to do with Alastir or the
Unseen?”

“You’re thinking the Ascended may have had something to do with
it?” Kieran asked from the doorway. “But if they knew what you were, they
would want you to stay alive.”

“Agreed.” Casteel dragged the towel over his chest and face. “Luring
the Craven to the inn would’ve been too much of a risk. Those creatures
cannot be controlled by anyone.”

“And all that hinges on whether or not the Ascended knew what I was
before my parents left—before I was attacked. I still don’t know that for
sure,” I said. “Alastir never confirmed that.”

Casteel rubbed the towel through his hair. “But if they did know, that
would mean that the Ascended—the Blood Crown—knew that one of your
parents was a descendant of Atlantia.”

“And that leaves us with the question of why they weren’t used in the
same fashion as all the others descended from Atlantia,” I murmured,
sighing. One possible answer or question just led to another. It made my
head hurt.

And my heart, too.

“Before those things showed up tonight, you asked how it was possible
for your abilities to be this strong—how they were this strong even before



Cas Ascended you.” Kieran drew my gaze to him. “One of your parents had
to be a full-blooded Atlantian.”

“But how is that possible if I’'m descended from Malec? His offspring
with a mistress would’ve been mortal. And if my mother was a
Handmaiden, it couldn’t have been her, right?” I looked at Casteel.

“I would think not,” he answered, tossing the towel into the hamper.
“None I saw were, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible—possibly
implausible, but not impossible.”

“And I look like my mother,” I told them. “Except for my eyes.”

“Your father?” Kieran asked, even though I was sure we’d had this
conversation before.

“He was from Carsodonia, just like my mother was,” I answered.

“I know you don’t like to hear this,” Kieran started, and I stiffened,
knowing where he was going with this, “but that’s all assuming that your
parents were your birth parents. Or—” he quickly added when I opened my
mouth. “Or what you remember, what you were told about who your
parents were, simply wasn’t the truth.”



Chapter 20

N

“He’s right,” Casteel said softly, his gaze searching mine. “I don’t
know why Alastir would’ve lied about your mother being a Handmaiden. If
he was telling the truth, your mother was never a Lady in Wait, destined to
Ascend. That could also mean your father wasn’t a merchant’s son.” He
paused. “It could also mean that only one—or neither of them—was your
parent by blood.”

And if neither of them was? Then Ian...he may not be like me at all if
he Ascended. He may be like any other vampry.

Leaning against the cold tile, I tipped my head back. I started to
respond and then stopped as my toes curled against the floor. “I was young.
My memories of before that night are spotty at best. I just know what I was
told about them, and although Ian was older, it wouldn’t be like he knew
any differently.” I shook my head, overwhelmed. “But I look like my
mother, so maybe my father was an Atlantian, and my mother a mortal
descendant of Malec and his mistress. Would that explain my abilities being
so strong?”

“That would be one hell of a coincidence,” Kieran noted, and he was
right.

Casteel and Kieran exchanged a look. “I don’t know,” Casteel
answered. “That’s a complicated bloodline to sort through, but that’s also
working off the assumption that you are related to Malec. You may not be.
Alastir could be wrong, even if he truly believed that.”

I wondered if his mother would know somehow.

Casteel’s gaze met mine. “We’ll figure this out.”

Other than his mother, as unlikely as that may be, only one other
person may know.

Queen Ileana.

Casteel turned to Kieran. “I think there’s an old robe in there. Can you
grab it for me?”



Kieran handed him a long piece of black clothing as he said, “There’s
something I need to do real quick. I’ll be right back.”

Watching me, Casteel nodded curtly as he hung the robe from a hook
by the door. “We’ll be here.” He waited until Kieran disappeared. “Let’s get
you out of that shirt so I can burn it.”

A wry grin tugged at my lips. “I guess this shirt isn’t salvageable?”

“Unlikely.” He came to me, curling his fingers around the hem. “You
know the drill.”

I did.

I lifted my arms. “I think you like taking my clothes off.”

“I do.” Casteel tugged the shirt up and over my head. Cool air washed
over all the newly exposed skin. He dropped the tunic to the floor as he
stared down at me, his lips parting just enough that I could see a hint of his
fangs as his gaze swept over me in a slow, lingering perusal. Muscles
tightened low in my stomach. He placed his hand on the side of my ribs and
under my breast. The contact sent a sharp pulse through me. His other hand
did the same on the other side of my body. “However, I do not like
undressing you, only to cover you immediately.”

I looked down, my toes curling even more against the tile floor at what
I saw beyond the puckered, rosy-pink tips of my breasts. His golden-bronze
skin was such a striking contrast to mine, and his hands were so large and
strong.

“What Kieran asked of you tonight? Don’t hold it against him. He
cares for you. And his concern?” he said. “I have to fight my instincts when
it comes to you rushing out there to battle everything and anything, too. It’s
not because I don’t think you’re capable. It’s just that I fear losing you.” He
lowered his head, and his warm breath coasted over my chest and to the
swell of a breast. “But your need to defend yourself is greater than my fear.
That’s the only reason I don’t stop you. It will be the same for Kieran.”

“I know—" 1 gasped as his mouth closed over my breast. My eyes
widened as I stared down at the dark, damp curls of his hair. His tongue
swirled over my nipple, eliciting another strangled sound from me. He
looked up at me, eyes burning as he arched a brow, waiting for me to
continue. “I...I won’t hold it against Kieran.”

A brief, pleased smile crossed his face, and then he caught the
sensitive skin between the edges of his teeth and then his lips. “You know
what helps me get over my fear?”



I shook my head.

“This.” The pink tip of his tongue flicked over the throbbing, tightened
skin. “This helps. So does your bravery, and you know what else? I get to
reward you for your bravery.”

My pulse had already been pounding, but now it thundered through
me. “I...I get a reward?”

“You do, but I also get a reward for looking past my fear,” he said, his
thick lashes lifting once more. Gold churned restlessly in his eyes. “It’s a
good thing this reward will be mutually beneficial.”

“It will be?”

He nodded, and then his mouth closed over my breast again. I felt the
wet slide of his tongue and then the wicked scrape of his fangs. My breath
caught at the forbidden sensation, and then he struck, sinking his sharp teeth
into the flesh above my nipple. I cried out, threading my hands into his hair
as my entire body jerked. The razor-sharp pain was intense, shooting
through my entire body. There was a second where I wanted to pull away
when the pleasure-pain was almost too much, but it was gone in a heartbeat.
He sealed his lips over the tingling skin of my breast and sucked deep,
drawing the sensitive peak into his mouth, taking my blood into himself.

A fire erupted inside me, heating my blood and every part of my body.
My head spun, and I shuddered as his growl rumbled against my skin. I
held onto his hair, shamelessly holding him there as damp heat flooded my
entire being. An aching spike of pleasure darted through me. My hips
twitched as he tugged at my skin.

“Cas,” I breathed.

He made that sound again, that sensual, rough sound, and then he
moved, pressing my back against the wall, the hard line of his thigh
between my legs. I gasped at the contact of the cold tile against my bare
skin and the feel of his breeches-clad thigh against my core. He dropped a
hand to my hip, and as he pulled harder on my breast, he tugged my hip
down and forward, rocking me against his leg. Tense, tight waves of
pleasure rippled out from between my thighs and from my breasts as I stood
on tiptoe, my weight mostly supported by him. The drag and pull of his
mouth on my breast seemed to be connected to the intense throb at my core.
My hips moved against his thigh. There was nothing slow about it. I rocked
hard against him, driven by the dual sensations of him feeding from my
breast and the soft friction of his leg against my swollen, tightened flesh.



