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Cast of Characters from Book 2:

Arthur Orson Jr: Shifter (bear). Main character. Hazel eyes, short chestnut-brown hair. Transported to the world of Nagul via a magical key bequeathed to him by his aunt, Arthur has to navigate this strange new world while trying to find his way home. He quickly becomes entangled in a dangerous conspiracy and decides to do what he can to help protect Nagul and its people from the Fangs of Apollyon, who seek to eradicate shifters by any means necessary.

Leandra ‘Lea’ Hayder: Shifter (lioness). Arthur’s first friend and love interest in Nagul. Golden eyes, bronze-skinned, long golden-blonde hair. Lea is kind and polite, and while she has a taste for the finer things, and is mindful of manners and etiquette, she has no problem setting propriety aside when it comes to justice. She adores mythology and history, especially stories of worldwalkers.

Costin Hayder: Non-shifter. Lea’s older brother. Golden eyes, bronze-skinned, nape-length golden-blond hair. Unlike many non-shifter older siblings, Costin is the heir to his family’s estate and bears no animosity to his younger sister who can shift. He is easy-going and enjoys teasing his sister, but will always be there when his family needs. He is also a skilled swordsman and quickly becomes Arthur’s friend.

Sher Hayder: Shifter (lion). Lea and Costin’s father. Golden eyes, bronze-skinned, nape-length bronze hair. The patriarch of House Hayder. Though his children are his pride and joy, Sher also worries they may be too headstrong for their own good and counsels caution. He welcomes Arthur into his home eagerly, after learning how he and Lea saved one another’s lives.

Perseus Tristan: Non-shifter. A member of Nagul’s high-society. Hazel eyes, reddish-brown hair. Initially intended to become Lea’s fiancé, Tristan hatched a plan to have her kidnapped and possibly killed, as part of his scheme to extinguish shifter bloodlines from Nagul. He was unsuccessful and died after challenging Arthur to a duel.

Orenda: Non-shifter. A cunning woman living just outside the city of Casterin. Fair-skinned and dark-haired. She warns Arthur that Nagul may not be done with him so quickly and encourages him to listen when it speaks.

Harland Volos: Non-shifter. A member of Nagul’s high-society. Dark-brown eyes, fair-skinned, nape-length dark hair. As a non-shifter, Harland was overlooked in favor of his younger siblings as heir to their estate. Out of jealousy, he vented to Tristan about his frustrations, but after he learned the lengths Tristan would go to in order to ‘deal’ with shifters, Harland rejected the anti-shifter ideology and now looks to repair his relationships with his family.

Liara Sygnus: Non-shifter. Lea’s childhood friend. Purple eyes, fair-skinned, long bright-white hair. Her bloodline is a winged bloodline, which offers additional social pressures, but being the eldest, Liara is grateful to be spared those pressures. She is kind and friendly and occasionally likes to indulge in a bit of gossip.

Sinopa Fennec: Shifter (fox). Infamous pirate and Arthur’s love interest. Green eyes, light-tawny skinned, jaw-length copper hair. She is quick-witted, agile, and very cunning. Initially, she and Lea find themselves at odds, but when they and Arthur are surrounded by enemies, they all share a righteous streak and work well together in a fight. Now, they’re working together to bring down the Fangs.

Peristera ‘Peri’ Aderyn: Shifter (auspice, dove). Brown eyes, bronze skin, curly dark-brown hair. Peri is Lea and Costin’s maternal aunt, and an Auspice at the Sanctuary. She has dedicated her life to the service of Nagul and is a very kind, generous individual, with a calm, maternal demeanor, especially to her niece and nephew. Though she is prevented from being too close to them due to her position, it’s clear she cares deeply and does all she can to make Lea feel at ease in the Sanctuary.

Regner Eldridge: Non-shifter. Green eyes, circular glasses, and dark hair. Regner is a member of the cunning folk and was taken captive by the Fangs for helping shifters. He became the de facto leader of the surviving prisoners, until Arthur and the others freed him and the others.
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Chapter 1

The enormous hull of the Tainted Heart creaked and groaned as it cut through the water, but we still safely glided into the maw of Robber’s Refuge, a cavern well-known among the crooks and criminals of Casterin’s underworld.

I stood on the top deck, and I was half leaning over the wooden lip of the portside as we slipped unnoticed into the cave. If I reached out my arm and stretched as far as it would go, I could almost touch the damp, slimy surface of the wall. The cavern’s opening was pretty large, but then, so was the Tainted Heart, and a skilled hand was required to maneuver it so easily.

That skilled hand belonged to the vessel’s captain, Sin Fennec, infamous pirate, smuggler, and-- as of four days ago-- my partner, in every sense of the word. She stood sentinel by the helm, with a focused expression on her pale, pointy face and her copper-red eyebrows drawn together.

These past few days had been a difficult journey. The winds hadn’t really been in our favor, which slowed our progress and elongated the torment for our cache of passengers: the myriad refugees we’d managed to liberate from the cursed Isle of Deimos.

About two centuries ago, the island had once been a prosperous and powerful city state, led by a man named Aris. He’d sought to expand Deimos’ influence even further, but his hubris had proven his downfall. Aris had demanded a palatial castle be built on the southernmost tip of Deimos, on the lip of a huge cliff. But that space had already been occupied by a grove of oak trees, which were sacred to the nature goddess Teryn. For his arrogance and disrespect, Teryn laid a terrible curse over Deimos and ensured nothing green or fertile would ever grow there again. The population had starved, their coffers had been bled dry to import food from elsewhere, and eventually, the Isle withered away into a dead, brittle husk.

There was also the plague of nightmares and deadly ‘accidents’ that had befallen anyone foolish enough to stay on its shores, but as it would happen, this curse hadn’t actually been the issue. Not for us, anyway.

No, the ordeal plaguing our passengers had been of a decidedly less godly origin.

The Fangs of Apollyon.

Here, in Nagul, this strange world I’d found myself in only a few weeks ago, a small portion of the population-- including myself-- were shifters, meaning they, or rather we, could transform into an animal.

But this skill was limited to the nighttime, and there were many who believed it was an abomination altogether. In fact, the Fangs of Apollyon were dedicated to the eradication-- i.e. genocide-- of all shifters.

And they’d set up shop on the abandoned Isle of Deimos. There, they’d worked some kind of profane magic and came up with the moonsickness that had permeated the Isle’s very air. Any shifter on Deimos would, when in moonlight, be compelled to shift into their animal form, but they would lose their mind in the process and attack anyone and everyone who came near.

We’d killed the Fangs on the Isle and rescued their prisoners, but they’d been on Deimos for too long. Even though they weren’t breathing its stale, cursed air, even though they were no longer eating the contaminated food, moonsickness still affected them. For their safety, and the safety of everyone aboard the Tainted Heart, they’d all been confined to the bowels of the ship from dusk until dawn.

After so long in the cramped, cold, dark prison cells of Deimos Keep, it couldn’t have been pleasant for any of them, but thankfully, we were finally back in Casterin. Now, we could-- hopefully-- find them all a safe and comfortable place to receive treatment, or at least wait for the sickness to wear off.

I stumbled a little as the Tainted Heart tucked itself into the cove of Robber’s Refuge and stopped moving. The moment we were stationary, I heard hurried footsteps coming from the lower decks of the ship, and I turned to see Costin sprinting to the top deck and toward where crew members were laying down the gangplank.

I smiled a little as the non-shifter man practically buzzed with anticipation, and he was all but hopping from foot to foot as he impatiently waited for the plank to be laid. The instant it was in place, he raced down and collapsed onto his hands and knees.

“Land!” he cried out, and it was almost a wail. “Thank Erramun! Solid land!”

Costin was my closest ally in Nagul. He was a brave warrior, a devoted brother, and a loyal best friend… but he had absolutely no sea legs to speak of. He’d been nauseous and queasy since we’d first set foot aboard the Tainted Heart, and these past four days had been almost as bad for him as they’d been for the prisoners. He, too, had spent much of his time below deck, since the ship’s rocking was subtler below the waterline.

“Not meant for the life of a pirate, is he?” a voice remarked wryly, and I turned to see Costin’s sister Lea approaching me with a smile.

Like her brother, she had deep bronze skin, golden-blonde curls, and striking amber-gold eyes. Unlike Costin, I thought she was just about the most gorgeous person I’d ever laid eyes on.

She, too, was my partner, the first person I’d really met when I’d stumbled into Nagul in the dead of night, with a heart full of grief and a head full of questions. We’d saved each other that first night, and many nights since, and sometimes I was staggered by how quickly and how irrevocably I had tangled myself up in her, and she in me. Whatever existed between us, whatever you wanted to call it-- allyship, devotion, true love-- it burned fierce and bright and passionate, and I knew we were tied to one another in a very permanent sort of way.

Here, they called it ‘fatespun.’ As in, the threads of our fate were spun together, like weaving a tapestry. I didn’t know if that was true, but I really wouldn’t be complaining if it was.

“A shame, really,” I said with a laugh as I pressed a kiss to Lea’s cheek. The pair of us began to gravitate toward the gangplank along with the rest of the crew, including Sin, who threw us both a grin from the helm. “He’s pretty good at the rest of it. Especially the swashbuckling.”

Since he wasn’t a shifter, Costin had needed to work to have a decent way to defend himself in a fight, and as a result, he was an excellent swordsman. I, meanwhile, relied heavily on my bear form, because in that form, I was a towering mass of fur, muscle, sharp claws, and even sharper teeth.

It hadn’t let me down so far, but after Deimos, I was beginning to wonder if maybe I should ask the non-shifter man for some pointers.

That had been the weirdest part of our journey thus far. On Deimos, the four of us-- Costin, Lea, Sin, and myself-- had faced off against Cahir, a higher-up in the Fangs of Apollyon’s hierarchy, and the man who’d first kidnapped Sin as a teenager and intended to execute her for the crime of being a shifter.

During that fight, I’d been forced to shift to avoid all of us being killed. But by some miracle, I hadn’t lost my mind.

Not entirely, at least.

It had been a wave of anguish, like something was screaming in my head, and every fiber of myself wanted to tear something apart. If I hadn’t been able to partially satiate that urge by fighting Cahir, I might well have gone for my allies, but by some grace of Erramun, or fate, or whatever caused the world to turn and the stars to shine, I’d resisted.

If I had to guess, it had something to do with the fact I was a worldwalker-- someone not native to Nagul. There were a handful of us scattered across this world’s legends and histories, though Lea reckoned there were many more who chose to live quieter lives.

Right now, I could hardly blame them. Ever since I’d set foot in this world, it had been one thing after another, and I was craving true rest on solid, unmoving land. The siren’s song of Lea’s soft bed called to me, and even though the sun was rising with the promise of a new, golden day, my eyelids felt as heavy as the anchors we’d just dropped.

As Lea and I set foot on the fine sand of Robber’s Refuge’s little cove, a voice called out from behind us.

“Captain!”

This voice came from the ship, and it belonged to the Tainted Heart’s first mate, a tall man with cool brown skin by the name of Corsair Lockwood. He ran a tight ship-- no pun intended-- and seemed to be one of the few people Sin genuinely trusted with her life.

I was honored to count myself among those few, and I knew Lea and Costin felt similarly. Again, in such a short amount of time, we had forged an intense bond-- probably helped by the sheer number of life-or-death fights we’d managed to find ourselves in.

“Aye?” Sin tipped back her black pirate’s hat to lock gazes with her first mate.

“Is it light enough? Shall I tell Regner they can come out?”

Sin turned to Lea then. Although the lioness-woman wasn’t an auspice-- that is, a bird shifter blessed with some amount of divination ability-- she did seem to have a strange sense for intuition, and when it came to matters like this, her word was often wisest.

“I think so,” Lea said as she gazed out at the water behind the ship. It shimmered with the new dawn and looked like diamonds and molten silver. “As long as they aren’t being touched by moonlight.”

“Let’s get them out, then,” Sin said with a nod back up at Lockwood. “Poor bastards have spent enough time down there. They’re not prisoners anymore, let them see some light.”

Lockwood nodded and vanished as he took the steps down to the lower levels of the ship. Meanwhile I, along with Lea and especially Costin, centered myself on the beach.

Though I had much more tolerance for seafaring than the non-shifter man, I was also glad to be off the boat. The past night had been especially difficult, and I’d almost ended up leaving the captain’s quarters-- where Lea and I had been sleeping next to Sin for the past several nights-- for our old cabin on the lowest deck, which Costin had been sharing with Regner.

A few minutes later, Regner himself appeared on the top deck, and the rest of the liberated Deimos prisoners trailed after him while blinking hard against the bright light of a new dawn. Even in the most dazzling sunlight, the bowels of the ship were pitch black, and there was a lot of squinting and feeling their way along as the refugees slowly made their way down the gangplank and onto the sandy beach.

“Oh!” one woman cried out, much like Costin had, and she fell to her knees and wept in the sand. “Erramun! I thought I would never see godly land again!”

Her name was Bianca. She and her son, Declan, had been brought to Deimos. Unfortunately, only she’d survived long enough to escape. Now, free of the cell, of the Isle, of its curse, she sobbed on the beach and dug her fingers into the sand as if to anchor herself there.

“You should be here with me…” she wept, and her tears made dark splotches on the sand where they fell. “My poor boy… Erramun keep you, my love.”

Lea gently picked her way over, knelt beside Bianca, and silently pulled the other into a hug, which Bianca accepted gratefully. She practically clung to the lioness-woman, as if Lea were the mother and she the child.

I said nothing and only turned away to offer a shred of privacy to the grieving woman.

I, too, had experienced loss, though not of a child. By all accounts, outliving your own kid was the worst torture that existed, but I understood how it felt to not have the closure of a body, or a real funeral, and to have so many questions left unanswered.

It was, in a way, how I’d even been able to come to Nagul in the first place. A key had been bequeathed to me by my aunt in her will. My aunt, who’d gone missing when I was a kid and whose disappearance had never been solved. There’d been no body. No note. Only a legal declaration of death eight years later, and a silver, bear-headed key.

“It’s a wretched thing, to lose a child,” a voice at my side said gravely, and I turned to see Regner standing there. He was looking over at Bianca and Lea with a grim, almost knowing expression.

He was a severe-looking man, though I expected some of it came from his time in Deimos’ cells. Unlike the rest of the refugees on the beach, he wasn’t a shifter, but a cunning man, a witch. His crime had been aiding shifters, and so the Fangs had condemned him to suffer with them. Because he couldn’t shift, moonsickness had no effect on him, but that didn’t mean he’d evaded the Fangs’ torment.

Far from it.

“Are…” I began hesitantly, since I was unsure if now was the time or the place, but I was insatiably curious all the same. “… are you speaking from experience?”

“I had a daughter,” the man admitted as he continued to stare at Bianca. “Aisha.”

He spoke in a stiff tone, but I recognized it. My own father had used that tone when talking about my aunt, his younger sister. The sort of voice you used when you were barely holding it together. Let anything slip, so much as a pebble, and you’d crumble to pieces.

I remembered something Regner told me the night we’d liberated him and the others, after we’d had a small funeral for the members of the Tainted Heart’s crew who had given their lives reaching Deimos.

Regner had told me he hadn’t slept peacefully in years. Was this why?

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “How long ago was this?”

“Six years, four months, a week, and two days,” he said at once, with startling surety. “She wasn’t even two years old. A plague took her. She’d always been fragile, but… it was too much. Selma-- her mother-- succumbed shortly after. I think, once Aisha was gone… she gave up.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again, and I felt helpless to do anything else.

Regner turned to me and somehow managed to offer a tired smile.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “I was a young man. Too young, perhaps.”

I looked him up and down. Accounting for the horrors he’d borne in Deimos, and elsewhere besides, he looked only a couple years older than me. Under thirty, surely, if you took away the hollow cheeks and dark-circled eyes. He would’ve been a little younger than me when Aisha had been born, then.

I tried to imagine being that young and in charge of something as enormous and precious and fragile as a child. I tried to imagine being only a little older, still younger than I was now, and watching my child die while being powerless to change or help it.

“She’s with the gods now,” Regner added matter-of-factly, like he was trying to convince himself it was true.

“Ayla Maga keep her,” I murmured, because it seemed like the appropriate thing to say.

Although Sin was coming with us, much of her crew weren’t, and she gave orders for them to be back at the ship, ready to leave, by dawn the next day. Between then and now, they were to restock supplies, update themselves on any important goings-on in Casterin’s underworld, and take some time to rest ashore.

“Aye, Captain!” the crew confirmed, and they saluted her with impressive synchronization.

For a ragtag group of ne’er-do-well pirates, they seemed to genuinely respect Sin, and while there was no doubt she was a formidable woman worthy of respect, I imagined some of their discipline came from the stern stewardship of Corsair Lockwood. There was never a hair out of place on that man-- literally. His short dark hair was always pulled back into a ruthless bun at the top of his head, and for all his being tossed across the waves on a ship and getting into deadly fights, I’d never seen it so much as mussed.

I set that all aside as we made our way to the much smaller exit of Robber’s Refuge, which led out into the winding paths outside the city of Casterin. It was a very small entrance, down a short tunnel, and well-concealed even though pretty much everyone, including much of the local law enforcement, knew exactly where and what the cavern was.

But, if it was disabled or shut down, then the local law enforcement-- along with everyone else-- wouldn’t have access to the black-market goods the ships brought in. Sin had explained it as a delicate, carefully balanced relationship, but it was vital to both parties.

Lea walked at the front of the group now, and she stood tall and determined but kept her pace slow, so even the old and the injured could keep pace. Behind her followed the liberated refugees, and they huddled close together as though afraid of the approaching city, or perhaps the sunlight itself.

For all I knew, they were. I’d gleaned enough details over the past few days to know some had been in those cells for months. After something like that, a population center as large as Casterin, and light as bright as the morning sun, were bound to be pretty intimidating.

Behind the refugees was myself, along with Sin, Regner, and Costin. I didn’t really expect anyone to try and jump the refugees, but if it made them feel a little safer, then it was worth it. I watched closely as the pirate captain’s green eyes darted about to watch for any hint of danger, and her hand rested on the hilt of her sword in a way that, to an untrained eye, looked like a casual posture, though I knew it was anything but.

Slowly, we made our way to the Sanctuary. It was the only place we’d been able to think of that might have the space, the means, and the inclination to help this number of people. Lea and Costin had offered up their own home, Hayder Manor, but Regner had pointed out those old manor houses often came with several large windows, and even the slightest sliver of moonlight would be enough to trigger a moonsickness transformation.

So, the Sanctuary, with its windowless chambers for meditation, rumination, and sleeping patterns that often disregarded the day-night cycle, had been the best we could think of. Plus, there would be a slew of Auspices and Aspirants on hand to provide help, as well as a handful of cunning folk who, though not official members of the Winged Temple, were highly respected for their skills and their connections to Ayla Maga.

The gates to the Sanctuary were open when we arrived. They pretty much always were, as the guidance of Ayla Maga-- the most powerful cunning woman to have ever lived-- was available to all the Peoples of Nagul.

I’d never been to the Sanctuary of the Auspices in daytime before, and it was much livelier than when I’d seen it at night. A handful of Auspices knelt around the large statue of white stone in the center of the courtyard, and they silently prayed to Ayla Maga.

Lea had prayed there before her rumination. Perhaps she would pray again before we left, for the refugees to be cured, for the Fangs to be stopped.

“Blessed day,” an Auspice said as he approached us.

His eyes widened a little as he took in the sheer number of people behind Lea, many of whom were in grimy clothes and with various injuries. Aboard the Tainted Heart, we’d tried to treat and clothe them all as best as possible, but there were easily twice as many refugees as crewmembers, and most hadn’t been close enough in size for any of the crew’s clothing to fit them.

“How may I… be of service, Ms. Hayder?” the Auspice asked as tactfully as possible.

I wasn’t surprised to see he knew who Lea was. The Hayders were a prominent noble family, and Lea herself had become the subject of a lot of gossip after being kidnapped by her sort-of-fiancé, Perseus Tristan.

“These people need aid and shelter,” the lioness-woman answered. “It’s a long story. Is my aunt, Auspex Peristera, available?”

“She is taking her hand, but I will fetch her,” the Auspice said, and he offered a short bow before hurrying off to presumably fetch the Hayder siblings’ aunt.

“Taking her hand?” I repeated to Costin with a confused expression.

I had absolutely no idea what that meant. If I’d been guessing blindly, I might’ve said it had something to do with handfasting-- the common term for marriage here-- but I knew Auspices were forbidden from marrying or siring children while they were enrolled at the Temple.

This did not, as I’d learned from Lea a few days ago, mean they were forbidden from relationships of any kind. As long as no children occurred, the Auspices could do as they pleased, and this had apparently led to a social assumption that most of the Temple members were attracted to the same gender.

“It’s a special form of prayer for higher-level Auspices within the Sanctuary,” Costin answered my question in a low voice. “‘Her’ refers to Ayla Maga, not Aunt Peri. She is taking Ayla Maga’s hand, metaphorically, and praying for guidance.”

I thought it was a bit strange that such an important type of prayer would occur during the daytime, seeing as Ayla Maga was a moon goddess, but then again, she probably got a lot of prayers at night because of that. Maybe it was easier to be heard when fewer were calling for her attention.

Either way, a few minutes later, the Auspice reappeared with a familiar woman in tow: Costin and Lea’s Aunt Peri. She had the same deep bronze skin and curls as her niece and nephew, though her hair and eyes were dark. She embraced them both fiercely, and then she set her attention on the group of refugees.

“By Erramun, what did you all suffer?” she asked, and Lea and Costin briefly filled her in, with a few interjections from Regner.

As they spoke, Peri’s eyes, as well as the eyes of the male Auspice beside her, slowly got wider and wider.

“Ayla Maga keep you…” Peri murmured when Lea and Costin were finished. “Well, I can promise you will all be well taken care of. We have plenty of windowless rooms for guests. So many who come here simply require good rest. As for your ailment, however… it may be beyond the limits of our healing magic.”

“I shall have to confer with the cunning folk,” the male Auspice agreed with a frown. “There are some others in the area, not so associated with the Temple, but they may be willing to provide assistance.”

“Please,” one of the refugees said in a tired voice. She was a dark-haired young woman with a nervous disposition. She’d refused to believe we were real when we’d first approached the cells, and I now knew her name was Vera. “If there’s anything you can do… Even when I’m out of the moonlight, I feel the pull at night. I’m so tired.”

“You poor things,” Peri sighed. In her white Temple robes, with her empathetic posture, she looked more birdlike than ever, like a graceful, forlorn dove. “But Ayla Maga as my witness, if there is a solution, we will find it.”

“Thank you,” Regner said in an earnest tone, and a little more light seemed to glimmer in his eyes. One of the lenses of his circular glasses was still cracked, which refracted one pale green iris into three.

“And you?” Peri then asked as she looked at her niece and nephew. “After all you’ve been through, all you’ve done, I’m sure your father would be relieved to see you alive and well.”

“We’ll stop by to see him, but we’re not staying for long,” Costin told her. “There’s still work to be done.”

“What?” Peri asked, and her dark eyebrows dipped into a frown. “Surely you don’t mean--”

“The Demonfrost, yes,” Lea said in a firm voice. “It has to be done. And why not us? We’ve made it this far. And Arthur seems to be able to resist the moonsickness, to an extent.”

“Yes, you mentioned that,” her aunt agreed as her frown deepened, and her dark eyes slipped over to me. “With your permission, might we take a sample of your magic? It might help us to identify a cure for these poor people.”

“Of course,” I said at once.

They’d suffered so much already, if I could help the search for a cure, I’d give them as much of my magic as they wanted.

“The Aspirants,” Peri instructed the male Auspice, and once again he hurried off. She then turned back to us, and her face was grave. “Leandra, Costin, are you sure?”

“We are,” Lea promised her. “It’s my duty, Aunt Peri. My fate. I can feel the threads pulling me there.”

“But you aren’t bound to follow,” her aunt reminded her softly, almost like she was afraid. “Even Ayla Maga herself can only guide you. You can forge your own path.”

“Even if I did, I would want it to take me there,” the lioness-woman said. “So many people have been hurt by the Fangs. If I can save even one person from that anguish, I have to go.”

“Very well,” Peri sighed, and she clasped her hands in front of her, like the picture of demure piety. “You’re a grown woman. I trust your judgement, and your heart. I just ask that you all be careful. Places like Deimos, like the Demonfrost, are shrouded not only in god-curses, but in prophecies, and those can be equally perilous.”

A shiver passed over me at her words, and I wondered if Peri had evoked some of her auspice divination to give us this advice, or if she was simply that wise.

Moments later, the Auspice man returned with several Aspirants. Many of them began to wave the refugees off to show where they would be sleeping, and some asked if they would prefer to sleep individually or in grouped chambers.

As Regner turned to follow them, he suddenly stopped and looked back at me, Lea, Costin, and Sin.

“I’ll be back,” he said. “I want to see what the conditions will be like, for their sake, but I’m coming with all of you to the Demonfrost.”

“What?” Lea blinked and looked stunned. “Regner, you know you don’t--”

“I do,” he cut across. “In the same way you do. It’s a moral duty. I want revenge on them, for the torment they laid over me and the others. I want to make sure with my own eyes that Nagul will be made safe from their tyranny. So don’t argue. I can go out safely at night, and anyway, in a place that cold, you’ll be thankful for someone who can conjure a flame.”

He cracked a small, almost wry smile, and it transformed him completely. He suddenly looked much less exhausted, much less haggard, and much younger. I could believe he was my age.

There was a profound sadness in that realization, but even so, I found myself returning the smile. Then Regner nodded at me, and I nodded back before he turned away to follow the refugees.

“You’re all so stubborn, you young ones,” Peri remarked with a gentle smile. “I was that stubborn when I was your age, though my efforts were not quite so world-spanning.”

I remembered what Lea told me, about how originally Peri had been Sher Hayder’s intended bride, until he and Peri’s sister, Lea and Costin’s mother, had fallen in love. This had freed Peri up to join the Temple, but I wondered, from that comment, if the issue had been controversial until Aimy and Sher declared their love. Perhaps her parents had wanted more than a priesthood for their shifter daughter, even if she was an auspice.

I turned to look at the sole remaining Aspirant waiting patiently behind the male Auspice who’d been sent to fetch them. This one was obviously here to collect a sample of my magic, rather than aid the refugees, judging by the slim blade and vial gathered in her hands.

And, as I looked at her properly, I was surprised to realize I recognized her.

She had purple eyes-- a common trait among winged bloodlines, or so I’d heard-- and this was what I remembered most clearly. Her eyes stood in striking contrast with her warm brown skin and the sleek black hair braided down her back. If we’d been on Earth, I might’ve thought she was from India or Pakistan.

As it was, she appeared to recognize me, too, because she held my gaze for a long moment. The white robes of the Temple were startlingly bright and clean, which lent her and the other members, including Peri, an ethereal quality.

The purple-eyed woman smiled at me warmly until her gaze slid over to Lea, and then her eyes widened.

I blinked in surprise by this reaction, and I glanced at the lioness-woman by my side. Had this woman never seen someone like Lea before? Surely she’d noticed the nobles of Casterin frequenting the Temple before, unless she was especially new.

But, as I looked over at the lioness-woman, I knew this couldn’t be it at all, because Lea was staring back at the Aspirant woman with similarly wide eyes. Neither of them moved, neither of them spoke a word, and yet I was met with the distinct impression they were, somehow, communicating. As if some telepathic link had been established between them. They cocked their heads, like a deep current of understanding ran between them, palpable even though I couldn’t comprehend it.

At last, something in their trance seemed to break, and Lea turned to look at her brother, Sin, and me with a broad, almost excited smile.

“This is Kendra,” she told us as she gestured to the purple-eyed Aspirant, who matched her warm, knowing smile. “And her fate is spun with ours.”
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Chapter 2

Kendra smiled at us all serenely and was evidently in complete agreement with what Lea had said.

“You’re very perceptive, for a non-auspice,” she noted. “Perhaps fate also ties you by another thread.”

The lioness-woman shrugged and looked almost sheepish, but I could see she was pleased by the compliment.

“It’s not so much perception as being willing to listen,” she said, and I found myself wondering just what, exactly, she’d experienced in her ruminations.

Did the people here literally hear Ayla Maga speaking to them? Was that what allowed them to sense the fine threads of destiny tangled around our hearts?

“Sister,” Costin said in a gentle, non-judgmental tone, though I could see from his reaction that this type of conversation wasn’t a common occurrence. He raised a hand to touch Lea’s shoulder, and she smiled at him.

“I’m alright, I promise,” she said as she covered his hand with her own. “It’s just… you know how this place is. Things are… thinner.”

“Thinner?” I asked, and I looked between Lea, her aunt, and Kendra for some kind of explanation.

“The location of a Temple is a carefully-balanced matter,” Peristera answered solemnly. “Where the walls between our world and the land of the gods wears thin, where power concentrates. Temples do not build themselves into cities. Cities build themselves around Temples.”

So, the people here were quite literally drawn to the subtle, ineffable power of Erramun and Apollyon and everyone else. Even if they weren’t part of the Sanctuary, even if they held no religious beliefs themselves, something drew them. First the Temple, then the people, and around them, a city blossomed.

That felt like a very dangerous thing to tap into. Like diving into the ocean. The first few feet were calm, but just below the surface, the currents could drag you halfway across the world.

“If Enara blesses them as such, non-auspice shifters can be shown a glimpse of her divination, within the walls of her Sanctuaries,” the Auspice man standing beside Peri explained.

I took ‘Enara’ to mean Erramun’s daughter, the first winged shifter. Though much of the Sanctuary of the Auspices seemed to focus on Ayla Maga, for the connection between shifters and the moon, Enara was an equally important figure, judging by how many wing motifs were carved into walls, hanging around necks on pendants, and even tattooed on numerous patches of skin.

I hadn’t noticed it on the night of Lea’s rumination, probably from a combination of the dark and being preoccupied, but in broad sunlight, it was obvious. At the top of Peristera’s sternum, and the base of the Auspice man’s, I could see a simple tattoo of a pair of wings.

“Enara has seen fit to bless me similarly,” Kendra said, and her voice was calm and soothing, like cool balm on a burn. “When you came for your rumination, when I saw the three of you, my dreams and prayers became filled with visions of you all. I believe Leandra’s right when she says our fates are knotted together.”

When I glanced at her collar, I wasn’t surprised to find no tattoo. As an Aspirant, Kendra wasn’t a full member of the Temple yet. The tattoo was probably reserved for those who committed thirty years of their lives to its service.

“If you truly believe that’s the case, then you must rise to meet it,” Peri advised the purple-eyed woman, and at this, Kendra looked unsure.

“I have commitments here, Auspex Peristera,” she said, and as she spoke, she bowed her head and wouldn’t meet Peri’s gaze, even though she was the same height as the older woman. “I’m only part way through my Aspiration.”

“True, but is the purpose of an Aspiration not to determine if service at the Temple suits your destiny?” Peri pointed out in a gentle tone. “The gods may lay the path, but only you can walk it. No Auspex worth their wisdom would turn you away from that choice.”

“It would be useful to have an auspice with Sanctuary experience aboard the Heart,” Sin admitted in a sheepish tone, and she eyed Kendra carefully, like she was trying very hard not to make the other woman feel pressured.

“I… I don’t know,” Kendra said.

She’d appeared serene earlier, but now there was uncertainty in her expression. I could sympathize. Even if you had a knack for sensing fate, it didn’t make the choices involved seem any less daunting. If anything, it would be more intimidating, because you knew the weight of such a decision and the immense consequences of each option.

“Fate’s just a suggestion,” I told her frankly. “We’ve only just met you, and we’re going on a dangerous voyage. You’re under no pressure to come with us if you don’t want to. You can forge your own path here, at the Sanctuary, and we won’t begrudge you that choice, I swear.”

Kendra smiled, and a bit of that calmness returned to her face. She looked nice when she smiled. Her violet eyes seemed to sparkle.

“I like to think Enara and Ayla Maga would not have intertwined my thread with someone who would,” she replied. “I saw for myself, visions as clear as you standing before me now. Our fates converge, and it is a future I would like to see realized.”

“We’re going to stop the Fangs of Apollyon,” I said in a firm tone. “Whether or not you choose to come with us. We have our own reasons to stop them.”

“As I have mine,” Kendra said. “You have bound your honor to their defeat, why not me as well?”

Peri reached out and placed a guiding hand on Kendra’s shoulder. This time, when the purple-eyed woman turned to face her, she met Peri’s gaze.

“If you do choose to go with them, you will need to have your leave formally approved by the Auguria,” the older woman said.

From context, I could infer this was the head of the Temple, or at least someone very high up, and Kendra nodded seriously. I got the impression, had she not been holding that strange little knife and vial, she would’ve been wringing her hands.

Perhaps that was why Temple robes had such long, billowing sleeves. Many of the Temples members around the courtyard walked like nuns, with their hands tucked into their sleeves, which handily hid any fidgeting. Kendra and the other Aspirants, however, wore sleeveless robes that reminded me more of a toga, something off a Greek statue, and her nerves had nowhere to hide.

“We’re not leaving until tomorrow morning,” Lea told the purple-eyed woman in a gentle voice. “Take the day to decide, to really think about it.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Peri confirmed. “Ruminate tonight, under the moon. This is not a choice to be made lightly.”

“Yes, Auspex,” Kendra agreed with a nod, and she seemed to relax a little bit.

We all needed the night as a breather. Costin needed some time on solid land. The crew of the Tainted Heart needed some time to grieve Fechin and Samwell. Regner needed to make sure the refugees would settle into the Temple well. As for Lea, Sin, and myself, well… we had the mission, the voyage ahead, and then whatever bonds tethered us to one another, which were new and fragile but no less fierce for that newness and fragility.

Kendra then passed the blade and vial over to the Auspex man beside Peri, bowed to them both, and began to leave.

“It was nice to meet you!” I called after her because I felt seized by… something, if only the fact it seemed rude not to say goodbye.

The purple-eyed woman turned back to face me, and I watched her gaze slide across Costin, Sin, and finally Lea before she smiled again.

“It was nice to meet you, too,” she said. “I hope, regardless of what paths we take, that ours will cross again.”

“Me, too,” I said with a grin.

Kendra then inclined her head to the four of us and slipped away, and the long skirt of her blindingly-white robes swished as she walked.

“Destiny always arrives when you least expect it,” Peri remarked as she watched Kendra leave. “It has a way of messing up best-laid plans.”

“Well, that’s half the fun, isn’t it?” I said in a light tone. “Life would be so boring if you could plan it all out from day one, auspice or not.”

“That it would,” Peri agreed with a faint smile, but then her expression sobered. “Now, to the matter of this terrible affliction you mentioned. Moonsickness?”

“I’m afraid we don’t know a lot of the details,” Costin admitted. “But Regner and the other refugees said some were able to resist its compulsion. Those people were taken elsewhere, to a stronghold rumored to lie in the heart of the Demonfrost.”

“Erramun…” Peri grimaced, and she pressed a hand over her heart as her eyes closed. “Lunar King, watch over them in their plight.”

“So will it,” the male Auspex at her side said and assumed the same posture.

Evidently, this was the expected reply, and I took it to mean ‘will’ as in willing something to happen.

I liked the idea of a prayer having a tangible effect through sheer force of will. I liked quite a lot about the Sanctuary’s mindset. There were rules, sure, but there was also a large emphasis on letting someone choose their own fate, even if another had been laid for them. Religion here was genuinely guidance, rather than a manual.

“And you said Arthur is one of those who can resist the compulsions, yes?” Peri then asked as she looked between Costin and me.

Both I and the non-shifter man nodded.

“I don’t know how, exactly,” I said. “I heard the same… well, maybe ‘heard’ isn’t right, but I felt the same discomfort, and when I actually transformed… my mind was screaming. It took a lot of effort to resist. And even then, I think I only held on because I could take out the aggression on a more suitable target.”

“Still, this is promising,” Peri said to the man beside her, who nodded, and then she turned back to us. “Perhaps you might follow us to a more suitable location.”

With that, she began to walk, and the four of us followed with the Auspex man bringing up the rear. Peri led us to one of the myriad chambers within the Temple-- really, the more I thought about it, the less I was sure how big this place actually was, especially since it nestled against the base of a mountain. It was entirely possible caverns and tunnels stretched for miles beneath the stone.

We soon came to a room resembling a lab, though there was still no mistaking we were in a temple. A large stone block in the center made for the table, and shelves hewn into the rock walls were laden with books and glass contraptions that wouldn’t have looked out of place in an alchemist’s study. Intricate carvings of wings and sage-looking women dotted the walls, topped pedestals, and framed a hole in the ceiling. The hole itself was presumably to let in moon and sunlight for both illumination and spiritual guidance purposes.

“Please, sit,” Peri instructed, and she gestured to a wooden stool beside the table.

I sat, and the male Auspex held out his hand. I offered my left forearm, and he began to prod as he looked for a suitable vein.

“Uh, how much blood are you going to need?” I was suddenly a little concerned, but maybe that was just because of all the scary-looking glass and metal instruments on the table.

“Not much,” the man answered. “Just enough to fill the vial.”

This put me at ease, and I relaxed and leaned back a little.

“What makes blood so special, anyway?” I asked.

“It’s the only substance we know to contain any amount of raw magic,” the male Auspex said.

He also seemed to have located a good place, because he picked up the slender knife Kendra had arrived with and carefully pressed it into my skin. Soon, a dark red bead of blood welled up, and he held the vial over it as he turned my arm sideways and squeezed lightly to force it out. The vial filled in less than ten seconds, and he pulled it away and pressed a small bit of gauze to the pinprick.

I doubted I’d even need a Band-Aid. Not that I reckoned they existed here in Nagul.

“All magical prowess, aside from the ability to shift, is learned,” he added. “Even auspices must learn to harness their divining abilities, as we are born with the potential rather than the skill. For some, it comes as easily as breathing. For others, it is a great effort. Some auspices, just as with the cunning folk, learn more easily. But all can learn.”

He stoppered the little vial and held it up to the skylight as he examined the blood within. I half-expected sparks or shimmers to appear, but at least to me, it just looked like ordinary blood.

“Of course,” he then continued, “something is also to be said for blood itself. If one comes from a long line of cunning folk, it can be presumed your talent will be greater than average. Your friend, Regner, mentioned he could harness fire magic, yes?”

“He can,” I said with a nod. “He mentioned it was a rare skill.”

“Very rare,” the man confirmed. “I should expect he has a provenance littered with several cunning ancestors, not merely one single line. Manipulating raw elements is a rare talent, only very few can learn such a thing.”

He was evidently satisfied with the vial’s contents, because he lowered his arm and passed the glass container to Peri.

“Either way, magic exists in the blood,” he told me. “Like magic, blood flows through the body, and some consider it a manifestation of the soul. It’s why certain magic requires the blood of a target or a caster-- and why strix are so dangerous.”

I blinked at him, then at Peri.

“Strix?” I asked.

“The Devourer’s answer to auspices,” Costin explained in a grim tone. He was leaning against the wall with his arms folded and a stern expression on his face. “No one knows exactly how they came to be, but they’re… I guess if you imagine an auspice being caught partway through shifting.”

I imagined a half-bird, half-human type of creature, like a harpy, and shuddered.

“Strix feed on blood,” Sin told me. “But through the blood, they also feed on magic.”

“Do pirates have any legends about their origins?” Costin asked her, and now his tone was wry but also genuinely interested.

“Oh, for every story you’ve heard, there’s ten more,” the pirate captain said with a sharp smile.

I loved that expression on her. It was mischievous and cunning, like you could cut yourself on her grin.

“One I heard a lot was about a group of auspices who ventured into the Ruin,” Sin went on. “They sought to destroy Apollyon, but instead he twisted them with his dark magic. They fell to corruption and mutated. Now, they sustain themselves with destruction, like all creatures of the Ruin. They need blood and magic to survive.”

Lea shuddered audibly, and I had to admit, that sounded really goddamn creepy.

More than harpies, these things sounded like vampires.

“Serin, does this look peculiar to you?” Peri suddenly asked, and I looked over to see she was holding up the vial of my blood to the light, just as the Auspex man had done.

Now, at her question, he came over and examined the vial again.

“I thought so, but I wondered if it was just my imagination,” he said to the older woman. “Apparently not.”

“Is… is something wrong?” I asked them both hesitantly, and they looked at me with strangely faraway expressions.

More than ever, I was aware of how much they knew, how much they had the potential to know.

I was glad I wasn’t an auspice. That kind of knowledge, even just knowing I could access it, would have crippled me with fear.

“Not exactly,” Peri said. “Your blood just seems… strange. I’m not quite sure how to explain it, but when you work with blood, you begin to notice subtleties. The difference between the blood of cunning folk and shifters, for example. This is… well, I’m not quite sure.”

I sat there for several moments and felt unsure if I should speak. Obviously, the answer to this was I was a worldwalker, but was it wise to tell them that? Lea had warned me of stories about worldwalkers. They attracted trouble from all sides, and we were already headed in a perilous direction.

At the same time, though, I wanted to help the refugees, and if the fact that my blood was worldwalker blood was of note to Peri and Serin, that could mean it would react weirdly to whatever tests they planned to conduct. It might even mean whatever cure they attempted to derive from my blood wouldn’t work on Naguli natives.

Besides, all the refugees already knew, including Regner. Plus Lea, Costin, Sin, and Sher Hayder back at the manor. Peri would find out sooner or later, and I didn’t want her to think I was deliberately trying to hide things from her.

Especially since I was romantically involved with her niece.

“Well, uh…” I finally said. “That… that might be because I’m, uh… not from here.”

“Not from here?” Peri echoed, and she scrutinized me a moment before her dark eyes widened. “Erramun… you’re a worldwalker?”

“What?” Serin breathed, and he turned to gape at me. “By the Lunar King! I’ve never met one of your kind before. I had no idea you would look so… so normal!”

I wondered if all ‘worldwalkers’ came from Earth specifically, or if there were other worlds intertwined with Nagul. If there had ever been a worldwalker who kept parts of their shifter form, like ram’s horns, or bird’s wings, or maybe a tail.

“Um… thanks?” I was unsure of how else to reply.

“That explains quite a few things,” Peri remarked. “I’d never before heard of a friend of Leandra and Costin’s from Sunwell.”

I smiled at her sheepishly, but to her credit, she didn’t seem irritated, only slightly amused.

“Thank you for your candor, Arthur,” the Auspex woman added. “Though I would caution you not to share that information widely. I have heard of terrible fates befalling worldwalkers, even while many have grand adventures. It was wise to create a new identity, a Naguli identity. Arthur from Sunwell can hide, if he needs to.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ll be careful. I’d never want to put your niece and nephew at undue risk.”

“They’re perfectly capable of that themselves,” Peri chuckled, and I couldn’t help but grin in response.

It was clear to me why Lea and Costin loved their aunt so much. She had a very natural, caring presence. Not quite maternal, but something similar.

I wondered if that came with the Auspice territory, or if that was just how she’d always been, irrespective of her divining abilities.

It was agreed we would meet back at the Sanctuary the following morning, shortly after dawn, just so we’d be able to see the refugees before we headed off, and to allow Kendra as much time as possible to come to her decision.

Lea seemed eager for her to join us, though I was less sure. We’d barely met her, and it seemed like a lot to ask her to come with. Even so, it was her choice, and in the grand scheme of things, hadn’t I also rushed headlong into a dangerous mission with people I’d only known for a ridiculously short time?

At least Kendra knew how this world worked. At least she had the benefit of some amount of clairvoyance.

“I’ll see you all here in the morning, then,” Regner said when we met up with him on the other side of the Temple.

The refugees had all been set up in the Sanctuary’s spacious guest quarters, which was a long, narrow building with many rooms of varying sizes. Some were for resting, others for prayer, but all the ones on the bottom level were utterly windowless, with several niches carved into the walls for candles and moon crystals.

I felt bad that the refugees needed to be half-confined to the darkness even though they were free from Deimos. I really hoped Serin and Peri would figure out a way to cure them, assuming the moonsickness didn’t just wear off on its own. Maybe, without a steady supply of dosed food, it would.

“You’re staying the night?” I asked the green-eyed man.

“I can’t leave them now,” he said as he glanced over his shoulder. “Not when they’re in a new place for the first night. I’ll come with you tomorrow, when you set sail. But I want to be here for them a little while longer.”

I saw his gaze dart over to where Vera was perched primly on one of the beds. She’d drawn up her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, and I found myself wondering if she reminded Regner of either Aisha or her mother, Selma. Regardless, I wasn’t going to ask him, and the important thing was that Vera seemed somewhat at peace here. Though still curled up in that protective posture, some of the tension had relaxed in her shoulders, and she seemed to look around more with curiosity than apprehension.

“That’s more than fair,” I told Regner. “See you tomorrow, then?”

“Don’t worry,” he said with a hint of a smile. “You won’t be rid of me that easily.”

“Good,” I chuckled.

Regner extended his hand, and I clasped his forearm and pulled him into a one-armed hug before I turned to leave.

Outside the guest quarters, the light of the sun felt blinding, and I raised a hand to shield my blinking eyes as I made my way back to the center of the courtyard, near the statue of Ayla Maga, where Lea, Costin, and Sin were talking.

“It would really be no bother,” Lea was saying as I approached, but whatever the topic of conversation, the pirate captain looked unsure.

“I don’t do well in… family homes,” she said. “And I don’t think your father would approve of me.”

“Approve of what? The fact you saved both his children’s lives?” Costin asked, and he seemed at once amused and slightly frustrated by this conversation. “You’d be plenty welcome. Please. It’s better than paying for a room in the city, or sleeping on an empty ship.”

“You’re sleeping on the Heart tonight?” I asked Sin in surprise.

“That, or I’ll pay for a room in town,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I’m not made for manor houses and nobles.”

“And you think I am?” I laughed and jerked a thumb at the Hayder siblings. “I’m a fucking peasant compared to these guys. Even in my own world, I’m not rich or anything. I don’t have titles. But Sher’s nice, and the beds are comfy.”

“See?” Lea insisted, and she gestured to me as she fixed Sin with a pointed expression. “It’ll be better than whatever you pay for in the city, and you can’t sleep on an empty ship!”

“I have before,” the pirate captain sniffed. “I can sleep just about anywhere.”

“Oh, just come along,” Lea said with an exasperated laugh, and before Sin could even think to protest further, the lioness-woman had linked their arms and was half leading, half dragging Sin to the gates of the Sanctuary.

Costin and I followed behind while chuckling, though inwardly, I had some questions of my own.

