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Cast of Characters from Book 3:

Arthur Orson: Shifter (bear). Hazel eyes, tawny skin, chestnut brown hair, short and wavy. Thrown into the strange, mystical world of Nagul, Arthur is initially focused solely on getting home, but he quickly becomes entangled in a dangerous conspiracy and decides he owes it to his new friends 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). Golden eyes, bronze skin, golden-blonde hair, very long and wavy. Lea is the first (friendly) person Arthur meets in Nagul and is eager to explain to him the mythical history of her world. The two quickly grow close and become romantically involved. Lea is kind, welcoming and intelligent, mindful of the privilege of her status and always willing to help others however she can. After she is kidnapped by the Fangs of Apollyon, she dedicates herself to making sure no one else has to suffer from anti-shifter bigotry.

Costin Hayder: Non-shifter. Golden eyes, bronze skin, golden-blond hair, nape-length and wavy. Lea’s older brother and, unusually for a shifter House, the name heir to the family estate. Since he cannot shift, he learned to swordfight and bears no animosity toward Lea for being able to shift. In fact, he is fiercely loyal to his family, and he and Arthur become fast friends.

Sher Hayder: Shifter (lion). Golden eyes, bronze skin, deep bronze hair, nape-length and wavy. The patriarch of House Hayder. Sher loves his children deeply and is mindful of the precarious situations they can be put in as members of Nagul’s high-society. While he encourages them to do what they believe is right, he cautions them against rocking the boat too much, for fear it might come down on their heads. He readily welcomes Arthur into his home and family.

Sinopa ‘Sin’ Fennec: Shifter (fox). Green eyes, fair skin, copper-red hair, jaw-length and wavy. Captain of the Tainted Heart, a renowned pirate and smuggler feared throughout Nagul, she becomes a friend and later lover to Arthur and Lea as they seek to take down the Fangs of Apollyon. She is cunning, quick-witted, and has a sword even sharper than her tongue, making her a valuable ally, or a very dangerous enemy. Sin is fiercely loyal to her crew, and her trust is hard-won, but she admires sincerity.

Kendra Strigine: Auspice (owl). Violet-purple eyes, warm brown skin, long, curly jet-black hair. Kendra is an auspice, and in light of her gifts, 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.

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, 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.

Perseus Tristan: Non-shifter. Hazel eyes, pale skin, reddish-brown hair, short and straight. 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. Despite his own, privileged life as a member of Nagul’s high-society, he was adamant that he-- and all other non-shifters-- are relentlessly oppressed by shifters. He was killed during a fight with Arthur.

Harland Volos: Non-shifter. Dark eyes, pale skin, dark brown hair, nape-length and wavy. Being a non-shifter, Harland is barred from inheriting his House’s estate and title, and jealousy over this led him to vent his frustrations to Tristan, eventually joining Tristan in some nefarious scheme to ‘set things right’. However, as soon as he realized Tristan wasn’t just talk, and actually intended to harm people-- including Harland’s own younger brother, Harland rejected Tristan and all anti-shifter ideology.

Peristera ‘Peri’ Aderyn: Auspice (dove). Brown eyes, bronze skin, dark-brown hair, long and curly. 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.

Corsair Lockwood: Non-shifter. Dark eyes, cool-brown skin, dark hair, short and worn in a bun. He is the first mate and second in command of the Tainted Heart, with a stern demeanor and no patience for insubordination or incompetence. Lockwood keeps the peace, likely helped by his impressive height and piercing gaze. He is also unfailingly loyal to his captain, and a formidable adversary in a fight. 

Regner Eldridge: Cunning folk. Pale-green eyes, fair skin, white hair, short and straight. Regner was kidnapped by the Fangs and brought to Deimos for daring to aid shifters, and he was eventually liberated by Arthur and the others. He is pragmatic, level-headed, and quickly proves himself to be a valuable ally. As well as ordinary cunning folk skills, Regner has the rare gift of fire magic.

Maeve Camarin: Non-shifter. Blue eyes, bronze skin, dark brown wavy hair. Known in the Permafrost 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.

Cahir Alvise: Non-shifter. Crisp-blue eyes, fair skin, dark hair streaked with gray at the temples. Formerly a member of the Crown’s High Court, Cahir joined the Fangs when he was spurned by a lover who revealed herself to be a shifter. He is a callous, cruel, calculating man, and the one who kidnapped Sin when she was a teenager.
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Chapter 1

Time slipped away in a place like this.

When there was no day, only night, when there was no moon, only darkness, it became almost impossible to track time with any real sense of its passing. Here, I had come to understand what people back home on Earth meant when they said ‘time is what you make it’ because, in absence of clocks or a sunrise, the only thing keeping time was the frantic beat of my heart.

For all the terrible creatures I and my allies had witnessed, for all the twisted magic laid over this ruined land, I couldn’t help but feel the real curse was this.

Being so far south, the Permafrost naturally had periods of permanent night, the same way the North and South Poles did on Earth. But the Demonfrost curse had exaggerated the disorienting darkness into something more sinister by cloaking the night in a thick, smoky blackness that neither moon nor star could pierce.

It was as though we had been taken to another world entirely. Not Earth, not Nagul, but some additional, malevolent place filled only with a sinister, dark fog that could be hiding any number of horrors.

“Arthur?”

I looked over my shoulder and tore my eyes from the window. It had only shown darkness. All the windows ever showed in this place was darkness. I might as well have been staring into a pool of ink, or a solid wall.

But inside it was light and warm, bathed in the golden glow of roaring fires and camaraderie. This place, aptly, was named Torchlight, a safehouse and the final torch burning defiantly in the darkness.

“Yeah?” I asked as I turned my body to face Lea properly.

The lioness-woman was smiling at me, but it was tinged with concern, as it had been over this past week since we’d first arrived at Torchlight.

I still wasn’t sure if this concern was because she was worried for me, or our group in general, or if it was because she’d sensed some greater danger on the horizon. Although she wasn’t a winged shifter, and therefore not gifted with any clairvoyant abilities, Lea had a good ‘sense’ for these sorts of things, and her intuition had yet to lead us astray.

I couldn’t hope to understand it, but I trusted her, so I trusted that ‘sense’ of hers, too. It was easy to feel untethered in the Demonfrost, with so little having survived the ravage of its curse, but Lea was my tether. She was the first friendly face I’d seen in this world and a woman I loved so much, sometimes I thought my heart would burst from it.

“You seemed… faraway,” she murmured, and she stepped forward and put a hand to my cheek. Her touch was warm, and her thumb stroked gently over my cheekbone. “Are you okay?”

“I am,” I promised, and I turned my head slightly to kiss her palm. “Just… lost in thought.”

“It’s easy to get lost in this place,” the lioness-woman agreed.

“Fortunately, I have you to light my way,” I said with a soft chuckle, and she smiled again.

It was only a slight exaggeration, because Lea’s beautiful singing voice meant she could easily hit the precise note that resonated with moon crystals and made them shine even brighter. She had quite literally been a beacon in the darkness when our group had infiltrated the abandoned-temple-turned-Fang-stronghold and liberated their prisoners.

Who had, as it happened, included my aunt. The woman I’d believed to be dead for the past eight years.

In the week since we’d rescued the prisoners and found Torchlight, my stomach had been a roiling mess of confusion, and I was still a long way off from fully working through it. I’d grieved my aunt and long since given up any hope that she might somehow magically reappear, whole and happy and fine. It had been a ludicrous dream back on Earth, but here, in Nagul, it had been the truth.

It was strange, to grieve someone and come to terms with their death, and then… to have them come back into your life. Ungrieving, or whatever you wanted to call it, was a whole process in itself.

Over the past several days, I’d had many conversations with my aunt as we caught up about what she’d seen in her time in Nagul, and I asked for details about how she’d first learned about this world, and how she’d come to be trapped in it.

She didn’t have a lot of information on that last part, only that Cahir, her once-lover-turned-genocidal-fanatic, had cursed the key we’d both used to travel here, so it only worked in one direction. She didn’t know where he’d gotten the magical skill to pull off such a spell, or how he’d found the opportunity to curse it, because it wasn’t like she’d ever given it to him.

And, because the whole point of the curse was that it only worked one way, from Earth to Nagul, we couldn’t even present the key to an auspice or cunning woman who might know the nature of the curse and be able to break it.

So, eight years ago, when my aunt had returned to Nagul to put a stop to Cahir’s crusade of cruelty, she’d unwittingly trapped herself here, and she had spent the intervening years both trying to stop the Fangs of Apollyon and find a way home.

She’d made significantly more progress on the former goal than the latter, but now she and I were reunited, so I was hopeful both aims could be brought to fruition.

“She’s in the dining hall,” Lea told me, as if she’d somehow been able to read my thoughts.

In a way, I supposed she could, because the lioness-woman was very good at picking up on what I was thinking about. Maybe my face took on a particular expression when my mind turned to my aunt.

I took Lea’s hand from my cheek and held it to my lips, like a nobleman bidding goodbye to the lady he’s courting, and then I headed for the dining hall.

Sure enough, my aunt was sitting at one of the tables, alongside Sin, my and Lea’s third partner, and a longtime friend of my aunt in her own right.

Because, as it turned out, my aunt had been a member of a pirate crew.

It was almost unfairly cool, but this only cemented the opinion I’d had of Aunt Sylvia my entire life. Being only nine years older than me, and therefore closer in age to my sister and me than her own brother, my father, Aunt Sylvia had always felt more like a cool older sister than a parental figure.

And now, watching her animatedly discuss pirate ship things with Sin, all those fond, childish thoughts and memories came flooding back.

“Arthur.” Sin smiled warmly as I approached, and I ducked my head to kiss the top of her reddish curls.

“AJ,” my aunt greeted with a grin as she fondly watched the pair of us.

She was the only person in Nagul who called me that, because my legal name was Arthur Jr., but no one else here had ever met my father, and I had no need to specify. A strange, warm feeling unfurled in my chest at the sound of that childhood nickname, in a place so far from home in both time and distance.

“You were looking outside again,” Sin said as I took the seat next to her, and I wondered how long she’d been watching me. “You shouldn’t do that. Maeve says the curse can play tricks on you even from in here.”

Maeve, our resident expert on all things Demonfrost, had her fair share of experience on what lurked out on the ice. The magic there had twisted all living things into shambling, warped versions of themselves, and if you spent too long out there, the magic could seep inside you, too, and take root there.

Like it had with her.

“I know,” I said. “It was silly. I just… I wanted to see if we could see the moon from here. Since we’re shielded.”

“The building is shielded, but not the sky above it,” my aunt said. “This whole place was built from yew wood.”

Yew, I now understood, was sacred to Tushar, the Naguli god of ice and snow who had first laid the curse over this land, but the wood was also sacred to his twin sister, Kalama, the goddess of fire and the hearth. On our journey across the ice, we’d come across yew wreaths, tokens pleading for either protection or mercy.

From the state we’d found them in, those pleas had not been answered.

“Even in daylight, there are clouds across the skies,” my aunt continued. “It’s just gray here. Like all the color and joy was sucked out.”

“It was, in a way,” Sin pointed out. “All the people were forced out. Or worse.”

“Maybe we can figure out a way to stop it,” I suggested. “The curse, I mean. Maeve already said it’s been changing a little.”

This was, technically, true. As best we could tell, since the Fangs worshipped Apollyon and not Tushar, and were holed up in what was an abandoned, sort-of-desecrated temple, there wasn’t much presence of Tushar’s worship over this land anymore. Maybe the strength of belief-- or more to the point, a lack of that belief-- caused the strength of the curse to ebb and flow.

Of course, even if that was the case, that just meant we were replacing Tushar’s influence with Apollyon’s, which didn’t sound like a good deal at all.

Kendra, our resident auspice, had said some… worrying things over the past several days. Really, ever since we’d first crossed paths, her words had often carried portents of doom. She’d told us she was convinced we had a part to play in the prophesized final battle between Erramun and Apollyon, the Lunar King and the Devourer, which would determine the fate of Nagul itself. I wasn’t really sure if I believed any of that, but even I could tell there was something on the horizon. There was no other way to explain all we’d seen, all we’d had to fight against.

“I’d like that,” Sin remarked with a glint in her green eyes. “The people have suffered enough at the hands of petty gods.”

And the people here in the south had suffered more than most. In the days since we’d rescued the prisoners from the Fang stronghold and arrived at Torchlight, I’d gotten to know most of the people here, both freedom fighters and liberated captives.

Many of the fighters had similar stories to Maeve. They’d lost loved ones to the Fangs and vowed to devote their lives to seeing the group stopped for good. As for the prisoners, they’d been snatched from all across Nagul, as far away as Maroquet-- the warmest region in Nagul-- and even Eltal, the Seat of Nagul and home of the Royal Court.

These people had been dragged halfway across the world for their ability to resist moonsickness, but as best we could tell, the Fangs had not yet cracked how to overcome this resistance. This gave me hope, because maybe a cure or even a vaccine could be synthesized from their blood. That was, after all, why I had agreed to give some of my own blood to the Winged Temple in Casterin.

I wondered if Peristera, Lea and Costin’s maternal aunt and herself a gifted auspice, had any inkling of what had transpired here, if Ayla Maga or Enara or even some other god had let her intuit her niece and nephew were safe. That they were, in fact, heroes.

Honestly, I doubted it, because the moon never shone here, and somehow I was certain if we could not see the moon in these lands, then she could not see us, so the deed here passed unmarked.

Maybe that was part of why the Fangs had chosen this place. Tushar’s ever-present cloud cover, the iron grip he held over these freezing lands, had created the perfect blind spot for the Fangs to experiment within.

“You’re doing it again.” Sin’s soft voice drew me from my reverie, and I turned to her with a sheepish smile.

“Sorry,” I chuckled dryly, and I leaned over to kiss Sin’s cheek in apology. “You know how it is here.”

It was easy to let your thoughts run darkly in this place. Sin was often just as bad as I was, but it was a dangerous habit to entertain too often.

These past days had helped with this. Now that the prisoners of the stronghold had been released, there was a sense of hope in the air. Though the skies were dark, and the ice was malicious, the people were resilient, and they’d all been working toward the next ‘phase’ of this plan to disable the Fangs.

Namely, to assault the temple with all our strength and take out the people in charge. With their leadership dismantled, the Fangs would be unsure of how to proceed operations and would scatter, which meant they could be more easily picked up or picked off.

About half of the prisoners we’d rescued were joining the freedom fighters in this venture, since they wanted revenge for their capture and torment. The other half, very understandably, just wanted to find a way out of the Demonfrost and back to their homes. These consisted primarily of the prisoners who were very young, very old, or rendered in some way infirm.

“It’s easy to get lost in your thoughts,” my aunt agreed sympathetically. “Especially here. And especially on a night with a full moon.”

“It’s a full moon?” I asked as I looked over at her in surprise. “How can you tell?”

“When your hopes of getting home are pinned on the lunar cycle, you learn to keep time,” she answered with a shrug. “Even in a damned place such as this. You can check with Kendra if you’re not certain. Auspices have a way of sensing the moon.”

“Impressive,” I said. “It’s a shame we can’t put it to any use, though.”

Between us, Aunt Sylvia and I had concluded two things were needed in order to traverse between Nagul and Earth. The first was a full moon, and it had to be a proper full moon, not the night on either side where the moon looked mostly full to the naked eye.

The second, and the more difficult to acquire, was a key. I still didn’t know much about these keys, and neither did my aunt. Their origins and workings remained a mystery to me, but they glowed under the light of a full moon, and on those nights, placing them into any lock and opening the door would reveal a portal to the other world.

It was how I’d found myself in Nagul to begin with-- I’d inherited my aunt’s key during the reading of her will. But it was also how both she and I had become trapped here, because Cahir had cursed the key so it now only worked in one direction. When my aunt had come back to Nagul, the key had not traveled with her, and so she’d been stuck here.

Just like I was now.

“I wonder if Tristan’s key would even work here,” my aunt mused with a thoughtful frown. “Without moonlight, I mean.”

Of course I’d told her about what had happened to me since I’d arrived in Nagul, including Perseus Tristan’s attempt to bargain for Lea’s life with-- supposedly-- a worldwalker’s key that would allow me to return home.

“Moonlight makes the key glow, but is that itself necessary?” I asked, more curious than anything.

I still didn’t actually know if Tristan’s key was legit because I hadn’t had a chance to test it in circumstances I knew it should work in.

“Whenever I used the key, it didn’t literally have to be lit with moonlight every moment, but I also wasn’t using it in a god-cursed land where the moon doesn’t shine,” my aunt pointed out.

Over the past several days, we had agreed to go back to Earth together, as soon as possible, to explain to our family that we were both safe and alive. Aunt Sylvia had been quizzing me relentlessly about how everyone had reacted to her disappearance, and she’d been especially distraught when I’d confessed how hard my father had taken it. So, at the first chance we got, we wanted to return, explain as much as we could, and put their minds at ease.

At the same time, though, we weren’t leaving Nagul without stopping the Fangs. While my aunt had passed her time spending one month on Earth, the next on Nagul, we would only have the luxury of a single night before we would have to return, or be locked out of Nagul for a month, leaving Lea, Costin, Sin and all the others to battle the Fangs without us.

And there was also the matter of my… romantic entanglements.

In the month since I’d arrived in Nagul, I’d fallen for Lea and Sin-- hard. I might’ve been embarrassed at how desperately I loved them if not for the fact I was so damn happy about it, and the fact they appeared to love me just as much. The three of us had quickly formed an intense bond, and even if I hadn’t yet found the words to tell my aunt-- or my family back on Earth-- I knew I wanted to stay in Nagul after the Fangs were stopped.

Not all the time. I would come back and visit. But I knew my heart, and my life, was now here.

“I almost wish I’d brought the key here with me,” I said with a rueful laugh.

I’d very deliberately left it in Casterin because I knew I’d never forgive myself if I somehow managed to lose it in the Tundra, or in the Fang stronghold, but we’d also sort of planned to be back in Casterin in time for the full moon.

Life, as they said, had a habit of getting in the way.

“Funny you should mention that,” Sin interjected, and when I turned to the pirate captain, her expression was an unusual combination of amused and somewhat contrite.

“Oh?” I asked.

“Where’s Lea?” Sin started to look around, but almost as though she’d been waiting for her cue, the lioness-woman suddenly walked in, accompanied by her brother, Costin.

Since we’d arrived in Torchlight, Costin had been primarily occupied with teaching a few basic sword techniques to anyone who was interested. Being a non-shifter, he couldn’t rely on sharp teeth and muscle like Lea and me, so he’d instead spent much of his life training to fight with a litany of weapons, swords being his expertise.

Judging from Lea’s expression as she approached, she knew exactly what this was about, and it occurred to me that, in the time since she’d found me staring out the window and told me where to find Sin and my aunt, she could have gone up to our room and…

“Erramun,” I muttered when I saw it in Lea’s hands. The shimmering hound-headed key. “You… took it with you?”

“As a… precaution,” the lioness-woman confessed, and she shared a look with Sin. “I had an intuition that things might take longer than we’d initially planned, and we would’ve hated to force you to wait and wonder for an extra month if it could be avoided.”

“It’s the uncertainty, the not knowing, that drives you mad,” Sin added in a grimly sympathetic tone as she looked at my aunt and me.

“So, I took it out of your nightstand before we left,” Lea finished simply, and she held out the key in a reverent kind of way, like it was an impossibly fragile baby bird.

“Oh…” I breathed, because in that moment, I was at a complete loss for words.

I stared at the metal, which looked so unassuming when it wasn’t glowing under moonlight, and then slowly back up at Lea’s face. Her golden eyes were earnest and slightly shiny from unshed tears.

“Please don’t cry,” I said as my heart clenched, and Sin and I stood from our table and went to the lioness-woman.

We each kissed the blonde’s cheeks until she was smiling, and she wiped the tears away.

“It’s not-- please don’t think I’m disappointed,” she said as her golden eyes found mine. “I know how much family means to you. Especially now that you…”

She drifted off as she looked at my aunt, and when I turned to look at her, I saw she had frozen in place and was gripping the edge of the table so hard her knuckles had turned white.

“Aunt Sylvia?” I asked and felt a flare of worry.

“Sorry,” she muttered, though her voice sounded faraway. “I just… sorry. Um…”

“It’s a lot,” Costin admitted frankly.

He had an easy way about him, Costin, a sort of matter-of-factness that managed to be gentle without being patronizing. He was eminently reasonable, and sometimes it was a relief to have his level head weighing in.

“I just… it’s so sudden,” my aunt said in a small voice, with her eyes still locked on the key. “Eight years. And now I have you, AJ, and now Lea, you’re showing me a key, and… eight years, and now it’s here. I haven’t even had any time to mentally prepare.”

If I was feeling a little overwhelmed at the idea of being able to go home, I could only imagine how my aunt felt. Like she’d said, she’d been waiting eight years, whereas I’d only been waiting a few weeks.

“She’s right,” I said as I turned back to Sin, Lea, and Costin. “This is… sudden. I’d have no clue what to even say to my family back home.”

“Just be yourself,” the pirate captain told me simply, and the Hayder siblings both nodded in agreement. “They’re your family, they just want to know you’re safe.”

“But it’s so much to explain,” I sighed and raked my free hand through my hair. “We don’t have things like worldwalking and magic in my world. Or, I guess technically we do, but no one knows about it. Most people assume magic doesn’t exist and it’s just fairytale nonsense. Hell, I thought that until I came here.”

“True, it’s… odd, but you’ll be safe,” Lea said, and she raised a hand to gently cup my cheek again. “And so will your aunt, and at the end of the day, isn’t that all they’ll care about?”

“I suppose, but… they’ll want explanations,” I said with a frown. “We thought my aunt was dead. And if we want to come back on the same night, we’ll only have a couple of hours with them.”

“Better that than nothing,” Costin pointed out. “They’ll know you’re both alive, and that will count for something. And hopefully, by the next full moon, you’ll be able to stay and tell them properly.”

The idea of Nagul being free from the Fangs of Apollyon within the month seemed enormous, and more than a little daunting, but it also filled me with hope, and for a moment, I felt lighter than air.

I glanced back at my aunt again, who still looked deeply uncomfortable.

“Can… we have a moment alone?” I asked the other three. “To… talk in private?”

“Of course,” Lea said at once.

She and Sin both paused to kiss me before the lioness-woman pressed the key into my hands, and the three of them headed out and closed the door to the dining room behind them.

The silence that followed their exit seemed deafening. It begged to be filled, but I had no idea what with. Every word, every attempt at soothing my aunt’s concerns, sounded paltry and trite in my head.

“I don’t know if you’ve ever had that experience, of waiting for something, of wanting it so badly for so long that you start to forget the actual end goal,” my aunt murmured, but if not for the fact she’d said ‘you,’ I would have believed she was just thinking aloud. “All you have is the desire, the sense of wanting it. So, when the time finally comes to get it, it feels wrong to no longer have that want driving you.”

As best I understood it, that was not dissimilar to how Ellie had felt when she’d been anxiously waiting to find out if she’d been accepted into her dream college. Receiving the acceptance letter hadn’t felt real to her. She’d even told me it almost felt like someone was playing a weird joke on her, and she half-expected it to be snatched away at any moment.

That was certainly a bit how I felt right now.

“This is real,” I told my aunt simply. “All the good bits and the bad bits. And I think, after so many bad bits, you’re owed a few good bits.”

She chuckled softly, and with a small smile, she seemed to relax a little. She looked at me, and at once she appeared to be more present, more sure of herself.

As my aunt rose to her feet, I held the handle of the key in one hand and tapped the end against my other palm. I felt the weight of the metal and the slight warmth from being in Lea’s hands.

“What are the odds this is like Cahir’s key, and it’s one way?” I asked my aunt.

Part of it was probably procrastinating, putting off the uncertainty of whether or not it worked-- and, if it did, figuring out what the hell we were going to say to our family.

“I doubt it,” Aunt Sylvia answered. “Cahir cursed my-- our-- key. It worked just fine before then, back and forth. As I understand it, all keys are supposed to work like that. Unless this one has also been cursed, though I have no way of testing it.”

“Maybe we should have Kendra look it over,” I muttered, though part of me was fairly sure Lea would have independently sensed if something was wrong with the key. “Then again, if it is one way, we have the first key back on Earth. It’s clumsy, but we could just use that one.”

“True,” my aunt admitted with a nod.

She seemed a little reluctant to actually walk around the table and approach me-- or, more specifically, approach the key.

“Besides, we’re losing moonlight,” I said with a quick smile, but my attempt at a joke fell mostly flat.

It was clear my aunt’s nerves were threatening to get the better of her, because she didn’t even respond.

“Okay,” I finally declared, and I looked her up and down pointedly. “Out with it.”

A flicker of irritation crossed her face at being spoken to like I was the uncle and she was the niece, but this was good. If she could be a little pissed off, she was a little less nervous.

“It’s just… a lot,” she reiterated as she exhaled sharply. “I… you told me about Arthur-- your father. He was so upset. How can I even begin to apologize? It would take hours just to explain everything that’s happened to me.”

“It would, and I don’t even know how much they’ll believe,” I said. “But… Lea and Sin were right. Does it really even matter? You’re alive and well, he’ll be over the moon about that, they all will. And hopefully, we can convince them to wait just a little longer for a proper explanation.”

For a long moment, she said nothing and just stared at the key in my hand. Then she nodded, first slowly, but then with more force.

“Alright,” she said. “You’re right. Something is better than nothing. And I know I’ll kick myself if I chicken out of my first chance to see home again after eight years.”

I knew exactly how she felt. Sin had been right about waiting another month. Being forced to wonder about whether this key would even work for that whole time, coupled with my anxiety about my parents and Ellie, would threaten to drive me mad.

Right now, the family probably thought whatever had happened to Aunt Sylvia had happened to me-- and, technically, this was true-- but they were probably envisioning a vicious kidnapper, or a mental breakdown that caused you to forget your life and wander around aimlessly. I wanted to put those worries at ease, even if it had to be a slapdash thing over a couple of hours, before the moon set.

It would be better than nothing.

And there was the matter of the key itself. I still didn’t know if it worked or if Tristan had been trying to trick me. I had a feeling he hadn’t, because it would’ve been in his best interests for me to leave Nagul so he could terrorize Lea-- and every other shifter-- in peace, but there was always that niggle in the back of my head. The uncertainty.

I looked over at Aunt Sylvia. She stared at the key for a long moment, then took a deep breath, swallowed, and nodded. I turned to the nearest door-- a storage closet of some kind, or maybe a passage to the kitchen, since this room was the inn’s dining hall.

The key did not glow, but there was no moonlight here, not in the Demonfrost. Even so, I swore I could feel just a tiny thrum of power in the metal.

Maybe it was just wishful thinking. But maybe it wasn’t.

I placed the key into the lock and turned. I felt the heavy, decisive ‘click’ of the mechanism unlocking. I glanced back over my shoulder at Aunt Sylvia, and she seemed to be holding her breath. Her face was white as a sheet.

My fingers trembled slightly as I let go of the key and reached for the doorknob, and I slowly twisted it in a sweaty, nervous palm and opened the door.

But…

There was nothing there.
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Chapter 2

Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

Just a small, dark passage, which probably did lead to the inn’s kitchen. But that was it. No portals to other worlds. No way home.

I let out a long sigh just as my aunt did the same behind me. A dull kind of disappointment flowered in my chest, and there was a strange, tingling kind of fuzziness in my head, like all the adrenaline I’d been building up had nowhere to go in the wake of this dismay.

A disappointment, but not exactly a surprise. There was, after all, no moon in this place.

Even so, some part of me had been hoping, and to have that hope so suddenly snatched away felt a little cruel. Bitterly, I closed the door and pulled the useless key from its lock. As I stared down at the hound-shaped bow, I briefly felt the urge to open the nearest window and fling it out into the dark and the cold of the Demonfrost.

If it couldn’t do the one single, simple thing it was meant to do, why should I bother keeping it?

But, instead, I sighed and put it into my pocket, where the metal sat cool and heavy.

I almost didn’t want to look at Aunt Sylvia. In such a short time, her hopes had been built up and then delayed once again. But it was a coward’s choice to run from her when the emotions coursing through me were probably only a fragment of what she was feeling right now.

Before I could drum up the courage, the door at the end of the hall opened, and Lea, Sin and Costin walked in. I didn’t want to look at them either, because I knew their faces would be marked with pity, and I didn’t know if I could handle it right now.

At a loss for what else to do, I just closed my eyes, but a moment later, I felt two pairs of arms embrace me tightly.

“We’re sorry, Arthur,” Lea’s voice whispered in my ear. “We know you were…”

She trailed off and seemed unsure of how to finish, and I was glad she did. I reckoned if I heard the feelings in my chest put to words right now, I would crumble entirely.

“We’ll figure it out,” Sin’s voice promised as she squeezed me. “We’ll find a way.”

It was this that finally encouraged me to open my eyes and look at my aunt, and when I did, I almost wished I hadn’t.

Aunt Sylvia was a statue made of the thinnest, most delicate porcelain, just a finger-flick away from cracking into a thousand shards. Costin was at her side, with a hand on her shoulder. He didn’t know her particularly well, though, not like Sin and I did, and he looked at us pleadingly for aid.

Without a word, Sin, Lea, and I rushed over and swept her up into our hug, and my aunt began to sob.

“I’m s-sorry,” she managed between gasps of breath. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Sin told her firmly.

“Gods, I really thought…” Sylvia began but then cut herself off with another sob.

She clung to us, me most of all, and I realized not only was she my lifeline of home, I was hers. The first she’d had in a very, very long time.

For several minutes, we clung to one another, held up mostly by Sin, Lea, and Costin around us. I tried to commit this to memory-- we were not alone. We had each other, and we had our allies. Our newfound, Naguli family.

Whatever we faced, we would never be alone.

And that was genuinely of some comfort, even as the bitterness over the key not working sat like acid on my tongue.

“We’ll try again,” I told Aunt Sylvia as I hugged her tight, and my voice was thick with determination and unshed tears. “Once we’re somewhere different, a place where the moon shines. This key still might work.”

Finally, my aunt stepped back from us all, sniffed, and wiped at her eyes. She managed a watery smile as she looked at us, but her gaze lingered on me.

“When did you grow up so much?” she asked, and her voice was slightly hoarse from crying.

“Honestly, I feel like most of it was in the last month,” I said with a similarly small smile. “Nothing like repeated life-or-death situations to test your character.”

“Thank all the gods you haven’t been found wanting, then,” Aunt Sylvia chuckled wetly, and even though her eyes were still shining with tears, she managed a grin as she put a hand to my cheek and patted it lightly.

Then she sighed. She seemed to deflate a little as she did, and she suddenly looked smaller, like a thirty-something woman who had been so far away from home for so long. A child lost across the universe.

Or the multiverse. Really, I didn’t know how any of this fit together on a grander scale. For all I knew, there were dozens, hundreds, thousands of other worlds or dimensions-- or whatever the distinction was between home and here.

“I think I want to go to bed,” my aunt declared in a tired, world-weary kind of voice, and none of us begrudged her that, so we let her go.

I hugged her one last time, as did Sin, and then off she went, up to her room, with one hand clutched around the silver pendant of her locket.

It was the locket Ellie, my older sister, had been bequeathed during the reading of my aunt’s will. But unlike myself, who had received the magic key, Ellie’s bequest had not been fulfilled, because the family heirloom locket had vanished along with my aunt herself.

The sight of it now reminded me of my excursion to the Night Market on the Isle of Leto. It had been a heady, arcane place, filled with mysterious magics and inscrutable people. One seller had charmed me to mistake a gaudy, golden piece for my aunt’s locket. It had looked silver, small, engraved with a circle of leaves, and with a prominent scratch on the front.

Seeing the real thing now, I wondered if my aunt would give it to Ellie, when we finally did manage to get back home and explain ourselves and apologize. It was, simultaneously, both Ellie’s and Sylvia’s, but I imagined she would. A token to remember her aunt was not, in fact, lost or dead. Just far away.

I closed my eyes and tried to, through sheer will, reach out to my sister across space or time or whatever separated us. As if I could somehow, like we were magic twins, reach into her mind and promise her I was safe. I tried to imagine her sitting in her small apartment, making dinner or watching TV or studying. Maybe she was alone, maybe she was with her friends, or maybe with a partner who was too new to have been mentioned to family yet.

I’m safe, El, I thought as hard as I could. I’m sorry I left so suddenly, but I’m safe.

It felt a little silly, but what was magic, if not will made manifest?

I opened my eyes, and the dark, quiet room of Torchlight’s dining hall was unchanged. Lea, Sin, and Costin were looking at me sympathetically, and I abruptly realized I couldn’t stand it.

“Please don’t,” I said to them frankly. “Please don’t look at me like that.”

“Right,” the lioness-woman said with a nod, and she glanced away. “Sorry.”

“Maybe you should head to bed, too,” the non-shifter man advised as he patted me on the shoulder. “Erramun knows you’ve had an… emotional night.”

“Sleep sounds good,” I agreed with a sigh, though my head felt almost… fuzzy, and it was mainly thanks to the aid of Lea and Sin that I managed to climb the correct flight of stairs to the correct floor and find myself standing in front of the correct door.

I entered, and I sat on the end of the large bed in the not-so-large room that had been our home for the past week or so. Lea and Sin sat on either side of me, with their heads on my shoulders and hands wrapped around my elbows, and again I felt like they were the only reason I was upright.

“I’m tired of this,” I muttered into the silence.

How had my aunt done this for eight years? Chasing leads and thin hopes and false promises? It was a wonder she was standing at all. I wasn’t sure I could have weathered the disappointment over and over again. I would have come to resent each full moon, like a mocking reminder of all I had failed to achieve.

She was stronger than I’d ever had to be.

“I don’t want this to be my life,” I continued. “I don’t want to spend all my time in Nagul chasing bad guys and leads about keys. When I’m here, I want to actually enjoy it, with the two of you. I don’t want you thinking I don’t want you or don’t love you.”

“We know you do,” Sin reassured me. “But… it’s not a crime to want to see your family again, to tell them you’re safe.”

“You don’t really think we’d begrudge you that?” Lea added, and I remembered how fiercely Sher Hayder had embraced and scolded her and her brother when we’d come back from Deimos. He’d been worried sick the entire time they were gone.

Was that how my family would react to me? Or, never mind me, react to my aunt?

“We love you,” the lioness-woman went on as she squeezed my hand. “And we know you love us. Don’t doubt it.”

“Or we’ll knock some sense into you until you remember it,” Sin added in a wry tone that actually managed to pull a tiny smile and an even tinier chuckle from my lips.

“Thanks,” I said to them both. “Really. I don’t… I have no idea what I’d be doing without the pair of you. Aside from the fact I’d definitely be dead because you guys have saved my life like a dozen times over.”

“Ah, just returning the favor,” Lea assured me with a soft laugh, and she ruffled my hair fondly before her expression then sobered. “What do you want to do right now? Sleep? Talk?”

“I don’t want to be thinking,” I said honestly. “I just… I don’t want to think about the key, or that door, or the full moon. I want my mind to be completely blank.”

“Well…” Sin said as her tone became slightly coy. “I think we might be able to help with that.”

I felt her fingertips on my jaw, and I turned to face the pirate captain just as her lips brushed against my own.

Her kisses tasted like sea air and the rush of a battle. I kissed her back hungrily, and I felt desperate to lose myself in her, in both of them, because no matter what else, they were here. I could rely on them, and I loved them so much I almost couldn’t stand it.

“Sin,” I whispered as the pirate captain pulled away.

Then Lea’s hand was at my jaw turning my head, and she was kissing me so sweetly my teeth nearly ached with it.

As the lioness-woman kissed me, I felt her hands undoing the buttons of my shirt, and she slipped it off my shoulders and left me in the thick undershirt required of Demonfrost living.

Even in Torchlight, it was cold without a couple layers.

Sin’s hands were elsewhere, and she removed my boots, Lea’s, and her own before crawling back up to the bed and pushing between the lioness-woman and me. The redhead kissed me chastely before turning to Lea and capturing her lips, too.

I was always mesmerized by the sight of them. They were both so beautiful and strong in different ways, and it made something deep inside me thrum with excitement to watch them pleasure one another. Part of me would have almost been content to sit back and just watch them, but then Sin pulled away from Lea, wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and pushed me down onto the bed.

“You’re overdressed,” she declared with her sharp pirate’s smile, and she straddled me as her hands began to undo my pants while Lea pulled up the undershirt over my head and tossed it aside.

Soon, I was lying sprawled across the bed in my underwear, while the pair of them were still nearly fully clothed.

“Who’s overdressed now?” I pointed out with a smile, and the pair of them flashed eerily identical grins down at me.

Perhaps they were rubbing off on one another. Perhaps I ought to have been wary, but I found I didn’t care in the slightest.

Because of her seafaring life, Sin preferred the standard breeches-and-shirt outfits of most people in Nagul, which was also how I dressed. Lea, on the other hand, preferred more feminine clothing and generally wore long flowy sundresses. The climate here was far too cold for that, though, so the dress she currently wore was long-sleeved, and she also had on a thick pair of socks.

Really, though, they were stockings, since they reached most of the way up her thighs, and Sin now took great pleasure in slowly revealing them to herself and me as she began to hike up the lioness-woman’s skirt.

I’d noticed, over the past several weeks, that Lea seemed to enjoy being shown off a little. She preened under my and Sin’s attentions, and she smiled at me as Sin pulled up her skirt to finally reveal her underwear.

“Just look at you.” The pirate woman pressed the skirts into Lea’s hands and then moved to stand behind the lioness-woman, so my view was unobstructed.

There was a mirror on the other side of the room, opposite to where the two women were standing, so in addition to my expression, Sin would be able to see Lea’s face.

As well as everything else.

The pirate captain slowly slid her hands up and down Lea’s hips to tease the lioness-woman, who watched me with slightly parted lips and a transfixed expression. I just grinned at her, at the sight of them both, and I felt even more mesmerized when Sin slipped a hand under Lea’s panties and began to touch her.

“Oh…” the lioness-woman moaned softly, and her golden eyes fluttered shut for a moment. “That feels so nice.”

I swallowed hard and shifted in my seated position on the bed. My underwear was not overly thick, and it was extremely obvious just how much I was enjoying this.

“Such pretty noises,” Sin teased Lea in a husky voice, and when she grinned at me, her green eyes lent her an almost catlike quality.

I could stand it no longer and stood from the bed. Then I walked over to the two women and cupped Lea’s face in my hands, and I kissed her hard while swallowing the soft whimpering noises she made.

As I kissed her, my hands went to the ties at her bodice and began to unlace the crisscrossing ribbons down the front of her dress, like I was unwrapping a gorgeous present.

Moments later, her breasts spilled out, and I began to massage them. First, I rolled them against my palms, and then I pinched her nipples between my fingers as Sin continued to stroke her clit.

I felt Lea shudder against me, like she was unable to handle the press of our bodies against her or the pleasure we were showering over her.

I was seized by the wordless, amorphous sense of ‘more,’ so I pulled away from Lea to drop to my knees. Then I hooked my hands into the sides of her underwear and pulled them down her legs. For a few moments, I got a perfect view of Sin’s fingers on the lioness-woman’s clit, but when I looked up at the pirate captain, she grinned at me and pulled her hand away.

“Noooo.” Lea made a soft reproachful noise at the loss of contact, but it was quickly stifled when I leaned in and licked a long, slow stripe up the length of her dripping pussy.

I felt her legs shudder against me and almost threaten to buckle, and a shiver of pleasure coursed through my own body.

Meanwhile, Sin was clearly seeking a way to occupy her hands, because she began to fondle Lea’s breasts as I had been earlier. She squeezed and pinched them as I sucked and licked at the lioness-woman’s clit, and the blonde turned to putty beneath our ministrations.

“A-Arthur!” Lea gasped, and I felt one of her hands gripping at my hair. “Oh, Arthur, Sin, I…”

“Let go,” Sin purred in the lioness-woman’s ear, because my tongue was otherwise occupied. “Let us see you come, Lady Hayder.”

As the pirate captain whispered more dirty things, I pressed two fingers inside Lea, and she moaned so loudly that I was briefly worried everyone in the building would know what we were doing.

But I could feel her beginning to clench and knew she was close, so I kept up my unrelenting rhythm.

“Come for us,” Sin whispered in Lea’s ear. “Don’t you want to give Arthur a taste?”

Apparently, she did.

An instant later, Lea let out a cry as she squeezed and spasmed around my fingers. Her legs were shaking, and her hips bucked against my face. I backed off slightly as she orgasmed, since I didn’t want to overwhelm her, but I didn’t stop completely until she began to bat my head away.

I grinned as I stood up from the floor, and I haphazardly wiped my damp mouth as I gazed at Lea’s face. Her eyes were shining, her pupils blown wide with arousal, and I knew we’d stirred that hunger inside her. She might have been a polite, well-mannered noblewoman, but there was a cheekier, naughtier side to her that only Sin and I could awaken.

“How was that, Lady Hayder?” I asked with a cheeky smirk.

“Lie back on the bed,” Lea ordered as she shrugged off her half-unlaced dress, then the thick, thigh-high stockings, which left her fully nude.

I obeyed eagerly, and I leaned back against the pillows at the head of the bed as Lea began ordering Sin around, too.

“You’re still fully clothed,” the lioness-woman said to the redhead before she looked at me. “Help her get undressed.”

Sin obediently went to sit beside me on the bed and all but offered herself to me. I grinned at her and felt excited by Lea watching us, so I leaned down to kiss the small triangle of bare skin visible at the top of Sin’s shirt. It, too, was laced in the front, but not all the way down, so I loosened the strings with one hand as my other untucked it from her pants, before pulling it up over her head and casting it aside.

Rather than an undershirt, the pirate captain wore a sort of bandeau. A long length of soft cloth wrapped around her breasts, and it both covered them and held them in place for when she needed to be jumping around on rigging. I easily located the end of the cloth and methodically began to unwrap it from around her chest, and once again I felt like I was opening a wonderful gift.

As I took the long strip of cloth and dropped it off the side of the bed, I paused to look at Lea, who was sitting on the end of the bed and watching us with dark, blown pupils. Then I turned back to Sin and kissed her.

The redhead sighed into my mouth, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer as my hands went to her breasts. I squeezed my fingers around the warm flesh and made her moan softly in the back of her throat. After a few moments, my hands traversed lower, to the ties at her pants, and I loosened them before slipping a hand inside to find her as dripping wet as Lea had been.

Clearly, our mutual pleasuring of the lioness-woman had excited the pirate captain as much as it had excited me.

Mindful of Lea’s instructions, I only stroked Sin’s clit a few times before I pulled away and began to actually remove her pants, and then the pirate captain was also left utterly naked.

I returned my hand to her clit, and I circled it and grinned at the moaning sounds she made before slipping two fingers inside.

Her back arched as she whined, and it seemed that was the moment Lea broke, because the lioness-woman leaned forward and all but tackled me as she devoured my mouth. I pulled away from Sin to wrap both hands around Lea’s waist, and then I felt two pairs of hands pushing me down onto the bed again.

“These won’t do,” Lea declared and pointed to my tented boxers, so she began to roll them down as Sin kissed my lips and down my chest and stomach before finally sinking her mouth onto me.

I let out a choked off moan-- or, half a moan, because Sin’s mouth immediately pulled away. I looked up while blinking in confusion and frustration, and the redhead just grinned.

“Hey--” I began but then gasped, because suddenly Lea’s mouth was on me now.

I wanted to be annoyed at the way Sin was giggling at me, but I didn’t have the mental capacity for annoyance right now.

I settled for the next best thing-- a bit of teasing of my own-- and I reached for the pirate captain and maneuvered her so she was straddling my head and facing Lea at the end of the bed. Then I leaned up and pressed my tongue against her clit, and I was rewarded with a loud moan.

As Lea’s mouth bobbed up and down on my cock, I licked and sucked at Sin’s clit. There was no thought in my head, no capacity for words or anything but to feel the pleasure running through me, the taste of the pirate captain’s arousal, and the mounting pleasure in my abdomen.

I knew I wasn’t going to last very long, and it seemed Lea realized that, too, because just as I was getting close, she pulled away, and I let out a reproachful groan.

“Stop-- doing that,” I muttered, and the two women just giggled.

“Go on, be nice,” Sin said to Lea in a mischievous tone.

Then I felt the mattress dip as the lioness-woman repositioned herself, and I realized what was going to happen a second before it did.

A loud moan ripped itself from my chest as I felt Lea sink herself onto me. Her pussy was warm and wet and tight, and I almost lost myself in her right then and there.

But, by the grace of whatever gods, I managed to hold on, and I instead turned my attention to Sin once again.

I was rewarded with a loud moan as I speared my tongue into the pirate captain’s opening, and the redhead began to roll her hips against my face as Lea did the same on my cock.

A thrill ran through me at the pair of them both pleasuring themselves with me at once. I realized I liked the sensation of being used in circumstances like these.

“Fuck,” Sin whined when I sucked her clit between my lips, and I felt her hands brace on my chest as she struggled to stay upright.

Her legs were twitching and threatening to squeeze around my head. I wanted to say something, to egg her on, but I didn’t dare pause in my efforts because I wanted her to come at the same time as me, and that time was rapidly approaching.

“Fuck, Arthur,” the pirate captain moaned again, followed by Lea moaning, too.

The lioness-woman had to be touching herself as she rode me-- or maybe Sin was touching her-- because I knew the tenor of those noises, and she, too, was close.

“Come for me, Arthur,” Lea begged as she rode me hard. The wave was cresting, higher and higher and higher, and it was almost too much to bear. “Come for me, Sin. I want to-- I want to see you both. Come for me.”

Just as I felt Sin beginning to twitch and squeeze around my tongue, I let myself let go.

The world exploded into a thousand fragments of light. I was only aware of the ecstasy coursing through me and vaguely of the loud moans of Lea and Sin above me. Everything was warm and tight and wet and utterly sublime.

For a long moment, none of us moved. Then Sin and Lea both ‘dismounted’ me and laid down either side of me on the bed. We were all panting hard and still far too dazed to form coherent thoughts.

True to their word, these two women had made it so I couldn’t even think.

“Whatever happens,” Lea said at last between gasps for breath. “I love you both. So much.”

“I never thought I would fall in love,” Sin mused in a frank tone, and as she stared up at the ceiling of the room, her green eyes glazed over with a memory of some kind. “I hated the idea of being so… vulnerable. Letting someone hold your heart in their hands.”

“And look at where you are now,” I said in a slightly teasing tone, and she turned to look at Lea and me with a wry smile.

“And look at me now, with not just one person holding it, but two,” she agreed in almost a rueful tone, but her smile was as warm and real as anything.

Slowly, with many soft kisses, the three of us climbed into bed. Between the fact we were three people in the room, and our particularly energetic activities, it didn’t feel cold at all, and within moments, Lea and Sin were fast asleep.

I, meanwhile, was not quite so fortunate, and even after their doting attentions, sleep eluded me. I tossed and turned for a while before I admitted to myself it just wasn’t happening right now, so I hurriedly redressed in just my overshirt and pants, and I headed down to see if the kitchens or infirmary had anything that might help me sleep.

However, I didn’t make it as far as either the kitchen or the infirmary, because when I got downstairs to the main room and saw the fire in the grate, I realized someone was in front of it.

They were silhouetted by the flames, so all I could tell was it was a woman. As I approached, I wondered if it was Maeve. As she’d previously told us, the Demonfrost curse had sunk its claws into her, and now she could never get warm.

But, when I got close, I realized it wasn’t Maeve.

It was Kendra.

“Are you alright?” I asked in a soft voice to not startle the purple-eyed woman.

To her credit, she didn’t jump at all and just turned to face me with a gentle smile.

I wondered for a moment if she’d expected me to be there. If she’d somehow divined or intuited my arrival.

“Can’t sleep?” she whispered, and I shook my head.

“You either, I take it?” I asked.

She nodded ruefully and then gestured to the chair right next to her.

I sat, and the pair of us crouched close to the fire. The intense, dry heat of it was pleasant, and I found it very easy to get lost in just staring at the flames, watching them flicker, and listening to the crackle and pop of the wood snapping.

“You haven’t been sleeping so great ever since we entered the Frost,” I observed mildly after a few moments of silence.

I wasn’t wholly sure if it was a polite thing to point out, but Kendra didn’t seem the type to be easily offended, at least.

“I haven’t,” she agreed. “I thought part of it just might be the fact I’m so used to sleeping in the Temple, but it’s been too long now.”

“Afraid?” I asked knowingly.

The owl-woman paused and cocked her head as she considered my question, and a lock of her dark hair brushed the curve of her cheek.