Tension curled and whirled, spinning tighter and faster. He feasted, and I
became frenzied, tugging at his hair, sinking my nails into his skin. My legs
clamped down on his thigh, and all the tension inside me erupted, lashing
through me in the most delicious and stunning way. I shook, calling out his
name as my release rolled through me.

I was still trembling, twitching when his tongue soothed over his bite,
and he straightened, holding me tightly against his chest. His mouth closed
over mine in a slow, languid, iron-rich, and musky kiss. The taste of my
blood on his lips sent another wave of pleasure through me.

“You,” he drawled, his voice thick. “You really liked that reward.”

My forehead rested against his as I struggled to gain control of my
breathing. “A little.”

“A little?” His laugh was like smoke. “You came so hard, I could feel
you through my pants.”

“Oh, my gods.” I choked on a laugh. “That is so...”

“What?” His lips dragged across mine. “Inappropriate?”

“Yes.”

“But it’s true.” He kissed me as he eased me to my feet. “You can
stand? Or have I blown your mind and your muscles?”

“Your ego is ridiculous. I can stand.” Barely. “And in case you’re
wondering, I would like more of those rewards, please and thank you.”

A devastating smile appeared, and those two dimples winked to life.
“Although I love hearing the word please spill from your lips, you never
have to say it.”

I grinned as he pulled away. While he turned to grab the robe, I
glanced down. My cheeks heated at the sight of the two reddish-pink
puncture wounds and the swollen skin around them. Goodness. The mark
he left behind was indecent.

I loved it.

He held the robe for me, and I turned, slipping my arms through the
sleeves. The material was unbelievably soft and yet lightweight enough that
I didn’t think I’d grow heated. The length was a little long, completely
hiding my toes, but it smelled like him—Iike pine and spice.

He stepped in front of me, quickly buttoning the two sides and then
tightening the sash. “This looks far better on you than it ever did on me.”

“I can’t even picture you wearing this.” I looked at the long, flowing
sleeves and flapped my arms.



“I’d rather be naked.” He winked when I raised a brow. “I’d rather you
were naked, too.”

“Shocker,” I murmured.

While Casteel went to the wardrobe to pull out fresh clothing, I
quickly wrangled my hair into a braid. The pleasant haze of his wicked
reward sadly faded by the time I sat on the couch in the living area and
Kieran returned, a large book in his hands and his father with him.

Jasper’s piercing gaze found mine, and he started to lower. I stiffened,
but he seemed to stop himself before bowing. The curse he muttered
garnered a small grin from me. “You are well?” he asked.

I nodded. “T am. You?”

“Peachy,” he muttered, dropping into one of the chairs. “Where is—?”

“Right here.” Casteel sauntered into the room as he dragged a hand
over his head, brushing the still-damp strands off his face. He went to a
credenza against the wall. “Drink?” he offered. Only Jasper nodded. Casteel
poured two glasses as Kieran sat beside me. “So, the Unseen...?”

“Yeah,” Jasper growled. “That was the first I’d heard there might be a
chance they were involved, which irritates the piss out of me. No offense to
your father,” he tacked on halfheartedly. “But that is something he should
have clued me in on, even if it had nothing to do with her.”

“Agreed,” Casteel muttered as he glanced over at Kieran. “Does this
book you brought with you hold the answers to why my father kept that so
quiet?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Kieran cracked the thick book open. “Those
things that were outside? I figured you had a lot of questions about them.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Casteel responded, handing Jasper a glass. “If that
was the first time they saw one of them?”

“Exactly.” I watched Kieran flip through the pages.

“Well, I figured it was best that I grab this,” Kieran said. “It’s an old
textbook, centering around the history of Atlantia—the gods and their
children.”

“Oh.” T leaned over, my interest more than piqued, but the moment I
saw one of the pages, I sighed. “It’s in a different language.”

“It’s in old Atlantian—the Primal language of the gods.” Casteel sat on
the arm of the settee. “I can barely read that now.”

Jasper snorted. “Not surprised to hear that.”



One side of Casteel’s lips tipped up as he took a drink. “I’m hoping
this book you kept for some reason tells us exactly how the Gyrms were
here, in our realm, and why they were after Poppy.”

Our realm? Why did that sound familiar to me?

“He kept all of his old schoolbooks,” Jasper explained. “Well, his
mother did. They’re in one of the rooms in the back.”

I had yet to meet Kirha and really hoped I got to soon. I wanted to
thank her for the clothing. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” Jasper smiled, and the rough lines of his face softened.
“Slept through the whole damn thing.”

My brows rose. “Really?”

He nodded. “She’s always been a heavy sleeper, but with the babe on
the way, she could sleep through the gods waking.”

“Here it is,” Kieran announced, lowering the book to his knees as he
looked over at Casteel. “Did you see them without the mask?”

“That I did,” he drawled. “At first, I thought my vision had gone out
on me, and then I heard my father say something like, ‘What the fuck?’ and
I knew it wasn’t just me.”

I got momentarily distracted by picturing the tall and ominous figure
that was his father saying that. Kieran tapped on the page, and I looked
down, my stomach hollowing as I saw an ink sketch of one of the creatures
we’d seen outside. It was extremely realistic—the head, the thin slits for
eyes, and then nothing but smooth skin. Then again, there wasn’t much for
this artist to capture beyond a male body’s general, well-muscled shape.

“How do they breathe?” I asked again because that seemed like a fairly
important question.

Casteel’s lips twitched as Kieran’s eyes closed. “If it was a Gyrm?”
Jasper spoke, rising from the chair to look down at the drawing. “They
don’t need to breathe because they are not alive.”

Confusion drew my brows together. “How is that possible? How can
something walk around and interact with people and not be alive?”

“One could ask the same question about the Craven,” Casteel said.
“They react to those around them. They have mouths, and their bodies go
through the motions of breathing. They hunger.” He lowered his glass to his
knee. “But do you think they live? Truly?”

I didn’t need to think about that. “No,” I said, looking back at the
sketch. “Not once they turn. They’re no longer alive. Nothing remains that



makes them mortal, at least.”

And that was sad because all of them had been mortal at one time—
people who had lives and were someone’s daughter or son, friend or lover
—before the Ascended ripped everything away from them.

My hands curled into the soft material of the robe. The number of lives
the Ascended had destroyed was utterly incalculable. They could’ve done
that to Ian and to Tawny, devastating everything that made them who they
were.

The Ascended had to be stopped.

“The difference here is that the Gyrms were never alive in the first
place,” Kieran explained, running a finger along sentences that looked like
nothing more than scribbles on an ivory page to me. “They were created
from the soil of the gods and from the eather—from magic—and used to do
the bidding of the one who summoned them. Created them. They have no
thoughts, no will beyond why they were summoned.”

I blinked once and then twice. “They were created from dirt and
magic? Seriously?”

Jasper nodded as he started pacing. “I know it sounds like something
made up to scare children—"

“Like the lamaea?” I asked.

He stopped and looked at me, glass halfway to his mouth as Casteel
coughed out a quiet laugh. His pale eyes shot to the Prince. “I don’t even
need to ask which one of you told her about that. Out of the things you
could’ve shared with her, you chose that?”

“It was a passing comment in a wider, much more important
conversation that she has somehow latched on to and never forgotten.”
Casteel took a drink. “Not my fault.”

“How could I ever forget about a creature that has fins for legs and
tails for arms?” I wondered out loud.