Over the past several nights, aboard the Tainted Heart, Lea, Sin, and I had occupied a… liminal space.

That bond. New and fragile and fierce. It ran deeper than having saved one another’s lives, though that had certainly helped. It was something I’d only so far brushed up against a few times, like on that moonlit walk after Lea’s rumination. She and I had made love under the sky, and the more I thought about it, the more I was sure we had touched on something… profound. Ancient. Arcane.

I felt the same thing when the three of us had huddled up in the captain’s quarters on the Heart. Something had just felt… right. About us being close to one another. I still didn’t really have a way to quantify it, and I doubted they did, either.

And we’d all been so busy, with the journey and the refugees and the Fangs and the moonsickness. We’d all been so exhausted by Deimos and Cahir and the realization that we would need to head south, to the Demonfrost. Aside from that first night after Deimos, where I’d gone to Sin’s quarters alone, the three of us had barely had a moment to ourselves, let alone one another.

We’d just fallen into deep, dreamless sleep, side by side like children in a fairytale. Feeling safe in our proximity, but completely unsure how to define it.

I couldn’t help but think this might have had something to do with Sin’s reluctance to come with us. Sure, it might have been as simple as the fact Sher Hayder might not approve of his children consorting with a famous pirate. But it also might have something to do with how Sin generally seemed to hold people at arm’s length.

Even though I was close to her, even though Lea was now close to her, and all her crew besides, I still got the impression no one really knew the red-haired young woman with a fox’s cunning. I’d gleaned only brief details of her past-- the death of her brother, her kidnapping at the hands of Cahir-- but it seemed to me she was reluctant to let people in.

In case they might leave her. In case they might hurt her.

And yet, as Costin and I followed her and Lea down the winding roads through Casterin and Hayder Manor loomed closer and closer, I dared to let myself believe something would shift.

Something would change, and Sin would truly let us, me, in.

While I didn’t want to rush things, today would probably be the best opportunity to broach that subject-- if the opportunity presented itself. This was likely to be the last safe, private night we would have for a while. Aboard the Heart, the walls were only wood, and Sin was in ‘captain mode’ there. Maybe Lea, with her hints of auspice-like perception, could help me coax something out of her.

The day was balmy and bright, and by the time we arrived at the gates to the Hayder Manor grounds, there was a sheen of sweat on my forehead, and I was parched. I wanted to run up to the manor’s front doors and shelter in the cool shade-- or better yet, a bathtub of icy water.

But I told myself to behave, so the four of us approached at a sensible pace, and I crammed myself into the shade of the porch as Lea reached for the knocker. It was a heavy ring clasped in the jaws of a handsome maned lion, all cast in bronze.

She knocked twice, and only a few seconds later, the front door opened to reveal Sher Hayder standing there. A friendly grin was already working itself up onto my face when it stopped, and I realized my happiness at seeing the older man, who had welcomed me so generously into his home, was not reciprocated.

On the contrary, Sher Hayder, the Lion Lord, did not look at all happy to see us.
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Chapter 3

I had never before seen such a deep frown on Sher Hayder’s face. I’d known his wrath was something to be feared, and I’d known he was a formidable man, but knowing and experiencing were two different things.

He turned his glower onto all four of us, but while I was worried it might settle on me, or worse, Sin, it instead settled onto Costin.

“What,” he growled at his son, “in the name of the Lunar King himself, were you thinking?”

“Father,” Costin said quickly, and he stepped forward, “I--”

“A note!” Sher thundered. “My children! My only kin! Gone in the night like thieves, off to what may well be their deaths, and you leave me a note? Was I not worth waking, boy? Did you not spare a thought for your father’s heart? For his peace of mind?”

“Father!” Lea interjected, but that only served to land his ire on her head.

“I know you have a brain in that head of yours, and a heart in your breast, and yet neither could spare a moment for how I might worry?” Sher demanded as his eyes flashed. “The last time you left this home for a night you were kidnapped, Leandra! By a man we thought we could trust! By a man who would have seen you executed!”

“I know,” Lea said in an apologetic tone, and she and Costin bowed their heads. This was no performance, either, no tactic to just get the scolding over with as quickly as possible. No, this was entirely sincere, and their guilt was palpable. “It was thoughtless of us. I’m so sorry, Father.”

“You could have died half a world away!” Sher snapped, though some of the anger in his voice had lessened, possibly due to a combination of their genuine shame and the fact they were both standing here, alive and well.

“We know,” Costin murmured. “And we’re sorry. We just… we didn’t know what else to do.”

“I thought you might have forbidden us from going,” Lea added a little sheepishly, and their father gave an exasperated sigh.

“You are grown adults,” he told them, and his voice was no longer angry, but sad and very tired. “I hold no authority over what you do or don’t do, not anymore. I might have counseled caution, might have tried to make you reconsider, but I wouldn’t have made myself your jailer. Was it really so unthinkable to wake me? To give me a proper goodbye?”

“No,” Lea sniffled, and finally she and Costin surged forward and hugged Sher tightly, and all three of them began to silently cry.

“You are my only living kin,” Sher whispered into their hair as he hugged them close. “You are my world. I beg you, for the sake of an old man’s heart, don’t do that again.”

“Never,” Costin swore in a voice thick with tears. “We swear.”

There was a long moment in which the three Hayders just hugged one another in weeping silence. Then, at last, they seemed to compose themselves, and Lea and Costin extricated themselves from their father’s embrace. Even so, I could see they were unbalanced-- Lea especially. The lioness-woman wasted no time in situating herself between Sin and me-- a silent request for support, which we were both more than willing to provide.

Only then did Sher Hayder’s shimmering amber-gold eyes, exactly the same shade as both his children’s, fall on the pirate captain.

“Captain Fennec,” he said flatly.

“Lord Hayder,” Sin answered, and she inclined her head and raised a hand to tip her tricorn hat for good measure. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I see my reputation precedes me.”

“Your record, more like,” Sher remarked, though there was a hint of wryness to his tone, and that was enough to make me relax a little.

For all he did or didn’t think of Sin, her past, her exploits, he seemed to have put together she was a close ally of his children, and that seemed to be enough for now, at least.

“I trust I will not need to bolt down any valuables and heirlooms?” the older man continued dryly.

“Father!” Lea gasped, but Costin said nothing, and Sin herself didn’t seem in the slightest bit offended.

On the contrary, she looked kind of amused. Then again, she literally was a pirate, so it was probably a sensible-- maybe even bold-- question to ask.

“No, sir,” the pirate captain said with a wide smile.

“Then you are welcome in my home.” Sher inclined his head

Lea rolled her eyes, Sin grinned, and Costin gave a small sigh.

“She saved our lives,” the non-shifter man said to his father. “More than once. And we hers. She’s a woman of integrity, and she’s been an invaluable ally… and a trusted friend.”

At these words, Sin looked over at Costin with a surprised expression. She seemed genuinely a little touched.

The non-shifter man glanced over at her and gave a smile that reminded me of the slightly cheeky ones he gave Lea.

“Ally,” Sher repeated with a raised eyebrow. “You speak like you have some cause. Last I heard, you were venturing off Erramun-knows-where investigating Fangs. I had hoped your return would mean the end of it, but apparently not.”

“No,” Costin admitted and did his father the respect of giving it to him straight.

“We found where the Fangs bring their kidnapped prisoners,” Lea told him. “Where…”

She broke off, swallowed hard, and reached out for me. I responded at once and gripped her hand tight. I watched as she clenched her jaw and closed her eyes, then she seemed to force the words out.

“Where Tristan would have brought me, if Arthur hadn’t arrived,” she managed. “They have-- had-- a stronghold on the Isle of Deimos.”

“Deimos?” Sher repeated as his eyes grew wide. “What by the Lunar King were you doing there? It’s cursed!”

“We were hunting down the Fangs’ leaders,” I replied, which drew Sher’s eyes to me. “We can stop as many individual lackeys as we want, but it won’t make a difference if we don’t go after the people training them, arming them, and organizing them. Take out the leadership, and they’ll scatter. They’ll still be dangerous, of course, but they won’t be able to drag people like Lea off to cursed isles to be experimented on.”

“Experimented on?” Sher demanded, and he pressed a hand to his forehead.

I realized in that moment just how high-strung he had to have been these past several days, and Lea and Costin’s return, while delightful, had brought information that was fraying his last nerve.

The lioness-woman dropped my hand as she stepped forward, and she took her father’s arm and guided him off to a side room.

“Maybe we should sit you down before we tell you anything more,” she said, with an uncertain glance at Costin, who nodded as he went to support their father’s other side.

I cast a look at Sin, and she looked back at me with a blank expression. I had no idea what she was thinking, if she was nervous or calm, concerned or confused. I suddenly found myself wondering if all the cheek and wryness from a moment ago was just a performance.

What came to mind was the moment after we’d finally stopped Cahir. Sin had pulled the sword from his body and, overwhelmed with emotion, had sobbed. Later that very night, Lea said we’d been privy to a part of the pirate captain few often saw, and the more time I spent with Sin, the more I teased out what was real and what was exaggeration, and the more I agreed.

It seemed lonely, though.

Silently, she and I followed the Hayders into a sitting room, where Costin and Lea sat their father down on a plush couch. Costin remained standing and hovered beside Sher, and he glanced nervously at his father every few moments while Lea sat on the opposite couch, and Sin and I joined her.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Sher said, and he waved away the concerned looks of his children. “Sit down, Costin, you’re making me feel like I’m under a healer’s observation.”

“Right, sorry,” the non-shifter man muttered, and he sat down quickly beside his father.

Sher sighed heavily and slowly dragged his hands down his face. After a long moment, he looked at me.

“You said… experiments?” he asked.

“I did,” I answered, and he sighed again.

“Perhaps… you had better start from the beginning.”

So, I did.

I told him about Daciana going missing. About Sin’s lead, the note written in that peculiar cipher. Our excursion to the Isle of Leto, which could only be entered or departed under moonlight. Our strange encounter with Lady Eydis, who was mysterious and otherworldly even by cunning folk standards. How we had then gone to Deimos and found all the prisoners trapped in the cells. How two of Sin’s crew had fallen victim to the enormous sea serpent, and two more had been affected by the moonsickness.

And the moonsickness itself. How it had permeated the very air of Deimos to an extent. The possibility of making it airborne across all of Nagul.

“Ayla Maga…” Sher groaned when I was done. “There’s enough for a whole slew of legends in there.”

He sounded both horrified for his children’s safety and deeply impressed by their bravery.

“So, you mean to stop them from spreading it across all of Nagul?” he asked them.

“We don’t know yet,” Costin said. “Deimos is… disabled. Their leadership is dead. It’s just a question of who else within the Fangs knows about moonsickness and how to create it.”

“Which brings us to the Demonfrost,” Lea interjected. “That’s where they brought the prisoners who could resist moonsickness-- along with Daciana.”

She looked over at Sin as she said this, and I noticed the pirate captain had gone very still and very quiet. It wasn’t a hunter’s quiet, like a fox about to pounce on prey. No, this was more like she’d… shut down.

But at the mention of Daciana’s name, she seemed to come back to herself.

“I have a duty to her, and we all have a duty to protect Nagul from the Fangs,” she said. “So, tomorrow, we set sail for the Southern Ice and all that dwells within it.

Sher pursed his lips. It was obvious he didn’t like this at all, but as he’d said before, he could hardly forbid his grown children from going, if that was what they wanted.

“You’re loyal,” he said to Sin at last, and then he turned back to his children. “Is there anything I might be able to do? From here? Would Harland Volos be of any more use?”

“No, Tristan made a point to keep him in the dark as much as possible,” Lea said. “We only got as far as we did because Sin found a note on one of the Fangs, and knew someone who could translate the cipher.”

“Actually…” Sin cut in as her green eyes glinted. “There might be something. The leader of the Fangs, on Deimos. His name was Cahir Alvise. He said he was once a member of the Crown’s High Court. Do you know anything about him? Who he was… before?”

“Cahir Alvise…” Sher echoed, and his dark eyebrows drew into a frown. “I haven’t heard that name in a very long time…”

“But you’ve heard it?” I asked and tried not to sound too eager.

“Cahir is… something of a legend, in the very highest echelons of the Court,” Hayder said slowly. “I never met him myself. The Hayders are… respected, of course, but we do not spend much time at Court. You’d be better off asking a Volos. However, Cahir I know.”

“And?” Sin prompted as she leaned forward.

I could tell this was all very new to her. For all her networking among the working and criminal classes of Nagul, this was a type of gossip difficult to come by for someone outside high-class circles.

“He was respected, revered, even,” Sher said. “A decorated warrior, a hero. For five years, he was one of the Crown Guard, the most elite of the elite. But, as he got older, it was believed someone of his status and… age… would be better suited to a less… active role.”

“They were worried he was too slow to properly defend the royal family, weren’t they?” I asked.

“In a word, yes,” Sher admitted. “He was only thirty, but such intense work… well. So, he was sent to Casterin, to oversee the region and help local authorities combat crime. Usually violent incidents, like murder, but the region is well known for its piracy and smuggling.”

He cast a not-so-subtle look at Sin, but she just smiled at him brightly.

I was surprised to see Sher Hayder smile back.

“That was… oh, I don’t know… ten years ago?” he continued in a musing tone, and at my side, I felt Sin stiffen. “Perhaps eleven. He wasn’t here for long, less than a year. He seemed to leave quite suddenly, and stewardship of the region passed to House Volos. I always thought it was odd how quickly he left. I haven’t heard anything of him since-- until now.”

“He fell in love with a local woman,” Lea murmured. “A shifter. She rebuffed him, and he glued the shards of his heart back together with hatred. He joined the Fangs, rose through their ranks…”

She broke off then and carefully looked over at Sin. I saw a muscle twitch in the pirate captain’s jaw as she seemed to be mulling something over, and then she spoke.

“He kidnapped me,” she said, and I could tell she was having to fight to keep her voice even and steady. “Ten years ago. I was aboard a merchant ship. They slaughtered the crew and took any shifters prisoner. He was leading the group, but he was still being sent out into the field. He can’t have been that high-ranking, back then.”

“Erramun…” Sher muttered, and he looked sadly over at Sin. “Ten years ago? You don’t look any older than my Lea, you must have been a child. I… I’m sorry that happened to you.”

Sin looked over at Sher with an odd expression, like she expected him to be making a joke, but when she saw he was sincere, she looked baffled.

“When we confronted Cahir on Demios, he revealed Daciana, my friend who went missing, was the woman who rebuffed him,” the pirate captain then said to the older man. “If anyone knows anything more about the Fangs’ operations, it will be her. Especially now that she’s been brought to another one of their strongholds.”

Sher was silent for a long moment. He looked heavily at Sin, then at me, then Costin, and finally Lea.

“I can see why you’re all so committed to seeing this through,” he said at last. “I can only pray for Ayla Maga, Enara, and the Lunar King to watch over you all and keep you safe.”

He raised a hand, scrubbed it through his dark hair, and sighed.

“How can they believe themselves to be so righteous when they seek refuge in such forsaken places?” he then asked, apparently more to himself than us. “How many cursed, haunted places will they employ for their own ends?”

“I don’t know, but we have to stop them,” I promised.

“And perhaps you are best suited to do it, if you really can resist the moonsickness,” Sher answered with a sage nod, but then he pressed a hand over his eyes, as if suddenly beset by a pounding headache. “I hope, for your friend’s sake, that she has managed to keep resisting.”

I once again thought of how it had felt, when I’d shifted on Deimos. I’d resisted mainly because I’d had another target to direct the violence at. But if Daciana was a prisoner, if she’d been subjected to who-knew-how-many nights of that torment…

“We… we have your blessing, then?” Costin asked his father hesitantly.

“You do not need it any more than you need my permission, Costin,” Sher said, still with his hand over his eyes. “And I know whatever my answer might be, it will not change your minds.”

“No,” Lea admitted. “It won’t. But it would be easier.”

“I know,” her father sighed heavily. “I know you feel as though you have a duty to our kind, to Nagul, to stop the Fangs’ hateful machinations. I admire it. But do not begrudge me a parent’s selfishness. I wish someone else had answered the call.”

“I don’t,” Lea said as she lifted her chin. “What life would I have lived elsewise? Sitting in pretty manors, taking tea and making handfasting arrangements? Positioning myself in the social hierarchy to better my partner’s status, my children’s?”

“You would be safe,” Sher told her as he finally took his hand from his face. His eyes were fierce, and it was obvious where Lea had gotten her determination from.

And her stubbornness.

“Perhaps, perhaps not, but I wouldn’t be happy,” the lioness-woman told her father simply.

At this, Sher sighed again and bowed his head in defeat.

“I know,” he said once more. “So, yes. You have my blessing to go. Just… come back to me. Both of you.”

“We’ll do our best,” Lea swore to him.

“And we’ll do all we can to keep them safe,” I added. “None of us will be going into this fight alone.”

“Good,” Sher said with a nod. “There is strength in the pack.”

From there, the day was uneventful. After a large meal, we mostly busied ourselves with gathering as much cold-weather clothing as we could find. Being so far south, the Permafrost was already a very cold climate naturally, but the curse amplified it several times over.

In Deimos Keep, when Regner had first mentioned rumors that the Fangs’ stronghold was in the Demonfrost, Costin had told me of its curse. Tushar, the Naguli god of ice, snow, and death, had laid his powerful magic over the region but intended for it to only affect shifters. Generally, shifters ran hotter, felt the cold less, probably because shifting often left them totally nude once they resumed their human forms. But, over time, Tushar’s magic had twisted, evolved, and become hostile to all living things.

“Even you will need to wrap up warm there,” Costin said as he heaped thick lined coats into my arms. “I’ve heard shifters actually feel the cold worse there, because it’s not of natural origin.”

“Maybe that’s part of why the Fangs picked it,” I said. “Make their prisoners suffer even more.”

“Assuming they are even there,” the non-shifter man replied with a furrowed brow. “All we really have to go on is Regner’s rumor. I trust he was honest, but where did he hear it from?”

“It wouldn’t have been a random guard,” I said. “He seems smarter than that. But we can ask him ourselves tomorrow. If we think it’s not solid enough, we look elsewhere.”

“Easier said than done,” Costin sighed as he pulled out another thick jacket from his apparently-bottomless closet. “Here, this one should fit you.”

He tossed it onto the growing pile in my arms. A few more pieces, and I wouldn’t be able to see him.

“Well, we have your sister,” I pointed out to him. “For a non-auspice, she’s perceptive, remember? Kendra said.”

“Oh, I remember Kendra,” Costin assured me. “What do you make of her?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well…” The non-shifter man gave a shrug. “I’d imagine it’s quite strange to have a total stranger approach you and say your fates are tied. From what you’ve told me, your world doesn’t really work like that.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I conceded. “But, I mean, Lea confirmed it. And I trust her. And Kendra seems perfectly nice, anyway. Plus, we’re not really in a position to turn down help.”

“I suppose,” Costin said with a nod. “I wonder what her ruminations will reveal tonight.”

I was wondering the same. And, for her sake, I kind of wanted her to stay in the Sanctuary.

Sin was a pirate captain, Costin was a skilled swordsman, and both Lea and I, while lacking proper combat training, had large, apex predators for shifter forms. Kendra, being an auspice, probably took the form of something like a falcon, or maybe a hawk. Hell, maybe she turned into a bluebird. Not exactly suited for violent combat.

And yet, I’d seen how she and Lea had… conferred with one another. They’d been drawn by those invisible threads of fate, and Sin was right about having someone with Sanctuary experience on our side. If we could get clues and warnings about what was to come, I didn’t want to turn them down.

Ultimately, though, I knew it wasn’t my choice. Just like it wasn’t Sher’s choice about what Lea and Costin did. All we could do was respect Kendra’s decision, and do our best to keep her safe.

When the sun began to set, all I could think about were the refugees up at the Sanctuary, being confined to those dark rooms hewn out of the stone. But at least they weren’t in cells, or on a cramped, rocking boat. At least they had plenty of candles and each other for company.

“The Sanctuary will find a cure,” Lea assured me, when she caught me looking forlornly out of the window at the setting sun. “Assuming the effects don’t just wear off on their own.”

“Even if they do, it might not be enough,” I reminded her. “If the Fangs were able to make it airborne on Deimos, they could spread it everywhere.”

“They could,” the lioness-woman said as she placed a hand on my arm. “But that’s why we’re going to stop them. And why Aunt Peri took some of your blood to try and make a cure from it.”

We ate dinner, which was less awkward than the afternoon meal, and Sher made a sincere effort to ask Sin about herself. Sin, for her part, was polite but unforthcoming. She was obviously unused to all of this, and I could sympathize. Even though I’d been in Nagul for a couple weeks now, the level of opulence at Hayder Manor was disorienting, and far beyond what I’d left back home.

“I wish you were staying tomorrow night as well,” Sher said as we were finishing our dinner. “I’ve never liked you being away from home on moonless nights.”

“Tomorrow night will be moonless?” I asked, and I half-remembered the thin crescent sliver I’d seen aboard the Tainted Heart the night before. “Is that a bad omen here?”

“Not bad, but… unsettling,” Lea said. “You can still pray to Ayla Maga for guidance, of course, but supposedly moonless nights are when the Devourer’s power is strongest, and if you attempt any rituals, it may end in bad fortune.”

“That means I’ve been here for two weeks,” I murmured, and I thought of my parents back home and of my older sister, Ellie. “I came here on a full moon.”

My thoughts went to the hound-headed key in the drawer by my bedside. I’d left it here because I’d worried I might lose it at sea, with the understanding I would either return in time to use it, or I would be too dead by the next full moon for it to matter.

“We should hopefully be back by the full moon, then,” Lea said, and I wondered if she was thinking about the key, too. Judging from how she glanced furtively at me, I wanted to say yes. “Sin, you said it should take four days to reach the Demonfrost?”

“Three at sea, plus at least one more to reach its edge,” the pirate captain answered, and she seemed relieved to have a nonpersonal question to answer. “But there’s no telling how deep inside the Frost the Fangs will be hiding. There are a handful of abandoned towns strewn across the tundra, a few castles and old mines.”

“Mines?” I asked. “What did they mine there?”

“Moon crystals, mostly,” Costin said. “The brightest in Nagul, so they say. Along with metal ores like iron, tin, and copper.”

“Weapon metals,” Sin remarked as she cocked her head. “I wonder if they’ve opened up any of those mines, made themselves an armory.”

“The cold will do more to protect them than any blade,” the non-shifter man said. “The Rime Lord’s domain was foreboding even before the curse.”

“I take it, then, that I should not expect to see you back before the next full moon?” Sher asked as he looked between his two children.

“Maybe a day or two before, at the earliest,” Lea said and glanced at me again. “But who’s to say?”

Later, after we’d all said our goodnights and retired, I sat on the edge of the bed in my room, opened the drawer on the bedside table, and pulled out the key.

It was unassuming under the moonlight. It did not glow, even as the silvery light caught and glittered on the hound-head-shaped bow.

Perseus Tristan had tried to bargain for Lea’s life with it. He offered it to me, a way home, if I’d agreed to abandon her.

I’d never considered taking the deal, not for an instant. But when Tristan had died, he’d dropped the key, and I hadn’t been able to resist picking it up. That night, I had tried it in the door to the bathroom. Nothing had happened, which could mean it was fake, or just that these strange keys only worked under the light of a full moon.

I still didn’t know. And I wouldn’t until the next full moon. Even so, it was difficult to picture being faced with that choice.

If I could go home, if I could return to my parents, my sister, my old life… would I?

Certainly, I wanted to visit. To tell them I was alright, and that I hadn’t vanished like my aunt or abandoned them.

But after that? In only a couple weeks, my heart had gotten so tangled. In Lea, in Sin, in this entire world.

Answers were not presenting themselves tonight, so I placed the key back into the drawer and slipped it closed.

Only a moment later, I heard a soft knock, and I turned just as Lea was opening the door.

“Are you alright?” she asked me.

She didn’t say it outright, but I saw her gaze dart to the bedside table, and I knew she knew what I’d been doing.

“I… don’t know,” I told her honestly.

She stepped fully into the room, and I saw she was dressed in her long white nightgown. It swished from side to side as she crossed around the end of the bed to stand in front of me.

I tipped my head up to look at her, and she took my face in her hands and stroked my cheeks.

“Do you want to take it with you?” she asked, and her eyes darted to the drawer and key hidden within it.

“No,” I said. “I’m too paranoid I’ll lose it. And if I do take it, it’ll be all I can think about. I need to focus on the mission. The Fangs. Daciana.”

“So selfless,” Lea chuckled softly and swept a lock of hair back from my forehead. “So noble.”

“That’s me,” I joked with a small smile.

I leaned forward and let my forehead rest against her stomach, and I wrapped my arms around her thighs in a hug. She stroked my hair, and I felt like a kid in a fairytale.

“Anyway,” I murmured as I pulled back and met her eyes again. “What about you?”

“Me?” she asked, and she let out a breath. “Today’s been… odd.”

“That’s one word for it,” I snorted. “But… good odd?”

“I think so.” She nodded. “The refugees are finally with people who can help. I got to see my father again. And… I’m not quite sure what to make of Kendra yet, but it felt… right.”

“‘Right’ like when you met me?” I asked.

“We’re fatespun,” she told me simply. “And I think we can trust her. I guess we just have to wait and see what guidance Ayla Maga provides, and what she does with it.”

“I guess,” I agreed, and I tipped my head back to silently ask for a kiss.

Lea smiled, leaned down, and brushed my lips with her own. She went to leave, but I caught her hand.

“Wait,” I said. “I… would you stay? With me?”

She looked back at me, and her expression was a little surprised.

“Of course,” she said. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” I told her, and my cheeks grew a little warmer. “I think I just… I’ve gotten so used to sleeping with you by my side. It feels a bit weird to be alone. Is that okay?”

“It’s more than okay,” she assured me with a smile, and when I pulled back the blankets, she curled up beside me as if it was the most natural place for her to be.

Lea drifted off quickly, with her breathing slow and steady, but even with that, I found sleep wouldn’t come for me. I couldn’t say if it was because of the lingering effects of the moonsickness, or because of the key in the drawer, or the hundred other things flying around in my head, but my mind simply wouldn’t quiet.

At last, with a huff, I untangled myself from Lea’s embrace and headed out. I decided a wander around the gardens, under the light of the waning moon, might help.

At the very least, it might tire me out a bit.

Even with only a sliver of crescent moon to light the way, it was decently bright. I felt the warm tingling sensation over my body as I stepped out into the moonlight, not the sickness, but the natural pull of being a shifter, of knowing what I could do if I only willed it.

There was a power in that, in knowing how strong and fast I could be. Its own form of addiction. I absently wondered if there were any stories of Naguli people who’d chosen to live in their shifter forms. We weren’t forced to turn back into humans during the daytime, but if we forgot to switch back, we were stuck until night fell once more.

A noise off to the side made me whip around, but my brief panic faded when I saw a petite, red-haired figure with their hands raised.

“At ease,” Sin muttered. “It’s just me.”

“Sorry,” I said and slowly relaxed.

She looked different at night, without her tricorn hat and swashbuckling coat. She still wore the billowing white shirt, though, along with the red sash around the waist and the fitted leather pants. Either she hadn’t changed into her sleeping clothes yet, or she didn’t have any and slept naked.

“Just on edge, I guess,” I added as she came over, and we fell into step.

“It’s understandable,” the pirate captain said with a shrug. “Anyway. What’re you doing out here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” I pointed out.

“Oh, I never sleep well on land,” she said as she waved the question aside. “I’ve lived at sea for so long, it makes me feel safe. I’m on my own little island, and no one can touch me.”

I cocked my head and tried to scrutinize her in the way she always scrutinized me so effortlessly. There was more to it, I knew that much, but I wasn’t sure how much to press. Here. Now. With all that lay before us, and all that lay behind.

She glanced at me sideways. “Stop looking at me like that.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I just… I can’t make sense of you sometimes.”

“Good.” She smiled. “I like being a mystery.”

I held her gaze, and eventually the smile faded. Then she gave a small sigh and rolled her eyes.

“Fine,” she said. “If you must know, I was a bit thrown by how Lord Hayder treated his children.”

“How so?” I asked.

“So… nicely,” she said as her nose scrunched up. “So concerned. And forgiving. My own father… he was different.”

I had gleaned only a few details of her family life. Her brother, Pallas, had died from an illness that swept through her village. So had their mother.

“Did… did it have something to do with Pallas?” I asked delicately.

She flinched at the sound of his name but nodded, and she didn’t look at me as she spoke.

“I was the one who caught the disease first,” she said. “I was too young to remember how, I guess one of my toddler friends had it, too. But Pallas caught it from me, our mother, too. I recovered, but… they didn’t. And my father… well. He didn’t recover, either, I guess you could say.”

“Oh, god,” I muttered. “Sin, I--”

“He never hit me, or anything like that,” she cut me off, and her tone was quick but firm. “He was just… distant. I could tell it hurt him to look at me. Whether he meant to or not, whether he wanted to or not, he blamed me. I hated that look. The weight of it. I swore I’d never be weighed down by something like that again, so… first chance I got, I left.”

She paused and sighed, but it seemed like she had more to say, so I waited for her to continue.

“He could be dead now, for all I know,” she finally murmured.

I reached out for her hand and gripped it tight.

“Don’t give into that guilt,” I said. I’d told her before, about my own experience with guilt, about how I’d seen it nearly destroy my own father. I couldn’t imagine this vibrant, cunning young woman being so similarly diminished. “It was a tragedy, but it was an illness, and you were just a kid. No one could hold you responsible.”

“I know, but surely you understand it’s easier to say that to others than internalize it yourself,” she huffed.

Unfortunately, I did. But that didn’t make the pain at seeing her guilt sting any less.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and her green eyes finally lifted to mine. “I’m not used to… this.”

“Which part?” I asked.

“Any of it,” she answered frankly. “Manors, loving families, telling people about myself. I survived this long by holding my cards close to my chest, by not letting anyone any closer than they needed to be. But you lot… you’re so… loving.”

I remembered what Lea had said, about how it made sense for the Fangs, hateful as they were, to be opposed by people who were abundantly loving.

“That’s not a bad thing, is it?” I asked.

“I don’t want it to be,” Sin said honestly. “I’m just not… used to it.”

She looked over at me here, and her eyes were as startlingly green as ever.

“I… I think I need a little more time,” she added. “Just to… figure it out. Figure this out.”

I knew she meant whatever existed between the three of us. We’d so quickly tangled ourselves up in one another, she, Lea, and I. We’d been sleeping piled into her captain’s bed these past four nights, and now, on dry land, in the context of Lea’s home, I supposed it all felt a bit too real for Sin right now. She needed a bit of time to breathe, to adjust.

I knew Lea wouldn’t begrudge her that time, and I wouldn’t, either. We all knew how we felt about one another. And I also knew it was the first time Sin had come close to letting anyone in like this. I didn’t want to jeopardize it by pushing for too much too fast.

“Take it,” I told her earnestly. “Take as much time as you need.”

She smiled, softly at first, but then her signature sharp captain’s smile took over.

“Sorry for getting so mushy there,” she said.

“Never apologize for that,” I assured her. “Whenever you’re ready, Lea and I will be waiting.”

“I swear, you two…” the pirate captain trailed off with a shake of her head, and I waited for her to finish the thought, but she just smiled.

We slowly made our way through the garden and back up to the manor. At the top of the stairs, our paths diverged, and we both paused there a moment while holding hands.

“Whatever this is…” Sin said in a low voice, and I could tell it took some effort for her to speak so frankly. “I don’t want to lose it. I know that much.”

“Neither do I,” I told her. “And neither does Lea.”

“Tell her,” the pirate captain said as she squeezed my fingers. “I want her to know, too.”

“I’ll tell her,” I promised, and with that, Sin dropped my hand, and we parted ways.

Back in my room, with Lea at my side, I slept as deeply and dreamlessly as I had aboard the Tainted Heart. Before I knew it, morning had arrived, and the lioness-woman was rousing me. In a groggy, sleepy blur, I muddled my way through shoving the last few jackets into a bag, and then I ate a hearty breakfast before I had a touching farewell with Sher.

“I know we do not know one another well, Arthur,” the older man said to me. “But I have come to think of you fondly. Stay safe, all of you.”

“We’ll do our best, I promise,” I said. “I’ll bring your children home.”

He smiled at me, as warm and kind as a grandfather, and then we set off to the Sanctuary. With each step closer, my mind began to buzz more and more. I wondered if Peri would have anything to say about my blood. If Regner had any news about the refugees and how they were settling in.

And, of course, what would Kendra’s decision be?

Peri was waiting for us practically at the gate, and she embraced Lea and Costin tightly.

“You look better, for having had a night’s rest on dry land,” she said with a wide smile. “How are you both?”

“Ready,” Lea said firmly. “Have you seen Regner or Kendra?”

“Aspirant Kendra is still in the rumination chamber, but I imagine she’ll be out any moment now,” her aunt replied. “As for Regner, he was eating with the rest of the refugees in the guest hall-- he’ll be along shortly. And you know, that dark-haired girl, Vera? I think she might do well to join the Sanctuary. Her divination gifts seem particularly strong, she could benefit from some tutelage…”

Peri continued to give us a quick rundown of how the refugees were all settling in. It was, on the whole, positive, which was a relief, and a weight I hadn’t even realized I was carrying left my chest.

They were really, truly, going to be cared for. With a bit of luck, they would all be okay.

Regner said the same when we met up with him, and he praised Peri and the other Auspices for how welcoming they were, all while showing off his newly-repaired glasses, to boot. He, too, was ready to depart, which left us all waiting with bated breath for Kendra and her decision.

It was poor form to cluster around the rumination chamber, so instead the six of us-- me, Costin, Lea, Sin, Regner, and Peri-- idled around the statue of Ayla Maga and tried not to look impatient. There was no rushing divine guidance, after all, even though mortal lives ran on tight schedules.

At last, after what felt like hours but had probably only been about twenty minutes, the rumination chamber opened, and Kendra, white-robed and serene, stepped out with her hands clasped in front of her.

I saw her scanning around the courtyard for a familiar face, and she saw Peri first and gravitated toward the older woman. Her smile was briefly replaced by surprise when she noticed Lea and the others standing beside her, and I saw her struggling to keep a calm, sensible pace.

“Auspex Peristera,” she said seriously once she’d approached, and she inclined her head again.

“You’ve received guidance, Aspirant?” the dove-woman asked in her grandest, calmest voice. “You’ve made your decision?”

“I have,” Kendra said. “I have decided to heed the path laid for me by the gods. I will spin my fate with your niece and her companions.”

I sucked in a breath and felt surprised and relieved at the same time. Then Kendra raised her head, and her deep purple eyes met mine with determination. She looked at us all as if daring to deny her.

“I will travel with you,” she declared. “To the Demonfrost.”
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It felt strangely electrifying to hear her speak those words so plainly. There was something in her eyes-- determination, yes, but something more. A hint of whatever was to come, a glimpse Ayla Maga or Enara had seen fit to reveal to her. All I knew was she was totally, utterly convinced this was the way, not just for her fate, but for herself.

“I’m honored,” I told the purple-eyed woman frankly. “Maybe your help will be the difference between success and failure.”

“I’d like to think the balance is not so delicate as that,” Kendra said, and she sounded amused and daunted at the same time. “But, if that’s what it takes, I’ll gladly offer myself over.”

“All of you are doing something very selfless,” Peri told us. “It’s no small thing, to commit so entirely to such a dangerous effort.”

“Maybe not, but it’s our duty,” Lea said firmly. “For all of Nagul, not just the shifters. If we let ourselves be divided, we’ll all fall.”

“So,” Regner said as he looked around the group. “What’s next?”

“I wanted to talk to you about those rumors you heard, actually,” Costin said to the cunning man. “You sounded pretty sure that the Fangs’ other stronghold was in the Demonfrost, but I don’t know if I want to go such a long way to such a dangerous place just based on rumors.”

“Trust me, neither do I,” Regner assured the non-shifter man in an ominous tone. “But I know what I heard. Every time someone managed to resist the moonsickness, the guards would whisper. ‘Let the Rime Lord deal with them’ they’d say. And then someone would be dragged from the cells, screaming.”

Sin’s face, which was already quite fair, had gone completely white, and the scar running through her left eyebrow became almost invisible against her pallor.

“And Daciana?” she asked.

At this, Regner cocked his head.

“To her credit, I don’t think she screamed,” he told the pirate captain. “Not for mercy, anyway. I heard quite a few colorful obscenities. But I don’t think it was some lie to scare us all. It would have been sufficient to just be told we were being dragged away to be killed, and Cahir didn’t seem the type to make up stories just to spook people.”

“He wasn’t,” Sin confirmed grimly. “If he was the one telling the guards about the Demonfrost, he wasn’t lying.”

Something like disappointment sat heavily in the pit of my stomach. Part of me had been hoping the Demonfrost thing had been a lie, an exaggeration designed to freak out any prisoners still aware enough to be scared. But if that had been the case, we’d have been entirely without a lead for the Fangs’ stronghold-- and by extension, Daciana and the rest of their prisoners.

“I believe him,” Kendra said as she looked at Regner with a piercing gaze.

It reminded me a little of how Sin would look at Lea and me, like we were being analyzed, except with Kendra, it was more like she was looking through Regner, past skin and bone and into something deeper. The soul itself, perhaps.

Regner, to his credit, didn’t seem unsettled by this. Maybe it came with the cunning folk territory.

“I’ve never knowingly lied to you all,” he said. “And trust me, I don’t like it any more than you do. My people have almost as much to fear from the Rime Lord as shifters do.”

“The Demonfrost is the most dangerous, forbidding area of Nagul, except for the Devourer’s Ruin itself,” Lea said in a grave tone. “I know you wouldn’t send us there lightly, Regner.”

The green-eyed man smiled at her and seemed relieved by this show of confidence, but this was just one part of the sprawling puzzle we needed to figure out.

The next bit concerned Kendra herself.

“If you mean to go with them, you will need to petition the Auguria to formally grant your leave,” Peri explained to the purple-eyed woman, who nodded sagely.

“Is there anything we could do?” Lea asked as she glanced between her aunt and Kendra with a sort of frantic urgency.

I was noticing this trait more and more in the lioness-woman, like she needed to make herself useful, helpful.

Ellie, my sister back home, had done this when we’d been younger. She hadn’t really been able to internalize that she was allowed to just… be. She was part of our family because she was my parents’ daughter and my sister. But instead-- particularly in the worst days after my aunt’s disappearance-- she’d rushed to do anything and everything.

I wondered if Lea felt the same. She wasn’t an auspice or a cunning woman, she wasn’t trained in combat like her brother or Sin. Did she feel like she had something to prove, because of the life of privilege she’d benefited from? She’d said before, to me, how she owed it to the people of Nagul to fight against Tristan, then the snatchers, then the Fangs themselves. It was a noble cause, but was it born of righteousness, or maybe a bit of guilt?

I decided to keep an eye on her, just to be sure. I knew what it was like to destroy yourself by giving too much of yourself away.

“Only three people may be part of a petition at a time,” Peri told her niece, and then she looked at Kendra. “If you think it might be helpful to your strength, or your case, to have others with you, it’s your right.”

“I… would like that, I think,” Kendra said carefully. “Lea, Arthur, would you join me?”

“Of course.” I smiled at her, and Lea nodded solemnly.

I then wondered if I’d ever actually told Kendra my name. I wasn’t sure. Maybe this was another thing Ayla Maga had revealed to the auspice woman.

“You also need a fully-realized Auspex to chaperone you,” Peri added, and she pressed her hand to her chest to indicate herself. “We can go right now, if you wish. If you believe you’re ready.”

“I’m ready.” Kendra nodded firmly.

“Well, in that case, follow me,” the dove-woman said, and she began to lead the three of us to a section of the Sanctuary I’d never approached before.

I cast a glance back at the others. Costin gave an encouraging smile, but Sin and Regner just looked a little confused. It made sense they’d be far less familiar with the Sanctuary’s functioning than the non-shifter man. I just hoped for all our sakes that this wouldn’t take long.

Daciana, along with who-knew-how-many other prisoners, were counting on us to save them.

Peri led us into a doorway against the back of the Sanctuary courtyard, which was the part of the Temple that was flush against the base of the enormous mountain. I craned my neck back as far as it would go, and I could just make out Volos Manor, perched at the very top of the cliff.

For a moment, vertigo made my knees feel weak.

I thought we would be led into a small, shallow room, like a rumination chamber, but instead Peri led us down a long, winding corridor lit by moon crystals.

It didn’t take me long to realize we were traversing deep into the mountain itself.

The walls were lined with friezes, and the carved panels depicted what I assumed were important moments in Naguli history. I managed to make out the story of the two princes, the first shifters, which Costin had told me on our way to see Orenda, the cunning woman who lived just on the edge of Casterin. After that came the story of the younger prince’s ascension to the throne, the execution of Ayla Maga, and the birth of his two sons. First, Apollyon, then Erramun-- the Lunar King and the first natural-born shifter.

After that, my knowledge of Nagul’s history got spottier. I recognized the growing animosity between Apollyon and Erramun. A large section was devoted to gruesomely rendered Apollyon as he worked twisted magic to make himself a shifter, the Serpent-- and to my knowledge, the only reptilian shifter in existence.

I saw Erramun’s wife, a powerful witch, rushing to her husband’s side to heal him after his terrible battle with Apollyon, but she was unable to cure Erramun of the Serpent’s poison. Desperate, she pleaded to Ayla Maga for aid, and the Lunar King was carried up into the moon’s embrace. He was said to sleep among the stars while he healed, and he waited for the day when he would finally duel his brother for the fate of all Nagul.

From this point onwards, I had almost no idea what I was looking at. I was pretty sure I could identify Enara, who was depicted with enormous feathered wings, like an angel, carved in exactly the same style as the wing motifs I’d been noticing all around the Temple.

“Did she actually have wings?” I asked Lea in a whisper, because it seemed in poor taste to speak loudly in such a reverent, somber place.

“Only when she shifted,” the lioness-woman murmured. “Depicting figures with their shifter traits is a common art technique. It makes it easier to identify who’s meant to be who.”

I glanced back at the depictions of Apollyon and Erramun, which had been devoid of any shifter traits. Instead, a crown hovered above each of Erramun’s likenesses, and a coiled snake perched above Apollyon’s. I remembered what Costin had said about no one knowing what the two princes’ shifter forms had been. Apparently, that went the same for Erramun, too.

“How do non-shifters feel about the Temple?” I then asked the lioness-woman. “I mean, only shifters-- auspices-- can join. And they exert a lot of influence over society.”

“They do,” Lea admitted, and she worried her bottom lip. Evidently, this was something that had niggled her on and off for a while. “But they’re the only ones with divination abilities, it just can’t be helped. I suppose some people might not like it, but all are free to take or ignore the Sanctuary’s advice.”

“For all we pray to Ayla Maga, even she was not privy to the mechanics of fate during her lifetime,” Peri said from in front of us. Lea and I had been speaking barely above whispers, but in such a silent, enclosed space, we’d still been easily overheard. “No cunning folk can divine. Ayla Maga guides us, of course, for her wisdom is as vast as the sky and the stars. She can see the threads of fate that bind us all together. But only Enara and those of her ilk may glean the future.”

I couldn’t help but think how this system could be exploited for significant personal gain, if an auspice was sufficiently ambitious and able to rise to a prominent enough position. Perhaps there were instances of that in Nagul’s history-- Lea had already mentioned various scandals within the Temple from ages past.

We continued on down the elaborately decorated corridor, and at last we came to a pair of stone doors, apparently the entrance to some kind of inner sanctum.

Carved into these doors was a pair of massive wings flanking an enormous eye.

Peri and Kendra knelt before this door, and Lea and I followed suit. For a long moment, there was silence. Such complete, crushing silence that I almost didn’t want to breathe.

“Auguria,” Peri said at last, and her tone was deadly serious. “You are the Voice of Enara and the Eye of Ayla Maga. I entreat you now on behalf of these petitioners, who beg the indulgence of an audience with your wisdom.”

Another long moment passed, and it remained perfectly silent. I wondered how long we were expected to wait for an answer. For all I knew about the Temple’s ways, we might be expected to wait for hours, maybe even days. The idea of being in this dark, cramped tunnel for so long made my skin crawl, and I found myself craving the enormity of the open sea.

Then, after what felt like an hour but was probably only a few minutes, a deep, stern voice replied.

“Enter, Auspex.” It was a woman’s rich and commanding voice. “I shall indulge this petition.”

There was a grinding noise as the stone doors then opened inward, and the four of us rose to our feet and moved inside, into a large, high-ceilinged cave with the largest chunk of moon crystal I’d ever seen embedded in the ceiling.

It was perfectly, flawlessly circular, like the full moon had been plucked from the sky. The entire place was bathed in a soft, cool glow, and I instantly felt a sense of calm washing over me.

Directly beneath this crystal sat a woman, and she was clad in layers of white robes edged in silver. Only a slit around her eyes was exposed, and the rest of her was swathed in heavy fabric. Atop her head was a silver headdress with points radiating out from it, like rays of light, and at the end of each one hung a small fragment of moon crystal.

“Auguria,” Peri said once we’d entered, and the doors ground closed behind us. “You honor us.”

“Auspex Peristera,” the Auguria said, and as she nodded kindly to the other woman, the crystals in her headdress shimmered. “What petition is of such importance that you seek me out in daylight?”

Peri knelt on the ground before the Auguria, and once again, Kendra, Lea, and I followed along. I bowed my head, but only a little, because I wanted to see what was going on.

“Auguria,” Peri said. “This Aspirant wishes to be released from her Aspiration.”

This clearly piqued the Auguria’s interest, and she peered at Kendra. Through the gap in her robes around her eyes, I could see her skin was cool dark brown, and I found myself wondering what shifter form she took.

“Aspirant,” the Auguria said to the purple-eyed woman. “Approach.”

Slowly, Kendra rose from kneeling, walked forward, and settled herself just inside the large circle of light cast by the moon crystal.

Once she was kneeling again, the Auguria continued.

“Is this true?”

“It is,” Kendra answered. “I have ruminated under Ayla Maga’s light, and the gods have seen fit to give me guidance. I believe my fate lies beyond the walls of the Temple and, with your permission, I would go to meet it.”

Her black hair, which was loose instead of in a braid like yesterday, shimmered like a raven’s wing under the light of the moon crystal. There were flashes of black and green against the black curls. Maybe her shifter form was a raven.

“Following one’s destiny is as grave a choice as turning from it,” the Auguria said. “Why now? Why not when your Aspiration is complete?”