“Not… exactly,” she said slowly. “Part of it’s fear, but that’s only natural, I suppose. We’re in a dangerous place. It’s more this sense of… urgency. Like I can feel something pulling me along. A cord, a leash. It’s almost like I’m being dragged to some kind of destination.”

“Your fate?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” she agreed in a thoughtful tone. She was staring into the flames but I didn’t get the impression she was really seeing them. Something in her mind’s eye, maybe-- or perhaps auspices could also divine through fire or something. “Though I never expected the thread to pull me along so insistently.”

“Maybe it’s an important fate,” I suggested with a shrug, and I leaned back in my seat a little, because now the dryness of the fire’s heat was becoming cloying.

It was a strange feeling, to be overheating in the coldest place in Nagul.

“You mentioned… Erramun,” I continued lightly. “That seems important.”

“All fates are important, Arthur,” Kendra told me, and there was an ancient kind of wisdom in her purple eyes as she stared into the fire. “Just like every life is important. To the person it belongs to, it’s the most important fate of all.”

This, I supposed, was true, though I was a little reluctant to say all lives were important when it came to, say, the Fangs of Apollyon, who were a group dedicated to the eradication and genocide of a good chunk of Nagul’s population.

Sure, every human life had some value and importance, but I wasn’t going to shed a tear over the Fangs we had taken out.

“How did you figure out you were so gifted with divination in the first place?” I then asked Kendra, because even by auspice standards, she seemed… powerful.

“I actually didn’t realize it until I arrived at the Temple in Casterin,” she answered.

“Oh?” I blinked in surprise. “So, did you just want to be an Auspice anyway?”

At this, Kendra suddenly seemed to become more aware of where we were, like whatever daydream she’d been half-lost inside snapped shut like a book, and she turned to look at me with almost a surprised expression.

“I…” She started, paused, and then began again. “Becoming an Auspice is a very respected position. No matter the circumstances of your birth or status, you will be respected as an Auspice. We are all equal under Ayla Maga’s light.”

That was a very evasive response, and for a moment, I just stared at the dark-haired mystic. I wasn’t judging, just… curious. Ever since we’d met Kendra, I’d noticed her often serene, gentle nature seemed to hit a sort of speed bump whenever questions got too personal. For whatever reason, she was cagey whenever the subject of her past or her home came up.

But, here of all places, now of all times, I wasn’t going to begrudge her a bit of secrecy. I trusted her with my life. She would’ve had any number of chances to betray us, and she hadn’t.

Besides, Lea had her own sense of intuition, and she’d welcomed Kendra fervently to our group while declaring us all to be ‘fatespun.’

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if Kendra was ashamed or afraid of something. I wanted to tell her we all respected her, and we all cared about her, so she had nothing to hide from us.

This, however, was a conversation for a better time.

We sat by the fire in amicable silence a while longer, and I realized my eyelids were beginning to droop. Sitting by the fire-- or, perhaps, sitting by Kendra-- had calmed me, and now sleep beckoned.

She smiled at me knowingly as I rose to my feet.

“Sleep well, Arthur,” she said.

“I… I think I will,” I admitted, and I was a little surprised by the idea but also very pleased.

I, too, had struggled to sleep here, but I suspected this was mostly due to the fact that our first night on the ice, Costin and I had been forced to listen to something creeping around outside our cabin and speaking with the voices of loved ones.

“You try to get some rest, too,” I added to Kendra, and I looked at her with a little concern.

She was the least used to this life of dangerous adventure, having spent most of the past year of her life at the Temple.

Then again, I had no idea what had filled the years before then. Maybe she’d been like Maeve and was actually very used to this sort of thing.

“I’ll try,” Kendra promised, and she reached out to clasp my hands.

We squeezed fingers for a moment and then let our hands drop, and I headed back upstairs.

Lea and Sin were undisturbed from how I’d left them earlier, and they didn’t rouse as I slipped back into the bed and gathered them both in my arms. From my conversation with Kendra, and the sound of their soft, regular breathing, it wasn’t long before I, too, drifted off into a dream.

And when I did, I dreamed of rage.
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Chapter 3

I was standing in a terrible, barren wasteland.

All around me, for as far as I could see in every direction, there was only flat, reddish stone, and the cracked terrain spread out for miles, maybe even forever. I was the only thing, the only feature, aside from the dry, brittle rock underfoot.

And yet, it was not still. It was not quiet. This place did not have the eerie silence of a graveyard, which was the absence of noise that came with the absence of life itself.

Instead, there was the rage. A howling, deafening vortex had encompassed everything here and reduced it to less than dust. To nothing at all.

It was like I was standing in the heart of moonsickness, in the eye of its storm. The screaming was no longer inside my own head, but surrounding me on all sides, and it felt like I was being buffeted by gale-force winds.

The sky burned a bloody red tinged with orange, but I couldn’t see the sun. Everything here seemed hot and dry, and I found myself wistfully craving the cool dampness of the grass at night, the gardens of Hayder Manor, the curve of Lea’s smile highlighted in the moonlight.

But instead, there was the noise. It battered at me, threatened to crush me or swallow me whole. Here, I was not the conduit for the moonsickness’ fury but its target, and I was all but powerless to resist.

I looked down at myself, and only then did I realize I was clutching a sword in my right hand. Or rather, the end of a sword. The blade broke off sharply about a foot from the hilt, and the shattered edge was jagged but dulled, like it had been broken some time ago.

I tried to gather my thoughts amid the wordless screams pounding through my head. Was there logic in dreams? Was this even a dream? It felt so real.

But how had I come here? Where even was ‘here’ anyway? Had I been the one to break this sword? How had I gotten it?

These questions burst forth, but they went unmet by answers. I had none. All I could think was I needed to keep moving. Somehow, I knew to remain still in this place was to court death.

Or maybe it was less a sense of knowing and more a sense of fear. The primal, base fear that was the only reason my particular ancestors had survived long enough to pass on their genes.

My ancestors, I thought, and the words stuck. I felt a flare of confusion, as though they didn’t quite… fit.

I tried to place them, but I couldn’t, so I just kept moving. I put one foot in front of the other, even though it felt like I was slogging through burning quicksand.

There would be no place for me to hide if something came. There was only me and my broken sword and this ruined wasteland. I could feel there was a goal in the back of my mind, some aim, some destination, but the more I tried to focus on it, the more it slipped away. It was smoke through my fingers, or wisps of mist fading away before my very eyes.

Suddenly, something on the horizon shimmered, far off to my left, and I whipped around. My arms felt heavy as lead, but I raised the broken sword in anticipation of some attack.

I held my breath as I waited, but nothing else moved. No creature approached, no predator charged me.

So, cautiously, I moved toward the mysterious shimmer. Perhaps it would be some clue of where I was supposed to go, or how I had found myself here.

Where had I been before? The thought came vaguely and slid over my consciousness like water over rocks in a stream. It was gone as soon as it was there, and I just kept walking.

As I grew closer, the shimmering grew stronger, and between one blink and the next, I realized I was standing at the lip of a strange pool.

The waters-- if it even was water I was gazing into-- were perfectly still, but eerily dark. It was like gazing into a sheet of dark glass that I was sure would shatter rather than ripple if I touched it.

I peered into the darkness and felt mesmerized first by the pool itself, then the reflection of myself within it. Maybe it was warped by the strange light of this place, but I seemed… different.

The face staring back at me was not quite my own.

Myself, and yet not. It was like a funhouse mirror, only I couldn’t explain where the distortion was exactly. Each feature, when I focused on it independently, seemed accurate. And yet, the overall product was skewed, like a jigsaw puzzle incorrectly assembled.

I leaned closer to the dark waters, and I crouched down on my feet, then on my hands and knees, so close my nose was almost touching the surface. I had a feeling nothing good would happen if I touched the water, and I suspected it would be unbearably, icily cold if I did.

But something drew me in. Something as inescapable and inexplicable as the sword in my hand. Threads of fate wrapped around my wrists, my heart, my very soul, and I was compelled to seek answers.

If I dove into this pool, would I drown? Would I awaken in some other wasteland? Perhaps I would find myself in the place I had been before, the soft, inviting place whose memories grew fainter and further the more I walked.

I leaned forward, and the very tip of my nose touched the surface of the pool. It was, as I had suspected, frigidly cold, but before I could even process the drastic change in temperature, a creature erupted out of the water.

I had no idea if I’d disturbed it or if this was just a coincidence of immense proportion, but it didn’t matter. There was a monstrous thing bearing down on me, and all I had to hand was a broken-off sword.

Something inside me lurched and called upon my body itself to shift, but nothing answered. Just as the creature swiped a slippery, clawed limb at me, I realized there was no day in this place. No night. No moon.

And therefore, no shifting.

I rolled out of the way and narrowly missed the creature’s blow. As I scooped up the broken-off sword and scrambled to my feet, the beast lumbered out of the pool, and dark water rippled off the slimy, fish-like skin.

A Shadow Over Innsmouth.

The words popped into my head unbidden, and I had no idea what they meant, but as I stared up at this monster, they seemed to fit. Long, webbed fins lined its limbs, and a crest rose over its head, so it looked at once both fishlike and serpentine.

If not for the limbs, I would have called it a sea serpent. Perhaps it was a dragon.

Thankfully, though, it wasn’t winged, and as it reared up on its back legs to pounce on me again, I lashed out with my broken sword and caught one of its arms by sheer luck. The creature shrieked as brackish, black blood spurted from the gash and doused me, and I clenched my jaw and pressed my lips together.

I didn’t know how, but I knew nothing good could come from swallowing its blood.

While the outer sides of the creature’s limbs and back were covered in dark, shiny scales, the skin of its palms and underbelly appeared less well-armored. This was perhaps the only advantage to being so much smaller than the thing attacking me. It had to face me to strike, and being so much shorter, I theoretically had a direct line to its weak spot.

It was just a question of evading the deadly claws and sharp teeth on my way toward that weak spot.

For now, I kept my distance and fought defensively. It lunged for me again, and I leaped away while slashing with the broken sword. Maybe it was foolish of me to hope the beast would give up and go away, but I hoped it all the same.

In the meantime, I fought. The creature finally pulled itself mostly out of the pool, but its back legs still rested on what counted for its shore. It was just a thin ring of worn-down stone that, unlike the rest of this place, wasn’t cracked.

As I fought, I realized the monster seemed reluctant to fully leave the pool. Maybe it was defending something, and I was just the fool who had veered too close to her nest.

Or, maybe, the pool was somehow tied to its survival.

Large gills lined the sides of its powerful throat, though it didn’t seem to have too much trouble breathing out of the water, either, as it thrashed and lunged at me. But even so, it did not entirely leave the pool, and when I moved beyond the range it could comfortably reach, it stopped lunging and instead watched me with two acid-yellow eyes that stalked my every move. Black blood still oozed sluggishly from the various small gashes I had cut in its forelegs, and a forked tongue flicked out of its gaping maw.

Part of me wanted to run, to simply abandon this fight, but something else pulled at me. I just looked at this thing and was met with an overwhelming sense of wrongness.

In a strange way, it was familiar, but I couldn’t remember in that moment a time where I’d felt this sense before.

All the same, it steeled me.

So, I backed away, and I watched the creature as intently as it watched me. I kept going, further and further away, until finally the beast seemed satisfied with my retreat and relaxed slightly.

I slowed to barely a crawl, and it did not react. I was still moving away, wasn’t I?

And then it turned to glance behind itself, into the pool. I couldn’t say if it was preparing to return or checking on whatever it was protecting, but that was my moment, and I pounced.

I sprinted forward as quickly as my legs would allow, and then I raised the broken-off sword high and plunged it as deep as I could into the center of the creature’s chest.

I was rewarded with a spurt of foul-smelling viscera and a blood-curdling shriek. The beast thrashed and writhed, and in its death-throes, I was lifted up off the ground. I was still clutching the sword with both hands, but I was being tossed around like a rag doll.

The creature’s front legs spasmed and tore at its own skin as it tried to reach me. Then white-hot agony lanced across my left side, and I cried out, lurched away from the pain, and unwittingly pulled the sword free.

I landed harshly on my back just as the creature screamed one final time, and then its limp body slid like oil back into the dark pool.

A few moments later, the surface was an undisturbed mirror once again.

I gasped sharply as I rolled onto my right side, and my arm came up to press hard against the gash on my left flank. I looked down to assess the damage and felt a lurch in my stomach.

It was pretty deep, and blood was streaming out between my fingers.

The wound was probably not fatal in itself, but out here, with no medical supplies and no healing magic, what other option was there but to wait for blood loss or infection to kill me?

I just hoped blood loss beat out, because I knew infection was a nasty way to go.

I managed to get myself into a kneeling position, and both my hands pressed hard to try and staunch the flow of blood, even though it was futile. I just knew I had to try and hold on, because… because…

There was something else, wasn’t there? I was so sure of it, but again, I could only picture the outline, the space in my thoughts left by its absence.

But I had to get back there. I had to find it. I wasn’t supposed to die here. What would even happen if I did? Would I simply wake up in that other place, or would I fade from it all?

Warm blood spilled over my fingers like a mini crimson waterfall, and it showed no signs of stopping, so I twisted to lie on my side again. Maybe if my left flank was the highest part of my body, the blood would flow less quickly.

I lay there on my side, with both hands pressed to the wound and my head on the dusty, gravelly ground. The skin above my eyebrow was on the edge of a crack, I could feel the edge of it pressing into my flesh.

But what would one more tiny cut do, at this point?

The ground was so flat, the terrain so featureless, that even like this I could see the sky. It burned red, red, red, like the blood leaking my life away.

I dreamed of that place I could not remember. It was safe and warm and filled with people I loved, though their faces were mysteries to me. My eyelids began to grow heavy, and they started to slip closed…

Until I heard footsteps approaching me from behind.

I tried to twist and succeeded only in making a pitiful pained sound tear itself from my lungs as I rolled onto my back.

Hardly the pinnacle of self-defense.

But, by some mercy, the figure staring down at me was not that creature from the pool, nor was it something malevolent at all.

Instead, it was a person, a woman, and one I recognized.

She was lovely, but in a striking, harsh sort of way. Unlike everything here, she was not dry and red, but pale and cold. Her hair was blindingly white, her eyes a misty gray, and her skin was the color of parchment and covered entirely with small black tattoos.

She was a book made sentient. Some ineffable, powerful story was inked across her skin, even her palms, even her face.

“Eydis…” I croaked out, because somehow her name came to my mind, even though the circumstances under which I’d met her eluded me.

Was it just the blood loss clouding my thoughts, or was this something else?

The tattooed woman knelt down beside me. She was dressed in dark red robes, almost camouflaged in this place, but her expression was urgent. I watched in dazed confusion as her lips formed words, but their sound did not quite reach my ears. There was only a faint, garbled noise, as though she was speaking from underwater, or very far away.

“W-What?” I mumbled, and my own voice sounded vague and unfocused.

It was so hard to keep my mind straight. The pain in my side was spreading, and it was hot and sharp. And yet, in its wake, in the very center of the wound, I felt a cool and almost pleasant sort of numbness. In contrast to the pain, I welcomed it.

Eydis’ expression grew more urgent, and she pressed her hands to the bloody mess of my side. I winced at the pressure, and almost immediately after, the numbness began to recede.

“No,” I moaned and grimaced, but I didn’t have the strength to push her away. “No, that hurts. S-Stop it.”

Eydis did not stop. Her eyebrows were furrowed in concentration, and in that moment, she looked much, much older than thirty. There was something ancient and ageless about her, and I vaguely remembered a time when I had wondered exactly how old she was, because she could buy and sell time like people bought and sold loaves of bread.

I tried to move away from her, but she held me in place. Was I supposed to struggle? Could I trust her? Maybe the serpentine creature had venom on its claws, and I was hallucinating victory and death when, in truth, it was eating me away right now.

“Please,” I groaned, but I didn’t even know what I was pleading for.

And then, the pain began to recede.

Not into the numbness, but into a lesser form of itself. I was still sore, but it was manageable. My mind cleared, my thoughts focused, and I managed to sit up.

Eydis looked at me with her hands on her lap, covered with my blood. She cocked her head and seemed to observe me, and then she leaned forward and spoke very deliberately.

This time, her words came clearer and louder than anything else in this place. It was like her voice both permeated the air around me and echoed through my skull.

Time grows thin at moments such as these, she said, and her voice was earnest with the grave importance of this message. You walk them over and over, and they wear through. Bleeding into the past and future. The threads untangle and come free and form new patterns.

I stared at her in confusion. I knew this was important, but I couldn’t make sense of it.

“What?” I asked her through numb lips. “What do you me--”

She raised a hand and cut me off.

Listen, she implored me. Listen to the whispers. Or succumb to the screams.

Suddenly, I lurched awake with a dry gasp, and I sat bolt upright in my bed in Torchlight. I was surrounded by warm bedclothes and the cool, perpetual darkness of the Demonfrost curse, and I flexed my fingers as the heat and the pain faded along with the dream.

“Arthur?” Sin’s voice came from my side, and I turned to see that in my sudden awakening, I’d woken both her and Lea, as well.

“Are you alright?” the lioness-woman then asked me with a concerned expression.

“I… yeah…” I muttered, though I wasn’t entirely sure if this was correct. I scrubbed a hand through my hair and tried to gather my thoughts. “Strange dream, I think. Vivid.”

“Perhaps you should speak to Kendra about it,” Sin suggested. “Dreams can be powerful. Especially in places like this.”

Her words were light, but her own expression was wary, like she didn’t believe me when I said I was fine. I wasn’t sure I believed it, either.

I nodded numbly in agreement, but my mind was elsewhere. I was met with the sensation that I had been trying to wake for some time, and yet something hadn’t ‘let’ me awaken. It felt different to being ‘trapped’ in a nightmare, where you didn’t know you could force yourself to wake.

This was… bigger, somehow.

I shook my head and tried to center myself in this room, this place. This was real, I was real, and so were the people beside me.

I lay back down and felt Lea’s hand on my chest as she turned to face me and put her head on my shoulder. On Lea’s other side, Sin got out of the bed and moved around so she could go on my other side, and the pair of them bracketed me, as though they were defending me against the dark.

I instantly felt calmer, relieved, and so thankful that I could rely on them, even for something kind of silly like a nightmare.

If it had even been a nightmare, because I really wasn’t sure.

“What’s the time?” I asked eventually, and my voice echoed through the otherwise quiet room.

“I heard movement downstairs, I think people are waking,” the pirate captain answered.

“Then we should move, too,” I said, and I was grateful for an excuse to get up and do something.

I wanted to focus on the real issues at hand, and the things we could do to improve them.

So, the three of us dressed and headed downstairs to find the main hall of Torchlight a hive of activity. One of the large dining tables had been dragged into the center of the room, and a large, roughly-drawn map was laid out across its surface.

As we approached, I saw who was crowded around the table. Maeve was unsurprising, as one of the foremost experts of this terrain, alongside Aunt Sylvia, Kendra, Regner, Costin, and handful of the freedom fighters and liberated prisoners, including the informal ‘leader’ of Torchlight’s resistance, a woman named Tavor.

I knew little about her, and most of what I did know, I’d learned from others. She had been married to two shifters, a man and a woman, and they’d had a couple kids. When the Fangs swept through her town, they had slaughtered her entire family and left her alive only because she didn’t have a shifter bloodline. It was a depressingly similar story to many of the people who stood in Torchlight today, including Maeve, who stood at Tavor’s side and was making comments about the map’s accuracy.

“This needs to be updated,” the Ice Fury said as she pointed to a structure on the west side of the Fang stronghold. “It’s been reinforced, from what I saw. No longer suitable for scaling from the outside.”

“Duly noted,” Tavor said, and she waved over a young man, who quickly leaned over the map and hurriedly amended it.

Judging from his quick, almost casual pencil strokes, it was apparent he had been the one to draw it, and he was quite skilled with a pen.

I took my place at Aunt Sylvia’s side, and at close range, it was obvious to me she hadn’t slept a wink. I silently put a hand on her shoulder in support, and she smiled at me tiredly. The events of the previous night were clearly weighing on her mind as heavily as they were on mine, but we both knew it would have to wait, at least until this business with the Fangs had been dealt with.

Maybe it was better this way, because there was no chance either of us would go back home for any meaningful length of time until the Fangs were stopped.

Even so, I wished I could’ve at least put our family at ease by proving we were alive.

I shook my head and pushed the thought aside. Allowing myself to get distracted now would only endanger our mission.

“Any suggestions?” Tavor asked the assembled group.

She had many large scars over the right side of her face and neck. At first, I’d thought she’d been mauled by something, but apparently they were remnants of torture the Fangs had inflicted upon her for ‘consorting’ with shifters. Some magic or metal in the whip they’d used had ensured the scars could never be healed, not even by magic.

I’d wondered if the same kind of weapon had been used to scar Maeve’s face, but it hadn’t seemed appropriate to ask. Either way, facial scarring was a popular tactic among Fangs, a way to mark and humiliate those they deemed ‘traitors.’

“I might have one,” Costin said, and people shuffled to the side to allow the non-shifter man a little more room. Then he leaned over the table and pointed. “When we escaped the stronghold’s prison, we emerged about here, on the edge of town.”

“Makes sense,” Tavor remarked, and she folded her arms and watched Costin intently. “Close enough that escaped priests would have access to civilization, but not so close they’d be stuck if there was no one trustworthy.”

“Well, we could probably use it in reverse,” Costin said. “I’m reasonably sure we could use it as a way to infiltrate the stronghold. It would have to be a small force, though, or our movements toward the entrance would be noticed.”

“Agreed.” Maeve nodded curtly, and her mismatched eyes scanned over the map. “Maybe a two-pronged approach would make sense. A primary fighting force acting as a ‘distraction’ and disabling the front lines of defense while a smaller, stealth force takes the stronghold from the inside.”

“I’m not sure I like the idea of splitting our defenses in such a harsh environment,” Tavor said in a slightly doubtful tone. “Dangerous things lurk out there.”

“True, but the Fangs feel the same way,” Costin pointed out. “We approach as one group, and in the chaos, our smaller force can split off. Hopefully, we’ll be close enough to the edge of the stronghold’s protection to stave off the worst effects of the Demonfrost.”

“And if not, we can bring our own defenses,” Sin added, and she nodded to Lea. “This one sang us to safety when we came here the first time. I’m sure none of the Fangs would notice a singing voice above the clash of a battle.”

“Regner has his fire magic, too,” Maeve added, and she looked over at the green-eyed man.

Maybe it was because his skin was so fair, and maybe it was just the flush of cold, but I could’ve sworn I saw Regner’s cheeks go a little pink.

“As infiltration goes, I think that’s sound,” I interjected, which made all eyes flick to me. “But what about once that stealth force is inside? This map doesn’t show the internal workings of the stronghold.”

“Do we have any blueprints of the building back when it was a temple?” Tavor asked a young woman at her right hand, but when she shook her head, Tavor frowned. “So, we’d be going in blind.”

“Not entirely,” my aunt said as she stepped closer to the table. “I’ve seen some of the inside, as have many of the other prisoners. It’s not much, admittedly, but it’s more than nothing.”

“It always seemed to me even the Fangs didn’t see much of it,” a man interjected.

He was another of the liberated prisoners, a gruff man in his fifties with an impressively bushy beard. I looked at him, drew a total blank on his name, and felt momentarily sheepish about how bad I was with names.

“Really?” I asked him, and he nodded.

“They’re strictly kept in line. No one is allowed outside their specified zones. That’s the only reason the Fangs are as strong as they are, they’re secretive about who knows what. So, even if you capture someone, you can’t get much out of them.”

I’d noticed that myself ever since I’d first encountered them. We’d had to go all the way to the Isle of Leto to get a cipher translated because of how secretive the Fangs were.

“Maybe we can use that to our advantage, then,” I said as I rubbed my chin. “In the meantime, do we know who is in charge of the temple?”

“They seem frustratingly quiet on that front,” Tavor informed me in an irritated tone, and she unfolded her arms to drum impatient fingers on the lip of the table. “But like Vanro just said, it’s deliberate-- the less direct involvement each member has, the less each one knows, the harder it is to tie any of the important members, especially the ones funding this operation, to any actual wrongdoing.”

“They have to be members of Nagul’s high society,” Kendra said as she frowned down at the map. “The ones giving their money away, at the very least.”

“High society as in Perseus Tristan?” I asked, and as I said it, I reached out a hand to take one of Lea’s beside me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sin do the same on the lioness-woman’s other side. I squeezed her fingers in support, and Lea smiled a little and seemed uncomfortable but determined.

“Higher,” Kendra said darkly, and she shot a sympathetic look at Lea.

I grimaced. I didn’t really want to think about ‘higher’ than Tristan, because then we were getting to the sort of people who rubbed shoulders with the royal family, and they could wield an untold amount of influence and money.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if even the Fangs within the temple aren’t entirely sure who their boss is,” my aunt then said. “It’s not hard to make a false identity or name for yourself.”

I shot her a small smile as she said this, because of course she knew this better than most. Until only a few days ago, Sin had believed my aunt’s name was Daciana and that she was a native-born Naguli shifter, not a human from modern-day Earth.

“Whatever their name or identity, we need to apprehend them,” Tavor said firmly. “Ideally, alive, so we can interrogate them, but the important thing is disabling the Fangs’ leadership. From there, without someone to organize and disseminate, the damage they are capable of will be severely limited. Local law enforcement should be able to round up and arrest whoever escapes our clutches.”

“And they’ll have lost their biggest and most well-defended safehouse,” Sin added. “They won’t easily be able to regroup and give themselves a new leader, either.”

“We still need to cut off their source of funding, though, and that might not be their leader,” Kendra said while still frowning down at the map. “I’d be surprised if it was, actually, or if they were the only funder, at least.”

“How high do you think this goes, Kendra?” Lea asked in a soft, concerned tone, and the purple-eyed woman met the lioness-woman’s gaze grimly.

“The royal court, at least,” she said. “Maybe even the royal family, who’s to say?”

“You think royals would be involved with this?” Vanro, the bushy-bearded man, asked. “The royal family are shifters themselves, directly descended from Erramun, if the legends are true.”

“If the legends are true, then they are also related to the Devourer,” Kendra pointed out with a shrug. “He and the Lunar King are brothers. And I know at least some of you are aware of how deep love can be poisoned to an equally deep hatred.”

I thought of Harland Volos, who’d been initially taken in by Perseus Tristan. Tristan had preyed upon Harland’s frustration over being ousted from the line of succession in favor of his shifter brother. Harland’s understandable irritation had been Tristan’s way in, and he’d almost succeeded in convincing Harland to do terrible things before Harland had come to his senses.

But what if he hadn’t? Well, I knew the answer to that, too. He would’ve ended up like Cahir, with every loving bond of his tainted into something hateful. It was the same thing that happened to Apollyon and Erramun, because they, too, were brothers, and they, too, had once loved one another.

“We’ll deal with that problem when we get to it,” Tavor told us all smartly. “For now, we need to disable this stronghold.”

I agreed heartily, but as she spoke, I couldn’t help but wonder, for probably the hundredth time, why the Fangs would have chosen such a forbidding place. I understood the remoteness, the privacy, but the Demonfrost was so dangerous, so hostile.

All I knew for sure is that we’d have to infiltrate their stronghold again to get any real answers.

“Then we’re in agreement,” Tavor announced as she looked around the gathered faces, and she placed both her hands on the table. “A two-pronged approach. We set off tomorrow.”

I blinked in surprise. Tomorrow. That seemed blisteringly close. And yet, at the same time, unbearably far away. An entire day to stew in uncertainty, but only one.

What if we died? Surely, some among our number would. What would you even do with a final day? How would you even know how to spend it?

Tomorrow, we would assault the stronghold, the space the Fangs had made into a dedication of their hateful devotion to the Devourer. Even before, when it had been a Tushari temple, it had been a symbol of revulsion toward shifters.

But tomorrow, we would take it. Tomorrow, we would put a stop to the Fangs.

Once and for all.
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Chapter 4

What would you do, if you had one day left to live? How would you fill those hours?

The question was somewhat redundant, since we were here, in the Demonfrost, more than several days’ travel from anything warm and sunny.

But it was an interesting exercise to engage in.

If it was a day in which I could do anything, I’d start by returning home to my family during the night. Promising them I was okay, and Aunt Sylvia was, too, and I would say I loved them. Then I’d come back before the moon had set and find Sin and Lea. I would tell them I loved them, too, but not just with my words. We wouldn’t even sleep, the three of us, and then when the sun rose…

This was as far as I’d gotten in my little thought exercise when Costin walked in and sat down beside me. The little meeting around the large table had been disbanded, and we’d been instructed to rest up and prepare for the impending assault on the temple.

Without a doubt, this would be our most grueling battle yet against the Fangs. We weren’t just braving the deepest and most twisted parts of the Demonfrost, we would be directly attacking a heavily-fortified stronghold, a building that had first been built with some expectation of an attack, even when it had only been intended as a temple.

And we were going to take out its leader.

Just as soon as we figured out who that was. But I had a feeling that part would be easier said than done.

“This lack of sunlight is really getting to me,” the non-shifter man told me frankly.

“I’ll be grateful to get back north a bit and have some sunrises,” I agreed dryly.

“I don’t know how people lived here, even before the curse,” Costin continued with a shake of his head, and he looked longingly out a window. “Several weeks with no sunrises? And, in the summer, several weeks with no sunsets. I’d go mad!”

“Maybe that’s part of the reason why the Fangs are like that,” I snorted. At times like these, all you could do was laugh. “Maybe a few days of normal daylight hours would sort them out.”

“Well, it certainly couldn’t hurt,” the non-shifter man drawled back, and as we shared a grin, it occurred to me that, by Fang standards, he would be labeled a traitor and scarred across the face like Maeve and Tavor had been.

Both women wore those scars with pride, and I had no doubt Costin would do the same in their situation, but I couldn’t imagine how Lea would feel, looking at her brother and thinking he’d been hurt because of her.

“I wonder what the crew of the Heart are up to right now,” the non-shifter man then mused aloud and seemed entirely unaware of the thoughts going on in my own mind.

“Well, it’s almost been a fortnight,” I told him. “They’ll be leaving soon, if they obey Sin’s instructions.”

“I don’t often hear the words ‘pirate’ and ‘obey’ in the same sentence,” Costin observed with a wry smile.

“No,” I admitted with a chuckle. “But remember, they have Lockwood with them.”

“Ah, of course.” Costin grinned.

As if either of us, or anyone, could forget the tall, wiry man with his ruthlessly-in-place hair and stern gaze. It was a fool who brought down his wrath upon their head.

We both paused then, and the silence seemed to stretch out into a chasm, an impassable crevasse like the ones Maeve had led us around out on the ice. In that maw of hungry earth, the reality of the situation threatened to set in, and we turned solemn.

“I hope we make it back in time,” Costin said at last, and his voice was soft and wistful. “The crew will want to know their captain’s okay. And they’ll want to see that ‘Daciana’ is alive and well.”

I felt a pang in my chest at the mention of my aunt’s ‘secret’ identity, and the years she’d spent in this world, the battles she’d fought, and the things she’d endured, all the while my family and I had believed she was dead.

I wished I could’ve been here with her. Not only for my own peace of mind, but so she hadn’t had to feel quite so alone. The person she’d been closest to in Nagul, Cahir, had turned on her. And even Sin, who was obviously a dear friend, hadn’t been around her that much, since my aunt had been so focused on stopping the Fangs and finding a way home.

Her life seemed quite lonely. And I wanted to make up for lost time.

As if on cue, or some twist of our threaded fates, Aunt Sylvia entered the room, spied Costin and me, and came over to sit with us.

“I’m not interrupting, am I?” she asked with a smile.

“Not at all,” Costin assured her warmly.

“How are you feeling?” I asked with concern. “About… going back there, I mean.”

“I’m not sure,” my aunt said with a sigh, and she leaned back in her seat while looking a little bit lost. “Terrible things happened there, but… I was spared the worst of the torture, by far. I don’t know if that was because I’m a worldwalker, or if Cahir gave some order to keep me… ‘whole’ in case I changed my mind. He wouldn’t have wanted a damaged product.”

The phrase ‘damaged product’ made me want to retch. It made sense, of course, that a man so obsessed with control would think of her as property, as a thing to be kept in good condition.

But it still made my skin crawl.

“A lot of the other prisoners weren’t nearly as lucky as me,” my aunt continued, and she shifted uneasily in her seat. “I’m glad they got out. But I wish fewer of them were coming to help with the attack.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “But it could be good for them. To see they can fight back and make a difference.”

After all, while it was good they’d been saved, I could sympathize with the resulting sense of powerlessness, like you always had to rely on someone else to come and get you out of trouble, like you were too weak to do it by yourself. But taking back control, fighting the Fangs with their own two hands, would do something to help that.

I just hoped they weren’t walking to their deaths, now that they were so close to being free.

“What will you do?” I asked my aunt in a quiet voice. “When this is all over? When we’re back in the sunlight and have a way home?”

My aunt gave a rueful sort of laugh.

“After we tell your father we’re okay, you mean?” she asked me and let out a sharp breath. “I honestly have no idea. My only goal, for so long, has been to stop the Fangs and figure out a way home. Those things became my purpose, and everything else has… well, fallen by the wayside, I guess. I’ve… forgotten who I am, without it. Without that want.”

She sounded a little stunned as she said it, like she was only now realizing it. Her life had been the distillation of a singular desire, and now that it was on the cusp of being fulfilled, what would go in its place? It was a daunting thought by any measure, but especially here.

Just then, Maeve and Regner came in, and when I glanced over at them, I saw they were standing quite close to one another. Regner’s pink cheeks in our earlier meeting came to mind, and I wondered if they knew what was going on and were trying to be subtle.

It didn’t seem to be working.

Or maybe they really were clueless-- certainly, neither of them seemed the type to talk about feelings quite so openly.

“What will you two do?” Costin asked as they came and sat down. “When this is all over, I mean?”

“Gods, that’s a question,” Regner remarked and raised his eyebrows. “I hadn’t really given it much thought. It’s only recently that I’ve had a chance at ‘after’ at all.”

“Same for me,” Maeve said in a thoughtful tone. “Truthfully, I didn’t think I’d make it anywhere near that far. I suppose I expected to die in a fight against the Fangs, or the monsters out on the ice would finally claim me. I… I’m not entirely sure I’m even meant for ‘after.’”

I knew she was referring to the curse. How it had seeped inside her, in such a way that she would never get warm. Could she even leave the Permafrost? Or did some invisible barrier trap her here like a tie around her heart?

“Oh… you have a tattoo,” my aunt murmured, and when I looked over, I saw the sleeve of Maeve’s shirt was pulled back just enough that we could see the dark image of the serpent encircling her wrist.

I tensed. Surely Aunt Sylvia would know Maeve wasn’t really a Fang and that it was just a way to get access, right?

Thankfully, I needn’t have worried, because when my aunt looked at the Ice Fury, a sad sort of understanding passed between them.

“Real Fang tattoos are made from the blood of their first kill,” my aunt continued.

“They are,” Maeve confirmed in a very carefully neutral tone.

“So?” my aunt asked and nodded to Maeve’s wrist.

I saw the scarred woman swallow, and her other hand came over to wrap around her wrist as if the tattoo constricted her skin like a shackle.

“It’s real,” she said, and then she let go of her wrist and brushed her fingers over the scars down her face. “They killed my brother.”

Her brother’s blood, then. A shiver passed over me. I wanted to say there was a poetic justice to it, how his death had led to Maeve being able to save more shifters from the same fate.

But, at the end of it all, her brother was still dead. He had still been murdered.

“So,” Maeve went on, “you can see why I’m not so sure I’m allowed to have an after.”

“Everyone is,” Regner told her firmly. “Look around you. All these people are fighting with everything they have precisely so there can be an after.”

The scarred woman looked over at the cunning man, and a tiny smile touched the edge of her mouth.

“I still can’t believe there are so many people here,” she said as she looked away and across the room. “People like me, who survived the ice. And worse.”

“A light in the darkness,” Costin said almost wryly. “They get an after, and so do you. So, what will you do with it? Settle down and have a few kids, maybe?”

“I couldn’t even begin to imagine,” Maeve said with a small sigh, but she smiled as she said it. “Though… I’m not sure the settling and having children route was ever for me.”

She seemed unsure and even a little daunted at the prospect of something so normal, but when I glanced at Regner, there was something heartbreakingly wistful in his expression, and I knew he was thinking about the family he’d told me about, the wife and daughter he’d lost years ago.

“Me, neither,” my aunt agreed with a soft laugh. “I was never a very maternal person. Even when my brother had AJ, here, and his older sister, Ellie, I was always much more suited to being the fairy godmother. Besides, even if I had a partner to have kids with, I can’t.”

“Wait.” I looked over at her in shock. “You can’t?”

I was surprised, because she’d never mentioned it before, but then again, why would she have? The last time she’d seen me, I’d been nine, so I was far too young for that sort of conversation to come up naturally.

And anyway, like she’d just said, she didn’t even want kids to begin with.

“Not since I was captured,” Aunt Sylvia told me, and the surprise rocked through me all over again.

“Hang on,” I said, and I put out a hand as if to physically pause the conversation. “What?”

“Well, maybe I couldn’t before, I never checked, but after so many weeks in that stronghold, I definitely can’t now,” my aunt explained.

But I clearly still looked confused, and beside me, I could see Costin was also baffled, so she elaborated.

“The first thing any Fang does when they capture a shifter is sterilize them,” she said simply. “Make sure that even if the shifter escapes, they can’t propagate.”

“That’s what Tristan was trying to do,” Costin said in a disgusted tone. “Albeit, less overtly. Marrying shifters to non-shifters and making sure they only had one child.”

Frankly, the logistics of Tristan’s plan seemed complex at best. Shifting could skip a generation, for example if Costin had two kids, his second-born would be a shifter because his father was a shifter. While equally reprehensible, what my aunt was describing was much simpler.

And much easier to carry out.

“Wait,” I said in an uneasy tone. “So… everyone here? Everyone we rescued?”

“They’ll have been sterilized,” my aunt confirmed grimly. “Everyone you rescued from Deimos, too, most likely.”

She looked over at Regner, and the green-eyed man’s face had turned ashen.

“I… really?” he asked with a devastated expression. “I… But I’m not a shifter.”

“I have no idea if they sterilized cunning folk, too,” my aunt said sadly. “I’m so sorry, Regner. I just don’t know.”

Maeve reached over and clasped the green-eyed man’s hand, but he seemed far away.

And, at that moment, another thought came to mind.

“Sin,” I said, and my voice caught on her name. “She was captured by Cahir, before you rescued her. Will she…?”

“I don’t know.” Aunt Sylvia shook her head and looked upset that she couldn’t give a more conclusive answer. “She never actually made it to Deimos, so maybe not, but… I just don’t know.”

“Excuse me,” I said as my heart pounded in my chest, and I got to my feet and left the room.

I found Sin and Lea in one of the other large hall-like rooms of Torchlight’s ground floor, and the pair of them were leaning over the map still laid across the large table. The young man who’d amended it earlier was nowhere to be found, though a small pencil box sat atop the table, next to where Torchlight was marked.

“Sin,” I said, and my voice sounded faraway to my own ears.

My head felt fuzzy and full of static, and when she and Lea looked up at me, they quickly became concerned.

“Arthur?” the pirate captain asked me. “What’s wrong?”

“I was just talking with my aunt,” I rasped through my suddenly dry throat. “And, um… she said that… shifters, when they get captured by the Fangs, they, uh… they sterilize them.”

Both women’s eyes went wide.

“What?” Lea gasped in a horrified tone, and she pressed her hands to her mouth.

“Oh…” Sin muttered and looked stunned, like she didn’t know how to react. Then she slowly broke my gaze and lowered her head until she was staring at the floor. “Oh.”

“I’m sorry, should I not have said anything?” I asked as I suddenly realized this might be insanely inappropriate to just bring up out of nowhere, or at the very least unbalancing.

“No,” the pirate captain said quickly, and her green eyes flicked up and found mine. “No, I’m glad you told me. I just… I had no idea. Are… are you sure? I mean, I never actually made it to Deimos.”

“I know,” I said and swallowed thickly. “I just… I dunno, I thought you should know.”

“I’m not surprised,” Lea said with disgust as she put a comforting hand on Sin’s shoulder. “Tristan was trying to do a similar thing, breed us out. Why not forcefully sterilize us all?”

Sin didn’t say anything, and I felt my heart clench with sympathetic pain.

“Are you okay?” I asked the pirate captain.

“I… I don’t know,” she admitted with a frown. “There were times where I was knocked unconscious during my short-lived captivity, so it’s possible. I… I’ve never thought about children before. It’s not exactly kid-friendly aboard a pirate ship. And I’ve never seen myself as very maternal-- not like you, Lea. It’s just… I guess I thought I would have the option, if I changed my mind. Maybe not.”

“We still love you,” I said at once, and I reached for Sin’s hands and took them both in my own.

“No matter what.” Lea nodded earnestly. “We love you. Not whether or not you can have kids.”

Sin smiled up at us both, and the emotion in her eyes made me want to sweep her into my arms and never let go.

“I love you, too,” she said, and though she didn’t say it, she looked a little relieved.

Maybe some part of her had expected a different reaction from us. Maybe because Lea was noble, and that status came with responsibilities. Especially for a blood heir.

It was only at this point that I realized I’d inadvertently brought up the ‘hey, do you want kids?’ conversation less than a month into our relationship, and I felt my cheeks heat in realization.

“Ah, so you noticed,” Lea teased me, and I grinned sheepishly and felt at a complete loss for what to say.

“Don’t worry about it,” Sin assured me, and she leaned up to kiss my cheek. “It’s cute.”

“It is?” I asked, and I felt my heart do a little flip inside my chest.

I was both relieved and… intrigued.

For a split second, I imagined the three of us. Older, married, with kids. It wasn’t an unpleasant image in the slightest.

I decided to file this away for later consideration, when we weren’t hours away from possibly dying. Maybe the giddy nervousness of our possible impending deaths was the reason I’d thought about that kind of future to begin with.

The day continued on as people made plans. I reckoned a lot of people were wondering about ‘after’ today, about whether they’d live to see it, and what they would do if they did.

Only by the hours on the clocks did I know when we had gone from afternoon into evening, and as people began to retire before the assault at ‘dawn,’ sleep once again eluded me.

The strange nightmare I’d had last night didn’t help to ease my fears, or make me feel remotely like I could sleep, so I found myself sitting before the hearth, feeling the dry heat of the flames against my face, and trying not to think of the dry heat of that strange, cracked world with its black pools.

And Eydis.

Her presence in the dream confused me, but it wasn’t like she was here for me to ask her about it. Or about what she’d said. Something about time wearing thin.

I was so mesmerized by the fire, and so lost in my thoughts of the dream, that it wasn’t until I felt a hand on my shoulder that I realized anyone else was there.

And, when I did, I almost jumped out of my skin.

“Shit!” I yelped, and I whipped around to see Kendra standing there wide-eyed.

“Sorry!” she gasped and raised her hands. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“No, no, it’s fine,” I assured her as my heart rate went back to normal, and part of me couldn’t help but be amused at the reversal of our positions. “Still can’t sleep, huh?”

“It doesn’t come easy, in this place,” the owl-woman confirmed as she took a seat in the neighboring chair. “Dreams run dark on cursed lands.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked and thought once again of my nightmare. “What sort of things do you dream about?”

“Well, that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about,” Kendra said as her purple eyes stared into mine. “Did you have a strange dream last night?”

A faintly unsettling feeling laid itself over me, and I nodded, even as goosebumps erupted across my skin.

“Yeah,” I said. “Do… do you want me to tell you about it?”

“Only if you want,” she said. “They can be very private. As intimate as fate itself. But, also like fate, they can contain powerful omens.”

“I hope this wasn’t an omen,” I muttered. “It felt… dangerous. Hopeless.”

“How so?” she asked, and so I answered.

I told her about the strange, rocky terrain, and the burned red sky. I told her about the complete, featureless flatness of that place, and the dark waters of the mirror-still pool. I even told her about the enormous, monstrous creature, fishlike and serpentine, and of Eydis.

Somehow, the entire time I was speaking, I got the sense I was telling the auspice something she already knew. Not like she’d had the same dream, exactly, but like I was reminding her of something, rather than giving new information.

“Sin mentioned Eydis to me, a cunning woman on Leto,” Kendra remarked when I was finished. “She’s supposed to be very powerful.”

“Supposedly even more powerful than the best auspices in Nagul,” I said, though I had no idea if this was actually true. “I can’t speak to that part, but she is powerful. She accepts time as payment, takes months and years off people’s lives.”

“That’s strong magic,” the purple-eyed woman said in a stunned tone. “Old magic. I didn’t think anyone alive still knew how to do that.”

“Well, if she can take time off people’s lives for her own, she’s probably been alive for a very long time,” I pointed out. “Still, I don’t know why I saw her in my dream.”

“I’m sorry, I know it’s not what you want to hear, but that sounds a lot like an omen to me,” she said apologetically, and she reached out across the small gap between our chairs and clasped my hand in her own. “You said she spoke funny?”

“I couldn’t hear her at first,” I explained. “Like I was trying to listen from underwater or something. But right at the end, right before I woke up, I actually managed to hear some of what she was saying.”

“Go on?” Kendra prompted me, and she looked intrigued and uneasy at the same time.

“She said… time wears thin in ‘these moments’-- whatever that moment was supposed to be,” I said, and as I spoke, I wondered if Kendra suspected this had anything to do with her own divinations, about how our fates were somehow tied to that of Erramun himself.

She was a subject of prophecy, as Sin had said, and it was a heavy weight to bear.

“Do you think it relates to… you?” I asked the purple-eyed woman evasively.

For some reason, I was reluctant to put it into words.

“I cannot say, it wasn’t my dream,” Kendra answered while still looking apologetic. She squeezed my hand again but then let go and turned to gaze into the flames. “But Eydis is right. There are places and moments where time wears thin, where memory and prophecy are one and the same. So, perhaps it is related. Or perhaps it is merely a symbol of what must be done to defeat the Fangs tomorrow.”

“Erramun keep us, then,” I muttered, and when I glanced over at her, I caught her small smile.

After a long moment, Kendra turned away from the fire to look at me again, and for a second, we just looked at one another.

I felt something pass between us, though I couldn’t have begun to describe it. Maybe another one of those weighty ‘fated’ moments, hints at something larger, or maybe just the typical connection that came from two near strangers who had fought in life-or-death situations at one another’s sides.

I barely knew this woman, but I trusted her with my life, and she trusted me in kind. I barely knew anyone in Nagul, really, even Lea and Sin, but I trusted them all the same.

I had become so deeply, irrevocably caught up in this world, and so fast. It was dizzying at times, but I was also incredibly grateful.

And, as I looked at Kendra, with her purple eyes seeming magenta in the firelight, I knew she felt the same.

“Fate can be a powerful thing,” she told me. “But it is always, ultimately, what you make of it. No one can force you down a particular path. You can choose to heed it, or to carve your own.”

“I know.” I nodded. “That’s the scary part. I never know if I’m making the right choice.”

“You just have to follow your heart,” she said simply. “So far, you’ve saved lives. I don’t think that’s a ‘wrong’ choice by any measure, fated or not.”

Hearing that from her, from someone so well-schooled in the nature of destiny, was a comfort.

I felt my body relax a little as my eyelids grew heavy once again, and I realized that without even really trying, Kendra had once again calmed me enough that I felt like I might be able to sleep.

I stood from the chair before I could get too comfortable.

“We should probably try and get some rest,” I said. “It’s a big day tomorrow.”

“It is,” Kendra agreed.

She and I were part of the ‘stealth team’ charged with infiltrating the temple while the rest of the freedom fighters took out the Fangs on the front lines-- which would also provide a handy distraction for us.

Fittingly, the stealth group also consisted of Lea, Sin, Aunt Sylvia, Costin, Regner, and Maeve. The people I trusted most in this world to fight at my side and see this grim business through to the end.

Kendra and I both headed up to our rooms, but we paused at the top of the stairs to wish one another goodnight, and then I headed back to where Sin and Lea already slept.

The lioness-woman roused slightly when I climbed into bed beside her.

“Arthur?” she asked, and her voice was a little dazed and groggy. “Are you alright?”

“I am now, I think,” I said. “Are you?”

“Better, now that you’re here,” she sighed, and she shuffled over to make a little more room for me.

Sin did not stir, but the pirate captain slept like the dead. In fact, it was probably a necessity on something as noisy and creaky as a ship.

“It feels strange, to sleep without you and Sin beside me,” Lea continued softly. “Isn’t it odd how quickly you grow used to things?”