“The lamaea were never real. It was just a thing really twisted parents
made up.” Kieran shot his father a pointed look. “But the Gyrms were, and
they were usually summoned to serve as soldiers or guards—protectors of
sacred places. It says here that they can be killed with any puncture wound.
Apparently, it shatters the magic holding them together, so one doesn’t have
to aim for the heart or the head.”

“Good to know,” I murmured.



Kieran continued scanning the page. “Once they’ve served their
purpose, whatever holds the soil and magic used to conjure them—usually a
vase or cloth of some sort—is destroyed by fire. Once nothing but ash
remains, they disappear.”

“They’re just conjured into existence to do whatever someone needs,
and then...poof, they’re gone?” My nose wrinkled. “That seems wrong and
sad. And, yes, I get that they’re technically not alive. It still doesn’t feel
right.”

“It’s not,” Casteel agreed, a muscle working in his jaw. “It’s why that
kind of magic is forbidden by Atlantians and mortals alike in this realm.”

There was that word again. It tugged at the memories of my time in the
crypts with Jansen. “When you say ‘realm,” what are you talking about?”

“The Lands of the Gods, that realm,” Casteel answered as his hand
wandered to my upper back and slid under my braid. “It’s called Iliseeum.”

“Iliseeum?” My breath caught as what Jansen had said finally came
back to me. “Jansen mentioned a place called Iliseeum—and a place called
the Shadowlands. I thought he was making stuff up.” I glanced around the
room. “Both are real?”

“They are.” Casteel reached over, straightening the collar on the robe.
“Iliseeum is the Lands of the Gods. The Shadowlands are where the Abyss
is located and how the Vale is accessed.”

“He also...he also said that Nyktos was known as...the Asher? He said
he was called the One who is Blessed, the Bringer of Death, and the
Guardian of Souls,” I said, frowning. “And he said that Nyktos ruled over
the Land of the Dead and that he was the Primal God of Common Men and
Endings.”

“Technically, Nyktos is those things,” Jasper answered. “As the God of
Life and Death, he rules both the Shadowlands and the realms of the living,
but he is not the God of Common Men. And I never heard of him being
referred to as the Asher or the One who is Blessed.” He looked over at me,
brimming with curiosity. “Although, weren’t you called that? Blessed?”

I nodded.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “I think Jansen told some truths and then
made things up to sound more knowledgeable and important, just like the
Unseen were often known to do.”

My brow rose. Jansen did have an inflated sense of self-worth. “But
how have I never heard of Iliseeum until now?”



“I bet there’s a lot you haven’t heard of.” Jasper took a drink. “Did you
know that Nyktos has a Consort?”

“He does?” I stared at the older wolven.

Kieran looked at me. “How do you think he had offspring?”

“First off, he could have multiple special people in his life,” I pointed
out. “But most importantly, he’s the God of Life. Couldn’t he just create his
children?”

“He probably could.” Casteel tugged lightly on my braid. “But he
didn’t create his children like that. He and his Consort did it the old-
fashioned way.”

“What is her name?” I asked. “And why is this the first time I’'m even
hearing about her?”

“No one knows her name,” he answered. “She has only ever been
known as the Consort.”

“Well, that sounds...sexist,” I muttered.

“Can’t disagree with that,” Casteel replied. “And to answer your other
question, no one knows why the Ascended decided to erase some of these
bigger details from their history.”

“Maybe they didn’t know,” Jasper pointed out. “Only the oldest of the
Ascended, those first turned, would’ve known the real history of our lands
and peoples. And most, if not all of them, were killed before the war.”
Queen Eloana had ordered that—the execution of all vamprys once they
became too numerous and too blood-hungry to control. “It was the later
ones, those turned by the Atlantians and who traveled farther east that
fought back so strongly.”

“Godly magic can be found here, right? Like the eather in the bones of
the deities,” I said, and a hot pulse of anger radiated from Casteel.

“Not just in the bones of a deity, but also in the blood of a god.” Jasper
stopped pacing, coming to stand near the terrace doors of the living area. He
took a deep drink, finishing off the whiskey. “Of course, it’s easier to visit a
crypt and remove the bones of the deities than to attempt to get one’s hands
on the blood of a god.”

I shuddered at the thought of how disruptive that act would be to the
dead. It wasn’t something I had really considered while in the crypts.

Casteel’s fingers continued moving along the back of my neck,
working out the knots in the tight muscles there. “What I don’t understand,
though, is how anyone would get soil from Iliseeum. How would they know



where it was located and how to get there?” Casteel stated. “Especially
when only those with godly blood can travel between the realms.”

“That’s not exactly true,” Jasper said.

Casteel’s and Kieran’s heads jerked in his direction. “Come again?” his
son said.

“Iliseeum doesn’t exist in a realm that only the gods can enter,” he
said, setting his empty glass on the table by the doors. “And a few do know
where Iliseeum is.” He looked at the Prince. “What do you think exists
beyond the Mountains of Nyktos?”

Casteel’s hand stilled on my neck. “There’s nothing but mountains and
land unsuitable for building or supporting life.”

“For thousands of years, that was repeated over and over until it
simply became something known and never questioned. But it was a lie to
sway those who were too curious,” Jasper responded. “Iliseeum lies beyond
the Mountains of Nyktos.”



Chapter 21

N

Casteel’s hand slipped from my neck as shock rippled through him.
For a moment, I thought he might drop his glass of whiskey. “Are you for
real?”

Kieran closed the thick book. “He can’t be.”

“It’s true,” Jasper confirmed.

The room was thick with tangy confusion. “How is it possible that no
one figured that out?” I asked. “That no one attempted to cross the
mountain or take to the sea in a ship?”

“More than just words have hidden Iliseeum’s location.” Jasper tilted
forward, resting his arms on his bent knees. “Iliseeum is well-protected by
land and sea.”

“The eather—Tlike the mist in the Skotos Mountains?” I guessed.

Jasper nodded. “As both my son and Cas know, the sea is too rough to
travel on once any ship nears Iliseeum’s coast.”

“It’s not just rough waters.” Casteel’s hand returned to the base of my
neck. His fingers moved in a slow, steady slide as he said, “Sea stacks
around the coast can tear a ship apart in minutes if one gets close enough to
even see through the mist that obscures the coastline. Just like the mist from
the Skotos protects the shores of Atlantia from both the Stroud Sea and Seas
of Saion.”

“We tried once—Casteel and I—when we were younger. We tried to
take a ship as close to the coast as we could, to see if any part of the land
was habitable,” Kieran said. “We damn near drowned in the process.”

“That’s because you’re both idiots,” Jasper replied, and I blinked.

Casteel took a healthy drink of his whiskey. “Can’t really argue with
that.”

“Wait.” I frowned. “The Stroud Sea reaches the coasts of Atlantia? I
thought the Skotos mountain range extended into the water and—"



“Traveled to the ends of the realm?” Casteel finished for me. “No.
That’s why the mist is so thick. It makes it appear as if the mountains are
hidden behind it, but that’s only so no one attempts to travel through it.”

I gave a little shake of my head and refocused. “What about traveling
through the mountains?”

“The Mountains of Nyktos are impossible to cross by Atlantian or
mortal. The mist there? That kind of magic is deadly.” Jasper’s wintry gaze
flicked between his son and the Prince before returning to me. “You would
possibly be the only one who could cross the mountains.”

Casteel glanced down at me, and his lips twisted in a faint smile. “You
are just special.”

I ignored that. “So, it causes hallucinations like the mist in the
Skotos?”

“No.” Jasper laughed, shaking his head. “The magic in these
mountains suffocates anyone who it doesn’t recognize as a god.”