“Fate waits for no one,” Kendra replied simply. “But time is of particular essence here. I have seen that my path is to join those who wish to rid Nagul of corruption and hatred. Innocents lay captured, shifters are hunted.”

The Auguria did not move, and for several seconds, she was silent. I wondered what she made of snatchers and Fangs. I wondered if she’d ever felt threatened by them. Surely she had, the heads of the Temple’s Sanctuaries had to be some of the most influential shifters in Nagul.

“Do you remember why you were sent here?” she asked at last.

“I do.” Kendra nodded.

“Then you understand what a great privilege it is, not merely to be born an auspice, but to possess strong enough gifts to be considered for the role of Auspex.”

“I do,” the purple-eyed woman repeated. “Be that as it may, I wish to follow the path of my fate, and it does not lead here.”

The Auguria tipped her head to the side, and the moon crystals in her headdress shimmered and tinkled softly as she did.

“Does this have anything to do with the Crown?” she asked.

I blinked in confusion. What did the royal family have to do with anything? Was it something to do with Cahir and his former position at the Court?

I was suddenly ravenously curious to know what the Auguria knew about Cahir, if anything.

“It does not,” Kendra answered, and her voice was firm. “I have been shown the future, not the past. As I said before, I would, with your permission, go to meet it.”

“The brightest thread shown to any auspice is their own,” the Auguria said in a cautionary tone. “So much so that even the rare glimpses bestowed to non-auspices always concern the receiver. But just because it shines brightest to you does not mean it is the most important. Be wary, child, of embellishing your destiny with the veneer of hope. It is a powerful thing and can alter many perceptions, but hope cannot alter fate itself. You are, like everyone else, but one thread in a tapestry.”

“I know that,” Kendra assured the other woman courteously. “This is no embellishment, no fancy of heroism. I have a duty to my people, to Nagul, to serve as effectively as possible. I believe I would be more effective outside the Sanctuary.”

“Very well, then,” the Auguria said. “You are dismissed.”

Kendra rose to her feet, bowed deeply, and then resumed her place by Peri. I was just beginning to feel a burst of hope unfurl in my chest-- was that it? Was it done?-- when the Auguria spoke again.

“I will now hear from your fellow petitioners. Leandra Hayder, approach.”

At my side, Lea gracefully rose to her feet and knelt just inside the circle of light, like Kendra had done. My surprise and slight disappointment about this being dragged out even longer was quelled as I observed the lioness-woman keenly.

If I was called, I wanted to know how to behave.

“I have heard you are one such individual, blessed with rare fragments of divination,” the Auguria said.

“I believe I am,” Lea answered graciously. “But, as you said, I caught only my own thread. It shines brightest for me. But it is tangled, and I saw Kendra’s as well.”

“Something binds you,” the Auguria admitted. “I can see it clearly. But that does not necessarily mean an Aspiration must be terminated. What can you tell me of your own ruminations here?”

I couldn’t see Lea’s face, since she was facing away from me, but I was pretty sure she flushed a little red at that question. Ruminations were deeply personal at the best of times, and I knew her last one, from less than a week ago, had primarily involved her love life.

Namely, myself and also Sin. It was how we’d known to seek the pirate captain out, to join her on her voyage to Leto, and then Deimos.

“As the second-born to a shifter, I have some duty to my people to see that my handfasting is suitable,” Lea said. “My family, my line, my future all hang in the balance. I would seek a kind partner, one who respects me and others. But I would also seek to serve in other ways. To save. To improve.”

“Noble,” the Auguria commended. “Generous. What did you see?”

“A life abundant with love, if I am willing to reach out for it,” the lioness-woman said. Her voice was impressively steady, and I could tell it was no small thing, to feel the full weight of the Auguria’s gaze on your shoulders. “My loved ones, both blood and chosen. But also a Nagul freed from the yoke of division and hatred. If I am willing to fight for it.”

The Auguria asked Lea a couple more questions and then dismissed her. She seemed neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with the lioness-woman’s answers, and Lea shot me a nervous smile as she made her way back to where she’d been kneeling before.

I wanted more than anything to reach out and take her hand, but I didn’t, because I knew what was coming next.

“You,” the Auguria said as her eyes looked right at me. “You are not known to me. Approach.”

I did as I was told and knelt on the edge of the illuminated circle.

“Tell me your name, child,” the Auguria said, and her voice was firm but not cold.

“Arthur Orson Jr.,” I said automatically.

At the last moment, I wondered if I should’ve said ‘junior’ or not. It wasn’t like anyone would know my father here.

“You have not ruminated at my Temple before,” the Auguria said.

It wasn’t a question, but a statement. Even so, I answered.

“I have not,” I said. “But I have been here. I accompanied Lea-- Leandra-- on her previous rumination. Alongside her brother.”

“So, you are close to the Hayders,” the Auguria noted. “Are you close to Aspirant Kendra also?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “Leandra is the one who could tell we were fatespun. I trust her judgement. And I trust Aspirant Kendra’s intentions. We all only want for Nagul to be safe.”

I expected the Auguria to ask me another question then, in that clipped, quick way of hers. When none were forthcoming, I dared to raise my head a little and meet her gaze.

As I did, I was surprised to see she was staring right at me, and she actually looked a little confused.

Or, no, not just confused… almost like she was uneasy. Almost… afraid.

She stared at me, and I at her. This was like how Kendra had looked at Regner. Not really analyzing me, but looking through me. Past the physical body and into the metaphysical. The soul, the self, the fate. Only this was five, ten, a hundred times more intense.

I watched as the Auguria raised a hand. She hooked two fingers into the cloth covering the bottom half of her face, and as she tugged down, I saw a wide, flat nose and full lips.

She was younger than I’d expected. Maybe forty. And her eyes were fixated directly on me.

When she spoke, her voice was slow with a very precise, very deliberate carefulness. As if afraid the wrong word, even the wrong intonation, would wreak some terrible, irreversible damage.

“What. Are. You?”
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As I looked into this woman’s eyes, I just knew a lie of any kind simply wouldn’t do. She’d never buy it, and I also didn’t want to risk compromising the new, fragile trust Kendra was placing in me by agreeing to come with us.

The Auguria just stared at me with a fascinated, patient expression. She seemed content to wait a hundred years for my answer, if that was how long it took.

I tried to imagine who she was, who she’d been before ascending to this position. Had she always had this inscrutable gaze that somehow stripped you bare, or was this a skill she’d had to learn upon joining the Temple? Based on how Kendra had looked at Regner, maybe it was a natural skill for auspices, as inherent as their glimpses of the future.

This much I knew: I didn’t want to lie to this woman. I didn’t want to give the Temple, or Peri, or especially Kendra, any reason to think I wasn’t trustworthy. I wanted to see the Fangs defeated and Nagul made safe. I wanted to find a way home so I could reassure my family. There was no reason for me to lie to any of them about any of this.

Especially not in a secluded sanctum where most of the people in it already knew exactly what I was.

“I’m a shifter,” I told the Auguria in a plain, open voice. “And… I’m a worldwalker.”

The Auguria’s dark gaze didn’t so much as flicker. But I thought I saw the tiniest hint of an amused smile tug at the corner of her newly-revealed mouth.

“I knew that already,” she said. “This is not what troubles me.”

However, that troubled me. If it wasn’t the fact I came from another world, what could she have possibly sensed about me? What else could have caused her confusion, her hesitancy?

For some reason, I thought of Eydis. Or, Lady Eydis, as Sin had called her. The cunning woman on the Isle of Leto, who’d translated the Fangs’ cipher with ease.

Her eyes had been the color of promises and secrets, and her fair skin had been entirely covered in small, black tattoos, as though someone had used her as a notebook. And, there, crouched in her heavily perfumed tent in the middle of Leto’s Night Market, she’d peered at me in a way not dissimilar to how the Auguria was looking at me now.

I couldn’t help but think the line between cunning folk and auspices was thinner than most people really considered.

Eydis had warned me not to go to Deimos. Her words had been frantic, urgent, and she’d grabbed my wrist. The skin there tingled with the memory of her words.

God-cursed blood. Fate-touched, god-cursed, you must not go!

Despite myself, despite the stuffiness of this underground sanctum, I shivered at the memory. Then, and now, Eydis’ words had reminded me of yet another warning, given by yet another cunning woman. Orenda, who lived on the outskirts of Casterin.

If you do not listen when the land whispers, you will be forced to when it screams.

I still didn’t know what she’d meant by that. I didn’t even really know what Eydis had meant, because we’d escaped from Deimos mostly unscathed.

Now, it occurred to me to ask the Auguria, in case she might have an idea. But, somehow, I felt that wasn’t how things were supposed to go. It would make sense when it needed to make sense.

Orenda, Eydis, now the Auguria. Something about me caught their eye. Not my looks or my deeds or even, I thought, my character. It was something altogether much larger, much less precise. Something you couldn’t pin down on a page with a keen sketch or a few words.

I wondered if this was why the Auguria seemed unsure of Kendra leaving. Did she have suspicions that I, even unwittingly, might lead the purple-eyed woman into some kind of danger?

Well, that was a foolish idea. We planned to sail for the Demonfrost. That was about as dangerous as you could get, from what I understood.

“I don’t know what else I am,” I said to the Auguria. “I have nothing more. But if your concern is Kendra’s safety, I mean her no harm, and I will try my hardest to make sure she stays safe.”

“This is not a matter of Aspirant Kendra’s safety.” The Auguria cocked her head to the side a little, and her eyes bored into me, like dark pools that threatened to swallow me up whole, never to be seen again. “Rather, not only her safety, but that of all Nagul. Noble as I’m sure your intentions are, there are some machinations of destiny that cannot be altered. If the threads of fate are to be blood-soaked, none can deny them.”

That painted a pretty grisly picture, and I resisted the urge to grimace, or to look back over my shoulder at Lea and Kendra. I didn’t want the purple-eyed woman to think I was going to be careless with her safety, and I’d never felt the absence of the lioness-woman at my side so acutely as I did right now. Even though Lea was only ten feet behind me, I felt unmoored in the circle of light cast by this moon crystal, under the heavy gaze of the Auguria.

The Auguria then reached out a hand, and the effect was almost funny. There was just a single hand emerging from the heavy swathe of stark white robes piled around her, which covered every inch of her except her face.

“Step forward,” she instructed, so I carefully rose to my feet and ventured deeper into the circle of light, to the very center, until I was standing right before her.

I knelt again, and as I did, I couldn’t help but think how uncomfortable this had to be, day in and day out. Surely, the Auguria had to have some kind of seat or pillow hidden under all that white cloth? For the sake of her knees.

“The gift of premonition and divination may be… shared,” she told me. “Those with shifter blood may be temporarily permitted to gaze upon their own futures, by way of rumination, or a twist of fate, or bestowed by an Auspice of sufficient skill and discipline.”

“You’re one such Auspice, I take it?” I asked her, and she gave me an indulgent smile.

“I am. Your hand?” She outstretched her own hand again, and now it felt almost like a threat.

I had no idea what would happen, what I would see, if I took her fingers in mine.

And, yet, I was intensely curious. How many people could say they’d caught a glimpse of the future? Certainly not many in my own world, back home. And even in Nagul itself, this was a privilege few non-auspices were granted.

Even so, my hand trembled as I reached for the Auguria. I had no idea what I would see, if it would be pleasant or terrible, far-flung or immediate.

But if it could provide any warnings as to the Fangs, and what we would be facing, then it was a risk I had to take. I owed the people of Nagul, and my fellow shifters, that much at least.

When the tips of my fingers brushed the Auguria’s, my mind exploded in a flash of color and light.

Images flashed in my mind’s eye, as real as if they were physically right before me, but in truth they were no more tangible than a dream. They went by so quickly I could only grasp bare flashes, and I was barely able to comprehend what I was seeing before it was snatched away and replaced with a new scene.

Terrible monsters like the sea serpent we’d battled on the shores of Deimos-- more creatures from the Ruin, no doubt. As we grew closer to the Fangs’ center of power, we were likely to encounter more of them. I caught a glimpse of a swarm of freakish, half-bird, half-human creatures with talons and feathers, which I could only assume were strix.

Then a frigid, barren wasteland, with drifts of ice swept up into cruel, frozen peaks like the claws of a fist closing in around me. Cold wind lashed at my face, my fingers were too stiff to move properly, and a dull, hollow emptiness gnawed deep inside me.

This could only have been the Demonfrost.

I’d barely had time to form this thought before another image replaced it, this one a glittering hall as though from a palace, but when I tried to look at the faces of the glamorously-dressed people around me, I saw only shapeless, shadowy spaces like they’d been redacted. Even so, I was sure they were all grinning at me, or leering hungrily like predators surrounding their prey.

Again and again, flashes of places and people, monsters and men, and my head felt so full I thought it might explode.

And then, clear as day, the sight of the full moon, enormous and heavy and glowing. Its light dappled not off a silver key, but a gleaming sword, and the blade was thrust up into the sky, with its hilt beckoning.

I wrenched myself back, and whatever fraught connection joined the Auguria and me finally snapped. A dry gasp heaved in my chest, and I recoiled from the white-clad woman, who just peered at me.

She looked so unaffected by all that, and I found myself wondering if that was what all divination was like to auspices, or if it had just been so much more intense for me because I wasn’t meant to be seeing it. Either way, while I felt rattled to my core, the Auguria just looked grave, like something unpleasant had been confirmed.

“You are correct, Aspirant Kendra,” she said in a somber tone, though she kept her dark eyes fixed on me. “Your fate is twined with theirs. But it is a dangerous path you seek. Walk it, and misery and death will haunt your wakes.”

I risked a glance back at the three women still kneeling outside the bounds of the light circle. Peri and Lea both looked shocked and uneasy, but Kendra’s expression was determined.

“I know danger awaits me,” she said firmly. “But my mind is made up. I wish to dedicate my life to the betterment of Nagul. I believed service to the Temple was my best option, but Ayla Maga has seen fit to light the way. If this will help the people of Nagul, I am duty-bound.”

The Auguria looked at Kendra for a long time and then nodded.

“Very well,” she said. “I shall release you from your Aspiration. But be warned, I do not think your father will be pleased by this.”

To my surprise, a wry smile tugged at Kendra’s mouth.

“I doubt very much my father would care, assuming he even found out,” the purple-eyed woman said in a dry tone. “Unless you plan on informing him yourself, Auguria.”

I looked back at the Auguria, and she said nothing. She merely raised one dark eyebrow as she moved the cloth covering her nose and mouth back into place, which left only a sliver of dark skin bare around her eyes.

“My judgement is rendered,” she said. “You may leave.”

That was as clear a dismissal as there was, so even though my mind burned with questions, I rose to my feet and followed Kendra, Lea, and Peri out. Besides, even if I had asked, I doubted the Auguria would have answered. She likely didn’t have the information I wanted, and even if she did, there was probably some rule about not revealing too much too quickly.

It would make sense when it needed to make sense.

Peri led the three of us back out into the Temple courtyard, and after what felt like at least an hour inside the cavern, the morning sun was blinding.

“Sister!” Costin’s voice came from my left side, but I was squinting so much against the glare of the sun that I couldn’t actually see him. “Are you alright? What happened?”

“The Auguria has a… presence,” Lea said dubiously. “But she saw fit to grant Kendra’s request.”

“You’re coming with us, then?” Regner’s voice asked in a friendly tone, and Kendra must have nodded, because he spoke again. “Good. I think we’ll benefit from having an auspice with us, one who’s actually been trained in divination.”

“Not that much,” the purple-eyed woman replied, just as I was able to open my eyes again, though they watered strongly. “I didn’t even finish my Aspiration. I had two months left.”

“That’s still several months more than anyone else aboard the Heart,” Sin said in an amused tone. “Speaking of which, we should get heading there. The quicker we set sail, the better.”

“Aye, Captain,” I said to the red-haired woman with a grin, and she grinned back at me.

The refugees, headed by Vera, who already seemed calmer than when she’d arrived the previous day, came out to bid goodbye to Regner. I knew a special bond linked them all now. They’d suffered so much together that they were inextricably tied, no matter how far they ventured apart. Vera, especially, hugged Regner for a long time, and he hugged her back, and I once again found myself wondering if she reminded the green-eyed man of Aisha or Selma, his lost family.

I had no idea which of the two would be worse. Especially now that he was leaving her, to venture off into a place forsaken by the gods, with a group of people he didn’t really know.

None of us really ‘knew’ one another, strictly speaking, save Costin and Lea. The rest of us had relationships going back a few weeks at most. But all of us had been brought together by something overall larger. Not fate, exactly, not destiny, but ourselves. Our conviction to see Nagul made safe, and propagators of fear and hatred brought to heel.

Peri gave Lea and Costin tight hugs as we went to leave, and when Kendra returned from packing her things, Peri embraced her just as fervently. It was apparent that, in the several months since the purple-eyed woman had begun her Aspiration, they’d formed a kind of bond.

“Ayla Maga keep you, and Enara guide you,” the older woman told Kendra earnestly.

“By the Lunar King’s grace, we shall meet again,” Kendra said as she took both of Peri’s hands in her own.

Now that she’d been released from her duties, she had no problem looking Peri square in the eye and smiling encouragingly.

We then left the Sanctuary and once again wandered through the city of Casterin toward the caves hiding Robber’s Refuge. There, the Tainted Heart bobbed patiently as the crew hauled the last of their supply re-stock up the gangplank.

“Captain!” a voice called, not a greeting to Sin, but more like an alert to the rest of the crew, and I looked over to see Lockwood’s tall, thin form waving from the side of the ship.

Sin waved back to him and strode confidently along the narrow beach in the cave, and her jaunty, swashbuckling persona slipped into place as naturally and well-fitting as a glove.

I grinned at her and then turned to see Lea was also smiling. We caught one another’s eyes, and I leaned over to kiss her cheek before she and Costin also made their way to the vessel. Though, Costin looked a little more apprehensive, probably because he knew he was in for another fortnight or so of seasickness.

However, when I glanced over at Kendra, I noticed she’d stopped dead on the beach, and her purple eyes were wide and unsure.

“Uh… you okay?” I prompted her gently.

I was struck by just how different she looked, now that she was no longer in her white Temple robes. Her fitted dark pants and a dark blue tunic belted at the waist made her look like a perfectly ordinary citizen of Casterin.

“Fine,” she muttered, but her voice sounded far away. Then she blinked and swallowed hard. “Sorry, I…”

She turned to look at me, and for a moment, she seemed confused about where she was and why she was there.

“Sorry,” she said again, and she seemed a little more present this time. “I just… I haven’t been aboard a boat in a while. I didn’t much care for it the last time.”

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” I reminded her again. “Even here, now, you can turn back, and we won’t stop you.”

“No,” she said, and her voice was firm even as she eyed the ship uncertainly. “I… I have my own reasons to leave Casterin, beyond helping you all and following my fate.”

This piqued my curiosity, but I could tell now was not the time. She was… raw. Stinging. And, in the same way I’d felt without Lea in the Auguria’s sanctum, Kendra probably felt unmoored outside the walls of the Temple, without Peri and the other Auspices for guidance.

“It’s not so bad,” I said and tried for a gentle tone. “Costin hates the sea, but he goes down to the lower decks, and he says it makes him feel better.”

“Oh, it’s not the motion,” Kendra told me with a slight shake of her head, though her gaze stayed fixed on the Heart. “It just… now that I’m standing here, now that I’ve actually left the Sanctuary… it all feels real.”

“I know what you mean,” I confessed a little sheepishly. “But if it’s any consolation, the crew are all really nice. We haven’t had any trouble from them. Hell, they’ve kind of saved our lives ten times over.”

Kendra looked at me, and I knew she was feeling a little more herself now because her gaze was suddenly very intense.

“You talk funny,” she noted. “What does ‘Hell’ mean? Is it a worldwalker thing?”

“Uh, well, it’s a thing in my world,” I said. “It’s… a place, sort of. Our version of the Ruin. If you lead a bad life, if you hurt people, some believe you go there when you die, to be punished. Some people don’t believe it’s real, though. And no one has a way of finding out because, well, you have to die to go there.”

“Interesting,” the purple-eyed woman murmured while still staring at me. “Faith must be very strange in your world.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Purer,” she said with a shrug, like it was obvious. “Here, there is no question of the gods’ reality. Ayla Maga is evident, her power a fact of our lives. The Ruin is a real place you can go, though no one would dare be so foolish. The question is not whether the gods exist, but whether they are worthy of our worship. But in your world, you say some do not believe, that there is no way of knowing until you die.”

“Huh,” I said, and I blinked a few times. “I guess I never thought of it like that.”

“Are you a man of faith, Arthur?” Kendra then asked me.

“Um, I guess I never really thought of that, either,” I said. “I mean, back home, not really. Here… well, like you said, the gods are evident. It’s not really ‘faith’ if you know, is it? But I’d like to think I am.”

“Good.” She smiled at me. “I think faith makes a difference. It matters as much to have something to fight for, as to have something to fight against. Maybe even more so.”

“I agree,” I said with my own smile. “So, what are you fighting for?”

“Oh, all in due time,” Kendra said, and her smile turned knowing. “First, I would like to convene with Leandra. And Sinopa, if she’ll permit it. The threads are most tangled there. I would like to tease them out a bit first.”

“Fair enough,” I said as I respected her wishes.

So much of this was new and unsure, and I wanted her to have no doubt we were here to help her and weren’t going to push her. If anything, she needed to push us, to use her divination, and her faith, to guide us in the right direction.

“How can I help with the, uh, ‘teasing’ then?” I asked.

“You can answer your own question for me,” Kendra answered. “What are you fighting for? What is the object of your faith?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” I chuckled, and I nodded up to the ship. “Them. Lea and Costin and Sin and all the others. Gods might exist, sure, but that doesn’t guarantee anything. It’s people who get things done. Who commit to a cause, who fight against injustice. That’s greater than any deity, I think.”

Kendra’s expression was perfectly blank for a moment, but then a slow smile spread across her face.

“I think I picked well,” she said, and then, bold as brass, she marched up the plank and onto the ship.

As always, the top deck of the Tainted Heart was a bustle of activity, with a slew of people working like a well-oiled machine. Above, shouts for ropes to be tied and sails loosed and whatever else needed to be done to set off, I picked out Sin giving orders as she took her place at the helm.

Costin had already gone below deck, but Lea stood beside the pirate captain, and I went up to them both.

“How does it feel?” I asked the red-haired woman.

“Not bad,” she said. “If the winds cooperate, it should be four days before we get to the edge of the Demonfrost. After that, there’s a solid layer of ice over the water, so we’ll be walking. There’ll be settlements nearby, though.”

“Settlements?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

“Not all the ice of the south is cursed,” Lea explained. “The climate of the normal Permafrost is hostile, but some like it there. Some have lived there for generations, since the time of Erramun. Most stick close to the shore because fishing is the most reliable source of meat, and also the further inland you go, the closer to the Rime Lord’s domain-- the Demonfrost-- you get.”

I supposed it was like the Native peoples who lived in the far north of Alaska and Canada, the places where you could get a solid week of nighttime in the winter months. I shuddered at the idea, because I couldn’t imagine choosing to live somewhere so forbidding and remote, but I also knew I didn’t have the familial ties. My family was born and bred in New Orleans going back decades.

As the Heart glided out of Robber’s Ruin, Kendra and Lea struck up a conversation while they leaned over the edge-- probably soaking up the warmth of the sunlight while they could. I watched them for a time and was kind of fascinated. From an outsider perspective, the conversation seemed lethargic, even boring, but I could see the glint in Lea’s eyes and knew she was strongly invested, even animated. But something about the nature of the future, of the shards of the future she had been shown in her rumination, lent a dreamlike quality to the topic.

For long moments, the pair of them would just stare at one another, like they were again talking inside their heads or something. Then they’d seem to realize what they were doing and speak out loud again. It was incredibly bizarre to watch, and in a way, seemed intensely intimate.

Like the memories of the future that had flashed through my mind at the Auguria’s touch, a flurry of thoughts came to my mind. The memory of Sin’s hand squeezing my own last night, the way Lea had looked under the moonlight after her rumination. A brief touch. A knowing smile. A soft kiss.

I looked at Lea, and I looked at Sin, and my heart hummed.

The pirate captain caught me looking and raised an eyebrow.

“Are you alright?” she asked me.

“Hm? Oh, yeah, sorry, just… lost in thought,” I said with an embarrassed laugh. “Lots to think about, I guess.”

“Tell me about it,” she sighed, and her expression went from tired to a little uneasy. “Do you think Daciana is alright?”

“Well, ‘alright’ is probably a relative term right now, but I think she’s alive, if that’s what you mean,” I said. “From what you and Regner said, she’s a tough one to crack. She certainly wouldn’t go down without a fight.”

“I just… I wonder what the Fangs might do, now that Cahir is dead,” Sin muttered, and a furrow appeared between her copper brows. “For all we know, he was the only reason she was still alive.”

“Hey, now, don’t think like that,” I warned her. “We won’t know anything until we get to the Demonfrost. And, not to sound callous, but even if she is dead, there will be other people there who need saving.”

“You’re right.” Sin nodded. “I know. I just… I want her to be okay.”

I wanted her to be okay, too. I’d never met this woman, but Sin spoke of her so highly and was clearly very close to her. Daciana had saved the captain’s life, and she was adamant to see the favor returned.

Eventually, Lockwood took over the steering, and Sin and I joined Lea and Kendra at the edge by gently interrupting their peculiar conversation.

“Arthur,” Lea greeted me warmly, and she kissed my cheek. “Kendra was just telling me about the dreams she was having, after my rumination.”

“Oh?” I asked as I looked over at the purple-eyed woman, and she smiled a little self-consciously.

“Seeing the two of you, it must have triggered something,” she said. “Everything all suddenly made so much more sense, it was as though Enara had finally seen fit to give me all the pieces-- well, not all of them. That knowledge is only for gods and hindsight.”

I nodded. I didn’t know much about divination magic-- really, I didn’t know anything-- but I was at least confident enough to say having perfect knowledge of the future was a dangerous thing.

“It was peculiar, though,” the purple-eyed woman continued. “For the longest time, I was never able to see your faces. Only… snippets. Glimpses of glimpses. I’ve dreamt of my future for as long as I can remember, but only that night did things really begin to become clear. I felt a… pull. Inside me. And I knew.”

She pressed a hand over her heart and looked at the three of us earnestly.

“I’m honored you’re willing to let me come along and figure it out,” she added.

“Well, you’re as committed to stopping the Fangs as we are,” Lea said, and she took both of Kendra’s hands in her own and squeezed.

“I am,” the purple-eyed woman confirmed. “But that’s not the only reason.”

“It’s not?” Sin asked, though her tone was curious, rather than accusing.

“Well, even the most talented auspices rarely catch more than vague fragments of their futures,” Kendra said. “But throughout all those dreams, when I saw the three of you… I could hear a voice. Quietly, at first, but over time, it grew louder and louder, like a cry of pure, jubilant triumph.”

“What was it saying?” I asked her.

“‘He is returned,’” Kendra answered. “‘The King is returned.’”

“Wait,” Sin said flatly, and she stared at Kendra, then glanced at Lea and I, then back at Kendra. “You don’t… you don’t mean…”

“I think I do,” the purple-eyed woman said simply. “I believe I am meant to come on this voyage not simply to rescue prisoners and put a stop to the Fangs of Apollyon, but… I truly believe I am-- that we all are-- destined to contribute to the return of Erramun.”
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Chapter 6

“What?” Lea asked in a stunned, disbelieving hush. “What do you mean? How can you be so sure?”

It was my understanding that divination generally wasn’t so specific or literal, and judging from both Lea and Sin’s reactions, this was accurate.

“I know, it sounds… large,” Kendra admitted and sounded a little sheepish. “And I have no hard evidence. Auspices are rarely given such a luxury. But I have a conviction, deep in my heart. As solid as the knowledge that I was meant to come with you, that you all would put a stop to the Fangs. It is my destiny, our destiny, and I must rise to meet it.”

Sin and Lea exchanged shocked looks and then slowly turned back to the purple-eyed woman.

“It seems fitting, in hindsight, doesn’t it?” she prompted, and to my surprise, Lea slowly nodded.

“It does… in a way,” the lioness-woman said. “The Fangs are gaining so much influence, of course now would be a time when we all pray for the return of the Lunar King, for him to finally lay waste to the Devourer. But we have seen dire times before, and no one answered.”

“I agree,” I said a little dubiously. “Why now? Why us? What’s so special about us?”

“Maybe it’s simply that you answered the call,” Kendra suggested with a shrug. “You have committed your very lives to stopping the Fangs.”

On the one hand, it was probably as good an answer as we were likely to get, and it made some amount of sense. Many in Nagul had suffered at the Fangs’ hands, but few had had the means and the will to really fight back.

On the other hand, as I looked at the purple-eyed woman who’d just dropped this prophetic bombshell on our heads, I was met with the distinct impression that she was holding something back.

“What did you see?” I asked her bluntly and hoped I was at least worth a straight answer.

“I’m sure you know the Temple occasionally dabbles in matters of prophecy,” Kendra explained. “Few auspices are blessed enough to see true prophecy, and those who do require a lot of coaching to make even the tiniest amount of sense from it. That’s partly why the Auguria was a little reluctant to release me from my Aspiration.”

Lea let out a small gasp and clapped her hands over her mouth, and her golden eyes were wide.

“You saw a prophecy?” she asked breathlessly through her fingers. “A true prophecy?”

“Only fragments, and I saw little that hadn’t already been seen by others before me,” Kendra said as she rushed to manage the lioness-woman’s expectations. “Much of it is common knowledge even outside the Temple-- Erramun, the Lunar King, will be found and woken by a group of heroes, those ‘of the Night’s blood’ who are worthy.”

“Night’s blood?” I asked with a frown.

“She means shifters,” Sin told me. “Any shifter is, however distantly, descended from Erramun’s initial line.”

“Exactly,” Kendra said with a nod at the pirate captain. “The Auguria is the one who helped me gain enough strength to withstand the visions, to make any amount of sense from them. She guided me and coached me through the worst of it.”

“The… the worst of it?” I asked, and something uneasy tugged inside my chest.

“Divination… takes a toll,” Kendra said in a serious tone. “It is arcane magic, gods-given. As esoteric as shifting itself, if not more so. It is magic that cannot be learned, and for that, it is markedly stronger and more capable of, well, of ruining you. I am not an Auspex, I had only a few months of basic teaching when the visions of prophecy tore their way into my mind. I required a lot of extra schooling from the Auguria-- and Auspex Peristera.”

She added this last bit to Lea, who gave a small smile, even though her overall expression was still worried. And I couldn’t blame her. Hearing Kendra talk about divination like that was… chilling.

“The Auguria saw fit to protect me from some of the details,” the purple-eyed woman continued. “To lessen the burden on my mind. But it eventually became apparent-- at least to her-- that I was one of the people mentioned. Like I said, it’s not hard evidence, but I have conviction, and I believe it to be true in my heart and soul.”

“You’re a subject of prophecy?” Sin asked with a daunted expression. “That’s a heavy weight to bear.”

“It is,” Kendra agreed. “Interacting with the tides of fate and prophecy is a dangerous business, even for the best-trained auspice in Nagul.”

“So… you think we’re meant to, what? Awaken Erramun and trigger his final battle against the Devourer?” I asked her.

“That’s one interpretation.” She shrugged. “It’s the one I believe is most likely, but I’ve also found prophecies are rarely so literal-- or simplistic.”

“And what would happen afterwards?” I asked. “Assuming all of that was even true? Wouldn’t that be, like, triggering the apocalypse or something?”

“Erramun, no!” Kendra gasped and looked stunned. “Supposedly, the Lunar King’s return will herald a new age of prosperity and peace. The battle will rage, but Erramun is prophesied to emerge victorious.”

“And I’m sure the Fangs declare the Devourer will finally eat up his brother and then set his sights on swallowing the whole world-- shifters first,” Sin said grimly.

I remembered what she had said to Lea and I, in a seedy, dingy tavern in the bad part of Casterin, ‘The Cloak and Dagger.’ There, the pirate captain had finally approached us, after hearing she was being sought after, and she’d told us, very simply, that she’d never put much stock in fate.

Fate was not why she’d joined us, not why we’d teamed up. Our goals, our practical aims, had aligned. So I wasn’t sure how the pirate captain would take this news of prophecy.

“Perhaps,” Kendra admitted, and a faint, amused glitter shone in her eyes. “But the Fangs tend not to have auspices in their ranks.”

Sin cocked her head and seemed to concede this fact, if nothing else.

“That’s… a lot, though,” I said. “To believe you’re part of something so… big.”

‘Big.’ The word felt altogether too simple, too plain, too small. This wasn’t just ‘big,’ it was enormous. The ramifications would be felt across all of Nagul, not just in the histories and the mythologies, but in the way people would go about living their everyday lives. The return of their King and the conclusive defeat of the Devourer and all who worshipped him with hatred in their hearts.

It was overwhelming, really, and I reached out for Lea, for Sin, for anything that could help me steady myself. I was answered by the lioness-woman placing her hand in mine, and I held on tight, like she was my light in the storm.

“I know,” Kendra said as she observed me. “It is a difficult thing to reconcile. I, too, found it… taxing, when I first began to realize what I was seeing. But even so, I’m sure I’m right. I don’t think this is wishful thinking on my part. I… all of us… we have a part to play in the revival of the Lunar King, and the new age of peace it will bring to Nagul. I have a duty to see it come to pass.”

“We all do,” Lea agreed firmly, and she then looked over at Sin, who seemed to be chewing the inside of her cheek as she mulled this all over.

“I don’t really care for prophecy,” the pirate captain said at last. “But I would like to see the Devourer, and all his Fangs, defeated. If there’s a way to make it happen, I’m all for it. But not because my destiny declared it so.”

“I don’t think it really matters why you do or do not do something.” Kendra smiled at the captain warmly. “It’s the actions that matter. The lives saved or lost, the worlds bettered or worsened.”

Sin smiled back at the purple-eyed woman, but it was something dangerously closer to a grin.

“On that much,” she said, “we agree.”

I considered this and found myself trapped between both options. On a literal level, yeah, it didn’t matter why you did something as much as what you did, because the outcomes-- the physical actions-- were what others would see and be affected by.

But at the same time, intention had to count for something, didn’t it? When people apologized for hurting someone, they said if it was an accident, born of thoughtlessness rather than malice. Manslaughter and murder carried different sentences, even though the end result, someone dying, was the same either way.

Maybe it mattered more if the outcome was a bad thing. If the outcome was a good thing, I supposed the intentions would be less important, because ultimately people benefited. I knew, if I was a citizen of Casterin, or some other city here in Nagul, that I wouldn’t care about the motives of my saviors, so long as the Devourer was defeated and shifters could live in peace.

No, if there was a problem with shifters, it was hierarchical rather than moral. The majority of the upper class, including the royal family, were of shifter bloodlines. There was valid criticism there, of shifter favoritism, but arguing for shifters’ eradication? For a genocide? That was an entirely separate, and entirely immoral, argument.

“Of course, until we reach the Demonfrost, there’s not much any of us can do either way,” Sin then announced, ever pragmatic. She could always be counted on to keep her feet firmly on the ground-- or, rather, on the deck. “Until then, we should rest and try to come up with some kind of plan to deal with the more immediate threats.”

“Agreed,” I said, and Lea and Kendra both nodded. “Has anyone aboard ever been to the Demonfrost before? Anyone who could prepare us for what to expect?”

“Not to my knowledge.” The pirate captain shook her head. “Most of my crew hail from further north, rather than south. Climate’s warmer, and the people are richer, too. More incentive for a black market. In ice-strewn waters, there’s less interest in pretty baubles and smuggled trinkets.”

“Southerners are a sensible, hardy people,” Lea agreed. “My father used to say they were loyal and stalwart to a fault. He had a good friend from far south as a child.”

“He did?” I asked. “What happened to the friend?”

At this, Lea’s fond smile faltered, as if she’d suddenly remembered something sad. Then she dropped my gaze and looked uncomfortable.

“Well… he ventured into the Demonfrost,” she said. “And he never came back.”

“Erramun…” Sin swore with a grimace. “Do you know why?”

“Father never told me,” the lioness-woman sighed. “But I don’t know if that’s because he didn’t want to tell me, or because he doesn’t know, either.”

“The Demonfrost calls to people,” Kendra said gravely. “Several Auspices at the Temple have mentioned it. A strange pull to the ice. Some of them believe that’s part of why the people living in the area don’t leave. It’s not just about heritage or familial pride. There is something… entrancing them. Trapping them.”

An uncomfortable feeling settled over my body, and I shuddered and suddenly felt cold. In that moment, Kendra’s eyes seemed like fathomless, dark pools, at once entirely empty and waiting to be filled, and at the same time, swirling with the kind of knowledge that made me want to turn away.

Then she blinked, and her eyes were simply purple again, bright and warm.

That first night aboard the Tainted Heart was moonless, and an eerie silence descended over the ship as it cut through the roiling black sea, lit only by fragments of starlight. It felt lonelier out here without the moon, without Ayla Maga’s single, pale eye watching over us. Sinister, in a way that sat heavily in the pit of my stomach and shivered coldly down my spine.

“What do you think of Kendra?” Lea asked me as we lay curled up on the bed in the captain’s quarters.

Sin was asleep and dead to the world, but Lea and I, who were less used to the myriad noises of the ship and were naturally lighter sleepers, hadn’t yet found rest.

The lioness-woman spoke in a whisper that was as soft as the gentle rocking of the hull around us. We’d retreated below deck almost as soon as it had gotten dark, like we were repelled by the lack of moon as fervently as the moonsick refugees had been repelled by its presence. Something gnawed inside me at the sight of a moonless sky.

“Kendra?” I whispered back to Lea, just to make sure I’d heard, and I felt her nod against me.

In my shifter form, my night vision was impeccable-- as was Lea’s-- but as a human, there was little difference as to when I’d been back home. There was a small improvement, but it was still nothing compared to the bear.

“I like her,” I said in a low voice, and I heard the lioness-woman hum softly, apparently in agreement. “She’s… a little strange, though. There’s something so… ancient about her. Y’know?”

“I do,” Lea breathed. “Aunt Peri was supposedly the same when she first started at the Temple. A young body but an ancient mind. A kind of agelessness-- past, present, and future all rolled into one.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

I almost felt like I had to peel away the layers of esoteric clairvoyance and destiny to get to the actual young woman underneath, but at the same time, maybe that was wrong. After all, that was as much a part of Kendra as anything else, wasn’t it?

“It can be difficult to separate the duty from the person,” Lea said, as if she’d been able to read my mind.

Maybe she had struggled with the same thing while looking at Kendra, or maybe even with her aunt, as well.

I shifted in the bed, which made it creak softly. It was a handsome piece of furniture and bolted to the floor out of necessity. A small lip ran around the edge to make sure the mattress stayed wedged in place, even on rougher seas. The bed itself was slightly smaller than a king-sized, which meant it was a little bit of a squeeze to fit all three of us, but I knew none of us minded. Even at the most practical level, the ship was drafty, so the more body heat we could pack under the blankets, the better. This was only helped by the fact we were all shifters, and so we ran a bit warmer than normal.

Curtains were currently drawn across the window, which looked out of the back of the ship, and the view was normally dominated by the vessel’s wake. But, as the Heart rocked gently from side to side, the drapes shifted and let us steal glances of the starry, moonless sky.

“Do you believe what she said?” I asked Lea. “About Erramun?”

“I… don’t know,” the lioness-woman murmured. “I believe she believes it. But fate is rarely so plain-spoken. I know it won’t change my mind, though. I want to stop the Fangs. I want to protect Nagul from being overrun by division and hatred. If that means we end up bound to the return of the Lunar King, who am I to say no?”

“True, I suppose,” I said, though my voice sounded distant.

My mind, either because it was a moonless night, or because we were discussing such ineffable things, felt untethered. I couldn’t really imagine what it would be like, living with knowledge of what was to come, however vague. Even if it was just snippets, even if it was just in the back of my mind, knowing the weight and importance of even the most trivial choices seemed exhausting. I would find it paralyzing.

“You know, as a child, I was jealous,” Lea told me quietly.

I turned to her, but her face was just a smudge of gray in the darkness.

“You were?”

“I know it sounds silly, but I was a child, after all,” she admitted with a soft chuckle. “I wanted to be special like that. I wanted to have the power to know what was to come, so I could always make the ‘right’ choice. But, as I got older, I understood what it was really about. Having that kind of weight on your shoulders… it’s an immense responsibility, and I envy no one for it.”

“I guess that’s why not all auspices want to join the Temple,” I said.

From how Kendra and Peri had spoken, an auspice’s gifts got stronger if they went to the Temple and bothered to cultivate them. I could completely understand why someone would not want to encourage that kind of skill, why they would shy away from such overwhelming foreknowledge.

“That’s why Aspirations are a thing,” Lea said. “It’s not a decision to be made lightly. Still, I wonder if Kendra would have chosen to swear into the service, if not for how her fate spins with ours.”

“I suppose there’s not much point in considering ‘what if,’” I said, and my mind became clouded with my father once again, and how he’d destroyed himself by asking exactly that question.

What if he had called my aunt that night? What if he had invited her to stay over? Would she still be around? Or would she simply have fallen victim to another tragedy?

We would never know, and that would drive us all mad, if we let it.

“As long as she feels comfortable aboard the ship,” I continued as I turned my mind away from the strife of home and to the new, cautious hope of our voyage, and our newest ally. “No one else can really relate to her problems here. We’re not auspices. Though, you seem to have some… affinity.”

“Maybe because my mother’s bloodline was a winged bloodline,” the lioness-woman suggested with a shrug. “I’m no auspice, I can’t divine a thing on my own, but ever since I met you, and Sin… my intuition has… sharpened. I suspect with Kendra, it might get even sharper.”

“How do you feel about that possibility?” I asked her, and I felt her sigh rush warmly over my cheek.

“Excited, but also scared,” she said. “I want to help, to know what the best course of action is. But at the same time… there’s a reason that knowledge is bestowed to so few. It can be… overwhelming.”

“It sounds lonely, being an Auspice,” I admitted softly.

They were forbidden from marrying, from having children, and even though they all lived in the Temple together, it looked more like a boarding school or a monastery than a home. Who did Kendra turn to when she was upset or afraid? Who did Peri?

I fell asleep with these questions swirling around my mind, and I dreamt of a white-robed woman standing alone atop a small rock in the middle of a vast, empty ocean.

The next few days passed in a blur.

In a stroke of good luck, Sin said the winds were in our favor, and we should hopefully make good time south. I could see she was particularly eager, because every moment we could spare would bring us that much closer to-- hopefully-- saving Daciana.

But there was still much to be done.

The work of an ordinary voyage was doubled, tripled, by our destination. Sailors and pirates were superstitious folk, and I saw the crew breaking out talismans meant to ward away evil, to bring good fortune. A noticeable chill began to enter the wind, and it cut right through my regular clothes and forced even us shifters to wrap up to stay warm. The skies went from bright blue to a muted gray, and the days grew shorter while the nights stretched longer and longer as we traversed ever southward.

Sin stayed up almost around the clock after that first night, and she navigated by the stars. I came out on the third night, to check in on her and admittedly out of curiosity. I’d never navigated by the sky before, but she made it look easy by gesturing to seemingly-random points of light and telling me their name, their orientation, and what it meant for us.

“That bright one, there, is Kalinos,” the pirate captain told me in an unusually soft voice. “He was a legendary warrior, a non-shifter, who swore himself to the service of a powerful Auspice. He died defending her, and the legends say when she wept over his dead body, her tears were so pure and their love so immense, that Ayla Maga rose him from his mortal body and cast him, immortal, in the sky, to guard her forever more, each and every night. When she died, she joined him. Right there, on the left, the slightly smaller star. That’s her, Sarian.”

“How do you memorize all these names and stories?” I asked, because they all just looked like random spots of light to me.

In answer, Sin grinned.

“Well, partly I have to,” she said as she turned her face up to the celestial map. “Since it’s this or get lost on the seas. But also… I guess I like the vastness of it. Whatever I do, whether I succeed or fail, countless others have come before me, and countless more will come after. It takes some of the pressure off, you know? And… in a way… I guess I feel less alone. I have an entire sky to keep me company.”

I smiled softly, but it was tinged with sadness. All I could think about was what she’d told me of her childhood. Her father had been distant and grief-stricken after the death of her brother, so she’d left as a teenager and never once looked back. That all felt like it added up to a pretty lonely life, even if she’d later found people like her crew, like Daciana, like Lea and me.

The next night, Lea joined us, and the three of us sat out under the starry canopy pierced by a thin sickle of a moon, while Sin told us about the Naguli stars. When I mentioned how we had similar stories back on Earth, with the zodiac and the other constellations, both the pirate captain and Lea were fascinated. So, I muddled my way through as good a retelling as my patchy memory would allow, and they were riveted.

On the fourth night, though, Sin had a good enough idea of where we were that she didn’t feel the need to camp out on the cold, desolate top deck, and instead she snuggled down deeply into her bed. Lea was similarly exhausted, so she, too, burrowed into the blankets, but as inviting as the pair of them looked, my mind would not quiet. My body was equally restless, and sleep would not come.

At last, I slipped on my boots and headed out to the deck, and I hoped a short walk in the brisk night air would tire me out or something.

The past few days, my mind had been ravenous for information-- not just Sin’s star mapping but everything. Regner’s details about Deimos, anything Kendra was permitted to reveal about the Sanctuary, the snippets of knowledge Costin had gathered in his research into the Fangs. I’d wanted to hear it all and soak it up. I wanted to fill my brain with as much knowledge about Nagul, about our enemies, as possible.

I’d thought this might exhaust me, since my brain was working harder than it had since my high-school finals, but I was wrong. Instead, it had energized me, and I found myself eager to put it to use, to puzzle out some mystery, or take on Fangs in a fight.

Out on the top deck, a cold wind greeted me. It was noticeably cooler than even the previous night. Rather than refreshing, it cut through me and whipped at my cheeks like a dulled knife, and I grimaced.

I was just about to turn back and head inside once more, when I caught sight of a figure on the other end of the deck.

It was hard to miss them, given the white robes they wore practically glowed under the light of the moon and stars. It also meant there was only one answer as to their identity.

“Kendra,” I said.

My voice wasn’t exactly loud, but a true whisper would be swept away in this wind. Even so, she jumped. Presumably, she’d been lost in thought, or maybe the wind had drowned out the creaks of my approaching footsteps.