“Not so odd, when it’s something as lovely as sleeping next to you,” I said with a smile, and she chuckled at the flattery and leaned up to kiss my cheek.

Sleep came easily then, and it was mercifully dreamless. Before I knew it, I was opening my eyes, and Lea and Sin were dressing themselves in several layers of warm and reinforced clothing.

The sort of thing you wore to a battle.

I followed suit, and I didn’t miss how the three of us seemed to find as many excuses to touch one another as we got ready. A brush of hands here, a quick kiss there, as if we needed to remind ourselves we were still here, we were still alive, and by all the gods, we would still be alive when this was over, too.

“I love you,” Lea told us earnestly before we headed down.

“I love you, too,” I said as I looked at her and Sin.

The pirate captain seemed uncharacteristically overwhelmed with emotion, so she settled for kissing first me, then Lea, and then we went downstairs.

Everyone else was already congregated around the large map table, with Tavor at the head of it. Aunt Sylvia was standing beside Regner, Maeve, and Costin, who were all armed to the teeth with small knives. Slightly off to one side, Kendra stood seemingly unarmed, but her expression was intense.

“Sleep okay?” I asked the purple-eyed woman as I approached, and this seemed to jog her from her thoughts.

“Yes,” she said. “Just… it seemed strange, to finally be on the cusp of something so important. It’s been so anticipated, I can’t quite believe it’s here.”

“Me, neither,” Lea agreed, and then she reached out to the auspice woman and clasped their hands. “But we’ll face it together.”

“We will,” Kendra agreed, and I found myself thanking whatever powers had made it so she and the lioness-woman had connected like this.

Despite the fact Lea wasn’t an auspice, she had a natural knack for intuiting, and she and Kendra understood one another better than possibly anyone else. I was glad they each had that to rely upon, especially when we were so far from the Sanctuary.

“Is everyone ready?” Tavor’s voice then rang out across the room, and everyone fell silent. “Good. You all know your charges. We will launch a front assault on the temple to draw attention and manpower to the front. Meanwhile, our smaller ‘stealth’ group will head for the concealed entrance to the escape passage and infiltrate via the prison to access the upper levels and disable the Fang leadership.”

Me and my group stood up very straight, with our expressions solemn, as Tavor addressed us. I wanted her and all the others to know how seriously we were taking this, how committed we were to succeeding.

“Aside from taking out their leader, we want to know how the Fangs created moonsickness,” Tavor continued. “It originated here, even though more of the tests happened on the Isle of Deimos. I don’t need to tell any of you that any shifters who somehow resisted moonsickness were brought back here for further examination, but that hopefully means this temple is the source of a cure.”

She finished speaking, and everyone was silent. She looked around at us all, as if appraising us, but from the faint curl of her lip, I believed she thought we could do it.

“There is no obligation to be here,” she added. “Each of you here has already lost something to the Fangs. Be it a loved one, or years off your own life. No one will judge you for not wanting to spend more time fighting them. If you want to back out, now is the time.”

No one moved. No one spoke. The silence stretched into five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

“Alright, then,” I said at last, and though my voice was not that loud, it rang out in the silent room. “Let’s do this. Let’s take down the Fangs for good.”
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Chapter 5

We left Torchlight as one large group, and our solemn procession of bluish-white light wove through the long-abandoned streets of the ruined town. As we walked, it occurred to me that I did not know the name of this place, and no one had mentioned it. Idly, I wondered if there was even anyone alive to remember anymore.

Some of the people in Torchlight, both the ones who’d been here before us and some we’d freed from the stronghold, were descendants of the original inhabitants of this place. But none of them had actually grown up here. They’d grown up in places like Solace and other southern-but-still-habitable places on the edges of Nagul’s Permafrost.

They’d all been called back here, whether through a sense of duty or personal loss, to fight for what had once been their family’s home. For what had been ripped from them by a cruel, petty god focused only on his own glory and the subjugation of all who rejected him.

Walking among these people, it all felt like the exact opposite of my dream. A moonless night instead of a sunless day. Bitterly cold instead of dry heat. Surrounded by heavily-armed allies instead of wandering alone with only a broken sword.

The more I ruminated on that weapon, the more I thought Kendra had been right about the dream being some kind of omen.

But whatever a broken sword symbolized, it couldn’t be anything good.

I wanted to ask her about it, but now was not the time. Even so, I gravitated toward the purple-eyed woman and the sense of calm she seemed to exude. I wondered if that was why Lea was also so drawn to her, but as soon as the thought entered my head, I pushed it aside. Kendra and the lioness-woman shared a different sort of connection. They seemed energized by one another, but her effect on me was almost entirely the opposite.

I marveled again at how deeply I’d been affected by my allies here. Lea, Sin, Kendra, Costin. Even Maeve and Regner. And I had deeply affected them in turn. Even if we all went our separate ways tomorrow and never spoke to or saw one another again, we would all remember each other forever and had been changed by knowing one another.

We strode through the darkness to the sweet, almost entrancing sound of Lea’s voice. It was high and clear as the lioness-woman perfectly held the right note to make the crystals glow just a little brighter. I stuck close to her as we walked forward, and I kept my eyes fixed on the back of Costin’s head in front of me. I did not let myself look out toward the shadows and the things that might lurk there.

I told myself any movement I might have seen was only a trick of the smoky darkness, or my own imagination. I wasn’t sure I believed it, but it kept me sane.

As it turned out, the Tushari temple wasn’t that far from Torchlight, and only a little way beyond the edge of the town. But I suppose it made sense. People gravitated to places of worship-- like the Sanctuary in Casterin, for example. It just seemed a little weird to gravitate toward a place of worship meant for such a forbidding, cruel god.

“People prayed to Tushar out of fear,” Kendra murmured when I voiced my thoughts.

She was walking on the other side of me next to Lea and also held a small chunk of moon crystal in one hand. It was more delicately carved than the bits the rest of us were holding, and I suspected it was a talisman she’d brought from Casterin.

“I wonder what that must have felt like,” she continued softly, and when I glanced over at her, I saw her purple eyes were fixed on the murky silhouette of the stronghold that loomed in the distance.

“Some people would prefer to rule out of fear rather than love,” I replied, and any number of politicians and royals from my home world came to mind. People who presented themselves as strong and their enemies as dangerous vermin to be exterminated. Just like how the Fangs treated shifters.

“I don’t think Tushar is a loving god,” the owl-woman said, and her tone was frank but also tinged with sadness. “He cast them all aside without a second thought. Or maybe he thought he was saving them. Maybe some of them believed it was a good thing.”

“Until the curse turned on them,” I said a little darkly. “Funny how they didn’t mind shifters suffering its effects.”

I tried to imagine what the people of this town had been like. Had they truly, honestly worshipped Tushar, or had they just been fearful of him? Had they welcomed the curse and flocked to this place because of it, or had they hated it from the beginning?

I would never know, because the only ones who could have told me were long dead-- or, worse, stalking the ice and waiting for some unlucky fool to cross their path.

As we got closer to the temple, and to the edge of its own protective barriers marked by large chunks of moon crystal, our progress slowed.

“Are you ready?” Tavor whispered to our group.

The bluish light of the moon crystal in her hands cast severe shadows across her face and hardened her already grave expression.

“We’ll get it done,” I swore to her with a determined nod. “This is the Fangs’ last night here.”

“Erramun keep you,” Tavor said, and she raised her free hand to touch her fingertips to her forehead, almost like a salute, or perhaps a gesture of blessing.

I mimicked it, because it seemed the right thing to do.

Then our group of eight peeled away from the others. Maeve, who seemed to see better in the dark than the rest of us-- certainly when we weren’t shifted, anyway-- led us behind a low, ruined wall. Broken bits of tile and other small walls next to it suggested this had been a storage block of some kind, built onto the boundary wall around the temple.

“Oh,” Lea breathed as we took our position, and I watched her reach out to brush her fingertips over a strange, lumpy thing.

After a moment, I realized it was a large chunk of wax. Dozens of candle stubs had melted together, and the wicks were curled and blackened. Either the lump had grown discolored over time, or the wax itself was a dark grayish-blue.

“This was a prayer chamber,” the lioness-woman continued sadly. “For the people of the town. It doesn’t look like anyone answered.”

“Those are mourning candles,” Maeve added, and she nodded toward the candle stubs. “This was a grief chamber.”

She, as well as Regner and Costin, were wearing the Fang uniforms they’d stolen during our first stint to the stronghold, and I was a little mesmerized at how the dark fabric seemed to absorb the light of the moon crystals, as if swallowing it.

“Isn’t Tushar a death god?” I asked. “As well as snow and ice, I mean?”

“He probably would’ve been most strongly worshipped in that capacity here,” Kendra told me. “Before his curse, anyway. People likely came here to mourn their loved ones, to pray they made safe passage to whatever lies beyond.”

“I certainly won’t be praying to him,” Sin scoffed. “It’s his fault so many people have died here.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to say any prayers for the dead,” Regner said in a dark tone, and I saw he was focused on Tavor and the others as they began to approach the temple’s front entrance.

I wondered if they’d been noticed yet, because they weren’t exactly hiding.

I was suddenly struck with a horrible thought that they were walking into a trap, but I pushed this aside. No one in Torchlight would’ve had time to warn the Fangs, and someone leaving the inn before now would’ve been noticed.

Even so, trap or not, Tavor’s group were likely to be seriously outnumbered. It was only because so many of them were shifters that they might stand a real chance against the Fangs, especially since the Fangs would be the ones defending from inside a fortress.

Lunar King, watch over them, I thought to myself.

I had no idea if such a prayer would be heard in a place like this, but it felt wrong not to at least try.

We waited in tense silence for a few minutes, but there was no missing the clash of the Fangs against Tavor’s freedom fighters. I heard the ringing of metal against metal, the snarls of predator animals, and furious shouts on both sides urging their comrades on.

This was our signal to move, but for several moments the eight of us just crouched there listening to the sounds of those people fighting so hard to do everything they could to distract and stop the Fangs.

We had to succeed. For their sakes, and for the sake of everyone in Nagul-- shifter and non-shifter alike.

After a moment, we slowly began to move. Lea crooned softly to the moon crystal and illuminated the way alongside Regner, who had to concentrate to keep the small flame from guttering out in this oppressive cold and darkness.

Before long, the sounds of the battle grew fainter, and the darkness grew thicker as we moved away from the temple and toward the passage’s hidden entrance.

I was again briefly confused as to why, given we were so far south, everything wasn’t smothered by a thick layer of ice and snow. It was certainly cold enough. Then I remembered what Maeve had said about the Demonfrost’s curse changing and spreading. She’d been as surprised as us to find this land of bare stone in the domain of the so-called Rime Lord, but it was evidence Tushar’s hold over this place was weakening as Apollyon once again threatened to rise.

Because, at this point, there was no denying the Devourer was stirring.

Even without a two-foot layer of snow, finding the entrance to the passageway would’ve been impossible without Maeve. It was dark, and the terrain was unfamiliar. Even the others, who unlike my aunt and me had all been here before, were at a complete loss as to the entrance’s location and would have missed it entirely if not for the Ice Fury.

But she was a tracker, a hunter, and noticed what most did not.

Maeve found the entrance with an almost embarrassing ease, and she dug her fingers into the near-imperceptible lip of the stone and dragged it open to reveal a small, dark square hole leading who-knew-how-far down.

I certainly wasn’t eager to be the first one in.

“Mind your heads,” Maeve advised my aunt and me as she crouched down, sat on the lip of the hole, and pushed off.

She dropped about three feet, so the top of her head was still visible from the gloom, but then she ducked down, walked forward, and clearly descended some stairway.

Regner followed right after her, with his flame held aloft, and the glow of the fire illuminated the passage in a bit more detail.

I followed after Regner, then Kendra, Sin, my aunt, Lea, and finally Costin. I heard the grinding of stone against stone as the non-shifter man pulled the ‘doorway’ back into place, which rendered the entrance once again all but invisible.

If not for Lea and Kendra’s moon crystals, and Regner’s flame, we would’ve been in total darkness. As it was, the passage was narrow, so narrow we had to walk single file, and there would be no hope of someone squeezing past someone else to change the order of our procession.

I hadn’t thought of myself as claustrophobic, but this passage was threatening to test that assumption. A knot of uneasiness and nausea roiled in the pit of my stomach. If not for Regner and his flame being right in front of me, I might’ve been in danger of actually losing it a little.

A hand on my shoulder startled me a little, but I soon calmed. It could only have been Kendra, since she was directly behind me.

“Are you alright?” she asked in a soft and soothing tone.

“Yeah,” I managed, though my voice came out as an unsteady and unconvincing rasp. “I guess I’m more unsettled by cramped spaces than I realized.”

“This stone is very old,” the purple-eyed woman told me. “Sturdy and strong. But the entrance came away freely. I’ve traveled this way before, and all was well.”

This reasoned logic actually helped a little, but maybe some of it also had to do with her hand on my shoulder. I felt my heart rate slow a little, and the nausea mostly subsided.

I took a deep breath to center myself and refocus on our goal.

“Everyone okay?” Maeve called from the front, and we all replied our assent.

Aside from my aunt and myself, they’d all done this before, and I had no doubt as to their mettle.

We began to move forward, and our pace was careful but not too slow. After all, as Sin and Lea had told me, this passage was a single path from point A to point B, with no branching-off points. There would be no place for anyone to attack us except from either end, and it was far more likely we’d be attacked from the exit than from where we’d entered.

So, in a weird way, right here and right now was about the safest we would be in this operation.

Even so, I felt the stone pressing in on me. If I leaned too far to one side, my shoulder would graze the wall, which served as a constant reminder of how cramped this passage was.

I tried to focus on anything other than this narrow corridor, the light of Regner’s flame in front of me, and how it cast flickering shadows over the walls. I also inhaled the faint smoky scent of Kendra behind me, which had seeped into her hair after so many hours sitting in front of the hearth at Torchlight.

Mostly, I heard Sin’s voice. I wasn’t entirely sure if this was for her own benefit or ours, but she’d begun to reminisce about a trove of treasure she and my aunt had found on some tiny island years ago.

“Gods,” my aunt said with a laugh. “Do you remember the look on Lockwood’s face when Fechin told him she could see land?”

“Oh, I do,” Sin chuckled. “He thought she’d gone mad up in the nest. Climbed up there himself to make sure she was telling the truth.”

“That seems like something he would do,” Costin interjected wryly. “But you found the island?”

“Somehow,” Sin confirmed. “It didn’t appear on any maps we had. Too tiny to bother marking down. But clearly, people had been there before us, because we ended up with one of our biggest hauls ever.”

“I didn’t think pirates actually buried their treasure,” the non-shifter man said in an amused tone. “Seemed like an old myth to me.”

“Most of the time, we don’t,” the pirate captain told him. “But if the cargo is… particularly sought after, it will be difficult to successfully sell. It’s better to keep it somewhere safe and come back for it once the heat has died down.”

“Only these pirates never came back,” my aunt said. “The coins we found were easily a century old. Maybe older.”

“Oh, and the jewelry,” Sin added with an exaggerated disgust. “Downright garish. That sort of thing hadn’t been in style for generations.”

“I wonder what happened to the pirates who buried it,” Lea mused and took a brief pause in her singing to join the conversation.

“They probably died in some fight before they could come back for it,” Sin answered frankly. “Or were shipwrecked. If any of the crew had gotten away, they would’ve come back for it eventually.”

A sort of warmth spread through me as I listened to them all chat. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend we were in Torchlight. Or, better yet, a tavern in Casterin, or a sitting room in Hayder manor.

I allowed myself to get lost in the dream for a moment. The eight of us were sitting in front of a fire. I could smell the smoke in the hearth, not just on Kendra’s hair. Maeve huddled close to the flames, but not because she struggled to get warm. Regner was beside her, with the light reflecting off his glasses. I sat next to my aunt, and Lea sat between her brother and Kendra. Sin paced back and forth, silhouetted by the flames, as she dramatically reenacted the most exciting parts of her life. She and Aunt Sylvia dramatically piled on tales of daring exploits and dangerous escapades, and we all laughed so much our sides began to hurt.

In this dream, a key sat in my pocket, and it was only heavy because it was made from dense metal, not because it held any weighty, painful reminders. My mind was calm with the knowledge it would work, and the next full moon was not a date I anxiously awaited but a pleasant upcoming event, like a family reunion.

I wanted that. I wanted it so much I swore I could almost taste it. I just had to believe I could take it.

All we had to do was survive this night and succeed in our mission.

Suddenly, a protruding lump of stone from the passage floor tripped me up and tore me out of my daydream. I managed to catch myself before I collided fully into Regner in front of me, but it conclusively knocked me from the reverie.

Sin and my aunt had finished their story, to the amusement of the others. I was desperate for some other distraction from this place, so I glanced around what little I could see of the passage, and I realized there were detailed carvings hewn into the stone wall along one side.

They were split into panels and seemed to be telling a story, not unlike the passage in Casterin’s Winged Temple, the one that led to the Auguria’s chamber.

It soon became clear I was seeing the story in reverse, which made sense, since this passage had been created as an exit to the temple, not an entrance. Even so, I soon began to put the bits together.

After a month in Nagul, and being so involved with fighting the Fangs of Apollyon, I’d come to learn the ‘stock poses’ in Naguli historic and mythological artworks, as well as the symbols designating important figures. Ayla Maga always had a moon above her head, often a sickle-like crescent, but sometimes a triple moon. Erramun always had a crown floating above his head. Enara had an eye or, more often, a tiny pair of wings, and Apollyon had a serpent twisted into a circle or figure-eight, like an ouroboros.

Here, though, there were two new figures I hadn’t seen before, but it was obvious from both the context of this passage, and the symbols above their heads, who they were.

There was Kalama, with a small flame, dressed in long draping robes. And Tushar, looking severe in a handsome, striking kind of way, with a strange, rune-like symbol floating above his head. It matched the crests and symbols I’d seen around the Fang stronghold that had once been his temple, carved into walls and above doorways. Yew branches decorated the edges of these panels, which was the twins’ shared symbol and a visualization of their once-unity.

According to these carvings, the two siblings, twin gods, had been close in their youth, during the creation of Nagul. They’d worked together to help the people and utilized the flow of seasons and the gentle balance of warmth and cold.

But, over time, Tushar had grown jealous and resentful of his twin sister. While the Naguli people relished in her heat and flocked to her flames, they huddled inside during his cold and fought off the winter with hearth fires. They did not love him like his sister. They feared him.

And so, eventually he began to resent not just his sister, but the people, too.

Then came the shifters, the brothers Apollyon and Erramun, and Nagul was changed forever. They were young, brash, new gods, so loud and dramatic. In the wake of their terrible battle, the planes quaked, and the old gods shuddered.

In the wake of Apollyon and Erramun’s battle, both men were severely wounded, and both were spirited away to heal. In their respective domains, they slumbered and waited for that day when they would finally finish things and claim Nagul either for the Lunar King’s peace or the Serpent’s tyranny.

Here, of course, things were depicted a bit differently. According to the Tushari priests who had carved these panels, Apollyon was a stern leader who was aware of the hard choices that would have to be made for the survival of the ‘true’ Naguli people. He was bravely excising rot from this world, and Tushar helped him with his curse.

That was the most interesting part of the story. After Apollyon had been wounded and returned to his Ruin, he began to whisper in Tushar’s ear, and the two began to conspire.

Apollyon pointed out how the people of Nagul would rejoice in the cold if they saw it could be used to defend them against shifters, and Tushar already had a low opinion of them. Kalama was beloved most of all by shifters. She was the hearth. Her light and warmth meant they could live as much during the night as in the day. They could forego one form over another and were never at risk of exposure.

At least non-shifters had respect for Tushar’s cold. Shifters flaunted their disregard of it.

And so, Apollyon and Tushar entwined their power. Tushar swore to help this young, brash god in his goal, in return for loyal followers. He laid his curse over the south and encouraged those who abhorred shifters to seek solace in his domain.

And ever since then, Apollyon has slumbered, slowly healing, slowly waiting for his power to accumulate, so he can rise once again and destroy his brother, and all shifters, once and for all.

Eventually, we got far enough along the passage, and far enough back in the carvings’ story of Nagul’s history, that I began to recognize bits, such as how Apollyon and Erramun had first come to be shifters, and my interest in the reliefs waned. I hoped being so far back meant we were near the end of the passage, though I also found myself wondering why Apollyon and Erramun featured so prominently in the carvings.

Like, sure, Tushar was tied to them and seen as a herald of the Devourer, but this was still a Tushari temple, dedicated to him and not Apollyon.

I turned out to be right, and just as the panels’ story ended, we came to the foot of a steep, helical staircase. This was the entrance to what had once been the temple’s sleeping quarters and was now a prison.

Because none of us could move past anyone else, Regner had to awkwardly lean forward as far as possible, and he thrust out one hand to provide Maeve with light as she blindly fumbled around for the loose rock that would allow the passage to open.

“Are we sure they haven’t, I don’t know, disabled the passage?” I asked while trying not to sound nervous.

“I don’t think the Fangs would even know how,” Sin said frankly from behind me. “Do they even know about this passage?”

“Probably, but given they didn’t disable it, they’ve either never used it or they think it either caved in or doesn’t open at the other end,” Maeve pointed out. She then cursed loudly. “Where the hell is it?”

“Feel for a yew branch,” I called out to be helpful, but visibility was so poor in this place, I didn’t know if that was of much use.

“Please, Erramun, don’t let me die in some cramped, dark little hole,” Sin groaned, though it sounded less like a fervent prayer and more like an expression of impatience.

It was all so ridiculous that I couldn’t help but chuckle a little. The laugh rippled through me, then to Kendra and Regner either side of me, and then for a brief, wonderful moment, all eight of us were laughing softly.

“Found it!” Maeve finally announced in a triumphant tone, and her efforts were rewarded with another grinding noise as the stones moved to reveal the exit.

Then, slowly, we began to climb up the spiral. As we did, I realized the entrance to this secret passage was twofold, and that had actually been the inner door. Once we were further up, and apparently at the prison’s level, Maeve once again had to fumble around for the right stone.

Admittedly, having a secondary door made sense, just to make sure the passage was a little better hidden, but by this point, I was anxious about being in such a dark, narrow space and was desperate to leave it. I forced myself to breathe slowly, to think rationally, and though I wasn’t in danger of losing it, I was still desperate to be out of this place.

Finally, the second entrance opened, and the eight of us climbed upward, into the heart of the Fangs’ dungeon.
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Chapter 6

To say it was a mercy to emerge into the Fangs’ dungeon was probably an exaggeration, since we had just entered one of the most dangerous places in Nagul.

Untold misery had occurred here. Countless deaths-- well, not counted. They were tallied by the numbers tattooed into my aunt’s flesh, and into the flesh of every other prisoner we’d liberated from this terrible place.

Even so, I was relieved to be out of the narrow passage, and I gulped in a large lungful of fresh air.

Or, at least, marginally-less-stale air.

As Costin climbed out of the passage, and Maeve set about re-sealing it, I examined our surroundings.

Truthfully, I was a little surprised to see the dungeon entirely empty. I’d kind of expected at least a couple guards, since the entire prison had been cleared out a few days ago. But, for whatever reason, the Fangs had diverted their resources elsewhere. Maybe there had been guards here, but the assault by Tavor and the others had required them to relocate.

I hoped beyond hope that they were okay and winning. I didn’t want the Fangs to claim a single life more.

Maybe the entrance to the passage had been damaged in the others’ escape last time, because when it sealed behind us, it made an enormous thudding sound, like something heavy falling into place, and I tensed. It had easily been loud enough to be heard elsewhere, unless every single Fang was occupied fighting Tavor and the others out front.

But when had we ever been that lucky?

“I heard something!” a muffled voice cried out from somewhere, as if to mock me.

In the time it took me to locate where that cry had come from, a horn sounded in a low, droning note. Then the door opened, and a pair of guards burst into the dungeon.

Thankfully, Maeve was finished sealing the passage, so it at least wasn’t obvious how we’d gotten in, but I had no time to be relieved about that. The horn had summoned more guards from somewhere within the stronghold, and I could hear them running toward the dungeon.

Just as backup started to arrive, the eight of us leaped into action against the first few guards.

Since we were underground and there were no windows, shifting wasn’t an option. Not that we would have shifted anyway, mind you, because I could still feel the buzz of moonsickness in the air, and I was reluctant to keep testing my resistance to it.

I still didn’t quite know how shifting worked in the Demonfrost, because the moon was blotted out, but my aunt and I had shifted when we’d fled this stronghold several days ago. Maybe some blessing of Ayla Maga reached through the curse, now that Tushar’s hold was weakening on this place, and even though the moon was obscured, shifting was possible.

No such blessings reached us at this moment, though, so I launched myself at the closest Fang. I half-tackled him and got in far too close for him to be able to use his polearm against me.

The others followed suit, with Sin, my aunt, Costin, and Maeve being the most skilled with bladed weapons. They all had several small knives stashed on their persons and began to lash out at the Fangs who wielded swords instead of halberds.

Metal clashed against metal, and the sound echoed in the cavernous space as we fought. I wrestled with my Fang, both of us with our hands on the shaft of his weapon, but we were evenly matched until I kicked out my foot and caught him in the knee. In his panic to try and regain balance, I wrenched the halberd from his grip and shoved the butt of the shaft into his temple.

This dazed him, but he didn’t go down. Instead, he pulled out a small dagger from the depths of his uniform and slashed at my ankles as he scrambled back to his feet.

Now, I had the same problem I’d just given him a minute ago-- he was too close for me to effectively use my weapon against him. I backed away a little as he advanced, and I used the halberd’s shaft to block the slashes of his dagger while I waited for an opportunity.

Before long, it arrived.

The blade of his dagger bit too deeply into the wooden shaft and lodged there. As the Fang tried to free his weapon, he took a fraction of a moment too long, and I twisted the halberd, dagger and all, away from him and out of his grip. In one smooth motion, I spun the dagger away from him, swung the halberd around my head, and plunged it into the side of his neck, which almost entirely decapitated him in a single blow.

I wrenched the axe from the side of the Fang’s neck, and he collapsed to the ground in a dead, bloody heap. His former weapon had been the only thing holding his corpse upright.

With my own fight finished, I looked up to see the rest of my group were all coping admirably-- except for Kendra.

One Fang, armed with a shortsword, was stalking toward her menacingly.

She alone of the eight of us had almost no combat experience to speak of, so I leaped into action. I ran toward the Fang and swung the halberd wide.

He didn’t even see me coming, didn’t even realize anything was wrong until the axe head of the halberd buried itself in his right flank and ruptured any number of vital organs in the process.

He let out a strangled cry of pain and tried to turn, to see who had done this, but that involved moving now-torn muscles, and he just cried out again. I yanked the halberd toward me, which partially dragged the blade across his wound and partially pulled the Fang along with my weapon.

I worked the axe head free of the gaping wound in his side and struck again, this time higher, and I caught him right in the temple and split his head open like a soft-boiled egg.

Kendra let out a strangled cry as the dead man slumped to the ground in front of her, and a fine red spray of blood misted over her face and clothes. Her hands trembled as she raised them to cover her mouth, but then she seemed to realize they, too, were bloody, so she just stared at them.

“It’s okay,” I said as I approached Kendra slowly, with one hand outstretched toward her. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

Slowly, the purple-eyed woman lowered her hands and met my gaze. Then she seemed to steel herself, and she nodded curtly.

“Right,” she rasped and cleared her throat. “I just… sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for,” I said firmly.

Only moments later, the dungeon of the stronghold turned quiet as each of my allies dispatched their own opponents. Maeve and Sin didn’t even look like they’d exerted themselves all that much.

“You’re alright?” I asked as I went over to the pirate captain and cupped her cheek, more to reassure myself than anything.

Sin smiled and pressed her hand over my own.

“I’m fine,” she promised, and then she looked me up and down, probably noting the spray of blood over me.

I alone had taken out my opponents with a halberd, which had made for a much messier job than the daggers and swords.

“A bit gross, but fine,” I said before she could ask, and she nodded.

The eight of us then examined the corpses before us. Most of the uniforms were still somewhat usable, so those of us not already wearing Fang armor, which was everyone except Costin, Regner, and Maeve, set about finding whichever uniform fit best.

It wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny, especially since Maeve was the only one with a serpent tattoo, but even a moment’s hesitation by our opponents could be the difference between success and failure, between life and death itself.

As we layered the dark uniforms over our own clothes, my gaze slid over to my aunt. She’d seemed calm and focused in the fight, but now that it was over, there was an unmistakable sort of jumpiness to how she moved.

After a few moments, I realized it was because she was terrified. Her eyes kept darting around, and she kept clenching and unclenching her fists. She was trying to hide it behind a demeanor of bravado, something that reminded me strongly of Sin, but I supposed the pirate captain had to have learned her piratey, swashbuckling ways from someone, and my aunt had been aboard a pirate ship long before Sin.

To those who didn’t know her well, like Lea and Costin, I suspected this façade worked, but she was my blood, and I knew when she was trying to look calmer than she was.

Mainly because she and I did the exact same things. Perhaps coping mechanisms ran in families.

“Aunt Sylvia?” I murmured as I approached her.

She was struggling to lace up the top half of the Fang uniform, so her thick, fleecy undershirt was still showing. It was, admittedly, a fiddly task, but the main issue was her fingers were shaking.

“Yes, AJ?” she asked, clearly a little sharper than she’d meant to, because she winced. “Sorry. Tense.”

“It’s fine,” I promised. “Are… are you okay?”

“Fine,” she said tersely.

She wasn’t looking at me, ostensibly to focus on the lacing, but I wasn’t convinced.

I raised a hand to cover hers and stopped her semi-frantic tugging at the laces.

“You’re not going to end up here again,” I told her firmly. “You’re not going to be trapped here again. None of us would let that happen. I promise.”

Finally, Aunt Sylvia raised her head and met my gaze. Then she nodded and seemed to calm a little.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and her fingers stopped shaking enough for her to finish lacing up the Fang uniform.

Once we were freshly disguised, our attention turned to the door the Fang guards had swarmed in from. I was hopeful that because no more guards had arrived, it meant there were no more outside, and the rest were out front dealing with Tavor and the others. It would be easier to do what we needed to do if we weren’t constantly being interrupted by guards, and we were technically meant to be on a ‘stealth’ mission, after all.

Still, we were armed, and we knew what we had to do, at any cost. We would face each problem as it came.

So, right now, the eight of us moved slowly and quietly over to the door in two lines of four. I headed one, Maeve headed the other. We braced our weapons as the scarred woman reached out for the latch of the door and pushed it open on silent hinges.

I was both relieved for the quiet and concerned about a door to a prison that was used so often they kept it well-oiled.

Maeve and I peered into the next room and then both let out a sigh of relief. It was empty, so we waved the others forward and relaxed a little.

“Listen,” Lea suddenly said, and she held up her hand.

We all stopped and listened.

Very faintly, in the distance, we could hear the cries and clashes of a fight.

“Tavor’s not making it easy for them,” Regner said in an impressed tone, and then he turned to my aunt. “You’re the only one who’s been here before, do you have any sense of where we need to go?”

“I wasn’t exactly shown to the VIP rooms,” my aunt replied in a slightly dry tone, and I was a little encouraged by the fact she felt steady enough to crack a joke. “I only saw the prison and the hallways leading toward it.”

“Our main goal is to find and take out whoever’s leading this temple,” I reminded her. “Do you have any idea where they would be? Is there a chamber where the head of this temple would have lived and worked?”

“My guess would be the upper floors, but beyond that…” my aunt trailed off with a shrug.

“Upstairs seems logical,” Sin agreed. “That’s how it was on Deimos, after all.”

“I’d like to see if we could find where they developed moonsickness, the source of the spell or something,” Lea added with a grimace. She had a hand to her temple, and both the pirate captain and I gravitated toward her in concern. “It feels stronger than on Deimos. We shouldn’t shift.”

“No arguments there,” Sin said, and her grim tone was at odds with the gentle, sympathetic way she stroked the lioness-woman’s cheek.

“We should move quickly,” Costin added, and he glanced around a little nervously. “We need to make use of the advantage Tavor’s group is giving us. They can’t fight the guards forever.”

“Agreed,” I said with a nod.

“Should we split up, then?” Kendra suggested, and everyone turned to look at her in surprise.

“Splitting up?” I echoed a little uneasily. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It would take us a lot less time to search, though,” my aunt pointed out, and of course she would be eager to spend as little time here as possible.

“What if we don’t stray too far?” Lea offered as a compromise. “You said we needed to go upstairs, Sylvia, so what if we only search a single floor and don’t move to another until we regroup?”

“That seems reasonable,” Maeve said with a nod. “How should we go? Fours?”

“Twos,” Costin said firmly. “The faster we move, the faster we can move on. Lea?”

The lioness-woman nodded and went to stand by her brother. Sin was already standing beside my aunt and linked her arm through Sylvia’s, and Maeve and Regner were practically inseparable already.

That left me with Kendra, but what she lacked in battle prowess, she made up for in startling wisdom.

“Any danger, any trouble, and you shout,” I told the others. “Stealth be damned. The eight of us are going back to Torchlight when this is over.”

“Agreed,” Costin said with a determined glint in his golden eyes.

So, the eight of us then moved toward the door at the other end of the room. There was almost an entrance hall, some kind of in-between chamber, between the dungeon and the rest of the temple. As a prison, this made sense, since it allowed for a room for the guards to wait in, or to trap any escaped prisoners before they could get out to the main temple.

However, when this place had actually been a temple, what had been the purpose of this room?

Maybe it was as simple as noise insulation. The dungeon had been sleeping quarters once. Having an extra room between where you slept and where everyone did their work would probably help keep noise down, especially in such a large, echoey building.

Right now, though, none of that mattered. The room was empty, which gave us a chance to brace ourselves before we broached the main hall of the temple and however many guards hadn’t been called to deal with Tavor.

This door was locked, so Costin set to work with his set of picks while Lea pressed her ear to the door and listened for any sound of activity on the other side. She heard nothing, except the distant noises of the fight out front, and when the lock had been picked, the eight of us stepped out into an eerily-deserted-seeming temple hall.

The sounds of Tavor’s fight were a little louder here, but not as much as I would’ve expected. But, as the non-shifter man had pointed out, it was an advantage we could not afford to squander, so we quickly made for the nearest staircase, up to the first floor of the temple.

I’d anticipated a long hallway or something, but it was much more circuitous. One short hallway led to a circular room lined with six doors. Another hallway sprouted off into a balcony overlooking the ground level. Yet another led to a staircase for the second floor.

While I didn’t like it, Costin’s point about splitting up being faster seemed more and more sensible.

“Shout if there’s trouble,” I reminded the others, and then I reached for my aunt’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

If I was being honest, I was reluctant to let her out of my sight in this place. Part of me irrationally believed I would never see her again if I did. She would vanish for another eight years, or maybe forever.

“I’m not going to disappear a second time.” Aunt Sylvia raised a hand to cover my own like she could hear my thoughts. “We’re going to walk out of this place, together.”

“Together.” I nodded before I dragged my hand from her shoulder and let her go.

We all split off, with Kendra and I heading for a corridor at random. As we moved, I realized this one was more like what I’d imagined. It was a single long hallway with doors along one side and large, stained-glass windows along the other.

Many of the windows were entirely broken, so their images were unknowable. Cold air blew through the gaps and carried up the distant sounds of the fight out front.

Maybe it was my own hopefulness, but it sounded like Tavor’s side was winning.

It soon became clear none of the doors in this section of the temple were locked, or even had the capacity to be locked. The handles and hinges were stiff, though, and the purple-eyed woman and I both had to shove our shoulders into the old, warped wood several times to get them open.

The first several rooms were unremarkable, and they were all furnished with shelves along the walls, a chair, and a table.

“Records rooms,” Kendra said when we uncovered a third such room.

I was quickly beginning to realize what an immense advantage she had here, being the only one of our group who’d lived in a temple herself.

“Records of what?” I asked as I ran a hand over the spines of the old tomes and left behind streaks of cleanliness in the thick layers of dust.

“Everything,” the owl-woman answered with a shrug. “I imagine each room has a different purpose. One will be a list of temple workers, how long they served for, and in what capacity. Another will contain offerings and sacrifices.”

“What about this one?” I asked as I pulled a book off the shelf at random and passed it to her. “Any chance it could be something useful to us? Like a record of moonsickness experiments?”

In answer, Kendra flipped open the heavy book, and its spine creaked in protest. For a few moments, there was silence as she skimmed a page.

“Prayers,” she said at last. “People who used the grief chamber are listed, alongside records of who lead the daily services within the temple itself. And… oh.”

“Oh?” My interest was piqued, but Kendra closed the book.

“There’s a lot of different prayer styles listed,” she explained as she handed it back to me to replace on the shelf. “They engaged in some very traditional prayers and rites here. I didn’t realize this particular temple was so old.”

“I guess it makes sense,” I said with a shrug, and I turned away from her to put the book back. “This was the coldest place in Nagul, even before the curse. Ideal for Tushari worship, isn’t it?”

“That’s true,” Kendra admitted. “But prayer records won’t exactly help us.”

“No,” I agreed, so we moved on to the next door, and the room behind this one was unusually bare.

There were no shelves lining the walls, no ancient books. Only a low altar at which to pray. It was very wide and at about knee height, and surrounding the altar in a large circle was a thick border of candle stubs that were all melted into one continuous shape.

This room had a strange feeling in the air, and I realized it seemed warmer than the other rooms we’d come across, even though it had by far the largest window.

“Ornate,” I remarked. Unlike the records rooms, this window was stained glass, like the ones in the hallway, though it was unbroken. “What is this place?”

“It’s a contemplation chamber,” Kendra said, but she sounded a little stunned by her own words and took a careful step forward.

She crouched down and touched a fingertip to the closest candle, and the blackened wick, stiff from the cold, snapped off at her touch.

“Is that like a rumination chamber?” I asked her. “Like at the Sanctuary?”

“Not… exactly,” the owl-woman replied, and her tone was at once slightly amused and a little sheepish. “It’s a little different. Contemplation is a… ‘rougher’ form of spiritual worship. These days it’s more associated with the cunning folk.”

I’d come to understand during my time in Nagul that while institutions like this temple and the Sanctuary of the Auspices were examples of formalized religion, the beliefs of the cunning folk were analogous to ‘folk’ or ‘pagan’ beliefs, with greater focuses on individual worship and worship of nature.

But, seeing as Tushar was a snow god, and snow was part of nature, I could understand why there’d be some overlap. Especially since this was, as Kendra had said, an especially old temple.

“So… what kind of folk beliefs would happen in this room?” I asked, because this was pretty much exactly how I’d imagined a rumination chamber-- a low altar to kneel before, a circle of candles. The only difference was I knew rumination chambers usually had holes in the ceiling to allow the full moon, whereas this place had an ornate window.

Kendra didn’t respond right away, and when I glanced over at her, I was a little surprised to see her cheeks were slightly flushed.

“It’s generally believed that ‘altered states’ bring you closer to gods,” she said as she averted her purple eyes, and I could tell from her tone that she was trying to be more candid in her explanation. “For example, for someone who worships Adarak-- that is, the god of pain, suffering, and grief-- that might involve something like self-flagellation, or near-mortal wounds. The state of being in pain, and particularly the state of being between life and death, is seen as holy. You could also think of the line between sleep and waking, or being very high on a drug. These conditions allow the mind and spirit to wander.”

“Okay…” I said slowly. “So… rumination is kind of similar, right? It’s like intense meditation.”

“It is,” Kendra confirmed, though I got the sense she was a little embarrassed about something. “The hours of utter stillness and silence help to ‘untether’ from the physical form and commune with Enara and Ayla Maga.”

“So… what’s the difference between rumination and contemplation?” I asked. “Aren’t they synonyms?”

“In lay terms, but in spiritual senses, they’re very different,” the purple-eyed woman told me as she stared at the altar. “Contemplation is more… active. It’s… well.”

She sighed as her frustration seemed to win out over embarrassment.

“It’s pleasure,” she finally blurted out. “A state of ecstasy. Rather than being freed from the physical form, you are intensely aware of it, as with immense pain. Priests and priestesses would come to this chamber and… contemplate.”

I finally caught her meaning and felt my own cheeks heat in response.

This room had been meant for ritualized sex.

That seemed oddly mild for what I understood of Tushar, who so far had seemed like a forbidding, cruel god. Worshipping him through pleasure seemed… incongruous.

“Is this the… ‘traditional’ style of prayer you saw in the books in the last room?” I asked Kendra, and she nodded.

Unbidden, a mental image thrust itself into my mind. Kendra and I were standing in this chamber, or one like it, when the temple had been alive and used. Our bodies tangled together on the altar, and we were warm from the glow of the circle of candles and lost in a heady haze of pleasure so intense it literally bordered on holy.

I jumped a little and felt shocked by the image. It had felt less like a thought and more like a… a memory.

Either way, it was gone almost as soon as it arrived, but when those purple eyes met mine again, I felt sure Kendra was somehow able to sense what I’d been thinking. Maybe she’d even seen the same image.

Embarrassment heated my cheeks, and I blamed the room. Even I could sense there was magic in this room, even if it was old and stale.

For a few moments, we both stood there saying nothing. I hoped I hadn’t offended Kendra, or made her uncomfortable, but if she had any knowledge of what I’d thought, she didn’t let it show on her face.

“Have…” I started but then paused.

Kendra raised her eyebrows at me, in a silent encouragement to continue, so I did.

“Have the Sanctuaries ever… contemplated? Was that ever a part of worship for Ayla Maga or Enara?”

“Not within the Sanctuaries, but cunning folk worship Ayla Maga as their primary deity,” the owl-woman answered. “I think most contemplation rituals would have been in her honor. I’m a little surprised to find one here, I didn’t think Tushari worship, um… meshed.”

“Neither did I,” I agreed, and we shared a small chuckle, which seemed to evaporate any lingering awkwardness.

Then we moved on to the last door in the hallway, and unusually, this was the first one to have a lock.

“Interesting,” I remarked as I ran a hand over the old metal that was rough and warped from the centuries. “In my experience, the locked doors are always the ones most worth opening.”

“Can you pick locks like Costin?” Kendra asked me. “Or should we call for him?”

“Let’s call him,” I said.

After all, this room would probably have something useful inside it, if it was locked.

We rounded up the others from the other parts of the floor, and none of them had found anything of note. Mostly more record rooms, and another prayer chamber on the other side of the floor, though its purpose was apparently less ‘ritual sex’ and more ‘ritual sacrifice.’

“Gods,” Costin said with a grimace as he examined this lock. “It’s probably blocked or something.”

“Worth a shot, though,” I said. “These doors are difficult enough to open even without locks.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” the non-shifter man said, and he knelt down in front of the door and began to work.

Surprisingly, the lock popped open only a few moments later.

“Weird,” Costin said with a frown. “I expected that to be a lot harder.”

“Maybe you’re just that good,” I told him with a grin, and while he smiled at the compliment, he was obviously unconvinced.

“This lock has been used a lot,” he said as he got to his feet. “Like, a lot more than you’d think from looking at it. And recently, too.”

“So, this room is definitely relevant to their operations,” my aunt said in a foreboding tone.

Everyone readied their weapons just in case as I reached out and twisted the handle. The door opened easily, with barely any effort, which was a strong contrast to all the other doors Kendra and I had tried along this hallway.

I’d braced myself for something gruesome, but inside was an ordinary-looking office. Not a records room like the others, but more like a study, or a home library. It had clearly been in recent use, too, because there were papers strewn across the desk, and the cushion on the chair had not rotted away to threads.

“Don’t… touch anything…” Maeve muttered as we all slowly entered the room and began to examine its contents.

I was able to read some of the titles on the spines of the books. Some had worn away over time, but most were still legible. They all sounded very scientific but didn’t seem to be about moonsickness. On the contrary, they sounded like healers’ books about the medicinal properties of plants and minerals.

“Hey, look at this,” Kendra said after several minutes, and we moved to crowd around her and examine the book she was pointing to.

“An Historie of Auspices, the Winged Diviners,” Regner read aloud. “That’s a history book, myths and folklore. What’s it doing with all these medicinal tomes?”

“There’s something about it,” Lea murmured with a furrowed brow, and she looked at the purple-eyed woman. “Can you feel it, too?”

“It’s what drew me to it,” Kendra answered. “And I don’t think it’s coincidence that it mentions auspices.”

Both she and Lea looked at Maeve, who nodded carefully, and with the Ice Fury’s permission, Kendra placed a finger on the top of the folklore book and pulled it down off the shelf.

Then it stopped.

I realized a second later the book had not stopped, but was, in fact, a fake book attached to a mechanism. The entire bookshelf began to move backward, and then it slid to the right and revealed a dark, narrow passageway.

“Oh, good, more secret passages,” Costin muttered.

“What do you think, Kendra?” I asked the owl-woman, since she had the best intuition of any of us here.

“There’s nothing good in there,” she said almost apologetically. “But it feels… necessary.”

“Nothing here is good,” my aunt grumbled. “But what we’re here for is very necessary.”

I could only agree with this assessment, so I nodded to Kendra, and the pair of us headed into the passage, with the others following close behind.

This passage was just barely wide enough for two people at a time, so Lea and Regner followed directly behind Kendra and me to help light the way.

Thankfully, the passage wasn’t nearly as long as the one leading out from the dungeon, and about a minute later, we came into a large, high-ceiling room lined with shelves and tables and glassware.

“Weird,” I said as the others followed us out of the passageway. “This doesn’t look like a temple at all.”

“It doesn’t,” Kendra agreed, and she sounded uneasy. “Honestly it… it almost looks like…”

She trailed off, but Regner finished the owl-woman’s sentence for her.

“It is,” he confirmed with a grim expression. “This is a laboratory.”
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Chapter 7

Unlike all the other rooms Kendra and I had come across before, this laboratory was entirely windowless and lit only by a handful of moon crystals set into lanterns hanging from the ceiling. I wasn’t sure if the lack of windows was an original feature of the room, back when it had been part of a temple, or if the Fangs had bricked up the windows for a specific reason.

If it had been the latter, I was willing to bet this place, this lab, had been set up with the specific purpose of creating moonsickness. Why else would the Fangs have scientific equipment in their stronghold? Why else would they have brought shifters who could resist moonsickness all the way here?

The air here was thick with the stench of misery. I could only imagine the desperation and hopelessness that had been cleaned off these work surfaces and rinsed out of those glass bottles and beakers. A rickety-looking steel tap jutted out of one wall, over a large stone basin at least eighteen inches deep and three feet long.

I tried not to think about why a place like this would need such a big sink.

Slowly, the eight of us crept further into the lab, and our eyes began to adjust more to the darkness. I started to make out more and more details, and I realized this place was much larger than I’d initially thought.

Had they knocked out a wall or something? I moved forward and spied another table of equipment, another pile of research notes--

A flicker of movement off to the side made me stop dead. Seeing my reaction, the others all immediately stopped as well.

For several moments, I didn’t think any of us even dared to breathe.

Then I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to see Sin was standing there, with Lea beside her. Both were looking at me with concern.

“What did you see?” Sin mouthed to me.

I gave a helpless shrug, because I honestly didn’t know, but you couldn’t be too careful in a place like this.

Lea raised her eyebrows and then gestured with her free hand to the room in general. When I caught her meaning, I pointed carefully in the direction of the movement.

Both women turned to look behind us, where the rest of our group waited. I locked eyes with Maeve, whose moon crystal prosthetic eye looked even creepier in the near-total darkness.

I nodded to her, and she nodded back. Then the Ice Fury began to pick her way forward on eerily silent feet. She passed Lea and Sin, then me, and weaved her way across the floor. Even though it was littered with shards of broken glass and old, dry papers, she didn’t disturb a single one of them, and I became ever more convinced her fake eye allowed her to see in the dark.

Even so, I felt like I was watching a ghost. She was like a wraith, intangible and not quite real, and I found myself wondering if Maeve had always been like this, or if this was a result of the Demonfrost’s curse seeping inside her.

It felt like hours before Maeve finally stopped and raised a hand to signal us to all move forward. We obeyed while going as slowly and quietly as possible, but there was no matching the scarred woman’s silent tread.

As I felt and heard glass and old paper crunching under our feet, I knew Maeve had to have found something that was, if not safe, at the very least not an immediate threat.

As we got closer, and a dim shape began to loom in my periphery, I realized ‘not an immediate threat’ was a very mild assessment.

It was a wolf. One of those twisted, wrong things from out on the ice. It looked identical to the creature that had attacked us a little over a week ago, down to the sleek white fur and huge paws.