My mouth dropped open. “Oh. Okay. That’s a lot.” I twisted the sash
of the robe around my hand. “But I’'m a descendant of a god. I’m not a god.
Those two things are vastly different.”

Jasper raised his brows. “I don’t think we know exactly what you are,
and that is a hill I am willing to crash and burn on.”

I closed my mouth because he was right.

“Then how did anyone cross over to Iliseeum to obtain the soil?”
Kieran veered us back on track.

“A few know how to bypass the mountains.” Jasper leaned back,
resting an ankle on a knee.

We all waited for him to continue.

And waited.

I stared at him. “You going to tell us how?”

Jasper eyed each of us for a long moment before settling on Casteel.
“Your father and your mother have killed to keep Iliseeum’s location
hidden.” His voice was as quiet and cold as falling snow. “So have 1.”

Casteel’s head cocked slightly to the side as his hand stilled along the
back of my neck. “And I’'m inclined to kill to discover the truth.”

A chill swept down my back as Jasper grinned at the Prince, either
unbothered by the threat or not aware of what that too-flat tone signaled.
Bloody things usually followed his usage of that tone. “I don’t think there
needs to be any sort of killing,” T ventured.



“That’s rich coming from you,” Kieran commented.

My head snapped in his direction. “I’m trying to deescalate the
situation.”

Kieran snorted.

“What’s rich is that you’ve all killed to keep the Lands of the Gods
secret,” Casteel said. “And yet, the Unseen obviously discovered how to
travel to Iliseeum. That is, unless there is a bucket of Iliseeum soil I’'m
unaware of.”

“I don’t believe there’s a bucket of soil lying around,” Jasper advised,
eyes glimmering as amusement filtered from him to me. “Most wouldn’t
even have the knowledge of how to use such magic—only the oldest of our
kind. And I imagine the Unseen would have known when they were more
prevalent. I’'m guessing they must’ve kept records of such things.”

“Other than you and my parents, I assume Alastir knew?” Casteel
drew his hand down my spine. Jasper nodded. “Who else has that
knowledge?”

“Very few who are still alive.” Jasper drew a finger over the stubble
covering his chin. “I believe Hisa knows. As does Dominik—another of the
commanders.”

“I remember him. He’s one of the oldest elementals,” Casteel told me,
lifting his glass as his gaze flicked back to Jasper. “Is he in Saion’s Cove?”

“He’s in Evaemon, as far as I know. Or just outside of the capital,” he
explained. “I imagine Wilhelmina knows—" Casteel choked on his drink as
my mouth dropped open. Jasper’s eyes narrowed. “You okay over there?”

“Wait,” Casteel coughed again, eyes watering. “Wait a godsdamn
second. Wilhelmina? Who is Wilhelmina?”

Jasper frowned, clearly confused. “You never met Willa?”

Oh, my gods. There was no way.

“What is her last name?” Casteel asked.

Please don't say Colyns. Please don’t say Colyns, 1 repeated over and
over as Kieran’s father stared at Casteel as if he’d lost his mind. “I think it’s
Colyns.”

My jaw was now in my lap. Godsdamnit, Casteel’s theory had been
right. Miss Willa was an Atlantian. I couldn’t believe it—wait. Did that
mean she was here, in Atlantia?

Oh, wow, if so, I had...so many questions for her.



“Last I heard, she was in Evaemon, or nearby in Aegea,” Jasper
answered.

Casteel slowly turned to me, his lips curving into a smile wide enough
that his dimples had already appeared. “I can’t say I’ve met her personally,
but Poppy might—"

“I have never met her!” I all but shouted as I twisted toward him,
punching his thigh.

“Ouch.” Leaning away from me, he rubbed his leg as he laughed.

“What is going on with you two?” Jasper asked.

“Apparently, there’s a Willa who wrote a sex diary of some sort,”
Kieran said with a sigh. “It’s Poppy’s favorite book or something.”

I turned to the wolven as Casteel made a choking sound again. “It is
not my favorite book.”

“Nothing to be ashamed of if it is,” he said with an indifferent shrug,
but I tasted his sugary amusement.

“A sex book?” Jasper repeated. I was going to wither up and die right
here.

Kieran nodded. “Cas was just saying he thought Willa might be an
Atlantian because of a—"

“Okay,” I cut in before Kieran or Casteel could go into that further.
“None of that is really important right now.”

“Oh, I disagree.” Casteel stretched over, placing his drink on a small
table by the settee. “Is Willa an elemental? Something else? And you had
no idea that Miss Willa Colyns is a popular biographer of a certain aspect of
her life in Solis?”

Gods, I hated all of them right now. I hated myself even more for
wanting to know the answers.

“She’s of the changeling bloodline, I believe,” Jasper answered, his
forehead creasing. “Though sometimes I wonder about that. But no, I didn’t
know that. Explains a lot, though, now that I think about it.”

Kieran’s lip curled, but Casteel looked even more interested in what
that meant. I held up my hand and said, “Why would she know about
[liseeum?”

“Because Willa is old,” Jasper said. “She is the oldest changeling that I
know of. She is one of Atlantia’s Elders.”

“How old is oldest?” I prodded.

He raised a brow. “Pushing two thousand years old.”



“W-what?” I stuttered, thinking of Cillian Da’Lahon, who The History
of The War of Two Kings and the Kingdom of Solis claimed saw over two
thousand and seven hundred years before his death. “Is that common? To
live that long?”

Jasper nodded. “In times of peace and prosperity, yes.”

“And, yes, a wolven can live that long, too,” Kieran chimed in before I
could ask.

My mind was...well, it couldn’t even comprehend living that long.
How did one not grow tired of everything after that many years? I thought
about the subject matter in Willa’s book, and figured that probably
explained a lot.

I shook my head, hoping it would clear. “Can she do what Jansen
could? Take on others’ images?”

Jasper shook his head. “No. Jansen was...gods, he had to be the last of
the changelings that could do that.”

As terrible as it sounded, I felt relief. “Who are the Elders of
Atlantia?”

“They are a type of Council who helps to rule alongside the King and
Queen when needed,” Casteel explained, tugging gently on my braid.
“Normally, they are never called on unless a major decision needs to be
made. The last time they came together was when Malik was taken, I
believe.” A sharp swirl of anguish pulsed through him. “I wasn’t in
Evaemon when that happened. I was here.”

He’d been here recovering, trying to piece himself back together. My
chest ached for him.

“You better believe they’ve been called now,” Jasper’s tone was dry,
and my stomach tumbled. “You just might get to ask Willa about the book
you were talking about.”

Oh, gods.

While I did have a lot of questions for her, I wasn’t sure I could hold a
conversation because I would be thinking about wicked kisses and
foursomes.

But I really didn’t need to focus on that. Because if a Council had been
convened, I knew why—my arrival and everything that had happened.

“As much as I want to hear more about Miss Willa, we have more
pressing things to deal with,” Casteel stated, surprising me. “How does one
enter Iliseeum if they cannot do so by land or sea?”



Jasper didn’t answer for a long moment. “You know, you would’ve
learned about it when you took the throne.” His gaze touched mine for a
brief moment, and I knew what he meant. That Casteel would’ve learned
when I took the Crown. “You don’t travel over or through the Mountains of
Nyktos. You travel under them.”

An icy wave of surprise scuttled through Casteel. “The tunnel
system?”

Jasper nodded. “The one from Evaemon leads into Iliseeum if—and
that’s a big if—you know how to navigate it.”

“Damn,” Kieran muttered, scrubbing a hand over his head. “All those
years messing around in those tunnels and we could’ve ended up in the
damn Lands of the Gods.”