“Arthur.” She relaxed when she turned and saw it was only me. “Sorry, I…”

She trailed off, and when it became clear she wasn’t going to continue, I just smiled.

“It’s fine, sorry to scare you,” I said, but then I looked her up and down. “You okay? It’s pretty cold out for just your robes.”

She’d also been wearing more casual clothes in the last few days, so I was surprised to see her in her Temple garb again.

“Oh… I hadn’t really noticed,” she said, and her voice seemed faraway. “When I commune with Ayla Maga, I hardly feel anything. Cold, heat, even pain.”

“That sounds… peaceful,” I remarked, and the purple-eyed woman gave an elegant shrug.

“I suppose,” she said. “It can be strange, though. Sometimes I come back to myself, and my body feels… wrong. Like it doesn’t quite fit right.”

“I felt like that, the first time I shifted,” I said, and then a thought occurred to me.

I knew Kendra was an auspice, a winged shifter, but I didn’t know her exact form.

“Shifting is a form of prayer, to me,” she told me. “The clearest form of favor from Enara, and Ayla Maga. Sometimes, if I’m in desperate need of aid, I shift, and I pray in my other form.”

“What is your other form?” I asked, but it was only after the words had left my mouth that I wondered if it was maybe a rude or overly personal question.

“An owl,” Kendra answered, and if I’d committed a social faux pas by asking, she didn’t let on and just gave me another serene smile. “I always liked owls as a child. Sometimes I wonder if that’s because of my form, or if my form is because I like them.”

“Do owls run in your family?” I asked, and to my surprise, her expression suddenly became more present.

She was suddenly there, one hundred percent in front of me, and she… closed off a little.

“No,” she said, and her voice wasn’t exactly short, but it was clear she didn’t want any further questions. “I’m the first auspice in my bloodline.”

“Really?” I was unable to help myself. “How does that happen?”

“A quirk of fate, the will of the gods, who’s to say” the purple-eyed woman replied, and she relaxed a little as she answered.

Evidently, whatever question she’d been dreading, I hadn’t asked it, and I decided to back off from the subject for now.

Instead, I just stood beside Kendra and placed my hands on the edge of the deck as I looked out across the sea. The moon was but a sliver, though it was enough to cast dramatic highlights on the shifting waves. There was a profound power in witnessing the sea this close up. I was acutely aware how, if I fell in, I would be a ragdoll against the roiling tides. But there was beauty, too. A strange kind of cacophonous peace. The deafening scream of total silence.

“I didn’t interrupt your prayers tonight, did I?” I finally asked the owl-woman in a soft voice, but the wind seemed to carry my words to her ears, rather than steal them away.

“I don’t mind,” she told me. “Your fate is spun with mine. It seems fitting, doesn’t it, that your prayers should spin with mine, too?”

“I suppose,” I said but felt a little sheepish. “I mentioned before, I… I’m not really a godly man.”

I just hadn’t really been convinced of the nature of faith as a child. Little seemed to come from prayer. Devout people suffered, same as the rest of us. Maybe they took peace or comfort in their faith, but it didn’t undo the bad things. What they called miracles seemed to me to be the ebbs and swells of the complexity of everyday life.

“But as you said, if the gods’ existence is not a known fact, there is all the more need for faith,” Kendra pointed out. “I do not pray because I know Ayla Maga and Enara will offer me advice. I pray because I have faith I will know what I need to know, when I need to know it. Whatever pulls and weaves the threads of our destinies, whatever allows me to divine those fragments, I have faith they will come when they are most needed.”

Like the rippling waves, I found a beauty in this idea that I found difficult to put to words. I turned to look at her, and her face was determined but peaceful, too. It seemed achingly free, in a way, and I craved that.

“Could… could I pray with you?” I asked. “Could I see how you pray?”

“Normally, a prayer is a very private thing,” she said, though there was a kind, slightly teasing hint in the corner of her mouth. A secret smile. “But, since our fate is intertwined, I’ll allow it.”

And so, that was how I found myself kneeling in the center of the top deck facing Kendra, with my hands upturned on my knees and my eyes closed. I lost myself to the calm, soothing tones of her voice as she told me to be keenly aware of everything around me-- the lapping of the waves, the wind on my cheeks, the wood flooring against my knees, the salt on my tongue.

Then, slowly, I let it slip away, and I was untethered until I was just a soul in a vast, quiet emptiness. Unbound and terrifyingly free.

“We are of Nagul,” Kendra recited. “And Nagul is of us. We are all lit by Ayla Maga’s light, and all in her light are seen by her.”

This felt a lot like meditation. But maybe meditation and prayer weren’t so different. It was at once an intense focus and a dreamy disconnection. I wasn’t just aware of my surroundings, but I sank into them as I became one and none and untethered from the physical world. I existed in the ship, in the wind, in the waves. I was all of them, and all of them were me.

“What do you want?” Kendra whispered. “What do you seek?”

And so, I prayed.

I prayed for guidance. I prayed for safety. I prayed for answers. I prayed for a way home, to see my family again.

And something brushed against my mind. Just a whisper, cool as silk and ephemeral as smoke. But I felt it all the same.

Was this Ayla Maga?

I dared not move. I dared not speak.

And then, the next thing I knew, I felt something brush against my shoulder. Not my mind, but my physical, actual shoulder. And, like a dropped stone, I crashed back into my body.

I opened my eyes, and they were flooded with brightness and color. Day had dawned, and Kendra and I were still kneeling in the middle of the deck while the crew of the Tainted Heart bustled around us noisily.

“Arthur,” Lea said, and I realized she’d been the brush against my shoulder. “Are you alright?”

I blinked slowly a few times and then smiled up at her while feeling a little dazed. It took a lot of effort to move my stiff knees and stand up, and I leaned heavily against the lioness-woman as Costin helped up Kendra.

“Uh… yeah,” I replied through awkwardly stiff lips, and I looked over at Kendra for some kind of answer.

She just smiled at me, and I could only assume this was normal for her, the slipping of time.

I now understood how people could ruminate under the moon for an entire night.

That had all felt… kind of transcendent. Like I’d cosmically leveled up. But again, I found myself unable to put it to words.

“What’s going on?” I then asked the Hayder siblings, because even for the ship, there was a lot of activity on the top deck right now.

Costin and Lea exchanged a look.

“We’ve arrived,” the lioness-woman then told me. “We’re about to enter the Demonfrost.”
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Chapter 7

Even if Lea hadn’t told me we were about to arrive, the harsh bite of the chilly air would have clued me in.

It was a stark departure even from last night, which had been cold, but not like this. My breath fogged out in a puff of steam, and when I tried to flex my hands, the joints felt stiff from the cold. I wasted no time in bundling myself below deck, to the cabin Costin and Regner had been sharing along with all our baggage, and layering on several thick, fleece-lined articles of clothing.

Well, I said ‘fleece-lined,’ but that wasn’t strictly true. In Nagul, there was no such thing as fur or leather as I knew them. But this made sense. When a chunk of the population could turn into mammals or birds-- including things like pigs, cows, sheep and chickens-- of course things like eating meat and making clothing from animal pelts felt extremely weird.

There wasn’t much in the way of livestock here, either, for the same reasons, and so far the only meat I’d seen, let alone consumed, had been seafood. As I’d grown to understand over the past few days, seafood was part of why the dismal little settlements on the far end of Nagul’s frozen butt could survive, because many fish favored colder waters, and fishing was a lucrative trade.

Over the past several weeks, I’d noticed I’d been developing a particular taste for salmon. This was fine, in isolation, but in a strange way I was a little embarrassed. Given my shifter form was a bear, it just seemed a bit on the nose, so I’d decided to try and rationalize this utterly irrational embarrassment by avoiding honey.

To be honest, I had no idea if anyone in Nagul even had those same associations, since shifters didn’t change what they ate in either form. But it made me feel a little less like a stereotype.

As I pulled on a thick jacket over the several sweaters I’d already donned, I wondered if ‘bear racism’ was a thing, or if shifters were ever teased for sharing specific traits with their animal counterparts, like a rabbit shifter enjoying carrots or something.

Probably.

None of this affected the actual supplies available to me, though, and I pushed the philosophy aside as I began to make my way back up to the top deck of the ship, with the cotton ‘fleece’ warm and soft against my skin.

All the fleece here was made from cotton, since that was a plant and not a sheep’s wooly coat. Similarly, materials like linen, silk, and velvet were still a thing, because linen also came from plants, and silk and velvet both came from silkworms. The leather-- or at least what everyone called leather, the material used for boots and heavy jackets-- was made from a specific kind of mushroom.

But, all in all, as long as it kept me warm, I didn’t really care. Same for the food, really-- as long as it filled me.

I still hadn’t quite figured out what the Naguli people thought of reptiles, particularly snakes. Would a snakeskin handbag or pair of shoes be seen as a daring fashion statement here? Or some kind of sacrilege? If I’d had to guess, I’d have gone with the latter option. But at the same time, turning your version of the devil into a little clutch purse seemed like a pretty funny way to tell him to get fucked.

“You look much better,” Sin said when I reemerged, and I noticed she, too, had layered on warm clothing underneath her sweeping captain’s coat.

Lea was also wrapped up warm, with her long golden curls tamed in a braid over her shoulder, and her smile peeked out from the thick, fuzzy collar of her jacket.

“You said it was gonna be cold here,” I replied, “I just didn’t realize how cold.”

“Oh, this is nothing,” Regner warned me, and I grinned at the sight of him because as he’d come up from the warmer lower decks and out into the cold sea air, the lenses of his glasses had fogged up. “Once we reach the Demonfrost, it’ll be colder still. And it’ll take a lot more than warm clothing to stave it off.”

“It’s a shame we’re doing this in winter,” Costin added with a frown. “At least in the summer months, the long daylight hours would make it a little warmer.”

“Alas, fate didn’t spin that way,” Sin quipped at the non-shifter man. “But since you mention daylight hours, get moving-- we haven’t got many of them, and it’s unwise to be out here past dark, even if we’re not in the Demonfrost yet.”

With that, we packed up our things, and we, along with the crew, all disembarked the Tainted Heart. It was a fairly involved process, as large chunks of ice drifted across the water. This meant that, while the crew had weighed anchor about as close as they could get to solid land, we still had to walk a couple hundred yards by hopping from one miniature ice-island to another until we landed on the frozen, gray beach.

This was evidently normal practice, because there were a handful of similarly-large ships bobbing around the harbor, and none of them were even close to the actual shore. Judging from the smell, they were fishing vessels.

“Charming,” Regner remarked as he turned his gaze to the somewhat sad-looking town a little further inland.

A rickety wooden sign, worn from the elements, declared the town’s name to be Solace.

As we approached, the grayness of the beach gave way to stark-white snow and shimmering ice. Everything was bright and glittering with the warm lights from inside buildings and the orange glow of the rapidly-setting sun. Truthfully, even though this place was hardly a tourist destination, there was a striking, harsh beauty to it, and I suspected the lonely tundra beyond the town of Solace would only exaggerate the effect.

“I can’t imagine there’s much infrastructure here for visitors,” Lea said from within the thick, fuzzy collar of her coat.

I’d never seen her swaddled in so much fabric, and she huddled close to me as we walked, like we were penguins against a storm.

“Probably not, no,” Sin agreed. “But there’ll be a few inns, for traders. This isn’t the best time of year to come all this way, so there should be a good number of vacancies.”

We wandered through the town, and though we saw no one in the icy streets, I had the distinct impression we were being watched. A curtain twitched out of the corner of my eye, or a shadow in a window.

Solace knew we weren’t natives, but I wondered how they would react to outsiders in their midst.

Before long, we came across what had to be an inn. A battered wooden sign hanging from a pole declared it was ‘The Last Hearth’ and that it had rooms available. Eagerly, we all bundled into a quiet but warm room that seemed like a marginally-nicer version of the taverns the Hayders and I had frequented in Casterin, while trying to locate Sin.

What ambience was offered by the fire got pretty quashed by the suspicious looks we received from every person already inside. A handful of tables were occupied by what appeared to be sailors, likely resting after a harsh day out on the water. One figure was huddled by the fire in a thick, pale-gray cloak, and they were evidently so cold they hadn’t even bothered to lower their hood.

And then there was the burly, broad-shouldered man standing behind the bar. A large, bushy, red beard obscured his mouth, but his equally-bushy, equally-red eyebrows were drawn into a suspicious frown.

On his left forearm was a stylized tattoo of a fox. Just an aesthetic choice, or was that his shifter form? I wondered if he would feel any kinship with Sin, who was herself a fox shifter.

Regner stepped forward, and I resisted the urge to cringe or laugh when I saw the green-eyed man’s glasses had fogged up again from the temperature change.

“Hello,” he said, and had his voice always sounded so posh, or was it just the juxtaposition of him against the locals? “The sign outside says you have rooms available?”

“Aye,” the burly man grunted, and his dark eyes roved skeptically across our sizable group. “How many will you be wanting?”

“Six,” Lockwood said as he gestured to himself and the crew. “Assuming you can do two to a room?”

“Aye,” the burly man said again, but then he looked at the remainder of our group, basically everyone who wasn’t crew and Sin. “We’ve only nine rooms available.”

Judging from the size of this place on the outside, and the number of sailors glaring at us from tables, I doubted this inn had more than a dozen rooms. Fifteen at the most. I wondered what this place was like in the summer, at the height of their busy trading season. Was fifteen ostentatiously large, or was there a mad scramble for a bed each night?

“So, three left,” I said, and I glanced over at Sin, Kendra, Lea, Costin, and Regner.

Costin and Regner had no issue rooming, I knew that much, but would Kendra prefer to room with Lea or be on her own? Would Sin want to be on her own?

“That’s fine,” Sin assured the burly man smoothly. “We’ll take them all.”

“Five silvers per night per room,” he told her. “Payment upfront.”

“Of course,” the pirate captain said, and she tossed a coin pouch onto the counter, where it landed with a heavy, promising ‘thunk.’ “That should be enough for three days or so.”

The burly man’s bushy red brows rose in mild surprise when he opened the pouch and found its contents to be genuine. He then nodded to us and retreated into some kind of backroom. A moment later, we heard him bark something to, presumably, a housekeeper or maid or someone.

“How long are we gonna be here, Captain?” Lockwood asked as we all clustered around a long, large table at the back of the room. It was in a sort of alcove and offered a modicum of privacy from the doubtful glowering of the sailors.

“The six of us…” Sin pointed to herself, me, Kendra, Regner, and the Hayder siblings. “Will head out at dawn tomorrow. We’ll make better progress if we’re in a smaller group. Your orders are to stay here. If we’re not back within a fortnight, assume we’re dead and leave without us.”

She spoke matter-of-factly, and it was a sensible suggestion, but even so, it sent a small chill down my spine to hear the very real prospect of my-- our-- deaths be discussed so bluntly.

“Dawn’s practically a full day away,” Lockwood said as he glanced out of the window at the last wisps of orange sunset vanishing beneath the horizon. “The days are short here. We’re too far south. Once you enter the Demonfrost, there’ll be no daylight at all.”

“Is the Demonfrost centered around the South Pole?” I asked curiously, and everyone looked at me like I’d said something insane.

“What do you mean?” Costin asked me. “There aren’t any poles out in the tundra as far as I know.”

I paused for a moment. Was the confusion because Nagul wasn’t a globe, or because its globe-ness wasn’t common knowledge?

I decided to rephrase my question.

“Are the long nights a seasonal, natural thing, or are they because of Tushar’s curse?”

“They’re a natural phenomenon,” Regner told me. “It might make time-keeping a little difficult, though, once we enter a sustained night. Are you sure setting a hard limit of a fortnight is wise?”

“I don’t want my crew hanging around uselessly, especially not here,” Sin said, though she looked at the crew for confirmation. “After two weeks, you can return to hunting and pillaging Fang ships, or you can go your separate ways, or a hundred other options. I won’t care-- I’ll be dead.”

“Actually, Captain,” Alastor then interjected, “we were thinking, if we’re going to be here for a few days, we might hunt around and see if we can find where the Fangs have been operating from. They’re bound to have a smaller, more private port of their own.”

“You think?” I asked. “Seems a lot of work, building another port in these waters.”

“Even this far south, people don’t take kindly to the kidnapping and murder of their neighbors and friends,” Lockwood said darkly. “We might not have seen any Fang ships in the port, but they’re around here somewhere. If we’re waiting on you for a fortnight, anyway, I’d say it’s worth putting ourselves to some use.”

“We’ll carve our names into their Tainted Hearts!” hollered one of the crew, which was met with a raucous, rowdy cheer that turned every other head in the room.

“Do as you please,” Sin said with a shrug, though I could see she was struggling to suppress a smile. “But if we stumble back here after a month, and I see the Heart still in harbor, you’ll wish I died out in the tundra.”

“Aye, Captain.” Lockwood grinned as he rose to his feet and saluted her, and he prompted the rest of the crew to rush to do the same. He then stepped out from the alcove. “Come on, now, let them plan in peace. You all need rest, and I won’t see you drinking yourselves into stupors.”

“But it’s so cold here, Lockwood!” Alastor complained, along with several others. “How else are we supposed to get warm?”

“No drinking!” the tall, thin man ordered sternly. “Anyone with a hangover will be thrown into the ice harbor to clear their heads, is that understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” the crew echoed, and they all began to file out of the alcove.

I couldn’t help but admire the firm hand Lockwood held over them. No doubt he was half the reason Sin and the Tainted Heart were as successful as they were.

Once the Heart’s crew had filed up to their rooms for some well-earned rest-- I idly wondered whether The Last Hearth offered any kind of room service-- our conversation turned toward the mission ahead.

“Are there many shifters around here?” I asked as I thought of the long winter nights and how that would afford a particular advantage to shifters. “Would the locals have noticed Fang activity?”

“I doubt it, there are almost no shifters this far south,” Costin explained. “The curse might not physically repel them, but many shifter bloodlines chose to leave the area. Some remain out of sheer stubbornness, but not enough that kidnappings wouldn’t be very conspicuous.”

“Ironically, the shifters in this town, on the edge of the Demonfrost, might just be the safest in Nagul,” Regner said with a grim sort of wryness, and I thought of the innkeeper with his fox tattoo.

That had to be a statement, a signal that he refused to be cowed even by a god-- a petty, cruel god who’d laid a terrible curse over this land.

“It’s true, most of the kidnappings happen in larger cities, where it’s harder to keep track of individuals,” Lea agreed. “Even status isn’t much of a factor when you look at sheer population density.”

“The Fangs probably see it as a way to maximize the threat they pose,” Kendra added in a knowing voice. “You know. ‘Look at us, we can even target the rich and the powerful, and they can only cower in fear.’”

A small shudder ran down my spine. Phrased like that, I couldn’t help but think it made a lot of sense.

We ordered food and drink, and then Sin took it upon herself to ask some of the sailors about what they’d seen in the frozen wilds. Talking seafarer to seafarer was likely to yield better results than if any of the rest of us tried, so we were happy to sit back and let the pirate captain lead things.

“These waters, they’re like none other,” one sailor informed us in a dark, foreboding tone. He was a middle-aged man with brown skin weathered from exposure and a handsomely-carved pipe in his mouth. “You think you know the sea, you think you know sailing. Not here you don’t. It’s not just the ice flows, it’s the tides themselves. Nothing natural rules those waves.”

“I’ve heard the legends.” Sin nodded. “Are they true, then?”

“I’m no superstitious fool,” the sailor told her smartly. “I know many of my friends believe in all that crap. These bastards, for example. Look at them-- talismans and prayers and luck. Bah!”

He gave a derisive scoff, and the two other sailors at his table chuckled. I could see one of them had a silver pendant, some kind of talisman, hanging from his neck, and it was as weathered as the face of the man wearing it.

“But I’ve got a head on my shoulders,” the first sailor continued. “And I’m telling you, there’s something unnatural out there. Greater than petty gods and silly curses. Something’s seeped into the land and the water, something worthy of the Ruin itself.”

“Aye, but the fish keep getting fatter,” the third sailor, the one not wearing a talisman, said in a jovial tone.

Him and the talisman-wearing one chuckled, but the first sailor remained grave.

“I’ve not been deep into the tundra,” he said, and he began shaking his head, like he wanted to free the memories from his mind and cast them aside. “But I’ve friends who have. None of them come back the same. They tell me they heard things… saw things… things that shouldn’t be possible.”

“What sort of things?” Sin asked, and her voice was little more than a whisper, almost as if she was afraid to draw the attention of such things just by speaking about them.

“There’s no animals that far south,” the sailor told us with another shake of his head. “Too cold, too desolate. Nothing grows to feed the little animals, and with no little animals, you don’t get big ones. But you hear wolves howling at night, or things that sound like wolves. Something scratches at the door of your shelter. You see shadows of animals and people, but whatever casts them cannot be either.”

The other two sailors were no longer chuckling to themselves. The one wearing the talisman raised a scarred hand to grasp the metal shape, and he rubbed his fingers over it as if to assure himself it was still there.

“I heard…” he muttered, and then he shook his head as his expression turned grave. He suddenly looked much older, much more tired. “I heard Jonas out there, once.”

“Jonas?” I asked in a polite tone.

“My friend. He died when we were twenty. But I heard him out there. As clear as anything. His voice, his words. Something… wore him. Stole his shape, his voice. He begged me to let him in. He cried about how cold it was, how he was afraid of the monsters in the dark…”

The sailor trailed off, and he shook his head quickly as he pressed his lips together. I could see tears shining in his eyes, and a shiver ran across my shoulders at the idea of hearing the voice of a long-dead friend out in that forbidding cold.

“The next morning…” he gasped. “I saw… tracks. Outside the door. They looked like no beast I’d ever seen. Scratches on the door, claws longer and larger than any natural animal. But what animal could even mimic a dead man so well?”

I might have thought these sailors were messing with us for their entertainment, if not for how utterly harrowed they all looked as they recounted these stories.

Clearly, this was no joke, and the Demonfrost even less so.

Sin and I thanked the sailors profusely for their time, and the pirate captain added a soft word to the burly innkeeper as we made our way back to our own table. She asked for another round of whatever the sailors were drinking-- on our tab. It seemed a paltry thanks, but it was all we could offer.

We recounted what we’d heard to the others, and I took no pleasure in watching the color drain out of Kendra, Regner, and the Hayders’ faces. Regner’s was the most obvious, because he was the only one of the four with pale skin, and he went sheet-white as Sin detailed the story of the thing with Jonas’ voice.

“Sometimes,” he said when Sin and I were finished, “I wonder if Tushar didn’t create the curse, so much as he awoke something far older and far more powerful than a god.”

This made my stomach churn, but I tried to put it aside and instead turned my attention to our arriving dinner.

To the credit of The Last Hearth, it was good food. Steaming hot and mouth-wateringly hearty, consisting mainly of the mushrooms and root vegetables that could survive and grow in this climate. The meat was, of course, fish, but it was unquestionably fresh and as fat as the sailors had promised. The drink was something like a mulled wine, and Kendra explained it was made from fermented snow berries. Apparently, when she’d been a child, they’d sometimes been available in her local market. When mixed with northern spices, they made for a rich, warming drink that made the very tips of my fingers and toes tingle.

“A lot of the food here is preserved in ice or cured in salt,” Regner said. “To survive the winter months. Almost nothing grows here in the winter, even these vegetables need the marginal warmth of summer. And this is about the coldest part of the year.”

“It must be, if we’re going to end up with no daylight at all,” I said.

The idea of being trapped in the dark for days at a time had been unpleasant enough before the sailors had told us of what lurked in the ice. Now, it was downright terrifying.

But what other choice did we have?

“Surely it’s not just this, though,” I continued. “There are ships here, the south must do trade.”

“Oh, plenty,” Lea assured me. “The south is rich in precious metals. Further inland, there’s a lot of mining towns. Some are abandoned, but plenty aren’t.”

“Precious metals?” I repeated. “Like gold?”

“Among others,” Costin told me. “A lot of them are traded to the north for things like grain and fruit-- stuff that can’t grow here at all.”

That explained why there was no bread. I’d kind of expected rolls of some kind, something to soak up the gravy, but there were none, probably because bread was ludicrously expensive when the flour had to be imported from half a world away.

The more I heard about the area, the more baffled I was as to why anyone would choose to live here when warm, fertile places like Casterin existed. I could only put it down to a sense of pride and heritage. If your ancestors had lived here for centuries, maybe you, too, would feel a connection to the land, no matter how forbidding it was.

Even with this framing, I still couldn’t quite understand it, but all the same, I admired the strength and tenacity of the people here.

Especially the shifters.

We ate with little conversation, since all of us were too focused on the warm, hearty food to have much interest in chatting. It was only when we’d all finished, and the innkeeper came to take away the empty plates, that any of us spoke again, and even then, it was in response to a question from the innkeeper.

“You were talking to Old Sal and his boys,” the burly man remarked as he deftly stacked empty plates on top of each other, all balanced expertly on a single broad forearm. “You’re planning to go deeper inland?”

“Unfortunately,” Regner said with slight distaste, and the innkeeper shook his head as if dismayed.

“You don’t seem like miners,” he said. “It’s bad fortune out there, best to avoid the place if you can. Even if you’re not right in the Demonfrost, there’s darkness out there.”

“So we’ve heard,” I said. “But it’s unavoidable. We’re… well. We’re headed to the Demonfrost.”

To the immense credit of this man, the plates didn’t even wobble on his arm despite his shock, but he still stared at us as if we’d grown several extra heads.

“What by the Lunar King would possess you to go there?” he asked.

I thought about this for a moment. This man was a local, and he likely knew some important information that could help us survive out in the dangerous, malevolent tundra. On the other hand, we didn’t know him, and there was a chance he could be a Fang sympathizer. Maybe the fox tattoo on his forearm was a ruse, or it covered up a serpent tattoo, or maybe he really was a shifter, but he bargained for his own freedom by handing over others to the Fangs.

But I doubted this. And, even if it was true, I doubted information traveled fast down here. Say he was a Fang informant. How long would it take him to alert them we were entering the Demonfrost? Not any quicker than us actually walking there, surely.

So, I looked the innkeeper in the eye and told him the truth.

“We’re on a rescue mission. A friend of ours went missing in the Demonfrost, and we intend to find her.”

If he knew we meant the Fangs, he didn’t say anything. Maybe he did know, and he was just being polite by not mentioning it aloud. On the other hand, I got the impression a fair number of people went missing out in the snow even without the Fangs’ involvement.

“Impressive,” the innkeeper grunted. “Not many friends would venture out there. But, in my experience, people who go missing on the ice don’t tend to be found. There are crevasses, snowstorms, and that’s before you even get to the Demonfrost and its curse.”

“We’re aware of the risks,” Sin assured him firmly. “But we’re going anyway.”

“Not to be rude, but I don’t think you get it,” he insisted in a similarly firm tone. “Knowing about the dangers and knowing exactly where they are, and how to avoid them, are two very different things. If you want to venture that far out into the ice and come back alive, if you want to get anywhere close to finding your friend, you’ll need a guide. An experienced one.”

“A guide?” Regner looked dubious. “Who’d be experienced enough to reliably lead a bunch of naïve northerners into the deadliest region of Nagul? And who’d be crazy enough to actually do it?”

“We don’t want to get any innocents mixed up in this, sir,” I added to the innkeeper pointedly.

“There are no innocents here,” he chuckled, and his tone was a strange combination of rueful and amused. “But if you’re headed there, you will need a guide. For your own sakes, never mind that of your missing friend.”

“My question stands,” Regner told the burly man. “Who’d be experienced and crazy enough to do any of that?”

“Exacting requirements,” the innkeeper admitted. “But I know someone who’ll meet them-- the Ice Fury.”

At the sound of this name, I felt a coldness settle over me, like a hand of ice had settled on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry?” I asked him. “Who-- or, what-- is an Ice Fury?”

To my surprise, and the surprise of the rest of my group, the innkeeper raised his free hand, the one not balancing all our empty plates atop it, and pointed to the gray-cloaked figure huddled by the fire.
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Chapter 8

“That’s an Ice Fury?” Regner asked as he glanced over at the figure.

“Not ‘an’ Ice Fury,” the innkeeper told us. “The. You want someone to show you across the Demonfrost and live to tell the tale, that one right there is the only person who might come close. Especially in the middle of winter.”

“Alright,” Lea said as her brow furrowed. “We’ll speak to… the Fury. Thank you, Mister, uh…”

“Crevan,” the man said with a warm smile that completely transformed his bushy-haired face.

“Mr. Crevan.” Lea smiled back graciously. “Thank you. And, by the way, the food was wonderful.”

The rest of us scrambled to assert the same, and our voices overlapped into a soft chorus of appreciation. Crevan then nodded to us all and headed off with our empty plates, and we all focused our attention on the Ice Fury by the fire.

“Why the cloak?” Costin asked with a frown.

“I suppose the gray is a better camouflage out on the ice,” I said, but the non-shifter man shook his head.

“No, I know that,” he told me. “I mean, why wear it inside? Surely they’re not cold in here, if they’ve been out on the Demonfrost before.”

“I don’t know, everyone’s been saying the Demonfrost has a way of seeping inside you,” I remarked in a grim tone. “Maybe, you go out there often enough, the cold roots in so deep that it sticks, and you can never get warm.”

Even as I spoke the words, I found myself a little disturbed by them. Everything about this place was so foreboding and creepy. I’d be glad when we were heading north again on the Heart, hopefully in a fortnight’s time, if not less.

We sat at the table for several moments and exchanged tense glances before Costin finally drummed up the courage to say it.

“So…” the non-shifter man said slowly. “Should we go talk to this… ‘Ice Fury’?”

We shared quiet nods, and then we slid out behind the long table in the alcove and made our way to the front of the room, where a fire roared merrily in the hearth. Despite the size of the flames, they didn’t do much to permeate the room as a whole, and I wasn’t sure if it was because it was just that cold here, or because of the Demonfrost’s malevolent magic.

The figure by the fire was still swathed in that heavy, pale gray cloak and didn’t turn to look at us as we hovered next to them. Maybe they thought we were just trying to get warm by the fire, or maybe they simply had no interest in being friendly.

“Um,” Costin finally said, and he stepped slightly forward as he cast an unsure glance at first his sister, then me. “We were told you’re… the Ice Fury?”

The figure’s hooded head finally turned to look at us, and as it did, I realized this ‘Ice Fury’ was a woman about my age. Or maybe slightly older-- Regner’s age.

She was stocky and had a weather-lined face. Her bronze skin reminded me of Lea, though the woman had dark brown hair, but what struck me most about her appearance was her eyes. One, the left one, was a deep, rich shade of blue. The other, the right one, was clearly fake, hewn from a pale stone, and the iris-- judging by how it glowed-- was made from moon crystal.

Three large scars marred the right side of her face, and they raked from above her left eyebrow down to her right cheek, straight across her fake, moon crystal eye. Like she’d fallen afoul of some enraged bear or something.

“I’ve been called that,” the woman said in answer to Costin’s question. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown, either, and just looked at us all impassively. “But my actual name is Maeve.”

“Maeve,” Costin amended with a small nod that almost became a small bow. Some holdover from his etiquette training, if I had to guess, and I saw Maeve’s mouth twitch in amusement. “We were told no one knows the ice like you do, and that you might be able to help us.”

“Help you?” She raised an eyebrow. “Sure, I’ll help you for free: don’t go across the ice. Whatever you’re seeking, it’s not worth the risk.”

“We know the warnings, and we know the dangers,” Sin interjected firmly. “But we don’t have a choice.”

“You might think the worst thing you can lose to the Frost is your life,” Maeve told us. “It’s not. There are older and more powerful magics than life. Than souls, even. Out there, you lose a piece of yourself that you’ll never get back. And you’re likely to lose a great deal more than a piece.”

“That doesn’t matter,” the pirate captain insisted as she lifted her chin defiantly. “A friend of mine went missing-- kidnapped by Fangs. The trail leads here.”

“Then they’re dead,” Maeve said flatly. “If they’re lucky, anyway.”

“And if they’re not?” Sin demanded. “Am I supposed to just leave her to rot in some Fang cell? We’ve seen what they’re capable of. It’s not just her. Everyone in Nagul, every shifter, is at risk with the things they’re planning.”

At this, Maeve seemed to pause, and she looked at Sin with a new, slightly surprised fascination.

“You’ve seen it, haven’t you?” she said, almost in a whisper. “The madness.”

“You mean moonsickness?” I asked, and for the first time, those mismatched irises came to land on me.

Maybe it was the fact one was clearly fake, maybe it was the way the moon crystal one glowed faintly, but it was a bit unsettling.

“Is that what they’re calling it?” the one-eyed woman asked.

“We saw it for ourselves, on the Cursed Isle.” I nodded. “Felt it rage in our blood. Some people are able to resist the pull, like our missing friend. And they’re brought here. We don’t know exactly why, or what for, but it can’t be anything good.”

“Nothing good happens in the Frost,” Maeve agreed grimly.

She eyed us with renewed appraisal, and her gaze darted across all six of us but finally came to rest on me.

“You,” she said after a long moment. “You resisted it, too, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” I was so stunned by the accurate assessment that I answered immediately and truthfully.

“Something about you… it’s different,” Maeve murmured with a frown.

She raised her right hand and tapped her index finger against her temple, as if contemplating something, and I wondered if her moon crystal eye was able to… sense things. Like being a shifter, or a worldwalker, or being able to resist moonsickness.

“What’s your friend’s name?” she finally asked as she focused on Sin again.

“Daciana,” the pirate captain answered. “She saved my life. I owe her that much.”

“And you plan to take out as many Fangs as possible in the process, I presume?” Maeve asked.

As Sin nodded, a faint feeling of concern washed over me, and I was suddenly seized by the idea that this ‘Ice Fury’ woman was actually a Fang, or at least someone sympathetic to their cause, and was going to either kill us in our beds or lead us into some terrible trap.

Then she smiled grimly.

“My younger brother was a shifter. An auspice. The Fangs murdered him and gave me this when I tried to save him.” Maeve gestured to her scars and fake eye. “Since then, I’ve been hunting them across the ice. I only find small pockets here and there. I’m able to free most of their prisoners, but I’m just one woman. If you all can get to their stronghold… if you can strike at their heart… Well, I’m all in.”

She smiled wider. It was a savage, predatory smile. A vengeful smile.

I couldn’t help but return it.

A relieved feeling washed over our group, and I heard Kendra and Lea let out deep sighs, as if they’d been holding their breaths.

Maeve’s brief flash of amusement soon sobered, though.

“Make no mistake,” she said. “Whatever you’ve faced before, whatever fights or struggles, this will be worse. You mean to go to the very heart of the Demonfrost, and the curse is more potent there. I’ve seen people go mad. Jump into crevasses, try to kill their companions, even eat their own limbs.”

Every hair on my body rose, and I reached for Lea’s hand. I found her fingers reaching for mine and gripped tight.

“That doesn’t matter,” Sin said roughly. “It can’t. I have a duty to Daciana. And we all have a duty to Nagul.”

“On your own noble head be it,” Maeve said with a sigh, but I could see she was also a little impressed. “We’ll leave at daybreak. Meet back down here a little before then to finalize any plans. Until then, get as much good rest as you can. Sleep doesn’t come easy out there.”

I remembered what the sailor had said about hearing things. Wolves, scratching, a dead friend’s voice. I tried not to shudder again.

Maeve then excused herself with a swish of her pale cloak, and she headed up to her own room, presumably.

That left the six of us with the matter of divvying up the three rooms we had.

“I don’t mind rooming with Costin again,” Regner said with a shrug, and he and the non-shifter man exchanged easy smiles.

“Two to a room seems fair,” Costin agreed.

“Would that be alright with you, Kendra?” Lea asked the auspice woman. “I know you don’t know any of us that well…”

“I had to share sleeping quarters with a half-dozen other Aspirants,” Kendra replied with a kind-if-slightly-nervous-seeming smile. “I’m used to sleeping alongside strangers.”

“Still, tonight of all nights, you’ll want privacy,” Sin said with a frown. “It’s not like you’ll get a lot out on the ice. We’ll make do with one room, you keep one for yourself.”

Kendra raised her eyebrows and seemed stunned as she looked at the pirate captain. So did Lea. And, despite my attempt not to, so did I.

“Are you sure?” the owl-woman asked, and Sin nodded.

“Get some rest, ruminate, if you want,” she added with a shrug. “I don’t think it would be wise to be on your own out there for even a second. Enjoy the privacy while you can.”

Kendra nodded and smiled warmly before she pulled first Sin, then Lea, then me, into quick hugs.

I, meanwhile, tried to play things cool, but all I could think about was my conversation with Sin at Hayder manor. She’d asked for time. Time to figure out whatever she felt, whatever existed between her and me and Lea. Was this her way of signaling that she’d made some sense of things? Or was she genuinely just being kind to a young woman so far away from home?

I didn’t find out. At least, not in that moment, because Kendra, Sin, Lea, and Costin all headed up to their rooms. They were clearly exhausted, but Regner and I found ourselves lingering, as though reluctant to leave the immediate vicinity of the fire.

For a long moment, neither I nor the green-eyed man spoke, and we just stared into the flickering flames of the hearth.

“You, too, then?” Regner finally asked in a low voice. “You don’t want to sleep in a place like this?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

The inn itself, The Last Hearth, seemed perfectly charming, but Solace was in one of the most desolate places in Nagul, and not far from the edge of the Demonfrost. I couldn’t imagine having sweet dreams here.

I thought of what Maeve had said, about people going mad. Had their dreams been filled with the stuff of nightmares? Terrible, warped creatures with claws and human voices?

I couldn’t quite put a name to the foreboding feeling prickling across the back of my neck. It had been there since we’d disembarked the Heart. All I knew was the curse wasn’t helping.

“But you don’t sleep easy anywhere, do you?” I then said to Regner.

He didn’t look at me, didn’t take his gaze off the fire, but I saw a muscle in his cheek twitch as he clenched his jaw. He didn’t say it, but I knew he hadn’t slept much, or known true peace, since he’d lost his daughter.

“Ayla Maga keep them,” he muttered in a rough tone, like he was holding back tears.

We stood in silence for a long while, and just as Regner seemed to be recollecting himself, we heard a voice behind us.

“Oi. What’re you doing here?”

We both turned to see a large, muscular man flanked by two slightly-less-large, slightly-less-muscular men. It was immediately apparent they were sailors, and until now they’d been confined to a table in the back corner, so we’d left them alone.

Evidently, they didn’t want to leave us alone.

“Can I… help you?” Regner asked politely, and he shot me a confused look.

I just shrugged. I had less idea than he did about this, I wasn’t even local to this world.

The three men glared down at the green-eyed man and me. Like, if-looks-could-kill glared.

An uneasy feeling roiled in the pit of my stomach.

“I don’t know what you think--” the man practically spat that last word, “--you’re doing, but you’re gonna leave. We don’t suffer your kind here.”

‘Your kind’? Just what the hell was that supposed to mean? Was he talking about shifters? Worldwalkers?

“Look, sir,” I said as I tried to diffuse the rapidly-rising tension, “I don’t-- we don’t mean any harm. We’re just here for one night--”

“Quiet,” the man snapped, and I realized his issue wasn’t with me.

It was with Regner.

“Witches have no place here,” the sailor growled at the green-eyed man, and I wondered how he realized my friend’s identity. “Now, you can take yourself out quietly, or we’ll throw you out.”

Regner, to his credit, drew himself up to his full height-- which was still probably at least a foot shorter than this guy-- and glared right back.

“I’m a paying customer here,” he said. “I haven’t bothered anyone. I just want to have a drink and go to bed.”

“You’re bothering us right now,” the large man snarled, and his two lackeys nodded in agreement. “We’ll have no business with witches.”

I’d heard over and over how sailors and seafarers were a superstitious lot, but until now, I hadn’t for one moment thought it might extend to literal bigotry. Lady Eydis, on the Isle of Leto, had seemed practically revered, and the Night Market had been full of magic and cunning folk.

“You bring bad fortune, and there’s plenty enough of that here already,” the sailor continued. “So leave. Now. While you’re still able to move under your own power.”

“If you have a problem with me being here, why don’t you go elsewhere?” Regner shot back. “I can’t help what I am. But I think you could help being narrow-minded little cowards.”

While a good retort, it probably hadn’t been the smartest move to call the three hulking walls of muscle cowards, because the next thing I knew, a fist had slammed clean into Regner’s jaw, and the white-haired man was sent sprawling.

“Regner!” I half lunged toward him before I changed tack and threw a right hook to the first man.

I hit him-- he was so large, it would’ve almost been impressive to miss-- but it didn’t seem to do much good. His head snapped to the side, but other than that, he didn’t even really seem to feel the blow.

It was far too small and cramped in here for me to shift, so what happened next was kind of inevitable.

Fists flew. Regner recovered enough to swing a punch of his own at the men, and then the five of us were brawling. I took and dealt blows with little focus on who or where they were landing. It was a barrage of movement, an onslaught of stinging knuckles and throbbing heads.

I tried to aim for places like the nose or the solar plexus, to disorient and hamper them. What Regner and I lacked in size and numbers, we could make up for in speed and precision.

But even then, it was at best an even match, and I could feel myself flagging.

“Oi!” a voice roared, just as I managed to finally knock the main guy out with a well-placed blow to his temple.

The remaining four of us froze like kids caught with our hand in the cookie jar. I turned to see Crevan, with his bushy hair bristling and eyes flashing, looking about two seconds from punching us all himself.

“Just what by the Lunar King do you fuckwits think you’re doing?” he snapped.

“His fault for coming in here!” one of the remaining men spat at Regner. “His kind are bad news.”

“Way I see it, your kind are the bad news, assaulting my patrons,” Crevan snarled. “Get the fuck out of here, Mallis-- you, too, Eron. And take that bastard with you.”

He nodded distastefully down at the unconscious man.

“I ever see the three of you starting shit in my place again, you’re finding a new place to drink,” the bushy-bearded man added furiously as Mallis and Eron dragged their companion out into the bitter cold outside.

Then, and only then, did Crevan round on us.

“I don’t tolerate brawling,” he told us flatly. “You might not have started it, but if that happens again, you can consider yourselves barred, too.”

“Yes, sir,” I said after deciding it would be smartest to just not argue.

I exchanged a look with Regner, and he seemed of a similar mind. Crevan then nodded smartly at us and stalked off to continue whatever he’d been doing before we’d so rudely interrupted.

“I’m gonna turn in,” Regner declared, and that sounded like an excellent idea, so I followed suit.

The pair of us made our way up the creaky staircase to the upper floor, but then we were presented with a new dilemma.

“Shit,” Regner muttered. “What number? I didn’t see Crevan give Costin the key.”

“Me neither,” I said with a frown. “Did you see what number Sin and Lea got?”

“No idea.”

That left us knocking around like idiots. Mercifully, in a way, the first door we tried was, at least, not a total stranger.

It was Maeve.

“What?” she asked grouchily.

We’d clearly woken her up.

“Sorry!” Regner said as he flushed with embarrassment. “Trying to find our rooms.”

“I saw that blond guy go into Room 11, if that helps,” Maeve said and nodded down the hall. “Now let me get some sleep while I can.”

“Right, sorry,” I said as the one-eyed woman closed the door.

Well. At least Regner knew which room he was in, and he bid me goodnight before slipping into Room 11.

I tried to think about this logically. If Costin and Regner were in Room 11, and we’d gotten the last three rooms, then Sin and Lea had to be in either Room 12 or Room 13.

Fifty-fifty chance. And if I got it wrong, I’d only be interrupting Kendra.

I tried 13, because I liked the number 13. I thought it was lucky.

And, as it turned out, it was, because the door opened to reveal Lea’s smiling face.

“Hey, stranger,” she said with a small laugh, and she kissed my cheek as I walked in.

She and Sin had already sloughed off the several outer layers of warm clothing and were in their nightclothes, and a warm fire burned in the hearth. Since this room was much smaller than downstairs, it was actually quite toasty.

“Everything alright?” Sin asked, and then she frowned when she actually turned to look at me. “Erramun. Apparently not.”

“Ayla Maga…” Lea muttered as she got a proper look at my face. “Arthur, what happened?”

“Some assholes had a problem with Regner being cunning,” I said and brushed aside their concerns. Really, aside from a couple bruises, I was fine, and the bruises would most likely be gone in the morning. “Decided to punch us about it. It’s fine. We were winning when Crevan intervened and kicked them out.”

“Fuck,” Sin muttered as her expression darkened. “I knew some people have an issue with cunning folk, but that bad? I’d have thought they’d be welcomed in a place like this.”

“Their logic was Regner would bring them bad luck,” I said with a roll of my eyes as I, too, began to take off the several fleecy layers of clothing.

It was rapidly becoming sweltering in here.

Frankly, I couldn’t imagine worse luck than howling creatures and dead men’s voices. But even as I thought this, I knew we were going to be rushing headlong into exactly those kinds of dangers come daybreak.

Once I was in my nightclothes, I settled down on the bed and peered out the window at the sliver of new moon.

“It’ll be nearly full by the time we’re back in Casterin,” Lea said as she sat beside me and rested her cheek against my shoulder. “You’ll be able to test Perseus’ key.”

The key. So much had happened over the past several days, I’d almost completely forgotten about Tristan’s hound-headed key. The closest thing I had to a potential route home.

“Key?” Sin asked, and she looked at us both with confusion. “What key?”

Lea and I quickly filled the pirate captain in on exactly how I’d come to arrive in Nagul, and how Perseus Tristan had tried to bargain for Lea’s life with a key that-- supposedly-- would get me back to my world the way the bear-headed key had brought me to Nagul in the first place.

“I honestly don’t know if I believe him,” I told Sin as we finished. “And I never would’ve taken the bargain, I never considered it for a moment. But when it was all over, it was just lying there… And I knew I’d drive myself mad for the rest of my life if I didn’t at least try. Just to know.”

“I get that,” the pirate captain said with a solemn nod. “What you told me about your aunt, too, I understand why you’d want to return.”

“Just for a little while, though,” I assured her quickly, and I hugged Lea to me as I said it. “I’m not leaving Nagul any time soon. Certainly not until we finish taking down the Fangs. I’ve committed to that, and I fully intend to see it through.”

“Oh, I never doubted that for a moment.” Sin gave me her sharp pirate’s smile. “You’re a man of your word, Arthur Orson.”

I grinned and preened a little under the praise. I was glad to have won her respect, and maybe even her admiration, because I knew such things were hard-earned.

“I hope it does work,” Lea murmured. “The key, I mean. So you can put your family at ease.”

“Me, too,” I admitted.

These things were always easier to voice under cover of darkness. The day made everything seem more real.