Or… maybe not. The closer I got, the more differences I noticed. This creature had many more scars marring its white coat, which was itself clumped and matted. In several places, the fur had either been shaved off or torn out, which left bare patches of frost-bitten flesh that were either red-raw or blackened with necrosis.

If not for the fact I knew it was being sustained by unnatural magic, I would have been sure the thing was dead already. As it was, I could feel the waves of powerful, perverted magic flowing off the wolf.

I couldn’t even begin to fathom how the Fangs would have managed to capture this creature. It had been a difficult fight for my group, even with Regner’s fire magic, even with me shifting. There was a strong, chemical smell flowing off the wolf, which made me think it had to have been heavily sedated, and a thick steel shackle had been fixed around its neck, with three separate chains bolted into the wall.

Surely those had to have been later additions to this room. Because the only other explanation was this Tushari temple had a torture room.

Then again, Kendra had explained the contemplation chamber to me, about how altered states brought you closer to the gods. Maybe this was for that, worship through pain.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it was at least better than torture and human sacrifice.

None of us dared to go within six feet of the wolf. If it suddenly awoke and lunged for us, that was about the distance it would reach before the chains, which were pretty short and pulled taut. In fact, it looked like the thing had barely enough leverage to move. But that was probably by design.

“Look,” Costin then said, and though he barely spoke above a whisper, the disgust in his tone was obvious.

I turned to the non-shifter and watched as he slowly crouched down into a squat and pointed. I followed his finger and tipped my head to the side, and I realized what he’d noticed.

There was a long scar along the wolf’s underbelly, and it was haphazardly sutured.

“A surgical scar,” Regner muttered. There was disgust in his voice, too, but in a morbidly fascinated sort of way, and he adjusted his glasses as he leaned in. “They opened him up.”

“Why?” Lea whispered.

“Maybe to figure out how to kill it,” Costin suggested.

“Or how to replicate it,” Regner said with a frown. “How to make it work for them. They’re not easily put down.”

“I thought Fangs hated stuff like this,” I said, and I eyed the wolf suspiciously. “It’s not a creature of the Ruin.”

“No, but it’s drawn to shifters,” the green-eyed man pointed out as he rose from his crouch. “And by ‘drawn to’ I mean ‘tries to kill them on sight.’”

“All the more reason to give it a wide berth,” my aunt said in a grim tone. She was standing furthest from it out of all of us, and I heartily agreed with her suggestion.

The eight of us slowly backed away from the unconscious zombie wolf and turned our attention to the rest of the lab. My eyes were more adjusted to the dark by this point, so I could see further along, and I stopped short when I saw a figure slumped over one of the desks.

Curiously, though, this person had not moved or said anything when we’d entered, or even when we’d approached the zombie wolf. Something had to be wrong, and as I crept closer, I understood.

“He’s dead,” I said flatly.

The Fang’s body was sprawled across one of the tables, and a viscous liquid, too dark and too thick to be blood, leaked from his mouth. His eyes were open, but they were glassy and unseeing.

With Costin’s help, we heaved the body backward so instead of leaning across the table, it was slumped back in its chair. The cause of death became obvious then, as the hilt of a dagger protruded from the center of the Fang’s chest.

“Nice knife,” Sin remarked as she leaned forward and peered at the hilt. “Not standard issue, certainly. Too fancy.”

“He doesn’t look like he was a guard.” My aunt frowned as she looked the body up and down. “He must have been a researcher, here in the lab.”

“Did you ever encounter Fangs who did research?” Regner asked her with a raised eyebrow, but my aunt shook her head.

“They didn’t come down to the prisons, we were brought up to them,” she answered. “I was never unlucky enough to be brought up here. Again, I don’t know if that was on Cahir’s orders or not.”

I felt a pang in my chest and reached out to grasp my aunt’s shoulder. It was plain to see Cahir’s involvement was weighing heavily on her. If not for his demented love for her, how much worse would she have suffered in that prison? Would she have even still been alive when we’d come to rescue her?

I shook my head and chased these thoughts from my mind. ‘What if’ would serve no purpose except to confuse and distract us from the task at hand.

“So, he’s a researcher,” I said. “Why’s he dead? Looks like he did it himself.”

Maeve reached forward and pulled the knife free from the Fang’s chest. No gush of blood followed its removal, since his heart was no longer beating.

I watched as the scarred woman examined the blood on the blade, and then, to my and the others’ horror, she shoved her hand into the hole the knife had left in his chest.

“Not warm,” she announced before she removed her hand with a horrible squelching noise. “So he’s been dead for a while.”

Neither I nor any of the others said anything as Maeve then passed the knife to Regner-- thankfully, the hilt was clean-- and went over to the rickety sink to rinse off her bloody hand. We just watched in silent, stunned revulsion as she calmly rinsed the blood off her fingers and wiped it dry on the pants of her stolen uniform.

“So… you don’t think he killed himself because he heard Tavor and the others’ attack?” Regner asked, and even in the poor light, I could see his face was paler than usual and faintly greenish.

Sin held out her hand, and the green-eyed man gingerly passed her the dagger. The pirate captain then wiped the blade free of blood on the dead Fang’s clothes and slipped it into a free loop on her own belt.

Clearly, it was a very nice knife indeed.

“Definitely not,” Maeve answered as she made her way back over to us.

“It makes no sense, anyway,” I added. “Tavor and the others might be winning, but they haven’t won. They haven’t broken through and started executing everyone in the building.”

“Exactly,” Maeve said with a nod. Then her expression sobered. “Looks to me like he did one too many experiments with the curse.”

“What?” Costin’s eyebrows shot up, but next to him, Lea looked grim.

“I can sense it,” she said, and she turned to Kendra. “You can, too, can’t you? It’s the same sort of magic as on that wolf.”

The purple-eyed woman nodded, with her gaze locked on the dead Fang.

“He wasn’t warded properly,” she said. “It got inside him, began to twist him from the inside out. Either he killed himself in a fit of madness, or he did it deliberately to stop the curse from fully taking hold.”

Two things struck me in that moment. The first was the look on Kendra’s face. She actually looked sad, almost apologetic. Even though this man had been a Fang, who was dedicated to the eradication of Kendra and everyone like her. Hell, being here, he’d obviously been one of the most dedicated Fangs in Nagul. And yet, she was looking at him with pity. Like she believed no one, not even him, deserved to die like this.

I admired her empathy, but I couldn’t fathom it. This man had brought his fate entirely upon himself, and as far as I was concerned, he deserved it. Kendra, like Lea, was achingly kind.

I, on the other hand, was more like Sin. I held a grudge.

But the second thing that struck me was the look on Maeve’s face. She was eyeing the dead Fang not with revulsion or pity, but with an unmistakable edge of fear. And I knew she had to be thinking about how the Demonfrost curse had seeped inside her, too.

Was this to be her fate? Coughing up black gunk, forced to choose between killing herself or losing her mind?

Surely not. I wouldn’t let it. None of us would.

“He prayed to the Devourer,” I said firmly to the scarred woman. “Not the Burning One. She protects those who dedicate themselves to protecting others.”

It wasn’t much. It wasn’t anything, really. But Maeve looked a little less afraid in that moment, and she nodded at me in silent thanks.

“Come on,” my aunt then said. “He’s dead, so he’s of no use to us. Maybe some of these notes have information about moonsickness, how to cure it or inoculate against it or something.”

“Best to burn him,” I said. “Make sure the curse is gone for good.”

Because of the heaps of dry paper strewn around the room, we couldn’t just burn the body where it sat. So, with Costin’s help again, the non-shifter man and I heaved the dead Fang’s body from the chair it was slumped in and moved it to the large, wide sink.

It was a bit of a squeeze to fit an entire body in there, and hardly comfortable, but the Fang was too dead to care, and honestly I wouldn’t have cared even if he’d been alive.

Costin and I crammed the stray limbs in as best we could, and then we stepped back to let Regner do his thing.

If there had been any doubts about the Fang being infected by the curse, they were put to rest when his body lit up like dry tinder. The entire lab was illuminated with the orange, flickering glow of the fire, and while the cunning man kept an eye on the blaze, the rest of us used this light to examine the contents of the notes.

Sin was the first one to find something of use, something that wasn’t just attempt number fifty-four at whatever dully-evil experiment the Fang had been tinkering away with up here.

The pirate captain came across one stack of notes tangled amid all the others, and it talked not about moonsickness, but about the various experiments conducted on the Demonfrost curse.

“I’m guessing this is whatever killed that guy,” Sin scoffed distastefully, and she nodded over to where Regner was still burning the Fang’s body. “He talks about conducting tests on ‘pure specimens’ of the curse.”

“Like that thing, then,” I said, and I glanced over at the zombie wolf, which was thankfully still sedated or unconscious or whatever.

As I looked through the notes with Sin, it quickly became clear that the wolf was not the first ‘specimen’ this laboratory had used in experiments. There were records of dozens of creatures, some enormous predators like wolves, some smaller creatures like foxes, and even tiny things like birds and rodents. All creatures corrupted by the Demonfrost.

And, I noticed, all creatures that shifters could turn into. Birds and mammals.

“Sin…” I said slowly as I looked down at these pages.

“Yeah?” The pirate captain glanced up at me, and in the flickering firelight, her emerald eyes took on a golden-yellowish hue and became candy-apple green like Regner’s.

“They made moonsickness in this place,” I said. “Figured out how to turn shifting against shifters. But some resisted it.”

“… yeah?” she agreed with a frown, like she could sense I was building to a point, and not a good one.

“Well…” I said uneasily. “What if… what if these experiments, on the Demonfrost creatures… what if the researchers here were trying to figure out how to infect shifters with the Demonfrost? Like… turn my aunt into a wolf like that thing. Or my bear form into a… a zombie-bear?”

“Gods…” Sin muttered, and her eyes widened as she grimaced. “Gods. You… you don’t really think they could--? Oh, who am I kidding, these fuckers would absolutely do that. Never mind that Demonfrost-infected shifters would kill anyone and everyone.”

“Some shifters can resist moonsickness,” I said, and as I continued to look through the notes, I only became more convinced of this hypothesis. Why else would the Fangs go to all the risk of capturing and sedating creatures from the curse? “This must have been their attempt at a… a last resort.”

A fucking nuclear option.

I was about to call over the others, to ask Kendra and Lea and Maeve what they might think of this, but the moment I raised my head and opened my mouth to call out to them, I was instead crying out for my aunt.

“Aunt Sylvia!” I shouted just as the zombie wolf’s black eyes snapped open, and it lunged toward her.

She must have strayed too close or something. Maybe the thing had never actually been sleeping and had instead just been biding its time until one of us got close enough.

If my aunt had been a fraction of a second too late, if I hadn’t warned her, or her reflexes hadn’t been as sharp, she would have had four claw marks gouged into her right arm. The wolf was suddenly wide awake, snapping and snarling at her, and it was practically frothing at the mouth as it strained against the short chains bolting it to the wall.

“Get back!” I cried out, even as my aunt scrambled away from the creature.

She’d pulled a knife on instinct, but we all knew it would be of no use against that thing.

Assuming it was even an ordinary specimen. ‘Ordinary’ was relative, sure, but there was no telling what the Fang researcher might have done to it before he’d killed himself.

“Regner!” Sin shouted at my side, and the green-eyed man looked frantically over his shoulder from where he was still burning the Fang’s body.

“We’re still thick in the curse, here!” he said. “I have to concentrate to keep a fire burning--”

“That bastard’s dead, never mind him, kill that thing!” Lea interrupted as she reached out to grab Aunt Sylvia’s arm and yank her further away.

Then I heard cracking noises and realized the stone bricks were beginning to splinter around the bolts set into the wall. Maybe this wolf was just the latest in a long line of creatures to pull against their bonds, or maybe it had been enhanced somehow in all those experiments.

“It’s gonna get free!” I yelled. “Regner, kill it!”

The cunning man wasted no more time. He sprinted across the lab and let loose a torrent of flames directly into the wolf’s face. The beast shrieked and howled as it tried to escape the flames, but there was nowhere for it to hide.

I lunged forward and scrambled to pick up any nearby papers, to save them from the blaze in case they contained something useful. Sin did the same at my side, but when the tenor of the wolf’s howling changed pitch, I whipped my head up and saw it was staring directly at me.

I froze. Despite the flames, despite the pain I knew it was in, the creature had stilled. Not because it was dead, but because it was focused solely and entirely on me.

Its black eyes were fathomless pools that were steady and clear. Whatever awareness it had left, it was concentrated on me as it burned alive.

Then it lunged toward me in one final bound, one last-ditch attempt to break free. I heard rock crack and split and the jangle of chains as they fell to the ground, useless--

And then the wolf collapsed to the floor, dead.

For several moments, no one spoke. The only sound was the crackling of the fire as it burned through the wolf’s body and smoldered out. Just like the Fang, it went up quickly-- which was probably at least partly because in here, there wasn’t any snow to dampen the flames.

When the wolf’s corpse was just a pile of ash and charred bones and the flames had guttered out, I swallowed and spoke.

“Everyone alright?”

I received several murmurs of assent. Everyone was shocked, clearly, but we were alive, and that was the main thing.

Then I turned to my aunt. She looked especially shaken, and I could hardly blame her. This had been a place of nightmares even before that mad wolf had attacked her.

“It didn’t get you, did it?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“You?” she asked, and when I also shook my head back, she pulled me into a tight hug.

“Gods, for a moment there, I thought I was going to lose you again,” she confessed, and those words struck deep.

I clung to her and was relieved she was okay and I hadn’t lost her again, either.

When we parted, I saw Costin had cautiously approached what was left of the wolf. He nudged its charred ribcage with the toe of his boot, as though he still half-expected it to leap up and attack.

And, honestly, given the strange magic at work in this place, I didn’t blame him.

“Why did it just go off like that?” the non-shifter man asked, once he was satisfied the wolf was definitely dead.

“Maybe whatever they drugged it with wore off,” Regner suggested while looking and sounding shaken.

I realized after a moment that his eyes were ringed with dark circles, and he looked like he did when I’d first met him in the dungeon of Deimos Keep.

Had using so much of his magic here drain him that much?

“I don’t know,” I countered as I looked back at what remained of the wolf. “It moved pretty quick for something that should’ve been sluggish from drugs. I think… I think you might’ve set it off, Aunt Sylvia.”

My aunt pressed her lips together, like she didn’t like that idea, but she didn’t disagree with it, either.

“It only jumped up after I got close,” she admitted. “But why me?”

“Your shifter form is a wolf,” Sin pointed out as she looked between my aunt and me. “It might have perceived you as a rival entering its turf or something.”

“I’m not so sure…” Aunt Sylvia looked uncertain, and then her gaze slid over to me. “That wouldn’t explain what… what happened with you.”

At her words, a shiver passed over my body. So, I hadn’t imagined the way the wolf had stared at me as it burned. The way I had been its last target, not the man torching it alive.

“It looked at you,” my aunt continued. “Like it… like it knew you.”

“It did?” Lea asked sharply, and she spun toward me. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But it was burning, Regner was burning it, and yet… it was focused on me.”

“Maybe it’s because you’re both worldwalkers, then,” Costin suggested with a grimace. “You’re unusually resistant to moonsickness, perhaps you’re also resistant to the Demonfrost curse, and it targeted you because of that.”

“Maybe,” I echoed, but something gnawed at the corner of my mind.

Even though I couldn’t put it to words, I couldn’t help but feel that wasn’t quite it.

These were questions for another time, though, because we had more pressing issues to concern ourselves with, such as whether this lab had anything of actual use on moonsickness, or the curse, or whoever led this operation.

“Any chance that could’ve been the person in charge?” I asked the others, and I pointed to the half-burned body in the sink.

Regner jolted when I did that, like he’d just remembered his previous task, and he went over to finish the job.

“It’s possible, but I doubt it,” Maeve said with a frown. “Whoever’s in charge here would need to coordinate with the outside leaders, the ones who fund everything, the ones who keep their hands clean enough for deniability. This feels altogether too… reckless. Too distracted.”

“A side hustle, then,” I said, so I crouched down, gathered up the nearest sheet of paper, and skimmed over it.

The notes were detailed, fascinating, and altogether extremely gruesome. Sin and I had already found pages of research on Demonfrost creatures, but there were pages more, too. Mostly vivisections, testing their resilience to losing limbs and organs, seeing how much had to be removed before they died, or if fire was the only option.

These were far from the worst records, though.

As the eight of us moved through the lab gathering up more pages, it became clear the experiments on the Demonfrost creatures had rapidly gone from informative to hobbyist. The researcher had progressed from things like wolves and birds to shifter prisoners, and even some of his fellow Fangs. There were various procedures to test the difference between a shifter and a non-shifter’s reaction to poisons and spells derived from the curse.

Pages and pages went on about exposure. Shifters, non-shifters, and cunning folk had been exposed to the curse in various stages, with or without various kinds of magical protection, for periods of up to several days.

One page described, in lurid detail, how the researcher had used yew sap as the base for a theoretical vaccine against the Demonfrost’s effects. He’d injected a guard with the stuff and sent him out into the curse without a moon crystal. They’d found his body a few days later-- or what had been left of it. But, rather than being savaged by the wolves, or the things that lurked and mimicked voices, the Fang appeared to have attacked and killed himself, even biting chunks out of his own arms.

After that, it seemed like the researcher mostly abandoned efforts to resist the curse and had instead focused on how to distill it, how to bring it out of the Demonfrost, and how to turn it from a curse into a disease.

But the notes remained focused on the curse, rather than moonsickness. The researcher was clearly theorizing and testing some hypotheses, and at last, after hunting through several randomly-ordered stacks of notes, we found what the hypothesis was.

“Listen to this,” Kendra said before she began to read aloud. “‘Extensive testing has revealed to me that the Demonfrost curse is not some new, passive form of magic. Like all magic, it requires energy to be sustained, a source for its power. This is separate from the conduit-- typically whoever casts the spell-- as the magical limit and the lifespan of a single individual are decidedly finite. This curse, however, behaves as though both are infinite.’”

“Wait,” I said with a grimace. “The curse is infinite? Does that mean it’s going to expand?”

“No, no, this is his theory about how the curse perpetuates,” the owl-woman explained to me.

“Really?” Regner asked. He’d finished burning the Fang’s body by now and perked up at Kendra’s words. “Can I see?”

Kendra passed over the small notebook she was reading from, and I watched the cunning man flick through it with an intensely focused expression.

“Fascinating…” Regner muttered under his breath. “I mean, he’s right. No magic can self-perpetuate. Even the power of a god would need an anchor in the mortal world through which to act.”

“So… this guy is asking how the curse outlasted the lifetime of its conduit?” I asked, and the purple-eyed woman nodded.

“Magical theory is a woefully under-researched field,” Regner said, almost conversationally. “A lot of people, especially cunning folk, believe poking and prodding and asking questions of magic is a form of heresy. It’s a gift from the gods, and we should be content with our lot and all that.”

“I take it you don’t agree, then?” I asked.

“I do not.” He shook his head. “And it’s precisely because of stuff like this.”

He held up the book, and I realized he’d summoned the attention of everyone in the room, even Sin, whose interest in fate and magic was limited.

“Just to be clear, this man, this Fang, was scum,” Regner continued. “But he’s asking valid questions. How is the curse perpetuating itself without a conduit? Well, he suggests we’re thinking about it the wrong way.”

“So, he doesn’t think it was the priest or priestess who initially prayed to Tushar?” Kendra asked.

I was a little surprised to see she was the one most easily following Regner’s train of thought, because her experience with magic was the esoteric stuff of divination. Then again, that still made her the best scholar of magic in the group-- aside from Regner himself.

“Well, his theory here is that the curse cannibalizes its victims,” Regner said. “It draws magic from the land and the living creatures within it.”

“That can’t be right,” I said. “You just said magic can’t perpetuate itself. The curse can’t be its own conduit, can it?”

“No,” Kendra agreed with a frown. “The source and the conduit are two separate things. Even if Tushar is the source, he would need a conduit here to sustain it.”

“Well, the book says it’s usually the caster,” I said with a shrug. “So it must’ve been the priest or priestess who headed this temple.”

“But it’s been centuries,” Costin pressed. “They’d be dead. Long dead.”

“Would they have to be, though?” I asked, and I looked over at the non-shifter man. “I mean, we just read a bunch of pages about how they were dissecting wolves, and it didn’t kill them until they burned the creatures. Who’s to say the priest who first prayed for the curse didn’t also get turned into a zombie or something?”

At that, Regner looked up from the book and stared at me.

“Ah!” he said. “Now, that’s an excellent point!”

“Uh… thanks?” I asked, but I was a little perplexed.

“Magic dies with its caster, but if the caster was a mortal priest or priestess of Tushar, then the curse would be finite. Not, as this book notes, infinite.”

“So…” I said slowly. “So the curse is perpetuating itself. Sort of.”

“Exactly!” Regner pointed at me, and he seemed almost excited from all this science-magic theory as he began to pace back and forth. “The anchor of the curse, its conduit, must still be present in some way. An unnaturally preserved body, like the wolves, seems the obvious option. I doubt its consciousness would still be present-- certainly, the wolves are running on pure instinct, if that.”

He suddenly stopped pacing and looked at the rest of us, with his eyes wide and urgent.

“Ayla Maga,” he swore in a stunned tone. “Arthur, I think you and I might have just cracked it!”

“Cracked… what?” I asked politely, because I was definitely being given too much credit here.

I glanced over at Kendra, who’d been following along much better than I had, and she was nodding in eager agreement with the cunning man.

“The curse!” Regner declared, and he waved the notebook at us. “Magic needs a conduit to survive! But if we destroy the conduit, if we find the body of the priest who first prayed for the Rime Lord--”

“Oh, my god,” I said as I suddenly understood his point.

Regner nodded at me enthusiastically.

I felt almost numb and hardly dared to hope as I turned to Kendra. I needed her to confirm it, to make sure I hadn’t misinterpreted, but she was grinning at me excitedly.

“We could…” I muttered but then trailed off.

“Yes,” she agreed. “We could lift the Demonfrost’s curse.”
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Chapter 8

A very heavy silence followed in the wake of Kendra’s words. None of us could believe it. With something so fragile, the weight of our hope might just shatter it.

I looked over at the rest of the group. All of them appeared stunned, but Maeve was the most taken aback. The scarred woman looked almost ready to faint from sheer disbelief, and she reached out and held Regner’s shoulder to steady herself, with her mismatched eyes wide.

I watched as the scarred woman steadied herself. She was probably thinking of any number of people who’d fallen victim to the curse, or the Fangs. People she had failed to save, starting with her younger brother. People we had all been too late to save.

“That… could be revolutionary,” she said at last, and she let go of Regner’s shoulder when she was apparently able to stand on her own again. “But I’ll believe it when I see it. That notebook is scorched, anyway.”

She pointed to the little book in Regner’s hands, and sure enough, the back cover and several pages were blackened. I hadn’t noticed between the dim lighting and the animated way the cunning man moved his arms when he spoke, but Maeve’s night vision was better than most.

“You’re right,” Sin said as she leaned forward to peer at the charred edges of the notebook. “Looks like someone tried to destroy it.”

“Not very hard, since much of it is still legible,” Regner said, and he opened it to show us and flicked through the many unharmed pages.

“Maybe just those few pages, then,” Costin said in a foreboding tone.

“Whoever wrote that notebook must’ve come to the same conclusions we just did,” I said. “Only the Fangs don’t want to end the curse, they want to make it portable, into a disease. So, whoever figured out that it could be stopped wanted to destroy that evidence.”

“Correct theory is often far more dangerous than incorrect theory,” Regner agreed gravely. “Someone definitely didn’t want this research being found. I’d be willing to bet it played a part in that researcher’s killing himself, too. His secrets died with him.”

“Still, that notebook might have something useful left,” my aunt said. “Best to keep it on hand, just in case.”

The cunning man nodded in agreement and tucked the book into one of the pockets on his stolen Fang uniform.

“Should we continue looking through the lab or move on?” Kendra then asked, and when I turned to look at her, I realized she was directing her question at me.

“What?” I blinked in confusion. “Why ask me? Surely Maeve--”

“I didn’t just have a cursed wolf look at me like it knew me,” the scarred woman interrupted frankly. “I know how the magic of the curse works, and it seems to behave differently around you. I can almost see it, bending and warping to turn you into a target.”

“She’s right,” Lea added. “Something about this place is drawn to you, Arthur. I’d be willing to bet your intuition here is better than mine or Kendra’s. What do you think we should do?”

I looked around at them all. My friends, my allies, my family. The amount of trust they were placing in me at this moment was daunting. I didn’t want to make the wrong choice and land us in a fight we couldn’t win.

But… I couldn’t deny there was something about this place, beyond the ordinary magic of the curse. Again, ‘ordinary’ was a very relative term, but there was something more here.

I just didn’t quite know what.

“We…” I said very slowly as I contemplated our options. “We should stay here, for now. I think there’s something else here, something we’re missing.”

“Then we stay here,” Sin said firmly, and she placed a hand on my shoulder.

I was grateful for her practicality. Despite her life traversing the high seas, she always had her two feet firmly on the ground.

So, we continued further into the lab and eventually found a door at the far end. It was unlocked but still required a couple good shoves to dislodge from its frame. When the wood finally gave way, Costin, Regner, and I tumbled inside and were sent sprawling to the floor of this new laboratory section.

Unlike the main lab, this one had windows. They were high up on the wall, and very squat, which made me wonder if they had originally been like the tall windows elsewhere in the temple, and the Fangs had partially bricked them up.

The mental image of the Fangs doing masonry work made my mouth twitch in a smile. The lengths they went to would’ve been funny if their goals weren’t completely disgusting.

The only reason any light entered the room through these windows was because of the moon crystal lanterns dotted around the temple’s perimeter outside. No natural light spilled into this place, and certainly no moonlight. Until the long night was over and the sun rose again, moon crystals and fire would be the only source of illumination here.

And, even when the sun did rise, it would be hidden behind a thick layer of gloomy, gray clouds.

Still, the outdoor moon crystals provided enough illumination for the others and me to see what resided in this room, and as I took it all in, I felt a lurch of nausea and had to struggle to keep the contents of my stomach where they were.

While the wolf in the main lab had been unsettling, what met us in here was downright gruesome. These had to be the previously-mentioned specimens from the researcher’s notes, the ones who’d been taken apart and haphazardly put back together-- if they’d been put back together at all.

These creatures, long dead, were messes of surgical scarring and amputated limbs. Judging from the bite and claw marks on the cages, they’d been captured alive, and again I had to wonder how the Fangs pulled off such a feat. They must have developed some immensely strong sedatives in order to pull this off.

The bastards were strongly dedicated to identifying and distilling the Demonfrost curse into a transmissible disease, which was their final, last-ditch effort against shifters who could resist moonsickness.

Again, I might have been impressed if their goals weren’t so reprehensible.

I couldn’t help but think of the immense waste here, and not just in terms of resources. How many people had supplied their intellect, their strength, their ingenuity to the operations of the Fangs of Apollyon? How much could they have helped the people of Nagul if they hadn’t turned toward hatred?

It was wasted potential on an almost unfathomable scale. And now it was my most fervent duty to ensure none of their efforts came to fruition.

Along one wall, dozens, if not hundreds, of vials were filled with a black, viscous liquid, and they were neatly labeled with specimen numbers. A thick book took meticulous records of how the blood samples reacted to moon crystals-- being exposed to their glow, having moon crystal shards dropped into the vial, even powdering the crystals and mixing it in.

“These things must have been dead for weeks, if not months,” Costin said as he crouched down to examine the mound of matted, scarred fur locked in the nearest cage. “And yet they’re not rotting.”

“Well, like Regner said,” I answered with a shrug. “The magic of the curse unnaturally preserves the bodies of the creatures that die here.”

And, hopefully, this included the body of the priest who prayed for it. Hopefully, we could find it and destroy it, which would lift the curse from this land forever.

I tried to imagine what kind of person would have even prayed for this curse. Even the version that had been ‘supposed’ to happen, where only shifters would have been driven from this land. I tried to imagine the priest or priestess who’d been so devout as to catch Tushar’s ear. Surely they must have been cunning folk, too. The power was just too great.

But that only made me more confused. The cunning folk I knew-- Regner and Orenda in Casterin and even the eerie and esoteric Lady Eydis in Leto’s Night Market-- all hated Fangs. They were allied with shifters, and it seemed to me most Fangs hated the cunning folk, too. The fuckers only used them out of necessity and discarded them once they were done.

I knew the Fangs had no issue using people. The warden of the prison downstairs had been a shifter, a traitor to her kind, all to save her own skin. But somehow it seemed different to imagine the head of the temple, someone who hadn’t turned to Tushar, the herald of Apollyon, to save themselves, but because they earnestly, honestly believed those were gods worth venerating.

And then, the actual curse, praying for that kind of devastation, channeling it through you… what had that person’s life been like? How had they become so cruel? What had broken inside them to wish pain and suffering on ordinary people?

I knew I would never get these answers. Whatever the witch-priest had been like, they were long dead. We needed to find their body-- which was probably sealed in some special, sacred chamber like a pharaoh’s mummy in a pyramid-- and destroy it.

Actually, given the fact we were out to stop a curse, the mummy analogy was more accurate than I’d meant. I smiled a little to myself, even though my surroundings were as gory as ever.

“So they’re all dead?” I asked the others, just to confirm, though we’d seen no sign of movement, even when my aunt and I had ventured near.

“If they’re not, they’re very good actors,” Sin said as she eyed one cage suspiciously.

Inside was the mutilated body of an arctic fox-- or whatever Nagul’s version of an arctic fox was. I tried to imagine what would be going through Sin’s head at the sight of it. She was a fox shifter, after all, and the fox form was as natural to her as her human form.

That was hard to convey to non-shifters, I’d realized. It wasn’t that I was the human and then I was the bear. I was both, at all times. Both were me, down to the core. It was just a case of which one I chose to inhabit at a given moment.

So, if I were the one standing here, if I was looking at the ruined, mutilated corpse of a bear, who had already been ravaged by the Demonfrost… how would I feel?

Certainly not good, so I went over to Sin and pulled her into a one-armed hug. Neither of us said anything. She just hugged me back with one arm, and I leaned my cheek on top of her hair. Then I kissed the top of her head, and we parted to move on.

“There’s nothing of much use here,” my aunt announced. “All the notes seem to have been in the main section, aside from that blood record book.”

“Makes sense, this was clearly a storage space for their… specimens,” Regner said in as delicate a tone as was possible when discussing such a gruesome topic.

I glanced around for any further idea of where to go, and off to one side, in the gap between two cages that each housed another dead wolf, I noticed there was another door.

Even from here, I could see the thick, heavy lock bolting it in place.

“So, where do we go from here, Arthur?” Kendra asked me.

“I don’t see anything useful,” Costin said. “I say we move on. Find whoever’s in charge of this place and kill them while we still have the benefit of Tavor’s distraction.”

Slowly, almost dreamily, I turned to Costin and blinked at him.

“What?” I felt dazed all of the sudden. “What are you talking about?”

“Um… the whole reason we came here?” the non-shifter man suggested in a blank tone, and then he narrowed his eyes at me in scrutiny. “Wait. What’s wrong? What have you noticed?”

“You… don’t see it?” I asked.

For some reason, my mind felt a bit vague, a bit… fuzzy, and my tongue was slow to respond.

“See what, Arthur?” Lea asked me in a gentle tone, and I felt her fingers brush over my arm.

In what felt like a much more laborious action than it should’ve been, I raised my hand and pointed to the door.

“There,” I muttered. “I can… feel something from it, I think.”

“From what?” my aunt asked as she came to stand beside me, and she craned her neck to try and match my eyeline.

She didn’t need to, though, the door was pretty obvious.

“There,” I repeated. “The door. Don’t you see it?”

“What door?” Sin asked, and her gaze darted between me and the approximate location of the door she apparently couldn’t see.

“Kendra…” I slowly turned to the auspice woman. “Can’t you see it? I’m not imagining things, am I?”

“I don’t see a door there, Arthur,” the purple-eyed woman admitted. “Perhaps… you can show me? Guide me to it.”

She extended her hand, and I took it, slowly walked her between the cages, and planted her right in front of the door. She frowned, and I could tell she only saw a blank stone wall.

But then she raised her hand and pressed her palm to it.

“I can feel… something,” she murmured. “Magic. Illusory. Someone doesn’t want this room to be noticed. Someone powerful, too, even if I can’t see it.”

“But if you can’t see it, why can I?” I asked her.

Something uneasy was prickling across my skin, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

“That I can’t answer,” the purple-eyed woman said apologetically. “But now I know it’s here, maybe I can break the spell. Regner?”

The cunning man came over to stand beside us both. It was obvious he couldn’t see anything besides a wall, either, but he followed Kendra’s lead and pressed both his palms to the wall.

“There is magic here,” he confirmed in a surprised tone. “And Kendra’s right, it’s pretty strong. Whoever put it here knew what they were doing.”

“How many powerful cunning folk do the Fangs have with them?” I asked.

“More than you’d think,” the green-eyed man answered frankly. “Not all of my brethren ally themselves with shifters. It was Erramun’s father, a shifter, who hanged Ayla Maga, after all.”

I hadn’t thought about it like that, but it made some amount of sense. Still, the cunning folk who joined the Fangs were complicit in a genocide, and no amount of historical grudges could excuse that.

“There’s something odd about the magic here,” Kendra mused as she tilted her head. “And I don’t just mean it’s strength. It’s almost like it’s…”

She trailed off, like she was unsure of how to put it to words, but Regner, who could also sense it, nodded in agreement.

“Displaced,” he said. “It’s displaced, somehow.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Could it be a portal behind there?”

My mind began to race with possibilities, like a route home somehow held permanently open, despite the lack of a full moon. It would explain why the door was so heavily disguised, to stop random intruders from walking in.

I looked over at my aunt, and her expression was just caught between stunned and disbelieving.

“No, I’m sorry, Arthur,” Regner then said, and when I turned back to the cunning man, he looked apologetic. “There’s no portal here. It’s not a displacement in space. It feels like… time.”

“Time?” Maeve’s mismatched eyes widened. “I thought time magic was a myth?”

“Not a myth, just exceptionally rare… and exceptionally powerful,” Regner said with a frown as he concentrated on the door he could not see. “But now that we know it’s here… I think we might be able to disrupt it, Kendra.”

“How?” I asked.

“Well, like we said before, magic requires a source and a conduit,” the owl-woman answered as she and Regner began to move their hands over the door-- or, from their perspectives, over a plain stone wall-- as if physically searching for some kind of chink in the armor. “If we can interrupt whatever connects them, the spell fizzles out.”

“Especially if the person casting the spell isn’t nearby,” Regner added. “Someone in this temple must be immensely talented with magic.”

“Let’s hope Tavor and the others manage to kill them, then,” Sin said with a sharp smile, though we all knew someone that skilled would probably not be out on the front lines fighting anti-Fang rebels.

Regner and Kendra continued prodding at the door’s magic, sometimes literally, other times closing their eyes and either sensing or mentally unraveling the ties of the magic. Being a cunning man, Regner was the more naturally suited to this task, but Kendra clearly had plenty of skill in her own right.

At last, I saw the door begin to glow softly. It swelled and pulsed outward, and then it seemed to burst like a bubble into a million tiny shards of light.

“Erramun!” Costin gasped as he stumbled back a step. “There really is a door there.”

The fact the non-shifter man could see it meant Regner and Kendra’s efforts had paid off, and now it was Costin’s turn to step up. As the cunning man and owl-woman stepped aside, Lea’s brother approached the heavy-bolted door with lockpicks in hand.

By contrast to the magical unlocking, Costin took no time at all, and within a couple minutes, the thick padlock came free and dropped uselessly into the non-shifter man’s palm.

“I hope we’re not unleashing something terrible by opening this thing,” he said as he tucked the lockpicks back into his stolen uniform. “Given it’s been hidden in the same place as all their captured Demonfrost creatures.”

“I can’t sense curse magic from it,” Kendra said. “But it does feel… familiar, somehow. Don’t you agree, Arthur?”

“Yeah.” I frowned and felt a little confused by the sensation, but it definitely felt familiar. “We should be careful, though.”

“That goes without saying,” Maeve remarked, and she pulled out her damascened dagger.

Sin, my aunt, and all the others followed suit, and we each held tight to our weapons as Costin slowly pulled open the door.

Inside, it was black. Not merely dark, but utterly, endlessly black. Like all light and color had been sucked out of this place.

And, if it was being manipulated with time magic, maybe it was. Maybe this… absence was what happened when you were displaced from time. Out of sync with everything else.

I stepped forward but didn’t quite cross the door’s threshold, and I extended a hand into the darkness. The air felt a little cooler than the already-cold specimen lab, but no creatures chomped down on my wrist, so I carefully shuffled forward.

“Lea,” I murmured over my shoulder. “Can your moon crystal light the way?”

Behind me, I heard the lioness-woman begin to sing the note that made the crystals glow brighter. Their soft bluish light pierced the darkness and made snatches of the stone walls of this corridor faintly visible.

That suggested this darkness, while intense, was entirely natural.

“I’ll go first,” I said to the others. “Lea, you come behind me. Regner, can you bring up the rear?”

The cunning man said nothing and only conjured a small flame in his palm, and I was grateful for the brief flash of warmth I felt before he backed away from me, to the end of our little procession.

By touch, I could tell this hallway was only barely wider than the doorway covering it. I kept a tight grip on the dagger in my hand, but when I’d ventured about six feet into the darkness, I began to feel... sluggish.

I blinked slowly. So slowly it seemed to take an age. It was as though I was moving through water-- no, through cement, or molasses. Every part of me felt heavy.

Laboriously, I turned to look back at the others, and in the dim light of Lea’s crystal and Regner’s fire, I could see they, too, felt it.

And, when I looked at them, I became mesmerized by the sight of the flame in Regner’s hands. It had… slowed, somehow. I was watching the flames flicker and shift in slow motion. Even their reflection in the lenses of his glasses was slowed down.

“Time… magic…” I murmured, as much to myself as to the others.

But of course, it had to be. Regner and Kendra had already sensed the door was displaced in time. Clearly, this had been more than just an attempt to disguise the door, but to either contain or protect something behind it.

After I spoke, it seemed to take an immense effort for the others all to nod.

“It’s… strong…” Regner agreed with a grimace. He spoke less slowly than I did, which didn’t surprise me. As a cunning man, he was probably the most naturally resistant to this sort of thing. “It could be… a defense… Slow an enemy down… as they charge in… Or… force time to speed up… so fast that… your enemies age and die… before they even… reach you.”

I shuddered and was thankful we were at least getting the slow version. I didn’t want to live out the rest of my life in a dark corridor in the middle of the Demonfrost.

“Hang… on…” Regner then said, and he raised a hand and seemed to press outward.

I felt something pushing at me, like a bubble expanding, pressing, and stretching against me.

Then… it popped. Or, not exactly. More like it moved around me and subsumed my body inside it. And then I could move and speak normally again.

“Whoa,” I remarked in an impressed tone, and I stared at Regner. “How did you do that?”

“With a lot of effort,” he answered through gritted teeth. “So, not to rush you, but we should get moving.”

I nodded and continued down the hallway as quickly as the poor light would safely allow.

“How would the Fangs even get their hands on this kind of magic?” Kendra wondered aloud as we moved. “Even if they have cunning folk working for them, the theory alone should take years to work out. Never mind practical attempts. But this is… sustained.”

“Well, let’s hope we come across whoever’s doing this, and we can put an end to them, too,” my aunt said firmly. “Manipulating time is dangerous magic in the best of circumstances.”

As we moved, I again tried to imagine what these rooms would have been when the temple had been used as a temple. All these narrow hallways, with these large rooms nestled away. Maybe some of them had been defensive, like the passage leading out of the prison, but this? I couldn’t fathom what purpose this place would have fulfilled.

After a while, we came to another door, and when I realized it was locked, we ran into a slight problem.

The good news was Costin was only two people from the front, behind me and his sister. The bad news was the passage was still immensely narrow, and it took no small amount of squeezing and shuffling for him to edge past first Lea, then me, so he could get at the lock.

All the while, I was keenly aware of the effort Regner was expending to keep us from being too affected by the time magic. Even though I was trying not to rush anyone, my nervous energy was obvious since I couldn’t stand still. I kept glancing from the lock, to Costin, to Regner, and back again.

This lock was apparently very similar to the one locking the first door, according to Costin, and he even pulled out the first padlock so I could see them for myself.

“It’s weird, though,” he said. “This symbol carved into them. See, here, around the keyhole? I swear I recognize it, but I have no idea where from.”

“Can we worry about this later?” Kendra called from a few people back, and when I glanced over at her, I could see Regner had turned even paler than normal from exertion.

We’d pushed him pretty hard today, between this and the amount of fire he’d had to conjure. I made a mental note to try and not rely on him so much from now on, so he could reserve some of his strength for when we would inevitably have to fight the leader of the Fangs.

“Right,” Costin said as he quickly shoved the two padlocks into his pocket again, and then he and I carefully opened the door to see what was inside.

The first thing I was aware of was how bitterly cold this place was, even by Demonfrost standards. We were in a small, circular room, like the inside of a turret, with a small window directly opposite the door, inlaid with thick metal bars.

I thought for a moment that this might be some kind of rumination chamber, like an inner sanctum for the Head Priest or Priestess, but then my gaze drifted down, my eyes adjusted to the gloom, and I saw there was a figure crouched beneath the window.

A woman, and an old woman at that. She was frail, with her thin wrists clamped in heavy metal shackles. Even from across this cramped little cell, I could see the skin around her wrists had been rubbed red raw from the manacles.

How long had she been trapped here?

The woman didn’t seem to notice the door to her cell had been unlocked, nor that eight strangers had entered. She didn’t move, hell, she might even have been dead.

“So, that’s what the time magic is for,” Regner murmured.

He didn’t seem to have as much difficulty maintaining the spell here. Maybe it was like the eye of the storm, or maybe it was just weaker here.

“What do you mean?” I asked without turning to him.

I was for some reason reluctant to take my eyes off the shackled woman. Something about her drew the attention, like a focal point. She had to be powerful, to warrant this amount of protection.

“Time magic can prolong lifespans,” the cunning man explained. “With a bubble of time magic around a person, you could make a hundred years feel like a couple months to them. Keep them alive… well, almost indefinitely. Assuming you had the skill and the power to do so, of course.”

“By the Lunar King…” Lea said in a dismayed tone, and she, too, crouched down to examine the woman. “You poor thing. What have these people done to you?”

“Is she the source of the time magic?” I asked with my voice as soft and gentle as I could manage.

I crouched down to be on the old woman’s level, so I didn’t seem like a threat.

“No, I don’t think so,” Regner answered, and when I glanced at Kendra, she shook her head as well.

“A victim, I think,” she said with a deeply sad expression. “She must have something the Fangs want. Something they need.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Sin said with a frown. “Fangs want to kill shifters. Not prolong their lives.”

I didn’t question how the pirate captain knew this woman was a shifter from looking at her. Recognizing other shifters on sight was a skill Sin had demonstrated on our first meeting, and a skill that still eluded me.

Kendra came to kneel beside me, on the other side to Lea. The three of us were only a couple feet away from the shackled woman, and I felt Kendra place a hand on my shoulder.

“Can you feel it?” she asked me. Her voice was little more than a whisper, but it sounded excited, too.

And I could feel it. Power flowed off this frail old woman, and it pulled at my perception and directed everything in me to look at her, to listen to her.

To… obey.

Something uneasy rose within me, and I felt the conflicting urges to both step away from the woman and draw closer.

“She has some magic, yes, but I don’t feel anything especially strong,” Regner observed.

“You don’t?” Lea asked, and she turned to look at him with her golden eyes wide with surprise. “It’s so… loud. Practically deafening.”

It was. So much so that I almost had to brace myself against it.

And the longer we were here, the louder it seemed to get.

I wanted to leave, and at the same time, I didn’t. More than just the weird compulsion of this woman’s power, surely it was unwise to just leave her here? She was either a victim of the Fangs or a key part of their sick research into the curse. Maybe both. It didn’t seem right to just leave her here.

And… something about her was so… magnetic.

“Please…” Kendra murmured, and with the hand not on my shoulder, she gently reached out toward the shackled woman. “Tell us who you are. Let us help you.”

In a flash, the vaguely uneasy feeling within me swelled to a crescendo.

Adrenaline spiked within me, and for a split second, I felt paralyzed, like Regner’s ward against the time magic had burst, and the world had been reduced to a slow but inevitable crawl.

I reached out for Kendra’s hand, and I saw in the slight flicker of her expression that she felt it, too, felt something almost imperceptible shift, the transition from neutrality to a grave threat.

She had just begun to recoil her hand when the shackled woman’s head jerked up suddenly, and I was staring into a pair of vivid indigo eyes.

Auspice eyes. Not just a bloodline, but a true auspice. One imbued with divination magic, and who-knew-what-other kinds of power.

And that was the last thing I remembered before the shackled woman lashed out with a shackled hand, and my entire world went black.
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Chapter 9

When I opened my eyes, I was not in some dark, damp, frigid cell in the middle of the Demonfrost. Instead, I found myself in the middle of an idyllic garden-- specifically the gardens of Hayder Manor, but somehow they were even more beautiful and lush.

It was like everything had been turned up, or been run through a photo editor that turned the scene from pretty to otherworldly. The flowers were larger, their blooms brighter. The grass was soft underfoot and ever so slightly damp from dew.

And hanging low and round in the sky was an enormous, glittering full moon. Did Nagul ever get ‘supermoons’ like on Earth? Surely the moon wasn’t ordinarily this large.

But it was beautiful, so beautiful I found that I struggled to remember what I had been thinking about before. It had to have been important, right? Only, the more I tried to think, the more it slipped away, until I figured if it was important, I would come to remember it on my own.

I began to walk through the garden, and I brushed my fingers over the flowers and breathed in their scent. I knew flowers could smell like this on Earth, if you bothered to go to a special florist or grew specific kinds yourself, but I’d never had a green thumb, so the smell of them was heady and intense.

It all felt like a wonderful dream. I was bathed in moonlight and surrounded by vibrant flowers. It felt like nothing could go wrong here.

“Arthur!”

At the sound of my name, I turned to see Lea and Sin approaching me with radiant smiles. Lea was in one of her long, yellow sundresses, and her feet were bare. Sin was wearing what I’d come to refer to as her ‘pirate casual’ outfit, with the loose shirt, red sash, and fitted pants, but not the billowing coat or tricorn hat.

They walked hand in hand as they came up to me, and I couldn’t help but grin back. My heart felt unbearably full at the sight of them, even more so when they pulled me into a deep hug, and I felt like I was coming home.

For some reason, I had the sensation of being away from them for a long time. I couldn’t quite put it into words, but I could feel the longing deep inside my chest, the feeling of a weight being lifted, of being relieved after such a long burden.

“I love you,” I told them both. “So much. So goddamn much.”

“We love you, too, Arthur,” Lea promised, and I felt her hand on my cheek as she turned my face toward hers and kissed me deeply.

I sighed into her kiss, like I had been dying of thirst in the desert, and she was my first mouthful of cool water in days. I kissed her back hungrily, but she pulled away, and then Sin was tipping my head toward her. And where Lea’s kiss had been calm, familiar waters, Sin’s was fire and lightning.

I kissed them both while they passed me between them with soft words and giggles, and our hands roved over one another. I was utterly lost in the sensation of them, and my mind was blissfully blank, filled only with their scent, their touch, their taste.

“Arthur…” Lea breathed in my ear, and I felt myself being pushed and pulled down onto the cool, damp grass.

My shirt had disappeared at some point, but I didn’t even care. Sin kissed me, then Lea, and the lioness-woman hiked up her sundress, straddled my hips, and rolled her body against mine.

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think, and Sin leaned down to kiss me again while Lea continued to tease me. I wanted nothing more than to tear off their clothes and mine and lose ourselves in ecstasy until the sun rose.

But…

“Wait,” I mumbled in the breath between one kiss and the next. “Sin, Lea, we shouldn’t-- Costin and Sher, they might--”

I was very effectively cut off when Lea leaned down and seized my lips, and the concern was pushed entirely from my mind. When she pulled away, I just watched as the lioness-woman leaned over to Sin and captured the pirate captain’s mouth in a similarly burning kiss.

I would’ve been content to watch the pair of them like that forever, but then I felt the concern press at me again.

“We should go inside,” I said. “Just in case.”

Lea and Sin broke apart, and they both looked down at me with confused frowns.

“What?” the pirate captain asked. “What are you talking about?”

“Costin and Sher,” I insisted. “They might find us. Or hear us. We should go somewhere more… private.”