It struck me as a very odd coincidence that Casteel and Kieran had
spent their childhood attempting to map out those tunnels and caverns, and
this whole time, they could’ve taken Cas right to this Lands of the Gods.
Had he or his brother been drawn to them? If so, had it been some sort of

divine intervention?

I stayed way too long in the shower the following morning, testing the
limits of exactly how long the water would remain hot.

Feeling the warm water pelting my skin and washing the soapy suds
away was truly too much of a magical feeling to rush. The shower felt like
it cleansed more than soap, as if it were rinsing away the stickiness of
confusion that prevented me from looking past the shock of everything I
had discovered and learned. That could’ve been my imagination, but by the
time I forced myself to turn off the faucets, I felt like I could face what
today held.

What awaited me in Atlantia.

And maybe it wasn’t just the shower, but all the hours of deep sleep I’d
ended up stacking up over the last day or so. It could’ve been last night,
when Jasper had left, and Kieran wanted to discuss the tunnel systems.
Casteel had taken the seat Kieran had occupied, rearranging me so I was all
but cradled against him as they spoke. I was amazed by how much they



recalled regarding the tunnels, still able to remember the differences in
certain underground rock formations and the scents that changed depending
on which tunnel they were in. I’d only briefly been in the one that led to the
beautiful, lilac-filled cavern in Spessa’s End, and the other that rested below
New Haven, to view the names of those who had died at the hands of the
Ascended.

So many more names needed to be added to that wall.

But as they talked, I couldn’t help but wonder if some kind of
prophecy did exist. If hardly anyone knew that Iliseeum rested beyond the
mountains, then was it possible for there to be a prophecy that no one knew
about? Or was that comparing apples to oranges? I didn’t know.

Before Kieran left, I’d asked about the wolven named Sage—the one
who was supposed to be patrolling the wall. She had been found on the
other side of the wall, having been struck from behind. The injury and the
subsequent fall from the wall would’ve either seriously injured or killed a
mortal, but according to Kieran, who had checked in on the wolven before
returning to our rooms with the book, she would recover in a day or so.
Hearing that and learning that there had been no casualties among the
wolven or anyone else who had engaged in the battle with the Gyrms had
filled me with a lot of relief. That could’ve aided in me not feeling so
overwhelmed.

It also could’ve been the sweet kiss that Casteel had given me after I
woke this morning and before he left to shower. Or how his eyes were pools
of warm gold when he looked upon me. Before he left the bed, he’d told me
that his father’s visit had been borne of worry. That he hadn’t liked how
things had ended between them in the Temple of Saion. I was glad to hear
that they’d cleared the air between them—at least a little bit before those
creatures showed. I also shared with him what I had confirmed with Kieran
about being able to communicate with him. Casteel...well, he took in that
newest development like he had everything else. He was curious, awed, and
completely unbothered by it, and that helped me be somewhat unfazed by
the fact that I had done something that only Nyktos could.

Either way, it could’ve been one or all of those things that’d made me
feel prepared for everything Casteel and I had to discuss and figure out.

I found the clothing Vonetta had given me in Spessa’s End hanging
among several other brightly colored garments that her mother had given
Casteel for me to wear. The only visible white I saw in the entire wardrobe



were two slips. A smile tugged at my lips, and I didn’t stop it—didn’t even
have to think about concealing it like I had when I’d been the Maiden.

Casteel.

This was all him. He’d made sure there was little white to be found in
my options.

Gods, I loved that man.

I started to reach for a tunic with frilly sleeves, but a stunning, cobalt
blue, buttery-soft muslin drew my attention. The gown was simple,
reminding me of what the Ladies in Solis called a day dress but was far
better suited for the warmer climate of Saion’s Cove. The bodice was
layered and cinched, erasing the need for a slip. The near-sheer gown was
gathered at the waist and the hips by a sky-blue chain girdle, and the
material bunched at the shoulders. It was sleeveless.

My gaze shifted back to the tunics and the other dresses that featured
wide, elbow-length sleeves that offered a bit of coverage. I hesitated.
Normally, I preferred to wear breeches or the lighter leggings and
something that hid the scars on my arms, but the color was beautiful. I’d
never worn anything like it. I’d never been allowed.

And I didn’t need to hide my scars.

I grabbed an undergarment and pulled the gown off the hanger. 1
changed into the dress, relieved that it fit well enough. I found a brush and
worked out the tangles in my hair. There wasn’t much I could do with it
outside of braiding it, so I left it down and then found a pair of sandals in
the wardrobe that tied at the ankles. I hitched up the folds of the skirt,
sheathing the dagger to my thigh.

Casteel was waiting for me in the sitting room, standing before one of
the open lattice doors with his arms loosely folded across his chest. A warm
breeze flowed into the room and was spun about by the dual ceiling fans.
He started to turn as I walked under the archway. “There is some fruit. And,
of course, your favorite, cheese...” He trailed off, his lips parting until the
tips of his fangs became visible.

“What?” 1 stopped, glancing down at myself while smoothing an
imaginary wrinkle from the skirt. “Do I look foolish? The bodice is a bit
tight.” I fiddled with the cowl neckline. “Or is it outdated? I figure this must
be one of Vonetta’s older gowns since she’s taller than I am, but the length
is almost a perfect fit for—”

“Unworthy.”



“Excuse me?”

“I am unworthy of you,” he stated roughly. “You are a dream.”

My fingers fell away from the neckline as I looked over at him.

Casteel’s arms had fallen to his sides as his gaze swept over me. His
chest rose sharply. “Your hair. That gown.” His eyes heated. “You are so
beautiful, Poppy.”

“Thank you.” I felt my throat warm as my heart swelled. “And you are
worthy.”

He smiled as he cleared his throat. “Please tell me you’re wearing your
dagger.”

Fighting a grin, I lifted the right side of the skirt to my thigh.

Casteel groaned. “Gods, you’re perfect.”

“And you are demented,” I said. “Worthy, but demented.”

“I’ll take that.”

I laughed. “Did I hear you mention cheese?”

“You did.” He extended an arm to the table. “Help yourself.”

I did exactly that, seating myself at the table and immediately reaching
for chunks of yumminess.

“What would you like to drink?” he asked, joining me. “There’s water,
wine, and whiskey—the three Ws of life.”

I arched a brow. “Wine.”

He smirked as he poured the faint pink liquid and then fixed himself a
glass of whiskey. I tentatively tasted the wine, pleased to find that it tasted
like strawberries. “What do you think about the whole Iliseeum thing?” I
asked since we hadn’t really talked about that.

“Honestly?” He let out a low laugh. “I really don’t know. I grew up
believing that Iliseeum existed in a realm beside ours but not part of ours.
Just like the Vale and the Abyss. And to think my parents always knew?
Alastir? Jasper?” Casteel shook his head. “But then you really didn’t know
Iliseeum was real at all. It had to be more of a shock to you.”

“It was,” I admitted, squinting. “But there is still so much I don’t
know. I'm kind of in a constant state of surprise, but it’s amazing to think
that at one time, when the gods were awake, they were right there. I wonder
how often they interacted with Atlantians and mortals.”

“Not often from what I’ve been taught. But that too may not be exactly
true.” He ate a piece of cheese. “The crazy thing, Poppy? Is that Malik,
Kieran, and I must have gotten close to Iliseeum at some point. We traveled



those tunnels heading east. We always ended up stopping, though, at some
point.”

“Was there ever a reason for you to stop?”