“Perhaps don’t tell them of all the danger you’ve been throwing yourself into,” Sin said with a wry smile.

“Maybe not,” I chuckled in agreement.

That would hardly put them at ease, even if I did come back to them unscathed.

And, as I thought about what lay ahead, my expression sobered.

“How do you both feel?” I asked the pirate captain and the lioness-woman. “About what lies ahead?”

“Nervous,” Lea sighed as she leaned into me. “But I know it needs to be done. And why not us? Why shouldn’t we succeed, after everything else we’ve already braved?”

“Exactly,” Sin agreed firmly. “I owe my life to Daciana, several times over, and I know every shifter in Nagul deserves better than to be the victim of the Fangs’ pent-up frustrations. Everything else is… immaterial.”

I was glad to hear their conviction wasn’t wavering, and though mine wasn’t either, I couldn’t help but think of what the sailors had said, what Maeve had said.

“Everything else?” The words fell, unintentional, from my lips.

Sin looked at me, and her eyes were as vividly, cleverly green as the first night Lea and I had seen her.

“Well,” she amended, “maybe not everything.”

She moved, then, from where she was sitting on the floor by the fire, to sit on the end of the bed, right between Lea and me. Though we were close, none of us were touching. There was a hair’s breadth between us that, in this moment, felt like an impassable chasm.

I didn’t want to push her. She’d asked for time to figure it out, and I wanted her to have all the time she needed.

But now, with her sitting here next to me, next to Lea, a small, daring hope bloomed in my chest.

“This is going to be the last night for a while where we have any privacy,” Sin murmured as her green eyes roamed over me, then Lea. “And, if things go wrong…”

“Don’t say that,” Lea cut her off. Her golden eyes were pleading, but they had darkened, too, with something else.

Something hungry.

Then I watched as the lioness-woman raised a hand to cup Sin’s cheek, and she slowly drew the pirate captain in for a long, slow kiss.

A small groan escaped me at the sight of them kissing so passionately, and they pulled away with matching grins as they turned to look at me.

Sin reached up and pulled me down for a kiss, too, and that was the breaking of the floodgates.

Seized by an almost frantic desperation, the three of us tumbled into one another.

We were ravenous as we pulled at each other’s clothes. Thin shirts and underwear were quickly discarded, and then Sin was kneeling in front of me and kissing me, while Lea massaged her breasts from behind. I could feel the pirate captain’s soft, small gasps against my mouth, and they only grew louder when I slipped my hand between her thighs and found her dripping pussy.

“Oh.” Sin shivered when I touched her, and then when I brushed over her clit, she tipped her head back and let out a moan, which Lea swallowed with another burning kiss.

I felt my mouth go dry as I watched Lea’s hands squeezing Sin’s breasts, and arousal seared through my veins as I stared at the way the pirate captain’s hips undulated against my hand on her clit, the way she moaned and writhed until, under our combined touch, she came with a loud cry.

I grinned and watched as Sin slowly came down from her high. She smiled at me lazily, and then she craned her neck to look at Lea, who was still fondling her breasts.

“You’re not nearly so prissy as I thought you were,” Sin said with a sly grin, and Lea just grinned back. “We’re going to have a lot fun with you, I think.”

Sin then looked at me with something conspiratorial in her eyes, and I caught her meaning.

I took my hand away from her, and the pair of us pounced on Lea. My lips found her mouth while Sin’s went straight for her pussy, and Lea whimpered and shuddered at the sudden onslaught of sensations.

I squeezed and palmed at her breasts as Sin settled herself between the lioness-woman’s legs, and I couldn’t help but rock myself slowly against the curve of Lea’s backside while I watched Sin licking at her with abandon.

“Oh, gods!” Lea whined, with her voice pitched high and her muscles tensing.

She tangled one of her hands in my hair and held her mouth against mine as the other went to Sin’s, and then she all but shoved the pirate captain against her sex. Sin took the manhandling in stride, and I saw her suck Lea’s clit as she tightened her grip on the lioness-woman’s thighs.

“Let go,” I told Lea roughly, and I pulled away from her mouth and began to suck at the pulse point of her throat.

I teased her nipples between thumb and forefinger, and I felt her shudder against me as I got lost in the sounds she was making.

“I--” she gasped and twitched, beyond the point of coherent thought. “Arthur-- Sin-- I-- ohh!”

She came with a cry, and she threw her head back against me and arched her spine as she fell over the edge.

Even though I’d barely been touched, I almost followed her, because the sight of her was exquisite.

As Sin pulled away from Lea and wiped at her face, I leaned in and gave the pirate captain a messy kiss, and my cock throbbed at the taste of Lea’s arousal on our tongues.

When we pulled away, Sin gave me another sharp smile and ducked lower as Lea shifted to the side, and the redhead kissed a trail down my stomach toward my stiff cock.

I shivered when she stroked me, and then I moaned loudly as she gave a long, slow lick up the length of my shaft.

“Fuck…” I hissed.

“That’s the general idea.” Sin just smiled, sly as a fox.

Then she took me fully in her mouth, and I found myself incapable of thought for several moments.

When I regained some amount of sense, I reached up and grabbed Lea-- who was watching Sin and me with wide-eyes and a gaping mouth-- by the hips, and I pulled her pussy to my face.

I was more than eager to taste more of what Sin’s kiss had just hinted at.

“Arthur!” Lea’s voice was half a cry and half an admonishment, and her thighs threatened to clamp shut around my ears. “Wait, I’m too sensitive, I… ohhh!”

She melted into my touch, my tongue, and I chuckled as I tasted her and felt her hands tangle in my hair to spur me on. I pressed two fingers against her entrance, and they slipped in easily. It felt indescribably good to be delivering this sort of pleasure to her while I was receiving my own, and when I inadvertently bucked my hips against Sin’s mouth, I realized just how much I liked it and quickly motioned for her to stop.

“I don’t--” I began as I pulled away from Lea and sucked in a deep breath. “I want to--”

“I get it,” Sin assured me as she smiled at Lea, and then the pair of them grinned at me.

For a moment, I felt like prey, hunted and trapped by two very hungry, very sexy predators.

It was a nice feeling.

Sin leaned over to kiss Lea, and as the pair of them made out, the lioness-woman positioned herself on hands and knees right in front of me. She leaned back and brushed herself against my cock, which made me shudder, and I took her meaning and lined myself up before slowly pushing inside.

I’d never get used to the feeling of her. Not ever. She was perfect-- warm and wet and tight. I almost lost myself right then, but I managed to hold on, because I didn’t want this to end, not just yet.

“Oh!” Lea moaned, and I gently rocked against her and let her grow accustomed to the feeling of me before I began to move in earnest.

At the same time, Sin leaned back against the headboard of the bed, and Lea situated herself between the pirate captain’s legs.

“Gods, I could get used to this sight,” Sin said as she watched us both hungrily.

“Same here.” I grinned back.

I certainly hoped for several opportunities to try.

Unable to bear it any longer, I began to move against Lea. I held her hips as I thrust into her, and I tested different angles as I tried to find that exact spot I knew she liked.

Meanwhile, she wrapped her arms around Sin’s thighs and began returning the pirate captain’s earlier favor.

It was electric. Lea’s muffled moans against Sin’s pussy and Sin’s wanton encouragements. I should’ve known a pirate would have a mouth like a sailor, but I was still pleasantly shocked as she detailed all the things she wanted to do to Lea and I, and what she wanted us to do to her.

Each filthy word from her lips was another bolt of pleasure to my abdomen, another step closer to ecstasy.

“Oh, gods… come for me…” Sin moaned as she tangled a hand in Lea’s curls.

She had to be close now, and she seemed unable to decide whether to focus on Lea’s tongue between her thighs or my cock between Lea’s. I was having the same problem, and I was also tantalizingly, frustratingly close.

“Both of you,” she continued between gasps for breath. “I want to see you come. I want to watch you fill her up.”

This phrase made a base kind of thrill run through me, and I gripped Lea’s hips ever tighter. I wanted her to come, wanted to feel her squeeze around me right as Sin came, too.

I wanted us all to experience that pleasure together.

“Come for me, Lea,” I murmured, and I leaned down so my lips were almost by the lioness-woman’s ear.

My tone was ragged, desperate, and I felt her shiver against me. She was committed to her own task, though, and she didn’t let up from her assault on Sin’s pussy.

The bottom half of her face, and the inside of the pirate captain’s thighs, were damp and sticky.

I found myself imagining licking it off, and that was what did it. With a sharp cry, I tipped over the edge, and I snapped my hips and buried myself deep as I came inside the lioness-woman.

A fraction of a second later, Lea and Sin both followed, and the three of us were almost in perfect unison as we crashed into an orgasm so intense I swore my vision went white.

Time seemed to slow as we climaxed together, and it felt like an eternity had passed before we all collapsed into bed.

“I swear, you two…” Sin breathed as she lay curled in my arms and stroked Lea’s curls.

It was the same thing she’d said several nights ago, in the Hayder Manor gardens. She’d trailed off then, but this time, she finished the thought.

“Like the gods crafted you both especially for me.”

“Funny,” I remarked with a chuckle, and I pressed one last kiss to her lips, and another to Lea’s. “I was going to say the same thing about the pair of you.”

“So, does this mean you’ve figured out where we stand?” Lea asked the pirate captain, with only a faint hint of cheekiness to her tone.

“I think it does,” Sin agreed, and she twined the fingers of one hand with the lioness-woman’s, and the fingers of her other with mine. “Fate or not, I can’t deny I’m drawn to you two. And you to me. If you’ll have me, I’ll… well. I’ll have you.”

“Sounds like fun,” Lea purred. “First order of business when we get back from this awful, frozen tundra, I’m having a bigger bed put in your captain’s quarters.”

“And maybe some soundproofing,” I added with a grin, which made the two women chuckle.

We fell asleep soon after, since we were all exhausted, but my sleep was not so pleasurable as what had come before it.

In fact, it was little better than a nightmare.

I dreamed I was out in the Demonfrost. Alone on the frigid waste, holed up in some ragged tent. Through the flimsy canvas, I could see vaguely-human-shaped shadows.

Please… one of them pleaded, and it was Lea’s voice, except I knew it wasn’t. The silhouette it came from was the wrong size, the wrong height.

And when it moved… no human moved like that.

Please, Arthur… another one said in a tired, weary sort of voice. Costin, this time.

Let us in… a third voice said in Sin’s sharp-witted tones.

It’s so cold out here, Arthur… Lea begged.

Please, let us in… came another voice. This one was Regner’s.

Maeve and Kendra soon joined the chorus, and all of them spoke in droning, tired, pleading voices for me to just let them inside the tent.

But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I knew only terrible things would follow.

It was almost a relief when Lea jostled me awake.

“Arthur,” she whispered, and when I opened my eyes, she was just a vague shape in the darkness. “It’ll be dawn soon, we need to get going.”

“Y-Yeah, I’m up,” I muttered as I did my best to shake off the dream.

In the dimness, the three of us dressed, packed our bags, and headed downstairs to the main room.

It was markedly different at this time. The fire in the hearth had burned to embers, and aside from a sleepy-eyed bartender-- clearly Crevan didn’t have the graveyard shift-- it was just the six of us and our new Ice Fury, Maeve.

“Put these in your packs,” she said, and she handed Lea, Sin, and I each a large bag of what looked like wood.

Upon closer inspection, it appeared to be tightly-packed squares of nuts and snow berries.

“As food goes, it’s not very exciting, but relative to how much it weighs, it will keep you going,” the scarred woman explained to us.

“What holds them together, honey?” I asked as I examined the squares.

It basically looked like an energy bar from back home.

“Honey’s far too expensive down here,” Maeve said with a shake of her head. “Tree sap.”

I grimaced a little but then stopped. Maple syrup was tree sap, after all.

Still, until I tasted them, I had no idea how sweet they would or wouldn’t be. But regardless, it would be miles better than starving out there.

We ate a hearty-- if slightly tepid-- breakfast, during which Maeve gave us the broad strokes of our journey. If we made good time, it would be about a day’s journey to the edge of the Demonfrost, but seeing as we didn’t know how deep we would need to travel to arrive at the Fangs’ stronghold, that was all she could tell us for sure.

“It’ll be in the center,” I said grimly before I shoveled the last forkful of mashed potatoes into my mouth-- or whatever the potato equivalent was down here. “They’ll go where the magic is strongest, just like Deimos.”

“That’ll be a hard journey,” Maeve warned us. “Not just the curse, the length, too.”

“It has to be done,” I said frankly, and the others nodded in agreement.

“Alright, then,” Maeve said, and she pushed away her empty plate. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

We did the same, and as one, rose to our feet.

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Costin said with a shrug, and he and I exchanged an amused look.

After all, in the face of such immense danger, you had to laugh, or you might just go mad.

Maeve nodded and then headed for the door. The six of us followed, and out we went into the cold, dark streets.

First Solace, then the barren tundra.

Then the Demonfrost.
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Chapter 9

Solace was a small town, and it wasn’t long before we found ourselves beyond the roughly-defined roads of packed-down, grayish snow and out into the unspoiled tundra before us.

I remembered learning in school that, technically, Antarctica was the driest place on Earth because, even though it was made of snow and ice, it had the least rainfall of any place on the planet.

Looking out at the tundra, I found myself sure that it was the case here.

“Stay close!” Maeve shouted to us above the howling of the wind.

Now that there were no buildings to shelter behind, the full force of it whipped at our faces and lashed against the skin of our cheeks and eyes, which were the only spots left exposed to the cold. I could already see that Regner and Sin’s faces had flushed red with the cold. Mine was probably just as bad, though Kendra and the Hayders, being darker-skinned, didn’t look quite so ridiculous.

But out here, appearances were the least of our concerns.

“There are crevasses out here so well-hidden you won’t know they’re there ‘til you’re in them,” our Ice Fury guide added, and we huddled into a rough, shambling line behind her, like ducklings behind their mother.

I pulled my scarf up over the lower half of my face to keep the tip of my nose from freezing off, and the warm, damp puffs of my breath helped to defrost my skin a little. Our pace was frustratingly slow. The snow came up to our knees in a dense powder, and it was like wading through icy water.

“How are you faring?” I asked Kendra about an hour into our expedition.

There hadn’t been much talk as we doggedly focused on the journey ahead, but when I glanced behind me, Solace had vanished behind the horizon. More evidence for Nagul being a globe, then.

“Cold,” the owl-woman admitted with a laugh. She had tucked her long hair into a fuzzy hood, but a few dark curls wisped around her face in the wind. “But other than that, alright. There’s something invigorating about all this. About knowing you’re heading toward your destiny. And… I suppose this is all the easy part.”

I didn’t like it, but I had to agree she was correct. Right now, our biggest issues were fatigue and snow. Once we got to the edge of the Demonfrost, though, we’d have the curse to contend with. And the Fangs.

“Do you think you’ll be able to divine the location of the Fangs’ stronghold?” I asked. “Once we get near?”

“I don’t think I’ll need to,” Kendra answered. “There aren’t many intact structures left around here. The remains of abandoned settlements will be too small for what the Fangs need. I think we’ll all know it when we see it.”

Again, while I couldn’t deny she was correct, an unpleasant feeling sent shivers down my spine. I tried to calm myself by rationalizing that, though the Fangs weren’t shifters, this didn’t make them immune to Tushar’s curse. With that in mind, they’d likely be close to the edge of the Demonfrost, for their own sake, if they had any sense at all.

Then again, this was the Fangs we were talking about.

The seven of us continued marching on, mostly in silence, for the next several hours. As we walked, I found out I’d been right about the tundra being beautiful. It was pretty breathtaking as the pure-white snow sparkled in the sun, and even though I was cold and tired and heading into near-certain death, I was glad I got to see this. Even though it was daytime, the moon was out, and the thin crescent of white in the blue sky just made everything seem all the more magical.

Before coming to Nagul, I’d never been outside the USA. I’d barely left my home state, to be completely honest. Ellie was the adventurous one who’d gone traveling during summer break each year. I’d never really seen the appeal of being thrust into a totally new place with totally new people. I didn’t know the customs, I didn’t speak the language. I’d been afraid of embarrassing myself or getting into some kind of trouble.

But, as I trekked across the frozen desert, I began to understand what had drawn my sister away so much. It wasn’t that she didn’t share my fears, she’d just wanted the adventure more than she’d feared it.

When I made it back home, I was going to give her the biggest hug she’d ever had and tell her all about what I’d seen here. She’d be pleased, and also probably a bit jealous.

Before long, I began to notice the air was somehow getting even colder, and when I looked at the sky ahead, the sun was unmistakably beginning to set.

“Come on,” Maeve encouraged us roughly. “We don’t want to be out here come dark. It’s twice as cold and just as dangerous.”

I’d yet to see much of the Permafrost’s danger, but then we’d only been out for a few hours, and we’d enlisted Maeve’s help precisely to try and avoid danger.

“There’s a settlement I use not too far ahead,” the scarred woman continued. “Abandoned fishing village. It’s not fancy, but it’ll provide shelter for the night. We need to get there before nightfall.”

Spurred on by a newfound sense of urgency, we marched across the snow. Once we’d gotten sufficiently far inland, a small mercy was that the knee-deep snow had thinned out to a solid, rough, sandy kind of texture, like uneven ice. It was slippery, but also wasn’t as difficult to wade through.

The sun was about halfway down the sky, and it cast golden-orange light across the ice until a lumpy structure appeared on the horizon.

“There’s the settlement!” Maeve called to us above the wind, and we shuffled along slightly faster.

I didn’t want to find out what our guide meant by ‘dangers’ when darkness fell. Traveling at night seemed unwise at the best of times here, and I lamented my bad luck.

Why couldn’t I have been stuck in Nagul and uncovered these conspiracies in the summer portion of the year?

We were growing close to the settlement, and Maeve hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d said ‘abandoned’ and ‘not fancy,’ but I was too cold and tired to care.

We were less than a half-mile from the dilapidated cluster of wooden houses when a piercing howl cut the chilly air.

My head whipped around sharply as I tried to find the source of the noise. We hadn’t seen anything living since leaving Solace, not a single animal, not even a bird soaring overhead.

“Shit,” I heard Maeve mutter, and she raised her arm. “Nobody move!”

We all froze solid, and a second later, I saw it.

Bounding across the ice, as if it had sprung up from some invisible hole, or out from behind a snowdrift, was an enormous, pure white wolf.

If I had seen a still image of it, I would have said it was beautiful. Its coat gleamed in the sunset’s rays, and its eyes were like dark stains in the white fur.

But by the way it moved, I knew instantly, instinctually, that something was wrong. Each movement was just a bit too jerky, a bit too… erratic. Like it was a marionette under the control of an inexperienced puppet master. It twitched, like it was infected-- like it was rabid. But there was no foam at its jaws, and its eyes were focused clearly on the seven of us.

“What’s wrong with it?” Lea whispered.

“The curse,” Maeve answered grimly, so in a way, I’d been right. The wolf was infected. “It somehow kills the mind but not the body. Die out here, and that’s what you become.”

I shuddered. I had no desire to end up as a twitching, feral zombie, and I knew if I died at this wolf’s claws, that fate would be inevitable. We didn’t have the strength or the time to carry dead bodies on our mission with us. If anyone died, they would simply have to be left behind, like climbers on Everest.

For several long moments, the wolf awkwardly stalked back and forth about fifteen yards away, like it was deciding which one of us to go after. Like it was counting down the moments until the sun finally dipped below the horizon and night truly began. I found myself instinctually moving to cover Kendra and block her from the creature’s view, because somehow I was sure, given the choice, it would target an auspice.

And I might have been correct, because the moment the sun crossed the horizon, as though it had been waiting for exactly this, the wolf leapt directly at me. I didn’t know if this was to get me out of the way so it could go after Kendra, or because I, a shifter and worldwalker, was its primary target, but the next thing I knew, a one hundred and fifty pound apex predator was lunging for me fangs first.

I didn’t think about how cold it was. I didn’t think how there could be moonsickness permeating this place since the Fangs had set up shop on the Frost. The only thought in my mind was protecting my friends and making sure this mission went right, because Daciana and Erramun-knew-how-many other shifters were counting on us to save them.

So, I shifted.

This was the first time since our fight against Cahir that I’d dared take on my bear form. Some part of me worried the moonsickness had burrowed in deeper than I’d initially realized, and I’d become more intensely infected like the refugees on Deimos.

But, as I felt sharp teeth and vicious claws and heavy muscles bulge from my body, I knew this was as much my true self as the human form. I was neither man nor bear, but both. I was a shifter, and I had command over my body as acutely as a writer over his pen, or an archer over her bow.

And right now, I was using that command to protect the people closest to me.

I collided with the wolf with enough force to make my teeth rattle, but even with my superior size, it was an even match. This thing had no brain to tell it to be careful, no pain receptors, no sense of preservation to stop it from breaking itself as it attempted to break me.

I lashed out with my claws instead of my teeth, because I was sure nothing good would come of my swallowing any of its rancid blood. I raked deep gashes into the cold, pale flesh underneath the wolf’s coat, and I found myself disturbed when it did not gush red, but only a slow, sluggish ooze of a liquid so dark it was almost black.

“Arthur!” Lea cried out.

I let out a lowing noise, since I was unable to speak words in this form, but I was trying to communicate to her that she should not shift. Kendra and Sin’s forms would be too small, too fragile, and even Lea’s sleek, powerful lioness would be unable to match this wolf.

I didn’t want any more of us than absolutely necessary risking a wound from its infected teeth.

Before Lea or anyone else could reply, the wolf lunged for me again, like I hadn’t just torn a chunk from its flank. The beast’s speed and strength were unnatural, and it was all I could do to keep pace.

I kept slashing with my claws, and I even reared up on my hind legs so I could crash down on my opponent with more force. I aimed for the wolf’s face, its legs, anything to get it to stop. The snow was quickly covered in that black, viscous blood, but nothing seemed to slow the bastard down.

In my peripherals, I could see the others were hanging back. Maeve and Costin had their knives drawn, and Regner’s hands were raised as if to summon some magic.

I couldn’t suppress a roar as the wolf darted forward too quick for me to dodge, and it managed to slice open the flesh on my left foreleg, but thankfully that was from its claws, not its fangs. I retaliated and brought down my right paw with a heavy blow that should have at the very least dazed the fucker, but the wolf shook it off like he’d been hit by a snowball. Its jaw hung at a crooked angle now, but that didn’t stop it from snarling and trying to take a bite out of my paw as I jumped back.

“It’s not going down!” Costin yelled, and he was right.

This thing wasn’t responding to injury like any natural creature. Would I have to hack it apart to stop it? Or would its dismembered limbs still twitch and claw their way toward me?

“Maeve!” Lea shouted at the scarred woman. “What do we do?”

“Torches!” Maeve bellowed as she pitched back her right arm while holding a dagger by the blade. She flung it at the wolf with impressive strength, but even though the blade lodged in the thing’s skull, right between its eyes, the wolf kept coming. “The settlement-- find some scrap wood and set it alight! Fire is the only way to destroy it for good!”

“Fire?” Regner asked, and without waiting for a reply, he threw himself forward.

I saw him move out of the corner of my eye, and in a single instant I felt confusion, panic, frustration, and then stunned pride as he opened his palms and let the flames spill forth.

The wolf caught like dry tinder, but it still continued to attack even while its coat burst into flames. I slashed and lunged to keep the beast at bay while Regner let the fire flow from his fingertips, and the creature howled and shrieked as it writhed futilely against the flames.

Finally, the wolf didn’t have enough strength to keep attacking, and it just collapsed on the snow and twitched pitifully.

I took a step back as I tried to catch my breath, but Regner didn’t stop. Not when the wolf stopped screaming, not when it went still. Only when it was a charred, blackened husk did he finally lower his palms and look at me.

“You okay?” he asked. His lenses had fogged up from the heat of the fire.

Thanks to you, I thought, and I was so relieved we’d had the good fortune to befriend a fire mage.

I shifted back to tell him as much, but I cut myself off with a sharp cry.

“Fuck!” I gasped, and I realized two things at once.

One, my winter clothing hadn’t been witched.

Two, I was now entirely naked in the coldest place in Nagul.

“Fuck!” Sin echoed as she realized this at the same time, and the rest of the group all scrambled to lend me a piece of their clothing.

Costin threw his pack to the ground and dug out a second pair of boots and pants, and I hurriedly pulled them on to separate my feet and legs from the snow.

“We need to get to shelter now!” Maeve insisted as she passed me her gray cloak. I supposed she was the most used to the frigid climate, if you could even get used to something this cold. “That thing died loudly, more could be coming, and we need to get you in front of a fire.”

She added this last bit to me, and I was unable to insist I was fine, because my teeth were chattering so much I couldn’t speak. I just nodded and let the others hand me layers upon layers of clothing as we herded ourselves to the abandoned settlement.

Thankfully, no more zombified wolves attacked us, and we found ourselves at what looked like a smaller, abandoned version of Solace. The buildings, though derelict, were unmistakably of a similar style, but there was also a distinct element of suspiciously-abandoned-village-in-a-survival-horror game.

Something about this place felt… wrong. Poisoned. Just like the wolf.

We slowly walked through the little village, and it was eerily silent. One structure was mostly intact, except the door had been ripped off its hinges, and the doorway was covered in smears of blood, handprints, and deep scratches carved into the wood.

Another, half-collapsed house had the words ‘DON’T LET THEM IN’ messily daubed on the wall in what could only have been blood. It was ominous to say the least, but what really unsettled me was that I didn’t know if it had been a warning, or a reminder.

The sailors said the cold had a way of getting in your head as much as your body. How long could someone live out here before it started to twist their mind?

Many of the doorways and windows also had wreaths on them. They were unexpectedly pretty, actually, and unlike everything else here, they appeared to have been left mostly intact and undisturbed.

“What… are… those?” I asked Lea, and it took a lot of effort to get the words out from how much I was still shivering. “Were they put here… afterwards? Are… they like… remembrances?”

“They’re yew wreaths,” the lioness-woman answered, and her expression turned sad as she looked at them. “Yews are sacred to Tushar, and his twin sister, Kalama, the goddess of fire. I suppose they were placed here as offerings, pleas for protection-- or mercy.”

I didn’t say it, but it didn’t look like they’d worked.

Maeve confidently walked to a particularly large-looking building. It was three floors, and though the top two had half collapsed, the bottom floor looked pretty intact.

“In here,” she said as she ushered us in quickly.

Once we were inside, she slammed the door shut and bolted it.

“No one goes outside until morning,” she told us in a deadly serious tone, which matched the dark look in her eyes. “I don’t care if you need to piss, shit, or vomit. No one goes out, and no one opens that door, no matter what you think you hear.”

I thought uneasily of what the sailors in The Last Hearth had told us the previous night, and this time my shudder was entirely unrelated to how cold I was.

A large stone with a sunken center had been placed in the middle of this room, and the recess was filled with ash. Maeve gathered a few bits of scrap wood from the upper levels of the building and, thanks to Regner, it took no time at all to get a fire going.

Once a merry blaze had been conjured, the green-eyed man then set about the task of witching every piece of clothing I, Sin, Lea, and Kendra were wearing, to ensure we wouldn’t have a repeat of earlier.

“We should’ve done this before we left Solace, really,” he told me in a sheepish tone. “I just… there was so much else to worry about.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I never even thought to ask you. I have no idea if it’s a simple thing for cunning folk to do or not.”

“As magic goes, it’s on the simpler end,” Regner answered me with a shrug. “There’s… stages. This is going to be a rush job, I’m afraid, so it might only hold up against a couple shifts. Proper witched cloth, the good stuff, the magic is worked into the raw fabric, sometimes even individual threads, before the piece of clothing is even constructed.”

“Wow,” I said, because that sounded like an immense amount of work, which probably also meant such clothes fetched a very high price.

“But we don’t have the time for that,” the green-eyed man continued. “So rush job it is. Though, it will still take me some time.”

And time it took. Over the next two hours, I sat myself directly in front of the fire, and Sin and Lea put themselves on either side of me to try and get some warmth into my freezing body as Regner worked his magic over our clothing.

I’d been exposed for only seconds, less than a minute, but it had still gotten in deep. My skin was so pale it almost looked blue, and my limbs were so cold they stung.

“Be thankful we’re not in the Demonfrost just yet,” Maeve told me. On the other side of the fire, she huddled just as close, with her hands outstretched toward the flames. “There’s cold out there even the biggest fires can’t warm.”

“Is that what happened to you?” I asked her, because now that I thought about it, it was obvious.

This was why she’d been huddled so close to the fire in The Last Hearth, and why she’d kept her cloak on.

Maeve looked at me through the flames, and one eye was deep blue, like the ocean that had brought us here, while the other was pale gray stone, with a softly-glowing iris. She appeared to be sizing me up, but after a long moment, she nodded.

“It got inside me,” she said. “Occupational hazard, I suppose. But no matter how hard I try, I just can’t get warm. Not properly.”

“Is that why you come out here so much?” Lea asked, and the scarred woman nodded again.

“It’s all I’m good for,” she said in a frank tone. “I could go to Maroquet in high summer and still shiver. But I know the Frost, and if I can get some people across it safely-- or as least-dangerously as possible-- then that counts for something.”

“Thank you,” I told her earnestly. “For… chaperoning us.”

“Thank you,” Maeve responded with a shrug. “If you hadn’t bought us some time and put up a fight, we’d all be dead. Or worse.”

She pulled out the dagger she’d plucked from the wolf’s corpse, leaned forward, and stuck the blade in the flame, apparently to sterilize it. Despite this, and despite the barrage of flame from Regner earlier, the weapon was entirely undamaged, and now that I looked closer, I could see the blade had a strange, rippled appearance.

It was damascened.

“Fine weapon,” Sin remarked after she apparently noticed the same, and unless I was mistaken, the pirate captain sounded envious. “Where’d you get it?”

“Heirloom,” Maeve said. “Forged in a sacred fire dedicated to Kalama. No mortal flame can melt this blade. It’s supposed to be a good weapon against Frost-cursed creatures, too. But maybe not anymore.”

“Do those sorts of blessings… wear off?” I asked.

The scarred woman shrugged as if to say ‘sort of.’

“From a certain point of view, I’m forsaken,” she explained further. “This entire land is forsaken. When the curse first fell, there were plenty of small temples dedicated to her, the goddess of the hearth and warmth. But as Tushar took hold, they fell. She doesn’t hear anyone within these lands, not anymore.”

“But you dedicate your life to saving people,” Regner said with a frown as he finally sat back, his work on our clothes complete. “You free shifters on the ice. Surely she’d consider you a devout servant.”

“Kalama has no particular ties to shifters,” Maeve told the green-eyed man. “I save innocents, sometimes, but the cold is too deep inside me. She doesn’t hear me, or she’s not interested in listening. I am bound to this ice, to her brother. My soul is his to damn when I die.”

She paused then, and I could tell she was holding something back.

“What is it?” I asked her, and she grimaced, almost apologetically.

“My own fate aside, things might be… getting worse,” she admitted in a careful tone.

“Worse?” I sighed.

I didn’t want to know, but I still knew we needed to.

“The curse, the Demonfrost, it’s been… changing…” Maeve said slowly, with her gaze fixed on the blade in the fire. “That wolf came out this far from the curse, and before nightfall, too. That’s… uncommon, to say the least. I’ve been noticing it for some time now, but I think the curse is… well, if not spreading, then changing. Maybe even getting stronger.”

“I’ve noticed that, too,” Sin said in a grim tone. “Not the curse, exactly, but the Devourer’s influence. We encountered an enormous sea serpent just off the coast of the Cursed Isle. It had become a Fang stronghold, admittedly, but a creature of the Ruin, and of that size, shouldn’t have been that far out.”

“Something’s coming,” Maeve agreed darkly while still staring at the dagger. “Something far bigger than a few Fangs, than even their moonsickness.”

I found my gaze drifting over to Kendra, who was sitting in front of the fire with her knees drawn up to her chest and gazing at the flickering flames. Some part of me began to wonder if what she’d said, about Erramun, about all of us, might be true.

Maybe Nagul’s darkest hour was approaching. And Erramun, the Lunar King, would be the only path to salvation through Apollyon’s destruction.

And it was dark. The moon had been visible during the day, and briefly visible after sundown, but now it was pitch black out there, as if black velvet had been draped across the ice and smothered out the moon and any stars. Had I missed a cloud cover gathering while I’d been focusing on trying not to freeze, or was there a more magical reason for the sudden blackness?

Perhaps Ayla Maga’s light was unable to reach this place. Perhaps she couldn’t hear us here.

“It would be wise to keep watch, if you’re up to it,” Maeve added as she looked around at us all.

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll go first.”

“No, Arthur, you need rest,” Lea argued with her brow furrowed in concern.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to let my heart rate get too low, at least not until I’ve warmed up a little,” I said.

I’d read a news story about people who froze to death on Everest, and the article had said it was apparently like falling asleep.

“Good point,” Costin agreed, and he nodded encouragingly to his sister. “I’ll stay up with him, don’t worry.”

Lea offered him a grateful smile and let the matter drop.

We dug into our store of the energy-bar-like things, and I found the tree sap binding the nuts and dried berries together wasn’t as sweet as maple, but it was still nice. The things were hearty and filling despite their size, and they were welcome after a long day of trudging.

Maeve advised sleeping as soon as possible, since we’d need to build up as much energy as we could before the sun rose. With such short days, we couldn’t afford to waste even a minute of daylight.

Everyone quickly settled down for the night, but I could tell Sin was especially restless. Aboard the Heart, she slept deeply and was undisturbed by the creaking and rocking of the ship, but here, she tossed and turned to get comfortable on the thin mattress unrolled from her pack. She huddled next to Lea as the two women shared one blanket, and being beside the lioness-woman seemed to help her a little as I watched over them both.

My cheeks warmed at the thought of the previous night, which I took as a good sign for my recovery from the exposure. It had felt different, more intense, with the three of us. In hindsight, it was like the previous times with just Sin and just Lea had been… incomplete. Missing a crucial part. But now, as three, we were balanced and united and all the stronger for it.

As I stared at the two of them sleeping there, I knew I could never go back home. Not permanently. My heart, in such a dizzyingly quick span of time, had become irrevocably anchored to this world, through them. Nagul, as much as Earth and perhaps even more so, was my home now.

My gaze slowly drifted over to Kendra and Maeve. They had both assumed the same position: sitting directly in front of the fire, with their legs pulled up to their chest and their eyes closed. The only difference was the scarred woman had her dagger clutched in one hand, like she was ready to use it at a moment’s notice.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this…” Costin murmured as he and I sat close together to try and stave off some of the cold. Regner’s fire was only small, but somehow I knew this was not for lack of effort or fuel. The wood here just… didn’t want to burn. “But I actually miss the Tainted Heart compared to this place.”

I chuckled and heartily agreed. It had to be bad, if Costin was nostalgic for his seasickness. The Heart was safe, filled only with allies, and nigh untouchable when it was out on the seas. Sure, it wasn’t the warmest or driest place, but it was much warmer and drier than here.

Not to mention the profound sense of wrongness that permeated everything here. Like I was looking at the world through a funhouse mirror, with everything tilted and warped into a sinister parody of itself.

Sitting here, in near pitch-blackness, I understood the bloody warnings I’d seen. I felt like you would need a reminder, eventually, to not trust the evidence of your eyes and ears.

“What do you think happened to the people who lived here?” I asked Costin quietly.

“Erramun willing, they got out,” the non-shifter man answered darkly as he stared into the flames.

But we both knew not all of them had. I just hoped we didn’t come across any bodies.

I then realized we were unlikely to come across bodies because anyone who’d died here and not been burned would likely have been turned into the same shambling, zombified creature as the wolf.

“What would possess the Fangs to set up a stronghold here?” I asked as I drew Maeve’s cloak ever tighter around myself. I was starting to feel a little warmer, finally, and I suspected the cloak had some special material, or was maybe even witched in some manner, to keep in the heat. “At least Deimos was only a couple days from the mainland. And less cold.”

Because I could still feel the cold beginning to seep inside. It was deeper than simple exposure. It was something more malicious, something like what Maeve had described. If we stayed in this place for too long, just like her, we would never be able to get warm. The curse would get its claws into us, and it would never let go.

I hoped Daciana, and the other shifters, were somehow able to resist this. I had to believe the Fangs had come up with a way to shield themselves from the worst effects of the curse, because why else would they set up somewhere so hostile?

They were inexplicably obsessed with god-cursed places.

“As far as I know, it’s a combination of dissuading people from coming close and setting up in relatively unpopulated places means more privacy,” Lea’s brother mused. “Still, I have no idea why they’d want to set up here, of all places. It’s so far away from… everything. Like, sure, it’s sparse, but that also means there’s fewer shifters for them to capture.”

“None at all, if you consider how insular the local communities are,” I added, and Costin nodded.

“There’s not a lot of writings on the Fangs. They don’t want their methods known to others, and the people who want to stop them are never let close enough to see.” He paused here, and his expression took on a strange intensity. “We have to be missing something, there has to be something else to this.”

“I was thinking the same,” I admitted in a grim tone.

It was just a question of what, exactly, we were missing.

And I was about to ask Costin another question when a small noise cut me off.

I whipped my head around to find the source of it, and Costin looked over at me in concern.

“Arthur,” he said. “What’s--”

I cut him off with a sharp, short “Shh!” and turned my head again. I knew what I’d heard.

And there it was again.

“Oh, fuck…” I whispered as my heart sank into my frozen ass.

“What?” Costin murmured, and I saw his hand begin to reach for his knife as he looked around. “What is it?”

I turned to him with an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.

“Outside,” I told him while hardly daring to breathe. “I can hear something scratching.”
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Chapter 10

It wasn’t just a stick caught in the wind, I was certain of it. The noise was too persistent, too irregular, and was moving too much to be something inanimate.

But that begged the question… if not a stick, what was scratching?

Costin and I looked at one another, but neither of us dared to move. Neither dared to speak. I didn’t even think we were breathing.

Everyone else was asleep already, and after a few tense moments of silence, I started to hope that maybe I was just being paranoid.

Then the scratching sound continued.

Each one was like a claw raking across my heart and slowly carving its way inside.

And then… I realized it was beginning to move. The sound shuffled slowly around the boundary of this ruined building, like it was seeking… something. A weak spot? An entrance? Like a predator circling its prey and cataloguing all the possible exits.

But to my knowledge, there was only one: the door Maeve had bolted shut and told us under no circumstances to open before daybreak.

And it was there, behind that bolted door, that the scratching finally stopped.

Every part of me was trembling, and my blood was pounding so loudly in my ears I was sure that was how whatever was out there had found us.

Beside me, Costin’s face was pale and drawn, and he stared at the door with wide, unblinking eyes.

Then, to my horror, a shadow appeared in the tiny crack between the bottom of the door and the ground.

Someone-- no, not a someone, a something-- was standing outside that door.

The scratching slowed but didn’t stop. I shuddered as I imagined clawed, taloned digits, unlike anything human, dragging over the aged, brittle wood of the door and marking it for the hunt.

I had no idea if the thing outside the door had clawed hands. I had no idea if it even had hands. All I could say was that it was huge, since the shadow beneath the door was larger than any human I’d ever met.

Was it going to punch through? Was it going to tear us all to pieces and eat the remains?

Finally, the thing spoke.

“Please…” it whined, and I flinched at the sound of the voice, because it was too high-pitched, too juvenile, for something of that size.

It was a young child’s voice, a little girl’s voice, and it sounded tremulous and afraid.

“Please…” it said again. “Please let me in. It’s so cold. I’m soooo cold.”

The action of slowly turning my head away from the door to face Costin felt like it took me a century, but his bright golden eyes were just as wide and terrified as mine felt.

He didn’t say a word, but he jerkily managed to shake his head ever so slightly.

It was as fervent a plea as I’d ever seen from the man.

And there was no way in any Hell that I was going to let that thing in here.

I managed to shake my own head in confirmation, even though my muscles resisted movement, as if being perfectly, deathly still might convince the creature there was no one here.

But I knew that was a fool’s game. How many nights passed in this place with no one in this ruined settlement? How many buildings had an intact room for a traveling party to hole up in? And this creature just happened to pick the one night, the one building, with us inside?

Another cold fist clenched around my heart as I realized it had to have seen us. Perhaps it had been hunting us all day. Perhaps it had been watching us since before we left Solace.

I forced myself to push this thought aside. That was absurd. The terrain was so flat here, we’d have seen if we were being followed from miles off.

Assuming, of course, the thing outside the door wasn’t just as capable of visual camouflage as it was of verbal camouflage. Assuming, of course, it obeyed any natural laws.

And in a place like this, I had my doubts.

I managed to look over at Maeve, who was still sleeping in that strange upright position, with her knife clenched in one hand.

Surely someone so dedicated to fighting back against the Frost, against Tushar’s curse, couldn’t really have been forsaken by Kalama, could she? That seemed unfairly cruel. But, if anyone was going to be petty, it would be a god. They seemed to be fickle creatures, potentially generous but always flighty. When you had no one to keep you in check, no one who could order you around, I supposed anyone would start to buy their own hype.

But if there was anyone prepared to face the thing outside the door, it was Maeve.

I nodded to her and then looked at Costin with raised eyebrows.

Could the scarred woman help us? I silently asked.

But the non-shifter man shook his head. Then he slowly raised a trembling finger to his lips, and I understood.

Just the action of moving to Maeve and waking her would cause noise. The rustle of clothing, the whispering of voices. Who knew how well the thing outside the door could hear?

“Please…” the nightmare said again, still in that forlorn, child’s voice, but there was a note of pleading to it now. “Please, it’s so cold. Let me in.”

I wondered how it had come to have that voice. Had it conjured these sounds itself? No, the impression was too perfect. The only explanation was it had heard these words itself, from a real, pleading little girl.

Bile rose up in my mouth, and I had to fight to choke it back before I vomited noisily over the floor of the room. I pressed a hand over my mouth and forced it down. Somehow, I knew making a sound and confirming that there were waking, living creatures in here would spell our collective doom.

But that little girl… what had happened to her? What had that thing done to her?

I looked over at Regner, who was curled up on the floor between Maeve and Costin. It would take very little movement for the non-shifter man to wake him. No noise at all, if Costin moved slowly enough. The cunning man’s fire magic had destroyed the wolf, so clearly fire was the enemy of this place. It was Tushar’s curse and his twin, Kalama, was his antithesis.

Would Regner’s flames be able to destroy whatever lurked outside?

It seemed a risky move for something we didn’t know would work for sure, and if Costin woke him, even if he did so silently, would Regner flinch at the touch? Would he make noise as he woke or speak to us before realizing something was wrong?

These thoughts were struck from my mind as the thing outside the door spoke again, but not in the little girl’s voice.

No, this one… this one was familiar.

“Please, Arthur… please, let me in. I’m so cold out here.”

It was like a shard of ice to my heart, my very soul. I stared in horror at the door, and for maybe half a second, I actually wanted to get up and go and open it. To let the creature in. Because I wasn’t thinking rationally. Because it knew my name. Because I knew that voice.

My sister’s voice.

I lurched, like when you think for a moment you’ve seen a massive spider or something but then realize it was just a leaf or some trash. My body got halfway through an intense adrenaline spike before going ‘oh, no, wait, never mind,’ and I was left feeling electrified in the worst way possible.

No. I wasn’t going to open that door. Not in a million years.

I turned to Costin while feeling raw and terrified. Because how did the thing out there know what my sister sounded like? How did it know my name?

“Arthur, please,” it said again, and I gritted my teeth.

I wanted to scream, to throw something at the door and chase the thing away. How dare it steal my sister’s voice, how dare it take her words… but how had it done that at all? What terrible magic had reached into my mind, or across worlds, to imitate her like this?

A terrified, irrational thought struck me then-- had it hurt her? Was this creature, like me, able to walk across worlds? Had it used this terrible voice trick to fool Ellie into thinking it was me, and when she’d opened the door, had it taken her pleas and screams?

No. No. That made no sense. We’d been out on the ice only a day, and as far as I knew, worldwalking was only possible on the full moon.

So, it must have reached inside of me for Ellie’s voice. Some awful magic tethered it to the minds of its victims.

“Please, Arthur…” it whined.

My sister’s voice was so scared, so full of pain, that I wanted to sob. I wanted to call out to her and apologize. But I knew I couldn’t, and so the words rotted bitterly on my tongue.

This had to be Hell. Not the Ruin, not whatever humans had dreamed up back on Earth, but this. Trapped, with a facsimile of your loved ones pleading with you, while knowing that to let them in, to give in to your love for them, would spell a violent and bloody death for you and all your companions.

And then… there was another voice.

“Son…” the creature said, but not in the tones of my father.

It was unmistakably an impression of Sher Hayder.

Costin’s bronze face went deathly pale as all the blood drained out, and he looked ill as he stared at the closed door. His gaze darted nervously to his sister, and I could see it was taking all of his resolve not to go to her, not to reach for the door to let in the thing that was not his father.

“Please, Costin…” Sher Hayder’s voice pleaded. “Please, let me in. It’s so cold.”

“Arthur…” Ellie wept half a second later, and I realized in that moment there had to be two of them out there.

Or was this thing so adept at stealing words that it could flip between voices instantly?

“Costin…” Sher begged.

“Arthur…” Ellie pleaded.

Both of them sounded in so much pain. An ice fist had squeezed around my heart, and it wasn’t letting go.

Silent tears were streaking down Costin’s face. I could see he was gritting his teeth, and every muscle in his body was pulled taut so he didn’t leap up and let the thing with his father’s voice inside.

“Arthur!” Ellie cried out, followed by frantic scratching at the door. “Please! Please, let me in! I’m scared, Arthur… there’s things out here… Terrible things…”

It’s not real, it’s not real, it’s not real.

I just had to keep telling myself this, over and over. It wasn’t Ellie. It wasn’t my sister. My sister was safe and warm back home. She was probably fretting over my being missing, but she was otherwise fine. The thing out there, stealing her voice, was not my sister. No more than it was Costin’s father.

The minutes crawled by, and Costin and I remained rigid and unmoving. We didn’t speak, didn’t blink, and barely breathed. Time clawed itself raggedly, doggedly, from one second to the next, and it limped through one hour, then two.

All the while, the creatures outside the door scratched, growled, and played the part of predator and prey. I heard my sister scream in terror and in pain. Heard Sher Hayder be torn apart by some wild, rabid animal. My father begged for mercy. Then Peristera screeched for aid that would not-- could not-- come.

I heard everyone I loved outside of this room die gruesomely. And then, at long last, when I was hollow and numb, when all of the pain and grief had been scraped out of me like the flesh of a fruit, the creatures left.