“Don’t be silly, Arthur,” Lea said, and she dismissively waved a hand. “They’re not here.”

“What?” I felt my eyebrows twitch. “Then where are they?”

“Do you really care?” Sin murmured in a low voice before she kissed me again.

I wanted to give in, to lose myself, but it just kept nagging at me.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I sat up and shuffled away from the pair of them. “Where are Sher and Costin?”

There was something I needed to remember, I knew there was.

But try as I might, I just couldn’t think.

“Where’s Aunt Sylvia?” I then asked as a fragment of conscious memory came into my head.

She was supposed to be here, wasn’t she? I’d seen her. She was alive, and I needed to stay with her. I needed to bring her back and show my family that she was okay.

“What?” Lea asked, and she just looked more confused.

“Aunt Sylvia,” I pressed. “Where is she? And-- and the others? Kendra? Where’s she? And Maeve and Regner?”

But Sin and Lea just looked at me like I was saying nonsense.

“What are you talking about?” Sin asked me with a frown.

“Me?” I huffed. “What are-- what are you talking about? Don’t you know where they are? Or… why don’t I know? What’s going on?”

I scrambled to my feet, and I ran my hands through my hair as I tried to think, tried to remember.

Where had they gone? I should know.

“Arthur…” Lea said as she and Sin also stood up, and the lioness-woman wrapped her arms around herself as she stared at me with concern. “What are you talking about?”

“I just… I need to know,” I told them desperately. “Why don’t I know? Where’s Aunt Sylvia? Where are Costin and Kendra? Regner and Maeve?”

“Why do you care so much?” Lea snapped, and now she looked irritated.

“I thought we were the ones you loved, Arthur,” Sin added in a resentful tone, and the way she scowled, it looked so wrong.

That couldn’t really be how they both felt, could it?

“I do,” I promised. “I do, I… god. I love you so much, I don’t know what to do with myself. But I care about them, too. Costin, he’s your brother, Lea. And Aunt Sylvia… I can’t lose her again, I just can’t. Please, tell me where they are.”

“Why?” Lea demanded, and suddenly I realized tears were shining in her golden eyes.

I tried to approach her, to apologize for hurting her feelings, but she shrank away from me.

“Why do you care so much about them?” she continued, and now Sin was beside her, and both women were eyeing me mistrustfully.

“What?” I breathed. “Lea, they’re my family. And yours, too.”

“Do you not want us, is that it?” Sin demanded coldly, and I stared at her in incomprehension.

“What makes you say that?” I exclaimed. “Sin, of course I do! I love you both, but Aunt Sylvia, she--”

“Are we just a bit of fun for you?” Lea snapped at me. “Until you find your way home, and you can leave us behind and go back to your ‘real’ life? Were we just a way for you to entertain yourself?”

“No!” I gasped. “God, no! Of course not! What are you saying? Where is this coming from?”

I tried to approach, to reach out to them and assure them none of their accusations were true, but the more I moved forwards the further away they seemed to get. Not from stepping away from me, but like the ground itself was warping and bending, keeping us apart.

“We don’t want you here, Arthur!” Lea cried out, and now angry tears were flowing down her and Sin’s cheeks.

“No,” I protested. “No, Lea, Sin, please, I--”

“Just go!” Sin yelled. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? To leave this place? So leave! And don’t come back.”

“Sin,” I begged her. “That’s not it, that’s not at all what I want, I--”

“Go, Arthur,” Lea said tearfully, and she shook her head as she looked at me. “I wish I’d never met you.”

Sin’s gaze was hard as she held Lea’s hand, as if she was protecting the lioness-woman. Protecting her from me.

“Me, neither,” the redhead agreed bitterly.

And then, it was like they had shoved me. I toppled backward, but I didn’t fall to the damp, grassy ground. Instead, I fell through the ground and tumbled through the darkness, and just as I was trying to figure out my bearings, I realized the darkness had vanished, and I was standing on an ordinary street

An ordinary Earth street. With electric streetlamps and cars and…

… my parents’ front door?

What was happening? My mind was a mess. How had I gotten here?

I raised a shaking hand to ring the doorbell, but before I could touch it, the door opened, and I saw my parents and Ellie standing in the doorway.

All of them were glowering at me.

“Mom…” I said before I could stop myself, and the word came out broken and tearful.

I hadn’t seen her face in so long. There had been times when I wasn’t sure I would ever see it again.

“Arthur,” my mother replied, and her voice was so cold, it cut through me like a knife.

“… Mom?” I repeated hesitantly. “What… what’s wrong?”

“You really have to ask that?” she demanded, and her eyes narrowed. “After all you did? All you put us through?”

“Mom, what are you--”

“You put us through hell, Arthur!” she snapped at me. “Your father, your sister, and me, we all thought you were dead! We all thought you’d been kidnapped or murdered like your Aunt Sylvia! We were worried sick!”

“No, Mom,” I pleaded. “No, it wasn’t my fault, you have to understand, I--”

“We’re not interested in your excuses,” my father cut in flatly, and he was looking at me with such disappointment, the weight of it was crushing. “You left. You knew what it would do to us, to leave like that.”

“But I found her!” I cried out. “I found her, Dad! Aunt Sylvia! She’s alive! She’s okay! She--”

“Enough,” my father said flatly. “God, Arthur. Enough. I don’t want to hear any more of your ludicrous excuses. My sister is dead. Your aunt is dead. You couldn’t save her, none of us could.”

“Dad,” I tried again. “Please, believe me.”

But he just shook his head, turned away, and vanished inside the house.

“I think it would be best if you didn’t come around anymore, Arthur,” my mother informed me primly, and she, too, was turning away.

Then they were already gone.

I looked pleadingly over at my sister, my last hope.

“… Ellie…” I breathed. “Please…”

But her eyes were as hard and cold as our parents’, and there was no mercy to be found there.

“You should have stayed gone,” she said bitterly. “You should have stayed in that ridiculous world. You obviously love it more than your own family.”

And then she was gone, too, and the door was closed. The Earth street around me receded, growing darker and more distant, until I was lost in a black, endless void.

No, this wasn’t real. This couldn’t be real.

But… what was real? I could no longer remember.

I fell to my knees in that endless blackness, and I was alone. Utterly and truly alone.

I didn’t know how long I sat there. It could have been hours. Days. An eternity. There didn’t seem to be time in this place. Only me and my loneliness.

“Arthur?”

I heard the soft voice, but I didn’t turn to it. I didn’t want to hear again how everyone I loved abhorred me. I turned away from the voice, but then I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Arthur,” it said again, more firmly this time. “Look at me.”

Reluctantly, I turned, and then I sucked in a breath.

“… Kendra?” I asked uncertainly.

What terrible accusations was she going to lay over my head? What had I transgressed against her?

“Arthur,” she said in a calm voice, “I need you to focus. None of this is real.”

She looked radiant. Her white temple robes were so spotlessly flawless that it almost hurt to look at her in this black void. She couldn’t be real. No one that beautiful could be real.

“Think,” Kendra insisted as her hand tightened on my shoulder. “Think, Arthur. What is this place? How did you get here? None of it makes sense, because it’s not real. It’s all just a nightmare.”

“They hate me,” I said numbly. “All of them. I heard it.”

“They don’t hate you,” Kendra argued, and she put her other hand on my opposite shoulder and shook me hard. “Please, Arthur, I’m trying to help you, but you need to do this part yourself. Snap out of it! They don’t hate you. Lea, Sin, your family, all the others, they’re your family. They love you. And right now, they need you.”

I stared at her. Because what she was saying… it made sense. I just didn’t know if I believed it.

“Please, Arthur,” Kendra begged. “Think. Snap yourself out of it.”

I wanted to believe it. I did. I wanted to believe they didn’t hate me.

Because, why would they hate me? I’d already spoken with Sin and Lea, hadn’t I? I’d worried over how they felt about my desire to return home, but I’d told them it wasn’t because I didn’t love them.

And they’d… they understood. I knew they had. I remembered that conversation.

“Shit…” I muttered to myself, and the fog began to clear.

The clouds lifted until suddenly I could think straight again, and I realized how patently absurd this all was.

“Kendra,” I said to the purple-eyed woman, and for the first time in this strange, dark space, I felt like I was actually seeing her. “Oh, thank god. Erramun. Whoever. What… what happened? What is this place?”

“Oh, praise Ayla Maga,” the owl-woman sighed in a relieved tone. “You’re yourself again.”

“What was that?” I asked her, and I shook my head to clear out the last of the cobwebs. “Where are we?”

“In a nightmare,” Kendra answered grimly. “Literally. Well, this one specifically is yours. I broke free of mine. It’s quite clever, really.”

“I’m sorry, you’ve lost me,” I said. She was several steps ahead of me. “You were in your own nightmare? This isn’t yours?”

“Dream magic is difficult to separate,” the owl-woman explained. “Especially in such close quarters. And, if you want to trap people in a dream, it makes sense to group them together. I broke free of my own nightmare, but found myself here, in yours. Instead of breaking out of one prison, we have to break out of several.”

“So, if I’m no longer in my nightmare, and you’re no longer in yours… where are we?” I asked, and panic rose inside me at the idea of being trapped in this void forever. “Did that woman do this?”

“She must have,” Kendra said, and she looked uneasy at the thought of the frail woman we’d found shackled in that cell. “I don’t even know if she did this consciously, or if it was just her lashing out to protect herself.”

“The Fangs must have done a number on her,” I muttered as I dragged a hand over my face. “We need to get out of this place. We need to free her and find the others.”

“Finding the others is the easy part,” the owl-woman told me, but then she grimaced a little. “The ‘getting out’ bit might be trickier, though…”

And then, as if to make her point, our black surroundings began to warp and change.

To my surprise, I saw the street again. The street on Earth, with my parents’ house.

I was a few doors down, though, watching from a distance. But I could see it. Ellie and my parents standing in the doorway, but instead of me standing on the doorstep, it was my aunt.

“Arthur!” she cried to her brother, my father. “Arthur, please!”

“You left us, Sylvia!” my father-- or, really, the dream version of him-- snapped at her. Now, with clarity of mind, I could see how he wasn’t really my father. He was a stern man, but he’d never been cruel. “You let us think you were dead! You abandoned us!”

“It wasn’t my fault!” she insisted.

“Wasn’t it?” my father snarled. “You knew that blasted key had been tampered with, and you went back anyway! You chose that world, those people, over your own family!”

And then he slammed the door so hard I felt its echo rattle my back teeth.

“We need to go to her,” I said to Kendra as I looked over at my aunt, who had fallen to her knees and was sobbing on the doorstep. “We need to break her out of this torture.”

“We do,” Kendra agreed. “But dreams are delicate things. We have to be careful.”

“What do we have to do?” I asked Kendra, and every part of me was tense with the need to run to my aunt and promise her everything was okay.

“You should go to her, she knows you better,” the owl-woman said. “Be gentle. Don’t force it right away. She has to reason it out herself, like you did.”

Before I could move, our surroundings changed again. My aunt stayed weeping on her knees, but the street vanished, replaced with a Naguli scene.

And in front of her was a dead body.

Kendra and I approached slowly, and as we did, I recognized the broken figure lying on the ground.

It was Cahir.

He was younger, though. More handsome. Hatred and obsession hadn’t carved themselves into his heart yet. This must have been the man my aunt had fallen in love with. The one who had begged her to marry him. The one whose heart she’d broken.

Only now, it seemed she’d broken a great deal more.

Aunt Sylvia seemed to realize people were approaching, and she tried to speak.

“I-I didn’t mean to!” she wept, and her hands were pressed over her mouth in horror. “Gods, I didn’t mean to! I didn’t want to! But he was-- he was going to hurt so many people. He was going to hurt her.”

Somehow, I knew ‘her’ meant Sin. I didn’t know how, but I was sure of it.

“Oh, god…” Aunt Sylvia sobbed as she clutched at her chest. “God… I loved him. I loved him. Cahir, I… why? I loved you! Why do this?”

“Aunt Sylvia,” I said gently, but she didn’t react.

I glanced at Kendra, and she nodded, and so I carefully reached out a hand to touch my aunt’s shoulder.

She jumped, flinched away, and turned to stare at me with wide eyes.

“A-Arthur?” she whispered, and her tone was shocked, then elated, then terrified. “AJ, please, please don’t hate me! I didn’t mean to leave you, I swear! I didn’t want to abandon you--”

“Aunt Sylvia, it’s okay,” I promised her calmly, and I crouched down on one knee and put my hands on her shoulders. “I don’t hate you. I could never hate you. I know you’ve only ever tried to protect the ones you love.”

“I… I…” She began hiccupping around her sobs. “I didn’t want to hurt him… I didn’t… he was going to…”

“I know,” I murmured. “No one blames you. Least of all me.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered tearfully.

“It’s okay,” I promised. “Now, I need you to listen to me. I need you to snap out of this.”

She looked at me with puzzlement then, and I saw her eyebrows twitch in a frown.

“What?” she asked.

“None of this is real,” I told her. “This is all just a nightmare. Snap out of it, Aunt Sylvia. Remember what’s real.”

She blinked at me for a long moment and then started shaking her head.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Please, please don’t hate me.”

“Never,” I swore. “Don’t you ever think that. I’m not gonna leave you here, not ever.”

Slowly, I saw the realization overtake my aunt’s face as her real memories, her sense of the waking world, returned to her. I knew how unbalancing it could be, having believed certain things in a dream, and then upon waking realizing how objectively ridiculous they were.

“AJ…” my aunt breathed as her eyes cleared, and her expression grew concerned. “God, AJ… what happened?”

“That woman, in the cell,” I said. “I saw her eyes, they were purple. She’s an auspice. She must have done this to us, somehow.”

“Where… where are we?” my aunt asked as she looked around at the Naguli street.

Cahir’s body had vanished, but the rest remained.

“Inside your nightmare,” Kendra said as she stepped up beside me. “We’ve already traversed through Arthur’s. They all seem to be connected.”

“So, how do we reach the others?” my aunt asked the owl-woman as I helped her to her feet.

“It should sort of happen on its own.” Kendra shrugged. “We’ve broken the illusion of your nightmare. As it dispels, we’ll see the next one. Whoever’s it is.”

A few moments later, we realized the next nightmare was Lea’s. We found ourselves in the Tashi Forest on a dark, moonless night, but I didn’t remember the trees being so menacingly shaped.

And Lea was screaming.

I knew at once what this was. The night she’d been kidnapped from Perseus Tristan’s home, stolen from her bed by Fangs. If not for my timely arrival in Nagul, if I hadn’t blindly stumbled across her, she might have died.

And this was that version of the night. No one had come to save her. For whatever reason, she couldn’t shift, and the Fangs, armed with ropes and knives, were pinning her down. They were winning.

They were going to take her away.

I didn’t waste a second. Kendra had said to be delicate with dreams, but in the real version of events, I’d stormed in and started to fight.

Besides, of the three of us, I knew Lea best.

So, I threw myself into the scene. I tackled a Fang to the ground, wrestled the dagger from his hand, and sliced his throat. I was on another before the first had even fully died, and I buried the blade hilt-deep in his heart.

With two down, Lea was able to fight back a little, and together the pair of us fought them off.

And then she turned to me with a startled expression.

“I… do I know you?” she asked, and she sounded confused and a little uneasy.

“I’m Arthur,” I told her softly. “And you’re Lea, right? Lea Hayder?”

“How… do you know that?” she asked, and her eyes narrowed with suspicion even as she nodded in confirmation.

“Remember, Lea,” I implored her, and I extended a hand. “You do know me. You know how this night really went. It wasn’t moonless. In fact, the moon was full. You were a lioness. You were the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.”

Slowly, she stepped toward me. Then she reached out a hesitant hand and slipped it into mine. I held it tight but didn’t squeeze her fingers. I didn’t want to spook her.

“Remember,” I whispered.

And then I watched the veil fall away. Understanding entered her eyes, and she smiled at me in abject relief.

“Arthur,” she breathed, and she pulled me into a tight hug. I hugged her back, but only for a moment, because then she pulled away. “Wait, what is this place? What’s going on?”

Kendra explained it to her, with significantly more ease than she had to either my aunt or me, but Lea always had a particular connection with the purple-eyed woman.

The next dream we found was Sin’s, and it was clearly the night Cahir had boarded her ship, taken her prisoner, and slaughtered almost every other member of its crew. She was bound, unable to move, and trapped below decks where she couldn’t shift.

Cahir, but a more menacing version than even the man I’d fought on Deimos, loomed over her with a nasty, cruel grin. Lea and I wanted to reach out to the pirate captain, to reassure her, but Kendra gently insisted we stop, and instead we watched my aunt step forth.

Like me on the night Lea had been taken, she had actually been there.

“Sinopa,” my aunt said quietly to Sin.

“Please,” the pirate captain begged. “Please, don’t hurt me! Please!”

My heart squeezed at the pure terror in her voice. I’d never heard her so scared

“I’m not here to hurt you,” my aunt promised. “Please, remember.”

With a little coaxing, the pirate captain did remember, and the bonds holding her wrists above her head dissolved into nothing as she collapsed, sobbing, into my aunt’s arms.

“Fuck!” she exclaimed as she shivered and shook. “I thought… I really thought he…”

“I know,” my aunt said, and she stroked Sin’s hair like a mother with her child. “I know. But he can’t hurt you ever again. He won’t.”

As her dream fell away, Sin saw Lea and I, and we rushed over, pulled her into fierce hugs, and kissed away the tears on her cheeks.

But moments after Sin came over to join us, I felt the chill of the tundra.

For a split second, I hoped it meant we were back in the real world, and Maeve and Regner had stirred themselves from their own nightmares, but then I saw snow and ice materialize around us, and it was somehow even colder than the real Demonfrost.

A figure hunched in the snow, and we trudged over the drifts until we could see what it was. Maeve was kneeling before the bloody, broken body of a young boy. The scars down her face were freshly-raked, and her eye-socket was a gory, bloody cavity.

This was the night the Fangs had killed her brother.

Kendra was the one who stepped forward this time. For a long while, she just held Maeve as she sobbed into the snow. She wailed. She wept. I learned her brother’s name had been Terrwyn.

I didn’t hear what Kendra whispered to Maeve to make the scarred woman understand this was just a dream, but when Maeve got to her feet and turned to face the rest of us, the scars on her face were old and healed, and her eye had a moon crystal iris.

And then we found ourselves in Hayder Manor.

But not as I had ever seen it. Thick curtains were drawn over the windows, and the only light was a small, flickering fire in the hearth.

As we moved closer, I saw Costin was sitting in one of the chairs before the fire. He was leaning back, with a mostly-empty bottle of fancy Scotch-- or whatever passed for Scotch here in Nagul-- on a small, round table next to him. He stared numbly into the flames, and he didn’t react to our approach.

Somehow, I could sense what had happened here. Maybe it was because this was a dream, and because we were here, it meant our minds were linked with the non-shifter man’s.

Either way, I could sense what had happened. I knew what Costin’s version of events were, the way the nightmare had twisted his reality.

Lea was dead. Captured by Fangs, brutally murdered. Sher Hayder had gone mad with grief. He blamed himself. And he blamed Costin. He had locked himself away in this manor, disowning his son, refusing all visitors, and wasting away into a mad, broken husk of himself.

And now Costin sat before the fire. His sister died terrified. His father died hating him. And he was alone.

Lea approached him carefully, and at first he thought he’d gone mad, and she was a ghost. It took no small amount of coaxing and gentle words to make him believe she was real, and for him to understand this was all just a horrible nightmare.

And, when the realization finally set in, he fell to his knees and wept into her skirt like a child. Lea just stroked his hair and softly promised him it would all be okay.

Then, finally, we were in Regner’s nightmare.

The others had been shocking, but this one was like a punch to the gut. It was like moonsickness, a torrent of rage and grief so overwhelming it threatened to buckle my knees and force the air from my chest.

And in the center of it, the eye of this storm, was Regner. He was weeping before a pair of bodies. One of a young woman, and the other of a distressingly small girl.

Aisha and Selma. His daughter and his partner.

“He’s cunning,” Kendra said in a distressed voice, and she had to speak quite loudly to be heard over the rush of the wind. “It’s affecting the illusion!”

This felt like a much stronger version of the magic that had shrouded the Isle of Leto from outside view. The curse-- or, depending on your point of view-- the blessing laid over the Isle by Laverna, goddess of thieves and secrets, made it impossible to leave or enter the island unless the moon was shining.

Regner felt like such an island right now. He was unreachable, untouchable, so lost in the depths of his grief. A bottomless pit dragging everything in and swallowing all else.

“No kidding,” Costin replied to Kendra, and he stuck close to Lea. “Can we even reach him? It’s like a hurricane!”

“Maeve!” I called out to the scarred woman.

“What?” she asked as she turned to me with a frown. “Kendra said--”

“Kendra said the person who knows them best should approach,” I interrupted urgently. “You know him best. Go to him.”

Because it was true. Even if she didn’t realize it, or didn’t want to admit it. She might have known Regner the shortest out of all of us-- bar my aunt-- but she definitely knew him best. Because I recognized the expressions on their faces when they looked at each other.

It was the same expression I saw on Sin and Lea’s faces when they looked at me or one another, the same expression on mine when I looked at them.

Maeve pursed her lips but conceded with a nod.

Then, like a hunter picking her way through a snowstorm, she navigated her way to Regner. He didn’t seem to notice her. He didn’t even seem to notice the storm howling around him.

He was mad with grief. The loss of a child. I couldn’t even comprehend it.

It took Maeve a long time to reach him, and an even longer time to make him understand. I felt the winds rise and fall with his emotions, as he wanted to believe her but couldn’t. As he grew angry for her insisting this wasn’t real.

I realized what the start of this dream had been for him, before it had turned sour. Just as I had seen Lea and Sin in the manor gardens, Regner’s nightmare had begun as a wonderful dream. Aisha had been alive, healthy, happy. He had been a father again. He had held her in his arms.

The weight of his grief was almost enough to send me to my knees. I could feel it all here, in his mind. I knew this storm wasn’t just the nightmare, it was how he felt all the time. Every waking moment since his little girl had died and he had been forced to wretchedly carry on alone.

But Maeve got through to him eventually, and the winds faded away.

They weren’t gone, though, not really. I knew they still raged inside Regner’s head and heart. We were just no longer privy to them.

The real world slowly returned to us, and after all that, the woman’s cell seemed even more cramped than before. She was still chained to the wall. I’d half-expected her to have escaped, otherwise what was the point of trapping us in nightmares?

“Well…” Maeve was the first person to break the silence of this cell. “That explains why she wasn’t in the ordinary prison with all the others.”

“But why keep her alive?” Costin asked.

He still looked uneasy and shaken by what he had experienced in the nightmare. He, like me, had not been tormented with terrible memories, but with the possibility of a terrible future. That almost felt more insidious. The sliver of chance that it could come to pass was all the more unsettling than an awful memory you had already lived through.

“The Fangs must need her for something,” my aunt said. “Their sick little experiments, probably, since they locked her up by the lab. Otherwise, they’d have killed her.”

“They managed to chain her up,” Sin added with a frown. “So I presume it’s in their power to kill her, if they wanted to. They’re keeping her for a reason.”

It felt a little weird, to talk about the woman like she wasn’t here, but she wasn’t reacting to any of us. Now that we’d broken free of her nightmares, she was unmoving again and seemingly unaware of our presence. Just like before.

Then something occurred to me.

“Hey,” I murmured. “You… you know how I said the magic hiding the door felt familiar?”

“Yes…” Lea frowned and looked over at Kendra. “You both did.”

“I… I think I felt it again,” I said, and I spoke slowly as I tried to untangle my thoughts in real time. “Inside the nightmares, it… it felt like…”

It had felt like a torrent of grief and rage and pain. A mass of sheer noise. Something to splinter our minds and send us mad. Into a rampage.

It had felt like…

“… moonsickness,” I breathed.

My eyes went wide with the realization as I stared at the frail old woman.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” I said to her.

She didn’t react, but she didn’t need to. I knew I was right.

“The source of moonsickness,” I said. “It’s you.”
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Chapter 10

Regner leaned in toward the woman, and a darkness clouded his features. Maybe some of it was lingering memories of what he’d just endured at the hands of this woman’s magic, but there was something else, too.

After studying his expression, I realized he was repulsed. The magic at work here, trapping this woman in time and turning her into a science experiment, it sickened him to his core.

I couldn’t blame him. I felt nauseated just thinking about it. How much had this woman suffered because of the Fangs?

“You’re cunning,” Regner said to the woman, and it was a statement, not a question. “It’s a rare thing, for an auspice to be cunning. The Fangs must have gone to great trouble to find you. Dream magic is sophisticated. And powerful. I wonder how they captured you?”

The woman didn’t respond verbally, but she lifted one of her hands and reached out to him.

As one, we all recoiled, and I knew we were all loath to touch the woman who had just unleashed nightmares in our heads.

“Wait,” Kendra then murmured. “She means us no harm.”

“Did you not see what she just did to us?” Regner asked the owl-woman, and his tone was bitter. His scowl only softened when Maeve put a hand on his shoulder, and he turned away from Kendra like he was ashamed. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright,” the owl-woman told him, and I found myself wondering what her nightmare had been.

Hers was the only one I hadn’t seen, and unlike the others, I didn’t have an obvious clue as to what it might have been. I didn’t know what traumas lurked in her past, and she’d been pretty cagey about her life before the Sanctuary in Casterin.

“She doesn’t mean us harm,” Kendra reiterated, and she met Regner’s gaze steadily. “Look at us, we’re wearing Fang uniforms, and we just burst in here. Of course she reacted on instinct.”

As if to make a point, the owl-woman then crouched down on her knees and clasped the frail old woman’s outstretched hand between both of her own.

“See?” Kendra said as she stroked her thumb over the gnarled knuckles. “It’s okay.”

The others still looked hesitant, but I stepped forward and knelt down beside the dark-haired aspirant. The frail woman reached for me, too, and I raised my hand to catch hers. Thankfully, I wasn’t sent to any dream or nightmare again, and instead I felt only her cool, papery skin against my own.

Then, after a moment, images began to appear in my mind, but they didn’t override what I was actually seeing with my own eyes. It was more like… a transference of knowledge.

I saw how this woman had been captured by the Fangs. They’d sent one of their number, a boy who looked disconcertingly young to be a Fang. He didn’t even have his tattoo yet. He’d gone to her claiming he needed aid, that he was being haunted by terrible nightmares, and she’d taken him in.

She’d been like Orenda, the cunning woman outside Casterin. She helped those who came to her door, and her generosity had been repaid in capture and abuse.

The boy had drugged her, and she’d woken up here. Then the Fangs’ so-called ‘scientists’ had gotten to work exploiting her natural affinity for dream magic. They’d experimented on her and twisted her into this ruined creature I saw before me.

That was how she saw herself. A creature. A thing. She emitted moonsickness, and she had no control over it, no way of stopping it. The Fangs had taken her blood, the very essence of her, and by extension, her magic. They’d mixed it into the food of the prisoners on Deimos. She’d hoped that would’ve been the end of it, but then some were immune, and they were dragged to this wretched place, and the scientists came back to continue their bloody works.

“Gods…” I whispered in horror. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Beside me, Kendra was silently weeping, and glistening tears carved their way down her cheeks.

Through the woman’s connection, she told us about the leader of this place. They were skilled with time magic, because they had been the ones to create this ‘bubble’ around her. They sped it up to more quickly test the effects of new experiments, then slowed it down to preserve and prolong her lifespan.

I relayed this to the others, but my voice stumbled over the worst details. I couldn’t bear the abuse this woman had suffered. Every part of me wanted to wrench my hand from hers, to stop the terrible images entering my head, but I forced myself to keep hold.

This was her story, and it couldn’t just die here, alone and forgotten. Someone needed to know. Someone needed to carry it, and if that someone was me, then so be it.

“They have to be cunning,” my aunt said at last, and her tone was grave. “The leader. Time magic is complicated, as is trapping someone this powerful. They’ll be a witch, just like she is.”

“Ayla Maga…” Regner muttered, and he shook his head in disgust. “I knew some of my brethren had joined the Fangs, but to lead them? To put their magic to work such as this?”

The information continued to flow into my and Kendra’s heads. The woman was gripping our hands as hard as she could, but she was so weak, I barely felt her fingers grasping mine. This was the only way she could communicate, because the Fangs had taken her tongue.

Apparently, her screaming had made it difficult to concentrate on their work.

She had no idea how long she’d been trapped here, or even how old she was anymore. She had no sense of time, of whether her loved ones were still alive or long dead.

But one thing stood out above all else. More than anything, like a cry of anguish above the tidal wave of misery.

She longed for death.

It would be an end to her suffering, and she wanted nothing more than to be allowed to die. She’d been used and abused against her own kind for so long, forced to cause them so much pain. She just wanted it all to stop.

The woman stared into my eyes, and I could feel her pleading with me. My throat tightened as I was overwhelmed by her utter desperation, and I felt it as if it was my own.

“Is that truly what you want?” I asked, because I had to be sure.

I refused to be complicit in an innocent person’s death unless it was necessary.

But the woman nodded firmly and stared at me with a clear, focused gaze.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. We’ll do it.”

I felt a broken kind of relief flood through me from our connection. It made my skin crawl, and all I could feel was an overwhelming sense of pity for all this woman had suffered.

Carefully, Kendra and I dropped her hands, and I stepped back to make room for Regner. With Kendra’s help, the pair of them set about unravelling the intricate, complex magic woven around this woman that trapped her in time and in life.

We owed her this much, at least. Not because it would be a victory over the Fangs, and not because it might be a way to stop moonsickness, but because it would be a mercy for this poor woman.

Because it was the right thing to do.

“This will take time,” Regner muttered to the rest of us, and sweat was already beading on his brow as he and Kendra worked. “This is delicate work. One wrong move and… I don’t know. We could freeze her in time permanently.”

I shuddered. An endless waking existence would be torture even if it wasn’t in a dark, damp cell. It would be like something out of I Have No Mouth And I Must Scream.

“Take your time,” I told the green-eyed man firmly, and just as I said it, Lea, Sin and my aunt all perked up like they’d heard something.

I heard it a moment later. The sound of boots on stone and the clink of metal, most likely weapons or armor. Unlike the three women, I hadn’t been in Nagul long enough to figure out how to reliably draw on my exaggerated senses without shifting. Another skill I hadn’t had time to learn, especially since I’d been spending so much time in places riddled with moonsickness.

“Guards,” Lea said as she turned to me, and her expression was uneasy. “Does that mean Tavor…”

She trailed off like she didn’t want to finish the sentence.

“Not necessarily,” my aunt said. “Not all the guards immediately ran to the front lines, like the ones in the prison. These ones must have been told to hang back.”

“We must have disturbed something when we opened these doors,” Sin said, and she looked back at the narrow corridor we’d traversed through. “Maybe opening it disrupted the spell, and they’ve been sent to check.”

Whatever the reason was, it functionally didn’t matter. We needed to stop them.

And, clearly, the rest of the group had come to the same conclusion, because all of us, bar Kendra and Regner, drew our weapons and headed back down the corridor.

Maybe interacting with the shackled woman, or her trapping us in our nightmares, had disrupted the time spell. Maybe it was just because we were going in the other direction. But, for whatever reason, time was unaffected as Lea, Sin, Maeve, Costin, my aunt, and I hurried along the corridor, and we re-emerged into the lab area just as a half dozen Fangs burst in.

They were heavily armed and clearly in no mood to play around.

“You’re like a fucking infestation!” one of them snarled at us. “Why won’t you all just die already?”

“Come and kill us then,” Sin taunted and gave him her cockiest pirate’s smile.

They charged at us.

The Fangs obviously had no interest in the work being done in this lab, because they gave no concern to shattering bottles and staining pages of notes as we clashed.

In close quarters such as these, the halberds half of the Fangs wielded were far more of a hindrance than an aid. They literally didn’t have the space to swing wide, and it wasn’t too hard to evade the axe blade or spear tip and get in close while they were too busy fumbling with the oversized weapons.

Sin had plunged two daggers into one Fang’s throat before any of us even noticed she’d moved, which was the result of a decade of brawling for her life on pirate ships.

Maeve, in similar fashion, threw her damascened dagger and struck another guard square in the forehead, and his head pitched back with the force of the impact.

My aunt was similarly competent, with considerable fighting experience of her own. She wielded a shortsword like she’d been born with it in her hand, and she swung it in a manner I could only describe as swashbuckling. There was an impressive, almost dance-like grace as she wove the blade through the air, and she used it more like a rapier as she expertly parried one Fang’s attacks before neatly dispatching him with a single stab to the chest.

One of the Fangs was momentarily distracted by the death of his comrades, and this proved to be a lethal mistake.

I lunged forward and shoved my own dagger up into his skull through his chin, and before he was even fully dead, I wrenched the blade free and slashed the throat of another guard brandishing a shortsword at me.

Lea and Costin took no time in fending off their own opponents, either. Though the lioness-woman, like me, lacked much fighting experience in human form, she was agile when she needed to be, and she dodged several brutal slashes of a Fang’s halberd before pouncing with all the grace of her shifter form and shoving her dagger right into his eye.

Costin was the last to dispatch his assailant, but to my surprise, this wasn’t because he was struggling. I knew Lea’s brother was a competent fighter, but I would’ve assumed he was against a decent opponent over what I actually saw when I looked over.

Costin was taunting him.

There was no mistaking it. The Fang lunged with shortsword in hand, and Costin deftly avoided each swing. He moved gracefully, but his face was hard and unforgiving.

“Is that it?” he asked the Fang coldly. “Is that all you’ve fucking got?”

“Fuck you!” the Fang growled back, but his voice was ragged.

He was tiring out.

“How many people died at your hands?” Costin demanded, and his voice was like ice. “And this is all you have? I thought Fangs were supposed to be scary. I thought you were supposed to be strong.”

“Stronger than you,” the guard hissed back, and he took another swing at the non-shifter man, who evaded it almost embarrassingly easily.

“Is that so?” Costin mocked. “Funny. Doesn’t look like it. You’re pathetic. Each and every one of you. Blaming other people for your own problems. Your own mediocrity.”

The Fang bared his teeth and opened his mouth to retort, but before he could get a word out, Costin surged forward. He was so fast he was little more than a blur, and in one motion, he dodged another swing of the Fang’s blade and buried his own so deep in the Fang’s chest that blood spattered his gloves.

“When you meet your god,” Costin snarled as his eyes narrowed to furious slits. “Tell him I’m coming for him. For him, and every last one of his cowards.”

Then he jerked his arm, and the Fang’s dead body slid wetly off the blade and landed in a heap on the ground.

For a long moment, none of us spoke. We all just stared at Costin, and he looked back at us with a perfectly neutral expression.

“What?” he asked at last, and then he bent to wipe his blade clean on the dead man’s clothing.

“Costin…” Lea said carefully, and she took two hesitant steps toward him.

He opened his arms and embraced her, as if to reassure himself she was here, and she was okay.

It seemed Regner hadn’t been the only one affected by the nightmares.

When the two Hayder siblings parted, Costin met my gaze.

“You alright?” I asked him, and the non-shifter man nodded.

I didn’t really think he was, but I decided to take him at his word, at least for now. We had other things to worry about for the moment.

“Is it just me,” Sin said as he surveyed the bodies around us. “Or was that… uncomfortably easy?”

“The Fangs who can fight are out there, capturing shifters,” my aunt explained grimly, and with a distasteful expression, she nudged one dead man’s head with the toe of her boot. “The ones here were expected to be guards for prisoners-- or research scientists. Putting weapons in their hands doesn’t make them soldiers.”

“Then let’s hope for Tavor’s sake that they’re all this incompetent,” I said flatly.

The six of us briefly paused to rifle through the dead guards’ pockets, but we came up empty. There was nothing of use, and the only object of any interest whatsoever was a crumpled note stuffed in one Fang’s pocket. It was a half-written letter he’d apparently been intending to send to some sweetheart or another.

I felt ill at the idea of this dead man having a sweetheart. He’d come all the way here, joined the Fangs, and gotten his tattoo, and he had a sweetheart? It baffled me how someone who had let their heart be filled with so much hatred might have any space left for love.

It made me think of Cahir, whose prejudices had blinded him so completely, he’d broken both his own heart and my aunt’s, as well as destroying countless lives in the fallout.

Once we determined the dead men had nothing useful on them, we headed back down the corridor to find Regner and Kendra still working on unraveling the time spell around the old woman.

I stopped in the doorway and stared in shock when I realized I could actually see the threads of magic woven around the old woman.

There were dozens of them, maybe even a hundred. Tiny, filament-like threads of shimmering white light. They would have been beautiful, breathtakingly so, but even someone like me, with no training in magic, could see and feel the wrongness of them.

They were too tight and were woven around every part of her, even her throat. They were choking her and ensnaring her magic, her very soul. Anchoring her to this world irrespective of the normal progression of time.

The woman reached out for me with a trembling hand, and I went to her in an instant. I wasn’t sure if she actually wanted me there, or if, in her pain or age or delirium, she thought I was someone else.

But either way, I went to her and held her hand.

“We’re almost done,” Kendra told me, and her voice was rough with the effort of undoing this magic. “She’ll be at peace soon, Ayla Maga willing.”

Costin stepped forward and hurried to remove the shackles from the woman’s wrists. He took them off gently and lifted her hands like she was a noble lady he was asking for a dance. The flesh around her wrists was so red, I wondered if there was even any skin left, or if it had been worn away.

Once she was free of her shackles, the frail old woman looked even smaller, even more fragile. I held her in my arms gently, and she shivered, as though only now feeling the cold of this place.

Regner and Kendra finally sat back on their heels, and both of them were panting hard.

“It’s done,” the white-haired man muttered, and his ragged breathing was making the lenses of his glasses fog up. “It’s done.”

The woman shuddered again in my arms, as though acknowledging Regner’s words. She turned her purple eyes up to me, and they were so vivid against the washed-out pallor of her skin and the pale gray of her hair.

She raised a trembling hand, and I just felt the tips of her fingers brush over my cheekbone before it fell limp back into her lap. She let out a long, slow sigh, and I watched as her eyes turned glassy and her body went still.

I let out a breath I hadn’t even known I was holding. Carefully, as if not to wake her, I laid the woman’s body on the floor of the cell and got to my feet. Tears stung at my eyelids, and I impatiently wiped them away.

So much suffering endured by one person, and I didn’t even know her name.

“You should burn her,” Lea murmured to Regner. “Who knows what they’ll try to recover from her body. Or what the curse might do.”

“It’s the least we owe her,” Maeve agreed grimly, and she put a hand on the white-haired man’s shoulder as he swallowed hard and raised his hands toward the woman’s corpse.

Flames burst from his palms, and she caught alight. Similar to the wolf, it was quicker than I would have expected, like sparks to dry tinder. I watched smoke curl upwards toward the window and imagined it was her soul, finally free.

“In Kalama’s flame, may you find peace and warmth,” Regner intoned over the crackling of the flames.

“Burning One keep you,” Lea added softly, and the others repeated this in quiet voices, so I followed suit.

It wasn’t much, but it was all we could offer.

As we turned and headed back out into the lab, I realized something. The persistent buzzing of moonsickness that permeated the air here had faded, and my mind was quiet.

It had died with her. I doubted the same could be said for the drugged refugees in Casterin’s Sanctuary, but it was something.

Back in the lab, we hurriedly looked around for anything more, and Sin, who had a knack for finding things that were trying to be hidden, unearthed a notebook not unlike the one Kendra had found. It documented the Fangs’ efforts of synthesizing moonsickness from the woman’s blood.

Regner stashed this one in his pocket along with the other notebook, in case it had anything we could use to make a cure or vaccine against moonsickness. Though the Fangs’ source was dead, they still had some of her blood and might be able to recreate it, now that they knew it was possible.

Even though we were still in the Fangs’ stronghold, it felt like a breath of fresh air to leave the misery-laden stench of the lab and return to the hallway of the temple’s first floor.

“We’ll need to move carefully,” my aunt warned us as we came back out into the hallway. “There’s no telling how many other guards were alerted by the moonsickness bubble bursting.”

“Maybe they figured out Tavor’s assault was a distraction,” Sin said with a frown.

“Then we’ll be quick,” I said. “We need to find the leader of this place.”

“The witch,” Regner said flatly, and it felt strange to hear him using that word for his own kind. I’d sort of assumed it was, well, if not a slur, kind of rude. “The one who can use time magic. Whoever they are, they’ll be dangerous. That kind of magic is not easily mastered.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Costin said grimly, and when I looked over at him, all I could think was how he’d taunted that guard before killing him.

I pushed the thoughts from my mind as we began to move down the hallway as quietly as a group of eight people could manage.

For the most part, it was okay. Aunt Sylvia and Sin were both used to moving around on creaky pirate ships and could be light-footed if they needed to be. Costin had formal combat training, Lea could dance, and Maeve… well. Maeve was a wraith.

Privately, I didn’t really understand what Regner found attractive about her. I didn’t mean her scars or fake eye, and I had no trouble understanding why he’d like her personality, but there was something unsettling about the Ice Fury.

It was something in her stare, something in the way she stood and held herself when she thought no one was looking. Like I was watching someone who had slightly forgotten how to be human and had to consciously remember. Maybe it was a result of the things she’d suffered, or the way the Demonfrost’s curse had crept inside her.

Either way, she unnerved me. At times, she felt less like a person and more like a portent.

Kendra ended up ‘navigating’ for our little group, because while Regner was better at sensing magic, the owl-woman had a knack for things that were ‘potent with fate,’ to use her words.

So, it was because of her that we found a hidden closet space in the hallway, and once Costin had picked open the hidden lock, we found it led, not to a tiny room, but a helical staircase going both up and down.

“If this was a castle, I’d say this was a servant’s stairway,” Lea said as she eyed the helix. “But it’s not, so… why is it here?”

“I know Tushari worship naturally lends itself to secret passages and escape routes, but even by that measure, we’ve seen a lot of hidden rooms and passages,” Costin agreed with a grimace.

Then he stowed his lockpicks in his pockets and stepped back to allow Kendra and me to examine the stairway ourselves.

“We must be missing something,” I muttered. “But we’re not here to find out what that something is. We’re here to kill the son of a bitch who’s leading these murderers.”

“Agreed,” Maeve said firmly, but she wasn’t facing the staircase like the rest of us.

Instead, she and Aunt Sylvia were watching up and down the hallway to alert us about any oncoming guards.

I leaned forward and stuck my head into the stair passage, and I craned my neck to look first up, then down. I could see no light, and I couldn’t hear anyone, either. As best I could tell, it was deserted from end to end.

“Costin,” I said to the non-shifter man. “Maybe you should head up first? In case we need to unlock it from the other end.”

“Good idea,” Sin agreed.

I knew she hated small, enclosed spaces even more than I did, so the less time we spent crammed into a narrow stairway, the better. She had even stepped aside to let Costin pass her when Kendra put out a hand and caught the non-shifter man’s shoulder.

“Wait,” Kendra said with a furrowed brow, and I felt a jolt of panic run through me.

“What is it?” I asked, and my mind filled with any number of scenarios.

My eyes darted around, and I expected hordes of Fang guards to leap out from every door and entryway.

But none appeared. At least, not yet.

“That’s not right,” Kendra muttered. She let go of Costin’s shoulder to press the first and second fingers of each hand to her temples, and she massaged them as if she’d been suddenly plagued by a migraine. “Ugh… that’s not…”

“Kendra.” I urgently touched her upper arm. “Are you okay?”

“There’s… strong magic here…” she said, but it clearly took her effort to speak. “Fatespun…”

“Can we do anything?” Lea asked, and she came to stand on the auspice woman’s other side with a worried frown.

For a few moments, we all just stood around Kendra and watched helplessly as she bore the waves of whatever pain or knowledge was rippling through her head.

Then, as inexplicably as it had started, it seemed to stop, and she looked up at me.

“Sorry,” she said as she blinked, and her purple eyes were no longer squinted in pain.

“Don’t be,” I answered immediately. “Are you alright?”

“Just about,” she told me. “But I… I have a better sense now. Of what we need to do.”

“Alright,” I said with a nod, since I was eager to get moving. “What do we do, then?”

“Well, for starters, we’re not going up,” the owl-woman said, and she nodded to the stairway. “We need to head down.”
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Chapter 11

I looked at Kendra uneasily. She seemed so sure, so determined, but that just meant she knew she was right. It had no bearing on what actually awaited us down there.

My first thought was the prison, filled with dead Fangs and the ghosts of better people. I couldn’t help but glance over at Aunt Sylvia, just for a moment, but she was already watching me and saw me look. I felt my cheeks heat with a sort of embarrassed shame at being caught, but I’d seen her face, too.

She was terrified at the idea of returning to that prison yet again.

“What, exactly, is down there?” I asked slowly and deliberately.

I tried to stop my heart from pounding so hard, but I couldn’t. I could hear the blood rushing in my ears, and it was nearly deafening.

“Not the prison,” Kendra said as she answered my unspoken question. “That’s not where we need to go.”

“When you say ‘need,’” Costin interjected carefully, and he looked as uncomfortable as I felt. “Is that because we’ve promised to kill the Fangs’ leader? Or is this how our fates have spun?”

Kendra turned to the non-shifter man, and she somehow both looked at him and through him, as if she was caught in some reverie.

“You still think they’re separate…” she murmured and almost sounded like she was amused. “Interesting…”

To Costin’s credit, he didn’t grimace or wince at her words, but he did break her gaze pointedly. This seemed to startle Kendra from whatever thoughts she’d been lost in, and she turned back to face me.

“Down,” she reiterated firmly.

So, we went down.

Costin went in first, just in case we’d need a lockpick at the other end. Regner followed immediately behind the non-shifter man while holding a flame aloft in his palm. I came next, then Kendra, Aunt Sylvia, Sin, Lea with her moon crystal, and finally Maeve, who sealed the passage’s entrance behind us.

“Laverna’s tits, this place just keeps getting bigger,” Sin muttered as we began to traverse the tight, steep downwards spiral of the stairway.

She sounded uncomfortable at the idea of being crammed into another narrow passage, and I couldn’t blame her.

“It must have been added to over time,” Lea said to the pirate captain. “Even before the Fangs set up here. I’ve seen seams in the walls. Multiple eras have added to this place. Only the innermost parts are original.”

“Is this original?” I asked as I cast my voice back over my shoulder but kept my eyes ahead. With such steep steps, it was probably best to look where I was going. “This tunnel?”

Maybe, since it was a stairway going up and down, ‘turret’ was a better word, but either way, it couldn’t have been more than eight, maybe ten feet in diameter. It was strange watching the shadows cast by the lioness-woman’s moon crystal and Regner’s fire. One warm light, one cold, and each threw dramatic shapes against the tight curve of the wall.

“I’m not an architect, but it looks pretty old,” the lioness said, and I could just imagine her pressing a hand to the wall and feeling the cold, rough stone under her palm, as if it might communicate to her somehow.

“I’d imagine everything below ground level is original,” Regner said from in front of me. “Like you said, hollowing out a cavern under an existing, heavy structure is unwise. So, logically, the stairways that lead to those underground levels are original, too.”

“Why renovate a temple, though?” I asked. “The work must have been… enormous. And it doesn’t look like it was ever in danger of crumbling or anything.”

“The additions are tidy,” Lea said, and her tone made it clear she was agreeing with me. “Entire rooms tacked onto existing parts. Not replacing walls that have crumbled. The eras spread outwards.”

“We must be missing something,” I said, not for the first time. “This place must have had a bigger purpose before the Fangs moved in. Something beyond just worshipping Tushar.”

We continued ever further, down the steep spiral of the passageway, and before long, it became obvious we’d gone much deeper than the ground floor of the temple. Deeper, even, than the prison level we’d snuck in from.

But still the stairs continued, around and around in a tight spiral, seemingly without an end.

After what felt like hours, Costin stopped abruptly, and there was a lot of stumbling as we all bumped into each other behind the non-shifter man.

I craned my neck to peer at him, which was facilitated by the fact I was two steps above him.

He was facing a wall.

“Gods,” Sin groaned. “Don’t tell me this thing just stops.”

“I don’t think it does,” the non-shifter man said as he pressed his hands to the wall and felt his way over the stone. “None of the other ‘dead ends’ we’ve seen so far have been real.”

I watched as he began to press seemingly random parts of the flat wall in front of him. After several attempts, I heard the grinding of stone against stone and knew he’d succeeded.

This brief moment of elation was crushed, however, when the wall slid back and revealed what lay behind it.

“Yippee,” I said dully. “More stairs.”

I was honestly kind of puzzled by this. Surely anyone coming down would know about the false ends of the passages here. As Costin himself had said, none of the other ‘dead ends’ had been real. Putting one in the middle of a stairway seemed… odd.