His brows lifted. “At the time, no, but looking back now? Yes. We
always started to feel weird, like we needed to go back home. It was
something that none of us could explain. We chalked it up to us being afraid
of getting caught for being gone too long. But now I think we were being
warned away by the magic that guards Iliseeum. It made sure we never got
too close.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing. Who knows what would’ve happened if
you all had made it to Iliseeum?”

He grinned. “Well, if our presence woke the gods, I’'m sure we
would’ve won them over with our stunning personalities.”

I laughed. “I was thinking last night that your interest in the tunnels
almost feels like divine intervention.”

“It does feel that way, doesn’t it?”

I nodded. A few moments passed, and I peeked over at him. He was
quiet as he picked through the fruit, handing me a plump grape and then a
dewy slice of melon. “I know we have to talk. You don’t have to delay it
any longer.”

“We do.” Leaning back in his chair, he dragged his teeth over his lower
lip as he continued rooting through the fruit. “Something I didn’t go into a
lot of detail on this morning was something my father shared with me last
night. Every member of the Guards of the Crown, from here to Evaemon,
are being checked for possible involvement or knowledge of what the
others were doing.”

“Have others been discovered?” I asked.

“None believed to have been directly involved so far,” he said as I took
the strawberry he offered, and he picked up a piece of roasted meat for
himself. “But there have been a few who suspected that something was
going on with those working with Alastir. And some expressed concern
about your presence.”

“Well that isn’t that surprising, is it?”

“Not really, but it leaves me wondering exactly how much they truly
knew of what the others planned.” His fingers folded around his glass. “My
father even believes that the ones involved with the attack may have spoken



openly with those who weren’t, basically infecting others with their
nonsense.”

Alastir’s and the other’s beliefs and words truly were like an infection,
but was it one that could be cured? As we ate, I thought of those who had
first attacked me. “The people who were at the Chambers?” I said, and
Casteel stilled for a moment before picking up a napkin and wiping his
fingers clean. “Once they realized what I was, one of them asked the gods
to forgive them.”

A cruel, tight smile formed over the rim of his glass as he took a drink.
“They won’t.”

“I...I hope they do.”

His brows lifted. “That is too kind of you, Poppy.”

“They didn’t kill me—"

“They wanted to.”

“Thanks for the unnecessary reminder.”

“It sounds like a very necessary reminder,” he replied flatly.

I resisted the urge to throw the piece of cheese I held. “Just because I
hope they’re not wasting away in the Abyss for all eternity doesn’t mean
I’m okay with what they tried to do to me.”

“Well, I do.”

I ignored that. “They were obviously very misinformed.”

“So?”

“What I’m trying to say is they weren’t like Alastir or Jansen or those
who wore the Descenter masks. Their minds were made up. Nothing was
going to change that.” I tossed the piece of cheese onto the platter. “But the
ones at the Chambers? The others who may have known something was
going on, or have concerns? Whatever opinions they’ve formed can be
changed. It’s not a...fatal infection. They’re not the mindless Gyrms or the
Craven.””

“Sounds pretty fatal to me,” he commented.

I took a shallow breath. “If the people in the Chambers had changed
their minds before it was too late and they had survived, I wouldn’t want to
see them killed now.”

Casteel opened his mouth as he lowered his glass to the cream-hued
linen covering the table.

“I know what you’re going to say. You would see them killed. I would
see them given a second chance if they were misled. And after,” 1 stressed,



“they were punished appropriately. It’s obvious they were taught or...
indoctrinated into this way of thinking. And those who may have known
what the others were involved in? The ones who have concerns now? That
can be changed.”

He eyed me as he dragged his fingers over the rim of his glass. “You
really believe that?”

“Yes. I do. People can’t be killed simply because they have concerns.
That is something the Ascended would do,” I told him. “And if we believe
that people aren’t able to change the way they think and what they believe
or how they behave, then what is the point of giving the Ascended a chance
to change their ways? What would be the point of hoping for change in
anything?”

“Touché,” he murmured, tipping his glass to me.

“You don’t believe that people are capable of change?” I asked.

“I do,” he admitted. “I just don’t care if they are if they’re the people
who’ve harmed you.”

“Oh.” T picked up another small cube of cheese. That wasn’t exactly
surprising to hear. I moved onto something we really hadn’t discussed, not
even when it was brought up with Jasper. “Well, you need to start caring. I
don’t want people killed because they don’t trust me or like me. I don’t
want to be a part of that.”

“You’re asking me to care about those who potentially had knowledge
of those who have not only betrayed me but also betrayed you,” he
countered quietly. “I believe the technical term would be that they
committed treason against me and you.”

“Yes, but having beliefs or concerns that have not been acted upon
does not immediately equal treason. If there is evidence that they were
aware and did nothing, they should, at the very least, have a trial. Or is
Atlantia no different than Solis when it comes to due process?”

“Atlantia believes in due process, but there are exceptions. Namely—
you guessed it—treason.”

“Still, if people have been misled, they should be given the chance to
redeem themselves, Cas.”

His eyes flared an intense shade of amber. “You’re not playing fair,
Princess, knowing how much I love hearing you call me that.”

The corners of my lips curved up just the faintest bit.

He tsked softly. “Already wrapping me around your finger.”



I fought the smile. “I’ll only wrap you around my finger if you agree
with me.”

Casteel laughed at that. “I agree,” he stated. “But...my condition is
that I agree to hear them speak—to state their case. They’re going to have
to be really convincing if they have any hope of surviving.”

My shout of victory died a little before it reached my lips. “I don’t like
your condition.”

“Too bad.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Sorry,” he demurred, not even sounding remotely apologetic. “What I
meant to say is that we’re compromising between our two wants. I’'m
meeting you halfway here. I am giving them a chance.”

I wasn’t sure what chance he was giving, but this was a...compromise.
It was also a definite improvement. “Okay. Then I will meet you in the
middle.”

“You should since you’re practically getting what you wanted,” he
remarked with a grin.

I kind of was, but I wasn’t confident that many would be able to
convince him.

Casteel was quiet for a long moment. “And I am serious about giving
people a second chance. To allow them to prove that they will not be a
concern to us. But if they act upon their feelings, or I suspect they will, I
cannot promise I won’t intercede in a non-violent manner.”

“As long as your suspicion is rooted in evidence and not emotion, I
can agree with that.”

His lips twisted into a half-smile. “Look at us, agreeing on who to kill
and who not to.”

I shook my head. “Which is a conversation I truly never expected to
take part in.”

“But you’re so good at it,” Casteel murmured.

I snorted as I toyed with the stem of my glass. “Well, hopefully, it
won’t come to that.”

“I hope the same.”

“What about Alastir’s or Jansen’s family?”

“Jansen didn’t have any family still alive, and Alastir’s living members
have been contacted or are in the process of being notified of his



involvement,” he said. “I don’t believe we will have any problems with
them, especially when they learn what happened to Beckett.”

A sharp slice in my chest accompanied the mention of the young
wolven’s name. Then I thought of Alastir’s great-niece. “What about
Gianna? Since he hoped you’d marry her, do you think she could also be
involved in this?”

“To be honest, I can’t answer that for sure. I haven’t seen Gianna in
years. When I knew her, she was strong-willed and kind of did her own
thing. But she would be a virtual stranger to me now,” he explained. “She
isn’t here, by the way.”

“Hmm?” I murmured, attempting to appear disinterested in that little
piece of knowledge.

Casteel smiled at me, and the dimple winked into existence.
Apparently, I hadn’t been that convincing. “I asked Kirha when I saw her
this morning. Gianna’s in Evaemon.”

I was a little relieved, but also strangely disappointed. I wanted to see
her. I didn’t even know why.