Unmistakably, I could hear footsteps. Something shuffling and shambling and uncomfortably large. But they were receding and slowly fading into the soft winds of the snowy night.

And then, finally, there was merciful, wretched quiet.

Costin let out a shaking, gasping breath like he’d just come up for air after a deep dive. It looked like he’d been holding it since the thing had first spoken with his father’s voice.

Slowly, carefully, we unlocked our tense muscles and reached over, Costin for Maeve, myself for Sin. We jostled them awake, and the moment the pirate captain’s intensely green eyes opened, her brow furrowed in concern.

“Ayla Maga…” she muttered at the sight of me, and she raised a hand to my cheek. “Arthur, what happened?”

“We… heard something,” I breathed and was unable to say any more than that.

This, I knew, would come to be a memory I buried deep inside of myself, in the darkest, blackest corner of my mind, padlocked in a steel box, never to be reopened. I wanted nothing more than this night to be over, so I could lock it away and never think of it again.

“You heard one of them, didn’t you?” Maeve asked in a whisper, from where Costin had roused her. The scarred woman’s grip on her Damascus steel dagger tightened, and her face twisted with grief. “I’ve heard them before. You did well not to let it in.”

“What--” I began, and my voice cut off. My mouth was bone-dry, even now, from the sheer stress, so I swallowed hard and tried again. “What are they? What… what do they look like?”

“I don’t know,” Maeve answered, and her expression was dark. “No one who finds out lives to tell.”

No part of me wanted to lie down and sleep after what I’d just witnessed. The idea of letting my guard down so completely, even with Maeve and Sin taking over the watch, went against every survival instinct in my body. But I trusted them, Sin especially, and I knew they could handle themselves in a fight-- neither of them would have made it this far otherwise.

Still, sleep did not come easily, and it was only because Sin parked herself right next to where I lay and gently stroked my hair that I managed to fall asleep at all.

Even then, it was fitful and restless. My nightmares had been given new inspiration by what had happened and were capitalizing heavily. As such, my sleep was just a worse replay of what had just happened.

This time, I was alone in the cabin, with my tiny fire guttering and a chorus of voices pleading for me to let them in.

Lea. Sin. Costin. Even the others, Regner and Maeve and Kendra. Even Sher Hayder. Peristera. And, of course, my family from back home. All of them had their turn, their moment of pain and pleading, and even when I decided nothing could be worse than this, even when I decided I would rather a painful death than this torment, I found I could not move. In my dream, I was rooted to the spot and forced to listen to their agony forever.

When I finally, mercifully woke, it was to Lea’s gentle touch. She stroked my cheek with her thumb, and I realized I’d been crying in my sleep.

“Sin told me what happened,” the lioness-woman murmured. “You and Costin… I’m so sorry. I wish I could’ve--”

“No.” My voice was hoarse from both sleep and from the tears I’d cried, and I reached up and clasped both of Lea’s hands between my own. “No. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, Lea, not my worst enemy. Especially not you. I’m so, so thankful you weren’t on watch with us, and I know Costin will be, too.”

“He said he heard our father.” The lioness-woman’s expression became pained. “And… and Aunt Peri…”

“It wasn’t real,” I said, as much to convince myself as her. “None of it was real. It was some fucked-up trick, a way to prey on our sympathies.”

It was easier to say these words now that we were all awake and dawn was only moments away. With each passing moment, it felt more distant, like a terrible nightmare.

Even so, I knew I would want to lock it tightly away and-- Ayla Maga willing-- never think of it again. I could see in the hollow look in Costin’s eyes that he felt the same, and he sat as close to Lea as possible without physically being in her lap, as if to remind himself she was here, real, and alive.

We ate food in silence and packed up our bedrolls before heading back out into the icy desert. Much like the previous day, it was largely uneventful, just trudging across the barren white expanse while traversing ever southward, ever deeper into the cold.

Maeve warned us to keep our heads down, because despite the below-freezing temperatures, the glare of the sun-- compounded by its reflection on the ice-- would give us nasty sunburn around our eyes if we weren’t careful. This wasn’t a problem, though, since I had my chin tucked down as far as possible to keep my nose from freezing off, even behind the scarf I’d pulled up over it.

When the sun began to dip downwards, we kept our eyes and ears alert for any signs of life. Or unlife, I guess. Thankfully, though, tonight there were no zombie wolves or anything similar, and when we arrived at another abandoned settlement, Maeve directed us to one with several yew wreaths dotted around.

I still wasn’t sure if they actually did anything. They hadn’t protected this town or the last one from being destroyed, and they hadn’t protected us last night.

Unless…

Maybe the reason the thing hadn’t come inside, maybe the reason it had needed us to let it in willingly, was because of the wreaths. Maybe there was some scrap of Kalama’s protection here.

Maybe this place, and the people in it, had not been entirely forsaken.

We huddled up in another half-destroyed house with a single intact room. The windows had long-since been boarded up, and I couldn’t tell if this was a post-destruction addition by adventurers like Maeve or if it had been a defense against the terrible creatures back when the curse had first fallen.

I supposed it didn’t really matter.

“Is it just me, or do you feel a little less cold than you did yesterday?” Costin asked as we bolted the door shut.

For good measure, I pushed a shabby wardrobe up against it, too.

“Maybe we’re adapting to the climate,” I said to the non-shifter man, but Maeve’s head jerked up sharply as she pushed down her hood.

“Be careful,” she warned us. “Don’t get complacent. You’ve seen for yourselves how the magic here warps your perceptions. Don’t ever remove your clothing, not even if you feel like you’re overheating.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Costin said seriously, though he threw a mock salute in an attempt to lighten the mood.

Maeve raised an eyebrow but didn’t seem truly irritated.

“If it’s always been so cold around here, how did people ever manage to have sex without freezing their bits off?” Sin asked in a slightly amused tone.

“As I understand it, people just shoved their trousers to their knees,” the scarred woman answered matter-of-factly. “Minimal exposure.”

She said this so frankly that I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. But, having experienced the freezing temperatures for myself, I was willing to bet she wasn’t. It would take a lot of firewood and a lot of insulation to make a room warm enough to justify getting completely naked.

And, to be perfectly honest, that style of things didn’t appeal to me in the slightest. A hurried, mostly-clothed affair with Sin and Lea felt unexciting and honestly a bit too clinical for my taste.

We all huddled close to Regner’s little fire, as we had the night before, and we took watch in shifts. As the minutes ticked by, I held myself taut. I was just waiting for the other shoe to drop and that horrible scratching noise to begin again, and all the cacophony of horrors that would follow.

But, for better or worse, it never came. Costin and I just sat there stewing in our own terrified anticipation, until it was time to wake Sin and Maeve for their watch shift.

Our third day on the ice arrived uneventfully, which felt merciful if not for how I was sure we were just in the calm before the storm.

And, as we ate another breakfast, the Ice Fury was of the same opinion.

“We should arrive on the edge of the Demonfrost before sundown,” she warned us as we ate. “Whatever we’ve encountered up until now has been the easy part. The things waiting within the curse itself are far, far worse, and if you make a single mistake, it will probably be your last.”

“What do you recommend, then?” I asked.

“Don’t enter the Demonfrost, for one.” The scarred woman smiled mirthlessly. “But it’s a bit late for that now.”

We had to laugh. It was either laugh or scream out here.

Then I turned to Kendra.

“Have you received any more guidance from Ayla Maga?” I asked the owl-woman, and she shook her head with a small sigh.

“I don’t think her light really reaches here,” she explained further. “It’s like her magic is… clouded. Literally blocked by something. Maybe the Rime Lord does not permit other gods within his domain.”

“All the mythologies say Tushar was a jealous, petty god,” Costin agreed in a grim tone. “He didn’t like being outshone by his twin sister. I think it gave him a complex.”

For some reason, the concept of a literal god having a superiority complex amused me, and before I knew it, I was chuckling, then outright laughing, at the very idea. It might have been a bit loud, it might have been a bit manic, but it was better than crying.

When my amusement subsided, I turned back to the matter at hand.

“What about the Fangs?” I asked Maeve. “Do you think we’ll be approaching their stronghold soon?”

“I’d imagine so,” she said. “I like to think even they wouldn’t be so stupid as to center themselves too deep in the Demonfrost. The creatures there hunt shifters and non-shifters alike. I don’t even think the Devourer’s favor would protect them much from the curse, either.”

“I’ve never known the Fangs to be sensible people,” Costin pointed out, which earned a small chuckle from the rest of our group. “But still, I’ll take any blessings we can get.”

We packed ourselves up and headed off once again, though not before Maeve gathered up as many yew wreaths as she could find strewn around the abandoned little village and looped one around each of our necks.

I might have called this foolish, or superstitious, but after our first night out here, I was willing to engage in a little superstition if it kept us safe. We were about to enter the deepest, most dangerous part of this tundra, and I wasn’t going to take any chances in the name of trying to look cool or aloof.

I wanted to come back alive. I wanted us all to come back alive.

Besides, the smell of the dried wood and berries around my neck was actually quite pleasant. It was woody and fragrant, when everything else here was so barren of plant life and smelled only of snow and maybe, faintly, of salt from the faraway sea.

We set off in the cold, watery sunlight of a winter’s day, and as we did, Maeve warned we were getting close to the ‘Night Circle.’

“It’s the southernmost part,” she explained. “For about three months out of the year, there’s no sunlight at all.”

I was reminded of Svalbard, in Norway. They had a night about four months long, and a day about four months long, and living there sounded like torture. I hoped we would only need to be within the Night Circle for a few days, because with all the other dangers we’d be facing, I was probably at genuine risk of going a bit crazy.

If not for Lea and Sin at my side, I probably would’ve gone crazy already.

“Will we be crossing into it before or after the Demonfrost?” I asked our guide.

“About the same time,” the scarred woman answered. “Tushar’s curse follows a similar boundary. Possibly because his power is strongest at night, in the darkness. It’s naturally colder, and naturally further from Kalama’s influence.”

Great.

Still, we marched on, and as the sun was rapidly setting and we began to think about finding a place to shelter for the night, I saw something on the horizon.

“What’s that?” I asked, and I half-wondered if it was a snow mirage or a shadow playing tricks on me.

It looked like a dark brown or black bar across the top of the horizon, like it suddenly had an outline.

“Oh, that’s odd,” Lea muttered, and I realized it wasn’t a mirage. “Do all of you see it, too?”

“That strange line?” Kendra asked. “I half thought I was imagining it. Is it a shadow?”

“No, that’s not imaginary…” Maeve said in a wary tone. “And it’s not a shadow. We’re coming up on the edge of the Demonfrost, so it could be dark magic. All of you, keep close. And don’t speak unless you have to.”

Our pace slowed as we carefully, warily approached this strange phenomenon in the terrain. What could be so dark out here, where even the wolves had white fur? It couldn’t be a tree trunk, or exposed mud or anything. The ice was too thick, the climate too cold.

But, as we drew near, I realized I’d been wrong. Because the Demonfrost, despite its name, did not appear to be nearly as frosty as I had imagined. Or, judging by her muttered curse, how Maeve had expected.

The ground was bare enough to show dark, rugged rock. It was devoid of mud, devoid of plants, devoid even of ice and snow.
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Chapter 11

“I… expected the Demonfrost to be a bit, well… frostier,” I said to Maeve in a mild tone.

“So did I,” the scarred woman replied grimly, and when Costin moved to take a step toward her, she threw out an arm. “Wait. Don’t step over the threshold. Not yet.”

“We have to cross it,” the non-shifter man said plainly, and I saw his golden eyes dart to the rapidly-setting sun. How much further south would we have to walk before it wouldn’t rise at all? “We have to get to the Fangs.”

“He’s right,” Sin agreed. “Daciana and the others are counting on us.”

“You don’t have to cross the boundary if you don’t want to,” Regner added to Maeve, and he put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve done more than enough by getting us this far. We wouldn’t blame you if you want to turn back now, or wait for us here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the scarred woman said flatly. She didn’t say it like she was offended, though, and when she turned away from the threshold of stone and snow, her gaze was determined. “I’ve brought you this far, and if you say you can disable the Fangs, I’m seeing it through with you.”

I smiled at her, despite the danger and unease surrounding us. For all I’d plunged myself into the heart of this world’s problems, I’d come to find many allies, and I was glad for each of them. I knew there was no way I could’ve gotten anywhere near this far alone.

The sun was a razor-thin sliver above the horizon now, and the shadows were sharp and dramatic against a burning orange glow that was fading before our eyes.

And we were still entirely exposed.

“We need to find somewhere to shelter,” Kendra said, and she drew her coat tightly around herself in a way that suggested she wasn’t feeling cold so much as exposed.

She was standing next to Lea and huddling close to the lioness-woman as though united against the dark. In a way, I was reminded of those delicate little birds from the savannah, the ones who lived on top of rhinos, even though Kendra’s shifter form was not that kind of bird, and Lea’s form was not a rhino.

Something about their dynamic just seemed… symbiotic. Naturally entwined. Balanced.

“It’s going to be dark soon,” the owl-woman continued. “Very soon.”

“It is,” Maeve agreed, and she gazed out at the setting sun like she was trying to commit it to memory, like she was unsure if she would ever see it again. Maybe she was. Maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe none of us would. “But it won’t serve us much good now. The days will be too short to travel. We’ll have to move at night if you want to get in and out of here in under a month, and the risk of traveling at night is lesser than spending any more time here than you need to.”

“We’ll be traveling at night now?” Costin asked and looked at the scarred woman with a dubious expression. “You told us on the way here to avoid it.”

“I did.” Maeve nodded. “And when the days were long enough for sufficient travel, it made sense. But we’re about to enter the heart of the Frost, the edge of where the curse’s worst effects begin. I mean… just look at it.”

She said this last part with something akin to disgust, and she jerked her head toward the barren, snowless rock before us. I wondered when was the last time Maeve had seen a terrain that wasn’t snow and ice. Months? Years?

“I don’t want to spend a month slowly crawling toward wherever the Fangs are hiding out,” I agreed. “And Maeve’s right, this far south, who’s to say there will even be days.”

“I can feel it,” Kendra said ominously as she and Lea huddled even closer together. “Can’t you? It… presses.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what the auspice woman meant by that, and I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know. Something about her tone, something about the look in her purple eyes, unsettled me in a deep, profound way.

Like when I’d seen the white wolf on the ice. I’d been able to sense it was wrong just by looking at it.

Kendra wasn’t ‘wrong’ as such. In many ways, she seemed right, as natural a fit for our group as Sin and Regner and Maeve. But she brushed up against an ancient knowledge, and when I saw flickers of it in her eyes, I turned away. It was like staring into the sun.

“All the same, we need to continue on,” Sin said firmly. “I didn’t come all this way just to turn back now.”

“Neither did I,” I agreed, and Lea and I each reached for the pirate captain’s hands.

Then, with our fingers intertwining, the three of us took our first step out of the snowy tundra and onto the bare, ravaged rock of the not-so-frosty Demonfrost.

Part of me had expected some kind of shift. Like the world would warp, and I would suddenly be perceiving a different landscape, as if we’d crossed the barrier of some spell or illusion.

But nothing like that happened. I didn’t notice a drop in the temperature, or a shift in the ever-dying light of the dusk. The only difference was the ground was solid and unyielding underfoot.

Back on the edge of the snow, Maeve, Kendra, Regner, and Costin stared at the three of us, like they’d also been expecting something to happen. Then the scarred woman sighed and stepped over to join us, and the other three followed in quick succession.

“Stick together,” Maeve said in a stern tone. “There might not be hidden crevasses or anything, but I don’t like this place one bit.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” I assured her, because every hair on my body was standing on end, and I didn’t want to let go of Sin’s hand.

It was like part of me honestly believed if I let go, something would lash out of the darkness and drag me away, never to be seen again.

It was fully dark now. The sun was entirely gone, and somehow I knew it would be a long time before I saw the sun again. We had to go even further south to find the Fangs’ stronghold, ever deeper into the curse.

Regner raised a hand to try and light the way a little, but it took several attempts. Each time he held out his palm, a tiny flame sputtered for a few moments before being snuffed out, like it was smothered by the oppressive darkness around us.

“Fuck,” the green-eyed man muttered in a frustrated tone as his latest attempt guttered in his palm.

I saw the reflection of the flame in the lenses of his glasses as it died. My eyes were slowly beginning to adjust to the darkness, but it was still almost pitch black here, and bitterly cold.

“Don’t worry, I can see the way,” Maeve said, and when we looked at her, she tapped her right temple near her fake glowing eye, which was the brightest thing by far in our surroundings. “This lets me see through the worst of the darkness.”

“Useful,” I remarked. “In that case, lead the way.”

“To where?” Costin asked. “We can’t just stumble around in the darkness until we happen upon their stronghold.”

“He’s right,” Lea agreed. “We need to shelter, rest a while, and come up with a real plan.”

“I think a rest would be a good idea.” Maeve nodded. “Might be the last one we get for a while. Keep a look out for something we can shelter inside.”

She said this, but she was the only one able to see anything further than a couple feet away. It was as though a dense black fog covered this place. It was all I could do to hold Sin’s hand in front of me and Lea’s behind me as we walked in a line directly behind Maeve, like we were kids on a field trip who were tethered together so no one wandered off alone.

As we walked, I began to get a proper sense of the terrain. Sure, it was bare rock, but it was far from flat. The stones were cracked as though ravaged by enormous earthquakes and jutted up from the ground, enormous chasms loomed just off to the side, and what few plants we saw were gnarled and twisted. No greenery, no leaves, only hard, knotted wood and gray vines wrapping around anything they could reach and slowly crushing them like serpents.

Maybe the most ominous thing was the conspicuous lack of bodies. No blood. Not even really any scratches, unlike the settlements out in the snow. There was barely anything to suggest anyone had lived or died here, except for the occasional artifact, like a book, or a piece of jewelry, or a child’s lost toy.

There was something achingly sad about a lost stuffed toy. I almost wanted to reach out and scoop it up, as if I could somehow return it to its owner.

But they were long gone. Decades, maybe even centuries past. And there was no other sign of where they’d gone or what had happened to them.

It was as if all the people here had just… vanished.

At last, Maeve found a semi-intact house. It was as abandoned as everything else around here, but it had four walls, a roof, and a door that shut if we shoved it hard enough.

It took Costin, Sin, and I all shoving our full weight against the door to properly lodge it in place. What the pirate captain lacked in size, she made up for in power. Years of scrambling over rigging, hauling cargo, and fighting for her life had honed her into a sharp, lean, and deceptively-strong woman.

Honestly, I had no idea if the door would do anything against a would-be intruder, even when we laid a yew wreath across the base. At the end of the day, it was just a bit of wood, but it felt a lot better than nothing.

In the center of the little room, Regner once again tried to get a fire going, but with no success. If he focused hard, he could keep a small flame going in his hands, but as soon as he drew his attention anywhere else, or as soon as he tried to transfer it to the strange, brittle wood we hacked off some of the warped plants, it guttered out.

“I told you outside, the darkness is pressing in,” Kendra said to the green-eyed man. “It smothers everything. First flames, then lives.”

A shiver ran across my body, and I instinctively knew Kendra was right. There was no way she’d be able to hear Ayla Maga in such an utterly, desolately dark place as this. The dark pressed in on all sides, not night but shadow, thick and choking like smoke. Even the scraps of firewood we’d collected weren’t right, because despite Regner’s best efforts, they weren’t even singed, not even the pieces that had briefly touched the flames.

“The sooner we get into the Fang stronghold, the better, really,” I said as I drew my knees up to my chest. Even though the fire wouldn’t burn, we huddled around the tiny, empty pit in a circle, with our shoulders brushing. “They must have some way to protect themselves against this darkness. Something to light their way.”

“If they do, maybe it’s something we can take from them,” Lea said as she leaned against my shoulder. “Let the curse do most of the work for us.”

“Worry about that once we’re actually at their stronghold,” Maeve advised. “Right now, you need to rest. Do you want me to take first watch?”

“No, we’ll need you alert when we leave, you’re the only one who can see in this place,” I told the scarred woman. “I’ll watch. You guys rest.”

“You can’t watch alone, Arthur,” Costin insisted, and even in the dimness, I could see the unease in his expression.

“I’ll stay up with him,” Kendra offered in a placid voice. “I want to try and pray, anyway. Maybe Ayla Maga is not entirely beyond our reach.”

“Such is the nature of faith,” Regner said in a slightly dubious tone.

It was obvious he didn’t think it was possible, but just like he’d said, half the point of faith was hoping anyway.

Maybe it was because of the intense blackness, or maybe we were all just much more exhausted than we realized, but everyone dropped off to sleep almost at once. It felt a little less worrying, to hear five sets of even, slow breathing as our companions slept. Like this was an ordinary night, and we were on an ordinary adventure.

For a long while, Kendra and I sat in silence. This had two reasons. One, I didn’t want to interrupt her prayers, especially when she probably had to concentrate much more to be heard. Two, I wanted to listen out for anything moving around outside.

Eventually, though, it was Kendra who broke the silence.

“I’m not suited to this place,” she muttered as she looked around.

“Is anyone?” I pointed out.

She gave a tiny smile at that, but it quickly faded.

“The magic here is… wrong,” she said as her eyebrows lightly furrowed over her purple eyes. “I’m sure Regner feels it even more strongly than me. It’s been smothered, like everything else that isn’t dark and cold and hatred.”

“It’s seeped into the stone,” I agreed with a frown.

I wasn’t magically inclined beyond my shifting abilities, not like Lea, Regner, and Kendra. But even I could feel the twistedness of this place. How the land itself didn’t want us here.

Kendra let out a sigh and pulled her clothes even closer around herself.

“I’m cold,” she said, but not in a plaintive way, like she was complaining. It was matter-of-fact. “I’ve never been this cold. I don’t think these clothes are doing much.”

“Maeve did say it has a way of… getting inside you,” I said in a dark tone. I remembered what our guide had said, when she’d been trying to warn us away from this quest, about how the Frost took something from everyone who crossed it, something we would never get back. “We spend enough time here, we’ll be like her, unable to get warm.”

“I can’t imagine that,” Kendra murmured, and the furrow deepened between her brows.

It was one of the most normal and un-clairvoyant expressions I’d seen on her so far, and that fascinated me a little. She looked less like a prophetess and more like a young woman I increasingly wanted to befriend.

“I never asked, where are you from?” I questioned when I realized that I knew almost nothing about her.

To my surprise, Kendra tensed. It wasn’t a lot, and part of me wanted to say it was just a spasm, or a shiver from the cold. But something about the timing, about how quickly it had happened after I spoke, told me it was no coincidence.

“I’m not from around Casterin,” the purple-eyed woman admitted in a tone that seemed just a shade too careful for what should have been a simple question. “I’m from further north. The climate is warmer.”

“Maroquet?” I asked.

Maeve had mentioned that place, and from context, it sounded warm and balmy. I imagined a hot, sunny city filled with brightly-colored bazaars and chattering people, and I resisted the urge to give a wistful sigh.

When this was over, when Daciana was rescued and the Fangs were defeated, I wanted to actually see this world. The nice parts, not just the god-cursed lands. I wanted to go on an actual vacation or something.

“Not quite that far north,” Kendra answered. “But not too far off. It’s certainly warmer than here.”

She added this last bit in a rueful, longing tone.

“Why did you come to Casterin’s Sanctuary, then?” I asked her. “Or do Aspirants get randomly assigned?”

“No, Aspirants can choose where they would like to train,” the purple-eyed woman explained. “But it’s encouraged to go a little further afield from home, to test whether it’s truly Temple life you enjoy. Not to mention, Auspices need to broaden their horizons, to better receive the will of Ayla Maga and Enara. And I… well. I had my own reasons for leaving my home.”

I could tell it was a delicate subject, and seeing as we were freezing on the ass-end of the world and had only known each other for a couple days, I decided to let the matter drop and changed the subject.

“When this is over, I want to see parts of Nagul that aren’t cursed by gods,” I told her. “If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you go?”

A soft smile touched the corners of Kendra’s mouth as she contemplated an answer.

“Lusari,” she finally said with a smile. “It’s a large trading city, not unlike Casterin, but it sits on the bank of the Pontar-- it’s possibly the biggest river in Nagul. Wider than some seas. I’ve heard the markets there sprawl for miles. You could buy anything you can dream of there, and the most beautiful music wafts over the entire city.”

“Really?” I asked, because that sounded like an amazing place. “How come?”

“It’s the City of Songs,” Kendra answered while still smiling at the idea, and I could almost picture the warm and bright atmosphere, instead of the dark, frigid landscape we found ourselves in now. “At its heart is a great library, and the stories of all Nagul’s most incredible heroes and histories are recorded in poetic style.”

“Like an epic,” I said, because the Iliad had been a poem, hadn’t it? Originally told verbally.

“Hundreds of them, thousands.” Kendra nodded. “And the government officials hire talented musicians to stand at each of the towers and sing and play their music, bathing the city in song.”

“That sounds incredible,” I said. “What made them do that?”

At this, the purple-eyed woman gave an almost sheepish smile.

“A god-curse,” she admitted. “Or a manner of one. The stories go that when the Devourer rises from the Ruin, he shall be heralded by the Cold and the Silence. Tushar, obviously, and Melora, the goddess of the end and the quiet.”

“A death goddess?” I asked.

Kendra nodded. “A terrible plague came over Lusari, hundreds of years ago. It was called Quiet Death because it ravaged your throat and left you unable to even speak. Most people died not from the illness itself, but from being unable to swallow food and drink, and in some cases even to breathe, because their throat was so swollen.”

“That sounds awful,” I muttered, and unconsciously my hand went to my own throat, as if to check it was still okay.

“It was,” Kendra agreed. “The Auspices of the local Temple prayed for guidance and were told the officials had displeased Melora by not honoring her properly. So, she took away their ability to honor anyone.”

“So, how did that translate to Lusari becoming the City of Songs?” I asked and was suddenly transfixed by this story.

“Resilience,” Kendra said simply. “Even a god cannot stand against a city if they are united in defiance. So medicine was given, people were treated, and the guard towers gained a second function. They’re called the ‘nests’ now, because it’s where the city’s ‘songbirds’ perform.”

“I see now why you want to go there,” I mused, and I found my gaze drifting out to the vast darkness around us. “Do you think we could stand against Tushar? Against the Devourer?”

Here, of all places, I was reluctant to call him by his name. That seemed a good way to get his attention.

“I don’t know,” the purple-eyed woman admitted. “But… we have to try, don’t we?”

I supposed we did.

Hours later, when I went to rouse Sin and Costin for the second watch shift, Maeve awoke all by herself and seemed anxious.

“What?” I asked, with my hands still hovering over the shoulder of the sleeping pirate captain. “Is something wrong?”

“I… not exactly,” the Ice Fury said. “Well. Yes. Everything here is wrong. I’m just… jumpy.”

“I’m not tired, if you want to move,” Kendra offered, and the owl-woman and I exchanged a glance.

“Me, neither,” I then said, and it was the truth. I doubted I’d be able to sleep in a place like this, and I was buzzing with a frantic energy. “Let’s get going while we all feel alright.”

“You haven’t slept,” Maeve said to us with a frown.

“No, really, I’m fine,” I insisted. “The sooner we start, the sooner we can get to leaving this place.”

The scarred woman looked at us both for a long time, but eventually her caution won out.

“Okay.” She nodded. “Fine. If it spares us some time here, let’s go now.”

So, we woke the others, packed our things, and moved on. Given it was so dark, there wasn’t really a sense of day or night or time at all.

Everything here was so disorienting.

We moved as slowly and as quietly as possible, and we searched from house to house for anything we might make use of, or any clues as to where the Fangs might be.

After several hours of squinting through the dimness but still only able to see a few feet in front of me at a time, I opened the door to one crumbling building and fell back in shock as a cry ripped itself from my chest.

“Arthur!” Lea’s voice rang through the dark, and a moment later, she and Sin were both at my side.

“What happened? Is something there? Is-- oh, Erramun!” Lea gasped as she whipped her head around and saw the same thing I had, and her hands flew to her mouth in shock.

There were three Fangs, unmistakable from the uniforms.

And they were dead.

The corpses were huddled in the back corner of this single-room structure. Perhaps it had once had more rooms attached, but they had long since crumbled away. The Fangs’ bodies looked ‘fresh,’ as fresh as corpses could look, anyway. They weren’t rotting or desiccated, and there wasn’t that horrible stench of decay surrounding them.

“You think this happened recently?” I asked with a frown, once I’d managed to collect myself from the shock.

We hadn’t seen any bodies here so far, and I’d suspected it was because most things didn’t stay truly dead unless they were burned. But these Fangs… nothing had taken them.

“No, I don’t think so,” Maeve said as she approached, and she frowned down at the bodies. “Things have a way of… freezing here. Some of it, I think, is literal. It’s too cold for things to decay quickly. But the magic, too. The same stuff that twisted the wolf you fought. It stops things from rotting as they should.”

“I guess I’m glad there’s no smell.” Sin wrinkled her petite nose. “But should we be worried they’re going to awaken and attack us?”

“No, they would’ve done so already,” our scarred guide assured us. “Either the curse has no use for them, or whatever protection they have against its worst effects protects them in death, too.”

Maeve carefully picked her way past me, Sin, and Lea as she approached the bodies. She toed the nearest one with her boot and, when it didn’t react, she crouched down and reached into the layers of jackets to pull out a silvery crest, almost like a badge.

Something else glinted, too, albeit dimly, and I realized after a moment it was a length of chain clutched in one corpse’s hands. Hanging from the end of the chain were several pairs of shackles, all empty, all unlocked.

Either their prisoners had escaped, or these three had been returning empty-handed.

I wasn’t sure how much of an ‘escape’ it would be in a place like this, though.

“We should take their uniforms,” Costin said, and when I glanced over at him, I saw he, too, had noticed the length of chain and was frowning at it. “It’ll be easier to get in if they think we’re part of the group.”

“Three Fangs took four shifters captive? You sure?” Regner asked while looking unconvinced.

“It’s better than trying to brute force our way in,” Costin said with a shrug. “And if some of us can access the prison while the rest of us go for a records room or an office, so much the better.”

“Costin’s right.” I nodded, as did the others.

Seeing he was outnumbered, Regner conceded, and he, Costin, and Maeve began the grim task of stripping the layers of uniform off the three corpses, while Sin, Lea, Kendra, and I loosely bound ourselves into the shackles.

It wasn’t a great disguise, and wouldn’t pass a high level of scrutiny, but hopefully it would get us through the door.

Maeve pulled an eye-patch out of one pocket of her many layers of clothing to cover her fake eye, but I supposed it would be less memorable than a moon crystal eye and more likely to make the guards at the door just think they knew who Maeve, Costin, and Regner were.

As I thought about the Fangs and their base, a thought occurred to me.

“Why were they holed up in here?” I asked, and I nodded to the bodies that were now left only in their underwear. “Surely the stronghold has to be close.”

“Oh, I’m sure it is, but the curse has a way of playing tricks on you,” the scarred woman said as she adjusted the patch. “They must have thought they were still miles out. Maybe they thought they could wait for a sunrise that never came.”

They had been Fangs, dedicated to the murder and terror of shifters, but even so, I felt a small twinge of pity.

It was a cruel way to die, even if they had brought it entirely upon themselves.

Thanks to our layers of clothing, it was quite easy for Sin to hide a few small daggers on her person, as well as Costin to smuggle his lockpicks. Maeve kept her Damascus steel knife under her cloak, too, and the rest of our things we left draped in the yew wreaths.

Either we would be able to come and retrieve them once we were done, or we would all be too dead for it to matter.

With that, we ventured ever more south, and I began to wonder how much further we had to go before we reached Nagul’s south pole.

Surely, eventually, we’d end up going north again, right?

As I pondered this, I began to notice a dark shape looming before us. Panic bolted through me for a second before I realized it was not a massive creature, but a building. A tall, imposing fortress built out of the crumbling ruins of a temple. Judging by the iconography of snow and ice, and by the stern, glowering visages carved into the eroding stone, it had been dedicated to Tushar, the Rime Lord.

It could only have had one purpose now.

This was the Fangs’ stronghold.
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Chapter 12

The darkness of this place was so complete, so all-encompassing, that the old temple stood out even from a great distance away. Cold, blueish-white lights starkly illuminated the high walls, and they cast harsh shadows across the mottled surface of the stone.

“Moon crystals,” Maeve said.

If anyone would have known, it would’ve been the scarred woman with a moon crystal for an eye. The Fangs were probably using the crystals for the same reason she could see better than us through the darkness. Unlike natural flame-- or even unnatural flame conjured by cunning folk, as Regner had demonstrated-- moon crystals seemed to carve a path through the curse’s darkness.

As we slowly inched closer to the temple, our eyes and ears were pricked for any clue of danger, be they Fang or cursed. Then I noticed the walls of the structure were hewn from the same dark purple stone Lea and I had seen in the Tristan mines several weeks ago.

I supposed this made sense, since moon crystals had grown there, and it made sense not to waste the stone they’d mined out to get to the moon crystals. At the same time, though, I wondered if this purple stone somehow enhanced moon crystals, if they shone brighter in it, or if the moon crystals made the purple stone sacred by association, and there had been a spiritual reason for building the temple out of it.

Tall, spindly lanterns, like old-fashioned street lamps, each housed a chunk of moon crystal that let out a cool bluish glow. Nothing this far south, even illumination, could be warm. Maybe that was the real reason moon crystals worked where fire didn’t-- their light was cold.

We drew closer and began to take our positions. Costin went in front, since he was the least likely to be recognized, other than Maeve, and wouldn’t be recognized as cunning, like Regner. Those two went at the back, while in the middle of our little procession, Lea, Sin, Kendra, and I bowed our heads and tried to look like dejected, terrified prisoners.

A small path, narrow compared to the vast expanse we’d been walking but still a good twenty feet wide, separated us from the temple’s entrance.

As soon as I stepped onto the worn, dark cobblestones, though, something in my mind… itched.

I froze.

“Arthur?” Lea murmured. She was right beside me and had felt me tense. “What’s wrong?”

Costin stopped but to his credit didn’t turn. We were potentially within eyeshot of guards now.

“Moonsickness,” I whispered to the others, and I felt Lea tense in alarm.

“They’ve managed to bring it with them?” Regner asked in an uneasy tone. “If they can make it portable, it’s only a matter of time until it’s airborne.”

“We’ll stop them,” I said firmly. “We’re here to destroy this place, anyway. We might be able to find out more about how they created it, too.”

Because, unfortunately, what little we’d been able to look through on Deimos had not proved helpful. Sure, we hadn’t had a lot of time, since our priority had been the prisoners, but that place hadn’t seemed like much of a lab. At least, not the one where inventing happened. It had been the place where field testing happened, before it was rolled-out worldwide.

“Don’t shift here,” Sin said to Kendra in front of Lea and I. “It makes your mind… well. You heard how the refugees spoke. Some can resist it, like Arthur, but there’s no way of knowing until you shift, so I wouldn’t risk it.”

“Believe me, I won’t,” the purple-eyed woman assured us. “My form isn’t much use in a fight, anyway.”

I somewhat begged to differ, because I knew about the wickedly-sharp beak and talons of an owl, but at the same time, between a lioness or a bear or a fox, my money wouldn’t be on the bird.

Regardless, I decided in that moment to not shift unless it was absolutely necessary. I remembered the flood of rage that had overtaken my mind and damn-near overwhelmed it. I’d only been able to resist mauling my companions because I’d had a more suitable target in Cahir. Sure, there was no shortage of targets inside that temple, but our main goal was rescue. Daciana, as well as anyone else who we could help.

Of course, though, if there was moonsickness here, would we be able to safely remove them from the stronghold? Or had the Fangs managed to find a way to force even those who could resist moonsickness to fall victim to its madness?

We were very far south. The next natural day wouldn’t be for weeks, maybe months, and we were in the heart of the most dangerous place in Nagul.

I pushed these thoughts aside. We’d figure out a way after the Fangs were dead and the prisoners were released.

The seven of us were now within eyeshot of the pair of guards outside the main doors of the temple. They each stood directly beside a tall moon crystal lamp, and they both wielded halberds that glinted sharply in the bluish light.

Their weapons had a long reach. Maybe even long enough to take a swipe at a bear or a lion from a semi-safe distance. The blades were certainly sharp enough to do some real damage, even if they hadn’t been imbued with some terrible magic.

Which, this deep into Fang business, they probably had.

I remembered the young man Costin, Lea, and I had encountered in the dingy, tavern-strewn district of Casterin, right after we’d found Sin, and the four of us had fought for our lives together. He had mumbled dazedly about his brother, Aron, and how he’d only joined the Fangs to stay with his brother. For all that man’s faults, he hadn’t genuinely wanted shifters eradicated. No, his sin had been complacency.

As I glanced at these guards, I knew there would be no such people here. No one would have come this far south, across so much hostile terrain, without an ardent devotion to the Fangs’ cause.

These people were dedicated to the Devourer, through and through.

“Halt,” one of the guards said, and Costin halted immediately-- so immediately Sin and Kendra almost walked into him.

The chains shackling the two women to Lea and I jingled uncomfortably loudly in the otherwise-silent night. Save for the faint howling of the wind, it was quiet here.

“How’d you manage to grab four of them?” the other guard asked in an oddly conversational tone, and he looked Kendra up and down.

There was an edge to his gaze, something hungry that I didn’t like, and I could see from the way the purple-eyed woman’s shoulders tensed that she didn’t care for it, either.

“They don’t look too roughed up,” the first guard said with a frown. “How long have you held them for? A few days? You better not have taken them from Solace.”

“Relax,” Costin said sharply. I had so rarely heard this cold, snappish tone that it startled me a little, and I realized how lucky I was to be on his-- and my other allies’-- good side. “They were out on the ice. Sightseeing or something equally stupid. It’s a wonder we got them before a crevasse did.”

“Would’ve been less work,” Regner grumbled from behind me. “Now let us in. It’s fucking freezing.”

“No shit,” the first guard said with a roll of his eyes. “Show us your tattoo first.”

I tensed.

The serpent tattoo was proof a Fang had personally killed a shifter. It was a symbol no non-Fang would ever think to tattoo on themselves, like a fucking swastika or something.

Which meant it was a fool-proof way to guarantee entry only to the truly loyal.

“Are you kidding?” Costin demanded, and he did a good job of looking put out. “You think I brought these freaks here for the fun of it?”

“Boss’ orders,” the second guard said with another eye roll that suggested he, too, thought this was ridiculous. “Got word something happened to Cahir on Deimos, so he wants to tighten up, to be safe.”

“Shit,” Costin said, and he looked genuinely surprised. “Must’ve happened just after we left.”

“So you can see why we have to do things properly,” the first guard said, with no indication as to whether or not he thought it was ridiculous.

Now, Costin scowled.

“Seriously?” the non-shifter man snapped. “I’m not taking off my clothes just to flash you.”

“Then you can freeze out here,” the first guard said flatly.

It seemed we were at a stalemate. I dared to glance up, and I caught a glimpse of the hard-faced guard and the apologetic-looking guard and the way Costin had clenched his gloved fists and was glowering at the pair of them.

Maybe setting up here had been intelligent, on the Fangs’ part. After all, even if a prisoner did somehow escape, just where would they escape to? If they weren’t recaptured, the ice, or the undead creatures that haunted it, would kill them long before they found refuge.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” a voice from behind me said so suddenly that I jumped.

I just barely remembered to not turn around and saw out of the corner of my eye as Maeve stepped forward and yanked off her left glove.

Then she pulled back her sleeve, and with a jolt of shock, I saw it.

There was a tattoo of a serpent around her left arm, with the head on the inside of her wrist, and the body curled once, twice around her arm before ending halfway up her inner forearm.

“Good enough for you?” she snapped.

“Fine, fine, keep your hair on,” the first guard scoffed, and he and his companion stepped aside, pushed open the enormous wooden doors, and granted us entry to the Fangs’ stronghold.

Once inside, the doors closed behind us and blocked out some of the bitter chill. The walls were at least thirty feet high, and the long, narrow hallway was illuminated by hanging lamps with more moon crystals.

At the far end of the hallway, I could see another pair of armed guards.

But it was a long hallway.

“Should I be concerned about why you have a serpent tattoo?” I asked the scarred woman in as loud a whisper as I dared.

“You have to look the part if you want to be let in,” she muttered back.

I couldn’t argue with that, I supposed, since she was the only reason we’d been granted entry, but it was an illuminating glimpse at the woman I’d made my ally.

She’d mentioned her brother had been killed by Fangs, and they’d taken her eye for good measure. But she’d tattooed herself with a hate symbol and infected herself with the Demonfrost’s curse so completely that she could never get warm…

Just how badly had the Fangs destroyed her life, to make her willing to become the Ice Fury?

We were close to the second set of guards now, and they let us in without comment, into what seemed to be the main body of the temple, but not the center. This must be whatever the temple’s version of a ‘waiting hall’ was.

Several people milled about, though I wasn’t sure what kind of duties they were expected to fulfill outside of capturing and killing shifters. Whoever was coming up with the moonsickness was likely someone of a higher caliber-- not a soldier, but a scientist.

The entrance to the dungeons was obvious. Pure misery and desperation emanated from the door, which was noticeably heavily-guarded by four Fangs instead of just two.

We headed toward that door, and I was keenly aware that every pair of eyes in this huge hall was following the four of us in shackles. The weight of their gazes was heavier than the chains, as was the knowledge that all of them, deeply and profoundly, wanted us dead.

Wanted everyone like us dead.

Once past the first set of doors, we were again in some kind of ‘in between’ room where four guards sat at a table playing cards and looking bored. Only one even looked up when we walked in, though I saw his eyes widen as he noticed us.

Clearly he, too, was surprised three Fangs had returned with four prisoners.

“We’ll take it from here,” was all he said, and he set down his hand of cards as he got to his feet.

“Not necessary,” Costin said. “I want to lock these bastards up myself. The short one nearly took my eye out.”

He threw a dirty look over his shoulder at Sin, who, wisely, didn’t react. Knowing Fangs, even a smirk would probably earn her a right-hook from one of the real guards.

“Don’t worry, we’ll make sure she gets what’s coming to her,” one of the other guards said as she set down her own hand. Then she gave Sin a nasty smile that made something in my stomach turn over unpleasantly.

“These are the last prisoners you’re ever going to get from Cahir’s little pen on Deimos,” Costin told them firmly. “I want to make sure they’re locked up properly. Let me through.”

“No can do, boss wants everything done properly after what happened on Deimos,” the female guard said.

By this point, the other two had put their own cards down, too, and all four were facing us and standing far too closely for my liking.

Would one of them recognize Maeve? Had any of them seen Regner on Deimos themselves?

But what actually happened was something I really should’ve seen coming.

“Hey…” the first guard said slowly, and he frowned and squinted suspiciously as he took a careful step toward Costin.

I saw his pale gray eyes dart between the non-shifter man and Lea, and I felt my insides turn to cold lead.

“How come this one looks so much like--”

It happened so quickly that I almost didn’t know if I’d actually seen it or if time had just skipped forward a few frames and the moment itself had never actually occurred.

The guard had been halfway through his question when, suddenly, the hilt of a dagger was protruding from his throat and effectively cut off his voice.

Several feet away, Maeve stood, with a hand outstretched from where she’d thrown her Damascus steel knife.

Then all hell broke loose.

The other three guards launched themselves at us, but we were too fast. Even weighed down by our heavy shackles, Lea, Sin, Kendra, and I pulled away from one another and yanked the chains taut so one of the guards stumbled and collapsed at Maeve and Regner’s feet. He only barely had time to roll onto his back before a second knife, pulled from the depths of the scarred woman’s clothing, had sliced his throat open in a wide, red smile.

The remaining two guards, one man and the woman, had both managed to grab their weapons-- another pair of large, vicious-looking halberds.

How many shifter lives had those blades ended? How much blood had been washed off their polished surfaces?

“Filthy traitor,” the woman guard snarled as she brandished her weapon, with the spear point trained directly on Costin. From how her eyes darted between him and Lea, she’d noticed what the first guard had been halfway through pointing out. “What is she, your sister? It doesn’t matter. They’ll wipe us out if we don’t wipe them out first.”

“Or we all learn to live side by side,” the non-shifter man told her coldly. “But you don’t want that, do you? None of you here do.”

He was right. I’d seen more than enough evidence that the majority of Nagul wanted shifters and non-shifters and cunning folk to coexist peacefully. After all, even a shifter bloodline would have non-shifter children.

And sure, I’d seen what that bitterness could do to a family, when Harland Volos had let himself be blinded by Tristan’s flattery, but he’d come to his senses of his own accord, long before Lea and I had known to intervene with Tristan’s plans. Harland’s love for his family had far outweighed his jealousy.

But this woman? What had happened to her to make her so hateful, so dedicated to genocide? Even if it was something really horrific, like a shifter had brutally killed her family, it wouldn’t justify this. She couldn’t hold every shifter responsible.

I looked into her eyes and saw nothing I could comprehend, no shred of hesitation, nothing to try and sway her from this path. She had chosen it knowingly and deliberately, and she wasn’t turning back, even if she could.

Between one blink and the next, she charged forward, with the tip of her halberd aiming for Costin’s heart, but I lunged for them both, with Lea following in perfect unison. The pair of us shoved ourselves between Costin and the guard, and we raised our shackled hands and caught the tip of the weapon in between the thick steel links of the chain.

The guard let out a yell of frustration as her fellow remaining guard brandished his own weapon at us. He’d just raised the axe blade and clearly meant to cleave my head in half as Lea and I struggled to keep the woman’s weapon tangled in our chains, but just as he was about to bring the halberd down, he toppled backward, with a dagger sticking out of his right eye socket.

I twisted around as best I could with my occupied hands and saw Sin with one dagger in her left hand and the other outstretched. She and I locked eyes for an instant before our attention returned to the female guard, who had just managed to untangle her halberd from the chains and was taking a swing at Lea.

The lioness-woman raised her shackled wrists, and the blade collided against her cuffs with a loud, metallic clang that rang through the air. The swing had been powerful, too, because the edge of the halberd had bitten into the metal. As the female guard struggled to pull it free, I lunged at her and tackled her to the ground, and then I pressed the chains between my wrists across her throat.

I knew she would die hating me and every shifter who had ever lived. I knew that me killing her would, in her mind, only prove her belief that all shifters were violent murderers, never mind the fact she’d chosen to join a group like the Fangs. Nothing I could do or say would change her mind, because she’d chosen to fill her heart with hate, so the best thing I could do was make sure she never hurt anyone ever again.