And the more I thought about it, the more unnerved I became. We were definitely missing something, and it was just a matter of waiting until the other shoe dropped.

Once again, Maeve sealed the passage behind us, and as she did, I wondered if the doors weren’t about keeping people out, so much as keeping people in.

If we came across something down here-- saw something we shouldn’t, learned something forbidden-- we would be threats to the Fangs’ operation. They’d chase us, and we’d have to fight our way out and flee. Putting in several doors which took time to open would be a good way of limiting any head starts we might get.

We continued on, ever-downwards. I half-expected to feel my ears pop or something. Just how far down did this go, anyway? And how had the Tushari priests managed such a deep excavation? This definitely wasn’t a natural passage. The walls were too uniform, too smooth. Maybe we were being connected to an underground cavern, but this part was definitely man-made.

The sounds of our footsteps echoing up and down the stairs became monotonous, almost maddening. I began to wonder if this was some weird trick, if the stairs really just did go on for ages and then stopped. Maybe the doors were only able to be opened from one side, and we’d just sealed ourselves into a narrow tomb.

“Arthur,” Regner muttered from in front of me, which caused me to jump. “Are you alright? I can feel your nerves from here.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled, and I once again tried to slow my pounding heart, to little success.

I swallowed hard and looked around for a distraction, and I eventually settled on the man in front of me.

“And you?” I asked him. “Alright, I mean?”

“Me?” the green-eyed man asked, and despite his light tone, I saw the line of his shoulders tense.

He knew exactly what I was getting at.

“Your dream, nightmare,” I corrected myself. “It was… pretty intense.”

That was putting it mildly. Regner’s nightmare had been by far the most powerful. It had been the only one that had threatened to pull me back into my own somehow. For a few brief moments, I hadn’t been sure we were going to break out, or if the cunning man’s overwhelming grief would spell our collective doom.

“Right,” Regner said stiffly.

He was probably keenly aware that the others could all clearly hear us, no matter how low our voices were. But, to their credit, they were doing a good job of pretending they had no idea what we were talking about.

I wondered how Maeve felt, at the back of the line. Unable to talk to Regner without calling over several heads. Unable to touch his shoulder, or his arm, and offer comfort.

“You have to understand, I… don’t often go near those memories,” the cunning man explained in a careful tone, and I found myself transfixed by the fire in his palm.

It seemed to flicker and bend with his words-- no. His emotions.

“I get that,” I murmured without judgement. “I… can’t even imagine how painful they must be.”

“It’s not only that,” Regner sighed, and it was a deep, tired sigh, something that came from his very bones. “That kind of… of grief, or any kind of strong emotion… it affects magic.”

That made sense. Magic was, as I understood it, tied to the self. The mind. The soul. And, as I watched the flame dance across Regner’s palm, I realized it was flickering with a certain regularity. Almost like a pulse.

Not a heart’s pulse, but a soul’s.

“My kind, cunning folk,” he continued, “the skilled ones, the powerful ones learn to control their emotions. In managing their feelings, they can perform magic uninterrupted, and they are capable of… incredible feats.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

Something about his tone was mesmerizing, like listening to a professor talk about their specialized field. I supposed passion was its own kind of magic.

“But the most powerful of all, they use their emotions,” Regner told me. “These are… skills I never cultivated, though. My own feelings have always overwhelmed me. Especially when it comes to… to Aisha. And Selma.”

I saw him swallow hard, and his voice had become thick with the effort of choking back tears. I reached out and touched his shoulder in solidarity.

“Do you… want to talk about it?” I asked a little sheepishly.

Regner chuckled a little. “We’re about to enter Erramun-knows-what, and fight Erramun-knows-who.”

“I know,” I said. “But… if I was in your position, I… I don’t think I’d want to die with such a thing hanging over my head.”

“I see.” Regner went quiet then and seemed to take this in. “Well, thank you for that, Arthur, but… this will always hang over my head. As long as I love them. And my love is all I have left of them.”

The flame in his palms twitched and threatened to gutter, and I felt like I was watching a heart break.

Somehow, eventually, we came to the bottom of the stairway. Or, at the very least, another fake out. Once again, Costin fumbled around the wall until he found the right spot: a tiny engraving of Tushar’s symbol.

And this time, when the doorway opened, it didn’t reveal more stairs.

We emerged into an enormous cavern system. The ceilings had to be fifty feet high, maybe more, with huge stalactites suspended from the roof of the cavern and equally massive stalagmites jutting from the floor around us, like the petrified maw of some long-dead monster from the Ruin itself.

The entire place was cast in a soft, dim glow, just barely light enough to see properly, and I suppose our eyes would adjust more over time.

As best I could tell, the cave was deserted, with no sign of civilization anywhere.

“Erramun…” Lea’s disbelieving voice whispered as she stepped into the cavern.

Even though she wasn’t singing, the moon crystal in her hands glowed brightly. Maybe there were other crystals nearby, like in the caves we’d first explored together while stalking Perseus Tristan and Harland Volos.

“I knew there were caves around here, but… by the Lunar King,” Costin breathed in a wondrous tone, and he spun in a slow, mesmerized circle to take it all in.

“This can’t be coincidence,” Maeve declared. She reached out a hand and ran a finger down the nearest stalagmite, and some of its damp residue stuck onto the finger of her glove. She stared at it, then sniffed it. I half-expected her to lick it, but she just wiped her hand on her jacket. “A cave system this massive would be a stupid place to build on, unless you specifically wanted caves underneath your temple.”

“Agreed,” I said with a nod. “But for what purpose? Tushar is an ice and snow god, what use would he have with caves? Is there a Naguli god for caves?”

“Kaiolori,” Lea supplied.

“Sorry?” I frowned.

“Ky-oh-lor-ree,” the lioness-woman repeated, more slowly. “Goddess of caves and the underground. She is the root of the world, and the mother of Teryn.”

That name I did recognize. Teryn was the goddess of nature and the harvest, the one who’d cursed Deimos after a vain, foolish lord had cut down a grove of sacred trees.

“Right,” I said with a nod. “So, does Kaiolori have any overlap with Tushar? Is he, like, her lover in the mythology or something?”

“Oh, no.” Lea looked stunned at the idea. “Tushar is a solitary figure. And anyway, Teryn is fatherless. She sprang from her mother’s roots.”

“Kaiolorian worship and Tushari worship don’t really overlap,” Kendra said conclusively. “Though I do agree, it’s strange the temple would choose to build itself here for no reason. The caves must be important, somehow.”

“Do you think the Fangs know about this place?” Sin asked as she kicked a stalagmite suspiciously. She looked much more at ease now that we were out of the narrow passage, even if we were still who-knew-how-far underground.

“I doubt it,” my aunt said with a frown. “They never mentioned anything within earshot of me, anyway. Certainly, I don’t think they would think to look down here for all of us. If not for you, Kendra, we’d have continued upward instead.”

“Gods, does that mean we’ll have a moment to stop and think?” Costin asked, and he let out a relieved groan. “Erramun! I’m exhausted!”

As soon as he said it, I realized how tired I was, too. The eight of us had been going non-stop since we’d left Torchlight, which felt like days ago now. We didn’t have much in the way of rations-- we didn’t have anything, really-- but even the chance to sit and rest a bit was a luxury in itself.

“We should pause, while we can,” Maeve said in her no-nonsense voice. “I think we could all… use a break.”

She said this last part unusually delicately, and I didn’t miss how her mismatched eyes slid over to Regner. He’d gotten it the worst, but all of us had been deeply affected by the auspice woman’s strange magic, and we all needed a moment to recenter ourselves, recover, and prepare for what laid ahead.

So, the eight of us found a small tunnel leading off from the main cavern, which was as close to a shelter as we would be able to find down here. We sat and settled, and for several long minutes, we all just embraced one another silently. Sin clung to my aunt, Lea clung to her brother and me, Regner clung to Maeve, and Kendra watched us all like a sentinel.

After a while, I looked up at her, and she must not have noticed me, because her face was entirely unguarded.

She looked unbearably sad.

I turned my head away before she could notice I’d seen. I wanted to afford her a moment of privacy, at the very least.

Eventually, we managed to talk again. I sat with Sin and Lea, and all of us were holding one another close, still so rattled by what we’d seen.

“It felt so real,” Sin whispered to us both. “I thought… I thought I was going to be trapped there forever. I thought I was going to die there.”

“So did I,” Lea said sympathetically, and then they both turned their gazes to me.

“What about you?” the pirate captain asked. “What did you see?”

“The two of you,” I answered honestly. “We were in the Hayder Manor gardens. It was nice, at first. But… when I asked you about the others, about my aunt and Costin and everyone… you looked at me like I was crazy. Then you started saying how I didn’t love you, so I should just leave and go back to my world.”

“Gods…” Lea whispered while looking horrified. “Arthur, you know we would never say that, never even think it.”

“I know,” I promised her, and I squeezed her hand gently. “I know that now. But you know how dream logic works. It makes sense when you’re in it. And… after you two, I guess, vanished, I found myself at home. And my family were saying the same things you did. How I abandoned them. How I failed them. How I mustn’t love them enough. So they wanted nothing to do with me. And… and I was all on my own.”

I spoke frankly, but even knowing it had been fake, even knowing it would never come to pass, the memory of it all, how it had felt real in those moments, cut deep.

“I’m so sorry,” Sin said earnestly, and she reached out to stroke my hair. “I’m sure that’s a lie, too, though. From what you and Daciana--”

She paused, grimaced, and shook her head.

“From what you and Sylvia,” she corrected herself deliberately, “both told me, they’ll just be delighted to see you’re both alive and okay.”

I smiled over at her and felt a rush of warmth and gratitude toward the pirate captain.

“I don’t mind if you call her Daciana in front of me,” I told her. “That’s the name she used for years. She’s as much Daciana as she is Sylvia.”

“True,” Sin admitted with a soft smile. “Maybe you should come up with a second name, though.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Lea agreed with a gentle laugh. “You’ve seen the sort of trouble worldwalkers attract. You might have a chance at some peace and quiet if you make a Naguli identity for yourself.”

“Didn’t I kind of do that already?” I asked the lioness-woman in a teasing tone. “I’m supposed to be a visiting family friend from Sunwell or something, right?”

“Is there anyone left who actually believes that lie?” Lea asked, and her voice was caught between amusement and genuine curiosity.

I shrugged, because I couldn’t remember. It was a little hard to keep track sometimes.

“Once the Fangs are dealt with, maybe we won’t need the lie,” I said to them. “Maybe we can just… live in peace here.”

They both looked at me as their expressions softened.

“You really do want to stay here?” Sin asked quietly.

“I mean, I want to go home sometimes,” I said. “Like, to visit. I’d like to take you two if I can, as well. But… yeah. I think… between Aunt Sylvia and you two and…”

I paused and trailed off. I’d been speaking without thinking and had no idea where that sentence had been going to go. I frowned a little but then shook it off and continued.

“That’s all I want,” I told them earnestly.

Lea and Sin exchanged a look then, something knowing and almost mischievous. But they didn’t say anything. Instead, they just hugged themselves closer to me, and the three of us held one another.

“I’m so glad Kendra came with us,” the lioness-woman said after a pause. “I don’t know where we’d be without her.”

“At the very least, we’d be at the wrong end of this temple,” Sin said dryly. “If we even made it that far.”

“I knew she’d fit right in.” Lea smiled happily, and she wasn’t exaggerating. Her strange intuition had been part of the reason we’d even met Kendra to begin with. The two women had had an instant connection, one I still didn’t quite understand, but it was as profound as the one connecting Lea to Sin and me.

“Not sure I’d go that far, but I like having her around,” the pirate captain agreed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Sin had little care for things like fate. She believed in the people around her, in what she could do with her own two hands.

“Even now,” I asked her, “you don’t think much of destiny?”

“I admit it exists, to one extent or another,” the pirate captain admitted with a shrug. “And I won’t deride those who truly believe in it. But I make my own choices. Not because some god or prophecy demands I make them.”

“Maybe they accounted for that,” Lea said philosophically. “Maybe your independence was factored in, and the path you choose is still the one laid by fate.”

Sin made a face at this, which made both Lea and I laugh a little.

“You’re incorrigible,” the pirate captain declared as she fondly rolled her eyes.

“Maybe.” I grinned and leaned into her. “But you love us.”

Sin’s faux pout transformed into a beautiful smile.

“I do,” she agreed. “But not because fate mandated it. Because, well… you’re worth loving.”

I leaned over and kissed her forehead, then the tip of her nose, then her lips. Lea did the same, first to the pirate captain, then to me.

For a few moments longer, I hugged them. Then I untangled myself from their embrace and headed over to where my aunt was sitting. She’d perched on a rock, the closest thing to a chair down here, and sat with her elbows on her knees and her mouth resting against her hands, apparently deep in thought.

“Fancy sharing?” I asked in an attempt to lighten the mood.

She jumped a little when I spoke but smiled as I sat down on the ground beside her.

“Hey, AJ,” she said, in that singsong way she spoke whenever something rhymed. Then her expression sobered. “How’re you doing?”

“Okay, considering,” I said with a shrug. “Honestly, I… I think it’s easier? Knowing you had the same nightmare as me. It feels… rational. Not like it might actually happen, but… you know.”

“I do,” Aunt Sylvia confirmed. “Even if the fears themselves are irrational, the process to develop them isn’t. I think I’m glad, too, for what that’s worth.”

I smiled at her, but something inside my chest ached.

“You know they wouldn’t, right?” I asked and was suddenly filled with a desperation to make her understand. “They’d never turn you away. Dad, he… he was so devastated when you vanished. It really messed him up. He’d be so, so happy to see you. They all would.”

“I don’t think I would’ve ended up in that nightmare if a part of me didn’t honestly worry they would,” my aunt confessed. “But… it’s helpful to hear you say it. Makes me feel like I’m not crazy, not being inconsiderate, or… or greedy. Asking for their forgiveness. Their love.”

“It’s not greedy,” I told her firmly. “You’re family, Aunt Sylvia. To me and to them. You didn’t leave for some stupid, frivolous reason, you left to help people. Dad would understand that for sure. And… I think he’d be proud of you.”

I felt a little weird, talking to my aunt about how proud my own father would be of her, but never had I been so aware of the fact my aunt was closer in age to me than to her brother.

“Gods.” Aunt Sylvia smiled at me tiredly, but her voice was fond. “You grew up on me, AJ. When did you get so wise?”

“Honestly, most of it came in the past month,” I snorted, which made her laugh.

“You’re a good kid, Arthur,” she said, and she reached out to squeeze my shoulder. “He’d be proud of you, too, y’know.”

Her words made something well inside me. Something comforting and painful all at once.

God, I missed them.

“I just can’t wait to see him again,” I sighed as I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Then a thought came to mind, and I chuckled softly. “I can’t wait to see his face when you walk in.”

“He’ll think he’s seeing a ghost,” my aunt agreed with a soft smile. “Oh, he’s gonna be so mad!”

“Yeah, but not for long,” I said. “He’ll be over the moon. Shit, he’ll probably ask you to move in or something.”

“God!” she gasped in a mock-horrified tone. “No way. I escaped the worst of that in childhood, not a chance. But… maybe I’ll consider moving closer.”

“When I left, there was a house for sale on their street,” I told her.

She cocked her head to the side and genuinely seemed to consider it. Something in her eyes sparkled. Hope? Pain? Maybe both.

“Let’s save the real estate for when we’re back there,” Aunt Sylvia said at last, and she flashed me another smile. “We have a world to save first, after all.”

“That we do,” I agreed with a grin, and when I got to my feet, I felt lighter somehow.

Regner was crouching a little away from the rest of us while attempting to conjure a fire. The main problem seemed to be there was nothing to burn, so he had to concentrate constantly to keep one going, and it was exhausting him.

“Need a hand?” I asked him.

“Found any firewood?” he sighed.

“I think I saw a couple twigs just as we were leaving Solace,” I joked as I put my hands on my hips.

The cunning man bowed his head and laughed tiredly, then rose from his crouch.

He looked down at the failed campfire with another sigh. I cast a sideways glance at him and saw he really did look ragged. He needed several large meals and a week’s worth of sleep when we were done here.

“I’m so sick of this cold,” he told me through gritted teeth, and even with several layers of warm clothing, he was almost shivering. “I’m not used to it.”

“Me, neither,” I admitted. “Back home, in my world, I grew up in this really humid city. We rarely got any snow at all, let alone something like here.”

“You can sympathize, then,” the white-haired man said with a huff, and his breath clouded in the frigid air as if to accentuate his point.

“Where are you from, anyway?” I asked him. “What are you used to?”

I realized I didn’t know. I’d seen this man’s innermost fears, his worst memory, and yet I didn’t even know where he called home.

“Warmer than here,” the cunning man scoffed. “I’m from Eltal, if you know it? A city about halfway between Casterin and Maroquet.”

“I know it,” I said. “I mean, not personally, I’ve never been there. But it’s like, Nagul’s capital city, right? The Royal Court lives there.”

“That’s the one,” Regner confirmed with a nod, and his expression turned wistful. “I… I thought I’d never see it again, when they took me. The Fangs. I think now is the first time I actually believe I might.”

“You will,” I said firmly, and I clasped his shoulder. “We’re all getting out of this, Regner, mark my words.”

He smiled at me, but he looked so, so tired.

“I hope you’re right,” he said. “I… there’s a tree. I planted it after… After. There’s a plaque, with their names. I’m the only one who goes to tend it. I hate to think how neglected it might look, after so long. I don’t want them to… to think I’ve forgotten about them.”

“They don’t,” I promised, with the sort of blind confidence necessary for such an assertion.

But from what I knew of this man, from what he’d told me of his dead loved ones, they’d never think such a thing.

Regner turned to me with a weak smile, and I smiled back and felt buoyed by this small display of hope.

I then opened my mouth to say something, but I was cut off by a faint rumbling noise.

“Uh…” I said slowly. “What’s that?”

Regner’s eyes widened.

“Shit,” he muttered before he flung out a hand to the rest of our group. “Take cover!”

I whipped around and expected to see Fangs pour in from somewhere-- it had to be an obscenely big number to cause this much footfall-- but as the rumbling got closer, and louder, I realized I wasn’t hearing or feeling an approaching crowd.

The rumbling was so strong now that I could feel it rattling in my teeth. I cast a glance up at the roof of the cavern and saw a crack split across its surface.

And then the rocks began to fall.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 12

I acted on instinct, grabbed the people closest to me, and dove for whatever cover I could find. I half-shoved, half-threw Costin and Regner further down the tunnel, away from the collapsing rubble, and I turned around just in time to see a hunk of rock the size of a car slam into the ground between us and the other half of our group.

It had missed Kendra by less than a foot. The owl-woman was frozen stock-still, like she was terrified or caught in some auspice stupor. Despite the dust and the still-falling rocks, I surged toward her, grabbed her by the arm, and yanked her away just as brick-sized boulders plummeted to the ground where she’d been standing only seconds before.

“Arthur, wait!” she gasped to me, but whatever it was could wait until we were safe.

I herded her down the tunnel to where Costin and Regner had wedged themselves into an alcove. With no concern for personal space, Kendra and I followed suit, and the four of us cowered and prayed and waited for the world to stop falling.

It was probably only a couple of minutes, but it felt like hours. Just when I began to hope it might be over, another stone would crash to the floor, which caused another barrage of dust and rubble to dislodge and started the cycle all over again. I shoved my nose into the crook of my elbow to keep from inhaling too much sand and grime.

But, at long last, it truly stopped. The world had, mercifully, not collapsed upon our heads and trapped us in a grave at the end of the world.

With joints stiff from contorting ourselves into such a small space, we slowly extricated ourselves from the alcove. This involved a lot of wincing and, in Costin’s case, almost falling face-first to the ground when it became clear his leg had gone numb.

As Regner helped the non-shifter man up, Kendra and I approached the wall of rocks that had, a few minutes ago, been the exit of the tunnel our group had been making shelter in.

Carefully, mindful not to disturb the newly-settled stone, I placed a hand on the car-sized boulder that had almost crushed Kendra. With my free hand, I reached for her, and she gripped it tight with both her own.

“Aunt Sylvia!” I shouted to the rock. My voice sounded embarrassingly loud in the near-silence left in the cave-in’s wake, and it ricocheted off the sides and echoed down the tunnel. “Lea! Sin! Maeve! Can any of you hear me?”

There was no immediate answer. Something cold gripped tight around my heart.

“Lea!” Costin shouted, and with Regner’s help, he hobbled over to the cave-in. “Lea! Leandra!”

“Maeve!” Regner bellowed while sounding just as panicked, and he pressed both hands to the stone as if he thought he might be able to shift it from sheer force of will. “Maeve!”

“Arthur?”

A faint voice, unmistakably the pirate captain’s, and I let out a choked sob of relief. Then I swallowed and bit back the emotion.

We needed to focus if we were going to get out of this alive.

“Sin!” I shouted back. “Are you all okay?”

We all had to strain to hear her reply. Even my shifter hearing was struggling to pick her voice up.

“... Four of us!” Sin called out, which I just managed to catch. “Me, Lea, Maeve and D-- Sylvia. What about you?”

“Four!” I shouted back. “We’re all here, we’re all okay!”

“They’re okay?” Regner’s green eyes were wide with panic, but when I nodded, he let out a rush of breath and leaned his forehead against the stone. “Oh, Ayla Maga keep them…”

“Sin! Can you see any way out?” I shouted.

“A couple!” the pirate captain yelled back in answer.

Kendra put a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to look at her.

“I should be able to sense where to go,” she said, and her purple eyes were fierce with determination. “Maybe Lea can do the same, and we can regroup.”

I nodded and turned back to the wall of rocks.

“Lea!” I yelled. “Kendra says she can figure out a way around for us! Can you do the same?”

“I think so!”

The lioness-woman’s reply was even fainter. Evidently, Sin was the one pressed right up against the rocks, like I was on this side. Though, some of it was probably also the pirate captain’s years of experience bellowing orders to her crew over the roar of the waves.

“We regroup!” I shouted. “First priority! No going off separately, okay?”

“No arguments here, AJ!” my aunt’s voice replied faintly, and I did feel relieved to hear her for myself, even though I knew Sin would never have lied about her being okay.

I turned back to Regner and Costin. Both men looked a little ill at the idea of being separated from the rest of the group, and I could hardly blame them for it. I’d just seen for myself that losing Lea was Costin’s worst fear and most terrible nightmare. And, as for Regner, he’d already lost so many people he’d loved. Another just might break him.

“Come on,” I said in a determined voice. “They have Lea, we have Kendra. We can regroup with them before we continue on.”

“Sounds good,” Costin muttered as he shifted on his feet. “I don’t fancy facing whatever’s waiting for us down here just as a foursome.”

“I’m not sure if ‘waiting’ is really the right word, Costin,” Regner then said, and I saw the cunning man still had his hands pressed to the rock.

His posture was less panicked, though, and I realized he was no longer clinging to the stone as a way to get close to Maeve. He was listening for something. Sensing something.

“What is it, Regner?” I asked.

“Magic,” he muttered with his eyes closed. “Powerful magic. It would have to be, to move stone like that.”

“Oh?” I tried to quell the foreboding feeling that shivered across my skin.

“Fire is difficult to tame,” the cunning man told me. “It’s a rare skill, but dominion over earth and stone is another thing entirely. They’re stubborn, nigh immovable. The sheer force of will required… And so precise…”

Because it had been precise. The fact the tunnel had only partially collapsed, and not the entire thing, not the entire cavern above us, was either nothing short of a miracle.

Or it had been a controlled effort by some malevolent force wishing to crush us without bringing the entire temple above down on our heads.

And, presumably, their heads. I doubted Kendra’s intuition would have led us down here if the person we were looking for, the leader of the Fangs, wasn’t also here.

It seemed they had a pretty heavy-duty bodyguard, though, and I wondered if they were only watching out for the Fangs’ leader, or if they stood sentinel over something else, too.

After all, our group had surmised that the curse was linked to this somehow, based on the research notes Kendra and Regner had looked over.

“An earth-shaker,” the owl-woman murmured, and she looked a little worried. “Could they be the same person who put that strange time magic in around that woman’s cell?”

“It’s possible,” Regner admitted. “But not likely. Both skills are rare among cunning folk, and require a lot of skill and training.”

“There’s no guarantee whoever manipulated that time magic is still here,” Costin said. “He tied the magic to that poor woman. That spell could have been months, even years old.”

“Could the caster have died?” I asked the non-shifter man, though it was more a question for Regner, who shook his head.

“That wasn’t like the curse over this land,” he said. “The Demonfrost was created by prayer to a god. The conduit of the magic, the witch-priest who prayed to Tushar, doesn’t need to be alive because it’s Tushar’s power. Raw magic, the kind not invoked by gods, like elemental magic, like time magic, requires a living caster.”

“So, they’re alive,” I said. “What are the chances they’re down here, with the leader of the Fangs and their earth-shaking bodyguard?”

“Slim,” the cunning man told me. “It seems unwise to keep so many important pieces in the same place.”

Which meant we probably couldn’t finish off the Fangs in one fell swoop here. Taking out their leader, and whoever was protecting them, was one thing. But it seemed there would still be important players elsewhere.

This wasn’t really news, though. We knew the higher-up members of the Fangs, the people who kept their hands clean, the people who donated vast amounts of money, they weren’t here. They’d likely never been here. But once we took out the Fangs’ leadership here, they would be our next step.

And, now, it seemed we would have a second reason to hunt them down, if one of them could play with time.

“Come on, then, we’re wasting time if we’re not moving,” I said to the other three, and with Kendra leading us, we began to head further down the tunnel.

I couldn’t help but feel it was a metaphor turned literal.

You had to go through it to get out the other side.

And this did feel like a ‘go through it’ kind of moment. I had become so used to having Lea and Sin, and even my Aunt Sylvia, by my side that now their absence was impossible to ignore. I almost felt like I was missing a limb, not having them right there beside me, and I was constantly wondering what they were going through at this very moment.

I was worried for them, but I reminded myself they were competent. Sin and my aunt had years of experience battling pirates, and Maeve was as deadly as any of the cursed creatures lurking out on the ice. They would be fine.

But it didn’t stop me from worrying over them, anyway.

It was just another reminder of how quickly, how completely, my heart had become tangled up in this world. As if I could have ever left without Sin and Lea coming with me. Not that I ever would have asked that of them. This was their home, and to ask them both to leave Nagul for a world they didn’t know, full of people they’d never met, would be completely unfair.

I was glad Lea and Sin had each other at least. Just like I was glad Aunt Sylvia had Sin. Together, they would look out for one another, but even this was poor comfort to myself. It was as though some part of me was tethered to them, like a string around my heart, and like Hansel and Gretel following breadcrumbs through the woods, I was picking my way back to them through these tunnels.

If not for Regner’s flames, it would have been pitch black. While the main cavern had been dotted with moon crystals, this smaller passage was bare. I had no idea if it was a vein of a different kind of stone or if the crystals had been deliberately mined from this tunnel. Probably the latter, since the easier-to-reach deposits of precious stones and metals were always the first to run dry.

The deeper we ventured, the more sinister the shadows seemed to become. They had sharper edges, loomed larger with teeth and talons, and flickered in the light of the cunning man’s fire. The energy between the four of us, even serene Kendra, was tense, and we were all on edge from being separated from our allies, our friends, our loved ones.

I couldn’t help but think of the fragments of Costin’s and Regner’s nightmares I’d witnessed before Lea and Maeve had jogged them free.

“I’ve read a little about the Fangs and their legends,” the cunning man said as we walked. He seemed desperate to fill the silence, and frankly I was grateful for something besides the pounding of blood in my ears and the ever-frantic catastrophizing of my mind.

“You have?” I prompted him. “I only know the really basic stuff, I think. The Cold and the Silence, and all that.”

“The Rime Lord and the Mistress of the End and the Quiet,” Regner confirmed with a nod, and I remembered Kendra telling me where she would go in Nagul, if given the choice of anywhere.

She had chosen Lusari, the City of Songs, which had stood against Melora’s Quiet Death when she robbed the city of their voices.

After having faced all this, I wanted to see it, too. I wanted to see something joyous and plentiful, where the sheer resilience of the people had been enough to defy a goddess.

“It might not be as showy as the City of Songs, but this place stood against Tushar just as Lusari stood against Melora,” Costin said thoughtfully. “Torchlight didn’t just happen. The people chose to rise up and refuse the gods’ cruelty.”

“Maybe someone will write an epic poem about Torchlight and store it in Lusari’s grand library, then,” I said half-jokingly.

“I wonder how Tavor and the others are faring…” Kendra mused.

“They’ll have done all they can for us, by now,” Costin said. “What matters is we make their efforts count.”

We all nodded in firm agreement, but right at this moment, the only thing we could do was continue following Kendra along the tunnel.

“If the Demonfrost is Tushar’s domain, what’s Melora’s?” I spoke again, mainly to stop my mind obsessing over what Lea, Sin, and Aunt Sylvia might be doing at this very moment. “Or was it Lusari, until the city resisted her?”

“Melora isn’t like most gods, she doesn’t have a particular location associated with her,” Regner told me. “Her realm is the End and the Quiet, so she holds dominion over the spaces between.”

“Graveyards,” Costin added. “Anywhere potent with death. Where the lines between this world and the next grow thin.”

“It’s said the Cold and the Silence will carve a doorway into the Ruin and herald the Devourer’s return,” Regner said in an oddly poetic tone.

He was probably quoting some old Naguli legend. But for all it might have been legend, I could see it unsettled him in how the fire in his palm began to flicker just a little more erratically than normal.

“And where the deaths meet in twain, ice-lined silence shall reign,” Costin added, and he was definitely quoting something. “Death is a powerful force. It summons the deepest, most arcane forms of magic.”

“It’s forbidden,” Kendra said flatly. “Death magic is some of the darkest there is. It corrupts the natural way of things, to kill for power.”

“People have always killed for power,” the non-shifter man pointed out with a scoff. “I don’t deny death magic is a perversion, but to think it’s unique is… naive.”

“I never said it was unique,” Kendra pointed out. “Killing for power is always a disruption, whether done by steel or by magic. And it always ensures the worst, most self-serving people are the ones who end up with the power.”

We stopped as we came to a fork in the tunnel, and the owl-woman raised a hand to tell the three of us to hang back a little as she carefully approached the tunnel fork on the left, then the one on right. She hovered at the threshold of each path, and I could almost see the tendrils of her magic reaching out to find Lea.

The two were intertwined. Just like with Sin. Just like with me. We were all fatespun, wrapped up in one another with magic and destiny and…

I watched Kendra, and she looked ethereal and beautiful in the glow of the fire. Her long, black curls shone like a raven’s wing, and her skin was the cast bronze of an ancient, worshipped statue.

I realized we had all been more tangled up in one another than I’d ever previously comprehended.

Kendra then turned back to face us, and this action seemed to dispel whatever magic had caught me up in that moment.

“This one,” she said as she pointed to the left fork, so we obediently followed behind.

“Poetry aside, I have heard stories about how if you venture deep enough into caves, you’ll end up in the Devourer’s Ruin,” Regner said as we continued down the tunnel.

This one, like the last one, was bare of any moon crystals.

“I wonder if it’s poetry to the Fangs,” Costin said, with a strong note of distaste in his voice, though all I could think was, if those stories were at all true, surely they would be true here, in the Demonfrost, in the deepest caves I’d ever seen in Nagul.

“They don’t seem the types to take artistic liberty,” I agreed grimly. “But, uh, Regner? Maybe save those stories for when we’re not trapped in caves ourselves.”

“Fair,” the cunning man admitted.

As we pressed on, I began to hear strange noises whistling up and down the long passages. At first, I thought it was just wind, and it gave me hope that we were, in fact, heading somewhere with an easily-accessible exit.

But, as we continued ever-deeper into the caves and the tunnels, I realized some of the noises sounded far too animalistic to simply be the wind.

“Stick close,” I murmured to the other three as the noises became more frequent, and maybe just a little louder, too.

“No arguments here,” Costin agreed, and when I glanced back at the non-shifter man, he had a hand on the hilt of his shortsword.

Minutes crawled by as we continued following Kendra. Despite the danger, the claustrophobia, all of it, she remained steadfastly focused on her mission. I couldn’t help but be immensely impressed, even as I flinched at every new noise from within the depths of the tunnels.

And, then, something occurred to me.

“Is it just me, or are the noises… consistent?” I said slowly.

“What do you mean?” Regner asked.

“They’re not getting louder, and they’re not getting quieter,” I answered, and I found my own hand going to a knife at my belt, too. “Like… like they’re following us. But not attacking.”

“That can’t be it,” Costin muttered. “The creatures the curse took… they’re not that intelligent. They’re not intelligent at all, their minds died.”

“Maybe, but… I don’t know,” I said barely above a whisper.

In front of me, Kendra stopped to turn and look at me with concern, but I shook my head and gestured for her to press on.

The uneasiness of being watched and followed aside, I was at least glad we weren’t being attacked in this dark, narrow tunnel, split off from half of our group.

This entire detour felt like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never did. At last, we emerged into an enormous cavern, not unlike the first one we’d seen and been separated in, except this place, too, was devoid of any moon crystals. Only by the dim flickering of Regner’s fire could I get a sense of how high the ceiling reached-- that, and the way my voice echoed when I spoke.

“Where now, Kendra?” I asked the owl-woman. I was eager to move on quickly, because while the tunnel had felt claustrophobic, here we were incredibly exposed.

My question was answered without Kendra having to say a word.

“Regner?” Maeve’s voice came from off to the side, and I whipped around to see a group of four dimly-lit figures, lined in silver-blue by the soft glow of a single moon crystal.

“Maeve?” The cunning man sounded so brokenly relieved that it almost physically hurt.

Then he ran to her, and she to him, and they collided into a fierce embrace and buried their faces in the crook of one another’s shoulders.

But I pushed this aside as I turned to face the other three women and pulled them all into one enormous hug. I kissed Sin and Lea’s faces until they were chuckling, and I hugged my aunt so tightly she began to complain of cracked ribs.

“Thank Erramun you’re okay,” I swore once I finally let myself release them, and I kept a hand on Aunt Sylvia’s shoulder as if to remind myself she was really there and not some hallucination.

“Lea’s the one who navigated us through the tunnels,” Sin said, and she smiled fondly at the lioness-woman.

“Oh, I didn’t do that much.” Lea blushed modestly. “Maeve’s the one who led us here, really. I just… gave her a nudge when the path was unsure.”

“You were wonderful, you’re all wonderful,” I promised her, and Sin, and Aunt Sylvia. “I’m just so glad you’re all okay.”

I never wanted to be apart from them, from any of them, ever again.

“Me, too, AJ.” My aunt smiled warmly and pulled me into another hug, albeit a slightly less crushing one.

The lioness-woman then went over to Costin, who hugged her for a solid minute without saying anything. I just knew he was thinking back to his nightmare. He had been worrying it would all come to pass-- he would somehow return to Casterin, and Sher Hayder would reject him, disown him, and die a bitter, broken man while leaving Costin utterly alone.

I reached out to put a hand on the non-shifter man’s shoulder.

“You’ll never be alone, Costin,” I promised him, because he needed to hear it. “Not just because of Lea and your dad. All of us. We’re here for you, just like you’re here for us.”

Costin swallowed thickly, and it seemed he didn’t quite trust himself to speak, so he just nodded thankfully and patted me on the shoulder. Even in the low light, I could see his golden eyes, exactly like Lea’s and their father’s, were shining with tears.

When I looked over, I saw Regner and Maeve were still hugging each other tightly, and neither had moved from the point at which they had met. It was as though they were frozen in time, and nothing else in the world existed except one another. In this instant, they were safe, and together, and this was all that mattered.

I was glad for them. Two people who had been so alone, finding one another in this way.

And it was fitting. The woman who could never get warm, because she had dedicated herself to battling the Demonfrost curse. The cunning man who could conjure flames in his palms. Both had lost family. Both felt like they were to blame. Maybe, together, they would see they had been victims of terrible circumstances.

Once everyone was reunited, concerns assuaged, and hugs shared, we turned back to our mission.

“Kendra,” Maeve said smartly. “You’ve got the best sense of direction we have in this place. Where do we go now? What do we need to do?”

“I’m… I’m not entirely sure,” the owl-woman admitted a little sheepishly. “As we were coming down here, and as we were walking through the tunnels… it’s like the call’s gotten louder. Stronger. But with that, it’s harder to actually make sense of anything. It’s just… noise. Contextless noise.”

“That’s a good sign, though, isn’t it?” Sin pointed out.

She had wedged herself squarely between Lea and myself, with Aunt Sylvia on my other side and Costin on Lea’s. All five of us were holding hands, as if to make sure we wouldn’t suddenly get lost or snatched away in the darkness.

And, given those noises we’d heard earlier, it was a terrifyingly real possibility.

“We must be getting close,” the pirate captain continued. “Maybe you just need to follow where the noise gets loudest.”

“That’s what I thought,” Kendra said, but even in the near-darkness, I could see her unsure frown. “But it’s… it’s all loud here. Like this is the epicenter.”

“This place?” I asked, and I looked around.

I couldn’t really see further than ten feet in any direction. It was a similar darkness to the Demonfrost-- a thick, smoke-like haze meant to deliberately obscure.

Kendra nodded.

“Well, that then bears the question-- just what is this place?” my aunt asked, and her tone was uncomfortable.

She was gripping my hand so tightly my fingers were starting to hurt, and I couldn’t blame her. I definitely didn’t want her to let go.

“Maybe I can help with that,” Regner offered, and he stepped away from us all, even dropping Maeve’s hand, to raise both of his palms.

I watched as a small flame began to grow between his hands. After spending so many days alongside him in the Demonfrost, I knew the effort it required to keep a flame going, even a small one he could hold in one hand.

So I saw the beads of sweat on Regner’s brow as he struggled to grow this fire now. It was a ball of pure flame, spinning fast, licking the air by his skin, but never burning him. He was the master of this creation, and it could not harm him.

First, it was the size of a golf ball. Then an apple. Then it swelled to the size of a soccer ball, a beach ball. Progress was slow, and I could hear Regner grunting with effort.

Kendra stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder, seemingly to offer up her own magic to him. It wasn’t the same kind, but it clearly did something, because the flame began to grow even more.

Regner slowly pulled his hands wider and wider apart until he was practically mimicking a crucifixion pose, with his arms stretched almost as wide as was possible. The torrent of flame burned dry and hot against my skin, and it drowned out the sight of anything else with its immense brightness.

Then, with a cry of effort, Regner launched the thing upward.

The fireball catapulted up into the air. I expected it to collide with the ceiling of the cavern and lick tendrils of flame across the roof, but it didn’t. It just kept going up, and up, and up.

Until, finally, it reached the top.

Easily six stories above us, higher than I’d even thought to imagine. The ball of flame burst against the ceiling of the cavern, and for several brilliant instants, a shower of sparks rained down and cast everything in reddish-gold light.

And then we saw it.

On the far wall, hewn into the very stone, was a temple. Easily as large as the structure above us, and easily just as old. Probably older.

But more than that, I could see every detail in the light of the sparks. I saw the figures carved into the pillars flanking the entrance. One was a thin, stern-faced man, and the other a beautiful woman whose face was half-covered by a sheer veil.

And serpents. Everywhere, serpents. In the shimmering light of the sparks, they seemed to almost move for real. They slithered up the steps and curled around the bases of pillars. They embedded themselves above doorways, twisted into circles and figure eights, and swallowed their own tails.

The ouroboros. The Cold and the Silence.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

This was a temple dedicated to Apollyon.
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Chapter 13

We approached the Apollyonic temple warily. It might have had something to do with the still-fading sparks of Regner’s magic, but it looked more menacing than any other building I’d ever seen, even the Tushari temple above our heads. So, we all stuck close to each other, and it felt like we were ants about to try and face down the boot.

“How long has this place been down here?” I whispered to the others, but I didn’t really expect much of an answer.

“I don’t know,” Kendra whispered back. “But, presumably, it’s at least as old as the temple above. Probably older.”

“It could date back to the days when the Lunar King and the Devourer walked Nagul themselves,” Regner added, and it sounded like the concept of this terrified him.

It terrified me, too. Had a cruel god walked these halls? What kind of power did that leave behind? I half-expected to see footprints seared into the rock, or hear a ghostly voice in my ear as I followed in his stead.

“And in the haven of the Cold and the Silence, the Serpent shall wait amid His coils,” Regner muttered as the eight of us grew closer and closer to the edge of the temple steps, which despite the centuries were as sharp and tidy as if they had been newly carved.

Probably because there was little to no exposure down here. No rain, no wind.

“Tread lightly, child, o’er His Domains upon this World, for He is the Changèd One, the Unnaturally-Made,” the cunning man continued, almost like a prayer.

But the ballad, or whatever he was quoting, had a menacing, warning tone to it. Was this what Naguli children, shifter children, heard before they went to sleep? A warning of the malicious god who wanted them eradicated?

“Such poison did drip, and yet drips, and shall drip from his Fangs. Seek not their ire, child, for it was the Great Lunar King’s undoing, and Erramun’s blood was spilt upon cursèd earth--”

“Regner,” Sin interrupted flatly. “Please. Stop that.”

“Right,” he said a little sheepishly. “Sorry. I… I don’t know what came over me.”

“I know that poem,” Lea murmured. “We have it in a book back home. The Eltaliad. They say it was written by Arcadius.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Erramun’s first-born,” the lioness-woman told me. “His son. He was the elder twin to Enara, the first natural-born auspice. According to legend, he was a gifted student of magic, like his mother. And a gifted poet.”

“The myths say he disappeared after Erramun and the Serpent fought,” Regner added. “Some say he was captured by the Devourer and brought to his Ruin. Others say he fled because he feared the Serpent would come for him. It doesn’t really matter-- Enara was slated to rule and inherit anyway, being the shifter descendant.”

I tried to imagine how Arcadius, first-born child to the legendary Erramun, the Lunar King himself, would have felt about being ousted from the line of succession. Had he felt sympathy with his uncle? Or had he seen reason? Maybe he hadn’t even wanted the throne, after all the grief it had caused his family. Maybe that was why he’d fled, to get away from it all.

I wondered if he and Enara had ever been close, or if resentment had festered between them, like with Harland and Herschel Volos.

We’d reached the base of the steps now, and we all paused. Clearly, none of us wanted to be the first to go further.

But someone had to be.

So, I took a deep breath and placed one foot onto the lowest step, and I carefully eased my weight on it, as if I might trigger a pressure-related trap out of an Indiana Jones movie.

Instead, nothing happened. I hoped this was a good thing. As both a shifter and a worldwalker, I was probably the Fangs’ most abhorred enemy, alongside my aunt.

But, when she followed suit and put a foot on the steps herself, still nothing happened.

At least, nothing outside.

“Kendra?” I asked the owl-woman, and she nodded to me as she, too, began to make her way up the steps.

“It’s loud,” she said almost apologetically, and she winced like someone was screaming directly into her ear. “I can’t get anything more specific, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I reassured her before I looked back at the others. “Anyone, uh… have anything?”

“This is almost certainly a trap,” Maeve said frankly. “And even if it isn’t, it’s insanely dangerous. But we have to go in.”

“We do,” my aunt agreed, and as determination sparkled in her eyes, I caught a hint of the daring, swashbuckling pirate she’d been before Cahir had broken her heart and trapped her here.

As one, the eight of us ascended the stone stairs, between the two enormous statue-pillars holding up the temple’s… porch? There was probably a proper architectural term for the feature.

As we grew closer, the sheer enormity of this place became even more apparent. The statues of Tushar and Melora were each at least thirty feet tall, and despite everything, I was startled by the skill in which they’d been rendered. The veil laid across Melora’s face was the same solid stone as everything else, and yet somehow the artist had managed to make it look sheer.

Who in the Fangs had been taking sculpture classes? Why would someone so skilled have dedicated their lives to such a grisly organization? The idea of someone so creative being so devoted to a cult bent on pure destruction didn’t quite compute.

We finally reached the top of the stairs, and I saw hidden in the shadows of the porch’s ‘roof’ were two wrought gates, tucked right into the back. They glinted in the cool light from Lea’s moon crystal, and they were somehow still polished to a sheen, even after so many centuries in this dusty pit.

I drew close and pressed on the gates lightly. I wasn’t surprised to find they were unlocked-- a lock down here seemed, honestly, kind of redundant-- but the fact the gates swung open on silent hinges was eerie.

I half-expected to see something written above the gates, cast in iron or carved in stone, something like ‘Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here.’ But instead, there was just another circular ouroboros lovingly-rendered in incredible detail by whatever fanatic cultist had put it there.

Either way, as we crossed the threshold of these gates and entered the temple proper, it certainly felt like we were passing the gates of Hell, to the point of no return.

Inside, this temple was just as cavernous as the outside, and it immediately became clear why the surrounding caves and tunnels had been completely devoid of moon crystals.

They had all been embedded here, in the roof of this inner chamber. It was a singular, unbroken sheet of softly-glowing crystal, and it cast a cold light over the meager contents of this hall.

Tall archways lined the walls, and each alcove housed a pedestal with a carved stone bust atop it. If I had to guess, these were the heads of particularly exalted members of the Fangs-- those whose service had been so devout, they were immortalized in the Serpent’s own temple.

In the center of the room, and indeed the only feature aside from the arched alcoves lining the walls, was a life-sized statue of a veiled woman.

It was Melora again, but she was in a different pose to the bigger version outside. The statue outside had stood with her head bowed and her hands raised and clasped over her heart, like a lady in a painting praying for the safe return of her lover from some war or another.

This rendition of the foreboding, unknowable goddess of the Silence was just as beautiful, but there was a menace to her pose. She stood tall, with her hands outstretched and holding a shallow metal bowl.

At first, in the bluish light of the moon crystals, I thought the bowl had been made from copper. But, as the eight of us got closer, close enough to touch, I reached out and ran my finger along the edge of the bowl.

The moment I touched it, an image flashed in my mind’s eye.

I saw this temple as it was centuries ago, when it had been new and its worship had been plentiful. Under the ceiling of moon crystal, I saw a long line of eager supplicants, men and women, young and old, and they were all holding daggers.

They were jostling and pushing one another, like they were each of them ravenous for their turn. I saw the young man at the front of the line raise his left hand over the bowl, which here was a perfectly-polished silver. In one quick, sharp motion, he slashed the dagger across his palm and sent a thin stream of blood into the basin.

“In His Name,” the young man said in a muffled voice distorted by time, and I saw the back wall of this chamber split open to reveal the true entrance to this temple. “I am my Serpent’s Fang.”

The bowl was already partly full. The blood of dozens, maybe hundreds, of Fangs, each bleeding for their god. People who had come here out of hatred for shifters. People who had Fang tattoos indelibly inked on their skin.

I watched as the next Fang approached the sacrificial bowl, but then the image faded.

“Arthur?”

Lea’s voice was beside me, and I turned in a daze to look at her.

“Arthur, are you alright?” she asked with a worried frown.

“I… yeah, I’m fine,” I mumbled and then shook my foggy head. “I just… whoa. Vivid.”

“You reached out to touch the bowl and then… froze,” Sin said in a tight voice.

“We thought it might have some anti-shifter magic around it,” Costin added, and I felt the non-shifter man’s hand clap on my shoulder.

All three of them were clearly trying to move me away from the bowl, and after what I’d seen, I went willingly and let them pull me back a couple steps.

I then looked down at my hand and saw my fingertip had come away streaked with a reddish-crust.

Dried blood.

No doubt, the dried blood of those Apollyonic worshippers. This had been a place of offering to their god. The glimpse I’d just seen, of that bloody ceremony, must have been part of how they gained entry to this secret temple.

I told the others what I’d witnessed, and all of them were disgusted, but none of them looked stunned.

Maeve, however, seemed especially determined, and the Ice Fury carefully stepped forward, past me, to examine the statue and the bowl more closely.

“So, they spill Fang blood here, in order to get in,” she murmured as her mismatched eyes examined the rust-like residue on the bowl. “Or does it call for any blood?”

“Only one way to find out,” my aunt pointed out. “We need to get in there. You said it opened when they bled into it, AJ?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, but I still felt a little fuzzy from the… well, I guess the only real word for it was ‘vision.’

I looked over at Kendra and wondered if that was how she experienced her divination, if she ever felt this disoriented afterwards.

No, scratch that, I knew she did. Everyone at the Sanctuary had that sort of vague, not-fully-here quality about them.

But it still didn’t explain why me, a non-auspice who never had any kind of training in magic or divination, had witnessed it.