“There’s something else we need to talk about before we inevitably
meet with my parents.” Casteel finished off his glass, and having a feeling
of where this was going, I tensed. “We need to discuss your claim to the
throne.”

It felt like the floor rolled under my chair as I swallowed. A ball of
uncertainty rested heavily in my stomach.

Casteel set his empty glass down and leaned back in his chair as he
studied me. “You have the blood of the gods in you, Poppy. How much and
what that truly means is unknown, but what is clear is that the kingdom is
yours. Alastir knew it. My mother recognized it. And despite what my
father said about her reacting with emotion, he realizes what it means. The
bonds with the wolven breaking and shifting to you is further confirmation.
The Atlantians you saw on the street when we entered Saion’s Cove? Many
who saw what the wolven did were confused, but word of what you are has
already begun to spread. It will reach the capital before too long, especially
if the Elders have been contacted.”

“Do you...do you know what has been said about the trees of Aios?
I’m sure it was noticed.”

“It was. From what my father said, the people see it as a sign of great
change.”



“Not something bad?”

“No. Most do not see it as such.” His eyes never left mine. “But some
aren’t as positive. As I’m sure you already realize, some Atlantians will be
resistant to what this signals, only because they do not know you,” he
quickly added. “Only because they fear change and differences. They will
see you as an outsider.”

“And the Maiden,” I pointed out.

The line of his jaw hardened. “If so, that is a misconception I will
quickly rectify.”

I lifted my chin. “As will 1.”

Casteel’s smile brimmed with approval. “We will both rectify that
quickly,” he amended. “But most will see you for who you are. Which is the
next Queen of Atlantia.”

The breath I took went nowhere.

His steady gaze met and held mine. “Just like I see you for who you
are. My Queen.”

Shock flooded my senses. That was only the second time he’d called
me that, and I realized then that since his mother had taken off her crown,
he’d only called me Princess a handful of times. “But you don’t want to be
King,” I exclaimed.

“This isn’t about what I want.”

“How can it not be? If I'm the Queen, you are the King—something
you don’t want to be,” I reminded him.

“It was something I never believed I would need to be,” he said, and so
quietly, every part of my being focused on him. “It was something I needed
to believe because it always felt like if I accepted my future, I was also
accepting Malik’s fate. That he was lost to us.” He drew his fingers over the
curve of his jaw as his gaze shifted to his empty glass. “But at some point, I
began to realize the truth. I just didn’t want to accept it.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You...you don’t believe he still lives?”

“No, I believe he does. I still believe we will free him,” he stated, his
brows lowering. “But I know—gods, I’ve known for longer than I care to
admit to myself, that he won’t be in the...right frame of mind to take the
throne. The gods know I wasn’t exactly all there when I was freed.”

An ache pierced me once more. Kieran had already accepted that, too,
and a part of me was relieved to know that Casteel understood the reality of



what he’d face upon freeing his brother. It would still hurt, but not nearly as
fiercely. “But you found yourself.”

“Unfortunately, Atlantia doesn’t have the luxury of waiting for him to
do the same. My parents have already sat on the throne for too long,” he
told me. A King and Queen could only rule for four hundred years. And as
he said, his parents were far past that. “There has been pushback, Poppy.
It’s a combination of fear of what the future holds if we can’t sustain our
population, and the general unease that comes with any two people ruling
for too long.”

“You told me there had been no challenges to the throne.”

“And you also know I didn’t want to tell you the truth because I didn’t
want to freak you out,” he reminded me. “And you appear to be seconds
away from—"

“Throwing a plate of cheese at you? Yes, I am seconds away from
doing just that.”

“Don’t do that.” Amusement crept into his expression, irritating me
further. “You’ll be upset when you don’t have any more cheese to eat.”

“It will be your fault,” I snapped, and a dimple appeared in his right
cheek. “Stop smiling. You should’ve told me. Just like you should’ve told
me about the damage that was done to the crops and the vandalism.”

“I only learned of the worst of it when I spoke with my father last
night.” His amusement faded. “I wanted to hear it from him before I
shared.” He tilted his head. “There haven’t been any official challenges,
Poppy, but pushback will eventually become that, with or without your
arrival.”

“My arrival has nothing—”

“Do not continue denying what you are. You’re smarter and stronger
than that,” he interrupted, and I snapped my mouth shut. “You do not have
the luxury of doing so. Neither do I, and neither does the kingdom. Your
arrival changes everything.”

I sat back, weighed down by the truth of his words. After I left the
shower, I’d told myself that I was ready to discuss all of this—to face it all.
Right now, I was proving that to be a lie. I was also proving childish. My
unexpected heritage, what Casteel had done to save me, and its
implications, wouldn’t go away simply because I had a hard time
acknowledging them. I had to face this.



A kernel of panic took root in my chest where that strange energy
hummed quietly. I stared at the fruit and cheese. “When we free your
brother, he won’t need the extra pressure of being expected to take the
throne. It wouldn’t be right to thrust that upon him.”

“No,” Casteel agreed solemnly. “It would not.”

But what if Malik did want what he’d grown up believing was his
birthright once he did find himself? I wasn’t sure the question even
mattered at the moment. The bridge hadn’t even been built to cross yet. I
swallowed the heavy feeling in my throat. It made sense why Casteel had
refused the throne. I could see what that signified to him. “So you want to
be King now?”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. “This would have happened
eventually, even if you weren’t a descendant of the gods. Malik wouldn’t be
ready to lead, and we would have had to make a choice. At the end of the
day, I want what is best for Atlantia,” he said, and I remembered then how
Kieran had described him as a young boy. How many would’ve mistaken
him for the heir and not his brother. I heard it then, the seriousness in his
tone. I’d heard it moments earlier when he’d called me out on my denials.
“But I also want what is best for you.”

My gaze lifted to him.

“We know what we both need to do. I need to free my brother. You
need to see Ian. The Queen and King of Solis must be stopped,” he told me.
“But after that? If you want to claim the Crown, I will support you. I will be
right beside you. Together, we will learn to rule Atlantia,” he said, and my
stomach dipped. “If not, just tell me what you want to do, where you want
to go. I will be right beside you.”

“Where I want to go?” I asked, confused.

“If you decide you do not want to take the throne, we cannot stay
here.”



Chapter 22

“Why not?” I pitched forward again.

“Because you usurp the throne, Poppy. No other Queen could rule with
you in Atlantia. The wolven will treat you as the Queen even if you do not
sit on that throne. Some Atlantians will treat you the same. Others would
follow who wears the crown, whether that is my mother or someone else. It
would create a division, one we haven’t seen since the deities themselves
ruled. I can’t do that to Atlantia,” he said.

“I don’t want that to happen.” My heart started thumping heavily as I
gripped the edge of the table. “But this is your home.”

“You told me that I was your home. That works both ways,” he
reminded me. “You are mine. What matters is that we’re together and
happy.”

His words warmed me, but he would be leaving because I chose not to
take the Crown. I pressed against the back of the chair, suddenly
understanding what he was saying. “If I wasn’t a descendant of a god, and
Malik wasn’t ready to rule, what would you have done if I said I didn’t
want to rule?”

“Then we wouldn’t,” he answered. There had been no hesitation.

“But then what happens to the Crown? Do your parents continue to
rule?”

“They would until the Crown was challenged.”

“And what happens if the Crown is challenged?”

“Several things, Poppy. None that you need to worry about—"

“Actually, I think I do.” I sensed his concern then, heavy and thick.
“You’re holding back because you don’t want me to worry.”

“You shouldn’t read my emotions,” he countered. “It’s rude.”