I watched as her pale face turned paler, then a faint shade of blue. I watched as her mouth began to open and close like a goldfish gasping for air, and her hands clawed uselessly at my wrists, my hands, the chain over her throat.

I held it there, with all of my weight, until the light from those eyes flickered, faded, and died out entirely.

My hands shook as I leaned back and finally removed the weight of the chain from her neck. I didn’t know if the shaking was because of the exertion or because I had looked in the eyes of a person I was intentionally killing and watched them die.

None of us spoke, but Lea helped me to my feet, and the chains clattered as she pressed her hands to my cheek and surveyed me.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

I didn’t answer. I had none. Somehow, it felt different than when I mauled someone as a bear, than when a blade sliced into their throats and it was all over in an instant.

I shook myself. That was just semantics. The end was the same. I’d killed before, and likely I would have to kill again. Wallowing in self-pity because I saw the consequences for my actions in real-time would help no one.

So, I looked up at Lea and nodded.

“You’re safe,” I told her with a gentle smile. “So I’m fine.”

The lioness-woman smiled back, but then I felt something warm and wet drop onto my collar, and I looked down to see a thin trail of blood leaking down Lea’s wrist.

“Shit!” I gasped, and I took her hands in mine. “Shit, Lea, you’re bleeding.”

“It’s fine,” the lioness-woman assured me and the others as they all began to crowd around us. “It’s shallow. That axe blade managed to nick me as it dug through the shackles. I’ll be fine.”

“No, let me,” Regner said, and he stepped forward with his hands outstretched.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Lea put her wrist in his palms, and the green-eyed man closed his eyes.

After a few moments, a faint glow began to emanate from his hands, and the bleeding slowly stopped. It still looked like it took a lot of effort from the cunning man, just as his fire spells had.

“It’s rudimentary, but it’ll lessen the chance of something getting in and infecting the wound,” Regner said when he opened his eyes. “Now, come on, before someone decides to check on the noise we just made and sees these dead guards.”

“Agreed,” I said firmly, and the seven of us resumed our facade as captors and prisoners.

Maeve and Sin retrieved their daggers and stowed them back in their clothing, and then Costin pushed open the door that led into the dungeons of the stronghold.

Once inside, I had to swallow a gasp, because I’d never seen anything like what I was seeing right now.

There was no way this had been an original part of the temple. There was no way a temple would have been built with this… panopticon.

The cells were arranged in a circular formation, with barred doors all facing a pillar in the center that seemed to act both as a structural support and a guard tower. Tiny slits were cut into the stone, like archers’ windows, so there was no way to know if you were being watched through them or not.

I couldn’t say exactly how many of the cells were occupied, but it was a small fraction.

A door at the base of the guard tower opened, and a stern-looking woman emerged with very pale skin and dark red hair pulled back in an unforgiving knot at the back of her head. Her uniform seemed a little more decorated than the guards we’d killed just outside, which suggested she was of a higher rank.

If I had to guess, she was the warden of this prison.

“Four?” the warden asked as she approached, and when she drew close, I saw Kendra directly in front of me tense again, like when the guard outside had leered at her.

But the warden wasn’t looking at her. Those hazel eyes only briefly scanned over the purple-eyed woman, over all four of us, before settling on Costin, and her lips pursed in a frown. She was evidently not a woman easily impressed.

Maybe Kendra knew her and was worried she might be recognized?

“The Devourer saw fit to bless us,” Costin said with a shrug.

“They are, after all, part of his purpose,” the warden agreed, though she spoke it flatly, like a recitation she didn’t truly believe in. She then pulled out a heavy ring of keys. “One to a cell, separate out the auspice.”

Just as she had turned away to unlock the nearest cell, Costin sprang forward, grabbed her from behind, and wrapped one arm around her. His grip pinned her arms by her sides, and his other hand pressed the blade of a dagger to her neck.

“One sound, and I’ll gut you,” he said in such a matter-of-fact tone that there was no way he was lying. “Drop the keys.”

She dropped them, but her face was twisted into a disgusted, irritated expression.

“Where are the real guards?” she asked.

“Dead. Want to join them?” Costin jostled her and drew a tear of blood from her throat as Regner picked up the keys and began unlocking Sin, Lea, Kendra, and me from our shackles.

Despite the other things going on, my first action was to hug Lea close and examine her wrists. On one, a thin red line, freshly healed, showed where the halberd’s edge had cleaved through the shackle cuff and cut her skin.

“I’m fine,” she promised me once again, and she rested her forehead against mine for a moment before we turned back to the current situation.

Kendra was still staring at the warden like she was worried the warden might explode, so I approached her gently.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Do you know her?”

“No,” the owl-woman answered. “No, it’s… she’s a shifter.”

I stared. First at Kendra, then at the warden.

“What?” I blinked. “Are you sure?”

I knew some shifters could recognize other shifters on sight. Sin had done it the night we met. I still didn’t know how this skill was learned, or if it even could be learned, but I was confident in Kendra’s ability.

The auspice just nodded, so I turned to the warden.

“You’re a shifter?” I demanded. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Because why on earth-- or, rather, why on Nagul-- would a shifter voluntarily choose to betray their own kind like this? Why would they join this… cult?

“Joining the winning side,” the warden answered, and she winced when Costin jostled her again but kept her cool.

I might’ve been impressed if she wasn’t such an abhorrent person.

“You’re insane,” Sin told her flatly.

“I’m practical,” the warden said with an unbothered shrug. “I know the hearts of the people of Nagul, and more people agree with the Fangs than you might think. I have no interest in being another nameless casualty. If you were smart, you’d have done the same.”

“So, you’re ‘one of the good ones’ then?” I asked her in a sneering tone. “You think they’ll actually keep you around once they have what they want from you? You think they won’t throw you out to die in that frozen wasteland the second you stop being useful? Never mind practical, you’re just stupid.”

“Says the man who just broke into the most secure Fang stronghold in the world, in the middle of the most hostile terrain in the world,” the warden shot back.

Though she was still being held at knifepoint, she didn’t seem all that bothered by it.

I shook my head at her in disgust. It was obvious she only cared about herself-- her own power, her own safety-- and she’d throw anyone and everyone under the bus to secure it. She probably didn’t have any real loyalty to the Fangs, either, it was just a matter of convenience.

But even if she was the first to break that deal, to try and get out, there was no way she’d escape this place all by herself.

“Start unlocking the cells,” I told Regner, now that Sin, Lea, Kendra, and I were all unshackled. “We need to get them out yesterday.”

“And just where will you go?” the warden scoffed. “Has it escaped your notice exactly where you are? Do you think the guards out there will just let you all go?”

“I think you should be more worried about your own escape plan,” I spat.

And then… she did something I hadn’t been expecting.

She surged forward, almost like she wanted to pounce at me, but all she succeeded in doing was thrusting her neck against Costin’s knife and slitting her own throat.

She let out a gasp of pain and fell to her knees as a river of blood gushed from the wound in her neck, but she just grinned up at me.

“You’ll… die… here…” she gargled, and each word was an immense effort as she began to choke on her own blood. “Just… like… me…”

Then she fell forward into the warm, crimson pool. Dead.

Costin dropped the blade to his side and backed away from the warden’s body.

“I didn’t--” he began as he swallowed thickly. “That wasn’t me, she-- she did that herself! I swear!”

“I know,” I said to the non-shifter man. “I saw her.”

“Fucking crazy,” Sin muttered with disgust as she toed the warden’s body with her boot. “But I guess you have to be, to join the Fangs as a shifter. Come on, we need to find Daciana.”

These words spurred me on, and we all returned to the task at hand. Costin pulled out his lockpicks, and Regner got to work moving across the cells and unlocking them one by one.

One by one, dazed, wary prisoners stumbled out of the shadows deep in their cells and into the bluish light of the moon crystals. They eyed us suspiciously, not so afraid to outright recoil, but still unsure. I was uncomfortably reminded of the prisoners on Deimos, but Regner spoke to them in calm, soothing tones, and that seemed to help.

He had, after all, been in their place.

Sin darted around and was clearly growing more and more anxious, then frustrated, as Daciana was apparently not here. She checked each new released prisoner, and a furrow appeared between her brows and rapidly deepened.

“She has to be here,” the pirate captain said to Lea and me with desperation. “She has to be.”

“Sin…” I said slowly as I looked at the prisoners.

My stomach twisted itself in knots as I saw the numbers tattooed onto the side of their necks. We had maybe two dozen prisoners, but the numbers were four digits long, going into the thousands.

I looked back at the pirate captain.

“Do… do you think that maybe…?”

“No!” Sin snapped as her breathing grew more labored. “No. S-She can’t be. She wouldn’t. She’s too strong, too much of a fighter.”

“No one’s denying that, Sin,” Lea said gently, and she stepped forward and took the pirate captain’s face in her hands as she’d done to me only minutes before. “But… she’s been here a while. Everyone knows she would’ve been so strong. She would’ve fought to the end, but…”

“No!” Sin cried out again, and she backed away from Lea with tears in her emerald eyes. “No, neither of you know her! Neither of you have even met her! I know she wouldn’t just-- She knew Cahir, for Erramun’s sake! They wouldn’t just kill her like that! They’d be keeping her for something!”

The pirate captain turned to the most recently-released prisoner, a middle-aged man with deep bronze skin and startlingly-green eyes.

“Have you seen a woman called Daciana?” Sin demanded, and she began to describe her friend.

Dark brown hair, fair skin, and gray eyes.

“That matches a couple people,” the man admitted. “But… I think that name sounds familiar. The guards complain about her a lot.”

“They do?” Sin asked, and her expression brightened with hope. It almost made my heart ache to look at her. “So, she’s still alive?”

“She tried to break out,” the man said as he clearly avoided answering that question. “A few days ago. She was taken to solitary.”

“Solitary?” I asked, and I didn’t want to contemplate what an even bleaker version of this prison might look like.

The man pointed to a small door, opposite the entrance to the prison. It was almost eerily unassuming.

“The cells have no bars, only solid doors. There’s no way to hear or see another person. No light.” The man’s expression strained. “I… I went in there once. For backtalking… they left me in there for what felt like days…”

“Why would they put a prisoner who attempted to escape in solitary?” Maeve then asked with a frown. “Surely it would be simpler to just kill her.”

“I don’t know the warden’s orders,” the man said with a shrug. Then he raised a hand to rub at his neck, and when he did, I saw the number tattooed there.

2409.

Two thousand shifters. Had they all been people who managed to resist moonsickness?

It didn’t really matter, I supposed. The end result was the same-- they were dead. All of them were dead, except for the few dozen here.

The man’s gaze drifted over to the dead body of the warden, and he looked at it with a grim expression.

“Good riddance,” he spat, and then he turned back to Sin and the rest of us. “I don’t know why they kept your friend alive, for all the trouble she gave them. I think she was… special. She didn’t react to the moonsickness normally. None of us here did, but she… she was particularly resistant.”

“She was?” I asked, and my mind began to race with the possibilities.

Maybe Daciana somehow held the key to a cure for moonsickness. Maybe her blood, or her magic, or whatever Peristera had taken from me, could be turned into a vaccine to inoculate other shifters.

“Are you here to rescue us?” the man then asked.

“Yes,” Lea told him firmly.

“Not that I’m not grateful,” he said as he eyes the lioness-woman. “But… we’re in the middle of the Demonfrost. And the Permafrost besides. How… how do you plan to get us out of here?”

“We’ll figure something out,” Maeve assured the man, and as she placed one hand on his shoulder in assurance, she flipped up the patch covering her fake eye.

“By the Lunar King…” the man muttered as his eyes widened, and he leaned away from the scarred woman in shock. “You’re the Ice Fury! I heard the guards talk about you! You’ve been giving them a rough time of it.”

“That’s the general idea,” Maeve said with a grin, and some part of me wondered if, in that moment there, she might have just felt a little warm.

“We need to get into solitary,” Sin said to us all, and then she turned to Kendra, Maeve, and Regner. “See if there are any supplies in that guard tower, any uniforms or something we can put these people in. Strip the guards’ corpses if you have to. And give me the keys.”

Regner tossed her the ring of keys without a word, and he, Kendra, and Maeve headed for the guard tower as the recently-freed man went to huddle with the rest of the other prisoners, who were speaking to one another in hushed tones. They stuck close to one another, probably out of a combination of uncertainty and cold.

Sin rushed over to the door to solitary, with Lea, Costin, and I following closely behind. The pirate captain fumbled with the keys for a moment. Her urgency made her hands shake, but then she found the right key, turned it, and opened the door into a pool of utter blackness.

It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, and the glow of the moon crystals illuminated only fragments. A small corridor of windowless steel doors, locked with several heavy bolts. It reeked with the stench of misery.

Sin slowly took one step in, with a hand on the hilt of her dagger, and we followed her and creeped as slowly and silently as we could. The air in this room was cooler than even the rest of the prison, which was already pretty cold.

“Daciana?” the pirate captain asked quietly. “Daciana, are you here?”

Suddenly, a yell from behind made us all jump about a foot in the air. It was a furious, war-cry kind of yell, followed by a rough ‘thud’ noise and a cry of pain from Costin.

I heard the non-shifter man stumble into Lea, who then stumbled into me, and I knocked into Sin as we all turned to see a figure silhouetted in the doorway.

It was a woman’s figure, but that was about all I could tell. She was dressed in rags and clutching some kind of blunt object, maybe a pipe. Costin was on his hands and knees in front of her, and he seemed dazed by the blow he’d taken.

“Daciana!” Sin yelped, and she put up her hands. “It’s me! It’s Sinopa!”

The woman’s figure tensed but then slowly relaxed, muscle by muscle. Then she dropped the pipe and took a step back, out of solitary and into the dim, cool light of the main prison.

I caught a glimpse of her face, and everything inside me froze, like ice colder than the Permafrost had replaced my blood.

“Sin!” the woman said in a hoarse but warm tone, and she opened her arms.

Like a younger sister, Sin rushed forward and ran into her embrace, and the two women hugged tight.

“You’re okay!” the pirate captain sobbed, though it felt like I was hearing her words from far away or under water. “Gods, I was so worried!”

“Hey, you know me,” Daciana told her fondly as they parted. “I’m never one to go down easy.”

She then turned away from the pirate captain to look at the rest of our group, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. She winced a little as she saw Costin, who had moved from all fours to sitting with his legs crossed and his head in his hands.

“Shit,” she said, and her expression turned sheepish. “Sorry.”

“S’fine, s’fine,” Costin mumbled to her as Lea crouched beside him. “Glad you’re alive.”

Daciana nodded apologetically, and then her gaze lifted settled on me.

And she froze, just as I had. Her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. Then she just stared.

I swallowed hard and finally took a shaky breath. Tears burned the corners of my eyes, and when I opened my mouth to speak, my voice came in a rough, scratchy rasp.

“… Aunt Sylvia?”
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Chapter 13

This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t happening.

My aunt was dead. She’d been missing for eight years, everyone knew she had to be dead.

But no, here she was, standing before me. And she was alive and real and…

“Arthur?” she whispered as she stared at me with a matching expression of disbelief and confusion. “I… what are you doing here?”

“Me?” I demanded, and I let out a nervous, slightly hysterical laugh. “What are you doing here?”

“Wait,” Sin said, and she stepped between the pair of us as she looked from Sylvia, to me, and back to her. “You two… know each other?”

“She’s my aunt,” I said through numb lips without taking my gaze off Sylvia. “The one who went missing.”

“What?” Lea gasped, and she looked up from where Costin was still sitting in a daze to stare at me.

“What are you talking about?” Sin then asked me with a sharp frown. “You knew Daciana all this time?”

“I didn’t know who Daciana was,” I told the pirate captain. “I knew my aunt. I thought-- I thought you were dead!”

I directed this last bit to Sylvia, or Daciana, or whoever she was, and as I spoke, eight years of frustration and fear and grief and anger flooded out.

“We mourned you!” I cried out furiously. “Dad damn near lost his mind with grief! He thought it was his fault you vanished! We all thought you were dead! We all thought someone had taken you!”

“I’m sorry,” my aunt murmured, and her voice was thick with tears and grief. “Oh, Arthur, I’m so sorry. I swear, I swear I never meant to hurt any of you.”

“You’ve been here for eight years!” I snarled as angry tears stung my eyes and finally spilled over. They were so hot on my cheeks, I half-expected them to freeze in this cold air. “You’ve been running around playing pirate and freedom fighter for eight years! And you never thought to come back? Just to let us know you were okay?”

“I couldn’t,” she croaked, and as she stepped toward me, I realized she was crying now, too. “Oh, Arthur, I promise you, I wanted to. More than anything! But… I couldn’t.”

And I knew, through all the anger raging through me, that it was the truth. She’d bequeathed me the bear-headed key, and it had been a one-way trip.

“You got stuck,” I muttered as the anger drained from me.

My aunt nodded, and her eyes skipped over my face like she was cataloging everything that had changed about me in the last eight years.

“AJ…” she whispered, and this was what made the first sob tear itself from my lips.

She’d called me that, when I’d been a kid, because I was Arthur Jr.

“How?” I asked, and my voice was wretched. “How did… how did any of this happen?”

“It’s… a long story,” she confessed.

“We have time,” Lea said gently as she looked between the two of us. “Costin needs a moment, and those poor prisoners need several.”

Slowly, the five of us stepped fully out of the solitary corridor. It was clear none of the other cells there were occupied, because the bolts weren’t slid shut. Back in the main prison, Lea, Costin, and Sin went back over to where Maeve, Regner, and Kendra were helping the prisoners, which left me alone with my aunt.

I saw the pirate captain cast a nervous glance back at the pair of us. It was a strange look on her, since she was normally brazenly confident. It made something in my heart hurt.

“Please,” my aunt said, and I felt her hand on my shoulder. “Please know I never once meant to abandon you. These past years, I’ve been trying to find a way back.”

“I believe you,” I said, because I did. Maybe it made me a fool, or a child, but I did. “Tell me what happened.”

So, she told me.

It all started back on her eighteenth birthday. I vaguely remembered that time. I’d been nine, my dad had been thirty-three. Fifteen years was a pretty big gap between siblings, and it was partly why Sylvia had loved Ellie and me so much, because she was actually closer in age to us than her brother.

She’d been so cool. The older sister everyone wanted, who could drive us places and buy us treats and take us on amazing days out.

And, on her eighteenth birthday, she’d been given a key.

It had been a gift from her mother, my paternal grandmother. A gorgeous wolf-headed key. My grandmother had never understood its significance, only that she had been instructed to give it to her second-born child on their eighteenth birthday, just as her father, my great-grandfather, had given it to her.

Sylvia reckoned my grandmother had never used the key or learned of its true abilities. Maybe she’d just never seen it glow in the moonlight, or maybe shifterness sometimes skipped a generation in human bloodlines. Either way, my aunt had been given the key, and just like I had, she had to figure it out on her own.

It hadn’t taken her long. The first full moon, she’d seen it glow, just like me. She’d felt that same inexplicable pull, the sense of knowing without knowing how you knew, and then she put that key into the lock of her front door and opened it to find not the hallway, but an entire, dazzling world.

My aunt told me how she ended up in the city of Casterin, which made me wonder if the key was somehow tied to this specific area, or if the location instead corresponded to where we’d entered from the human world. But unlike me, she hadn’t been in the middle of the Tashi Forest, but the bustling area full of taverns and markets selling things best sold by night.

That first night, she wandered the streets for hours and was fascinated by everything around her. It was only when she began to notice the glow of the key beginning to fade that she found a back door to some business or another and used it to return to our world.

And so began my aunt’s double life.

She quickly began to pick up on the rules of Nagul, how the keys only worked under the full moon, how shifters were always second-borns, and as she spent one month in Nagul and another on Earth, she learned her own shifter form was a gray wolf.

“That’s why the key was a wolf’s head when you had it,” I said.

I remembered my sister Ellie being surprised when she saw the key up close, because she’d been sure it was a wolf, even though now it was a bear.

“Supposedly, it looked like a stag when my grandfather had it,” my aunt told me. “I have no idea what form it took for my mother, assuming she even was a shifter.”

She then continued her story and told me how she made friends in Nagul, the adventures they went on, and how it all came to a head one night in a tavern in Sunwell.

She’d been alone that night after traveling solo to other parts of Nagul she hadn’t yet seen. And a couple sailors had been harassing a cunning woman. My aunt had intervened, and a brawl broke out. She fought, shifted when the sailors did, and tore the place half to pieces, but she earned the cunning woman’s gratitude.

The cunning woman had then warned my aunt to be careful, because she could tell my aunt was a worldwalker. Not even from any magic or anything, just in how she behaved, and worldwalkers had a way of attracting unwanted attention.

Here was where Daciana had come to be. A fake identity, a Naguli woman born and raised.

‘Daciana’ had then insisted on escorting the cunning woman back to wherever she was staying, just to be safe, and it turned out to be a pirate ship. My aunt had been offered a handsome reward for defending one of their crew, but she’d sought a different prize-- traveling with them on their ship and seeing even more of Nagul. When they’d seen she was a shifter, they’d agreed at once.

This crew, of the ship Caliban, had become my aunt’s family. They broke bread together, fought together, and lived aboard that ship. Aside from the worldwalker thing, they knew everything about her.

And then, one day, when they’d been drinking in a tavern in Casterin, she had met a handsome soldier who’d been sent from the Royal Court to oversee the local law enforcement.

“Cahir,” I said grimly, and my aunt nodded.

From how she spoke, it seemed the man I’d met was a far cry from the man he’d once been. He’d been enamored with her at once and had begun to court her the way a nobleman courted a princess. Thoughtful gifts and heartfelt letters tangled up in the dashing, sweeping romance of a pirate and a lawman. Their face-to-face meetings had always been brief and intense, and she had always returned to find a new letter, a new little present, and left letters and gifts of her own in return.

In short, they’d fallen in love.

So much so that Cahir had begged her to marry him, but my aunt told him she couldn’t. Not because she didn’t love him, but because she couldn’t commit to fully leaving Earth and spending her whole life in Nagul. Because she loved my father, Ellie, and me.

Again and again, Cahir asked her, and it almost became a kind of game for them. He would ask, and she would swear she loved him but refuse. Over time, though, Cahir grew suspicious and jealous. He asked her one more time, seriously, and said that if she told him no once more, he would never ask again, and he would leave her.

Distraught, my aunt finally confessed to him. She was a worldwalker, Daciana was not her real name, and she had another life in another world.

Cahir was heartbroken, and sadness soon turned to humiliation and anger. He demanded to know if she had another foolish lover she was hopelessly dangling in this other world. If he was just a plaything to her. No matter how much my aunt insisted he wasn’t, he didn’t believe her, and he stormed off in a rage.

My aunt was heartbroken, too, and this was something I remembered. I remembered that week she’d come to stay with us, and she’d cried the whole time. I’d asked my mother what was wrong, if Aunt Sylvia was sick, and my mother had said she was, but not in the way I thought.

“It’s not her body that’s sick, it’s her heart,” my mother had explained. “And hearts take much longer to heal.”

The next time my aunt had dared to go to Nagul, she heard from her crewmates that Cahir had gone rogue and, allegedly, joined the Fangs of Apollyon. Prior to then, my aunt had barely heard of them, but now that Cahir had joined, she needed to know.

When she found out exactly who they were, and what they wanted, she rallied her crew to stop him. There was no opposition from her captain, and the next several weeks were spent tracking down his movements and figuring out where he’d been and where he was going.

Before long, they heard a merchant ship had been captured by Fangs, and they set a course to intercept.

When they did, my aunt was stunned by the man Cahir had become. He was cruel and hardhearted, with no trace of the gentle, lovestruck man she’d fallen for. They fought bitterly, but ultimately the Caliban’s crew were victorious, and they liberated the shifters imprisoned below decks.

Including a teenaged fox shifter.

“Sin,” I murmured, which caused my aunt to smile.

“I’m sure she’d already told you that part of the story.”

“She has,” I said with a nod. “She joined your crew for a time, then you went with her when she took command of the Heart. You left after a time, but kept in touch.”

“I did,” Sylvia confirmed. “But that’s unfortunately not where the story ends.”

So, she continued, and she told me what Sin hadn’t witnessed aboard that merchant ship.

Cahir had lashed out at my aunt with strange magic, the sort she’d never encountered before either with cunning folk or auspices. But it had left her feeling wrong, off-kilter, and she had gone to the ship’s cunning woman, the one person who knew her true identity.

The cunning woman had declared my aunt to be cursed. Or, more specifically, her key had been cursed. She couldn’t guess the exact effects of the magic, but she warned my aunt to use it with caution-- or, better yet, not use it at all.

But this left my aunt with an impossible dilemma. To abandon either her new life in Nagul, and all her friends and comrades, or to abandon her old life on Earth, including her blood family.

Eventually, though, she made her choice, and she returned home. She contented herself with doting on Ellie and me, with her ordinary human life, and even contemplated drafting some stories based off her adventures in Nagul, to sell as fiction books or something.

But, after a couple months, she’d begun to go crazy. She was bored with the monotony of her human life and anxious about the fates of her friends back in Nagul. Cahir haunted her nightmares, like a powerful, dangerous threat she’d helped create. He had joined the Fangs because of her, and who knew how many shifters had suffered as a result?

The guilt ate away at her. She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t sleep, she found no interest or distraction in work, and eventually even visiting us wasn’t enough. She felt like she had to go back to Nagul, to stop Cahir and put things right. Maybe then she would be able to put that part of her life to rest and move on.

So, on the next full moon, she used the key, and when she found herself in Nagul, she realized the key had not come with her.

“I admit, these past eight years, I was focused mainly on stopping the Fangs, and Cahir,” Sylvia finished in an apologetic tone. “But I never stopped looking for another key, another way to return home to all of you. I never, ever meant for it to be permanent, or longer than a couple months at the most.”

“I believe you, Aunt Sylvia,” I said honestly, and it felt like a great weight had been lifted from my chest.

“Gods, it’s been so long since anyone’s called me that.” She flashed me a watery smile before she half-raised her arm, but then she hesitated and stopped.

I reckoned she had meant to rub my hair, like she’d done when I was a kid.

I wouldn’t have minded if she had, honestly. I could still hardly believe she was standing in front of me.

“So, how did you end up here?” I asked her as I gestured at the prison around us.

“I went after Cahir,” she sighed. “By myself. I finally figured out where he was holed up, and I went to confront him on the Isle of Deimos. You know it?”

“Yeah, I’ve been,” I said. “Actually, uh… we went to confront him, too. When we joined up with Sin, she was looking for you. Obviously, I had no idea you were… you. I just wanted to help out a friend.”

“A friend, huh?” my aunt asked wryly, and I flushed. “Come on, now, AJ, it might’ve been a few years, but I still know the look on your face that means you’re in love. Who’s the blonde lady, though?”

“Lea,” I said as I flushed even deeper. “She, Sin, and I… it’s, uh… complicated.”

“Doesn’t look that complicated to me,” my aunt said with a shrug, and she grinned at me. “As long as you’re all happy, that’s all anyone can ask for.”

Her expression turned wistful, then, and a little sad.

“I just wish Cahir and I… I wish he hadn’t become what he’d become.”

“You can’t blame yourself,” I insisted. “You lied to him, sure, but not out of malice. Sounds to me like he was just looking for an excuse to join the Fangs. We… we saw the room he’d made up for you in Deimos Keep.”

“Gods, you did?” My aunt grimaced and shook her head. “I can’t believe he actually thought I would join him. The Fangs are unimaginably cruel-- well, you’ve seen it yourself now. I mourn the man he was. Not the man he became. He hurt Sin. He hurt countless others, too.”

“And he brought you here when you refused him?” I asked her.

She nodded grimly.

“On Deimos, he tried the carrot, so to speak. I said no, and then he tried the stick-- moonsickness. But that didn’t work, either. He gave me the same tainted food as the other prisoners, but it had no effect. Didn’t force me to shift, and when I did, I was able to hold onto my mind just enough to not go crazy.”

I nodded, because this was all intimately, uncomfortably familiar. It was exactly how I’d felt on Deimos, too.

“When it was obvious he couldn’t control me, he had me sent here, like I was some fucking kid being sent to her room to think about what she’d done,” my aunt said in a disgusted tone. “Best I can tell, they’re under orders not to kill me. Like Cahir thought enough misery here would make me want him again, like I was a dog he could train into being obedient. But I would’ve never taken him back, I promise you that, Arthur. Not in a million years.”

“I believe you,” I said, and she smiled shakily.

Maybe other prisoners had heard about her past with Cahir and had been less convinced. Rumors and secrets seemed to travel fast in a world like this, among people like these.

“I think worldwalkers are naturally more resistant to moonsickness,” my aunt then said. “I knew a couple others of us here, but… they didn’t make it out. A lot of people here won’t be making it out.”

Her face had turned dark. It was a lonely, lost expression when you were sinking into a deep pit of so much sadness and anger that it overwhelmed you, and you just became numb.

“We’ll avenge them.” I reached out, put a hand on her shoulder, and squeezed. “Every last one of them.”

“We fucking better,” my aunt said firmly. “I guess because Cahir was a higher-up, they were under orders to treat me nicer. I’ve done some shit that would’ve gotten another prisoner executed a dozen times over. Tried to escape more than once. This is the first time I’ve been this confident, though.”

She looked at me with a careful, hopeful smile, and I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. I surged forward and hugged her tightly as I felt the reality of her in my arms.

“God,” I choked into her shoulder. “I’m so fucking glad you’re here.”

“Me, too, AJ,” she answered as she hugged me back, and her voice was also strained from holding back tears. “I won’t lie, it… it gets hard, doing this alone.”

I pulled back and placed my hands on her shoulders, as if I could physically imbue her with confidence and hope.

“You’re not alone anymore,” I told her firmly. “And we’ve got this.”

Maybe if I said it enough, I could will it into existence.

But why not? So far, we had defied the odds, both of us. We’d faced Deimos and survived. We’d braved Cahir and the Demonfrost and countless bands of Fangs. Through some twist of the threads of fate, we had once again been drawn together.

If anyone, anyone in Nagul could see this through and defeat the Fangs for good, it would be me, and it would be my aunt.

She smiled at me, almost like a challenge, and in that moment, I felt like we could have taken on the Devourer himself.

“I’m here,” I said as the last of my tears dried. “Sin and the others are here. We’re all in this together, and we’re going to fucking win.”
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Chapter 14

By this point, Costin and the others had freed all the remaining prisoners, and there were only about thirty of them. My skin crawled at this fact, because I’d seen how high the numbers tattooed on their necks reached.

My aunt had not been spared this fate, and the neat little black numbers on the right side of her neck read ‘2607.’ I felt ill at the sight of them there, and I couldn’t help but think of Earth, of times in our own history where people had been tattooed with numbers and reduced to less than cattle.

Between chests of confiscated clothing in the guard tower, and the uniforms of the dead guards, most of the prisoners were able to dress in something approximating warm clothing. Each of our group offered a few pieces of our own clothes, too. Maeve gave over that gray cloak, Sin her thick, fleece-lined underlayer, and Lea her second coat.

We would all be cold on the journey back, but none of us could abide selfishly trying to stay warm under three layers of clothing when these prisoners would barely have one.

Even so, we all knew the facts of it: it was a days-long journey to the nearest large settlement, with all manner of horrors between there and here.

And first we had to make it out of this fortress.

One of the prisoners approached me as the others were finishing getting dressed. She was a young woman whose number tattoo was partially obscured by mottled burn scars over one side of her face and neck. She wore an eyepatch, though I somehow suspected that, unlike Maeve, it wasn’t hiding a moon crystal prosthetic, but an empty socket.

“Not that we don’t appreciate the help,” she said. “But how do you plan to get us out of here?”

“This place is crawling with guards,” another prisoner agreed in an uneasy tone.

At first glance, he looked unharmed as he pulled his borrowed cloak tight around himself with one arm, but when I looked closer, I realized this was because he only had one arm. Whether he’d had two before arriving to this place, I had no idea, but I found myself wondering if his shifter form was also missing a limb.

“Well, we don’t plan to leave this place functional when we’re done,” I said. “Maybe you guys can wait out here while we clear the guards?”

“Too many,” Regner said with a shake of his head. “We could take them in small groups, but that would be a lot of groups. We’d be entirely overwhelmed in an all-out fight, and I don’t think it’s safe for any of you to shift right now.”

“I haven’t tried shifting since I got here,” my aunt agreed with a frown. “Whatever they’ve done to us, it doesn’t compel us to shift like the prisoners on Deimos, but I’m not so sure I could keep hold of my mind if I shifted voluntarily.”

“Maybe outside this place,” Lea suggested. “I only felt the… itch when we entered the stronghold. Outside, on the ice, it felt alright.”

“We might be able to travel further and faster if you all shift,” Maeve pointed out. “Especially if your shifter forms are large, with lots of fat and fur.”

“And the guards?” I asked. “We can’t just leave this place as it is.”

“Of course not,” Aunt Sylvia said. “But we need to get these people somewhere safe first. They’re too vulnerable, and we’re too small a group to take down the entire fortress without a careful plan.”

Admittedly, she made a good point.

“What do you suggest, then?” I asked.

“I’ve heard rumors about a safehouse of sorts, not too far from here,” she answered. “The guards complain how they can’t get close. It’s shielded or something.”

“The Torchlight,” the burned young woman said with a glint of hope in her eyes. “I’ve been there, I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I tried to escape when the Fangs were bringing me here, and I was within eyeshot of the place when they recaptured me. I think it’s dedicated to Kalama and warded against the Demonfrost’s curse.”

“A safehouse?” Maeve asked while looking surprised. “This deep into the curse? I’d heard stories, but… I never dared to believe they might be true.”

“I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth,” I said with a shrug. “Let’s go. Can you remember where it was?”

“I… think so…” the young woman said, and I realized as she was peering at me-- in fact, many of the liberated prisoners and several of my companions were peering at me-- that the phrase ‘don’t look a gift horse in the mouth’ might not be a common saying in Nagul.

“If you can navigate, we can escort you all there safely,” Sin promised the burned woman.

“And from there, we can formulate a proper plan, to take down this whole wretched place,” Aunt Sylvia said in a fierce tone, and I nodded fervently.

At her words, I saw a careful hope begin to spark in the eyes of the prisoners, and I swore to guard those little flames and see them realized into infernos. These people deserved to get out. These people deserved to see the Fangs of Apollyon be utterly, completely destroyed, and to outlive this hatred.

“Who’s in charge here, anyway?” I asked.

“I’ve never seen her myself,” my aunt said. “She’s too important, too busy. The higher-ups try not to get too directly involved with the unsavory parts of the Fangs.”

“Maximum deniability,” I said grimly.

“We can discuss it in more detail once we’re somewhere safe,” she said.

“Agreed,” Regner added with a nod, and he adjusted his glasses. I was beginning to notice he did this when he was nervous or stressed, though I supposed we all had good reason to be stressed in a place like this. “There’s just the matter of how.”

He gestured, somewhat unnecessarily, to the approximately thirty new refugees we had on our hands. All of them had some kind of injury or disability-- missing limbs, missing arms, hastily-bandaged wounds, you name it. None of them were in a state to fight their way out. Barely any of them were in a state to run fast.

“This place used to be a temple, didn’t it?” Kendra then asked, and her purple eyes sparked with something knowing. “To the Rime Lord.”

“Shit,” my aunt said bluntly. “You’re right.”

“What?” I asked as I looked between her at the auspice. “Right about what?”

“Tushar wasn’t a very well-liked god, even before he laid a curse over these lands and created the Demonfrost,” Kendra explained. “Many feared and even abhorred him. His holy sites were often desecrated and invaded, his priests and priestesses executed.”

As she spoke, it began to dawn on me.

“So, they’d need a secret exit,” I said, and a slow smile spread across my face. “An emergency passage out.”

“Exactly,” my aunt said with a nod. “We just need to find it. If I had to guess, it would be near the temple sleeping quarters-- which are probably now the guard barracks.”

“An exit in the sleeping quarters seems wise,” Kendra agreed, and something in her tone convinced me she and my aunt were correct, and that was where we needed to go.

“Wait, so your plan is to bring everyone here to the one place in the stronghold we know will be densely populated with guards?” Regner asked uncertainly.

“Sure, but they’ll be guards who are off duty,” I said. “Probably unarmed, hopefully asleep.”

“It’s risky,” Sin said with a shake of her head. “But I guess it’s too much to hope for a secret entrance out of the prison section.”

“Wait.” I held up my hands. “We’re in a temple. Well, not anymore, but this place was a temple.”

“Yes?” Maeve said, and she looked at me with a slightly dubious expression, like she was worried I was beginning to lose my mind.

“Well,” I said. “What temples do you know of that have prison complexes underneath?”

“This must’ve been built after the temple fell, then,” Maeve said with a shrug. “The Fangs have been operating here for at least a couple decades.”

I didn’t doubt this part, and Maeve had the scars to prove it, but that wasn’t my point.

“Sure, they made this part a prison,” I said. “But we’ve got, what, several thousand tons of stone over our heads right now? You don’t just dig out a huge prison complex from under a pre-existing structure. You have to account for it in planning, where to put support columns and stuff. One tower that’s actually hollow isn’t going to cut it.”

I pointed to the central guard tower in this ‘panopticon’ dungeon. It couldn’t be there entirely for structural integrity, otherwise they wouldn’t have hollowed it out and put in a staircase and archery slits.

“The Fangs modified an existing place,” I said to the others. “Put bars in the stone and blocked off the top of the guard tower’s staircase so it couldn’t be an escape route. We’re not standing in a prison. We’re standing in the temple’s old sleeping quarters.”

A shiver of understanding and hope passed over the group. We wouldn’t have to sneak these injured prisoners through a nest of murderous, heavily-armed Fangs. Knowingly or not, the bastards had put them in quite possibly the easiest place in the temple to escape from.

Well, I supposed ‘easy’ was relative, since it sounded like my aunt had attempted to escape several times, each to no avail.

It was just a question of finding where the passage was.

“Assuming it’s even still functional,” Costin warned us with a frown, and thankfully he’d seemed to have recovered from my aunt’s blitz attack. “It’s been centuries, it could have collapsed somewhere-- assuming the Fangs haven’t deliberately disabled it somehow.”

“Maybe, but maybe not,” Lea said. “If it can get us out without forcing us to directly confront every guard in this place, it’s worth a try.”

We began to search every inch of the prison complex. I wasn’t really sure what we were looking for-- a loose stone that might send a false wall sliding back, a hidden lever that would open a hidden trapdoor, maybe a subtle carving of Tushar’s symbol indicating a secret passageway.

All I knew was we needed to find it, the sooner, the better.

Kendra stood near the center of the prison complex with her eyes closed and her palms upturned, and she was apparently praying for some kind of intuition or guidance. Could Ayla Maga reach her here, in this close-pressing darkness, in this cold and literally god-forsaken wasteland? I wasn’t convinced, but I supposed that was kind of the point of faith, to hope even when it didn’t seem logical to have hope.

And in a way, all of this, what we were doing, was a form of faith. The hope that, somehow, against all the odds, we would get out and save these people and stop the Fangs for good.

I searched high and low on the walls and the floor. I even looted the warden’s body for any clues and inspected the inside of the guard tower. But nothing was forthcoming. The helical staircase had, just as I’d suspected, been blocked off, but it was clearly originally meant to go higher, because the stairs went all the way to the uneven, hastily-added ceiling.

I wondered where it had led to. Maybe a prayer chamber of some sort, an inner-sanctum meant for only the established members of the temple to pray. I wondered what could possess someone to devote their lives to such a cruel god, who languished in the cold and the dark and had laid a shifter-antagonizing curse over the land.

Apollyon would be heralded by the Cold and the Silence. Tushar, the Rime Lord, and Melora, Mistress of the End and the Quiet.

I made my way back down to the base of the guard tower and felt both irritated and nervous that we hadn’t found anything yet. The archery slits appeared to be an original feature, and if I had to guess, they were there to minimize the intrusion of light as people climbed the steep, uneven, curving stairs. It was difficult enough with the moon crystals, I couldn’t imagine it in pitch darkness.

“Anything?” I called out as I re-emerged from the guard tower.

Everyone looked at me and shook their heads.

“Maybe we were wrong, maybe there is no secret entrance, or it’s not in the sleeping quarters,” Sin said with a frown. “Maybe we should just take our chances with the guards.”

“No, it has to be here,” Kendra insisted, and she opened her eyes with a pleading expression. “I know we wouldn’t have been led astray here, we wouldn’t have been put into a hopeless situation. There… there has to be a way out.”

“Sometimes there isn’t,” Maeve told her in a grim tone, but not a cold one. There was sympathy in her words. “Sometimes you’re fated to fail.”

“Not here,” the purple-eyed woman said fiercely. “Not now. Not these people. We have to be missing something. It’s got to be right under our feet.”

And then… I had an idea.

I walked back into the guard tower, but I did not climb the narrow helical staircase. Instead, I crouched down and surveyed the stones at the base of the tower.

It would make sense to mark the passage clearly, so people would know where to go in an emergency. But it would also need to be hidden so invaders wouldn’t immediately recognize it as an escape route.

Hidden in plain sight. Right under our feet.

I spread out my hand against the cool stones of the floor. They were so cold they felt damp. I pressed my fingers over each flag stone as I searched for… something.

And, on one of them, I saw a scuff mark.

Or, no, not a scuff mark, because when I looked closely, it wasn’t a random chip or scratch, but a meticulously-carved, tiny branch.

A yew branch.

I reached over and pressed the carved branch, and I was rewarded by the sound of stone grinding against stone. I moved away as the stones began to shudder and move, and they revealed that the helix of the staircase continued downward, beyond the floor of the dungeon and into a dark passage below.

“Ayla Maga keep us…” Costin muttered over my shoulder, and his golden eyes were wide with shock.

“How far down do you think it goes?” Lea asked, and when I glanced at her, she looked uncomfortable.

I wondered if she was remembering the caverns we’d followed Harland and Tristan into. I certainly didn’t like the idea of descending to unknown depths for an unknown amount of time.

“As far as it needs to, but it will eventually resurface a safe distance from the temple,” Kendra said in a firm tone. “Break off some moon crystal if you can, it can light the way.”

Maeve wasted no time, and it quickly became clear her damascened knife was the only thing capable of breaking off chunks of moon crystal-- or at least doing so with any amount of efficiency.

She hacked off a few lumps from the most easily-reachable pieces and handed them over to the prisoners, about one lump to every four. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing-- especially given how Regner’s flames were being distressingly variable.

“You said they resonate to a specific musical note,” I said to Lea as our scarred guide pressed a moon crystal into her hands. “Think you can hit it as you walk?”

“Maybe,” the lioness-woman said, though she eyed the passage down uneasily.

I stepped forward, put my hands on her shoulders, and gently squeezed.

“You have a beautiful voice,” I told her reassuringly. “You’ll light the way like Ayla Maga herself.”

She smiled. It was shaky, but it was genuine.

“Come on, then,” she said as she looked around at the others. “The sooner we get you all out of here, the better.”

“You go,” my aunt then said, and she stepped back from the staircase to make room for the others. “Someone needs to stay behind to seal the passage, so you can’t be followed. And it would be wise to cause a distraction, to make sure guards don’t come in here and see you’re all gone.”

“No,” I snapped, and my heart skipped a beat in my chest. “You’ve been pissing them off since you got here, don’t give them any more reason to try and hurt you.”

After all, Cahir was dead. Maybe the higher-ups’ patience would finally run out, regardless of the fact she was unusually resistant to moonsickness.

“AJ,” my aunt said firmly, like she did whenever me and Ellie were acting up as kids. “Someone needs to stay behind, and I’m the most logical choice. I can resist the moonsickness best.”

“But--”

“Go,” she insisted. “Don’t worry about me, I can take care of myself.”

“No!” I refused. “No, I just got you back, and I’m not letting you throw yourself into the most dangerous possible situation. Not on your own, at least. If you’re staying back to distract the guards, then I’m staying, too.”

“Arthur--” my aunt began, halfway between exasperated and nervous, but I cut her off.

“I’m an adult, now,” I said. “I can make my own decisions. And I’m the only other worldwalker here. I should be more resistant, just like you. And it’ll better your chances if you’re not alone.”

Besides, after going so long without knowing she was alive, I didn’t want to let her out of my sight.

I thought my aunt was going to protest further, but instead she sighed and nodded.

“Alright,” she conceded. “Okay. I guess I can’t force you to go.”

“You can’t,” I agreed as I crossed my arms over my chest.

“When did you become such a hero?” she chuckled and cocked a wry smile.

I shrugged and felt a little embarrassed by the title.

“He’s been doing it since he got here,” Lea told my aunt with a grin, which only made me feel more embarrassed.

“There’s no telling exactly where you’ll pop up, so you’ll have to make absolutely sure the coast is clear before you open the exit at the other end,” Aunt Sylvia advised as the rest of my group and the newly-rescued prisoners crowded around the passage and prepared to descend.

“I should be able to handle that,” Kendra said in a determined tone.

This made sense, since her divination wasn’t wholly limited to the future, but also sensing things in the present and the past.

I wondered, in that moment, if she’d had any inkling of what had awaited me here, in this prison. If she’d had any idea that Sin’s captured friend was my long-lost aunt.

“I know roughly where the safehouse is, I’m sure you can find it,” my aunt said, and she looked at Maeve and the woman with burns across her face. “Will you manage?”

“I’ve tracked smaller things in the ice’s long nights,” Maeve assured her, and she fixed her mismatched gaze on me. “We’d better see you there, though.”

“We’d better,” Sin agreed as she and Lea both stepped forward, and when the pirate captain leaned in to kiss me, she added, “Or we’ll find a way to bring you back from the dead, just to kill you again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I agreed in a faux sober voice before it became too difficult to bite back my grin.

“Oh, we’re serious,” Lea warned me, before she, too, gave me a parting kiss. As she pulled away, she added in a soft voice, “Come back to me.”

“Always,” I swore, and then the two women joined hands and stepped into the passageway.

Lea had a large chunk of moon crystal in her free hand, and I heard her soft, melodious voice begin to ring out. Almost at once, the moon crystals clutched in the hands of the liberated prisoners began to pulse brighter, and one by one, down they went to follow the echoing, enchanting voice.

I was glad Lea and Sin were sticking together. United, I doubted even the Devourer himself could stand against them, and it was a comfort to my rapidly-pounding heart as I watched them, and all my other allies in this new world, climb down into the darkness.

“See you soon, yeah?” Costin asked as he, Maeve, and Regner brought up the rear of the prisoners’ procession, but his brow was furrowed with a concern that belied his easygoing tone.