My gaze slipped over to Lea, and I realized the lioness-woman was watching me closely.

“I don’t know,” she said before I could even ask her. “Intuition is a funny thing. Ineffable, really. But… I have a personal theory, if you think it would help.”

“I’m pretty much open to anything at this point,” I said with a rueful chuckle. “This place is already so goddamn weird.”

She smiled at me softly, and her golden eyes were impossibly warm. She was so incredibly gentle, I was awed by it. Through everything, she never lost that kindness.

“I think, if your fate is tangled with another’s, things can bleed together,” the lioness-woman explained. “And, since our fates are bound with Kendra’s, and she’s a powerful auspice… things… mingle.”

It was the way she said ‘mingle’ that made a faint thrill tumble down my spine. Not quite a shiver, more like the echo of a shiver.

Or, no. An echo was a memory of the past. What I wanted was a word for a memory of the future.

Our little conversation was cut short, then, when Maeve suddenly drew out her damascened dagger and raised her left hand above the bowl.

“Whoa, Maeve,” I said to the scarred woman. “Are you sure? We don’t know what you might be invoking.”

“If the Devourer himself jumps from those doors, I’ll kill him,” the Ice Fury said in a fierce tone. “And I know all of you would do the same.”

‘Trying’ and ‘doing’ were two very separate things, but I couldn’t deny the scarred woman’s conviction any more than I could deny my own. The Fangs had ruined so many lives in the name of their god, and I wanted to see him pay as much as his minions.

And since Maeve was the only one of us with a serpent tattoo-- one made with the blood of a dead shifter, no less-- she was probably our best option for tricking those inner doors into opening.

So, I gave her a nod, and when she raised her hand again over the basin, the damascened dagger glinted dangerously in the light of the moon crystal ceiling. The blade flashed as she sliced it across her palm, and I heard her stifled gasp of pain as fresh, ruby-red blood spattered into the dry bowl in the statue’s hands.

“In Her Name,” Maeve spat to the bowl as she winced. “I am my Burning One’s Torch, you fucking murderous bastard.”

Despite where we were, despite everything, I couldn’t help but bark out a laugh. We were a defiant and righteous lot. Even here in the depths of the Serpent’s own temple, we would never bow to his fearmongering and cruelty.

Unfortunately, though, Maeve’s show of resistance was punctuated by absolutely nothing happening.

No doors opened. No passageways revealed themselves.

“So, it’s not all blood,” my aunt mused, and she examined the basin with a frown. “They must have some more spellwork to tell a ‘true’ Fang from even someone with a forged tattoo.

“It couldn’t have been the words, could it?” Costin asked.

“I doubt it, snakes famously have very poor hearing,” I quipped, but truthfully, I didn’t think that was part of it, anyway.

We were missing something else.

Regner went over to Maeve and gestured for her hand, and I watched with mild interest as he healed the shallow gash on her palm.

As I understood it, healing magic was complex. It had to be done from the inside out, each individual blood vessel repaired, each nerve kept away from wrong places, lest they become trapped between bone, or left exposed and poking out of newly-healed skin.

The few healers I’d encountered in Casterin were clearly immensely well-trained, but a slash across the palm was pretty simple to remedy. In the same motion as the healers in Casterin had done to my hands, after I’d fought with Perseus Tristan, Regner placed the tips of his first and second fingers either side of the laceration in Maeve’s palm. Then he dragged his fingers along, parallel to the cut, and the skin knitted itself back together in his wake.

Moments later, all that remained was a thin, pale scar, and I turned away as the pair of them gazed into one another’s eyes.

It seemed rude to watch that part.

Instead, my attention fell on the wall at the back of this chamber, the one I’d seen part and open in my vision. I walked right up to it and pressed my hands to the rock. I couldn’t feel a seam. I couldn’t even begin to understand what kind of mechanism, magical or otherwise, would be linked to such a specific kind of blood dripping into the bowl.

Maybe it was speech activated? And the phrase was some kind of passcode?

“In His Name,” I muttered insincerely to the stone. “I am my Serpent’s Fang?”

Nothing. And maybe I was a little glad about that part, since I’d felt slimy saying those words.

“What are we missing?” Sin groaned in frustration. “Do you have anything, Lea? Kendra?”

“No, sorry,” the lioness-woman said with a sigh, and the owl-woman shook her head, too.

“I know we’re getting close,” Kendra added. “I mean, where else would their leader even be at this point? But I don’t…”

She cut herself off and stared, and I turned around just in time to see the back wall split in two and slide open.

“That’s… creepy…” I muttered, and I took a step back from the dark passage now open to us.

I half-expected something to leap out and attack, but it was as silent as it was dark.

It was also seriously cold. Appropriate, given Apollyon’s two heralds. And possibly deliberate.

But that didn’t explain how the wall had suddenly opened. It hadn’t been triggered by Maeve’s blood, and it hadn’t been triggered by my words. In the vision, it had happened at once, incredibly quickly.

Honestly, it had been almost too quick. Like the wall had somehow known to anticipate opening.

And then, something clicked in my head.

“Hey, Regner…” I said slowly to the cunning man.

“Yes?” he answered in the same slow, uneasy tone.

“If a cunning person has the ability to cause a targeted cave-in… forcing open a stone wall would be child’s play in comparison, right?”

I saw the white-haired man wince as he understood my point.

“Easy,” he confirmed grimly.

“So this is a trap,” Sin huffed as she surveyed the fathomless darkness before us.

“This whole place has been a trap,” my aunt reminded the pirate captain with a sigh.

“But we have to continue,” I said, not that I really believed either of them were even slightly considering stopping now and turning back. “To have made it down here, this far… I bet we have them scared.”

“Not that scared, if they’re still opening doors for us,” Costin pointed out as he ran a hand over the pocket where the wall had slid back into.

“Well, we’re not going in unarmed, or with our guards down,” I said to the non-shifter man, and he gave me a grin as we clustered together at the mouth of the passage.

Lea went first with her moon crystal. Regner brought up the rear, once again with a flame in his palm. Costin and I went directly behind the lioness-woman, then Kendra and Maeve, then Sin and my aunt just before Regner.

This was close-pressing darkness, like the curse above. Something meant to smother and gutter any light. No matter how much Regner concentrated, or how much magic he poured into his flames, we couldn’t see more than about ten feet in front of us at a time.

So, we moved slowly. We were as wary and silent as hunted animals, and as much as I hated to admit it, that was exactly what I felt like right now. Prey, waiting to be caught.

I had to push past it, though. Kendra had never led us astray so far, and I trusted her intuition. If she said the leader of the Fangs was here, then they were here, and we were going to kill them.

I tried to imagine what kind of money, power, and skill the highest leaders of the Fangs must have to organize so many people across such large distances. I was all but certain at this point that there had to be some involvement with the Royal Court, because I couldn’t imagine how else Cahir would have been brought so tightly into the Fangs’ fold.

And even once we stopped whoever was lurking down here, those highest members, the ones with no direct involvement and plausible deniability, would be the last remaining threat. Arguably, they were the biggest threat, because they knew how to build something this enormous without sullying their own fingers in the rivers of blood that spilled forth.

Occasionally, we saw a door in the wall of the passageway, but whenever we tried them, they were locked tight. I tried to imagine what kind of rooms would be behind those doors. Interrogation rooms, probably. Maybe a records room. Maybe a lab.

I doubted there were contemplation and rumination chambers, though. The presence of a contemplation chamber in the old temple above ground still confused me, because nothing about Tushari worship struck me as focused on love or pleasure.

Unbidden, the memory of Kendra explaining it to me, and the strange image of us together that had flashed in my thoughts, came to mind again now. I felt my cheeks grow warm and was thankful for the near pitch-darkness around us.

“I’m so gods-damned sick of dark, narrow tunnels,” Sin muttered from behind me, and I had to bite my lip to keep from chuckling. “We’re being herded.”

“We have an expression in my world,” my aunt murmured to the pirate captain, but this place was so quiet, and we were all standing so close, that I heard it as clear as if she’d been speaking to me. “Like shooting fish in a barrel.”

“Let me guess, we’re the fish?” Sin asked uneasily.

“I think I can see something up ahead,” Lea suddenly announced from in front of us, and I squinted into the dimness just as a large door began to loom out of it.

Until that moment, I hadn’t really given much thought to the height of this passage. I’d just kind of assumed it was about the same height as the entranceway, maybe a couple feet higher. But, as I looked at this door that was nearly twenty feet tall, I realized I had been sorely mistaken.

Was this the barrel?

“What do we do?” Costin whispered beside me, and he looked around at us all.

“We go in,” I said firmly. “And we face whatever and whoever’s in there.”

“Agreed,” Maeve said in a grim tone, and the others chimed in with similarly determined assent.

With a nod, Lea then reached out, and just like the gates at the front of this temple, these doors opened easily and on eerily silent hinges.

It was obvious at once that we were in some kind of inner sanctum. Moon crystals had been embedded into the ceiling in the pattern of an ouroboros, and each softly-glowing scale was outlined by a black gap of ordinary rock.

We clustered in a group, rather than a neat line, and no one strayed too far from the others. The doors were only about half the height of this place, which seemed like some regal hall. I could imagine someone sitting at the raised dais at the far end, a throne of some kind, and worshipful supplicants bowing and scraping on the cold, polished floor.

“O’ brother mine, blood of mine,” a voice abruptly intoned seemingly from everywhere at once.

I tensed, blindly reached out behind myself, and felt my aunt’s hand grip mine.

We were, all of us, united.

“Tread not in my lands, for they are all you left to me,” the voice continued in a sinister, almost musical tone.

I looked around the room to pinpoint the source of the voice, but this place was so vast, the sounds bouncing off the high walls, so I couldn’t figure it out.

“Drink not from my wells, for I have poisoned them against your kind,” the voice went on. It was smug, and no doubt its owner was amused by the eight of us searching for them.

And then, on the far end of the hall, I caught a flicker of movement.

“Touch not of my people, for their fruits shall bear your ilk,” the man said as he stepped out from shadows and onto the dais while looking at us with a cool, self-satisfied stare.

“Gods above,” Lea muttered behind me, and her voice was thick with disbelief.

I could hardly believe it myself. There was actually someone down here. A living, breathing someone.

“You walk hallowed halls, moon-changers,” the man told us, and his tone was laced with a faint but distinct note of disgust.

So. He knew exactly what we were. I wondered if he knew my aunt and I were worldwalkers as well.

“But you are not the first,” the man continued as he descended the short flight of steps and began to walk up the long hall toward us.

As he stood directly under the ouroboros in the ceiling, I got a proper look at what he was wearing. It was a sort of robe, clerical in style and utterly black. A vivid scarlet stole hung from around his neck, and embroidered on each end in black threat was the same, scaly ouroboros design as the one glaring down from above.

Apollyon’s symbol. This man was the High Priest of this place.

I looked away from the man’s vestments to glare at him, and I silently dared the bastard to get any closer to me or my allies.

But it was hard to look at his face.

It wasn’t that he was blurred, exactly, but I couldn’t seem to look at it clearly. Like my eyes refused to focus properly. I couldn’t make out a single feature of him. Not the color of his skin or whether he had any scars. I couldn’t even tell if he was young or old.

“Magic,” Kendra whispered from directly behind me. Her voice was practically in my ear. “Powerful magic encircles him.”

So, that was it. Like heatwaves on a scorching day, the magic was distorting the very air around him.

“Be silent,” the man snapped to Kendra.

I couldn’t quite understand how he’d heard her whisper from twenty feet away, but he had, and I bristled at his harsh tone.

“Who are you?” I demanded. “What are you doing down here?”

“I am attendant to this place.” The man eyed me and made no effort to hide his disgust. “Our Lord’s house requires upkeep, and I am His humble servant.”

He raised a hand to gesture around us at this profane shrine to hatred, and the sleeve of his black robes fell back to reveal a serpent tattoo coiling around his forearm, with the serpent’s head on the back of his hand.

“You’re hiding down here,” I sneered at him. “A forgotten man from a shunned religion. Do the Fangs above even know this place is here?”

“Why, of course they do,” the priest answered, and even though his face was still distorted, I caught a flash of teeth set in a chilling smile. “They answer to me, after all.”

So, this man had to be the leader. Who else could he be? And who better to lead the Fangs than the head of one of Apollyon’s temples?

“Kin,” Regner then said as he stepped forward.

He was frowning and looked confused and appalled, and I realized he’d recognized this priest as a fellow cunning man.

Which meant this asshole had to be the one who’d caused the cave-in. He had to be the one who’d opened those doors for us.

And that also meant he was immensely powerful. We needed to be careful if we were going to get out of this unscathed.

“You aid these people?” Regner asked as he glared up at the priest. “They would wish our kind dead as soon as the shifters. You are a means to an end to them.”

“And you are a naïve little fool,” the priest sneered back. “Ayla Maga, our Foremother, was executed by a twoform. The winged ones make a mockery of Her legacy, equating their power to Hers, daring to exalt their fabled little princess to Her station.”

The disgust in his tone was so palpable, I thought back to that poor woman we’d found, who’d been both cunning and an auspice. Had he put her there? She’d had no real sense of how long she’d been trapped in that place, and I couldn’t tell how old this man was.

I wondered, for a moment, if he was the one to blame for the time magic we’d encountered, but Regner had insisted it would be almost impossible for a witch to be so immensely skilled at two such difficult types of magic.

Which meant whoever had trapped that woman, and whoever had manipulated time itself, was still out there.

At the very least, though, it meant we weren’t fighting against quite such a powerful opponent right now.

“You have no sense of what is sacred and holy,” the priest continued, and he seemed genuinely appalled by Regner’s allyship with shifters. “We had to build this place in secret, we had to add the temple above ground so we could worship Our Lord, the Devourer, in peace. Worship of the Rime Lord was abhorred, and has remained so, because so many people know the true allegiances. They are intelligent enough to know this, but not enough to see that the Devourer is the true way of things.”

“Eradication of a whole people is not the ‘true way’ of anything,” I snapped.

Now that I had a target, a person and a face to direct my anger to, it spilled out. I thought of the prisoner Bianca, who had lost her son, Declan, on Deimos. I thought of the old woman trapped in the lab. I thought of the hundreds of thousands of lives ruined by the Fangs and their pettiness and their hatred.

“You’re just cowards, afraid to face the consequences of your own intolerance,” I snarled. “Of course people shunned you! You wanted them dead!”

“We wanted a clean world, a pure world!” the priest shot back. “There may have been a handful of our number who truly devoted themselves only to the Rime Lord, but most within our order understood. The Devourer, the Serpent, is our salvation.”

“This is salvation?” Maeve demanded with a scoff. “A freezing, dead wasteland, haunted by abominations? You, hiding in this pit?”

“We all must make sacrifices,” the priest said calmly. “But I do not expect you to understand. You were not there. You did not see the devastation laid upon this world. You claim coexistence, you claim peace, but how many pure lives were taken by twoforms? How many have you, yourselves, taken?”

“Well, I’m sorry we didn’t politely lie down and let you all kill us,” Sin growled. “Did my resistance interrupt your genocide?”

“Insolent child,” the man said distastefully. “But you could not understand, not ever. You weren’t there when the blessing came.”

“Blessing?” I asked, so stunned I forgot to even be disgusted, but the priest continued as if I hadn’t spoken.

“The Rime Lord and the Mistress of the End. They serve Our Lord. They sent the Cold and the Silence to drive out the twoforms. For a time, this land was peaceful, prosperous. There was true paradise here.”

“Paradise,” my aunt snorted. “And then what? Are you going to blame a shifter for the Demonfrost going wrong? A cunning man?”

“The Rime Lord forgot his place,” the priest hissed at her. “We prayed for his aid, and he believed that made him equal to the Devourer. Jealousy overtook him, just as it had when he’d looked upon his sister. He seized the land for himself and spoiled what could have been his greatest wonder! But now the Serpent’s Fangs have returned. They have reminded the insolent Rime Lord of his true standing beneath the Devourer. Once more, the true Lord of these lands is the Serpent. Just as the temple above was His, so shall these lands be. The ice, and then all of Nagul itself.”

Something tugged at me, just in the corner of my mind, but I couldn’t place it. More than how I couldn’t see this man’s face, more than all the dangers surrounding us here on all sides, something else picked at me.

“It was glorious,” the priest sighed.

And then I realized.

He was talking about all of this like… like he’d been there.

But that was impossible. That had been centuries ago. This man, he was a witch, sure, but his life was still finite.

Finite…

The word tugged at me. Kendra had found that notebook in the lab, the one she’d given to Regner. They’d spoken about the way magic sustained itself. How even a curse of this magnitude needed…

… needed an anchor.

Magic was energy, pure and simple. We’d thought we were looking for a body, unnaturally preserved by the magic here, unable to rot and decay.

But what if we weren’t just looking for an unnaturally-preserved corpse. What if the body-- the body of the witch-priest who had prayed to Tushar for the Demonfrost and prayed to drive all the shifters out of this region-- was alive?

The priest, the man in front of us. He was the magic’s anchor to this world, just as it was his. Unnaturally prolonging his life, and with it, the Demonfrost.

He was the source of the curse.
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Chapter 14

“It’s him,” I muttered.

“What?” Costin asked from behind me.

“The curse,” I said, and I didn’t dare to look away from this man, this creature. He was centuries old, imbued with the magic of a god, and there was no telling how powerful he was. “He’s the source of the Demonfrost curse.”

“What? Impossible!” my aunt gasped. “He’d have to be…”

“The Rime Lord once knew his place at the feet of the Devourer,” the priest told us all smugly.

He seemed pleased we’d worked out his identity. No doubt he wanted us to know exactly who was killing us. He’d probably think it was an honor of which we weren’t worthy.

“His magic permeates every living and un-living thing in this land,” the man continued as he stepped toward us slowly.

I heard the large doors behind us thud closed, and the echo reverberated around this hall. I knew there was no chance of going back the way we’d come.

“I…” the priest said, and his voice trembled with emotion, excitement, like he was savoring this moment. “… am that which endures, I am faith incarnate, brought into eternal being by the mercy of my Lord, sent here to do His wonders, to ensure His return!”

The very building around us shuddered, as if it, too, was thrilled by this notion. Maybe it was. Maybe after so many centuries of being a temple, after being imbued with such powerful magic, even these stones had gained some amount of sentience.

“And you…” the man said as the approximation of his grin glinted madly in the faint bluish light of the moon crystals. “… you shall be the catalyst of His Awakening!”

Something cold seized inside me.

His awakening? As in, his return? Did this insane witch-priest actually know how to rouse Apollyon from his Ruin and return him to Nagul to wreak destruction?

Fuck.

“Yours shall be the noblest deaths your kind are capable of,” the priest informed us with a strange combination of disgust and anticipation.

He seemed disappointed shifters could be afforded any kind of ‘noble’ death, though I doubted I or the others would consider his intentions noble.

The priest was one man, though, surely the eight of us could take him. But then again, he could manipulate stone, and we were at least half a mile below ground.

“To feed the Devourer with your lives is an honor not befitting a twoform,” the witch-priest continued as he loomed closer. “But it is decreed your blood shall run in rivers and rouse him from his slumber of ages, to finish his mighty works.”

“Not fucking likely,” my aunt snarled at him.

“Oh?” the priest asked, and he seemed amused by her defiance. “Let us see about that.”

Then he raised his hands, and his voice rang through the hall.

“Leave the twoforms alive! Kill the others.”

Suddenly, at the far end of the hall on either side of the dais, a pair of doors burst open, and a horde of Demonfrost-cursed creatures spilled out.

Not just wolves, either. There were dozens of them. All manner of creatures who’d called this place their home before the curse had stolen their land, their lives, their very souls. They were in varying states of decay and wholeness, and some were unmistakably, sickeningly, humanoid.

“Regner!” I yelled at the cunning man, and he stepped forward as a torrent of flame billowed forth from his palms like a pillar of blinding light.

I heard an animal’s shriek as it got too close, or was too slow to retreat, and it went up like dry tinder.

“No!” the witch-priest cried out in a furious voice. “You will not sully this place with blaspheming flames!”

I felt the ground shudder and heard the cracking of rocks and stone. It was a sharp, splintering noise like a bone breaking.

Surely he wouldn’t collapse this place? This was his house of worship. For all I hated Apollyon, and all his followers, I could see this was an immense feat of art and architecture, so this man wouldn’t render it all to dust just for our sakes’, right?

I couldn’t help how my lip curled at the idea. All this talk of gods and destiny, and we eight had the power to bring it all crashing down with a single show of defiance. Were all Fangs so fragile in their faith?

“Kill him!” the priest snarled to his minions. “Kill the blasphemer!”

This could only have meant Regner, and the other seven of us formed a close rank around the cunning man as the creatures bounded toward us with claws out and fangs bared. Weapons were shoved into hands, and I reached out along the strange tether-like connection to whatever connected me to this world, or Ayla Maga, or Erramun himself.

It would be easier if we could shift. We needed to shift if we were going to survive this onslaught. The moonsickness was gone, but we were so far underground, would the moon crystals in this place cut it?

Because that had to count for something. Perseus Tristan, all those weeks ago, had taunted me into shifting in the cave full of crystals. I’d known, then, in my bones, it was possible. I’d felt the potential of it.

But here, we were in the depths of the Demonfrost’s curse, who-knew-how-deep underground, and quite literally in the heart of Apollyon’s power, save perhaps his Ruin. I didn’t know what was possible. I didn’t know how I might reach down into myself and do what needed to be done.

Before I could even try, the first creature to reach us was an arctic fox that was the size of a Great Dane. Its fur had once been sleek and white, but now it was matted with grime and had several chunks missing, which revealed blackened skin, rotting muscle, and even shiny, white bone in places.

Sin was on my immediate right, and she and I slashed out with our blades as the creature launched itself at us with snapping jaws. I caught the thing in the right side of its neck as Sin stabbed a dagger into the left, with its maw only inches from her own throat.

These things were not natural and did not die naturally. We’d seen that for ourselves out on the ice. But beheading seemed to be the next best thing after cremation, so I sawed my blade through muscle and sinew, and the thing’s head thudded wetly to the ground as its body twitched and shuddered before going still.

I met the pirate captain’s eyes for only a moment, and then we turned back to the fight and steeled ourselves against our next opponent.

If we hadn’t had Regner holding the things back and limiting the number that could reach us, we would have been instantly overwhelmed.

As it was, even with seven of us fighting hard, it was a distressingly close fight. We had to dodge each gout of flames as Regner swept his hands from side to side, but while he pushed back the beasts on the left, the ones on the right tried to press their advantage.

One such wolf lunged forward while Regner was preoccupied, and I launched myself between the cunning man and the animal. The wolf was mere feet away, with its jaws poised to clamp down on Regner’s flesh, when I suddenly barreled into its side. The wolf yelped and snarled as it hit the ground, but before it could regain its footing, I jumped on top of it.

My weight forced the air from its rotting lungs in a great whoosh, and I nearly gagged at the fetid stench. The wolf tried to snap its head around to bite me, but I dodged the attack, raised my dagger high, and slammed the blade into the back of its neck.

The wolf gurgled as blood oozed from its maw, and I jerked the blade out and rapidly stabbed the beast several more times. Then I jumped back to my feet, rejoined the line of my friends, and called Regner’s attention to the still-twitching wolf.

The cunning man barely even looked as he threw his hand out, and the zombified animal screeched as it was consumed by a ball of flames.

The witch-priest watched us all from his position further back, and even though I still couldn’t get a clear look at his face, I could feel his mounting frustration. Whenever we killed one creature, he summoned another, and another, and the tide never ebbed. The beasts obeyed him utterly-- and, as the source of the curse that had transformed and created them, why wouldn’t they? He was, in all ways, their master. Their god.

But we were living. We were human. And, eventually, we would tire.

As my knife plunged into the dead, black flesh of another creature, I felt something viscous splatter across my face, but it was too thick and too cold to be any living creature’s blood. When I wiped haphazardly at my cheek, I saw the back of my hand came away stained an inky black.

The liquid smelled disgusting, and nausea threatened to overtake me, but I choked it back. I needed to focus. As one creature died, there was another to take its place, and if I backed down, even slightly, my allies would be forced to pick up my slack to survive.

But there was only so much damage I could do with a dagger. I needed to up the ante.

So, I reached out along the tether again and begged something, anything, to answer me. We would not survive this onslaught in these forms, but I had no reason to believe we could be heard here. Not in the Demonfrost, so clouded the sun and moon were never visible. Not here, so far underground. Not here, in an Apollyonic temple, beset by cursed animals.

Kendra had once asked me about faith. About my own, and about faith in my world. She’d called it purer, cleaner, because there was so much more ambiguity. Was it faith when you knew the god would hear you? That there was a god to hear you at all?

It was faith now. Here, to me. There was no guarantee, no knowledge, only blind, desperate, maybe-even-foolish hope.

Erramun, I thought. Lunar King. Ayla Maga. Enara. My friends and I are going to die. We are going to die fighting against Apollyon and his followers. If you care at all for us, for Nagul, please, help us.

I waited for a response, but all I felt was silence. A deep, quiet silence in the pit of my stomach. Absence.

Then another creature lashed out at me and drew me back to the present, and I struck it with a speed and ferocity I hadn’t known I’d possessed. Some bitter, stinging part inside me viciously attacked the first foolish creature that had tried to test me. My blade sank into its throat, again and again, and I removed its head from its body one brutal blow at a time, until it sank to the ground in a mess of thick, black, foul-smelling viscera.

Of course I shouldn’t have prayed to gods. Gods never cared about people. Only about power. Was Erramun really any better than Apollyon if he abandoned his faithful to the Devourer’s wrath? To sit on the fence and abstain was to permit cruelty to move forward without resistance.

Well, fuck them. If they weren’t going to help, then my friends and I would save each other.

With Costin’s help, I drove my shortsword into the throat of another wolf, which writhed and gnashed its teeth as the non-shifter man hacked away at its neck, until its head fell limply to the ground.

We were holding our own, for now. We just needed to hold out a little longer. We had to find a way to get to the witch-priest himself, to target him.

But what would happen if we did?

I didn’t know what ancient magic protected him, or what other power he had been given, either deliberately or accidentally, from being so intertwined with the curse. Maybe we physically couldn’t harm him, or maybe every death of a Demonfrost-cursed creature was a small wound against him. I honestly didn’t know.

But we had to try. Anything and everything, until we were either victorious or dead.

“Enough!” the priest finally cried out, and he threw up his hands.

The remaining cursed creatures stopped dead and turned to face him as one, in eerie synchronicity.

“They do not respect you, my loves,” the witch-priest told them, and his voice simmered with anger. “They do not know what they destroy. They do not know that destruction is the domain of Our Lord, and in each death they honor the Silence and the Serpent.”

An uneasy shiver passed over me, and I wondered if we were somehow playing into this guy’s trap. Had killing these creatures somehow honored Apollyon, as a god of destruction?

Surely not. Surely this insane witch-priest wouldn’t have stopped us if it did.

“You bring the Burning One’s flames into these holy halls,” the priest said to Regner with disgust. “You desecrate the very marrow of this sanctum. We have no place for those who fear the dark and the cold. Who fear death and destruction. It is only through pain that we can achieve bliss, only through destruction that we can truly create. This world must rot to give way to the new one, and all who would seek to poison it must be excised!”

“I am my Burning One’s Torch,” Regner snarled, and he swept out his arm like he was backhanding someone.

Then an arc of flame curled through the air in his fingers’ wake, and it radiated outward like a tidal wave and caught all the remaining creatures.

It wasn’t enough to kill all of them, and certainly not enough to kill them quickly, but it was enough to make them shriek and tremble and to fill the air with the smell of burning things.

But the creepy part was, none of the creatures moved.

With no movement, the flames caught. The priest didn’t move, and neither did we. I just stared at him and his impossible to describe face as the sheer mass of the magic surrounding him distorted him like a funhouse mirror.

He just watched us in cool and calm silence as a cacophony of screams rose up from his minions.

Smoke thickened in the air, and the acrid smell of burning, rotted flesh didn’t help. But I kept watching him, even as my eyes streamed. I was sure the moment I took my eyes off him, he would strike.

Thankfully, the ludicrous height of this room meant most of the smoke floated upward, and the air down at the bottom began to clear as the last of the animals wailed and shrieked out their death throes. Whatever pleas for mercy they gave fell on deaf ears as the witch-priest continued to watch us, still as a statue.

Just what was he planning?

“I should have known,” he said once the final cursed creature had died and crumbled to ash. “Creatures made in the name of the Rime Lord would be found wanting, just as he was. Only the purity of the Devourer, His perfect destruction, will suffice for drawing your blood for sacrifice.”

And then I heard a different shriek pierce the air, and it was high and clear and bone-chillingly familiar.

Strix.

They appeared from seemingly nowhere. I had no idea if they’d been waiting behind some other hidden door, or cloistered up in the rafters of this hall, but they swooped in like bats, these half-human, half-birdlike monstrosities. Vampiric harpies with cruel talons and no easy weakness like fire.

“Leave the twoforms alive,” the priest said with a lazy, dismissive flick of his hand. “But they needn’t be whole.”

The strix began to stalk toward us. It was strange seeing them move on the ground instead of the air. They hunched forward and moved almost like gorillas on their knuckles, with leathery skin and sparse feathers protruding from their arms. They were at once both unsettlingly animal and disturbingly human.

And there was no way we were going to beat them if we couldn’t shift. We were too small, too weak, too slow.

Erramun, you bastard! I thought as loudly as I could. The legends say you love this world’s people! Act like it! Help us!

One of the strix was watching me specifically, with a hungry look in its eye. I wondered if any of them could tell I was a worldwalker, and if they would enjoy drinking my blood, my magic, for specifically that purpose.

I reached for my aunt with my free hand and gripped her fingers tight. In that gesture were all the apologies I would never get a chance to say aloud. I was sorry I hadn’t been able to bring her home. I was sorry I didn’t know how to get her out of here. I was sorry to my parents and my sister for seemingly abandoning them. I was sorry to Sin and Lea for not being enough.

“You fucking bastard…” I snarled as I glared up at the far-away ceiling. “Some king.”

And then… I felt it.

Cautious as a spark in a blizzard, delicate as gossamer, I felt it. A tiny, fragile tie around my heart, my magic, showing me the way.

I gripped it as hard as I dared and pulled my way along the length of this tether until I found it. It was unfurling inside myself, no matter how deep underground, no matter how far into Apollyon’s territory. So long as the night reigned and the moon shone, so would its King.

I shifted.

I felt myself swell, and my body changed and grew and became thick with fur and muscle. Powerful limbs and razor-sharp claws. As my massive body landed on all fours, I looked around at the others, and they appeared stunned, but I could already see Lea trying to puzzle it out.

A moment later, she shifted, too. Then Sin. Then my aunt. And finally Kendra, into a magnificent, snow-white owl with beady amber eyes.

I realized I’d never seen her shifted form before. But I had no time to appreciate its grace, because the strix were upon us, and now we had a fighting chance.

We lunged forward as one. I caught one creature square in the chest and knocked it to the ground, and then I buried my claws into the side of its neck and all but sliced its head off. Lea slashed another one across the face with a snarl, while Sin pounced and started digging her sharp little fox’s claws into another beast’s throat like she was trying to carve a hole to the other side.

Costin and Maeve had their blades drawn, and Regner had his fire. The strix seemed overall less interested in them, though. They were creatures of the Ruin, drawn to magic, and above all, drawn to shifters, and the moment the fight began, three of them were chasing after Kendra.

She was what they had been, before the Ruin had poisoned them. Auspices, with minds of their own, twisted into sick parodies of themselves, all because they had tried to stop the Devourer.

And now they were his minions. Now, they hated anyone who reminded them of what they had been and all they had lost.

Kendra flew fast, barely a streak of white in the dim sky. She was avoiding them skillfully, but she would eventually tire. She tried to keep low so we could pick the others off, and with a well-placed flame, Regner caught one strix enough that it crashed to the ground with a shriek, and Maeve finished it off before the flames could.

But that still left two.

I reared back on my hind legs and swiped at the creatures, but it was hard to reach them, and even harder to make sure I didn’t accidentally catch Kendra. She was much smaller than them, and her lead was rapidly shrinking.

Sin, always so quick and nimble, took down one of the others just before it managed to slash its talons across one of Kendra’s wings, and I watched in awe as the fox shifter all but snatched the creature out of the air and tore at it with her teeth. That left enough space between Kendra and the third for me to swipe at it, and I batted it out of the air almost as easily as a fly, at which point the strix slammed to the ground with a crunch and did not get up.

The witch-priest let out a furious cry.

“You are not worthy of the honor!” he screamed at us. “The Devourer shall never know your blood! You shall die alone and unmarked! Kill them! Kill them all!”

I felt the ground begin to shudder and tremble, and I knew he intended to crush us all here, one way or another.

He would surely be fine. He would excavate a pocket for himself and remain untouched, but we would be ground into paste under the rubble.

In my bear form, I couldn’t speak, but I roared loudly and looked over at Maeve, who understood without needing details. I, and the others, were caught up with the strix, they were so desperate for shifter blood that they wouldn’t leave us alone, but Maeve wasn’t a shifter, and if she didn’t directly antagonize them, they mostly ignored her. Only when the choicer prey had been devoured would she be worth their attention.

But she was a hunter. She’d braved the ice, and the Fangs, and she had emerged victorious.

As I fought to keep the strix occupied without getting too badly injured, the Ice Fury wove her way through the carnage and the piles of soot, and she was surefooted despite the trembling floor.

I saw out of the corner of my eye as she went to attack the witch-priest, with her damascened dagger glinting under the moon crystal.

But he moved impossibly and inexplicably fast and snatched her wrist up in one pale, bony hand.

“Arrogant whelp!” he snarled at her, and he gripped the scarred woman’s wrist so tightly that I could almost hear the bones crunching.

This man was unnaturally strong, too. What else had the curse’s magic done to him?

Maeve gritted her teeth and tried to hold on, but it became too much, and the dagger fell limply from her grasp and landed neatly in the witch-priest’s free hand.

“Pray, child,” he hissed to the scarred woman, with a dangerous edge to his voice.

And then he plunged the dagger into her stomach.

“No!” Regner roared as he began clambering toward her.

But the strix had heard him, and they knew he was the fire-wielder scorching them, so they lunged forward and dragged him back.

“Regner!” Costin called out sharply. “Fuck-- Maeve!”

“Pray to your false goddess,” the witch-priest almost crooned the words, and there was a mad edge to his blurry, distorted grin. “She has no ears here. You are in the Cold and the Silence.”

“I…” Maeve gasped, and as she pressed her free hand to the wound in her side, I saw blood soaking her clothes and gushing over her fingers. “I am-- my Burning One’s Torch. I am my Burning One’s-- Torch.”

She muttered it over and over, and I knew she was dying.

I tried to go to her, but the strix were too many, too strong. I groaned as I felt talons rake down my shoulder, and I wrenched myself to the side to fling off my attacker.

Maeve was still muttering her prayer, over and over. Despite the cries and the screams, despite the blood pounding in my ears, I could hear it, clear as day.

“Maeve!” Regner screamed, and his limbs and face were covered in gashes from where the strix had caught them. He wielded a dagger with one hand and let off a flame with the other, but he was only barely keeping pace-- we all were.

None of us could get to her. None of us could save her.

I saw what happened next in slow motion.

I didn’t know if it was my mind racing, or some new perversion of time, courtesy of whoever had trapped that poor auspice woman in the lab.

But I saw the witch-priest’s eyes widen, first with confusion, then with curiosity, as he wrenched Maeve’s wrist even higher. He forced her to stand upright when all she wanted to do was curl in on herself, to try and protect the wound and cling to life.

“What?” the priest muttered as he shoved back Maeve’s sleeve to reveal the serpent tattoo around her wrist.

Then, as he understood, his eyes narrowed into furious slits.

“Heretic!” he snarled in outrage.

He drew back his hand, with the cruelly-curved blade glinting maliciously, and I just knew its target would be the scarred woman’s throat.

There was nothing I could do. There was nothing any of us could do.

And then I felt it.

Regner was screaming Maeve’s name, and I felt his magic swell. I felt it in the air, in the earth, and then came the heat. Like a rush, a roar, a tidal wave. A sound and a force to split the earth and cleave the sky. A wall of flame spreading out from him and enveloping everything, everyone.

I felt it pass over me like a warm breeze. The flames licked over my fur and skin, but they went unharmed. There was only dry, intense heat, but no pain, no burning.

The strix were another story, however. I heard their screams as they went up like dry tinder. Some tried to fly away but realized they were literally fanning the fires of their own cremations, and they spiraled back to the ground, like burning falling stars.

As the wave of fire approached him, the witch-priest threw both Maeve and her dagger away and raised both his arms to shield himself. A split-second before the flames hit, a pillar of stone erupted from the ground, and the rock bore the full brunt of this immense display of power.

Then the ground began to shake.

I shifted back to human before I even realized I was doing it.

“Run!” I yelled to the others. “He’ll collapse the whole place on us! Run!”

Even as I said it, I sprinted over to Maeve, and I got there only a fraction of a moment before Regner. Her face had gone pale, and she’d curled in on herself, with both arms wrapped around her stomach to staunch the ever-flowing tide of blood.

“No, no, no, no!” the cunning man muttered, and his eyes were wide and terrified. “No, please, no! Not again!”

“Regner, we have to move her,” I said, with my voice low and fast and urgent. “We have to go now, he’s going to--”

“I know, I know,” he breathed, and his hands trembled as he and I picked her up in our arms.

I felt warm wetness trickle down my side and tried not to think about how much blood she had already lost.

Not today. Not here. The Ice Fury would not die in some dark, frigid hole. Not after all she’d done.

“Arthur!” my aunt cried above the screaming of the strix and the splintering of the rock. “Hurry!”

Regner and I ran as fast as we could as the cracks spidered across the ceiling and rubble began to crash down. I saw Sin, Lea, and Kendra, all human again, anxiously waiting for Regner and me to catch up to them.

“Quickly!” Lea yelled, and once we were in range, she and Sin helped to carry the injured woman between us.

It was awkward, but sharing the load let us move faster, and we were only seconds ahead of the crumbling stones as it was.

The doors at the front of the hall where we’d entered were sealed, so we had to go through the back, right past the witch-priest, who thrust out his hands to catch us in traps and crush us under rubble.

“In His Name!” he roared to us. “You will not sully this place! You will not poison this world!”

We came up short against one of the doors at the back of the hall, and Costin despaired as he realized there was no lock to pick.

“Step aside,” I grunted before anyone could say anything, and I shifted again and threw my massive weight against the door.

We needed to get out. We needed to find a place to set Maeve down before she bled out.

And we needed to kill this goddamn priest.

I knew if we went back now, he would crush us. The rocks fell faster and bigger and harder around him, where presumably his control was better. For now, keeping our distance was the only way we could survive, but he was walking toward us now, and his blurry face was contorted with effort.

How many rocks could he bring down without crumbling the entire temple? How much stone could fall before these caverns collapsed entirely? Even he would not be able to dig himself out of a grave this deep.

I threw my weight against the door again and again. On the fourth blow, I felt something behind it crack and begin to give way.

“No!” the witch-priest cried out, and he began to rush toward us, but even as he did, the stones continued to fall.

“Arthur!” Regner begged me. “Please!”

Again and again I slammed into the door. My shoulder ached, and the skin had split, but I had to keep going. The door was moving, the stone was splitting.

And then, all at once, it crumbled.

I roared for the others to hurry inside as the witch-priest got closer. He seemed near apoplectic with rage and… fear?

“No!” he shrieked. “No! That is not for you! Not for you!”

I snarled at him as the others crammed their way through the gap in the broken stones. Another rock fell, larger than before. Then I heard cracking above my head and looked up to see an enormous chunk readying itself to break free.

It would land right on me. Or, maybe, if I taunted the priest just enough, right on him.

I stood my ground, even as the others began to shout behind me.

“Arthur, hurry!” Lea pleaded. “Come on!”

“AJ! What are you doing?” my aunt yelled.

But the witch-priest kept approaching. Dust was falling from those cracks now as the rock slowly dislodged in the quakes, and I blinked it out of my eyes and stared at him.

Then I shifted back to human and opened my mouth to begin taunting him, but he didn’t give me the chance.

“No one will remember your name,” the witch-priest snarled as he rushed toward me.

“Sorry, and what was your name again?” I mocked, which caused him to shriek with rage and quicken his pace.

He was twenty feet away, ten feet, five feet--

Suddenly, I felt hands on my shoulders, and I was yanked back, through the gap in the door. My feet had only just cleared the doorway when a chunk of stone the size of a car crashed to the ground and blocked the exit.

And there was silence.

But there was no time to rest. Not yet, not now.

“Move, we have to move.” Sin’s voice came urgently, and there was rushing and jostling as we clambered through the darkness.

Lea had her moon crystal, and with Regner otherwise occupied, it was all we had to light the way.

“What were you thinking?” my aunt’s voice hissed at me through the darkness. “One second longer and you would’ve been crushed!”

“A second longer and he would’ve been, too,” I shot back.

“Were you always this reckless?” she demanded.

“We can’t leave here with him alive,” I snapped. “He’s the entire reason we came back.”

“And that’s a good reason to throw yourself under a cave-in?”

“Enough! Both of you!” Sin ordered from ahead, and she shot us both a look over her shoulder.

I was so stunned to be on the receiving end of her ‘pirate captain voice’ that I shut up immediately, as did Aunt Sylvia.

Lea led us through this narrow passageway as quickly as possible. Even though a stone of that size would take a while for the witch-priest to move-- especially since he’d been exhausting himself already-- time was short. We needed to find a defensible position, one where we could set down Maeve and get a look at her injuries.

Before long, we came out into another chamber. Like the hallway, it had pillars and alcoves and had been carved out of the stone. A large mural of moon crystals once again shone down from the ceiling in the shape of a serpent, but this one was twisted into a figure-eight.

Regner and Costin had been carrying Maeve, and I saw the cunning man was still shaking as he carefully laid her down on the ground.

His entire front was slick and sodden with blood.

“Gods…” Lea breathed, and she pressed both her hands to her mouth as she looked down at the scarred woman.

“Regner…” Kendra said, and she gently put a hand on his shoulder. “Can you heal her?”

“Not-- not something this serious…” he muttered in a trembling voice. “I can’t… I can’t…”

“Can you stabilize her?” the owl-woman asked, and after a moment of thought, he nodded in a quick and jerky motion.

“Y-Yeah,” he gasped, and he carefully pressed his hands to the wound and tried to get to work.

I stepped back and looked away from the gory sight. I ended up locking eyes with Aunt Sylvia, and she stared back at me sternly. I caught her meaning. If I’d been under that rock, if she and Sin hadn’t pulled me back at the last moment, I’d be in that state, if not worse, and she and Sin and Lea would be weeping over me.

I squirmed at the thought, and something unpleasant churned in my stomach as I turned away from my aunt.

And then I saw it.

“Um… Lea?” I said to the lioness-woman. “What’s that?”

“Huh?” she asked, and she looked up from where she was holding the moon crystal above Regner, so he could see what he was doing.

I raised a hand and pointed off to the far side of this chamber.

“It… it looks like a hole,” Sin said.

As a fox shifter, and as someone who’d learned how to draw on her heightened senses without shifting, she probably had the best night vision of a group, except for Maeve’s moon crystal eye.

“Not a hole…” Kendra murmured, and she slowly crept up to us, then past us.

She took tentative steps toward the lip of the pit and then stopped right on its edge.

I had to resist the urge to pull her back. Not just because I was worried she might fall, but because I could sense something there. Something… malicious. Dark. Twisted.

It felt, in a way, like a more potent version of the rage and noise of moonsickness, and as soon as I realized this comparison, I was sure even the most resilient shifters would not be able to resist the pull of this madness.

“No…” Kendra said, like she was confirming something, and then she shook her head and took a wary step back. “Not a hole at all.”

A moment before she said it, I realized what she meant.

“This chasm…” she murmured. “… it’s a tunnel. It’s an entrance to the Devourer’s Ruin.”
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Chapter 15

I wasn’t entirely sure if it was real, or if it was my mind playing tricks on me, but I swore I could hear terrible, distant noises emanating from the chasm. Howling, snarling noises, a chorus of mad, hungry predators eager to tear my flesh.

I felt a bone-deep desire to flee. Every molecule in my body was repelled by that thing, and the sight of it made me want to run far, far away. Looking at it had activated some deep, animal instinct from before humans had evolved, something left over by Neanderthals.

A cold well of despair rose inside me. This was the void, the abyss, the one that, if you stared into it, would stare back.

I shuddered and then jumped when I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I looked to see Kendra beside me.

“Arthur,” she said in concern. “Are you alright?”

I was momentarily confused as to how she was beside me, when she’d been in front of me moments ago. Then I realized I had been walking toward the chasm, without even realizing it.

“Uh… fine…” I muttered, and I turned sharply away from the hole. Maybe it wouldn’t affect me so much if I didn’t look at it. “Fine. That thing just… creeps me out.”

“Me, too,” Sin said as she grimaced at the hole, but she wasn’t being pulled toward it, not like I had been.

Maybe it had a different effect on worldwalkers to Naguli shifters. But, no, Aunt Sylvia was looking at me with the same expression of wary concern. She hadn’t been drawn toward the chasm, either.

All of them were staring at me. All of them had seen me move toward it.

“It looked like you were in some kind of trance,” my aunt said to me, and I swallowed.

“Just… exhaustion, I guess,” I lied. A cold fear had bloomed in my chest, and I decided not to look at the Pit-- the capital letter felt uncomfortably appropriate-- unless I absolutely had to. “This place creeps me out.”

“No arguments there,” Sin said, and her grimace turned to worry as she looked back at Regner, Maeve, and Lea. “How is she, Regner?”

“I… I might be able to stabilize her…” the cunning man muttered.

The dim light of Lea’s moon crystal above him was highlighting the sheen of panicked sweat on his brow, and the dark circles under his eyes had never been more pronounced. He was definitely exhausted and running on magical and emotional fumes.

“Stabilize her, then,” I instructed him. “We’ll get her out, bring her to a proper healer. None of us are dying down here, Regner, I promise you.”

It was a promise I couldn’t guarantee, but I was going to fight like hell to keep it anyway. The most important thing now, aside from getting out as fast as possible, was keeping Maeve awake. If she fell unconscious, her heart rate could get so low she’d die.

“It won’t be long until that madman moves the rubble and comes after us again,” Costin said grimly. “We need to be prepared.”

“This can be a defensible position,” my aunt said as she looked around the chamber. “We form a line in front of Maeve and Regner, maybe try and drive him into the hole or something.”

“And we’re sure he’d die down there?” I asked. “I mean, if it leads to the Ruin, and he’s one of the Serpent’s most dedicated fanatics, what’s to say he doesn’t, I don’t know, bounce back out?”

“We’ll deal with that issue when it happens,” my aunt said firmly. “For now, take position and arms and listen for him.”

We did as instructed. My aunt probably had the most combat experience of all of us, after all, being the eldest and one of only three people in our group who’d seen regular combat. Of the other two, one was Sin, and the other, Maeve, was barely conscious on the ground.

It wasn’t long before I heard the grinding and crunching of large stones being carelessly dislodged. I tried to imagine for a moment how the witch-priest must feel, having desecrated this ancient temple to his god, all to try and defeat some shifter interlopers. And so far, he’d failed.

For all I knew, he’d pulled this sort of trick before and had been able to put all the stones back, but I hoped that wasn’t the case. I hoped we’d riled him in a way no others had before.

Because then he’d be angry, and angry people made mistakes.

“Stay close,” I murmured to the others as the crunching and grinding grew louder.

“Should we shift?” Sin muttered.

“Not unless he summons more strix or cursed creatures,” my aunt advised. “The last thing we need is someone accidentally falling into that hole.”

Because there was definitely no way any of us would bounce back out. It looked like a gaping, hungry mouth, just waiting to be fed.

The sounds of rock being impatiently moved and thrown grew louder and louder until I saw a crack of light emerge from the passageway we’d rushed through, and then the witch-priest emerged.

He was, of course, entirely unharmed by the falling rocks, and rage rolled off him in waves almost as strong as the magic swirling around his body.

“Even Our Lord can recognize the valor of will and determination,” he said, and I was surprised by how steady his voice sounded.

No doubt an inferno raged just beneath the surface, so I tightened my grip on my weapon.

“As He has told us, the most insidious trick of a twoform is to appear reasonable, and kind, and noble,” the man continued.

I began to hear it, then, just the slightest tremor in his voice. He was struggling to keep his emotions in check. I remembered what Regner had said, about powerful cunning folk learning to control their emotions and being capable of incredible things.