“Casteel,” T growled. “We are talking about the potential of you and
me becoming King and Queen, and I cannot be Queen when my husband
hides things from me because he’s afraid I’ll be overwhelmed.



“I wouldn’t say I was hiding things—” He closed his mouth when he
saw the look on my face.

“You know what that says to me? That you don’t think I can handle
being Queen,” I told him.

“That’s not at all what I’'m saying.” He leaned forward, placing his
hands on the table. “It’s not my intention to keep you in the dark. Some of
what I didn’t share was because I didn’t have all the information, and [—”
He shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m not used to sharing these kinds of
things with anyone but Kieran. And I know that’s not an excuse. I’'m not
saying that it is. To be honest, you’ve handled everything thrown your way
better than most people would. It’s not that I truly fear you’ll freak out. It’s
just that I don’t want you to be overwhelmed. But you’re right. If taking the
Crown is something you choose, I can’t hold things back.

Sensing his contrition, I nodded.

He shifted back in his seat. “If we didn’t take the throne, my parents
could concede, but they would only do that if they felt the one who’d issued
the challenge was fit to rule—and they could only do that if one challenged
the throne at a time. If there’s more than one, then the Elders weigh in.
There could be trials where the challengers would have to prove
themselves.”

“Like the heartmate trials?” I asked.

“I imagine. I don’t know for sure. It has never...gotten to that point
before.”

Another wave of disbelief swept through me. “And you’d be willing to
walk away? To possibly let what has never happened before occur?”

“Yes,” he said, again without even a moment of hesitation. “I do not
want to be party to forcing you into yet another role you did not ask for nor
desire. I will not replace the veil you loathed with a crown you hate. If you
do not want to take the Crown, I will support you,” he swore, and the
intensity in his words captured me. The irrevocable oath he was making.
“And if you decide you want to take what is yours, claim the throne, I will
set this entire kingdom on fire and watch it burn if that ensures that the
crown sits on your head.”

I jolted. “You love your people—"

“But I love you more.” Flecks of gold burned brightly in his eyes,
churning restlessly. “Do not underestimate what I would or would not do to



ensure your happiness. I think you know this by now. There is nothing that I
wouldn’t do, Poppy. Nothing.”

I did. Gods, he’d already done the unthinkable by Ascending me, but
he’d been prepared for me to become a vampry. He would’ve fought
anyone and everyone who came near him to keep me alive, even if I
became a monster. I didn’t doubt him now.

“This is about you, about what you’re comfortable with and what you
want,” he continued. “No one is going to force this choice on you. It will be
your call, and then we will deal with whatever may or may not happen.
Together.”

A soft tremble worked its way through me. I didn’t doubt what he said.
I didn’t underestimate him. I was at a loss for what to say as I stared at him
in silence, utterly overwhelmed. That kind of devotion? His promise? It
was...it was life-altering.

And maybe the truth was that I wasn’t worthy of him.

I rose and walked around the table to where he sat without really
understanding what I was doing. He tilted his head back, watching me
silently. I didn’t let myself think about what I was doing or if it was normal
or acceptable. I just did what I wanted, what felt right to me. My senses
were open to him, and I felt a rush of warmth and sweetness as I sat in his
lap. His arms immediately wound around me, and he held me tightly as I
wiggled as close to him as I could get, tucking my head under his chin.

I closed my eyes. “I hope this chair doesn’t collapse on us.”

Casteel chuckled as he dragged a hand over my hair. “I’ll break your
fall if it does.”

“Stop being sweet.”

“I was just pointing out that I would, indeed, break your fall if the
chair broke as it would be me who hit the floor first,” he said, brushing my
hair back from the side of my face. “And you’re the one being sweet right
now.” His arms tightened around me and then relaxed only slightly. “I like
it.”

“I like you,” I murmured, pressing my fingers into his chest. “You
know what it means to me, having that choice. That freedom.” Emotion
swelled in my chest and burned its way up my throat. “It means everything
to me.”

He slid his hand around to my cheek, tilting my head back. Dipping his
head, he kissed me softly. “I know.”



“You are worthy of me, Cas. I need you to know that.”

“With you in my arms, I feel worthy,” he said, pressing his lips against
mine once more. “I do.”

“I want you to feel worthy of me when I’m not in your arms.” I placed
my fingers against his cheeks. “Why would you think you’re not? After all
you’ve done for me?”

He was quiet, and I could feel the sourness of shame as thick lashes
lifted. “What about all I’ve done to you? I know you’ve accepted these
things, but that doesn’t change that I lied to you. That because of those lies,
you were hurt. Because of what I did, people died—people you loved.”

My heart ached. “Neither of us can change the past, Cas, but because
you lied, I saw the truth of the Ascended. People were hurt—Loren,
Dafina.” I drew in a shaky breath. “Vikter. But how many lives have you
saved? Countless, I’m sure. You saved mine in more ways than we probably
even know.”

A small smile appeared and then faded, and I sensed it was about more
than just what had happened to me. His shame and guilt ran so much deeper
than that.

“Talk to me,” I whispered.

“I am.”

“I mean, really talk to me.” I smoothed my fingers along his cheeks.
“What makes you think you’re unworthy of me?”

His throat worked on a swallow. “Are you reading my emotions?”

“No.” I sighed when he arched a brow. “Kind of.”

He chuckled, the sound hoarse. “I don’t know, Princess. There are
things that...come into my head sometimes. Things that lived in my head
when I was caged by the Ascended. I don’t know how to put them into
words, but even if I did, neither of us need to deal with that right now.”

“I disagree,” I said empathetically. “We do.”

One side of his lips tipped up. “We have a lot on our plates. You have a
lot on yours. I’m not going to add to that. I don’t need to,” he added when I
opened my mouth. “I’m okay, Poppy. Trust me when I say that.”

“Cas—”

He kissed me, capturing my lips in a deep, drugging sort of kiss. “I’m
okay, Princess. I swear.”

Sensing I would get nowhere with him right now, I nodded, then
curled my hands around his wrists as he tucked my head back under his



chin. This wouldn’t be the last time we talked about this, I would make sure
of that. We sat there in silence for several minutes as I thought about
everything from the time he was held prisoner to the decisions I had to
make. My natural inclination was to turn down any claim to the Crown
immediately. It was the only sensible reaction. I had no idea how to be a
Queen of anything, not even a pile of ashes. And while Casteel might not
have been raised from birth to take the throne, he had been raised a Prince.
I’d seen him with his people and already knew he would make a wonderful
King. But me? I was raised as the Maiden, and very little of that upbringing
would be of any use. I had no desire to govern people, determine what they
could and couldn’t do, and assume that kind of responsibility. Where was
the freedom in that? The freedom to live my life as I saw fit? I had no
hunger for power, no great ambition...

But I said nothing as I sat there, enjoying the simple feel of Casteel’s
hand stroking my hair. I would’ve enjoyed his touch even more if I hadn’t
realized there was an entirely different way to look at this. I had no idea
how to rule, but I could learn. I would have Casteel at my side, and who
would be a better teacher? Governing people did not necessarily equate to
controlling them. It could mean protecting them, just as I knew Casteel
would—Ilike I knew his parents had done to the best of their ability. How
they may or may not feel about me didn’t change the fact that they cared for
their people. That they were nothing like the Royals of Solis. That kind of
responsibility was frightening, but it could also be an honor. I had no thirst
for power, but maybe that was the key to being a good leader? I wasn’t sure.
But I knew I had great ambitions. I wanted to free the people of Solis from
the tyranny of the Ascended, and what could be more ambitious than that?
But how could I achieve that when I refused to bear the burden of a Crown?
Who