“Yeah,” I agreed, because that was about all I could manage.

Then they, too, vanished into the darkness, and my aunt leaned forward to re-seal the entrance, which obscured all evidence of how they had escaped and fully blocked Lea’s voice from my ears.

It was strange. Like I’d had a limb removed. I felt unbalanced without her and Sin at my side, without Costin and Regner-- and even Kendra and Maeve, who I’d only known a few days.

But I had my aunt with me. Against all odds, some incredible twist of fate had drawn us back together, and with her beside me, I felt powerful enough to take on the entire world.

For now, though, we had to settle for this stronghold teeming with Fangs.

I followed closely behind my aunt as she led me through the doors, back to the main room of the stronghold. The shadows were easily overlooked and simple enough for two people to sneak through, just not a procession of almost forty.

We needed to be outside the temple, or at least close to its exit, to have the maximum impact. We wanted to draw guards out and away from inner doors, to delay the chance of someone going to check the prison for as long as possible. Those prisoners were injured, underfed, and would not be able to move very fast, so they needed as big a head start as we could give them.

Aunt Sylvia led me on a circuitous route that was different to the one we’d taken via the main entrance. We passed no long, lonely hallways and instead found ourselves in what almost looked like a courtyard.

This, I realized, was another main entrance.

But it was strangely unguarded. Only about six people, total.

“Why aren’t there more guards?” I whispered.

“Even Fangs don’t like to be outside in the darkness,” she said. “The wind plays tricks on your mind. I’ve heard of more than one guard going nuts and beating another to death, because they had too many outdoor shifts at night.”

I remembered what Maeve had said, about the curse clawing its way inside you and taking root, and I suppressed a shudder that had nothing to do with the cold.

From the look of things, this was not an entrance where Fangs usually brought in prisoners and was not an entrance where that would be expected. I thanked whatever lucky stars were shining on me that our group had, by complete chance, approached this stronghold from the correct direction and used the correct entrance.

“Here’s good, we don’t want to push our luck and be seen before we’re ready,” my aunt said finally, and she looked over at me. “You ready?”

I nodded. Was there a way to be truly ‘ready’ for something like this? I doubted it, but it needed to be done all the same.

After taking a deep breath, my aunt and I leapt from the shadows loudly and clumsily, as though we had only accidentally made ourselves known.

The reaction was immediate.

“Hey! You!” a guard yelled in a booming, furious tone, and a moment later he added, “Guards! Escapees!”

Moments later, pairs of Fangs spilled out from the doors, and we were surrounded by about twenty or so, and they were all armed with swords and halberds and axes. Aunt Sylvia and I were trapped on all sides, but we had caused a distraction, just as planned.

Now, we just needed to get out of it.

For a few moments, it was like a stalemate, and no one moved.

“Daciana,” one guard growled and stepped forward. He alone was unarmed, and his uniform suggested a high rank, similar to the prison warden. “You’ve gone too far this time. We’ve been given orders to just kill you and be done with it.”

“Oh, really, Brevan?” my aunt asked in a mocking tone. “You can’t keep me locked up for longer than a few days. What makes you think you could kill me any easier?”

And before this guard, Brevan, had a chance to react, my aunt launched herself forward and tackled him to the ground.

They wrestled for a few moments, and the other guards weren’t moving, though many trained their weapons on me in a warning not to intervene. Then a strangled cry warbled up into the cold air, and underneath my aunt, Brevan went still, with a small knife protruding from the center of his throat.

I only saw it for an instant before my aunt yanked it from his throat, slashed it in a wide arc, and caught the nearest Fang in the thigh.

Then hell broke loose.

As it turned out, the close quarters and the number of guards was something of an advantage. The long-stemmed halberds were too unwieldy in such a fight, and the guards using them held back for fear of catching their allies in their attempts to injure my aunt and me.

By dodging and weaving, the Fangs themselves did most of the work. My aunt put the dagger to good use, and she displayed such a level of skill that I knew there was no doubt she had spent years aboard a pirate ship. She aimed for throats and ankles, sliced tendons and punctured vital arteries. She blinded the Fangs and slicked the floor with blood, which turned what should have been a simple apprehension of a prisoner into a lurid scene from a Tarantino movie.

I wasn’t about to let her do all the work, though.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man try and ambush me. I was able to sidestep his attack, and while he was off balance, I wrenched the sword from his hands, then turned it, and impaled him on his own blade. He stared at me with shock as I shoved the sword in until the hilt hit his sternum, and he still seemed confused as he coughed up blood. I sneered in his face and then kicked him off the blade, and he collapsed to the cobblestones as the life left his eyes.

The other Fangs bum-rushed me over the corpse of their comrade, but I gave back as good as I got as I clumsily parried and escaped what would’ve been fatal blows by the skin of my teeth. I wasn’t a swordsman, and as I scrambled to stay alive, and to keep my aunt alive, I resolved to ask Costin for lessons as soon as we were back in Casterin.

We were winning, but even that came with its caveats.

The more Fangs that went down, the more space there was for the rest to attack.

It felt just a little too easy, like I was missing something, but I forced that voice in my mind to quiet as I swung and cleaved and fought for my very life, for the life of my aunt and everyone else in this world I loved. I chalked it up to the foreboding feeling the curse laid over everything here, the constant sense of being watched by something ancient, malevolent, and unknowable.

We were winning the fight. That was what mattered.

But then, just as we were down from twenty Fangs to about six, just as my blood-drenched aunt and I were preparing to face off against these last few foes…

They retreated.

I didn’t think they did that because they were legitimately scared of us, though. I looked over at my aunt and felt the apprehension prickle over me stronger than ever.

“Have they done that before?” I asked.

“No.” She shook her head, and I gripped my stolen sword tighter.

Meanwhile, my aunt cast aside the small dagger and picked up an axe from the nearest fallen Fang, and we stood, back to back, trying to figure out what had just caused them to retreat.

Could they be summoning archers? No, the walls didn’t have walkways for archers to stand on, and anyway, I’d never seen a Fang armed with a bow. They liked to get up close and personal.

I also doubted it was as simple as trying to lock us out and hoping we froze or starved to death. Fangs wanted shifters dead and didn’t seem the type to leave it up to chance on whether they actually died.

But then the doors at the far end of the courtyard opened, and Aunt Sylvia and I were greeted with the cold, barren expanse of the cursed land, with no guards to block our path.

Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

I was just about to ask my aunt if she had any clue what was happening when a horrible screeching shriek pierced the air.

It sent a new, foreign chill right through to my bones, like it was a scientifically-selected pitch designed to trigger an adrenaline reaction.

I whipped my head around to figure out where it was coming from, to figure out who or what was making that awful noise, and then I caught a flicker of movement in the corner of my eye.

I turned, just in time to see a strange creature, half molting bird, half human, land before us. It lunged clumsily forward, like it wasn’t used to moving on its two taloned feet but rather soaring through the black, starless sky.

I heard my aunt swear under her breath, and she pressed close to me, with her axe held high. It was clear she had encountered these creatures before, and though I never had, I knew at once what they were.

They were strix.
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Chapter 15

It was as if a harpy and a pterodactyl had even uglier, even more dangerous babies. There were long claws in place of fingers, talons in place of feet, and I gaped at the cruelly-curved beaks and patchy, ragged feathers sprouting from too long, too bony arms. The creatures hunched forward with their knees bent, like they were squatting, or like they were balancing on the balls of their feet.

I couldn’t tell if these things had been deliberately summoned by the Fangs, or if the Fangs had retreated because they knew the commotion we were causing would attract strix all on their own. I hoped it was the latter, because that at least meant these harpy-like beasts might pose a problem for the guards, too, and further delay anyone’s chance to check on the prison.

My grip on the sword tightened, even as it felt futile. There was no way I could go up against these things with a sword. They weren’t human, like the Fangs were-- or whatever passed for human, here in Nagul. These were creatures from the Ruin, like the sea serpent on Deimos. Beings forged in twisted magic and made from the broken power of a cruel god.

I remembered what Serin, the man at the Sanctuary, had said about strix, how part of their danger was that they fed on magic as well as blood, and typically fed on it through the blood. How they’d been born from auspices who went to the Ruin in an attempt to defeat Apollyon and had instead fallen to his magic.

Maybe these things hadn’t been deliberately summoned by the Fangs, but that didn’t mean they had to be enemies. If strix were so drawn to magic, maybe someone like a Fang, who was almost certainly neither a shifter nor of the cunning folk, possessed no magic to interest their appetites.

“Creatures of the Ruin…” my aunt muttered at my side as she gripped her axe tight. This, too, looked futile. There were too many of these monsters, and they were too large. Not huge, but just a little larger than a normal person. “What are they doing here?”

“We battled a sea serpent, out on the coast of Deimos,” I told her while I kept my eyes glued on our nightmarish opponents. “Maeve mentioned things have been shifting around here for a while. The curse, Tushar’s and Apollyon’s influence, they’re changing somehow.”

“Erramun help us all,” my aunt said grimly as the strix began to stalk toward us.

Even with the sharp beaks on their faces, I could see they were enjoying the drama of it all, the slow stalk toward prey who knew it had nowhere to run.

“We’ll have to shift, won’t we?” I said more than asked as the creatures inched closer.

I could see more details now, through the gloom of the smoke-like darkness. There were feathers on their forms, namely their arms and legs, but their wings were strangely… patchy. And underneath, I could see thin, dark leathery skin stretched taut over muscle and bone, which was oddly fragile-looking.

But whether or not I would get anywhere near enough to damage those wings was a whole other story.

“Yes, if you’re a large predator form,” my aunt said in a reluctant but agreeing tone. “We’re not wearing armor, and these weapons won’t be enough.”

“Got it,” I said, and I was just about to throw the sword aside when she spoke again.

“Don’t bite them,” she warned me. “Their blood still contains fragments of their auspice magic, plus the magic of whatever else they’ve killed. Tasting it brings madness-- not to mention a nasty bout of illness. Think food poisoning on steroids.”

“Speaking from experience?” I asked with dark humor, and my aunt smiled grimly.

“I’ll give you all the gory details about my life here once we’re somewhere safe, AJ,” she answered before she tossed aside the axe she was holding.

And that was my cue.

I began to shift, and at once, just like on Deimos, the persistent itching sensation in the back of my mind crescendoed to a deafening roar of violence and bloodthirst. My teeth and claws tingled with the desire to rend and tear and draw blood, and I knew once again that if I’d shifted without an enemy nearby, I would have eventually been driven to open the flesh of my allies.

But I fought.

Just like before, I fought to claw my sense of self back from the edge of rage and madness. Because I had come this far. I had braved the ice and the Demonfrost, we had freed the prisoners, and I had found my aunt.

And I wasn’t going to let her go. Not Sylvia, not Lea or Sin, not any of them. I had a family here, in Nagul, and I was going to fight with every shred of myself to keep them safe and alive.

So, without hesitation, I launched myself at the nearest strix, landed several hundred pounds of grizzly bear weight onto those fragile, bony limbs, and heard them crack under the beast’s shrieking. I felt claws slice at my forelegs as the beak bit into the left one, so I raised my right and swatted it down, which opened four deep gashes on the side of the strix’s face.

For a moment, the injury reminded me of Maeve, and I wondered how the Fangs had managed to give her such an animalistic-looking wound. Had it been another traitor shifter, like the warden in the prison? Or had the Fangs set the strix on her? Or something else entirely?

If we lived to see sunlight again, I resolved to ask the so-called Ice Fury.

This first strix wavered as blood oozed down its gruesome face, and I pressed my advantage. I used my massive paws to swipe its legs out from under it, and when it hit the cobblestones with a squawk, I rose up on my hindlegs and crashed back down on the creature’s skull.

The bone shattered beneath the force like a watermelon dropped from a great height, and I internally grimaced as its freezing-cold blood gushed up between my claws. This strix went down fairly easily, but if it had been just one, this wouldn’t have been a fight worth shifting for. There was a horde of them, easily a couple dozen, and I sensed they liked to travel in large packs, like flocks of carrion birds.

I let out a groan as pain suddenly tore itself down my back, and I tried to twist to see what was happening. I caught only glimpses of the strix that had landed on my back and was raking its talons into my flesh. I distantly wondered if it was targeting something specific, like my spine, or if it just wanted to cause pain in a place I knew I would not easily be able to reach.

I twisted back and forth to throw it off, but the creature had sunk its claws deep into my back, and I was too far from an upright structure like a wall to smash it against something. I considered rolling onto my back, but that would leave my belly exposed, which was a far more dangerous target.

I writhed as I growled and snarled, all the noises I’d fortunately never heard a bear make in real life, but to no avail. The strix had sunk itself deep and was clinging on like I was a mad bull at the rodeo.

My predicament was made even more difficult by the other strix launching themselves at me, and I had to change my focus to bat them away. My claws tore open their skin and crushed their wings and limbs, all while I was still trying to throw off the first bastard. It dug even deeper into my flesh, which caused the pain to worsen, and also increased the chances of it hitting something vital.

Panic began to creep up the edges of my mind.

I tried to force it down. Panicking wouldn’t help. Panic led to stupid mistakes, which we could not afford right now.

But like the strix on my back, it was a writhing thing that cut me deep, and it was taking almost as much willpower to not panic as it was to stave off the increasingly-loud demands for me to savage everything around me.

This couldn’t go on forever. Sooner or later, something within me would give, and I would panic, or succumb to the moonsickness, and who knew if I would ever regain myself if that happened?

I had to hold on, but I could feel myself slipping. It was a slow slide toward the inevitable cliff edge, no matter how much I scrabbled.

And then, just when I thought I was going to crumble entirely, I felt the weight of the strix wrenched from my back, and a high-pitched shriek cut through the air.

I whipped around and saw a huge, sleek gray wolf standing on top of the wailing creature, with its claws digging into the strix’s torso. Blood, too bright and too red, leaked from the gashes in its chest as the wolf slashed at it again and again until it fell still and silent.

My aunt and I just had a moment to make eye contact, for me to silently thank her, before three more strix suddenly descended upon her. They lashed out wildly and made horribly screeching noises as they tried to gouge out her eyes and slit open her throat.

I lunged forward to help my aunt, and I swiped at the hellish harpies on steroids. My claws catch them here and there in the wings and limbs, but nothing substantial enough. It was such a flurry of movement, especially with my aunt fighting back, that I didn’t want to lunge too hard in case I caught her by accident.

It was exactly the same problem the Fangs had against us only moments ago, and now we were on the other side of it. The strix had the winning hand, in part because they clearly didn’t care if they injured each other if it meant getting to their prey.

Suddenly, my aunt let out a pained howl, and I had to struggle to stifle the bolt of fear that lanced through my chest. Panic would only secure our loss, and I had to keep my cool.

But in my peripherals, I could see she was being torn to shreds by these things, and they were moving too much for me to claw at them or pin them down.

So, I did what I had to do.

I darted my massive head forward and sank my teeth into the shoulder of the nearest strix, and I almost ripped its whole arm off as I tore the creature away from my aunt and tossed it twenty feet away. I didn’t even pause to see where it landed before I repeated this a second time, and I once again threw the creature as hard as I could.

Now, there was only a single strix on top of my aunt, which she dispatched handily.

As she did, I spat as best as a bear could spit, and I was keenly aware of what Aunt Sylvia had warned me about a few minutes ago. But bears, it seemed, were not really designed with spitting in mind, and it soon became clear I had swallowed at least some of the strix’s cold, cloying blood.

Because, suddenly, I was no longer standing in the dark, icy terrain of the Demonfrost.

I blinked, and then the landscape before me seemed to stretch on forever. The ground was scorched dry, with deep cracks cutting through a stone so dark it seemed black. They were like ugly burn scars on the face of this world, and they lay underneath a burning red sky that was deep and lurid as blood.

Between one moment and the next, I realized I’d started walking at some point, though each step felt like I was swimming through thick mud. I felt the exhaustion in my body, in every muscle and nerve of my being, as I trudged forward. I was no longer in my bear form, and I was alone. My brain felt heavy as lead, and each time I tried to form a thought, it evaporated into mist. There was no clue as to where I had come from, or where I was going. Only that I was spent, and yet, I had to continue on.

Slowly, I tipped my head down away from the red horizon to look down at myself. My clothes were dusty and ragged from days, if not weeks, in this wasteland. I had no pack, no supplies at all except for a broken sword in my right hand.

I had to bring it with me. I could feel this truth deep inside me. It was all I had left, and so it had to come with me.

But… where? And why?

And what had happened to all the others?

None of these answers were forthcoming, because a moment later, I felt a body collide into mine, and I was wrenched back to reality, to the present, where another pair of strix were on me.

That inconsolable rage filled me once again, and there was nothing to stop me from clawing as hard as I could. I sliced flesh and crushed wings and tore limbs until, finally, I was blood-drenched and exhausted, and there was stillness and quiet in this long, icy night.

As the rage and itch finally started to recede to the back of my mind, I stood there on all fours and panted through my open, bloody maw. My aunt paced around me a few times in her wolf form, and her eyes danced over my body, as if checking me for serious injuries. Whatever she saw evidently was alright with her, because she nodded smartly at me.

Then she turned tail and began to run.

I followed without hesitating. The Fangs had been stupid enough to open the gates for us, so we were going to run right through them to this safehouse we’d heard about. I just hoped the commotion of our fight with the guards and the strix had been enough of a distraction, and Lea, Sin, and the others had managed to make good progress toward the safehouse.

In our animal forms, away from the stronghold, the noise in my mind slowly quieted, until I felt almost myself again. Maeve had warned us about the curse being more attracted to shifters, but right now it was a trade-off between that and the fact that we could run faster and fare better against the cold.

And I didn’t want to spend a moment longer than absolutely necessary out here, in near pitch-blackness, with only my aunt to guide me.

The more I ran, and the further we got, the more insane it felt.

How had I come to find her in a completely different world? My only answer was that our fates were spun, as Kendra and Lea had spoken of, and it had simply been destined. My eyes tracked Aunt Sylvia in front of me, and as I took in the powerful gray wolf with jaws strong enough to crush a man’s skull, I felt like I was following a guardian angel through this blackness.

Even with my superior vision in this form, it was black all around us, and I couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction. The only thing I could see clearly was my aunt, so I followed her. She was my light through the darkness, and I was filled with hope and faith that she would lead us somewhere safe.

I tried not to let my mind wander, but here, in this endless night and intense cold, there was nothing to stop it. I wondered if Sin and Lea and the others were still in the secret passageway out of the temple, or if they had emerged yet into the dark. I wondered how far they were from the safehouse, or if they were there already. I wondered if they were worried about my aunt and me, because we hadn’t yet arrived.

I also wondered what Kendra and Lea would make of the things I’d seen while tasting the strix blood. Did either of them know of such a place as the one I’d witnessed, with its burned-black stone and blood-red horizon?

Somehow, I was sure it was the Ruin. There could be no other explanation. But why I’d been wandering alone, with only a broken sword… I had no idea. I knew I didn’t want to know, and yet, I would have to.

I just hoped it wouldn’t be from firsthand experience.

But this felt futile. Maybe because I’d come to learn enough about fate to have a sense of how it worked, but maybe also because the dark and the cold were closing in on me.

Was I imagining it? No, my field of vision definitely seemed smaller than it had a few moments ago, and I swore I could feel the cold more deeply. I sped up ever so slightly to keep better pace with my aunt, so much so I was almost tripping over her as we ran, but somehow I was sure if I let her out of my sight for so much as an instant, I would lose her forever.

I would be trapped here, in this endless, freezing night at the southernmost tip of Nagul. Running in the heart of the Demonfrost, running forever through the dark and the cold until whatever lurked in the dark came and killed me.

The things with the voices of the people I loved, the things that should not have known how those voices sounded and yet were able to mimic them all the same. The things that were not, by all accounts, creatures from Apollyon’s Ruin but something else, something mutated from Tushar’s curse, like a manifestation of the cold dread when you panicked, the kind of cold that seeped down, down, down inside you, into your very bones and soul.

The kind that would ensure you would never be warm again.

I was starting to feel it. That cold. I was sure this was how Maeve had felt, all those lonely nights out on the ice. Forsaken by Kalama, by the hearth and the fire, resigned to fight the Rime Lord with her damascened dagger and her moon crystal eye but to never, ever feel warm.

And Kendra. Wise, knowing Kendra, who had insisted our fates were spun together, who’d come all this way with people she barely knew, for reasons she could barely comprehend. Was she trapped out in this darkness, with only a moon crystal and Lea’s voice to light the way?

How long before the dark would encroach on them, too? How long before a thing with my voice or Sher Hayder’s voice came for the lioness-woman and beseeched her to let them near the crystal’s glow? What would she see, if she let them? Surely not my face. Surely not anything that could even resemble a face.

All I could see was my aunt. Just her back legs as she tore through the darkness. I couldn’t even see her head, the smoke of the night had gotten so thick. She was just a gray tail and hind legs, like the white rabbit leading Alice through Wonderland, only far, far more sinister.

That demanding cold continued to creep into my heart, and my thoughts continued to spiral. We would be running here forever. Forever through the night and the cold, until I was so frozen I couldn’t feel my legs, until the dark was so complete I couldn’t see anything at all, not even if it was right in front of my face. We were to be taken by the Cold and the Silence, by Tushar and Melora, two more lives lost to the Demonfrost and the heralding of the Devourer.

Hopelessness unfurled in my chest, but there was almost a relief in it, in letting hope go and admitting defeat. The winds howled in my ears and called to me with not-quite voices. It told me to simply let go and resign myself to this. It would be easier, kinder, less painful than fighting.

I just had to let myself fall into the black.

But… I couldn’t. I had just found Aunt Sylvia. I’d sworn to Lea and Sin that I would come back to them. I’d promised myself I would see the Fangs brought to their knees and Nagul made safe.

So, I pushed back against the darkness. I didn’t want to. I didn’t have the strength to want to anymore, but I knew I had to. I pushed back against it because above all else in this hellish, freezing night, I believed in my allies. I believed in their mission. And I would die before letting them down, before my faith in them was snuffed out.

And then… I saw it.

In the distance, a soft, warm light. Golden-orange, like the fires Regner had tried in vain to keep burning. But larger, much larger. There were several of them, too. And, as we drew closer, I realized they were windows.

The safehouse. Torchlight.

We’d made it.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 16

Those last few moments, between seeing the safehouse and actually reaching it, were at once the hardest and the easiest moments of the entire journey. I all but collapsed over the threshold of the warm light and resumed my human form as I did so. I was exhausted almost to the point of unconsciousness, and the icy cold was so deep that I shivered even near the warmth of the lights.

“Arthur!”

I halfheartedly raised my head at the cry. It was Lea’s voice, and the next thing I knew, she and Sin were on me. They helped me up and pulled me into a tight hug as they took turns peppering my cheeks with relieved kisses.

“We arrived, and you weren’t here,” the lioness-woman continued with tears in her golden eyes. “We were so worried!”

“We… ran into a flock of strix,” my aunt panted as she stood with her hands on her knees.

Whatever prison rags she’d been in-- presumably remnants of whatever clothes she’d initially been captured in-- were thankfully witched, and though she was still not nearly wrapped up enough for the cold, she at least wasn’t naked.

As for me, the ‘rush job’ Regner had done on my clothes after I’d fought the zombie wolf had held up, which was a relief, because after spending who-knew-how-long running across the freezing darkness of the Demonfrost, I was cold enough as it was.

“Daciana,” Sin said in a strangled voice, and she pulled away from me to hug her lost friend tightly.

My aunt hugged her back just as fervently, and I saw in that moment just how much they had come to love one another.

My aunt had made as much a life for herself here as I had. Arguably, she had even more of a life, because she’d actually been here for years, not just a couple weeks.

And looking at it, I wondered if she would even want to go back to Earth, even if we did find a way. Or had she, like me, gotten too tangled up in Nagul, and Nagul too tangled in her, to ever truly leave?

I still wanted to go back, to assure my parents that I-- and now Aunt Sylvia-- were alive and safe and well. But, as the four of us drew together, and I hugged Sin and Lea close, I knew I could never go away permanently.

They had carved their names into my heart, as pirates liked to say.

Leaning heavily on the two women-- me against Lea, Aunt Sylvia against Sin-- we staggered into the actual building, which looked like a huge hotel of some kind. It was made of wood and stone, like it had been plucked from a ski resort, or Canada.

A battered sign hanging from a pole above the entrance proudly read ‘Torchlight,’ along with a burning torch motif.

“May the Burning One keep us,” my aunt sighed in relief as we walked inside, and I found myself wondering how much she had adjusted to the culture of this world.

There was little doubt the gods were, in some way or another, real, but it was the way she spoke. Like a native.

Then again, she’d been trapped here for eight years and had been visiting even longer.

Once inside the actual building, we were swarmed. Some of the faces were familiar-- Maeve, Regner, Kendra, and of course Costin-- but many were not.

“Are you injured?” a woman asked with an urgent expression as she rushed to look my aunt and me up and down. She was a little bit older than Sylvia, with straight dark hair, bronze skin, and high cheekbones.

“Uh, not really,” I slurred, and I was a little dazed from both the change in temperature and the dawning realization that we’d made it out alive. “Just a few scratches and scrapes, no biggie.”

“I’d call this more than a few scratches,” the woman said as she pursed her lips in a frown, and she called over her shoulder in a language I was surprised to find I didn’t recognize. She then turned back to my aunt and me. “Follow me, we’ve set up an infirmary in what used to be the event hall.”

We followed wordlessly, with Lea and the others accompanying us, and we found ourselves in what had unmistakably once been some kind of dancing hall, but it had been filled with neat rows of beds separated by curtains draped from the rafters.

“With all the people your group rescued from the stronghold, we have few beds left, but we should just about manage,” the woman said as she gestured for my aunt and I to each sit on a bed.

We did and sat facing one another as the woman stood between the two beds and appraised us.

“What is this place?” Aunt Sylvia asked her.

“Torchlight,” the woman answered simply.

I noticed then that she had a pendant around her neck. It was cast in bronze or copper, and it looked like a fire delicately set on a circle, with just the barest tips of the flames anchoring it to the ring.

“Sure, but this used to be, what? An inn?” my aunt pressed. “How is there a resistance force here?”

“This was an inn on the surface, yes,” the woman said. “But it was actually a temple dedicated to Kalama. So, when the Demonfrost first came to these lands, it managed to resist the curse. Ever since then, one band of would-be heroes or another has set up themselves here and dedicated themselves to freeing this land of the curse. None have so far succeeded, but when the Fangs desecrated the old Tushar temple and began using it for their own ends, the objective shifted.”

“You fight the Fangs from here?” I asked as I blinked at her in muted shock.

“I tend whoever enters these doors,” she corrected me. “And I ensure the hearths never stop burning. But I think the Fangs may have made a mistake, in being so intent on using the curse for their own ends.”

“How so?” I asked, and I winced as another person, another healer, approached with a swab dipped in rubbing alcohol, or some other sterilizing fluid, and pressed it against a gash on my arm.

“The Rime Lord’s power is what anchors the curse here,” the first healer said as she was passed another swab and began to do the same to my aunt’s various cuts.

I supposed it made sense, even in a place with healing magic, to ensure the wounds were sterile before attempting to close them. Especially in a place like this, where strix and zombie wolves could infect or poison you with their blood.

“But the Fangs don’t look to Tushar, they look to the Devourer,” Lea said, and the woman nodded.

“Now his center of worship, his most prestigious house in this place, has been taken and repurposed for another god. Whether he means to or not, his hold on this land will weaken.”

“Is that not a good thing?” I asked.

“Perhaps, from one perspective,” the woman said. “From another, you would be replacing one tyrant god with another. Arguably a worse one.”

“I’ll need to pray,” Kendra then said, and a furrow had appeared between her dark brows.

Since she and the others had arrived here, she’d released her black curls from the braid down her back, and they spilled over her shoulders in tight ringlets. She looked like a princess in an adventure story who was fiercely protective of her people.

The more time I spent with her, the more similarities I saw between her and Lea. Maybe that was why she and the lioness-woman were so close, even with the strange bond they seemed to share.

“Things are changing here,” the purple-eyed woman continued in a serious tone. “I can’t help but feel it’s somehow connected to us. Our fates.”

“I’ve found few people end up here for anything less,” the healer with the bronze necklace advised her gravely. “Pray all you need, child. There’s a room in the attic that was once a rumination chamber. It has a window in the ceiling, though there is no moon to light it. We’ll send some food up to you, if you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Kendra said and seemed evidently unbothered by the fact there was no visible moon in the sky.

But maybe, to an extent, it didn’t matter. This place was favored by Kalama, and it would still be a room dedicated for prayer. These things had to count for something, surely.

The purple-eyed woman then ducked down and hugged me, and the embrace was brief but tight.

“I’m glad you made it out safely,” she whispered in my ear, and then she pulled away and hugged my aunt. “And I am glad Sin and Arthur’s hearts have been eased. I look forward to getting to know you.”

With that, off she went, and Aunt Sylvia and I exchanged a look. To my aunt’s credit, she didn’t seem that surprised or confused, but she probably had more experience with the esotericism of auspices than I did.

The stinging of sterilization continued along our myriad of small wounds, and then one of the healers asked about the blood around my mouth. When I mentioned it was from a strix, the healer tending to me blanched, and soon several of them were buzzing around me and asking all kinds of questions, like how I felt and if I was hallucinating. I didn’t think I was, and I felt pretty normal despite the bone-deep exhaustions. The healers didn’t exactly know what to make of me, but I was kind of used to that at this point.

Eventually, my aunt and I were pronounced fit enough to actually be healed. Regner came over then, and like the healer in the Volos manor had done weeks ago, he placed a fingertip on either side of each scratch and dragged them down the length of the wound.

As I watched, my skin knitted itself back together in his wake.

“All in all, I’d say you got off lightly,” the green-eyed man told my aunt and me when he was done. “Maeve said she heard strix shrieking.”

“Oh, no, we encountered them.” My aunt smiled cheerfully.

“We were probably the reason for the shrieking,” I added equally cheerfully, and as Regner stared at us both behind his round-lensed glasses, my aunt and I shared a grin.

In a strange way, it felt exactly the same as it had eight years ago.

The woman with the bronze necklace declared we were fit enough to not need to be kept overnight in the infirmary, and they needed the beds for the injured prisoners we’d liberated from the stronghold, so we all cleared out back into the inn’s lobby-slash-lounge.

Bizarrely, it felt oddly normal. Even though impenetrable darkness loomed outside, even though the events hall had been turned into an infirmary, this lobby-lounge felt… ordinary. There were tables and seats, like any tavern room, and even the bar was intact, though the booze options were much sparser than at The Last Hearth in Solace.

A handful of the tables were occupied, and everyone appeared to be eating identical bowls of stew. The seven of us sat down, and the instant we did so, similarly-identical bowls were being placed in front of us.

As soon as I set eyes on the stew, my stomach growled hungrily. I didn’t care that it was probably very unexciting, the sort of food focused on nutrition and simplicity over flavor. It was hot food, and I hadn’t had any since we’d left Solace.

There was silence as we all but inhaled the stew, and even though it was probably only okay in reality, after the past few days, it tasted like the best thing I’d ever eaten. It was hearty, with large chunks of vegetables and fish swimming in a rich, salty gravy.

In lieu of any bread to mop it up, I ended up just picking up the bowl and drinking the leftover gravy like soup. No one commented, and in fact, the others started doing the same-- all except Lea and Costin, who delicately spooned the sauce in deference to their noble upbringing and all the etiquette lessons therein.

Only once we had all finished did anyone speak.

“How is this place able to stand?” I asked as I looked around. “I mean, aren’t Tushar and Kalama, like… polar opposites?”

“Yes, but that lends itself to their power,” Lea explained. “They’re equal and opposite, two sides of the same coin. Tushar can no more overpower Kalama than she can overpower him.”

“So, this place is at a… spiritual stalemate,” I said.

“Maybe not for much longer, from what that woman said,” my aunt added. “The Fangs have repurposed Tushar’s center of power as a monument to the Devourer. That might just be enough to disrupt Tushar’s influence over this land.”

“That might explain why the terrain was so barren of ice and snow, once we passed into the Demonfrost,” Regner said to Maeve.

“It just might.” She nodded seriously. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see. I’m just surprised this place has managed to hold out for this long.”

“Maybe it’s not so surprising,” I said. “Who needs a warm hearth more than people who live in long nights and snowdrifts? I’d argue Kalama’s most faithful live here, as well as Tushar’s.”

The Ice Fury gave me a long look and then smiled. She’d caught my other meaning.

“Maybe,” she said, and her voice was tinged with hope.

Hope that she might not be as forsaken as she’d first believed.

Now that our wounds had been tended to and our hunger sated, fatigue began to overtake me, and I could see it was holding sway over the others, too. For the past several days, we hadn’t been able to sleep peacefully, since we knew at any moment we could be roused to fend off some attack by some terrible nightmare monster.

But here, it was safe and warm, and we had even more allies to rely upon. Some kind of ragtag freedom force was holed up in this place, and they’d been busy intercepting supply deliveries to the Fangs-- food and weapons and medicine-- and liberating prisoners whenever possible. They would welcome the ones we’d freed from the dungeons, and I knew the prisoners themselves would enjoy the sense of purpose and independence that would come with fighting back.

And, as many of them were shifters who could resist moonsickness, they may well just be able to turn the tide, and maybe even drive out the Fangs for good.

Right now, though, I craved a warm bed and deep sleep. Fortunately, the Torchlight was large, and there were plenty of spare beds and rooms. My aunt took one, as did Maeve, and I made sure one was arranged for Kendra, just in case she didn’t want to spend the whole night in what was probably a dark, drafty attic space.

Costin and Regner each took one, and lastly, Sin, Lea, and I decided we would share again. I slept better with them at my side, and I was reluctant to waste body heat in a place like this.

As we were about to ascend the stairs to our various rooms, we all bid one another goodnight, and I hugged my aunt for a long minute. I was still stunned that she was real, alive, and safe.

“We’ll talk properly once you’re rested,” she murmured as she embraced me tightly. “But I’ll answer all the questions I can. I don’t want there to be any secrets between us, not anymore.”

“Do you have more secrets?” I half joked as I pulled back. “I mean, on the level of a key that takes you to a magical otherworld?”

“Nothing quite that big,” my aunt said in a wry tone, and we shared a smile before she turned to the pirate captain and hugged her tightly, too.

“I meant to ask,” Sin said as they pulled away from one another, and the fox shifter’s expression was uncharacteristically hesitant. “Do… do you want me to call you Sylvia now?”

“Call me whatever you like.” My aunt smiled warmly before she looked over at me. “But, perhaps in the interest of safety, call me Daciana in public. Our kind often draws unwanted attention. Especially the ones who set upon freeing the whole world of tyranny.”

I grinned at her and at once felt a little embarrassed and pleased. It was the same kind of pleased I’d felt as a kid, when I’d been so excited for Aunt Sylvia to visit so I could show off a good grade I got on a test, or some trick I’d learned on my bike.

I turned to Maeve, and though she looked exhausted and cold, there was a hint of a smile in the corner of her mouth.

“Thanks,” I said to her, and she raised an eyebrow. “For getting us this far south alive. For getting everyone here safely.”

“I didn’t do that much between the stronghold and here,” the Ice Fury said with a modest shrug. “It was all Lea and Regner. If not for her singing and his flames, I think we might’ve lost our minds out there in the night.”

“I know how you feel,” I grimly admitted to the scarred woman. Those had been black moments. The kind that got locked up in a box and shoved into the most recessed corner of my mind, never to be thought about again. “But I’m glad you all made it here safe.”

“Likewise,” Maeve replied, and though she wasn’t the type to return a grin, she did offer a true smile.

I didn’t miss as her gaze drifted, though, over to Regner. At first, I thought it was just appreciation, or gratitude for how he’d helped her, helped all of them, brave the darkness. But, as her gaze lingered, I began to suspect something else.

Now was not the time to discuss it, though-- not the least because I didn’t know if there even was anything to discuss. Not yet, anyway.

I hugged Costin and Regner tight, and there was a lot of clapping on backs. The non-shifter man then kissed Lea’s forehead, and the pair stood there a moment just holding one another.

“Father will definitely not be pleased to hear how our journey south went,” Costin chuckled dryly when he finally stepped back.

“Maybe we could spare him some of the details,” Lea said with a mischievous glint in her gold eyes.

Her brother laughed and agreed.

And then, at long last, we all headed upstairs, to our warm, soft beds.

I was about ready to keel over and fall asleep at once when the door of the room closed behind me, but as I-- and more relevantly, as Sin and Lea-- began to peel off the various layers of fleece-lined clothing, another hunger, one that had also gone unsated these past several days, roused itself within me.

Maybe it was a side effect of the adrenaline and realizing we had all survived the last couple days. Or maybe it was just the sight of the pair of them, beautiful and strong and powerful, after so long swaddled in all those warm clothes.

I remembered what Maeve had said, about lovemaking this far south being a very matter-of-fact, almost clinical affair, and I suppressed a grimace. None of that appealed to me.

Lea eyed me over her bare shoulder, and her golden eyes were shimmering with mischief.

“I know that look,” I said to her with a smile.

“Funny,” she purred. “I was going to say the same thing about you.”

I looked over at Sin, and she was giving us her signature sharp captain’s smile. No doubt she knew the appeals of sex after a battle won. No doubt she knew them intimately.

The three of us slipped into the bed, which was big enough for all three of us to have lain down without touching one another, but that wasn’t really what we had in mind at this moment.

Lea pressed herself against me, and she kissed me so deeply that I found myself gasping for air when she pulled away and began to kiss Sin just as fervently.

As the pair of them kissed, I let my mouth and hands wander. My lips trailed over the pirate captain’s shoulder, and I reached for her breasts and squeezed gently, which made her sigh into Lea’s mouth.

I could tell Sin immensely enjoyed being pressed between Lea and me. One of her hands reached behind her to card through my hair while I kissed her neck, and she continued kissing the lioness-woman, who had one hand on Sin’s cheek and the other on her nipple. The redhead writhed between us, and each little sound she made sent another shiver of arousal through me.

At last, it seemed she could take it no longer, and Sin extricated herself from between Lea and me with a mischievous smirk. She kissed me deeply, and then she took my hands in hers and guided them to Lea’s hips, which was all the encouragement I needed.

I ducked down low between the lioness-woman’s thighs, and I could smell her arousal as I drew close. She was already dripping wet, and I almost moaned at the small whimpering noise she made as I drew close.

“You make such pretty sounds,” the pirate captain told Lea, and I found myself agreeing heartily, even more so when I finally put my tongue on her, and she let out a wanton cry.

One of her hands tangled in my hair, and she firmly held my mouth against her sex.

“Arthur…” she moaned as I began to lick and suck at her, in all the ways and places I knew she loved best.

I felt her legs clench around my head as if she was trying to squeeze my skull, and all the while Sin muttered filthy things into the lioness-woman’s ear and squeezed at her breasts.

That was a sight I would’ve been happy to spend the rest of my life watching.

Sin looked at me as she fondled Lea, and her green eyes were dark with lust as she watched me eating the lioness-woman out. I found myself unable to break away from her gaze. There was an intensity to it, which was made all the more potent by how Lea shivered and whined and moaned between us.

It didn’t take long, and when the lioness-woman came, she did so with a high-pitched moan. I sucked her clit between my lips to coax her through it, and she bucked her hips against my mouth as she rode the waves of pleasure.

“Oh, you two…” Lea mumbled when she came down from her high, and she smiled at us in a dangerous way. “My turn.”

“Your turn to what?” I asked with a grin, which only got wider when she kissed me quickly.

“To call the shots,” she answered sweetly. “Now, lie back against the cushions.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I obeyed eagerly, and I couldn’t resist stroking myself a couple times as I sat there and looked at my two lovers.

My cock throbbed just at the sight of them, with a thin sheen of sweat on their skin and lust darkening their eyes.

Then Lea began to kiss Sin slowly and deeply, like she wanted to explore every inch of the pirate captain’s mouth. As she did, she began to squeeze at Sin’s breasts, and she massaged the soft, warm skin before her hands delved ever lower and brushed against the redhead’s pussy.

“I want to see you make love to her, Arthur,” Lea murmured as she pulled away from Sin’s lips and began to leave hot, open-mouthed kisses on the pirate captain’s throat. “Like she watched you and me. I want to watch the pair of you come together.”

I tried to say ‘okay’ or some other affirmation, but I found I was so unreasonably turned on by all this that I’d apparently lost the ability to even speak.

Instead, I just nodded dumbly.

“You’re a dirty little thing,” Sin said with a lazy grin, but her words trailed off into a moan as Lea continued kissing her throat. “I never knew you noble types were so naughty. I’d have offered to fuck you both that night in the woods.”

The mental image of the three of us on the floor of the Tashi Forest, utterly naked before nature, sent a shiver through me, and I wondered if Lea and I would be lucky enough to get a repeat of that night in the manor gardens, but this time with Sin joining us.

There was something intense and thrilling about making love under the stars.

As it was, I was captivated by the sight of them, Lea with her hand on Sin’s clit while she kissed the pirate captain’s throat. But then she pulled away, and she and Sin shared a cunning smile.

“You need to get ready,” the lioness-woman all but purred. “And so does he.”

Sin kissed her quickly and then turned to me.

“She’s right,” she said, and before I could ask just what either woman meant, my ability to think was sharply cut off, because Sin had put her mouth on me, and it was nothing short of divine.

I gave a sort of choked-off moan and resisted the urge to thrust upward into her mouth. Behind Sin, Lea continued to touch the pirate woman. First, she stroked the redhead’s clit, and then she slipped two fingers inside her, judging by how Sin’s soft little moans changed in pitch.

Half of me wanted to push the pirate captain off me, so I could get an unadulterated view of exactly what Lea’s hands were doing to her pussy right now, but the other half of me was so lost in the feeling of her mouth that I didn’t ever want it to end.

Eventually, though, I mustered the strength to pull away and push Sin off me, because I knew how I wanted things to end, and I knew how she and Lea wanted them to end, too.

Sin shuffled forward so she was straddling my hips, and Lea settled herself right behind the pirate captain while once again massaging and fondling Sin’s breasts. I rubbed my hands up and down the redhead’s hips, and my mouth hung open in dumbstruck awe as she took me in her hand and slowly slipped down onto my length.

“Fffuck,” I groaned, and I tipped my head back at the feeling of her squeezing around me.

“That’s… the general idea,” Sin panted, the words an echo of the last time we’d done this, and I couldn’t help but grin at her.

“You’re beautiful,” Lea said to the pair of us as one of her hands slipped down from Sin’s breast, over her stomach, to rub at the pirate captain’s clit.

I felt the jolt of it run through Sin. She briefly clenched around me, and then all thought was pushed from my mind as she began to roll her hips against mine. Within moments, she was riding me hard and fast, and the sound of our skin clapping together echoed through the room.

She was going to ruin me, I thought. They both were. They were going to play these games and utterly, completely ruin me.

But I would have no complaints if they did.

It was all I could do to hold on to Sin’s hips as she pushed herself and me closer and closer toward the edge, with Lea egging us both on in a breathy, hungry voice as she stroked Sin’s clit.

I could feel Lea’s legs squeezing my thighs and remembered when she’d done exactly that to my head only moments ago, and a shiver ran its way down my spine. I wanted to spend the entire night doing that: taking turns between each of their legs until all three of us were completely spent.

“Arthur…” Sin whined with her head tipped back. A stray red curl had stuck to her cheek, and I found myself transfixed by the sight of her. “Lea… Oh, gods, I’m close…”

“Come for us,” Lea whispered in her ear. “Come for me, both of you. I want to see you.”

It was the lioness-woman’s breathy plea, and the first twitch of Sin’s pussy as she came, that sent me crashing into the abyss after her, and the pair of us exploded into shards of light as I filled her up with my seed.

When I managed to piece my mind back together, I was panting hard. Sin had both her hands on my chest to hold herself up, and as she slowly slipped off me, Lea nestled herself between the two of us and kissed first me, then the pirate captain.

“I want to do that every night,” she said in a satisfied tone.

“No complaints here,” I chuckled while still panting.

“Gods, we might just kill him,” Sin said conspiratorially to the lioness-woman, and the pair of them shared a dangerous, mischievous grin.

Maybe they would. But what a way to go if they did.

We didn’t speak much after that. This last burst of exertion had truly exhausted our energy reserves, and now sleep was descending on us not so much as a veil but as a thick, smothering blanket that would club us over the head if it had to. I just about summoned the energy to pull the blankets up over us, and even by that point, I could tell by the slow, even breathing that both Sin and Lea had already fallen asleep.

I gazed down at the two women, and my heart was so full of love for the pair of them that I had wondered if it would just burst. How had I gotten so lucky to find them both and win their hearts?

Ducking down, I kissed each of them on the forehead, and then I settled down on Lea’s left side and draped my arm over both of them.

Tomorrow, the plans would begin. On how to take down the stronghold for good. I would be with my aunt, and she would be able to answer all my questions about what she’d gone through over these past eight years. We would be working together, and somehow, we would find a way to get home and tell our family we were okay.

My last thought before I drifted off was how relieved I was that Sin and Lea were-- that we all were-- safe and warm. We were all going to live to fight another day. And fight we would.

Until all of Nagul was free of the Fangs, and everyone could sleep in peace.

End of Book 3
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Cast of Characters from Book 3:

Kendra Strigine: Shifter (auspice, owl). Violet-purple eyes, warm brown skin, long, curly jet-black hair. Kendra is an auspice and was training at the Sanctuary as an Aspirant until she met Arthur. Sensing their destinies were intertwined, she joined their mission against the Fangs. She is calm, level-headed and wise, with a soft-spoken temperament that makes her easy to talk to. She and Lea quickly become close friends.

Maeve Camarin: Non-shifter. Blue eyes, bronze skin, dark brown wavy hair. Known as the ‘Ice Fury’, Maeve is one of the only people to brave the Demonfrost and return alive. She aids Arthur and the others on their journey to find and disable the Fangs’ ultimate stronghold. She is matter-of-fact and not easily ruffled, making her an ideal ally in such a dangerous environment.

Sylvia Orson: Shifter (wolf). Gray eyes, fair skin, chestnut brown hair, chin-length and wavy. Sylvia is Arthur’s long-lost aunt, thought dead back on Earth, but in truth she’d been trapped in Nagul by the same curse as Arthur. She has independently devoted herself to stopping the Fangs of Apollyon, and now that she’s reunited with her friend Sinopa and her nephew Arthur, she is more determined than ever.
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