I also remembered the most powerful were the ones who used their emotions in tandem with their magic. Regner had freely told me he’d always struggled to keep his feelings in check, and I had no doubt in my mind that emotions were to blame for the wall of fire he’d let loose after Maeve had been injured.

But it left the question… what kind of man was this witch-priest? Did he keep his emotions in check, or did he use them with his magic?

The answer could very well mean the difference between my group surviving to see the sun again, or dying in this cavern.

“Because no twoform is capable of reason, or kindness, or nobility,” the witch-priest went on, and a hint of disgust had entered his steady tone. “They are liars, down to their core. Their very shapes are duplicitous. They are parasites, seeking to overcome and overtake the natural, pure people of the world.”

“And what you do here, killing innocents by the thousands, how is that not parasitic?” I demanded. “Feeding your god with the blood of shifters, is that not the very definition of a parasite? Your god is nothing but a leech.”

“You will be silent!” the witch-priest bellowed.

Clearly, comparing his beloved deity to a bloodsucking worm had struck a nerve. I felt a dark satisfaction course through me but tried not to let it show. He needed to think he had us on the back foot.

“The predator is no parasite,” he snapped at me. “The predator knows he has dominion over lesser, weaker creatures, and he takes what is his by right. Nagul, and all her pure people, are the dominion of the Serpent, and He shall protect what is His. He shall claim His throne!”

“And brother shall murder brother, and the streets will flow with the blood of kin,” Kendra spoke up. I was startled to hear her speak, but even more to hear such disgust and anger in her voice. “The Devourer is no savior. He’s pure destruction. He will swallow up this entire world and leave nothing and no one behind. But you deem him worthy of veneration because, what, the shifters will be the first to go? Who will speak up for you, when the Serpent sinks his fangs into your flesh? Who will be left to mourn you, when he finally comes for you?”

“I would gladly feed my Lord,” the man told her coldly. “We are only here but for His mercy. And what purer death than by His hand?”

“You would honor us so?” I asked in a deliberately mocking tone.

“I am my Lord’s servant,” he growled. “If He decrees he must be fed with twoform blood, then I shall provide. Really, it’s fortunate you found your own way to the Gate. It is where I would have brought you after you fell to the strix, anyway. You will be sacrificed toward Our Lord’s awakening.”

A shiver passed over me, like someone had walked across my grave. I certainly had no intention of letting any of what the witch-priest had just described happen, but we needed to be smart about it. One wrong move, and he could bring this whole temple crashing down on us, and we had run out of places to flee.

I reckoned the best move was to keep him talking, try to distract him just enough to let his guard down a little.

If we tackled him and pinned him down, maybe he wouldn’t be able to use his magic.

“And Our Lord accepts only the strongest blood, so you should be honored,” the witch-priest sneered at us. “Only those with the strongest wills were brought here, those who resisted the ordinary effects of moonsickness.”

I felt Aunt Sylvia stiffen beside me.

“You brought them here?” she asked in an appalled voice. “All those people… you just tossed them into that hole?”

“A far nobler death than they deserved,” the man scoffed. “Their force of will was for naught, in the end. None can overpower Him. Not even the strongest of your perverted kind.”

I thought of the tiny, four-digit number tattooed onto the side of my aunt’s neck, on each of the necks of the prisoners we’d liberated from the dungeon. The numbers went almost up to two and a half thousand, and there had been fewer than a hundred when we’d broken in to rescue them.

Twenty-four hundred shifters. People who’d been captured by Fangs, who’d somehow managed to resist moonsickness. And they’d been dragged to the end of the world, into cold, murderous ice, and thrown in a hole like trash.

My blood boiled. I wanted to make this man pay. I wanted to make him hurt.

But I forced myself to remain calm. If I let my anger overtake me, I would be the one making stupid mistakes.

I saw the witch-priest watching me, and beneath his distorted mask, I saw his lip curl. He knew he’d gotten under my skin. He was relishing in the distress he was causing us.

Then his gaze flickered to the side.

“Your heretic friend has lost a lot of blood,” he said. “The kinder thing would be to slit her throat and be done with it.”

“You shut your mouth!” Regner snarled, and he moved so he was crouched directly between the priest and Maeve and shielding her body with his own.

“Such a shame you have no command over the one thing that truly matters in this world-- time,” the witch-priest mused, and he seemed very self-satisfied right now. “A master of time is a master of all. One snap of the fingers, and your friend could be suspended, no need to rush for a healer. Your life could be stretched into as many centuries as needed to accomplish your goals.”

“Yes, and what a fine goal you’ve selected for yourself,” my aunt spat at the man. “Murder and hatred. You call shifters perversions? What of the man sustaining a curse that poisoned this entire land? Twisted every living thing in its borders. Do you call those cursed creatures natural? Do you call your life, crawling about like a low-thing in a cave for centuries, natural?”

“I call them necessary,” the witch-priest hissed as he shifted to face my aunt. “Cahir was a fool to let you live. If he’d had any sense in his thick skull, he’d have killed you where you stood, not sent you here, mewling about how you may yet change your mind.”

“The only foolish thing Cahir did was listen to the likes of you,” my aunt shot back. “I don’t care if you’re a master of earth, or time, or life itself. I shall see you dead for the pain you wrought upon this world and her people.”

“You flatter me,” the man said coldly. He was staring at my aunt in a way I didn’t like, and I had to resist the urge to step in front of her and situate myself directly between them. “My power is great, and Our Lord has seen fit to bless me. But time is not mine to bend. That honor is yet reserved for His highest, most-honored servant.”

So there was someone else? Well, to an extent, we already knew that. The Fangs had their mysterious benefactors, whoever was giving them money and resources. This ancient priest might have been the brains behind the actual operations, as well as immensely long-lived, but he wasn’t giving them funds.

Kendra had said this might even go as high as the Royal Court. Maybe she was right. Who else would be suited to such an important position in the Fangs’ operation as Apollyon’s most-honored servant?

Especially if this was someone gifted with time magic.

“I felt the change in the air,” the witch-priest said, and he took another step toward us.

He seemed to relish in how it made us tense. He was enjoying this, toying with us, but it couldn’t hurt to be wary, and if he was feeling safe enough to play with us, then maybe he would let his guard down enough to make a mistake.

“That woman was an abomination, but there was beauty in her sickness,” the man went on. If I hadn’t known him, I might have said there was sadness in his tone, but I knew he was just pissed off that he’d lost a tool. “She was integral to our great works. A twoform-only disease the likes of which even Our Lord would have been pleased to witness. And you killed her.”

“She was a woman,” I snarled. “A living person. Not a fucking science experiment.”

“She was exactly that,” the witch-priest retorted. “And it was the only thing of note in her sorry life. She should be honored to have made any contribution of worth.”

“Elana,” Kendra told the witch-priest icily. “Her name was Elana.”

“Oh…” the man said, and when he looked at Kendra, something in his demeanor both terrified and enraged me. “The lost daughter. I’m sure many would like to see where you’ve found yourself, little one. I’m sure your father would be very proud.”

“Prouder than yours would be of you,” the owl-woman spat back at him.

Her glare was frightening now. Often, she was dreamy, slightly faraway, but to see the full weight of her attention directed onto a single target was terrifying.

“My father was a weak man, who bowed to twoforms because he was too scared and small-minded to think otherwise,” the witch-priest said. “I swore I would never make those same mistakes, and I have outlasted thousands of your kind. I have bested them, I have been blessed by my Lord, and He has decreed I will see the end of your pestilence on this world!”

I opened my mouth to speak, but I was cut off when I felt someone brush past me and saw Lea come to stand in front of us all.

I wanted to reach out and pull her back, but I knew she wasn’t reckless. I knew she had a purpose.

“I have seen strong men,” she said as she stood tall and sure, and her voice was plain, almost frank. If I hadn’t seen the tension in every line of her body, I might have believed she was calm. “And I have seen weak men. I have seen honest love become clouded by jealousy. Feats the likes of which you could never comprehend. You speak of small-mindedness, of pestilence, of retribution. So I want to be perfectly clear. I swear to you, before your petty, pathetic god, that we will see the end of you. The failure of all your works. You will die, forgotten, and no one will mourn you. Your god will cast you aside as useless. Unwanted. You have based your entire life on a falsehood, whispered by a lying Serpent.”

The witch-priest stared at her, and I still couldn’t see his full expression, but I saw a muscle twitch in his jaw.

She’d gotten him. She’d struck something real, some fragment of humanity still left inside him.

“Is that doubt I see?” I taunted him. “Doubt, in the power of your so-called god?”

He glared at us all, and I could feel the inferno inside him bubbling to the surface, ready to explode like a volcano.

“I will make you beg for His mercy,” the witch-priest hissed, and then he attacked.

He sprang forward with the same impossible speed he’d shown against Maeve, natural abilities enhanced by whatever terrible magic had prolonged his life.

He lunged right for Lea, but something possessed me, something I didn’t even know I had inside me, and I shoved the lioness-woman aside and bore the full brunt of the man’s impact myself.

He knocked me to the ground, flat out on my back, but luckily I wasn’t winded too badly. Hands grappled at him to pull him off me, and I managed to wiggle just enough to get an arm free. Then I drove my fist into his left temple as hard as I could.

The man swayed, just dazed enough that I could spin from underneath him, and then the pair of us were wrestling.

“Get back!” I shouted to the others, because even though I wasn’t looking at the lip of the Pit, I could sense it.

It was like a threat in the corner of my vision. I knew it was there, and it was close.

One way or another, someone would be going over that ledge. I just had to hope it wouldn’t be me. Or, if it was, that I would at least be bringing this bastard with me.

“Arthur!” a voice cried out.

Lea sounded terrified, but she was hanging back. The ground began to shake and split, and I knew the witch-priest was calling on his magic again. Not fully, because his hands were occupied, but enough to make the cavern tremble.

One wrong move, and we would all be crushed.

“You-- will-- feed-- Him!” the witch-priest snarled as he and I beat one another.

Blood flew through the air, and cartilage cracked beneath knuckles and blows. I was fighting to keep him down, but I was only barely holding my own. If he managed to daze me, if he managed to get on top again, I was done for.

“Back!” I shouted to the others, when I saw a figure approaching from the side.

The cracking and crumbling of the stones around us was deafening. This man intended to make this place our grave.

“He will forget you,” I snarled at him as we fought and shuffled ever-closer to the Pit. I didn’t know if it was that same ineffable pull I’d felt earlier or if the witch-priest was deliberately angling us toward it, or maybe both. “He doesn’t care about you or about anyone but himself.”

“He is a god!” the man snapped back, and I felt something, a knee maybe, sink into my gut.

Then, suddenly, he was atop me, with his hands around my throat. He squeezed as he throttled me, and spots immediately jumped into the corners of my vision.

“He is the Serpent and the Devourer!” the witch-priest growled as he strangled me.

I could hear someone calling my name again, and I flailed my left arm to wave them back as my other hand clawed at the fingers around my throat.

I managed to pry one finger off with my right hand, but it was still not enough. He was so strong.

“And He will see this world purified!” the man continued with a righteous, furious cry.

I could barely breathe now, and my vision was beginning to go black at the edges. I lost my leverage on that one finger, and my hand fell uselessly off to the side. I could just barely feel the lip of the Pit off to my right.

We were close. Close to the edge. My mind was fuzzy, the cracking of rocks around me was cacophonous, someone was screaming, not just around me but inside my head.

I managed to suck in half of a tiny, tiny breath. The witch-priest was strong, too strong for me to win against.

In this form.

“If you’re so dedicated to him,” I spat and was barely able to wheeze out the words, “then why don’t you go and meet him?”

And then I shifted.

My form expanded, and my human-sized neck became the throat of an enormous bear. The priest let out a cry of shock and rage, and a moment later, I swiped out with my left arm and batted him off me like a bug.

He arched through the air, and then a second later, his body tumbled down into the Pit below.

His outraged cry echoed in the air, and it reverberated off the sides of the Pit and grew slowly fainter as he plummeted down into the Ruin itself.

The cracking of the stones slowed, quieted, and then, for a long moment, there was silence as the air rang with the ghost of the witch-priest’s scream.

I shifted back and gasped in a breath. Doggedly, with my muscles spasming and shaking, I rolled onto my left side, away from the edge of the Pit.

“Arthur!” my aunt’s voice cried out, and a moment later I felt several sets of arms underneath me.

They half-picked me up, half-dragged me away from the edge of the chasm. My vision swam and was still blurred from almost blacking out. I saw blobs of gold and red before me and felt kisses raining down on my cheeks.

“Oh, thank Erramun!” Lea’s voice wept, and I felt arms around my neck.

I sluggishly raised my own arms to hug back. Then another set of arms wrapped around me, and I caught the scent of salt and sea air.

Slowly, my vision and mind steadied. I could see and think clearly, and the reality of what had just happened sank in.

“We… we did it,” I muttered as I stared into the middle-distance. “We stopped the leader of the Fangs. We disabled their biggest outpost.”

“Good fucking riddance,” Costin huffed, and he clapped me heartily on the back, which made me cough.

“I’m so glad you’re safe, Arthur,” Kendra then said, and she surged forward to hug me tight.

I hugged her back and felt so relieved that it was finally over. I felt kind of numb, unable to truly believe it had happened.

As I was helped to my feet, I looked over at my aunt, who was staring uneasily at the Pit. I reached out and touched her shoulder, just in case she would begin to feel the same trance-like pull as I had.

“I overheard rumors, from the guards,” she muttered, seemingly more to herself than to me and the others. “There was a hole down here, a tunnel to the Ruin itself. I always thought they were being hyperbolic. Symbolic. But… they were actually throwing people in here. Executing them by…”

She trailed off like she was too horrified to finish speaking.

“Not executions,” Kendra said quietly, and her voice was apologetic. “Sacrifices.”

“Hm,” my aunt hummed vaguely, and she raised a hand to rub at the digits tattooed on the side of her neck.

“In all the stories of the Devourer’s Return,” Lea then said in a wary tone, “Erramun, the Lunar King, rises up, and the two brothers rage their final, epic battle for the fate of Nagul. But it all begins with shifter blood. It must be spilled in tribute of the Serpent, an offering to nourish his body and soul with the blood of his most-hated foes. Spill enough, and he shall reawaken.”

“Spilling in his name is the broader interpretation,” Costin added grimly. “But here… they were feeding him directly. They weren’t playing with legends and symbolism to scare shifters. They truly meant to bring him back.”

I took a careful step toward the lip of the Pit. Not because I was drawn to it, but because I wanted to see.

I half-expected something, like a massive sea serpent, or maybe Apollyon himself, to leap out and attack.

But nothing came. It was just an empty, gaping chasm into which countless lives had been cast.

I crouched down and pressed my fingertips against the edge of the lip. I felt the stone bite into my skin and pressed harder, and I wondered what would happen if a drop of my blood, worldwalker blood, dripped down into this fathomless hole.

“Arthur,” Sin said from behind me a little sharply, as if to startle me, and I was pulled from my reverie.

I rose to my feet and stepped back from the Pit once again.

“Come on,” I said as I turned to face the others, and I saw Regner was still crouched over a barely-conscious Maeve. “We need to move. And I don’t think any of us want to be down here a second longer than we have--”

I was cut off when Kendra abruptly dropped to her knees.

“Kendra!” Lea gasped, and she and I rushed to the owl-woman, but she didn’t fall forwards.

The dark-haired auspice was kneeling on the floor, and her eyes were wide, but somehow I knew they weren’t seeing me or the lioness-woman. She was frozen still, like she’d received a horrible shock.

“Kendra?” I asked her warily, and I pulled her into my arms and crouched on my knees with her laid across me. “Kendra? Can you hear me? What’s wrong?”

She suddenly gave a dry, rasping gasp, sharp enough to make us jump.

“The herald of the returned shall walk the world,” she rasped in a voice that sounded nothing like her own.

It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and a shiver passed over my very soul.

“The blood of the Lunar King who shall thrice-spill blood upon god-cursed earth,” she continued in that eerie voice while staring at nothing. “Fed and awakened by loyal servants, the Devourer shall stir. The Cold and the Silence shall fall in herald of His Blood, and when brothers’ blades once more meet and draw, the Devourer shall once again rise to reclaim his throne.”

Then she went limp as she fell unconscious. If she hadn’t already been in my arms, she would have collapsed to the ground.

“What was that?” I asked as I looked up at the others in panic. “What just happened?”

“Gods…” Lea whispered. She had her hands pressed to her mouth and was looking at Kendra with tears in her eyes, and at her side, Sin reached out to hug her in comfort.

“What?” I asked the lioness-woman. “Lea, what happened? Is she okay? What was that?”

Very slowly, Lea lowered her hands from her mouth. She kept her gaze fixed very steadily on Kendra as she crouched down beside me, and then she put a gentle hand on the auspice woman’s shoulder.

“True divination is a rare thing,” she said, and her voice was quiet and shaking. “But I know it when I see it. That was… that was a prophecy.”
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Chapter 16

I stared down at Kendra and began to shake her, and terror gripped my heart as she lolled in my grasp like a ragdoll.

“Kendra!” I called out to her. “Kendra, please, you have to wake up! Kendra!”

I was shaking and could feel my throat tightening. The idea of losing her… I couldn’t even imagine it. We’d been through so much together, none of us would even be here if not for her help.

She couldn’t die, not here, not in a cold, cursed hole on the end of the world. She had done too much, been too brave. She deserved to see the sun again.

I thought of the thousands of shifters who’d met their end here and wished so, so terribly we could’ve saved all of them, not just the ones in the prison. All of them had deserved better than this place, and I knew if I let Kendra die here, if I let any of our group meet their ends here, I would go mad and spend the rest of my life trying to figure out how to fix it.

Not one more person would die in this place. Not one.

And then, at last, Kendra’s eyelids flickered, and she opened her eyes and looked right at me.

“A-- Arthur?” she murmured, and I was so overcome with emotion that I just hugged her to my chest.

“Gods, you’re okay!” I gasped. “You just-- you said something, and then you just fell unconscious! We thought-- I thought you…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence, but Kendra raised a hand to my cheek.

“I’m okay,” she promised me quietly, and her voice was like a balm that soothed my frayed nerves and calmed my frantic mind.

I leaned forward and let my forehead nudge against hers as exhaustion and relief warred inside me.

That relief was short-lived, though, because then the ground began to shake again.

“Shit!” I looked over at the Pit and half-expected the witch-priest to climb out of it and attack once more, but he didn’t.

“He must have been holding this place together,” Costin said with a frown. “He caused so many cave-ins, and now that he’s not here, the whole place must be falling apart!”

“We have to get out, now!” Sin said sharply. “Regner? Can we move Maeve?”

“I think I’ve got her stable,” the cunning man answered in a tense tone, and Costin and the pirate captain went over to where the scarred woman lay unconscious on the ground.

The three of them scooped her up as carefully as they could and looked to Kendra.

“Can you walk?” I asked the auspice woman. “We’ll need your guidance to get us back to the stairway.”

Kendra nodded firmly and pushed herself to her feet. She was unsteady for a moment but then found her balance.

“Follow me,” she said.

We moved fast, faster than I would’ve thought us able to, but now that we didn’t have to worry about curse creatures or strix or their madman leader, there was no need to be cautious or quiet. Our footsteps echoed thunderously down the tunnels and caverns as we moved as fast as possible without jostling Maeve too much.

We needed to get her to a proper healer sooner rather than later.

As we traversed through the caves, I couldn’t help but think of the lull between the once-High-Priest of these temples going over the edge of the Pit, and the beginning of this cave-in. It had been a gap of multiple minutes, so had the cave-in only begun once he’d died, and with it, his magic? Had he been falling for that long?

I decided I probably didn’t want to know. But with something as dangerous as a tunnel to Hell, I wasn’t ruling out any possibilities.

With Kendra’s navigation, we soon found ourselves at the base of the long, tightly-winding staircase that led up to the Tushari temple. This slowed our pace, both because of the lack of space and the fact we were ascending sharply upward. Regner ended up climbing the steps backwards while holding Maeve’s shoulders, and Costin followed him facing forward and carrying the Ice Fury’s legs.

I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not that Maeve didn’t react to any of this at all. But I had to trust Regner’s skill, and if we stopped to fret over her state now, we were delaying the chance to get her to a trained healer, as well as delaying our own escape from the actively-collapsing caverns.

After the caves, which as it turned out had been a great deal warmer than above ground, emerging into the cold night air was a bit of a shock to my system, but I welcomed it.

Fresh air. Free air.

“Come on!” I called to the others as we piled out of the narrow stairway.

We all sprinted down the steps to the ground floor of the temple and out its grand front doors. At this point, there was no reason to stuff ourselves back in the cramped escape tunnel by the dungeon. Either Tavor and the others would have succeeded, or they wouldn’t have, but I didn’t think any Fangs were stupid enough to stick around now that their leader was dead, moonsickness was gone, and the place they’d made their stronghold was literally crumbling around them.

We rushed out into the courtyard of the temple to see Tavor and her group surrounded by dozens of dead Fangs. By my estimate, there were only a handful of fatalities from the freedom fighters, and I glanced at the dark scraps of cloth being laid over their bodies in respect while the rest of the survivors tended to various wounds.

“You made it,” I said to the older woman as we approached.

“So did you.” We quickly embraced before her gaze went to Maeve, and she paled. “Erramun! Is she--?”

“Alive,” Regner said quickly. “But badly injured. Do you have healers with you?”

“A couple, but we left our best back at Torchlight,” the non-shifter woman informed him. “Come on. If we move fast, we might avoid the worst of the curse’s nightmares.”

I opened my mouth to tell her about the witch-priest and how he’d been the source of the curse and now he was dead, but I stopped myself. I didn’t know for sure it would stop the Demonfrost curse, and even if it did, why would it stop right away? This perverted magic had been sunk into the land itself for centuries.

So, I was going to hold back on that one, and we had all just begun to move when a thunderous cracking noise made us all whip around and turn to look back at the temple.

Before our very eyes, it began to crumble. Caving in on itself into tons and tons of rubble. Every room, every passage collapsed in on itself, until all that remained was a hill of broken stone, not as high as I would’ve expected for a building that massive.

But then, there were enormous caverns beneath it. In fact, I was willing to bet the Apollyonic temple had been the first to collapse, and it had destabilized the foundations of the Tushari one above ground.

“Good riddance,” my aunt declared in disgust, and I firmly agreed.

I wondered if the Pit had been filled up but doubted it. It had been unfathomably deep. But if it was at least plugged and buried under thousands of tons of rock, I could live with that.

“I felt something change in the air during the fight,” Vanro said, and as he approached us, I saw his blond, bushy beard was streaked with blood. “The noise in my head, the moonsickness. It just… vanished.”

“We found the source,” Lea said in a mournful tone, and my heart seized at the memory of the poor auspice woman-- Elana, Kendra had called her.

Somehow she must have learned the woman’s name when their minds had intertwined.

“It was a mercy,” I added.

I wasn’t surprised Vanro had felt the shift in the air. He, being one of the prisoners we’d liberated, was a shifter and had probably been steeling his mind against the persistent ‘buzz’ of moonsickness for weeks.

“No prisoners?” Tavor asked then, and she glanced around at us.

“The leader of the Fangs wasn’t exactly a reasonable man,” my aunt said in a frank tone. “But we got some useful information that we’d be happy to share in warmer lodging.”

“Please!” Regner added tensely.

One more look at Maeve was all Tavor needed. She called to the assembled fighters, and they gathered up their handful of dead.

Then, as one large procession, we made our way across the ice.

Already the thick, hazy darkness of the curse was thinning. I could see more than two feet in front of me, and the glow of the moon crystals held aloft by the rebels and Lea reached further. I could breathe easier, and I knew, deep inside myself, we really had broken the curse, and this land would soon begin to heal. I didn’t feel like prey that was trapped here. And, in a strange way, the ice around me seemed almost… beautiful.

I couldn’t wait to see what this place would look like under moonlight. I bet it shimmered like diamonds.

An overwhelming sense of relief blossomed in my chest when Torchlight finally came into view in the distance. Our procession hurried to let Regner and Costin go first, and they crashed through the doors with the cunning man shouting for a healer.

Like benevolent birds, they descended upon the injured Ice Fury and swept her off to their infirmary to begin their work. I said a prayer in my heart for Maeve, for her survival. She had sacrificed too much to die at the hands of a cruel, hateful man.

“Tomorrow, we can discuss strategy and information,” Tavor said, and she clapped a hearty hand on my shoulder. “Tonight, we rest and recuperate. We celebrate. This was a good day. We won.”

“We won!” a voice called out from the assembled fighters, and it was met with raucous cheering. “Fuck those Fang bastards, we won!”

And despite everything these people had suffered, their lost loved ones, their injuries, the months and years stolen from their own lives by Fang imprisonment… they were happy. And they deserved to be. They had outlived the group that had wanted to see every last one of them dead.

As the fighters celebrated, my group trudged toward the infirmary. Maeve was laid out on one of the beds, and her grimy clothes and blood-streaked skin looked so at odds with the sterile, white cloth of the sheets. Regner sat beside her bed. He held one of the scarred woman’s hands in both of his own, with her fingers pressed to his lips as he watched her, practically unblinking, while the healers worked.

We all sat down around Maeve’s bed. Costin took a seat beside Regner, as did Lea. Sin, Kendra, and I sat on the other side, and my aunt stood by the foot of the opposite bed with folded arms.

For a very long time, none of us spoke. We just stood in silent sentinel over the Ice Fury until, finally, the healers stepped back.

“That’s… I’m afraid that’s all we can do for her,” one of them said to Regner in an apologetic tone. “She lost a lot of blood. The rest is up to her now.”

“She’ll survive,” Regner murmured without taking his eyes off Maeve. “She won’t go down without a fight.”

“Ayla Maga keep her,” the healer murmured to the cunning man, and she placed a conciliatory hand on his shoulder before she and her team swept out of the infirmary to leave us in peace.

Another long silence stretched out.

“She survived the ice,” my aunt finally said, and her tone was firm, reassuring. “She’ll survive that madman.”

Regner didn’t react. He just sat there holding Maeve’s hand to his lips and staring at her face, as if willing her to wake up.

The rest of us, thankfully, weren’t too injured. A couple scrapes and bruises, but nothing a hot bath and a good night’s rest wouldn’t cure.

But before we did any of that, there was another, more pressing issue on my mind, and I turned to look at Kendra.

“In the cave,” I murmured. “You said, um… you said…”

I faltered and then trailed off. I didn’t really know how to phrase it, and I didn’t remember the exact words she’d spoken in her strange trance.

“The herald of the returned shall walk the world,” Lea offered in a neutral tone. “The blood of the Lunar King who shall thrice-spill blood upon god-cursed earth. Fed and awakened by loyal servants, the Devourer shall stir. The Cold and the Silence shall fall in herald of His Blood, and when brothers’ blades once more meet and draw, the Devourer shall once again rise to reclaim his throne.”

“Wow,” I said when the lioness-woman had finished. “You have a good memory.”

“Prophecy is a lot like poetry,” she said with a modest shrug, though I could see by the slight flush in her cheeks that she was pleased. “There’s a rhythm to it. After you have that, it’s not difficult to remember.”

Spoken like a true singer, and I gave her a fond smile before we turned back to Kendra.

“What do you think it means?” I asked the auspice woman.

“Well, the nature of prophecy is that it has multiple interpretations,” Kendra said, as if to ward off too much theorizing about specifics. “But, personally, I think it’s more proof our fates are somehow tied to Erramun’s reawakening, his return.”

“If I hadn’t just seen a hole that led down to the Devourer’s Ruin, I might say you were exaggerating,” Regner muttered, still without looking away from Maeve’s face. “But I have.”

“Agreed,” Costin said grimly. “That line-- ‘his brother’s blood does once more touch the earth’ sounds pretty specific to me. According to legend, neither the Devourer nor the Lunar King can truly triumph, can truly claim victory, until the other is dead by his brother’s hand.”

“So, both must reawaken,” I said. “We know where the Serpent is. The Ruin. What about Erramun?”

“Legends about the location of his grave are widespread,” Lea said with a sigh. “Everyone wants to house the sacred location of a god’s resting place.”

“Anything more popular, though?” I asked. “Anything with, I don’t know, historical precedent?”

“A popular interpretation is that his grave is near or around the Royal Court,” Kendra said with a shrug. “He was, after all, King. And when he was injured in his fight against the Devourer, his queen brought him back to heal.”

“And that madman said he had an ally, someone who was the Serpent’s most-honored servant.” I frowned thoughtfully. “You’ve had suspicions about there being an insider at the Court. Do you think they’re connected?”

“The royal family are, and have always been, a shifter bloodline,” the owl-woman explained. “It seems strange to put a high-ranking Fang there for no reason. They might be found out, and it’s not like anyone in the Court will be sympathetic to their views. The Court is filled with the royal family’s most-favored allies.”

“But there has to be something important,” I said. “Why else put someone so… I guess, ‘high-ranking’ in such a dangerous place?”

“You think they’re looking for the Lunar King’s grave,” Costin said flatly.

“I mean, if there’s a high-ranking Fang in the Court, we have to find them before they hurt someone,” I said with a shrug. “We’re going there anyway, aren’t we? Might as well figure out why they’re there.”

“It makes sense,” my aunt said, though she sounded uneasy at the idea. “But you heard what that priest said. The Serpent’s highest, most-honored servant. Whoever this person is, they’ll be dangerous. And powerful.”

“And likely rich, with a position of favor within the Court itself,” Kendra added. “They won’t listen to a group of nobodies if we turn up and give such strong accusations out of nowhere.”

“Nobodies?” I asked, and I nodded to Lea and Costin. “Aren’t the Hayders a noble family?”

“We are, but we’re not on the level of the Court,” the lioness-woman said frankly. “We don’t get invited to royal events. We’re, ah… I suppose you could say ‘lower nobles.’”

“She’d know,” Regner then muttered. He’d been silent for a long time, but when he spoke now, we all turned to look at him immediately. He was still gazing at Maeve’s face. “She’s so clever. She’s a hunter. She’d know how to find them out.”

“She would,” I agreed in a gentle voice. “And she will, Regner. She’ll wake up.”

“Do you hear that?” the cunning man asked, though the unconscious woman on the bed did not respond. “We need you.”

I felt the urge to look away. I felt like I was intruding on some incredibly private moment, but the cunning man would have asked us to leave, or waited for us to go on our own accord, if he’d wanted to be alone. I shared a glance with Sin, then Kendra. Both of them looked upset, almost a little uncomfortable. But none of us moved. It would have felt too close to abandonment to leave him now.

“Maeve, please,” Regner whispered desperately. “Wake up.”

She didn’t stir.

“Please,” he said again, and his voice was a horrified whisper. “I know you can do it, and… I know I’m a coward, but I don’t think I can be strong enough without you.”

Still nothing.

“I’ve already lost so much,” Regner continued tearfully. “They broke me, their deaths. I thought I had nothing left. I barely even fought when the Fangs came for me. I was so broken in that place, but… with you, I… I felt like I could be whole again. I felt like… like… Please. Please, Maeve, I… I need you.”

His words, his plea, hung heavy in the air, as fervent as any prayer. I didn’t even think I was breathing as I stared at Maeve’s face and silently willed her to wake up.

And then, her eyelids twitched.

We all leaned forward, and none of us dared to speak, breathe, or think. We watched as, very slowly, the Ice Fury’s mismatched eyes opened, and she looked around at us all.

“Ugh,” she groaned and winced. “I feel like I lost a round against a bear. What happened?”

“Gods!” Regner wept in relief, and he surged forward and hugged her.

At first, the embrace was tight, and the scarred woman winced in pain, but then he seemed to realize his mistake and relaxed. Instead, he reared back, took her face in his hands, and kissed her.

I saw Maeve’s eyes widen and then close as she kissed him back and wound her arms around his neck. When they parted, they rested their foreheads against each other’s.

“Maybe we should give you some privacy,” my aunt suggested, and her tone was that faintly-authoritative one she’d sometimes used on Ellie and me, when she had to be ‘The Adult’ and something was not up for debate. “Let you two catch up.”

Neither Regner nor Maeve said anything. They just gazed fondly into one another’s eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile at them.

“They’re good for one another,” Kendra said once we had all left the infirmary and closed the doors behind us. “I’m glad they found each other.”

“Me, too,” I agreed.

I’d only known them a short time, but I’d rapidly come to rely on them as much as my other allies, and I was immensely relieved Maeve was awake and would hopefully make a full recovery.

We all stood in the main room of Torchlight, and celebrations were in full swing by this point. Bottles of alcohol had been opened, and people were cheering and dancing and laughing. It was the most joyous thing I’d seen in weeks, and the sheer, unbridled happiness overwhelmed me for a moment.

And then, I realized just how obscenely bone-tired I was. I was also covered in grime and sweat and blood.

“I need a wash,” I said frankly to the rest of the group. “And a goddamn nap.”

“Ugh, agreed,” Lea groaned, and she clapped her hands against her cheeks as if to try and wake herself up a little. “Not to put a damper on any of these celebrations, but I’m too tired to join in right now.”

It made me feel kind of old to agree, but I was too happy to care. These people deserved a win, and today had been a big one.

“I agree on the wash front,” Costin said, and I could see he was wired.

The exertion, where it had exhausted us, had energized him. I wondered for a moment if it was a non-shifter thing. We’d all shifted, and under pretty intense circumstances, so it had drained our energy. Regner and Maeve, too, had seemed more energized than exhausted, but that might have been the stress of Maeve almost dying.

“Well, don’t let us stop you from joining in on the fun,” I said, and I gestured to the room partying around us.

Costin let out a laugh, hugged me quickly, kissed his sister’s cheek, and then vanished into the throng, presumably in search of alcohol.

Meanwhile, the five of us trudged up the stairs.

Whatever soundproofing the builders of Torchlight had implemented, it was impressive. Once we were on the next floor and the hallway door had closed, I couldn’t hear the festivities at all.

Kendra and my aunt both split off to find their own rooms, which left Lea, Sin, and I in ours.

“Gods, I’m so glad you’re both okay,” I confessed to the two women, and for a long while, the three of us just hugged one another while saying nothing.

“We are,” Sin swore, and she reached up to kiss my cheek, then Lea’s. “We’re all okay.”

“I… I don’t know what I would do if I lost you,” the lioness-woman said in a slightly choked tone, and she hugged us harder.

“You’ll never have to find out,” I promised, and all I could think about was Regner.

“But we won,” Sin whispered to us. “Gods, we won.”

“We did,” Lea agreed, and she kissed the pirate captain’s cheek, then mine. “Thank all the gods we did. And we’re alive.”

The adjoining bathroom to the room was tiny, only big enough for one person at a time. Sin and Lea insisted I go first, so I did. When I came out, freshly scrubbed and feeling about a thousand times better, I saw the two women sitting on the bed almost expectantly.

“Is… everything alright?” I asked them with a frown.

“Yes,” Lea assured me and smiled. “We were just thinking… maybe you should go and check on Kendra. She’s had as intense a day as any of us.”

I blinked at them. They were saying something else, but I couldn’t quite figure it out.

“Are you sure?” I asked, and I looked uneasily between her and the pirate captain.

I was reluctant to leave them. It felt too close to abandonment.

I realized in that moment that the dream Elana had conjured in my mind, the nightmare, had stung deeper than I’d anticipated.

“You’re not abandoning us, Arthur,” Sin promised gently, as if she’d read my mind.

I was repeatedly stunned by how easily they both read me, and I stepped forward and cupped her cheek in my hand.

“She’s right,” Lea agreed in a quiet tone. “Kendra is part of our group now. Her fate is spun with ours. The only way you could abandon us would be if you abandoned her, as well.”

Something inside me, tentative and cautious and fragile, blossomed. Like the first petals of a spring flower unfurling in my chest.

“Oh…” I muttered as I realized what they were saying. “Are… are you sure?”

“You know I don’t believe in fate, really,” Sin said as she leaned into my hand and stared up at me with those piercing emerald eyes. “But I know what I feel.”

“As do I,” Lea added with a soft smile. “And we can tell what you feel, too, Arthur. You do kind of wear your heart on your sleeve. It’s sweet.”

I flushed a little and felt both embarrassed and relieved.

“And… and you’re sure?” I asked them again.

“Positive,” the lioness-woman swore. “You saw from the start, Kendra and I felt a connection. I think in that moment, we both knew. It just… took a while for you and Sin to… catch up.”

“Then you should come with me,” I said to them, but Sin shook her head.

“She’s had an intense day, I don’t think all three of us would calm her,” she pointed out. “And I like to think we have plenty of tomorrows for that.”

Her smile sharpened just a little, with a hint of her wicked, captain’s grin. I smiled back at her, at both of them. I had no words to describe the immense feeling of love in my chest. It was like my feelings had been refracted and reflected, made larger and more intense by each one of them than if we had all been separate.

“Go to her,” Lea said softly, and she stood from the edge of the bed and cupped my cheek. “I’m sure she already knows it, too.”

If Lea did, then Kendra certainly did. The two had shared a deep connection from their first moments, and only now did I truly understand the depth of it.

I kissed Lea, then Sin. I kissed them both deeply, as if I could pour the love I felt for them into their chests and make them feel how much I adored them.

“I love you,” I whispered to them both, and they whispered it back.

Then I left and headed down the hall to Kendra’s room.

She answered the door almost as soon as I’d knocked on it. As if she’d been expecting it, or forewarned of it. Maybe she had.

“Hi,” she said in a soft tone when she saw me standing there.

Her smile was warm, and her eyes shimmered with a kind of peace I could never understand but always craved. Instantly, I felt calmed by her presence.

“Hey,” I replied in the same tone. “Can I… is it alright if I come in?”

“Of course,” she said, and her purple eyes sparkled as she stepped aside.

Inside, her room was pretty much identical to the one I shared with Sin and Lea.

“Are… are they alright? Lea and Sin?” Kendra asked as she closed the door behind me.

“They’re just fine,” I promised her, and I knew we weren’t just talking about exhaustion and injuries. “They’re wonderful, actually.”

“They are,” the owl-woman said with a soft giggle.

Then she stepped close to me, and I found myself awed by her. By all of them. I’d stumbled ass-backwards into this world and fallen in love with these incredible women, and somehow they’d fallen in love with me in kind.

“I think it’s different in your world, isn’t it?” Kendra whispered as she looked up at me.

“Yeah,” I admittedly sheepishly. “Normally, it’s just two people. Other… formations are uncommon.”

“Less so here,” she hummed. “I know a lot of that originates in shifters wanting to ‘maximize their bloodlines,’ but I like to think it’s about love.”

“Oh?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Love isn’t finite,” she said. “The more you give, the more you have, I think. I don’t think Leandra would love you as much as she does if she didn’t also love Sinopa just as much. Just as I don’t think you could love Sinopa as fervently as you do if you didn’t also love Leandra.”

That was a way of putting it I hadn’t really considered before, but it made something inside my chest swell to think about it.

“I do,” I said softly. “I love them so much I think I might burst from it sometimes.”

“I can feel it,” Kendra admitted in a slightly sheepish tone. “I felt it from the first moment I saw you. It overwhelmed me, how much you all love one another. And when I… when I realized you might all have a place for me, as well…”

She trailed off, and I saw her cheeks darken with a flush.

“You do,” I said. “I felt it, too. And Sin. Lea probably felt it first, though. She knew practically from the first moment she saw you.”

I couldn’t deny I’d felt drawn to her from the first moment. At first, I’d thought it was to do with fate and destiny, and in a way it was. But something far more powerful and far more arcane had pulled us to one another, and that was the pounding feeling in my chest, the way my pulse quickened when she stood close to me, when she looked at me with that sparkle in her amethyst eyes.

“I…” I whispered, but the confession faded on my tongue.

I didn’t know how to put this all into words.

“I know,” Kendra whispered back as she leaned into me. “I do, too.”

I felt my heart swell several sizes in my chest, and then I ducked my head and kissed her.

It was like the first drink after traveling the desert, the first breeze after a summer of drought. It was a relief. I felt her lips against mine and lost myself utterly. I wrapped my arms around her and felt her hands on my cheek, and we were no longer two separate beings.

She kissed me hard, and our tongues tangled as our bodies curved into one another. I walked forward and pressed her against the back of her door, and I was unable to care if anyone might hear anything.

I pulled my lips from her mouth and began to kiss at her throat, and I found her thrumming pulse and sucked at the delicate skin until she shuddered and moaned in my arms.

“Arthur,” she panted, and she began to pull at the lacing of her bodice to loosen the thin strings.

I slipped a hand under the layers of thick clothing and felt the warm, soft skin of her breast, her peaked nipple. I pinched it between my thumb and forefinger, and I grinned against her throat as she shivered.

Then I kissed a trail down her neck and collarbone, and I sealed my lips over her nipple as I began to roll the other between my fingers. She curved her spine against me and rolled her hips into mine, and I knew even through the layers of clothing she could feel how much I wanted her.

Hands scrabbled at clothes, and I was frantic as I pulled at her layers of skirts and hiked them up past her knees, almost all the way to her hips. Like Lea, she wore thick, high stockings, and as my hand slid up the smooth, soft skin of her inner thigh, I felt comparably thin, delicate cloth covering her sex.

It took no effort at all to slip my finger underneath and feel the warm wetness there. Kendra shuddered against me as I stroked her clit, and one of her hands caught my chin to kiss me again as I touched her.

Before long, I’d figured out a rhythm she liked. She was responsive, and I could tell at once whether or not she liked something I was doing. Watching her like this was addictive. It was mind-opening, transcendental, to see this serene, calm, kind-hearted auspice woman shivering and writhing because of me.

I painted circles around her clitoris and then dipped my hand further back. Her slick juices eased the way, and her warm tunnel easily swallowed my fingertips.

“Arthur, please!” she gasped as her hips rolled against my hand.

I couldn’t hold myself back any longer, and I dropped to my knees and shoved the layers of skirts into her hands as my own slid up her thighs toward the tiny scrap of fabric covering her.

There was something decidedly thrilling about such a small piece of cloth covering so much.

I inched it down her legs and tossed it aside, which left her dripping pussy bare to me. I put a hand behind her right knee and hiked it over my left shoulder, and then I leaned forward and gave a long, slow lick up the length of her slit.

“Gods!” Kendra moaned, and I felt one of her hands tangle in my hair.

She rolled her hips forward like she was desperate for me, and I complied eagerly. I licked and sucked and drank in the taste of her as I learned what brought her the most pleasure.

I sucked at her clit and slipped two fingers inside her with such ease it made me shudder. She was so wet, so desperate, it almost threatened to finish me there and then. As I curled my fingers inside her, her moans went up an octave, and she thrust herself against me, all but shoving herself into my face.

“Arthur,” she moaned as she shuddered apart around me. “Oh, gods, Arthur, I… I think I…”

I kept up my pace and didn’t break the rhythm for even a second. I could feel her beginning to twitch around me, and her legs shook and spasmed around my shoulders. The thread of tension holding her together was being pulled, tighter and tighter and tighter until it finally snapped.

“Oh!” she cried and she came around my fingers and against my tongue.

Watching Kendra fall apart in front of me was quite possibly the hottest thing I’d ever seen in my life. She threw back her head and cried out loudly, like she was unable to care if anyone might hear her. She rolled and bucked her hips against my face, and I continued licking and sucking at her pussy as pleasure coursed through her body.

When she finally came down from the high, she grinned down at me, and there was a wild, predatory edge to it I’d never seen before.

I was immediately and utterly intrigued. The sight of her like that-- breasts bared and skirts hiked up, the insides of her thighs slick with wetness, a hungry gleam in her eyes-- was exquisite.

Kendra slowly unhitched her legs from around my shoulders, and once she was standing on her own two feet, she surged forward and kissed me hard as she tasted herself on my tongue. Her hands went to my clothes now, and she pulled off layer after layer until I was bare-chested.

Then she pushed me back, and I toppled sideways onto her bed. I grinned eagerly at her as she shuffled out of her dress, and the fabric slipped down over the curve of her hips and revealed miles and miles of smooth, deep brown skin.

I wanted to trace every inch of her with my tongue.

Quickly, I shuffled off my own pants, and then the pair of us were entirely naked. Kendra crawled onto the bed and straddled me, and the feel of her warm, soft skin against mine, with nothing between us, was perfect. She leaned down and kissed me again, and her hips rolled against mine. With each movement, she teased me with the feel of her pussy brushing against the tip of my cock.

“Fuck,” I hissed, and she knew she was driving me insane, because I could see it in her smile, in her soft giggle. “Please, god, Kendra, I…”

“What do you want?” she teased me in a coy voice.

“You,” I said desperately, and my hands wrapped around her curvy hips. “Fuck. I want you.”

“I want you, too,” she moaned. “So take me.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, and we quickly repositioned. I laid her down so her head was on the pillows and then leaned over her. I gave her one last look to confirm, and when she nodded, I took hold of myself and slipped inside.

Her high-pitched moan, coupled with the feeling of her pussy squeezing around me, was almost too much to bear. I groaned as I slowly pushed in, and I was so desperate to move, but I held off and let her adjust, until she began to move her hips against mine.

“Please, Arthur,” she moaned, and she reached up and pulled my face down to kiss me again. “Gods, please. I need you.”

That was all I needed to hear.

I began to thrust into her, and I struck up a hard, desperate pace. I didn’t need to worry whether that would be too much because Kendra responded eagerly. She snapped up her hips to meet mine, and she threw her head back against the pillows as she arched her spine.

“Gods!” she whined in a breathless voice, like it had been pushed out of her with the force of our thrusts. “Yes! Oh, gods, yes, Arthur!”

It was indescribable, the feeling of her around me, the way she spoke with such abandon. I never would have guessed the pious, gentle Aspirant would have had this in her, but it showed what I knew. She was passionate about all things, whether it was her faith or her lovers.

I rolled so we flipped over, and Kendra began to ride me, with her hands planted on my chest and her breasts bouncing. I gripped her hips and let myself get lost in the feel of her, and the pleasure washed over me until I felt the beginnings of the wave begin to crest.

I put a hand between us, found her clit, and rubbed in small, tight circles. Her moans pitched up as she began to move faster, more desperate, and I knew she was getting close, too.

“Arthur,” she moaned as her head bowed forward. “I… gods, I… I’m going to--”

“Me, too,” I gasped. “Fuck. Me, too. Kendra, I… I want to…”

“Together,” she begged me. Her purple eyes were open now, and she was watching me with such an intense gaze.

She was beautiful. She was incredible. She was sublime.

“Together,” I gasped out, and that was about all I managed before I felt her begin to twitch and spasm around me.

Kendra threw back her head with a cry, and not even a second later I followed her off the cliff edge as the world exploded into ecstasy.

We kept rolling our hips together and rode the shockwaves until our minds had pieced themselves back together and pleasure gave way to oversensitivity.

Panting hard, Kendra finally dismounted and curled herself into my side.

Every nerve in my body was buzzing. It was electrifying, even as I could feel the exhaustion setting in.

“God,” I panted, and I felt stunned. Purely stunned.

“Yes,” Kendra agreed breathlessly. Then she tipped her head up to meet my eyes, and we shared a giggle. “That was…”

“It was,” I agreed.

Neither of us quite had the words, least of all now, but it had in fact, been.

The auspice woman snuggled into me and hummed softly. I could tell she, too, was spent. We’d probably sleep for an entire week, after everything we and our allies had just gone through.

Tomorrow, we would begin the next stage of planning. We would tell Tavor all we had learned, and we would figure out what our next steps were.

But, tonight, we could celebrate a victory, and we could rest.

Before long, I felt Kendra’s steady breathing and knew she’d already fallen asleep. I could feel my own eyelids beginning to droop. She’d always had a calming effect on me, but coupled with very real exhaustion, I was stunned I was still awake, even now.

I tipped my head to the side, just because it was more comfortable to sleep that way, and I found myself looking out of the window.

And, as my eyes slipped closed and I drifted off to sleep, I realized something.

I could see the moon.

End of Book 4
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Cast of Characters from Book 4:

Tavor Brenna: Non-shifter. Gray eyes, tan skin, dark-brown, straight hair. Tavor lost her entire family when the Fangs slaughtered her partners and their children for being shifters. She has since dedicated herself to seeing the Fangs of Apollyon defeated and is the stern, determined leader of the ‘rebellion’ at Torchlight.

Elana: Auspice, cunning folk. Purple eyes, sallow skin, long, pale-gray hair. A near-legendary individual who is both an auspice and cunning, Elana was captured and experimented upon by the Fangs, her magic used to create moonsickness. Trapped in a strange bubble of time magic, she mentally communed with Kendra and Arthur to plead for an end to her suffering, which they obliged.
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